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High Noon (Fred Zinneman, 1952) and Rio Bravo (Howard Hawks, 1959) 
 

 
 

Howard Hawks hated High Noon because of the way Gary Cooper’s beleaguered marshal 

goes around town like “a headless chicken” in his search for help against the bad guys. A real 

man, Hawks thought, wouldn’t look for help, especially where there was clearly no hope of 

any; and he and John Wayne, who also hated High Noon, conceived Rio Bravo as a riposte. 

 My argument is that Rio Bravo is sloppy, slack, self-indulgent, sentimental, and slow – 

everything a Howard Hawks movie shouldn’t be; and that High Noon is one of the great 

westerns. In starting from an ideological premise instead of a cinematic one, Hawks loses his 

touch, and fails to deliver. When he fails to deliver elsewhere, as in The Court Jester or 

Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, you know that he’s a professional and is doing the pictures for the 

money (which, being a compulsive gambler, he needed). When he fails to deliver in Rio 

Bravo, a film he made because he believed in it, you get worried. 

 In High Noon there’s an old-timer (Lon Chaney Jr.) and a town drunk (Jack Elam). The 

old-timer has arthritis and busted knuckles and can’t handle a gun any more. He’d be useless 

in a shoot-out. The drunk is asleep in a cell for most of the movie, and just before the shoot-

out, when the marshal releases him, he’s still fuzzy and appears to have no idea what’s going 

on. 
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 In Rio Bravo the same two characters re-appear. Walter Brennan is the old-timer (with a 

gammy foot, not an arthritic hand, so he is able to shoot) and Dean Martin is the town drunk – 

but in this film they’re the sheriff’s deputies. Wayne doesn’t have to run around looking for 

help like a headless chicken. In High Noon, Cooper, the marshal, has to look, but finds no-

one. No man in the town, life in which will be ruined if the bad guys win, is prepared to risk 

his skin to stop the bad guys winning. In Rio Bravo, Wayne, the sheriff, has an offer of help 

from a trail-boss (Ward Bond) who’s just passing through and isn’t a member of the 

community at all. Wayne turns his offer down because all the trail-boss’s men are amateurs, 

and the bad guys are all professionals. The bad guys shoot Ward Bond anyway; but at least 

Wayne, unlike Cooper, has some choice. Thus Hawks and his script-writers fail to rise to their 

own occasion. If Wayne was alone, as Cooper is alone, there would be a point in the dialectic. 

But the way Rio Bravo tries to make its point shows that it’s missed the point. 

 Cooper has a young deputy (Lloyd Bridges) who’s prepared to fight as long as he gets the 

marshal’s job next. He’s also in bed with Cooper’s ex-girlfriend, so there’s a kind of Oedipal 

conflict. Cooper has to lay him out in a stable brawl. Wayne has a young potential ally (the 

sexless, squeaky-smart Ricky Nelson) and by the end of the movie he’s helping out. Because 

Nelson’s so boring, we care less than we should if he’d had to be redeemed, as Dean Martin’s 

drunk has to be redeemed. 

 Martin plays hangovers and D.T.s with the conviction that comes from long experience, 

but the way he switches from being in near-collapse with longing for whiskey, to being cool 

and collected at his deputy’s task, is impossible to take. The character has no consistency. 

When the plot needs him to be addled, he’s addled; when it needs him to be fast on the draw, 

he’s fast on the draw. The script is without scruple. It’s also without wit. The Walter Brennan 

old-timer is repetitive and annoying. Dean Martin sometimes expresses impatience with him – 

but it’s an impatience we the audience feel for him all the time. A loveable old-timer he’s not. 

 Imagine a Mexican bar-owner trying out his wife’s new scarlet bloomers against Gary 

Cooper’s figure in High Noon. The joke wouldn’t work. It’d be, to understate things, out of 

place: the situation in High Noon is too tense. But that’s what the Mexican bar-owner does to 

John Wayne in Rio Bravo. The situation is supposed to be tense there too, but Wayne and 

Hawks still find the time for the gag. It’s there to show Wayne’s common touch. Wayne 

smiles a lot and can take a joke. In fact it’s embarrassing and contrived, in part because the 

bar-owner and his wife are cute, short, grinning, Speedy Gonzales-type Mexicans, who jabber 

away at each other in Spanish with no subtitles. The one Mexican character in High Noon, 

Cooper’s ex-mistress Mrs Ramirez (Katy Jurado), is a businesswoman with dignity. The fact 

that she’s also Frank Miller’s ex-mistress adds a complexity which Rio Bravo would sink 

under. At one point she and Cooper have a two-line exchange in Spanish, also without 

subtitles; but it seems serious. I think she says, “I still love you,” and he says, “Yes, I know.” 

 In High Noon, there is in any case no time for jokes. The main baddie in Rio Bravo has no 

desire to kill John Wayne. But we know from early on in High Noon that when the crazy 

Frank Miller gets off the noon train, his only desire will be to kill Gary Cooper. His awaiting 

acolytes – Lee van Cleef, Robert J. Wilke, and Sheb Wooley – have a presence which none of 

the baddies have in Rio Bravo. And they’re there, menacing the forces of good, from the 

opening shot. 

 The script of High Noon is the tightest ever. The film lasts 84/5 minutes, and so does the 

action. No words are wasted. In Rio Bravo the tension drops to zero over and over again while 

characters explain the plot to one another, congratulate one another, tell one another what 

would have happened if … Hawks sometimes seems to forget that there is a plot. His 

narrative premise allows him to forget it: where in High Noon Cooper is waiting, in mid-

morning, for the train which will bring his enemy at mid-day, Wayne has six days to wait 

before the marshal comes – and the bad guy has six days in which to choose his moment. If 

you’re competing with High Noon, this is a major error of judgement. But it’s not that Hawks, 

with more time, has a more leisurely pace. Rio Bravo has no pace at all. It even has room for 

two irrelevant songs, one after the other. 

 In going to the opposite extreme from his target (which he did deliberately), Hawks is 

unable to find an extreme that will work. Look at the women. Cooper has an intense Quaker 
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wife half his age (Grace Kelly). If she leaves him on the noon train (to quote the title-song) 

what will he do? Wayne has no such ties: all he has is Angie Dickinson, playing a 

sentimentally-conceived tramp half his age who kind of fancies him. If only she asked him 

whether he knows “How to whistle – you know how to whistle, don’t you? You just purse 

your lips together and blow”, we might see some future in it for them. But she’s given no 

such memorable things to say. She talks a lot, but her crush on the overweight, plain, middle-

aged Wayne is hard to believe in unless you assume that she’s a bit sad. You can’t reconcile 

the way Hawks fosters her performance with the way he directs Rosalind Russell in His Girl 

Friday. Kelly is more desirable as a lawman’s mate than Dickinson. 

 

 
 

 Everything about High Noon bespeaks very detailed imagining and preparation, from the 

strange, recessed acoustic in which Tex Ritter sings the theme song, via the wobble-board 

which is his rhythm section, to the fact that there are no clouds in the sky anywhere (they 

painted them out of every frame of the negative). The cuts to clock-faces and pendulums to 

increase the sense of twelve noon constantly approaching; the frightening swoop-in to the 

dark, studded leather armchair in which Frank Miller threatened Cooper with what he’d do if 

ever he got out of jail. 

 It’s a plot crowded with incident. Cooper staggers from his dust-up with Lloyd Bridges 

into the barber’s shop for a clean-up. The barber’s also the undertaker, and sounds of 

hammering come from his yard. In embarrassment, he covers Cooper’s face with a flannel 

and goes to the door to tell his assistant to stop until he tells him to start again. Such gallows 

humour wouldn’t work in Rio Bravo, implying as it does that the protagonist could very 

easily be dead soon. 

 There are memorable character-support performances in High Noon, including the judge 

with the tale from ancient Athens, the mean desk-clerk at the hotel who’s nostalgic for Miller 

to come back, and the unfortunate Herb – the deputy Cooper forgets about. There’s even a 

second cripple – the one-eyed guy who wants one last chance to prove himself. There’s the 

priest with the dicky-bird profile, so well parodied in Blazing Saddles. The production team 

thought all these things out thoroughly in advance. The climactic shoot-out of Rio Bravo was, 

we’re told, improvised on the backlot, and it feels like it. 

 Lastly, in High Noon you get to know, from top to bottom, the cowardly, unco-operative, 

compromised community from which Cooper finally divorces himself – with that last, 

contemptuous throw of his badge into the dirt of the street, which John Wayne so hated. In 

Rio Bravo you never get to know anyone apart from the Mexican bar-owner and his wife, and 

(in one brief sequence only) the Chinese undertaker. The rest of the town’s population lurk in 

long shot. In High Noon a fair proportion of the townsfolk actually want the bad guy to come 

back. Hawks, it appears, didn’t want to look at this possibility. “When he dies,” says Katy 

Jurado, referring to Cooper, “this town dies too”. There’s so much more at stake than there is 

in Howard Hawks’s film. 

 In blotting out the community for which Wayne is the sheriff, Hawks has forgotten the 

reason why Wayne’s character is there. And in answering the density of Zinneman’s dramatic 
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argument with so much unrelated slosh, he’s done his favoured image of the American male 

no good at all. 


