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David Cronenberg’s office arranged for this interview—one 
in a cycle to promote his latest film—to be held at a luncheonette in 
the pleasant Forest Hill retail strip locals call “The Village.” He arrives 
looking, as he usually does, like a humanities professor. Affable and 
relaxed, with his Derrida-like shock of gray hair and casual clothes, 
he looks in person utterly unlike the creepy gargoyle that press 
photographers contrive in trying to associate the man with his early 
horror films.

Now in his early 60s, Cronenberg is an established veteran—he 
started back in the 1970s—and today could be described as the last 
film director standing in English-Canadian commercial cinema who 
can boast of coming up in the days of “Hollywood North.” He won’t, 
however—not ever. He has no wing of publicists. He has a close 
production crew with whom he regularly works, including music 
composer Howard Shore. Never having emigrated to Hollywood, 
he remains a freelancer on the often rough Canadian road of inde-
pendent cinema, which means that he lives from project to project. 
Some of them barely break even, like Spider (2002); the British-
funded film adapted from a Patrick McGrath novel and starring 
Ralph Fiennes drew admiring reviews, but a small art film audience. 
Others are more or less assured of a high profile, including his latest, 
A History of Violence, starring Viggo Mortensen of The Lord of the 
Rings fame. The film, a 30 million dollar Hollywood studio project 
for New Line Cinema, played earlier this year at the Cannes Film 
Festival, to warm applause, but faces its real test this fall as it goes 
into major release. 

Cronenberg has weathered numerous controversies in the 30 years 
since Robert Fulford (writing as Marshall Delany) famously savaged 
his debut feature, the horror film Shivers (a.k.a. They Came from 
Within) in a 1975 edition of Saturday Night. The attack kick-started 
Cronenberg’s reputation as a filmmaker who goes to extremes in 
depicting violent and disturbing imagery and then, with a rare  
eloquence, defends his methodology intellectually. It is a good thing, 
too, since Fulford was just the beginning. Cronenberg wrangled 
with the Ontario Censor Board over the climactic monster-birthing 
scene of The Brood (1979) and shocked the world with a vivid 
exploding head scene in Scanners (1981). The influential critic Robin 
Wood, in the midst of celebrating 1970s horror movies, slammed 
Cronenberg’s in The American Nightmare, a book published by 
Toronto’s Festival of Festivals. Cronenberg nonplussed half his critics 
with the s & m porn-parodies in Videodrome (1983); the other half 
(including feminists like Barbara Creed) were ready to declare, and 
expound on, his genius. International recognition grew beyond  

fan-boy horror aficionados into mainstream, even academic, respect-
ability, especially after Dead Ringers (1988). But as late as 1996, the 
cruelly erotic, metal-flesh interfacings of Crash, the director’s adapta-
tion of the J.G. Ballard’s cult novel, still stirred up a hornet’s nest, 
particularly in the novelist’s native Britain. 

Through it all, Cronenberg has maintained a miraculous equilib-
rium. For all the fierce debates his films generated, he has become 
one of only two internationally famous English-Canadian directors. 
The other is Atom Egoyan, who is a generation younger. Both are  
U of T humanities graduates. Neither studied film. With Cronenberg, 
it was switching from honours science to honours English that set 
him on his way to the movies. He began with art-school-like shorts 
shot largely around the U of T campus; then-newer parts, like the 
Medical Sciences Building, were used as the dystopian backgrounds 
for his science fiction excursions in Stereo (1969) and Crimes of the 
Future (1970). When he hooked up with the young Canadian producer-
director Ivan Reitman (later of Ghostbusters fame), he began making 
commercial features—and money. 

Despite his notoriety for methodical visual excess, Cronenberg’s 
sensibility has always been more literary than cinephile. He has written 
half his scripts, including the adaptation of William S. Burrough’s 
Naked Lunch (1991), and rewritten the other half. Although he began 
as a horror specialist, he has not worked in the genre since his 1986 
remake of The Fly, the 1958 Vincent Price chestnut. Nonetheless, the 
reputation for horror has clung, one gathers permanently, even as 
Cronenberg has moved, after the tipping point of Dead Ringers, in 
idiosyncratic zig-zags toward his own brand of psychological male 
melodrama, arriving with Spider. 

Scripted by newcomer Josh Olson and based on a graphic novel 
by John Wagner and Vince Lock, his latest, A History of Violence, is 
almost a Hollywood action film and boasts an all-star cast that also 
includes Ed Harris, Maria Bello and William Hurt. The film, shot in 
Ontario but set in Indiana, is essentially a morality play on the duality 
of human nature—or, more precisely, the masks one man puts on to 
hold a normal life together—that performs a dissection of the roots 
of violence as it tears an American family apart.  Mortensen plays 
Tom Stall, a regular guy living peacefully with his family in small-
town U.S.A. who, one night, handily dispatches two murderous thugs 
who have intruded on his main street diner in a vicious attempted 
robbery. Heralded as a hero by the national media, but profoundly 
uncomfortable with the imposed celebrity, he tries to resume a nor-
mal life. But the event has raised some doubts about his real identity 
and unleashed a cascade of violence.

interview

Director David Cronenberg reflects on the making and meaning  
of his movies, including his latest film, A History of Violence.
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bt: A History of Violence belongs to the same series of graphic novels 
as The Road to Perdition, which became a Tom Hanks vehicle under 
Sam Mendes’ direction in 2002. 

dc: It is true that the same publisher [Paradox Press] brought out 
The Road to Perdition and A History of Violence and that they are 
both crime comics, but they were never conceived as a series. I did 
not read the graphic novel—and had no idea even that there was 
one—until Josh Olson and I had gone through one rewrite. By the 
time I did find out and read it, I saw how far we had gone from the 
novel and it never became a factor for me. Unlike Sin City [2005, 
directed by Roberto Rodriguez], whose project was to replicate the 
experience of reading a comic, A History of Violence was conceived 
by me as a script that would become a movie. Ironically, when we 
did a temporary sound mix for a preview, before we had our score 
finished, we used The Road to Perdition’s music because the tone was 
as close as we could get.  

bt: This is only your second film expressly set in the United States. Is 
this the same America you depicted 22 years ago in your adaptation 
of Stephen King’s The Dead Zone? 

dc: It’s spooky the way the Martin Sheen character in The Dead Zone 
[a pseudo-folksy politician campaigning for a presidential election] 
is so much like George Bush. When in the flash-forward, the hero 
[played by Christopher Walken], who is tormented by prescience, 
envisions the Sheen character declaring, “The missiles are flying, 
Halleluiah!” that reminds me of Bush. Sheen’s character dreams he 
is president but he never becomes president. 

A History of Violence is less overtly political but the politics seem the 
same to me. When you hear Bush talking about Osama bin Laden 
“Wanted: Dead of Alive,” it is as if American politics were taken from 
Westerns. So, is American foreign policy based on the mythology  
of the West, a West that never really existed? The myth of the home-
steader with his rifle protecting his family and, when the bad guys 
come, anything he does is justified? He comes back from a cattle 
drive to find his house burned and children dead—anything is  
justified? This seems to me the attitude of American foreign policy 
and there are real resonances in both The Dead Zone and A History 
of Violence.

bt: The hero of The Dead Zone seems to be a sacrificial character that 
loses all he has and his life.

dc: He becomes cathartic. He is an outlaw and an outcast and  
perhaps he is a prophet or he’s a crazy person. There is no equivalent 
figure in A History of Violence. 

bt: But A History of Violence does give the sense that a very violent 
character may be sleeping, as it were, in the neighbourhood.

dc: Yes, this is certainly something in the current middle-American 
mythology and, really, not so mythical since the level of violence 
there—with crazy people running off with small children and similar 
episodes being reported all the time—is quite high. 

bt: In many of your films, like Scanners and Videodrome, as well as 
The Dead Zone, certain moments define solitary and central characters 
that are surrounded by neglected, almost peripheral characters. 
Their performances seem to be underwritten. This tendency increases 
through Dead Ringers and Naked Lunch and peaks with Spider, 
which essentially has a single, defined character. But in A History of 
Violence this pattern is sharply reversed, so that Maria Bello [as the 
wife, Edie Stall] carries almost as much of the plot and as much 
capacity for shaping our judgment of events as Viggo Mortensen’s 
protagonist, Tom Stall.

dc: I object to your use of the word “underwritten.” If you decide that 
what you are doing is a first-person story, you divide the proportion 
of screen time and intensity in a certain way. There comes a point 
in our lives, realistically, when everybody else is “underwritten.” We 
have our obsessions. We might be self-obsessed and, suddenly, every-
body around us fades into minor characters that don’t have much 
import in our drama of the self. So, it is completely valid to say that 
on screen these characters are built only to pull such a weight as they 
have to pull.

bt: You mean to say that they are deliberately made much thinner 
than is conventionally done? The Deborah Harry character, the woman 
we expect to be a love interest in Videodrome, for example, disappears 
for long periods; in contrast, Edie Stall has enduring presence.

dc: I can be brutal that way in editing a movie or script. It is my own 
version of  “survival of the fittest” in the rainforest of each film to 
suggest that, if you can’t evolve or adapt with the universe of the film, 
you vanish. A History of Violence is much more an ensemble piece 
than many of my films—there is a community and a family at its 
centre; but even in this movie there are characters that are strong and 

interview

So, is American foreign policy based on the 
mythology of the West, a West that never really 
existed? The myth of the homesteader with  
his rifle protecting his family and, when the bad 
guys come, anything he does is justified?
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vivid that just disappear when their usefulness is at an end. My 
elimination of them is pretty brutal—literally brutal in the case of 
this film. It does not have to do with a conscious artistic direction, an 
idea I wanted to explore, but was something the script demanded. 

 
bt: But this thinning or vanishing of many of your lesser characters 
would seem to be a significant recurring feature of your films—and 
notable because unconventional. 
  
dc: Each project has its demands and I listen to those demands. There 
is a difference between a critical approach to a filmmaker’s body  
of work and the creative impulse that went into that body of work. 
Sometimes critics confuse those things. It might often seem that, 
after the films are in place, there has been an evolution, an arc, an 
inversion, a return—or all of those things. In fact, the filmmaker is 
trying desperately to get another movie made and his timing of 
which film to make when often has to do more with when the finan-
cing or casting comes together than with which one of his projects he 
would like to do and when. I would have made Dead Ringers 10 years 
earlier, in 1978, if the money had come together. 

bt: The original concept of Dead Ringers, taken from a true story of 
twin doctors in New York, was to make a film that would mark a 
transition from your 1970s horror films to a more realistic style. But 
when you came to make the film, you decided on a heavily stylized 
approach.

 
dc: Each project has its own personality, whatever your intentions 
might have been. You want that to happen because then it is alive, 
organic—it’s much like having children. It’s such a cliché but the 
cliché seems to hold. 

bt: There is a paradox in your films. Your characters, as characters 
usually do, journey toward a future. But in your films they end up 
discovering some past event that made them what they are. Your 
films use a narrative loop back to origins. In Rabid, Scanners and 
Videodrome, characters are not organic persons shaped psychologically 
by the course of a life, but people completely determined, shaped 
by a single event or factor—like a bio-agent introduced into the 
body, as in Rabid and Scanners, or the electronic signal in Videodrome. 
Even in A History of Violence, we finally go back to a single moment, 
an act that bent the hero into the whole story.

dc: It is usually called birth. If you are an existentialist, birth is an act 
of event. It is partly organic but it is also engineered. Is DNA organic 
or engineering? When you get down to the level of genes and chromo-
somes, it is pretty mechanical. I am not suggesting that we are the 
products of a mechanistic universe but, at a certain level, there are 
mechanisms of human consciousness and desire that make birth an 
event of a kind: it is being thrust into the world without a manual.

bt: American films tend to be “angelistic” so that even RoboCop and 
the Terminator have organic souls that somehow precede the event 
of their mechanical construction. But your films trace the origins of 
your characters, who are never robots, back to an event that effectively 
made them—and not at all organically.

dc: These American films are anti-existentialist. Just to mention an 
angel or a soul means that they cannot be existential. 

bt: Was there a similarity between your films and the script of  
A History of Violence that drew you to it or did you reshape it to your 
own beliefs?

dc: The basics were there—a man who created an identity for him-
self—but the script was greatly shaped by me. Whereas Spider is 
about a man who cannot shape an identity, in A History of Violence, 
the man takes an identity and lives it successfully for about 20 years. 
The film suggests there were no cracks in his façade and now he is in 
his 40s. That it is his project to deny the context that he found himself 
in when he was young, when he was a hood in a mob family—this 
is very existential. It is interesting to decide whether he enjoyed the 
violence of those days or whether it was just a tool for him. The 
question was, did he perform violence because he needed it to survive 
when he was young or did he really have a taste for it? Edie Stall asks 
her husband whether he did it for money or because he enjoyed it. 
He answers—both. 

bt: The film suggests that what he enjoyed was his virtuosity.
 
dc: Yes, it was the one thing he was really good at, but it was unlivable.

bt: This raises the question of the character’s older brother, played by 
William Hurt, to whom the hero returns, as so many of your char-
acters return to their origins at the end of the films. We are, I confess, 
always waiting in your films for the monster to show up, whether 
or not it is a horror film. In A History of Violence, you let us see the 
monster in Hurt’s close-ups, in the look of his eyes—a look that 
Mortensen’s Tom definitely does not have. This is the face that the old 
brother earned and deserves after a life the younger brother refused. 
It is a bit like Hitchcock’s close-ups of Joseph Cotton in A Shadow 
of a Doubt and of Anthony Perkins in Psycho.

dc: Yes, that is the point of how he is framed and shot. There is a 
deadness in his eyes but also a kind of solidity. He wants to be what 
he is and is happy about what he is. He’s the big brother and he has 
the power, but he is unaware how second rate he is and how ridicu-
lous his pretenses are.  &
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