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HUD
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1963, 112 mins. 35mm print courtesy of Swank Motion Pictures. 
Directed by Martin Ritt. Written by Irving Ravetch and Harriet Frank, Jr, based on the novel Horseman, Pass By by Larry McMurtry. Produced by Ravetch and Ritt. Photographed James Wong Howe. Edited by Frank Bracht. Music by Elmer Bernstein. 
Principal cast: Paul Newman (as Hud Bannon), Melvyn Douglas (Homer Bannon), Patricia Neal (Alma Brown), and Brandon De Wilde (Lonnie Bannon).
Excerpts from “The Death of the Western Hero: Martin Ritt’s Hud and Hombre” by Gabriel Miller, Film Criticism, Spring 1996:

Two of the earliest (and best) films to de-mythologize the western were Hud (1963) and Hombre (1967)…. Released a year later than three films that had effectively employed the generic formula to evoke nostalgia over the passing of the West, Ride the High Country, The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, and Lonely Are the Brave, Hud betrays no feelings of regret in deconstructing the western hero, exposing his macho persona as empty and amoral, his mythic culture as bankrupt.


Hud is based on Larry McMurtry’s novel, Horseman, Pass By (1961), a coming-of-age story filtered through the consciousness of Lonnie Bannon, a teenager who has lost both parents and now lives on a ranch with his grandfather, Homer Bannon, Homer’s second wife, and his stepson, Hud. In adapting the novel, screenwriters Ravetch and Frank made several key changes to tighten the relation-ships and sharpen the film’s thematic focus, most notably making Hud, a secondary character in the novel, the film’s central figure. Ritt explained, “We decided that what was original in that film was to tell the story of a heel... a classic American heel.” The script makes Hud Homer Bannon’s son rather than his stepson, and thus he becomes Lonnie’s uncle as well. Homer has not remarried in the film. These few modifications serve to highlight the relationship between three generations of Bannons…. 

 Hud self-consciously echoes the classic western Shane (1953), and in so doing draws attention to its use of generic conventions to comment on the modern American West. An overt reference is made in the casting of Brandon De Wilde as the teenager Lonnie Bannon; as a child actor De Wilde had played Joey Starret in Shane. Both films deal with the youngster’s education as he observes the deeds of the protagonist. Shane, of course, is the classic Westerner, first seen through Joey’s eyes as an idealized figure in buckskin, astride a horse. George Stevens’s mis-en-scene suggests that Joey’s view may be a vision: Shane and his horse, moving toward the Starret ranch, seem to glide across a stream without causing so much as a ripple in the water.

Hud opens with Lonnie in town looking for his uncle. His first clue comes from the owner of a bar who is sweeping up the broken glass in front of his place, the result of a fight started by Hud. The boy then finds his uncle’s Cadillac parked in front of the house of a married woman. When Lonnie honks the car’s horn, Hud emerges from the house, tucking in his shirt, boots in hand. This introduction immediately announces a break from the classic western and the mythic hero.

Hud is identified by and associated with his flashy car. Unlike the horse, which establishes the western hero’s connection with nature, Hud’s pink Cadillac represents a connection to the mechanized modern world. The illicit affair implied in his emergence from a married woman’s house is foreign to the classic hero’s code, but it is central to Hud’s way of life. His next action further elaborates his amorality: when the woman’s husband drives up moments later, Hud implies that it is his nephew who is to blame. The gentlemanly code that Joey Starret learned from Shane is clearly not shared by Hud. The West of the 1960s is not a place for heroes, but a wasteland where Hud’s code of selfishness and materialism prevails.


Ritt’s film thus openly breaks with tradition, yet it seems a logical extension of the classic western, for it deals with the same thematic contradiction between wilderness and civilization by posing a protagonist who belongs to neither extreme. Set almost a hundred years after Shane, Hud’s West is now settled, but the tensions remain…


Hud, like most westerns, opens with a shot of the landscape. The screenplay calls for a “full panoramic vista. The plains of Texas...are spread under a clear sky already beginning to shimmer with early morning heat. It is a vast, lonely land, dwarfing animal and man.” The cinematographer James Wong Howe explained that he wanted to emphasize the “harsh skies and flat glare,” even deciding to filter out the clouds.


This standard opening shot, beautifully rendered in black and white accented by a ray of sunlight, is quickly undercut by the sight of a truck pulling an open horse trailer. Ritt is calling attention to the disjunction of a world where horse and rider are no longer a graceful unit in movement through the natural landscape but are separated and subsumed by the mechanical motion of the truck. This shot is followed by one of the highway that cuts through the plains, again emphasizing the transition from the world of nature to a West that has been claimed by technical modernity.

Standing in contrast to this automechanical world and to Hud, whose Cadillac embodies it, is his father, Homer, who represents the old West. The owner of the cattle ranch where Hud and Lonnie live and work, he is in love with the land and feels a strong connection with nature and the wild….

Despite the tendency of some critics to draw bold good/evil distinctions between father and son in Ritt’s film, however, the contrast is not so simple… Homer Bannon… despite his name and his unyielding moral righteousness, is shown to be weak and ineffectual. His principles having overwhelmed his ability to act, he stands helplessly by as the government destroys his diseased cattle. As his inaction also allows Hud to take over the ranch, it becomes clear that his vision of the future has been clouded by nostalgia for the past. The ambition that energized a true hero… to found an empire has deteriorated into the impotence of Homer Bannon.

…What is attractive about Hud is precisely what audiences admire in classic western heroes, their individualistic bravado. Hud exemplifies this glamorous American persona in his dislike of the government and the law. His code is the situational ethic of the frontier…The casting of Paul Newman as Hud subtly tempers the unpleasantness of this selfish persona. The twinkle in his eye, his offhand sweetness and sudden frankness remain attractive despite the character’s unheroic behavior. Unlike the more inarticulate rebels of the 1950s, Newman’s alienated misfits are typically garrulous, ironic, and witty. Ritt’s film accentuates this unexpected charm, and even attempts to capitalize on Newman’s air of emotional vulnerability, suggesting that Hud’s harshness may result from the trauma of the death of his older brother (Lonnie’s father), for which Hud was in part responsible.


Although Ritt was to continue his dialogue with America for another two decades, after these heroic experiments he moved away from classic formulas... Still, the stark films he made in the sixties remain among his most significant achievements, adding considerable luster to a bold and original decade in American film history.
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