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Extended abstract

This article investigates the representation of Eros in postmodern cinema
through the philosophical lens of Byung-Chul Han. It focuses in particular
focus on Lars von Trier’s Melancholia as a paradigmatic example. The de-
piction of existential and emotional crises in the postmodern world. Classi-
cal philosophy understands Eros as life-affirming and connective. force,
Han argues that, in contemporary society, Eros is eroded and fragmented.
Love, longing, and human desire have deteriorated within the frameworks
of Consumerism and radical individualism. Employing qualitative content
analysis and Han’s theoretical framework, the study analyzes the manifes-
tations of the erosion of Eros in the film’s narrative, characters, and symbol-
ic atmosphere. The study focuses on portraying depression, isolation, and
interpersonal disconnection as symptoms of a broader cultural exhaustion
of erotic vitality in postmodernity. The analysis reveals that human rela-
tions in Melancholia are devoid of genuine affective bonds, giving way to
apathy and passivity in the face of the world’s collapse. Rooted in classical
Greek thought—particularly in Plato’s philosophy—Eros was historically
conceived not merely as erotic desire but as a transcendent yearning for
beauty, truth, and the good. However, in modern and postmodern contexts,
Eros undergoes significant conceptual transformations. The rise of critical
discourses such as psychoanalysis and sociology has challenged and re-
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shaped traditional understandings of desire and affection. What was once
considered a spiritual and noble force is now often viewed as pathological
or commercialized, requiring a critical reevaluation. Byung-Chul Han, a
Korean-German philosopher, offers one of the most incisive critiques of
this transformation. In his work, Han argues that contemporary society—
centered on performance, productivity, and efficiency—substitutes authen-
tic desire with utilitarian goals. In such a world, Eros, which thrives on
openness, alterity, and emotional vulnerability, is incompatible with the
logic of self-optimization and neoliberal capitalism. This results in emo-
tional fatigue, alienation, and the erosion of intimate bonds. According to
Han, love has become a consumable good, while human relationships have
become short-lived and transactional. Cinema, as a quintessential postmod-
ern art form, provides a potent platform for exploring such existential and
emotional dislocations. It can capture not only the psychological complex-
ities of contemporary human life but also the cultural decay of foundational
values like Eros. Lars von Trier’s Melancholia exemplifies this capacity.
With its symbolic imagery and apocalyptic atmosphere, the film reflects the
psychological exhaustion of the postmodern subject. Eros, instead of sym-
bolizing connection and transcendence, becomes an emblem of rupture, de-
pression, and psychic disintegration. Confronted with the impending colli-
sion of the planet Melancholia and Earth, the film’s characters exhibit
profound emotional detachment and a total collapse of the will to connect.
The study’s central question is how the concept of Eros is represented in
postmodern cinema, particularly through Han’s philosophical framework.
The analysis identifies recurring symbols, narrative patterns, and aesthetic
strategies in Melancholia that illustrate the degeneration of Eros from a
creative force to a marker of existential disintegration. This cinematic nar-
rative mirrors Han’s philosophical diagnosis of a society marked by overex-
posure, performativity, and emotional disaffection. Methodologically, the
research is based on interpretive qualitative content analysis. The theoreti-
cal framework draws on Han’s critiques of the collapse of love, the corro-
sion of desire, and the disintegration of human bonds in the postmodern
condition. Through close reading of the film’s narrative structure, character
construction, and aesthetic strategies, the study investigates the symbolic
presence—or absence—of erotic energy in contemporary visual storytell-
ing. The findings demonstrate that in Melancholia, classical Eros—as a
life-generating, transcendent, and connective force—has been replaced by
a paralyzed, exhausted, and alienated version of itself. The characters lack
the capacity for emotional agency or genuine human connection; love nei-
ther liberates nor binds, and desire is stripped of its transformative power.
This failure is not solely psychological, but reflective of deeper socio-cul-
tural forces—forces that demand constant self-performance, transparency,
and consumption. In Han’s view, neoliberal society leads to the resignation

29



30

Rahpooye Hekmat-e Honar %

(Biquarterly Journal of Wisdom and Art)
Vol. 5, No. 1 (8), Spring and Summer 2026

of the subject from love, and Melancholia powerfully visualizes this resig-
nation through its imagery and thematic depth. Melancholia is a powerful
work in the psychological drama and apocalyptic genre, structured in two
distinct yet interconnected parts: Justine and Claire. This dual structure al-
lows director Lars von Trier to explore different dimensions of decay and
depression through the perspectives of two sisters. In the first part, titled
Justine, the viewer accompanies the protagonist (played compellingly by
Kirsten Dunst) on the night of her wedding. The ceremony takes place in a
luxurious estate, but signs of restlessness, anxiety, and Justine’s inability to
conform to social norms and expectations are evident from the very begin-
ning. A wedding—meant to symbolize joy, unity, and a new beginning—
gradually transforms into a tableau of Justine’s inner turmoil. As the eve-
ning progresses, she sinks into deep depression, unable to express joy,
grows distant from her new husband, and her relationships with her fami-
ly—particularly her cold mother and irresponsible father—become increas-
ingly strained. Justine embodies melancholia (profound depression) as a
fundamental existential state that not only prevents the formation of emo-
tional bonds but also pushes her toward detachment and isolation. This sec-
tion vividly illustrates how, even at the height of expected joy, Eros (the
force of love and connection) is weakened within Justine, giving way to
forces of disintegration and self-destruction. The breakdown of the wed-
ding and Justine’s abandonment of it serve as a powerful metaphor for the
collapse of hope and the incapacity to connect in her world. The second part
of the film focuses on Justine’s sister, Claire (played by Charlotte Gains-
bourg), presenting a different psychological landscape—though it ultimate-
ly leads to the same dissolution and decay seen in the first half. A cosmic
catastrophe is introduced: a mysterious planet called Melancholia has devi-
ated from its orbit and is heading toward Earth. At first, scientists assure
everyone that there will be no collision, but Claire becomes increasingly
anxious about the impending disaster. She represents the modern human
being, who, despite attempts to maintain order and control, quickly suc-
cumbs to fear and dread when faced with forces greater than herself. Claire
tries to rationalize and manage reality, but as Melancholia draws nearer, her
grip on herself and her surroundings weakens. In contrast, Justine, who
outwardly appears unexpectedly calm, accepts the looming death and even
reaches a kind of surrender. Justine’s serenity, which Claire finds both
strange and disturbing, may reflect that she has long lived in a state of mel-
ancholia and existential alienation. For Justine, the collision with another
planet might simply be the external manifestation of the inner collapse and
isolation she has endured for years. This contrast between Claire’s anxiety
and Justine’s calm beautifully illustrates how the concept of Eros and the
desire for life take divergent paths in different individuals when confronted
with annihilation and decay. The film’s apocalyptic atmosphere metaphori-
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cally captures an era in which, even in the face of extinction, humanity fails
to reclaim meaningful connection. Eros in this world is not a redemptive
power but a symbol of modern isolation. This research shows that Han’s
philosophical critique offers a robust analytical tool to understand emotion-
al fragmentation in postmodern cinema. Although this study is limited to a
single film, it opens pathways for future comparative research on the repre-
sentation of love, desire, and subjectivity in contemporary visual culture.
Moreover, it contributes to a sharper portrayal of the condition of the mod-
ern individual—one who, in a world emptied of meaning, still yearns for
signs of human connection, yet repeatedly encounters its impossibility.
Thus, Eros in postmodern cinema—especially in Melancholia—transcends
the boundaries of romantic representation and becomes a critical lens
through which to interrogate the psychological, cultural, and philosophical
crises of our time.

Keywords: Melancholia, Eros, Byung-Chul Han, Postmodernism, Lars von
Trier
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