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Advancing into its second century, the cinema is now a mature art form with an established list of classics. But contemporary cinema is so subject to every shift in fashion regarding aesthetics, morals and ideas that judgments on the true worth of recent films are liable to be risky and controversial; yet they are essential if we want to know where the cinema is going and what it can achieve.

As part of the British Film Institute’s commitment to the promotion and evaluation of contemporary cinema, and in conjunction with the influential BFI Film Classics series, BFI Modern Classics is a series of books devoted to individual films of recent years. Distinguished film critics, scholars and novelists explore the production and reception of their chosen films in the context of an argument about the film’s importance. Insightful, considered, often impassioned, these elegant, beautifully illustrated books will set the agenda for debates about what matters in modern cinema.
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1 Sin

‘It’s gonna go on and on and on.’

(Detective Somerset on learning of the first murder)

Seven is a study in sin. It is also a crime movie and a film of great formal rigour. The notion of sin connects these generic and stylistic qualities. Crime fiction deals by definition in matters of wrongdoing, but the specific resonance of sin is achieved in Seven by the single-mindedness of the film’s formal – structural, aural, visual – choices.

Seven asks to be seen in terms of sin. The title need not of itself indicate this. The seven deadly sins are only one of many significant sevens in Western culture: days of Creation and of the week, cardinal virtues, Christian sacraments, wonders of the world, pillars of wisdom, colours of the rainbow; the Book of Revelation has over fifty groupings of seven (including churches, candlesticks, angels, trumpets) in its vision of the Apocalypse. Nor is this exclusively Western: the Qur’àn and the Rig-Veda are full of sevens.1 Seven draws attention to more: Dante’s seven terraces of purgation, a reference to seven children slain in something Detective Somerset reads. By being so starkly titled, Seven may want to evoke these quasi-cosmic (even New Age, X-Files) resonances, a vein subsequently mined in a serial killer context by the TV series Millennium. However, it explicitly refers only to sins and days.

The campaign for the film suggested that the former were the more important. As Chris Pula, head of marketing at the distributors New Line, put it,2 the sins were the selling point of the film. Important as the drawing power of Brad Pitt and Morgan Freeman was, still the ‘star of the movie was the crime. Brad and Morgan were the co-stars. Yes, their names were there. But we showcased the crime, the seven deadly sins.’ The most widely-used poster, in turn used for the video box, exemplifies this; a TV campaign flashed the names of the sins up one by one, while a web site gave their ‘more obscure details’.

This is good marketing because it understands the product. The film too insists on the primacy of sin. Its central conceit is that of the seven deadly sins used as the basis for seven murders over seven days. This is of course the killer’s conceit, but it also prompts, through the Morgan Freeman character, Detective Somerset, the wider perception of human frailty evoked by the notion of sin.

Somerset is the site of wisdom in the film. This is so in two senses. First, he is the character in this detective story who is best at detection: he is the first to perceive that the first murder will be one of a series and then its pattern; he tracks the killer down by ingeniously using the public library system (following up on people who draw out apocalyptic and sadistic titles). He is painstakingly methodical, a ‘great brain’, as his immediate superior says. This is established by his following up on apparently irrelevant clues in the first murder: bruises on the side of the victim’s head, grocery store receipts, lino strips found in the victim’s stomach. These clues baffle or are brushed aside by the other detectives involved: the pathologist, the captain in charge and, most significantly, Somerset’s new partner Mills (Brad Pitt). However, the importance he attaches to the clues and his interpretation are correct. In narrative terms, he is the one who knows.

His wisdom though is more than investigative acumen. It is in his whole being. He is quiet and still; he is an older man with a soft, saddened face and mellow, resigned voice; he is Morgan Freeman, Miss Daisy’s chauffeur, Robin Hood’s right-hand man, the Shawshank redemption. The film repeatedly cuts to him just looking on, listening, and what he sees and hears is not just clues to a sordid mystery but the world’s iniquity. In a pre-credits murder investigation, he asks whether a boy saw his mother shoot his father, and the detective on duty replies irritatedly:

What kind of fucking question is that? … It’s always these questions with you. Did the kid see it? Who gives a fuck? He’s dead. His wife killed him. Anything else has nothing to do with us.

But Somerset consistently sees that anything else – what it means for a child to see such violence in the family, for instance – does have to do with all of us. Again, this sets him apart from those he works with, not just this detective, but Mills with his chatter and restlessness and the cops at the library who would rather play cards than read books.

Somerset has knowledge and wisdom and thus functions as the intellectual and moral voice of the film. This makes all the more significant his relation to the killer, Jonathan Doe (Kevin Spacey). He is not like Doe but he does see the world in much the same way, and what both see is a world drenched in endless wickedness. When towards the end, Mills accuses Doe of killing innocent people, Doe delivers a speech detailing his victims’ lack of innocence, concluding:

Only in a world this shitty could you even try and say these were innocent people and keep a straight face. But that’s the point. We see a deadly sin on every street corner, in every house, and we tolerate it. We tolerate it because it’s common, it’s trivial, we tolerate it morning, noon and night.

Somerset shares this sense of the absolute pervasiveness of sin and the world’s indifference to it, even though he does not use the word sin. In a conversation with the police captain, he refers to an incident ‘about four blocks from here’, in which a man is out walking his dog, is attacked, has his watch stolen and ‘while he’s lying there on the sidewalk helpless, his attacker stabs him in both eyes’; the captain shrugs it off as ‘the way it’s always been’. This though is Somerset’s point: an act of gratuitous cruelty is met with complacency. It’s really no better than the sleazy sex club owner who, asked by Mills if he likes what he does for a living, replies ‘No, I don’t. But that’s life isn’t it?’ and sits back resentful and defiant. This is why Somerset felt the fear he tells Tracy of, when he heard his partner was pregnant – ‘How can I bring a child into a world like this?’, a world, presumably, this shitty. Later still, in a bar after the ‘Lust’ murder, he tells Mills, ‘I just don’t think I can continue to live and work in a place that embraces and nurtures apathy as if it was a virtue’, the equivalent of Doe’s emphasis on the toleration of sin ‘morning, noon and night’.

Somerset’s detective superiority and his sense of the wickedness of the world are connected. Because he can enter Doe’s way of seeing the world, he understands the structure of his crimes and how to set about tracking him down. He already knows what to make of Doe’s scrawling of the words ‘Gluttony’ and ‘Greed’ at the murder scenes. Familiar with the same cultural reference points as Doe, he is able to use the public library system to trace Doe to his address.

It is not just that he is erudite, but that he approaches the crime in terms of meaning, a meaning for which he has a feeling. To research the crimes, he goes to a library, and in an extended montage sequence the film cross-cuts between him contemplating works on the seven deadly sins (including Dante’s Purgatory, Chaucer’s ‘Parson’s Tale’ and a Dictionary of Catholicism) and Mills at home poring over photos and reports of the scenes of the crimes. Though bound together in common endeavour, the difference is evident: Somerset seeks to grasp the sense of the murders, Mills wants direct clues to who done it. By the end of the sequence, Mills has given up and sits watching a basketball game on television, while Somerset delivers his findings to Mills’s desk, findings that we subsequently realise are accurate insights into the killer’s frame of reference.

In this sequence, we enter into Somerset’s process of understanding more than Mills’s. We see Mills looking at the material, with four shots of it clearly signalled as point-of-view shots, anchored in his baffled gaze. With Somerset, though we repeatedly have shots of him looking, we also get many more shots of the material, often dissolving from one to another and back to Somerset, the camera tracking round him in a way that does not fix the imagery so firmly in his gaze. He is mentally, but also in visual terms literally absorbed in the imagery. We also see him working on the material, photocopying it, folding the copies

























OEBPS/html/images/7_1.jpg
BRA]P PITT MORGAN FREEMAN

“UNMISSABLE... ; GLUTTONY
MONUMENTALLY "

a° GREED »
SLOTH

ENVY

THRILLER 1
AG -WRENC!{IN
Er
“ B
‘.2-< ’ ..

!

Seven deatlly Sins. Seven ways to dxg
-m-=-'l-"-. v P
© e e oo HESHARCEIYARE ENVEE VT N LY R (R -— =






OEBPS/html/images/3_1.jpg
Seven

Richard
Dyer

‘@ palgrave
macmillan

A BFI book published by Palgrave Macmillan





OEBPS/nav.xhtml


	

	

		Cover Page

	

		Bfi Modern Classics



		Title Page



		Contents



		Dedication



		Acknowledgments



		1 Sin



		2 Story



		3 Structure



		4 Seriality



		5 Sound



		6 Sight



		7 Salvation



		Notes



		Credits



		eCopyright











OEBPS/html/images/cover.jpg
Seven
Richard Dyer






