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SK who directed Psycho and 
chances are that the response 
will be Alfred Hitchcock. 

Ask the same question about Jaws 
and the reply may well be Stephen 
Spielberg. But inquire who directed 
Casablanca, the most famous Hol-
lywood movie of them all, and few 
will have any idea. It is even 
stranger when you realise that, as 
well as Casablanca, Michael Curtiz 
directed nearly 100 Hollywood 
films, not to mention the 80 or so 
he made earlier in Hungary, his na-
tive country, and then others in Aus-
tria in the early 1920s. Yet this pro-
lific and versatile master of movies 
is largely the forgotten man of 
cinema. There is even a 2012 docu-
mentary entitled Michael Curtiz: 
The Greatest Director You Never 
Heard Of. 

Curtiz has suffered in part because 
of his versatility. The works of many 
directors display a recognisable vis-
ual and/or thematic hallmark. Thus 
Hitchcock is a great horror director, 
Spielberg is a great director of sus-
pense, Fellini a great director of 
fantasy, Leone a great director of 
spaghetti westerns, and so on.  
Curtiz’s output, however, runs the 
gamut of genres and styles: melo-
dramas, historical epics, westerns, 
crime dramas, musicals, romances, 
horror, religious epics, and come-
dies. And because he directed exclu-
sively for Warner Brothers from 
1926 to 1952, it is assumed that he 
was essentially a studio workhorse 
doing whatever was asked of him.  

Yet he directed many classics: Cap-
tain Blood, The Charge of the Light 
Brigade, Kid Galahad, The Adven-
tures of Robin Hood, Angels with 
Dirty Faces, The Sea Wolf, The Sea 
Hawk, Yankee Doodle Dandy, Mil-
dred Pierce, White Christmas, We’re 
No Angels, King Creole, The  
Comancheros. The list goes on. 
When you make it seem easy, you 
may be taken for granted. 

 
It is also sometimes forgotten that 
Michelangelo, the greatest artist of 
them all, often did what was asked 
of him. He was commissioned to 
sculpt David and to paint the Sistine 
Chapel. Curtiz once compared a film 
scene with characters and back-
ground to an artist’s unfinished can-
vas and saw himself as mixing the 
paints to finish the canvas properly. 

Auteurism is the theory that the 
director is the ‘author’ of a film, the 
artist whose ‘vision’ permeates the 
work. Critic Andrew Sarris called 
Casablanca ‘the most decisive ex-
ception to the auteur theory’. Yet, 
for example, what is Hitchcock’s 
‘vision’? Or Leone’s? In neither case 
does it really amount to a hill of 
beans when you think about it.  
Ultimately, theirs is a particular style 
but hardly high art. 

Also, as Curtiz himself pointed out, 
the cinema is essentially a mongrel 
muse, a blend of architecture, litera-
ture, music, painting and sculpture. 
The ‘greatness’ of a film therefore 
depends on more than one creator. 
The actors, the director, the photog-
rapher, the script writer, the com-
poser, all contribute to the finished 

product. It is essentially a collective 
enterprise. 

Casablanca has been described as a 
great movie but not a great film. 
The latter is defined by its depth 
and vision whereas a great movie is 
ultimately just a piece of popular 
entertainment. By that criterion, 
America has produced very few 
great films. It is in any case a false 
dichotomy. Films are not ends in 
themselves but means to other ends: 
entertainment, education, philoso-
phy, documentation, propaganda, 
profit, and so on. Casablanca is a 
great film because it successfully 
combines art and entertainment. It 
engages both our brains and our 
emotions. 

After seeing Hamlet for the first 
time, a theatregoer reputedly pro-
nounced that the play was full of 
clichés. The same can be said of 
Casablanca. Of course, as with 
Hamlet, they have only become 
clichés as a result of repetition after 
seeing or reading the work. As Um-
berto Eco wrote in his essay 
Casablanca, or, the Clichés Are 
Having a Ball, two clichés make us 
laugh but a hundred clichés move 
us. “For we sense dimly that the 
clichés are talking among them-
selves, and celebrating a reunion”.  

These clichés are not only in the 
dialogue but also reside in the film’s 
hodgepodge of romance, morality 
tale, comedy, suspense and intrigue. 
It is not just one film but many 
films, an anthology of genres bril-
liantly congealed. As for archetypes, 
the usual suspects include: the pas-
sage to the promised land (out of 
Morocco to America); a magic key 
(visas and letters of transit); unhap-
py love (Rick and Ilsa); redemption 
(Rick and Renault); and sacrifice 
(Rick and Ilsa). The inclusion of 
every archetype the creators could 
think of makes for an unforgettable 
work of art.                                ––>
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Here’s looking at you, kids: Michael
Curtiz directing Bogart and Bergman



Eco also singled out sacrifice as a 
theme  – “the myth of sacrifice runs 
through the whole film”. It was this 
theme which resonated with a 
wartime audience reassured by the 
idea that painful sacrifice and going 
off to war could be romantic ges-
tures done for the greater good. 

We often hear it said that they made 
Casablanca up as they went along  – 
accidental perfection, one critic has 
called it  – but clearly that is an ex-
aggeration. The director certainly 
knew what he was doing. He was 
clear that he was making a melo-
drama in the middle of a war and 
that he had to convey the passions 
and the moral dilemmas engendered 
by it. 

Ethics is central to Casablanca. To 
elucidate, we need to consider the 
background. The film is based on a 
mediocre unproduced 1940 play by 
Murray Burnett and Joan Allison 
entitled Everybody Comes to Rick’s. 
In December 1941 after America’s 
entry into the war the play was pur-
chased by Warner Brothers for 
$20,000 and the film was shot be-
tween May and August 1942. The 
première took place in November to 
correspond with the invasion of 
North Africa by the Allies, and the 
general release in January 1943 cor-
responded with the Casablanca Con-
ference of Roosevelt and Churchill. 

Rick Blaine (Humphrey Bogart) is 
the owner of the Café Américain, a 
café-nightclub in Casablanca, a city 
in the Vichy controlled state of Mo-
rocco, which is home to refugees 
and criminals from Europe. Rick 
claims that he doesn’t care about 
the war because “your business is 
politics, mine is running a saloon”. 
But his cynical shell is shattered by 
the arrival of Ilsa Lund (Ingrid 
Bergman), a woman with whom he 
had an affair in Paris a couple of 
years earlier.  

At the time, she was married to Vic-
tor Laszlo (Paul Henreid), a Czech 
resistance leader, though she be-
lieved him to have been killed in a 
German concentration camp. Rick 
was not aware of the marriage and 
cannot forgive her after they had 
planned to flee Paris but she failed 
to turn up at the station. As we and 
Rick now learn, she had discovered 
that in fact he was still alive and 
needed her help. They are both in 

Casablanca seeking letters of transit 
that will enable them to leave for 
neutral Portugal en route to America. 

Rick can help them as he has ac-
quired the means, and that consti-
tutes his dilemma: does he try to 
win back Ilsa or help her and  
Laszlo to escape and continue their 
work fighting fascism? Which is 
more important: personal relation-
ships or the good of humanity? It is 
succinctly summed up in his words 
to Ilsa:  “Where I’m going you can’t 
follow. What I’ve got to do, you 
can’t be part of. Ilsa, I’m no good at 
being noble, but it doesn’t take 
much to see that the problems of 
three little people don’t amount to a 
hill of beans in this crazy world. 
Someday you’ll understand that”. 

Casablanca is a propaganda movie 
posing as just popular entertain-
ment. It is propaganda for the war 
and it is propaganda for America. 
Athough public opinion had shifted 
towards intervention even before 
Pearl Harbor, there was still a reluc-
tance by many Americans to be-
come involved. At the start of the 
film we see Rick playing chess with 
himself  – a symbol of this continu-
ing isolationism. 

Rick is not, however, a natural cynic 
but rather a disillusioned idealist 
who, as the more cynical Chief of 
Police Louis Renault (Claude Rains) 
reminds him, ran guns to Ethiopia 
in 1935 after the country was in-
vaded by Mussolini and a year later 
fought on the loyalist side in Spain 
against the Franco-led fascist rebels. 
Following these failures, Ilsa’s ap-
parent betrayal was a further blow 
to his faith in humanity.  

He proclaims: “I stick my neck out 
for nobody. The problems of this 
world are not in my department. 
I’m a saloon keeper.” But he has not 
totally abandoned his altruism. A 
Bulgarian refugee and her husband 
desperately searching for visas to 
the United States are approached by 
Renault. Rather than allowing her 
to obtain the visas by selling her 
body to him, Rick rigs the roulette 
wheel so that the couple win the 
money to buy their passage. 

The turning point for Rick comes in 
the famous Marseillaise scene. The 
Gestapo’s Major Heinrich Strasser 
(Conrad Veidt) conducts his soldiers 

as they start singing the patriotic 
German song Die Wacht am Rheim. 
Laszlo goes to the band and de-
mands that they play the French 
national anthem. The band leader 
looks towards Rick and he gives 
him the nod. Soon the Germans are 
drowned out. It is a powerful scene 
that brings tears to the eyes even on 
repeated viewings. Nearly all of the 
75 cast themselves cried while mak-
ing this scene because they were 
themselves immigrants or refugees. 

The German actor Conrad Veidt, 
although not a Jew himself, had a 
Jewish wife. He insisted that in 
American films he would only play 
a German if he was a villain and 
remarked that he was praised for 
portraying the kind of character 
who had forced him to leave his 
homeland.  

Indeed, we should note that both 
Curtiz and S.Z. Sakall, who plays 
the head waiter, were Hungarian 
Jews. Sakall’s three sisters and niece 
died in concentration camps. Curtiz 
was at the time smuggling family 
members out of Hungary. Hal Wal-
lis, the producer, who had a major 
input into the film (he and Curtiz 
met at the latter’s ranch for plan-
ning sessions), was Jewish, as were 
the Warner brothers, the script writ-
ers Julius and Philip Epstein and 
Howard Koch, and the composer of 
the score Max Steiner. All were 
clearly determined to make the film 
an effective vehicle for encouraging 
reluctant Americans to support the 
war against the Nazi menace.  The 
message was: personal desires must 
be subordinated to the task of de-
feating fascism. 

For Rick, to understand all is to 
forgive all. He realises that Ilsa’s 
abandonment of him had a justifi-
able reason and that, even if she still 
loves him, she is fully supportive of 
her husband in his fight for a good 
cause. Now he too must join the 
fight, consoling himself that they 
‘will always have Paris’. At the end 
of the film his new-found friendship 
with Louis Renault perhaps in the 
Free French forces is symbolic of the 
United States’ alliance with France 
and with Europe as a whole. 

What makes Casablanca a great 
film? We could start with the acting. 
Humphrey Bogart arrived on the 
set, declaring: “I’m not up to      ––>
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this stuff and don’t know just what 
to do”. His parts before were gang-
sters or private eyes. But Curtiz 
coaxed him around and drew out a 
brilliant performance. Ingrid 
Bergman, whom the director bathed 
in a luminous glow, also exudes 
passion as one of the two star-
crossed lovers. They are backed by a 
cast at the top of their game. The 
film endures not least because of the 
stunning quality of the acting 
throughout. Everyone is throwing 
their whole heart and soul into the 
project, believing it is worth it. 

Then there is the brilliance of the 
script. In 1943 Casablanca was 
nominated for 8 Academy Awards 
and won 3 Oscars: best film, best 
director and best screenplay. The 
Epstein twins Julius and Philip, 
Howard Koch and (the uncredited) 
Casey Robinson came up trumps 
with a witty and memorable script. 
In the Writers Guild of America 
West it comes top of its list of 101 
best screenplays. The story itself, as 
rewritten from the play, has a clear 
and satisfactory beginning, middle 
and end, and the dialogue sparkles 
with quotable lines that are familiar 
to everyone interested in the movies. 

Last, but not least, there is the in-
spired direction. A film set mainly in 
a café runs the risk of being stagey, 
but Casablanca zips along at a 
breathtaking pace. Curtiz already 
had the experience of directing  
Errol Flynn in swashbucklers like 
Captain Blood and The Adventures 
of Robin Hood. Here he never 
lingers: there is always something 
else happening to keep us interested. 
And here he adds a German expres-
sionist film noir atmosphere with 
use of light and shadow, painting a 
seedy environment in the twilight 
zone of morality, full of corruption, 
brutality, sexual favours, psycholog-
ical conflict, alienation and menace. 
Indeed, in this respect Casablanca is 
the ultimate film noir. 

Of course, ultimately love, reason 
and duty triumph. In his essay Of 
Love Francis Bacon writes that 
wanton love corrupts and embases 
mankind but friendly love perfects 
it. Paris was wanton or romantic 
love. Yet Rick and Ilsa finally 
achieve friendly love and share it 
with others. They then set out to rid 
the world of hatred, prejudice and 
cruelty, which are love’s enemies.   q 
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What is a Freethinker? 

I AM not an atheist, but I confess 
that I do not know ‘God’. I think 
the term ‘freethinker’ is presump-
tuous. I would see myself as a 
nonconformist, disillusioned, en-
quiring thinker. I find myself reli-
giously and politically homeless  – 
nobody’s child. 

Intelligent life has existed on this 
planet for a hell of a long time 
before we happened. That intelli-
gent life accumulated a body of 
wisdom which happens to be 
recorded in the Bible. Modern 
intelligence would dismiss most of 
its records as bunkum. I see it as a 
body of wheat and chaff. It takes 
effort to find good grain As a 
searcher for good grain, I was giv-
en hunger by the church, and then 
also by the ‘law’. 

When I die, I will be separated 
from worldly concerns. In accor-
dance with my status of a ‘dis-
voiced’ and banished by state and 
church, I leave no request, no in-
struction and no authority over my 
corporal remains or material es-
tate. 

Eamon Farrell, 

Waterford 

EDITOR’S NOTE 

A FREETHINKER doesn’t presume 
to think whatever he or she likes. 
The liberty implied is freedom from 
being influenced by others, especial-
ly in religious and political matters. 
As Bertrand Russell wrote in The 
Value of Free Thought:  

“What makes a freethinker is not 
his beliefs but the way in which he 
holds them. If he holds them be-
cause his elders told him they were 
true when he was young, or if he 
holds them because if he did not he 
would be unhappy, his thought is 
not free; but if he holds them be-
cause, after careful thought he finds 
a balance of evidence in their 
favour, then his thought is free, 
however odd his conclusions may 
seem”. 

Bridgerton Bias 

MY copy of the March/April Free-
thinker arrived this afternoon.  
While eating my supper I perused 
the Home Movie page. I got severe 
indigestion. 

I wondered what evidence  there 
was for the assertion in the review 
on Bridgerton: “For many, mostly 
women, it is all the rage and several 
have confessed to watching all eight 
episodes more than once. For oth-
ers, mostly men, it is a trashy aris-
tocratic soap opera”. To whom and 
under  what circumstances were 
these confessions made? 

I attempted to find figures for the 
g e n d e r  b r e a k d o w n o f t h e 
audience, alluded to in the review. I 
was unsuccessful. Please let me 
know where you found that infor-
mation. I did find figures for critic 
reviews of the series on Rotten-
Tomatoes. There were 90 reviews: 
30 by male reviewers, 53 by female 
reviewers and 7 by reviewers who I 
could not assign a gender to by 
their name or photo. 

To my surprise the reviews were 
overwhelmingly positive. Having 
seen the trailer myself I had dis-
missed Bridgerton as ‘tedious tosh’. 
Of the 30 male reviewers, 26 were 
positive and 4 negative. Of the 53 
female reviewers, 48 were positive 
and 5 negative. Of the unassigned 
gender reviewers, 6 were positive 
and 1 negative. These figures do 
not accurately reflect the assertions 
made in the Freethinker. 

Brighid Carlin, 

Whitegate, Co. Clare 

EDITOR’S NOTE 

AS THE author of the article, I 
based that comment on a combi-
nation of the reviews I had read 
(three women in the Sunday 
Times, Observer and Guardian 
who all lavished praise on it, and 
two men in the Sunday Indepen-
dent and Spectator, who trashed 
it), and the opinions of friends. It 
would seem that they were not as 
representative as I had assumed. 

CORRECTION 

An article by Owen Morton on John Le 

Carré in the January-February issue had 

an inconsistency. It was written before 

he died. The editor inserted a reference 

to his death early on but failed to correct 

a later implication that he was still alive.  


