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John Wayne, Howard Hawks, Joanne Dru on the set of Red River. Hawks later gave the belt he is wearing to Wayne, who wore it in other films (see p. 62)
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INTRODUCTION

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Jacques Rivette, in the May 1953 issue of Cahiers du Cinéma, hailed the ‘genius of Howard Hawks’, raising him to the rank of auteur: ‘Evidence is Hawks’ mark of genius; Monkey Business is an inspired film and makes its impression by its very evidence.’ Although this celebrated remark is applied to one of the director’s well-known comedies, it nevertheless amounts to a rather obscure definition, the juxtaposition of ‘evidence ’ and ‘genius’ seemingly reluctant to reveal its secret. Well-turned phrases and irrefutable statements of opinion form the cornerstones of Rivette ’s critical method, a style which is recognisable among the adepts of ‘auteur politics’, and which defined the choices and assessments of the editors of the Paris-based journal during this period. And one of the mainstays of this brand of politics was Howard Hawks. Thus Maurice Shérer (alias Eric Rohmer) closed an article dated December 1953 with one of those statements which support any analysis and with which the editors of the famous ‘Cahiers jaunes’ were to make a name for themselves: ‘I don’t think that anyone can really love films without loving those of Howard Hawks.’1 This sentence sheds some light on the meaning of auteur politics. The article, prompted by the release of Howard Hawks’ second Western, The Big Sky, amounts to an evaluation of Hawks’ films as a whole and coincides with the birth of the term ‘auteur’, where it is the body of an auteur’s works which is taken as yardstick. The map of film history is thus retraced to include the ‘Hitchcocko-Hawksian’ lineage, which contributes to displacing the relationship that auteur cinema (which is nonetheless American cinema) bears to the notion of Hollywood classicism. The common denominator of an auteur’s various films, their defining characteristic, being their mise en scène, rather than the particular subjects they deal with.

André Bazin, however, while not unaware of the merits of the critical position taken by the ‘young Turks’ of the Cahiers, underlined its limitations. Like them he valued the refusal to reduce cinema to what it expresses, in other words to its content, message or plot. He explained that ‘if they value mise en scène so highly it is because they see in it, to a large extent, the very subject-matter of the film, an arrangement of beings and things which has a meaning of its own’.2 On the other hand he warned against what he called the ‘aesthetic cult of the personality’, which has a tendency to make people defend any old film, however weak, as long as its maker is a ‘Cahiers-auteur’; this amounts to a principle of artistic infallibility. ‘Basically’, Bazin wrote, ‘auteur politics consists of selecting the personal factor as point of reference in the process of artistic creation and then of postulating both its permanence and even its development from one work to the next.’3 And since this interpretative grid, placed over the work, amounts to ‘an aesthetic portrait of the film-maker’, auteur politics can be seen to rest on a limited appreciation of the films. ‘Thus one finds a western by Anthony Mann (and God knows I love Anthony Mann westerns!) discussed as though it were not first and foremost a western’, lamented Bazin, who for his part was unable to conceive of abandoning the notion of genre.

‘Howard Hawks should no doubt be credited’, he wrote,

with having proved, when the vogue for the super-western was at its height, that it was still possible to make real westerns using the old spectacular dramatic themes, without attempting to distract the viewer’s attention with some social thesis or whatever its formal equivalent might be. Red River (1948) and The Big Sky (1952) are masterful westerns with nothing baroque or decadent about them.4

This tribute to two of Hawks’ films relies on a preconceived system of classification based on a historical perspective. In order to consider the evolution of the Western, Bazin was induced to set up a number of categories. He contrasted the forms adopted by the genre after World War II with what he called a ‘real Western’. During this period, he claimed, the relationship towards History underwent a mutation, which is why he was inclined to group together, under the rubric of the ‘super-western’, films where History, which had never been more than ‘the backdrop of the western’, ‘often becomes its subject-matter’, as in John Ford’s Fort Apache (1948).

Bazin’s comment, suggesting as it does the notion of a certain classicism of the genre (which is surely what the expression ‘realwestern’ denotes) and whose passing he seemed to regret, raises questions about the relations between Howard Hawks’ film on the one hand and, on the other, the historical content it conveys, the genre as a whole and the director’s other Westerns. In complete contrast to Bazin’s view stands Robert Sklar’s remark, ‘no one observed…that Red River is rich in social significance ’,5 which features in an article whose reading of the film makes no secret of its ideological allegiances: ‘It is a film about issues of empire. It is a film about the territorial expansion of one society by the usurpation of land from others.’ Douglas Pye, developing this observation, believes that Hawks’ Westerns ‘are centrally concerned with social questions and explore the consequences of embedding the fantasy figure of the hero in contexts of social and historical change. In a way, the question they ask is how (or whether) such a figure can enter history.’6 This analysis, which applies particularly to Red River, rejects the definition of the ‘real western’ as conceived by André Bazin.


1

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

A HOWARD HAWKS WESTERN

Howard Winchester Hawks (1896–1977), following studies at Cornell which had earned him a degree in industrial mechanical engineering, left for Hollywood in the summer of 1917 where he took a job as property man with Famous Players-Lasky. A fan of racing-cars, horses and planes, he joined the US Air Force in autumn 1917. He was demobilised in 1919. From 1923, with the support of Jesse L. Lasky, he started work in the story department of the future Paramount, contributing to the writing of around forty films. In 1926 he signed a contract as director with William Fox and directed his first film, The Road to Glory, which has not survived. This was also the period where he and John Ford were experimenting with anamorphic photography. An eclectic film-maker, he flirted with the most diverse of genres and, as has often been pointed out, produced in each one if not a masterpiece, then at least a great film. To cite just a few well-known examples: detective films such as Scarface (1932) or The Big Sleep (1946); comedies such as Monkey Business (1952) or Bringing Up Baby (1938); adventure films such as Only Angels Have Wings (1939) or Hatari! (1962); war films such as Today We Live (1933) or Sergeant York (1941); Land of the Pharaohs (1955), a film set in antiquity; and sporting films such as Man’s Favourite Sport (1964).

Looking at his filmography, it is surprising to note that Howard Hawks was not a Western specialist. In fact it seems almost incredible that Red River came so late in his career. ‘After two decades of directing and nearly thirty films, this was his first Western.’7 Hawks himself said that he only directed five Westerns (or six, he adds, if you count Hatari!). Having said that, he fails to mention either Barbary Coast (1935) or Viva Villa (1934), where he was ousted after the on-location sequences in Mexico, to be replaced by Jack Conway, or The Outlaw (1940), the filming of which he abandoned after ten days to direct Sergeant York, offering Howard Hughes the job of finishing the production.8

Even so, the name of Howard Hawks, together with that of John Ford, immediately springs to mind when discussing truly excellent Westerns. This reputation is no doubt due to Red River as much as to Rio Bravo (1959), which some people consider to be his masterpiece. In his interviews with Joseph McBride, Hawks, comparing himself with Ford, made the following admission: ‘I don’t think I made better westerns. I don’t think Red River is better than his westerns.’9 Should one draw from this retrospective view the conclusion that Hawks considers Red River the only one of his films worthy of comparison with Ford’s Westerns? Is it a way of remembering that Ford came to watch the filming and of thanking the friend who gave him a hand with the editing? Whatever the truth, it is ultimately a great compliment to Red River as well as an indirect way of showing, in pure Hawksian style, the importance he attached to the film.
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