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From long shot of ‘Casablanca’ to Bogart’s
close-up at Fadjr Int’'l Theater Festival

By Alireza Sepahvand

What motivated you to adapt ‘Casablanca’
for the stage, and why now?

For me, ‘Casablanca’ exists at an explosive
intersection of love and gunpowder. The
DNA of this work is built from a romance in-
tertwined with conflict, where intimacy col-
lides with history. I have never experienced
it merely as a film, but rather as a narrative
of a decisive human moment: The moment
of choice.

[ was tempted to detach this narrative from
the silver screen and transfer it to a breath-
ing stage, where sweat, sound, and the ac-
tor’s presence make that moment of deci-
sion unavoidable and immediate. Theater
allows this crossroads between love and
duty to unfold in a living “now;” directly be-
fore the audience’s eyes.

In an era when choosing, morally, emotion-
ally, and politically, has become one of the
most difficult acts, returning to ‘Casablanca’
was, for me, a personal and artistic search
for meaning. This story reminds us that
neutrality itself is a form of decision, and
that humanity is often defined by what we
are willing to sacrifice.

How did you translate a cinematic nar-
rative so deeply dependent on close-ups
and atmosphere into the language of
theater?

Cinema injects emotion directly into the
viewer’s gaze through close-ups, an instru-
ment theater lacks. Instead of resisting this
limitation, [ embraced it. We replaced the
camera with formalized movement, rhythm,
and music, elements that can reach the same
emotional depth through different paths.
What the close-up accomplishes visually,
we attempted to express through body and
voice. [ often describe this process as a kind
of “radiology of the soul”: Instead of zooming
in with a camera lens, we used movement
design, tempo, and melody to penetrate the
hidden layers of the psyche.

Another challenge was the powerful visual
memory tied to the film and its iconic perfor-
mances. We consciously chose not to imitate
those images. Instead, we translated the at-
mosphere, longing, suspense, and suspend-
ed time, into the language of space, light, and
the raw presence of the actor. The goal was
not comparison, but the creation of a fresh
sensory encounter.

Did you consciously try to distance your-
self from the original film, or was dia-
logue with the classic work important to
you?

Our relationship with the original film was
a passionate dialogue, neither rejection nor
reproduction. The shadow of Humphrey
Bogart and Ingrid Bergman is undeniable,
but imitating them would have reduced the
work to nostalgia.

Our focus was on stripping away Hollywood
mythology to arrive at something more
fragile and human. On stage, the characters

are no longer cinematic icons, they are hu-
man beings who walk in real time, hesitate,
breathe, and suffer. The actors became a
bridge between past and present, transform-
ing familiar faces into living bodies with im-
mediate emotional stakes.

From this perspective, distancing ourselves
from the film was not an act of opposition,
but an act of honesty. Theater prefers truth
over perfection.

How does ‘Casablanca’ resonate with con-
temporary Iranian audiences, particular-
ly in relation to love, exile, and choice?
For Iranian audiences, ‘Casablanca’ is not
merely a classic film; it is a state of mind.
Themes such as exile, separation, suspend-
ed futures, and moral responsibility are
deeply rooted in our collective experience.
Our adaptation emphasizes the concept of
patriotism, not as a slogan, but as an ethi-
cal burden. There are moments when love,
however sacred, must confront a greater
responsibility toward land, people, and his-
tory. This is not a negation of love, but its
transformation into something broader and
more painful.

At its core, the play is about staying and
choosing amid chaos. It asks whether love
can endure without betraying one’s roots,
and whether sacrifice can still carry meaning
in a world worn down by loss. These ques-
tions resonate with particular intensity for
Iranian audiences today.

As a director working within internation-
al festival frameworks, what do you hope
non-Iranian audiences will take away
from this work about Iranian theater?

[ want international audiences to see Iranian
theater as a living laboratory of courage and
resilience. We are not passive consumers
of global classics; we break them apart and
reconstruct them through our own cultural
struggles and ethical questions.

Despite limitations, Iranian theater speaks
about humanity through form, music, and
the actor’s body, not through technological
spectacle. This production shows how global
stories can be re-created through local pain,
memory, and resistance.

Ultimately, I hope audiences realize that be-
neath political borders, there exists a shared
DNA: Love, land, sacrifice, and the eternal
burden of choice. Iranian theater does not
seek pity, it seeks to be understood as an
equal voice in the global conversation about
what it means to remain human.

When confronting a work with such a
strong visual memory in the audience’s
mind, what was the greatest challenge in
recreating it for the stage?

The main challenge was that cinema plac-
es emotion directly into the viewer’s eye
through close-ups and tight framing, but
theatre lacks this tool. To compensate for
the absence of these tangible frames, I used

“formal movement” and the “magic of mu-
sic” as primary ingredients. We tried to con-
vey that emotional intensity, which in the
film could be understood through a single
enlarged look, here through the language
of the body and melody. This is a kind of
“radiology of the soul” on stage; where in-
stead of a camera lens, we use movement
and sound to penetrate the hidden layers of
human beings.

At the same time, our greatest challenge was
distancing ourselves from the heavy shadow
of Bogart and Bergman. The audience enters
the theatre with a preconceived expectation;
we did not attempt to copy those images, but
rather to translate the atmosphere of long-
ing and suspense into the language of space,
light, and the living presence of the actor, so
that the spectator encounters a new visual
and sensory experience instead of making
comparisons.

What impact did the presence of well-
known theater actors have on the re-
hearsal process and the shaping of the
final performance? Which actors are col-
laborating with you on this project?

The actors of this production are the sur-
geons of the soul of this story. With their
flesh and bones, they breathed life into these
dead notes. Theater without such whole-
hearted collaboration is nothing more than
a cold script on paper. With their presence,
rehearsals turned into a battlefield of emo-
tions to reach the most authentic possible
feeling and to fill the physical distance from
the audience with the energy of their pres-
ence. Our professional actors brought not
only technique, but a deep understanding of
the underlying layers of the text. They gave
flesh and skin to the characters and helped
me move away from Hollywood clichés to-
ward “human beings” who walk on stage,
breathe, and suffer.

How does the Fadjr theater festival differ
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from a public run for you, and how much
was ‘Casablanca’ designed with the festi-
val atmosphere in mind?

For us, the festival is like Casablanca’s own
“transit”, a place to be seen and to pass
through. We surgically adapted ‘Casablanca’
for the festival so that it would align with
the fast pulse of our present moment. The
use of form and music within this competi-
tive context helped us find a more universal
language for telling our story. The Fadjr fes-
tival, despite all the hardships and issues of
these days, is a platform where theater; as a
living current, finds a different kind of feed-
back and rhythm. With its epic yet deeply
internal structure, ‘Casablanca’ is designed
precisely for such a space, one in which the
professional theater audience expects to see
a bold reinterpretation of enduring works.

If you were to highlight one central con-
cern or message of this production for to-
day’s Iranian audience, what would it be?
Love and war are two sides of the same coin.
In a world that smells of despair; sacrifice is
still possible. [ want to tell today’s weary au-
dience that even if you are trapped in ‘Casa-
blanca’ (or anywhere in the world), it is still human-
ity that ultimately prevails. Love is the only
path to salvation from the ruins of our inner
and outer wars.

But another key message we extracted from
this work is the lofty concept of love even
for the “homeland.” As we see in the film,
sometimes for a greater ideal and for the
salvation of land and country, one must give
up the dearest personal attachments. I want
to emphasize that “loyalty to one’s roots”
always prevails. Love is the only salvation,
but a love in which homeland and lofty hu-
man ideals are not forgotten; just like Rick,
who ultimately, through that great decision
and sacrifice, gives up his personal love. For
me, the core message of this production is
the concept of “staying and choosing” in the
midst of chaos.

Iran vows overhaul of heritage protection force, linking cultural assets to national identity
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Iran’s Minister of Cultural Her-
itage, Tourism and Handicrafts
said safeguarding historical assets
was tantamount to protecting the
country’s national identity, order-
ing a nationwide upgrade of facil-
ities, logistics and manpower for
the ministry’s protection force.

Speaking during a visit to the Pro-
tection Unit headquarters at the
Saadabad cultural and historical

complex in northern Tehran, Reza
Salehi-Amiri said the unit stood
“on the front line” of preserving
Iran’s civilizational capital, IRNA
reported.

He issued instructions for all
dormitory equipment used by
conscripted soldiers in provincial
units to be fully renovated and
standardized next year, follow-
ing recent upgrades at Saadabad,
Niavaran, Golestan Palace and the
National Museum of Iran.

Salehi-Amiri, on his third inspec-
tion of the Saadabad complex,
also toured the Royal Tableware
Museum and met unit personnel.
“The issues and demands raised
were formally recorded and will
be followed up,” he said, stressing
an ethics-centered approach to
human resource management.

The unit’s mission, he added, in-
cluded boosting staffing capacity,
meeting organizational needs
and addressing the human, psy-

chological and family concerns of
its forces.

He announced a comprehensive
program to reinforce the unit’s
structure, improve livelihoods
and enhance logistical capabilities
nationwide.

“Hills, monuments, museums and
historical sites are the identity
card and historical memory of the
Iranian nation,” Salehi-Amiri said.
“Iran without cultural heritage
would be stripped of its historical

and identity links.”

Protection Unit commander Ayat
Ahmadi presented an operational
assessment and outlined priority
needs. Salehi-Amiri said all items
were reviewed under a “prob-
lem-oriented, program-driven
and results-focused” approach,
with directives issued for imple-
mentation.

Key areas discussed included
strengthening logistical infra-
structure, supplying specialized

equipment, improving welfare
conditions, expanding human
resources and upgrading opera-
tional capacity.

Officials also addressed recruit-
ment, securing conscript allo-
cations from the armed forces
general staff, and bolstering the
unit’s vehicle and motorcycle
fleet to improve monitoring and
protection of historical buildings
and archaeological sites across
the country.



