Casablanca - Cultural Context

Some aspects of cultural context

War/Politics: The main backdrop to this story is that of war and politics. There are many war stories but Curtiz chooses the unusual setting of Casablanca – it’s a cultural and political melting pot that provides a richly textured cultural context in which the characters can interact. Much of this is explained in the opening scene (see section on Key Scenes below). Several cultures co-exist or are represented – the locals in Casablanca (the traders especially), the Americans, like Rick (America seen as the desirable culture to escape to); the Vichy French (those like Renault co-operating with the Germans), the resistance fighters (e.g. the man shot in the streets at the start and the Norwegian man who meets Laszlo in Rick’s); the Germans, not quite in full control here but very powerful; the Italian soldier ignored at the airport when the Nazis arrive; other Europeans (like Laszlo, Ilsa, the pickpocket, the “usual suspects”). We see all the usual intrigues of war – shooting in the street, escaped prisoners, people on the run, murder, bribery, fraternising with the enemy (Yvonne), narrow escapes, black market, secret meetings (Laszlo and the waiter from Rick’s go to one). There’s also the cultural context of Paris in the flashback – focus on the invasion/occupation. Laszlo’s political work is seen as important by all – even the German’s, who fear his influence. This is demonstrated in Rick’s with the battle of the songs. Some of the war context is conveyed by stock footage of refugees and the Germany army heading for Paris. 

Power: Who has power in this cultural context? The Germans have military power and wield it. The French officials have some power (e.g. arresting people, like Ugarte, shutting Rick’s) but it seems dependent on German good will; Renault uses his power for personal gain. Laszlo has the power of conviction confidence and idealism, seen when he leads the singing of the French anthem in Rick’s. Those who have permits, exit visas have power as these are much sought after. Ugarte wields this power but it leads to his downfall. Money is power, people can buy their way out of trouble – e.g. the Bulgarian couple. Those with guns have the power of force. However it doesn’t work for Ilsa as she’s not prepared to shoot Rick, it does for Rick with Renault, because Renault believes Rick would shoot (and he’s not that committed to any cause at this stage) and for Rick against Strasser as he is a better shot. 

Gender:  Ilsa is seen as a fairly strong woman, e.g. standing up to Major Strasser, refusing to go on without Laszlo when they can only get one permit from Ferrari. Yet she can be passive - when it comes to deciding whether to be with Rick or Laszlo she wants Rick to make up her mind for her, making her seem weak. Yvonne is also weak – inclined to drink too much, not too choosy who she goes with (e.g the German soldier), yet she recovers some dignity singing the anthem. For the most part it’s the men that are seen to have the power – this may just be the way it was then, rather than the director Michael Curtiz making any particular point. 

Social issues: We see a lot of the characters smoking, typical of the time - in reality and in film. The clothes are also typical of their time – the hats, trench coats, uniforms etc

Music: Music is prominent in the film, adding to the rich texture e.g. the jazz at Rick’s Café Américain; the song As Time Goes By used in various ways , eg creating a romantic mood in Paris, suggesting lost love in Casablanca; the French anthem reminding us of the political background. 

Values: What are the values in this cultural context? Depending on who’s involved the values include patriotism and loyalty (Laszlo), money, self-interest (Renault, Ugarte), generosity (Rick with the Bulgarian couple), democracy and freedom (so many trying to get to the USA). 

Rituals: The way people have to grease each other’s palms with money and favours to get what they want – e.g. the routine of Renault being allowed to win at roulette, women having to offer favours to Renault to get visa, the rounding up of “the usual suspects” when something happens (at the beginning and end of the film); the playing of At Times Goes By as a soundtrack to the relationship between Rick. 

Are characters influenced by the Cultural Context?
All are acting under the pressure of war – escaping, being on the run, using bribery and corruption, deceit and violence – many would not be doing this without the war, either because the opportunities wouldn’t be there (e.g. for black marketeers) or because they would prefer to be doing more normal things. The refugees wouldn’t be fleeing, the resistance people wouldn’t need to risk their lives, Laszlo wouldn’t have been taken from Ilsa, she wouldn’t have thought he was dead, mightn’t have been lonely and fallen for Rick. War makes people do desperate things – eg the Bulgarian woman considering giving in to Renault’s advances, Rick shooting Strasser. 

Do characters influence Cultural Context?

Obviously the Germans (represented in particular by Strasser) have influenced cultural context by invading France and moulding it to their ways. They have created an oppressive regime, seen especially in the invasion of Paris in the flashback scene. Given this situation, Laszlo tries to influence the situation for the better. He is admired by many including Rick for this, and he must have strong influence as the Germans see him as a real threat – have jailed him before and want to recapture and even kill him (veiled threat from Strasser). 

Key Scenes 

Opening Scene:

The opening music has elements of a North African flavour – to go with the map of Africa prominent in the opening credits. The theme ends with the French National anthem, suggesting that a French/African (i.e. North African) setting or context is involved. The last notes suggest danger and threat. The narrator’s voice over provides useful information on the cultural context: “With the coming of the Second World War many eyes in imprisoned Europe turned hopefully or desperately towards the freedom of the Americas. Lisbon became the great embarkation point. But not everybody could get to Lisbon directly, and so, a tortuous, roundabout refugee trail sprung up. Paris to Marseille, across the Mediterranean to Oran, then by train, or auto, or foot, across the rim of Africa, to Casablanca in French Morocco. Here the fortunate ones, through money or influence or luck, might obtain exit visas and scurry to Lisbon, and from Lisbon to the New World. But others wait in Casablanca, and wait ---- and wait ---- and wait”. With this voice over we get a revolving globe, then a flat map to indicate where the context fits in global terms. We also get footage of refugees on the move, giving more texture to the words. As the map fades we get a shot of a minaret (tower beside a mosque), suggesting the Muslim context of North Africa. The busy shot of the teeming street full of traders further enhances our sense of the place – there are many Muslims in the picture, but the signs on shops are in French, again suggesting the colonial background. As the script puts it: “The facades of the Moorish buildings give way to a narrow twisting street crowded with the polyglot life of a native quarter. The intense desert sun holds the scene in a torpid tranquillity”.  The Second World War background is emphasised by the shot of a policeman reading an urgent newsflash – German couriers murdered, “suspicious characters” to be rounded up. These are Europeans or Westerners, one of whom is shot trying to escape. He had been carry French resistance leaflets, giving us a further insight into the war context. In the background we see a poster of Marshal Pétain, leader of the Vichy Government that collaborated with the Nazis.  The confusion of the place, especially for foreigners is shown by the couple at the café – “We hear very little and we understand even less”. We hear about the “customary roundup of refugees” and there’s a hint of the exploitation inherent in this kind of context – beautiful girls included in the roundup, for Monsieur Renault, the Police Chief. The expected crime in such a context is also there – the European who pickpockets. Ironically he had previously spoken of the “scum” and “vultures” who have “gravitated” to Casablanca. At the end of the scene we are again reminded of the war context by the arrival of the German officer. 

Ilsa and Laszlo visit Rick for the first time
More aspects of the cultural context are filled in here. The jazz music in the bar provides an American flavour, appropriate to “Rick’s Café Americain”. Laszlo subtly hints at some political realities – hinting to Renault that the present French administration has not always been as cordial as Renault is now. He refers to life in a concentration camp by hinting to the Norwegian that one tends to loose weight in such a place. The underground resistance movement is represented this time by the Norwegian, whose front is selling jewellery. The international flavour on this context is again highlighted by the variety of nationalities – Rick the white American, Sam the black American, Laszlo the Czech, Renault the Frenchman, the Norwegian underground man, Major Strasser the German. The cultural context of the time, the same as the context in which the film was made is evident in the way Ilsa refers to Sam as the “boy”, but she doesn’t mean any offence, nor is any taken. At the time in films black people would only be shown in menial roles (including entertainment), and wouldn’t be the main characters. The culture of bribery is shown by Renault’s being allowed to tear up bills he incurs at Rick’s.

Rick’s Flashback to Paris
Many aspects of the cultural context are conveyed in this sequence. Stock footage of the Arch de Triomphe and the Eiffel Tower, along with scenes of Rick and Ilsa at the café show that it’s Paris. The announcements over the loudspeakers and the newspaper headlines fill us in on the war background – the Germans about to take over Paris. The takeover is conveyed simply by the announcements being in French the first time we hear them, and then later in German. The atmosphere of intrigue is suggested by Rick’s being wanted by the Germans, with a price on his head – it’s never quite clear why.  The difficulties of keeping a romantic relationship going in such a context is conveyed subtly by the way we hear shelling as Rick and Ilsa embrace – Ilsa says:  “I hate this war so much. Oh it’s a crazy world. Anything can happen”. There’s a strong sense of tension when the German arrival is announced – we can see it in the streets, and especially in the crowds at the station as people rush to escape. 

The Nazis Visit Rick’s
There’s a lot going on in this scene – the high point is the clash of songs – when the French drown out the German song with La Marseillaise. In a way it’s a clash of cultural contexts (which could describe the whole war), conveyed through music. We see the French finding their courage to stand up to the Germans. The clash surfaces in other ways e.g. the fight between the French soldier and the German soldier who is with Yvonne. Also Rick asks Renault if he’s “pro-Vichy or Free French”, but Renault is evasive: “the subject is closed”. We see that loyalty is a hot issue and crucial value in this cultural context. Later Strasser asks Renault a similar question and this time he gives a more direct, but yet non-committal, answer – “I have no conviction … I blow with the wind and the prevailing winds happens to be from Vichy”. The issue of Rick’s political loyalties are brought up by Laszlo when they meet upstairs. Rick says he’s “not interested in politics”, but Laszlo has heard he ran guns to Ethiopia and fought against the fascists in Spain, “always … fighting on the side of the underdog”. We see an example of this when Rick helps the Bulgarian couple to get money to escape by letting the husband win at roulette. The fact that the wife was being pressurised to have a fling with Renault, and was seriously considering it, shows how morally muddled this cultural context is and how it drives people to desperation. Once again America is held out as the ideal destination, the desirable cultural context. The Bulgarian couple were trying to get there and the older German couple are particularly enthusiastic as they are leaving for America the next day. Presumably it’s the freedom from war and oppression that attracts them.

Ending

Again the war context is prominent – the intrigue, the danger of capture (for Laszlo and Rick in particular), the violence (the killing of Major Strasser), the last minute escape (for Laszlo and Ilsa). There is a suggestion of a new patriotism in Renault (symbolised by the way he throws the Vichy water in the bin) and in Rick in one of their final exchanges: Renault: “ … you’ve become a patriot”. Rick: “ … it seemed like a good time to start”. Renault: “I think perhaps you’re right”. There’s an awareness of the wider war context, as Renault suggests to Rick that he go to “a Free French garrison at Brazzaville”. 
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