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  DID YOU KNOW: GEORGE ROY HILL WAS SO DEVOTED TO HIS ALMA MATER THAT HE MADE YALE AN UNPRECEDENTED DONATION: THE COMPLETE PRODUCTION 
RECORD OF BUTCH CASSIDY AND THE SUNDANCE KID, INCLUDING SCRIPT DRAFTS, FINANCIAL RECORDS, MEMOS, COSTUME DESIGNS, STORYBOARDS, SET 
MODELS, AND ON-SET PHOTOGRAPHS. THE COLLECTION, SUPPLEMENTED BY MATERIAL FROM HILL’S SUBSEQUENT SLAUGHTERHOUSE-FIVE AND THE WORLD 

ACCORDING TO GARP, IS IN 197 BOXES (250 LINEAR FEET!), AND IS AVAILABLE TO RESEARCHERS AT YALE LIBRARY’S MANUSCRIPTS AND ARCHIVES.

On September 23, 1969, BUTCH CASSIDY AND THE SUNDANCE KID had its world premiere a half-mile from here, at the Rog-
er Sherman Theatre (now College Street Music Hall), thanks to director George Roy Hill (Yale College, 1943). The theatre accom-
modated about 2,000, but 5,000-6,000 people showed up, hoping at least to glimpse the numerous attending celebrities, including 
Paul Newman, Robert Redford, Joanne Woodward, and Barbra Streisand. 

The film opened nationwide the next day and went on to become the year’s biggest box-office success. It won four Oscars, was 
selected for the National Film Registry in 2003, and is a landmark in the history of the western. Its legacy includes the names of Redford’s organi-
zations dedicated to independent filmmakers–the Sundance Film Festival (founded 1978) and the Sundance Institute (founded 1981)–and New-
man’s Hole-in the-Wall Gang Camp (founded 1988), which provides free on-site and outreach support for seriously ill children and their families.

The opening credits appear alongside a sepia-tinted silent film about Butch and Sundance that resem-
bles Edwin S. Porter’s THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY (1903). Porter’s work, which was contemporane-
ous with the gang’s own train robberies, was the start of U.S. narrative film (and of the western genre). 
The first sound in BUTCH CASSIDY is of a movie projector, making us aware of the filmic apparatus and 
perhaps reminding us that Hill’s film is itself a fictional representation. Scriptwriter William Goldman’s 
proclamation, “Most of what follows is true,” is tongue-in-cheek: Butch, Sundance, and Etta existed, and 
many of the events actually occurred, but “what follows” is another movie legend. 

It was an appropriate legend for the late 1960s. The assassinations of Martin Luther King and Robert 
Kennedy, the election of Richard Nixon, and the seemingly endless War in Vietnam had brought U.S. 
society to a peak of disillusionment and protest. Reflecting the era, Hollywood produced numerous 
revisionist approaches to long-established genres, presenting outlaws as antiheroes, lawmen as villains, 
and countercultural attitudes toward conventional American values. The western genre, which had been 
Hollywood’s most durable expression of traditional ideology, was particularly ripe for revisionism, e.g. THE 
WILD BUNCH, released three months before BUTCH CASSIDY. Significantly, the second and third 
biggest hits of 1969, MIDNIGHT COWBOY and EASY RIDER, though not westerns, contained many 
allusions to the genre and questioned its underlying mythologies.	

BUTCH CASSIDY far surpassed these films commercially (adjusting for inflation, it’s the 39th biggest film of all time) because it packaged re-
visionism in audience-friendly ways. Goldman’s Oscar-winning script (for which he received the then-record sum of $400,000) is peppered with 
60s-hip dialogue and amiable banter; and the film mixes comedy and violence, inept robberies and old-fashioned heroics. There are also entertain-
ing French New Wave-influenced interludes: the lovely still-photo New York City montage; and the bicycle scene, with its absence of diegetic sound, 
substituted by the anachronistic Burt Bacharach-Hal David song, “Raindrops Keep Fallin’ on My Head” (which won the Oscar and was a #1 hit).

Above all, the film featured three of the era’s most glamorous stars. Katharine Ross had made a big impact in THE GRADUATE (1967), and her 
character is more prominent than is usual for a woman in a buddy film (although her introduction is uncomfortable to watch). Paul Newman was 
the leading man of the 1960s, with antiheroic roles such as Fast Eddie (THE HUSTLER), Hud, Harper, and Cool Hand Luke. Hill pays tribute to 
Newman in the opening sequence by focusing mostly on the actor’s face (and making us wonder when the sepia will turn to color so we can see 
those blue eyes). The subsequent introduction of Sundance is a three-minute medium closeup. Redford had been in movies for almost a decade, 
but initially was considered not important enough to be cast in this film. Sundance was his breakout role, and Hill’s lengthy shot is a way of say-
ing, “Look carefully: a star is being born.” Newman and Redford had such winning chemistry that Hill reunited them for the even more popular THE 
STING (1973).
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NEXT UP: TREASURES’ CELEBRATION OF 50/150 YEARS OF COEDUCATION AT YALE CONTINUES WITH JULIE DASH’S DAUGHTERS OF THE DUST ON SUNDAY, OCT. 
13 AT 2PM. A SPECIAL SERIES, THREE BY KUBRICK, BEGINS WITH A BRAND-NEW 35MM PRINT OF A CLOCKWORK ORANGE ON THURSDAY, OCT. 10 AT 7PM.

AND THE DEMOCRACY IN AMERICA FILM SERIES PRESENT

Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid

50th Anniversary
Screening


