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"I never dreamed that any mere physical experience could 
be so stimulating!"  - Katharine Hepburn as Rose Sayer 

 
Introducing The African Queen 
 
The African Queen is the tale of two companions with 
mismatched, "opposites attract" personalities who develop 
an implausible love affair as they travel together downriver in 
Africa around the start of World War I. This quixotic film by 
director John Huston, based on the 1935 novel of the same 
name by C. S. Forester, is one of the classics of Hollywood 
adventure filmmaking, with comedy and romance besides. It 
was the first color film for the two leads and for director 
Huston. 

 
 
The acting of the two principal actors - Humphrey Bogart and 
Katharine Hepburn - is some of the strongest ever registered 
on film, although this was their first and only pairing together. 
Bogart plays the smugly defiant Charlie Allnut, an unshaven, 
drinking and smoking captain of a cranky tramp steamer, 
while Hepburn’s Rose Sayer conjures a intrepid, strong-
willed, prissy and proper, but imperious and unorthodox 
WWI-era African missionary spinster. [This was 44 year-old 
Hepburn's first screen appearance as a spinster, and 
marked her transition to more mature roles for the rest of her 
career. At 52 years of age, Bogart was also past his prime 
as a handsome, hard-boiled detective.] John Mills, David 
Niven, and Bette Davis were, at one time, considered for the 
lead roles. 
 
During the course of many hardships and quarrels along a 
course filled with tropical dangers and 'evil' Germans in a 
warship, they develop a hard-earned love and respect for 
one another. The real prize and goal of their water journey 
down the Ulonga-Bora, other than the destruction of a 
German boat, is to overcome the various psychological 
obstacles that stand between them. 
 
Directed on location (on the Ruiki in the then Belgian Congo 
and the British protectorate of Uganda) by John Huston (it 
was his ninth feature film and fifth film with Bogart), the film 
was nominated for four Academy Awards - Best Actress 
(Katharine Hepburn), Best Screenplay (James Agee and 
John Huston), Best Director, and Best Actor (Humphrey 
Bogart). Bogart was the only one to win - the film's sole 
Oscar. In hindsight, Bogart's award (his sole career Oscar) 
was probably consolation for the oversight he experienced 
three years earlier when he wasn't even nominated for one 
of his best roles as Fred C. Dobbs in Huston's The Treasure 
of the Sierra Madre (1948). 

Article adapted from the Film Site’s article, The African Queen, accessed November 1, 2006 
http://www.filmsite.org/afri.html 

 
 

"Well I ain't sorry for you no more, ya crazy, psalm-singing, 
skinny old maid!"  - Humphrey Bogart as Charlie Allnut 

 



 
 

"By the authority vested in me by Kaiser William II, I pronounce you 
man and wife. Proceed with the execution." – Peter Bull 

 
Discussion Questions  
 
What is the central theme and moral of The African Queen?   
 
Did Rose have feelings for Charlie prior to their adventure? 
How do you reconcile the conflicting personalities of Rose 
and Charlie? If they are so different, why do they fall in love? 
 
What informs Charlie’s sense of duty to proceed with Rose’s 
suicide mission? How does this sense evolve into him finally 
stating, “I’m not one bit sorry I came”? 
 
How do you interpret the meaning behind Rose’s prayer 
pleading for understanding about not their weakness, but 
their love? 
 
If MacGyver were to fashion torpedoes of the same material, 
how would he have mounted them in the bow of the Queen, 
and what would he have done differently in manufacturing 
stable enough fuses in order to sink the Königin Luise? 
 

 
 
The Making of The African Queen 
 
"Nature," says Rose Sayer "is what we were put on earth to 
rise above." But the film crew kept most intimate company 
with nature for the long weeks on location in Africa, close by 
the black water of the Riuki in the rainy season. The cast 
endured blood flukes, crocodiles, huge army ants, wild 
boars, elephant stampedes, malaria and dysentery. 
Poisonous snakes in the outhouses and bugs in the food 
added even more character to the steaming inferno, and 
Hepburn reported lost over twenty pounds making the film. 
Sanitation was nonexistent, a particular horror for Hepburn, 
fastidious to a fault and a urologist’s daughter. 
 
Bogart and Huston took to consuming Homeric amounts of 
alcohol, as the jungle closed in about them. Bogart’s own 
self-reliance and confidence initially made him despise the 
chinless Charlie Allnut. But the weeks in the jungle worked a 
change on Bogart, as he sampled the destitute life of 
Charlie. As Huston said, "All at once he got under the skin of 
that wretched, sleazy, absurd, brave little man." 

 
Hepburn became angry with Huston and Bogart, and 
berated them for their endless practical jokes at her 
expense, including obscenities written in soap on her mirror. 
"She thought we were rascals, scamps, and rogues," said 
Huston, with a smile, many years later. Of course, she was 
right. "But eventually she saw through our antics and learned 
to trust us as friends." Hepburn developed a respect for 
Huston as a true ‘actor’s director,’ who gave her the key to 
Rose Sayer when he advised her to play the role like 
Eleanor Roosevelt. "That is the goddamnedest best piece of 
direction I have ever heard," wrote Hepburn, and their 
friendship was sealed. 
 
For Hepburn, the role of Rose, "the skinny, psalm-singing old 
maid" who discovers a reservoir of strength and very earthly 
affection for one completely unlike herself, was art imitating 
life, complete with tsetse fly bites and leech infestations. She 
came to regard the shoot as one of the great adventures of 
her life, immortalizing it in a 1987 book with the absolutely 
accurate title The Making of The African Queen or How I 
Went to Africa with Bogart, Bacall and Huston and Almost 
Lost My Mind. 

Article adapted from Kevin Hagopian’s Film Notes, accessed November 1, 2006 
http://www.albany.edu/writers-inst/fns98n10.html 

 

 
“I liked The African Queen.  What do I view next?” 
 

The Treasure of the Sierra Madre  (1948, John Huston) 
The Bridge on the River Kwai (1957, David Lean) 

Father Goose  (1964, Ralph Nelson) 
Apocalypse Now  (1979, Francis Ford Coppola) 

Hearts of Darkness  (1991, Fax Bahr) 
Fitzcarraldo  (1982, Werner Herzog) 

The Burden of Dreams  (1982, Les Blank) 
Romancing the Stone  (1984, Robert Zemeckis) 

The Mission  (1986, Roland Joffé) 
The Mosquito Coast  (1986, Peter Weir) 

White Hunter Black Heart  (1990, Clint Eastwood) 
Six Days Seven Nights  (1998, Ivan Reitman) 
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