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Middle-aged Men with Style 
 

Max von Sydow in The Virgin Spring 
 

 

He’s a medieval Swedish landowner, living 

in a remote farmhouse in beautiful wooded 

countryside. He runs the place, and no-one 

questions his authority; especially not the 

women. But he has a virginal daughter, 

whom he adores, and she alone can run rings 

round him. One Sunday she goes to church, 

with some loaves for the offering. She 

doesn’t come back. 

 Instead, three goatherds turn up. He offers 

them hospitality, and just before bedtime the 

leading goatherd offers to sell his wife a 

dress, which he has had packed up, and 

which the wife recognises at once as the dress 

in which her daughter rode off to church that 

morning.  

 

 

 Demonstrating superhuman self-control, she goes next door, tells her husband what 

they’ve offered her, and what, it’s clear, they’ve done. She shows him the dress as evidence. 

 He knows at once there’s only one thing to do. He locks the door of the room where the 

goatherds are sleeping. He takes a sauna, to cleanse both his body and his head. For the birch-

twigs, he wrestles a small birch-tree to the ground, so that the ritual is both fresh, and 

exclusively of his own making. Then he takes out the farm slaughtering-knife, goes back into 

the room where the goatherds are asleep, slams it into the tabletop, indifferent to the noise it 

makes, and waits for the dawn. 

 He wakes them up, and kills all three. First he stabs the slaughtering knife into the throat 

of the leader (who has no tongue, and can thus only gurgle in his death-agony); then he forces 

the head of the second (the one who offered the dress to his wife) over the fire, so that he 

simultaneously burns and chokes to death. The third is only a boy, and by now the wife, who 

is witnessing the slaughter, tries to save him, an apparent innocent. But von Sydow grabs the 

boy from her, and slings him against the wall, breaking his back. 

 He achieves the triple killing without difficulty – the goatherds don’t stand a chance. 

 But once he’s done the deed without which he wouldn’t have been human, he loses his 

self-possession. It looks as if, though he may have slaughtered sheep and cows, he’s never 

killed men before, and he stares at his bloody hands as if he’s Macbeth. As they trace the 

route upon which they know their daughter’s body must lie, he and his wife recriminate, and 

lay bare the guilt and lovelessness of their marriage. 

 They find the body where the goatherds had left it, and he collapses. I’ve always been 

struck at the way in which von Sydow accomplishes the physical collapse, tottering down on 

one knee and nearly wobbling over sideways, his hands, raised to heaven in supplication, 

making him lose his balance (he duplicates it when he raises Lazarus in The Greatest Story 

Ever Told). In this emotional and spiritual extremity, style and self-possession are kinds of 

blasphemy. You can no longer help or even control yourself. You need assistance from some 

other source. 

 In this film, he receives it. 
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Burt Lancaster in The Leopard 
 

Don Fabrizio Salina is a Sicilian Prince. At a 

huge ball to celebrate the unification of Italy, 

he’s just waltzed with Angelica, the ravishing 

daughter of a man he despises. She’s also the 

fiancée of his nephew, whom he’s made 

jealous, because he’s just as handsome in his 

way as his nephew, if not more so, from his 

naturally curled and parted hair, his ever-

manly figure, and his dancer’s grace. He’s 

actually more attractive to women than his 

nephew, Tancredi, because he’s relaxed and 

mature – he has the presence – that still 

quality – that comes with experience. His 

nephew is dynamic, but flashy in comparison 

with him. Angelica knows this, and plays 

games with both men. 
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