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Stagecoach: the challenge of America




1

Directing the Western: Practice and Theory

The Western is one of America’s grandest inventions. Like jazz and baseball, two other unique pastimes, it represents a distillation of quintessential aspects of national character and sensibility, and has entertained millions of audiences with its intense aesthetic and ideological pleasures. Such original cultural forms and institutions testify to the American genius for the popular, expressed in a creative interplay of collective ritual and individual will, convention and invention, team play and stardom. The frontier between the personal and the social is archetypal and trans-cultural: yet is there a more American drama than of the individual performance played out within and against the checks and balances of the communal?

However, for years the freedom provided by generic narrative, the interplay of the familiar and the different, was ill-understood with reference to cinema: Hollywood movies were formulaic, empty, the enemy of art. Moreover, when French, English and American critics challenged this mid-twentieth-century mind-set, although genres achieved a measure of redemption, it was essentially as a side effect of the emergence of the director as film author. Genres provided a canvas for the creativity of the individual auteur, functioning as a pre-condition for authorship. Out of this clash of notions of dream factory versus visionaries, came the impulse to honour the tale as well as the teller that characterises my approach here.

A study of the Western through the lens of its major directors, a study of its major directors within the framework of the genre: such is the dialectical premise that structures this book. John Ford and Anthony Mann, Budd Boetticher and Sam Peckinpah, Sergio Leone and Clint Eastwood: these film-makers can be seen as constituting a great tradition of the Western genre.

In my view this binocular approach, with an eye on both film-maker and form, is called for precisely because directing the Western as a process is hardly the simple one-way-street application of creative authority by the director that the phrase may suggest. All genres are not created equal: undemocratic as that may sound, the Western does occupy a special place within the American cinema. No other popular film form rivals it in the peak achievements and unsurpassed productivity of its artistic tradition. The genre’s unique centrality to the nation’s history and ideology has provided the fertile ground to inspire, support and shape – in a sense to direct – the careers of some of America’s most accomplished film-makers. Yet the cliché of reviewers that the distinguished film ‘transcends’ its genre provides evidence of a continuing disrespect for popular forms like the Western. In short, my aim herein is not to put forward its practitioners as the magnificent six, the heroic masters who created art out of a lowly popular formula. I come not to bury America’s greatest genre – as so many have over its long history – but to praise it as itself a creative force in the system of its authorship, a dynamic partner especially for those who have returned to the form repeatedly to accomplish their most personal work.

Will we see their like again? The Western has proved unbelievably resilient over a history that stretches back to the very dawn of cinema. Over the years the genre has frequently had its enthusiastic if premature gravediggers. In particular, many opined that a funeral was in order towards the end of the last century. From a peak of popular appeal in the 1950s, when Hollywood production of A-Westerns was at an all-time high and series like Wagon Train and Rawhide dominated American evening television, the genre had begun to decline in the 1970s, and virtually vanished in the next decade.

Once again, however, the Western confounded expectations with another renaissance, high points of which included the production of Kevin Costner’s Dances with Wolves (1990) and Eastwood’s Unforgiven (1992). Both of these were not only commercial and critical successes but also achieved Academy Awards, a rarity for the genre. Even more impressive in some ways was the remarkable deployment of the form in two smaller, independent films: Maggie Greenwald’s The Ballad of Little Jo (1994) and Jim Jarmusch’s Dead Man (1996). These enterprising, distinguished efforts – the first a ground-breaking Western directed by a woman, the second a revisionist vision from a film-maker closer to the experimental film than Hollywood – illuminate the greater openness and diversity that obtain in a multicultural, post-modern era.
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Post-modernising the genre: Dances with Wolves



A marker in the virtual disappearance of the genre was Star Wars (1977), one of the most successful films of all time. George Lucas has been explicit in acknowledging that the Western’s absence was a prime motivating force in the creation of his series. In his eyes, the decline of the genre had created a lack, especially for the young audience, of one of the Western’s traditional forms, the morality tale. The enormous success of his efforts shows how he filled that gap with a vengeance. A generation of moviegoers emerged for whom the characters, narratives and technologies of science fiction are far more familiar than those of the Western, whose own heroes and behaviours appear quaint if not positively alien, as though from a time capsule if not from outer space. Ironically, in some families at least, an alienating divide opened up between parents who had grown up on cowboy fare and the children they dutifully squired to Lucas’s success in an altogether different generic landscape.

Yet in trying to come to grips with the apparent vanishing of America’s oldest and heretofore most enduring of genres, some critics – perhaps following Lucas’s lead – dissolved differences, suggesting that in fact the science fiction movie is indeed the Western in futurist dress. Still others have deciphered the genre beneath the disguise of the road movie: after all, what is the latter about if not the nomadic and the settled, the challenge of the unknown, the quest for America? Frequently heard, such appropriating claims suggest a need to account for a popularity that almost rivals that of the Western of old for these genres by actually perceiving them as Westerns. These arguments depend on the trick of promoting a key component of the genre – its operation as morality play, its journey structure – to the status of a defining feature of the form.

An earlier era took the reverse tack. Anxious to advance a definition of the genre that had meaningful boundaries, critics were troubled when films appeared to stretch the form, denying, for instance, that films with colonial or modern settings could be Westerns. Hewing to the notion of an ideal type naturally led critics to adopt a prescriptive stance. Most famously, the genre’s earliest and most distinguished of theorists, André Bazin and Robert Warshow, both lamented the tendency they saw in 1950s films like Shane (1953) and High Noon (1952) to justify the genre either by bringing to bear content that lay outside traditional themes or an unnecessary aestheticising.1

Those who claim that all of Eastwood’s films are essentially Westerns suggest just how far the pendulum has now swung in the opposite direction.2On the face of it outrageous, such a claim becomes understandable, given – ironically enough – an equally narrow view of the genre as essentially a vehicle for the exploration and validation of masculinity. As the great majority of Eastwood’s films work to construct or subvert a superhero male figure, ipso facto all of his films are Westerns. What such a formulation ignores is the classic structure of agreement between film and filmgoers, the institutional nature of genre that includes the audience as part of the system of production. In such a system, genre conventions function as a means both of meeting audience expectations and of organising their experience and comprehension of the film. Relevant here is an essay on the ‘nouveaux Western’ by Chris Holmlund in her Impossible Bodies: Femininity and Masculinity at the Movies. Holmlund enterprisingly groups Posse (1993), The Quick and the Dead (1995), Desperado (1995), Last Man Standing (1996), and Escape from L.A. (1996) as examples of a latter-day ‘nouveaux Western’ form. The case is principally made on the basis of the heroes, all of whom are seen as referencing Eastwood’s Man With No Name persona, and the films’ concern with machismo.3

Reading these post-modern hybrid action films as Westerns can be illuminating. Obviously, Posse and The Quick and the Dead are in fact revisionist examples of the genre, Desperado is a modern Western and the other films reference aspects of both the traditional and revisionist forms. But pace John Carpenter, Escape from L.A.’s director, who himself muddies the waters by asserting that all of his films are ‘really Westerns underneath’, the questions remain of how the dominant conventions of these various films position the audience and which genre – if any – provides the most relevant context for their reading.4

As with many post-modern films, these ‘nouveaux Westerns’ depend on a sophisticated generic fusion and interplay. Pronouncing a film like Last Man Standing a Western is useful precisely because it highlights how a generic subtext – its source in A Fistful of Dollars (1964) – informs and extends the film’s dominant noir character. This is arguably also a useful polemical strategy, a kind of generic pigeon-holing in reverse (or rather perverse). This tactic is perhaps even more extreme given the futuristic setting of Escape from L.A.. The danger, however, is of obscuring that in structure, action and iconography, it is the noir and science fiction elements that provide a set of conventions and references that shape audience understanding of these films.

But given how post-modern genre fusions hold different sets of conventions in tension and play them off against each other, trying to assert definitive identities can be problematic. Genre boundaries have always been unstable; in post-modern times they have become positively porous. At the same time, bringing to bear genre perspectives can certainly help to highlight which traditions are being drawn on, and aspects of the generic mix. Moreover, it does seem useful to make clear distinctions where we can. In the case of Posse and The Quick and the Dead, the impact of both depends directly on audience awareness of the genre’s traditional white male hero, against whom Mario Van Peebles’s African-American and Sharon Stone’s feminist protagonists are posed. Given its setting and action, it is difficult to see Desperado without an awareness of frontier mythologies: it is clearly post-modern, a pastiche Western. In contrast, it is possible for audiences to view Last Man Standing and Escape from L.A. with minimal awareness of Western referencing, and consequently little sense of that genre as a supervising source of meaning and value.
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John Carpenter’s Escape from L.A.: a Western ‘underneath’?



British theorist Steve Neale has argued that Hollywood cinema has always had hybrid genres.5 While certainly true, insisting on the point in the context of post-modern examples characterised by pastiche and recycling represents a conservativism that tends to deny the feverishness and pervasiveness of current practice, as well as its often multicultural energies. The Westerns of a new millennium have clearly displayed this treatment. Thus the big-budget Wild, Wild West (1999) frenetically married the genre to both comedy and science fiction, and starred African-American movie and rap star Will Smith alongside Kevin Kline as gunfighters. More conventionally perhaps, Shanghai Noon (2000) featured Asian mega-star Jackie Chan following the venerable example of earlier Hollywood comics going West – from Buster Keaton and Laurel and Hardy to Bob Hope and Mel Brooks.

The multicultural perspective of these efforts originated in Costner’s breakthrough success Dances with Wolves. After a dormant period stretching back over much of the previous decade to Michael Cimino’s blockbuster failure, Heaven’s Gate (1980), this epic tale of a cavalryman taking on Indian identity generated the last post-modern cycle of substantial and interesting Westerns. After Costner, a number of the films that followed – Geronimo: An American Legend (1993), Posse, The Ballad of Little Jo, The Quick and the Dead – reversed the genre’s traditional focus on the white male as the embodiment of America’s Manifest Destiny.

Balancing and complementing these was a series of films that shared the agenda of re-imagining and/or downsizing the Western hero: Unforgiven, Wild Bill (1995), Tombstone (1993), The Last of the Mohicans (1992), Wyatt Earp (1994), Dead Man.6 This critical approach to the Western hero has also been a feature of later efforts, two of which updated the genre to the modern era by setting the action in the aftermath of World War II: The Hi-Lo Country (1998) and All the Pretty Horses (2000). The nostalgic heroes of these two ambitious films are born too late and yearn self-consciously for a return to cowboying, which they romanticise as the purest way of life. Both commercial failures, these films dramatise the plight of a heroic form trying to find a commercially workable equilibrium in an era of debunking. They also shed light on the challenge contemporary directors can face in working with the form for the first time.

Max Evans’s slim little novel was published, curiously enough, in the same year as Peckinpah’s breakthrough film of a similar title, Ride the High Country (1962). Much enamoured of Evans’s portrait of cowpokes resisting the onslaught of a mechanised, corporate takeover of the West, the director struggled unsuccessfully throughout his career to set up the project. In the event, it was British director Stephen Frears who drew the assignment for The Hi-Lo Country from producer Martin Scorsese some forty years after the book first appeared, and long after Peckinpah departed the scene. At first glance an eccentric choice, in fact Frears has made a career out of interrogating America’s popular genres, most notably in the screwball comedy Hero (1992) and the noir The Grifters (1990). A post-modern affair, Frears’s Western is fused with both film noir and family melodrama, with Patricia Arquette’s adulterous Mona causing its modern-day cowboy heroes to fall out. Following Evans’s original, Frears constructs Hi-Lo’s protagonist as the anachronistic embodiment of the Old West, a throwback reminiscent of John Ford’s martyrs, fighting a futile last stand against the corporate agribusiness for which both his young brother and Arquette’s husband work. However, the juvenile overtones of the character’s name are all too vividly realised in Woody Harrelson’s half-cracked Billy Boy, a casting decision and performance that tilt the film away from its tragic potential towards absurdist comedy.

Billy Bob Thornton takes a more reverent approach in his adaptation of All the Pretty Horses, Cormac McCarthy’s acclaimed neo-Western novel tracing the coming of age of its young Texas cowboys who journey to Mexico after World War II in a doomed attempt to live and work like ‘ole time waddies’. As in McCarthy’s work generally, the film constructs the US/Mexico border as the classic frontier between the modern world and the Old West, youth and manhood, the civilised and the savage. Authentic life in America is no longer possible: having lost both family and family ranch, a disillusioned John Grady (Matt Damon) heads south of the border with his buddy, Lacey Rawlins (Henry Thomas). Reaching the paradise of Mexico, where they live out their dream breaking mustangs, and where John Grady is drawn into a forbidden affair with the ranch-owner’s daughter, Alejandra (Penelope Cruz), the boys lose it all when they are arrested and imprisoned. In a scene that achieves the tragic dimensions of the book, John Grady is reduced to a stark barbarism in a knife-fight in the prison’s dining hall, Thornton staging a bloody ritual witnessed by an audience of silent convicts. But in general the film fails to capture the bleak perspective – the death of innocence – hinted at in the ironic naiveté of its title.

Judged by some as the Shakespeare of the West, McCarthy gives creative voice to today’s revisionist historical studies wherein the frontier is seen as embodying conquest, savagery and exploitation. A Southerner before he was a Westerner, McCarthy grew up in Tennessee, where his first four books, all classic Southern gothic novels, are set. His Westerns are really Southwesterns, laced with a dark fatalism and grotesque incidents. McCarthy is less about redemption and transcendence, more about failure and survival. Peckinpah, of course, was wont to talk of the mystical communion between the hunter and the deer, and to evoke Robert Ardrey’s theories of man’s savage nature as a gloss on his ultra-violent movies. With its born-too-late characters and trajectory towards Mexico and the savage, All the Pretty Horses would have been red meat for Peckinpah.7

Without Frears’s transatlantic detachment, would The Hi-Lo Country’s wacky white-trash hero have achieved tragic stature? Without Thornton’s slavish approach to McCarthy, would All the Pretty Horses have realised the dark potential of its material? Hypothetical speculation aside, perhaps nothing marks the Western’s changed situation more vividly than the passing of the old order, the gallant tradition of Western specialists that this study examines. Yet a serious loyalty to the genre in keeping with that tradition appears to survive in at least one transitional figure, Kevin Costner, who flirts with following Eastwood’s example as a Western director-star. Earlier a film-maker like Ford, seeking safe ground after too much freedom had resulted in commercial failure, would head for the bread- and-butter Western. Times have changed, but after severe setbacks in the new mythic formats of Waterworld (1995) and The Postman (1997), Costner has done the same, albeit following an artistic rather than box-office logic. In fact, Costner takes risks with an unfashionable genre, gambling that a post-modern audience can rise to a film that despite its sophistication is unabashedly romantic, and against revisionist norms.

By far the most impressive Western since Unforgiven, if only a modest success commercially, Open Range (2003) is a staunch neo-classic affair in post-modern dress. Costner raids the Western’s history for tried-and-true material, recalling the ‘already said’ on a Leone-like scale. To establish Robert Duvall’s Boss Spearman as the film’s icon of mature masculinity, Costner recycles the image from the credits of Anthony Mann’s Man of the West (1958), a statue-like Duvall, like Gary Cooper before him, sitting astride his horse in a horizon-gazing pose. Other shots echo Ford, framing Boss against the sky: one stunning dawn image outlines his silhouette in gold. Out-Fording Ford (and his Searchers [1956]), Costner has a bitter Boss defer to Costner’s Charlie for some words at the graveside, refusing to talk to God – ‘that Son-of-a-Bitch’ – for allowing the murder of a good-hearted cowboy. There is a squirrelly old geezer evocative of Leone, a bit of Hawksian spatial strategy with the heroes invading the jail to wait for corrupt lawmen, a Butch-and-Sundance moment, in which the two sheepishly share their real names – Charles Travis Postlewait and Bluebonnet Spearman – before they face superior numbers, and elegiac Peckinpah grace notes when Costner shifts into slow motion to memorialise his heroes’ march into action.

But in many ways, both small and large, Open Range is Unforgiven’s heir, sharing the same producer, David Valdes, locations in Canada’s Alberta as a stand-in for the frontier, and the character construct of the hero as tortured murderer, here embodied in Costner’s Charlie Wait. In Western writer Lauren Paine’s The Open Range Men (Thorndyke, ME: Thorndyke Press, 1990), Charlie is an ordinary range hand who must rise to the occasion of violent combat in the perilous last days of open or ‘free grazing’. But in their radical surgery on the original, Costner and writer/executive producer Craig Storper provide a back story or prequel to Eastwood’s film, reversing its action, dramatising the conversion of an earlier middle-aged Will Munny type to the settled life that is abandoned in Unforgiven. As with the ageing ex-pig-farmer, dark storms and disturbed dreams, the signs of a noir history of gunfighter butchery, haunt Costner’s Charlie Wait. But here the guilt-ridden lethal cowboy is redeemed as he steps back from the abyss, twice grudgingly forgoing the coup de grâce, the head shot that Eastwood’s ghoulish hero uses to execute Gene Hackman’s wounded Little Bill.

To trump Unforgiven’s dark hero and noir storms, Costner retreats even further back in film history to a great classic, Ford’s sun-drenched post-World War II masterpiece, My Darling Clementine (1946). After the parallel opening of cowboys working the range, we are introduced to the family group devastated by the loss of its gentlest soul, with the promised violent response held off until the very end, as the heroes are drawn into the community and feelings blossom when a nurse enters the picture. Reworking its narrative of the civilising effect of Tombstone and Cathy Downs’s Clementine on Henry Fonda’s Wyatt Earp, Open Range echoes the distinction Ford’s film makes between justice and revenge insisted on in the final action of the gunfight at the OK Corral. But the borrowings even extend to key details, as in the coda each film offers of the couples bidding farewell on the outskirts of town with a play on names – Clementine and Postlewait – as they part.
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Open Range: homage to the classical Western



It is Eastwood versus Ford, the noir Western versus the transcendent, Open Range successfully juggling film noir’s bleak determinism and a life-affirming redemption. The legacy of a murderous frontier is vivid in Charlie’s struggle to vomit up the undigested violence of his past. But although his damaged hero has to return to violence in classic genre fashion, he is not alone. A virulent anti-populism is always possible in the Western, as we know from the cowardly citizens of High Noon, the contempt for amateurs in Hawks and the token commoner assistants who accompany Eastwood’s superheroes. While Open Range does not preach or ‘empower’, it does provide pleasure in the crucial support its ordinary citizens give Boss and Charlie in the protracted and bloody final battle.

Costner gives a disciplined performance as a solitary, tortured man tentatively entering the open range of language and feelings as he responds to Annette Bening’s gracious and intelligent frontier heroine. Not unlike the legend’s diseased Doc Holliday in his efforts to regurgitate the poison of his past, Costner’s tired pragmatist has lost faith, the line blurred between justifiable bloodshed and take-no-prisoners slaughter. But in contrast to the genre’s countless heroines who beg the hero to avoid violent tests, Bening’s lucid Sue can make the distinction, and is consequently instrumental in Charlie’s rebirth and their successful union. Costner thus updates and corrects My Darling Clementine and Earp’s departure from his lady fair that Darryl Zanuck had forced on Ford, a last-minute narrative turn-about that has haunted and divided the film’s scholarship. The decorous parting kiss on the cheek that Fonda had bestowed on Clem is replaced here with a full-bodied passionate clinch.

The Western is not the dominant form that it was, but it is America’s defining myth and remains a vital tradition available to film-makers despite the facile pronouncements of its ‘demise’, the habit of reckless journalism and even academic studies (see, for instance, Michael Coyne’s The Crowded Prairie). Indicative of its reach and achievement, Open Range provides a distinguished bookend to both Unforgiven and Clementine. In doing so, it also suggests a new level of sophistication in the post-modern era, a creative intertextuality that testifies to the continuing relevance and dynamic potential of the genre, be it at the hands of seasoned veterans or of newcomers to the form.

Of course, the Western was never an exclusive club belonging to its more prolific practitioners. The glory that was the Western was constituted precisely in its democratic status as a medium of mass culture, a common language embodied in a stream of products that included the vast repertoire of B-movies that operated far below the selection of A-movies that are our main focus here. Moreover, at the comparatively prestigious level of the Hollywood main feature, for every John Ford or Anthony Mann or Sam Peckinpah, film-makers who repeatedly returned to the Western and produced their most personal work within it, there have been numerous directors who turned to the genre infrequently, as projects occasionally presented themselves, nevertheless eventually delivering an often sizeable body of indispensable films: Howard Hawks and Raoul Walsh, Allan Dwan and William Wellman, Henry Hathaway and Henry King, Fritz Lang and Jacques Tourneur, Sam Fuller and Nicholas Ray, Don Siegel and Robert Aldrich, Arthur Penn and Robert Altman – the list is extensive.

The centrality of the Western myth, its quintessential American character, the appeal and challenge of articulating its codes, characters and settings, its popularity and commercial viability, the outdoor out-West adventure of its productions – these are the factors that made the genre so attractive to both veterans and newcomers. The list is also long of those who visited the genre rarely but nevertheless produced significant outcomes. Take, for example, the extraordinary cases of George Stevens’s Shane and Fred Zinnemann’s High Noon, two of the most famous and influential Westerns. Further examples of singular visits to the form that readily come to mind include Otto Preminger’s River of No Return (1954), the sole sagebrush turn of both its director and its star, Marilyn Monroe; George Cukor’s equally distinctive effort with Sophia Loren, Heller in Pink Tights (1960); Martin Ritt’s Hud (1962); and Douglas Sirk’s Taza, Son of Cochise (1954).

Of course, the sheer extensiveness of the Western offers a wide range of perspectives for study quite apart from a focus on its key directors, an approach that arguably highlights the film-maker over the genre. Yet the case for an intensive study that concentrates on a limited sample supplied by a diverse group of outstanding specialists in the form, each deploying it to different ends, seems self-evident. Moreover, in writing about the genre in these terms, my goal has been precisely to explore the Western’s conventions and their usage, and to contest the notion of the unified and transcendent author.

Nonetheless, the six film-makers that make up this study are all veritable icons of the Western. Each of their names invariably brings the genre to mind, and with it a distinctive vision. At the height of the explosion of film theory in the 1970 and 80s, the practice of auteurist and thematic critics of employing terms such as worldview and vision was criticised for ignoring the ideology and industrial conditions that militate against personal expression in the mainstream cinema. Yet in surveying the work of these film-makers, it is difficult to escape the conclusion that each found in the genre a canvas to which they could return time and again, and within which they could create a unique world and, yes, a personal vision.

In my view to suggest such is not to subscribe uncritically to a pure theory of great directors. None of these film-makers stands alone, not even the imperious Ford. Despite the misleading popular notion of auteur cinema as supremely a director’s art, the evidence of creative collaborations, of a shared or multiple authorship, of apprenticeships, mentorships and partnerships is everywhere in the American cinema, and in the works studied here. Moreover, as I have argued, the Western can be seen as an active creative agent:

Rather than an empty vehicle breathed into by the filmmaker, the genre is a vital structure through which flow a myriad of themes and concepts. As such the form can provide filmmakers with a range of possible connections and the space in which to experiment, to shape and define the kind of effects and meanings they are working towards. We must be prepared to entertain the idea that auteurs grow, and that genre can help to crystallize preoccupations and contribute actively to development . . . Bazin came to praise both Boetticher and Mann for returning to what he felt to be the essence of the genre in their small revenge movies. But in my view the reverse is true: these two men, together with Sam Peckinpah, can be said to have found their essence within the Western.8

Taking Ford, Leone and Eastwood also into consideration only strengthens the argument that the genre has a special value for those film-makers who return to the form. Indeed, to erase it from the filmographies of Mann and Boetticher, Peckinpah and Leone would be to drastically downsize their achievement.

From time to time, the claim is made that studies such as my analysis of Anthony Mann do him a disservice in neglecting the early low-budget noir and the later grand epics. Perhaps predictably, such poses often give way to further study by these writers also of the Westerns.9 In fact, Mann without the Western is unthinkable, a minor figure despite the enterprising small crime movies and the huge imperial productions, a career with a vacuum at its centre. With Boetticher and Leone, the case is even stronger: to remove the Western is to devastate the body of work. In Boetticher’s case, we are left with his idiosyncratic bullfighting dramas and the excellent The Rise and Fall of Legs Diamond (1960). Although these films stand on their own, they also evidence the richness that is gained through genre and authorial study – which is to say they undeniably grow in stature and interest once seen through the lens of the director’s Western cycle. With Leone the case is self-evident: his maiden effort, the peplum Colossus of Rhodes (1960), and his broken monument, the gangster epic Once Upon a Time in America (1984), are the solitary bookends that would remain minus the five extraordinary Westerns that fall between.

For some critics, Peckinpah is He-Who-Must-Be-Admired – the director as great artist who brought respect to the lowly Western by transcending it in the face of philistine studio interference. This Great Man myth positions Peckinpah ideally as a test case of the genre theory advanced here. Do the director’s non-Westerns achieve a commensurate stature and force? Although a Peckinpah film is never entirely without quality and interest, a dispassionate study of his career exposes the extent to which his remarkable Westerns largely make up his distinguished contribution, and of how sorely he missed the conventions and traditions of the genre in his uneven efforts outside it.

With Ford, the grand master of the genre, and Eastwood, its last master, the situation is still more complex. In each case, the body of work is much larger, the film-maker less dependent or contained by the form. Yet in both the special place of the genre as a source of personal meaning is especially strong, overpoweringly so in Ford’s magisterial string of post-war Westerns, and undeniable in Eastwood’s double duty as Western star and director. For both, the genre made a crucial contribution in shaping the identity and thematic core of their body of work.

This study originated in the 1960s when sustained work on the American cinema was just being launched, and auteur theory was establishing itself as a serious method for understanding Hollywood cinema. Latter-day critics have speculated on why early genre studies focused on the Western. Was there a masculine bias involved? This quarrelsome suggestion rather recalls Pauline Kael’s pernicious notion that what lay beneath England’s Movie magazine analyses of Howard Hawks’s work was adolescent passion and fantasies.10 But there should be no mystery about why the Western demanded attention. By the middle of the 1960s it was obvious to any critic not blinded by notions of popular culture’s inferiority that the Western was Hollywood’s richest tradition, producing a unique, distinctively American body of work that was the envy of other national cinemas.
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Olive Carey, Vera Miles and John Qualen in The Searchers: genre as a semiotic field



However, most critics of the time were blinded by the wars that had erupted in the 1950s over high and low culture. Dominant views of the period pitted popular music against classical (teachers asking working-class pupils why they listened to the Beatles instead of Beethoven!), and saw Hollywood movies in monolithic terms as exploitive entertainments, in contrast to the art cinema then emerging of Kurosawa and Bergman, Fellini and Antonioni. Genre – and most prominently the Western – offered a persuasive vehicle for combating dismissals of the popular. Recent accounts of genre theory err in positioning the sort of auteur criticism practised in Movie as being the principal inspiring force in the rise of genre studies. In fact, it was the period’s prejudicial views of Hollywood that first led scholars and teachers of the period to seize on genre as a valuable tool in the classroom and in critical argument.11
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Nevertheless, it is fair to suggest that in common with Colin McArthur’s later study of the gangster film, Underworld, USA (London: Thames and Hudson, 1970), Horizons West was partly reacting to the challenge posed by auteurism at this embryonic stage of film studies. While usefully offering a systematic approach in a period dominated by an elitist criticism of personal taste, auteurism presented problems. There was no pressure on critics to distinguish the contributions of the author from other mediating factors. Accounts of individual films could make claims for a director’s personal creativity rather than explicate the inflecting of pre-existing conventions of genre and narrative structure. Arguing for the Western as a common language within which individual films were framed was thus a strategy that was employed early on to take account of genre as a system of signification, to assert the director as existing within a semiotic field – although such terms and theory were then only just emerging.

Another reason for seizing on the Western was its comparative stability – as opposed to the more amorphous melodrama, film noir and comedy – which was helpful in the defining of codes and conventions. Against this, as numerous theorists have since argued, the Western’s sharper boundaries meant that in some ways it was less useful as a prototype of Hollywood’s genre system. Indeed, arguments have now been made that genres are differentiated branches of the same narrative system rather than the discrete traditions isolated studies suggest, and that genre may be closer to an industrial process rather than a system of fixed forms.12

But even in these early accounts of the Western, the openness of the genre was stressed, that ultimately only a pluralist vision could account for the diversity of forms. In taking an inventory of this diversity, I found it useful to try to define the thematic and ideological structure that so many of the films have in common, and that makes its range of viewpoints possible. The result of that research was a structuralist grid focused around the frontier’s dialectical play of forces embodied in the master binary opposition of the wilderness and civilisation.13

Although some critics were to suggest that such oppositions were germane to other Hollywood forms as well, if anything the point only underlined the centrality of both the genre and its frontier mythology to the American cinema.14

The cornerstone of the Western, this scaffold of meanings grounds the genre in issues of American identity at both individual and national levels. Focused by Henry Nash Smith’s seminal study, Virgin Land, these oppositions capture the profound ambivalence that dominates America’s history and character. Was the West a Garden threatened by a corrupt and emasculating East? Or was it a Desert, a savage land needful of civilising and uplift? Filtered through the classic plots, stereotypes and conflicts of the genre, this dialectical scheme positions the Western hero between the nomadic and the settled, the savage and the cultured, the masculine and feminine. This interplay of ideas accounts for the charged racial and sexual dynamics of the genre, wherein the Indian and the woman can be constructed principally as archetypal agents that define the hero’s direction.

This shifting ideological play illuminates the genre’s basic function, its enquiry into the roots and circumstances of American character. In his biography of the greatest star of the period, Gary Wills posits that millions of immigrants in mid-century were asking ‘What is an American?’, and that Hollywood’s answer often took the form of Western star John Wayne, its most popular performer. But, of course, the Western myth also provided, in Richard Slotkin’s phrase, ‘one of the central tropes of American ideology’ with ‘westward expansion as a metaphor for America’s rapid rise to industrial world power’.15

Numerous critics have pointed out that this frontier perspective of ideological oppositions by no means applies universally to the genre, to earlier, pre-classical Westerns, for instance, or more extreme revisionist works. Thus post-modern theorist Jim Collins has suggested the grid may be most applicable to Westerns that draw on its traditional myth. Ironically, the earliest criticisms of this account of the genre faulted it for advancing American history as the bedrock of the Western, its sine qua non. It was even pointed out that two of the book’s case studies – Mann and Boetticher – largely ignored or de-emphasised historical themes and action, as if this discredited the analysis.16 In fact, the grid must be seen not as a prescriptive taxonomy but rather an exploration of the frontier mythology that defines the world of the genre. Where does the emblematic nature of the Western’s vocabulary, its iconic characters, situations and images, come from if not from America’s past? Defining the furniture of the genre is not the same as suggesting how film-makers must arrange it, or what they will choose to stress. Indeed, a basic utility of this frontier taxonomy, even as the genre takes new directions, is that viewing the individual film against its matrix can help to illuminate where it falls in relation to genre traditions. In an era of neo-Westerns and a post-modernising of the genre, bringing such classical parameters to bear can demarcate the fault lines in hybrid works, and help us to understand how the fusion works.

My basic premise is that at its core the Western marries historical and archetypal elements in a fruitful mix that allows different film-makers a wide latitude of creative play. Where Ford and Peckinpah generate an epic historical canvas, Mann, Boetticher and Eastwood explore archetypal and existential aspects of the frontier experience. The inclusion of the Italian Leone highlights how this approach can also be illuminating for those who appropriate the genre to their own mythology, national ethos and authorial system. Leone clearly demystified and dismantled it, but the traditional form also provided him with an education and, ironically, with a stimulus in his subversive project.

The structural analysis of authors has come in for its share of criticism over the years. In the revised edition of his influential Signs and Meaning in the Cinema, Peter Wollen addressed the problem of attribution of authorship to a unified originating source by arguing the necessity of distinguishing between the actual director, John Ford, and the structural analysis of themes and stylistic properties, the authorial or author-name ‘John Ford’ that the critic constructs in reading the films.17Underlying the distinction was an awareness of the critique flowing from the theoretical work of Roland Barthes and Michel Foucault suggesting variously that the author is dead, a fiction, a creature of the text rather than a creator of the text. Wollen proposes a halfway point whereby the author is both determining and determined, a creative agent consciously developing themes and formal strategies, and simultaneously an effect or product of pre-existing linguistic forces in and surrounding the text – as in genre and narrative conventions, industrial practices and social contexts.

A structural analysis centred on the formal and internal character of the film within the framework of genre begins to address this issue by exploring the meaning-laden conventions available to the film-maker. Ideally, further attention must also focus on the immediate social and industrial context of the work. In fact, the great bulk of film criticism suffers from a far too general evocation of social contexts. Suggesting, for instance, that the civil rights movement or feminism play into an increasing awareness of minorities in late Ford does not take us very far in our understanding of ‘John Ford’. On the other hand, where a specific contextual case has been argued – as in Richard Slotkin’s reading of Ford’s Rio Grande (1950) as a parable concerning American intervention in Korea – the objection has been of a too directly causal relationship.18

Yet arguments are made that precisely more studies of such contexts are needed to
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