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Film, 1956. Based on a novel by Alan Le May.
Ethan Edwards returns from the Civil War to his brother’s ranch and to his brother’s wife, Martha, with whom he has been in love for a long time. He gets reacquainted with his brother’s family, two daughters and a son, and with the grown foster son, Marty, who is part American Indian. An Indian raid lures Ethan and Marty away from their home the following day; they realize too late that it was a trick. In the meantime the Comanches have killed the family and taken the youngest daughter, Debbie, prisoner. For eight years Ethan and Marty look for the girl all over the western United States. The search changes Ethan: Now he wants to find Debbie in order to kill the Indians, but to Marty’s horror he also intends to kill Debbie, who he believes has been “contaminated” by living with the tribe (this reflects the general opinion held by whites at the time). Marty tries to reason with Ethan, to no avail. After years of obsessive searching they finally catch up with Debbie and the Comanche tribe, who are by now quite aware of the two searchers. Debbie comes to warn them of an ambush, and Ethan, true to his word, tries to kill her, but Marty prevents it. Debbie escapes, and the two find her again only after staging a raid on the Indian village and killing the chief, Scar, who was responsible for the murder of Ethan’s brother, the rape and murder of Martha, and the abduction of Debbie. Marty manages to get Debbie out in time, and he himself kills Scar. Moments later Ethan is on the scene and finds the body of Scar; he takes out his knife and scalps the dead chief. And now he looks around for Debbie. Debbie is running toward the hills as fast as she can, but Ethan is on horseback; Marty, on foot, tries to intercept Ethan but is summarily brushed aside, and Ethan starts up the hill after Debbie. There is now no way Marty can save her from Ethan.


Will Ethan kill Debbie, or will something happen that will save her? See the film for yourself; it is one of the best Westerns ever made and perhaps one of the best American films ever. The surprise ending caused French film director Jean-Luc Godard to call it “one of the most moving moments in film history.”


Toward the very end of the film we see Ethan framed by a doorway, with the desert behind him; he is alone, and he turns around, away from civilization, and returns to the wilderness. He has been estranged from civilization too long to belong with other human beings. He has no home anymore.
Study Questions


1.
Is Ethan Edwards a racist?


2.
What is he really avenging?


3.
Why is Ethan trying to kill Debbie? What do you think might make him change his mind?

