Death Personified

The long-lived appeal of Bergman's 'The Seventh Seal'

By PETER COWIE

No single film of the art-house era (c.1956-68) exerted as great an influence on so many directors and critics as did "The Seventh Seal." From Woody Allen to Walter Murch, from Philip Kaufman to Richard Corliss, these individuals remember the night they saw Ingmar Bergman's masterpiece as vividly as they recall the death of Marilyn Monroe or the assassination of JFK.

Bergman was just shy of 38 years old when he began shooting the picture on a modest budget during the summer of 1956. An unexpected prize for "Smiles of a Summer Night" at the Cannes Festival that spring had prompted Svensk Filmindustri to greenlight this project that Bergman had cherished for some time and that stemmed from a one-act play he had written. Bergman's production designer, P.A. Lundgren, managed to create a convincing medieval milieu on the studio's tiny backlot outside Stockholm. Only a fraction of the film was shot on location—the opening on the beach, the scene on the hillside where the Knight eats strawberries and cream with his companions, and the final "dance of death." Gunnar Fischer's monochrome cinematography abounds with images that have acquired iconic status, while the film's visual impact relies not on special effects but costumes and props. 
Bergman worked with a trusted team of actors and technicians. Outside the summer months, most of the performers (such as Max von Sydow, Gunnel Lindblom and Anders Ek) appeared in plays he directed at the Malmö City Theatre. He was always more highly esteemed as a stage director than a filmmaker in his native Sweden.

During the prevideo period, "The Seventh Seal" was booked by colleges across America more than any other title. Since then, on cassette, on laserdisc, on DVD, and now in an extraordinary Blu-ray version from Criterion, Bergman's medieval allegory has continued to touch fresh generations of viewers.

Like the poetry of A.E. Housman or Rupert Brooke, it appeals to young people, posing fundamental questions many college students grapple with. Its passionate rhetoric and romantic anguish have never struck audiences as excessive. On the many occasions I've presented the film at universities across America and in Europe over the past 35 years, I have never heard anyone snigger at the moment when Death appears on the seashore.

The authentic—and abiding—virtues of "The Seventh Seal" may be too easily concealed beneath its façade of symbolism. In the mid-1950s, the threat of nuclear Armageddon lurked in the background of everyday life, like the plague that ravages medieval Sweden in the film. Yet by setting his drama in the Middle Ages, Bergman ensured that it would not date as ruinously as a film like "On the Beach." In 2010, John Doe's dread is of a terrorist attack, but the film's resonance is the same. And while much of the dialogue reeks of a Lutheranism Bergman was trying to cast off, the "doubt" at the film's core chimes with new-millennium qualms about consumerism and globalization.

So "The Seventh Seal" might have become obsolete were it not for the strength of its story and characters. And what a story: Man locked in a Faustian struggle with Death. Bergman dares to personify Death, baleful in his black cowl and gown, his face evocative both of the whey-cheeked clown and what T.S. Eliot called "the skull beneath the skin." His opponent is the credulous Knight who, like many of Bergman's characters, wants to believe in God's mercy but yearns for some "oracular proof" after years of mindless fighting in the Crusades. The film includes less exalted and more sympathetic characters, such as the Squire, with his earthy humor and acceptance of the inevitability of Death and extinction (but "under protest," as he wryly remarks at the moment of reckoning).

Even Jof and Mia (read Joseph and Mary) prove engaging in their innocence and the simplicity of their pleasures. It's hard to resist an emotional rush when they all share a kind of "communion" on the hillside at dusk, with the Knight speaking of his long-lost wife and the joys of a vanished youth.

The portentous gravity of "The Seventh Seal" made it an inviting target for satirists, engendering such gems as "Love and Death," "Time Bandits" and "Monty Python and the Holy Grail," as well as George Coe and Anthony Lover's "The Dove," which showed Death playing tennis with his victims, and which tickled Bergman's fancy when he saw it. Those of an older generation found the harsher aspects of "The Seventh Seal" hard to swallow. My grandmother left a screening in protest, declaring, "There's too much talk about death in this film!"

This most arresting of films could so easily have succumbed to an unrelenting, morbid vision of life (as in Michael Haneke's recent "The White Ribbon"), but Bergman strikes a miraculous balance between wit and doom, whimsy and cynicism. Therein dwells the perennial appeal of "The Seventh Seal." The director's approach to cinema is so intimate, so candid that he sweeps aside the tempting veil of pathos to arrive at a universal truth, an experience common to everyone in its immediacy.

Not only does this classic look better in high-def than it did in theaters in the 1950s, but it still commands respect as the touchstone by which all "foreign films" should be gauged.
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