21

Nathan Laing 
On the Possibility of a Cinema of Cruelty

	While Antonin Artaud continues to fascinate as a personality and his writings continue to inspire a broad array of artists, there remains some dispute about whether his theoretical ideas can actually be realized in a practical setting. Susan Sontag, one of Artaud’s champions, famously said of him that “One can be inspired by Artaud. One can be scorched, changed by Artaud. But there is no way of applying Artaud” (Sontag 57). With regards to the realization of his ideas in the cinema, Artaud himself denounced the medium itself after his own disillusionment with his work within the French film industry, convinced that the states of spiritual crisis which he wished to inflict on his audience could not be realized in the cinematic context. 
	While it is easy to critique Artaud in hindsight for underestimating the capabilities of a medium that had only begun to be used as a medium for serious storytelling a few decades ago, Artaud’s own negative experiences and creative frustrations working as an actor and screenwriter should also be taken into account when discussing his dismissal of the cinema. Looking at the rich history of cinema since Artaud, there are strong indications that a cinema of cruelty would not only be possible, but such a thing may already have been achieved. Perhaps the strongest example of Artaud’s ideas being realized on film, whether or not the invocation of Artaud is intentional or not, is Lars Von Trier’s 2009 film Antichrist. The film is a powerful realization of Artaud’s artistic concepts, and on the strength of that movie one can justify the belief that Artaud’s idea of cruelty can be implemented on screen.
	Before moving further, some time should be taken to establish exactly what Artaud was trying to achieve with his work. While he did publish a handful of short essays on cinema, Artaud’s most famous and substantial attempt to explain his ideas was major work on the theatre, his book of essays titled The Theatre and its Double. While the book relates his ideas to a different medium than the focus of this essay, it provides a more substantial explanation of his artistic project and what he meant by cruelty than anything he wrote during his cinematic phase, so it will be useful to turn to to provide insight into what exactly he was trying to achieve.   
Artaud’s writings, like the man himself, are often enigmatic in nature, and it is therefore more difficult to establish exactly what he was sought to achieve than with Brecht, who wrote papers like “The Street Scene” that clearly outline the techniques with which to realize his concepts. Artaud spent much more time focusing on the ends than on the means; there is no doubt that he wanted his ideal work of art to create a radical psychological and spiritual impact on his audience, but he often leaves the means to achieve this aim fairly open ended. 
	 While Artaud had no serious interest in politics (he was excommunicated from the surrealists over his ambivalence towards their radical Marxist politics) his descriptions of what he wanted to achieve with his idea of the theatre of cruelty demonstrate that he was no less fundamentally radical a figure than Brecht or the most ardent of utopians. Artaud wanted his work to affect his audience on a profound level, to provoke a sort of inner crisis. In The Theatre and its Double he analogizes his concept of the theatre of cruelty to the plague in order to convey the extreme reactions he wanted to provoke in his audience:
Like the plague, theatre is a crisis resolved either by death or cure. The plague is a superior disease because it is an absolute crisis after which there is nothing left except death or drastic purification. (…) And finally from a human viewpoint we can see that the effect of the theatre is as beneficial as the plague, impelling us to see ourselves as we are, making the masks fall and divulging the world’s lies, aimlessness, meanness, and two-facedness. (Artaud, Plague 20)
To Artaud, theatre must be an experience of extremity and transformation, a cleansing of trivial things that provides insights into the fundamental bedrock realities of human consciousness which are usually supressed or ignored in modern life. His ideal theatre would induce a spiritual transformation in its audience, it would reveal “their darker powers and hidden strength, (…) urging them to take a nobler more heroic stand in the face of destiny than they would have without it” (Artaud, Plague 20). 
	Artaud was dismissive of any notions that the established literary canon of great playwrights was at all fit to speak profoundly to modern audiences and inspire the sort of “unforgettable soul therapy” (Artaud, Cruelty, 64) that he wished to put his audiences through. He believed that the masterpieces of past ages have nothing of importance to communicate to the modern world, dismissing Shakespeare and what he referred to as the modern psychological theatre for encouraging complacency in their audiences. He encourages the theatre to stop focusing on trivialities in their plots and return to dealing with more fundamental impulses:   
If theatre wants to find itself needed once more, it must present everything in love, crime, war and madness. Everyday love, personal ambition and daily worries are worthless except in relation to the kind of awful lyricism that exists in those Myths to which the great mass of men have consented. (Artaud, Cruelty 65)
This breaking away from modern social and psychological artifice and embracing of the basic, violent human impulses that are typically buried or suppressed is the essence of what Artaud called cruelty. 
	Artaud’s writings on cruelty emphasise not just the importance of a particular sort of content, but also particular formal qualities as well. He echoes Pound’s call for formal radicalism when, critiquing the traditional literary conception of theatre, stating that “once a form is used it has no more use, bidding man to find another form, and theatre is the only place in the world where a gesture, once made, is never repeated in the same way” (Artaud, Masterpieces 57). He was absolutely skeptical of theatre in which story is communicated primarily through dialogue, which informs his particularly vehement rejection of the “psychological realism” of the realist and naturalist playwrights. He instead wanted to increase the theatres emphasis on communication through visual rather than verbal elements. 
	Paradoxically, he believed that in order for the Theatre of Cruelty to have a tangible sense of reality, the theatre must seek to invoke the unreal qualities of dreams:
We want to make theatre a believable reality inflicting this kind of tangible laceration, contained in all true feeling, on the heart and senses. In the same way as our dreams react on us and reality reacts on our dreams, so we believe ourselves able to associate mental pictures with dreams, effective insofar as they are projected with the required violence. And the audience will believe in the illusion of theatre on condition they really take it for a dream, not for a servile imitation of reality. On condition it releases the magic freedom of daydreams, only recognisable when imprinted with terror and cruelty. (Artaud, Cruelty 65)
By seeking to evoke the subconscious imagery of dreams and have characters be defined by extremity, Artaud describes a theatre that would likely revolve around archetypes, although he never directly mentions Jung as an influence. He wishes to express “the kind of awful lyricism that exists in those Myths to which the great mass of men have consented” (Artaud, Cruelty 65) without actually using mythical characters.
	Artaud strongly believed in the power of visuals to create this primal psychological effect that words, at least as they are conventionally used in the canonical works of Sophocles and Shakespeare, can not achieve. He stressed the importance of returning to “a physical knowledge of images, a means of inducing trances” (Artaud, Masterpieces 61). His belief in the physical power of images to communicate ideas in a more primal and direct way than words could hope to made it natural that he would have turned his creative focus towards the cinema. 
During the part of his career in which he was working in cinema as an actor and screenwriter, he believed that the cinema by nature was capable of capturing the mystical essence that was at the centre of the psychological effect which he could call cruelty. His handful of writings on cinema, which precede his later The Theatre and its Double, indicate that he understood cinema to be a medium that was uniquely suited to his psychologically disruptive aims:
The cinema implies a total reversal of values, a complete disruption of optics, perspective and logic. It is more stimulating than phosphorous, more enchanting than love. It is impossible to destroy its galvanizing force indefinitely by using subjects which neutralise its effects and belong to the theatre. (Artaud, Reply 59)
Artaud further elaborates on the spiritual aspects of cinema that fascinated him in his short essay “Witchcraft and the Cinema”. He notes the unique qualities of the cinema that make it particularly suitable to his goals, especially the invocation of dreams:
The cinema has an unexpected and mysterious side which we find in no other form of art. Even the most arid and banal image is transformed when it is projected on the screen. The smallest detail, the most insignificant objects obtain a life of their own which becomes increasingly independent and detaches them from their usual meaning. (Artaud, Witchcraft 65)
This mysterious and transformative quality of cinema which he describes is an indication of the possibilities that cinema holds for the evocation of dream-like states and a psychologically heightened atmosphere, which he saw as essential components for the achievement of his idea of cruelty. 
	While it is clear that Artaud wanted to move away from the use of dialogue as a primary storytelling device in his explorations of cruelty in both his theatrical and cinematic experimentations, he never did systematize the methods and techniques that would evoke cruelty to the degree that Brecht did through his theoretical works and plays which incorporate those techniques. In his practical theatre work, Artaud regarded his attempts to create a theatre of cruelty as uniform failures. Referring to his first manifesto for the Theatre of Cruelty, in which he sought to elaborate the technical means of realizing his ideas, he admitted that “it is uneven and largely a failure. I have suggested exact, unexpected rules of grim and terrifying aspect and the moment one expects me to justify them, I go on to the next principle. The Manifesto’s dialectic is admittedly weak” (Artaud, Third Letter 88). His second manifesto for the Theatre of Cruelty is not dissimilar in that regard.  
	His handful of short screenplays do not provide much more concrete insight into the ways in which Artaud’s idea of cruelty could be realized practically. His screenplays are written more in the style of stream-of-consciousness poetry than in traditional screenplay format. There are some interesting ideas in his screenplays; his four page screenplay Eighteen Seconds outlines a movie in which a man’s visions during his last eighteen seconds before committing suicide are depicted over the course of “an hour or two” (Artaud, Eighteen 11). As interesting as the concept and script itself may be, his vague estimation of the runtime being between sixty or one hundred and twenty minutes is indicative of the lack of concrete insight that these screenplays offer with regards to how they would actually be executed on the screen. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Only one of Artaud’s screenplays would end up being made into a film, and Artaud’s negative experience with it would be a major catalyst for his disillusionment and dismissal of the medium. Germaine Dulac’s realisation of his screenplay “The Seashell and the Clergyman” premiered in 1928, and at the premiere Artaud was so incensed by it that he disrupted the screening and later publically criticised Dulac, denouncing what he saw as her mishandling of his script. While the film is generally considered a failure, not least by Artaud himself, and is now primarily known for being a curious but comparatively insubstantial precursor to Bunuel’s Un Chien Andalou, the disputes between Artaud and Dulac do provide some insight into the ways Artaud thought dreams and tone should be approached in a cinema of cruelty. 
	The key point of contention that Artaud had with Dulac’s handling of the script, which he addresses in letters written to her during the production, was the way in which she depicted the dreamlike aspects of the picture. Artaud wanted to capture the subconscious psychological resonances of dreams without allowing the audience the easy way out of having the dreams be merely dreams. If the psychological disruptions are confined to dream sequences, then once one wakes up they no longer retain their power, they do not provoke a serious inner crisis or change, and they can be shrugged off without inducing a crisis (Virmaux 158). Artaud was adamant that his work should not provide that easy way out; it must capture the stuff of dreams and present it with the same sense of consequence as any other event in the diegetic “real world”. 
It is not unreasonable to suggest that his negative experience working in film was as much of a factor in his denouncement of the medium as his perceptions of the technical inadequacies of the art form. His creative dissatisfaction as an actor and as a screenwriter led him to complain about the film industry to Louis Jouvet, saying in a letter that “one cannot work in it without shame” (Artaud, Letter 302). The primary substantial criticism that Artaud would express about the medium itself as opposed to criticisms of the trivial nature of much of the contemporary commercial cinema (see: No More Masterpieces) is the idea that cinema lacks the sense of physical presence that a theatre performance offers, and that that sense of presence is essential for creating the intense psychological effect of cruelty. 
This ties in to his view of the theatre of cruelty as a return to a sort of premodern ritual, which is expressed in his essays on the Balinese dance.  This stance is evidently diametrically opposed to that which he expressed in “Witchcraft and the Cinema”. One must also notice the contradiction between his stated desire (quoted above) to do away with old forms and find new ones which would offer a renewed sense of vitality, and his belief that an incorporation or emulation of ancient rituals is important to the nature of cruelty.  With regards to Artaud’s later lack of faith in the physical power of cinema, without smugly mocking Artaud for not anticipating the last eighty years of cinema, one can draw on works from Eisenstein, Peckinpah, Gaspar Noé, and countless other less obvious examples to demonstrate that Artaud was right in his earlier assessment with regards to the potential physical power of images mediated through the camera.
When Artaud’s personal frustrations with the film industry are taken into account and when one looks at the above contradictions in Artaud’s reasoning for why cinema is not a suitable medium for cruelty, one must at least allow for the possibility that he may have been wildly premature in his dismissal of the medium. For all his desire for a sense of spiritual absolution, given the contradictions in his philosophy over time it would be inadvisable to be recalcitrant and hold on to any one statement he made about the cinema and have that be the last word. 
	When faced with the question of whether Artaudian cruelty can be realized in cinema, the lack of definitive concrete technical suggestions for what such a cinema (or theatre) would look like, compounded with his own conflicting statements about the aptness of cinema as a medium, make answering that question theoretically a difficult task. Artaud’s emphasis on the irrational, the visual, the aspects of human consciousness which can not be communicated through language is also a difficulty when attempting to write about it. For these reasons, the best way to make a case for the viability of a cinema of cruelty would be to provide an example of a movie which embodies Artaud’s ideas successfully. 
	This is also worth doing because of how much cinema has evolved both formally and in terms of subject matter in the last eighty years. In all likelihood, a film that fully embodied Artaud’s ideas, even if it could have been made in the twenties or thirties, would not have been released though any distribution company and if it had it would have been heavily censored. The Seashell and the Clergyman itself was banned in the U.K. on grounds of obscenity. The increased respect for cinema as a serious art form combined with the ever greater viability of independent films and the relaxation of censorship laws in most western countries are factors which remove many of the barriers that Artaud would likely have run into even if he had successfully produced a film which embodied his ideas, and it therefore begs the question of whether any director since him might have intentionally or otherwise produced a film which could be called without reservation a work of cinema of cruelty.
	The most influential argument in the critical literature since Artaud that addresses his ideas in the cinema is William Blum’s “Toward a Cinema of Cruelty”. He argues well against Artaud’s later claims about the inherent literalness of the cinema and its inability to create a truly psychological transcendent experience by pointing out that
A camera is impassive only in the hands of an impassive photographer. A consideration of the matters just raised will easily yield the information that a curious or concerned photographer can produce images of reality more directly affecting than reality itself, or can contrive a distortion of reality that is a higher reality. (Blum 25)
To demonstrate this, Blum discusses three then-recent American movies that demonstrate aspects of Artaud’s ideas. He mentions Abraham Polonsky’s Tell Them Willie Boy Was Here and Arthur Penn’s Bonnie and Clyde, but he is most compelling when he discusses the Artaudian elements of Sam Peckinpah’s The Wild Bunch. 
	Blum describes the effect of the stylized violence of the film, specifically the two massive gunfights which bookend the film, as glorifications of the type of violent, primal impulses that Artaud sought to explore. According to him, the firefight in the town which opens the film “does not portray the death of people we have come to know and therefore sympathize with. Instead it captures the awful beauty of a murderous dance and exalts it” (Blum 31). He argues that Peckinpah’s carefully edited montage of slow motion shots of bodies falling and being pierced with bullets aestheticizes the elemental battle for survival and offers a sense of purgation, of catharsis to the audience which is a first step in achieving the plague-like crisis that Artaud sought, even if does not go all the way.
	Blum acknowledges that while the final gunfight, in which the remaining members of the gang engage in a brutal, suicidal battle with a small army of Mexican counterrevolutionaries to avenge their friend Angel, achieves a similar cathartic effect through its relentless, aestheticized violence, he acknowledges that the movie as a whole falls well short of being a full embodiment of Artaud’s cruelty. The two major barriers to this which he mentions are “a constricting story and strong emphasis on psychology for plot advancement” and “the dramatic structure [which] whets our curiosity about what will happen next, therefore placing improper emphasis” (Blum 32). To clarify his point about the film’s approach to psychology, it is not the mere emphasis on psychology that prevents the film from being a realization of cruelty but the way in which psychology is used. 
	The film’s approach to psychology is of the conventional, literary sort that Artaud sought to move away from. The psychological elements of the characters that relate to the plot of the film are explained clearly in a way that explains their motivations. We learn through dialogue and through flashbacks that the character of Pike Bishop (William Holden) is haunted by the fact that years ago he escaped from the authorities and allowed his former partner Deke Thornton (Robert Ryan) to be captured, and that this is a large part of the reason that he cannot allow his fellow gang member Angel (Jaime Sánchez) to remain captured and tortured by the counterrevolutionaries. We also see a brief flashback from Deke Thornton’s perspective where he remembers being tortured in prison, demonstrating psychologically why he is so driven to hunt down his partner’s gang and win back his freedom.
	While the storytelling of the movie is compelling on its own terms, it is this traditional psychological approach to character that prevents the film from being a true work of cinema of cruelty. Artaud’s project was to a large degree a reaction against the sort of psychological realism where one can clearly and rationally explain a characters motivation and actions by examining the relevant psychological details. Artaud sought a radical turn away from that towards the irrational and the unexplainable, to explore the implicit psychological impulses that lie underneath that which is explored in most modern narrative art.  
	Blum’s point about the overemphasis on plot and suspense is also valid. The film’s emphasis on specific plot details (will the gang manage to hijack the train before the soldiers realize what is happening, will Deke’s posse catch up with the gang, etc.) to create suspense and excitement inevitably detracts from the singular focus on inner psychological crisis that Artaud sought to evoke in his characters and inflict on his audience. While the storytelling of The Wild Bunch is compelling on its own terms, the focus on conventional narrative and suspense disqualifies it from being a genuine example of cinema of cruelty. A true work of cinema of cruelty would have to focus almost entirely on the inner psychology of the characters to the exclusion of a conventional dramatic plot such as would appear in most mainstream Hollywood film. 
	Despite his enthusiasm about the latent traces of Artaud’s cruelty that he saw emerging in a handful of movies in the late nineteen-sixties, Blum understood that those movies only hinted at the possibility of a true cinema of cruelty. Such a cinema would necessarily be much more radical in terms of both content and structure, both depicting and provoking states of psychological extremity and terror at the expense of traditional narrative, and using the physical manifestations of these crises to heighten their affective power on the audience to create a visceral and transformative experience. For a more recent film which much more fully embodies Artaud’s concepts, one can turn to Lars Von Trier’s 2009 film Antichrist. 
	Lars Von Trier’s broader body of work shows multiple resonances with Artaud’s ideas. Von Trier’s work has been known to feature extreme subject matter; Artaud’s comment about his theatre of cruelty focusing on “famous personalities, horrible crimes and superhuman self-sacrifices” (Artaud, Cruelty 65) could function as a summary of the recurring themes in Von Trier’s films. Von Trier’s work is famous for eliciting extreme reactions; his Dogme-95 movement prioritised extreme emotional content over production value by intentionally creating restrictions on the technical means that the director is allowed to use. While most of his post-Breaking the Waves films have provoked extreme, often vitriolic reactions and walkouts, Antichrist stands apart as a film that, intentionally or not, functions as a powerful invocation of Artaudian cruelty. 
	Antichrist depicts a married couple, played by Willem Dafoe and Charlotte Gainsbourg, who attempt to cope with their grief after the death of their infant son. Rather than a traditionally structured plot in which a series of events occur which have consequences on a plot which is larger than the characters, the movie focuses almost entirely on the inner psychological turmoil of its two characters. The movie follows a husband and wife who struggle to cope with the death of their young son. The wife is hospitalized from chronic grief, and when she is released her husband, who is a therapist, attempts to use his training to treat her himself. He eventually brings her to their isolated cabin in the woods as a form of exposure therapy, because that is where she says she would feel the most vulnerable, but her psychological condition only continues to deteriorate when they get there. 
	Von Trier’s film captures the sense of cruelty primarily through its rigid focus on the psychological crises that the characters experience at the expense of traditional plot. It confronts the audience directly with the most primal impulses of the characters being acted on, manifesting in some truly horrific scenes which add to the sense of psychological confrontation that Artaud strived for when he articulated his desire to provoke a crisis in his audience, to create an experience which would be visceral, painful, and fundamentally transformative.
	One of the key reasons why Antichrist works as cinema of cruelty is its intense focus on the psychological aspects of the characters.  For the vast majority of the film’s runtime the husband and wife are the only characters on screen, and the film offers no virtually no information about their lives (their city, their pasts, their families, etc.) beyond what is directly relevant to the psychological trauma they are going through. We are told that the husband is a therapist because his attempts to treat his wife are integral to the story; we learn that the wife is an academic because her abandoned thesis on historical misogyny ends up having a major psychological impact on her own attitude towards herself later in the film, etc. 
	Even their names are withheld from the audience; the Willem Dafoe and Charlotte Gainsbourg are credited only as He and She. The deliberate lack of specificity to their characters contributes to the sense that we are not watching normal characters that would exist in a neorealist drama. The fact that we are given no information besides that which is directly relevant to their own psychological crises forces the audience to see them more like archetypes or symbols than regular characters. This connects with Artaud’s desire to grant his characters the violent, evocative power over the audience that myths had over the ancients, to allow these characters to act out fundamental inner conflicts and impulses without the baggage of their specific circumstances to distract from their fundamental, universal power. 
	The film’s almost solipsistic focus on the psychological dimensions of the characters contributes to an intense psychological atmosphere. Tonally, the movie walks a careful line. Von Trier creates a situation where the inner psychology of the characters is emphasised to the exclusion of any extraneous details, separating the film from any sense of conventional realism, but at the same time he never takes what Artaud would consider the easy way out of relying on dream sequences. There are a couple of scenes involving hypnosis where what is occurring on screen is obviously the inner visions of the wife, but as the film goes on the elements of irrationality become more and more omnipresent in the diegetic “real world” of the characters. 
	Elements of the surreal and grotesque occur with increasing regularity once they arrive at their cabin in the woods. The boundary between the primal/psychological reality and the “real world” slowly begins to blur; the wife begins to suffer from what the husband sees as delusions; first she comes to believe that not just society (as in most other Von Trier films) but nature itself is fundamentally evil, and later she extends this idea to the nature of women, internalizing the historical misogyny which she wrote about in her abandoned dissertation. As this psychological crisis intensifies, the two of them encounter increasingly distressing manifestations of the malevolence of nature, ranging from the mundane (a baby bird falling from its nest before being eaten by a hawk, several ticks attached to the husband’s hand as he sleeps) to the progressively surreal.
Each of the three main chapters that the movie is divided into conclude with the husband having a progressively more disturbing and surreal encounter with an animal. In the first instance he sneaks up on a doe in the woods to get a good look at it, only to realize in horror that it has its bloody stillborn offspring hanging out of it before it sprints away. The next encounter is with a fox, who the husband finds in tall grass self cannibalizing its own midsection, who utters the words “Chaos Reigns” in a deep voice before the screen fades to black. The third instance occurs when the husband is hiding from his wife in a foxhole after she turns violent, when he sees a raven in there with him who starts cawing, threatening to give him away. He savagely smashes the bird with a rock, but even after the raven is seemingly eviscerated it gets up again and continues to caw until the wife discovers him.  
	While the husband, who is characterised as cold and rational, is dismissive of the wife’s belief in the idea that there are forces beyond them that are governing their fate, it is clear from the increasingly irrational things that occur around them and the way the visuals and events of the film clearly communicate a sense of malevolence and horror associated with nature that the diegetic reality of the movie favors the wife’s interpretation of the world. Von Trier’s movie establishes a sense of cruelty by bringing the character’s psychological passions to the fore and by stressing the fact that the irrational plays just as important a role in the mind of the characters as the rational. In Antichrist the increasing irrationality and despair of the wife is not a by product of a broader story but it is the story. The psychology is not subordinated to the plot, but the physical events are reflections of the character’s psychological journey.
	The specific emphasis on the psychological phenomenology of the characters is an essential feature of cruelty, and this movie uses that concept effectively, drawing the audience in to the psychological apocalypse of the characters. Another key component is the emphasis within that framework on extremity, on the fundamental impulses of humanity (love, crime, war, madness). While most of Von Trier’s films depict extremes of human emotion and behavior, these films rarely reach quite the sense of almost metaphysical significance that the events of Antichrist achieve. We are shocked by the horrific things that happen to Bess in Breaking the Waves, to Selma in Dancer in the Dark and to Grace in Dogville, but the horrors of these films are the horrors of society, of institutions, of groups of people enabled by societal norms to behave cruelly to individuals. 
	Antichrist’s cynicism exists on a more fundamental level. There are no mobs, no churches, no courts, no worries about the police returning that provoke or enable the violence in the later parts of the film. The extremity that occurs is an expression of the characters’ deepest impulses, unmediated by the social artifices that Artaud wished modern theatre would distance itself from. It is not merely the extremity of the violence itself that evokes cruelty, otherwise any slasher film could potentially be considered Artaudian. It is rather the way these extreme acts are informed by the psychological crises which the movie is rigidly centred on that makes Antichrist a true evocation of Artaud’s project. 
	With that said, even though the inclusion of horrific acts is not in itself the most important component of cruelty, it is certainly useful to achieving that effect. Violence is one of the extremes of human behavior that Artaud was interested in exploring, and the movie presents its remarkably horrific scenes of violence unflinchingly. The manifesting of these violent psychological impulses into physical acts, especially in the images of brutality which occur in the later scenes of Antichrist (the wife crushing her husbands genitals with a log, her then drilling a hole through his leg and bolting a grindstone in to prevent him from escaping, her cutting off her own clitoris with a pair of rusty scissors at the end) inflicts the same sense of primal horror and repulsion in the audience, pushing the already achieved sense of psychological immersion to afflict the audience on a primal level.  
 	As stated before, Blum noted that the emphasis on plot and suspense was one of the things that disqualified The Wild Bunch from being a full-fledged work of cinema of cruelty. In Antichrist, the most horrific acts, especially the improvised clitorectomy, which is self-inflicted, occur in a context in which the audience knows that they will not be prevented. With the characters isolated from any external plot machinations which could provide suspense, the audience has nothing to distract itself from the violence with and so experiences the inevitable horror as directly as possible. 
	Another important aspect of the movie that brings it in line with Artaud’s theories is Charlotte Gainsbourg’s performance. In his essay “No More Masterpieces”, Artaud evokes Giovanni’s final scene in Ford’s ‘Tis Pity She’s a Whore to indicate the type of performances he would like to see in his theatre of cruelty. He describes how Giovanni walks into the feast scene carrying his sisters still bleeding heart on his dagger, and in an act of radical defiance defends his incestuous affair with his sister before attacking his persecutors until he is overcome and killed. While the play does not indicate how this scene should be performed, Artaud uses this scene to convey what he wants to see both in the type of roles and in the performances in his theatre of cruelty (larger than life characters, impulsivity, desperation, emotional grandiosity, striving for something beyond reach, etc.). 
	Gainsbourg’s performance embodies Artaud’s ideals in a way that few other screen performances likely ever have. Her portrayal of a woman coping with debilitating grief is visceral in the first half of the film, but when things begin to deteriorate and turn violent between her and her husband at the cabin her performance reaches a fever pitch. When her character is searching in the woods for her husband as he attempts to crawl away with the grindstone bolted through his leg, Gainsbourg is utterly feral. Her guttural screams of “Where are you?” and “You bastard!” as she searches the woods for her husband convey the sense of psychological apocalypse that Artaud strove for remarkably. Much credit is due to her for her fearless performance when discussing why this film is a convincing fulfillment of Artaud’s concepts; in terms of evoking the sort of guttural desperation that Artaud sought to convey, her performance may only be rivalled by that of Isabelle Adjani in Andrzej Żuławski’s film Possession, another film ripe with potential parallels with Artaud. 
	The contrast between Gainsbourg and Dafoe’s characters and performances is also worth noting in a discussion of the Artaudian elements of the film. Dafoe’s performance is much more subdued than that of his co-star. Even towards the end of the film, when he wakes up to find the grindstone pierced through his leg, he does not scream. His character is presented as cold and rational; he believes that as a therapist he is capable of helping his wife overcome her mental trauma through rationality, by making her see that her delusions are just delusions. While the dichotomy between the rational man and irrational/hysterical woman is one element that has led to Antichrist being particularly singled out among Von Trier’s films for its supposed misogyny, there is ample reason to believe that the film can be more strongly read as sympathetic towards the irrational aspect of the psyche, and by extension the Artaudian. 
	Far from simply being an attack on the irrationality and evil of women and a vindication of men, the reality and tone of the film strongly favors the wife’s perspective of the world. There is a scene where the two of them are talking in the cabin, and the wife expresses some poetic thoughts about the way the sound of the acorns falling on the roof reminds her of her anxieties, and her husband is sarcastic and dismissive, saying “that’s all very touching, if it was a children’s book”. This unsympathetic moment of condescension is indicative of the critical attitude Von Trier appears to have towards the limitations of the husband’s rationalism. By the end of the film, when the folkloric idea of the three beggars comes true and the husband fulfills the prophecy by strangling his wife to death, it seems that the film has taken the side of the wife with regards to the significance of the irrational. 
Towards the end of the film, Gainsbourg describes the higher force beyond themselves that is governing their fate through the idea of the three beggars. Near the end of the film, after they are both back in the cabin, the wife tells the husband that “when the three beggars arrive, someone must die. Shortly afterwards, in the diegetic reality of the film, not in a dream or hallucination, we see the three beggars, in the form of the doe, the fox, and the crow the husband encountered earlier in the film, enter the cabin, and the husband looks at the stars and sees them in the constellations. Whether he knows it or not, when the husband strangles his wife to death, fulfilling her prophecy, he has vindicated her understanding of the forces governing their lives; he has accepted that the irrational plays as much of a role in human phenomenology as the rational. The idea that larger forces are in control of the character’s fates is present even in the prologue, where we see on the table of the nursery three figurines labelled with the names Grief, Despair, and Pain, which are revealed to be the names of the three beggars in the scene where the husband first sees a diagram of the constellation in his wife’s former study. The visual implication that the three beggars were controlling their fates from the beginning further validates the wife’s irrationality as opposed to her husband’s rationalism. 
By having a character who is a firm rationalist who remains dismissive of the wife’s irrational impulses until he himself gives in, the movie becomes not just an evocation of Artaud but an inadvertent defence of his ideas. While there is no evidence to suggest that Von Trier was influenced by Artaud when making the film, the way in which the film apparently justifies the wife’s belief that there are irrational forces that govern their lives makes the movie read viably as a manifesto for Artaud’s quasi-Jungian ideas about the importance of re-familiarising ourselves with the deeper pre-rational aspects of human psychology. 
One important formal device in achieving the effect of cruelty in this movie is the use of handheld cinematography. After the prologue, which shows the tragic precipitating event of the movie in extreme slow motion black and white tableaus to the soundtrack of Handel’s Lascia ch'io pianga, most of the rest of the movie is shown with stark, handheld cinematography and a muted, earthy color palette. The choice to present the film using a camera technique most often associated with documentary filmmaking adds to the Artaudian psychological atmosphere not because it provides a sense of conventional realism, but because it emphasises the fact that the inner traumas and delusions of the characters, which are expressed through the more surreal images and occurrences in the film, are real and consequential in the same way that regular plot events are real. Given the surreal and unusual things which occur in the film, a more flamboyant visual presentation might create a sense that the whole story is just a surreal allegory, which is exactly what Artaud sought to avoid, which was the key point which he believed was the downfall of Dulac’s direction of The Seashell and the Clergyman. The use of handheld camerawork prevents this from occurring, and grants the psychologically disturbing story a sense of reality that affects the viewer more profoundly. 
Ultimately, the fact that Antichrist is such a successful evocation of Artaud within the cinematic medium has more to do with content and structure than the specific formal qualities of the film. The film’s intense focus on the psychological at the expense of conventional realism and plot detail forces the audience into experiencing the transformative sense of psychological crisis along with the film’s characters. Regardless of whether or not he did so intentionally, in Antichrist Lars Von Trier has created a work which thoroughly embodies the concept of cruelty which Artaud failed to realize in his own work. The strength of the film’s ability to evoke an intense and disturbing Artaudian psychological reality (to which the visceral reactions at its Cannes premiere can attest) indicates that, contrary to Artaud’s own conclusions, a cinema of cruelty is indeed a viable concept.
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