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INTRODUCTION

“THERE WAS NEVER A MAN LIKE MY JOHNNY”

Near the end of François Truffaut’s Mississippi Mermaid (1969), a tormented romance wrapped in a crime narrative, the two protagonists Louis (Jean-Paul Belmondo) and Marion (Catherine Deneuve) exit a small movie theater in Lyon after seeing Nicholas Ray’s Johnny Guitar. The following exchange then occurs:

Marion: You were right. It was a very good film. It wasn’t just another Western.

Louis: No. It was a love story, with lots of feeling in it.

Marion: They’re both wonderful, aren’t they?

Louis: Great.

Nearly fifteen years earlier, shortly after its release in France, Truffaut had reviewed Johnny Guitar for the legendary film journal Cahiers du Cinéma, writing “Johnny Guitar is not really a Western, nor is it an ‘intellectual Western.’ It is a Western that is dream-like, magical, unreal to a degree, delirious.”1 Truffaut’s review was not entirely positive—he said it was “by no means its auteur’s best film” and called the editing “deplorable”—but his intertextual invocation of the film years later speaks to his continued obsession with Nicholas Ray’s oneiric Western.2 Truffaut was only one of the many European directors who wrote about and cited Johnny Guitar in their own work. Jean-Luc Godard—who peppered Pierrot le Fou (1965), La Chinoise (1967), and Weekend (1967) with references to the film—also wrote in Cahiers, “After seeing Johnny Guitar or Rebel Without a Cause, one cannot but feel that here is something which exists only in the cinema, which would be nothing in a novel, the stage or anywhere else, but which becomes fantastically beautiful on screen.”3

“Magical” and “fantastically beautiful” were not the terms used by American critics to describe Johnny Guitar, which was largely a critical failure upon its release in May 1954 and was called “a fiasco” and “ineptly pretentious” in American reviews.4 The film was a moderate commercial success, but the two biggest personalities involved, director Nicholas Ray and star Joan Crawford, wanted to forget the film as soon as possible, with Crawford calling the film’s title a “dirty word” a mere eight months after its release.5 In a book of interviews published in 1977, Crawford was asked about the film and said only, “I should have had my head examined. No excuse for a picture being this bad or for me making it.”6 Ray also sought to move on from the film and was initially puzzled that it had been taken up as a masterpiece by French critics upon its release there in 1955. Few films have had such an extreme contrasting critical evaluation, and over time it appears that the French film critics’ adoration of Johnny Guitar has won out, as the film now is not only appreciated for its considerable camp value but also touted as “one of the greatest westerns” in recent critical and promotional material.7 The longstanding contrasts and conflicts in the critical appraisal are very much a part of Johnny Guitar, in its chaotic style, in its tormented production history, in its clashing creative vision, and in its overlapping and contradictory thematic dimensions. Perhaps the film was ahead of its time—or somehow out of time—but a full consideration of the film’s dreamlike presence in the history of Western film is long overdue.

Johnny Guitar is, without a doubt, one of the strangest Westerns ever made, not to mention one of the strangest to emerge from the 1950s peak of the genre. It is a film that is both deeply embedded in the genre’s conventions and a film that seems to be at a kind of aesthetic war with those same conventions. The hallmarks of Western film—masculinity, realism, community—all come under attack in the film’s kaleidoscopic Trucolor narrative. To critics upon its initial release, the film was overburdened with psychoanalytic dimensions, something that had started to infiltrate prestige Westerns in the late 1940s, generating a group of films described as “psychological Westerns” or “adult Westerns.” In the ensuing years, the film, released at a peak of anti-communist hysteria in the United States, started to be interpreted as a parable of McCarthyist America, as it was filled with empty accusations and political hysteria taken to extremes. Following early efforts to characterize Johnny Guitar as feminist, the film has more recently been hailed as a pioneering queer Western, displaying a playful and transgressive approach to gender roles that was highlighted in the 1995 documentary The Celluloid Closet. Few Westerns—or genre films of any kind—can support such widely ranging and overlapping interpretations, but Johnny Guitar is as unique as Westerns come in that respect. This study will tackle these dimensions of the film and more, rooting the film in its generic traditions and demonstrating why a reviewer at The New Yorker called Johnny Guitar “the maddest Western you are likely to encounter this year.”8 Indeed, it may be the maddest Western ever made.
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Figure 1. A stranger arrives at Vienna’s in Johnny Guitar (1954).


A brief synopsis of the film’s plot reveals just how much the film owes to Western conventions. The film takes place over an eventful three days, from Friday afternoon through Sunday morning. In the opening sequence, an unknown rider enters the frame, passes by an explosion (signs of construction for a new railroad line) and witnesses from a great distance a stagecoach robbery; these two sensational elements set the scene and will define the story to come. Passing through a desert sandstorm, the rider arrives at a lone structure, emblazoned with the name “Vienna’s.” The gambling hall—empty of customers—is run by Vienna (Joan Crawford), who is cutting deals with a representative of the railroad in her upstairs boudoir. The stranger, Johnny Guitar (Sterling Hayden) has an offer from Vienna to provide entertainment, and the two also seem to have a history, though she delays her meeting with him. He carries no guns, only his guitar.

Into this scene bursts bank owner Emma Small (Mercedes McCambridge) and a crowd of townspeople, including rancher John McIvers (Ward Bond) and Marshal Williams (Frank Ferguson), bearing with them the body of Emma’s brother, who was killed in the stagecoach robbery. Emma accuses the Dancin’ Kid (Scott Brady) and his gang of the robbery and believes that Vienna—known to be involved with the Kid—is hiding them in her casino. Vienna descends into the casino, wearing a gunfighter’s black shirt and dark pants with green accents, and defends herself (and the reputation of the Kid). She pulls a gun on the posse and threatens both Emma and McIvers as the interrogation turns more heated. As the conversation unfolds it is clear that Vienna has become a town pariah for building her gambling house in a strategic location near the future railroad line, and the representatives of the nearby town bear deep resentment toward her.

Soon the Dancin’ Kid and his gang of miners—Corey (Royal Dano), Turkey Ralston (Ben Cooper), and Bart Lonergan (Ernest Borgnine)—arrive to blow off some steam at the gambling tables, and the Kid’s hostility toward Johnny Guitar reveals Johnny’s own feelings for and history with Vienna. Emma, convinced of the Dancin’ Kid’s guilt, accuses him and his gang but is caught off-guard when the Kid whisks her up for a dance, dredging up visibly uncomfortable feelings of desire and disgust. With no evidence to arrest the gang or Vienna, McIvers resorts to legal threats, “passin’ a law against gamblin’ and drinkin’ anyplace outside the town limits” and giving the Kid and his gang twenty-four hours to leave town. After the townsfolk leave Vienna’s, Johnny and the Kid trade barbs and the most aggressive of the Kid’s gang, Bart, initiates (and loses) a fight with Johnny before the gang prepares to leave. The youngest, Turkey, recognizes that the arrival of Johnny Guitar likely means the end of the relationship between the Kid and Vienna and, infatuated with Vienna, he is eager to prove his manhood and marksmanship before he goes. Hearing the sound of gunfire, Johnny grabs a gun and expertly shoots Turkey’s gun out of his hand. Once the gang has left, Johnny and Vienna have a conversation that reveals the depth of their past connection and Johnny’s own history (under the name Johnny Logan) as a gunfighter.

The scene shifts to what the Dancin’ Kid’s gang call their mountain “lair,” the entrance of which is hidden behind a waterfall, as they discuss their situation. While they are innocent of the stagecoach robbery and murder, they have nonetheless been told to leave the territory in twenty-­four hours. Branded criminals without having committed a crime, they decide they might as well rob Emma’s bank to get a stake for their next destination, since their mine has not been a lucrative endeavor.

Meanwhile, at Vienna’s, both Johnny and Vienna are having trouble sleeping, and Vienna ends up meeting Johnny in the kitchen, where he sits up, drinking whiskey. They have a cryptic conversation revealing their longstanding love and desire for one another, as well as the suspicion and anger that has grown between them over the years. The conversation ends with a romantic embrace. The next morning, Johnny and Vienna head into town so Vienna can withdraw all her money from Emma Small’s bank in Red Butte.9 While the bank has been temporarily closed for the funeral of Emma’s brother, the teller lets them in. At the same time, the Kid’s gang arrives and stages a bank robbery, and Vienna unsuccessfully attempts to convince the Kid to abandon his plans. As they leave, Johnny and Vienna acknowledge that their presence during the bank robbery makes them look like accomplices. Meanwhile, the Dancin’ Kid and his gang head out, hoping to make a getaway through a mountain pass. However, they find that the railroad construction crews have detonated dynamite, blocking off the pass and their escape. Turkey is injured by an explosion, and as the gang returns to the lair, Turkey falls off his horse and is left behind.

Returning from the funeral, Emma finds her bank robbed and interrogates the teller. While he tells her that Vienna tried to stop the robbery, she insists that Vienna must have been involved with the Dancin’ Kid, and she whips up a mob to head out to find the perpetrators. The posse tries to find the entrance to the Kid’s hideout but is unsuccessful. Following this, Emma insists they go to Vienna’s, despite prior protestations of McIvers.

In another intimate scene, Vienna and Johnny discuss their limited options: with the pass closed, there is no escape from the posse. While Johnny cautions her against the dangers of the mob, Vienna insists on staying. Angry with Johnny and believing him to be “gun-crazy,” she tells him, “You can pick up your pay now.” Vienna pays off her workers and prepares for the arrival of the mob. Wounded, Turkey arrives and Vienna hides him. As night falls on the second day of the film’s action, the mob arrives at Vienna’s and bursts through the door, only to find the place empty, with the exception of Vienna, clad in a white evening gown and sitting at her square grand piano to receive them. The enraged mob, believing Vienna to be harboring the Dancin’ Kid’s gang, threatens her, and she holds them off until Turkey is discovered hiding under one of the gambling tables. Vienna’s devoted employee Tom (John Carradine) also emerges to defend Vienna, and both he and the Marshal are killed. The concealment of Turkey is proof enough, and after a brutal interrogation, the mob passes judgment on both Vienna and Turkey, despite Emma’s promise that Turkey’s life would be spared if he implicated Vienna.

Vienna and Turkey are led out to be hanged by the mob, while Emma sets fire to Vienna’s saloon and smiles viciously as she sees it begin to burn to the ground. Turkey is swiftly executed, but none of the men in the mob are willing to hang Vienna. Emma takes charge, but Johnny, hidden nearby, cuts the rope, allowing her to escape. Vienna and Johnny escape to an abandoned mine beneath her burning saloon, she changes out of her white gown into blue jeans and a red shirt, and they hide out among the rocks overnight as the posse searches for them. In the morning they make their way to the Dancin’ Kid’s lair, through the waterfall. Johnny’s true identity and past with Vienna are revealed to the gang, and tensions run high at the hideout. Meanwhile, the mob follows Turkey’s horse and discovers the entrance to the lair hidden behind the waterfall. Emma enters and makes a deal with Bart, serving as watchman, to turn over Vienna to the mob. The vicious and treacherous Bart unsuccessfully tries to convince the consumptive and loyal Corey to abandon the Kid, and Bart quite literally stabs Corey in the back. As Emma and the posse enter the passage to the hideout, the Dancin’ Kid starts to intervene to protect Vienna; Bart tries to shoot him, but Bart is killed by Johnny. The mob stands down, with McIvers leaving Emma to pursue her showdown with Vienna, saying, “It’s their fight. Has been all along.” Emma ascends to the lair, wounds Vienna, kills the Dancin’ Kid, and is finally killed by Vienna. Johnny and Vienna descend past a somber mob, exit through the waterfall, and embrace as the film ends.

Johnny Guitar appeared at an auspicious moment in the history of the Western, a moment that produced some of the most enduring examples of the genre. This is the moment of what legendary French film critic André Bazin called the “superwestern.” For Bazin, “the superwestern is a western that would be ashamed to be just itself, and looks for some additional interest to justify its existence—an aesthetic, sociological, moral, psychological, political, or erotic interest, in short some quality extrinsic to the genre and which is supposed to enrich it.”10 While Bazin named dozens of examples in his December 1955 essay “The Evolution of the Western,” he had first used the term “superwestern” in his February 18, 1955, review of Johnny Guitar, where he praised “Nicholas Ray’s direction for its intelligence and sensitivity.”11 Johnny Guitar arguably imbues the genre with all of the additional dimensions Bazin names here.12

To the extent that the film has been interpreted by critics and scholars, Johnny Guitar has occupied several subcategories of the Western beyond Bazin’s notion of the “superwestern.” The postwar era was particularly rife with new and dynamic examples in the genre. Richard Slotkin’s influential Gunfighter Nation described two particular developments relevant to Nicholas Ray’s film: “In the postwar decade two variations on the ‘town-tamer’ and ‘outlaw’ Western emerged: the ‘psychological’ or film noir Western, in which pathological elements in the hero’s character are emphasized at the expense of his character as a lawman or social rebel; and the ‘gunfighter’ Western, in which professionalism in the arts of violence is the hero’s defining characteristic.”13 The centrality of the hired gunfighter, looking to hide his identity because of his notoriety, puts Johnny Guitar in a class similar to The Gunfighter (Henry King, 1950), and—especially—Shane (George Stevens, 1953), to which Johnny Guitar was routinely compared by early critics. At the same time, the emphasis on character psychology—not just that of the gunfighter, but of several other characters as well, places this in line with Slotkin’s other trend, which conflates categories that have been variously identified as the “film noir Western” and the “psychological Western.” Other film scholars have explicitly associated Johnny Guitar with the film noir Western. Janey Place noted that Johnny Guitar, Rancho Notorious, and Forty Guns were “noir-influenced westerns . . . characterized by active women and noir visual style.”14

These noir dimensions of Johnny Guitar—often placing protagonists in opposition to existing social structures and thereby critiquing the hypocrisies of “civilization”—intersect with other characterizations of the film as well, including Will Wright’s influential structural approach to the Western. Drawing primarily on plot structure, Wright classifies Johnny Guitar as one of three examples of the “transition theme,” “almost a direct inversion of the classical plot” of Westerns like Shane. In this category, which also includes High Noon (Fred Zinnemann, 1952) and Broken Arrow (Delmer Daves, 1950), “the hero is forced to fight against society, which is virtually identified with the villains.”15 This represents a “transition” from a classical or revenge plot where the hero defends society (or social values) to what Wright calls the “professional” plot, where protagonists no longer represent any values at all and merely work for the highest bidder. For Wright, the hero of the transition theme “no longer fights for social values; he now fights for individual values—loyalty, honor, courage, individuality—since the values of society are no longer family, law, business, peace but have become conformity, prejudice, cowardice, and intolerance.”16 In Wright’s transition theme—tied to early 1950s revisions of the genre—the classic Western cliché opposition between “civilization” and “savagery” is reversed, with the greedy, weak, and hypocritical representatives of social order standing against the protagonist, whose values have not been corrupted by comfort or capitalism.

What remains remarkable, however, is that critics like Wright utilize a framework that depends on labeling Johnny Guitar as the protagonist of the film. Indeed, it is possible to summarize the film’s plot in such a way as to make this character the central focus of the film, as it was in the novel on which the film was based. Watching the film Johnny Guitar, however, is quite another matter. Certainly, the film features a gunfighter plot: Johnny has hidden his identity as a gunfighter (and his proclivity to be “gun-crazy”) in hopes of reuniting with Vienna. It also includes a ranchers-versus-settlers plot, with moneyed interests using violence to prevent the settlement of the region by “dirt farmers.” As in many Westerns of this era, this conflict presupposes the west as an “empty” space and thereby occludes the region’s history of settler colonialism.17 The narrative also incorporates plot elements that feature land speculation and the coming of the railroad, an out-of-control lynch mob, and a melodramatic love story. But Johnny Guitar is far more than the sum of its parts, and no viewer is likely to come away with the impression that Sterling Hayden’s Johnny Guitar is the film’s protagonist or the film’s focus. Instead, the intense performances of Joan Crawford as Vienna and Mercedes McCambridge as Emma Small elevate these individual plot elements into something quite unreal and unprecedented.

Dreamlike in both its structure and aesthetic, Johnny Guitar is very much what a Freudian might call “over-determined,” or structured by “a plurality of determining factors.”18 It is this overdetermination, this “baroque” quality (as both director Nicholas Ray and several critics described it) that makes Johnny Guitar such an incredible and interesting film. It is both Western and, in some respects, anti-Western, though its attack on generic conventions is not meant to destroy the genre but to reimagine it. French critic Abraham Ségal described the film’s complicated relationship to the genre as follows: “Admitted or implicit, the criterion of judgment [of a Western film] is fidelity to the western [genre]. But what makes Johnny Guitar so special is precisely what embarrasses the masters of the classification: the liberties that Nicholas Ray takes with the rules of a genre and of the cinema that he recreates with love and irony.”19 As a result, it is possible to come away from the film overwhelmed, mesmerized, and confused: these emotional experiences are rare in most conventional Westerns, which often rely on tidy resolutions.

This book seeks to examine the range of these emotional experiences and to provide rich context to the development and production of Johnny Guitar. The film itself has a tormented history, from the rumors surrounding the authorship of its screenplay to the notorious feuds on set. Johnny Guitar also represents one of the prime achievements of director Nicholas Ray, whose body of work as an auteur explores themes that dominate his great Western. And the multi-layered, overdetermined thematic dimensions of Johnny Guitar—some highlighted in existing criticism, some unexplored—deserve attention as well. French critic Jean Wagner claimed “that it is by its very imperfections that Johnny Guitar is the most beautiful film in the world.”20 Such a statement is hyperbolic by any critical standard, but this volume seeks to tease out—in both its imperfections and its beauty—the curious and complicated power of Nicholas Ray’s Johnny Guitar.





1. | “I Listen Good to Sad Stories”

Johnny Guitar from Novel to Film

Johnny Guitar began as a novel by Roy Chanslor, a newspaperman turned novelist and screenwriter. Born in 1899 in Liberty, Missouri, Chanslor and his family soon moved west, living in Floriston, California (on the Nevada state line) in 1910 and then in Berkeley, California, by the time Chanslor registered for the military draft in 1917. As an undergraduate at the University of California, Chanslor helped classmate William “Spud” Johnson start the satirical little magazine the Laughing Horse, which ran into trouble with the university administration after publishing an incendiary letter from D. H. Lawrence and an excerpt from Upton Sinclair’s “exposé of university politics” in its fourth issue in November 1922.1 In October 1922, Chanslor had contributed (under the pseudonym Stephen Fitzroy) a takedown on the University of California to the Higher Learning in America series in H. L. Mencken and George Jean Nathan’s Smart Set.2 While he was not responsible for soliciting Lawrence’s contribution, Chanslor—the only editor known to the university leadership—was expelled, arrested, and brought to trial on an obscenity charge, though the case was dismissed.3 After the dust had settled on the Laughing Horse case, in 1923 Chanslor left for New York to work as a journalist, initially for the New York Leader, a short-lived publication reorganized from the socialist New York Call.4 After the Leader folded, Chanslor worked in Washington for the United News service, then returned to New York to work for the City News Association and briefly for the New York Post.5 By the end of the 1920s, Chanslor had begun to pursue creative writing more seriously, and Tabloid, a play set in the world of journalism and cowritten by Chanslor and Henry Paynter, received a brief performance in Greenwich, Connecticut, in 1929.6

Following the publication of his first novel, the 1931 gangster story Lowdown, Chanslor started working as a screenwriter, contributing mostly to B-films in the crime and romance genre. He had regular employment with Columbia (1931–1932), Warner Brothers (1935–1938), and Universal (1938–1942, 1944–1947), while picking up credits at the other major studios (Paramount, MGM, and RKO) as well as working with smaller outfits like Republic, Terneen Pictures, and Phil L. Ryan Productions. While he worked far less in the Western genre, he did write a few, including California Mail (Noel M. Smith, 1936), the Roy Rogers vehicle Idaho (Joseph Kane, 1943), and The Daltons Ride Again (Ray Taylor, 1945). Chanslor was unsullied by the House Un-American Activities Committee and was even mentioned in the hearings as someone who had “been in the forefront of this anti-Communist fight.”7 Nevertheless, he still advocated for progressive issues in Hollywood. In 1947 he protested (along with star Paulette Goddard) Paramount’s request to delete a Black character from Chanslor’s screenplay adaptation of his own novel Hazard, as the studio feared Southern censorship.8 While bouncing between studio work, he contributed fiction to Blue Book Magazine, Liberty, and Cosmopolitan in the 1930s, and by the late 1940s he returned to novel writing, publishing Hazard (1947), Johnny Guitar (1953), The Naked I (1953), The Trouble with Paradise (1954), The Ballad of Cat Ballou (1956), and Passion Makers (1962) before his death in 1964. In his novels, Chanslor specialized in strong and convention-defying female protagonists, whether they were movie stars (in The Naked I and Passion Makers) or Western figures (in Johnny Guitar and The Ballad of Cat Ballou, the basis for the 1965 Elliot Silverstein film starring Jane Fonda).

Chanslor’s novel Johnny Guitar got onto Joan Crawford’s radar before it was even published. As Patrick McGilligan notes, “Chanslor and his wife, award-winning children’s illustrator and mystery novelist Torrey (Marjorie) Chanslor, were old friends with Joan Crawford. Their friendship peaked in 1953, when Chanslor published two novels linked to the star.”9 Chanslor dedicated Johnny Guitar to her, presumably in gratitude for her encouraging her agent to purchase the film rights to the book. The 1954 Pocket Books paperback edition of Chanslor’s novel is something of a movie tie-in edition, with a line drawing of Crawford as Vienna and a testimonial from her just inside the front cover:

When I read Roy Chanslor’s turbulent drama of the legendary woman known as Vienna and her Johnny Guitar, I wanted to do it on the screen. For me there was a special excitement in the role of this fascinating woman and in and the fast-paced drama of this story of the West. Republic has brought it to the screen in a Trucolor picture I think you’ll enjoy.10

Crawford’s enthusiasm for the character and the novel is a running theme through much of the trade press coverage of the film production, which emphasized that this was Crawford’s first Western since the 1927 W. S. Van Dyke picture Winners of the Wilderness, set during the French and Indian War and starring Western stalwart Tim McCoy. Unmentioned in this promotional material were two other less memorable Crawford Westerns, The Law of the Range (William Nigh, 1928—also starring McCoy) and Montana Moon (Malcolm St. Clair, 1930).

A comparison of Chanslor’s novel and the film is valuable, because if anything the film Johnny Guitar introduced a significant degree of moral and emotional complexity to the story that was absent in Chanslor’s novel. The novel has a similar outline: Johnny Guitar arrives to the town of Powderville, Wyoming, and he ends up working for Vienna; Len Small is killed and Emma blames the Dancin’ Kid and Vienna, burning down Vienna’s gambling hall (here called “the Bills” after the paper money pasted to its bar); Johnny and Vienna hole up with the Dancin’ Kid’s gang at the conclusion before Emma is killed. However, Chanslor’s novel has none of the moral ambiguity that characterizes Ray’s film. In the novel the Dancin’ Kid’s gang are ruthless outlaws from the beginning. They hold up a stagecoach that carries Johnny, Vienna, and Len Small (here Emma’s husband, not her brother) early in the novel, and one member of the gang (Turkey Ralston) ambushes and kills Len Small after Emma’s first visit to the Bills in search of the gang. The novel’s Johnny and Vienna do not share a past. Here Johnny is a gambler (not a gunfighter) who has come to Vienna’s at the suggestion of his partner, the blackjack dealer Stutterin’ Sam. An employee of the Bills with inside knowledge of its workings, Sam believes that the two of them might fleece some other gamblers out of a great deal of money, but Johnny ultimately abandons this plan when he falls in love with Vienna. Most importantly, Vienna—described as “the most remarkable-looking young woman Johnny had ever seen”—is only rumored to be in a relationship with the Dancin’ Kid.11 Instead, the novel features a character eliminated from the narrative in its ultimate adaptation to film: Elsa, the Dancin’ Kid’s female partner, whose masculine black outfits and mask both protect her identity and throw suspicion on Vienna (who dresses similarly) for being in league with the outlaws. At the novel’s conclusion it is Elsa who kills Emma, while Elsa herself sustains a mortal wound as Johnny and Vienna escape the chaos. Chanslor’s novel also has a strong psychoanalytic bent, with a focus on Len Small’s obsessive sexual attraction to Vienna before his death, the relative sexlessness of his marriage to the puritanical and repressed Emma, and scenes that emphasize the ruthless gang leader Bart Lonergan’s desire for Vienna.

Chanslor’s novel features a far more Manichean approach to good and evil in the Western
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