
Sean O’Connor 

MC 321 American Cinema 

Prof. Overbay 

 April 10, 2014 

Shown, Not Told: An Analysis of The Searchers 

     American filmmaker John Ford directed almost 150 films within almost fifty years, beginning 

in the silent film era. Though many of those films are now lost, it is certain that Ford learned 

when directing silent movies the old rule: “Show, don’t tell”. Without being able to use dialogue, 

Ford had to tell a constantly moving story using only elements within the frame, subtext revealed 

through characters’ actions and expressions, and even elliptical editing that implies events rather 

than show them played out in detail. And though his most highly regarded films today are those 

with sound, this idea of “showing, not telling” is definitely revealed in the rich subtext of films 

like Fort Apache, The Quiet Man, and The Searchers, what many call his masterpiece. By 

implying more about his characters than he reveals onscreen, Ford creates one of the richest 

character studies, and one of the greatest Westerns, in film history. 

     As the film opens, Ethan Edwards rides up to his brother Aaron’s house, where he, his wife 

Martha, and three of their children are waiting on the front porch. Ethan gets off his horse, greets 

Aaron, and slowly walks over to Martha. She takes him by the shoulders and says, “Welcome 

home, Ethan.” He simply looks at her, kisses her on the forehead, and says nothing. Later on in 

the film, before Ethan goes with Reverend Clayton and others to investigate a Comanche attack, 

Clayton is drinking his coffee when he notices Martha getting out a coat, surely intended for 

Ethan. Clayton simply looks away from this and continues drinking his coffee, looking in the 

opposite direction as Ethan approaches, takes the coat, kisses Martha on the forehead once again, 

and leaves. On the surface, these scenes may mean very little. But they create a subtext 

suggesting that Ethan and Martha were once in love, and are in love still. No line of dialogue 



suggests this, however, except for when Ethan goes to Aaron and Martha’s home after it was 

attacked by Comanches. He only cries out: “Martha! Martha!” And when he finds her (off-

screen) corpse, he simply lowers his head in the darkness. It is moments like these that develop 

character and conflict without having to use dialogue. 

     A less subtle relationship in the film, but an equally important one, is between Martin Pawley 

and Laurie Jorgensen. The first time we see Laurie onscreen, it is hard to identify her because 

she is not shown in close-up, but she is with her family at the funeral for Aaron, Martha, and son 

Ben. As Martin leaves the gravesites, he passes Laurie and stops when he sees her looking at 

him. He simply keeps walking, and Laurie longingly follows him. A cross-dissolve to moments 

later reveals Martin and Laurie standing together, Martin with his head down, both in silence. 

After Ethan calls for him, Martin simply shakes Laurie’s hand (her father is similarly standing 

with his back to them), and she walks slowly in the direction that he departs. Later on, when 

Martin and Ethan come back to the Jorgensen’s house about a year later, Martin and Laurie 

finally have a conversation about their relationship, and near the end of the film, they converse 

once more as Laurie is about to marry someone else but still loves him. With this relationship, 

there is dialogue that explains their situation, but still, early on, there are only indications that 

they may or may not be in a relationship, which adds to tension between the two. 

     Many other moments in the film, however, are still done with few or no words, a prominent 

example being when Brad sees in the distance what he thinks is Lucy. Brad, excited about 

finding his beloved alive, speaks quickly and excitedly, but Ethan, tormented by something, sits 

stone-faced and still until finally admitting that it was not Lucy. Earlier, Ethan searched in a cave 

for Lucy and Debbie, who were not found at the house, and when he came back, he could do 

nothing but breathe heavily, dig a shovel in the dirt as if he couldn’t stop, and take a large swig 

of water. Martin and Brad don’t know what he saw until Ethan admits it here, that he found 

Lucy’s body and buried her himself. What did she look like? What did the Comanches do to her? 



The audience never finds out, and Ethan is too shaken to tell, prompting Brad to ride far away 

and shoot himself (again, off-screen). This is one of the most disturbing examples in the film of 

“showing, not telling”, leaving what really happened to Lucy to the viewer’s imagination. 

     Later on in the film, even the moment that should be the most uplifting of them all (finding 

Debbie alive) is ambiguous because what has happened to Debbie in the five years since her 

capture is never fully revealed. Ethan and Martin sit in the Comanche chief Scar’s teepee 

requesting to make a trade, and Debbie comes in holding a line of scalps. She is fully dressed in 

Comanche clothes, and when she later approaches Martin on her own, she starts out only saying 

a Comanche word. It is never known for sure whether or not she is technically married to Scar or 

someone else, but when Ethan later briefly says bitterly, “she’s been living with a buck”, he 

seems to have connected the dots about something. And when Debbie finally speaks to Martin, 

she tells him, “These are my people. Go—go, Martin, please!” As she says this, it’s as if she’s 

trying to make herself believe it just as much as she’s trying to make him believe it. Though the 

audience never finds out the details of Debbie’s time with the Comanches, there are signs that 

point to different haunting possibilities, and again, because Ford chooses not to explore them in 

detail, they become even more horrific. 

     Whatever did happen to Debbie, though, seems bad enough to make Ethan think that she 

needs to be put out of her misery, and his motive in the third act of The Searchers becomes not to 

bring her back home but to kill her. Perhaps he believes that her death will be her true rescue. 

However, in the end, he does in fact bring her back home, finding her in a cave having escaped 

the Comanches. He picks her up, says, “Let’s go home, Debbie”, and carries her out and 

eventually takes her back to the Jorgensen’s. What motivates him to make this decision? There’s 

no clear point of revelation for Ethan (at least, none that we see on-screen), but perhaps Ethan, 

after seeing Martin risk his life for Debbie by going into the Comanche campground to rescue 

her, was moved so much by Martin’s willingness to save her that he decided that Debbie was not 



beyond saving after all. Or perhaps that wasn’t it at all—maybe his memory of Martha convinced 

him that she would want her back home (although Laurie told Martin earlier that she suspected 

Ethan would kill Debbie because Martha wanted it). Whatever the reason, it’s very unclear, 

which makes the conclusion of The Searchers very ambiguous in terms of what happened within 

Ethan. But because that decision was made within Ethan and within him alone, it represents 

Ethan Edwards fully acting on his own will and not on the biases he held during the Civil War or 

the bitterness he had after Martha’s death. 

     In the end, Ethan delivers Debbie and Martin to the Jorgensen’s house for them all to start 

their lives anew together. But Ethan doesn’t join them: he stands, framed in the doorway, and, in 

a rare moment, smiling. And he simply walks away, toward the open West, probably as unsure of 

what lies ahead as the audience is. However, the fact that this moment, and so much of the film, 

is done silently is a perfect representation of Ethan Edwards as a character and as a human being. 

He is who he is, and he is private. But at the end of the film, he seems to have a much more 

redemptive outlook on life. This is the beauty of The Searchers: that so much is “shown, not 

told”, and it not only reflects excellent filmmaking on the part of John Ford, but it also takes the 

Western genre and American cinema as a whole to a new, subtler level. 


