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Something to Confess: An Analysis of There Will Be Blood 

     At the end of 2009, Paul Thomas Anderson’s There Will Be Blood found itself at the top of 

many critics’ lists of the best films of the decade, and one of the reasons for this is that the film is 

rich with subtext. The performances, specifically Daniel Day-Lewis as Daniel Plainview and 

Paul Dano as Eli Sunday, are some of the most intense and emotional of this century so far, 

because underneath every action they take and every word they speak, there is an inner, more 

self-centered meaning that ends in both their downfalls. And not only are the performances 

incredibly stirring, but they also add to the film’s strong commentary on religious hypocrisy. 

     Soon after Daniel and Eli meet for the first time, while Daniel is scouting the Sunday ranch 

for oil with the guise of quail hunting with his son H.W., Daniel sits with the Sunday father and 

asks about prices for the land. It does not take long for Eli to mention that the land has oil—a 

fact that Daniel hoped to avoid acknowledging in order to pay little for land worth much. 

Because of this, there is almost immediately tension between the two, and Daniel finally asks Eli 

how much he would want for it. When Eli names his price, Daniel inquires, “For what?” Eli 

pauses and answers: “For my church.” “That’s good,” Daniel replies, “that’s a good one.” He 

speaks as if he’s holding back a chuckle. The audience never finds out exactly what Daniel’s 

back-story is, but it is safe to say as the film progresses that Daniel has a negative view of 

religion—possibly formed from negative experiences with men like Eli who say one thing but 

may mean another. 

     And it turns out, in Daniel’s eyes and probably in the eyes of the viewers, that Eli Sunday 

truly does seek more for himself rather for his church body. He approaches Daniel as the derrick 



is getting ready to start and asks to bless the well in the public—that is, he gives himself 

permission: “I will bless the well”, he tells Daniel, who understands that when Eli walks up at 

the public ceremony, that will be his cue to introduce Eli and let him give his blessing. Daniel 

knows better than to do this, and at the ceremony, he doesn’t even give Eli a chance to walk up. 

He simply talks to the crowd of locals, painting a positive picture of what this derrick can do for 

the community, even stealing some of Eli’s words from that earlier meeting. Eli simply puts on a 

smile, looks down, and is silent. He has missed his opportunity of acting as a public leader, and 

Daniel is satisfied, not letting a two-faced religious freak gain control of his plans. 

     The two finally collide with each other after a series of events at the derrick that Eli calls 

punishment from God. A man working in the well is killed by equipment one night. A gas 

explosion ruins the derrick, setting it on fire and sending it crashing to the ground. The explosion 

also causes H.W. to go deaf from the noise. Daniel has a lot on his mind because of this, and 

possibly also has something to prove to Eli. One Sunday, after Eli performs what to Daniel might 

seem like some sort of exorcism on an arthritic churchgoer, the two men briefly argue as Eli 

accuses Daniel and his crew of drinking on the job, and Daniel accuses Eli of keeping his crew 

too occupied in church: “Then the well can’t produce and blow gold all over the place.” These 

words silence Eli, subtly emphasizing his inner desire for wealth. After the derrick explosion, Eli 

slowly approaches Daniel, who no doubt is building up with hatred inside after his son has gone 

deaf. Eli simply asks: “When do we get our money, Daniel?” Immediately, Daniel slaps him to 

the ground, hitting him as he yells, “When are you coming over to make my son hear again? 

Can’t you do that?” Eli accuses Daniel of bringing this upon himself, and Daniel isn’t about to 

hear it. This is a battle between a religious man with wrong priorities and a bitter man whose 

only priority is to gain for himself, and it can never be won. 

     This battling continues as Daniel eventually sends H.W. away to school, kills a man who 

claimed to be his brother, and without stopping searches for land to purchase. One of those 



sellers, however, is William Bandy, who tells Daniel that he will sell the land if Daniel will be 

baptized at his church… Eli Sunday’s church. This is Eli’s next chance to get back at Daniel, and 

he takes full advantage of it. As Eli asks Daniel to kneel in the front of the church and 

acknowledge his sins to God, the members of the church see it as another powerful conversion 

experience via Eli Sunday. But anyone who knows the history between these two men knows 

there is something deeper, darker, and even ironic going on. Eli repeatedly mentions Daniel’s 

abandoning of H.W., which no doubt still torments him, but soon, Daniel finally yields and cries 

out, “I’ve abandoned my child! I’ve abandoned my boy!” He seems repentant—but on another 

level, he seems to be mocking the same kind of sensation that Eli demonstrates in his teaching. 

And that gets him a positive response from the church, and it gets him a pipeline through 

Bandy’s land, but it also sets up an even darker turn of revenge from Daniel onto Eli. 

      And in the film’s final scene, Eli goes to Daniel, who now lives in a mansion and has been 

disowned by H.W., and asks him about buying some more property (Eli is not about to admit that 

he is down on his luck). So Daniel, about to have some fun with this, tells Eli to stand up, as if 

before his church, and proclaim, “I am a false prophet; God is a superstition”. Eli starts to do 

this, not about to yield all the way, and is too calm for Daniel. Daniel eventually encourages Eli 

to shout at the top of his voice, and as Eli proclaims this, there is a pain in his voice. It almost 

sounds as if he really is starting to believe it in his heart. And when he sits down and begins to 

cry before Daniel, he is evidently convicted of his selfishness. But Daniel, who is finally about to 

have his revenge, torments Eli with words before finally grabbing him, throwing him across the 

bowling alley they are in, knocking him out with a pin, and finally whacking him in the head, 

ending his life. Eli’s corpse lays there, and the unrepentant Daniel Plainview sits there, breathing 

heavily and telling his butler: “I’m finished!” 

     There Will Be Blood is a story of greed and its potential to destroy a man. But the theme of 

religious hypocrisy is equally portrayed in these two characters, particularly Eli, the man who is 



actually religious. The war between him and Daniel demonstrates that there are men who claim 

one thing about their faith but really do not want to give up selfish desires, and there are men 

who are so negatively affected by false religion that they become bitter towards the world around 

them (an idea that Anderson explores further in his following film, The Master). The subtext 

throughout every scene in There Will Be Blood not only creates two incredible character studies, 

but it also creates an excellent cautionary tale about two-faced religion. 


