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 Seven and Medieval Literature 

 In David Fincher’s Seven, a 1995 film starring Brad Pitt and Morgan Freeman as 

homicide detectives in a violent, but anonymous city, a psychopathic killer played by Kevin 

Spacey tortures and murders his victims in the name of his dogmatic religious beliefs.  The film 

is highly realistic, leading one film critic to use Seven as his example of a brutal and violent 

movie, saying:  

As it is made, art can press up so close against its subject that it seems nearly 

impossible to tell the flesh from its reflection.  Time pulls the two away from each 

other.  If I see Seven in five or ten years’ time, it will no longer feel too close for 

comfort…that won’t be because something more shocking and violent will have 

pushed back the frontiers of violence but because what is real will have taken on a 

different form, will have a different fashion. (Gerrard 220) 

 Although the movie is set in modern times, Seven calls upon a plethora of medieval and 

renaissance texts to inform both its story and its characters.  There are many ways in which these 

connections function within the story; more, in fact, than will be labeled here, but four major 

connections figure prominently into all the major events of the plot and some of the characters.  

First, through the use of the Seven Deadly Sins, second, through John Doe’s methodology in 

literally carrying out his wicked master plan, third through interpreting the Mills/Somerset 

relationship through the lens of the Dante/Virgil relationship featured in Dante’s Inferno, and 

finally, through John Doe’s justification of his crimes. 

 The first way Seven connects to its medieval source material is through the use of the 

seven deadly sins as teaching tools.  In the film, John Doe, the serial killer, employs forced 

attrition to murder his victims.  Detective Somerset describes forced attrition in the scene where 

he and Detective Mills study the case after Mills’ wife invites Somerset over for dinner.  The 

detectives sit down together on Mills’ couch, and as they look over the crime scene photographs 
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from Eli Gould’s murder, Somerset states that attrition does not equal repentance.  Instead, 

attrition means that someone reconciles their sins because they are threatened with violence if 

they do not obey the enforcer of God’s laws.  As Detective Mills put it, victims of forced attrition 

mutilate or kill themselves because they “Have a fucking gun pointed at their heads” (Seven). 

 John Doe uses attrition in Seven as a teaching method to forcefully show the whole world 

the damage of the Seven Deadly Sins, which St. Thomas Aquinas, a famous Catholic scholar 

developed as teaching tools for medieval Catholics to live by, and made famous in his book 

Summa Theologica (Aquinas).  In those times, the vast majority of the population in Europe, 

where Catholicism was most prominent, was illiterate.  Therefore, they needed an easily 

remembered guide for living to ensure they did not sin and go to hell.  The Seven Deadly Sins 

are as follows; Gluttony, Greed, Sloth, Lust, Pride, Envy and Wrath.  

In the scene where the detectives investigate John Doe’s apartment, Detective Mills says 

to Somerset “You were right, he’s preaching,” a theory Somerset supported from the beginning 

of the murders.  The first message the killer sent to the detectives read “Long is the way, and 

hard, that out of hell leads up to light” (Milton Book II, lines 432-433), a quote from Paradise 

Lost, a renaissance text written by John Milton.  In the film, Somerset interprets the killer’s 

words as the beginning to a bigger master plan.  “These murders are his sermons to us,” he says.  

Somerset then goes on to state that the murders will not stop until the killer either finishes his 

work or is apprehended by the authorities.  Initially Somerset’s coworkers, including Mills, reject 

the idea, believing John Doe to be a lunatic.  However, by the time the authorities raid the house 

of the man they think is the killer, and instead find the victim of Sloth, the perspective of the 

department completely reverses and the manhunt increases exponentially.   
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One critical piece of the medieval connection to Seven is the library scene.  Early in the 

film, Detective Somerset visits the public library late at night and reads many of the literary texts 

he believes inspired the murderer’s thought process.  The scene features a montage of texts like 

Dante’s Inferno, Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, and Milton’s Paradise Lost.  The scene shows 

map of Dante’s nine-ringed hell, with close-ups of illustrations containing the denizens of hell 

being tortured by demons and torn apart by their own sins.  Through this scene, David Fincher 

denotes the texts used in developing the film.  Clearly Dante’s idea of turning the sin against the 

sinner influences John Doe, and the killer uses other texts like the Marquis de Sade to influence 

how he specifically chooses to torture his victims.  

By using medieval teaching tools, John Doe connects his ‘sermons’ to their medieval 

past.  This is an act of transfer by both the author of the film and the director.  Although, instead 

of borrowing elements like story and character, Seven adapts the elements of medieval texts 

more subtly.  The film takes the approach of adopting a text’s themes, like turning the sin against 

the sinner from Dante, and applies them to a highly realistic sleuth film.  In this way, the film is 

able to examine old values in a new world, and watch the consequences play out.  An important 

fact to note is that the film is a commentary on both sides.  Not only is Seven a showcase of the 

horrors and honest evils hidden in the most ordinary crevices of the modern world, that same 

horror escalates into an equally chilling and terrifying retaliatory backlash against those 

problems through the John Doe character.  This leads to the next connection to medieval 

literature hidden within Seven; the literal methodology used by John Doe in the murders he 

commits.    

The way in which John Doe commits murder in Seven is critical to understanding its 

connection to the medieval texts that inspired the film.  The central texts John Doe appears to use 
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as his inspiration for the murders are Dante’s Inferno and Purgatorio (Alighieri).  Near the 

opening of the film, the site of the first murder shows a grossly obese man who has his face 

planted in an oversized bowl of spaghetti.  The man’s feet and hands are bound with barbed wire, 

so he was probably forced to use his mouth as his only utensil.  Later, in the forensics lab, 

Detectives Mills and Somerset find out the man’s stomach burst from a combination of 

overeating and a violent kick delivered directly to the engorged area of the man’s body, thereby 

killing him.  Somerset, in the next scene, describes the murder to the department head as a 

beginning because of the killer’s methodology. 

 “In the grocery bag we found two receipts,” Somerset explains, “That means the killer 

stopped in the middle of everything and went back to the supermarket a second time.”  Somerset 

implies based on that information that the “act itself had meaning.”  In other words, this means 

that the murder was a premeditated, patiently executed act of torture and murder, not, as the 

department head asserts, that “somebody had a problem with a fat boy and decided to torture 

him.”  A few scenes later, Somerset returns to the murder scene with four metal filings that were 

found in the stomach of the victim.  After several minutes of investigation, the detective sees that 

the filings came from the floor of the apartment when someone had moved the refrigerator either 

before or after the murder took place.  From this, Somerset determines that something is behind 

the refrigerator, so he pulls the appliance back and finds the word ‘Gluttony’ spelled out in 

grease on the wall.  The killer, Somerset believes, wanted to brutally humiliate his victim 

because he was obese, because he was a glutton, and to the killer that sin warrants a death 

sentence. 

 The next murder is of the city’s most prominent defense attorney, Eli Gould.  In this 

murder, the killer forced Gould to cut off “One pound of flesh, no more, no less.  No cartilage, 
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no bone, but only flesh” (Hinds), which is a quote referencing Shakespeare’s renaissance play 

The Merchant of Venice, placing a scale in front of the attorney.  Gould severed the skin off his 

oblique and died from blood loss.  The killer wrote ‘Greed’ on the floor with Gould’s blood, 

therefore symbolizing the man’s sin.  The scale serves as a symbol of penance.  In other words, 

Gould took from the world with his greed, so the killer forced him to pay it back in flesh.   

The third murder is John Doe’s sermon on Sloth.  For this sermon, John Doe strapped a 

drug-dealing pedophile to a bed for a year, feeding him just enough to survive, but not enough to 

gain strength.  The killer provides stool and urine samples for the detectives to find, with a year’s 

worth of pictures showing the man’s descent into the malnourished, bedsore-ridden state the 

detectives find him in.  On the wall above the bedframe, John Doe had written the word ‘Sloth.’  

In the next scene, Detectives Mills asks the man’s doctor if he has spoken yet, to which the 

doctor replies, “Even if his brain weren’t mush, which it is, he chewed off his tongue long ago.”  

The symbolism of the murder is that this man was slothful; he was a criminal because he did not 

want to earn his place in society, so John Doe forced him into extreme slothfulness and isolation.  

The doctor says later in the hospital scene that “That young man has experienced about as much 

pain and suffering as anyone I’ve encountered, and he still has hell to look forward to.” 

For Lust, the next murder, the killer pays the owner of a sado-masochistic, adult leather 

shop to make an obscene sexual instrument with a knife at the end.  He somehow finds an 

innocent man and forces him to wear the object and engage in sexual intercourse with a female 

prostitute.  The rape kills the woman and deeply traumatizes the man.  With this murder, John 

Doe states that if one engages in lustful acts, those same acts will be judged by God with equal 

harshness.  This is his way of saying that reckless sexual desire ultimately kills all who give in to 

it. 
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The fifth murder, and the last of the murders the detectives discover after the fact, is of a 

beautiful woman.  The killer cut off her nose to, as Somerset quips “spite her face,” and 

irreparably mutilates the rest of her visage.  He places a bottle of sleeping pills in one hand and a 

telephone in the other.  Somerset summarizes the killer’s message with this murder when he 

says, “Call the authorities, but you’ll be disfigured, or you can take the easy way out.”  The 

woman’s choice was to kill herself because she had too much pride to live without a beautiful 

exterior.  Thus, her own sin became her demise. 

 The ideas that inspired the methodology of the murders, as has been stated, are largely, 

but not totally borrowed from Dante’s Inferno, the epic poem that depicts hell as a place where 

each sinner is given a certain type of punishment based on the sins they committed during their 

life on Earth.  In this way, John Doe models his sermons after Dante’s ideas, except that he 

literally carried out the punishments Dante reserved for the sufferers of hell.  The major 

exception from this norm is the lust murder, which the idea comes from the Marquis de Sade, an 

eighteenth-century text which describes sadism and masochism in sexual intercourse.  In 

modern-day terminology, this is the text from which the whole concept of sexual bondage comes 

from.   

One reason Andrew Kevin Walker, the writer of the film, might have used this text in lieu 

of Dante’s Inferno for this particular sin is because the punishment for lust in Dante is to be 

forever united with the other adulterer for eternity, but they cannot, however, engage in sexual 

intercourse (Thomas).  Given the film’s murderously dark tone, the content of the Marquis de 

Sade fit the film better while still keeping the fundamental values presented in Dante’s work.  

This is an example of Brian McFarlane’s term “Analogy,” where the author adapting an older 

text does not transfer the story, plot, character or setting.  Instead, the adapting writer takes the 
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themes of the work he or she wants to use and transposes them on an entirely different reality 

(McFarlane 11).  

John Doe’s methodology reveals him as a ruthless character with dogmatic devotion to 

his religious beliefs.  At one point, Detective Somerset muses “Think about the will it takes to 

keep a man bound for a year, to sever his hand and use it to plant fingerprints, to insert tubes into 

his genitals…This man is calculating and…worst of all, patient.”  In Seven, John Doe is a perfect 

criminal mastermind, with meaningful methodology and no-holds-barred sentiment.  He is not, 

however, the only relationship this movie has to medieval texts. 

 The third connection Seven has to the medieval texts that inspired it is through the 

relationship between Brad Pitt’s character, Detective Mills, and Morgan Freeman’s character, 

Detective Somerset.  From the opening scene of the film, David Fincher shows the master/pupil 

relationship forming between the experienced, hardened, and apathetic Somerset and the lively, 

charismatic, and enthusiastic Mills.  The premise of the scene is a murder investigation that is 

unrelated to the John Doe atrocities.   

Detective Somerset walks through the crime scene, up to a refrigerator with a child’s 

drawings taped to it.  Somerset asks his fellow officer if the child witnessed the murder, to which 

his coworker responds, “Who gives a shit?  The guy’s dead, his wife killed him.  Anything else 

has got nothing to do with us.”  The other detective walks away before Somerset answers him, 

and Mills enters the apartment.  He introduces himself to Somerset, and they leave the room.  

Once out of the apartment, Somerset asks Mills why he chose to transfer to this city.  Mills 

quickly returns, “I don’t know, probably the same reason you’re here.”  Somerset replies, “You 

just met me,” and Mills responds “Look, it would be nice if we didn’t start out by kicking each 

other in the balls.  I’ve been in homicide for five years.”  Somerset interrupts Mills by saying, 
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“but not here…for the next seven days detective, you’ll do me the favor of remembering that.”  

Somerset then leaves Mills, who looks openly frustrated with his temporary partner. 

This scene shows the two fundamental aspects of Mills and Somerset’s relationship.  

First, it shows Somerset’s unwillingness to believe that Mills can handle the brutality of the city.  

It shows that Somerset sees himself as a hardened veteran of inner-city violence, and Mills can 

offer him nothing.  Conversely, the interaction also highlights Detective Mills as a confident 

young man trying to prove himself to a coworker who does not respect him.  Even though this is 

a new world for him, Mills sees himself as someone who is able to take on the burden of law 

enforcement no matter where the call comes from.  Mills intentionally asked to be reassigned to 

the city in the film.  Somerset questions his motivations because he’s “never seen it done that 

way before.”  The ultimate rift between the two detectives is a general knowledge of the city.  

Mills is new, so Somerset does not respect him yet. 

The relationship between Mills and Somerset is the critical crux of the film.  It serves as 

the fulcrum where all the messages of the story intersect.  On the one hand, Somerset’s apathy 

and general distain for the city represents the human desire to give up on the world when times 

are bad, but Mills’ willingness to invest in the same world Somerset wishes to abandon is the 

film’s way of showing that depression and indifference are not the only ways to respond to 

unsolvable problems.  This sentiment is summed up in the bar scene following the investigation 

of John Doe’s apartment.  In that scene, Mills says “I don’t think you’re quitting because you 

believe these things you say.  I think you want to believe them because you’re quitting.”  

One potential interpretation of this relationship that connects back to medieval texts is 

that Mills and Somerset’s relationship parallels Virgil and Dante’s relationship in Dante’s 

Inferno.  Three key parallels between the two relationships reveal this.  First, the fact that 
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Somerset is in the city before Mills, and that Mills chose to work for the city might be interpreted 

as a backwards version of Inferno’s beginning, where Beatrice tells Dante to enter hell.  

Somerset could therefore be interpreted as a Virgil figure; a droll, intelligent observer of the 

world around him, and one who recognizes that he is ultimately powerless against the powers 

that control his life.  The difference between Virgil and Somerset is that Somerset is leaving 

Limbo, whereas Virgil must remain there for eternity.  The comparison heightens if Detective 

Mills is interpreted as a Dante figure.  Through this lens, one can see the parallel between Dante 

and Mills’ general desire for life and happiness juxtaposed against Virgil and Somerset’s 

experience and weariness.  

The other parallel between the Dante/Virgil relationship and the Mills/Somerset 

relationship is revealed through Somerset’s implied desire to protect Mills from both himself and 

from the evils of the city.  In Dante’s Inferno, one scene features the infamous character of myth 

named Medusa.  In that passage, Virgil orders Dante to keep his eyes off the beast, or he will be 

kept in hell forever (Dante Book VII).  In Seven, Somerset echoes that sentiment in the 

conversation held in the department head’s office.  Somerset formally requests to be taken off the 

‘Gluttony’ case and states that “this should not be his [Mills’] first assignment.  It’s too soon for 

him.”  Somerset does not want Mills to have this assignment at this stage in his career because of 

the potential for the case to explode into what it eventually became; a blood bath that cost Mills 

his wife and unborn child.  The fact that Somerset desires to protect Mills from disastrous 

emotional harm shows him as a mentor and teacher figure for Mills, even though Mills himself is 

an unwilling student.  The final parallel between Virgil/Dante and Somerset/Mills has only to do 

with Somerset and Virgil. 
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Near the beginning of the movie, Somerset is shown sitting in his office, working on a 

typewriter.  The head of department sits on Somerset’s desk and asks, “You get that feeling yet?  

You’re not going to be a cop anymore.”  Somerset replies “That’s the whole idea,” and resumes 

his work.  Later in the conversation, the department head says, “I don’t think you’re going to 

quit…you were made for this.”  At this comment, Somerset leans back in his chair and tells a 

story about a brutal armed robbery that happened the previous night “about four blocks” from the 

police station, where the attacker beat a man into submission and then stabbed his eyes out with a 

knife.  “I don’t understand this place anymore,” he says.  The department head replies, “That’s 

the way it’s always been.”  In the film, Somerset is a retiring detective who wants to leave the 

city.  The John Doe murders are his final assignment, but they prove to be the catalyst for him to 

stay in the city. 

After the climax of Seven, Somerset and the department head watch Mills as he’s taken 

away from John Doe’s murder scene in a police vehicle.  Somerset says to his superior, “Give 

him whatever he needs.”  The department head replies “Where are you going to be?”  To which 

Somerset responds “Around.”  Ultimately, Somerset cannot leave the city.  He is forever trapped 

in the darkness of the world, and by this point he has realized that even though he fights a losing 

battle, he must keep on battling against evil in the world.  He is like Virgil in Inferno, who knows 

that he can never leave Hell, but chooses to take Dante on a journey outside of Limbo so he can 

show him why hell is an awful place.  A connection outside Virgil and Somerset to the film’s 

medieval inspiration is trapped within the previous scene, however.  

The final connection between Seven and its medieval influences manifests itself in the car 

ride on the way to find the two remaining bodies, which serve as the final two pieces of John 

Doe’s masterpiece of murder.  The scene features John Doe, played serenely yet maniacally by 
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Kevin Spacey, Detective Somerset and Detective Mills.  Earlier in the film, the killer turned 

himself in and offered a full confession if Mills and Somerset accompanied him to the burial site 

of his final two victims.  The detectives agree to the deal, and drive into the middle of the desert 

to find the bodies.  Along the way, Mills and Somerset converse with John Doe and ask him to 

explain why he committed the murders.  At one point, Detective Mills makes a comment about 

John only killing innocent people, to which the killer responds:  

Innocent people...An obese man, a disgusting man who was so fat that if you saw 

him you wouldn’t be able to finish your meal.  And then the defense attorney, you 

must have been secretly thanking me for that one.  Here’s a man who made 

money by lying…a drug dealer, a drug-dealing-pederast, I might add…A woman, 

who was so ugly on the inside that she couldn’t stand to be alive if she wasn’t 

beautiful on the outside…and let’s not forget the disease-spreading whore.  Only 

in a world this shitty would you say these are innocent people.  But that’s the 

point, we see a deadly sin on every street corner, in every city, and we tolerate it.  

We tolerate it day and night.  Well, not anymore. 

This interaction allows John to explain his motivation for the murders.  The critical element of 

consideration about his monologue is that it is connected to medieval Catholic ideas.  The idea of 

preaching fire and damnation sprouted in medieval times, with scholars like St. Thomas Aquinas 

and other medieval religious leaders captaining the way.  John Doe follows those ideas 

dogmatically in Seven.  Through John, therefore, the film examines the negative side of religious 

belief.  Even though John sees himself as doing “God’s good work,” saying at one point that 

“The Lord works in mysterious ways,” the movie works to point out that John only adds to the 

chaos and pain, he solves nothing by killing six people and then having himself killed by 

Detective Mills, which is how he ultimately meets his demise.     

 David Fincher’s Seven is a complex, realistic, and brutal sleuth film that features 

medieval undertones set in a bleak modern world.  The film is a well-composed example of how 

a screenwriter, in this case Andrew Kevin Walker, can adapt certain ideas from a text without 
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necessarily directly recreating the imaginations of a group of five-hundred-year-old authors.  

Through Seven, Walker and Fincher display both the relevancy of medieval ideas in the modern 

world, but also the destructive power of dogmatic religious adherence.  The story is compelling 

and interesting and the characters are involving and realistic.  The film was well-reviewed when 

it first came out.  Peter Travers of Rolling Stone magazine said about it, “Fincher raises mystery 

to the level of moral provocation” (Travers).  Any viewer of the movie would be hard-pressed to 

disagree with him.   
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