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Tragic Features in
John Ford’s The Searchers

Martin M. Winkler

One of the chief reasons for the lasting appeal of Gree
tragedy lies in its mythical nature. With their archetypal qualities, myth
are the foundation of tragedy. In modern societies, too, myths have pre
served much of their appeal, although today they often appear in a di
luted or not readily apparent form. In American culture, the mytholog
of the West has given twentieth-century literature and art one of its en
during new archetypes: that of the westerner. In ways comparable to th
Greek tragedians’ use of received mythology for social, political, and mo
reflection on their day and age, the myths of the West have frequentl
been used for similar purposes. In the words of director Sam Peckinp:
“The Western is a universal frame within which it is possible to comme;
on today.”!

The mythology of the western hero bears obvious parallels to classic ]
hero myths; such major themes as the quest, arms and violence, and eve
immortality, a crucial aspect of archaic and other mythologies, recur promi
nently in the comparatively recent myths surrounding the westerner.2 Th
greatest significance and the highest emotional and intellectual appe
which can derive from the figure of the westerner are to be found in film
that merit our attention as works of art. As in the classical cultures, th

1. The quotation is taken from Paul Seydor, Peckinpah: The Western Films: A Re-
consideration (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1997), 36x.

2. I have traced parallels between classical mythological heroes and the western hero
in “Classical Mythology and the Western Film,” Comparative Literature Studies, 22
(1985), 516-540, and in “Homeric kleos and the Western Film,” Syllecta Classica, 7 (1996)r
43-54. On the history and mythology of the western and its origins see especially Henry:
Nash Smith, Virgin Land: The American West as Symbol and Myth (1950; rpt. Cambridget
Harvard University Press, 1978), 51-120.

archetypes underlying mythology manifest themselves to best effect when
they have been reworked into the unity of a literary—or :nmwmﬁmlio%.
The principal genres in which this process took place in ancient .Onm.mnm
are epic and drama; in the Poetics, Aristotle makes no generic distinction
petween these two.? The popular stories of myth transcend their non-
literary origins when they are molded into the masterpieces of Homer and
Hesiod, of Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides, and of a number of other
authors whose works have not survived. A parallel process obtains for the
myth of the American West. Well-known plots and figures reappear in
the cinema, particularly in the films of such acknowledged masters of the
genre as John Ford, Howard Hawks, Anthony Mann, and Sam Peckinpah.

The best western films can, and often do, exhibit the features of trag-
edy which Aristotle discussed well over two thousand years before the
history and mythology of the American West came into existence. I will
outline some of the chief aspects of tragedy in connection with the west-
ern film and then turn to a particular film, John Ford’s The Searchers

(1956).

1. Tragedy and the Western

In his Poetics, Aristotle takes as his point of departure the concept of
mimesis. Poetry, drama, and music are all forms of representation or
imitation, and so is the cinema.* To Aristotle, tragedy is a representation
of action and life. He defines it as follows:

Tragedy, then, is a representation of an action which is serious, complete,
and of a certain magnitude—in language which is garnished in various
forms in its different parts—in the mode of dramatic enactment, not nar-
rative—and through the arousal of pity [eleos] and fear [phobos] effect-
ing the katharsis of such emotions.5

3. Aristotle discusses the links between epic and tragedy in chapters 4, 5, 23, 24, and
26 of the Poetics. On tragedy in Homer see, for example, James M. Redfield, Nature and
Culture in the “Iliad”: The Tragedy of Hector, 2nd ed. (Durham, N.C.: Duke University
Press, 1994). Aeschylus, who wrote a trilogy about Achilles which has not come down to
Us, considered his tragedies to be “slices from the large meals of Homer” (Athenaeus, The
Deipnosophists 8.347¢).

4. Poetics, chapter 3 (1448a19-b3). On classical mimesis see, for example, Stephen
Halliwell, Aristotle’s Poetics (1986; rpt. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 109~
137; on mimesis and film see Gerald Mast, Film/Cinema/Movie (1977; rpt. Chicago:
CE<m§J~ of Chicago Press, 1983), 38-61.

5. Poetics 6.2 (1449b24-28); the translation is from Halliwell, The Poetics of Aristotle:
Translation and Commentary (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1987), 37.
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Representation naturally resides in and is carried out by the actors ap-
pearing on the stage, most importantly by the tragic protagonist, who,
according to Aristotle, should be neither wholly good nor wholly evil byt
rather someone with whom we may identify despite the extremity of his
situation or fate: “Such a man is one who is not preeminent in virtue and
justice, and one who falls into affliction not because of evil and wicked-
ness, but because of a certain fallibility (hamartia).”® The spectator is
affected by his realization that what takes place on stage may happen to
himself: “There, but for the grace of God, go 1.” From such an understand-
ing derives a heightened awareness of the frailty of human life, the fickle-
ness and unpredictability of fortune, and ultimately a greater conscious-
ness of the bond that holds mankind together: “pity is felt towards one
whose affliction is undeserved, fear towards one who is like ourselves.”?

Such pity and fear are linked to the suffering and violence which th
principal characters, and often the chorus as well, must undergo. Accord
ing to Aristotle, violence and suffering inflicted by and upon family mems-
bers in particular increase the viewer’s emotional involvement.® Pity a
fear, previously latent emotions, are thus stirred up and accumulate i
the spectator. This intense strain is broken at the drama’s climax; i
Aristotle’s words, the viewer is purged of his heightened sensations of pi
and fear by means of catharsis. Originally a term used in ancient Gree
“puri
fication”or “purgation”—restores emotional balance and leads to a tem

medicine, catharsis—traditionally rendered in English as either

porary psychological calm, even numbness. The decrease in emotion
excitement, which catharsis effects, brings about a feeling of pleasurab
relief.? Psychologically and emotionally the spectator, who has becom
one with the protagonist, is now released from this identification. T
employ a phrase from Aeschylus, the protagonist’s suffering (pathos
arouses pity and fear; this in turn brings about a learning process (matho
in the viewer.!® Tragic mimesis and catharsis provide for an increase 1
knowledge and moral insight.

In order for the viewer’s learning process to be effective, the tragi
protagonist is placed in a situation where he must decide on a course 0

6. Poetics 13.3 (1453a7—10); quoted from Halliwell, The Poetics of Aristotle, 44-

7. Poetics 13.2 (1453a5-6); quoted from Halliwell, The Poetics of Aristotle, 44. On
tragedy’s timeless quality see, for example, Albin Lesky, Die griechische Tragodie, sth
ed. (Stuttgart: Kroner, 1984), 22—-23.

8. Poetics, chapter 14 (1453b1-1454a15).

9. For a modern examination of the evidence and the controversies surroundin
Aristotelian catharsis see Halliwell, Aristotle’s Poetics, 168—201 and 350-356.

10. Aeschylus, Agamemnon 177: pathéi mathos (“learning through suffering”); €€
also lines 249-250.

action. His ethical dilemma arises from the fact that he becomes guilty
whichever decision he makes; Aeschylus especially confronts his charac-
ters “with dilemmas where there is a conflict of duties such that while a
choice is morally imperative, none is morally possible.”1! At the same time,
however, the protagonist is innocent on another level. Oedipus, to cite
only the most famous example, is objectively guilty of parricide and in-
cest but is subjectively innocent because of, for example, an absence of
evil intentions. Nevertheless he accepts the responsibility for his deeds.
The simultaneous presence of guilt and innocence in the hero is one of
the chief characteristics of Greek tragedy, one of its most complex and
fascinating features.

This question of innocence and guilt is also important for western films,
since they employ mythical archetypes for its story patterns. Standard
westerns present us with a protagonist who is excessively good and strong;
being one-dimensional, he remains outside serious consideration as a fig-
ure of art. But when the westerner, like the hero on the tragic stage, be-
comes morally questionable, the genre transcends the limits of popular
entertainment.!2 As Robert Warshow has observed in his now classic essay
on the westerner:

The truth is that the westerner comes into the field of serious art only when
his moral code, without ceasing to be compelling, is seen also to be imper-
fect. The westerner at his best exhibits a moral ambiguity which darkens
his image and saves him from absurdity; this ambiguity arises from the
fact that, whatever his justifications, he is a killer of men.1?

The westerner must both act and react: act in order to preserve his status
as hero, react—usually to injustice and violence—to preserve his moral

11. Benjamin Apthorp Gould Fuller, “The Conflict of Moral Obligation in the Tril-
omw of Aeschylus,” Harvard Theological Review, 8 (1915), 459-479; quotation at 460.
Richmond Lattimore, Story Patterns in Greek Tragedy (Ann Arbor: University of Michi-
8an Press, 1964; rpt. 1969), 29—49, gives a detailed discussion.

12. On formula and genre in American literature and film see in particular John G.
Cawelti, Adventure, Mystery, and Romance: Formula Stories as Art and Popular Cul-
ture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976), especially 192-259, and The Six-Gun
Mystique Sequel (Bowling Green, Ky.: Bowling Green State University Popular Press,
wa.wv especially 11—56; also Stanley 1. Solomon, Beyond Formula: American Filin Genres
(Chicago: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1976), 12—29. See also Joseph W. Reed, Three
American Originals: John Ford, William Faulkner, and Charles Ives (Middletown, Conn.:
Emm_mwmz University Press, 1984; rpt. 1987), 143—149.

- H.w. Robert Warshow, “The Westerner,” in The Immediate Experience: Movies,

Omics, Theatre and Other Aspects of Popular Culture (1962; rpt. New York: Atheneum,
1979), 135-154; quotation at 142. Warshow's essay first appeared in Partisan Review, 21
(1954), 190-203.
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integrity. Thus forced into action, he is often confronted with a situation
that compels him to make a choice. In those films which leave behind the
stereotypical “good guy vs. bad guy” format in favor of a more complex
and psychologically convincing plot, the westerner may face conflicting
alliances and responsibilities; in choosing a course of action, he is con-
fronted with a problem comparable to that of the tragic protagonist. A
well-known example is Fred Zinnemann’s High Noon (1952), in which
the hero is caught in a triple bind: responsibility to his wife, to and for
the citizens of his town, and to himself. (He must not abandon his code of
honor.) Another example is Victor Fleming's The Virginian (1929), an
archetypal western based on the novel by Owen Wister. Here the villain
has lured the eponymous hero’s close friend into stealing cattle; the Vir-
ginian, leader of the posse pursuing the thieves, must himself bring about
the death of his friend when the latter has been caught. Warshow’s ob-
servations on the “seriousness of the West” as exemplified in this film
serve well to illustrate the similarities between the westerner and the hero
of Greek tragedy:

The Virginian is thus in a tragic dilemma where one moral absolute con-
flicts with another and the choice of either must leave a moral stain. . . .
the movie is a tragedy, for though the hero escapes with his life, he has
been forced to confront the ultimate limits of his moral ideas.

The tragic quality of the serious western film gives this genre its “ma-
ture sense of limitation and unavoidable guilt.” As do the heroes of dram
both ancient and modern, the hero of the western affects us by an appe
to our sense of compassion; in Warshow’s words: “what we finally re
spond to is not his victory but his defeat.”14 Ultimately, the westerner
a modern reincarnation of the archetypal mythic and tragic hero; hen
largely his universal appeal.’®

The complexity of the westerner, in which he is again comparable to
some of the classical tragic heroes, may be illustrated by the duality @
his nature, which combines rationality, experience, ingenuity, and lov

14. The quotations are from Warshow, “The Westerner,” 142-143.

15. Warshow, “The Westerner,” 154: “The Western hero is necessarily an archai€
figure.” On the universality of the westerner, exemplified by the eponymous hero @
George Stevens’s Shane (1953), see Warshow, 150-151. The film’s review in the Moti0
Picture Herald saw in it “the inevitability of the ancient Greek tragedy”; quoted fro
Michael Coyne, The Crowded Prairie: American National ldentity in the Hollywoo
Western (London: Tauris, 1997), 75. Peter A. French, Cowboy Metaphysics: Ethics an
Death in Westerns (Lanham, Md.: Rowman and Littlefield, 1997), examines the westerft
as a popular morality play and has frequent recourse to ancient tragedy and to Aristotle:

for peace with violence and destruction. On the Greek stage, it is particu-
larly an authority figure such as the king, ruler of his city-state, who is
caught between the demands of order, peace, and justice to ensure the
stability and survival of the city and, on the other hand, the urges, often
irrational and violent, to impose his views on others and to force them
into submission. Even with the best intentions his power can lead him into
suspicion, arrogance, oppression of dissenters, and a violent crushing of
sometimes only imagined opposition. Examples are Sophocles’ Oedipus
and Creon in Oedipus the King and Euripides’ Pentheus in the Bacchae.
In the western film we find a corresponding figure in the harsh patriarch
who rules with an iron fist over his cattle empire; a good example, to
mention only one, is found in Edward Dmytryk’s Broken Lance (1954), a
film with overtones of Shakespeare’s King Lear. The dual nature of the
westerner usually shows itself in his being paired with a badman who is
in many ways the hero’s alter ego. The hero and his opponent often rep-
resent two sides of the same coin; their antagonism, sometimes postponed
by an uneasy temporary alliance, finally erupts in a violent showdown at
the film’s climax. Direct echoes of Greek tragedy by way of intrafamilial
and Oedipal conflicts appear in King Vidor’s Duel in the Sun (1946) and
Howard Hawks's Red River (1948). Many of Anthony Mann’s films reveal
this director’s preoccupation with both Greek and Elizabethan tragedy: his
film NS:n:m&mﬂ 73 (1950) shows the hero’s revenge on his brother who
had F:m.m their father, and The Man from Laramie (1955), an even more
accomplished work, further deepens the kinds of conflict with which the
earlier film had dealt.’s The revenge theme in the western film derives in
no small degree from a literary tradition, that of Jacobean drama, which in
turn ultimately derives from classical Greek and Roman tragedy. Screen-
writer Philip Yordan aimed at tragedy in several of the westerns he wrote:

Thave . . . attempted to discover again the purity of the heroes of classical
tragedy. I have always wanted to re-create a tragic mythology, giving a
_ma.mm role to destiny, solitude, nobility. At the same time Ive tried to join
this type of hero to typically American characters.”

Mm. See Christopher Wicking and Barrie Pattison, “Interviews with Anthony Mann,”
§n:§. 10 no. 4 ?.wmw& 32-54, especially 41-42; and Jim Kitses, Horizons West: Anthony
~ _M_\ w:&.& Boetticher, Sam Peckinpah: Studies of Authorship within the Western (1969;
:_d.m Mod::mﬁo:” Indiana University Press, 1980), 72-73 (also 46-59 and 73-77). At the
o cw ”_m death Km.:: planned to film King Lear as a western (Kitses, 80). Borden Chase,
-~ . nnrm most Mhmzswcmmrmﬂ_ western novelists and screenwriters, reverses his Winches-
73 theme in his script for John Sturges’s Backlash (1956) with the fi i
father instead.of a guilty son. o i i
mo:.HwU. Quoted from The BEI Companion to the Western, ed. Edward Buscombe (Lon-
* Deutsch/British Film Institute, 1988; pt. 1996), 397. The most remarkable of the
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The use of the American West as a setting for tragedy appears to be an
integral feature of American culture, going back at least as far as James
Fenimore Cooper’s The Prairie (1827). In this novel, the tragedy centers
on Ishmael Bush, a patriarchal authority figure who metes out harsh and
bloody justice to his brother-in-law, who had killed Bush’s son.’® Con~
temporary to the actual settlement of the West, tragic archetypes were
already inspiring the imagination of popular novelists. This tradition con-
tinued in the twentieth century with, for example, the western novels of
Max Brand. More recently, Frederick Manfred’s novel King of Spades
(1966) presents a thinly disguised retelling of the Oedipus myth set in
the West. With the cinema superseding literature as the chief medium of
popular American culture, it is not surprising that one of the foremost
examples of the tragic hero can be encountered in what is generally ac-
knowledged to be the most important work by John Ford, America’s great-
est filmmaker. To this film I now turn. Since the tragic nature of The
Searchers is most clearly present in Ford's film but largely missing fro
its source, the 1954 novel by Alan LeMay, I proceed from the assumption
that Ford, as director, is to be credited for The Searchers being the endur-
ing work of popular art that it is.’® This not only is in keeping with the
auteur theory of cinema but also parallels the practice of ancient and later

tragedians of using reccived material which they then turned into their
£.20 _

lasting works of ar

films written or cowritten by Yordan are Nicholas Ray’s Johnny Guitar (1953), Mann'’s
The Man from Laramie, Henry King's The Bravados (1958), and Andre de Toth’s Day
the Outlaw (1959). On revenge tragedy see Anne Pippin Burnett, Revenge in Attic a
Later Tragedy (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998).

18. On The Prairie see D. H. Lawrence, Studies in Classic American Literature (192
rpt. Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1981), 62-63; Smith, Virgin Land, 221-222; and Cawelti,
Adventure, Mystery, and Romance, 201~202. See also Eric Rohmer, “Rediscovering
America,” tr. Liz Heron, in Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s, ed. Jim Hillier (Cambridge
Harvard University Press, 1985), 88-93, especially go-91.

19. Some of the differences between the novel and the film are discussed by Jame
Van Dyck Card, “The ‘Searchers’ by Alan LeMay and by John Ford,” LiteraturelFil
Quarterly, 16 (1988), 2-9. The screenplay by Frank Nugent, Ford's most congenial 8_;_
laborator, falls short of conveying much of the starkness and emotional power of the film,
serving Ford for no more than a rough guide. For a discussion of some of the significa
changes from script to finished film, on which Ford decided during the actual filming an€
which illustrate his creative procedure, see Arthur M. Eckstein, “Darkening Ethan: John
Ford's The Searchers (1956) from Novel to Screenplay to Screen,” Cinema Journal, 38
no. 1 (1998), 3—-24. y

20. On the continuing importance of this theory, first articulated by Frangois Truffauts
and on the larger question of authorship in film see, for example, Paisley Livingstom
“Cinematic Authorship,” and Berys Gaut, “Film Authorship and Collaboration,” both 1%
Film Theory and Philosophy, ed. Richard Allen and Murray Smith (Oxford: Clarendo®
Press, 1997), 132—148 and 149-172.

2. The Tragic Hero

In one of his influential articles, classical scholar Jean-Pierre Vernant asks
the following questions about the tragic hero:

What is this being that tragedy describes as a deinos, an incomprehensible
and baffling monster, both an agent and one acted upon, guilty and inno-
cent, lucid and blind, whose industrious mind can dominate the whole of
nature yet who is incapable of governing himself? What is the relation-
ship of this man to the actions upon which we see him deliberate on the
stage and for which he takes the initiative and responsibility but whose
real meaning is beyond him and escapes him so that it is not so much the
agent who explains the action but rather the action that, revealing its true
significance after the event, recoils upon the agent and discloses what he
is and what he has really, unwittingly, done? Finally, what is this man’s
place in a world that is at once social, natural, divine, and ambiguous, rent
by contradictions . . . 72!

We may apply these questions to Ethan Edwards, the central character in
The Searchers, with regard to the film'’s tragic nature.?2

21. Jean-Pierre Vernant, “Tensions and Ambiguities in Greek Tragedy,” in Vernant
and Pierre Vidal-Naquet, Myth and Tragedy in Ancient Greece, tr. Janet Lloyd (1981;
rpt. New York: Zone Books, 1990), 29-48 and 417—422 (notes); quotation at 32.

22. The following are among the standard critical sources on John Ford; page references
are to The Searchers: John Baxter, The Cinema of John Ford (New York: Barnes, 1971),
144-152; J. A. Place, The Western Films of John Ford (Secaucus, N.].: Citadel Press, 1974),
160-173; Joseph McBride and Michael Wilmington, John Ford (1974; rpt. New York: Da
Capo, 1975), 147-163; Andrew Sarris, The John Ford Movie Mystery (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1976), 170-175; Peter Stowell, John Ford (Boston: Twayne,
1986), 122~140; Tag Gallagher, John Ford: The Man and His Films (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 1986), 324-338; Ronald L. Davis, John Ford: Hollywood’s Old Master
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1995), 270~279; Scott Eyman, Print the Legend:
The Life and Times of John Ford (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1999), 442—450. Rich-
ard Slotkin, Gunfighter Nation: The Myth of the Frontier in Twentieth-Century America
(1992; rpt. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1998), 461-473 and 737-738 (notes),
Coyne, The Crowded Prairie, 76-78 and 203 (notes), and Sam B. Gurgis, Hollywood
Renaissance: The Cinema of Democracy in the Era of Ford, Capra, and Kazan (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1998), 25-55 and 231-233 (notes), place The Searchers in
the context of contemporary American politics and society. Not all of Slotkin’s and Gurgis’s
observations are accurate or convincing. The chapter on The Searchers in Garry Wills,
Nmo\n_: Wayne's America: The Politics of Celebrity (1997; rpt. New York: Simon and
?M.rcmﬂmv 1998), 251-261 and 346-347 (notes), briefly touches on Homer (as in its title,
& e .T.:w wm Ethan”), Greek tragedy, and Aristotle but does so with a superficial brevity

Prising in an author with Wills’s classical background. The chapter also contains a
ME:TQ of elementary factual errors about The Searchers. Harry Carey, Jr., Company of
D,MS&.. My Life as an Actor in the John Ford Stock Company (Metuchen, N.]J.: Scare-
b W Press, wa\:\ 157-174, provides a look behind the scenes during the making of the

m by one of its principal actors. Douglas Pye, “Writing and Reputation: The Searchers
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Three years after the end of the Civil War, in which he had fought for
the Confederacy, Ethan returns to his brother’s homestead in the Texas
wilderness, and, as if Em&@:mﬁmm by his unexpected return, a series of
catastrophes begins. Hostile Comanche Indians under their war chief Scar
massacre Ethan’s brother, sister-in-law, and nephew and abduct Ethan’s
two young nieces. Ethan, after many years still secretly in love with his
brother’s wife, embarks upon a desperate search for the girls, accompa-
nied by Martin Pawley, a young man of partly Indian origin, whom the
Edwardses had reared as their own son. When Ethan discovers the raped
and mutilated body of his older niece Lucy, his determination to save
Debbie, the younger girl, who could be his own daughter, grows even
stronger. His search, however, remains unsuccessful for several years. His
anguish and despair over Debbie then gradually change into a murderous
obsession to kill her once he realizes that she has grown up and must have
become one of Scar’s wives.

Ethan is the psychologically most complex and ambivalent figure in
the history of the western film. That Ford cast John Wayne, the arche-
typal icon of the westerner, in the part of a man “not conspicuous for virtue
and justice” only enhances the film’s dramatic power. In keeping with the
heroic and tragic tradition, Ethan is first and foremost a man of action.
After the end of the Civil War he has resorted to marauding; he possesses
freshly minted dollars, and his description appears on several Wanted
posters. Although fallen on hard times, he remains a figure of authori
and does not hesitate to assert himself: “I'm giving the orders.” The Con:
federate uniform coat which he still wears points to his former rank as.
officer and to his inability to adjust to a peaceful life. His own words char="
acterize him well: “1 still got my sabre . .. didn't turn it into no plow
share, neither.” Violence is the key to Ethan’s character; it exposes his!
increasing madness and viciousness in the course of the film. There is alse
a pronounced streak of racial bigotry toward Indians in Ethan. This re
veals itself, for instance, in his gruff, even hostile, treatment of Martifl,
whom he has no scruples to use as bait for a trap. His ugly and crazed
Jaugh at Martin’s Indian bride underscores his hatred and contempt 0f
Indians. In all likelihood, Ethan is such a racist because he is aware, with
out conscious knowledge, that he is in many ways like an Indian himself?
savage, violent, and without a permanent home. Not only is Ethan welt
versed in Indian languages, customs, and religion but he also knows mu¢ct
about Indian strategy and psychology. He understands the diversional¥

1956-1976,” in Writing and Cinema, ed. Jonathan Bignell (London: Longman, 1999), 193
209, summarizes the main critical views of the film.

tactics of Scar’s raid and realizes that his only chance in catching up with _
Scar lies in a perseverance greater than the Indians’. A visual clue to the |
Indian aspects of his nature is the scabbard in which he keeps his rifle; it
has long fringes and looks Indian-made. Ethan is a man who exists on the
borderline between savagery and civilization.

That Ethan is by no means the usual clean-cut (and clean-shaven)
western hero becomes overwhelmingly clear in the course of the film.
Early on, he defiles a dead Indian’s body by shooting the corpse’s eyes
out, an indication that his hatred of Indians goes even beyond death.
Ethan’s reason for this is his knowledge that, in the Indians’ belief, such
Joss of sight will prevent their souls from entering the spirit land and
condemn them “to wander forever between the winds.” As startling and
morally questionable as the defilement of a dead enemy’s body is, it is
nevertheless within the heroic tradition. In the Iliad, Achilles defiles
Hector’s corpse and, denying it proper burial, intends to prevent Hector’s
shade from entering the underworld; this is Achilles’ ultimate revenge.??
That Ethan, like Achilles, goes beyond the limits of heroic behavior
becomes evident on several other occasions. At a skirmish with Scar’s
warriors by the riverside he attempts to shoot Indians whose backs are
turned in retreat; later on, he sets a trap for the treacherous white trader
Futterman and his two henchmen, killing all three by shooting them in
the back. A close-up of Ethan’s rifle at this point emphasizes that this act
is in direct violation of the traditional code of honor usually upheld in the
American western film.

. I have earlier remarked on the duality of the western hero in terms of
his close association with his antagonist, an association that points to the
morality-play quality of the western film: the struggle between good and
m.i_. A significant variation of this theme occurs in The Searchers in the
mmE.m.m of Ethan and Scar. Just as Ethan, despite his negative traits, is a
superior westerner, Scar is a skillful leader. Both are heroes in their dif-
mﬂ.ﬂ\:.. ways. On two significant occasions in the film Ford emphasizes
WMMM w WH.NMS :mzm.ﬂ by m”oim:rm him wcﬁ\m:m on his war bonnet. The fact
et _MMQW M: Hﬁmz_w Moﬁm mnMH s horse from c:m.ﬁ EB fore-
e nEMmm: ua m~mm~ an mMm%. wmmﬁ.:m the skirmish at the
z:mmamnoi:\ o .ﬁm:&oﬁows ac ommﬂ% o mﬁrmw &.32_% to one of Scar,
g Erm:mmnrms iy M mﬂimmm# t M. Him. A similar series o.m fast cuts
Sears o B0 nc\am mwn in, and Scar finally meet face to face in front of
— - rom m.nmn to Ethan, back to Scar, and to Martin. In

ping with the heroic tradition, a verbal duel between Ethan and Scar

(1 23. See Charles Segal, The Theme of the Mutilation of the Corpse in the “lliad”
teiden: Brill, 1971).
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ensues, in which Ethan insults Scar, while Scar acknowledges Ethan’s
prowess and tenacity. The verbal parallelism in their exchange on language
at this moment reinforces Ethan and Scar’s closeness to each other. (Ethan;
“Scar, eh? Plain to see how you got your name.” Then: “You speak pretty
good American—someone teach you?” Moments later, Scar has the last
word on Ethan: “You speak good Comanch’—someone teach you?”) Both
men bear wounds, Scar physically, Ethan in his soul: “Scar, as the name
suggests, is Ethan’s mark of Cain.”2* That the part of Scar is played by a
white actor takes on added meaning in this context.?

3. Journey into Madness

The motif of the search or quest is one of the basic themes of mytholog
Jason and the Argonauts in classical and Parsifal’s search for the Grail
medieval literature are prominent examples. Frequently in the mytho
Jogical tradition of such travels, the hero’s ultimate goal is the attainment
of self-knowledge and the ideal of achieving moral goodness. For Ethan,
however, the quest for his niece over several years is a journey not so much
of glorious heroism as one of obsession and defeat, which will eventual
drive him to the brink of madness. His fall into savagery during his search
parallels and intensifies his social decline from army officer to renegadé
In this as in other films by Ford, “the sense of duty that sustains his i
dividuals also commonly leads them astray into aberrations or death.”**
In this regard Ethan resembles less the mythological hero of epic or t
chivalrous knight of romance than the tragic sufferer of the Greek stage
Ethan’s increasing obsession with finding his niece and avenging his
family’s destruction upon Scar, coupled with his racism toward the In=
dians, represents the film'’s true tragic theme. What Vernant observes
about Eteocles in Aeschylus’ Seven against Thebes may, with some ad*
justments, describe Ethan as well:

The murderous madness that henceforth characterizes his ethos is not
simply a human emotion; it is a daemonic power in every way beyond
him. It envelops him in the black cloud of ate, penetrating him . . . from
within, in a form of mania, a lussa, a delirium that breeds criminal acts

of hubris.?’

24. Stowell, John Ford, 135.

25. See McBride and Wilmington, John Ford, 152.

26. Gallagher, John Ford, 274.

27. Vernant, “Tensions and Ambiguity in Greek Tragedy,” 35 The Greek terms mealt
“personality,” “ruinous delusion,” “madness,” “rabid wrath,” and “arrogance.”

As H. A. Mason has noted: “The greatest poets have always found the
greatest pathos by taking away from the hero’s mind what we call the
rational faculty and giving him a greater hold over us by making him
mad.”* It attests to the subtlety with which Ford structures the develop-
ment of his narrative that the theme of Ethan’s obsession is made explicit
only intermittently and unobtrusively, and a casual viewer might over-
look it. Nevertheless, its dramatic force increases steadily until it culmi-
nates in Ethan’s last confrontation with Scar, by then dead. Added mo-
mentum derives from the underlying subject of miscegenation and sexual
jealousy and frustration. The catalyst for this is Ethan’s secret and hope-
less love for his brother’s wife. Ford introduces this topic as the startin
point for the film. °
The Searchers begins with the camera following Martha Edwards, Ethan’s
sister-in-law, as she opens the door of her house and walks out onto the
porch, having noticed a horseman approaching. This moment contains
the first indication of a close emotional bond between herself and Ethan
the man arriving, because cinematic tradition induces a viewer to mmmcam\
that this woman is expecting the return of her husband. Martha is the
first to greet Ethan, who responds by gently kissing her on the forehead
He later lifts up little Debbie as if she were his own daughter. Next 59.5..
ing, when Ethan prepares to leave with a posse of Texas Rangers led by
the Reverend Clayton in order to retrieve the settlers’ stolen cattle
Martha, gone to fetch Ethan’s coat and thinking herself alone ﬁm:mmlv“
strokes it. This gesture, however, is observed by Clayton, who \%mnamo:%
turns his gaze away. His eyes speak volumes.?® At the end of this moving
m.:m justly famous scene, Martha and Debbie wave and look after Ethan
riding off, just as a departing man’s wife and daughter would do. This is
Martha’s last glimpse of Ethan. With utter economy Ford here suggests a
wm.mﬁ_.mmmﬁmm but rowm_mmm.~o<m between them. It is most likely because of
is love that Ethan left his home years ago, joined the Confederate army
and stayed away for three years even after the war had ended. Ethan, ﬂrm\
Ho%i-ww husband of Martha, by extension becomes the would-be father
r»m”. N anmﬁ%h his partly accounts for his unceasing pursuit of Scar, who
Mn ped and killed the woman Ethan had chastely loved from afar. That
ar raped Martha before killing her may be inferred from the scene in

MM Mr\”r.?_mmw:‘ The Tragic Plane (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), 146.
O:mnma:m. is brief moment see Andrew Sarris, The American Cinema: Directors and
Myore : uwwwlémm (1968; rpt. New York: Da Capo, 1996), 47, and The John Ford Movie

1Y, 172; see also Baxter, The Cinema of John Ford, 150, and Ford’s own remarks in

Peter Boed "
93-04, gdanovich, John Ford, rev. ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978),
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which Ethan finds the bodies of Martha, his brother, and his nephew. Later
Ethan will discover Lucy in a canyon where she had been abandoned after
being raped and killed and probably mutilated as well; he buries her in
the cloak that Martha had brought him before his departure. From now
on his obsession to kill Scar and in this way to avenge Martha’s dishonor
becomes an overpowering force, which will relentlessly drive him on.
Ethan knows that Scar has defiled and destroyed what has been unattain-
able and most sacred to himself. This is another bond between Ethan and
Scar, perhaps the strongest one. At the outset of the search, Ethan is
motivated by two powerful impulses: avenging Martha and rescuing
Debbie, who could be his own daughter. A third driving force will even-
tually overshadow both of these.
Ford develops Ethan’s journey into obsession and madness in psycho-
logically convincing and, to the spectator, increasingly involving stages.
First doubts about Ethan’s mental state arise both in Martin Pawley and
in the viewer when Ethan, reluctantly agreeing to take Martin and Brad
Jorgensen, Lucy’s boyfriend, with him on the search, asserts his author-
ity over the two young men. This prompts Martin’s question: “Just one:
reason we're here, ain’t it? To find Debbie and Lucy?” Ethan does no
reply, and suspicion begins to grow in Martin’s mind, as it does in th
spectator’s, about Ethan’s true motivation. Things are spelled out more
clearly later when Ethan decides to turn back for the winter and to con
tinue his search in the spring: “She’s alive, she’s safe for a while. They‘ll
... keep her to raise as one of their own until—until she’s ofanageto. ..
He breaks off, but it is clear that Ethan is thinking of Martha's violation
by Scar and of Debbie’s future fate. That Scar will eventually force his
captive into sexual relations with him represents, to Ethan’s mind, a fate
both worse than and worthy of death; that Scar will have had intercourseé
with both mother and daughter is a thought unbearable to him. This brie
scene in the film marks the turning point in Ethan’s character. From now
on he is bent on revenge and destruction and will seek the deaths of Scaty
Debbie, and of Indians in general. Ethan’s suppressed intensity effectivel
contrasts with the quiet beauty of nature: a peaceful winter forest, gent
falling snow, and complete silence. While nature is pure and calm, a vio®

lent rage is stirring in man.
The first open revelation of this occurs at the beginning of the film’s
cavalry sequence, which also takes place in winter. Ethan and Martin have
come upon a herd of buffalo, and Ethan begins to shoot as many of the
as he can. When Martin tries to prevent such meaningless slaughter, Ethar
for the first time explicitly reveals his obsession. Brutally knocking Mar
tin down, he exclaims: “Hunger, empty bellies . . . at least they wont feed
any Comanch’ this winter.” Then, at the cavalry fort, the searchers fin®

some mad white women and girls of Debbie’s age who had lived among
Indians and have now been “liberated” by the army. It is of crucial im-
portance for a correct understanding of the film to realize that their mad-
ness is not caused by mistreatment at the hands of “the savages” but rather
by the brutality of the cavalry. One of them immediately breaks into a
series of horrible screams at the sight of an army sergeant and doctor
entering with Ethan and Martin.®® Nevertheless, Ethan blames the In-
dians for the girls’ fate: “They ain’t white—anymore. They’re Comanch’.”
The camera then moves in to a close-up of Ethan’s face, and a different
kind of madness is clearly written on his features. The extreme rarity of
such a camera movement attests to its utmost mwmimnm:nm\. it reveals
Ethan’s murderous obsession. The moment is emphasized by the predomi-
nant dark colors of this scene, and Ethan’s face is partly obscured by
shadow.

With the inexorable logic of paranoia, Ethan later attempts to shoot
Debbie once he has caught up with her. Ironically, she has come to warn
him and Martin against an impending attack by Scar. Martin shields
Debbie with his body as Ethan, gun drawn, approaches. But an Indian’s
arrow, which wounds Ethan in the shoulder, prevents the murder. The
impending intrafamilial bloodshed is thus avoided at the last moment. Ford
visually emphasizes the nefarious nature of Ethan’s attempt on his niece’s
life when Ethan draws his gun in a sweeping, circular movement; this is

30. This is a point missed in most critical studies of The Searchers, which attribute
the girls’ madness to their experiences among the Indians and then have to explain the
fact that Debbie has not been driven mad by her life among these same Indians. A promi-
nent recent example of this view is Douglas Pye, “Double Vision: Miscegenation and Point
of View in The Searchers,” in The Book of Westerns, ed. lan Cameron and Douglas Pye
(New York: Continuum, 1996, also published as The Movie Book of the Western [Lon-
don: Studio Vista, 1996]), 229~235. Pye’s is a thoughtful and serious essay, but it is wrong
- H.rm subject of madness and miscegenation and hence reaches false conclusions. A view
similar to Pye’s occurs in Slotkin, Gunfighter Nation, 468~470. Anyone doubting that
“”M .mm.émmn% of white rather than Indian society and, related to this, Ethan’s racism are
>5“mu:m of the 8<w7< sequence should consider that this army is none other than George
:mz?,onMM O._mﬁmn s Seventh Cavalry, clearly identified by the number seven on its pen-
me.mm:. v\\ its 2m.=.r:oi.: tune “Garry Owen” on the soundtrack. On the significance of
A:Elﬁmﬁw..n. s B:Enm_ seoring of the cavalry sequence see William Darby and Jack Du Bois,
anﬁ‘mw:m ilm Music: Major ﬁoi.:uomm; Hmnrzmm:mm\ Trends, 1915—1990 (Jefferson, N. C.:
bron, }hmm\ chwov\ Muimm\.mmumm;:% 53. More important, Ford filmed but then excised
gl mmnm,nmmmmswm mﬂﬂn.msm __w S.r_n_w Ethan m.:m Martin M:mmﬁ a mimmmm::m.m:m brutal Custer
i mo& mmw ._.wmn_nmmﬁ:r U:m.nrm:_:m Ethan,” 9—11. In production notes for The
Rioced o mnwm"M_ ed Custer as inept . . . .m:,ommwﬁ ...a .wro:< il glory-hunter”

n, 22 note 46). This view is consistent with Ford’s film Fort Apache

1 - . .
M..fmv a thinly disguised story about Custer’s incompetence and eventual defeat at the
ittle Bighorn.
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the same manner in which he had earlier shot out the dead Indian’s eyes,
The identity of the gesture indicates an identical inhumanity underlying
both acts and points to the fact that, to Ethan, Debbie is no longer white.
His rejection of her is made chillingly explicit in two verbal exchanges he
has with Martin in later scenes in the film. In his last will and testamen¢
he renounces her as not being his “blood kin” because “she’s been living
with a buck.” More explicitly, before the whites’ final attack on Scar,
Martin pleads with Ethan and the Rangers not to destroy the entire In-
dian camp, as they are planning to do. Ethan now admits to him his hope
that Debbie will not survive the indiscriminate slaughter and adds: “Liy-
ing with Comanches ain’t being alive.” These words and the Rangers’
scorched-earth tactics will have reminded viewers at the time of the film’s
initial release of parallels with recent history.

4. Pity and Fear

Ford reveals Ethan’s madness through extreme close-ups of his face. Whi
he usually shows us both the people and the environment in which the
act—Ford is well known for his medium-long shots indoors and extrem
long shots outdoors, which dwarf the human figures—there are son
highly significant moments when the camera and with it the viewer mo
in for a closer look. The close-ups of Ethan powerfully depict the turmoi
inside him. As Béla Baldsz has emphasized: ”Close-ups are often dramat
revelations of what is really happening under the surface of appearances.”
Ford prepares the viewer for the impact of these close-ups early in t
film, when he shows Ethan in a medium shot after he has realized w
strategy lies behind the Indians’ theft of the white settlers’ cattle. Knoy
ing that it is too late to bring help, he allows his horse to rest while €
others return in futile haste. To judge from his words and actions duri
this scene, Ethan is calm and self-controlled, but when we see him mo
closely, mechanically rubbing down his horse and staring vacantly in
the distance, the expression on his face tells us differently: “He is com
templating the unthinkable.”> Watching Ethan’s partly shadowed face

31. Béla Baldsz, Theory of the Film: Character and Growth of a New Art, tr. Edith
Bone (1952; rpt. New York: Ayer, 1997), 56. Cf. Soviet theorist and director Sergei Eisel
stein on the function of the close-up: it is “not so much to show or to present as t0 $ig
nify, to give meaning, to designate”; quoted from Eisenstein, Film Form: Essays in Fil
Theory, tr. and ed. Jay Leyda (1949; rpt. San Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1977
238.

32. McBride and Wilmington, John Ford, 160. Stowell, John Ford, 139, characterize
Ethan’s expression at this moment as “powerfully tragic.”

we can see in our minds exactly what he sees with his mind’s eye: the rape
and slaughter taking place some forty miles away at his brother’s home.
Ford forcefully communicates to us Ethan'’s feelings of helplessness, anxi-
ety, grief, and despair. With this brief shot he makes the filming of the
actual carnage unnecessary. At this moment the spectator begins to be
drawn irresistibly into the tragedy about to unfold. A full close-up of Ethan
then logically occurs when he comes upon the aftermath of the slaugh-
ter. When Ethan forcibly restrains Martin from rushing into the shed
where the dead bodies of his foster parents have been thrown and when,
later, after finding Lucy, he behaves in a manner strange and inexplicable
to Martin, the viewers can themselves picture what Ethan has seen and
can feel with him. Ethan’s discoveries of the bodies of Martha and Lucy
are not presented to us in gruesome detail; instead, Ford eschews any trace
of luridness by only showing us the effect on Ethan of the emotional shock
of these grisly moments. Ford's discreet handling of such instances of high
emotional strain, obliquely depicting the results of savage violence against
helpless victims, is in a direct line of tradition from Greek tragedy, in which
acts of violence took place offstage and were reported by a messenger or
eyewitness. On the Greek tragic stage and in artistic cinema, the specta-
tors’ task is to fill in the terrifying details themselves; in this way play-
wright and film director ensure their audience’s emotional involvement
and call forth their feelings of pity and fear.

These emotions rise in the viewer at several crucial moments in The
Searchers. At the beginning, we fear for the survival of Ethan'’s relatives
while they are being stalked by an unseen and terrifying enemy; the
greater is our shock when we first see Scar, his shadow falling over the
crouching figure of little Debbie and his face decorated with war paint.
Next we fear for the fate of the two abducted girls and hope that Ethan
will find them; later, after we have become aware of Ethan’s obsession,
we begin to hope that he will not find Debbie. More extended scenes of
Pity and fear in The Searchers appear in the cavalry sequence. Ethan and
Martin come upon the aftermath of the cavalry’s massacre of an entire
Indian village, with tepees burning and bloody corpses of humans and
animals lying about and left to freeze in the winter cold, a scene of docu-
Mentary realism.?® Shortly thereafter, the searchers witness the white

1 33. The documentary-like realism in this scene becomes evident if we compare it with
vw Mwmnmvrm of the massacre at Wounded Knee; see photos 6675 in Richard E. Jensen,
rmmmm wﬂ:_\ and John E. Carter, Eyewitness at Wounded Knee (Lincoln: University of Ne-
. a Press, 1991), uom\l:? Eckstein, “Darkening Ethan,” 21—22 note 44, adduces
. Amm Armstrong Custer’s massacre of the Cheyennes at the Washita River in Oklahoma

November 1868. Cf. Slotkin, Gunfighter Nation, 467-468 and 737 note 52.
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man’s “civilizing” influence when they interrogate the mad women. The
visual contrast of the cavalry sequence to the rest of the film enhances
our sympathy for the victims, particularly women and children. With the
exception of the brief scene of dialogue in which Ethan decides to break
off the search, the cavalry sequence is the only part of the film taking place
in winter; with the same exception, it is also the only sequence of location
filming outside Monument Valley. The predominant colors of the cav-
alry sequence are red (blood shed, fires burning), white (the snow cover-
ing the land and the dead like a shroud), and blue (the cavalry uniforms),
hardly an accidental scheme. The violence in the cavalry sequence, under-
scored by its cold colors, which contrast with the warm brown-red of
Monument Valley, foreshadows Ethan’s coldblooded attempt on his
niece’s life.

As the preceding comments have already indicated, the tragic quality
of The Searchers is founded on its natural setting. The landscape, one of
the basic aspects of meaning in the western genre, is Monument Valley,
the western country par excellence, whose iconography is most closely
associated with the cinema of John Ford.3* The valley’s cyclopean rocks
form the perfect background to the film’s human actions and impart to
them an overwhelming sense of doom. Towering cliffs dwarf the protago-
nists and implacably look down upon the deeds and sufferings of the people
living or moving among them. This landscape, in which both whites and

Indians are carving out their existence, points to the duality of both races’
ways of life, a rudimentary social organization enveloped by savagery. It
is not by accident that Ethan is photographed with a sheer wall of rock
rising up behind him at the moment he commits his first inhuman act,
blinding the dead Indian. This is a side of Ford's filmmaking well-known
in Hollywood, as the following words of his fellow western director John
Sturges indicate: “He [Ford] used big, big things behind people, and he
shot up at them to make them look menacing by taking on the charac-
ter of the mountains behind that were menacing.”% In Ford’s westerns,
Monument Valley does not function as mere pictorialism but rather pos=

34. On landscape in the western see Warshow, “The Westerner,” 139; Philip French,
Westerns: Aspects of a Movie Genre, 2nd ed. (London: Secker and Warburg, 1977), 100~
113; Cawelti, The Six-Gun Mystique Sequel, 23-27; Solomon, Beyond Formula, 12-17
and Clive Bush, “Landscape,” in BFI Companion to the Western, 167—-170. In general see
Smith, Virgin Land. For the literary roots of the meaning of the western landscape se€
Bush, 169.

35. The quotation is taken from Sturges’s audio commentary on the Criterion Col-
lection laserdisc edition of his 1954 film Bad Day at Black Rock (Santa Monica, Calif::
Voyager, 1991).

sesses thematic meaning as his “moral universe.”% He himself observed
about Monument Valley: “the real star of my Westerns has always been
the land.” Ford also implies moral regeneration arising from the western
landscape in an almost cathartic experience: “When 1 come back from
making a Western on location, I feel a better man for it.”%” Thus Ethan’s
journey into madness takes on an almost unbearable poignancy: a sense
of both timelessness and doom permeates The Searchers. When Ethan and
Martin are pursued by Scar and his warriors, we see them fleeing toward
a cave, just as later Debbie, fleeing from Ethan, will run toward a cave of
similar appearance. In both instances the camera observes the fugitives
from inside. The impression is that of nature implacably watching the acts
of men. But nature is not always hostile; the camera placement suggests
its readiness to receive, shelter, and protect. Martin, for instance, finds
lifesaving water dripping from the barren rock when he and Ethan are
secure in the cave. Nature’s ambivalence mirrors the ambiguous nature
of man.

5. Recognition and Reversal

The effects of classical tragedy are heightened by the complexity of its
plot. Aristotle calls those plays complex whose plots contain anagnorisis
and peripeteia. The former term denotes the discovery of someone’s iden-
tity, while peripety, a reversal of fortune, occurs as a result of actions and
sufferings whose implications, unknown before but then revealed through
anagnorisis, lead to the hero’s tragic fall.38 Both recognition and peripety

36. French, Westerns, 104; on Ford and Monument Valley see also McBride and
Wilmington, John Ford, 36-37 (“Monument Valley is a moral battleground”), and Jean-
Louis Leutrat and Suzanne Liandrat-Guigues, “John Ford and Monument Valley,” in Back
in the Saddle Again: New Essays on the Western, ed. Edward Buscombe and Roberta E.
Pearson (London: British Film Institute, 1998), 160~169. The latter discuss the 1925 film
The Vanishing American, directed by George B. Seitz from a novel by Zane Grey, which
was inspired by Grey’s travels to Monument Valley and intended to be the companion of
a film. Intertitles of this film, which begins and ends with views of Monument Valley,
describe it as “a stately valley of great monuments of stone,” replete with “the hush of
the ages, for men come and live their hour and go away, but the mighty stage remains”
(quoted from Leutrat and Liandrat-Guigues, 168). One year before The Searchers, the film
Was remade from a screenplay by LeMay. This version of The Vanishing American, directed
by Joe Kane, differs from the silent one in that it allows its Indian hero to marry his white
Sweetheart; in the original version he had been killed off to avoid miscegenation.

37. Bill Libby, “The Old Wrangler Rides Again,” Cosmopolitan (March 1964), 12—
21; quotations at 21 and 14.

38. On anagnorisis and peripety see Poetics, chapters 10-11 (1452a12-b13).
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represent a passage from ignorance to knowledge and self-awareness and
complement the workings of catharsis. Forms of recognition and peripety
often recur in the later dramatic tradition and occasionally in the medium
of film.

Recognition and reversal occur in two rm% scenes in The Searchers. The
former takes place in three separate stages during a council of Ethan,
Martin, and Scar in the chief’s tent. Scar calls upon one of his wives to
show Ethan and Martin some of the scalps he has taken to avenge his sons
killed by whites. Ethan recognizes, as he will later tell Martin, one of the
scalps to be that of Martin’s mother; evidently, Scar has been the white
settlers’ nemesis for longer than they themselves had realized. This first
recognition leads directly to another. Scar now draws attention to the
medal he is wearing among other decorations on his chest; Ethan recog-
nizes it as the one he gave as a present to little Debbie upon his return
home after the Civil War. This is the first tangible proof for Ethan, be-
sides the circumstantial evidence he has come upon so far, that it is in-
deed Scar who has kidnapped Debbie. A rapid tracking shot underscores
the importance of the moment, the camera moving in to a close-up of the
meda) from Ethan’s point of view. This particular piece of camera work
serves a double purpose. It closely links Ethan and Scar and also prepares
Ethan and the viewer for their first glimpse of Debbie after her kid-
napping. Ethan and Martin now look up simultaneously at Scar’s young
wife holding the scalps in front of them; both immediately recognize
Debbie in her. Their long and arduous search has finally come to an end,
although they are at the moment powerless to take her away from Scar.

Peripety is linked to catharsis in what must be the most gripping and
emotionally draining sequence in the entire film. Before the Rangers’ and
Ethan’s final attack on Scar’s village, Martin has crept into Scar’s tepee to
save Debbie from the indiscriminate slaughter that is imminent. Surprised
by Scar, Martin shoots and kills him. After the Rangers’ massacre of the
village, Ethan, bent on murder and revenge, finds the chief dead in his
tent. Ford denies Fthan the western hero’s most basic exploit, the show="
down with his enemy. Scar’s death is intentionally anticlimactic, a de=
liberate revision of the traditional code of combat which goes back to the
duel of Achilles and Hector in the Iliad. Ethan, denied heroic stature, now
defiles a corpse for the second time: he scalps Scar. While Ford does not
show the actual scalping on the screen, he cuts away only at the last pos=
sible moment, thereby emphasizing both its terror and its significance-
Although probably introduced by whites, the custom of scalping is asso=
ciated almost exclusively with the Indians as a symbol of their savagery:
According to this convention, a white man, unless presented as wholly
dehumanized, would not commit such an act. Ethan’s deed represents the

moral nadir down to which his obsession has brought him. This is the
moment of his greatest self-abasement as a human. Ford emphasizes
Ethan’s savagery when he shows him riding out of Scar’s tent, holding
the dripping scalp in his hand. Ethan appears like a gruesome angel of
death, and Ford gives us another close-up of his face. Once outside the
tepee, Ethan sees Debbie, who turns and flees in terror, pursued by her
uncle.

The viewer’s emotions of pity and fear begin to reach their peak at this
moment, enhanced by the fact that Martin, who had saved Debbie’s life
once before, now is helpless in the face of Ethan’s frenzy. When Martin
tries to stop him, Ethan simply knocks him down. Ethan finally catches
up with Debbie at the entrance to a cave. The exhausted girl, fallen to the
ground, recoils in horror from her pursuer, who has dismounted and is
approaching. But now a surprising reversal of the girl’s—and the viewer’s
—expectations occurs. Instead of killing her, Ethan picks her up in his arms,
just as he had done on first seeing her after his return home, and takes
her back to white society. The explanation for this dramatic peripety must
be that all the hatred, violence, and obsession, accumulated in Ethan dur-
ing the years spent in pursuit of Scar and Debbie, have drained from him
after his meanest act, the scalping of Scar. The brief period of time elapsed
between his knocking down Martin and catching up with Debbie has
brought Ethan back to his senses. Finally acknowledging the ties of blood
kinship he has denied for so long, Ethan is at last saved from what seemed
up to now an inevitable fall into savagery and inhumanity. The draining
of violence from Ethan parallels the viewer’s cathartic experience. The
scene just described is the best proof for the film'’s tragic nature.?

6. Changes of Mind

Ethan’s change of mind has elicited much negative comment from critics
for being too abrupt. Although Ford intended it to come as a surprise, it
1s neither merely a coup de théatre nor a cheap means to ensure a happy

~39. Sarris, The John Ford Movie Mystery, 173: “a man picks up a girl in his arms and
1s miraculously delivered of all the racist, revenge-seeking furies that have seared his soul.”
Q.. Lattimore, Story Patterns in Greek Tragedy, 8, on anagnorisis and peripety: “And
this is the moment of truth or revelation or recognition when the hero in drama sees the
mrmvm of the action in which he is involved.” As Ford himself has said about the protago-
Msts of his films: “the tragic moment . . . permits them to define themselves, to become
conscious of what they are. . . . to exalt man ‘in depth,” this is the dramatic device I like”;
quoted from Gallagher, John Ford, 302, from an interview with Jean Mitry, first published
In French in Cahiers du Cinéma, 45 (March 1955), 6.
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ending for a mainstream Hollywood genre film (“John Wayne would
never shoot a girl!”). Rather, Debbie’s earlier change of mind about the
Indians with whom she has been living sets the stage for Ethan’s. Warn-
ing Martin against Scar, Debbie urged him to “go away” and leave her
with the Comanches: “These are my people.” But when Martin wakes her
up in Scar’s tepee to save her from the Rangers’ attack, she immediately
consents. Her change of mind, likewise surprising, has likewise been critj-
cized as a major dramatic weakness.40

Such charges, however, lose conviction if we place the two moments
concerned into the tradition of Greek and specifically Euripidean tragedy.
The one play that has received the most extensive criticism since an-
tiquity is Euripides’ Iphigenia in Aulis. Its heroine first pleads with her
father for her life, then suddenly accepts and even seeks out her sacrifi-
cial death.#! Nor is hers the only abrupt change in the play. Earlier, her
uncle Menelaus had unexpectedly changed his mind about her death, and
her father Agamemnon had changed his more than once. If we adduce an-
other famous instance of a change of mind from Shakespearean drama,
Prince Hal’s rejection of his old friend Falstaff after Hal has been crowned
king—“T know thee not, old man” (2 Henry IV, act 5, scene 5), a de-
nial that leads to Falstaff’s death—then we see that Ford kept well within
the bounds of the dramatic tradition.

While there exist obvious thematic differences between Euripides’ play
and Ford’s film, and while it is clear that Ford was not consciously imitat-
ing Euripides, the theme of intrafamilial murder and changes of mind oc-
curring in connection with such an act are present in both works and may
be considered together, notwithstanding the fact that Iphigenia is a much

40. For example, Pye, “Double Vision,” 235. Cf. Gallagher, John Ford, 335-336 (note).
Eckstein, “Darkening Ethan,” 14, adduces the film’s screenplay to explain the change.

41. Aristotle, Poetics 15.5 (1454a32—33): “the girl who beseeches bears no resemblance
to the later girl” (quoted from Halliwell, The Poetics of Aristotle, 48); H. D. E. Kitto,
Greek Tragedy: A Literary Study, 3rd ed. (1961; rpt. London: Routledge, 1990), 362: “a
thoroughly second-rate play [whose] whole idea was second-rate”—an extreme and un-
tenable verdict. A modern defense of Aristotle’s charge of inconsistency in Iphigenia’s
character is Hermann Funke, “Aristoteles zu Euripides’ Iphigeneia in Aulis,” Hermes, 92

(1964), 284-299; against his view see especially Albin Lesky, Die tragische Dichtung der

Hellenen, 3rd ed. (Géttingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1972), 483~484; Herbert
Siegel, “Self-Delusion and the Volte-Face of Iphigenia in Euripides’ ‘Iphigenia at Aulis’,”
Hermes, 108 (1980), 300-321; and Heinz Neitzel, “Iphigeniens Opfertod: Betrachtungen
zur ‘Iphigenie in Aulis’ von Euripides,” Wiirzburger Jahrbiicher fiir die Altertumswissen=
schaft, 6 (1980), 61—70. The most extensive recent discussion of the play is John Gibert,
Change of Mind in Greek Tragedy (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1995), 202-254-
On Iphigenia’s character and her sacrifice see further Walter Stockert, Euripides, Iphigenie
in Aulis, vol. 1: Einleitung und Text (Vienna: Verlag der Osterreichischen Akademie der
Wissenschaften, 1992), 26-37 and 59-61.

more prominent character in her story than Debbie is in hers. In the
[phigenia in Aulis we have a situation of father—daughter killing, w.s Erﬁnr
poth change their minds; in The Searchers it is that of an uncle-niece kill-
ing, in which both also change their minds. The definition of such changes
of mind given by Bernard Knox in regard to Greek tragedy—"the dra-
matic presentation and formulation of a new decision or attitude which
supplants and reverses a previously determined course of action”—applies
equally to Ford’s film.4

Some additional parallels may help obviate critics’ concerns about The
Searchers. As Menelaus’ change of mind prepares us for Iphigenia’s, so
Debbie’s prepares us for Ethan’s. All four “arise from the intrinsic struc-
ture of events,” to quote Aristotle.#3 Both Iphigenia’s and Debbie’s changes
of mind are instances of spontaneous action in highly dramatic circum-
stances that do not allow for any deliberation.4¢ The same is true for
Ethan’s change of mind. Swiftness of action in crucial scenes makes im-
portant reversals more easily acceptable to audiences than they would be
otherwise. An extreme example of no less than four changes of mind
within twenty lines occurs in Euripides, when Medea is torn between kill-
ing and saving her children (Medea 1043-1063). The pressure under which
dramatic characters act is made palpable to the sympathetic spectator, and
their surprising changes of mind are important for the effect of tragic
catharsis on the viewer.4s As regards The Searchers, Debbie has been liv-
ing for years surrounded by threats of imminent death, both as a mem-
ber of an Indian war party constantly campaigning and as a target of the
whites’ pursuit. Her acceptance of Martin and its concomitant rejection
of the Indians is an instance of that sudden eruption of the elemental
will to live that is fundamental to every living being in situations of
mortal danger; the same instinct had prompted Iphigenia to plead with
Agamemnon for her life.#¢ As Bruno Snell observed about the Greeks in

42. Bernard Knox, “Second Thoughts in Greek Tragedy,” in Word and Action:
Essays on the Ancient Theater (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1979), 231—
249; tpt. from Greek, Roman and Byzantine Studies, 7 no. 3 (1966); quotation from 246
Note 1. On this article see Gibert, Change of Mind in Greek Tragedy, 255-262.

43. Aristotle, Poetics 14.1 (1453b2), in the context of eleos and phobos; quoted from
Halliwell, The Poetics of Aristotle, 45. Cf. David Sansone, “Iphigeneia Changes Her Mind,”
Hllinois Classical Studies, 16 (1991), 161-172, especially 168-169. Knox, “Second Thoughts,”
243-244: “Iphigenia’s change of mind has been well prepared for in Euripides’ play—it
omes as the climax of a series of swift and sudden changes of decision which is unparal-
leled in ancient drama.”

44. Cf. Neitzel, “Iphigeniens Opfertod,” 69-70.

45. So (all too briefly) Stockert, Euripides, Iphigenie in Aulis, 6o.

46. Here I follow Funke, “Aristoteles zu Euripides’ Iphigeneia in Aulis,” 298: “der
Ausbruch elementaren Lebenswillens, der natiirlichsten Anlage in jedem Lebewesen.”

4
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general: “The tragic arose from an awareness of the necessity of making
decisions and reached its full development as the decisions engendered a
growing sense of urgency and perplexity”—to which we could add: a sense
of urgency and perplexity present not only in the dramatic character but
also in the spectator.#” How else could audiences get emotionally involved,
either then or now?

In connection with Euripides’ Hippolytus, Albin Lesky concluded that
changes in character are always abrupt in this author’s plays and occur
without any intermediate stages but are nevertheless well motivated
psychologically.*® The same is true for The Searchers. Repeated empha-
sis on the blood relation between Debbie and Ethan made his change of
mind understandable, as we have seen; equally, the close ties between
Debbie and Martin, which were formed during her infancy and his child-
hood, for them fulfill the function of blood kinship. This becomes evident
from their dialogue when they first meet outside Scar’s camp. Martin,
unsure if she will recognize him, tries to jog her memory: “Debbie, don’t
you remember? I'm Martin, Martin your brother. Remember ?—Debbie,
remember back.” And she has recognized him: "1 remember—from al-
ways.” Her simple words speak volumes.

Snell noted about Agamemnon and Menelaus in Iphigenia that their
“sudden exchange of roles reveals Euripides’ deft and ingenious grasp of
what was dramatically effective.” Again, true for Ford as well. Neverthe-
less, in Iphigenia “the course of events is intelligible within the context
of the play itself, but from an external perspective much of it must seem
rather odd.”# Almost the same has been said about The Searchers. But
even if not everything in its plot develops as smoothly as fastidious crit=
ics demand, a comparison with Euripides—and, for that matter, with

Shakespeare or others—reveals that great artists are not always out for
perfection and that its absence need not seriously impair or invalidate their
work. Ford said during the filming of Cheyenne Autumn (1964), his last
western: “I don’t want it to look perfect.”s® The Searchers also does not
always look perfect, and we see its characters as humans are, not as they

47. Bruno Snell, “From Tragedy to Philosophy: Iphigenia in Aulis,” in Greek Trag-
edy: Modern Essays in Criticism, ed. Erich Segal (New York: Harper and Row, 1983, also
published as Oxford Readings in Greek Tragedy [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983])
396—405; quotation at 396. This is a slightly abridged English version of “Euripides’
aulische Iphigenie,” in Aischylos und das Handeln im Drama (Leipzig: Dieterich, 1928
[Philologus Supplementband 20 no. 1]), 148-160. Snell, 399, also speaks of Iphigenia’s
“uncertainty of inexperience,” another point of comparison with Debbie.

48. Lesky, Die tragische Dichtung der Hellenen, 317 (on the nurse).

49. Snell, “From Tragedy to Philosophy,” 398 and 399.

50. Quoted from Bogdanovich, John Ford, 8.

should be. This, too, conforms to Aristotelian precepts in the Poetics. |
Aristotle also quotes a saying, attributed to Sophocles, that Sophocles
painted people as they ought to be but that Euripides painted them as
they are.”*

7. The Ending of the Film

That Ford eschews a violent climax—such as Ethan killing Debbie and later
paying with his own life for this—might at first speak against the tragic
quality of the film. But “happy endings” are an important part of the tra-
dition of ancient tragedy. All three Athenian dramatists wrote plays in
which murder and bloodshed were avoided. In the Eumenides, the con-
clusion of Aeschylus’ Oresteia, the Furies are placated and Orestes is ab-
solved from the blood guilt of killing his mother; the eponymous hero of
Sophocles’ Philoctetes forbears from killing his archenemy Odysseus and
agrees to help the Greeks before Troy; in Euripides’ Iphigenia among the
Taurians, Orestes is saved from immolation upon the altar of Artemis at
the hands of his sister, the goddess’s priestess; Euripides’ lost play
Antigone ended with the wedding of Haemon and Antigone, who does
not die as she does in Sophocles’ Antigone; Euripides’ Ion and Helen end
happily as well. In chapter 14 of the Poetics, Aristotle even prefers an
avoidance of intrafamilial killing.52 For the protagonist of the western film
we have Robert Warshow’s observation that “his story need not end EEN
his death (and usually does not).”s3

Even so, Ford avoids any superficial dénouement. Debbie is restored
to civilization when Ethan takes her to the Jorgensens, who will, presum-
ably, keep her as a member of their family. But Ethan himself remains an
outcast from society, homeless and alone. In the film’s famous last scene
after everybody else has gone inside, Ethan is left behind on the mooT\
step. His look follows the others; he then turns away and slowly begins
to walk back into the desert wilderness while the door closes upon him.
._.rmﬂmanm:%\ and cinematically, through its camera setup, this parallels
Mvm film'’s Oﬁm::.._m. scene, ?wﬁ&:m a perfect example of ring composi-
1on and emphasizing the Aristotelian unities of time, place, and action.
In addition, the ending summarizes the protagonist’s state of mind: Ethan,

51. Aristotle, Poetics, chapter 25, especially 25.6 (1460b33-36).
" 52. On this aspect of Greek tragedy see also Lattimore, Story Patterns in Greek Trag-
Y. 13 and 76-77 note 39.
53. Warshow, “The Westerner,” 143.
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drained of emotions and beyond violence, resigns himself to the status of
an outcast and loner. While Ethan is not punished by death, his surviva]
hardly constitutes a complete redemption. In a reversal of the case of
Oedipus, who is guilty in deed but innocent in intention, Ethan has been
guilty in intention—that of killing his niece—and innocent of the deed,
but he is by no means absolved from guilt, as his status of social outcast
attests. And just as Oedipus exiled himself from Thebes, Ethan takes
upon himself a voluntary exile to the wilderness. Vernant’s comments
on Sophocles’ Oedipus the King emphasize the duality inherent in the
tragic protagonist thus exiled: “the tragedy is based on the idea that the
same man . . . on whom the prosperity of the earth, of the herds, and of
the women depends . . . is at the same time considered to be something
dreadfully dangerous, a sort of incarnation of hubris, which must be ex-
pelled.”5+ The task of finding his niece accomplished, Ethan has become
superfluous to a society that, from now on, will live in peace, no longer
threatened by Indian raids and no longer needing the archaic man of vio-
lence for its protection. When Ethan hugs his right arm with his left hand
before turning away, this gesture indicates both his loneliness and the fact
that he has outlived his usefulness to society. It attests to Ford’s mastery
that these last moments in the film are completely wordless (except for
the title song returning on the soundtrack). Nobody explains anything;
the implications are nevertheless overwhelmingly clear. The subtlety of
this closure to the film even surpasses that in the scene where Ford re-
vealed Martha’s love for Ethan. Ethan now receives the reward for his
sacrilegious obsession; as critics have observed, he, too, will “wander for-
ever between the winds,” refused entry into the land of home and family,
peace and civilization.55 Like a new Ahasver, he is condemned to roa
restlessly and aimlessly. In this context the names of the Edwards broth
ers, Ethan and Aaron, take on added meaning through their biblical con
notations: Aaron is the brother of Moses, the wanderer in the desert who
may not enter the Promised Land. It is worth noting that the two names
are changed from those the brothers carried in LeMay’s novel. Both

54. Vernant, “Greek Tragedy: Problems of Interpretation,” in The Languages of Criti-
cism and the Sciences of Man, ed. Richard Macksey and Eugenio Donato (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1970), 273~295; quotation at 277. Jaan Puhvel, Comparative
Mythology (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987; rpt. 1989), 242, makes @
similar point about the Indo-European tradition of heroic myth: “The warrior . . . had an
ambivalent role as single champion or part of a self-centered corps or coterie, both a
society’s external defender and its potential internal menace.”

55. Thus McBride and Wilmington, John Ford, 163. On the filming of the ending see
Carey, Company of Heroes, 173-174.

fthan and his alter ego Scar represent necessary steps in the historical
evolution of the country from savagery to civilization. They must live vio-
Jent lives to prepare the way for future peace and justice, but they them-
selves have no part in this. It is the westerner’s task to aid in the transfor-
mation of nature from cruel and barren wilderness to a blossoming garden
made fertile and tended by man, but he is not meant to participate in the
result.5® In The Searchers, the movement from violence to order is repre-
sented primarily in the figure of Ethan; his tragedy lies in the fact that he
helps bring about this development but, belonging only to the archaic side,
is himself unable to make the transition. When he tells Debbie, “Let’s go
home,” he can take her home and hand her over to others, but he cannot
go home himself. Ethan, like other Fordian heroes, takes up “with resig-
nation his burden as scapegoat and saviour. These transitional figures
accept the stigma of all heroes since the beginning of society, and their
characters often have mythical or Biblical overtones.”s? Qur emotional
involvement in the visual poetry of the film’s final moments derives from
our awareness of this; the ending also bears out Warshow’s observation
that we primarily respond to the hero’s defeat. The theme of violence and
disorder giving way to culture, law, and a stable society is perhaps the most
fundamental subject in the history of Western literature. Among its ear-
liest ancient examples is the Theogony, Hesiod's epic on the creation of
the world and the gods, in which the movement from chaos to kosmos,
from disorder to the order of the universe as ruled by divine justice, is
embodied in the myth of the three generations of gods who successively
rule over the world. The motif of the heroic journey or quest and that of
savage wilderness changing to a civilization ordered by law are funda-
mental to Western culture and myth.58

56. On this pervasive theme in American intellectual history see Smith, Virgin Land,
121-260, especially 123-132 and 250260, the latter passage on Frederick Jackson Turner’s
w»mw% frontier hypothesis (“The Significance of the Frontier in American History”). In this
~_.M:ﬂwww essay Turner called the frontier “the meeting point between savagery and civi-

lon." Its strongest restatements in the cinema of John Ford occur in The Searchers
M“m ﬁ The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962). On the connections between these
~. © lilms mn.m Ford’s My Darling Clementine (1946) see Peter Wollen, Signs and Mean-
"8 in the Cinema, 4th ed. (London: British Film Institute, 1998), 66—70.
m?mwwm. Baxter, The Cinema of John Ford, 21. (Appropriately, when he first sees Ethan
Ve is return from ﬂ.rm war, Qm.v;o: calls him “the prodigal brother.”) In antiquity the
e >m:»nnmvnm.nnm of r.a _u_._.nn_m: m:&m. its most moving expression in Virgil’s description
namm:mm«m\.ﬁm_w:m up his shield HAQ:S&. m.ww.wlddh in his discussion of these lines Jasper
(e 1gil (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), 67, speaks of “the pathos of

Ploneer who must work for a result which he will never see.”

58. Cf. Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays (Princeton: Princeton

Vi .
fiversity Press, 1957; rpt. 1990), 186-206, especially 192-195.
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8. Choric Commentators

One of the most distinctive features of Greek drama is the chorus. Far
from being a mere adornment to the action of the play, choral songs form
an integral part of both tragedy and comedy; indeed, as far as we know,
Greek drama may have developed from originally static choral recitations,
The tragic chorus finds its chief function in commenting on the protagonist’s
words and deeds. Voicing the author’s thoughts and opinions, the chorus
provides an important link to the audience. Its integration into the plog
can range from detached observation to active participation. While in the
history of theater the chorus has not preserved its importance beyond the
ancient stage, traces of its function are still to be found in later develop~
ments of tragedy. Shakespearean drama with its fools and clowns imme-=
diately comes to mind. Continuing this tradition, comment on the action
in the cinema is frequently assigned not to a group of observers but to
one or more individual characters often closely associated with the hero
In artistically meaningful films, a character’s comments on the protagonist’
deeds or attitudes may provide as close a bond to the audience as did the
chorus on the classical stage. Not surprisingly, characters of a choric na
ture also appear in The Searchers.

One of these is old Mose Harper, a divine fool in an almost Shake
spearean sense, reminiscent of the fool in King Lear.5? Mose does not pla
a major part in the film, being on screen for only a comparatively sho
time; nevertheless, he is present during some of the film's key scenes. Mos
is one of Ford's most memorable creations, providing the richness of de-
tail and characterization unique to the characters who people his best films
In this way, even marginal figures may become essential. Mose is impor:
tant on different levels. For one, he provides comic relief from the film’
stark tragedy.® Under a less accomplished director than Ford, these comi

5. Cf. Baxter, The Cinema of John Ford, 19.

60. Evidence of Ford’s narrative mastery in this film is his seamless integration 0
two comic subplots into the main tragic plot. This, too, is in keeping with Greek tragedy
which could contain comic elements; see Bernd Seidensticker, Palintonos Harmonid
Studien zu komischen Elementen in der griechischen Tragddie (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck
und Ruprecht, 1982). While humor is present even in its serious moments, the film in
second half switches back and forth between tragedy and comedy with effortless grace
As Ford said before beginning work on The Searchers: “I should like to do a tragedy, the
most serious in the world, that turned into the ridiculous”; quoted from Michael Goodwi
“John Ford: A Poet Who Shot Great Movies,” Moving Image, 1 no. 3 (December 1981)
59-63; quotation at 62. See also Andrew Sinclair, John Ford (New York: Dial Press/Wade
1979), 213—214, on Ford’s interest in tragedy and on his place in the history of tragedy @
a popular art form, and cf. Solomon, Beyond Formula, 46. The two comic strands in th
film involve Martin’s inadvertent acquisition of an Indian girl as a bride; this reverts

touches could easily destroy the film’s dramatic equilibrium; as it is, the
viewer’s apprehension of impending tragedy even increases. More impor-
tant, Mose is also an experienced westerner. He immediately grasps the
reason why Ethan blinds the dead Indian, and on two occasions he gives
Ethan decisive information about Debbie after Ethan has lost all traces of
her. For this, Mose endures great physical exhaustion. The bald and emaci-
ated old man ends as a figure of pity and woe. Ford uses Christian imag-
ery to emphasize his long suffering when, toward the end of the film, Mose
is supported by a soldier on either side of him, his arms outstretched in a
Christlike pose. In contrast to the greed of Futterman, the corrupt trader
who sold Ethan information about Debbie, Mose has no desire for mate-
rial rewards: “Don’t want no money . . . just a roof over old Mose’s head,
and a rocking chair by the fire.” His awareness of old age and encroaching
death and his selfless loyalty endow him with quiet dignity. It is fitting
that the old man will find a permanent home with the Jorgensens. Mose,
as his name implies, has been a homeless wanderer for most of his life; in
this he, too, is an alter ego of Ethan. This is reinforced by the slight touches
of childishness and harmless madness in Mose, of which he is himself
aware. But since he is a gentle and innocent soul, his end will be different
from Ethan’s.

More directly than Mose Harper, the figure of Mrs. Jorgensen serves
as a choric commentator. Not only is she the archetypal hardy pioneer
woman, but she also embodies pragmatism and common sense in the
face of the men’s more emotional and irrational reactions to the tragic
events in their lives. She is an example of what Ford described as “the
home women who helped break the land, bear and raise children and
make a home for their families. These were hard times for women and
they acquitted themselves nobly.”6* After the Edwards family’s funeral,
Mrs. Jorgensen's is the voice of restraint, which counsels against mean-
ingless and ruinous revenge. She implores Ethan to refrain from drawing

_——

stark tragedy when Ethan later finds her killed by the cavalry. In the courtship of Laurie
HSmm.:mmz by Charlie McCorry, an archetypal redneck, and in his subsequent brawl over
M&z:m with Martin, the comedy in the film comes close to farce. Cf. McBride and Wilming-
i, .Norz Ford, 32: “In [Ford's] greatest works, the plot line oscillates freely between the
M”mﬂwn and ﬁr.m ridiculous, with the comic elements providing a continuous commentary
g ﬁ_._m ﬂom:_:m. of the drama.” As Sarris, The John Ford Movie Mystery, 174, has noted
=4y M umor in H.rm mwmanrmw% “1f Ford had been more solemn, The Searchers would
Wi een less sublime.” There is even a fair share of ridicule of the military in the film.
B eas the army had been characterized as indiscriminate butchers of Indians in the
Ford ry sequence, its .mmnn:m appearance—indeed, interference—at the film’s close gives
Occasion to satirize it for nepotism, bureaucracy, and incompetence.
61. Libby, “The Old Wrangler Rides Again,” 17.

145
Trag
Feat
Fora

Seas



146
CLASSICAL
MYTH &
CULTURE
IN THE

CINEMA

Martin and her son Brad into a useless crusade against the Indians: “[f
the girls are dead, don't let the boys waste their lives in vengeance—prom-
ise me, Ethan!” She receives no reply. As usual, the voice of reason goes
unheeded, and Mrs. Jorgensen’s urgent plea foreshadows her son’s death:
When he learns about Lucy’s fate, Brad impulsively rushes off to the In-
dian camp to avenge her but falls into Scar’s trap. When we next see his
mother again, more than a year later in narrative time, she has come to
terms with her son’s fate, with the harshness of the settlers’ existence,
and with the hostility of the land in which the pioneers are struggling to
survive. In one of the film's key scenes—this is after Ethan and Martin’s
temporary return from their search—Mr. Jorgensen submits to his grief
over Brad’s death: “Oh, Ethan, this country . . . it's this country killed my
boy.” His quiet despair contrasts with his wife’s stoic acceptance of hes
son’s death. She characterizes the pioneers’ life on the edge of civilization
as being “way out on a limb, this year and next, maybe for a hundred mo
but I don’t think it’ll be forever. Someday this country is gonna be a fine
good place to be. Maybe it needs our bones in the ground before that ti
can come.” Her awareness of the necessity for sacrifices gives her ¢
strength to endure. Savagery and violence will eventually be overcome,
and there is hope for peace in the future. Her words perfectly summariz
the underlying theme of The Searchers and of most of Ford’s other wes
erns: the evolution from savagery to civilization, the change in the la
from wilderness to garden. Her words point to her own generation’s pa
in this process and to the knowledge that she and the other settlers will
not live to see the task completed. They also foreshadow Ethan’s eve
tual fate. Significantly, the setting of this short scene, memorable for its
peace and quiet, is the Jorgensens’ porch at evening. In a touch typical fo
his reversals from seriousness to humor or vice versa, Ford circumven
melodramatic emotionalism at this point by having Mr. Jorgensen explai
to Ethan his wife’s surprising eloquence: “She was a school teacher, you
know.”

The Jorgensens’ is the kind of home which Ethan can visit for a time
but to which he cannot belong. Affirmation of hope for the future con
trasts with the increasing disappointment of this hope that characterizes
the later films of John Ford.62 The Searchers thus takes on added signifi-
cance if considered in the context of Ford’s entire body of work. But eve
when examined on its own terms, the film represents his foremost achieve

62. On this see, for example, Robin Wood, “Shall We Gather at the River? The Late
Films of John Ford,” Film Comment, 7 no. 3 (1971), 8=17; rpt. in Theories of Author-
ship: A Reader, ed. John Caughie (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1981; rpt. 1988)
83—101.

ment. In no small degree this is due to the fact that Ford makes powerful
use of mythic and dramatic archetypes and successfully translates them
into a modern medium. In his questions quoted at the beginning of this
discussion, Vernant emphasizes the ambiguities inherent in the tragic hero
and his environs. Ethan is a modern example of such a tragic deinos. Ford
once described The Searchers as “the tragedy of a loner.”® Although he
used the term loosely, his remark came far closer to the film’s true nature
than he himself may have realized.

63. Quoted from Bogdanovich, John Ford, g2.
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