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Issue 14: Book Reviews 

Apocalyptic Dread: American Film at the Turn of the Millennium

By Kirsten Moana Thompson
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A Review by Mark Bernard, Bowling Green State University, USA

Throughout the last decade, many citizens in the United States and the world experienced anxiety 

about the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty-first. Hollywood capitalized 

on this fear and produced a spate of apocalyptic disaster films that played upon these anxieties 

about the possible end of the world. Given the massive number of disaster films produced by 

Hollywood, Kirsten Moana Thompson, in Apocalyptic Dread, does an admirable job of sifting 

through these films, locating lines of continuity, and crafting a framework for examining and 

analyzing these apocalyptic films.

According to Thompson, Hollywood, from 1995 to 2005, produced a cycle of apocalyptic films that 

conceptualized and represented the end of the world as a threat to the traditional family. Thompson 

argues that in these films, this threat to the family usually comes from a figure from the past that 

embodies a trauma for which the family (read: dominant ideology) is responsible, but has repressed 

and refuses to acknowledge. The dread of this figure from the past is so potent that it threatens to 

foreclose any possibility of the future and, thus, charges these films with apocalyptic dread. 

Thompson's study focuses on six films, Cape Fear (Martin Scorsese, 1991), Candyman (Bernard 

Rose, 1992), Dolores Claiborne (Taylor Hackford, 1995), Se7en (David Fincher, 1995), Signs (M. 

Night Shyamalan, 2002), and War of the Worlds (Steven Spielberg, 2005), as case studies of this 

specific strand of apocalyptic cinema.

The introduction of Apocalyptic Dread provides a historical overview that contextualizes the films 

Thompson will be analyzing. Thompson notes that since the 1970s, the rise of conservatism in the 

United States has stirred an overwhelming fear and apprehension of the apocalypse. Subsequently, 

media conglomerates began to produce films that focused on theological issues to appeal to these 

religious and conservative audiences. Considering this convergence of religiously conservative 

thinking and dread of the apocalypse, it is appropriate that she next turns to nineteenth century 

philosopher Søren Kierkegaard, who wrote extensively on religion and dread. As Thompson 

explains, Kierkegaard feels that dread about the future is often caused by the subject's unconscious 

fear of absolute, radical freedom. However, this anxiety about the future, Thompson notes, "can 

also produce a compensatory response of predetermination, a feeling that the future is not 

frighteningly open after all, but reassuringly preordained by God" (21). 

Thompson argues that Kierkegaard's ideas are present in the apocalyptic cinema of turn-of-the-

century United States, in which a fear of the future is mediated -- sometimes reassuringly, 

sometimes not -- by the past. Also important in her formulation of apocalyptic cinema are notions 

of the uncanny and the traumatic. More specifically, the figures from the past that threaten the 

possibility of the future in these films are frightening, but also familiar to the films' protagonists, 

Thompson claims, because they represent traumas that have been repressed by the protagonists. 

However, she notes that since the traumatic is something that resists integration into narrative 

history, the danger posed by these figures and the dread that the protagonists feel toward them 

threaten an apocalyptic collapse of the past, the present, and the future. Ultimately, the dread of 

the villains in these films is the fear of the end of the world, and Thompson traces the different 

manifestations of apocalyptic dread throughout the representative films.

Thompson argues that Max Cady (Robert De Niro), in Scorsese's Cape Fear, is an apocalyptic figure 

who acts as "a marker of the fear of acknowledging the traumas, betrayals, and hypocrisies of the 

past, but also of what we know and desire, yet fear to look at and acknowledge in the 

present" (41). According to Thompson, Cady embodies both traumas that the Bowen family has yet 

to acknowledge -- for instance, the traumas that the family has endured due to Sam Bowen's (Nick 

Nolte) infidelities and moral hypocrisy -- and the desires that the family can never act on, like Sam's 

repressed desire for his daughter, Danny (Juliette Lewis). The apocalypse with which Cady threatens 

the Bowen family in Cape Fear then becomes a microcosmic version of the threat that he poses to 

the macrocosm of dominant ideology, for Cady also represents the apocalyptic vengeance of those 

who have been oppressed in the United States along race, class, and gender lines.

This notion of the apocalyptic stemming from traumatic injustices of the past continues in Bernard 

Rose's Candyman. The eponymous monster of this film (Tony Todd) terrorizes characters through 

a violent confrontation with the trauma of slavery and the history of racial violence, such as 

lynching, that continued in its wake. Thompson argues that in Candyman, these traumas affect the 

places in which they happened, creating uncanny spaces that allow the characters access to these 

traumas. One such uncanny space is the Cabrini-Green housing complex that was built where Daniel 

Robitaille, who later becomes Candyman, was lynched for impregnating a white woman. Within the 

uncanny space of Cabrini-Green, Helen Lyle (Virginia Madsen), a graduate student who becomes 

obsessed with the Candyman mythos, destroys the possibility of her future by returning to the 

traumas of the past and merging herself with Candyman, a dissolution of identity that is, for 

Thompson, apocalyptic. 

Thompson's analysis of Taylor Hackford's Dolores Claiborne turns away from the macrocosmic 

historical traumas of Cape Fear and Candyman and returns to intimate familial traumas that 

threaten to dissolve the subject's notion of identity and agency. According to Thompson, 

Hackford's film evinces what she calls memorial dread, the fear of remembering things that one 

already knows. Selena (Jennifer Jason Leigh) is the character most marked by memorial dread in the 

film, for she must confront the trauma of sexual abuse that she suffered from her father, Joe 

(David Strathairn), and has repressed as an adult. The confrontation will lead to her remembering 

how her mother, Dolores (Kathy Bates), murdered her father during a solar eclipse years before. 

Thompson claims that the ways in which the film aligns Dolores with the dramatic natural occurrence 



of the eclipse makes her an apocalyptic figure. In this film, the apocalyptic is positive, for Selena's 

and Dolores's confrontation with the past draws them together and strengthens familial bonds.

Se7en inverts this positive familial apocalypse, as Thompson describes how the family, as 

represented by Detective Mills (Brad Pitt) and his wife, Tracy (Gwyneth Paltrow), is destroyed by the 

apocalyptic force of serial killer Jonathan Doe (Kevin Spacey) and all possibility of the future is 

annihilated. According to Thompson, the nameless city that the characters in Se7en inhabit is an 

allegorical place out of time that is stuck "in a perpetual present of continuing trauma" (109). This 

perpetual present is filled with different modalities of dread: urban dread, scopic dread (the 

paradoxical desire to see while being afraid of what one will see), corporeal dread (a fear of the body 

and dismemberment), and anonymous dread (a fear of what cannot be known or represented). 

Further, the film evinces doppelganger dread through the ways in which Doe is the double of 

Detective Somerset (Morgan Freeman), a police officer whose fears that the world is corrupt and 

beyond salvation are corroborated by Doe's heinous crimes. Of all the films Thompson analyzes, 

Se7en emerges as the most nihilistic in how it dismembers the family, portrays the contemporary 

moment as one predicated on dread, and forecloses any possibly of a future.

Thompson next turns to M. Night Shyamalan's Signs, a film that reconfigures apocalyptic dread in a 

post-9/11 world and, unlike Se7en, shows how the family overcomes the apocalyptic by decoding 

the past. Having renounced his faith in God after the death of his wife, Graham Hess (Mel Gibson) is 

a Kierkegaardian figure who is faced with the choice of seeing the events of the world as random 

with no discernable order or as all a part of the plan of a higher power. When his family is besieged 

by invading aliens, Graham deals with the threat by interpreting the events of the past, including the 

death of his wife, as a complex series of signs that reveal how to survive the invasion. Thompson 

argues that Signs endorses a conservative agenda that insists that the future be understood in 

terms of religious faith and predestination.

Thompson concludes with a brief consideration of Spielberg's War of the Worlds, which also figures 

the apocalyptic in terms of familial collapse, but, unlike Signs, offers the film's central family only 

survival rather than endorsement. According to Thompson, Spielberg subtly critiques the family and 

American military belligerence, but unfortunately, the chapter is too brief for these provocative ideas 

to be developed further. Indeed, there are quite a few weighty ideas in Apocalyptic Dread that could 

be pursued further: for instance, an exploration of the recent intersection between Christian and 

secular media could be a book unto itself, and the discussion of the transformation of dread after 

9/11 could be fleshed out more. Nonetheless, Thompson crafts an insightful lens through which to 

read apocalyptic films, and cinema scholars would do well to refer to her frameworks outlined in this 

book.
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