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When Pursued premiered in March 1947, 
many people. Including critics, didn’t know 
what to make of it.



What Crowther (New York Times 
film critic)and many of his fellow 
critics didn’t get was that Pursued 
was (perhaps along with The Ox-
Bow Incident) on the leading edge 
of something new. It wasn’t just a 
psychological mystery but rather a 
dark, deterministic, and 
consciously stylized film noir in a 
western setting.



In Pursued, Walsh (the Director) and 
Howe (the Cinematographer) worked 
closely to create the eerie, 
expressionistic, very noir-ish
compositions
that give the film an anxious, 
dreamlike quality and reflect the 
haunted state of Jeb’s mind (Robert 
Mitchum). The results are often 
stunning. Characters are occasionally 
shot in silhouette with their bodies 
outlined by moonlight, an effect that 
is both beautiful and chilling.



Walsh and Howe also reinforce 
the confined nature of Jeb’s life in 
the ways they photographed him 
riding into rocky canyons or in 
front of mountains. Shadows are 
often reaching out, grabbing hold 
of him like tentacles.



Some 
Contemporary 
Reviews…

• I was struck by the fact of how much Alfred 
Hitchcock's Spellbound seems to have 
influenced this film. 

• ____________________________________
____________

• Fascinating film noir western about a man's 
confusion about a past he wasn't a part of. 

https://www.imdb.com/review/rw2529372/?ref_=tt_urv
https://www.imdb.com/review/rw2529372/?ref_=tt_urv


• Interesting camera-work is the 
main attribute of this late 1940s 
western. It plays and looks more 
like a film noir than a western, 
but there is nothing wrong with 
that. I enjoyed that aspect, 
especially the film noir-like 
cinematography. I say the latter 
because of all the stark black-
and-white contrasts, night 
scenes and facial closeups. At 
the same time, it reminded me 
of a John Ford western with the 
expansive skies and big rock 
formations.



• It's an unusual western for the 
time, with dark psychological 
undercurrents and noirish 
stylings. The story's dark with 
some striking b&w visuals, 
especially those awesome rock 
monoliths peering down like 
silent gods. 

• -------------------

• This bizarre film is unlike any 
other Western, and is really 
not a Western in the 
traditional sense. 



• Over sixty years ago, when 
I first saw this movie, I 
recall being most 
impressed by the stark 
black-and-white 
photography which, to my 
young eyes, evoked dreams 
and nightmares. After re-
seeing this fascinating 
western recently, the 
photography is even better 
to appreciate now.



•BEFORE
•THE
•MOVIE
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• I WILL PLACE 
THE SLIDES OF 
EACH CLASS ON 
OSHER’S 
WEBSITE AFTER 
EACH CLASS.



HOW TO ACCESS THE CLASS NOTES

• Click on the Osher Website (not the Registration site): 

• https://www.wm.edu/offices/auxiliary/osher/index.php

• On the left side of the page, click “Course Information,” and 
then click on “Class Notes and Presentation.”

• When the next page comes up, click on my name next to 
the class notes you want.

https://www.wm.edu/offices/auxiliary/osher/index.php


THE MOVIES ARE…



A Film 
Noir 
Western



A Film Noir      
Sci-Fi



A Neo -
Noir



A quick 
Summary of 
Film Noir



• THE EFFECT OF WORLD WAR 
TWO:

Somewhere between 60 and 65 
million lives, about 2.5 percent of 
the world’s entire population, 
perished.

• Peoples’ lives changed in ways 
they could scarcely imagine just a 
few years before, but many had 
also changed fundamentally as 
human beings.

• These people saw the human 
experience very differently now.



• MOVIES:

• What was decidedly 
different was the tone of 
more and more of the 
films now being made. 
Stories—especially in the 
crime and suspense 
genres—were darker, 
harsher, and more 
fatalistic.



• FOR EXAMPLE:

• Screen violence (though mild by 
today’s standards) had become more 
intense, visceral, and graphic. 

• Heroes could be weak and 
corruptible. 

• Leading ladies, while still beautiful, 
were often manipulative and just 
pure evil, eventually earning 
themselves the unflattering label 
femme fatales. 

• Happy endings were by no means 
a foregone conclusion. 

• Characters were often more 
complex and contradictory, more 
nuanced psychologically, and more at 
the mercy of personal demons.
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• To ratchet up audience 
anxiety, these films were 
also photographed in very 
different ways from the 
films people were used to 
seeing. 

• Most were darkly lit, with 
scenes frequently taking 
place at night and on 
ominous (and sometimes 
rainy) city streets. 



• Shadows were 
prominent and usually 
meant to suggest menace 
or something (or 
someone) sinister. 

• Cameras frequently 
captured scenes from 
extremely high and low 
angles, putting audiences 
off-balance and adding to 
their general discomfort 
and uneasiness.



• In 1946, the French 
film critic Nino Frank 
coined a name for this 
new kind of film. He 
called it “film noir,” or 
“the black film.”



• The classic era of 
U.S. noir existed 

from the early 1940s 
until the late 1950s 

or early 1960s.

• The Maltese Falcon 
(1941) to

• Touch of Evil (1958)

•



• There is also 
widespread 
agreement that noir 
is still very much with 
us. In the 1970s, for 
example, the term 
“neo-noir” first 
appeared in an 
attempt to describe 
contemporary films 
that possessed a 
distinct noir 
sensibility.



• Long before this 
noir style and 
sensibility began 
to seep into 
science fiction 
and superhero 
films, however, it 
was exerting an 
enormous 
influence on one 
of the oldest and 
most optimistic 
film genres of 
them all—the 
western.



• A second  example is John Ford’s My 
Darling Clementine (1946). Not as dark in 
tone as The Ox-Bow Incident, it does include 
noir-ish elements: the film’s characterization 
of the doomed and deeply troubled Doc 
Holliday (f Victor Mature) as well asthe
characterization of Pa Clanton (Walter 
Brennan), which conveys a depth of evil very 
rarely seen in Ford’s work up to that time.



• In just about every 
respect, of course, all of 
these western 
trappings seem 
incongruous with noir 
films.

• It seems inconceivable 
that these two film types—
one overwhelmingly 
optimistic and the other 
intrinsically pessimistic
(and occasionally even 
nihilistic) in sensibility and 
style—should cross-
pollinate in a big way.



1947 is most often cited as the 

official birthdate of the Noir Western 
because of two films which premiered 
exactly two months apart that year—
Raoul Walsh’s Pursued (released on 
March 2)

and André de Toth’s Ramrod.
Both run over with noirish elements.



Pursued:

1) eerie black and white 
cinematography

2) Flash-back story structure

3) Voice-over

4) The hero’s nightmares and 
psychological torment



1940s into the 1950s: More Noir Westerns

• Wellman’s Yellow Sky (1948)

• Sam Fuller’s I Shot Jesse James (1949)

• Many 1950s Noir-westerns were made by directors who had first 
distinguished themselves in 1940s noir crime dramas such as 
Anthony Mann, André de Toth, and Budd Boetticher.

• Many of the personnel from Noir films transitioned into noir 
westerns, including actors like Mitchum, Douglas, Stanwyck et alii.



• Of all the noir-ish elements, 
however, perhaps the one 
that appears to be most 
dominant in these films is the
hero, a character who is 
often much darker in spirit 
than his pre-war cowboy 
predecessors. Frequently, 
this dark view is the result of 
a severe psychological 
trauma experienced in the 
past—



•or he simply could 

be someone who has 
been hardened by the 
world or is, by nature, 
dark and difficult.



• Perhaps the best-known 
example of the quintessential 
“dark cowboys” are the James 
Stewart roles in a series of five 
westerns he did for director 
Anthony Mann between 1950 and 
1955. Among these, the two clear 
standouts are two of the darkest, 
Winchester 73 (1950) and The 
Naked Spur (1953).



• The lonely life is a frequent 
theme, too. Many of these 
heroes may want to find love 
and community, but they 
ultimately find that, however 
hard they try, they don’t—
and will never—fit in. Again, 
this echoes the sense of not 
belonging, of displacement, 
common among many war 
veteran veterans.



AFTER THE MOVIE


