BERGMAN AS PHILOSOPHER
PERSONA: What is required of a film about madness?

[Rupert Read, PHI, UEA]

A representation of madness that represents only how it appears from the outside tells us nothing of madness. Most films that represent madness represent how it appears from the outside, or (at best) represent how it would feel to (as it were) one who was sane who experienced it… 
A film that accurately represented madness should project the experiencing of strange things as if they were perfectly normal, the normal world coming to feel unreal, and an often-pervasive and sometimes terrifying sense of confusion. A film that succeeded in doing so would radically alter our sense of madness. It would, simultaneously, enable us to understand what much philosophical disputation brings us no nearer: why sceptical renditions of human experience are so pervasively attractive.

I offer in this talk a reading of Bergman’s ‘Persona’ wherein it is not, as it is usually taken to be, an observed story of mental disintegration, but, on the contrary, a story (told ‘from the inside out’) of integration, of recovery. The film shows, I argue, one person’s progress from a radically dis-integrated state (a state so radically dis-integrated that the protagonist has no sense of being dis-integrated at all), through a frightening realisation of that being their state, to a state of recovered normality (or, at least, of normal unhappiness at one’s station in life etc.). It radically confounds one’s expectations; it forces one who is interested in making sense of it finally to acknowledge that the apparent direction of the story is completely contrary to its actual direction – just as, in a psychotic state, one is no longer an inhabitant of our shared consensual world, and can temporarily come to fracture from oneself parts of oneself and reify them as if they truly were another, and thus to experience as normal what to others is incomprehensible or mad.
A film that accurately represents madness must at first appear not to be a film that represents madness; at least, not from the point of view of the protagonist, if they be mad. Psychotic experience is experience that includes the possibility that this (something radically strange) is simply how it is, that this is really happening. 

I argue that PERSONA is a superlative example of such a film. It is the first ever film to attempt to take this potentially-successful route to the representation of madness. More recently, FIGHT CLUB (another film about recovery from a condition of radical schizy splitness) has taken a similar route, while PROSPERO’S BOOKS arguably neatly reversed the route, showing a descent into radical alienation from self in the guise of ostensibly showing a recovery from a solipsistic condition. I close the talk by offering brief comparisons with these films.

THE SEVENTH SEAL: The quest for the meaning of life or the life lived or questions, quests and being. 
[Phil Hutchinson, Philosophy, IDS, MMU]

This paper will offer a reading of Ingmar Bergman’s classic film The Seventh Seal as philosophy; more precisely it reads the film as a dialogue on the nature of the philosophical quest for meaning.

I begin by documenting how Antonius Block (Max Von Sydow) revises his interpretation of the nature of his quest throughout the film. On his initial challenge of Death to a game of chess, Block claims that he wishes to defer death so that he might gain knowledge; in this respect Block understands the quest for meaning on the model of an epistemological question; a question for which the appropriate answer would be in the form of facts. Facts, Block believes at this point, will satisfy his quest for meaning. On his next encounter with Death, at the confessional, Block begins to revise his initial interpretation of the nature of the quest. Now Block begins to see the quest as one which is chiefly concerned with the gaining of understanding; Block is moving away from the thought that the quest is akin to an epistemological question. As Block continues across the plague-ridden landscape he has a number of encounters with various characters, such as a family of actors, and a young woman who is to be burned as a witch. Block’s interactions with these characters bring about a further change in his interpretation of the nature of his quest. Now Block begins to understand that the quest is existential and not—as Death explicitly points out to him, after his conversation with the condemned young woman—one which has the form of a question, epistemological or otherwise. Meaning, Block realises, emerges from the living of a life with others. Importantly, however, it is the living of a life with others in accordance with the ordinary virtues—love, care, compassion, &c. .

This then brings to light the significance of Block’s character being a knight, who has returned from the Crusades—when Christianity had, perversely, sought to establish dominion through the warrior (the warrior ethic, or heroic virtues, are the natural contrast class for the ordinary virtues). Block’s quest takes the form of a personal transformation, whereby he moves from a life lived in accordance with the heroic virtues, a life of crusades and quests, to one lived in accordance with the ordinary virtues.
