
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Screening Cowboys. Reading Masculinities in Westerns

Verstraten, P.W.J.

Publication date
1999

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Verstraten, P. W. J. (1999). Screening Cowboys. Reading Masculinities in Westerns. [,
Universiteit van Amsterdam]. in eigen beheer.

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:24 May 2023

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/screening-cowboys-reading-masculinities-in-westerns(d4f8274c-e805-47ee-8240-7f39f6cb8253).html


p a r t o n e chapter three 61 

CHAPTER THREE 

The Western under Pressure from the 

Domestic Mystique 

The philosopher and critic of popular culture Slavoj Zizek considers George 
Stevens' classic western film Shane (1953) the "paradox" of westerns (Looking Awry 

113). Following Schaefer's 1949 novel closely, the film exhibits a clear split between 
its narrative structure and historical context. The narrative structure of Shane can be 
described as conventional or, in Zizek's words, as "pure and simple" (113). A good 
stranger defends a group of friendly farmers against an unscrupulous rancher who 
has hired some evil gunfighters. Stevens' film became a huge success, however, in 
a period film scholars consider uncongenial to such a simple plot structure. The 
split between plot and historical context provokes two questions which I will answer 
in the course of this chapter. First, why was conventional heroism in disgrace in the 
fifties? Second, how could Shane become an instant hit while going against the 
grain of contemporary cultural and narrative conventions? 

Michael Kimmel notes a crucial difference between constructions of mascu
linity at the turn of the century and in the fifties (256-57). In the late nineteenth cen
tury men resisted cultural "feminization" by turning their backs on urban, middle-
class society. They nostalgically embraced the myth of Self-Made Manhood as it was 
(re) created at the frontier, a premier token of the pioneering American spirit. This 
myth, rigorously defended by Theodore Roosevelt, United States president from 
1901 to 1909, produced the historical context for the popularity of Wister's and 
Grey's novels. As a young man, Roosevelt suffered from asthma and frailness, taken 
as marks of his "effeminizing sickness." Owing to outdoor activities in the West, the 
"wimpy dude" overcame his physical troubles and "made his body." Throughout his 
life he prided himself on his "strenuous manhood," identifying himself with the 
symbolically resonant figure of the frontier cowboy (Kimmel 181-83). While histori
cally this figure had all but vanished by 1900 - as Wister mentions in his preface to 
the reader (11) - in the domain of representation the frontier cowboy had only begun 
his rise to unprecedented prominence. 

By the 1950s, however, white working-class men's resistance to domestica
tion and their celebration of the frontier cowboy altered dramatically. No longer 
were they men who were exclusively preoccupied with toughness and who honored 
the ideal of Self-Made Manhood. Rather, according to Kimmel, they seemed "willing 
participants in their own emasculation" (257). In the fifties, the predominantly rural 
ideal of working-class masculinity was exchanged for the hegemonic "soft" mascu
linity of white middle-class suburbans. Steven Cohan's Masked Men supports 
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Kimmel's argument. Comparing the period around 1900 to the post-World War II 

period, he states: "What was 'new' about hegemonic masculinity in the fifties was 

its full absorption into . . . 'the domestic mystique'" (50). 

With a wink at Betty Friedan's well-known study The Feminine Mystique 

(1963) elaborating women's literal and metaphorical confinement in American 

society, Cohan uses the phrase "domestic mystique" to name the cultural pressure 

on men, particularly as expressed in mainstream movies of the fifties, to become 

good husbands and fathers. Cohan argues that many of these films insist upon a 

"'soft' masculinity as the foundation of an orderly, responsible home life" (xii), per

sonified in the image of The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit, the white, heterosexual, 

suburban breadwinner, who functioned as the "logo of the age" (xi). This construc

tion of white middle-class masculinity was located in a "hierarchy of competing 

masculinities," (xviii) embodied by the bachelor, the tough guy, the racialized alien, 

or the handsome young rebel. According to Cohan, these latter versions were either 

marginalized, made complicit with, or subordinated to the figuration of the white-

collar laborer (xviii). 

A question immediately arises as to the relationship between masculinity as 

embodied in the image of the frontier cowboy - "hard" masculinity, in Cohan's 

terms - and this ideal of male domestication and white-collar labor. Cohan's answer 

is that the western hero's hard masculinity, which in the postwar period lost pride 

of place within hegemonic discourse, was "made complicit with the interests" 

served by the norm of the domestic mystique (xviii). Whereas the breadwinner ethic 

regulated domestic life, tough masculinity was still required in the fifties as the 

standard for America's foreign Cold War politics (xii). Hence, the western hero 

functioned as a "'tough' conservative partner" to the Man in the Gray Flannel Suit 

(38). 

In this chapter I will analyze the problems and mediations surrounding 

Cohan's proposal of the cowboy's complicity with the domestic breadwinner ethic. 

Shane is contrasted with two western films from the early fifties, both of which con

tain cross-fertilizations from another genre. These impure westerns testify to a post

war crisis in conventional, that is, hard American masculinity. Shane can be seen as 

an attempt to recuperate this crisis. Subsequently, I will consider a second crisis in 

tough manliness that is also historical in nature. In the late 1950s, as Steven Cohan 

mentions, Cary Grant makes a comeback as Hollywood's quintessential leading 

man (27). A popular actor since the 1930s, usually cast in romantic roles, Grant was 

a star who tended to playfully celebrate theatricality over authenticity (32). For 

Cohan, Grant is an actor who reminds spectators that any figuration of manliness 

is always grounded in representation. His renewed box-office prominence in the 

late fifties underlines American men's declining faith in natural masculinity as it 

was conventionally propagated in westerns. 
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This historical preference for theatricality over naturalness is at odds with 

the conventions of the western genre, in which the second term is privileged. My 

claim is that comedy is used to mediate the preference for theatricality. Two scenes 

from fifties westerns will be analyzed that present comic, exaggerated masculine 

appearances. In these scenes embedded focalizers no longer "see" the hero favora

bly with their imagination, but threaten to suspend their belief in the cowboy's (too) 

tough appearance. The more extensively a cowboy takes pains to maintain a tough 

virile appearance, the more his masculinity reveals itself as constructed rather than 

natural. Focalizers may interpret the cowboy's posture as exaggerated boasting, as a 

result of which the cowboy risks becoming a target for ridicule. 

Psychic Aftermath of the War 

In the postwar years, many American men had to cope with an anticlimax. As sol

diers in World War II they had been victorious, but after demobilization they expe

rienced difficulties in returning to civilian life. They no longer seemed to fit into 

society. A number of them saw their places in the workforce occupied by others, 

often women, who in response to a wartime appeal to their "patriotic duty" had 

taken over the work of the soldiers during their absence from the home front 

(Krutnik 57). When the men returned from their military missions, the old situation 

could not be simply restored, since the "career" women did not always want to 

relinquish their jobs. Brandon French analyzed how in a great many films from the 

fifties, female characters are specifically encouraged to define themselves once 

again "through their roles as wives, mothers, and homemakers" and to bracket any 

persistent desire for a career outside the home (xvii). French discusses Shane as one 

of the films channeling this reorientation via Marian Starrett's nurturing role in the 

household: above all she is the "amiable spouse," the good "Mom," baking apple-

pies and embodying a "monument to happy self-sacrifice" (French 35).J 

Many veterans' re-entry into civilian society was not only hampered by their 

initial (economic) superfluity but also by the anticlimactic contrast the postwar 

period presented to their stressful time in combat. Psychically wounded by the 

extreme conditions of war, the soldiers had been able to find consolation, while the 

war lasted, in their shared friendships with partners in distress. Above all, what the 

soldiers shared in such friendships was an identical notion of heroism as a matter 

of holding oneself together in an incapacitating situation, the better to defeat the 

enemy. As Kaja Silverman notes, however, the "fiction of phallic masculinity gen

erally remains intact only for the duration of the war" (Male Subjectivity 63). In a 

mass fight, soldiers experience, to quote Wister's The Virginian once more, "how it 

must be about a man." Inter-male companionship during a fight enables them to 

repress the psychic scars resulting from their physical injuries and their exposure 

to death. When the many battles are over, this notion of masculine heroism can no 
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longer be sustained and the mental disruptions caused by intense fear, disorienta

tion, pain, and loss begin to emerge. The traumatic events at the battlefront and 

their psychic aftermath virtually ensure that a war hero returns a different man than 

the one who left home. 

This psychic difference - between the man who dreamt himself a hero upon 

his departure and the one who returned not only a hero (perhaps) but also scarred -

results in the veteran no longer embodying "a living proof of the commensurability 

of penis and phallus" (Silverman, Male Subjectivity 63). Correspondingly, at his 

return to society the soldier is traumatized. In many postwar films, this trauma is 

represented as a white man's problem, bypassing other ethnicities. The effect of the 

veteran's psychic injuries is further stimulated by the fact that, with the fighting 

force abroad, society has forgotten how to value conventional tough masculinity. 

Those who are left behind at the homefront are feminized, irrespective of whether 

they are male or female, for in situations of war the tough version of masculinity is 

solely contained on the battlefront. Correspondingly, the warrior who during war 

belonged to a group that shared the idea(l) of hard masculinity, returns to a 

feminized society that has (temporarily) lost contact with this idea(l). The soldier 

has difficulty in reassimilating to civilized life for there is a discrepancy between 

pre-war society's conception of tough masculinity and what has become of it. The 

soldier continues to align himself with a fiction of phallic masculinity that society 

no longer celebrates. 

At this point, a paradox of the average white American male comes to full 

view: the feminized homefront expects the soldier to become head of a middle-class 

household upon his return (Cohan 34). Cohan shows how in many films in the fif

ties, this domesticated role for veterans, despite its pitfalls and the emasculation it 

implied, was invoked as the norm. One purpose this invocation served was to pre

sent former wartime heroes who had become maladjusted and angry veterans as 

either nervous wrecks or as excessively masculine figures. In 1947 the term "hyper-

masculinity" was introduced to account for "residual wartime male aggression" 

(Creekmur 171). The returning soldier was depicted as a potentially violent misfit 

who would constitute a danger to the social order should he fail to reintegrate 

within civilian life (Fischer 78). In the postwar years, the veteran was regarded a 

man on the condition that he conform to that very breadwinner ethic which in 

earlier decades had been a signifier of emasculation. I will illustrate how western 

films in the second half of the forties and the first half of the fifties negotiated this 

shifting definition of normative white masculinity. 

Blending of Genres 

My Darling Clementine (1946) was the first postwar western film of John Ford, a 

director who identified himself with the genre: "I'm John Ford, I make [wjesterns" 
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(qtd. in Hardy ix). In Ford's film, Wyatt Earp (Henry Fonda), former marshal of 

Dodge City, becomes the marshal of Tombstone in order to avenge the death of his 

youngest brother. The investigation of the crime implicates Old Man Clanton 

(Walter Brennan) and his four sons. At the climax of the film Wyatt beats the 

Clantons in a gunfight at the O.K. Corral, assisted by his brother Morgan Earp 

(Ward Bond) and the gambler Doc Holliday (Victor Mature). 

In an article essentially concerned with outlining the erotic tensions 

structuring the relations between Wyatt and the clean-shaven Doc, Corey K. 

Creekmur reads My Darling Clementine as a western that redefines masculinity in 

the postwar era as an in-between position along a continuum ranging from effemi

nacy to hypermasculinity (171). With his smooth face and silk handkerchief Doc 

Holliday represents effeminacy, that is, deficiency of masculinity in Creekmur's 

terms. Wyatt's opponent Old Man Clanton, who demands unconditional obedience 

from his sons and has a bearded, rugged face, represents an excess of masculinity. 

Creekmur argues that the masculinity of Wyatt, whose face is marked by a trim 

moustache, is located somewhere between that of the two men (172). He is the 

mediating figure who exhibits neither too little nor too much masculinity. 

In Ford's film, the hero's toughness is brought into perspective by the intro

duction of his excessively tough and evidently evil opponent, Old Man Clanton. In 

contrast to the socially-disruptive, oppressive behavior of this patriarchal figure, 

Wyatt's violent intervention is justified as a benefit to the social order. Wyatt 

inhabits, so to speak, the legitimate middle ground of masculinity. In westerns suc

ceeding My Darling Clementine, however, this in-between position of masculinity 

collapses. 

As I demonstrated in the previous chapter, the hero's masculinity in con

ventional westerns is mainly constituted via the embedded focalization of relatively 

marginal characters: a tenderfoot, woman, and/or child. In those passages, the 

western hero functions as a focalized object: he is seen from outside. In film, this 

is most commonly established via a shot/reverse shot formation, which I will 

demonstrate by means of a scene from My Darling Clementine. 

In the beginning of Ford's film, Wyatt asks the Tombstone barber to give 

him a shave. Suddenly windows of the barbershop are shot to pieces and he leaps 

out of his seat to avoid being hit. The cause of the disruption is an intoxicated 

Indian, Charlie, who is firing shots from inside a Ladies' Boarding House. A crowd 

gathers on the street, but no one is prepared to enter the building. Even the 

marshal refuses and hands in his tin star. When Wyatt decides to capture Charlie, 

we see an old woman in the crowd, warning him to be careful. A reverse shot shows 

what the crowd sees before it. Filmed in long shot Wyatt approaches the house. Next 

the camera captures him climbing the exterior stairs and entering through a 

window. Then we see a medium shot of people carefully moving forwards through 
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swing-doors to take a closer look. This is followed by a cut to a medium shot of three 
onlookers. An old man states that he would not go in there. Then we see another 
part of the audience watching in suspense, mouths hanging open. In a reverse shot, 
a dark figure visible only from below the shoulders drags a body outside. Only then 
do we see the outcome of the struggle. Filmed from behind, Wyatt drops Charlie's 
body in the midst of the crowd and kicks him out of town. The mayor then asks 
Wyatt if he wants to become marshal, but Wyatt tells him that he is just passing 
through town. Later, after his brother's death, however, he will accept the offer. 

The role of the onlookers in this scene is to emphasize Wyatt's bravery. As 
witnesses to Wyatt's action, the public subjectivizes the content of the hero's image. 
Their admiring looks and the relief upon their faces when Wyatt drags Charlie 
outside, mediate how we see the hero. Generally, the hero is the focalized object 
rather than an embedded focalizer. He is a taciturn stranger about whom we only 
know his motivation - either cool revenge or achieving justice for a threatened town 
or minority group. This is the narrative structure of, to put it bluntly, a pure 
western. There is the constant impression in a traditional western that the hero sees 
everything. In Hondo, the external narrator mentions how Hondo always notices 
telling details and interprets them correctly. In Schaefer's Shane, the boy discovers 
that "part of [the hero's] fixed alertness" (35) consists of placing himself at those 
spots offering the best possibilities for observing the surroundings. In many 
westerns, a cowboy out in the prairie is a light sleeper who is immediately awake 
when danger is near. 

Although, narratologically speaking, the hero usually is a focalized object, he 
seems to see as much as if he occupied the position of an external focalizer. A scene 
from Anthony Mann's film The Tin Star (1957) can sustain this claim. The inex
perienced sheriff Ben Owens (Anthony Perkins) has drawn his gun at Bart Bogardus 
(Neville Brand) in order to arrest him for killing a half-breed. Bogardus has his 
hands in the air, takes off his hat and moves the hat in the direction of his right hip. 
Filmed in a low-angle close-up from behind Bogardus' back, the shot shows us what 
the sheriff, although he is close-by, cannot see: Bogardus secretly wants to reach his 
gun. Hero Morgan Hickman (Henry Fonda), a sheriff-turned-bounty hunter, is only 
a small dot in the background but he fathoms Bogardus' intentions and shoots away 
the gun that is hidden beneath the hat. 

Many a western, and The Tin Star is no exception, opens with the hero riding 
into town, watched by its citizens. Throughout a film or novel, the hero remains 
vague about who he is and about his past. He is interpreted for us by the looks of 
bystanders. Now and then, as in the scene from The Tin Star, the hero is a (retroac
tive) interpreter. What the external focalizer sees from a privileged position turns 
out also to be seen by the hero from an impossible position. Although the hero is 
not an embedded focalizer, in the case of scenes of calm preceding stormy action 
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the point of vision can nonetheless be attributed to him. Hence, the structure of a 

conventional western is that the hero is a focalized object whose own focalization is 

not known to us. At the same time he supposedly sees all that is endangering 

innocent people and then neutralizes danger by action. 

This pattern of the minutely observant stranger who is not represented as an 

internal focalizer, is subject to change in cases where the western is explicitly 

blended with another genre. I will briefly discuss two hybrids: the western mixed 

with a psychological drama (The Gunfighter) and with film noir (Rancho Notorious). 

The function of this discussion is to suggest interdependent shifts in genre and 

gender formation as well as to indicate a historical context for the impossibility of 

the classic western formula. 

In Henry King's The Gunfighter (1950), Jimmy Ringo (Gregory Peck) is 

famous far and wide as the top gun of the West. When he arrives at a saloon in 

Cayenne, the news quickly spreads that the well-known gunfighter Jimmy Ringo is 

in town. Children come to look at him out of sheer admiration. In the most literal 

sense, he is the object of a public look. In King's western, however, the 

shot/reverse shot formation is extended into a circulation of looks. We see how the 

hero emphatically looks back at the children peeping at him through the windows 

or from under the swing-doors of the saloon. A traditional hero appears indifferent 

to attention but Jimmy Ringo expresses his irritation with the unflagging tide of wit

nesses. 

In The Gunfighter the hero no longer wants to be visible as the top gun who 

is envied for his big reputation. In a traditional western the cowboy is predomi

nantly represented as a focalized object to whom a stoic attitude and imperturbable 

nature is attributed by tenderfoots, women, and/or children. Their looks are neces

sary for investing idealized belief in him and defining his good masculinity. In 

King's psychological western the hero himself becomes an important embedded 

focalizer who can no longer stand the pressure of his fame.2 Because he always 

attracts such a huge audience, (young) reckless cowboys constantly challenge him 

for the sole reason that they want to beat the fastest gun alive in order to make a 

name for themselves. 

Jimmy is tired of proving himself time and again in an endless competitive 

process and he regrets the number of needless victims. He yearns to settle down 

and return to his wife Peggy Walsh (Helen Westcott) and their eight-year-old son, 

but Peggy rejects the idea. She fears that Jimmy has not changed and that the bur

den of his reputation will weigh too heavily upon the prospects of a happy and 

peaceful family life. She agrees to meet him again in a year, but after Jimmy has 

made this arrangement with his wife and child, he is shot in the back by the "squirt" 

Hunt Bromley (Skip Homeier) who is proud that he drew first. Ringo's last words 

are addressed to his murderer: "I want you to go on, being the big, tough gunny. I 
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want you to see what it means to have to live like a big, tough gunny." 

Jimmy warns the adolescent dare-devil of the psychic weight of heroism. 

Being an acknowledged shooter means being endlessly involved in a sham fight 

with one's own reputation as an unbeatable opponent. In the course of his career 

Jimmy has come to conclude that his existence is caught in a vicious cycle that 

offers no possibilities for escape. Hunt Bromley's mistake is to conceive of this 

"fate" as top gunman as something heroic and masculine, and hence desirable. The 

young squirt does not yet realize that the life of a top gun will end fatally. A gun-

fighter is trapped within a rat-race of never ending aggression. 

In King's western, the gunfighter is redefined as hypermasculine and too 

tough. This redefinition is channeled via the woman's refusal to take him back as 

her husband: she presumes that he can never shed his habit of deadly violence and 

that he will always be pursued by his reputation. In the explicit presentation of 

Jimmy's wish to return home and Peggy's subsequent rejection of him two con

temporary debates are interwoven with each other. Framed within the historical 

context of traumatized and problematic returning war veterans, Jimmy can easily be 

read as a maladjusted fighter, unfit to re-enter society. Peggy tells him he should 

have reformed at the appropriate time, eight years ago. Whereas Jimmy's friend 

Mark Strett (Millard Mitchell) resigned life as an outlaw and turned into a marshal, 

Jimmy decided to persist in his too tough existence as gunfighter. In Peggy's 

opinion, his intention to reform comes too late. 

The gunfighter's yearning for life as devoted husband and father, however, is 

significant in terms of the newly arisen masculine norm embodied in what Cohan 

called the domestic mystique. Returning home had become a tremendously alluring 

fantasy for many men in the immediate postwar years (Biskind 250). The Gunfighter, 

however, brings a striking discrepancy to the fore. King's psychological western 

mixes two incompatible forms of masculinity; on the one hand, the hypermasculine 

hero is trapped in a men's world of aggression, and on the other hand, he longs for 

a domestic atmosphere and life. The Gunfighter is a tragic film because the con

structions of hypermasculinity and domesticity can only be cemented together by 

sacrificing the hero's life. Only at Jimmy's funeral does Peggy identify herself as 

Mrs. Ringo, for the first time acknowledging him as her late husband. 

The Gunfighter comments on its historical context and constitutes an inter

vention in the western genre, indicating how the western hero fails to live up to the 

shifting definitions of good masculinity in the postwar period. The film foregrounds 

this failure by introducing a shift in narrative structure. The hero is no longer a pre

dominantly focalized object with an expressionless face. In King's western, the hero 

himself is an important embedded focalizer.3 Jimmy Ringo is turned into a man 

who wrestles with his fame as top gun. The public outside the saloon, mainly con

sisting of young boys, still admire him as masculine, but he and his wife know bet-
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ter: the gunfighter is a hypermasculine and psychically disturbed misfit. 

Even more than psychological drama, film noir is a "genre"4 noted for con

sistent focalization by the protagonist and its frequent employment of a hero-bound 

narration.5 Closely associated with the 1940s and early 1950s, film noir establishes a 

link between the thriller and the tradition of "hard boiled" crime fiction (Krutnik 

15). Noir films usually have an urban setting and are identified by their visual style: 

low-key lighting; the use of chiaroscuro effects (Cowie 126); and skewed framing 

(Copjec xi). In his struggle with other men, the film noir hero, generally a morally 

compromised detective, suffers despair and is attracted to a fatal and deceptive 

woman (Cowie 122). The film noir hero can sustain his tough male prowess by some

how sacrificing or rejecting the woman. These formal and thematic elements are 

often linked by film critics to historical and cultural contexts, such as the veteran's 

"postwar maladjustment" (Krutnik 65) and the "mounting paranoia regarding the 

working woman's place in society" (Copjec xii).6 

Fritz Lang's Rancho Notorious (1952) is an odd western film because it adopts, 

apart from its "stylized, studio-bound appearance" (Buscombe 292), several noir ele

ments. The film opens with the rape and murder of the hero's fiancé Beth (Gloria 

Henry) on the eve of her marriage to cowboy Vern Haskell (Arthur Kennedy). Vern 

goes in search of the perpetrators and arrives at the Chuck-a-Luck ranch, owned by 

the former saloon girl Altar Keane (Marlene Dietrich). This ranch is hidden beyond 

a narrow mountain pass, far away from civilized life. He correctly suspects that the 

perpetrators are among Altar's men, and decides to remain. 

A number of noir characteristics can be detected here. The hero is not an out

sider who enters society from far and wild places; rather, Vern travels in the oppo

site direction. While at the beginning of the film he is well-established and engaged 

to a good and proper woman, over the course of time he is seduced into a myste

rious and remote place of crime, led by a femme fatale. Secondly, a western hero is 

usually focalized, as well as idealized, by a marginal figure already living in the 

place where he arrives as a stranger. The male protagonist in Rancho Notorious, 

however, is not the object of an ex-centric viewer's look but rather is himself the 

main subject of the look, suspiciously gazing at Altar's men. The murderer, in turn, 

observes Vern with equal suspicion. Thirdly, Vern is not a cool and stoic avenging 

hero but is passionately driven by an intense and incendiary hunger for violent 

revenge. The lyrics of the film's theme song note that "deep in him burn the fires 

of hate, murder, and revenge." Fourthly, Vern's vengeance is above all a personal 

matter and does not, as in most vengeance westerns, also serve the sake of an 

endangered society. At the end of Rancho Notorious, Vern's yearning for revenge is 

satiated, but at the expense of the ranch woman's death. Altar is killed after 

throwing herself in front of the bullet meant for Vern. 

The explicit merging of the western with another genre generates an 
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increasing emphasis on the hero's embedded focalization of the events around him. 

Due to this emphasis, the hero no longer appears to be the psychically stable and 

imperturbable character from conventional westerns. According to Peter Biskind, 

this transformation within the genre reflected a broader tendency within American 

film. Initially heroic, the tough guy of the thirties and forties (laconic loner, hard-

boiled detective, relaxed cowboy), had by the fifties, a period characterized by the 

psychic debris of demobilization, been transformed into a neurotic or psychotic 

character (252). 

Keeping this shift in mind, we can now return to the question which opened 

this chapter. Why was the film Shane, released in a period when the classic western 

plot was virtually impossible, not ignored as old-fashioned, but had a wide appeal? 

The answer to this question, in turn, will enable me to suggest how a construction 

of hard masculinity was made complicit with its soft domestic version, a link which 

in The Gunfighter could only be established at the cost of the hero's death. 

A Child's Look Makes the Cowboy a Man 

In Schaefer's novel Shane, the boy Bob Starrett is the personal narrator, who 

emphasizes his focalization by his repeated references to seeing as activity. Page i n , 

describing the showdown, contains the words "I saw" in five successive sentences.7 

In Stevens' western film of the same title, we see numerous shots of the little boy 

Joey Starrett (Brandon de Wilde) as a virtually omnipresent witness to the scenes. 

The child is by far the most prominent embedded focalizer and most events are pre

sented from within his vision. In the beginning of the film, he sees an unknown 

horse-rider approach from the far distance. He immediately recognizes the stranger 

Shane (Alan Ladd) as a sharp-shooter for whom he feels a certain veneration. The 

first words Joey addresses to Shane are: "I bet you can shoot." From that moment 

onwards, we see how Shane is frequently focalized by the boy according to the 

shot/reverse shot formation. Important and impressive actions by Shane are either 

preceded or followed by a shot of an observing Joey. To reinforce the effect of the 

boy's focalization, the fighting scenes in Grafton's saloon are regularly filmed from 

a low angle. 

The significance of Joey's role as internal spectator becomes clear on the 

basis of two scenes which he does not focalize, one where he is absent and one 

where he looks away. The first time Shane goes to the saloon, Joey does not keep 

him company. The cowboy has promised the boy a bottle of soda-pop and when he 

orders the drink at the bar, he is challenged by Chris Calloway (Ben Johnson), one 

of the men paid by big rancher Ryker (Emile Meyer), the enemy of Joey's father (Van 

Heflin). Shane does not respond to the provocation. As the story spreads through 

town, many think that he let himself be bullied, though Joey is convinced that Shane 

was not afraid. The second time Shane visits the saloon, Joey is present. Shane is 
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ridiculed again, but this time he decides to respond. Joey, who has been watching 
from behind some curtains, draws Shane's attention to the superior number of 
opponents. Shane tells the boy that he probably would not like to see him backing 
away. Despite resisting fiercely, Shane is ultimately overpowered. As soon as his 
opponents start beating him up, Joey ducks away and calls in the aid of his father, 
who is in an adjacent store. Joey's father succeeds in freeing Shane, and from that 
moment we again see shots of Joey looking on, holding a rock to his mouth. The 
harder the boy bites his rock, the more fiercely his father and Shane deal blows to 
their opponents. 

The emphasis on Joey's position as internal focalizer and hence, as witness, 
is relevant for the construction of Shane's masculine heroism. On the basis of the 
brief descriptions above, we can affirm that Shane only conforms to a conventional 
generic definition of the hero at the moment that Joey observes him. He is passive 
during Joey's absence and when he receives fist-blows Joey no longer wants to watch 
and calls in his father. Shane is vulnerable and almost bashful at those times that 
Joey is absent or has averted his eyes, but he is strong and unapproachable as soon 
as the boy's look is directed at him. In short, Joey's look is necessary for Shane's 
construction of masculinity. When Shane prepares for the final confrontation with 
Ryker's men, Joey follows him into the saloon and chooses a position from where 
he can see the fight: of course, Shane is unbeatable. 

Joey's observations are important for another reason. A child such as Joey 
who has seen nothing of the world and lacks worldly wisdom, is pre-eminently 
qualified for "seeing" a stranger with his imagination. The unknown cowboy imme
diately strikes him as awesome by the mere fact that he is an outsider who comes 
from nowhere. Struck by the newcomer as newcomer, the young boy takes the cow
boy's appearance unconditionally serious and is immediately prepared to recognize 
Shane as a heroic gunfighter. This unconditional recognition of the cowboy's hero
ic quality is problematized in many other postwar westerns, as the examples of The 

Gunfighter and Rancho Notorious illustrated. In these films, the classic image of the 
undaunted cowboy is no longer either believable or appealing. By contrast, Joey 
bestows unreserved admiration on the unknown cowboy in Shane. In total 
accordance with the conventions of the genre, the hero's impressive appearance is 
ultimately regarded as an accurate indication of his identity: Shane is a larger-than-
life hero for Joey. Thanks to the latter's look which functions as childish imagina
tion, Shane can still be measured by an idea of tough manliness that more general
ly has fallen into disrepute in the fifties. 

In his discussion of Stevens' western Shane, Slavoj Zizek states that the 
1950s spectator assumed a "kind of nostalgic distance" towards the image of the 
classic hero of earlier decades (Looking Awry 113). Joey's focalization plays a 
mediating role for a contemporary spectator. By way of the supposed naivety of the 
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boy's look, the gap between the fifties and earlier decades (roughly 1900 to the 

1940s) - when an unconditional belief in the construction of classic heroism was 

still possible - is bridged. The relation between Joey's vision and Shane as the repre

sented object evokes a nostalgic fascination for this bygone image of ideal mascu

linity, one that has been (dis)qualified as excessively tough or neurotic in the post

war period. Shane is an example that illustrates how an outdated construction of 

heroism can be saved by means of the (a-historical) imagination of a boy. 

In the process of saving hard masculinity, a conflict with its domestic coun

terpart is evaded in the film Shane. Interpreted from young Joey's vision and 

imagination, the problem of hypermasculinity is side-stepped. The boy does not 

acknowledge that Shane, who departs at the end despite Joey's calls for him to 

return, may be unable to assimilate to domesticity because of his toughness. 

Maladjustment was a central concern in The Gunfighter, where the point of vision 

could be attributed to the hero himself. King's western correspondingly conjured 

forth the incompatibility between toughness and domesticity, channeled by Peggy's 

rejection of Jimmy's request to return. By contrast, Stevens' western, by bypassing 

the question how Shane sees himself, enables us to negate this incompatibility. 

Though admired by Joey, Shane's hard masculinity is finally made complementary 

to the fifties norm of the male breadwinner. For, owing to the hero's tough inter

vention and his subsequent departure, Joey's father can safeguard his income and 

status as head of the family. 

Virile Display 

The narratological shift in postwar westerns (The Gunfighter and Rancho Notorious) 

is related to a contemporary crisis in tough masculinity, propelled by the demands 

of the domestic breadwinner ethic. The film Shane can be seen as an attempt to 

repair this crisis. Tough heroism, however, is also in decline owing to the populari

ty of theatrical masculinity in the late 1950s.8 This threat to the impact of toughness 

is countered by an emphasis on comic elements in mainstream westerns but, as the 

example of Rio Bravo will illustrate, the effect is ambiguous. The shift to humor, 

gradually taking place in the fifties but coming to full fruition in the late sixties and 

seventies,9 means that the old alliance from the twenties between stories set in the 

West and comedy is revived. After this alliance was broken, the western was (tem

porarily) split into A and B categories. B western films, which peaked in the thirties 

and forties, were the cheap variant of classics, valuing action scenes and (later also) 

musical elements over plot lines. Comic elements also prevailed in many B 

westerns, while they were relatively rare in A westerns. Singing cowboys such as 

Gene Autry who was extremely successful in the years between 1938 and 1942, and 

Roy Rogers, a popular star in the forties, were almost always assisted by a funny 

side-kick. After the popularity of B (musical) westerns died away in the early fifties, 
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comic elements were increasingly adopted by mainstream westerns. 

I will discuss two comic intermezzos, one from King Vidor's western film 

Man Without a Star (1955) and one from Howard Hawks' film Rio Bravo (1959). 

These intermezzos play with the dictum "clothes make the man" and can be seen as 

an effort to mediate the contemporary preference for theatricality that seems at right 

angles to the cowboy's manliness. Comedy, however, can also be counterproductive 

and is characterized by ambiguity. Humor has the quality of generating a trans

gression of conventions, while simultaneously sustaining and reinforcing those 

conventions. By highlighting a deviation from convention for the sake of laughter, 

comedy has both transgressive and neutralizing effects. Through laughter, the spec

tator can witness, even partake of, a deviation while also remaining at a distance 

from that deviation. At the same time, comic attempts always produce a left-over, 

something that remains in excess: the laughter does not completely erase the traces 

of transgression. This residue will be helpful in showing the disturbing effect of 

comedy on masculinity. 

I already quoted the passage from Hondo in which the title hero advises the 

young boy Johnny that shiny and bright things are for sissies and townsfolk (143).10 

King Vidor's western Man Without a Star includes a scene about a tenderfoot who 

is not familiar with this code. The inexperienced youngster Jeff Jimson (William 

Campbell) enters the local saloon in a brand-new over-accessorized cowboy suit. His 

recent friend and tutor cowboy Dempsey Rae (Kirk Douglas) acts as if Jeffs 

appearance really is impressive and for the sake of humor jumps, with a look of 

mock-fear, into the arms of the woman Idonee (Claire Trevor). Dempsey's comic 

reaction along with the laughter of the saloon customers, ultimately stresses Jeffs 

naivety. A costume that too explicitly displays signifiers of masculinity does not 

make a man. An expert cowboy would wear clothes that naturally blend with the 

environment and create a correspondence between masculine appearance, being, 

and space. Jeffs case comically generates non-correspondence. His lack of insight 

into the functioning of dress codes creates an appearance that is too masculine. The 

Lacanian term for this excess is "virile display," and its ironic consequence is that it 

itself appears feminine (Lacan, "Meaning of the Phallus" 85). Jeff tries too hard to 

come across as a man and this attempt so much affects his credibility that he is 

qualified as a non-man. The lesson from this scene is that a man should not display 

his masculinity, he should just be masculine. The expression of masculinity is a 

process which has to occur without seeming effort. 

This scene from Vidor's western shows how easily a man's supposed natur

al appearance can turn into an exaggerated posture and a source of ridicule. The 

scene from Howard Hawks' western film Rio Bravo which I will submit to 

close-reading exploits the thin line between a masculinity naturally opposed to femi

ninity and the danger of virile display. The scene, which is marginal to the 
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narrative," shows men comically playing with women's clothing. Due to the unre-

solvable ambiguity of its humor, the scene oscillates between both emphasizing and 

challenging conventional masculinity. 

The male protagonist in Hawks' Rio Bravo is sheriff John T. Chance (John 

Wayne). Together with three comrades, he attempts to prevent his prisoner Joe 

Burdette (Claude Akins) from being freed by the gang of Joe's brother Nathan (John 

Russell). At a certain moment, Chance has to deliver a package to the local hotel. 

The talkative Mexican hotel owner Carlos Remonte (Pedro Gonzalez-Gonzalez), 

who speaks English poorly, takes the sheriff to one of the rooms and tells him, while 

going upstairs, that Chance does not know about women: 

But me Carlos Remonte, wait till I show what is in this package, then 

you tell me if I do not know about women. (Carlos unfolds the 

package and a pair of red women's bloomers fall out, which are meant 

as a gift to his wife. Then he says to the sheriff): Can you make the 

picture how she will look? 

(While Carlos holds the bloomers at the level of Chance's crotch, the 

latter responds): You are sure you want me to do that? 

(Carlos answers, while taking the bloomers away from Chance): No, 

no, no, senor. Let me make the picture. It is the best for me to do that. 

This scene can be read textually as well as visually. When reading textually, Carlos 

playfully invites Chance to imagine how his wife will look when wearing the pair of 

red bloomers. By asking the sheriff to picture the Mexican woman in her bloomers, 

Carlos cements a competitive bond with Chance in which a woman takes on a chan

neling function as sexual object. The sheriff throws the question back to Carlos 

("You are sure you want me to do that?"), since it is the wife of Carlos himself who 

is imagined as visual object. Thereupon Carlos explicitly negates his original 

question, suggesting that his request should not be taken seriously. 

This scene also allows a visual reading, however. With regard to this reading, 

it is crucial that Carlos holds the pair of bloomers at Chance's crotch, after the unu

sual phrase: "Can you make the picture how she will look?" At this very moment, 

Carlos actually holds the bloomers against Chance's hips, putting him in the place 

of a woman, and endows him with marks of florid femininity. This act should be 

considered unequivocally comic, making it crystal clear that the sheriff cannot pos

sibly model women's underwear, since Carlos removes the pair of flauncy bloomers 

from Chance's crotch, while saying: "Let me make the picture. It is the best for me 

to do that." 

When linking text and image, this scene effectively contributes to the con

struction of Chance's masculinity, which is measured on the basis of anti-feminiza-
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tion. Though the sheriff is initially associated with femininity, Carlos quickly 

affirms that he is a man who should be denied any identification with femininity. 

In short, sheriff Chance is viewed as a man in every respect. Throughout the film, 

the Mexican offers comic relief and is incompetent at every task - an incompetence 

which may be linked implicitly to his poor English and his Mexicanness. 

Correspondingly, his statement "Let me make the picture. It is the best for me to do 

that" is easily (mis)understood as indicating that, better than the sheriff, he himself 

can "make the picture" of a woman. On the basis of this reading, two things can be 

concluded about the specific form of masculinity elaborated in this scene from Rio 

Bravo. First, Chance's masculinity is constructed by denying all marks of feminini

ty. Second, his masculinity depends upon recognition by another, in this case a 

Mexican whose ethnic identity is conflated with non-masculinity. 

But the situation becomes more complex when the woman Feathers (Angie 

Dickinson) appears. While leaning against the doorpost Feathers looks at the sheriff 

and the pair of bloomers and says with a teasing and defiant smile: "Those things 

have great possibilities, but not for you." Chance looks at the bloomers as if he feels 

caught, and then asks a bit gruffly: "What are you doing here?" 

Chance responds curtly to Feathers' interfering remarks. Although Feathers 

confirms him in his masculinity, her entrance also embarrasses the sheriff. 

Feathers' defiant smile and ironic tone add an additional level of meaning to what 

she says. By denying that the bloomers have possibilities for Chance, she literally 

says that she would judge his appearance and being as completely non-feminine. 

However, her smile and tone imply that since she has caught him in close proximi

ty to women's bloomers, she might not be so sure of her initial judgment. Seeing 

him with a woman's underwear, Feathers jokingly alludes to the possibility that his 

masculine appearance might not tally with his being. 

Not only Feathers' entrance disturbs the sheriff but her remarks as he leaves 

are also terribly annoying to him. As he walks out the room, she calls after him: 

"Hey, sheriff, you forgot something," which makes him hesitate. Her remark is a 

pun on his masculinity. On the one hand, her wise-crack is only innuendo and will 

do no harm to his identity. The sheriff is so evidently a man that associating him 

with bloomers is outrageous and impossible in itself and can only present itself as 

a form of humor. As mere playfulness, Feathers' remark perpetuates the image of 

the sheriff as completely unfeminine. 

However, humor never totally neutralizes what it evokes. Comic scenes 

always leave a residue. This left-over shows itself in the sheriff's disrupted move

ment upon his departure. He hesitates since her ironic tone betrays another 

meaning than mere confirmation of his masculine identity. Boldly translated, her 

joke can also be taken as meaning: "Sheriff, you may think that you are so awfully 

secure in your masculinity, but I know better than that. You cannot double-cross 



76 s c r e e n i n g c o w b o y s reading masculinities in westerns 

me. These bloomers really belong to you. Your masculinity is only a matter of dis

play." It is this possibility that makes the sheriff briefly falter. 

Feathers' punning remark allows for both readings: one that confirms mas

culinity and one that questions its construction. There is no definite clue to help me 

in deciding on one or the other reading. Owing to this indeterminacy, the construc

tion of masculinity in this scene from a late fifties western film contains its own 

impasse. Feathers is ready to admit that the sheriff is a true man but she does not 

entirely reject the possibility that he is not one at all, implying that his masculine 

appearance is marked by an excess of display. 

With regard to this latter point, Feathers is a different woman than the 

female fetishists from conventional westerns, analyzed in chapter two. In the case 

of female fetishism, a woman sees the hero as a phallic man even when his injuries 

suggest the contrary. The act of symbolization is hers: by seeing something 

(imaginary phallus) where there is nothing but a wound, she visually imagines him 

as a real man. She identifies him, despite his handicap, with an image that is 

appealing to her. He is a man worthy of being nursed and attended to since, she 

believes, upon his recovery he will conform to an image that displays "exactly how 

he is."12 By providing him with a supportive look, the female characters in tradi

tional westerns respond with an unambiguous "yes" to the question of whether the 

hero is a man. Feathers' punning comments, by contrast, alternate between "yes" 

and "no." Her act of symbolizing Chance's masculinity is full of wit. Her remarks 

are too ironic to be taken as unquestionable affirmations of his masculine being. 

Her ambiguous standpoint forces the male hero to take pains in fathoming her: 

"How does she really see me?" 

In his attempt to answer this question, the sheriff constantly misinterprets 

Feathers. He never succeeds in seeing through her posture, which is already signi

fied by her name, so suggestive of masquerade: Feathers. She never is the woman 

sheriff Chance thinks she is. Initially he believes her to be a gambling woman who 

cheats at cards, but she turns out to be a fair and decent player. Her attempt to help 

Chance by letting him sleep late is interpreted by him as an attempt to hamper his 

work. The sheriff's growing perception that she is decent after all is threatened, 

according to his standards, when she appears in erotic dress in the final scene. His 

threat that he will arrest her if she displays herself in public is understood by 

Feathers as an expression of his love for her.:3 This interplay between love and 

arrest clearly spells out the different positions of man and woman. When he says he 

will arrest her, he means this literally. There is a natural correspondence for him 

between words and meanings corresponding to the expression "A man a man, a 

word a word." The woman, however, presupposes double entendre. For her, arrest 

may also have a different connotation from its literal meaning, namely love. She 

conceives an artificial divergence between words and meanings. 
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Despite the mutual misunderstanding about the meaning of the word 

"arrest," there is a romantic bond between Chance and Feathers at the end of Rio 

Bravo. This romantic plot can be interpreted in two ways. Recalling the tradition of 

the genre, Feathers' "surrender" to the male hero follows the pattern of Molly Wood 

in The Virginian (Wister 256). Conventionally, the woman cherishes the victorious 

man and so affirms his masculinity. We can also read the love plot the other way 

around, however, when we place it in a context of late fifties masculinity in America. 

Apart from Cary Grant, other male leading actors were Rock Hudson and Tony 

Curtis. In 1959, the same year that Rio Bravo was made, all three actors were suc

cessful in films with masquerading plots that put the naturalness of virility in 

doubt. Grant played an advertising man mistaken for a non-existent spy in Alfred 

Hitchcock's thriller North by Northwest. Hudson was a womanizer who passed him

self off as a gallant cowboy in Michael Gordon's romantic comedy Pillow Talk, which 

included a running gag about him being pregnant. Curtis both impersonated a mil

lionaire using Cary Grant's voice and cross-dressed as a woman in Billy Wilder's 

transvestite comedy Some Like It Hot. 

If masculinity in the late fifties was characterized by role-playing instead of 

authenticity, as Cohan suggests on the basis of the popularity of Grant, Hudson, 

and Curtis, then we can frame the love plot in Rio Bravo differently. The (comic) 

encounters between Chance and Feathers can then be seen as polarizing the sup

posed authenticity of his virility against her sense of irony and masquerade. The 

sheriff can only cling to the idea of natural masculinity by misunderstanding 

Feathers and rejecting her ambiguous and witty remarks. In this respect, the suc

cessful completion of the romantic plot means that the sheriff finally commits him

self to the artificiality represented by her and her name. The permanent threat this 

constitutes to his natural masculinity fully resonates with the comic role-playing 

and ensuing instabilities of masculinity in the other 1959 films mentioned above. 

This crisis in a natural manifestation of masculinity immediately prior to the sixties 

is amusingly underlined in another of Feathers' puns. When she asks the sheriff for 

his name, he responds: "Chance, John T." She retorts: "T for trouble," leaving unde

cided whether Chance means trouble for her or for himself. 

Conclusion 

In the 1950s the domestic mystique is privileged over conventional constructions of 

tough masculinity. The crisis in toughness is articulated in the way the western 

explicitly merges with other genres such as psychological drama and film noir. The 

western Shane, however, can be seen as reviving the 1950s spectator's belief in the 

heroism of the lonesome cowboy. The trick of this western, classic in terms of plot, 

is to endow a child with the task of affirmative focalization.H A young boy is a char

acter pre-eminently suited for ignoring the tension between tough masculinity and 
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its historical demands. Moreover, since Shane's intervention saves the father's posi

tion as breadwinning farmer, the cowboy's toughness can be made compatible with 

the ethic of domesticity. 

In the fifties, the cowboy's presumed authenticity is also threatened by the 

popularity of theatrical masculinity. Comic elements are used in westerns to 

neutralize the dangers that lurk behind this. Comedy itself has the ambiguous 

potential, however, to not only neutralize these dangers but to enlarge them as well. 

First, as in the scene from Man Without a Star, the cowboy's appearance may be 

interpreted as exaggerated showing off, which affects his credibility as a man. 

Second, in the late fifties western film Rio Bravo, the woman Feathers refrains from 

wholeheartedly affirming sheriff Chance's posture and clothing as masculine. 

Hence, she fires the question "Are you a man?" back at the hero, leaving it 

unresolved. Exploring a context of role-playing and instabilities around masculinity 

in other contemporary films, Chance's tough heroism may be regarded as giving 

way to artificiality, represented by Feathers' response to his "love-arrest." 

In the case of a traditional western, the hero is rather an object of vision than 

embedded focalizer himself. In the case of hybrid westerns such as The Gunfighter 

or Rancho Notorious, there is generally more emphasis upon the hero's point of 

vision. However, unlike film noir, there never is hero-bound narration in conven

tional westerns: neither voice-over, nor flashback. In the next chapter I will suggest 

that this absence of hero-bound narration is closely intertwined with the hero's pro

blematic relation to two kinds of law. The western stages the hero's struggle with 

the frontier's separation of the law from his possible status as outlaw. This struggle 

around official law, written down in books, is embedded within the hero's larger 

conflict with symbolic Law, a psychoanalytic principle. 


