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Midsommar (A21 2019) is a highly-emotional, intensely-grotesque film that prominently
employs components of melodramas and the horror genre. It is the second feature film by writer
and director Ari Aster after the release of Hereditary (A24 2018), which the New Yorker
described as delivering “a new kind of horror” (Lane), largely due to the emotional horror that
accompanies the on-screen, material horror. This likewise applies to Midsommar. Through
protagonist Dani’s one-sided relationship with her boyfriend, Christian, the traumatic death of
Dani’s immediate family, and the shocking Hargan rituals, Aster creates melodrama within the
horror and vice versa.

The melodrama, rooting itself in a “high emotional pitch” (Langford, p. 30), is carried
throughout the film by Dani and Christian’s relationship as well as the Hirga’s empathetic
spirituality. Christian constantly makes Dani feel like she’s a burden and Dani constantly
over-apologizes because she fears he’ll become distant. Within the 32 times the word sorry is
said in Midsommar, it’s used by Dani on nearly half of those equations. Further, over half of the
sorry’s spoken by Dani are her apologizing to Christian. The only times Christian apologizes to
Dani is after he’s been confronted by Dani over reasonable concerns: (1) Christian not telling
Dani he was going to a small commune in Sweden for a month and a half (Aster, p. 10) and (2)
after he tries to get away with telling Dani “happy birthday” a day late (Aster, p. 45). Many
women find themselves having been in a similar position as Dani in terms of relationships,
playing to the “viewing positions it offers female spectators” (Langford, p. 30). The arguments
Christian and Dani consistently end up in are infuriatingly passive-aggressive and frustratingly

repetitive. From the perspective of the audience member, you often want to punch Chrisitan in


https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2018/06/18/hereditary-delivers-a-new-kind-of-horror
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the face. What is interesting, though, is that a scene where Dani finally addresses the unspoken
but obvious issue with the relationship didn’t make it to the final cut that was initially
distributed. It did, however, make the director's cut. Following another initially unreleased scene
where the Hargas pretend they’re about to sacrifice a kid, Dani decides to tell Christian she
wants to leave. He makes Dani’s uncomfort about himself and in turn makes Dani feel guilty for
wanting to leave when she spits it out: ... this has been happening for a long time! You’ve been
pulling away... And /’'ve been in denial” (Aster, p. 69). The high-strung emotions Dani and
Christain battle through as reflected in and intensified by the Hargan’s connection to each other's
feelings. When one member of the community hurts, so does every other member. The screeches
and cries the Hargas release when the man who throws himself off the precipice in the Attestupa
ceremony fails to kill himself, when Dani breaks down after seeing Christian and Maja having
sex, and when one of the Hargas’ numbing extract fails as he burns up in a fire are all
contributors to Dani’s melodrama.

The Hargan commune facilitates the melodrama by testing the strength of Dani and
Christian’s relationship. The Hargas make efforts to keep them frustrated with and far from each
other, which accumulate into the “passion, crime, injustice, and retribution” (p. 30) Langford
characterizes a melodrama by. The passion is carried through the emotion: Dani’s sobs when
discovering her parent’s and sister’s death, the skin-crawling cries of the Hargan women as they
comfort Dani, even the tension between Pelle and Dani. The crime is carried through the Hérga:
the human sacrifice and muder of the American and English outsiders. The injustice is felt from
Dani’s perspective: a girl who is almost held hostage by her relationship as well as a pagan

commune. The retribution comes in the end: when Dani becomes the May Queen and inherits the



power to break free from her suffocating relationship with Christian. Langford also found
melodramas to contain “eventful narratives packed with sensational incident, a strong scenic
element and a powerful emotional address” (p. 33). Aster seems to follow this in his other film,
Hereditary, as well: the “sensational incident” of the young daughter of a nuclear family
beheaded by a light pole after sticking her head out the window of a moving car sensational
incident, the “powerful emotional address” of the mother confronting her son about his
responsibility as driver of the car his sister died in. Although Midsommar takes it further and
more to the point of a melodrama. The concept of going to a small remote commune in Sweden
to celebrate a week long festival and having that community end up practicing pagan rituals
makes for an “eventful narrative”. The vulgar pagan rituals themselves could be considered
“sensational incident”. The vibrant color palette and sunny environment create the “strong scenic
element”. The final scene, while having no dialogue, is the most powerfully emotional scene of
the film. All of these push the pathos of Midsommar. The emotion drives the film, and without
these strong melodramatic elements, Midsommar would not be the same story.

As a horror, Midsommar pushes the “boundaries of sanity and madness, of the conscious
and unconscious minds, pre-eminently the boundaries of life and death” (Langford, p. 158). One
of the most crucial narrative components of the film is the inclusion of psychedelic drugs.
Between the mushrooms and aquavit, the American and English outsiders that come to visit
Hérga are consistently inebriated by the drugs, distorting reality. As if being brought to a pagan
community in the middle of nowhere and witnessing human sacrifice isn't terrifying enough, the
psychedelices strip the outsiders from being “coherent, integrated beings” (Langford, p. 171).

This combination of being trapped in a foreign environment and not in control of your mind puts



both the characters and audience members in a nightmare-ish position. The use of visual
distortion editing to reflect what the tripping Americans are seeing ‘“create a sense of threat and
disturbance” (Langford, p. 161). We see this loss of reality turn into an increase of “sanity and

madness” in the final scene:

On the upward LIFT, we cut to a tight CLOSE-UP of Dani’s face.
She is being carried forward. Her expression, which begins as
one of great distress, slowly starts to TURN. Her agony
subsides into sudden CONFUSION What's happening? Where am I?
I'm on this chair, being carried! Her ex ression goes from
FEAR to EXCITEMENT to CONFUSION again. e suddenly lets out
an abru¥t LAUGH (which we can’'t hear over the music and the
now-deafening FIRE). Dani is now being taken over by an
invading sense of prlde and contentment. This soon evolves
into a manic exhilaration. Dani BEAMS. She has been embraced
by a new family. She is Queen. She is not alcne.

(Aster, p. 116)
While this isn’t exactly how the moment was translated onto the screen, it goes to show Dani’s
detachment from reality by the end of the film.

The most obvious horror of Midsommar, though, is the graphic violence. The amount of
on-screen violence makes the film a great argument for the post-Psycho (Paramount 1960). As
Langford mentioned, Psycho introduced the “inexplicability of violence and relentless assault”
(p. 169) as well as monsters who look just like us (p. 168). The members of the Harga look like
everyday people. They all are a part of a “family” and are extremely kind and welcoming to the
outsiders, so there aren’t any “red flags” though would signal danger upon initial impressions.
With the violence being committed by the Hargas, in name of their beliefs and values, it’s easy
to view those acts as irrational and inexplicable since we don’t share those beliefs and values.
Audience members are especially repulsed by the violence because of how “carnivalesque” it is,
that is to say how much it’s willing to show. This “brings the viewer into unsettling proximity

with the limits of the rational, civilised world’s ability to contain” the carnivalesque (Langford,



p. 165). The isolation of the group from modern society alienates them from the protection of
morals that prevent things like human sacrifice from happening.

To that point, film scholars who follow Kristeva’s assessment of “abjection” in horror
films might argue that Midsommar fulfills the requirement that the “abject... be displaced”
(Langford, p. 171). Not only is Dani displaced from her familiar society, but she is displaced
from reality as her time at Harga turns into a psychedelic nightmare. Even audience members
may feel this loss of protection from the “rational, civilised world” due to the post-Psycho
horror’s graphic violence. Not only is Dani having to witness these acts, but the audience is as
well. Especially with the shock editing (quick flashbacks to a bashed-in head, Dani’s sister after
comitting suicide), the audience is reminded that they aren’t safe, either.

I believe the horror of Midsommar would not be present without the melodrama.
Combining these two areas of film creates something more powerful than just a horror or a
melodrama. It digs into what makes people hurt emotionally as well as physically, and presents
the most aggressive form of each. It’s able to incorporate our worst fears, no matter if it’s being

alone or being trapped in a cult, and combines them to create a perfect nightmare.
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