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 The air was cold and the ground was hard on the night of December 24, 1914. The 

screams of the wounded and the silence of the dead echoed in the ears of the soldiers entrenched 

along the Western front. The Great War was scarcely five months old, but already the toll of the 

fighting was beyond anyone’s imagination. Each battlefield was a gaping maw into which 

thousands of young men had been thrown. East Prussia was littered with the bodies of hundreds 

of thousands of Germans and Russians. At least 9,000 Austro-Hungarians and Serbs were killed 

at Cer Mountain. At least 50,000 at the Kolubara River. Over 80,000 Frenchmen lay dead on the 

banks of the Marne River, sacrificed in a desperate attempt to halt the German advance on Paris. 

And at the Belgian town of Ypres, nearly a quarter of a million men became casualties as the 

Allied and  Central Powers fought to reach the North Sea.  

 

 Yes, the air was cold and the ground was hard that Christmas Eve. And yet, that night, a 

miracle happened. An estimated 100,000 men along the Western Front, mostly Scottish, German, 

and French, laid down their arms, left their trenches, and fraternized. Gifts were exchanged, 

songs were sung, and reports of impromptu Masses and soccer games arose. And though the 

fighting continued in many areas throughout the night, for one moment peace and goodwill 

shone like a beacon amongst the carnage. It was this incredible true story that director Christian 

Carion brought to life in the 2005 film Joyeux Noël. 

 

 A portmanteau of different historical figures and events, Joyeux Noël tries to evoke the 

entire microcosm of the 1914 Christmas Truce within the realm of a single battlefield populated 

by German, French, and Scottish soldiers. Though many are introduced, the film focuses on a 

key group of characters from both sides of the conflict. The first is Father Palmer (Gary Lewis), 

a Scottish Roman Catholic priest who joins the war as a stretcher-bearer. Though his piety led 

him to aid the wounded on the battlefield, we suspect that he may have also joined to keep an eye 

on two young brothers from his parish who also enlisted, Jonathan (Steven Robertson) and 

William (Robin Laing). However, shortly before Christmas Eve, they participate in a disastrous 

assault on the German lines near a French farm that leaves William dead and Jonathan 

traumatized with guilt. During the Truce, Palmer preaches “the most important Mass of his life,” 

leading the soldiers in Latin liturgy, a brilliant moment demonstrating Christ’s power in 

transcending nations and politics. But Jonathan refuses to participate. Indeed, when the Truce 

ends, he is the first soldier to draw blood against the other side.  

 



 Within Jonathan’s character the true genius behind Joyeux Noël emerges: this is not a 

film that tries to sanitize the war or the people involved. Not everyone was touched by the 

temporary cease-fire. In fact, many saw it as treasonous. Take Lieutenant Audebert (Guillaume 

Canet) of the French 26th Infantry Regiment. A reluctant officer forced into his position by his 

father, a high-ranking general, he helps inaugurate the cease-fire with the Germans and Scottish. 

His actions are viewed as treasonous, even by his father, who ships him off to the charnel house 

of Verdun. Lieutenant Horstmayer (Daniel Brühl) of the German 93rd Infantry Regiment, 

another one of the orchestrators of the Truce, is sent to the Eastern Front along with his troops 

after being personally accosted and insulted by the Crown Prince Wilhelm of Prussia. Even 

Palmer is dismissed from the army by a bishop who chastises him for not doing his “duty.” As 

Palmer leaves, the bishop preaches a sermon to new recruits, assuring them that indiscriminately 

killing the enemy is God’s will (the film fails to mention that while individual clergymen may 

have promoted the war, Pope Benedict XV actively pursued peace, even trying to organize an 

official Christmas Truce among Europe’s governments). 

 

 But Carion’s insistence on showing the tragic repercussions and punishments for the 

soldiers involved in the Truce elevate it from merely being an ordinary war-time melodrama. 

Joyeux Noël is interested not so much in the Truce itself, but in the men who took part. 

Simplifying the events of the Truce so that the audience was left with a happy ending would 

have been an insult to the participants, many of whom would not survive the rest of the war.  

 

 However, it’s this insistence on historical drama that makes one of Joyeux Noël’s major 

subplots seem inappropriate. A sizable chunk of the film is devoted to German tenor Nikolaus 

Sprink (Benno Fürmann) and his Danish lover, soprano Anna Sørensen (Diane Kruger). Sprink’s 

character was based on real-life tenor Walter Kirchhoff whose Christmas Eve performance for 

German troops is noted for being a major catalyst for the Truce. His presence is therefore 

justified. But the addition of Anna needlessly complicates the film. Their star-crossed romance, 

their performing for the Crown Prince Wilhelm, and their desertion from the German military so 

they can stay together seems cut from an inferior film. It also provides an uncomfortable scene of 

sexual content that might turn parents off from watching the film with their children (the 

violence, with the exception of the early assault, is brief and relatively non-graphic). Anna’s 

characterization is unfortunate as well, transforming the only major female presence in the film 

into a one-note nagger who seems to exist so her pleas for desertion can be callously dismissed 

by the brave, dutiful men. 

 

 But Joyeux Noël remains a powerful film and a stirring testament to God’s presence even 

in the deepest and darkest trenches. For as Christians, we believe in the words of the Gospel of 

John which tell us in the thirty-third verse of the sixteenth chapter: “I have told you these things, 

so that in Me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have 

overcome the world.” 
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