
University of Essex Centre for Film Studies.

LT 247: Hollywood Directors.

Week 17, Class 12. Red River (1948).

1. Red River.  This week’s film is generally regarded as one of the best examples of the genre. The western was at the height of its popularity in the immediate post war period and this doubtless explains Hawks’s willingness to take on what was for him something new. The film is interesting from the point of view of Hawks as auteur since, like all westerns, it is to some extent a historical film. It is clear that Hawks deliberately addresses this historical aspect, particularly in the initial sequences in which we learn that this story is from “Early Tales of Texas” and Dunson “claims” his territory by means of his prowess with the gun. This is possible due to the fact that its Mexican owner lives so far away that he cannot exercise effective power over his domain. What we see is, in effect, a change of feudal overlordship brought about by force of arms. (Whether this matches historical events is another matter – addressed by Corkin, see 2 below). The film also addresses the problem faced by agriculture in the west generally as production increased, outstripping the local demand and the economy of the South was ruined by the Civil War. The solution in this case was to access the markets in the eastern cities by means of the railroad. The film does not represent the historical details accurately, particularly with respect to dates, but the process is pretty much what occurred. 

  Judged from an auteurist point of view Red River displays the usual Hawksian qualities; visually compelling mise-en-scène, tight script, good acting, compelling depiction of relationships, convincing and exciting action – high quality production values in all respects. What is perhaps unusual for Hawks is the flawed nature of his central male figure. Given that the primary virtue of any Hawks hero is competence, Tom Dunson has to be seen as a failure. His lack of those human qualities of empathy and understanding leave him at the mercy of his own obsession. Thus, in Red River, there is no external enemy to overcome (except the elements and, to a lesser extent, the Indians who anyway are seen as part of that environment); it is Dunson himself who threatens his own enterprise. This lack of empathy is, it seems to me, a consequence of inhabiting a world that is without women. Dunson must also live with the fact that it was his own misjudgment that led to the death of Fen. This has embittered him and leads him to extremes, the kind of extremes that are effective in the face of the hostile wilderness, but which threaten the survival of his team of cowboys on the drive. It therefore falls to “lesser” characters, the likes of Matthew and Groot, to tell Dunson to his face that he is wrong. This is in keeping with the values of competence, professionalism and responsibility that Hawks espouses. There is an obvious Oedipal aspect to the conflict between Matthew and Dunson. This is resolved by a violence that stops short of death. It is also a consequence of the restoration of the female into the cowboys’ world. The woman in question displays the customary Hawksian female qualities of independence, courage, dependability and strong mindedness. 

   All westerns have come to be judged in terms of their relation to the myth of the domestication of the wilderness. Red River is a product of the era of the myth’s greatest power; it clearly relates to the myth: there is no revisionist West here. However it is equally the case that there is no civilized community established, even in embryo, in Red River. I would suggest that Hawks is not  greatly interested in notions of community; for him the action takes place in hostile, testing circumstances. What matters is how his characters, male and female alike, stand the test. In Red River the community is not a place, but a team of men in extremis, who stand or fall by their individual and collective  competence and devotion to duty, and whose survival is threatened as much by their lack of women, by their sexless existence, as by the hostility of their environment; indeed this absence of the female is an aspect of that very hostility.  It is significant that the resolution of the film is not the delivery of the cattle to Abilene, but the reconciliation of Dunson and Matthew and that this only takes place after Matthew has spent the night with Tess. Indeed it is Tess, the Hawksian woman who imposes rationality and reconciliation on the two competing men. However this reconciliation is finally expressed in terms of property as Dunson changes the brand of the ranch to indicate joint ownership. Thus familial and sexual politics are intimately associated with economic structure in the film’s final image.

2. This Week’s Reading.

Stanley Corkin deconstructs the western as a genre in terms of the politics and economics of 19th and 20th century American imperialism. “Cowboys and Free Markets: Post-World War II Westerns and U.S. Hegemony” points out the role of the genre in constructing the western myth of “domesticating the wilderness” and reminds us of the process whereby this myth was constructed to justify “Manifest Destiny,”  the expansionist policy that saw the U.S. gain vast tracts of territory from Mexico by means of war and also forge an empire west of the Mississippi at the expense of the Native Americans. He analyses the way in which this expansion both created and helped to fulfill a need for markets. He finds in the relative 19th century economic roles of the territories of Texas and Arizona a model for the roles that the U.S. was to impose on much of the rest of the world in the years after the Second World War. He deplores his students’ inability to emancipate themselves from the Social Darwinism* that lay behind the theories of racial superiority that lent a spurious justification to Manifest Destiny and continue to justify radical inequalities in national and international distributions of wealth. He writes:

While granting that my students were drawn into this world view, I do not mean to implicate them in late-nineteenth century and early-twentieth-century mythologies of biological determinism, only to suggest how a belief in a kind of natural selection offers an attractive explanation for the social disparities that define late-twentieth-century life in the United States.  . . . One asked, “What could be wrong with a system where the able get what they deserve?”  (67).

Corkin concentrates his analysis on My Darling Clementine and Red River. His economic readings of these films are compelling and need to be taken seriously. They are part of the process of historical revisionism that has taken place in recent decades. This process, with its deconstruction of myth, is particularly important in making us aware of the way in which myth serves the often unconscious and always powerful need for society to justify its own history. That no myth-free culture can exist places on the student of texts (sacred or otherwise) the duty of skepticism and the need for the awareness to recognize mythic structures when (s)he sees them. Writing of Owen Wister, who he saw as one of the creators of the original frontier myth, Corkin states:

. . . my students viewed The Virginian as a realist novel. On some level, Owen Wister well understood that the genre of the western easily suits ideologically loaded assertions about the efficacy of an “American way of life.” Like these films, his novel dramatizes how those men who exhibit the terms of fitness, which are not acquired but appear innate, rightfully rule. The notion of natural fitness is one with significant implications for the concepts  of “race” and “nation.” As I learned in this course, when the biological definitions of fitness are enshrouded in the mythology of the frontier, they maintain nefarious powers of explanation and may require highly focused strategies of explication. (89).

   At the same time there are aspects of these movies that Corkin chooses to ignore, or at least relegate to insignificance. He might have made more of the absences from the film – not only females but Blacks and Mexicans. Both of these racial groups would have present, the Mexicans being either indigenous or long established and the Blacks taken to cotton growing areas of Texas as slaves. 

  To suggest that Red River is a vehicle for the promulgation of the myth of the rugged individual, the strong male hero as the locus of success, is to miss some of the complexity of the film in my view. However Corkin is not concerned with human relationships as such; but Howard Hawks is. (We should note that Corkin’s identification of “rugged individualism” as the ideological heart of the western is based more on My Darling Clementine than Red River.) This is not to deny Corkin’s argument; on the contrary. But we should be concerned to give the film its due and while it may express false notions regarding political ideology and western history it also has rather more liberating things to say about individual character and sexual politics. 

* Social Darwinism was used to justify racist theories by those who supported slavery in the US. It lay behind the justification of Empire propounded by the British as “The White Man’s Burden.” It was also an important aspect of Fascist ideology and played its part in justifying the Holocaust. It is with us yet, although its quasi-scientific status has long since been exposed and it can no longer claim any intellectual validity. It is perhaps true to say that imperialist assumptions influenced Darwin rather than the other way round.

In “The Hawksian Woman” Noami Wise lists the usual female gender stereotypes to be found in Hollywood movies of the period (writing in 1971). However she remarks, 

The work of Howard Hawks is remarkable as the single most consistent exception to these rules. In most of  Hawks’s adventure films, women play consequential roles; in fact, the heroines are, if anything, superior to the heroes. The good girl and the bad girl are fused into a single, heroic heroine , who is both sexual and valuable. (111 – 112).

She suggests that, for Hawks, quality of character means the same for male and female alike: “A central theme throughout Hawks is the shedding of sexual roles in both men and women for the creation of a single human role.  (118).

Leigh Brackett adds a coda to this essay in which she comments on Wise’s analysis from the writer’s point of view. Brackett worked as a writer with Hawks on The Big Sleep, Rio Bravo, Hatari! El Dorado and Rio Lobo. She concurs with Wise, adding, “It has often been said that Hawks’s films, in recent years, are chiefly concerned with friendship and its obligations. And in this context, the Hawksian woman has first to become a friend. Before she can become a lover. Which isn’t a bad idea.” (122).

In “Revisioning Heroic Masculinity: From Ford to Hawks and Zinneman,” Sam Girgis places Red River (and High Noon, Zinneman, 1952) in the changing political, social and psychological context of the immediate post WW2 period and the start of the Cold War.  He is particularly interesting in his analysis of High Noon, noting that the writer Carl Foreman (a blacklisted leftist) related the townspeople’s betrayal of Sheriff Kane (Gary Cooper) to U S anti-communist hysteria and the betrayal of friends due to McCarthyite hysteria, whereas Gurgis and others see this reluctance to fight as a metaphor for those who feared to confront the ‘Communist threat’ as exemplified by Stalinist Russia. Gurgis analyses Kane as an individualist hero who has ‘internalized’ his heroic Puritan moral code and is thus contrasted with the C20th. century’s  psychological type, supposedly dependent on social approval for his moral sense. This dichotomous reading seems to ignore the obvious contradiction that ‘Puritan’ values and moral codes are just as much a cultural construct of social origin as every other kind of code, value or ideology, as indeed are the very concepts of both society and the individual. 
Zinneman’s vision of heroic masculinity is contrasted with the complex representations of Hawks’ Red River. Gurgis makes much of the Oedipal conflict between Dunson and Garth, but maintains that Hawks was unable to bring that conflict to its classical conclusion (ie the son does not kill the father). For Gurgis this is a weakness of the film.  Of course such an ending would have contradicted the whole emotional tenor of the film up to that final point. Perhaps Hawks felt the need to deliver his audience the ‘happy ending’ they expected. Gurgis has interesting things to say about the way in which the film develops aspects of John Wayne’s star persona beyond what it had reached in Stagecoach. It is in Red River that Wayne first achieves that iconic stature that his largeness of frame signifies. At the same time the ambivalence of this power is expressed (and will be reprised in The Searchers and The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance) as Dunson’s lack of human understanding and ability to relate (his ‘female’ side) is what threatens to destroy him. 
Gurgis also mentions the homosexual subtext that exists in Red River (as it does in other Hawks films – Rio Bravo, The Thing etc.) although Hawks was at pains to deny this level of meaning in his work. Hawks’ comedies, as we have seen, tended to rejoice in inverting traditional gender roles and to opposing conventional notions (for the time) about sex and sexuality. At the same time The Thing expresses those reactionary fears that lay behind the conservatism of the US of the day. (As they do still – as they always do.)  Gurgis notes this conservatism and explains its context. He is less critical of it than one might expect, failing to point out that Eisenhower himself warned of the growing (undemocratic) influence of what he called ‘the military-industrial complex;’ in fairness one should point out that the great undemocratic, not to say fascistic, excesses of U.S. Cold War policy in Latin America were yet to fully emerge.  awksand Zinneman

Deborah Thomas  devotes her essay, “John Wayne’s Body”, to an analysis of the iconic nature of John Wayne, to his physical appearance  and how it is used to generate meanings in his films, many of which are westerns of course. She notes the difficulty of distinguishing the Wayne who appears in movies from the off screen celebrity associated with a right-wing version of American patriotism. She suggests that Wayne’s on screen persona combines a physical “bigness” and monumental heroic scale with a sense of vulnerability, sexual isolation and even feminine sensibility. She concentrates on Rio Grande (Ford) and Rio Bravo (Hawks), but Red River does get a brief mention. As mentioned above, it is perhaps Dunson’s sexual isolation that leads to his loss of humanity and inability to function. Only when he is forced to admit his vulnerability, by having his “body” knocked down into the dust by Matthew, can he begin to regain wholeness. 

3. Extracts From Red River.

(i) The start of the film. “The Great State of Texas”  Pages of a handwritten text: “Early Tales of Texas”. 1851 –  claim to be a version of history. Dunson and Nadine Groot – “Nadine” a female name. Dunson not community minded – rugged individualist. Rejection of the female – Explicit reference to sexuality – need a woman at night. Dunson’s fear of sex?                     

The contradiction it the heart of western expansion – the land is both “empty” and “Indian territory” at the same time. The Indian is an unseen other – assumes psychological, even metaphysical status. 

(ii) The fate of the wagon train and the loss of Fen (and of Dunson’s chance of wholeness). “We should have took her along.” The Indian as savage other, an evil unmotivated destructive force. No sense of the Indian as either human or victim. To deal with killers, become like them. The frontier as a test of manhood – or as a corrupting place of death, without the female. Fen’s bracelet – was Dunson’s mother’s – Freudian explanation of Dunson’s neurosis.  

(iii) We’re in Texas.” “Seems good to me.” Pages of the book. Low angle shots create heroic images of the three. “Everything a man could want.” Except for females. (The cow the only exception – ironic essential for their commercial project.) “Who does it belong to?” “It belongs to me.” “Never liked strangers.” Shot/reverse shot  sequence. “Too much land for one man” – ironic. Mexican property law not regarded as significant. Claims land by right of conquest. (“How  the West was won.”) Camera stays mostly on “North” of the action. We are identified with the three Americans. Matthew given dead man’s gun – phallic gift from the patriarch.

(iv) Dunson’s project – incipient megalomania and the romance of heroic enterprise. The Civil War and the loss of market. (No reference to “overproduction”). 14 years pass in a single frame. Fear of failure. Commercial failure entails destruction of the self. Human aspects of identity suppressed. Matthew wears bracelet – was Fen’s, before that Dunson’s mothers. Men adopt female aspects – Nadine Groot – become the cook – and nag. 7 graves – Dunson solves problems by killing them. Sexual ambivalence of Montgomery Clift. “Draw” – Oedipal (and phallic) contest between ‘father’ and ‘son.’  Dunson “Didn’t understand money.” 

(v) All male group – while away time, cards, fisticuffs. Dunson announces his project. Myth of the post-bellum South  - carpetbaggers etc. Uncompromising, inflexible, no quitting once committed to the heroic undertaking. 

(vi) The start of the drive. 360 degree pan – all eyes on Dunson. Montage of the cowboys whoop – a single moment – stated 19 times. 

(vii) Camp at night. Fear of stampede. Hank Worden (Mose Harper in The Searchers). Immaturity and lack of professionalism leads to stampede and death of Dan Latimer. Spectacle that only the cinema can create. 

(viii)  Crossing the Red River. More spectacle – source of cinematic appeal. Camera in wagon – a rare subjective shot – but no suture. We are spectators of the spectacle.

(ix) Abilene. A romance of commerce. “I’m the Greenwood Trading Company of Illinois.” 

(x) The Hawksian woman resolves the Oedipal conflict – she gets them both – she becomes, in effect, the lost mother of both infantile men. The resolution is consummated in property – “You’ve earned it.”  (Gurgis contradicts this idea of Oedipal resolution.) The brand is altered to DSSM. (In Thomas Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow, the symbol SS is equated with the Nazi SS and the double integral that converts the acceleration-time function into first velocity-time and then displacement-time in the engineering design of the V2 rocket of WW2.) 

4. Post Script.

Groot’s words regarding Texas, “Looks good to me” are echoed by Mrs. Jorgensen in Ford’s The Searchers. A number of subsequent  films, informed by revisionist accounts of western history and by the experience of modern America have been made as comments on how Texas (America) has lived up to the promise mythicized in these films. In particular I would mention Electra Glide in Blue (James Guercio, 1973), Paris Texas (Wim Wenders, 1984), Taxi Driver (Martin Scorsese, 1976) and Unforgiven (Clint Eastwood, 1992). The contemporary American novelist Cormac McCarthy has also explored this question in his sequence set in the Southwest – Blood Meridian (1985), All the Pretty Horses (1992), The Crossing 1994) and Cities of the Plain (1998). One could also read Joan Didion (Play It As It Lays 1970, Slouching Towards Bethlehem 1968, The White Album 1979 among others), and Brett Easton Ellis (Less Than Zero 1985). Many others have addressed the same question. Indeed virtually all post-war American fiction has been concerned with this theme in one way or another as you might expect. For a view of the world of the Chicago stockyards, to which Dunson’s cattle would have been transported by the railway, read Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle (1906).

John Cant.
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