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‘DANA POLAN

he Limitless Potentials and the Potential Limits
of Classical Hollywood Cinema

Context

You can pretty much see it coming. The American Film Institute is
- doing its glossy television show on the “100 Most Romantic Films of

All Time,” and the broadcast has just come back from its last commer-
cial break to the final countdown of the top choices. The runner-up is
announced: Gone with the Wind. You probably know now what the top
one will be. You can probably even guess which clip they’ll use. There
it is: at the airport in the blur of the fog, smoke, and mist (and
teardrops welling up in the woman's eyes), Rick Blaine (Humphrey
Bogart) tells his great love Ilsa (Ingrid Bergman) that he is staying to

 fight in the war and that she must go off with her husband. “You're

part of his work. The thing that keeps him going,” Rick tells her. “1f
that plane leaves the ground and you're not with him, you'll regret it,

'~ maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow ... but soon, and for the rest of

your life.” These lines will be repeated at the end of the homage film

" Play It Again, Sam (1972) by Allan Felix, the Bogart wannabe that

Woody Allen plays, as he also heroically sends his great love off to go

" pack to her husband. “That's beautiful,” waxes the woman. (Diane

Keaton). “It's from Casablanca,” replies Allan, “I've waited all my life
to say it.”

One of the great films of cult veneration, Casablanca is the perfect ex-
ample of Hollywood perfection. By this double formulation, I mean to
get at two things: (1) Casablarica comes closest for many fans to embody-
ing Hollywood cinema in its classic moment insofar as (2) we imagine
this classic cinema to encapsulate a certain high level of achievement in
escapist entertainment and storytelling accomplishment. Casablanca ap-
pears to have it all: to cite just a few of its qualities, elegance and es-
capism blended with gripping topicality; drama and suspense but also
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wit and charm; lush visuality matched with melodious sound (the ro-
mantic wall-to-wall music of the great romantic composer Max Steiner);
exoticism mixed with recognizable world-weariness in the figure of its
cynical antihero; and a narrative style of seeming effortlessness, each
great shot and each great scene gliding into the next with verve, but
grace, too. The film seems perfectly acted, perfectly shot and put to-
gether, perfectly written (both at the level of those great individual lines

and of the larger construction of a gripping narrative).

For Umberto Eco, Casablanca is not just a great case of Hollywood
cinema. Rather, it is an incarnation of an idea of cinema per se as en-
tertainment. As Eco puts it, “Casablanca became a cult movie because it
is not one movie. It is ‘movies’ (208). Working through the beginning
of the film scene by scene, Eco shows the extent to which many myths,

archetypes, and references to other narratives (filmic and otherwise)

run through Crsablanca. And it is not just that the film is so rich in of- |

fering resonances of a whole history of popular culture; it matters that
the film does so well in presenting all of this with style but also with

seeming ease. Casablanca is a film that seems to come to its spectator |

with confidence—that confident well-being that we take to be one of

the trademarks of the Hollywood studio system.

Take, for instance, the first sequences after the credits. With an air

of effortlessness, but which the spectator knows to be the result (as the

credits have just informed him/her) of the crafted professionalism of

the labor-intensive Hollywood film industry, the film guides us into

its fictional world by gliding into it: music that plays over shots, dis-

solves that blend one shot into the next and thereby smooth over the
fransitions, and cuts that maintain screen directions and match action
between shots all work to construct a faultless narrative flow that
pulls the spectator in. At the same time, in a seeming divergence from
mere escapism, the first moments after the credits assail the spectator
with background material that is virtually documentary or even peda-
gogical in nature—a rush of information conveyed through newsreel
footage, maps, and an authoritative masculine voice-over. Later in this
essay, we will examine in greater detail some of the ways Casablanca
may diverge from the classical Hollywood cinema that it is held to be
a perfect example of, and, for the moment, it is worth noting the extent
to which this opening gives some signs of the film’s nonclassical
aspects. In this period of war—an historical moment in which it is
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‘agsumed that citizens will need factual information as Il'f'ﬂ.lCh if gn’cie;—_
‘tainment—numerous Holtywood ﬁlms_ began to be mf}ltl:ate i, yuCh
stances of didacticism and direct address to the audlence'. s

% instances, the films presented nota fictional world that the '\.r1ewe21 ca;n
" watch from the safe distance of escapism but a world of immediate

ertinence presented directly and explicitly to the spectator. y
Nonetheless, Casablanca also has romantic escape and fantasy onits

" mind, and it quickly leaves its didacticism behinFl (alt'hm.lgh it V\sll rz;
" ¢urn later in the film’s central choice between isolationism ar 1Zlvof
- commitment). Soon a geamless dissolve moves us from the wotxiﬁ o
7 documentary into the studio-constructed exohtelsm of an a:‘ ihe
Casablanca. In this imaginary version of a real city p.rommen in .
headlines when the film came out, a fictional r}a‘rrahve can emerngﬁ -
And this will be a narrative conveyed with precision, economy, O

ction.
der;f:éf;f iifsffance, at a series of four shots that ena:ble the story to get
going. In an effort to track down the killers of couriers who h?c; b;e?n
carrying valuable transit papers, the value c_>f which was estabh}i e ' {:11
lazge part by the opening narration, which informed us about-t f.n o
to flee Nazism and about Casablanca’s importance as a key pomn 1121
trajectory of escape, the police in Cagablanca have been told_ to r(;un utpS
all suspicious characters. A montage of shots shows a series O arrezrS
and gives this incident an anecdotal quality: here., the montage aplpe’che
to tell us, are examples of the sorts of shady figures that peog e i
town. But suddenly, out of this series of anonymous anecdotes © or;ggf)
ing police arrest, one suspect looks offscreen left and then dashes 0}t hl;l
that direction, the camera pivoting to follow him as he moves ]E)f':xs)E ths
potential captors. The camera ends its pivot, and he moves out o ’ e
frame, which now focuses on a young man and woman whom we vei
not seen before and who in alarm look left in the dn:ecnor} the sus};g))-ec'E
has fled. A cut leaves behind the couple to give us the predictable o }{_3;1
of their look: the suspect who is continuing o run tox_fvarfi the left (w%t)
the police now joining him again in the frame, ‘foll.owmg inhot pur;ulI e:
The couple would seem to have only an incidental fﬁnchon. (; :
they would appear to be mere momentary bysta.ndefs w oseh prmlx rlz
function is less narrative than stylistic, the direction of t .e1r 00 _
allowing a seamless cut 1o take place. But through .the narrative .icc;;t
omy that is so central to the classical Hollywood cinema—-a veritabie
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rule that one should introduce nothin
. g that won't
:f::ré ;1(332 ;?1 t:lhi plot—these two people will play an iﬁipocfr:aiet 181211-11&
voang Tovers b o‘ugh the course of the film. They, it turns out ;? .
young overs oping t}:'lem.selves to flee Casablanca, and their il he
ntually touch Rick in ways that reveal chinks in his cyniczl gnt

tiromantic armor.

But for the moment, the spectator’s concern is wi
: i
%i?,l:i ;h:l(:;%;lkz fl:ame tl}at also includes the police Jg:;:sj;lgml?ii:tt
oy Obviou:;rn' at him as he moves past a poster toward a pas—.
sagoway fe obvio y m_tends‘to escape through. With just these tw
pivoting one in which the suspect leaves his potential cap?

tors behin:
e vonn i :;uilc ;uft of frame, and the static one in which those captors
et e e:v oregroun‘d and are taking aim at his fleeing figure
o e oo i%; n t:;y:the film gives evidence of that balancing and
hyming functio ;1 a ru'amber of film scholars have seen as central
0 s L buﬂdg o classical Hollywood storytelling. Each moment
i next, e scéncen of s merments will serveasbulding block
‘ ents will serve as buildi
f;]; ﬂlﬁfsia;.ﬂlglzr Izrllarlfahve t‘hat th_e film tells. The second };Ilfcl)ltdfz:isbv}:;:i
the promise of 1 Szcez ;:e;; ccizotr}lim}ction i{lto a veritable mininarrative:
et of st paonpe e immediate and seemingly inevitable
. From the image of the police taking aim, then, th
. , e
ﬁ:ifoizzﬁgss :?ns}?quen’fial, logical, and even na’cur:il:t ttl;)eﬂcl:;::at
nas moved close 1? t df fleeing suspect, the blasts of guns ring out, and
g dose.l : Shoe drops to the bottom of the frame, the Camera, cuts
way the l,lad wing us the details of a poster next to the passage-
ay the man ubllr}te‘nded' to f'lee through: it is of Marshall Pétain xglo—
prious in the fin ic m.lagmatlon o‘f the time for selling out Fran:te to
et tmage ad;rseasmg em.phe'xsm by moving the camera closer to
are being o il ba symbolic dimension to the scene: Casablanca, we
The ol mo,ve . e fa story of betrayal, both personal and poh”c’ical
o poice fonowl.n o frame once again and bend down to the bod .
e cameta ¢ Frenﬁﬁ; tha.alr every gesture and moving in close as theYJ
Thece ar ot qick shots o semingly nciden y
o : seemingly incidental nature.
th 3;1:101(1111@ a;d fully dispatch a character we have never sifetsra?\ltl:{
ever be referred to again. Yet so much has been enabled by
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them. With precision an
it will belong to is that of wartime

cism O
violence. Likewise,
workings of this film: there is the sudden hope of escape and, just as

suddenly, with a cut, we are in a world of

ecONONYY,
be one of the fitm’s central themes—-the threat of betrayal and the

need to oppose to it the wartime fight fo
cate that nothing about t

© put one single cut can lead to the destruc
the fate of all such resisters?

Casablanca

d brevity, the film has indicated that one genre
action: out of the picturesque exoti-

f the Casablanca market there abruptly emerges a narrative of
it signals to us that suspense will be key to the

gunfire and death. With

the shots have set up some of the political conflict that will

¢ freedom-—but they also indi-
his conflict is decided in advance. A freedom

fighter might seem to be getting away from the forces of oppression,
tion of that hope. Will this be

To be sure, the overwhelming omripresence of the Hollywood
happy ending at this moment in film’s history (the 1940s) might lead
one to suppose that the end of the film is given in advance: this one
anonymous freedom fighter may die at the beginning of the film, but
the conventions of Hollywood storytelling necessitate a greater victory
for the forces of good over the course of the whole film. Yet Casablanca’s
narrative will reveal itself to be less conventional, conformist, and pre-

dictable than that. In fact, itis not clear for much of its narrative how it is

defining the very notion of “good,” and it is therefore not clear just how

it will end: Do the film’s deepest sympathies lie in the romantic and
very American myth of the independent loner that Rick performs until
his final political conversion? Or do they ¢ind their value in the commit-

ment to the higher communal good that Laszlo represents? What pre-

cisely would a happy ending be in such a context? As a film of the war

moment, it would seem that its explicit allegiance is to Laszlo and the
need for engagement in the war, but it is also clear that there is some-
thing just a little too pure, too squeaky-clean, about Laszlo for audience
;dentification to be wholly and wholeheartedly with him. Caughtina
moment of transition from the innocent classicism of Holtywood’s
golden age in the 1930s to a wartime and then postwar context, which is
much more downbeat and even cynical about innocence and the purity
of romance-—and about the ability of Hollywood entertainment to con-
vey that innocence and purity unproblemaﬁcallyﬂCasablanca offers up

a contradictory, even confused, ideology that suggests that its impres-

sion of confident classicism is in fact far from assured.
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Casablanca

Production History

Indeed, if we look at som:
. ! e of the hist
hi : . ory of Casab —
infzoari of its reception (so much of Whizh has tilei?g;)m?tn?ul‘eés -
produch}];a::ilﬁle object 'of cult veneration) than the lrlistmmm‘f?:‘r'1 :
 ichitis reslp Ondie studio as well as the wartime social lﬁe}tro(:'}’l’:
perfection seems leSSg;;;L;fSrT? Ig thei;ls uriace Impression of effOI'ﬂeSs?
T . . Casablanca’'s “ . :
g;fslgegllff;rz:?ﬂ% the film that seems to sum u}f ;f)elf;frrc;og (Eies .
ect” symptom of the f - ema is,
would . orces brewing in th .
mantic Sclf);]égn end to classical Hollywood cinemag and it: eiijos'; that?‘
fections i ence. Production history and social hist A
ns in Casablanca’s glossy veneer ory reveal imper-
Like so m . ' '
perfection Onla;j;sl{t;}lléwogld films, Casablanca achieved its image of
made up of compromi result of a complicated production trajecto
arbitrary decisiop ses, last-minute improvisations, and seemin 11'}’
Hollyweod dns. _Desplte the assembly-line-like efficiency of ghy_;
i the m aqu? Iifuctlon process, there could be something haY]faz:l 3
duction histogry fzi‘}(’:{l;i];;i? ﬁlm} in fact, much of the speclzfic prle-
) shows that its mak
many things and made often r makers were unsure of
. random decisio .
Z;ngﬁ?anea in the Warner Bros. Archives a?sﬂ?iogilj@:rway Ehe s
o Wasorn;e reveal a production in which virtually eve 51?;0. SOL}ﬂ’}—
gy Sci:e ject to modification, in which every element glat :1]1(;: ieﬂ‘ |
e 121 came as. the result of complicated debate revisior:E uﬁ'
on the lgst 3 Pr;)ilf;s;hon. Even the title of the film was ’not fixed ' ar?l
ay o 1 was the title for thi Lony
s19 i ;
?;rcttgls:bltaem and no‘t Casa Blanca. With an iniiggriu;atgn dec:ldEd on
goﬁaﬁosn ili if-f shohoh_ng, Casablanca would be the object 03;581:;1“;85 date
045 ores ing the preproduction phase. For example, on -
o ;\1?0111(51 releases went out to say that Ann Sheridan arlld Roiﬁg .
 eoestin I;aY the 1eaeis in the film with Dennis Morgan o
qu?tge oth 5 ':hat the studio was thinking of it at this pointg as - Lasz.lo’
list lead. %erzrilsasgfszt;%;?g;}mr ;ince none of these actorssize;iﬂf
sibility, however, th i
allv vl er, that Warner Bros. _
UPYPI; }jﬁi‘:}c’i :0 Cas;c1 Reagan but was mentioning his na:ner?jstntiv}fgfd
if this cas’fingrlolzgl aﬁigdf?:e thancclme i critc has SPEJCLﬂated that
cess, hi ppene and Reagan had g
e would not have remained consignedgto the legszle?elfaszu;f

Warner Bros. actors and may have had a more successful acting careet,
thereby removing the temptation to leave acting for politics. World his-
tory might have been very different, the speculation goes!})

But even the announced casting was Tot fixed in stone. Even
though Reagan was SOOn dropped from press releases about the cast-

ing and announcements made of Ann Sheridan’s pairing with
Humphrey Bogart, memos from studio head Jack Warner show that
e was dissatisfied with the fernale casting and appeared {0 want
- someone with European connotations: thus, with a very ghort time to
go before production began, Warner contemplated recently arrived
rench émigré actesses like Michele Morgan of Edwige Feuillere (on
,V,March 30, 1942, Warner wrote that he would take the latter “in &
‘minute for the leading, woman” [Warner, File 18882]) or the more es-
ablished émigré Hedy Lamarr. Warner’s borrowing of Ingrid
Bergman from independent producer David O. Selznick finally gave
the studio its exotically European actress, but it also brought a series
of problems with it: for example, to get Bergman, Warner had to ac-
cept certain contractual stipulations such as “all calls about tests for
wardrobe or makeup or hair must go through Selznick,” thus interfer-
ing with the studio’s own control of the project (Warnet, File 12732).
Fven the casting of Dooley Wilson, who was borrowed from Para-
mount, as Sam, came from compromise and improvisation. Jack Warner
very seriously considered the female African American singers Lena
Horne and Ella Fitzgerald for the role, and just as it is perhaps amusing
to'imagine Ronald Reagan as Rick, it is intriguing to wonder what the
“casting of either Horne or Fitzgerald would have done to this film that
-~ is so much about gender relations and whose plot involves Rick going
- from one male buddy (Sam) to another (Louis), with [lsa as only an im-
possible heterosexual interlude between long moments of homosocial
bonding. (It is also saddening to realize from the Warner records that
Hollywood racial fears meant that Dooley Wilson was contracted to
$3,500 for seven to eight weeks of shooting but did not get major billing
in the credits, while Conrad Veidt, in the role of Major Strasser-—chosen
after Warner contemplated Otto Preminger for the part—got $25,000 for
five weeks and had his name in the fifth position in the credifs.)
Records show that until at jeast thirty-two days into shooting, not
all of the script issues of Casablanca had been resolved. This is probably

more typical of the Hollywood mode of production than the seemingly
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efficient and elegant sheen of its products would lead us to imagine.
From its opening credits—where the names of Bogart and Bergman on
one line and the lesser star Paul Henreid on the next signal that this
will be the story of a love triangle, and seem to indicate how this ri-
valry of love will work out (the star system will triumph and Bogie will
get the girl)—Casablanca seems simultaneously to work with the in-
evitable logic of formula that we have come to associate with Holly-
wood classicism and to emphasize how any logic, any one outcome to
its narrative, is random and accidental. Throughout the film, the spec-
tator is unsure of plot twists and unsure of the motivations and com-
mitments of characters.

Film historian Richard Maltby aptly describes the film’s open-
ended quality in an essay entitled “’A Brief Romantic Interlude”: Dick
and Jane Go to 3% Seconds of the Classical Hollywood Cinema.”
Casablanca, he says, “quite deliberately constructs itself in such a way
as to offer distinct and alternative sources of pleasure to two people
sitting next to each other in the cinema” (443); it “presents an incom-
plete narrative requiring of its viewers a good deal of basic work in
hypothesis-forming and -testing before the movie’s story can be con-
structed” (449).

The 3% seconds in the subtitle of Maltby’s essay refers to the end of
the sequence in the film in which Ilsa has come to Rick’s apartment to
do whatever she can to get the letters of transit from him so that Las-
zlo can escape to freedom. After several shifting power plays—Ilsa
unexpectedly pulls a gun on Rick, Rick unexpectedly disarms her by
the sheer force of his seductiveness, and so on—there is the swelling
up of irrepressible love and reconciliation as the two lovers overcome
everything that has held them back from each other. There is the deep
kiss and then a curious sequence with a dissolve to an airplane tower

and back to the apartment at a moment later in time, with the two
lovers acting casually as if nothing has transpired. As Maltby shows,
there are incompatible meanings at work here: some things tell us that
Rick and Ilsa have just slept together, and other details tell us they
have not. (Amusingly, when the Hays Office, the censorship arm of
Hollywood, examined the scripting for this scene, its recommendation
was that any fade-outs be replaced by dissolves since the former were
known by savvy audience members to be coded signals that sex was
happening.)
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decidability of this key moment—a moment whose in-
terg;i:i;gce)ﬁor instancej,f inflects how we read Rick’s final convers;;\-
tion with Laszlo, in which Rick reconciles the husband to -Hsa g
ensuring him that no sex happened—spreads througk}out the film w;n
makes much of the experience of Casablanca a guessing game. vwhen
precisely does Rick decide to help Ilsa and Laszio? When does Loms;
make his decision? How much does Laszlo really know or suspec
about Rick and Isa? Can we fully believe Ilsa when she exp-lams 1’clo
Rick her motives in Paris for not telling him about Laszlo—*.ﬂrst, she
thought Laszlo was dead; then, she felt she had to prot‘ect him w?ﬂt;n
he was found to be alive? What do we make of the ending of the
with Rick and Louis walking off into a nebulous fog toward an am-
biguous future, a finale that is simultaneously open tendfad {will th];-?
live? will they die?) and yet closed bya perfe(ft Poehc ]ustu?e and ;:}cl) -
ical logic (life or death doesn’t matter; what is .]mportant ig that t?sde
two men have committed to the war effort)? This structure of undeci 1;
ability helps explain why spectators can go back to Casablanca as a cu t
object and find so much to work with in it. Indeed, one of.the mos
amusing documents in the papers in the Warner Bros. Archive has. to
do with the evident frustration of a fan who does not take the ending
to be satisfactory at all. This fan, Verne Chute (later a somewhat suc-
cessful writer of science fiction), writes t0 producer Hal B. Wz;llhsi, ].Ifl
1943 to propose the film be reshot with a happy ending. At the las
minute, he suggests, it should be revealed that Laszlo and Tsa aredaz
tually brother and sister who, for complicated plot reasons, pretende '
to be husband and wife, thus freeing Rick and Ils? to go off togetl}er.
Intriguingly, Wallis politely and predictably d1sr_russes the suggesc{i'lon
(he pleads the expense such reshooting would mvol\‘re), but he does
declare, “some consideration is being given to doing a seguel to
CASABLANCA; and this may materialize” (Chute). (It might be
worth noting that in the 1990s there was in fact a follc?w—up .nove'l t}s
Casablanca, As Time Goes By, by one Michael Wa}sh, in which Rick,
Louis, and Ilsa team up to try to assassinate a Nazi general.) o
For all the zaniness of his suggestions, Verne Chute was registering
the sense in which the pexfect and perfected Casablanca can alsn? seem
unfinished. There has long been 2 legend that t.he ending of
Casablanca—Tlsa caught between Rick and Taszlo, Rick caught be-
tween love and a newfound commitment to the war effort, and each
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choosing something of the greater good—was improvised at the last
minute. While this might seem to overstate the case—it is clear that re-
nunciation of love is the only possible ending to such a wartime flm-—
there nonetheless is something unsettled about Casablanca, something
ambiguous and open ended.

Analysis

Deconstructing the Classical Hollywood Film

Perfection for the Hollywood film came at a cost (literally so since all
the production compromises added up), but in the specific case of
Casablanca, the difficulties of production—the studio’s typical indeci-
sion as to just how the product should be put together—seem to have
been compounded by its historical moment. If the Hollywood dream
machine had ever been a competent apparatus for generating escapist
diversions, the moment of the Second World War posed a specific
threat to the efficient workings of that machine. How to make audi-

ences believe in fictive happy endings when the outcome of their real

lives was in jeopardy—especially early in the war when there had
been so many defeats? How to make audiences swallow perfect sto-
ries when the world around them was lacking in such perfection?
(Casablanca at least could exploit the fact of the first Allied victories in
North Africa, but still it was released at a moment when ultimate vic-
tory was far from assured.) How to continue promoting an ideology of
romance when so many couples were being torn apart and where such
separation was a sanctioned government policy? As his newlywed
wife says to the Bogart character in another Warner Bros. film from
just a year later (Action in the North Atlantic, 1943) when he is called
back to the ship he is commander of, “We can’t go around holding
hands at a time like this!” Or as the title heroine of the 1943 war-
recruitment comedy Reveille with Beverly sings to the two men in her
life in that film, “I'm taking a rain check on love.”

Classic Hollywood revolves around love—around plots that so fre-
quently lead to the formation of a couple and the sealing of their rela-
tionship in the happy ending of a kiss that seems to last forever. But the
war renders the promise of eternal love unstable. Heterosexual
virtues—family, marriage, domesticity, and so on—are some of the val-
ues supposedly being fought for, but the fight itself leads to their bein g
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put on hold, bracketed out, and even rendered fragile. For instz?nce, the
war sends men away from home and offers ther{a new experiences—
ones that are both horrific and energizing in thezr- exotic difference—
that often make the return home seem alien. Likewise, women at ho;ne
discover new opportunities (for example, in the realm of.work) that
lead to frustration when these are taken away from t‘hem in the .post—
war period. The reuniting of men and women can be joyous, but ét can
also be a source of suspicion—just what has my partner been doing
during our separation? Just as there is an ons}at.tght of‘ sudden mar-
riages during the war, there is as great a rush to divorce in the postwar
period, as men and women frequently come to reah'ze thfey are
strangers to each other. Films noirs (men re’ahzmg' thz? perfidy o si(z:ll:
ingly seductive femmes fatales) and women’s gothic films (women real
izing the threat of strangers they‘ve married and who t‘(}e;{ sus%jec 1
out to kill them) register these tensions, but similar a'nx1et1es also p I;y
through a wartime film like Casablanca, a fﬂm set-emmgly more cc;b ;
dent in its ideology of romance but already giving in to.susplcmn a ;11;
love and romantic commitment. It is standard in the hterature: on f '
to imagine that cynicism, suspicion, and doubt entered American (t:im-
ema in the postwar period of film noir, but these were alregdy‘opera dve
in the moment of the war (where #noir was already beginning tf) ;:,-
velop as a genre). For instance, central to the plot of Casablanca is t_e
discovery by the man and the woman that e:'ach of them has gone 11*;
other directions during their separation: being apart has n(?t mean
eternal devotion. The war has upset relationships.-—]]sa, for instance,
first thinks Laszlo is dead and therefore out of her life, a'nd ﬂ}en 'she has
to deal with the fact that he is back—and theFe is every unphcatlor;u ’Ehat
the stability of romance will not be repam_ad in any easy fashion.
Casablanca is immersed in a world of suspicion, land one of the very
qualities to be suspected is the profundity of l'ove itself. '
With the war, lovers in Hollywood movies go out of sync. First,
they are separated spatially: the men are ”oyer th‘ere,” and the womlen
are on the “home front,” the second word implying that they are also
in a battle, but the first recognizing that they are relegated to a sphfere
of action other than that of men. A few films during the war will ?ergf
men and women together in a united front—for example, st(?rles- o
nurses or women journalists allow for women to be shown flghtmcgi
alongside the men in their lives. But for the most part, men an
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women move in the war film in separate spheres and come together
only in mythical places—mythical because such places allow love to
bloom but mythical also because love there can only be ethereal and
dreamlike, utopian and unreal, all too doomed and impermanent.
Thus, in the exotic space of Casablanca, Rick and 1lsa can find love
again and can find their separate narratives coming together as one.
Given its snappy dialogue, its high-society locale (for example, the
nightclub electrified by seductive ambience), and its story of wizened
and experienced lovers who have split from each other but are begin-
ning to scope each other out toward a rekindling of romance,
Casablanca might seem to echo back toward one of the great romantic
genres of the 1930s—namely, screwball comedy—as much as it looks
forward to the disruptions war brings to romance.
Like the screwball films that the philosopher Stanley Cavell calls
comedies of “remarriage”—in which lovers who have known each
other intimately have split up but now find occasions to begin furtive
first steps to coming back together—Casablanca narrates how in a
space apart, an exotic and erotic space, a magical space, lovers who
had gone their separate ways can once again appear to share in one
single story of love. But if screwball can end optimistically with a
static image of the couple united forever, it would seem, in love (as in
the last shot of Bringing Up Baby, where the man and woman are solid
in their love as the world crashes down around them), the wartime
film generally can represent romantic togetherness as only a tempo
rary state. In a time of war, there are no private islands for lovers, no
natural green places where one can repair to find romantic stasis. As |
the focus of so much of its plot on letters of transit reminds us,
Casablanca is about a world of love in transition, a world of diasporic -
and displaced figures who can come together for a moment, only to :
find the larger forces of history pulling them apart. _
But this is to suggest that the separation of the couple in wartime '
narratives is as much femporal as spatial: they are also out of sync inso-
far as they cannot be together in the present. On the one hand, the
wartime film holds out the intangible promise of a future in which
the couple will once again be united: this is intangible of necessity since
the extracinematic reality of the moment means that one cannot really
know what the future will bring, one cannot really be sure that the
men will come back from “over there” and that there will be a future

for love. On the other hand, then, many .wartime films will look ba;:rlf
with profound nostalgia to a past in which the couple V-Jai (I){?CE feus
fectly united, perfectly in sync. “We'll always have Pans},1 : c o
Tisa: there will always be the memory o‘f a rftoment Fhat a ;eem(ld
- out of time (although in fact the disruptive time of history and wor
' rashing inevitably in onit). -
| eve;;zsczigg(;sts thegimportange of the flashback to so mary films fof
" the war period. The flashback actualizes on the screen the 11;1&:ge o ei
‘5..1ost past. Ina moment when men and women have to go.t elif sez&;s
* rate ways, it allows for the vision of them together and cfhre(;t y pthe
' this vision in the present tense. For example, in another film n;m ©
. same year as Casablanca, Joe Smith, Americar, the e'ponymous eroﬂis
'E captured by Nazis but resists torture by.rememberm_g gre‘at mome s
from his courtship and marriage with his beloved wife, his mg(moF
endered in flashbacks that unfold in the present tense. L' e"VISE;i
Casablanca’s Paris flashback takes up a fair amount of screen ’.ume iln
by doing s0 pushes the real present tense of 1942 and its _chsrup \1719:
events offscreen: the Paris sequence becomes for a while an ‘ z
consuming utopian flight that holds hisltfaciyuat bay and lets the unities
11in a seemingly atemporal 1ctyil. o
Df-l-]:i gntfrl;l ’io live life as igeternal present of everlasting bliss is a ﬁ;:—
tion. There is the danger that one will live in the f'antasy so obsessive 3:[
that one will be fully unprepared for the inevitable harsh momen
- when the forces of history reassert themse}ves—-the momer}ti when
 fantasy reveals its limits. Hence, the extremity of the shock Ru;L i{ped
siences when he fecls himself betrayed by Dsg: from a man who ! ve
tin the eternal present tense of love, he tuxr}s.mto one who 1%veslr1n zn
unchanging eternity of bitterness and cynicism. Rick here is a fcaitbi
like, the postwar antihero of film noir—and_ of'courste Bogart wouPI
one of the central figures of that tradition, in films like In a Lonely ‘ a:e
(1950)—who is s0 unprepared for life’s betraya'ls thgt he retlreats in c:f
coldness, hardness, or, at worst, a despairing inertia. The images of
Rick drinking himself into stupor Over ilsa are no: so far fromﬂt]:ps&; z
‘brooding, morally wounded Hoir ﬁgure.s like the_ Swede _ 1fn fi
“Killers (1946) who have been defeated by 1'1fe and passwel}.r wait for exe
tinction. They dreamed of a space and time of unchanging rlcéxpanc‘:
-and were unprepared for all the changes the world was holding n

-store for them.
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A
e says to Louis, “T think this is the beginning of a beautiful friend-
hip”). Love can still occur in this world, but only in one’s past or only
o other people: it is noteworthy that several times in the film, Rick is
instrumental in enabling other couples to solidify (the young lovers we
w in the three-shot sequence; Ilsa and Laszlo) but gives up on ro-
mance for himself. The wartime warrior discovers bonds with others,
~ the screwball comedies of the classic 1930s, there is the affirmative ut these' c.anno_t be bonds c.)f romantic love: in that, he is still an iso-
timelessness implicit in the notion of eternal romance and encaps ; jated individualist. Even as it uPht?lds a mythology of love, Casablarica
ounces the more-than-partial irrelevance of romance to the new

lated in the final image of the couple united in an embrace. If the nar- ¢ 1d that i . Seemingly th
ratives of the screwball comedies of remarriage have been filled with' present and future needs of a wor atis growing up. SECUngy Te

madcap actions as the lovers scheme and counterscheme to win back ime example of classical Hollywood cinema, Casablanca also appears

their former partners, the endings to those narratives are about a glori- {o announce a transition from the purity and p'erfectlon of that. cinema
ous leap into inaction—into the blissful stasis of a kiss. On the other to one that is much more mode.m, tough—mmdedf que stioning, and
hand, as in the filims noirs of the postwar period, thereis the pessimistic spicious of the resonant romantic myths of an earlier time.
timelessness implicit in the existential brooding that comes when ong '
has seen all the perfidy of the world and understood that there’s no
path to eternal bliss. Here the stasis is that of the psychologically
wounded male who has been betrayed by life (represented by the
erotically vital but dangerous ferme fatale) and has given up and
awaits his end. Often the only way out of his existential funk is to sud-
denly discover in himself resources of stereotypically masculine
strength and reassert his machismo: thus, in Dead Reckoning, a 1947,
film noir, Bogart plays a returned GI who, when he discovers the
woman he loves is irremediably evil and has played him for a sucker,
turns soldier once again and blows her up with a grenade. The Bogarl
of Dead Reckoning could almost be a later version of Casablanca’s Rick
Blaine emerging from the passivity and funk of his own cynicism and
rediscovering the affirmative values of engagement in a masculing
cause. Certainly, the postwar films noirs are as much a legacy o
I'Nartlme asa cymcal_rfes.,ponse to it: they narrajce what the perl.od imag aillermo Ugarte Peter Lorre
ines as the vulnerabilities of men not masculine enough to rise abov ignor Ferrarl Sydney Greenstreet
the seductions of dangerous femininity. : ajor Heinrich Strasser ~ Conrad Veidt
Between the joyous stasis of eternal love and the pessimistic stasi S. Z. Sakall
of a brooding wounded masculinity, the wartime film holds out th
option of warrior masculinity. Even as he continues to be inspired b
the memory of romance (“We'll always have Paris”), Rick separates i
out of his present and future and becomes a man of action who bond
in homosocial relationships with other newfound men of action (a

Conclusion

In a sense, there are two predominant cinematic images of timeles
ness in the period of transition from prewar classicism to a postw
period in which American film increasingly moves in new directions
and into new stylistic and thematic territories. On the one hand, as '

oducer: Hal B. Wallis
reenplay: Julius J. Epstein, Philip C. Epstein, and Howard Koch
ematography: Arthur Edeson

t Direction: Carl Jules Weyl
osturne Design: Orry-Kelly

ick Blaine Humphsey Bogart
sa Lund Laszlo Ingrid Bergman
ictor Laszlo Paul Henreid
aptain Louis Renault  Claude Rains
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