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‘Philip French’s study Westerns must be the definitive so far on that endlessly productive cinema genre.’
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‘Mr French has done a dazzling job on a cinematic genre I find antipathetic and outmoded… a generally brilliant and enterprising series of shots at rehabilitating and respectabilising the Western.’


John Coleman, New Statesman




 





‘A book about themes and trends, devoted, full of faith in the genre, full of faith in the continuing value of the Western. A newcomer to horse opera might think he compression too great for comfort. The addict will enjoy every page. Anyway I did.’


Dilys Powell, The Sunday Times




 





‘His informal tour of the West actually succeeds not only in redefining for us the general topography of the genre but in pointing out a number of interesting landmarks we hadn’t noticed before… it provokes the reader to think through or expand for himself on arguments tossed succinctly into the air by the author’.


Nigel Andrews, Financial Times




 





‘…an entertaining book, written with his customary wit and erudition… He wears his learning lightly and isn’t afraid to bring politics and history relevantly in. It is a pleasure to read an expert film book which doesn’t seem to have been written by a man who thinks the world stops when the house lights go on again.’


Gavin Millar, The Listener
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I think nowadays, while literary men seem to have neglected their epic duties, the epic has been saved for us, strangely enough, by the westerns … has been saved for the world by of all places, Hollywood.


Jorge Luis Borges, The Paris Review, 1967




 





One of the most vapid and infantile forms of art ever conceived by the brain of a Hollywood movie producer.


Dwight Macdonald, The Miscellany, 1929




 





The XXth Congress had taken place, but there wasn’t a line about the speech. It wasn’t in any of the papers either, and by and by I realised that it had not been meant for us. Well: there were newspapers on sale two hundred yards beyond the border, next to wooden booths with all the rubber bands in the world, and tomatoes, and Hollywoood westerns that don’t exist on our side either; the text of the speech was still around.


Uwe Johnson, Speculations About Jakob, 1959




 





The western remains, I suppose, America’s distinctive contribution to the film.


Arthur Schlesinger Jr., Show, April 1963




 





What recent films have you found particularly stimulating?




 





‘The Searchers, Moby Dick, The Red Balloon – and almost every film in which the heroes are white, the villains red and the United States cavalry gets there in time.’


The Rt. Hon. Peter Rawlinson, MP, replying to a questionnaire


in Sight and Sound, 1957




 





Other people, so I have read, treasure memorable moments in their lives: the time one climbed the Parthenon at sunrise, the summer night one met a lonely girl in Central Park and achieved with her a sweet and natural relationship, as they say in books. I too once met a girl in Central Park, but it is not much to remember. What I remember is the time John Wayne killed three men with a carbine as he was falling to the dusty street in Stagecoach, and the time the kitten found Orson Welles in the doorway in The Third Man.


Walker Percy, The Movie-goer, 1961
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Preface





This book first appeared at the end of 1973. I was in my late thirties when I finished writing it, and there was a mere handful of studies of the western around at the time, most of them in French. Now there are a couple of rows of books as well as chapters in the numerous works on cinematic genres designed for use in schools and universities. Re-reading Westerns right through for the first time in over a quarter of a century at the age of 70 seems to confirm the old adage that the child is father to the man. It now seems like the work of someone from an earlier generation with whom I recognise some shared tastes and affinities. Inasmuch as the book is still of some value – which I think it is – then part of that worth resides in the fact that it belongs to and reflects a particular time and historical situation. That time, and I refer to it occasionally, was from 1963, when I began thinking of the western for an essay I never completed, to early 1977 when the revised edition was published. This was the period generally described now as the 60s but actually covering sixteen years, from the abbreviated presidency of Jack Kennedy to the election of Jimmy Carter. It was a violent, tempestuous era that encompassed the assassinations of Jack Kennedy, his brother Bobby and Martin Luther King; the Vietnam War; the rise of the counterculture; the destruction of Lyndon Johnson; the Watergate scandal and the disgrace of President Nixon, his Vice-President Spiro Agnew and many of their political associates. It was a time of political unrest and social divisiveness that seemed to threaten the future of the Republic.


I began the 1960s as an unreserved admirer of Jack Kennedy, and though reservations set in with the Bay of Pigs disaster, I wept at the news of his death and like most members of my generation I can remember with extraordinary clarity what I was doing that terrible day in Dallas. I respected Lyndon Johnson and was persuaded that he would rise to the challenges he faced domestically and internationally. As a result I supported him (producing several BBC radio talks that made out the case for his potential as a statesman), and until early in 1965 I thought, as a liberal anti-Communist, that his prosecution of the war in Vietnam was both wise and just. In the spring of that year doubts arose and well before the end of 1965 I was a firm opponent of the war. My allegiances switched from the Washington political establishment to the radical opposition among American students that had begun on the University of California’s Berkeley campus. This new and hopeful attitude seemed to be bringing together the dormant postwar demands for social change re-awakened by Kennedy, the Civil Rights Movement, the opposition to what Dwight Eisenhower in one of his last presidential speeches had named, and cautioned against, as ‘the military-industrial complex’, and a crudely confrontational approach to the Cold War. In the autumn of that year I spent five weeks in America on a BBC assignment – in New York, California and Texas – and, at a time when small-talk was in abeyance, found people talking of nothing but politics and social change.


My feelings about the United States became extremely confused and I worked on this book for a couple of years thinking I wasn’t getting anywhere, unable to pin things down. Eventually in order to fulfil an obligation to The Times on which I was about to renege, I offered the chapter on politics and the western, which only existed in draft form. It was published in 1971 as a ‘work in progress’ in The Times and attracted some attention. In the following week the head of the Department of Comparative Studies at the University of Texas, Don Weissman, phoned me from Italy where he was enjoying a sabbatical, and invited me to be a visiting professor at Austin the next year (coals to Newcastle, steers to Texas). Two days later the editor of Art in America, Brian Doherty, who had also read the piece, asked me to write an article on the Indian in the western for a special edition of his magazine on the culture of what we now call Native Americans. I suddenly realised that what I was engaged in was of interest on both sides of the Atlantic and that in writing about the western I was clarifying my life-long feelings about the United States.


For these reasons Westerns seems located in its time, and I’ve decided to change nothing in the original text of 1973 or in the Afterword that accompanied the revised edition in 1977. In a long, appreciative and appreciated review of the augmented version in Sydvenska Dagbladet, the paper’s witty critic observed that if every three years I added the same amount of new material, by the turn-of-the-century a 170-page monograph would have swelled to 420 pages. However in the years immediately following his piece there did not seem to be an urgent need for major additions, and indeed there was a widespread feeling that the box-office calamity and critical failure of Heaven’s Gate in 1980 had dealt the genre the coup de grâce and dispatched it to Boot Hill for good. This has happily not proved to be the case, and the further reflections I’ve added as Westerns Revisited deal with some trends, changes and developments that continue into the new century.


The circumstances in which movies were seen and experienced have changed radically since I wrote Westerns, a matter I touch on in the penultimate paragraph of my 1973 text, though I had no idea just how profound this change would be. There were no VHS cassettes then or DVDs (I now get more than a dozen review copies a week, and several times these past couple of years I’ve received ten westerns in a single package). There was no colour television until 1970 and then only on BBC2 (I couldn’t afford a colour set until 1978), relatively few movies on TV, and only one person of my acquaintance owned a 16mm projector. Until 1970 the National Film Theatre had a single auditorium, and it was extremely rare for westerns to be shown there. Except for some private screenings laid on for me by the British Film Institute in their small viewing theatre (most of which I attended with Jim Kitses, then working for the BFI and like me writing a book for the BFI’s ‘Cinema One’ series), I saw the movies I wrote about in cinemas. At that time westerns were largely to be found in independent suburban movie houses that specialised in revivals or more recent movies that had either completed their major commercial distribution or been rejected by the major circuits. These places, often out of the way, insalubrious and poorly maintained, had three changes of programme a week (on Sunday, Monday and Thursday) and showed films in continuous performances, the general practice in those days at most cinemas except for the occasional blockbusters that were given separate, bookable screenings. This led to a more casual form of movie going and to the now historic expression ‘this is where we came in’. At these small movie houses (and indeed in suburban cinemas generally) movies of average duration were customarily shown in double-bills. The western was most often found on the lower half, and the prints were frequently in indifferent or bad condition. It was necessary to take a close look each week at the guide What’s On? in order to catch a rare Budd Boetticher film that might be showing just on Sunday at the Essoldo, East India Dock Road, or an Anthony Mann film at the Tolmer off the Euston Road near Warren Street Station, which sadly closed in 1972 when still charging half-a-crown (i.e. 12½ new pence) for the best seats. The continuous performances meant that students could see a film twice in a day and the cheapness allowed them to make several visits.


But a movie could disappear for years or for good. For instance, I was driving out of Santa Fe one morning in 1972 and passed a cinema showing a Monte Hellman double bill of The Shooting and Ride in the Whirlwind. The former had finally been shown in Britain in 1971, but the latter never got into cinemas here, and nearly a decade passed before I got to see it. All we had to rely on then were our memories and a few notes made in the dark (which often excited the suspicions of other patrons in the way their forebears distrusted Professor Henry Higgins as a police spy). Memory, of course, could play strange tricks and movies shown and re-shown in the mind could grow and take on enlarged and distorted forms. Or, in the case of westerns, merge into one gigantic frontier picture. In writing the additional material for this new edition I did not have to walk down memory lane in retrieval mode. I just went into the room I have put aside for the thousands of VHS and DVD versions of movies that have accumulated these past twenty-odd years. It’s sad really. Mr Memory in Hitchcock’s The 39 Steps wouldn’t have to die now for the vital information stored in his mind. It would have been sent abroad by email. Incidentally, I’ve mentioned Hitchcock only once in this book, for his visit to the West in Saboteur, where in crossing the continent the innocent fugitive played by Robert Cummings visits a ghost town. I should of course have mentioned his later excursion into the West in North by Northwest (1959) featuring Cary Grant’s cliff-hanging scene in South Dakota, as well as the fact that Hitchcock’s next movie, Psycho (1960), opens in Arizona, and that the Master’s signature appearance has him wearing a Stetson in the streets of Phoenix.


Philip French 2005
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Westerns (1973; 1977)


(1973; 1977)

























Introduction (1973)





This ruminative monograph is neither another defence of the western nor a further attack upon it. My aim, I suppose, is to share with the sympathetic reader some of the reflections on the genre that I’ve had after thirty-odd years of moviegoing. The brevity demanded by the format of the ‘Cinema One’ series, and my resolve to concentrate upon areas where I feel I have something moderately original to say, have resulted in some fields of possible inquiry being ignored.


My concern here is entirely with American theatrical westerns, mostly those made since 1950. The explanation for this decision is simple. First, I dislike TV horse operas (though a deal of what I say about screen westerns applies to them too). Westerns need a large screen and are best enjoyed in the company of a thoughtful and occasionally noisy audience. Secondly, I cannot abide European westerns, whether German, Italian or British, and I don’t much like American westerns filmed in Spain.1 Thirdly, while many of my favourite pictures were made before the coming of sound, I have never cared for silent westerns. Cowboy pictures need the pounding of hooves, the crack of Winchesters, the hiss of arrows, the stylised, laconic dialogue (which looks so terrible on paper, but is in fact the only consistently satisfactory period speech that the movies – or for that matter contemporary dramatic literature – have found), and the music, which if rightly used can give a picture the quality of a folk song. There are anyway several books – Fenin and Everson’s, Charles Ford’s, Jean-Louis Rieupeyrout’s – which trace the genre’s history from the turn of the century to the 1960s, and combine with it a quantity of frontier history (in the case of Rieupeyrout’s book, a great deal).


Partly through ignorance, partly through inclination, I do not belong to any particular school of criticism. Those versed in psychoanalysis could have, indeed have had, a field day with the western, but in considering the central significance of, say, gunplay, I am reminded of Freud’s comment that ‘sometimes a cigar is just a cigar’. There is, I am sure, a consistent Marxist interpretation of the western, and I am aware that a good many structuralists currently find it fruitful to operate at a point where the apparatus of Lévi-Strauss and company of Paris impinges upon the apparel of Levi Strauss and Co. of San Francisco. Readers will find little reflection of this here, nor will they be regaled with a Leavisian Great Tradition of the horse opera. My approach is largely a social, aesthetic and moral one.


For reasons of space, because I am dealing with general tendencies and characteristics of the genre, and as there already exist numerous studies in French and English of single movies and the leading filmmakers’ oevres, there are no detailed discussions here of individual pictures and directors. Moreover, some indifferent films may seem to have been mentioned or given disproportionate attention when far superior ones are ignored or scarcely touched on. So to indicate where I stand, let me say that I think the best western ever made is the 1939 version of Stagecoach; that my favourite directors in the genre are John Ford (whose best movies perhaps are non-westerns) and Anthony Mann (none of whose works outside the genre is particularly distinguished); and that, to show the catholicity and orthodoxy of my taste, my favourite twenty postwar westerns (limiting myself to a single film per director) are, in chronological order: Howard Hawks’ Red River (1948), John Ford’s Wagonmaster (1950), Fred Zinnemann’s High Noon (1952), George Stevens’ Shane (1953), Robert Aldrich’s Vera Cruz (1954), Charles Haas’ Star in the Dust (1956), Samuel Fuller’s Run of the Arrow (1956), Delmer Daves’ 3.10 to Yuma (1957), Anthony Mann’s Man of the West (1958), John Sturges’ The Law and Jake Wade (1958), Arthur Penn’s The Left Handed Gun (1958), Budd Boetticher’s Ride Lonesome (1959), Don Siegel’s Flaming Star (1960), Marlon Brando’s One-Eyed Jacks (1961), Sam Peckinpah’s Guns in the Afternoon (1962), Gordon Douglas’ Rio Conchos (1964), Henry Hathaway’s The Sons of Katie Elder (1965), Martin Ritt’s Hombre (1966), Robert Mulligan’s The Stalking Moon (1968) and William Fraker’s Monte Walsh (1970).






1 There’s a body of opinion which would argue that this disqualifies me as a true student of the genre. So be it. In fairness, therefore, I should direct the reader to the August 1970 double issue of Cinema (nos 6 and 7) which contains a concordance of the Italian western by Mike Wallington and a study of the Italian western by Chris Frayling. The July 1971 issue of Films and Filming has an article by David Austen on Continental westerns and a filmography of 155 of them, which to me reads like a brochure for a season in hell.

























1 Politics, etc. and the Western





Hardly anyone alive can remember a time when there weren’t western movies. One of those who could was G.M. ‘Broncho Billy’ Anderson, star of Edwin S. Porter’s The Great Train Robbery in 1903, and founder (with George Spoor) of Porter’s Essanay Company, pre-World War I specialists in cowboy pictures, and he died early in 1971 at the age of 88. Despite the temporary competition of gangster films, science fiction and spy movies, the western continues to thrive, the subject of abuse, sometimes justified, sometimes not, but increasingly a matter for serious critical attention, some of it useful, some of it exceedingly heavy-handed.


There are two things that every schoolboy knows about the genre. First, that the western is a commercial formula with rules as fixed and immutable as the Kabuki Theatre. Second, that the events depicted have little to do with the real nineteenth-century American frontier life, that the rituals are enacted in a timeless world where it is always high noon in some dusty cow town west of St. Louis. Rather like, in fact, the Never Land of Barrie’s Peter Pan, populated by children who refuse to grow up, fugitives from the urban nursery, marauding Indians and menacing bands of pirates.


Like most things that schoolboys so confidently know, neither of these simple contentions is wholly true, and there is general agreement that for better or worse the western has changed significantly since World War II, becoming more varied, complex and self-conscious. We now have little difficulty in identifying the reasons for this change. There was the House Un-American Activities Committee’s investigation of Hollywood in the 40s and 50s, which caused the film industry to lose its nerve and look for safe subjects or a framework in which controversial issues could be handled in less obviously contentious fashion. There were the two generations that had passed since the official closing of the frontier by the US Census Bureau, two generations reared on cowboy pictures. Television gradually siphoned off the routine B-feature western, compelling the makers of movies for theatrical distribution to innovate. The introduction of wide screen formats in the early 1950s immediately benefited the western movies while initially posing problems for other subjects. The increasing availability of better, cheaper colour processes also favoured the western. Then there was the steady decline of censorship until, with the replacement of the Hollywood production code by a series of guidelines in 1968, it virtually ceased to exist. All these factors have played their part.


In 1946, C.A. Lejeune in The Observer took the producers of The Virginian to task for attempting a more sophisticated approach to the genre: ‘It is the greatest mistake to suppose that people want novelty in their cowboy pictures.’ By 1950, Dilys Powell in the Sunday Times was able to write, with mild disapproval, of The Gunfighter as being made ‘in the current intellectual, Western style’.


Of course there had been westerns before which had dealt in a serious, responsible and often fairly complex way with adult themes, tragic situations and important aspects of the frontier experience. These films were exceptional, however, and regarded as such, and very few of them can be viewed today without a good deal of indulgence. What I am talking about here is a major transformation which took place over a relatively short period, and which, in my view, revitalised the genre and opened up new possibilities which might be described as boundless were it not that one recognises certain inherent limitations in the form.


In retrospect we can see those post-war years, which gave us John Ford’s My Darling Clementine (1946) and his so-called cavalry trilogy (Fort Apache, She Wore a Yellow Ribbon, Rio Grande), King Vidor’s Duel in the Sun (1946) and Howard Hawks’ Red River (1948), as leading to the watershed year of 1950 when, in a mere four months, Hollywood released Delmer Daves’ first western, Broken Arrow, Anthony Mann’s first two cowboy movies, Devil’s Doorway and Winchester’73, Ford’s thoughtful Wagonmaster and Henry King’s The Gunfighter. One French critic has even referred to 1950 as being ‘a little like the 1789 of the genre’s history’. Shortly after, there came a stream of new-style westerns, including the two immediately acclaimed instant ‘classics’; Fred Zinnemann’s High Noon (1952) and George Stevens’ Shane (1953), both by distinguished directors who were new to the genre and never returned to it.


In 1949 there was only a single important box-office star whose name was associated principally with the western and that was John Wayne, and only a single major director, John Ford, and he had only directed five westerns in the sound era, four of them starring Wayne. Up to the early 1950s there were separate industry polls for the ‘Top Ten Box Office Stars’ and the ‘Top Ten Western Stars’ (the latter reserved for low-budget performers), as if they were different sides of the business. All this was to change. Westerns began to attract the best acting talent, the most skilled writers and accomplished directors, not just for occasional forays but regularly and with decreasing condescension. Critical attitudes, however, did not change overnight. Individual westerns marked by a manifest seriousness or an obvious contempt for the routine were admired or attacked less on their merits than according to the critics’ view of what a western should be. Meanwhile, in the English-speaking world at least, the two most notable bodies of work from the 1950s – the westerns of Anthony Mann and Budd Boetticher – went almost unnoticed, to be resurrected in the 1960s after Mann had turned his attention to epics and Boetticher had retired to Mexico to make a documentary about bullfighting.


The sense of unease in the presence of the western that still existed in the 1950s is well caught by Truman Capote in his New Yorker profile of Marlon Brando. Capote visited Brando in Kyoto, where he was filming Sayonara. Discussing his future the star observed:




Movies do have a great potential. You can say important things to a lot of people. I want to make pictures that explore the themes current in the world today. That’s why I’ve started my own independent company.





Capote asked about the company’s first picture, on the script of which Brando was then labouring.




And did A Burst of Vermilion satisfy him as a basis for the kind of lofty aims he proposed?


He mumbled something. Then he mumbled something else. Asked to speak more clearly, he said ‘It’s a Western.’


He was unable to restrain a smile, which expanded into laughter. He rolled on the floor and roared. ‘Christ, the only thing is, will I ever be able to look my friends in the face again.’ Sobering somewhat, he said, ‘Seriously, though, the first picture has to make money. Otherwise there won’t be another, I’m nearly broke…





A little later Brando returned to the subject.




‘But seriously though,’ said Brando, now excessively sober, ‘Burst isn’t just cowboys-and-Indians stuff. It’s about this Mexican boy – hatred and discrimination. What happens to a community when these things exist.’2





A Burst of Vermilion eventually reached the screen some five years later as One-Eyed Jacks, directed by Brando himself when Stanley Kubrick departed after a couple of days’ shooting. The film was no laughing matter, and Brando has less reason to be ashamed of it than he has for many of his pictures since On the Waterfront.


In 1961, One-Eyed Jacks accorded with a new pattern which had developed in the western. Some brooding, over-indulgent sequences, a strong undertone of masochism – these could be, and were, attributed to Brando’s direction. But in viewing this study of the relationship between two former friends – one who retained his integrity as an outlaw, the other who revealed his weakness and hypocrisy through taking a job as lawman in a settled community – no one thought the elaborately detailed characterisation, the carefully worked out symbolism of cards and bullets, the loving creation of mood and the situating of people in the landscape, the atmosphere of dark pessimism and the suggestion of homosexuality, particularly new or remarkable. And anyway the film’s considerable length was punctuated by set-pieces – a bank robbery, two jail breaks and several gunfights – which were exemplarily staged enactments of familiar events.


Clearly a certain innocence had been lost: the children had got hold of Dr Spock and the nursery would never be the same again. A Catch-22 situation developed in which the charge of fausse naïveté could be brought against those who attempted to recapture a lost simplicity, while the too knowing or ambitious would be accused – not always unjustly – of being pretentious, decadent over-reachers. Nevertheless, moviegoers and filmmakers alike have continued to carry in their minds a firm notion of the archetypal western where everything goes according to a series of happily anticipated moral and dramatic conventions – or clichés. Perhaps there was a time when this was so, though it is certainly no longer true. What created this feeling (and has sustained it) is the way in which westerns good, bad and indifferent have always tended to coalesce in the memory into one vast, repetitious movie with a succession of muddled brawls in bar-rooms, tense and inscrutable poker games in smoky saloons, gunfights in empty streets, showdowns among the rocks with whining bullets, cavalry pursuits and Indian ambushes, mysterious strangers riding into town in search of vengeance or redemption, knights errant galloping to the relief of the oppressed. This simple image of the ‘traditional western’ provides the moviemaker with a model upon which to ring variations and the audience with a yardstick by which to judge the latest product.


The late Frank Gruber, a prolific author of western screenplays and novels, is responsible for the widely quoted dictum that there are only seven basic westerns: the railway story, the ranch story, the cattle empire story (which is the ranch story epically rendered), the revenge story, the cavalry versus Indians story, the outlaw story, and the marshal or ‘law and order’ story. While it is true that the vast majority of cowboy movies can be accommodated within these pigeonholes, Gruber’s Law would tell us little about the tone or character of any individual picture so deposited. For this reason a form of critical shorthand has grown up over the years which testifies to the problems writers have faced in indicating the kind of cowboy movie they are talking about. An incomplete list, which at least suggests some of the apparent variety within the genre, would include: epic western, sur-western (or super-western – a French coinage to describe large-scale works which betray the genre’s essential simplicity), adult western, satirical western, comedy western, chamber western, liberal western, sociological western, realistic western, anti-western, psychological western, allegorical western and, most recently, spaghetti western (seized on by TV commercial makers to sell spaghetti hoops) and paella western.


These are epithets to pin down the character of a movie. A further set of terms exists to locate, in time and space, action movies that resemble cowboy pictures but cannot strictly be regarded as westerns. At one end of the time scale there is the ‘pre-western’ which deals with the coonskin-capped frontiersman armed with a flintlock musket and travelling by foot in the late eighteenth-early nineteenth century, the Fenimore Cooper Leather-Stocking figure. At the end of the first half of The Alamo (1960), John Wayne as Davy Crockett abandons his coonskin cap and appears on the mission battlements wearing a black Stetson to join his fellow heroes in a monumental grouping and stare out stoically at Santa Anna’s Mexican force. The siege of the Alamo was in 1836, and marking as it does the death of two of the last legendary frontiersmen and the beginning of Texan independence from Mexico, we can regard this as a reasonable starting date for the genre, though in fact there are relatively few westerns with pre-Civil War settings.


At the other end of the time scale is the ‘modern western’ or ‘post-western’, set in the present-day West where lawmen, rodeo riders and Cadillac-driving ranchers are still in thrall to the frontier myth. Halfway between them is the Civil War movie, essentially the product of an established society: the Eastern terrain with its carefully cultivated land and lovingly tended hedgerows, its Southern plantations and a sun casting a more tolerant or seemingly benevolent light, creates an ambience, a psychological landscape quite alien to the western proper.


The best Civil War pictures have been modestly conceived productions situated in the margin of the conflict, usually directing us away from the more divisive central issues raised somewhat ambivalently in Michael Curtiz’s Santa Fe Trail (1940), which concludes with the hanging of John Brown, and most controversially by Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation. One thinks of Ford’s The Horse Soldiers (1959), Huston’s The Red Badge of Courage (1951), the Sanders Brothers’ Time Out of War (1954), Hugo Fregonese’s The Raid (1954; a superb little movie about a group of escaped Southern PoWs who infiltrate a Vermont town from Canada, which inspired John Arden’s Serjeant Musgrave’s Dance), and Anthony Mann’s The Tall Target (1951; a thriller concerning the frustration of a plot to assassinate Lincoln on a Washington-bound train on the eve of the war).


Several important westerns have the Civil War as a backdrop. A recurrent situation is the Western fort manned by misfits and commanded by martinets who can be spared from the war (The Last Frontier, Company of Cowards), or the conflict between Union soldiers and their Confederate prisoners in Western outposts (Two Flags West, Major Dundee, Escape from Fort Bravo, and most uncompromisingly The Long Ride Home, where unusually for this sub-species no possibility of reconciliation is suggested). Equally a great number of westerns, perhaps the majority, taking place in the unceasing ripples of the war’s aftermath, turn to the war as a source of character definition and motivation: Southerners drifting West to work as cowhands, ex-members of Colonel Charles Quantrill’s guerrilla band turning to civilian outlawry, wartime treacheries to be revenged (The Deadly Companions, Rio Lobo) and so on. Tensions in the West on the eve of the Civil War have attracted relatively few filmmakers, though ‘bleeding Kansas’ is dealt with gingerly in Santa Fe Trail and in Melvin Frank’s The Jayhawkers (a confused 1959 account of the Kansas insurrectionist movement).


Then there are the so-called ‘easterns’, Japanese or Russian movies which resemble horse operas, and what are sometimes called ‘para-westerns’ – tales of the Foreign Legion and medieval knights which are cowboy pictures in different garb – or stories set in Australia or South Africa which attempt to celebrate pioneer life there in a style clearly influenced by the American model.


The western is not merely a cinematic form, but relates to a much larger international set of attitudes and beliefs, ranging from the symbolic status conferred on ‘the West’ from the dawn of civilisation, through everyone’s ambivalent feelings about American culture, to the need for American politicians to define their public posture in relation to a national mythology. The notion that America was uniquely shaped by the frontier experience, though common currency for two centuries, was given its most eloquent and compelling form in the essays and speeches of the Wisconsin historian Frederick Jackson Turner, beginning with his celebrated 1893 address to the American Historical Association on ‘The Significance of the Frontier in American History’. The existence of an area of free land, its continual recession, and the advance of American settlement westward explain American development, Turner asserted. And he went on to claim:




The result is that to the frontier the American intellect owes its striking characteristics. The coarseness and strength combined with acuteness and inquisitiveness; that practical, inventive turn of mind, quick to find expedients; that masterful grasp of material things, lacking in the artistic but powerful to effect great ends; that restless nervous energy; that dominant individualism, working for good and for evil, and withal that buoyancy and exuberance which comes from freedom – these are traits of the frontier or traits that are called out elsewhere because of the existence of the frontier.3





In highly charged language of a kind that has continued to be part of the obligatory rhetoric of America’s politicians, though only rarely of her scholars, Turner put forward his heady thesis at the very time that the Western experience was coming to an end – three years after the Superintendent of the Census had announced that the frontier ‘can not any longer have a place in the census reports’, three years after the last desperate Indians – for whose fate Turner’s address evinced little regret – were massacred at Wounded Knee.


There is no theme you cannot examine in terms of the western, no situation which cannot be transposed to the West, whether it be the Trojan War turned into a Texas range conflict (Harry Brown’s novel The Stars in Their Courses, a pretentious work which has Philoctetes as Phil Tate, the ace gunslinger nursing an incurable wound down Mexico way, Odysseus as the rancher Oliver Swindon who heads out for the territory when the fighting is over, and so on) or King Lear as a prairie land baron (the late Anthony Mann’s final, unrealised project). An Italian company has made a frontier version of Hamlet (Johnny Amleto), and Delmer Daves’ Jubal (1956) appears to be based on Othello, with an Iago-like cowhand (Rod Steiger) arousing the jealousy of the ugly ranch boss (Ernest Borgnine) when the job of foreman goes to his younger rival (Glenn Ford).


The gangster movies Kiss of Death and The Asphalt Jungle become the cowboy pictures The Fiend that Walked the West and The Badlanders; the social melodrama House of Strangers (about a patriarchal Italian family in New York) becomes in Broken Lance a tale of a Texas rancher and his brood. Raoul Walsh’s Distant Drums (1951) bears a striking resemblance to his war movie Objective Burma (1944), with Seminole Indians standing in for Japanese, boats for planes; rather more remotely, the William Holden western vehicle Alvarez Kelly (1967) looks like an attempt to extract the salient dramatic and thematic qualities from Holden’s biggest success, The Bridge on the River Kwai, and relocate them in the American Civil War. A child could tell (and indeed a TV-watching child did tell me) that Kurt Neumann’s Cattle Drive (1951) is virtually a dry-land version of Kipling’s Captains Courageous, with Joel McCrea as a trail boss taming the spoilt upper-class brat Dean Stockwell, just as earlier Spencer Tracy’s Grand Banks fisherman had performed a similar service for Freddie Bartholomew. Akira Kurosawa’s two greatest international successes, Rashomon and The Seven Samurai, were both bought up by Hollywood as the bases for the westerns The Outrage (1964) and The Magnificent Seven (1960), while his later Yojimbo, which Kurosawa admits was influenced by High Noon and Shane, was plagiarised for the first spaghetti western to receive wide international distribution, Sergio Leone’s A Fistful of Dollars.


The western is a great grab-bag, a hungry cuckoo of a genre, a voracious bastard of a form, open equally to visionaries and opportunists, ready to seize anything that’s in the air from juvenile delinquency to ecology. Yet despite this, or in some ways because of it, one of the things the western is always about is America rewriting and reinterpreting her own past, however honestly or dishonestly it may be done. The inadequacy of the western is less my immediate concern here than its power or persuasiveness. Take any subject and drop it down west of the Mississippi, south of the 49th Parallel and north of the Rio Grande between 1840 and World War I, throw in a mandatory quantity of violent incidents, and you have not only a viable commercial product but a new and disarmingly fresh perspective on it. Such at least is the hope and intention.


Consequently I would like to propose a way of looking at the western over the past twenty years through a series of simple categories, which recognises the diverse factors working upon it. The system depends upon making connections between the style, tone and content of movies and the rhetoric, beliefs and public personae of four prominent politicians. So it might be useful to preface my thesis by pointing to the association between two American artists and a leading statesman which throws some light on this question.


They were three Ivy League friends: the Yale Art School drop-out Frederic Remington, the Harvard graduate Theodore Roosevelt and the other Harvard alumnus, Owen Wister. They were all well-born Easterners who went West in the late nineteenth century – Wister for his health and Roosevelt and Remington as ranchers, an activity at which both failed. Having tasted the painful reality of prairie life, they proceeded to help shape the visual, ideological and literary myth of the West that has come down to us. In doing so the trio can be regarded as having exerted an influence quite as powerful as the dime novels and stage melodramas from which the western movie sprang at the turn of the century. Because people took their words and images seriously.


As painter and sculptor, Remington became the most popular non-photographic recorder of the vanishing West as well as a notable illustrator and war correspondent; his work adorned Lyndon Johnson’s White House and he has influenced the visual style of numerous ‘realistic’ westerns of recent years – his paintings are used behind the credit titles of Richard Brooks’ The Last Hunt (1956), and whole sequences of The Culpepper Cattle Company (1972) and Monte Walsh (1970) look like animated Remingtons. The latter has credit titles based on paintings by another closely associated Western artist, Charles B. Russell.4 When Peter Bogdanovich5 asked John Ford ‘Which of your cavalry pictures are you most pleased with?’ the director replied:




I like She Wore a Yellow Ribbon. I tried to copy the Remington style there – you can’t copy him one hundred per cent – but at least I tried to get his colour and movement, and I think I succeeded partly.





The politician-adventurer Theodore Roosevelt was in the American tradition of the intellectual as a man-of-action. He wrote widely and romantically of life on the plains, produced a four-volume, White Anglo-Saxon Protestant interpretation of America’s continental expansion, The Winning of the West, became a military hero, President of the United States and played a significant part in taking American into World War I.


With The Virginian, Owen Wister, literary protégé of Henry James, rose above the dime novel fiction of the day and wrote what is, for all its shortcomings, the first major Western novel. It was illustrated by Remington in one edition, by Charles Russell in another, and dedicated to Roosevelt on first publication in 1902; in 1911 it was rededicated ‘to the greatest benefactor we people have known since Lincoln’, in a prefatory note which hits out at both Wall Street and the emerging trade unions.


The best-known phrase from The Virginian – now a western cliché but one which long preceded the coming of sound – is the hero’s tight-lipped, ‘When you call me that, smile.’ The fictional provenance of the phrase is less well known and worth noting. Early in the book, the Virginian is called a son-of-a-bitch (though Wister cannot bring himself to write the term) and takes it in good part as an affectionate remark by a friend. Later, during a poker game, the villainous Trampas uses the same words, but this time the Virginian, as becomes an eminent Victorian, is not amused. The naïve Eastern narrator observes:




Something had been added to my knowledge also. Once again I had heard applied to the Virginian that epithet that Steve so freely used. The same words, identical to the letter. But this time they had produced a pistol. ‘When you call me that, smile!’ So I perceived a new example of the letter that means nothing until the spirit gives it life.





My thesis turns on the names of four numinous figures who emerged in the early 1950s. The first pair are John F. Kennedy and Barry Goldwater, respectively the spokesmen for the New Frontier and the Old Frontier, who were both freshman senators in 1953. The second pair are Lyndon Johnson, who became Senate majority leader during President Eisenhower’s first term, and William Buckley, whose God and Man at Yale and McCarthy and his Enemies established him in the same period as the most articulate representative of the New Conservatism.


In the 1964 presidential election, America was faced with a choice between two self-conscious Westerners, both sons of pioneer families – Johnson from Texas and Goldwater from Arizona. One was a Democrat who originally entered politics in the populist tradition which his political grandfather and father adhered to (though his own career was to take him ever further away from this, with tragic results); the other is a right-wing Republican and proponent of rugged individualism. Campaigning for office, Johnson claimed that he would avoid the rash, violent courses of action which Goldwater’s foreign policy threatened. A sadly depopulated Texas township is named after one of Johnson’s forebears and a rather grand ranch carries his initials or brand; several Arizona department stores bear the anglicised name of Goldwater’s grandfather. The Easterners Kennedy and Buckley were both educated at Ivy League universities, came from rich Catholic families dominated by determined patriarchs, and gained an early reputation for style and wit; one was a liberal Democrat, the other is an extreme Conservative. Kennedy made his 1960 ticket secure by taking on LBJ as his vice-presidential running partner to get the Southern and Southwestern vote. Buckley once conducted an elegant losing campaign in 1965 for Mayor of New York against the progressive John Lindsay, and when asked what he would do if he were elected, answered quick as a flash, ‘I’d demand a recount.’


The principal stylistic features of a typical Kennedy western might be defined thus: the overall treatment would be taut and fast-driving; its rhetoric would be elegant, ironic, laced with wit; pictorially the images would be carefully composed, bringing out the harsh challenge of the landscape; its moral tone would be sharp and penetrating; its mood would be cool with an underlying note of the absurd or tragic sense of life; the past would be rendered in a moderately realistic fashion, almost without regret, just a token elegiacism. The overall style of the typical Goldwater western would be slack and expansive; its rhetoric would be sententious, broadly humorous, woolly; its visual surface would involve a casual acceptance of the landscape; the moral tone would be generous but ultimately unforgiving, riding on a knife-edge between cruelty and sentimentality; its mood would be warmly nostalgic.


The content of the Kennedy western would tend to feature the following ingredients: a slightly diffident hero, capable of change and development, with a rather unostentatious professionalism, though prone to a sense of anguished failure; there would be an accent on the need for community activity; minorities and aliens would be viewed sympathetically, compassionately; opposition would be expressed to the notion that man is essentially or necessarily violent; there would be an implication that one should look to the past for guidance towards the creation of a new and better condition in the future; the underlying argument would favour a wry optimism about the future development of society.


The content of the Goldwater western on the other hand, in its extreme form, would tend to reflect almost the opposite of these elements: the hero would be resolute, unswerving, rocklike in his own virtue and image of himself; emphasis would fall on individualism, self-help, the inevitability of inequality; it would see aggression as a natural aspect of man, and violence as unavoidable and perhaps to be enjoyed, certainly to be anticipated; a suspicious or somewhat patronising attitude would be shown to aliens and minorities; the general feeling would be that one should look to the past to find an ideal of behaviour and to discover how society should be organised; the underlying emphasis would support a guarded pessimism with an opposition to change unless it meant a possibility of moving back and regaining a golden age in the past.


The interplay between the Kennedy content and the Kennedy style produces the Kennedy western; similarly for the Goldwater western. However, if you treat the Kennedy content with the Goldwater style you get the Johnson western, and if you apply the Kennedy style to the Goldwater content you get the Buckley western. Inevitably, style transforms content and content modifies style, and this indeed is part of my argument; one corollary of which is that a filmmaker is more likely to swing between Goldwater and Johnson westerns or between Kennedy and Buckley movies than between the alternative pairings, despite the obvious ideological affinities.


Thus John Ford’s westerns since the late 1940s fall into the Goldwater or Johnson categories: The Searchers (1956) is clearly a Goldwater picture, while Two Rode Together (1961), which is virtually a reprise of the same subject (two men looking for pioneers captured by Indians), is probably a Johnson western, as more obviously is the later Cheyenne Autumn (1964). All of Anthony Mann’s films of the 1950s are Kennedy westerns (except for his final masterpiece, Man of the West, written by the liberal television playwright Reginald Rose: a real Buckley movie, whereas Mann’s Kennedy films were scripted by the ultra-right-wing Borden Chase). So are the films of Delmer Daves. But Budd Boetticher’s films, with their close stylistic affinities, are Buckley movies. A striking example of a McCarthy-period Buckley western would be Charles Marquis Warren’s Arrowhead of 1953.


On another level one would note that John Wayne’s The Alamo (1960) was a Goldwater western, which under the guise of saying ‘better Tex than Mex’ was actually affirming ‘better dead than Red’, with rhetorical material about the Republic of Texas (as opposed to American democracy) seemingly drawn from the Blue Book of the John Birch Society. But The Alamo was a Goldwater western at the time when the junior senator from Arizona was in the wilderness. In 1964, when Goldwater was shaping up as the Republican Party’s presidential candidate, Wayne came out with McClintock!, a carefully guarded defence of middle-American Goldwaterism. Setting aside the coonskin cap of Davy Crockett and the blood and steel of The Alamo, Wayne now appeared as a benevolent turn-of-the-century New Mexico cattle baron with the appropriate name of George Washington McClintock. He happily embraces hardworking poor whites, bureaucrat-harassed Indians, mid-Western university graduates and a Jewish storekeeper (numbered among his close friends and admirers, and clearly reminiscent to 1964 audiences of Goldwater’s grandfather, ‘Big Mike’ Goldwasser) as equal partners in the free-enterprise, self-help system. On the other side are the butts of the movie’s unconcealed animus and heavy-handed comedy – Eastern dilettantes, the unappreciative young (an Ivy League college boy even apologises to Wayne for calling him a reactionary!), government agents, do-gooders and everyone else who has since earned the alliterative animosity and sarcastic scorn of Spiro Agnew. This ‘silent majority’ western might be taken as an anticipation of the emergence of the former governor of Maryland on to the national scene in 1968 and into this scheme.


I worked out these loose categories in 1963. Since the death of John Kennedy they have become less clear-cut, though I believe they remain equally valid and more interesting. With the sympathy for Black Panthers at home and revolutionary movements abroad which has been growing on the left, and the support for the Vietnam war and ‘law’n’order’ on the right, America’s orientation towards violence has reverted to more primitive patterns, while at the same time political lines have become confused in the centre, sharper on the fringes.


One can see the blurring of the lines in the career of Sam Peckinpah, whose social ideas and political attitudes are both more complex and less clearly articulated than Wayne’s. Peckinpah made his name in 1962 with Guns in the Afternoon (as Ride the High Country was called in Britain), a Kennedy western in which a pair of ageing marshals realise that their world is coming to an end and prepare two youngsters for a transformed society. He ended the decade with The Wild Bunch (1969), a violent, apocalyptic movie which back in the early 1960s would have been an obvious Buckley western – in contrast to The Magnificent Seven (1960), where a less equivocal wild bunch intervene in the internal politics of Mexico almost as if they had anticipated the call of Kennedy’s inaugural address. The difference is analogous to that between two creations of John Kennedy – the Peace Corps and the Green Berets. Now one views The Wild Bunch as a new style, soured Kennedy western and a rather obvious and bitter allegory about Vietnam, and one observes that the bunch’s leader bears the name ‘Pike Bishop’, which may or may not be a conscious reference to that key figure of the American 60s, California’s late Bishop James Pike, humanist mystic and ecclesiastical drop-out.


Another late 1960s variant of the Kennedy western is Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid (1969), which enjoyed a popularity similar to that of The Magnificent Seven ten years earlier. With its cute, knowing style borrowed from fashion magazines, Sunday supplements and Pop Art, its cultivation of the insouciant, anti-social hero who goes off to fight his final battles in the Bolivian mountains after the manner of Che Guevara, Butch Cassidy is a prime example of what Tom Wolfe has called ‘radical chic’.


As an illustration of the way American life throws light on the western and the western illuminates American life, one could do no better than point to what ten years ago appeared to be the archetypal Kennedy and Goldwater westerns – the Kennedy High Noon (1952) and the Goldwater Rio Bravo (1959). The latter, expressly made by Howard Hawks as a riposte to Fred Zinnemann’s High Noon, features John Wayne as a sheriff doing precisely the opposite of what Gary Cooper did in the earlier picture: he never for a moment loses his cool or doubts himself; instead of going round soliciting aid from reluctant townsfolk, he actually turns down the offer of help from non-professionals. And as we know, Wayne was incensed by what he thought was a leftist plot to betray Cooper and was particularly offended by the parting shot of the Zinnemann picture when Cooper throws his badge of office in the dust. High Noon was carefully blue-printed before shooting and lasts an intense 84 minutes (roughly the time of the action); Rio Bravo was written as it went along and rambles on for around two and a half hours. Today, in the 1970s, these two pictures can be interpreted in a rather different fashion.


High Noon, initially an allegory about existential man standing alone in the McCarthy era (and scripted as his last Hollywood picture by a blacklist victim, Carl Foreman), now suggests an overcommitment to an abstract principle. Marshal Kane could have cleared out of town and escaped the four gunmen who were coming to get him when the noon train arrived. He had after all retired with all his previous obligations fulfilled. I still find High Noon moving, intelligent and gripping, but I am no longer able to accept it as the splendidly liberal statement which it seemed to so many of us in the 1950s; and I am less inclined to laugh at the interpretation made at that time by the Swedish critics who found in it a quite different ‘politisk-allegorisk dubbelmening’. Both Gunnar Oldin,6 in an analysis of Stanley Kramer’s early productions, and Harry Schein, in his essay The Olympian Cowboy, read High Noon as an allegory about American foreign policy and the Korean War. The marshal (America) had wanted peace after clearing up the town five years before (i.e. World War II), and reluctantly must buckle on his gunbelt again in the face of new aggression (the Korean War), and eventually his pacifist wife (American isolationists) must see where her true duty lies and support him. ‘The sum total,’ wrote Schein, ‘seems to be that of course pacifism can be a good thing but that war in certain given circumstances may be both moral and inevitable.’ Given this interpretation, John Wayne might well have leapt at the opportunity to make a contemporary Vietnam version of High Noon which would reflect Julie Nixon Eisenhower’s claim during the 1972 presidential campaign that she would be ‘willing to die for the Thieu regime’.


Compared with the earlier picture, Rio Bravo, in which Wayne actually has a prisoner in the jailhouse to hold for a mere couple of days – an expressly limited commitment, essentially defensive in character – seems to rest on a more solid foundation. There is of course a totally different tone to each of these films which – and this is my point – makes it necessary to consult the prevailing political climate at the time they were made to reveal their conscious meanings. However, the in-built ironies and contradictions of the Kennedy western and of John Kennedy’s political postures are to be found in High Noon. In a highly diverting documentary play called John Ford’s Cuban Missile Crisis which Albert Hunt and his students at the Bradford College of Art produced a couple of years ago, the 1962 Kennedy–Khruschev confrontation over Cuba was presented as a western directed by John Ford in which the American president was seen as a Henry Fonda figure, talking like a dove and acting like a hawk.


Further thought perhaps must be given to Richard Nixon’s position in this framework. For as we know, that impressionable moviegoer saw Patton the night before he sanctioned the invasion of Cambodia and had a private screening of John Wayne in Chisum the evening before addressing the American Bar Association conference in Denver, when he coyly expatiated on the perennial appeal of the western (‘This may be a square observation, [but] the good guys come out ahead and the bad guys lose’) and embarrassingly prejudged the then sub judice Manson trial. At the 1972 Republican Party Convention at Miami, John Wayne returned the compliment by presenting a series of film clips from the President’s career, while James Stewart did the same for Mrs Nixon.7


Nixon’s interest in the genre is oddly enough paralleled by Joseph Stalin’s as vouchsafed to us in Kruschev Remembers, where we read that for film shows at the Kremlin, Stalin




used to select the movies himself. The films were usually what you might call captured trophies: we got them from the West. Many of them were American pictures. He liked cowboy movies especially. He used to curse them and give them the proper ideological evaluation but then immediately order new ones.8





Cursing horse operas, giving them the proper ideological evaluation and then immediately ordering new ones – Stalin sounds like the universal western fan and critic. What a pity it was that this highly critical student of the genre never got an opportunity to see Storm in the West.9 This was an interpretation of the events leading up to World War II written by Sinclair Lewis and Dore Schary in 1943 in the form of an allegorical, didactic western. Stalin figured in it as Joel Slavin, a Civil War veteran from Georgia (where else?) who takes over ‘the old Nicholas place’ and later joins Ulysses Saunders (America) and Walter Chancel (Churchill) in a popular front against the outlaws Hygatt, Gribble, Gerrett and Mullison, whose iniquities have included gunning down Chuck Slattery (Czechoslovakia). Fred Zinnemann was among the directors considered for the weighty undertaking, but the script was rejected by the reigning MGM moguls as being ‘too political’. One of their objections was to a close-up of a hammer and sickle hanging on the back of Joel Slavin’s covered wagon.


Dore Schary attached such importance to Storm in the West that he resigned from MGM when the project was aborted. Sinclair Lewis on the other hand, as his biographer Mark Schorer has suggested, was intrigued but rather less than totally committed. ‘I still can’t take the movies seriously,’ he wrote to a friend. Yet in the mid-1930s Lewis had written an unsuccessful play with a Western theme, Jayhawker (the first major professional production to be directed by Joseph Losey), in which the activities of the then threatening ‘native fascism’ of Louisiana’s Governor Huey Long were rendered in allegorical form as a drama about the Kansas insurrectionist movement. At the very least Lewis was engaged by the virtuoso aspects of the film – the resonant names, the sharp parallels of plot, and so on. Oddly enough – or perhaps not so oddly – George Orwell was working on a quite different kind of allegory on the same subject which also led to publication problems. Orwell’s embattled, over-explicit preface to Animal Farm has only recently come to light and, had it accompanied his book, would clearly have changed our feelings about the novel and probably have limited its appeal and shortened its life. Schary wrote a reminder to himself aimed to keep the allegory on the tracks and the movie on the MGM conveyor belt:




The one big point behind the entire production must be the fact that no one connected with it should be concerned too much with the symbols that they stand for. They must be concerned with the people and the characters that have been created for them. The direction must be related to a western motion picture, not a picture of significance. The whole thing must be done so that when it is finished and shown, a person who had never heard of Hitler and the second world war could look at it and enjoy it for what it is.





It was as natural perhaps for Orwell to have gone to English rural life as it was for Schary to have resorted to the western for their allegorical exercises. Storm in the West was never made and so we are unable to judge its effectiveness; Animal Farm is now a classic work of allegorical satire that wholly transcends the immediate conditions that produced it. 


 In the terminology of William Empson, both Animal Farm and Storm in the West are ‘versions of Pastoral’, a traditional source of allegory. Orwell went on to a different form and produced the science fiction novel 1984. (So did Dore Schary with his appalling The Next Voice You Hear in 1949.) Science fiction and the western are at once complementary and antithetical forms. Both are concerned with teaching lessons to the present through a rewriting of the past or by extrapolations of current tendencies projected into the future. Science fiction, however, is able to create a new consciousness – its realm is that of ideas, of apocalypse – and can treat of population growth, mutants, time, galactic travel, theology, mental telepathy, etc. The western is earthbound and circumscribed; its province is the simpler traditional concerns of man, where moral problems are considered by locating them in a pared-down historical framework. The ultimate root of the western is man and the traditional concerns of character and community; science fiction at best involves the free play of intellect in a self-defining milieu where anything is possible and the terrain infinitely pliable.


Horace Gregory, in a masterly attack on the limitations and deceptions of the Western cult, concluded by suggesting that the western was doomed to give way to science fiction:




It is probable that the cowboy cult will dwindle in favour of another plastic, easily malleable symbol of American hopes, hilarities and fears, and within another decade the noise of jet-propelled space rockets on TV sets will drown out the explosions sounding from the guns of the roaring West.10





Gregory has been proved wrong, and so has the German seer Robert Junck, who at the same time claimed to have seen the moment when young American TV audiences abandoned the West and Hopalong Cassidy in favour of galactic exploration:




I saw the downfall of Hoppy and the rise of his rival foreshadowed on the evening I had to dine with my Boston hosts without the presence of Johnnie. To his father’s astonishment the hostess returned from the living room, from which emerged the sound of Hoppy’s gallop, not alone as we had expected, but accompanied by her offspring, a pale little boy who remarked by way of explanation: ‘That guy is beginning to bore me.’










A month later his father had bought him a space suit ($24.50), an antidote against cosmic rays (sweets at 60 cents) and a pair of anti-gravity shoes ($7.20).11





Such has not come to pass – maybe science fiction became science fact sooner than Gregory and Junck foresaw. Anyway, Marshall McLuhan in The Medium is the Massage chose to present a silhouette of a stagecoach in a driving mirror as a double-page spread to illustrate his contention:




The past went that-a-way. When faced with a totally new situation, we tend always to attach ourselves to the objects, to the flavor of the most recent past. We look at the present through a rear-view mirror. We march backwards into the future. Suburbia lives imaginatively in Bonanza-land.12





I have invoked Animal Farm not only because of the coincidence of its composition with that of Storm in the West, but also because it raises the whole question of allegory in our time. We don’t read Animal Farm to understand the nature of totalitarian politics; it isn’t an imaginative footnote that illuminates Orwell’s life and thought or his sizeable body of political writing, which is undeniably more complex and far-reaching than this 120-page book. Animal Farm exists in its own right, independent of its easily definable political provenance, in the way that all satire does from Aristophanes through Dean Swift. By analogy and with certain reservations, the same is true of westerns. Unlike the authors of Animal Farm and Gulliver’s Travels, however, the filmmaker is drawing on a body of established knowledge readily accessible to the audience – in the same way, though for different reasons, that playwrights in, say, German-occupied France of World War II resorted to themes from classical mythology, or Eastern European dramatists and movie directors have reworked historical subjects or used Aesopean language in handling ambiguous contemporary fables. An immediate judgement, often rendered between the lines rather than explicitly, might acknowledge the dangerousness and present value of the exercise, and this can be as true of Hollywood as of Hungary. But an enduring response and ultimate judgement will inevitably be based on less ephemeral criteria.


In proposing my categories of the Kennedy, Goldwater, Johnson and Buckley western, therefore, I am not attempting to establish any hierarchy of values but rather to suggest a link between contemporary pressures of various kinds and an existing body of material that is constantly subjected to them. In the long run – when, as Keynes observed, we are all dead – there are no prizes for daring or innovation. It depends of course on whether we are making aesthetic judgements or mining popular culture for its sociological value, the latter being a fascinating if rather dangerous enterprise. High Noon touched off a series of law’n’order westerns, and only the movie historian will be aware that it did so; and two of them, Star in the Dust and Rio Bravo, were clearly superior to the original. Likewise with Winchester ’73, the commercial success of which inspired a cycle of ‘weapon westerns’, Colt 45, Springfield Rifle, The Battle at Apache Pass, none of them equalling the original, and only a social historian bent on arguing from effect to cause would claim that they answered an existing public need. Indeed the ingenious and persuasive Lawrence Alloway has so argued, and in defining the subject matter of the cycle as being ‘not only about the power new weapons gave their owners, but about the social impact and consequences of new weapons’, suggests (if I understand him rightly) that these westerns expressed the prevailing ethos of the pre- and early Eisenhower years which focused on equality, on closing the gap in the Cold War arms race; and in the late 1950s, anticipating the advent of Kennedy, ‘interest shifted to operational lore and responsibility (Gunman’s Walk, The Tin Star, The Young Guns, Saddle the Wind): another cycle.’13


The most notable cycle at the time of writing is that inspired by Peckinpah’s The Wild Bunch (1969), a series of imitative and grossly inferior pictures including Don Medford’s The Hunting Party (1971), Daniel Mann’s The Revengers (1972), Michael Winner’s Chato’s Land (1971) and John Sturges’ Joe Kidd (1972), all of which focus upon a disparate band of utterly corrupt hunters accompanied (or led) by some fairly decent character who is increasingly sickened by his companions and the task in hand. These pursuers have the support, more or less, of society and the law; their quarries are outlaws but generally sympathetic ones, possessed of greater character and moral strength than their trackers. The immediate political and allegorical background to these ferociously brutal stories is almost certainly the conditions of the Vietnam war and the moral confusion that conflict has engendered. At a social level the movies are reflecting current concerns and anxieties; from a commercial point of view a profitable subject is being exploited that seems to go down well at the box-office; viewed aesthetically, the cycle offers a cumulative series of variations upon an established theme.


Westerns don’t appear to date like most movies, though I fancy I could see a 10-minute sequence of any cowboy picture and place it within a year of its production and probably – such is the enduring tradition of studio styles and laboratory processing – assign it to the right studio. The real judgements are aesthetic, and as a result even Marxists and structuralist critics finish up celebrating the westerns of Howard Hawks, John Ford and Samuel Fuller and rejecting (or denouncing) liberal westerns such as High Noon or William Wyler’s United Nations hymn to peaceful coexistence, The Big Country. This, I feel, is fair enough, though having lived through these years and being by inclination a social historian I necessarily view any movie both in its immediate context and sub specie aeternitatis.


This leads me on to three cardinal aspects of the western that I can only deal with briefly. First, the western is ill equipped to confront complex political ideas in a direct fashion. The genre belongs to the American populist tradition which sees all politics and politicians as corrupt and fraudulent – the political career of James Stewart in The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1961) is treated by Ford as pure burlesque (totally lacking the warmth he brought to corrupt Boston politics in The Last Hurrah); the local politicians in Don Siegel’s Death of a Gunfighter and Burt Kennedy’s The Good Guys and the Bad Guys are caricatures, fantasy figures denied any humanity. One has to admit that the genre apparently cannot accommodate the problems of on-going political life and the compromises it involves. The ‘Free Silver’ issue, for instance, was one of the major concerns of frontier history and the Populist Movement, but not surprisingly it is a hopelessly complex matter ignored by the western, except for Silver River (1947). Raoul Walsh’s film begins interestingly and in suitably symbolic fashion with Errol Flynn being disgraced for destroying the paper money cargo of a Union Army payroll wagon to prevent it from falling into Confederate hands on the last day of the Civil War, and then it sends him out West to become rather tediously involved in silver mining and the obscure politics of the gold and silver controversy.


Secondly, the western is an occasion for various kinds of virtuosity, a much disparaged quality at the present time which I am inclined to view as a disinterested, self-justifying enterprise. Admirers of Sergio Leone see his four westerns and one post-western (Giù la Testa, 1971) in this way, as a kind of opera; less indulgently, I recognise odd individual sequences which stage a gunfight or a cattle drive in an interesting manner, or certain movies such as Monte Hellman’s The Shooting which employ the conventions of the genre in a bizarre and individual way, as enlarging the vocabulary of the western. Nevertheless one must be cautious – virtuosity is not the same as creative imagination (Ford, for example, was continually extending his range while rarely indulging in obtrusive bravura sequences), and must be distinguished from gimmickry. Sterling Hayden as a Scandinavian seaman going down main street to meet his adversaries equipped with a lethal harpoon was a simple one-off, unrepeatable encounter in Joseph H. Lewis’s Terror in a Texas Town (1958). At a very different level, the final showdown in Hawks’s Red River, where no one was killed and a sort of reason prevailed, could not establish a new convention although it responded to the demands of a bien-pensant element of the audience; it was effective precisely because it worked against the true wishes of the spectators.


The form of virtuosity which has traditionally aroused the ire of many dedicated western fans has been what they consider the indulgent cultivation of the merely picturesque. In a 1964 review of Walsh’s A Distant Trumpet in The Observer, Kingsley Amis complained of the way in which directors, instead of getting on with the action, allowed the camera to linger on the texture of Indians’ head-dresses just as ten years before Robert Warshow had deplored the ‘unhappy preoccupation with style’ in Ford’s Stagecoach and the same ‘aestheticising tendency’ in My Darling Clementine, though he found the latter ‘a soft and beautiful movie’. Having been to Monument Valley, where Ford shot Clementine, I now appreciate that it is nothing like Tombstone and, more importantly, that there are no giant saguaro cacti in that part of Arizona. Consequently, in whatever scene this species of cactus figures as a component of an impressive composition, it must have been placed there by Ford and his designer. This is most striking at the opening party by the still uncompleted church, where Henry Fonda and Cathy Downs tentatively move towards each other across the floor and three saguaros stand in the background between them at the poignant moment when they look into each other’s eyes and then start to dance.


As I say elsewhere in this book, I am as happy to see a camera play over the seductive Western landscape as I am being regaled with the destruction of a saloon bar. The terrain and the décor are as worthy of detailed contemplation as the fortunes of those who inhabit and exhibit them. In the western the trompe l’oeil tradition of nineteenth-century American art is wedded to the landscape painting tradition. A striking case in point is the conclusion of Robert Parrish’s remarkable The Wonderful Country (1959), so beautifully photographed by Floyd Crosby. Scripted, appositely some might think, by Robert Ardrey, subsequently to be celebrated as the author of The Territorial Imperative, the film concerns the quest for a national identity of one Martin Brady (Robert Mitchum), a man troubled by the same problems of allegiance as his fellow Irish-Americans, O’Meara (Rod Steiger) in Fuller’s Run of the Arrow and Captain Benjamin Tyreen (Richard Harris) in Peckinpah’s Major Dundee.


When we first see Brady, he is almost a parody of a Mexican as he rides lethargically through a Texas border town clad in sombrero and poncho, oblivious to the dust-storm blowing around him, on the handsome black horse presented to him by his Mexican warlord employer and called, suitably, ‘Lacrimas’. After the complex events through which he moves in Texas and Mexico, he emerges at the end in an early morning mist on the southern bank of the Rio Grande. An assassin shoots his horse and in turn is killed by Mitchum. He gives the coup de grâce to his dying horse, then in long, lingering close-ups he places his poncho, sombrero and gun belt beside the dead Lacrimas and in a high angle long-shot walks down to the Rio Grande – to cross it and become an American. The sequence achieves the ritual effect of a church service in which the priest seems to be painfully unfrocking himself to take on a new role. This is self-consciously virtuoso filmmaking, of course (and one notes that director Robert Parrish served Ford, first as a teenage actor in The Informer, and later as an editor), but the virtuosity works to unite into a single compelling image the terrain, the highly charged décor and the movie’s central theme.


Thirdly, there is the problem of anachronism. Without being a humourless pedant or a stickler for historical verisimilitude, one must raise the question as to how far a filmmaker can disregard the known conditions of a period. That is to say the most worked-over period of history as far as popular art is concerned and a relatively brief period of time concerning which – through the activities of local archives, pioneer museums, diaries, oral history programmes and so on – we have a quite extraordinary, almost embarrassing accumulation of knowledge. The easy answer perhaps is that in the field of historical romance we have to regard the western as sui generis, that no laws can be laid down. On the one hand a filmmaker can attempt to produce a pristine work reflecting the genuine currents of pioneer life derived straight from the archives of a state historical institute; on the other hand he may, like Sergio Leone and his European confrères, produce variations on the conventions of an established movie genre without having any personal roots in the actual culture which produced it. One way or another, anachronisms will occur – the genre is itself a charming anachronism. Yet somewhere between the past and the present lies the disruptive point where the western no longer responds to our present needs or the too urgent demands made upon it, where the rituals and our understanding of them will destroy themselves. We do not appear to have reached that situation yet, but it would be foolhardy to believe that the genre is capable of such infinite renewal that such a time will not come.
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4 There is a stimulating article, ‘Painters of the Purple Sage’, by Harris Rosenstein in Art News (Summer, 1968) on the association of Remington, Wister and Roosevelt. Reviewing an exhibition of work by Remington and Russell called ‘How the West Was Won’, Rosenstein takes a fairly charitable view of the latter and a very scathing one of the former: ‘There is… about Remington, most especially in his deadpan skillfulness, and aura of depressive guilty knowledge, the sense of an inner life not bottled up but atrophied by involvements that looked real but never were. In a way, cinematic virtuosity in the Western owes something to Remington in that by such ultimately irrelevant commitments as he had, he managed to dehumanise and sterilise the iconography. What he does is to kill the man but leave the dapperness, and with dapper dummies we have the props for a ventriloqual act.’
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7 Since completing this book I am happy to discover that Eric Bentley has been thinking along similar lines. His Theatre of War (Eyre Methuen, London, 1973) contains an essay called ‘The Political Theatre of John Wayne’ in which he observes: ‘The most important American of our time is John Wayne. Granted that all good things come from California, Richard Nixon and Ronald Reagan are only camp followers of Wayne, supporting players in the biggest Western of them all, wagons hitched to Wayne’s star. In an age when the image is the principal thing, Wayne is the principal image, and if the soul of this image is machismo (a topic for another essay, a topic for a book, for the book of our time), its body is the body politic, and its name is Anti-Communism.’


8 Trans. Strobe Talbott (André Deutsch, London, 1971), p. 297.
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