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1967, 111 mins. Archival 35mm print source: 20th Century Fox.
Directed by Martin Ritt. Written by Irving Ravetch and Harriet Frank, Jr, based on the novel by Elmore Leonard. Produced by Ravetch and Ritt. Photographed by James Wong Howe. Edited by Frank Bracht. Music by David Rose.

Principal cast: Paul Newman (as John Russell), Fredric March (Dr. Alex Favor), Richard Boone (Cicero Grimes), and Diane Cilento (Jessie).

Selections from a review by Stephen Farber for Film Quarterly, Autumn 1967:

Martin Ritt’s Hombre [is one of] the first two Westerns that successfully subvert the myth of the Westerner…. In some ways [Hombre] doesn’t look anti-Western. A catalogue of the movie’s situations necessarily brings a moan: the hero is a white man who has been raised by Apaches, the action of the film takes place mostly on a stagecoach with the assortment of passengers we’ve been seeing for thirty years. But no one has called Hombre just another horse opera…

Usually the Westerner’s aloofness from his society is a vague, unconvincing kind of integrity that comes with his bones; in Hombre it has a specific, pointed origin—the mistreatment of the Indians which [John] Russell resents bitterly….The movie asks us to observe how this fierce bitterness affects Russell’s dealings with other people. The man who adopted him, but from whom Russell fled to return to the Apaches, has left him a boarding-house, managed by a good-natured, ill-treated, middle-aged woman named Jessie. Russell has decided to sell it, but he visits the boardinghouse, meets the woman and pretends to be interested in her account books, only to tell her, with merciless nonchalance, that she is out of a job; when she asks him why he deceived her, he replies brusquely, “I don’t owe you anything.” Russell is frankly unconcerned about people and doesn’t care to help them; he is no Lone Ranger righting all wrongs…

Russell and Jessie…leave town on the stagecoach. As the journey continues, Russell persistently refuses to respond to Jessie. At one point she tells him about the boy she married years before, who was senselessly murdered over a trifle. He is unmoved by the story and says simply, “The dead are dead. Bury them.” And she answers, “I’m sure that’s good advice. The only trouble is, I think you feel the same way about the living.”… Russell retains his bitterness and his skepticism of romantic cliché throughout the film. His is the first completely alienated Westerner, and Hombre is the first Western film I know that carries the hero’s alienation to its logical extreme, forcing us to see him from a startlingly new perspective. Russell, like any of the legendary Western loners, is rugged, plain-spoken, courageous. But this film takes place in a landscape where his virtues are no longer absolute, mysterious “givens” of a golden-hazed frontier. We are asked to see his arrogant aloofness from Jessie’s point of view, and from her point of view he looks worse than cold, almost inhumanely severe.
The woman as representative of civilization, in opposition to the hero’s more private and violent code of honor, recurs in Western films…. But usually the woman is only a minor character, and we aren’t allowed to get close to her. Hombre pushes us very close to her; the film is as much her story as it is Russell’s. The tension in the film, on the deepest level, is the tension between what she and Russell represent. Both have been badly bruised… But in spite of her tired disenchantment, her response to life is utterly different from Russell’s. Her feelings are not dead; she is affected by suffering, and she instinctively helps people who need it.

What make Jessie compelling is that she has, at moments, a toughness to match Russell’s. Midway though the journey…a few men who have been following the stagecoach attempt a robbery. One of the bandit, it turns out, is the sheriff with whom Jessie has just broken off. When he is killed, one of the other passengers asks if she wants anything done for him; she considers his body dispassionately and says, “There’s nothing to be done about him.”
[Diane] Cilento would dominate the film if anyone but Paul Newman were playing Russell. Newman is probably the most important American film actor since Brando and James Dean… Certain actors, almost without seeming to act, in their sheer physical presence—voice, body movements, facial mannerisms—project a quality that seems recognizable, important to millions of people... Newman’s salient quality is supreme bitterness. In his early movies, when his face was softer, he seemed more innocent, more sensitive… As he has matured, though, the vulnerability has disappeared more and more… Newman’s image is tough, sarcastic, cynical. In…Hombre, he mocks and scorns sentimental pieties; he goes his own way…
I don’t know whether it was Ritt’s idea or Newman’s own to have Russell fold his arms in a peculiar, self-protective way, that looks almost as if he is hugging himself. But it is an ingenious way of suggesting the rejection Russell has endured, the self-sufficiency he asserts so passionately, perhaps also a trace of narcissism. I assume it was Ritt, with the Ravetches, who decided that most everything we see in the film should be decaying. The boardinghouse is closing down, and so is the stagecoach office. The relay station along the road has already closed, though one man remains there, waiting listlessly, with nothing to do. And the deserted mine—empty buildings, dust, piles of rocks, absolute silence—…where the final clash takes place, is an evocative, lingering visual image of stagnation. The world Ritt portrays is the West dying…
The film as a whole is a cold, ironic requiem for the Western hero… [By] forcing us to consider [Russell’s] bravery as a kind of ruthlessness, the film has gradually displaced our identification from him to the woman who does not live heroically, who scratches for life and love, and is generous, sometimes, because people need it, not because they deserve it. The Westerner’s moral principles, his obsession with personal honor do not concern her…her actions always have a more groping, more disillusioned motivation. She is the only hero we really understand.
There are no gods in [this Western]; the woman’s virtues overshadow the hero’s... As long as the Western maintained its heroic center, it had nostalgic charm; we enjoyed believing there was once a world where moral distinctions were simple, and great men could set things straight. But it looks as if we can no longer expect such consolation from Westerns. The image of personal nobility that [is] central to the Westerner’s appeal is not, I’m afraid, very real for us any more...The sophistication of movie audiences has accelerated in the last few years, though certain daydreams still seem to work for large numbers of people. The Westerner doesn’t—his honorable pose, his masculine purity no longer seem relevant to much that we can take seriously. He seems more and more remote. And it isn’t our aspirations or our sense of honor that have deteriorated, as Western apologists might have it; all that’s changed is our degree of self-consciousness about the fantasy we once swallowed. Hombre… [registers] that change in awareness with considerable artistry.
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