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Crossing Another River: Border 
and Transgression in the Films of Sam 
Peckinpah

Johannes Binotto

Ere we reach the shining river,
Lay we every burden down;
[…]
Soon we’ll reach the silver river,
Soon our pilgrimage will cease;
Soon our happy hearts will quiver
With the melody of peace.

Robert Lowry, “Shall We Gather at the River”.

“Unchanged men in a changing land. Out of step, out of place and desperately out 
of time.”—so it says on the movie poster for Sam Peckinpah’s The Wild Bunch 
from 1969. The tagline is all the more poignant since it can and should be read 
on more than one level: It is not just the movie’s (anti-) heroes that have out-
lived their time but also the whole genre of the western, which may have become 
anachronistic in the late sixties. And finally, the movie’s very setting itself is—
both geographically and temporally—on the edge.

Heterotopia Lost

Taking place in the year 1913, The Wild Bunch tells the story of a group of ruth-
less outlaws heading for Mexico, while being followed by a group of even more 
brutal bounty hunters. But while the bunch succeeds in fleeing from Texas, 
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beyond the border they find themselves in an area amidst even more conflict. The 
“promised land” of Mexico turns out to be highly contested ground, with a des-
potic Mexican general seeking to gain control over the area on the one side and 
the local farmers defending their soil on the other. The land in which the bunch 
had hoped to come to rest turns out to be itself in a state of unrest. Mexico is no 
safe haven, but rather a war zone in which the Bunch will ultimately perish.

This is all the more significant, as, in narratives of the Western, Mexico often 
serves as an alternative to the United States: a place of exotic pleasures and new 
opportunities (DellʼAgnese 2005, p. 206). Mexico is thus repeatedly presented as 
what Michel Foucault has called “heterotopia”: those “real places […] which are 
something like counter-sites, a kind of effectively enacted utopia in which the real 
sites, all the other real sites that can be found within the culture, are simultane-
ously represented, contested, and inverted.” (Foucault 1986, p. 24) To the outlaw, 
for whom the United States had become too restrictive, Mexico promises to be 
a heterotopic counter-site where they will escape rebuke for their break with the 
norms of their culture. Here he seeks the very freedom that an earlier America 
had once promised but can no longer provide.

Similarly, critic and future director Paul Schrader was effectively describing a 
heterotopia while opening his review of The Wild Bunch with the claim that Mex-
ico for Peckinpah serves as “a spiritual country similar to Ernest Hemingway’s 
Spain, Jack London’s Alaska, and Robert Louis Stevenson’s South Seas. It is a 
place where you go ‘to get yourself straightened out.’” (Schrader 1994, p. 17)

However, Peckinpah’s film will make it exceedingly clear that such escapist 
fantasies are soon to be undercut by a harsh reality. Other than a short interlude in 
an idyllic Mexican village, the bunch will soon find out that, in Mexico, there is 
no way out, but just more and worse of the same they hoped to leave behind.

Once a heterotopic place itself, the United States, with its frontier now 
closed—as William Jackson Turner famously stated at the turn of the century—
no longer provides the open space necessary for an unhindered pursuit of oneʼs 
personal dream. Rather, the country, with its increasing population demands of 
its subjects that they consider themselves as part of a society and, consequently, 
obey its orders. There is literally no room left for the radically autonomous and 
anti-social individualism, which the outlaw had once embodied. This is the pre-
dicament of almost all of Peckinpahʼs characters: representing rugged frontier 
mentality in a time, when the frontier is gone. As Jim Kitses has argued, this 
“insistence on the closing frontier” was in fact always the “basic narrative strat-
egy” of this filmmaker (Kitses 1998, p. 237).

Yet, and this is the bitter irony of The Wild Bunch, not only has the United 
States ceased to be a land of opportunity, but the space beyond the American 
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border is also no longer open, but rather has long been taken, and not just by one, 
but by several parties. “Letʼs go!” may be the credo of the bunch, shouted con-
tinuously in the midst of battle. But where to? In the words of Richard Slotkin: “It 
has now become clear that the members of the Bunch can no longer find any open 
space—any ‘frontier’—in which to maneuver” (Slotkin 1998, p. 605).

“You Have No Eyes!”

How futile the escape to Mexico will eventually turn out to be is in fact foreshad-
owed during a discussion amongst the outlaws once they reach the Rio Bravo. 
This natural border between the USA and Mexico, a mythic place so often fanta-
sized about by characters in Westerns, here becomes the scene of disappointment. 
“Ah, Mexico lindo!” one member of the bunch, the Mexican Angel, says dream-
ily, while looking to the other side of the river. But Lyle Gorch, another mem-
ber of the group, replies: “I don’t see nothing so lindo about it.” And his brother 
Trector adds: “Just looks like more of Texas for what I’m concerned.” Although 
presented for the most part of the movie as rather dumb and brutish, the Gorch 
brothers prove to be remarkably clear sighted in their dismissal. They seem to 
anticipate, albeit unknowingly, what the future will bring: no new opportunities, 
just more and worse of the same they had experienced in Texas. What they hoped 
to get out of, they will sink into even more deeply.

Angel, however, not willing to accept the Gorch brother’s mocking of his 
beloved country answers: “You have no eyes.” Within the narrative, Angel’s 
words are meant to point out that there is a beauty to Mexico, which may not 
be easily seen by a foreigner. However, and in light of what is yet to come, one 
could understand Angel’s words also as a meta-textual comment to the audience: 
Granted the crossing of the concrete geographical Texan-Mexican border no 
longer seems very promising, but there is something more to this movement than 
meets the eye. We, too,—the movie’s audience—can neither yet foresee which 
borders Peckinpah will ultimately cross in his film nor how radically he will do 
so. We, too, have yet to see how far beyond the familiar this film will lead us. 
What is waiting across the border, for which our eyes are not prepared, is not so 
much a new country but a new form of cinema. My claim is, thus, that it is not the 
geographical transgression that is at stake in The Wild Bunch, but rather the trans-
gression of cinematic form.

Indeed, Peckinpahʼs film will be remembered as one of the films which most 
radically expanded the limits of American cinema. Its virtuoso use of cinematic 
devices such as slow motion, close-up, zooming, and tracking shots put together 
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in highly complex and stylised montage sequences were effects that the aver-
age moviegoer’s eyes were not yet ready to take in. A brother in spirit to such 
avantgarde directors as Dziga Vertov or Luis Buñuel—two artists who explicitly 
positioned cinema as an aggressive attack onto the eyes of the audience—so too 
Peckinpah’s depiction of human violence is intended to do harm to the viewer. 
“I think a lot of people are going to be shocked—least I hope so. I hate an audi-
ence that just sits there”, Peckinpah said in an interview before the film premiere 
(Cutts 2008, p. 60). With the film’s shots literally fired at the audience, they were 
meant to hurt and wound our sight, teaching us that we have no eyes for this film.

Leaving the United States

The crossing of borders and boundaries in The Wild Bunch thus needs to be ana-
lyzed not only in their topographical movement but at the same time in regard to 
the more formal aspects of filmmaking. This will become particularly obvious in 
the scene when the bunch is crossing the Rio Grande from north to south for a 
second time, later in the film. After having stolen a weapon’s shipment from a 
U.S. army train, the bunch rides over a bridge to the Mexican side. When their 
pursuers arrive at the bridge, they blow it to pieces. The explosion itself is a mas-
terpiece of cinematic montage, juxtaposing a series of quick glimpses, close-ups 
of the burning fuse, with long shots of the bridge. Finally, when the dynamite 
goes off, we see Pike, the leader of the bunch, and his first man, Dutch, being 
almost as shocked as their pursuers. It seems that the movie’s characters are 
not only surprised by their own pyrotechnics, but also taken aback by the sheer 
impact of the cinematic violence in which they find themselves (Fig. 1).

“You’re leaving the United States”, it says on a sign on the side of the bridge. 
On another sign, an attentive viewer could read: “Bridge unsafe.” Indeed, by rid-
ing over the bridge one does not only move out of the United States literally, but 

Fig. 1  Blowing up the bridge; Screenshots from The Wild Bunch. (USA 1969) (DVD, 
Warner Bros Entertainment)
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one also leaves US cinema, with its rules and limitations, for good. And not only 
the concrete bridge, but the entire tradition of American filmmaking gets blown 
up here. Both the audience and the characters sense that there is no coming back.

We Will Gather at the River

It is nonetheless crucial, that both these pivotal moments discussed above, take 
place at the bend of the Rio Bravo, the very river, which has become such an 
iconic setting for Western narratives. By choosing this location, Peckinpah pays 
respect to the tradition of the Western genre and its familiar tropes, while at the 
same time highlighting how unique and critical his own approach to these tropes 
will be for and of the genre.

A natural border par excellence, the river, eventually also functions as the 
seminal trope for the entire movie: The film constantly returns to the river— 
literally and metaphorically. One should note, for example, how the river is 
already alluded to in the opening sequences of the film, while the gang is being 
ambushed in a small western town. With the bunch and their pursuers shooting 
at each other, a temperance union marching on the street gets caught between 
the fronts. The song the temperance union is singing on their march, however, 
is the famous baptist hymn “Shall We Gather at the River” written by Rob-
ert Lowry. One member of the bunch, the psychotic Crazy Lee, even tunes into 
the hymn while holding hostages at gunpoint. The viewers of Western films are 
already familiar with this hymn, as it is a staple item of many of John Ford’s 
Westerns, such as Stagecoach or My Darling Clementine. Yet, as Asbjørn Grøn-
stad has pointed out, while the hymn signifies the bond between the characters in 
Ford’s films, it is used here inversely—as musical accompaniment for the violent 
destruction of the community (Grønstad 2003, pp. 53–54). “Shall We Gather at 
the River” becomes nothing less than both the soundtrack and commentary for 
the “traumatic collapse of [the] ‘social purpose’” which separates the cinema of 
Ford from that of Peckinpah (Grønstad 2003, p. 59). Thus, the very use of this 
hymn indicates how the director of The Wild Bunch is, as his biographer David 
Weddle once called him, indeed, the “Bastard Son of John Ford” (Weddle 1994, 
p. 167). Peckinpah may stand in Fordʼs tradition, in so far as he revisits the tropes 
Ford’s Westerns famously installed, but at the same time the maverick filmmaker 
leaves no doubt that he heads in a radically different direction.

Nonetheless, it would be wrong to state that Peckinpah perverts the songʼs 
meaning. Rather, he seems to a highlight a different aspect of the symbolically 
rich hymn. While in Ford’s Western, the song’s river is understood predominantly 
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as a site for the communal gathering, Peckinpah—by using the hymn as coun-
terpoint to the on-screen violence—points out an ambivalence, which is in fact 
already present in the hymnʼs text itself. Indeed, theologically the image of the 
river “flowing by the throne of God,” and in so symbolizing eternal life, implies 
earthly death as well. The eternal river, located between immanence and tran-
scendence, is thus a liminal zone in which oppositions collapse and fall together 
simultaneously. The river—where “our pilgrimage will cease”—becomes the bor-
der between the sacred and the secular, the actual and the virtual. It is the last 
frontier where all limitations are overcome—but for the price of one’s own life.

A Radical Elsewhere

With geographic, metaphorical, and cinematic borders constantly aligned, one 
can also see another scene of the film in a new light. When in the middle of the 
desert the two Gorch brothers bully the old-timer Freddie Sykes, the gang’s leader 
Pike rebukes them fiercely: “When you side with a man you stay with him. If 
you can’t do that you’re like some animal! You’re finished! We’re finished! All 
of us!” Pike thus phrases the old credo of the Western hero for whom loyalty 
stands above anything else. Yet, he must be well aware of how false these solemn 
words now ring. Didnʼt he himself talk about the fact that even his best friend had 
switched sides and become the leader of the bounty hunters on their tail, just the 
evening before? Pike’s invocation of the old western heroism is further subverted 
when, trying to mount his horse, his stirrup breaks and he falls, hurting his leg. 
“That brother Pike and the old man Sykes makes a man wonder if it ain’t time 
to pick up his chips and find another game. How the hell can you side anybody 
when you can’t get even on your horse?” one of the Gorch brothers says with a 
smirk.

Paying no attention to this cruel comment, Pike gets up and despite the pain he 
manages to mount his horse and rides slowly away. Peckinpah scholar Paul Sey-
dor called this view of Pike riding away “the most beautiful single image” of the 
whole movie (Seydor 1980, p. 164). Indeed, this shot re-establishes—at least for 
a short moment—a heroism, believed to be anachronistic and fake only seconds 
ago. In condensed form this shot presents nothing less than the whole grandeur 
and beauty of the Western genre as such:

The composition is simplicity itself, built out of primary forms and materi-
als reduced to an absolute minimum: man and animal, earth and sky. Yet it is 
made to open onto depths of feeling, areas of experience, and extremes of loss we 
have only begun to suspect exist in this lonely man. The steady gait of the horse 
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climbing the dune, the slight hunch of Pikeʼs shoulder as he winces in pain striving 
to straighten himself against the ridicule, and the seemingly infinite space stretch-
ing back and beyond horse and rider suggest the weight of responsibilities stoically 
assumed. (Seydor 1980, p. 164)

It is striking to note the several spatial metaphors Seydor uses in his appreciation 
of this moment. While—as argued above—the whole film shows that the char-
acters have no place to go anymore, in Seydor’s phrasing space opens up into 
unknown “depths of feeling,” “areas of experience,” and “extremes of loss.” One 
last time even concrete, geographical space seems “infinite” again.

Having this in mind, it is all the more crucial to note how Peckinpah and 
his director of photography Lucien Ballard film this moment: When Pike rides 
away, the camera zooms in on him so that for a moment the line of the horizon is 
aligned with the bottom line of the frame (Fig. 2).

It looks as if Pike does not simply ride beyond the sand dune but also beyond 
the cinema screen. Similar to a trompe-l’œil-painting where figures are depicted 
as if climbing out of the canvas, so here too, Pike seems to cross the border of 
the moving image itself. The Western hero thus rides into the off-screen space, 
into that ungraspable zone of the ‘hors-champ’, the “out-of-field” as theorized by 
Gilles Deleuze in books on cinema:

In itself, or as such, the out-of-field already has two qualitatively different aspects: 
a relative aspect by means of which a closed system refers in space to a set which 
is not seen, and which can in turn be seen […] and an absolute aspect by which 
the closed system opens on to a duration which is immanent to the whole universe, 
which is no longer a set and does not belong to the order of the visible. […] In 

Fig. 2  Screenshot from The Wild Bunch. (USA 1969) (DVD, Warner Bros Entertainment)



104 J. Binotto

one case, the out-of-field designates that which exists elsewhere, to one side or 
around; in the other case, the out-of-field testifies to a more disturbing presence, one 
which cannot even be said to exist, but rather to ‘insist’ or ‘subsist’, a more radical 
Elsewhere, outside homogeneous space and time. (Deleuze 1986, p. 17)

Undoubtedly, concrete space has closed in on the characters in The Wild Bunch 
and the land beyond the border is even less promising than the one from which 
they were fleeing. But as this scene in the desert seems to indicate, with no way 
out and no more borders left to cross, Peckinpah lets his characters overstep, at 
least for a short moment, the most unlikely border of them all, the border of the 
silver screen itself. It is in the “radical Elsewhere” of the Off-Screen space, in the 
absolute out-of-field beyond place and time, where the outcast will seek his last 
refuge.1

Passage to the Act

The dramatic implications of this movement beyond the frame of the image 
should become more evident when analyzing it in terms of psychoanalytic the-
ory. The movement beyond the image’s confines is in fact a prime example for 
what Jacques Lacan called “passage à l’acte”—“passage to the act”. Meant are 
those impulsive and violent actions, sometimes encountered in psychoanalaytic 
treatment, where a patient attempts to break from all social bonds. While soci-
ety consists of a network of symbolic codes and imaginations, the passage to 
the act can be read as an attempt to transcend both the symbolic and the imagi-
nary. While symptomatic actions in analysis so-called “Acting[] Out” can still be 
understood as enacted symbolic messages meant to be interpreted and thus re-
integrated into the imaginary-symbolic network (Laplanche and Pontalis 2018, 
pp. 4–6), the “passage to the act”, in contrast, no longer asks for an interpreta-
tion, but rather aims at a beyond. The “passage to the act” is thus directed at an 
impossible, ungraspable outside, an exit “into the dimension of the [Lacanian] 
real” (Evans 1996, p. 140). This real, not to be confused with the everyday reality 
to which we are accustomed, needs to be understood rather as “the impossible” 

1In his interest for this radical aspect of the cinematic out-of-field Peckinpah is much akin 
to the European master of the off-screen: Michelangelo Antonioni. In fact, Peckinpah him-
self will cite Antonioni as a filmmaker, whose movies Deserto Rosso and Blow-Up he was 
particularly impressed by (see Farber 2008, p. 45). For a Lacanian reading of the off-screen 
space in Antonioni see (Binotto 2009).
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itself (Lacan 1978, p. ix), since it is impossible to imagine or to symbolize it. This 
real, beyond our grasp, is of course very much akin to Deleuze’s second reading 
of the out-of-field in cinema as a “radical Elsewhere outside homogeneous space 
and time” (Deleuze 1986, p. 17). And while society with its codes resembles a 
theatrical stage on which the subject has to enact his or her role, the passage to 
act consist of a suicidal exit from this entire setting:

the subject, as one might say, precipitates herself from where she is, from the locus 
of the stage where it is only as a fundamentally historicised subject that she can 
maintain herself in her status of subject, that essentially she topples off the stage, 
this is the very structure as such of the passage à l’acte. (Lacan 2004, English 
transl., pp. 77–78)

Frustrated with the mere facade of things, the exit from the scene becomes an 
attempt to traverse artificiality as such. It is not by accident that for psychoanaly-
sis the most exemplary case for such a passage to the act is suicide by defenestra-
tion. Jumping through the window is like crossing the frame of an image. It is, as 
if the subject would break through the view the window offers in order to reach 
what lies behind the screen of the imaginary: the radical Elsewhere, the absolute 
out-of-field.

Fatal as such a passage to the act may be, it is—paradoxically—also a moment 
when the subject demonstrates its ultimate autonomy. For at least one short 
moment, suspended between here and there, between the lures of the imaginary 
and the lethal real beyond the screen, between life and death, the subject experi-
ences the freedom and selfhood, otherwise denied by society.

So, Pike, too, seems to roam in that limbo between life and death. Fittingly, 
the sequence described above will continue, with the view of Pike’s gigantic fig-
ure superimposed onto a long shot of the desert, with the outlaw “lingering ghost-
like” (Seydor 1980, p. 164) over the scenery. More than ever Pike is shown as 
being out of place and out of time. He is a living dead, still here yet already gone, 
paradoxically an overpowering presence and fading away at the same time.

Ultimately, it is toward such passages to the act that not only Pike, but eventu-
ally all the members of the wild bunch will move: Later in the film, when Pike’s 
gang reaches an idyllic Mexican village where they stay for a big fiesta, it is as if 
they were celebrating their own impending deaths. This impression is reinforced 
when, in the last minutes of the film, the end credits are rolling over these images 
of the bunch riding through the village. Revisiting this scene at the very end of 
the film, when the movie audience is already getting up and leaving the theatre is 
to restate the ride through the village as an endlessly transitory space in which the 
(un)dead will move forever.



106 J. Binotto

In the Torrent of the Years

The borderland between life and death is also where Peckinpah’s next film, the 
notoriously overlooked and underappreciated The Ballad of Cable Hogue will 
be set. The movie begins with the main character Cable having been abandoned 
by his partners and left with no water in the middle of the desert. While the 
film’s credits appear, we see Cable wandering, searching for water. Yet, instead 
of depicting this search in a series of chronological shots, Peckinpah uses split 
screen technique, which shows Cable in different situations and locations simulta-
neously (Fig. 3).

Similar to Pike, who seems to ride beyond the frame of the screen, Cable 
not only goes astray in the desert, but seems to wander in the gaps between the 
images themselves. It is all the more fitting, then, that the shooting locations used 
for this sequence actually belong to different deserts.2 Cable is not cast out in 
a real geography but lost in a kind of pure in-between. It seems as if both the 

Fig. 3  Wandering between the images; Screenshots from The Ballad of Cable Hogue. 
(USA 1970) (DVD, Warner Bros Entertainment)

2I have to thank Chris Lukinbeal and his sharp geographer’s eye for pointing this out to me.



107Crossing Another River: Border and Transgression …

place where one comes from and the place one is heading to no longer exist. 
What remains instead is merely a space of transition between the two. While the 
notion of border normally presupposes that there are two areas to be distinguished 
and separated, we have in the opening of The Ballad of Cable Hogue a space of 
pure difference. It seems that the character has entered a border zone that exists or 
rather—using Deleuze’s phrasing—“insists and subsists” in itself, with nothing 
else on either side.

It goes without saying that in this radical Elsewhere of the border zone, time 
itself is also suspended. As the split screen technique makes it impossible to geo-
graphically locate the character, it also destroys any sense of temporality. And 
although Cable will eventually find water and survive, and thereby a place of 
his own in the desert, we can never be sure if the movie we are watching is not 
a mere fantasy, springing from that precarious middle ground between life and 
death.

This doubt is further reinforced when one looks at the film’s ending. In a 
grotesque scene, Cable gets slowly rolled over by an automobile, because its 
breaks had not been fastened. The scene is in itself an ironic statement on the 
old west (and its horse riders) coming to an end, getting literally ‘rolled over’ 
by modernity and its technology.3 Only superficially injured—or at least so it 
seems—Cable asks his friend, a fraudulent preacher, to give a funeral speech 
just for laughs. This mere parody of a funeral is all the more ridiculed, as Cable 
constantly interrupts his own epitaph. However, the fake funeral suddenly and 
surprisingly turns into a real one. While on the movie’s voice track we hear the 
preacher going on praising the deceased, an establishing shot shows a group of 
Cable’s friends standing around a freshly made tomb. It is with just one cut that 
Peckinpah and his editors Lou Lombardo and Frank Santillo move from fake to 
reality and from life to death.

The preacher’s voice however, by glossing over this radical break seem to 
point out that life and death, truth and illusion have always already been inter-
twined. It is not by accident then that the preacher describes Cable Hogue as an 
almost mythical figure, a creature quite literally outside of time: “Cable Hogue 
was born—nobody knows when and where”. Cable has now finally and com-
pletely been swallowed up by this radical Elsewhere, into which he was cast out 
in the beginning.

3It is interesting to note that also The Wild Bunchʼs General Mapache drives an automobile, 
thus making clear how anachronistic the westerners on their horses have become.
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“Now he has gone into the whole torrent of the years” the preacher finally 
states. Again, we find here the metaphor of the river symbolizing the border 
between life and death, the secular and the eternal. Like the members of The Wild 
Bunch who gather at the Rio Bravo only to realize that they will have to cross 
a much more fundamental and spiritual border, Cable Hogue enters an ultimate 
frontier, the river of eternity, where one “will talk and worship ever, All the happy 
golden day” as in Lowry’s hymn.

The Flow of Images

This border river in which time itself is suspended is also what Doc McCoy in 
Peckinpah’s The Getaway will try to enter once he gets out of prison. Picked up 
by his wife at the prison’s gates, they drive to a sunny river where they used to 
picnic together. While children are swinging from a rope, jumping into the water, 
McCoy watches them musingly. The sequence then cuts to another, shot in slow-
motion, depicting McCoy diving into the water, with his wife eventually joining 
in. Yet, from that shot, the film will again cut back to McCoyʼs melancholic figure 
just standing there, seemingly unable to act out what we just saw in the slow-
motion shots (Fig. 4).

It is only after some time, continuously cutting back and forth between him 
standing there watching and the shots of him in the water, that McCoy will finally 
start to run towards the river. However, the sequence ends the very moment 
before he actually jumps. The passage to the act, long contemplated, is not really 
seen. Instead, the films cuts right to the next sequence with Doc McCoy entering 
his house with wet clothes.

What makes this sequence so striking is how it achieves an incredible com-
plexity, virtually impossible to describe in words, with a simple editing technique. 
Simply by breaking with the chronology and cutting back and forth between what 

Fig. 4  Watching oneʼs own desire; Screenshots from The Getaway. (USA 1972) (DVD, 
Warner Bros Entertainment)
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would follow after each other in time, Peckinpah and his editor Robert Wolfe 
turn what could have been a straightforward scene into the ultimate depiction 
of ambivalence: Are these moments of Doc McCoy and his wife together in the 
river simply flashforwards of what is eventually going to happen or are they mere 
fantasies, memories of happier days? Furthermore, while McCoyʼs wet clothes 
in the next scene seem to prove that he ultimately did jump we cannot be sure if 
that swim in the river was indeed such a joyous moment, as depicted in the slow-
motion shots.

Stephen Prince argues in his perceptive reading of this scene, that the editing 
clearly substitutes the actual event with Doc’s fantasy about it. I would maintain, 
however, that the sequence is even more contradictory. Its ingenuity lies precisely 
within the fact that the viewer cannot fully decide the status of what was seen: 
was that reality or fantasy? Thus, the sequence is able to show two mutually 
exclusive alternatives at the same time, unsatisfiable desire and successful wish-
fulfilment.

Whereas the use of slow motion already brings about a new temporality in and 
of itself, the editing further complicates things. As Friedrich Kittler has pointed 
out “precisely because film works in physical time, unlike the arts, that it is in a 
position to manipulate time.” (2010, p. 167) And The Getaway is one of the films, 
which most radically explores this potential inherent to the cinematic medium. 
Jumping back and forth in the chronology not only changes our perception of 
time but it blurs the very distinction between reality and fantasy. Rather than 
obeying the continuity of time as experienced in physical reality, this sequence 
seems to follow the logic of the unconscious, of which Freud claimed that it 
knows neither negation nor chronology (Freud 1946, p. 286). However, it would 
be too simplistic to take this sequence as a mere representation of Doc McCoyʼs 
subjective inner turmoil. Rather, it seems as if the movie itself seems has sur-
rendered to its own unconscious. Not just the character, but cinema itself seems 
suspended in an achronological elsewhere.

It is certainly no accident, that once more it is a river—itself a metaphor for 
the eternal flow of time—where this unconscious, this both spatial and tempo-
ral limbo is encountered. In and at the river, past and present, anticipation and 
remembrance are flowing together. So too, the flow of the montage no longer dis-
tinguishes between what are commonly called subjective and objective points-of-
view, but rather produces a kind of impossible time-space where the virtual and 
the actual flow together. It is in this liminal moment at and in the river that Peck-
inpah’s cinema displays its ultimate grandeur.

Must it be explicitly mentioned that the river, as both outside of place and 
time, as the ultimate frontier, is nothing other than a metaphor for the filmstrip 
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itself? It is a flow of images not restricted to the movement of physical time, it 
is the border river of the medium itself which enables us to move freely, both 
temporally and spatially, between wish and fulfilment, desire and reality. The cin-
ematic medium as such is the ultimate frontier, which the director is mapping out 
before our eyes, confirming it by continuously crossing it- passage to the act—24 
times per second.
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