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A History of Violence is a film that invites viewers to explore the complex themes of
identity, violence, and morality. Directed by David Cronenberg and released in 2005, it is
based on a graphic novel of the same name by John Wagner and Vince Locke. The film stars
Viggo Mortensen as Tom Stall, a seemingly ordinary man whose life takes a violent turn
when he becomes a local hero after defending his diner from robbers. However, as the
story unfolds, it becomes evident that Tom's past is far from ordinary, and the film
provocatively examines the nature of violence and its impact on personal identity and
family dynamics. In this article, we will delve deep into the film's narrative, themes, and
critical reception, while also exploring its legacy and presence on Netflix.



Plot Overview

A History of Violence opens in a small town in Indiana, where Tom Stall leads a quiet life
with his wife, Edie (Maria Bello), and their two children. The tranquility of their existence
shatters when Tom heroically intervenes during a violent robbery at his diner, killing two
armed men in self-defense. This act of bravery turns him into a local celebrity, but it also
brings unwelcome attention from criminal elements associated with his mysterious past.

The Emergence of Tom Stall

- Local Hero: After the robbery, Tom is hailed as a hero, receiving media attention and the
admiration of his community.

- Family Dynamics: Initially, the event strengthens Tom's bond with his family, showcasing
the ideal of the American family unit.

- Unraveling Secrets: As the story progresses, Tom's past is revealed through interactions
with a stranger named Carl Fogarty (Ed Harris), who claims to know him from a previous life
filled with crime and violence.

Identity Crisis

The film explores deep philosophical questions regarding identity:

1. Duality of Self: Tom's struggle between his current life and his past leads to an
exploration of the duality of human nature.

2. Masks We Wear: It raises questions about the masks that individuals wear to conceal
their true selves and the lengths to which one might go to protect their family.

3. Consequences of Violence: The film forces viewers to confront the consequences of
violence, not only on the perpetrator but also on the victims and their loved ones.

Thematic Exploration

A History of Violence is rich with themes that resonate well beyond its narrative.
Cronenberg expertly weaves several complex ideas together, making the film a profound
commentary on society.

Violence and Media Sensationalism

- Glorification of Violence: The film critiques how society glorifies violence through media
coverage and sensationalism.

- Reality vs. Perception: Tom's transformation from a humble diner owner to a celebrated
hero reflects the media's role in shaping public perception of violence.



Family and Domestic Life

- Impact on Relationships: The film poignantly examines how violence disrupts familial
bonds. Tom's relationship with Edie and their children becomes strained as secrets are
revealed.

- Protection vs. Truth: The moral dilemma of protecting one’s family versus the truth of
one’s past is a central conflict, leading to heartbreaking consequences.

Masculinity and ldentity

- Traditional Masculinity: Tom embodies a traditional masculine archetype, portrayed as a
protector yet haunted by his past.

- Fragility of Identity: The film suggests that masculinity is fragile, easily shattered by the
consequences of one’s actions.

Critical Reception

Upon its release, A History of Violence received widespread acclaim from critics and
audiences alike.

Critical Acclaim

- Oscar Nominations: The film was nominated for several Academy Awards, including Best
Adapted Screenplay, showcasing its strong narrative.

- Praise for Direction and Acting: Cronenberg’s direction and the performances, particularly
by Viggo Mortensen and Ed Harris, were lauded for their depth and intensity.

Controversial Themes

Despite its acclaim, the film also sparked controversy due to its graphic depictions of
violence and the moral questions it raises. Critics noted that while it presents violence
starkly, it does so to provoke thought rather than to glorify it.

Legacy and Impact

A History of Violence has left a lasting impact on both cinema and popular culture. Its
exploration of violence and identity continues to resonate, making it a pertinent film for
modern discussions around these themes.



Influence on Filmmaking

- Inspiring Future Directors: The film’s narrative structure and thematic depth have inspired
numerous filmmakers to explore similar themes in their works.

- Graphic Novels in Cinema: Its success helped pave the way for more graphic novels to be
adapted into films, showcasing the potential for deeper storytelling in the genre.

Streaming on Netflix

As of October 2023, A History of Violence is available for streaming on Netflix, allowing a
new generation of viewers to engage with its thought-provoking content.

- Accessibility: The film's presence on a major streaming platform has made it more
accessible to audiences who may not have seen it in theaters or on DVD.

- Discussion and Analysis: The film often features in discussions about violence in cinema,
identity crises, and the role of media in shaping narratives, making it a popular choice for
film studies courses and discussions.

Conclusion

A History of Violence serves as a compelling exploration of the darker aspects of human
nature, identity, and the impact of violence on personal and familial relationships. Through
its intricate narrative and profound themes, the film challenges viewers to confront
uncomfortable truths about society and themselves. As it continues to be available on
platforms like Netflix, it remains a significant piece of cinematic art that encourages
reflection and dialogue about the complexities of human behavior. With its critical acclaim
and lasting legacy, A History of Violence is not just a film about violence; it is a poignant
examination of what it means to be human in a world fraught with conflict and moral
ambiguity.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'A History of Violence' about?

'A History of Violence' is a film directed by David Cronenberg that explores the life of a
small-town diner owner who becomes a local hero after thwarting a robbery, only to have
his violent past come back to haunt him.

Is 'A History of Violence' based on a true story?

No, 'A History of Violence' is not based on a true story; it is adapted from a graphic novel by
John Wagner and Vince Locke.



Who stars in 'A History of Violence'?

The film stars Viggo Mortensen, Maria Bello, Ed Harris, and William Hurt.

What themes are explored in 'A History of Violence'?

The film explores themes of identity, the nature of violence, and the impact of past actions
on present life.

Was 'A History of Violence' critically acclaimed?

Yes, the film received critical acclaim for its direction, performances, and thought-provoking
narrative, earning multiple award nominations.

Did 'A History of Violence' win any awards?

The film won several awards, including the Best Actor award for Viggo Mortensen at the
Cannes Film Festival and received nominations for Academy Awards.

What is the significance of the film's title, 'A History of
Violence'?

The title reflects the central theme of how violence is not only a part of the protagonist's
past but also a recurring cycle that affects his family and community.

What is the general reception of 'A History of Violence'
among audiences?

Audience reception has generally been positive, with many praising its intense storytelling
and character development.

Is 'A History of Violence' available for streaming on
Netflix?

'A History of Violence' is not consistently available on Netflix, as its streaming availability
can vary by region and over time.

What makes 'A History of Violence' a notable film in
David Cronenberg's career?

'A History of Violence' is notable for its departure from Cronenberg's earlier body horror
films, showcasing his ability to tackle psychological themes and human relationships.
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