Hollywood Genres

Thomas Schaiz




Hollywood
Genres:

FORMULAS,
FILMMAKING, AND THE
STUDIO SYSTEM

‘SAM PUS CON\!ECTIONS




Hollywood
-~ Qenres:
FORMULAS,

%//W

\
\




First Edition
9876
Copyright © 1981 by Random House, Inc.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions.
No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means,
electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, without permission

in writing from the publisher. All inquiries should be addressed to

Random House, Inc. 201 East 50th Street, New York, N.Y. 10022.

Published in the United States by Random House, Inc.,

and simultaneously in Canada by Random House of Canada Limited, Toronto.

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data
Schatz, Thomas, 1948—

Hollywood genres.

Bibliography: p.

Includes index.

1.  Moving-pictures—United States. . Title.
PN1993.5.U65832 791.43'09794'94 80-25699
ISBN 0-394-32255-X

Manufactured in the United States of America by R. R. Donnelley & Sons Co.
Composed by American—Stratford Graphic Services, Inc.

Photo Research by Christine Pullo

Book Design by Lorraine Hohman

Cover Design by Doug Fornuff




While writing this book
I underwent two rather significant passages:
the death of my mother, Jean Murray Schatz,
and the birth of my daughter, Katie.
I would like to dedicate this book to them

and also to Sherry, my wife and fellow passenger.




The central thesis of this book is that a genre approach provides the most effec-
tive means for understanding, analyzing, and appreciating the Hollywood cinema.

Taking into account not only the formal and aesthetic aspects of feature filmmak-
ing, but various other cultural aspects as well, the genre approach treats movie
production as a dynamic process of exchange between the film industry and its au-
dience. This process, embodied in the Hollywood studio system, has been sus-
tained primarily through genres, those popular narrative formulas like the West-
ern, musical, and gangster film, which have dominated the screen arts throughout
this century.

Film critics and historians have, of course, recognized the pervasive and popular
nature of these formulas, but genre study generally has been overshadowed by
more “literary” critical approaches—particularly those treating film “authorship”
(usually in terms of the director) and those treating movies as individual, isolated
texts. Such critical efforts have been necessary and laudable, but the more we
come to understand commercial filmmaking, the more severely limited they seem
to be. Movies are not produced in creative or cultural isolation, nor are they con-
sumed that way. Individual movies may affect each one of us powerfully and
somewhat differently, but essentially they are all generated by a collective produc-
tion system which honors certain narrative traditions (or conventions) in designing
for a mass market. As such, we cannot examine individual films without first es-
tablishing a critical and theoretical framework that recognizes the cinema’s pro-
duction-consumption process as well as the basic conventions of feature film-
making,

A genre approach provides this framework, because (1) it assumes that film-
making is a commercial art, and hence that its creators rely on proven formulas to
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economize and systematize production; (2) it recognizes the cinema’s close contact
with its audience, whose response to individual films has affected the gradual devel-
opment of story formulas and standard production practices; (3) it treats the cin-
ema as primarily a narrative (storytelling) medium, one whose familiar stories in-
volve dramatic conflicts, which are themselves based upon ongoing cultural conflicts;
and (4) it establishes a context in which cinematic artistry is evaluated in terms of
our filmmakers’ capacity to re-invent established formal and narrative conven-
tions.

The focus of my book is the Hollywood studio system’s “classic era,” the period
roughly from 1930 to 1960. The continuance, since then, of genre production, both
in filmmaking and in network television, reaffirms the need for a systematic, in-
depth inquiry into the nature and function of that production. This book repre-
sents an effort to lay the historical and theoretical groundwork for genre study in
the American screen arts, encompassing not only literary and filmic concerns, but
cultural, socioeconomic, industrial, political, and even anthropological concerns as
well.

Hollywood Genres is divided into two parts. Part One is primarily theoretical,
concerned in general terms with the essential characteristics and the cultural role
of genre filmmaking. This section does not examine any individual genres or genre
films, but instead looks at the very concept of what might be termed “genre-
ness” ’—that is, those formal and narrative features shared by all genres and their
relationship to the culture at large.

Part Two is composed of six chapters, each of which examines a dominant Hol-
lywood genre: the Western, gangster, hardboiled detective, screwball comedy,
musical, and family melodrama. Each chapter is divided into two sections: an his-
torical survey of the genre and a critical analysis of some of its key films. The
Western survey is complemented by an analysis of the genre’s evolution; it exam-
ines four Westerns directed by John Ford in consecutive decades. The gangster
chapter incorporates an essay on the impact of the Production Code (a means of
industry-based censorship). The hardboiled detective survey is preceded by an
analysis of a certain style (film noir) and a single film (Citizen Kane) that influenced
the genre’s development. The screwball comedy chapter contains an essay on the
collaborative efforts of director Frank Capra and screenwriter Robert Riskin. The
musical survey leads directly into an exploration of the genre’s “Golden Age”
under producer Arthur Freed at M-G-M. And the family melodrama chapter is
rounded out with an analysis of three films by the genre’s consummate stylist,
Douglas Sirk.

These six formulas obviously represent only a limited number of Hollywood
genres. But they do include what I believe are the most significant of Hollywood’s
popular forms. They also provide a convenient historical “fit.” For by surveying
these genres within the same context, [ have been able to develop a critical-histori-
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cal overview of Hollywood'’s classic era. The gangster study concentrates on the
early-to-mid 1930s, the screwball comedy on the mid-to-late 1930s, the hardboiled
detective on the 1940s, the musical on the late 1940s and the early 1950s, the fam-
ily melodrama on the mid-to-late 1950s, and the chapter on the Western spans the
entire studio era.

At the risk of sounding like some gushing recipient at an Academy Awards
banquet, I would like to recognize and thank various individuals who contributed,
directly or indirectly, to the writing of this book.

My interest in the American cinema and in genre study began—thanks to my
mentors there—Rick (Charles F.) Altman, Franklin Miller, Dudley Andrew, Rich-
ard Dyer MacCann, and Sam Becker, while I was at the University of lowa. I am
also indebted to my fellow graduate students, especially to Jane Feuer, Joe Heu-
mann, Bobby Allen, Michael Budd, Phil Rosen, and Bob Vasilak. Some of my ear-
liest professors also contributed to this book, although none of us realized it at the
time. I am particularly grateful to James Burtchaell, c.s.c., and Carvel Collins of the
University of Notre Dame, and to June Levine and Lee Lemon of the University of
Nebraska.

It wasn’t until [ began teaching at the University of Texas that the present book
really began to take shape, and [ am grateful to Bob Davis and my other colleagues
for being so supportive during the past few years. [ also am indebted to all of my
students at Texas, particularly those graduate students who, whether as students,
critics, editors, or friends, contributed to this project. Special thanks to Greg Beal,
David Rodowick, Mike Selig, Karol Hoeffner, Louis Black, Jackie Byars, Ed Lowry,
and Stephanie Samuel, and David Brown for their advice and encouragement.

Finally, I would like to thank my editors and readers at Random House who
brought this project to fruition. My acquiring editor, Richard Garretson, and my
production editor, Marilyn Miller, were of inestimable assistance in supervising
the revisions of the text and translating my scholarly language into, what [ hope, is
readable prose. Random House also provided a number of excellent readers from
my field who reviewed the manuscript and offered constructive criticism, particu-
larly John Cawelti, Frank McConnell, and Rick Altman.

A word about the stills: | had hoped initially that the illustrations in this book
would be composed only of frame enlargements—that is, images “lifted” from ac-
tual film footage—rather than production stills which generally are not taken from
the movie camera’s perspective. Due to various problems regarding the quality of
frame enlargement reproduction and the less-than-cooperative attitude of most
studios, I have had to settle for production stills in most instances. All of the stills
selected, however, do serve to illuminate the text and should help refresh the
reader’s recollection of the films in question.

Austin
August 1980
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The Genius
of the

System

Whenever a motion picture becomes a work of art it is unquestionably
due to men. But the moving pictures have been born and bred not of
men but of corporations. Corporations have set up the easels, bought
the pigments, arranged the views, and hired the potential artists. Until
the artists emerge, af least, the corporation is bigger than the sum of its
parts. Somehow, although our poets have not yet defined it for us, a
corporation lives a life and finds a fate outside the lives and fates of its
human constituents.

—Fortune magazine, December 1932’

Paradoxically, the supporters of the politique des auteurs* admire the
American cinema, where the restrictions of production are heavier than
anywhere else. It is also true that it is the country where the greatest
technical possibilities are offered to the director. But the one does not
cancel out the other. | do, however, admit that freedom is greater in Hol-
lywood than it is said to be, as long as one knows how to detect its
manifestations, and | will go so far as to say that the traditfion of genres
is a base of operations for creative freedom, The American cinema is a
classical art, but why not then admire in it what is most admirable, i.e.
not only the talent of this or that filmmaker, but the genius of the sys-
tem.

—André Bazin?

* The “auteur policy,” which held that certain film directors should be considered the “authors”

of their films.
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The studio system

Frangois Truffaut, French critic turned filmmaker, recently suggested that “when a
film achieves a certain success, it becomes a sociological event, and the question of
its quality becomes secondary”” (Truffaut, 1972). The success of a film may or may
not depend upon its artistic quality—and this is a bone of critical contention which
"“forever will separate elitists like John Simon from populists like Pauline Kael. But
“in thé final analysis any film’s quality, itself based upon subjective critical con-
sensus, is incidental to the fact of its social and economic impact. Truffaut’s obser-
vation would seem to coincide, “interestingly enough, with the U.S. Supreme
Court’s 1915 decision that “the exhibition of motion pictures is a business pure
and simple, originated and conducted for profit.” Both Truffaut and the Supreme
Court have recognized a fundamental tenet of commercial filmmaking: producers
may not know much about art, but they know what sells and how to systematically
deliver more of the same. If what the producer delivers happens to be evaluated
critically as art, so much the better.
Essentially, the function of the Hollywood production companies always has
been to create what Truffaut termed sociological events. In their continual efforts
to reach as massive an audience as possible, early filmmakers investigated areas of
potential audience appeal and, at the same time, standardized those areas whose
appeal already had been verified by audience response. In the gradual develop-
ment of the business of movie production, experimentation steadily gave way to
. standardization as a matter of fundamental economics. Between 1915 and 1930 the
studios had standardized, hence economized, virtually every aspect of film pro-
duction* (Balio, 1976). Because of this heavy regimentation, the studios of Holly-
wood’s “classic” era (roughly 1930 to 1960) have been referred to as factory produc-
tion systems The analogy is not without basis in actual industry practice: the

“studio system” functioned to mass produce and mass distribute movies. This is
* considerably different from the “New Hollywood,” where the studios function

*, - primarily as distribution companies—that is, they distribute films which, for the

most part, are produced independently.

Until the '50s, the major studios (MGM, Twentieth Century-Fox, Warner Broth-
ers, Paramount, RKO) not only made motion pictures, but they also leased them
through their own distribution companies to theaters which they themselves con-
trolled. Although the “majors”—along with significant “minors” like Columbia,
Universal-International, Republic, and Monogram—never controlled more than
one sixth of all movie theaters in the United States, they did control most of the
important “first-run” houses. In the mid-"40s, when Hollywood’s audience was at
its peak, the five majors owned or controlled the operations of 126 of the 163
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first-run theaters in the nation’s twenty-five largest cities. Not only did the audi-
ences attending these theaters provide the bulk of revenue for the studios, but they
also determined the general trends of studio production and cinematic expression.
The U.S. Supreme Court dismantled this monopolistic “vertical structure” in 1948,
after ten years of court battles with Paramount. This was one of the key factors,
along with the advent of television and other cultural developments, in the even-
tual “death” of the studio system. By this time, however, Hollywood had read the
pulse of its popular audience in developing an engaging and profitable means of
narrative cinematic expression—the conventions of feature filmmaking were
firmly established.

Thus the artist and the industrialist were cast into a necessary and highly pro-
ductive relationship—each one struggling with but also depending upon the other
for the success of their commercial art. While filmmakers learned to adapt their
own and their audience’s narrative impulse to the demands of the medium, busi-
nessmen learned to exploit the medium’s capacity for widespread dissemination
and consumption. While filmmakers advanced narrative traditions developed in
drama and literature, producers and exhibitors advanced the commercial potential
anticipated by previous forms of mass entertainment. So by the time the movie in-
dustry had standardized the feature-length narrative film by the late teens, the
medium’s mixed heritage was fairly obvious. The movies had their roots in both
classic literature and bestselling pulp romances, in legitimate theater as well as

* vaudeville and music halls, in traditions of both “serious art” and American “pop-

ular entertainment.”®

The contemporary mass audience, ultimately, is in good part responsible for the
development of the studio system—the same audience whose leisure time and
spending money became, in social historian Arnold Hauser’s words, “a decisive
factor in the history of art”® (Hauser, 1951, p. 250). By its attraction to the cinema,
this audience encouraged mass distribution of movies, as well as an adherence to
filmmaking conventions. Feature filmmaking, like most mass media production, is
an expensive enterprise. Those who invest their capital, from the major studio to
the struggling independent, are in a curious bind: on the one hand, their product
must be sufficiently inventive to attract attention and satisfy the audience’s de-
mand for novelty, and on the other hand, they must protect their initial investment
by relying to some extent upon established conventions that have been proven
through previous exposure and repetition.

We should note here that in film production—and in virtually any popular art
form-—a successful product is bound up in convention because its success inspires

 repetition. The built-in “feedback” circuits of the Hollywood system ensured this

repetition of successful stories and techniques, because the studios” production-
distribution-exhibition system enabled filmmakers to gauge their work against au-
dience response. It is as if with each commercial effort, the studios suggested an-
other variation on cinematic conventions, and the audience indicated whether
the inventive variations would themselves be conventionalized through their
repeated usage.
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We should also note that this is a reciprocal relationship between artist and audi-
ence. The filmmaker’s inventive impulse is tempered by his or her practical recog-
nition of certain conventions and audience expectations; the audience demands
creativity or variation but only within the context of a familiar narrative experi-
ence. As with any such experience it is difficult for either artist or audience to spec-
ify precisely what elements of an artistic event they are responding to. Conse-
quently, filmic conventions have been refined through considerable variation and

repetition. In this context, it is important to remember that roughly 400 to 700

. movies were released per year during Hollywood’s classic era, and that the studios
depended increasingly upon established story formulas and techniques. Thus any
theory of Hollywood filmmaking must take into account this essential process of
production, feedback, and conventionalization.

The studio system’s role in the evolution of narrative filmmaking was consider-
able, in terms of its national and international popularity and, more importantly,
in its systematic honing of filmic expression into effective narrative conventions.
The international film market fluctuated throughout the studio era due to the De-
pression and the war, but conservative estimates indicate that Hollywood products
occupied anywhere from 70 to 90 percent of the available screen time in most Eu-
ropean and Latin American countries. In addition, the Motion Picture Association
of America’s “classification of subject matter” for the year 1950 indicates that over
60 percent of all Hollywood productions that year were either Westerns (27%),

_crime/detective films (20%), romantic comedies (11%), or musicals (4%), and that
roughly 90 percent fell into some preestablished classification—mystery/spy, war,
etc.” (Sterling and Haight, 1978).

The implications of these data are twofold. First, Hollywood’s domination of not
only national but international production and distribution suggests that its influ-
ence extended well beyond the United States. Second, and even more signifi-
cantly, the Hollywood imprint generally involved not only isolated production
techniques and narrative devices, but established story types or “genres” like the
Western or the musical. And these genres have in turn traveled well—think of
what Italy’s “spaghetti Westerns,” Japan’s samurai films, or the French New
Wave’s hardboiled detective films owe to genres developed by the Hollywood
studio system. ‘

The genre film and the genre director

Simply stated, a genre film—whether a Western or a musical, a screwball comedy
or a gangster film—involves familiar, essentially one-dimensional characters act-
ing out a predictable story pattern within a familiar setting. During the reign of the
studio system, genre films comprised the vast majority of the most popular and
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profitable productions, and this trend has continued even after its death.dn con-
m tended to attract greater critical attention during the studio
era—films like John Ford’s The Grapes of Wrath, Charlie Chaplin’s Monsieur Ver-
doux, Billy Wilder’s The Lost Weekend, and Jean Renoir’s Diary of a Chambermaid.

These and other non-genre films generally traced the personal and psychologi-
cal development of a “central character” or protagonist. The central characters are
‘not familiar types whom we’ve seen before in movies (like the gangster, the music
man, the Westerner). Rather, they are unique individuals whorrﬂg_rgl,aigig_leam
terms of previous filmic experience than in terms of our own “real-world” experi-
ences. The plot in non-genre films does not progress through conventional con-
flicts toward a predictable resolution (as with the gangster dead in the gutter, the
climactic musical show). Instead it develops a linear plot in which the various
events are linked in a chronological chain and organized by the central character’s
own perceptual viewpoint. The plot resolution generally occurs when the signifi-
cance of the protagonist’s experiences—of the “plot line”—becomes apparent to
that character or to the audience, or to both.

Non-genre films represent a limited portion of Hollywood’s productions, and as
we might expect, many were directed by foreign-born filmmakers like Wilder and
Renoir. But equally significant are those foreign directors who adapted so effec-
tively to Hollywood’s genre-based system, as shown, for example, in Fritz Lang’s
Westerns and crime films, Ernst Lubitsch’s musicals and romantic comedies, and
Douglas Sirk’s and Max Ophuls’ social melodramas.

Actually, the dependence of certain premiere American directors upon estab-
lished film genres is equally significant and just as often overlooked. Whether we
discuss Griffith’s melodramas, Keaton’s slapstick comedy, Ford’s Westerns, or
Minnelli’s musicals, we are treating Hollywood directors whose reputations as art-
ists, as creative filmmakers, are based upon their work within popular genres, As
the studio era recedes into American film history, it becomes increasingly evident
Mﬁ@fuutwr irectors did their most expressive
and significant work within highly conventionalized formis.

The auteur policy

Even with this reservation, we certainly cannot dismiss the “auteur policy,” the
single most productive concept in film study over the past quarter century, al-
though we should be aware of its limitations as well as its assets.? The notion of
directorial authorship—that the director is the controlling creative force and hence
potentially the “author” of his films—is a necessary and logical critical approach.
Anyone who discussed “the Lubitsch touch” in the ‘30s or anticipated the next
““Hitchcock thriller” in the 40s was, in fact, practicing this critical approach.
Originally, the auteur approach was formalized by a group of critics—among
them Francois Truffaut, Eric Rohmer, and Jean-Luc Godard—writing for the
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French film journal Cahiers du Cinema. Working throughout the 1950s under editor
André Bazin, the Cahiers critics fashioned the “auteur policy” (la politique des auteurs)
as an alternative to content-oriented, plot-theme analyses of movies. Significantly,
the auteur policy was developed not to treat foreign filmmakers who had a great
deal of control over their productions. Rather, the policy was designed to recon-
sider those Hollywood directors who, despite the constraints of the studio system,
were able to instill a personal style into their work.

In order to understand the artistry of commercial filmmaking, argued the auteur
critics, we must complement the_dominant critical concern for a film’s “subject
matter” with more subtle consideration of visual style, camerawork, editing, and
the various other factors which make up the director’s “narrative voice.” Alfred
Hitchcock once said that he is “less interested in stories than in the manner of
telling them’” (Sadoul, 1972, p. 117). Auteur analysis is, in effect, a formalized criti-

cal response to this particular conception of filmmaking.

As the auteur policy was refined and eventually introduced to English and
American critics by Andrew Sarris and others, the Hollywood film industry un-
derwent a steady revaluation. The reputations of directors like Hitchcock and
Minnelli, who had been dismissed by many American critics because they worked
in such lowbrow forms, were substantially reconsidered. In addition, a number of
directors, who somehow had escaped the attention of American critics (Howard
Hawks is a prime example), now were recognized as major filmmakers, along with
many other exceptional stylists who had directed low-budget “B” productions
(Sam Fuller, Anthony Mann, and others). Even the esteem of a widely heralded
director like John Ford, whose popular and critical reputation had long been es-
tablished, underwent a critical revaluation that reflected a basic reconsideration of
Hollywood filmmaking. Auteur critics argued persuasively that Ford’s genre
films—war movies like They Were Expendable and Westerns like The Searchers and
The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance—demonstrated a stylistic richness and thematic
ambiguity that made them artistically superior to the calculated artistry and social
consciousness of “serious” Ford films like The Informer and The Grapes of Wrath.

Experience had taught the auteur critics that, because of the popular and indus-

_trial nature of commercial filmmaking, the serious film artist often comes in
through the back door. Too often “serious social drama” in the cinema is less seti-

ous, less genuinely social, and certainly less dramatic than the supposed “escapist
entertainment” fare of a Ford Western or a Minnelli musical or a Hitchcock
thriller. Auteur critics, in acknowledging the popular and industrial demands
placed upon filmmakers, rejected the artificial distinctions between art and enter-
tainment, and thus they signaled a substantial evolution in the way people—film-
makers, viewers, and critics alike—thought about movies.

In retrospect, it seems quite logical that auteur and genre criticism would domi-

_nate Hollywood film study. These two critical methods do complement and coun-

terbalance one another in that genre criticism treats established cinematic forms,
whereas aufeur criticism celebrates certain filmmakers who worked effectively
within those forms. Both approaches reflect an increased critical sensitivity to the
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penchant for conventionalization in commercial filmmaking. In fact the auteur ap-
proach, in asserting a director’s consistency of form and expression, effectively
translates an auteur into a virtual genre unto himself, into a system of conventions
which identify his work. And further, the director’s consistency, like the genre’s, is
basic to the economic and material demands of the medium and to his popularity
with a mass audience. As John Ford, who himself considered film directing “al-
ways a job of work,” once suggested: “For a director there are commercial rules
that it is necessary to obey. In our profession, an artistic failure is nothing; a com-
mercial failure is a sentence. The secret is to make films that please the public and
also allow the director to reveal his personality’’® (Sadoul, 1972, p. 89).

One of the essential attributes of auteur analysis is its structural approach: Its
method is to uncover the “deep structure” (the directorial personality) in order to
interpret and evaluate the “surface structure” (his or her movies). The socioeco-
nomic imperatives of Hollywood filmmaking, however, indicate that there are a
number of deep structures—industrial, political, technical, stylistic, narrative, and
so on—which inform the production process. Further, when we consider a director
working within an established genre we are faced with another, even “deeper,”
structure than that of the director’s personality. The genre’s preestablished cul-
tural significance in effect determines the range and substance of any one direc-
tor’s expressive treatment of that genre.

That one director’s treatment is more effective than another’s motivates the film
critic, who examines the filmmaker’s manipulation and variation of formal, narra-
tive, and thematic conventions. Generally, and especially regarding a director

- working within a well-developed genre, the knowledgeable critic must distinguish

between the director’s and the genre’s contribution to a film’s expressive quality.
In examining Sam Peckinpah’s The Wild Bunch, for example, one must be familiar
with the history of the Western and with Peckinpah’s career in order to determine
how he has reinvented the genre’s conventions.

Analyzing a genre director’s work, which has grown along with a genre, repre-
sents an even more difficult critical challenge. Consider John Ford, who began di-
recting silent, two-reel Westerns in 1917 and continued to produce the most popu-
lar and significant films within the genre until the early 1960s. And what of a
director like Alfred Hitchcock, who in a sense “invented” the psychological
thriller and who completely dominated that genre from the late 1920s through the
1960s? We will discuss these issues in later chapters, but for now they can stand as
open questions that indicate the complexity involved in criticizing Hollywood
genre films.

The studio production system itself, designed for the variations-on-a-theme ap-
proach characteristic of genre filmmaking, is at the very heart of this critical di-
lemma. Because of the practical budgetary problems of set design, scriptwriting,
and so forth, the studios encouraged the development of film genres. Obviously,
costs could be minimized by repeating successful formulas. Box-office returns
alone provided sufficient criteria for continued genre production; the studios

. clearly need not understand why certain narratives appealed to viewers. They only
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required assurance that the appeal indeed existed and could be exploited finan-
cially. Thus, many aspects of studio production were refined to accommodate
genre filmmaking: the “stables” of writers and technical crews whose work was
limited to certain types of films; the studio sets and sound stages designed for spe-
cific genres; even the “star system,” which capitalized upon the familiar, easily ca-
tegorized qualities of individual performers. (Try to imagine, for instance, a pas-
sionate kiss between John Wayne and Ginger Rogers. It just doesnt work,
essentially because of the close connections between a star’s screen persona and
his or her status as a generic convention.)

Genre and narrative conventions

As this example indicates, any genre’s narrative confext imbues its conventions with
meaning. This meaning in turn determines their use in individual films. In general,
the commercial cinema is identifiable by formal and narrative elements common
to virtually all its products: the Hollywood movie is a story of a certain length fo-
cusing upon a protagonist (a hero, a central character); and it involves certain
standards of production, a style of (“invisible”) editing, the use of musical score,
and so on. The genre film, however, is identified not only by its use of these gen-
eral filmic devices to create an imaginary world; it is also significant that this world
is predetermined and essentially intact. The narrative components of a non-genre
film—the characters, setting, plot, techniques, etc—assume their significance as
they are integrated into the individual film itself. In a genre film, however, these
components have prior significance as elements of some generic formula, and the
viewer’s negotiation of a genre film thus involves weighing the film’s variations
against the genre’s preordained, value-laden narrative system.

An example of this process may be seen in a conventional gunfight in a Western
film. Everything—from the characters’ dress, demeanor, and weapons to their
standing in the dirt street of an American frontier community—assumes a signifi-
cance beyond the film’s immediate narrative concerns. This significance is based
on the viewer’s familiarity with the “world” of the genre itself rather than on his or
her own world. As Robert Warshow observed in his analysis of the gangster genre,
it is only in the ultimate sense that the type appeals to the audience’s experience
of reality; much more immediately, it appeals to the previous experience of the
type itself; it creates its own field of reference”"" (Warshow, 1962, p. 130). It is not
their mere repetition which endows generic elements with a prior significance, but
their repetition within a conventionalized formal, narrative, and thematic context.
If it is initially a popular success, a film story is reworked in later movies and re-
peated until it reaches its equilibrium profile—until it becomes a spatial, sequen-
tial, and thematic pattern of familiar actions and relationships. Such a repetition is
generated by the interaction of the studios and the mass audience, and it will be
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sustained so long as it satisfies the needs and expectations of the audience and re-
mains financially viable for the studios.

Genre as a social force

Any viewer’s familiarity with a genre is the result of a cumulative process, of course.
The first viewing of a Western or musical actually might be more difficult and de-
manding than the viewing of a non-genre film, due to the peculiar logic and narra-
tive conventions of the genre. With repeated viewings, however, the genre’s nar-
rative pattern comes into focus and the viewer’s expectations take shape. And when
we consider that the generic pattern involves not only narrative elements (charac-
ter, plot, setting) but thematic issues as well, the genre’s socializing influence be-
comes apparent. ‘

Moreover, in examining film genres, these popular narratives whose plots, char-
acters, and themes are refined through usage in a mass medium, we are consid-
ering a form of artistic expression which involves the audience more directly than
any traditional art form had ever done before. There are earlier forms that antici-
pated this development, especially performative arts such as Greek or Renaissance
drama. However, not until the invention of the printing press and then the popu-
larization of dime novels, pulp literature, and Beadle books (named for their pub-
lisher, Erastus Beadle) did the social and economic implications of popular narra-
tive formulas begin to take shape. Henry Nash Smith considered these
implications in his evocative study of America’s “Western myth,” entitled The
Virgin Land. Smith is especially interested in the creative posture assumed by indi-
vidual pulp writers who produced and reproduced popular Western tales for an
eager, impressionable audience. Smith’s fundamental thesis is that these authors
participated, with their publishers and audience, in the creative celebration of the
values and ideals associated with westward expansion, thereby engendering and
sustaining the Western myth. He contends that the pulp writer is not pandering to
his market by lowering himself to the level of the mass audience, but rather that he
or she is cooperating with it in formulating and reinforcing collective values and
ideals. “Fiction produced under these circumstances virtually takes on the charac-
ter of automatic writing,” Smith suggests. “Such work tends to become an objecti-
fied mass dream, like the moving pictures, soap operas, or comic books that are the
present-day equivalents of the Beadle stories. The individual writer abandons his
own personality and identifies himself with his readers’** (Smith, 1950, p. 91).

There have, of course, been pulp novelists like James Fenimore Cooper and
Zane Grey, just as there have been genre directors like John Ford and Sam Peck-
inpah, who used exceptional formal and expressive artistry in Western storytelling
and whose writing seems anything but automatic. In underscoring the relationship
of pulp Western novels to a mass audience and hence to American folklore, how-
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ever, Smith’s study adds an important dimension to our discussion. He suggests
that these novels were written not only for the mass audience, but by them as well.
Produced by depersonalized representatives of the collective, anonymous public
and functioning to celebrate basic beliefs and values, their formulas might be re-
garded not only as popular or even elite art but also as cultural ritual—as a form of
collective expression seemingly obsolete in an age of mass technology and a genu-
inely “silent majority.”

This view of the nature and function of popular narrative artistry has been ex-
tended, predictably enough, into the realm of commercial filmmaking, where
many of the same principles apply. In fact, André Bazin’s “La politique des au-
teurs” essay was conceived as a warning to aufeur critics that they look at the many
other aspects of filmmaking besides directing that contribute to the authorship of
any individual movie. Bazin suggests:

What makes Hollywood so much better than anything else in the world is not
only the quality of certain directors, but also the vitality and, in a certain sense, the
excellence of a tradition. Hollywood’s superiority is only incidentally technical; it
lies much more in what one might call the American cinematic genius, something
which should be analyzed, then defined, by a sociological approach to its produc-
tion. The American cinema has been able, in an extraordinarily competent way, to
show American society just as it wanted to see itself.'® (1968, pp. 142-143)

The basis for this viewpoint is the level of active but indirect audience participation in
the formulation of any popular commercial form. And that participation is itself a
function of the studio system’s repeating and handing down, with slight variation,
those stories that the audience has isolated through its collective response.

It should be mentioned that because of the narrow range of distribution and the
limited audience feedback involved in the nineteenth century, the pulp author’s
degree of cooperation with his or her audience was quite different from that of the
Hollywood filmmaker.* Furthermore, the dime pulp or bestselling novel is the
product of an individual consciousness and is communicated through a personal
medium of expression. The Hollywood genre film, conversely, is both produced
and consumed collectively. We are dealing here with the studio system over a pe-
riod of sustained and widespread popular success, from the early years of the
sound film through the gradual relinquishing, after some four decades, of the stu-
dios and their production system to the commercial television industry. These are
the years before American filmmakers began to appeal, as they have tended to
more recently, to a specialized market or age group. The Hollywood studios and
the genre film had their heyday simultaneously—and this is no coincidence—
when films were seen as mass entertainment by a general public who regularly
(one might even say religiously) went “to the movies” in numbers peaking in the
mid- to late-40’s at 90 million viewers per week.

* Smith mentions this fact.
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Before examining genre filmmaking as a form of collective cultural expression,
however, we should acknowledge that certain commercial and technological as-
pects of the cinema qualify this approach. Dwight MacDonald in his “Theory of
Mass Culture” posits “the essential quality of Mass, as against High or Folk, Cul-
ture: it is manufactured for mass consumption by technicians employed by the
ruling class and is not an expression of the individual artist or the common people
themselves”™* (MacDonald, in Rosenberg and White, 1964). From this viewpoint,
even Shakespeare is more a technician than an individual artist. Nevertheless,
MacDonald’s observations do encourage us to avoid any simplistic association of
commercial filmmaking with either elite or folk expression.

Just as we must temper our view of the cinematic auteur by acknowledging the
depersonalizing production system in which he or she works, so too must we tem-
per our view of the genre film as a kind of secular, contemporary cultural ritual.
The cinema’s commercial feedback system rarely affords the audience any direct
or immediate creative input. Rather it allows it to affect future variations by voic-
ing collective approval or disapproval of a current film. Such a response has a cu-
mulative effect, first isolating and then progressively refining a film story into a fa-
miliar narrative pattern. As Robert Warshow observes in his study of the gangster
genre: “For such a type to be successful means that its conventions have imposed
themselves upon the general consciousness and become accepted vehicles of a
particular set of attitudes and a particular aesthetic effect. One goes to any individ-
" ual example of the type with very definite expectations, and originality is accepted
only in the degree that it intensified the expected experience without fundamen-
tally altering it”'® (Warshow, 1962, p. 130).

In a limited sense, any genre film is the original creation of an individual writer
or director, but the nature and range of that originality are determined by the con-
ventions and expectations involved in the genre filmmaking process. Thus, any
critical analysis of that originality must be based firmly on an understanding of
both the genre and the production system in which any individual genre film is
generated. Ultimately, we need to complement elitist critical attitudes with a
broader, more culturally and industrially responsive approach. In a certain sense,
this approach could be dismissed as simply a formulation of a populist “low art”
bias to offset elitist “high art” biases in film study. I hope, however, that the value
of the ideas developed in this book will be realized in their application, and not in
the context of critical debate. Whatever one’s objections to auteurism, the fact re-
mains that close analysis of certain directors’ movies, along with detailed study of
their directing methods, does validate the auteur policy as something more than
merely a critical bias—it does reveal some fundamental truth about filmmaking
and film art. So too should a genre approach, when applied sensibly and with care,
reveal some essential truths about commercial filmmaking that will enrich our un-
derstanding and appreciation of cinematic art.




Film Genres
and the
Genre Film

I really want to go back to film school. . . . Or maybe I'll get my masters
in anthropology. That's what movies are about anyway. Cultural im-
prints.

—Writer-director George Lucas, discussing Star Wars'

Thus far, we have been considering those qualities of Hollywood filmmaking
which determine its status as a commercial art form. Our consideration of
those qualities led us to the hypothesis that popular cinematic story for-
mulas—or film genres—express the social and aesthetic sensibilities not only
of Hollywood filmmakers but of the mass audience as well.

In many ways, this view of contemporary commercial art resists the elitist
critical assumption that the artwork carries an asocial, terminal value—that
the artwork is an end in itself, somehow disengaged from the mundane trap-
pings of its initial sociocultural environment. The academic or scholarly con-
text in which we generally are exposed to the high arts tends to support this
bias, simply because we do study traditional artworks with little concern for
the social imperatives involved in their creation. We presume that aesthetic
objects do in fact “transcend” the culture in which they were produced, pri-
marily because of their significance for us as members of a modern techno-
cratic society. Our appreciation of Homer’s epic poetry, Shakespeare’s
drama, or Dickens’ novels is only marginally related, if at all, to the traditions
of oral history, of the Elizabethan popular theater, or of the serialized pulp
romances in which those works participated. The historical “gatekeeping”
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function of aesthetic tradition has singled out great works of art for posterity, and
thus we have been less sensitive to their sociological qualities than to their formal
and aesthetic qualities. We should avoid, however, assuming that we can study
and evaluate the products of our own culture from a similar critical and historical
distance.

Film critic Robin Wood, in an essay entitled “Ideology, Genre, Auteur,” ex-
presses misgivings about these critical oversights in genre study:

The work that has been done so far on genres has tended to take the various
genres as “given” and discrete, and seeks to explicate them, define them in terms
of motifs, etc.; what we need to ask, if genre theory is ever to be productive, is less
What? than Why? We are so used to the genres that the peculiarity of the phe-
nomenon itself has been too little noted.> (Wood, 1977, p. 47)

As Wood suggests, genre study has tended to disengage the genre from the condi-
tions of its production and to treat it as an isolated, autonomous system of con-
ventions. As a result, genre study tends to give only marginal attention to the role
of the audience and the production system in formulating conventions and partici-
pating in their evolutionary development.

Genre study may be more “productive” if we complement the narrow critical
focus of traditional genre analysis with a broader sociocultural perspective. Thus,
we may consider a genre film not only as some filmmaker’s artistic expression, but
further as the cooperation between artists and audience in celebrating their collec-
tive values and ideals. In fact, many qualities traditionally viewed as artistic short-
comings—the psychologically static hero, for instance, or the predictability of the
plot—assume a significantly different value when examined as components of a
genre’s ritualistic narrative system. If indeed we are to explain the why of Holly-
wood genres, we must look to their shared social function and to their formal con-
ventions. Once we examine these shared features, we then can address a particular
genre and its films.

Genre as system

Perhaps we should begin by noting a basic distinction between film genre study
and its predecessor, literary genre study. In the study of literature, generic catego-
ries have been virtually imposed on works of fiction (or poetry or drama), repre-
senting the efforts of critics or historians to organize the subject matter according
to their own subjective criteria. Literary analysts thus have tended to treat their
subject in terms that may be irrelevant to those who produce and consume them.
Not so with the commercial cinema, however. Because of the nature of film pro-
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duction and consumption, identifying film genres scarcely involves the subjective,
interpretive effort that it does in literature. Film genres are not organized or dis-
covered by analysts but are the result of the material conditions of commercial
filmmaking itself, whereby popular stories are varied and repeated as long as they
satisfy audience demand and turn a profit for the studios.

The significance of this distinction is twofold. First, it indicates that a film genre
is a “privileged” cinematic story form-—that is, only a limited number of film
stories have been refined into formulas because of their unique social and/or aes-
thetic qualities. Second, as the product of audience and studio interaction, a film
genre gradually impresses itself upon the culture until it becomes a familiar,
meaningful system that can be named as such. Viewers, filmmakers, and critics
know what it means to call this film a Western or that one a musical, and this
knowledge is based on interaction with the medium itself—it is not the result of
some arbitrary critical or historical organization.

To identify a popular cinematic story formula, then, is to recognize its status as a
coherent, value-laden narrative system. Its significance is immediately evident to
those who produce and consume it. Through repeated exposure to individual
genre films we come to recognize certain fypes of characters, locales, and events. In
effect, we come to understand the system and its significance. We steadily accu-
mulate a kind of narrative-cinematic gestalf or “mind set” that is a structured men-
tal image of the genre’s typical activities and attitudes. Thus all of our experiences
with Western films give us an immediate notion, a complete impression, of a cer-
tain type of behavioral and attitudinal system.

Because it is essentially a narrative system, a film genre can be examined in
terms of its fundamental structural components: plot, character, setting, thematics,
style, and so on. We should be careful, though, to maintain a distinction between
the film genre and the genre film. Whereas the genre exists as a sort of tacit “contract”
between filmmakers and audience, the genre film is an actual event that honors
such a contract. To discuss the Western genre is to address neither a single West-
ern film nor even all Westerns, but rather that system of conventions which iden-
tifies Western films as such.

There is a sense, then, in which a film genre is both a static and a dynamic system.
On the one hand, it is a familiar formula of interrelated narrative and cinematic
components that serves to continually reexamine some basic cultural conflict: one
could argue, for example, that all Westerns confront the same fundamental issues
(the taming of the frontier, the celebration of the hero’s rugged individualism, the
hero’s conflicts with the frontier community, etc.) in elaborating America’s foun-
dation ritual and that slight formal variations do not alter those static thematic
characteristics. On the other hand, changes in cultural attitudes, new influential
genre films, the economics of the industry, and so forth, continually refine any film
genre. As such, its nature is continually evolving. For example, the evolution of
Western heroes from agents of law and order to renegade outlaws or professional
killers reflects a genuine change in the genre. One could even argue that the term
“Western” means something different today from what it did two or three decades
ago.




We are most aware of a generic “‘confract’ when it is violated. The violation may
involve casting an established performer “‘against type,”” as when musical star Dick
Powell portrayed private eye Philip Marlowe in Murder My Sweet (even the title was
changed from Farewell My Lovely so that audiences wouldn’t mistake the film for a
musical). Or the violation may simply be a matter of a vehicle (as a car on a Western
sef) from one genre turning up on the set of another. (Wisconsin Center for Film and Theater

Research); (Private Collection)
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Thus genre experience, like all human experience, is organized according to
certain fundamental perceptual processes. As we repeatedly undergo the same
type of experience we develop expectations which, as they are continually rein-
forced, tend to harden into “rules.” The clearest example of this process in any
culture is in its games. A game is a system of immutable rules (three strikes in
baseball) and components determining the nature of play. Yet no two games in a
sport are alike, and a theoretically infinite number of variations can be played
within the “arena” that the rules provide. Similarly, certain styles of traditional or
popular music involve a variations-on-a-theme approach both within and among
individual pieces. In folk and blues traditions, for example, most compositions are
generated from a very few chord progressions.

The analogies between film genres and other cultural systems are virtually end-
less. What such examples seem to highlight is the dual nature of any “species” (or
“genus,” the root for the word genre), that is, it can be identified either by its rules,
components, and function (by its static deep structure) or conversely by the indi-
vidual members which comprise the species (by its dynamic surface structure).

Think of a Western movie, or a musical, or a gangster film. Probably you won't
think of any individual Western or musical or gangster film, but rather of a
vaguely defined amalgam of actions and attitudes, of characters and locales. For as
one sees more genre films, one tends to negotiate the genre less by its individual
films than by its deep structure, those rules and conventions which render this film
a Western and that film a musical. This distinction between deep and surface
structures—between a genre and its films—provides the conceptual basis for any
genre study. Of all the analogies we might use to better understand this distinc-
tion, the most illuminating involves the “deepest” of human structures: language.

The language analogy

What is natural to mankind is not oral speech but the faculty of con-
structing a language, i.e. a system of distinct signs corresponding to

distinct ideas.
—Ferdinand de Saussure®

Among other things, the commercial cinema is a communication system—it
structures and delivers meaning. Throughout its history, evocative phrases like
“the grammar of film” and “the cinematic language system” have suggested that
filmic communication is comparable to verbal communication, although the extent
and usefulness of that comparison are limited. Most recently, the film-language
analogy has undergone renewed interest within the growing field of semiology (or
semiotics), a science that proposes to study human interaction as a vast network of
social and interpersonal communication systems. Semiology is itself the brain
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child of Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure, who suggested that language pro-
vides the “master pattern” for the study of cultural signification. According to de
Saussure, verbal language is the one sign system shared by all cultures; its basic
structure informs every system of social communication.

That language study and its jargon are a metaphor for genre study should be ob-
vious. Through the “circuit of exchange” involving box-office “feedback,” the stu-
dios and the mass audience hold a virtual “conversation” whereby they gradually
refine the “grammar” of cinematic “discourse.” Thus a genre can be studied, like a
language, as a formalized sign system whose rules have been assimilated, con-
sciously or otherwise, through cultural consensus. Our shared knowledge of the
rules of any film genre enables us to understand and evaluate individual genre
films, just as our shared knowledge of English grammar enables me to write this
sentence and you to interpret it. The distinction between grammar and usage,
closely akin to that between deep structure and surface structure, originates in de
Saussure’s distinction between langue and parole in verbal language. For de Saus-
sure, the speaker’s and listener’s shared knowledge of the grammatical rules that
make up the language system (la langue) enables them to develop and understand a
virtually unlimited range of individual utterances (la parole). American linguist
Noam Chomsky has described this distinction in terms of competency and perfor-
mance; he suggests that we should differentiate between our inherent capacity to
speak and interpret on the one hand and our actually doing so on the other*
(Chomsky, 1964).

If we extend these ideas into genre study, we might think of the fim genre as a
specific grammar or system of rules of expression and construction and the indi-
vidual genre film as a manifestation of these rules. Of course, film differs from
language in that our verbal competence is relatively consistent from speaker to
speaker, whereas our generic competence varies widely. If each of us had the same
exposure to Hollywood’s thousands of genre films, a critical theory would proba-
bly be easier to construct. But obviously not everyone has a minimal understand-
ing of even the most popular and widespread genres, let alone the obscure struc-
tural delights of such “subgenres” as the beach-blanket movies of the '60s or the
car-chase movies of the "70s.

Moreover, although verbal language systems are essentially neutral and mean-
ingless, film genres are not. As a system, English grammar is not meaningful either
historically or in socially specific terms. It is manipulated by a speaker to make
meaning. A film genre, conversely, has come into being precisely because of its
cultural significance as a meaningful narrative system. Whereas a verbal statement
represents a speaker’s organization of neutral components into a meaningful pat-
tern, a genre film represents an effort to reorganize a familiar, meaningful system
in an original way.

Another interesting aspect of the language analogy concerns the tension be-
tween grammar and usage. Grammar in language is absolute and static, essentially
unchanged by the range and abuses of everyday usage. In the cinema, however,
individual genre films seem to have the capacity to affect the genre—an utterance -
has the potential to change the grammar that governs it. Even in film technology
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(the impact of widescreen on the Western, for example, or of technicolor on the
musical), we can see that individual usage influences both viewers and other film-
makers, and hence encourages them in effect to renegotiate the generic contract.
Whether or not some static nuclear deep structure exists, which defines the genre
and somehow eludes the effects of time and variation, we cannot overlook the
gradual changes (as revealed in individual genre films) in form and substance on
the genre’s surface. Genres evolve, and they tend to evolve quite rapidly due to the
demands of the commercial popular media. But whether this evolution represents
mere cosmetic changes in the surface structure (equivalent to fashionable clichés
or idioms in verbal language) or whether it reflects substantial changes in the deep
structure (the generic system itself) will remain, at Jeast for now, an open question.

Perhaps the ultimate value of the film-language analogy is as a sort of method or
methodological model. That is, the similarities between a language and a genre as
communication systems should encourage the analyst to approach individual
genre films in much the same way that the linguist approaches individual utter-
ances. Like all signifying systems, languages and genres exist essentially within the
minds of their users: No single study of English grammar or of a film genre could
possibly describe the system completely. In this sense, studying film genre is not
unlike going to school as competent six-year-old speakers of English and then
being taught English grammar. In each case, we study the system that is the basis
for our existing competence.

In all of this, we should not lose sight of the critical, evaluative factor that moti-
vates the genre critic, while it is virtually irrelevant to the linguist. The linguist’s
concern is the process whereby we verbally communicate meaning; any concern
for the guality of that communication falls under the domain of rhetoric. As such,
the film genre critic must be both linguist and “rhetor”—that is, he or she is con-
cerned with both the process and the quality of any generic communication. The
critic develops competence, a familiarity with the system, by watching and inter-
preting movies and noting similarities. Ultimately, he or she is concerned with
recognizing, appreciating, and articulating differences among these movies. As crit-
ics, we understand genre films because of their similarity with other films, but we
appreciate them because of their difference. Therefore an outline of a basic gram-
mar of genre filmmaking should precede any critical analysis of individual films
within a genre.

Toward a grammar of film genre

At this stage, we are somewhere “between” the point of departure (watching
movies) and the point of arrival (appreciating and articulating difference—i.e.,
being critical). We can appreciate difference only when we begin to examine films
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systematically, when we consider the systems whereby an individual film “makes
meaning.” Thus far, we have considered the commercial and formal systems in-
volved in Hollywood filmmaking from a rather superficial perspective. In narrow-
ing our focus to examine the workings of Hollywood genres, we will begin to un-
derstand how commercial and formal systems are realized in actual production.
Genre production itself should be addressed on three distinct levels of inquiry:
those characteristics shared by virtually all genre films (and thus by all genres),
those characteristics shared by all the films within any individual genre, and those
characteristics that set one genre film off from all other films.

Our ultimate goal is to discern a genre film’s quality, its social and aesthetic
value. To do this, we will attempt to see its relation to the various systems that in-
form it. For example, in examining a film like The Searchers, it is not enough simply
to isolate the formal characteristics that identify it as belonging to a particular
genre. Nor is it enough to isolate the elements that make it superior. Initially we
have to discern those traits that make the film—and indeed the Western form it-
self—generic. To repeat Wood’s observation: we are so accustomed to dealing
with genres, with familiar filmic narrative types, that we tend to isolate these types
from one another, thus overlooking many of their shared social and aesthetic fea-
tures. Before considering the Western, gangster, musical, and other Hollywood
genres as individual narrative systems, then, we will discuss the qualities that
identify these forms as genres.

A genre film, like virtually any story, can be examined in terms of its funda-
mental narrative components: plot, setting, and character. These components have
a privileged status for the popular audience, due to their existence within a famil-
iar formula that addresses and reaffirms the audience’s values and attitudes. Thus
the genre film’s narrative components assume a preordained thematic significance
that is quite different from non-generic narratives. Each genre film incorporates a
specific cultural context—what Warshow termed its “field of reference”—in the
guise of a familiar social community. This generic context is more than the physical
setting, which some genre critics have argued defines the genre as such. The
American frontier or the urban underworld is more than a physical locale which
identifies the Western or the gangster film; it is a cultural milieu where inherent
thematic conflicts are animated, intensified, and resolved by familiar characters
and patterns of action. Although all drama establishes a community that is dis-
turbed by conflict, in the genre film both the community and the conflict have been
conventionalized. Ultimately, our familiarity with any genre seems to depend less
on recognizing a specific setting than on recognizing certain dramatic conflicts that
we associate with specific patterns of action and character relationships. There are
some genres, in fact, like the musical and the screwball comedy, that we identify
primarily through conventions of action and attitude, and whose settings vary
widely from one film to the next.

From this observation emerges a preliminary working hypothesis: the deter-
mining, identifying feature of a film genre is its cultural context, its community of
interrelated character types whose attitudes, values, and actions flesh out dramatic
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conflicts inherent within that community. The generic community is less a specific
place (although it may be, as with the Western and gangster genres) than a net-
work of characters, actions, values, and attitudes. Each genre’s status as a distinct
cultural community is enhanced by Hollywood’s studio production system, in that
each generic context is orchestrated by specialized groups of directors, writers,
producers, performers, sets, studio lots, and even studios themselves. (Con-
sider Warner Brothers” heavy production of gangster films in the early ‘30s and
MGM’s musicals in the late "40s.)

A genre, then, represents a range of expression for filmmakers and a range of experi-
ence for viewers. Both filmmakers and viewers are sensitive to a genre’s range of
expression because of previous experiences with the genre that have coalesced into
a system of value-laden narrative conventions. It is this system of conventions—
familiar characters performing familiar actions which celebrate familiar values—
that represents the genre’s narrative context, its meaningful cultural community.

Iconography: Imagery and meaning

The various generic communities—from the Old West to the urban underworld to
outer space—provide both a visual arena in which the drama unfolds and also an
intrinsically significant realm in which specific actions and values are celebrated.
In addressing the inherent meaning or intrinsic significance of objects and charac-
ters within any generic community, we are considering that genre’s iconography.
Iconography involves the process of narrative and visual coding that results from the
repetition of a popular film story. A white hat in a Western or a top hat in a musi-
cal, for instance, is significant because it has come to serve a specific symbolic
function within the narrative system.

This coding process occurs in all movies, since the nature of filmic storytelling is
to assign meaning to “bare images” as the story develops. In the final sequence of

Citizen Kane, for example, the symbolic reverberations of the burning sled and the -

“No Trespassing” sign result from the cumulative effects of the film’s narrative
process. These effects in Kane accumulate within that single film, though, and had
no significance prior to our viewing of that film.

A generic icon, in contrast, assumes significance not only through its usage within
individual genre films but also as that usage relates to the generic system itself.
The Westerner’s white horse and hat identify a character before he speaks or acts
because of our previous experiences with men who wear white hats and ride white
horses. The more interesting and engaging genre films, of course, do more than
merely deliver the codes intact—as did many of those “B” Westerns of the '30s
that almost literally “all look alike”’—but instead manipulate the codes to enhance
their thematic effect.

Consider the dress code of the principal characters in The Man Who Shot Liberty
Valance (John Ford, 1962). In this film, Jimmy Stewart portrays Ransom Stoddard,
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an Eastern-bred lawyer bent upon civilizing the Western community of Shinbone.
Early in the film, Stoddard takes work as a dishwasher (Shinbone then had little
need for lawyers) and continually wears a white apron—even during his climactic
gunfight with Liberty Valance. Lee Marvin, portraying the archetypal Western an-
tagonist, Liberty Valance, hired by local cattlemen to prevent statehood and the
fencing in of their rangeland, wears black leather and carries a black, silver-
knobbed whip. Mediating these two opposing figures is Tom Doniphon (John
Wayne), a charismatic local rancher who sympathizes with the cause of statehood.
Doniphon eventually murders Valance to save Stoddard, thus enabling Stoddard
to gain political prominence and to assume the role of community leader.
Throughout the film, Doniphon is dressed in various combinations of black and
white. His clothing reflects his ambiguous role as murderous purveyor of eventual
social order. Of course, director Ford develops Doniphon'’s tragic role by manipu-
lating a good deal more than the iconography of Western dress, but this example
suggests how filmmakers use a genre’s established visual codes to create complex
narrative and thematic situations.

A genre’s iconography involves not only the visual coding of the narrative, but
indicates thematic value as well (white civilization good versus black anarchy evil,
with black-and-white as thematically ambiguous). We distinguish between char-

Most genre films
provide us with
iconographic cues
even before the
opening credit se-
quences have fin-
ished, as shown
here with The Band
Wagon. (Private Collec-

tion)




24 HOLLYWOOD GENRES

acters who wear white and characters who wear black in Westerns, or those who
sing and dance and those who do not in musicals, and these distinctions reflect the
thematic conflicts inherent within these comimunities. Because visual coding in-
volves narrative and social values, it also extends to certain nonvisual aspects of
genre filmmaking. Such elements as dialogue, music, and even casting may be-
come key components of a genre’s iconography.

Think, for example, of the appropriateness of the casting in the film just de-
scribed (Stewart as naive idealist, Marvin as maniacal anarchist, Wayne as stoic
middleman), or think of the way certain movie stars are generally associated with
specific genres. Katharine Hepburn, Fred Astaire, Joan Crawford, and Humphrey
Bogart have become significant components of a genre’s meaning-making system.
When we think of Bogart as the typical hardboiled detective or of Astaire as the
ultimate, spontaneous, self-assured music man, we are thinking not of the particu-
lar human being or of any single screen role but rather of a screen persona—i.e., an
attitudinal posture that effectively transcends its role in any individual film.

A genre’s iconography reflects the value system that defines its particular cul-
tural community and informs the objects, events, and character types composing
it. Each genre’s implicit system of values and beliefs—its ideology or world view—
determines its cast of characters, its problems (dramatic conflicts), and the solu-
tions to those problems. In fact, we might define film genres, particularly at the
earlier stages of their development, as social problem-solving operations: They re-
peatedly confront the ideological conflicts (opposing value systems) within a cer-
tain cultural community, suggesting various solutions through the actions of the
main characters. Thus, each genre’s problem-solving function affects its distinct
formal and conceptual identity.

Character and setting: Communities in conflict

In discussing the grammar (or system of conventions) of any Hollywood film
genre, it is important to note that the material economy, which motivated the studios
to refine story formulas, translates into narrative economy for filmmakers and
viewers. Each genre incorporates a sort of narrative shorthand whereby significant
dramatic conflicts can intensify and then be resolved through established patterns
of action and by familiar character types. These dramatic conflicts are themselves
the identifying feature of any genre; they represent the transformation of some
social, historical, or even geographical (as in the Western) aspect of American cul-
ture into one locus of events and characters.

Although the dramatic conflicts are basic to the generic ““community,” we can-
not identify that community solely by its physical setting. If film genres were
identified by setting alone, then we would have to deal with an “urban” genre that
includes such disparate forms as gangster films, backstage musicals, and detective
films. Because the setting provides an arena for conflicts, which are themselves de-
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termined by the actions and attitudes of the participants, we must look to the ge-
neric character types and the conflicts they generate in identifying any genre. And
we might consider a generic community and its characters in relation to the system
of values which both define the problem and eventually are appealed to in solv-
ing it.

What emerges as a social problem (or dramatic conflict) in one genre is not nec-
essarily a problem in another. Law and order is a problem in the gangster and de-
tective genres, but not in the musical. Conversely, courtship and marriage are
problems in the musical but not in the gangster and detective genres. Individu-
alism is celebrated in the detective genre (through the hero’s occupation and world
view) and in the gangster film (through the hero’s career and eventual death),
while the principal characters in the musical compromise their individuality in
their eventual romantic embrace and thus demonstrate their willingness to be in-
tegrated into the social community. In each of these genres, the characters” identi-
ties and narrative roles (or “functions”) are determined by their relationship with
the community and its value structure. As such, the generic character is psycholog-

Consider the complex of imagery af work in each of these stills. The dress, demeanor,
tools, setting, and of course the performers themselves all provide specific generic
information to the viewer. (Private Collection); (Wisconsin Center for Film and Theater Research)
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ically static—he or she is the physical embodiment of an attitude, a style, a world
view, of a predetermined and essentially unchanging cultural posture. Cowboy or
Indian, gangster or cop, guy or doll, the generic character is identified by his or her
function and status within the community.

The static vision of the generic hero—indeed of the entire constellation of famil-
iar character types—helps to define the community and to animate its cultural
conflicts. For example, the Western hero, regardless of his social or legal standing,
is necessarily an agent of civilization in the savage frontier. He represents both the
social order and the threatening savagery that typify the Western milieu. Thus he
animates the inherent dynamic qualities of the community, providing a dramatic
vehicle through which the audience can confront generic conflicts.

This approach also enables us to distinguish between such seemingly similar
“urban crime” formulas as the gangster and detective genres. Usually, both genres
are set in a contemporary urban milieu and address conflicts principally between
social order and anarchy and between individual morality and the common good.
But because of the characteristic attitudes and values of the genre’s principal char-
acters, these conflicts assume a different status in each genre and are resolved ac-
cordingly. The detective, like the Westerner, represents the man-in-the-middle,
mediating the forces of order and anarchy, yet somehow remaining separate from
each. He has opted to construct his own value system and behavioral code, which
happens (often, almost accidentally) to coincide with the forces of social order. But
the detective’s predictable return to his office retreat at film’s end and his refusal to
assimilate the values and lifestyle of the very society he serves ultimately reaffirm
his—and the genre’s—ambiguous social stance. The gangster film, conversely,
displays little thematic ambiguity. The gangster has aligned himself with the forces
of crime and social disorder, so both his societal role and his conflict with the com-
munity welfare demand his eventual destruction.

All film genres treat some form of threat—violent or otherwise—to the social
order. However, it is the attitudes of the principal characters and the resolutions
precipitated by their actions which finally distinguish the various genres from one
another. Nevertheless, there is a vital distinction between kinds of generic settings
and conflicts. Certain genres (Western, detective, gangster, war, et al.) have con-
flicts that, indigenous to the environment, reflect the physical and ideological
struggle for its control. These conflicts are animated and resolved either by an in-
dividual male hero or by a collective (war, science fiction, cavalry, certain recent
Westerns). Other genres have conflicts that are not indigenous to the locale but are
the result of the conflict between the values, attitudes, and actions of its principal
characters and the “civilized” setting they inhabit. Conflicts in these genres (musi-
cal, screwball comedy, family melodrama) generally are animated by a “doubled”
hero—usually a romantic couple whose courtship is complicated and eventually
ideologically resolved. A musical’s setting may be a South Pacific island or the
backstage of a Broadway theater, but we relate to the film immediately by its
treatment of certain sexual and occupational conflicts and also by our familiarity
with the type of characters played by its “stars.”
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Thus, it is not the musical numbers themselves which identify these films as
musicals. Many Westerns and gangster films, for example, contain musical num-
bers and still aren’t confused with musicals (Westerns like Dodge City and Rio
Bravo, for instance, or gangster films like The Roaring Twenties and The Rise and Fall
of Legs Diamond). The frontier saloon and the gangster’s speakeasy may be conven-
tional locales within their respective communities, but their entertainment func-
tion clearly is peripheral to the central issue. However, in “musical Westerns” like
Annie Get Your Gun, The Harvey Girls, and Oklahoma!, the nature and resolution of
the dramatic conflicts as well as the characterization clearly are expressed via the
musical formula. In The Harvey Girls, for instance, the narrative centers around the
exploits of several dozen women—including Judy Garland and Cyd Charisse,
which should provide us with a generic cue—who migrate West to work in a res-
taurant. Certain Western conventions are nodded to initially: the girls are told
aboard the train headed West that “You're bringing civilization. . . . You girls are
bringing order to the West”; later, there is a comic brawl between these “Harvey
Girls” and the local saloon girls. But the Western genre’s fundamental traits (the
individual male hero responding to the threat of savagery and physical violence
within an ideologically unstable milieu) are not basic to the film. Once the charac-
ters and conflicts are established, the setting might as well be Paris or New York
City or even Oz.

As [ hope these examples indicate, the various Hollywood genres manipulate
character and social setting quite differently in developing dramatic conflicts. We
might consider a broad distinction between genres of determinate space and those of
indeterminate space, between genres of an ideologically contested setting and an
ideologically stable setting. In a genre of determinate space (Western, gangster,
detective, et al.), we have a symbolic arena of action. It represents a cultural realm
in which fundamental values are in a state of sustained conflict. In these genres,
then, the contest itself and its necessary arena are “determinate”’—a specific social
conflict is violently enacted within a familiar locale according to a prescribed sys-
tem of rules and behavioral codes.

The iconographic arena in determinate genres is entered by an individual or
collective hero, at the outset, who acts upon it, and finally leaves. This entrance-
exit motif recurs most in genres characterized by an individual hero: for example,
the Westerner enters a frontier community, eliminates (or perhaps causes) a threat
to its survival, and eventually rides “into the sunset”; the detective takes the case,
investigates it, and returns to his office; the gangster, introduced to urban crime,
rises to power, and finally is killed or jailed. In these genres, the individual hero
incorporates a rigid, essentially static attitude in dealing with his very dynamic,
contested world.

In contrast, genres of indeterminate space generally involve a doubled (and thus
dynamic) hero in the guise of a romantic couple who inhabit a “civilized” setting,
as in the musical, screwball comedy, and social melodrama. The physical and
ideological “contest”” which determines the arena of action in the Western, gang-
ster, and detective genres is not an issue here. Instead, genres of indeterminate




Similarity and difference: the distinctive narrative contexts of the screwball comedy
(It Happened One Night, above) and the gangster film (The Public Enemy, below)

clearly overwhelm the apparent similarities between these two scenes. (Culver Pictures);
(Culver Pictures)

28




FILM GENRE AND THE GENRE FILM 29

space incorporate a civilized, ideologically stable milieu, which depends less upon
a heavily coded place than on a highly conventionalized value system. Here con-
flicts derive not from a struggle over control of the environment, but rather from
the struggle of the principal characters to bring their own views in line either with
one another’s or, more often, in line with that of the larger community.

Unlike genres of determinate space, these genres rely upon a progression from
romantic antagonism to eventual embrace. The kiss or embrace signals the inte-
gration of the couple into the larger cultural community. In addition, these genres
use iconographic conventions to establish a social setting—the proscenium or the-
ater stage with its familiar performers in some musicals, for example, or the re-
pressive small-town community and the family home in the melodrama. But be-
cause the generic conflicts arise from attitudinal (generally male-female)
oppositions rather than from a physical conflict, the coding in these films tends to
be less visual and more ideological and abstract. This may account for the sparse
attention they have received from genre analysts, despite their widespread popu-
larity.

Ultimately, genres of indeterminate, civilized space (musical, screwball comedy,
social melodrama) and genres of determinate, contested space (Western, gangster,
detective) might be distinguished according to their differing ritual functions. The
former tend to celebrate the values of social infegration, whereas the latter uphold
the values of social order. The former tend to cast an attitudinally unstable couple or
family unit into some representative microcosm of American society, so that their
emotional and/or romantic “coupling” reflects their integration into a stable en-
vironment. The latter tend to cast an individual, violent, attitudinally static male
into a familiar, predetermined milieu to examine the opposing forces vying for
control. In making this distinction, though, we should not lose sight of these
genres’ shared social function. In addressing basic cultural conflicts and celebrat-
ing the values and attitudes whereby these conflicts might be resolved, all film
genres represent the filmmakers’ and audience’s cooperative efforts to “tame”
those beasts, both actual and imaginary, which threaten the stability of our every-
day lives.

Plot structure: From conflict to resolution

As a popular film audience, our shared needs and expectations draw us into the
movie theater. If we are drawn there by a genre film, we are familiar with the rit-
ual. In its animation and resolution of basic cultural conflicts, the genre film cele-
brates our collective sensibilities, providing an array of ideological strategies for
negotiating social conflicts. The conflicts themselves are significant (and dramatic)
enough to ensure our repeated attendance. The films within a genre, representing
variations on a cultural theme, will employ different means of reaching narrative
resolution, but that closure is generally as familiar as the community and its char-
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acters. (Think of the general discomfort felt upon realizing, even quite early in
seeing a genre film, that Cagney’s heroic gangster would “get his” or that Tracy
and Hepburn would cease their delightful hostilities and embrace in time for the
closing credits.)

Actually, the most significant feature of any generic narrative may be its resolu-
tion—that is, its efforts to solve, even if only temporarily, the conflicts that have
disturbed the community welfare. The Western, for example, despite its historical
and geographical distance from most viewers, confronts real and immediate social
conflicts: individual versus community, town versus wilderness, order versus anar-
chy, and so on. If there is anything escapist about these narratives, it is their re-
peated assertion that these conflicts can be solved, that seemingly timeless cultural
oppositions can be resolved favorably for the larger community.

In a Hollywood Western, as in virtually any Hollywood genre film, plot devel-
opment is effectively displaced by setting and character: once we recognize the fa-
miliar cultural arena and the players, we can be fairly certain how the game will be
played and how it will end. Because the characters, conflicts, and resolution of the
non-generic narrative are unfamiliar and unpredictable, we negotiate them less by
previous filmic experiences than by previous “real-world” (personal and social)
experiences. Clearly, both generic and non-generic narratives must rely to some
degree upon real-world and also upon previous narrative-filmic experiences in
order to make sense. In the genre film, however, the predictability of conflict and
resolution tends to turn our attention away from the linear, cause-and-effect plot,
redirecting it to the conflict itself and the opposed value systems it represents. In-
stead of a linear chain of events, which are organized by the changing perceptions
of an individual protagonist, the genre film’s plot traces the intensification of some
cultural opposition which is eventually resolved in a predictable fashion.

Thus, we might describe the plot structure of a genre film in the following way:

establishment (via various narrative and iconographic cues) of the generic
community with its inherent dramatic conflicts;

animation of those conflicts through the actions and attitudes of the genre’s
constellation of characters;

v intensification of the conflict by means of conventional situations and dra-
matic confrontations until the conflict reaches crisis proportions;

resolution of the crisis in a fashion which eliminates the physical and/or

ideological threat and thereby celebrates the (temporarily) well-ordered
..community.

In this plot structure, linear development is subordinate to and qualified by the
oppositional narrative strategy. Opposing value systems are either mediated by an
individual or a collective, which eliminates one of the opposing systems. Or else
these oppositions are actually embodied by a doubled hero whose (usually ro-
mantic) coupling signals their synthesis. In either instance, resolution occurs, even
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if only temporarily, in a way that strokes the collective sensibilities of the mass au-
dience. It is in this context that the genre film’s function as cultural ritual is most
evident.

In their formulaic narrative process, genre films celebrate the most fundamental
1deolog1ca1 precepts—they examine and affirm “Americanism” with all its ram-
pant t conflicts, contradictions, and ambiguities. Not only do genre films establish a

“sense o?contmmty between our cultural past and present (or between present and

future, as with science fiction),, but they also attempt to eliminate the distinctions
between them. As social ritual, /genre films function to stop time, to portray our

' culture i in a stable and invariable-ideological position. This attitude is embodied in

the generic hero—and in the Hollywood star system ltself—and is ritualized in the
' reéolutlon precipitated by the hero’s actions. Whether it is a historical Western or
a futuristic fantasy, the genre film celebrates certain inviolate cultural attributes.

Ultimately, the sustained success of any genre depends upon at least two fac-
tors: the thematic appeal and significance of the conflicts it repeatedly addresses
+ and its flexibility in adjusting to the audience’s and filmmakers’ changing attitudes

g toward those conflicts. These can be seen, for example, in the Western hero’s sta-

b I e

“tus as both rugged individualist and also as agent of a civilization that continually
resists his individualism. The degree to which that opposition has evolved over the
past seventy-five years has accommodated changes in our cultural sensibilities. Or
consider science fiction, a literary and cinematic genre that realized widespread
popularity in the late ‘40s and early '50s. This genre articulated the conflicts and
anxieties that accompanied the development of atomic power and the prospect of
interplanetary travel. Because science fiction deals with so specialized a cultural
conflict—essentially with the limits and value of human knowledge and scientific
experimentation—it is considerably less flexible, but no less topical, than the
Western. Nevertheless, each genre has a static nucleus that manifests its thematic.
‘oppositions or recurring cultural conflicts. And each genre has, through the years,

"dynamically evolved as shown by the ways its individual films manipulate those
oppositions. If we see genre as a problem-solving strategy, then, the static nucleus
could be conceived as the problem and the variety of solutions (narrative resolu-
tions) as its dynamic surface structure.

In this sense, a genre’s basic cultural oppositions or inherent dramatic conflicts
represent its most basic determining feature. Also the sustained popularity of any
genre indicates the essentially unresolvable, irreconcilable nature of those opposi-
tions. Resolution involves a point of dramatic closure in which a compromise or
temporary solution to the conflict is projected into a sort of cultural and historical
timelessness. The threatening external force in contested space is violently de-
stroyed and eliminated as an ideological threat; in uncontested space the vital
lover’s spontaneity and lack of social inhibition are bridled by a domesticating
counterpart in the name of romantic love. In each, philosophical or ideoclogical
conflicts are “translated” into emotional terms—either violent or sexual, or
both—and are resolved accordingly. In the former, the emotive resolution is ex-
ternalized, in the latter it is internalized. Still, the resolution does not function to
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solve the basic cultural conflict. The conflict is simply recast into an emotional con-
text where it can be expeditiously, if not always logically, resolved.

As a rule, generic resolution operates by a process of reduction: the polar opposi-
tion is reduced, either through the elimination of one of the forces (in genres of
determinate, contested space) or through the integration of the forces into a single
unit (in genres of indeterminate, civilized space). The contest in determinate space
generally is physically violent. Frequently, up until the resolution, there is more

~ tension than action. The violent resolution usually helps the community, but only
" rarely does the hero assimilate its value system. In fact, his insistence that he
maintain his individuality emerges as a significant thematic statement. As such,
these films often involve a dual celebration: the hero’s industrious isolationism
offsets the genre’s celebration of the ideal social order.
There is a certain logic and-symmetry in the gangster’s death, the Westerner’s
fading into the sunset, the detective’s return to his office to await another case.
« Each of these standard epilogues implicitly accepts the contradictory values of its
‘genre, all of which seem to center around the conflict between individualism and
the common good. The built-in ambiguity of this dual celebration serves, at least
partially, to minimize the narrative rupture resulting from the effort to resolve an
unresolvable cultural conflict. This violation of narrative logic is itself fundamental
to all of Hollywood's story formulas, in that the demand for a “happy ending” re-
sists the complexity and deep-seated nature of the conflict.

Because genres of social order invariably allow the individual hero his forma-
lized flight from social integration and from the compromising of his individuality,
the narrative rupture is usually less pronounced than in genres of social integra-
tion. The cultural conflicts in genres of integration are revealed through the dou-
bling of the principal characters—that is, through their opposed relationship,
usually expressed as romantic antagonism. With the integration of their opposing
attitudes into a cohesive unit (the married couple, the family), the conflicts are re-
solved and basic communal ideals are ritualized. But the cultural contradictions
that inhibit integration throughout these films—between spontaneous individual
expression and social propriety, for example—cannot be resolved without severely
subverting the characters’ credibility and motivation.

Are we to assume that the screwball couple’s madcap social behavier and mu-
tual antagonism will magically dissolve once they are wed? Or that the conflicts,
which have separated the song-and-dance team throughout rehearsals, will some-
how vanish after the climactic show? To avoid these questions and to minimize the
sense of rupture, these genre films synthesize their oppositions through some for-
mal celebration or social ritual: a Broadway show, a betrothal, a wedding, and so
on. In this way, they don’t actually resolve their conflicts; they reconstitute them
by concluding the narrative at an emotive climax, at precisely the moment when
the doubled principals acquiesce to each other’s demands. The suggestion of living
“happily ever after” tends to mask or gloss over the inevitable loss associated with
each character’s compromise. What is celebrated is the collective value of their in-
tegration into an idealized social unit.

¥
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In all genre films, there is a sense of loss. At the end of Shane, the initiate-hero
(Brandon De Wilde) must part with the hero (Alan Ladd ). (Wisconsin Center for Film and The-

ater Research)

This sense of loss accompanies the resolution of all genre | films because of the |
contradictory, irreconcilable nature of their conflicts. Through violent reduction or
romantic coupling, however, the loss is masked. It is, in effect, effectively re-
dressed in the emotional climax. What is to become, we might very well ask our-
selves, once the film ends, of the uninhibited music man after he weds the gold-
hearted domesticator—and what’s to become of her as well? What's to become of
the savage frontier lawman once the social order he instills finally arrives? These
are questions which, unless initiated by the films themselves, we know better than
to ask. Genre films not only project an idealized cultural self-image, but they
project it into a realm of historical timelessness. Typically, films produced later in
a genre’s development tend to challenge the tidy and seemingly naive resolutions
of earlier genre films, and we will discuss this tendency in some detail when we

!
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examine generic evolution. What we should note here, though, and what is being
masked by such a resolution is the fundamental appeal of both sides in a dramatic
conflict. Whatever oppositions we examine in genre films—individual versus com-
munity, man versus woman, work versus play, order versus anarchy—these do not
represent “positive” and “negative’” cultural values. For one of the reasons for a
genre’s popularity is the sustained significance of the “problem” that it repeatedly
addresses. Thus, generic conflict and resolution involve opposing systems of
values and attitudes, both of which are deemed significant by contemporary Ameri-
can culture.

Narrative strategy and social function: Contradictions,
happy endings, and the status quo

In surveying the setting, characterization, and plot structure of Hollywood film
genres, we have made several general distinctions between genres of order and
_genres of integration. I have suggested that these two types of genres represent two

. - dominant narrative strategies of genre fllmmakmg Perhaps it would be useful to

‘summarize these strategies. .
Certain genres (Western, gangster, detective, et al.) center on an individual male
protagonist, generally a redeemer figure, who is the focus of dramatic conflicts
within a setting of contested space. As such, the hero mediates the cultural contra-
dictions inherent within his milieu. Conflicts within these genres are externalized,
translated into violence, and usually resolved through the elimination of some
threat to the social order. The resolution in these films often is somewhat ambigu-
ous. The hero, either through his departure or death at film’s end, does not assimi-
late the values and lifestyle of the community but instead maintains his individu-
ality. Genres that incorporate this narrative strategy I have termed rites of order.
Other genres (musical, screwball comedy, family melodrama, et al) are set in
_munity. There is generally a doubled (romantic couple) or collective (usually a
family) hero in these genres. Their personal and social conflicts are internalized,
translated into emotional terms, with their interpersonal antagonism eventually
yielding to the need for a well-ordered community. Integration invariably occurs
through romantic love. After a period of initial hostility, the couple find them-
selves in a final embrace. The genres which incorporate this narrative strategy I
have termed rites of integration.

There is considerable overlap between the rites, of course, in that all order
genres address the prospect of social integration, and all integration genres are
concerned with maintaining the existing social order. But this general distinction
does provide a starting point for analysis. We have a set of assumptions to develop
and refine while examining individual genres and their films. For the purposes of
clarity and simplicity, the following chart may be useful.
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CHARACTERISTICS OF GENRES OF ORDER AND GENRES OF INTEGRATION

ORDER INTEGRATION
(Western, gangster, detective) (musical, screwball comedy, family melodrama)

hero individual (male dominant) couple/collective (female dominant)
setting contested space (ideologically unstable) civilized space (ideologically stable)
conflict externalized—violent internalized—emotional
resolution elimination (death) embrace (love)
thematics mediation—redemption ' integration—domestication

macho code maternal-familial code

isolated self-reliance community cooperation

utopia-as-promise utopia-as-reality

In examining both types of genres, one of our concerns must be the relationship
between narrative strategy and social function. Although I have suggested that
each genre represents a distinct problem-solving strategy that repeatedly ad-
dresses basic cultural contradictions, genres are not blindly supportive of the cul-
tural status quo. The genre film’s resolution may reinforce the ideology of the
larger society, but the nature and articulation of the dramatic conflicts leading to
that climax cannot be ignored. If genres develop and survive because they repeat-
edly flesh out and reexamine cultural conflicts, then we must consider the possibil-
ity that genres function as much to challenge and criticize as to reinforce the values
that inform them.

~ As has often been said, Hollywood movies are considerably more effective in
{ their capacity to raise questions than to answer them. This characteristic seems

particularly true of genre films. And as such, the genre’s fundamental impulse is to
‘continually renegotiate the tenets of American ideology. And what is so fascinating

and confounding about Hollywood genre films is their capacity to “play it both

ways,” to both criticize and reinforce the values, beliefs, and ideals of our culture

within the Samve-narrative-eentextr————~__

Consider Molly Haskell’s description of the narrative resolutlon in certain
melodramas of the 1930s and "40s: “The forced enthusiasm and neat evasions of so
many happy endings have only increased the suspicion that darkness and despair
follow marriage, a suspicion the ‘woman’s film’ confirmed by carefully pretending
otherwise”® (Haskell, 1974, p. 124). Implicit in Haskell’s statement is the assump-
tion that the audience knew better than to believe the pat “happy end.” She as-
sumes that the audience was sensitive, consciously or otherwise, to the narrative
rupture involved in a melodrama’s progression from conflict to resolution. One
could just as easily argue the opposite, of course, that audiences actually believed
and bought wholesale, consciously or otherwise, the “neat ‘evasions of so many
happy endings.”

The fact is, however, that as genres develop their conflicts are stated ever more
effectively, while their resolutions become ever more ambiguous and ironic. This
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would seem to support Haskell’s position, and further to undercut the simplistic
conception of the audience as utterly naive and of the Hollywood genre film as
mere escapist entertainment. Let us consider, even if only briefly, the issue of a
genre’s increasingly sophisticated capacity for presenting its conflicts, a capacity
which seems closely related to the process of generic evolution.

Generic evolution: Patterns of increasing self-consciousness

We have already noted that genre filmmakers are in a rather curious bind: they
must continually vary and reinvent the generic formula. At the same time they
must exploit those qualities that made the genre popular in the first place. As Rob-
ert Warshow puts it: “Variation is absolutely necessary to keep the type from be-
coming sterile; we do not want to see the same movie over and over again, only the
same form’”® (Warshow, 1962, p. 147). His point is well taken: the genre’s “deeper”
concern for certain basic cultural issues may remain intact, but to remain vital its
films must keep up with the audience’s changing conception of these issues and
with its growing familiarity with the genre. But how does a genre evolve, and does
its evolution follow any consistent or predictable pattern? If certain formal and
thematic traits distinguish a genre throughout its development, what changes as
the form evolves?

First, a genre’s evolution involves both internal (formal) and external (cultural,
thematic) factors. The subject matter of any film story is derived from certain
“real-world” characters, conflicts, settings, and so on. But once the story is re-
peated and refined into a formula, its basis in experience gradually gives way to its
own internal narrative logic. Thus, the earliest Westerns (many of which actually
depicted then-current events) obviously were based on social and historical real-
ity. But as the genre developed, it gradually took on its own reality. Even the most
naive viewer seems to understand this. It comes as no surprise to learn that West-
ern heroes didn’t wear white hats and fringed buckskin, that gunfights on Main
Street were an exceedingly rare occurrence, or that the towns and dress codes and
other trappings of movie Westerns were far different from those of the authentic
American West. In this sense, we recognize and accept the distinctive grammar—
the system of storytelling conventions—that has evolved through the repeated
telling of Western tales.

Simultaneously, however, we also realize that these real-world factors, basic to
the genre’s dramatic conflicts, are themselves changing. Consider how the chang-
ing image of Native Americans (“Injuns”) has been influenced by our culture’s
changing view of Manifest Destiny, the settling of the West, and the treatment of
peoples whose cultures were overwhelmed by the encroachment of civilization. Or
consider how the atom bomb and space travel affected the development of the sci-
ence fiction genre after World War II; consider the impact of organized crime on
the gangster and detective genres in the 1950s. Perhaps the effects of these external
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social factors are best seen case by case. A genre’s formal internal evolution, how-
ever, especially when considered in terms of our growing familiarity with it over
time, does seem to follow a rather consistent pattern of schematic development.

In his chapter “Textuality and Generality” (Language and Cinema), Christian Metz
considers the internal evolution of the Western. Metz suggests that, as early as
1946 with John Ford’s My Darling Clementine, the “classic”” Western had assumed
““an accent of parody which was an integral part of the genre, and yet it remained a
Western.” He goes on to assert that the “superwesterns” of the 1950s “passed
from parody to contestation,” but that they “remained fully Westerns.” He then
observes that in many recent Westerns, "“contestation gives way to ‘deconstruc-
tion”: the entire film is an explication of the [Western] code and its relation to his-
tory. One has passed from parody to critique, but the work is still a Western.”
Metz contends that with ‘every “stage” of its evolutionary process, the Western
sustains its essence, its generic identity. He concludes his discussion with a rather
suggéstive observation: “Such is the infinite text one calls a genre”” (Metz, 1974,
pp. 148-161).

Metz views the Western genre not only as a system of individual films, but fur-
ther as a composite text in itself. His point is that the Western represents a basic
story, which is never completely “told,” but is reexamined and reworked in a vari-
ety of ways. Within these variations, Metz discovers a pattern of historical devel-
opment. His classic-parody-contestation-critique progression suggests that both
filmmakers and audience grow increasingly self-conscious regarding the ‘genre’s
formal qualities and its initial social function. Actually, Metz’s view of the West-
ern’s formal evolution is quite similar to the views of various historians who have
studied the historical development of styles and genres in other arts. Perhaps the
most concise and influential study of this kind is Henri Focillon’s The Life of Forms
in Art, in which he develops a schema for the “life span” of cultural forms:

Forms obey their own rules—rules that are inherent in the forms themselves, or
better, in the regions of the mind where they are located and centered—and there
is no reason why we should not undertake an investigation of how these great en-
sembles . . . behave throughout the phases which we call their life. The successive
states through which they pass are more or less lengthy, more or less intense, ac-
cording to the style itself: the experimental age, the classic age, the age of refine-
ment, the baroque age.? (Focillon, 1942, p. 10)

Focillon’s view is somewhat broader than Metz’s. But he also observes that the
continual reworking of a conventionalized form—whether it is an architectural
style or a genre of painting—generates a growing awareness of the conventions
themselves. Thus a form passes through an experimental stage, during which its
conventions are isolated and established, a classic stage, in which the conventions
reach their “equilibrium” and are mutually understood by artist and audience, an
age of refinement, during which certain formal and stylistic details embellish the
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form, and finally a barogue (or “mannerist” or “self-reflexive”) stage, when the
form and its embellishments are accented to the point where they themselves be-
come the “substance” or “content” of the work.

Using this strategy with film genres, we might begin with this observation: at the
earliest stages of its life span, a genre tends to exploit the cinematic medium as a
medium. If a genre is a society collectively speaking to itself, then any stylistic
flourishes or formal self-consciousness will only impede the transmission of the
message. At this stage, genre films transmit a certain idealized cultural self-image
with as little “formal interference” as possible. Once a genre has passed through
its experimental stage where its conventions have been established, it enters into
its classical stage. We might consider this stage as one of formal transparency. Both
the narrative formula and the film medium work together to transmit and rein-
force that genre’s social message—its ideology or problem-solving strategy—as
directly as possible to the audience.

Leo Braudy describes the process of generic evolution: “Genre films essentially
ask the audience, ‘Do you still want to believe this?’ Popularity is the audience an-
swering, “Yes.” Change in genre occurs when the audience says, “That’s too infan-
tile a form of what we believe. Show us something more complicated’ ”* (Braudy,
1976, p. 179). This rather casual observation involves a number of insights, espe-
cially in its allusion to the “conversation” between filmmakers and audience and
in its reference to audience “belief.” The genre film reaffirms what the audience
believes both on individual and on communal levels. Audience demand for varia-
tion does not indicate a change in belief, but rather that the belief should be reex-
amined, grow more complicated formally and thematically, and display, more-
over, stylistic embellishment.

Thus, the end of a genre’s classic stage can be viewed as that point at which the
genre’s straightforward message has “saturated” the audience. With its growing
awareness of the formal and thematic structures, the genre evolves into what Fo-
cillon termed the age of refinement. As a genre’s classic conventions are refined
and eventually parodied and subverted, its transparency gradually gives way to
opacity: we no longer look through the form (or perhaps “into the mirror”) to
glimpse an idealized self-image, rather we look af the form itself to examine and ap-
preciate its structure and its cultural appeal.

A genre’s progression from transparency to opacity—from straightforward
storytelling to self-conscious formalism—involves its concerted effort to explain
itself, to address and evaluate its very status as a popular form. A brief considera-
tion of any Hollywood genre would support this view, particularly those with ex-
tended life spans like the musical or the Western. By the early 1950s, for example,
both of these genres had begun to exhibit clear signs of formal self-consciousness.
In such self-reflexive musicals as The Barkleys of Broadway (1949), An American in
Paris (1951), Singin’ in the Rain (1952), The Band Wagon (1953), and It's Always Fair
Weather (1955), the narrative conflict confronts the nature and value of musical
comedy as a form of popular entertainment. In accord with the genre’s conven-
tions, these conflicts are couched in a male-female opposition, but the boy-gets-
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Parodies of established genres are a
good indication of how we become fa-
miliar with a genre’s conventions and
appreciate seeing these conventions sub-
verted. In a modern dance sequence from
The Band Wagon, Cyd Charisse and Fred
Astaire parody the hardboiled detective
genre. (Hoblitzelle Theater Arts Collection)

girl resolution is now complicated by a tension between serious art and mere en-
tertainment. These movies interweave motifs involving successful courtship and
the success of The Show, and that success is threatened and resolved in a fashion
which provides an “apology” for the musical as popular art.

In The Barkleys of Broadway, for instance, Ginger Rogers abandons musical com-
edy for “legitimate theater” but eventually returns both to the stage musical and to
her former partner-spouse (Fred Astaire). Gene Kelly in An American in Paris must
decide between a career as a painter, supported by spinster-dowager Nina Foch,
and a “natural” life of dance and music with young Leslie Caron. In these and the
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other films, the generic conventions, which earlier were components of the genre’s
unspoken ideology, have now become the central thematic elements of the narra-
tive. No longer does the genre simply celebrate the values of music, dance, and
popular entertainment, it actually “critiques” and “deconstructs” them in the pro-
cess'® (Feuer, 1978).

The Western genre, which was entering its classic age in the late 1930s (Stage-
coach, Union Pacific, Dodge City, Destry Rides Again, Frontier Marshal, all 1939), exhib-
its by the 1950s a similar formal and thematic self-scrutiny. Such films as Red River
(1948), I Shot Jesse James (1949), The Gunfighter (1950), Winchester 73 (1950), High
Noon (1952), and The Naked Spur (1953) indicate that the genre had begun to ques-
tion its own conventions, especially regarding the social role and psychological
make-up of the hero. Consider, for example, the substantial changes in the screen
persona of John Wayne or of Jimmy Stewart during this period. In such baroque
Westerns as Red River and The Searchers (starring Wayne) and Winchester 73, The
Naked Spur, The Man from Laramie, and Two Rode Together (Stewart), Wayne’s stoic
machismo and Stewart’s “aw-shucks” naiveté are effectively inverted to reveal
genuinely psychotic, antisocial figures.

Naturally, we do not expect a classic Westerner like Wayne’s Ringo Kid in Stage-
coach to exhibit the psychological complexity or the “antiheroic” traits of later
Western figures. Our regard for a film like Stagecoach has to do with its clear,
straightforward articulation of the Western myth. A later film like Red River, which
incorporates a younger figure (Montgomery Clift) to offset and qualify the classic
Westerner’s heroic posture, serves to refine and to call into question the genre’s
basic values. These values are subverted, or perhaps even rejected altogether, in
later films like The Searchers, The Wild Bunch, and even in a comic parody like Butch
Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. In these films, the “code of the West” with its implicit
conflicts and ideology provides the dramatic focus, but our regard for that code
changes as do the actions and attitudes of the principal characters.

The Western and the musical seem to represent genres in which the evolution-
ary “cycle” seems more or less complete. However, not all genres complete that
cycle or necessarily follow such a progression. For example, in the gangster genre,
various external pressures (primarily the threat of government censorship and re-
ligious boycott) disrupted the genre’s internal evolution. And in the war genre, the
prosocial aspects of supporting a war effort directly ruled out any subversion or
even the serious questioning of the hero’s attitudes. War films that did question
values were made after the war and generally are considered as a subgenre. There
are also genres currently in midcycle, like the “disaster” or the “occult” genres
popularized during the 1970s. The disaster genre, whose classic stage was
launched with The Poseidon Adventure and Airport, has evolved so rapidly that a par-
ody of the genre, The Big Bus (1976), appeared within only a few years of the form'’s
standardization. Interestingly, the audience didn’t seem to know what to make of
The Big Bus, and the film died at the box office. Apparently the genre hadn’t suffi-
ciently saturated the audience to the point where a parody could be appreciated.

Thus, it would seem that, throughout a genre’s evolution from transparent social
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reaffirmation to opaque self-reflexivity, there is a gradual shift in narrative em-
phasis from social value to formal aesthetic value. Because continued variation
tends to sensitize us to a genre’s social message, our interests, and those of the
filmmakers, gradually expand from the message itself to its articulation, from the
tale to the visual and narrative artistry of its telling. It is no coincidence, then, that
so many directors, who worked with a genre later in its development, are consid-
ered auteurs, We tend to regard early genre filmmakers as storytellers or craftsmen
and later ones as artists. Naturally there are exceptions—Ford’s early Westerns,
Busby Berkeley’s ‘30s musicals, all of Hitchcock’s thrillers—but these involve
directors whose narrative artistry and understanding of the genre’s thematic com-
plexity were apparent throughout their careers.

Generally speaking, it seems that those features most often associated with nar-
rative artistry—ambiguity, thematic complexity, irony, formal self-conscious-
ness—rarely are evident in films produced earlier in a genre’s development. They
tend to work themselves into the formula itself as it evolves. We are dealing here
with the inherent artistry of the formula itself as it grows and develops. A new-
born genre’s status as social ritual generally resists any ironic, ambiguous, or
overly complex treatment of its narrative message. But as filmmakers and audi-
ences grow more familiar with the message as it is varied and refined, the varia-
tions themselves begin to exhibit qualities associated with narrative art.

This does not mean that early genre films have no aesthetic value or later ones
no social value. There is, rather, a shift in emphasis from one cultural function
(social, ritualistic) to another (formal, aesthetic). And both are evident in all genre
films. A genre’s initial and sustained popularity may be due primarily to its social
function, but a degree of aesthetic appeal is also apparent in even the earliest, or
the most transparently, prosocial genre films. Each genre seems to manifest a dis-
tinct visual and compositional identity: the prospect of infinite space and limitless
horizons in the Western, documentary urban realism in the gangster film, the
” American Expressionism” of fim noir and the hardboiled detective film, the musi-
cal’s celebration of life through motion and song, and so on.

This aesthetic potential may have been tapped by filmmakers—writers, pro-
ducers, performers, cameramen, editors, as well as directors—who quite simply
made good movies. They manipulated any number of narrative and cinematic
qualities that imbued their films with an artistry that may or may not have been
common for the genre at that stage of its development. Whether considering artis-
tically exceptional films early in a genre’s evolution or the more self-reflexive films
produced during its later stages, it is difficult not to appreciate the formal and ideo-
logical flexibility of Hollywood’s genres. These story formulas have articulated
and continually reexamined basic social issues, weaving a cultural tapestry whose
initial design became ever more detailed and ornate, ever more beautiful.







The \X/estern

‘““This is the West, sir. When the legend becomes fact, print the legend.”’
—Newspaper editor in The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance

//
/‘ - The Western is without question the richest and most enduring genre of Hol-
\_ lywood'’s repertoire. Its concise heroic story and elemental visual appeal ren-

der it the most flexible of narrative formulas, and its life span has been as
long and varied as Hollywood’s own. In fact, the Western genre and the
American cinema evolved concurrently, generating the basic framework for
Hollywood’s studio production system. We might look to Edwin S. Porter’s
The Great Train Robbery in 1903 as the birth not only of the movie Western
but of the commercial narrative film in America; and to Thomas Ince’s mass
production of William S. Hart horse operas during the teens as the prototype
for the studio system.

The origins of the Western formula predated the cinema, of course. Its ge-
nealogy encompassed colonial folk music, Indian captivity tales, James Feni-
more Cooper’s Leather-Stocking Tales, nineteenth-century pulp romances, and
a variety of other cultural forms. These earlier forms began to develop the
story of the American West as popular mythology, sacrificing historical accu-
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racy for the opportunity to examine the values, attitudes, and ideals associated
with westward expansion and the taming and civilizing of the West. Not until its
immortalization on film, however, did the Western genre certify its mythic cre-
dentials. The significance and impact of the Western as America’s foundation rit-
ual have been articulated most clearly and effectively in the cinema—the medium
of twentieth-century technology and urbanization. And it was also in the cinema
that the Western could reach a mass audience which actively participated in the
gradual refinement and evolution of its narrative formula.

The early films

As America’s first popular and industrial mass art form, the commercial cinema
assumed a privileged but paradoxical function in its development of the Western
myth. As a narrative mass medium, the cinema provided an ideal vehicle for dis-
seminating the Western formula to the culture at large; as a commercial industry,
it embodied those very socioeconomic and technological values which the West-
ern anticipated in tracing the steady progression of American civilization. The
height of the Western’s popularity—from the late 1930s through the '50s—
spanned an era when the American West and its traditional values were being
threatened and displaced by the Modern Age. Twentieth-century technology and
industry, the Depression with its Dust Bowl and flight to the cities, the ensuing
World War and the birth of atomic power, the Cold War and the Korean con-
flict—these and other historical factors overwhelmed America’s “Old West” and
at the same time enhanced its mythic status. In constructing and gradually forma-
lizing the actions and attitudes from the past on a wide screen, the Western genre
created a mythical reality more significant and pervasive—and perhaps in some
ways more “‘real”’—than the historical West itself.

As cultural and historical documents, the earlier silent Westerns differ from the
later Westerns. In fact, these earlier films have a unique and somewhat paradoxical
position: Although they were made on the virtual threshold of the Modern Age,
they also came at a time when westward expansion was winding down. Certain
early cowboy heroes like “Bronco Billy” Anderson and William S. Hart did lay the
groundwork for the heroic and stylized mythology of movie Westerns. But many
other films, like The Covered Wagon (1923) and The Iron Horse (1924), were really
historical dramas, depicting as accurately as possible the actuality of westward ex-
pansion. (In fact, The Great Train Robbery related events that had occurred only a
few years previously and as such was something of a turn-of-the-century gangster
film.).But eventually, the cumulative effects of Western storytelling in the face of
contemporary civilization’s steady encroachment served to subordinate the genre’s
historical function to its mythical one. In other words, efforts to document the his-
torical West on film steadily gave way to the impulse to exploit the past as a means
of examining the values and attitudes of contemporary America.
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It's important to note in this context that during the Depression, as Hollywood
moved into the sound era, the historical epics, which had dominated mainstream
Western film production in the teens and '20s, faded from the screen, and the
genre survived primarily in the form of low-budget “B” productions. These films
rounded out the newly introduced double features—and also served to provide
John Wayne, who made dozens of these “B” Westerns, with considerable acting
experience. Occasional Westerns like The Virginian (1929), Cimarron (1930), and
The Plainsman (1936) attracted the attention of mass audiences, but both the tech-
nical restrictions of early “talkies” and Hollywood’s preoccupation during the "30s
with contemporary urban themes effectively pushed the Western out of main-
stream production.

The Western returned to widespread popularity in the late 1930s. The growing
historical distance from the actual West along with developments in film technol-
ogy—especially a quieter, more mobile camera and more sophisticated sound
recording techniques—gave the genre new life. The tendency today is to laud John
Ford’s Stagecoach in 1939 for regenerating the Western movie formula, although
Ford’s film was only one of several popular mainstream Westerns produced in
1939 and 1940, among them Jesse James, Dodge City, Destry Rides Again, Union Pacific,
Frontier Marshal (all 1939), Sante Fe Trail, Virginia City, The Westerner, The Return of
Frank James, Arizona, and When the Daltons Rode (1940). The following war years
proved to be a watershed period for the genre—and for Hollywood filmmaking in
general—but by then the Western’s basic structural design was well established
and its gradual refinement already begun.

The andscapé of the West

When we step back to get a broader picture, we notice that the Western depicts a
world of precarious balance in which the forces of civilization and savagery are
locked in a struggle for supremacy. As America’s foundation ritual, the Western
projects a formalized vision of the nation’s infinite possibilities and limitless vistas,
thus serving to “naturalize” the policies of westward expansion and Manifest
Destiny." It is interesting in this regard that we as a culture have found the story of
the settlement of the “New World” beyond the Alleghenies and the Mississippi
even more compelling than the development of the colonies or the Revolutionary
War itself. Ironically, the single most evocative location for Western filmmaking
and perhaps the genre’s most familiar icon (after the image of John Wayne) is Ari-
zona’s Monument Valley, where awesome stone formations reach up to the gods
but the desoclate soil around them is scarcely suitable for the rural-agricultural
bounty which provided America’s socioeconomiic foundation. The fact is, of
course, that Hollywood’s version of the Old West has as little to do with agricul-
ture—although it has much to do with rural values—as it does with history. The
landscape with its broad expanses and isolated communities was transformed on
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The landscape of the West: a frame enlargement from the opening shot of The
Searchers, which not only frames Monument Valley but reinforces the audience’s
viewpoint from “‘inside’’ civilization, i.e., looking with the Woman out across the
endless expanse of the American West. (Private Collection)

celluloid into a familiar iconographic arena where civilized met savage in an inter-
minable mythic contest.
The Western’s essential conflict between civilization and savagery is expressed
in a'vitiety of oppositions: East versus West, garden versus desert, America versus
— fmﬁms—as— anarchy, individual versus community, town versus
wilderness, cowboy versus Indian, schoolmarm versus dancehall girl, and so on.
Its historical period of reference is the years following the Civil War and reaching
into the early twentieth century, when the western United States, that precivilized
locale, was establishing codes of law and order as a basis for contemporary social
conditions. The opening of virtually any Western “cues” us in to these opposi-
tions: cowboys pausing on a hillside during a cattle drive to gaze at the isolated
community in the distance (My Darling Clementine, 1946); a lone cowboy, who after
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riding into a pastoral valley, is accused by an anxious homesteader of gunslinging
for land-hungry local ranchers (Shane, 1953); a rider on a mountainside watching
railroad workers blast a tunnel above him and outlaws rob a stagecoach below
(Johnny Guitar, 1954); the distant cry of a locomotive whistle and a shot of a black,
serpentine machine winding toward us through the open plains as the steam from
its engine fills the screen (The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, 1962).

John Ford’s Stagecoach

Even as early as Ford’s 1939 film, Stagecoach, these oppositions are presented con-
cisely and effectively. Ford’s film marks the debut of Monument Valley in the
Western genre, a fitting arena for the most engaging and thematically complex of
all prewar Westerns.

The film opens with a shot of Monument Valley, framed typically beneath a sky
which takes up most of the screen. Eventually we hear two riders approaching
from across the desert and then see them coming toward us. As the riders near the
camera, Ford cuts from this vast, panoramic scene to the exterior of a cavalry
camp, and the horizon is suddenly cluttered with tents, flagstaffs, and soldiers. The
riders gallop into the camp, dismount, and rush into the post. In the next shot, a
group of uniformed men huddle around a telegraph machine. Just before the lines
go dead, the telegraph emits a single coded word: “Geronimo.”

This sequence not only sets the thematic and visual tone for Ford’s film with
economy of action and in striking visual terms, but also reflects the basic cultural
and physical conflicts which traditionally have characterized the Western form. In

Hollywood’s version the West is a vast wilderness dotted with occasional oases—

frontier towns, cavalry posts, isolated campsites, and sc forth—which are linked
with one another and with the civilized East by the railroad, the stagecoach, the
telegraph: society’s tentacles of progress. Each oasis is a virtual society in micro-
cosm, plagued by conflicts both with the external, threatening wilderness and also
with the anarchic or socially corrupt members of its own community. Ford’s stage-
coach, for example, is journeying to Lordsburg (what better name for an oasis of
order in a vast wasteland?) through hostile Indian country. Its passengers must
contend not only with Indian attacks but also with the conflicts which divide the
group itself. The stagecoach carries a righteous sheriff, a cowardly driver, an alco-
holic doctor, an embezzling bank executive, a whiskey drummer, a gold-hearted
prostitute, a genteel gambler, an Eastern-bred lady, and the hero, an escaped con-
vict bent upon avenging his brother’s murder and, simultaneously, his own
wrongful imprisonment.

In this film, as in the Western generally, the conflicts within the community re-
flect and intensify those between the community and its savage surroundings. The
dramatic intensity in Stagecoach only marginally relates to the disposition of the
hero, whose antisocial status (as a convict) is not basic to his character but results
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from society’s lack of effective order and justice. Wayne portrays the Ringo Kid as
a naive, moral man of the earth who takes upon himself the task of righting that
social and moral imbalance. He is also a living manifestation of the Western’s
basic conflicts. Like the sheriff who bends the law to suit the situation, the banker
who steals from his own bank, the kindly whore, or the timid moralizer who sells
whiskey, Ringo must find his own way through an environment of contrary and
ambiguous demands.

Ford’s orchestration of the community’s complex, contradictory values renders
Stagecoach a truly distinctive film, setting it apart both dramatically and themati-
cally from earlier Westerns. Within a simplistic cavalry-to-the-rescue and shoot-
out-on-Main-Street formula, Ford’s constellation of social outcasts represents a
range of social issues from alcoholism to white-collar crime to individual self-
reliance. Through these characters Ford fleshes out values and contradictions basic
to contemporary human existence.

The appeal of the stagecoach’s passengers derives from their ambiguous social
status. Often they are on the periphery of the community and somehow at odds
with its value system. Perhaps the most significant conflict in the Western is the
community’s demand for order through cooperation and compromise versus the
physical environment’s demand for rugged individualism coupled with a survival-
of-the-fittest mentality. In Stagecoach, each of the three central figures—Ringo, Doc
Boone (Thomas Mitchell), and Dallas (Claire Trevor)—is an outcast who has vio-
lated society’s precepts in order to survive: Ringo is an accused murderer and
escaped convict sworn to take the law into his own hands, while Doc Boone has
turned to alcohol and Dallas to prostitution to survive on the frontier.

We are introduced to Dallas and Doc Boone as they are being driven out of
town by the Ladies” Law and Order League, a group of puritanical, civic-minded
women dedicated to upholding community standards. This scene is played for
both comic and dramatic effect, but it does establish conformity and Victorian
moralizing as elements of a well-ordered society. This initial view of the ccmmu-
nity’s repressive and depersonalizing demands eventually is qualified by the film’s
resolution, however. Ringo and Dallas finally are allowed by the sheriff to flex to
Ringo’s ranch across the border. As the two ride away to begin a new life together,
the camera lingers on Doc Boone, ever the philosopher, who muses, “Well, th:y're
saved from the blessings of civilization.” Beneath his veneer of cynicism, however,
is an optimistic vision: the uncivilized outlaw-hero and a woman practicing so-
ciety’s oldest profession have been united and go off to seek the promise of the
American West’s new world.

The changing vision of the West

The gradual fading of this optimistic vision, more than anything else, characterizes
the evolution of the Western genre. As the formula was refined through repetition,
both the frontier community and its moralistic standard-bearers are depicted in in-
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creasingly complex, ambiguous, and unflattering terms. The Western hero, in his
physical allegiance to the environment and his moral commitment to civilization,
embodies this ambiguity. As such he tends to generate conflict through his very
existence. He is a man of action and of few words, with an unspoken code of honor
that commits him to the vulnerable Western community and at the same time
motivates him to remain distinctly apart from it. As the genre develops, the West-
erner’s role as promoter of civilization seems to become almost coincidental.
Eventually, his moral code emerges as an end in itself.

The stability of the Westerner’s character—his “style,” as it were—doesn’t
really evolve with the genre. Instead, it is gradually redefined by the community he
protects. Both the hero and the community establish their values and world view
through their relationship with the savage milieu, but as the community becomes
more civilized and thus more institutionalized, capitalistic, and corrupt, it gradu-
ally loses touch with the natural world from which it sprang. Because the West-
erner exists on the periphery of both the community and the wilderness, he never
loses touch with either world. His mediating function between them becomes in-
creasingly complex and demanding as the society becomes more insulated and
self-serving. :

Actually, the image of the classic Westerner who mediates the natural and cul-
tural environments while remaining distinct from each does not emerge as a
mainstream convention until the mid-"40s. In earlier films, the narrative conflicts
were usually resolved with the suggestion that the Westerner might settle down
within the community which his inclination toward violence and gunplay has en-
abled him to protect. The promise of marriage between Ringo and Dallas is indica-
tive of this tendency, although their shared outlaw status and their eventual flight
to Mexico undercut any simplistic reading of the film’s prosocial resolution. A typ-
ical example of this tendency is William Wyler’s 1940 film, The Westerner. In this
film, the hero, Cole Hardin (Gary Cooper), mediates a violent confrontation be-
tweer-anarchic cattlemen and defenseless, idealistic homesteaders. These distinct
comi:wnities are depicted in two narrative movements. The first shows Hardin’s
arrival and near lynching in a lawless cattle town run by the outrageous Judge Roy
Beat: (Walter Brennan), the self-appointed “law west of the Pecos.” The second
folic ws the hero’s gradual assimilation into the community of homesteaders and
his courtship of the farmer’s daughter, Jane Ellen (Doris Davenport).

Bean’s and Jane Ellen’s worlds are locked in the familiar cattleman-homesteader
struggle for control of the land, and Hardin is the only character who can function
effectively in both worlds. Thus Wyler’s film (from Jo Swerling’s script) develops
the classic configuration of the anarchic world of Male Savagery pitted against the
civilized world of Woman and Home. The heroic Westerner, again, is poised be-
tween the two. Throughout the first half of the film, in which the competing ide-
ologies are established, this configuration remains in perfect balance. Eventually,
however, Hardin is won over by the woman-domesticator and turns against Bean,
throwing off the film’s narrative equilibrium. After Hardin prevails against Bean in
a climactic gunfight, the Westerner is able to settle down with Jane Ellen in “the
promised land.”

’
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The Westerner: Gary Cooper portrays Cole Hardin, the classic mediator-hero whose
rugged individualism allies him with Judge Roy Bean(Walter Brennan,behind Coop-
er), the self-styled ‘“law west of the Pecos,” but who eventually settles down with
the farmer’s daughter in ‘‘the promised land.”’ (Wisconsin Center for Film and Theater Research)

Nothing could be more damaging to the hero’s image, of course. He has comn-
promised his self-styled, renegade world view by acquiescing to civilization’s
emasculating and depersonalizing demands. The earlier silent Westerns and their
later low-budget counterparts had understood the logic of sending the Westerner
“into the sunset” after the requisite showdown, thereby sustaining the genre’s
prosocial function while reaffirming the hero’s essential individuality. Perhaps it
was John Ford’s experience with silent Westerns that motivated him to temper the
marital and communal values of Stagecoach’s resolution, or perhaps it was his in-
tuitive understanding of what made the Western genre work. But certainly the am-
biguous ending of Ford’s film renders it decidedly more effective than most of the
Westerns of its day. It was not actually until World War II and the ensuing post-
war productions, though, that the Western hero and his particular role within the
Western milieu would be radically reconsidered along the lines previously estab-
lished in Stagecoach.
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Stagecoach and The Shootist

By way of example, Stagecoach can be compared to a similar Western story told
nearly forty years later: Don Siegel’s The Shootist (1976). In both films, John Wayne
portrays roughly the same sort of hero (Ringo Kid in the former and J. B. Books in
the latter). Also, in both films, he is a legend in his own lifetime who enters a com-
munity, seeks out three of its most corrupt citizens, and eliminates them with char-
acteristic dispatch. Beyond the superficial connections of character and plot, how-
ever, the two films are radically different. Stagecoach projects a generally positive
view of the West’s potential synthesis of nature and culture. This optimism is
qualified somewhat by Ford’s and screenwriter Dudley Nichols’ sensitivity to the
hero’s ambivalent social commitment and to society’s less civilized tendencies, but
these reservations seem minimal when we examine The Shootist’s depiction of the
hero and his milieu.

Siegel’s film introduces its hero in one of the most self-reflexive sequences of
any Hollywood movie. Under the voice-over description provided by the story’s
young narrator (Ron Howard), Books’ violent “career” as a shootist is traced
through flashbacks of the hero’s gunfights, all of which are lifted from earlier John
Wayne Westerns. This narrative device establishes Wayne/Books not as a histori-
cal entity, but rather as an amalgam of previous performances in Western movies:

The Shootist: Don Siegel’s 1976 Western cast John Wayne as J. B. Books, a mythic
hero out of his element in turn-of-the-century Carson City, Nevada. Here, Books
counsels young initiate-hero Gillum (Ron Howard) in the use of a handgun. (Wisconsin

Center for Film and Theater Research)
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the genre has created its own field of reference. This introduction of the mythic
hero is undercut by the film’s setting, however. Carson City in 1901 is depicted in
such realistic detail that Wayne’s larger-than-life Westerner seems misplaced
there. The community’s paved streets, automobiles, telephone wires, and daily
newspapers have more in common with our own environment than with a tradi-
tional community like Lordsburg with its dirt streets and rowdy saloons.

Wayne’s portrayal of a mythic figure caught in real time—a familiar motif in
many later Westerns—is intensified by the fact that he is dying of cancer; the very
core of his physical and metaphorical being is rotting away. The community, now
at an advanced stage of social development, has little need for his services, and he
is allowed to remain in Carson City only after he assures the aging and ineffectual
sheriff (Harry Morgan) that he does not have long to live.

Rather than die in bed with a dose of laudanum, Books arranges to shoot it out
with the three local citizens who threaten community order (two of whom are
portrayed, in another self-reflexive touch, by former TV Westerners Richard “Pal-
adin” Boone and Hugh “Wyatt Earp” O’Brian). There is no sunset or Mexican
ranch for our hero at the conclusion of this Western. Instead, Books is shot in the
back by a bartender after killing the three villains, thus fulfilling his desire to die as
violently (and functionally) as he has lived. The bartender in turn is killed by the
narrator and surrogate hero, Gillum. And when Gillum throws aside his weapon
and turns his back on Books, the hero who had outlived his time and place, he
reaffirms the Westerner’s demise.

French filmmaker Jean Renoir once suggested that “the marvelous thing about
Westerns is that they're all the same movie. This gives a director unlimited free-
dom.” The apparent contradiction in Renoir’s statement is reflected in the contra-
dictory relationship between Stagecoach and The Shootist. Siegel has taken essen-
tially the same story of a heroic redeemer who enters a community and through
his unique powers eliminates a threat to that community. However, his Western
reexamines and undercuts Ford’s earlier, essentially positive depiction of both the
community and its redeemer. The subversive effect of The Shootist is heightened
through the use of the narrator, an initiate-hero whose allegiance is torn between
his community and the hero he has learned to worship.

Gillum is caught between the influence of his mother (Lauren Bacall) and the
mythic redeemer-hero, who together represent the Western’s basic contradictions
and conflicts. As woman, mother, and domesticator, Bacall is both attracted and
repulsed by hero Wayne/Books” violent, nomadic lifestyle. She and her son em-
body the promise of social order and the American Dream, and there is no place in
their world for a dying gunfighter. The promise of marriage in Stagecoach is more
the exception than the rule in its suggestion that the Westerner and the domesti-
cator can be compatible. But it is Dallas’ status as renegade outcast, not Ringo’s
potential for domestication, which renders their eventual union believable, and
this is underscored by the film ending with the pair fleeing rather than embracing.

This narrative device of filtering the genre’s conflicts through the perceptions of
a young initiate-hero appears in many postwar Westerns. Red River (1948), Shane
(1952), The Searchers (1956), The Tin Star (1957), Rio Bravo (1958), The Magnificent
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Seven (1960), Ride the High Country (1962), El Dorado (1967), Little Big Man (1970), The
Cowboys (1972), and various other Westerns employ this education-of-a-young-
man motif, self-consciously reflecting upon the contradictory lifestyles of those
inside and outside the community. The initiate-hero’s choice of alternatives be-
comes progressively more difficult as the genre evolves and the community and
the Westerner are shown in less romanticized terms.

Shane: The initiate-hero and the integration of opposites

This motif is used most effectively, perhaps, in Shane. The story is filtered through
the consciousness of a young boy (Brandon De Wilde as Joey Starrett), and much
of the film’s clarity of vision and idealized simplicity derives from his naive per-
spective. The actions of the principal characters, the setting of a lush green valley,
even the distant Rocky Mountains, attain a dreamlike quality under George Ste-
vens’ direction and Loyal Grigg’s cinematography.

The film opens with Shane (Alan Ladd) riding into the pastoral valley where
ranchers and homesteaders are feuding. (As in The Westerner, “open range” and
fenced-in farmland manifest the genre’s nature/culture opposition.) Shane is a
man with a mysterious past who hangs up his guns to become a farm laborer for
Joe Starrett (Van Heflin), the spokesman for the homesteaders in their conflict with
the villanous Ryker brothers.

The film is a virtual ballet of oppositions, all perceived from Joey’s viewpoint.
These oppositions become a series of options for him—and us—that he must ne-
gotiate in order to attain social maturity. The following diagram summarizes these
oppositions. '

_Marion.
Joe Starrett ----wmemme e Shane
familial conflicts
--------------------------------------------- o) 2
community conflicts
SHANE
Joe Starrett ------ - - e e Wilson
family - ~=c e e e Ryker brothers
homesteaders --------=-—--——————-| - __ ranchers
domestication --------c-oooommoooi oo male isolation
(woman’s world) =-----cemmmmmm | o (man’s world)
fEeNCes ~-mommoc | e open range
Crops, sheep -==----c-mcmmmmomme| e cattle
farm tools-=-- - oo e guns
social law ==wmme oo e primitive law
equality ----s-oome survival of the fittest
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Not only does this diagram indicate the elaborate doubling in the narrative, but it
also points up the hero’s mediation of both the rancher-homesteader conflict and
the boy’s confused notions of his ideal father figure. Although Starrett is the
bravest and most capable of the homesteaders—and the only one respected and
feared by the ranchers—he is basically a farmer of rural sensibilities and simple
values. Starrett is clearly no match for Shane in either Joey’s or his wife’s (Jean
Arthur) eyes, although the family proves strong enough to withstand the inter-
loper’s influence. By the end of the film, Marion’s attraction to Shane comple-
ments her son’s, although her family and her role as mother-domesticator remain
her first concerns. In accord with her son’s (and the genre’s) sexual naiveté, the
thought of Shane’s and Marion’s romantic entanglement is only a frustrating im-
possibility. Among Joey’s parting cries to Shane as he rides away at the film’s end
is, “Mother wants you.”

This sexual-familial conflict is, however, tangential to the film’s central opposi-
tion between fenced land and open range. Nevertheless, it does reaffirm Shane’s
commitment to the values of home and family rather than those of power and cap-

The living legend and the initiate-hero:
Raymond Chandler once wrote that Alan
Ladd ‘‘is hard, bitter and occasionally
charming, but he is after all a small
boy'’s idea of a tough guy.”’ George Ste- B
vens’ Shane, seen primarily from initiate- |
hero Joey Starrett’s (Brandon De Wilde)
viewpoint, effectively reinforces Chan-
dler’s comment. (Penguin Photo)
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ital. During the course of the film, Shane offers his services to the other farmers,
but he is never really accepted because of his past and his stoic, detached manner.
The cattlemen, who are generally seen drinking in the local saloon or else out ha-
rassing “sodbusters,” show more respect for Shane than do the farmers, and at-
tempt to recruit him at higher pay. Shane refuses, so the Rykers bring in Wilson
(Jack Palance), a doppelganger from Shane’s gunfighting past. Here, as in many genre
films involving a violent, nomadic hero, the only real difference between the pro-
tagonist (Shane) and his antagonistic double (Wilson) has to do with their respec-
tive attitudes about social order and the value of human life.

The film ends with Shane knocking Starrett out with his pistol after a fierce fist-
fight. He knows he must face Wilson and the Rykers alone. Joey follows Shane to
town to watch the confrontation in the deserted saloon. Shane prevails against the
men but is wounded, and he rides off into the mountains as Joey’s calls echo after
him. Those mountains, which like Shane’s mysterious, violent past had remained
in the background throughout the film, emerge now as his Olympus, as the West-
erner’s mythic realm beyond the reality of dirt farms and ramshackle towns.

But while Shane’s heroic stature is affirmed, there is still a shade of ambiguity
which tempers that stature. Just before the gunfight in the darkened saloon, Shane
suggests to Ryker that “his days are numbered.” “What about you, gunfighter?”
asks Ryker. “The difference is, [ know it,” replies Shane, who then turns to the
black-clad Wilson. The two simply stare at one another before the exchange of rit-
ual dialogue that will initiate the gunfight. As in an earlier scene when the two had
met and silently circled each other, a mutual understanding and respect is implicit
in the look they exchange in addition to the promise of a violent, uncompromising
confrontation. After the gunfight Shane tells Joey that “There’s no living with the
killing,” but it’s clear enough from the relationship established between Shane and
Wilson that there’s no living without it either. Like J. B. Books and his victims in
that Carson City saloon decades later, these men know their fate all too well. They
purposefully end their days in a fashion that they could control and that we in the
audience come to expect.

As these various examples indicate, the Westerner is motivated to further the
cause of civilization by his own personal code of honor, which seems to be exis-
tentially derived. Often this code leads him to an act of vengeance. The vengeful
hero is different from the classic Westerner in that his past—either his entire past
or an isolated incident—is of immediate concern and provides him with a clear
sense of mission. But he does share with the classic hero his characteristic func-
tion: he is an isolated, psychologically static man of personal integrity who acts
because society is too weak to do so. And it is these actions that finally enforce
social order but necessitate his departure from the community he has saved. In
Stagecoach, Winchester 73 (1950), The Searchers (1956), One-Eyed Jacks (1961), Nevada
Smith (1966), and countless other revenge Westerns, the hero rids society of a
menace, but in so doing, he reaffirms his own basic incompatibility with the com-
munity’s values.

Occasionally the hero will accept a job as lawman to carry out his vengeance, as
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in Dodge City and My Darling Clementine, but once he has satisfied his personal
drives, he leaves the community to fend for itself. In those films, it is assumed that
the hero’s elimination of the power-hungry town boss and his henchmen has
purified the community and given it lasting social order. The destruction of the
Clantons at the O.K. Corral by the Earp brothers and Doc Holliday in My Darling
Clementine serves both to avenge the murder of James Earp and also to project an
image of an orderly Tombstone into the indefinite future. As Wyatt Earp and his
brother (Henry Fonda and Ward Bond) ride off across Monument Valley after
their gunfight, the new schoolmarm from the East waves to them, framed in long-
shot against the infinite expanse of desert and sky. With this image Ford captures
and freezes forever—like the English poet John Keats’ ageless figures on a Grecian
urn—the Western’s principal characters and their contradictory yet complemen-
tary ideals.

The changing hero: The “psychological’” and *‘professional”
Westerns

As an element of our national mythology, the Western represents American cul-
ture, explaining its present in terms of its past and virtually redefining the past to
accommodate the present. The image of the Western community in Hollywood
movies tends to reflect our own beliefs and preoccupations, and the Western’s
evolution as a genre results both from the continual reworking of its own rules of
construction and expression and also from the changing beliefs and attitudes of
contemporary American society.

As American audiences after World War II became saturated with the classic
Western formula and also more hardbitten about sociopolitical realities, the image
of the Western community changed accordingly, redefining the hero’s motivation
and his sense of mission. Hence the “psychological” Westerns of the late 1940s
and the 1950s that traced the Westerner’s neuroses (and eventual psychoses)
stemming from his growing incompatibility with civilization as well as the cumu-
lative weight of society’s unreasonable expectations.

One of the more notable examples of this development is Fred Zinneman’s High
Noon, in which a local lawman (Gary Cooper) awaits the arrival of outlaws bent on
avenging his having sent their leader to prison. The wait for the arrival of the out-
laws provides the dramatic tension in the film, which is heightened by the fact that
the townspeople ignore or evade Cooper’s appeals for assistance. After he and his
Quaker wife (Grace Kelly), a woman committed to nonviolence for religious rea-
sons, finally confront and dispose of the outlaws, Cooper throws his badge into the
dirt and leaves the community to fend for itself.

Howard Hawks’ Rio Bravo (1958), supposedly a belated answer to Zinneman'’s
“knee-jerk liberalism,” describes a similar situation in an even more claustropho-
bic and helpless community. From Hawks’ typically machismo perspective, how-
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ever, the local lawman (John Wayne, with deputies Dean Martin, Walter Brennan,
and Ricky Nelson) continually rejects offers of aid from the frightened citizenry,
insisting, “This is no job for amateurs.” Wayne and his cohorts prevail, and thus
both the heroes and the community emerge with integrity intact. While High Noon
and Rio Bravo each project substantially different views of the community and its
redeemer-hero, both underscore the hero’s incompatibility with that community.
Ultimately, it is the hero’s professional integrity and sense of responsibility to his
job as lawman which induce him to act as an agent of social order.

The “professional” Western was, in fact, Hollywood’s own answer to the psy-
chological Western, much as Hawks’ film had answered Zinneman’s. In general,
the psychological Western poses the question: how can the morally upright, so-
cially autonomous Westerner continue to defend a repressive, institutionalized,
cowardly, and thankless community without going crazy? The professional West-
ern answers this question in one of two ways, The Westerner either works for pay
and sells his special talents to the community that must evaluate his work on its
own terms or else he becomes an outlaw.

The prospect of the classic, morally upright Westerner turning from his self-
styled code of honor is closely related to the changing view of society in the West-
ern. As the community’s notion of law and order progressively squeezes out those
rugged individualists who made such order possible, the Westerners turn to each
other and to the outlaws they had previously opposed. At this point, the “honor
among thieves” that the Westerner can find with other lawless types is preferable
to buckling under to the community’s emasculating demands.

Consequently, many recent Westerns incorporate a group that is led by an aging
but still charismatic hero figure and whose demand of payment, either as profes-
sional killers or as outlaws, undercuts the classic Westerner’s moral code. Thus the
professional Westerns of the past two decades, most notably Rio Bravo, The Mag-
nificent Seven, The Professionals, El Dorado, The Wild Bunch, True Grit, Butch Cassidy and
the Sundance Kid, The Cowboys, The Great Northfield Minnesota Raid, The Culpepper Cat-
tle Company, and The Missouri Breaks.

Gone in these films is the isolated, heroic cowboy with no visible means of sup-
port whose moral vision and spiritual values set him apart from—and essentially
above—the community he defends. Now he is cynical, self-conscious, and even
“incorporated”’; these traits render him increasingly unheroic, more like one of us.
Still, despite his gradual descent from heroic demigod (superior in many ways to
nature as well as to other men) in early Westerns to a psychologicaily more com-
plex and generally more sympathetic character, the Westerner does maintain dis-
tinct traces of his isolated sense of honor. He strikes a romantic pose even in the
face of extinction.

Sam Peckinpah’s The Wild Bunch (1969), for example, describes the exploits of
an outlaw collective (William Holden, Ernest Borgnine, Warren Oates, Edmund
O’Brien, Ben Johnson, et al.) in their sustained rampage through the American
Southwest and in Mexico just before the outbreak of World War I. Whereas the
outlaw collective violates with equal disregard the laws of God, man, and nature,
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Perhaps the ultimate professional Western: Sam Peckinpah’s The Wild Bunch (1968),
a World War I-era saga of the fading West. Here, the Bunch (Ben Johnson, Warren
Oates, William Holden, and Ernest Borgnine) embark on a climactic svicidal show-
down with the Mexican Army. (Culver Pictures)

the real villain of the piece is progress. Big business, typified by the banks and the
railroad, force the Bunch out of the United States and into a confrontation with a
corrupt Mexican bandit army. When one of their own group is captured and tor-
tured by the Mexican bandits (whose leader has given up his horse for an auto-
mobile and is doing business with German warmongers), the Bunch undertakes a
final, suicidal act of heroism—something that is very much in America’s “‘national
interest.” In one of the most spectacular showdowns ever filmed, the Wild Bunch
and the bandit army destroy each other in a quick-cut, slow-motion dream of
blood and death.

This paradoxical resolution is in much the same vein as those in The Magnificent
Seven and Butch Cassidy. In both of these films, although outlaw collectives are
forced by time and civilization to practice their trade outside the United States,
they retain a certain allegiance to their heroic code with its basis in American ide-
ology. And in all three films, the outlaw collective regenerates the sense of group
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mission—one similar to that which had been subdued by advancing civilization on
the American frontier. This sense of mission still determines the behavior and at-
titude of the collective, and as such it almost becomes an end in itself: the heroic
mediator’s social function emerges as a self-indulgent, formalized ritual.

Sam Peckinpah has understood and articulated, perhaps better than any West-
ern filmmaker since John Ford, the concept of the Westerner who has outlived his
role and his milieu. Particularly in Ride the High Country (1962), Major Dundee
(1964), The Wild Bunch (1969), and The Ballad of Cable Hogue (1970), Peckinpah
evokes a strong sense of irony and nostalgia in his presentation of a cast of aging
heroic misfits. His men are hopelessly—and even tragically—at odds with the in-
exorable flow of history. The most evocative of these films is Ride the High Country,
made in the same year as Ford’s The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance. (Both films
express regret over the passing of the Old West and its values.) The film stars
Randolph Scott and Joel McCrae, two familiar cowboys from countless “40s and
’50s Westerns, who are now reduced to tending bar and sharpshooting in a Wild
Woest show. The opening sequence in Ride the High Country immediately establishes
the hero’s displacement in the new West and shows what he must do to contend
with it. McCrae (as Steven Judd) arrives in town having given up his bartending
job to guard a mine shipment, happy to return to the type of work which had sus-
tained him through his more productive years. The town itself is modern, with
automobiles, policemen, and even a Wild West show, where Judd finds his former
deputy, Gil Westrum (Randolph Scott), reduced to a sideshow attraction. This
opening sequence not only pits the old West against the new, but it also sets up an
opposition between McCrae/Judd and Scott/Westrum. The former has retained
his idealistic desire to continue as an agent of social order; the latter manifests a
pragmatic willingness to make a profit off his former lawman status. Judd recruits
Westrum to help him with the mine shipment, although Westrum agrees only be-
cause he assumes he’ll eventually grab it for himself. Judd’s reactionary idealism
and Westrum’s self-serving adaptability provide the central conflict throughout
the film. This split is intensified by the presence of an initiate-hero (Ron Starr as
Heck Longtree) who must decide between the two opposing world views. The ini-
tiate ultimately rejects Westrum’s scheme to rob the shipment, and Westrum
himself finally elects to join Judd and Longtree in a climactic showdown with an-
other band of outlaws. The flexible, practical Westrum and the initiate Longtree
survive the gunfight, but Judd falls, mortally wounded.

The film’s closing shot is an over-the-shoulder, point-of-view shot from ground
level, where we gaze with the dying Judd at the “high country” in the distance. As
in the closing sequence in Shane (although this film is much bleaker in its outlook),
the Westerner’s status is reaffirmed in mythic proportions. However, instead of
riding into the mountains as Shane had done, into that timeless terrain beyond the
reach of civilization, Judd must be satisfied with only a dying glimpse of them.

But not even Peckinpah’s jaded vision can match that of Robert Altman'’s re-
markable 1972 Western, McCabe and Mrs. Miller. In Altman’s film, the reluctant
hero miraculously prevails against three killers only to freeze to death as he lies
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wounded and drifting snow covers him. Actually, the plot in Altman’s film is
somewhat similar to that in Shane. A charismatic figure with a violent but shadowy
past makes his presence felt in a community and finally confronts single-handedly
those power-hungry forces seeking control of the town.

The two films have little in common otherwise. Whereas Shane rode into a lush,
pastoral valley wearing fringed buckskins and a six-gun, McCabe (Warren Beatty)
rides into the dismal, rain-drenched town of Presbyterian Church in a suit and a
derby and carrying a concealed derringer. Rather than working the land, McCabe
provides the mining community with its first whorehouse. In McCabe, it is not the
land which must be protected, but rather the business which has become the life-
blood of that particular community: McCabe’s brothel. Marion Starrett’s pure
woman-domesticator is countered here by Constance Miller (Julie Christie), an ex-
perienced madam and prostitute (sex is simply a commodity of exchange), who
expands McCabe’s meager enterprise into the realm of big business.

The final showdown is precipitated when McCabe refuses to sell out his share of
the “house” to an unseen corporation. As McCabe conducts an elaborate, cat-
and-mouse gun battle through the streets with three hired killers sent by the cor-
poration, the other townspeople are busy fighting a fire in the community’s half-

An vnlikely Westerner, John McCabe (Warren Beatty) welcomes an equally unlikely
domesticator, Mrs. Miller (Julie Christie), to the community of Presbyterian Church,
where she’s arrived to help expand McCabe’s local business interests. (Movie Star News)
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built church. In an ironic counterpoint to the sunlit communal celebration on the
church foundation in Ford’s My Darling Clementine (1946), here the townsfolk work
together to save a church which few of them would ever consider attending. In re-
ality, the church in McCabe is just an empty shell, a facade as hollow as the values
and the future of the community itself. McCabe’s genuine act of heroism goes un-
noticed as the townspeople work futilely to rescue a formal edifice without spir-
itual substance. Against his own better judgment, and against his beloved Mrs.
Miller’s protestations, McCabe finally joins those countless other Western heroes,
reaffirming his own individual identity, protecting his own homestead and rein-
forcing the Western’s essential theme that “a man’s gotta do what he’s gotta do.”

Ovr idealized past: The Western

The Western, like the gangster and hardboiled detective genres, grudgingly recog-
nized the inevitability of social progress as well as the individual sacrifice involved
in society’s progression. But despite the inexorable flow of civilization and history
and its necessary transformation of the Western hero—or perhaps because of it—
his heroic stature persists. The values associated with his individual character and
posture are as important to us, the audience, as is the social order he provides. The
violent resolution and departure of the Westerner at film’s end, whether into the
sunset or into the grave, not only ensure social order but also perpetuate the stoic
self-reliance and willful violence embodied by the Westerner. Revisionist histori-
ans may insist that men like Wyatt Earp and Billy Bonney were hardly the heroic
paragons that Hollywood movies have made them, but that is precisely the point
of the genre film’s mythic capacity. These films do not celebrate the past itself, but
rather our contemporary idealized version of the past, which forms the foundation
and serves as the model for our present attitudes and values.

John Ford and the evolution of the Western

Q: One feels that your sympathy in Liberty Valance is with John Wayne and
the Old West.

Ford: Well, Wayne actually played the lead; Jimmy Stewart had most of the
scenes, but Wayne was the central character, the motivation for the whole
thing. I don’t know—I liked them both—I think they were both good char-
acters and I rather liked the story, that’s all. . ..

Q: By the end of the picture, though, it seemed that Vera Miles was still in
love with Wayne.

Ford: Well, we meant it that way.
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Q: Your picture of the West has become increasingly sad over the years—Ilike
the difference in mood, for example, between Wagon Master and Liberty
Valance.

Ford: Possibly—I don’t know—I'm not a psychologist. Maybe I'm getting
older.

—from an interview with Peter Bogdanovich®

We're all getting older, and with age we seem to become increasingly sensitive
to the stuff that our dreams—and our myths—are made of. For myself, I began
“getting older” somewhat prematurely; [ grew up in the 1950s and "60s, cutting my
generic teeth on the aberrant “anti-Westerns” of Anthony Mann and Budd Boet-
ticher and Sam Peckinpah. And perhaps Ford’s Westerns were the most subver-
sive of all, because they seemed like traditional cowboy movies, and yet left one
with a feeling of regret and nostalgia. One of my own epiphanal filmgoing mo-
ments occurred when I realized during the closing moments of The Man Who Shot
Liberty Valance that tears were welling up in my eyes, and as a relatively naive ten-
derfoot I had no real idea why. After all, hadn’t immy Stewart, the town of Shin-
bone, and the American Dream prevailed? Hadn't the archvillain Lee Marvin been
destroyed and the heroic John Wayne been laid to rest in peace? The answers to
these questions, interestingly enough, do not come easily.

Joseph McBride and Michael Wilmington suggest in their comprehensive study
of Ford that the film “shatters the purity of a myth even as it shows history ac-
cepting it.”® Liberty Valance’s rich complexity, as evidenced by my own confused
response to its contradictory impulses and ambiguous resolution, suggests that the
Western genre had come a long way since the “horse operas” and “sagebrush mel-
odramas” of a half-century earlier. Ford’s career spanned that period, and more
than any other filmmaker he influenced and understood the genre’s gradual evo-
lution. It had grown from naive, simplistic foundation ritual to a sophisticated for-
mula in which American history and ideology—and the Western genre itself-—
could be reflected upon and examined in detail.

Ford’s embellishment of the Western formula

John Ford directed Westerns from 1917 (The Tornado) to 1964 (Cheyenne Autumn).
Of the hundred-plus Hollywood films Ford directed, roughly half were Westerns,
and although his six Oscars were awarded for his “serious” films, it is increasingly
obvious that Ford’s Westerns represent the most significant portion of his cine-
matic legacy. Actually, after the introduction of sound, Ford had all but abandoned
the genre because of budgetary and technical restrictions, but he returned with
Stagecoach in 1939 and helped to regenerate the Hollywood Western’s mass popu-
larity. (According to legend, the initial response to Ford’s Stagecoach proposal by
studio heads at Fox was, “We don’t make Westerns any more.”) With Stagecoach,
Ford fleshed out the formula’s thematic tensions, visual spectacle, and inherent
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mythic appeal as no previous Western filmmaker had—he even surpassed himself
and the countless silents he had produced. Ford’s influence on the genre was so
substantial, in fact, that we might consider Stagecoach as having brought the latent
beauty and thematic complexity of the Western to the fore. And further, if it
weren't for Ford’s Westerns, especially his more recent films, we might not be dis-
cussing the genre at all.

Andrew Sarris wrote in 1968 that “a Ford film, particularly a late Ford film, is
more than its story and characterizations; it is also the director’s attitude toward

Director John Ford,
seated between
Jimmy Stewart and
John Wayne, on
the set of The Man
Who Shot Liberty
Valance. (Hoblitzelle
Theatre Arts Collection)



66 HOLLYWOOD GENRES

his milieu and its codes of conduct.”* With this single sentence, Sarris outlines

Ford’s—and the genre’s—evolution from the straightforward storytelling of a sim-
ple tale to a growing concern for the act of telling and the substance of that tale.
With each successive Western after Stagecoach, Ford’s attitude toward the classic
Western formula became increasingly self-conscious, both stylistically and the-
matically. Gradually, he shifted his cinematic and narrative emphasis from the
“subject matter” of the genre to its narrative form and cultural function. The
question of influence is always difficult, even when considering so inventive a
filmmaker working within so conventional a form. When we examine Ford’s con-
tributions to the genre, however, it seems fairly simple to determine that he was
among the most (if not the most) influential of Western film directors. Further, the
evolution of Ford’s treatment of the genre is indicative of its overall historical de-
velopment. In order to examine this development in some detail, we will compare
and contrast four Ford Westerns produced in consecutive decades, all of which
were widely popular when they were released and are now considered among
Hollywood’s greatest Westerns: Stagecoach (1939), My Darling Clementine (1946), The
Searchers (1956), and The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962).

Stagecoach as an advance in the genre

As I have already discussed, Stagecoach involves a straightforward narrative of clas-
sic Western concerns: the legendary, psychologically uncomplicated and stable
hero (John Wayne as the Ringo Kid) helps protect the occupants of a stage from an
Indian attack so that he can reach Lordsburg and avenge his brother’s murder.
After single-handedly ridding the town of the menacing Plummer brothers, Ringo
leaves with Dallas to ride into the sunset and the promise of a new life beyond the
limitless horizon.

Stagecoach, often criticized as being clichéd or conventional, actually represented
a considerable advance in imagery and thematic complexity over previous and
then-current Westerns—despite its essentially one-dimensional characters, its
cavalry-to-the-rescue climax, and its “escape hatch” solution to Ringo’s outlaw
status. The film is visually unprecedented, both in its depiction of Monument Val-
ley as the archetypal Western milieu and also in Ford’s sensitive, controlled cam-
erawork. Ford neatly balances the vast expanse of the valley against the enclosed,
socially defined space of the stagecoach, the way stations, and other interior loca-
tions. He establishes a visual opposition that intensifies the hero’s divided self (un-
civilized renegade versus agent of social order) and the genre’s essential na-
ture/culture opposition.

Stagecoach also anticipates Ford’s narrative and visual concern for community rit-
ual, which became more pronounced in his later Westerns. As Ford well under-
stood, these rituals—dances, weddings, funerals, and in this case, a childbirth—are
virtually punctuation marks of the genre itself. They formally articulate and define
the community and its collective values.
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Ford establishes both his characters and his dominant themes by tracing the
travelers’ reactions to a variety of familiar events that emphasize many of society’s
values: the “democratic” balloting to decide whether to press on in the face of In-
dian attacks; a group meal in which seating arrangements and body language indi-
cate the social status and attitudes of the participants; the unexpected birth of a
baby to one of the travelers. The childbirth sequence is especially significant,
complicating the journey’s progress but also positing the savage wilderness as a
potential utopia for future generations. It is during this crisis that Ringo’s fellow
renegades, Doc Boone and Dallas, verify their heroic credentials. They add a
moral and humanistic dimension to the stagecoach’s world in microcosm. The
other passengers may represent more traditional roles of a civilized society, but
these two transcend such a civilization characterized by its concern for social status
and material wealth.

After Boone sobers up and successfully delivers the baby, Dallas cares for the
mother and child through the night. As she shows the newborn child to the group,
she and Ringo form a silent union (in a telling exchange of close-ups) that is real-
ized in their later embrace. With this silent exchange, Ford isolates Ringo, Dallas,

. and the child as a veritable Holy Family of the frontier, and the motif is strength-

ened by the couple’s final flight into the desert at film’s end. It is thus the family,
the nuclear social unit, that brings together Westerner and Woman and offers the
promise of an ideal frontier community.

Clementine: A utopian Western

My Darling Clementine (1946), like Stagecoach, closes with a figurative embrace be-
tween Westerner and Woman, but in that later film the redeemer-hero rides off
alone. There is only a vague suggestion that he will return to Clementine (Cathy
Downs) and the community. In fact, Clementine is much less naive than Stagecoach in
its recognition of the hero’s basic inability to reconcile his individual and social
roles. Still, it might well be considered more naive in its idealized portrayal of
Whyatt Earp (Henry Fonda) as the stoic, self-reliant redeemer.

Ringo’s character was essentially one-dimensional and static, but Ringo’s outlaw
status {although unjustified) gave an ambiguous edge to his prosocial, redemptive
actions. Clementine’s hero and community, on the other hand, are depicted in the
most positive light the Arizona sun could produce, and in that sense it is the more
overtly mythic, classical Western of the two. The elements Ford had introduced in
Stagecoach—sound, iconography (Monument Valley and John Wayne), and the or-
chestration of themes, values, and characters—solidify in Clementine into an un-
yielding and unqualified ritual form, celebrating the promise of the epic-heroic
figure and the utopian community. '

Like Ringo (and later Ethan Edwards in The Searchers), Earp is motivated by ven-
geance: after the Clantons kill his younger brother and steal his cattle, Earp accepts
the job as Tombstone’s marshal (which he had rejected earlier) and vows over his
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““The new Marshall and his Lady Fair.”
In My Darling Clementine, Wyatt Earp
(Henry Fonda) and Clementine Carter
(Cathy Downs) dance on the foundation
for the new church in Tombstone. (Musevm ;-
of Modern Art/Film Stills Archive)

brother’s grave to avenge his death. As Earp says over his brother’s grave early in
the film, “Maybe when we leave this country, kids like you will be able to grow up
and live safe.” Although his primary motives involve blood lust, Earp’s legal status
renders him beyond reproach. Only one aspect of Clementine offsets Earp’s spit-
and-polish demeanor and provides an ambiguous edge to the narrative—the pres-
ence of Doc Holliday (Victor Mature) as Tombstone’s resident saloon keeper and
charismatic authority figure.

The device of using another central character who shares the hero’s prosocial
allegiance but not his motivation or world view appears frequently in Westerns.
This “double” generally points up both the primitive and the cultivated character-
istics of the hero and his milieu. Earp and Holliday emerge as oppositional figures
on various levels: Earp is the archetypal Westerner, Holliday is a well-educated,
Eastern-bred doctor; Earp is a stoic, laconic militarist who uses force only when
necessary, Holliday is cultured and articulate but also prone to violent outbursts;
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both run the town with self-assured authority, but Earp disdains Holliday’s pen-
chant for gunplay; Earp is a natural man who operates on instinct and savvy, Hol-
liday is a cultivated man seeking refuge in the West from a failed romance and a
demanding career.

Holliday is an interesting and somewhat unusual character within the Ford con-
stellation. Like Doc Boone and later Dutton Peabody in Liberty Valance, he is cul-
tured enough to quote Shakespeare but cannot live with himself or the savage en-
vironment without alcohol. Unlike the drunken philosophers in these films,
however, his age and physical abilities are roughly on a par with the hero’s, so he
counters Earp on considerably more than just an attitudinal level.

The sharpest distinction between Earp and Holliday, of course, involves the
film’s namesake, Clementine Carter. Clementine has followed Holliday from Bos-
ton, virtually stepping over the dead gunfighters the temperamental doctor has left
in his wake. Once she catches up with Holliday in Tombstone, Clementine must
confront her own “primitive” double—the character of Chihuahua (Linda Dar-
nell), a saloon girl of questionable breeding. Complementing the film’s dominant
law-and-order opposition, then, which pits the Earps and Holliday against the
Clantons, are the foursome of Wyatt, Doc, Clementine, and Chihuahua, who form
a fascinating network of interrelationships.

It is finally (and predictably) Clementine who tempers Earp’s character. She
gives a touch of humanity to his rigid attitude and takes the edge off his mythic
stature. Apparently, as long as the Eastern figure is either a woman or an aging,
philosophical alcoholic (this is invariably the case in Ford’s Westerns), then he or
she conceivably has something to contribute to the settling of the wilderness. Hol-
liday’s character is doomed from the start, however, and only time will tell
whether a faster gunman or his diseased lungs will finish him. Through Earp and
his mission, Holliday is able to die heroically in the climactic gunfight. Thus he
joins Chihuahua, his female counterpart, who had died earlier under his own ap-
parently misguided scalpel.

Like Stagecoach, Clementine was filmed on location in Monument Valley and on
black-and-white film stock. The visual style in Clementine is considerably more
lyrical and expressive than in the earlier film, however, especially in those daylight
sequences where Ford frames the desert and monuments beyond the town in elab-
orate compositions. There is little sense of the horizon beyond the community in
this film. This is partially because of the preponderance of night sequences, most
of which focus either upon Doc’s alcoholic rages or the Clantons’ maniacal carry-
ing-on. In the daylight sequences, we generally are only able to glimpse the hori-
zon through manmade structures like fenceposts, boardwalks, and so on.

In the oft-cited church sequence, one of those rare moments when it seems as if
the entire narrative is concentrated into a single image, Ford orchestrates an array
of visual opposition. We see the contrast of earth and sky, of rugged terrain
against horizon, of Monument Valley’s vast panorama framed by the rafters and
flagstaffs of the half-built church, of man arid nature. In an eloquent ritual se-
quence, the townspeople hold a Sunday square dance, an interesting juxtaposition
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to the anarchic behavior of Tombstone’s nighttime revelers. Earp approaches with
Clementine, and the preacher orders the townspeople to stand aside “for the new
marshal and his lady fair.” As the two dance, framed against the sky, the genre’s
array of prosocial values and ideals coalesces into an extremely simple yet eter-
nally evocative image.

Those ideals are affirmed as the Earps clean up Tombstone—just as Ringo had
cleaned up Lordsburg—in a violent, climactic gun battle. But whereas the gunfight
in Stagecoach occurs offscreen (Ford shows us Ringo from low-angle falling and fir-
ing his rifle, then the camera pulls in on the anxious Dallas), in Clementine it is an
elaborate, murderous ballet. Ford contends that he choreographed the O.K. Corral
sequence after the “real” Wyatt Earp’s own description of the legendary battle; the
conflict does seem like a military operation. Despite its ties with history, though—
and there are few in this mythic tale—the gunfight is not staged in a naturalistic
manner, Rather, it seems to be a dream of voices, gunshots, and dust.

The gunfight is initiated when a stagecoach passes the corral, raising clouds of
dust. The six participants move in and out of the frame and the dust, firing at one
another until only Wyatt and his brother Morgan (Ward Bond) remain standing.
This ritualistic dance of death serves both to contrast and complement the earlier
dance in the half-built church: social integration is viable only if community order
is maintained. With that order ensured, Wyatt promises Clementine, who is now
the new schoolmarm, that one day he will return. He and his brother then leave
the community and ride westward across Monument Valley.

Ford’s postwar Westerns

In the intervening decade between My Darling Clementine and The Searchers, the
Western genre itself and Ford’s attitudes toward it developed substantially. During
this crucial period in the Western’s generic evolution, from World War Il through
the early 1950s, Ford remained curiously distant from the mainstream “psycholog-
ical” and “adult” Westerns. While other Hollywood filmmakers were turning the
genre and its hero inside out with films like Red River, The Gunfighter, Winchester 73,
Rancho Notorious, High Noon, The Naked Spur, and Johnny Guitar, Ford’'s Western
filmmaking was distinctly out of step. During the late “40s he directed his “cavalry
trilogy—Fort Apache (1948), She Wore a Yellow Ribbon (1949), and Rio Grande
(1950)—which traces the winning of the West from a militarist perspective, using
rather straightforward cavalry-versus-Injuns oppositions. In 1948 Ford remade a
1920 silent film, Marked Men, under the title Three Godfathers; and in 1950 he
directed his epic of westward expansion, Wagon Master, in which two young horse
traders (Ben Johnson and Harry Carey, Jr.) guide a Mormon wagon train past hos-
tile Indians and outlaw predators to establish a utopian pioneer community.
Interestingly, none of these films employs the classic configuration of the indi-
vidual, self-reliant Westerner who mediates the natural and cultural forces of his
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She Wore a Yellow Ribbon (1949) was the second of Ford’s cavalry trilogy. These
“military Westerns’’ kept Ford and his repertory company in the midst of Monument
Valley, but on the periphery of the genre, as the Western formula underwent radical
change after World War Il. (Hoblitzelle Theatre Arts Collection)

milieu. In fact, there is no development of an individual hero. Although John
Wayne stars in each of the cavalry films, his military status and direct commitment
to the community severely compromise his more familiar role as isolated, self-
styled redeemer. As a hybrid of Western and war genres, the cavalry films depict a
male collective which functions as an individual unit within contested space. Its
mission is to establish law and order, to spread Eastern American ideology
throughout the West. Ford’s “stock company”’—principally Wayne, Ben Johnson,
Victor McLaglen, Ward Bond, Harry Carey, Jr., and John Agar—composed this
collective. Their male camaraderie and overt prosocial mission precluded any nar-
rative concern for the individual hero or the delicate balance between civilization
and savagery.
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As superior officer of the military collective, Wayne’s character is both the focal
and the father figure within these films. The hard-bitten officers Wayne portrays
show signs of age, but not too self-consciously—although Ford became increas-
ingly demanding of Wayne in these roles and the actor’s performances improved
markedly. (Ford is reputed to have said of Wayne after seeing him in Hawks’ Red
River, I never knew the big son-of-a-bitch could act.”) Wayne does not appear in
Wagon Master, although Johnson, Carey, Bond, and several other members of the
Ford repertory company do. This film is an optimistic if somewhat saccharine trib-
ute to America’s pioneer spirit. Ford again develops a Western narrative without a
central character or guiding sensibility, opting instead for a collective hero to share
the film’s mission.

After the cavalry trilogy, Ford took a five-year sabbatical from the Western
genre in the early ‘50s and returned with a fascinating redefinition of it and its
hero. In his triumphant 1956 tour de force The Searchers, Ford created the most
complex, critical, and evocative portrait of the West and the Westerner that movie
audiences had yet seen.

Ford’s masterpiece: The Searchers

The Searchers is the story of an obsessive, nomadic hero (Wayne as Ethan Edwards)
who arrives home after a three-year disappearance. Edwards had fought in the
Civil War and then had vanished, apparently somewhere in Mexico. The day after
he turns up, a band of renegade Indians massacre his family. We learn that Ethan’s
former sweetheart, Martha (Dorothy Jordan), now his brother’s wife, had been
sexually violated before she was killed, and that her two daughters were kid-
napped by the Indians. The massacre sets Ethan and a young initiate-hero, Martin
Pawley (Jeffrey Hunter), off on an epic, decade-long journey throughout the West
(Monument Valley).

The object of their pursuit is the leader of the renegade Indian band, Scar
{Henry Brandon), who has taken the sole living captive from the massacre as his
squaw. Pawley, himself a one-eighth Cherokee who had been found in his infancy
by Ethan and had been raised by the Edwards family during Ethan’s prolonged ab-
sence, is intent upon returning his foster sister to civilization. Ethan’s intentions
are a good deal less altruistic. He is bent upon killing Scar to avenge his brother’s
wife’s death, and he also plans to kill the captive squaw whom he considers unfit
to return to the world of the White Man.

Throughout Ethan and Martin’s search, the linear, chronological aspects of the
complex narrative are subordinate to its oppositional structure, which centers on
Ethan’s character. The search itself does provide a temporal framework for the
story, but the events depicted do not really fit into a cause-and-effect pattern. In-
stead, they progressively reveal and qualify the Westerner’s contradictory, multi-
faceted personality. The entire film, in fact, might be read as a procession of char-
acters with whom Ethan is doubled.
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Upon his initial return, Ethan is set in opposition with his brother Aaron, a sim-
ple man of the earth who had remained in Texas and had wed Ethan’s sweetheart,
raised a family, and cultivated the wilderness in the name of civilization. This
nomad-homesteader opposition is accentuated on the morning after Ethan’s return
when the Reverend-Captain Samuel Johnson Clayton (Ward Bond) thunders into
the Edwards’ household to enlist Aaron and Martin’s aid in hi