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Bastille Day, From Myth to Fable 
July 14, a date central to contemporary history...4
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The Place de la Bastille and 
the July Column where the 
Bastille once stood.
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Pride and Pleasure
By taking pride in what we do, we add 
to our storehouse of arete. Often when 
I finish mowing the acre of grass here at 
my daughter’s house, I will pour myself 
a drink—coffee in the morning, a glass 
of chardonnay in the evening—sit on 
the front porch, and revel in the sight 
of the clipped lawn.

This happiness is a byproduct of a job 
well done, a reward for trying to do our 
best. Here’s another example: A woman 
here in town has a reputation among 
her friends for delivering meals during 
a crisis: sickness, the death of a family 
member, the birth of a baby. The deli-
cious recipes, the attention she lavishes 
on special dishes and homemade bread, 
even the careful packaging of a casse-
role or a cake along with a personal note 
all convey a message of love and, I am 
sure, bring her a deep sense of satisfac-
tion and joy.

Mindfulness
Arete can deepen our personal rela-
tionships. Years ago, at a Long Island 
wedding, I watched a man in his mid-
20s standing curbside, opening the car 
doors of arriving guests, greeting them, 
and escorting the elderly or the infirm 
into the synagogue. Even after all this 
time, I remember being impressed by 
his sincerity in conversing with the 
wedding guests, his tenderness toward 
those who had physical difficulties. This 
young man was entirely in the moment, 
a model gentleman and greeter, and 
from the looks he received from the 
wedding guests, I could tell they too 
appreciated him.

That is arete in action.
This practice of arete also applies to 

the realm of morality and virtue. In 
“The Odyssey,” for example, Homer 
presents Penelope, the wife of Odysseus, 
as a model wife, refusing the hands of 
suitors and remaining faithful to her 
husband despite his long absence. Like 
Penelope, we can seek moral excellence, 
striving to follow a code of ethics that 
will not only sustain but also elevate us.

The Code
In “Movies Make The Man: The Hol-
lywood Guide to Life, Love, and Faith 

for Young Men,” I wrote these words:

“Men live by a code.
“They may lack the skill to articulate 

that code. They may even be unaware 
that they live by a code.

“But all men worthy of the name live 
by a code.

“This code is a man’s set of principles, 
often quite simple and plain, shaped 
from his breeding, background, educa-
tion, and experience. A man’s code is 
that set of rules which he cannot break 
without compromising his very soul. It 
is his Ten Commandments, his Consti-
tution, the precious offering on the high 
altar of all that he holds real and good.”

At the time, I didn’t realize I was de-
scribing arete. But there it is.

Often we fall on our faces in our pur-
suit of arete—I certainly have kissed the 
sidewalk more than a few times—but 
the end of the race is not the point. The 
race itself is what matters, the yearn-
ing to do our best, the desire to improve 
(however minuscule that improve-
ment), who we are, and what gifts we 
can bring to the world.

Jeff Minick has four children and a 
growing platoon of grandchildren. For 
20 years, he taught history, literature, 
and Latin to seminars of homeschool-
ing students in Asheville, N.C., Today, 
he lives and writes in Front Royal, Va. 
See JeffMinick.com to follow his blog.

“Der Zauberberg” (“The Magic Moun-
tain”), 1924 German edition,  
by Thomas Mann.
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Most would say that Johannes Vermeer achieved arete with his famous painting “Girl With a Pearl 
Earring.” Royal Picture Gallery Mauritshuis, The Hague.
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As an Epoch VIP, you’re 
passionate about the 
traditional journalism and 
in-depth reporting you get 
in The Epoch Times. You’ve 
even sent us ideas on how to 
spread the word.  Here are 
some of the best suggestions 
from readers like you!
 

Request FREE Newspapers  
to Be Sent to Your Friends*
Submit the names and shipping 

addresses of your friends. You can 

request FREE newspapers for as many 

friends as you want. The Epoch Times 

will send the newspapers on your 

behalf for free. 

Newspaper Sharing
Simply pass your copy of The Epoch 

Times, or a section of it, to someone 

else after you’ve read it. Consider 

neighbors, friends, family, relatives, 

co-workers, teachers, golf buddies, and 

your boss.

Newspaper Placement
Place a copy of The Epoch Times at 

places where people typically wait 

such as doctors’ offices, dentists’ 

offices, hotel lobbies, airline terminals, 

barbershops, and beauty salons. Also 

consider placing copies at community 

centers, company cafeterias, break 

rooms, coffee shops, gyms, churches, 

automobile dealerships, or in your car.

Visit EpochShop.com.

 

Bumper Stickers
Put a bumper sticker on your car plus 

ask friends and family to put stickers on 

their cars as well. Visit EpochShop.com. 

 

Getting the Word Out
Word-of-mouth is always a great way 

to spread the news about The Epoch 

Times. Talk it up at your local library, 

meetings, birthday parties, special 

events, and with friends and family over 

the holidays.

Using Email and Social Media
Use technology to share stories from 

The Epoch Times. Forward our daily 

email MORNING BRIEF to friends 

and family. Share postings from our 

Facebook site and YouTube channel. 

Simply copy the URL and then send it 

with a brief note such as: “Here’s a story 

I thought you’d like to read.”

 

Displaying Your Poster
The Epoch Times SPYGATE poster has 

become legendary—so consider posting 

it on a wall at your home or office. When 

friends or business associates ask, explain 

what the poster is about and how they 

can get their own copy.

How to Share The Epoch Times  
With Your Friends and Family

* (1) Please log into your account at TheEpochTimes.com (2) Click your name to manage your account (3) Click “Request Free Papers” on the left menu bar and follow steps

Not a subscriber yet?  
Visit ReadEpoch.com
to learn more
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Jeff Minick

I
n the 2003 television pilot for 
“Joan of Arcadia,” a young man 
claiming to be God approaches 
teenager Joan Girardi (Amber 
Tamblyn). Once he convinces 
Joan that he is indeed the Al-
mighty—he knows every detail 

of her history, including the private 
promises she made to God if he would 
let her older brother survive a car acci-
dent—the two walk together, and Joan 
blurts out, “I’m not religious, you know.”

“It’s not about religion, Joan. It’s about 
fulfilling your nature.”

“Oh … Oh … I definitely haven’t done 
that.”

“Exactly.”
I spent my middle school years at 

Staunton Military Academy, now long 
defunct. It was 1963, and our math 
teacher, Lieutenant B., was a recent 
refugee from Castro’s Cuba. One time, 
probably as punishment for misbehav-
ior, my friend Charlie was sweeping the 
floor of the classroom while the rest of 
us worked at our books. Charlie must 
have said something to Lieutenant B., 
who threw a blackboard eraser at 
Charlie’s head and fortunate-
ly for him, missed. “You 
have the highest IQ in this 
classroom,” Lieutenant B. 
shouted. “And you have 
the lowest grades!”

Fulfilling our nature. 
Meeting our potential. 
Striving for excellence. Like 
Joan, Charlie wasn’t making 
the cut.

Excellence and the Arts
The ancient Greeks had a word for 
this idea: arete (ah-reh-TAY). For the 
Greeks, arete was freighted with mean-
ing, encompassing excellence of any 
kind, moral virtue, and the realization 
of potential.

Great artists of the past—Michelange-
lo, da Vinci, Caravaggio, Vermeer, and 
others—pursued arete in their work. 
Regardless of their personal failures, 
they demanded excellence from them-
selves in their compositions and in their 
quest for beauty and truth in their art.

The same holds true for the writers, 
poets, and playwrights whose works, 
even after hundreds of years, we still 
revere. Homer, Virgil, Shakespeare, 
Jane Austen, Emily Dickinson, Mark 
Twain, Oscar Wilde, Leo Tolstoy, and 
a battalion of others: Whether they 
had ever heard of arete is immaterial. 
They practiced it in their craft, and their 
books endure.

Works of art themselves are said to 
contain arete. Michelangelo’s paint-
ing on the ceiling of the Sistine Cha-
pel,   Jean-François   Millet’s “The 
Angelus,” Geoffrey Chaucer’s “The 

Canterbury Tales,” and Thomas Mann’s 
“The Magic Mountain” all possess arete 
because of the skill and insights their 
creators bestowed on them.

Everyday Excellence
Of course, we can find people practicing 
arete in any field of endeavor. The chefs 
at Baked, a coffee shop and pie company 
in Asheville, North Carolina, produce 
pies that bewitch the taste buds; a young 
father I know here in Front Royal founded 
and operates Enable, a website design 
company into which he pours his heart 
and soul; a local woodworker builds 
tables and bookshelves that glow with 
the care and craft he bestows on them.

We can invest even the smallest tasks 
with arete: a well-tended garden, the 
clothes we select to wear in public, an 
evening barbeque with friends.

To bring arete into our lives, to aspire 
to excellence in the jobs we do, or to our 
moral practices is less difficult than we 
may imagine. Here are some helpful 
pointers I’ve gathered from watching 
others who strive for excellence.

First, a Warning
Though it is good and noble to 

pursue excellence, we should 
avoid becoming slaves to 

perfectionism. We must 
try to do our very best, 
but if we aim at perfec-
tion in every task and 
in every encounter with 

others, we’ll soon find 
ourselves frustrated. We 

should set our sights on high 
achievements, but we must rec-

ognize that in this world the “perfect” 
is rarely attainable.

An example: Every couple of days, 
I clean my kitchen, wiping down the 
countertops and the island table, 
washing dishes, scrubbing out sinks, 
dry-mopping the floor. Man, that place 
shines. But by the next evening the mail, 
books, and stray paper towels litter the 
island table, the sink has dirty dishes, 
and bits of dust and food dot the floor. 
Were I a perfectionist, I would strive 
always to keep the kitchen sparkling, 
but that effort would waste time I could 
give to other tasks, such as writing this 
column.

Now for some positive tips.

Slow Down
In our fast-paced world, we all too of-
ten dash from task to task, meeting our 
obligations with a lick and a promise. 
Instead, we might adopt the motto of 
the Roman Emperor Augustus: “Festina 
lente,” or “Make haste slowly.” In other 
words, we’ll keep moving forward, but 
we’ll give our attention fully to the work 
at hand.

Excellence comes with time and pa-
tience. Festina lente.

Reflections and Recollections

PD-US

A r e t e
T h e  P r ac T i c e  o f  e xc e l l e n c e

Like 
Penelope, we 

can seek moral 
excellence, striving to 
follow a code of ethics 

that will not only 
sustain but also 

elevate us.

Penelope, Odysseus’s faithful wife, puts arete into action. A detail from “Penelope,” 
1864, by John Roddam Spencer Stanhope. Sotheby’s November 2017.
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The events of 
the Bastille 
triggered 
a series of 
actions, 
and more 
importantly 
a mythology 
of equality 
and human 
perfectibility.

“The 
Storming of 
the Bastille,” 
1789, by 
Jean-Pierre 
Houël. 
Watercolor. 
National 
Library  
of France.

“Storming of 
the Bastille 
and arrest 
of the Gov-
ernor M. de 
Launay, July 
14, 1789,” 
1790, by   
Jean-Bap-
tiste Lal-
lemand. 
Museum of 
the French 
Revolution, 
Vizille. 

Militia hoisting the heads of Jacques de 
Flesselles and the Marquis de Launay on 
pikes, after they were killed on July 14, 1879. 
The caption reads “Thus we take revenge on 
traitors.” Engraving, circa 1789. U.S. Library of 
Congress’s Prints and Photographs division. 
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Bastille Day, 
From Myth 
to Fable
July 14, a date central  
to contemporary history

of proximity bias. Because it is near us, 
therefore it must be important. We cannot 
turn on the news today without learning 
that some woman winning a tennis match 
is a historical moment or that some man 
running a tenth of a second faster is mak-
ing history, or that a rock band is getting 
together again after 20 years, and this too 
is a history-making moment.

But Bastille Day truly is a history-mak-
ing moment; one has to go back as far as 
the Reformation in Europe to think of 
something as significant. 

And bizarrely, perhaps the only con-
temporary event that matches it is—para-
doxically—its opposite: The American 
Declaration of Independence. This is 
strange because the American Revolu-
tion is often seen as the precursor and 
inspiration for the French Revolution, as 
if one were the offspring of the other. And 
in some ways, of course, they are deeply 
connected. For example, the crushing 
debt the French government incurred 
supporting the American rebellion led 
quite directly to popular discontent at 
home because of its oppressive and in-
iquitous taxation system. (In passing, 
one notes that taxation, too, sparked the 
revolt of the colonies.)

Twin Revolutions?
However, the American Revolution was 
the opposite of the French Revolution in 
terms of the profound but different effects 
each produced: The Americans took on 
board democracy in that pragmatic way 
that the British did and do. Sure, the Bill 
of Rights and the other developments led 
to a different kind of democracy from the 
parent country, but given some solid 
principles to start with, the practicali-
ties of democracies were worked out from 

James Sale

E
very so often some-
thing happens in hu-
man history that has  
massive repercussions, 
implications and ef-
fects out of all propor-
tion to what it seems to 
be in itself, and which 

might be described as a turning point 
in history or, indeed, one of the most 
important events in history. Such is  
Bastille Day.

There is an apocryphal story about Mao 
Zedong that when he was asked about 
whether the French Revolution had been 
successful, he replied that it was too early 
to say! That is always the danger in as-
sessing contemporary or more recently 
historical phenomena; we have a sort 

the ground upward. This is quite differ-
ent from the French Revolution (and the 
Continental mindset generally), which 
starts with theory and then attempts to 
make reality fit theory.

By the middle of the 20th century, 
America had become the most power-
ful empire in the world, superseding its 
British antecedent in much the same way 
that the Roman Empire superseded and 
became more powerful than the Greek, 
which preceded it.

But interestingly, who were the pow-
ers then—and now—standing against 
American dominance? Why of course, 
the children of the French Revolution: The 
Russian Revolution of 1917, the Chinese 
Revolution of 1949 (not to mention Cuba, 
North Korea, et al.)–all stand against the 
USA! And behind their economic and 
military power, comes the most impor-
tant thing of all: their philosophies, or 
philosophy, because for all the minor dif-
ferences, the major thrust is clear. Here 
we have countries deriving their stand 
from the consequences of the French 
Revolution and its principles. Without the 
French Revolution as their model, could 
they have happened?

To put this metaphorically, the two revo-
lutions spawned two siblings who are in-
tent on destroying each other, but if we get 
more precise about it: The French sibling 
and philosophy is very much the Cain 
who resents and envies his brother Abel.

And that is why Bastille Day on July 14 
is so central to contemporary history. 
In essence, it was the initial spark that 
became the conflagration that was the 
French Revolution. The Bastille itself was 
a Parisian fortress-prison that represent-
ed all that was wrong with the monarchy 
and the Estates of France. Here, one could 

arbitrarily be imprisoned by royal war-
rant and the basis for one’s imprisonment 
never disclosed.

In short, it was a model of perpetual 
injustice and the denial of basic rights 
and access to a fair trial. I hesitate to use 
the words “human rights” because these 
have become part of the mythology of this 
left-wing socialism (granted that these 
terms only emerged subsequently). But 
following the storming of the Bastille (in 
which, ironically, only seven prisoners 
were incarcerated at that time), in Au-
gust of the same year (1789), the National 
Constituent Assembly abolished feudal-
ism and also made The Declaration of the 
Rights of Man and of the Citizen.

The Great Heresy Lives Again
There we have it: The Rights of Man, the 
myth of the Age of the Enlightenment, is 
the myth that endures down to our own 
day, humanistic, secular, atheistic, and in 
every way utopian, misguided, and lost. 
And this myth has not been invented in 
our own day; it comes from a long, long 
way back. One primary manifestation of 
it was called, in the early Christian era, 
the Pelagian heresy: It’s fundamentally a 
belief in the perfectibility of human be-
ings, and the accompanying notion that 
this can be achieved through education.

However, before considering this myth 
in a little more detail, let’s consider Bas-
tille Day and its consequence in terms 
of classical history. For I often think that 
what uniquely happened in France be-
tween 1789 and 1815 (a mere 26 years) 
more or less exactly mirrors what hap-
pened in Rome over a 1,100-year period 
(discounting the continuation of the East-
ern empire till A.D. 1453). Quite a time 
compression—but let’s not forget that the 

moderns like to go faster!
First, Rome is established and has 

kings—monarchs—who finally prove so 
bad (the last was called Lucius Tarquinius 
Superbus, or “Tarquin the Proud,” which 
says it all) that they are replaced with a 
Republic. The Republic, throughout its 
long existence (over 500 years), is in an 
almost permanent state of war. Thus, 
eventually, the most successful military 
general of the Republic (Julius Caesar, 
passing to Augustus) converts it into an 
empire, which continues in the West for 
another 400 years.

We can see in this an exact parallel with 
France. First we have the kings and their 
increasing decadence. Then Bastille Day 
and the French Revolution, leading to the 
founding of a Republic lasting a decade 
which, while it lasts, seems also to be in 
a permanent state of civil war. But then 
the strong military commander, Napo-
leon, creates an empire, destined only 
to stumble in Russia and finally at Wa-
terloo. However, the difference between 
the two scenarios, aside from the brief 
timespan of the French experience, lies 
in the overt philosophy—summed up in 
the phrase “Liberté, fraternité, égalité, ou 
la mort” (Liberty, fraternity, equality, or 
death)—which enabled the mythology 
to spread so widely, and way beyond the 
French borders.

We Are All Equal, Brothers
The key word in this is “égalité,” or what 
we now recognize as the equality move-
ment. The liberty or freedom and brother-
hood of man stuff is the window dressing 
that creates that warm, fuzzy feeling that 
politicized words are wont to do. Christi-
anity itself would agree with liberty and 
brotherhood, as in St. Augustine’s for-
mula “Love and do what you will,” which 
about covers it.

But equality? As Dorothy L. Sayers ob-
served: “We cannot but be sharply struck 
by the fact that two of our favorite catch-
words have absolutely no meaning in 
Heaven: There is no equality and there 
is no progress.” Furthermore, except in 
the two specific senses of equality of souls 
before God, and equality of treatment 
under the law, there is no equality to be 
found among human beings, and the idea 
that there could be goes against all expe-
rience and all human history.

The storming of the Bastille, then, was 

a moment in history which—because 
of the great repression of the people by 
the Court and the Church—enabled the 
great heresy, the great myth of human 
perfectibility (the Pelagian heresy) to be 
born again. Only whereas the Pelagian 
heresy hid under the cloak of Christian-
ity, pretending it was Christianity before 
being exposed and rejected as a heresy, 
the resurfacing here was able to func-
tion by denying religion overtly. This was 
partly due to the Church itself having be-
come corrupted, and partly because of 
the century’s prior devotion to Enlighten-
ment “rationality.” But like Pelagianism 
(though denying spirituality), this revolu-
tion still liked to wear its clothes: Indeed, 
its “liberty” and “fraternity” were moral 
substitutes for loving one’s neighbor.

The Fable of the Bastille
And so the events of the Bastille triggered 
a series of actions, and more importantly 
a mythology of equality and human per-
fectibility, that are with us today. But the 
mythology is false. Unlike the Greek or 
biblical myths, these stories reflect no 
profound spiritual, moral, or psychologi-
cal truths. Over 200 years of modern his-
tory has demonstrated just how wrong 
they are. In fact, they are not mythologi-
cal at all, as really understood; they are 
fables. And fables tend to be tales telling 
of immorality or foolishness at the heart 
of human behavior.

Nowhere is this better seen than in the 
works of the (ironically) socialist genius 
George Orwell, especially his two master-
pieces, the fables of “Animal Farm” and 
“1984,” in which the hollowness and fal-
sity at the heart of the equality (and com-
munistic) worldview are exposed with 
ruthless precision. Those who know those 
works will surely recall in “Animal Farm” 
that wonderful expression: “All animals 
are equal, but some animals are more 
equal than others.”

Then, in “1984,” we get an explanation 
of “Newspeak,” which is politically cor-
rect speech in which all “unorthodox” 
political ideas have been removed. This is 
something we have observed in all com-
munist and socialistic states, and which 
we are observing now in our own Western 
countries: Language starts meaning the 
opposite of what it actually means!

Fanciful? Hardly. Following the storm-
ing of the Bastille in 1789, in 1793 the 
Committee of Public Safety was con-
vened to run the country. And surprise-
surprise, just when we had a government 
committed to “public safety,” so began 
the infamous Reign of Terror and the 
guillotine! Words began to mean the 
exact opposite of what they meant, and 
human beings became lost in a quagmire 
of dubious uncertainties.

Bastille Day may be celebrated as the 
liberation of the French people from dire 
oppression, which is true, but sometimes 
cures can be worse than the disease. In 
this instance, the events on Bastille Day 
unleashed a full-on European War, and 
its false philosophical basis has corroded 
world history ever since.

James Sale is an English businessman 
whose company, Motivational  
Maps Ltd., operates in 14 countries. He is 
the author of over 40 books on management 
and education from major international 
publishers including Macmillan, Pearson, 
and Routledge. As a poet, he won the first 
prize in The Society of Classical Poets’ 
2017 competition and spoke in June 2019  
at the group’s first symposium held at New 
York’s Princeton Club.
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American Polyphemus is sleeping again. 
Except now it’s the Chinese Communist 
Party hell-bent on world domination.

But that remake probably won’t get made. 
Warner Bros. no longer has the last word 
in decisions. Journalist Patrick Brzeski, in 
a Sept. 20, 2015 article, said: “Flagship En-
tertainment will be owned 51 percent by 
a consortium of Chinese investors led by 
CMC [China Media Capital], with Hong 
Kong broadcaster TVB [Television Broad-
casts] holding 10 percent within the group. 
Warner Bros. will own the remaining 49 
percent.”

� at said, what you’re going to really take 
away from the original “Casablanca” are 
Ingrid Bergman’s exquisite eyes—both 
tearful and not tearful (stay away from 
Kate McKinnon), and the inspiration of 
Bogy’s monumental sacri� ce of the love of 
his life for the greater good: for what Laszlo, 
a great man, might be able to accomplish 
in the world with his beloved wife standing 
behind him. Because (speaking of quotes), 
as we know—behind every great man ...

band. � ere’s the occasional raid. And yet 
all this is rendered with the panache of 
1920s � apper nightclub style. And every-
one pours glass after shot glass of bourbon, 
whiskey, or champagne, every other sen-
tence, in order to remain blissfully numb.

We’re Getting to the Romance
With all these people stranded, business 
is good for one of Rick’s clients, the slimy 
Ugarte (Peter Lorre), who manages to get 
hold of two letters of transit. � ose in pos-
session of such documents are free to travel 
in German-occupied Europe—priceless, in 
that time and place.

One night, in strolls Rick’s ex-love Ilsa 
Lund (Ingrid Bergman) with her debonair, 
high-minded Czech Resistance leader hus-
band, Victor Laszlo (Paul Henreid), who’s fa-
mously escaped Nazi imprisonment twice.

� ere may never have been a more stun-
ning entrance by a Hollywood actress than 
Ingrid Bergman’s Ilsa into Rick’s nightclub. 
She radiates an otherworldly glow; she’s 
addictive to look at.

And Rick is � oored. Devastated. Stays up 
all night and polishes o�  a whole bottle of 
something toxically alcoholic, and you get 
the � rst two of many renowned quotes: “Of 
all the gin joints in all the towns in all the 
world, she walks into mine,” and “Play it 
again, Sam.” Actually it’s “Play it Sam,” but 
“Casablanca” has been so famous for so 
long, even its misquotes live on.

Rick and Ilsa had a � ing in Paris when 
she thought her husband had died. But he 
hadn’t died. And now he’s back. And they 
need to get away to America. Will Ilsa fall 
back in love with Rick?

It would appear to be the case, prompting 
another classic line, “Here’s looking at you, 
kid.” But why am I trying not to spoil this 
1943 classic movie with spoilers? Because 
I’m assuming there are still some of you out 
there as stubborn as I was, who’ve never 
seen it yet.

Eventually, Nazi Major Strasser (Conrad 
Veidt) threatens Laszlo but has limited 
power due to Casablanca really being run 
by the corrupt and exceedingly charming 
magistrate Louis Renault (Claude Rains)—
and, of course, Rick. Rick’s got clout; Rick’s 
got chess moves. Rick can get away with 
things—because Renault likes him a lot.

But ultimately, the heretofore cynical, 
isolationist, mercenary Rick, who “sticks 
his neck out for no man,” and who formerly 
ran guns into Ethiopia and fought in Spain 
for the Loyalists (because he “was well-paid 
for it each time”) only regains his moral 
clarity by way of a giant, gallant sacri� ce.

Which prompts the last three highly 
quotable “Casablanca” quotes: “We’ll al-
ways have Paris,” “Round up the usual 
suspects,” and “Louis, I think this is the 
beginning of a beautiful friendship.”

“Casablanca” has long been considered 
an appeal to the honor of the French, who’d 
succumbed easily to the Nazis, and an at-
tempt to enrage the Polyphemus-like, apa-
thetic America, with hopes that America 
would roar “Fee-Fi-Fo-Fum, I smell the 
blood of a Ger-mun!” Because “Casablan-
ca” was shot in ‘42 and debuted in ‘43, but 
the story was set in December of ‘41, the 
time of Pearl Harbor, when the Japanese 
woke the American Polyphemus.

It’s probably high time for Warner Bros. 
to do a “Casablanca” remake, because our 

‘Casablanca’
 Director 
Michael Curtiz

Starring
Humphrey Bogart, Ingrid 
Bergman, Claude Rains, 
Paul Henreid, Sydney 
Greenstreet, Peter Lorre, 
Dooley Wilson, Conrad 
Veidt

Rated
PG

Running Time 
1 hour, 42 minutes

Release Date
Jan. 23, 1943

MARK JACKSON

I saw the legendary “Casablanca” in the early 
1980s, after stubbornly avoiding it for de-
cades (along with “Citizen Kane” and “Gone 
With the Wind’). I was into Bruce Lee.

I was � oored by the stupidity of waiting so 
long; there’s a reason these movies are iconic. 
It’s because they’re, um, you know, good. Top 
quality. Doh. Live and learn. � e romance of 
it all blew me away, as advertised.

Rewatching it in 2020, however, after a ca-
reer as an actor, and especially after watch-
ing Kate McKinnon send up Ingrid Berg-
man’s “Casablanca” role on “Saturday Night 
Live,” I’m unfortunately no longer quite as 
� oored. One cannot un-hear McKinnon 
nailing that 1940s cinema-speak.

Here’s some advice: Watch the movie im-
mediately, and never go anywhere near 
Kate McKinnon beforehand. Or after, for 
that matter; I strongly suspect her hilarious 
impersonation could mess with your “Casa-
blanca” experience even retroactively.

It’s About the Romance
But � rst, overtly, “Casablanca” is about poli-
tics. In the early 1940s, the Moroccan city 
of Casablanca under French colonial rule 
became part of an escape route for European 
migrants � eeing the tentacles of Adolf Hitler.

Rick Blaine (Humphrey Bogart) is an 
American ex-pat who remains politically 
unde� ned and runs Rick’s Café Américain, 
a kind of African Cotton Club. It’s a classic, 
sprawling, drinking establishment with 
bar, bandstand, and beloved on-sta�  piano 
player Sam (Dooley Wilson). Potted palms 
cast shadows on the white-stucco grotto-
like walls, with black-and-white American 
vintage � lm retro chic.

� e nightclub is a political no-man’s 
land for an exotic clientele, all stranded, 
as mentioned, in unoccupied France (colo-
nial Morocco) to congregate. � is includes 
gamblers, resistance � ghters, refugees, 
black-marketers, French colonial constabu-
lary, ladies of the night, foreign entertain-
ers, and a pack of German o�  cers who like 
to sing Nazi songs only to incite the rest of 
the club to shut them up by bellowing “La 
Marseillaise.”

Overall hangs an atmosphere of life dis-
integrating: Nazis hounding unoccupied 
French o�  cials. Passports are pick-pock-
eted. Spies executed. � ere’s no certainty in 
sight. � ere are desperate hopes—a young 
wife willing to sell her body to save her hus-

A Mercenary 
Redeems Himself

POPCORN AND INSPIRATION

FILM INSIGHTS 
WITH MARK 
JACKSON

FILM INSIGHTS 
WITH MARK 
JACKSON

Mark Jackson grew up in Spring Val-
ley, N.Y., where he attended a Waldorf 
school. At Williams College, his pro-

fessors all suggested he write pro-
fessionally. He acted professionally 

for 20 years instead. Now he 
writes professionally about 

acting. In the movies.

Rick only 
regains his 
moral clarity 
by way of a 
giant, gallant 
sacrifi ce.

“Here’s look-
ing at you, kid” 
is one of Rick’s 

(Humphrey 
Bogart) most 
famous lines, 
to Ilsa (Ingrid 
Bergman) in 

“Casablanca.” 
Warner Bros.

ALL PHOTOS IN FAIR USE

(Top) Rick’s Café Américain is a political no-man’s land for 
an exotic clientele. Rick (Humphrey Bogart, L) and Sam 
(Dooley Wilson) playing piano in "Casablanca." Warner Bros. 
(Middle) A last drink as the Nazis roll into Paris: (L–R) Sam 
(Dooley Wilson), Rick (Humphrey Bogart), and Ilsa (Ingrid 
Bergman) in “Casablanca.” Warner Bros. 
(Above) (Above) (L–R) Rick (Humphrey Bogart), Louis 
Renault (Claude Rains), Victor Laszlo (Paul Henreid), and 
Ilsa (Ingrid Bergman) in “Casablanca.”  Warner Bros. 
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The importance of fi nding Jakob Omphalius

CURATOR’S NOTES

Reuniting a Northern Renaissance 
Couple After Nearly 125 Years

LORRAINE FERRIER

A young German couple have � -
nally been reunited, after spend-
ing generations apart.

Ariane van Suchtelen, curator at the 
Royal Picture Gallery Mauritshuis, in � e 
Hague, Netherlands, � rst identi� ed the 
16th-century portrait of Jakob Omphalius 
(1500–1567) in a photograph some 20 years 
ago. � e image she found of Omphalius 
led her to � nd his � ancée’s name. Van 
Suchtelen’s discovery came when she was 
researching a portrait of an unnamed 
woman by the preeminent German por-
trait-painter Bartholomäus Bruyn the El-
der (1493–1555). � en, she patiently waited 
for Omphalius’s portrait to reappear.

Now the betrothed couple are to-
gether again at the Mauritshuis, and van 
Suchtelen tells us how that happened.

THE EPOCH TIMES: Acquiring Jakob Om-
phalius’s portrait is an important addi-
tion to the Dutch public art collection. 
Can you tell us why that is?
ARIANE VAN SUCHTELEN: In Dutch mu-
seums, we actually have quite limited 
collections of non-Dutch old-master 
paintings, even 15th- and 16th-century 
Flemish art is not well-represented.

In the Mauritshuis, we have a rela-
tively small but very good collection of 
early German and Flemish portraiture. 
We have three paintings by the Ger-
man painter Hans Holbein the Younger, 
which actually came from the English 
royal collection; it was England’s King 
William III who took them to Holland. So 
those are the only paintings by Holbein 
in a Dutch museum, for instance.

Jakob Omphalius’s portrait � ts in very 
nicely, and it shows the international 
context of portraiture a bit more. And of 
course, early 16th-century German por-
traiture was really the golden age of Ger-
man painting, so, yes, it’s important for us.

Bruyn comes from the region of North 
Rhine-Westphalia, which is very close to 
the Netherlands, so there was lots of com-
munication. He was also a pupil of a Neth-
erlandish artist, so there’s lots of in� uence, 
there’s lots of traveling back and forth. It’s 
the border region of the Netherlands.

And also, since we had the portrait of the 
woman, only one half of the diptych, we felt 
an obligation to reconstruct the diptych. 
� at was very important too, of course.

THE EPOCH TIMES: Please tell us how you 
rediscovered Jakob Omphalius’s portrait 
and found out who the woman was in 
the portrait by Bruyn that you had.
MS. VAN SUCHTELEN: Around 20 years ago, 
I was doing research for a catalog of por-
traits in the Mauritshuis that was eventu-
ally published in 2004. I was researching 
this portrait of the woman by Bruyn, which 
has been in the Mauritshuis since 1951, on 
long-term loan from the Rijksmuseum.

I discovered that the portrait was in a 
London auction in 1896, not as a portrait 

by Bruyn but as a portrait by the Nether-
landish painter Jan Gossaert, and in that 
auction it still had its companion piece. 
I thought at the time, if I looked into the 
work of Gossaert, I could perhaps � nd a 
companion piece that might � t with the 
portrait that we have.

I looked in the archives of the RKD in 
� e Hague, which is the Netherlands 
Institute for Art History, where I found a 
photo of a portrait of a man that seemed 
to � t quite well. � ere were numer-
ous copies of the 1896 London auction 
catalog in the collection, and I found one 
which belonged to Dutch art historian 
Cornelis Hofstede de Groot in his copy 
of the catalog. He not only noted who 
bought the two portraits, which were 
sold to two di� erent buyers, but he had 
also made small drawings of the coats 
of arms of the man and the woman that 
were painted on the backs of the two por-
trait panels. So there I could see the coat 
of arms of the man who was portrayed.

We already knew that the coat of arms 
on the woman’s portrait was that of the 
Bellinghausen family. In Cologne, there 
was a man with the surname Bellinghau-
sen who had four daughters, and we knew 
this portrait had to be one of them. We just 
didn’t know which one. But through the 
names of the daughters’ husbands, it was 
not di�  cult to discover that this man was 
in fact Jakob Omphalius because of his 
coat of arms. And he married Elisabeth 
Bellinghausen (circa 1520 to after 1577).

I then found a catalog dated 1904 of 
the collection of English collector Ralph 
Brocklebank, who bought the Omphalius 
portrait. In that catalog, it refers to the 
collection that it came from, which was 
auctioned in 1896. And also there’s the � rst 
image, a photograph of the portrait. � en 
I became certain that the photograph that 
I had found in the � les of the RKD was in 
fact the portrait of Jakob Omphalius—the 
man’s portrait that was auctioned in 1896.

So all the pieces of the puzzle came 
together: I had the photograph, the prov-
enance of the work, which last appeared 
in the Paris auction in 1955. And through 
the identi� cation of Omphalius, I was 
certain that the woman had to be Elisa-
beth Bellinghausen. � at was all pub-
lished in our portraits catalog in 2004. 
So we’ve been on the lookout for Jakob 
Omphalius’s portrait for nearly 20 years.

� e last time it was auctioned was in 
1955, so we imagined that it was sold to a 
private collector as it wasn’t in a museum 
collection. So sooner or later I felt it had 
to reappear, which it did.

We were very happy that last year it 
was auctioned in Paris, although it was a 
very small auction and we missed it. We 
eventually discovered that an art dealer 
in Geneva had bought the portrait. In 
January, I went with my former colleague 
who conserved Bellinghausen’s portrait 
around 2004. She has a very intimate 
knowledge of the technical aspects of 
Bellinghausen’s portrait, so it was very 

good of her to come with me to Geneva to 
check the painting. So that’s the story of 
how the painting was rediscovered.

New frames have been made, based 
on original frames of another portrait 
diptych by Bruyn, which have restored 
the two portraits as a diptych.

THE EPOCH TIMES: When you � rst saw 
both portraits side by side, as they were 
intended to be, how did you feel?
MS. VAN SUCHTELEN: � at was a very, very 
happy moment, I have to say. Because 
you know, I was 100 percent sure that 
everything was all right—that they really 
belonged together—but it’s great to really 
be con� rmed.

I was really happy to see them together 
and also to see how well they � t together 
because, for instance, the blue of the 
background is typical of an area that 
could be overpainted, or the colors could 
have changed over time, or something 
could have happened that they wouldn’t 
be that nice together anymore. But they 
are. So it was a great relief in a way. It was 
really a happy, happy moment.

Of course, in photographs they look very 
nice together. But when you see them in 
reality, it’s wonderful how well and how 
nicely they � t together: the blue back-
ground and the color of his red sleeves 
with its velvety texture, all the details of his 
gold brocade shirt, and the details of her 
clothing. � ey look really nice together.

� ey are painted as a diptych; they’re 
quite small, about 12 1/2 inches high. 
Bartholomäus Bruyn the Elder was a por-
trait painter � rst, well-known in Cologne. 
It’s amazing how in this great phase of 
portraiture, he had portrayed so many 
important people in Cologne and most 
often in the form of a diptych, which in 
fact is quite a religious type of painting.

� e Epoch Times: Please tell us a little 
about diptych portraits.
MS. VAN SUCHTELEN: It’s really the begin-
ning of portrait commissions from pri-
vate individuals. Of course, portraiture 
comes from altarpieces, where you have 
donor portraits on the side panels, for in-
stance. � is diptych form, which is more 
for private devotion in the Middle Ages 
and after, was transferred to portraiture 
in those early years.

Painters painted on both sides of the 
panel, and in this case it’s the coats of 
arms of the two sitters that are on the back 
of the panels. But it could also have been 
a skull, for instance in a memento mori (a 
particular type of symbolic painting that 
reminds us of our mortality), or some-
thing like that. So those diptychs were not 
actually meant to hang on the wall, but 
you could put them on the table, or on a 
piece of furniture, or keep them closed.

You can tell by the portrait that they were 
not yet married, as you can see the braids 
of Elisabeth’s hair. Once a girl got married, 
she put all of her hair under her head cap. 
� ere’s also some altarpieces where there’s 
the father with a number of sons and the 
mother with a number of daughters, and 
the unmarried daughters have their hair 
like Elisabeth from our portrait, and the 
married ones have their hair hidden under 
their head cap. So that’s a tradition.

And we know that they got married, 
Jakob and Elisabeth, Feb. 8  in 1539, so 
we can actually support that the diptych 
was painted in the period before that, so 
late 1538, around that time.

THE EPOCH TIMES: Why is Omphalius 
holding a folded letter?
MS. VAN SUCHTELEN: I’m not quite sure. It’s 
something other German portraitists use 
as a motif as well, like Hans Holbein for 
instance. � ey can sometimes have a bit 
of writing on the piece of paper or even a 
signature of the painter. But in this case 
there is nothing on it, so you can imagine 
the writing would be within the piece of 
paper. Often on other portraits, it’s a pair 
of gloves that the man would hold in his 
hand and also a piece of paper. Maybe 
it’s meant for his � ancée.

Omphalius was an important man, a 
prominent lawyer. He studied interna-
tionally and had a university career. He 
studied in Cologne, Utrecht, and Leuven 
and graduated in law from the Sorbonne 
in Paris, and again Toulouse. And he be-
came a chancellor in Cologne, and held 
a number of important posts. So he’s an 
important � gure, which makes him also 
interesting for Cologne history.

THE EPOCH TIMES: What does the future 
hold for this couple?
MS. VAN SUCHTELEN:  Well, Jakob’s portrait 
will undergo conservation e� orts before 
being put on display in the Mauritshuis.

� e diptych will be on display at the Royal 
Picture Gallery Mauritshuis until Oct. 4. 
To � nd out more, visit Mauritshuis.nl

� is interview has been edited for clarity 
and brevity.
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The Bellinghausen 
coat of arms on 
the back of the 

portrait of Elisabeth 
Bellinghausen.
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A sketch of Jakob Omphalius’s 
coat of arms, at the upper left 

of a page from an 1896 London 
auction catalog.

(L) Portrait of Jakob Omphalius, 1538 or 1539, by Bartholomäus Bruyn the Elder. Acquired in 2020 with the support of the BankGiro Lottery, the 
Rembrandt Association, and H.B. van der Ven. Portrait of Elisabeth Bellinghausen, 1538 or 1539, by Bartholomäus Bruyn the Elder. Gift of the heirs 
of C. Hoogendijk, The Hague; on long-term loan from the Rijksmuseum.
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Here, Mercury 
is shown at 
the banks of 
Acheron, the 
place where 
departed 
souls await 
their ferry 
ride into the 
underworld.

(Top) “Souls on the 
Banks of the Ach-
eron,” in 1898 by Adolf 
Hirémy-Hirschl. Oil on 
Canvas, 7 feet by 11 
feet. Belvedere Palace, 
Austria.

(Above) The Roman god 
Mercury delivering the 
newly dead to the under-
world, in a detail from 
“Souls on the Banks of 
the Acheron.”

Charon’s ferry, coming 
to transport the dead to 
their final judgment, in a 
detail from the painting 
“Souls on the Banks of 
the Acheron.”

ALL IMAGES IN PUBLIC DOMAIN

Reaching for the Divine 
‘Souls on the  
Banks of 
Acheron’

Eric BEss

A
s an artist, I mostly post art-
related content on my social 
media outlets. Lately, I’ve been 
reading the content posted by 
the people I follow, and there’s 

a lot of discord: Everyone is pointing the 
finger at everyone else.

Appreciating the value of a good ques-
tion, I asked myself, “Is there any way we 
can regain and maintain harmony?” This 
question led me to consider our relation-
ship to judgment, and I thought of Adolf 
Hiremy-Hirschl’s painting “Souls on the 
Banks of the Acheron.”

Hiremy-Hirschl and His  
‘Souls on the Banks of Acheron’
Hiremy-Hirschl was a Hungarian artist 
who was active during the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries. His paintings focused 
on allegorical subject matter, calling to 
mind ancient Rome and its mythologies. 
His paintings fell out of favor with the ad-
vent of the avant-garde movement of the 
late 19th century.

Recently, however, with the resurgence of 
traditional artists and their methodologies, 
Hiremy-Hirschl’s paintings are regaining 
popularity. Many of his paintings are now 
lost, but “Souls on the Banks of the Acheron” 
is one of his paintings that I’ve seen repeat-
edly discussed in representational art circles.

In “Souls on the Banks of the Acheron,” 
Hiremy-Hirschl presents a scene from 
Roman mythology. The focal point of the 
painting is a standing figure to the right in 
the composition. This figure is dressed in 
a dark-blue robe, holds a staff in his right 
hand, dons a hat with wings, and has a halo 
of soft light around his head, all of which 
identify him as the Olympian god Mercury.

Mercury is considered a messenger god 
and often crosses the boundary between 
the world of the gods and the world of hu-
mans. He is also the god who guides the 
dead to the underworld. Here, Mercury is 
shown at the banks of Acheron, the place 
where departed souls await their ferry ride 
into the underworld.

A multitude of grayish figures—the recent-
ly deceased—reach for Mercury, who stands 
stoically and looks out in the distance. Some 
of the deceased weep, and others seem to 
have resigned themselves to their fate.

At the left of the composition, two fig-
ures awkwardly stand with their backs 
to Mercury. Their heads swing back, and 
their bodies seem to sway as if something 
is compelling them to move. And to where 
might they be compelled to move?

Are they compelled to board Charon’s 
ferry (or Kharon), which can be seen to the 
far left of the composition? Charon was the 
ferryman who transported souls across 
the Acheron to be judged before begin-
ning their afterlife. The righteous would 
be blessed to dwell in a paradise called 
Elysium, and the evil were condemned to 
stay in a torturous place called Tartarus.

Too Late to Reach for the Divine?
In “Souls on the Banks of the Acheron,” it 
seems clear that Mercury has transported 
a group of souls to begin their journey into 
the afterlife. These souls don’t seem excited 
about this journey. They reach for Mercury 
as if they’re pleading with him to take them 
back among the living.

I see this and think to myself: “How glo-
rious the colorful, glowing god must look 
among the dark grays of death.” To me, all 
of these souls are not merely reaching for 
Mercury to return them among the living, 
but they are reaching for what Mercury is 
innately: divinity.

Unfortunately, it is too late for these re-
cently deceased. They waited too long to 
reach for the divine, and now they reach 
in vain. Their future—sowed by the sum-
mation of their character—will reveal itself 
on the other side of the Acheron, and few, 
if any, seem excited.

Hiremy-Hirschl’s painting tells me a lot 
about our own deep desires. We wish to be 

godlike, and the act of self-judging is how 
we can reach out to divinity. If we judge 
our own actions appropriately, we can 
gain favor from God, and when we don’t 
act appropriately, we fear God’s judgment. 
Self-judgment, earnest self-assessment ir-
respective of culture, seems to me to have 
its origins in the divine.

Even those who profess themselves as 
nonbelievers are guilty of elevating them-
selves through the act of judging others, 
and yet, they, like most of us, fear judgment 
itself. Because we’re insecure, we are quick 
both to judge and condemn and yet wish to 
avoid judgment and condemnation.

I imagine us now on the banks of the 
Acheron. What determines our fate? Did 
we waste our lives judging others whom 
we never met or judging a history or culture 
with which we have no experience? Did we 
vainly judge others to elevate ourselves? 
Did we, believing absolutely in our own 
superiority, judge and condemn all that is 
different from us?

Or did we spend our lives questioning 
and judging our own actions so that they 
might be worthy of the divine? Did we 
judge on the basis of building harmony 
instead of sowing discord?

On these banks, can we rest assured that 
peace will be in our hearts, or will it be too 
late to reach for the divine?

Art has an incredible ability to point to 
what can’t be seen so that we may ask 
“What does this mean for me and for 
everyone who sees it?” “How has it influ-
enced the past and how might it influence 
the future?” “What does it suggest about 
the human experience?” These are some of 
the questions I explore in my series Reach-
ing Within: What Traditional Art Offers 
the Heart.

Eric Bess is a practicing representational 
artist. He is currently a doctoral student 
at the Institute for Doctoral Studies in the 
Visual Arts (IDSVA).  

Reaching Within:  
What traditional art offers the heart
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‘shane’
Director
George Stevens
Starring 
Alan Ladd, Jean Arthur, 
Van Heflin
Running Time
1 hour, 58 mins
Not Rated
Release Date
April 23, 1953

A Lonesome Stranger
PoPcoRn and insPiRation: films that uplift the soul

Rides Into Settlers’ Lives

brother, Morgan (John Dierkes)—to 
send for an out-of-town gunslinger 
named Jack Wilson (Jack Palance) to 
deal with the stubborn homesteaders. 
One of the first orders of business for 
Wilson is to brazenly gun down Torrey.

Things boil over from there in the 
film’s third act, with the emergent 
leaders of the homesteaders—Shane 
and Joe—on a collision course with 
the Rykers and their minions, includ-
ing the fast-drawing Wilson.

Throughout the film, little Joey 
becomes infatuated with Shane and 
considers him a hero for protect-
ing his family. And a smoldering, 
just-beneath-the-surface chemistry 
begins to blossom between Marian 
and Shane, which doesn’t go unno-
ticed by Joe.

Open Prairies and Tough Settlers
Ladd is a short actor as the mysteri-
ous drifter, but his presence stands 
tall, even when next to the lanky, 
6-foot-3-inch Palance. He plays 
Shane as a rugged, quiet-yet-impos-
ing gunfighter in a role that would 
later be emulated by other actors 

across multiple film genres. Likewise, 
Arthur and Heflin are believable as 
homesteaders who steadfastly refuse 
to give up their small parcel of land 
on the wild frontier—the fringes of 
civilization.

The film’s cinematography is 
beautifully rendered, with ample 
long shots of the bluish-purple Rocky 
Mountains in the background, and 
trickling rivers that snake through 
rolling prairies and foothills. “Shane” 
was mainly filmed on location in 
Jackson Hole, Wyoming.

The final scene (spoiler alert) shows 
Shane, wounded (to what degree is 
uncertain) following the final gun-
fight. He realizes that he is what he is; 
his destiny lies elsewhere. As Shane 
rides off into the night, Joey calls after 
him to “come back,” over and over. 
The whole ending scene can be seen 
as a metaphor for a dying breed of 
cinema that may never return—the 
classic American Western.

Ian Kane is a filmmaker and author 
based out of Los Angeles. To see more, 
visit DreamFlightEnt.com

One classic 
of these Old 
West pictures 
is ‘Shane,’ 
released back 
in 1953.

ian KanE

R
emember the simple, 
understated heroes 
of the Old West? The 
down-to-earth, cou-
rageous, and gutsy 
characters of a time 

now forgotten, drifting into the past 
like old tumbleweeds blowing across 
windswept plains?

There has been a drastic reduc-
tion in the number of productions of 
Westerns since their heyday in the 
1940s and ‘50s. So sometimes, it’s 
nice to revisit that time in cinematic 
history and study its heroic arche-
types (that many of today’s super-
heroes are based on). One classic of 
these Old West pictures is “Shane,” 
released back in 1953.

Enter the Man With the Past
Helmed by visionary director George 
Stevens (“A Place in the Sun,” “Gi-
ant”), the film begins with sweeping 
long shots of a snowcapped moun-
tain range. As things settle in, we are 
introduced to a homesteading family 
going about the usual business of 
tending to their land.

The patriarch of the settlers, Joe 
Starrett (Van Heflin) works outside 
while his loving wife, Marian (Jean 
Arthur), keeps herself occupied 
with busywork in their small, cozy 
home. Their only child, son Joey 
(Brandon De Wilde), alternates 
between playing with the various 
forms of livestock on their mod-
est acreage and practicing his aim 
with his father’s rifle.

One day, a mysterious stranger 
comes across their settlement on 
horseback. He wears worn buckskin 
and has a six-shooter strapped to his 
side. The man introduces himself as 
Shane (Alan Ladd) and exchanges 
pleasantries with the Starretts. 
Where Shane comes from or where 
he was headed isn’t ever made clear, 
but it’s hinted at that he has a some-
what checkered past.

But soon after Shane’s appear-
ance, trouble arrives in the form of 
the Ryker clan, who are local cattle 
ranchers. Since the Starretts have 
settled on land that used to belong to 
the Rykers (appointed to the Starretts 
by the government), Joe has been at 
odds with them.

Joe mistakenly assumes that Shane 
is part of the Ryker posse and sees 
him off just as the Rykers enter the 
property’s front gate. The Rykers 
then engage in some veiled threats 
directed toward Joe and his family. 
Just when it seems that violence is 
about to break out between the two 
parties, Shane appears out of no-
where and backs Joe up, causing the 
Ryker party to disengage and ride off 
across the dusty prairie from whence 
they came.

Joe then apologizes to Shane for 
distrusting him and asks him to stay 
awhile. Shane accepts. He also agrees 
to Joe’s offer of employment—Joe fig-
ures he needs an extra hand to tend 
to the burgeoning family farm. Shane 
seems to want to leave his gunfighter 
ways behind him and settle down, so 
it seems like a good pairing.

Other homesteaders who neigh-
bor the Starretts’ land are gradually 
introduced, including tall and lanky 
Axel “Swede” Shipstead (Douglas 
Spencer) and the small-but-tough 
Irishman Stonewall Torrey (Elisha 
Cook Jr.). The other men and their 
families are constantly antagonized 
by the Ryker clan and their minions, 
who want to run the homestead-
ers off what they still consider to be 
theirs. The Rykers were the original 
inhabitants of the area, who tamed 
the wildlands.

The Rykers regularly hang out in 
the nearby town, which serves as the 
only local place for the homesteaders 
to purchase supplies. Of course, the 
two factions eventually run into each 
other in town, which culminates in a 
barroom brawl between Shane and 
Joe on one side, and the Ryker clan 
and their men on the other. Amaz-
ingly, Shane and Joe manage to best 
the entire gang and then back their 
way out of town.

This causes the leaders of the Ryk-
ers—Rufus (Emile Meyer) and his 

Young Joey Starrett 
(Brandon De Wilde) 
watches Shane (Alan 
Ladd) ride off toward 
the mountains, in 
“Shane.” 

Van Heflin (L) and 
Alan Ladd on the set 
of “Shane.”

PARAMOUNT PICTURES

PARAMOUNT PICTURES`
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(L–R) Brandon De 
Wilde, Jean Arthur, 
Van Heflin as home-
steaders and Alan 
Ladd as a drifter, in 
“Shane.”
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Ian Kane

S
ome faith-based Chris-
tian films have a reputa-
tion for being badly acted 
or a little too schmaltzy. 
“I Can Only Imagine,” 

directed by brothers Andrew and 
Jon Erwin, isn’t one of them.

The simple, extremely heartfelt 
true story follows the life of Mer-
cyMe head singer Bart Millard—
from his youth as an abused child, 
throughout his turbulent high 
school years, on up to his even-
tual massive success.

Standout Broadway actor J. 
Michael Finley plays Bart, and 
the film begins in his home-
town of Greenville, Texas. As a 
child (Brody Rose), Bart formed 
a strong bond with his mother, 
Adele (Tanya Clarke), who man-
aged somewhat to mitigate both 
physical and emotional abuse at 
the hands of his father, Arthur 
(Dennis Quaid).

Arthur was a bitter man who 
had given up on his dreams of be-
ing a professional football player. 
As such, Arthur projects his own 
failures onto Bart, constantly tell-
ing the youngster that he’d never 
amount to anything, and to just 
give up on his dreams, as he did. 

Even when Bart tries to emulate 
his father and thereby please him 
by playing high school football, 
Arthur puts him down.

This abuse causes Bart to push 
himself past his physical limits, 
and he sustains some severe leg 
injuries. While mending, he is 
surrounded by a good group of 
friends, including his childhood 
sweetheart, Shannon (Madeline 
Carroll), who compels him to em-
brace another gift that he has—an 
outstanding singing voice.

Soon, Bart’s vocal abilities come 
to the attention of the Greenville 
high school drama teacher Mrs. 
Fincher (Priscilla C. Shirer), who 
hones his vocal skills further. But 
as Bart’s mother left the house-
hold when he was just a child 
(she couldn’t handle the abuse 
any longer), all of Arthur’s rage is 
focused squarely on Bart.

Unfortunately, the fractured fa-
ther-and-son relationship causes 
Bart to hold back from fully engag-
ing his girlfriend, Shannon. As soon 
as Bart graduates from high school, 
he hits the road for Oklahoma, leav-
ing Arthur—and her, behind.

Bart is determined to prove 
his father wrong and joins Mer-
cyMe as their singer. As they 
tour through Oklahoma and sur-
rounding states, Bart still man-
ages to leave phone messages for 
Shannon, but she never answers 
his calls, as she is (rightfully so) 
still furious that he left her and 
abandoned their relationship.

While playing a low-budget gig, 
Bart’s band catches the atten-
tion of Nashville music producer 
Brickell (Trace Adkins). Bart 
somehow convinces Brickell to 
become the band’s producer.

However, when Brickell invites 
some fellow producers to hear 
the band, Bart shoots his mouth 
off about how great the band is, 
which causes the producers to 
disagree. In one riveting scene, 
the producers tell him to give up 
music and try something else, 
which causes Bart to experience 
some nasty flashbacks of his fa-
ther doing the same.

Bart quits the band, but Brickell 
convinces him to not give up on 
himself. Bart undergoes an epiph-
any: He must return home to sort 
out his past grief with his father.

When he returns, he finds his 
father a completely changed man, 
who has even taken to reading the 
Bible. But Bart, unable to believe 
his father’s miraculous change of 
heart, pushes Arthur away.

An Uplifting Message
Will Bart reconcile with his father? 
Will he heal his wounds? Suffice it to 
say that he comes up with the titu-
lar song, which is the top recorded 

Christian song in all of history.
Moreover, the film culminates 

with a heartfelt, tearful scene in 
which Bart sings that song, re-
counting his spiritual journey. 
The venue is packed and the audi-
ence goes nuts in their admiration 
of the beautiful song. The rest, as 
they say, “is history.”

Not only is Finley’s performance 
earnest and touching as an artist 
tortured by his familial demons, 
but Adkins is also great as the 
band’s manager, who manages 
to get some of the best lines in the 
film. This includes his advising 
Bart to let the pain from the past 
fuel his creative inspirations.

“I Can Only Imagine” is one of 
the best films that I’ve ever seen, 
and it’s also one that people who 
aren’t even religious will find 
uplifting and inspiring. In the 
end, it’s an emotionally power-
ful film about faith, the healing 
power of music, and ultimately 
forgiveness. This is one film you 
definitely don’t want to miss.

The film culminates 
with a heartfelt, 
tearful scene in 
which Bart sings 
the title song.

ALL PHOTOS BY LiOnSgATe And ROAdSide ATTRAcTiOnS

The Power of 
Forgiveness

Singer-songwriter Bart Millard 
(Broadway actor J. Michael Finley) 
and his girlfriend Shannon (Made-
line carroll), in the film “i can Only 
imagine.”

Bart Millard (J. Michael Finley) and 
his father, Arthur (dennis Quaid), 
don’t see eye to eye. 

PoPcorn and InsPIratIon

‘I Can Only Imagine’
Director
Andrew Erwin and Jon Erwin
Starring 
 J. Michael Finley, Madeline 
Carroll, Dennis Quaid
Running Time
1 hour, 50 minutes
Rated 
PG
Release Date
March 16, 2018 (USA)

Ian Kane is a filmmaker 
and author based out of Los 
Angeles. To see more, visit 
DreamFlightEnt.com 
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