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Edward Buscombe

Is the Western about American History?

Is the Western genre essentially and always a discourse about American history?
Many have argued that it is so. In Horizons West, Jim Kitses states baldly (1969: 8):
«First of all, the western is American history. Needless to say, this does not mean
that the films are historically accurate or that they cannot be made by Italians. More
simply, the statement means that American frontier life provides the milieu and
mores of the western.....».! Phil Hardy in his Western encyclopedia, claims that «the
Western is fixed in history in a relatively straightforward way».? This is true in the
narrow sense. Westerns often begin by identifying a time and a place; thus THE
SEARCHERS (1956) opens with the title: «Texas 1868». In many other films, while
the time and place may not be identified quite so specifically, it’s clear that we are in
the middle of the nineteenth century (we can tell from the costumes and décor) and
somewhere in the United States (we can tell from the landscape). More precisely,
the action takes place, in the overwhelming majority of films, in the United States
west of the Mississippi, and not just generally in the nineteenth century, but in a
limited period identified roughly as that between the end of the Civil War in 1865,
and the so-called «closing of the frontier> in 1890.

However, the Western presents a somewhat skewed version of American his-
tory. The Civil War, the single most traumatic event in America’s past, is directly
dealt with in only a handful of Westerns, despite occurring at a time almost con-
temporaneous with the action of most of the films. The real-life characters who
people Western films, such as Billy the Kid, Jesse James or Wyatt Earp, rate scarcely
a footnote in the standard histories of America. Even General Custer, the subject of
several major Western films, was perhaps less important in the history of the Indian
Wars than Generals Sheridan or Crook.

But it’s not so much a question of specific events or individuals; rather, the West-
ern, many critics have argued, is underpinned by a meta-narrative of history which
focuses on the concept of the frontier, the line marking the furthest point west of
white settlement. Concepts such as the clash between «ivilisation> and savagery,
or the nature of law and order, or ideas of masculinity appropriate to such a frontier
society, can all be found to inform a large number of films.

1 In the later, much expanded edition of this book, published in 2004, this statement does not
appear.
2 Quoted in Langford 2005: 62.
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The founding concept of the established version of the history of the West was
Frederick Jackson Turner’s formulation, advanced in 1903, of the frontier as an area
of free land which functioned as a kind of safety valve for the pressures which acted
upon American society. Social and economic tensions were relieved by the constant
stream of migration westward, a migration that created a new kind of society, inde-
pendent, creative, highly practical, egalitarian and, argued Turner, quintessentially
‘American. The frontier was thus seenina wholly optimistic and positive way both
the source and the manifestation of American exceptionalism, and its movement
westward was a story of progress. It is this vision of the frontier which is central to
America’s conception of itself as a forward-looking, progressive society (cf. Turner
1961). :

But soon after the time that film scholars were turning to issues around the
Western and history, the history of the American west itself was undergoing a series
of revisions. By the 1980s a new generation of historians was questioning Turner’s
thesis (cf. for example Limerick 1987). It depended, for instance, on the assump-
tion that the land into which the whites were expanding was dree> and empty. This
ignored the fact that most of it was already occupied, by a combination of indig-
enous people and Hispanics, whose prior claims to the land were then overturned
by conquest. The Turnerian view of the frontier also paid scant attention to the
position of women and minorities. And its easy assumptions that westward expan-
sion was a success story were belied by many catastrophic failures and a rapacious
capitalism which wreaked havoc on the natural environment.

From this perspective, i the Western expresses Turnerian view of the frontier,
then it can be attacked for its reactionary ideology, for promoting a myth of the
West rather than portraying things as they really were, a fantasy, not true history?
Tfit is indeed about America, it presents a distorted view of it. Westerns can be seen
as supporting a racist, sexist, even homophobic view of American society, and on
the surface that would seem to be self-evidently true. But a more subtle critique of
some Westerns leads to the questioning of such easy assumptions. Some landmark
films may be analysed in a more sophisticated manner, acknowledging perhaps
their failure to confront full-on the politically reactionary nature of the genre, but
finding ways in which they may nevertheless redeem themselves by undercurrents
which run counter to the perceived ideological thrust. Thus for example John Ford’s

THE SEARCHERS (1956) has as its hero Ethan Edwards, a man implacably opposed

to Indians, to the point that he resolves to murder his niece when he supposes her
to have assimilated into the Comanche. But the word <hero» is something of a mis-
nomer, because it is clear that Ethan’s behaviour is by no means endorsed by other
characters in the film, nor is he himself able to sustain his murderous impulses.
Ethan is a highly complex character, and his inconsistencies throw into relief the

3 See the critique of the Westerns view of women in Tompkins 1992.
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1 John Wayne in Rio Bravo
(1959)

whole question of racial identi i
ty; challenging any easy assumption th i
tt
SmemﬁmE ._wm.bm wholly towards a hostile view of Indians. ! e cassicl
. %MOMW_B%H ﬂomm, Em%ma Hawks’s Rio Bravo (1959) would seem to present
masculine world in which a small ¢ i
: . \ group of heroes unite in a com:
MMM@%ME,, one in which feminine virtues would appear to have little @_mnaE%M
aEME ace, Mrm. role of Feathers, the saloon singer played by Angie Dickinson .Sro
e M%»Mwm. m&mbm st T. Chance (John Wayne; fig. 1), would appear to be wholly
ical, another in the long line of women of easy vi .
: sy virtue who populat
M\MMMMHMW wMM mmmﬂwﬁm is very much her own woman, and manages wo W:M M:MMM
e Sheriff in the world of the emoti i
round e sheriffin t motions, where she takes all the initiatives
Looki 1
. moo_awm cmg. émmﬁmn:w which directly challenge the pre-eminent role of men is
ot MMQE arly WERE avenue to pursue, since such films are few and far between
LLAD OF LITTLE Jo (1993) is an honourabl i .
e oty e e Jo (15 e exception, but films like BAD
ND THE DEAD (1995) offer i
book approach. Nevertheless, i e poneble e
. ss, it seems to me that it might b i i
alternative history of the Wester i g T e oo
. n which, far from castigating i i i
ideological shortcomin i B et cam be o
gs, would pay attention to subt i i
e . > exts which can be in contra-
iction with the overt politics of a film. A start has already been made on this Somw
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2 Joan Crawford and Sterling
Hayden in JOHNNY GUITAR
(1954)

as I have indicated. Critics such as Pam Cook (1988) have suggested a mmMHMM uﬁwm
alternative feminist readings of such films as DopGE Cr1Y (1939), PURSUED Qom%
RancHO NoTtorious (1952) and CALAMITY JANE (1953). Homv.“z‘m OE?M <<mmm
fig. 2) has become something of alocus &mm&nmzm of JM% Sonwﬂmmm roles in the
ercut the apparent domination of masculine values. ,
QBAMM MN—HM kind of 3%Mm< might be employed in .n_m&Em with the Western's mmwowm._
ingly exclusive pre-occupation with vQQOmwxcmrQ. Virtually Dm 2mwMMMmEMMm_
the exception of the eccentric Andy Warhol movie LONESOME Msw oxs 1958
'and a number of pornographic features) have nﬁ&?bmwﬂ head-ont me »b&_-m%% mm
at least not until BROKEBACK MOUNTAIN Qoomv.. .w.ﬁ ina mwb.ﬂm mw ‘ M@o:noﬁn
heavily on relationships between men, the possibilities for readings which un:
- ust surely be considerable.

mwﬁﬂm\u MMMWMW of the MZ@&QDW racial politics is a complex one. I wﬂa &MMMN
suggested that some films can be read in ways Ewﬁ m=¢<2..ﬁ easy »mm:Bm _oamm_am
the Western being racist. But there is also a long E%BQ within Pn <<Mm ern Om s
that consciously attempt to deal «sympathetically> with the HEMMb ﬂmﬂ Mb&.mbmw
Griffith’s early Biograph films offer a view of a mum..noba.zmm» wor .E 2_ M,M ndians
live in a happy idyll not yet threatened by white invasion. Occasional film
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twenties and thirties, such as THE VANISHING AMERICAN (1925), tried to put a pro-
Indian point of view, and BROKEN ARROW (1950) was just one of a number of films
in the 1950s which adopted a diberal> perspective. If’s interesting to trace, as some
critics have done, the relationship between such films and changes in public dis-
course about the so-called <Indian problems in the US; see for example Steve Neale’s
essay on liberal Westerns (Neal 1998), and my own account of BROKEN ARROW
in Injuns! Native Americans in the Movies (Buscombe 2006). It’s clear that liberal
attitudes do not appear in the Western out of nowhere, and that the Western has
frequently been responsive to changes in political discourse.

Critics of the Turner frontier thesis made much of the fact that Turner largely
ignored the experience of the Hispanic people who inhabited the West before the
arrival of Americans, and continued (and continue) to co-exist with them. But if on
first viewing Western movies seem to exist in a WASP-world, in which the Hispanic
heritage is excluded or at least marginalised, a closer look shows that there is much
more influence than one might think. Ten years ago, in the introduction to a collec-
tion of essays entitled Back in the Saddle Again, T wrote:

«John Fords Westerns are packed with Hispanic references. My DARLING CLEMEN-
TINE [fig. 3] is a film about Wyatt Earp, a quintessential WASP figure, at least as
portrayed in the movies. But the entire town of Tombstone is pervaded by Hispan-
ics. Not only is the Mexican woman Chihuahua central to the film’s symbolic struc-
ture (East/West, garden/desert, respectability/open sexuality). At the town theatre, a
Mexican woman sells enchiladas, the musicians in the saloon where the Earps drink
are Mexicans, the actor Thorndike is tormented by the Clantons in a Mexican can-
tina, even the man who holds Wyatt Earp’s horse as he mounts to ride off after Doc
Holliday is a Mexican. The Spanish language and Mexican music are woven in and
out of the soundtrack. Nor is this Ford’s only film with such a strong Hispanic influ-
ence. 3 GODEATHERS, THE SEARCHERS, TWo RoDE TOGETHER have equally strong

3 Henry Fonda and Cathy
Downs in My DARLING
CLEMENTINE (1946)
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is a long essay if not a whole book to be written
the Western as expressive of Hispanic
in the Saddle Again, is a reference

Hispanic elements. Indeed, there
on what might be called «the South-westerm,

i i i Back
cultural survival. The title of this volume, :
to Gene Autry’s theme song, first recorded in 1939. The following year Autry had

another hit with El Rancho Grande. This song had ?w&oﬁ? featured WM aw/M ZMMM
can film of 1936, ALLA EN AL RANCHO GRANDE, which Emc%:»MmM the MMH .
sub-genre of the Western, the comedia Hmb%mnw.. m&.m the Soaw o m e mowm# " oM
sings in the original Spanish, a fact not much noticed in all that has been Mwwm. .
the theme of multiculturalism in the cinema.» ,«wxmno:&m\?ﬁmo: :

If I may say so, that seems to me no less pertinent than it was ten years mmom H.bammnw
ic heri i inema has become even more marked in suc

the Hispanic heritage of American cinem e e 000) nd
i STAR (1996), ALL THE PRETTY HOR

recent quasi-Westerns as LoNE o 009) ane

EsTRADA (2005), all of them exp
THE THREE BURIALS OF MELQUIADES ( e o
iously found not only in John Ford but in g

of a cross-border culture, previously h g

nificant Westerns as THE WONDERFUL COUNTRY (1959). Thus the noammﬂmw”w MH

what exactly constitutes America is an ongoing mﬁdmm_o.. The _owm essay or el

called for is still there waiting to be written by someone with the right cross-c

credentials.
Thus it is evident th
straightforward one. It’s cert

at the relationship between the Western and history is nota
ainly not a matter of a simple «reflection, of the West-
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5 Ben Johnson, Warren Oates, William Holden and Emest Borgnine in THE WiLb BUNCH (1969)

ern seeking simply to recreate the past. You can be sure that if a Western begins by
telling you that this is at last the «real story> of Jesse James or Wyatt Earp, then what
we are in for is yet another piece of myth-making. Moreover, if the Western often
uses the «facts» of history as its raw material (the Indian wars, the construction of
the railroad, the growth of the cattle industry), the significance of those facts, the
meaning that is extracted from them, is likely to owe far more to social ideas cur-
rent at the time the film was made than those typical of the time of its setting. As
Jack Nachbar writes: «the subject matter of Westerns has usually been the historical
West after 1850, but the real emotional and ideological subject matter has invari-
ably been the issues of the era in which films were released.»* Thus THE SEARCHERS
has been read not as a discourse on relations between white settlers and Native
Americans on the early frontier, but as a thinly disguised treatment of the struggle
for civil rights in America in the 1950s.

There have already been a number of book-length studies of the Western which
have read films not in terms of what they have to say about American society in
the past, but rather in terms of the films’ relation to what was happening in Ameri-
can society at the time of their production. One such study that comes to mind is
Stanley Corkin's recent book Cowboys as Cold Warriors: The Western and US His-
tory, tracing connections between some of the Westerns produced in the forties
and fifties and America’s role in international politics at the time (Corkin 2004).
Richard Slotkin’s book Gunfighter Nation has a similar focus, if on a wider scale,
on the connections between Westerns and American public policy, for example in

4 Jack Nachbar quoted in Langford 2005: 72.
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his analysis of films like THE MAGNIFICENT SEVEN (fig. 4) and TuE WiLp BuNcH
(fig. 5) in relation to the Vietnam war (Slotkin 1992).

Much of this work is genuinely illuminating. But all too often I find the theo-
retical model with which critics are working has serious defects. What is rarely
explained is just how ideas which may be current in the wider society find their
way into films. The assumption, somehow, is that they are simply absorbed by film-
makers, that certain ideas are «n the wind> and get picked up by film-makers, who
transfer them directly into films. Critical analysis seems to somehow short-circuit
the specific organizational and institutional practices which must surely be involved
and through which these ideas are mediated.

The history which makes its presence felt in the Western does not necessarily
have to be political history in the narrow sense. I take it as axiomatic that all cultural
products, including the Western genre, have a history, a history, moreover, that is
produced by human beings, even if they often do so without full consciousness of
what they are doing. I have in some of my own work tried to show how certain ele-
ments of the Western, such as the way landscape is used and what sort of meanings
it has in films, can be understood as the result of a process whose origins lie in the
historical past, even before the Western film came into existence. Thus nineteenth-

century American painting and photography was initially influenced by European
ideas of the sublime. Artists went west to paint the Rocky Mountains because they
found in them many of the qualities which European artists had found in the Alps
or other European landscapes. But in the second half of the nineteenth century,
under the pressure of an emerging nationalism, American artists sought to develop
an authentic American landscape aesthetic based on scenery which was specific
to America and not merely reminiscent of European vistas. Instead of mountains,
American attists such as Thomas Moran began to paint the deserts and canyons.
of the southwest, producing a «desert aesthetic: which eventually fed into popular
notions of what was a typical western American landscape. The best-selling novels
of Zane Grey, whose Riders of the Purple Sage was published in 1912, were mostly
set in the southwest and featured elaborate descriptions of scenery. Many of Grey’s
novels were filmed, mostly in the late teens and early 1920s, and did much to cre-
ate the vogue for desert landscapes in the movie Western. Though mountains and
plains do feature (for example in the Western of Anthony Mann), it is overwhelm-
ingly the scenery of Arizona, Utah or Nevada which provides the most common
and typical locations for Hollywood’s Western films (Buscombe 1995).
Interestingly, Italian Westerns for the most part adopt the same type of scenery,
arid, sun-drenched, rocky, and hostile to settlement. Many of these films were of
course shot in Spain, particularly in the semi-desert region around Almerfa. To
what extent it is the choice of location that influenced the landscape, and to what
extent it is the desire for a particular kind of landscape that dictated the choice
of location, is an interesting question that might repay further investigation. By
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nobnwmm.ﬁ the West German Westerns of the 1960s preferred mountain scen
Oba. might pose the same question; which was cause and which was effect? It oy
be m.5€€ that mountains were the scenery to hand in the locations nro. b_“&\
the influence of an earlier generation of German mountain films surel nmmMM vﬁ Wﬂ
overlooked. East German Westerns, on the other hand, employ both szsw i ; M
desert scenery, the former for those films based on the novels of James mmM.H_ o
ONM@Q (which are set in the wooded country of upper New York State, at EMHMHM
of the action sti i :
oftheactior ,“MMM NOMMMHMMMEQV and deserts for films such as UrzaNa (1974), set
Some kinds of Westerns appear to avoid history altogether, at least at first glance
..EE frontier thesis has no place in the B-Western, a sub-genre which played ‘
important part in Hollywood production up until the 1950s. Peter mSMmME rmn
mwomzn& two books which have contributed much to our understanding of ﬂMm
r;.vnno neglected and despised B-feature (Stanfield 2001 and Stanfield Nwowv Ho
doing so he has shown that the simple assertion that the Western genre as a s&&. "
about the Turnerian view of American history is not sustainable. One or two of M”m
Westerns starring Gene Autry or Roy Rogers (the two most successful w-émwﬁoab»
stars of the thirties and forties) do have a setting in the historical past. But most w
them take place in a never-never land in which the historical Qm@ﬁgmm. of the <<m%.
MMM Hnw as horses and six-guns exist side by side with modern inventions such as
Huvosoom Homnwmw and the telephone, and, most importantly for singing cowboys, the
The B-feature Westerns which Stanfield examines are never about the historical
themes which preoccupy the A-feature, themes we may group under the rubri
of zr.m winning of the west. At first sight it seems the B-Western is E:On%:zm
any kind of historical discourse. But as Stanfield shows, it deals instead with is .
highly pertinent to the time when they were made. Thus several of Gene >2mmm
films of the 30s and early 40s concern families who are being dispossessed of %_M. 4
ranches or other property, or who are suffering economically through the unsc .
pulous activities of large, faceless corporations. In this way the B-Western refl DM-
MWm MobﬂnMEmH of a generation scarred by mass unemployment and the mxmmao:omnnomm
. . . .
o Hmwmﬁmﬁm%ﬂw M HMMM wnw.a.vsn history in the conventional sense, the B-Western is
Emmﬂwﬂ #Mﬁ&m MM awm WEE% hundreds of Westerns which have been made outside of
. J es? Does the form of the genre dictate the themes? Is it necessarily
e case ﬁ at because a film follows the conventions of the Western that it is inevi-
tably telling a story which relates to America? The first thing that needs to be said i
that the idea of the West has had a profound influence on many different nEM.Hnm_m
In m:ao.@m especially, the idea of the American West as a location of adventure mbm.
dramatic conflict spread rapidly during the nineteenth century. The concept of the

«noble savage> living in an idyllic natural world also held great attraction to the
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European, weary of his/her own hidebound and rigid society. Scores of European
novelists, most famously the German Karl May, mined the Westasa subject for stir-
ring tales, while American authors such as James Fenimore Cooper were translated
into several European languages, with great success. Real-life spectacles represent-
ing life in the West were hugely popular in Europe, with Buffalo Bill's Wild West
travelling to Britain, France, Spain, Italy, Austria, Hungary and Germany around
the turn of the century. Other such shows got as far as Russia and Sweden.

By the time the movies arrived, the Wild West was an established part of popular
culture, in Europe and elsewhere. It’s not surprising, therefore, that European film
industries should have begun to produce Westerns of their own. There were already
thirty or so Western films made in Britain before 1915. The French were particu-
larly keen, and Pathé was soon producing Westerns which found great popularity
even in the United States itself. Later episodes of Western production in Europe are
well enough known: the ndianerfilme> of DEFA, the East German film studio, the
West German films based on the novels of Karl May, and of course the so-called
«spaghetti> Westerns from Italy in the 1960s.

In what sense are these films representative of an authentic European culture,
and to what extent are they merely imitations of Hollywood Westerns, with similar
thematic concerns? If we look back to the nineteenth century, to the novels and
dramas and pictorial representations that were consumed by Europeans in such
huge quantities, it’s apparent that what was being articulated was a kind of dialecti-
cal relationship between Europe and America. For the European reader, America
functioned as an ideal, as in many ways the opposite of Europe. What these stories
emphasised was, firstly, the emptiness of the United States. Its prairies and moun-
tains and deserts seemed limitless, such a contrast to the tightly settled landscapes
of most Eyropean countries. Secondly, the society of the frontier appeared, cer-
tainly in comparison to Europe, free and fluid. Instead of the hidebound, class-
bound social structures of Europe, America seemed to offer a land full of oppor-
tunity, where people might build an independent life for themselves. That many
were to be disillusioned when they discovered that America was not without its

own distinctions, of race and colour, of sex or economic power, did not lessen the
appeal of the myth.

Nevertheless, despite the fact that European Westerns capitalised on the already
powerful appeal of the American frontier, it is possible to argue that they do dis-
play specific European features which make them more than just imitations of
the American originals. Consider, for example, the role played by Indians in both
German and Italian Westerns. In the latter, the original inhabitants of the frontier
scarcely appear at all. In fact, with one or two exceptions, such as Leone’s ONCE
UpoN A TIME IN THE WEST, a film at least half-Hollywood, the Italian Western is
little concerned with historical themes relating to the nineteenth century West. In
so far as there is an interest in ideological issues, they centre on the unequal struggle
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When the West(ern) Meets the East(ern)

The western all'italiana and its Asian Connections

«For it is by living on the borderline of history and language, on the
limits of race and gender, that we are in a position to translate the dif-
Jerences between them into a kind of solidarity.»

Homi Bhabha

Globalising the western all'italiana

The western all'italiana never was a western allitaliana. To be more precise, the
western all'italiana never exclusively was a western all'italiana. From the beginning,
it was a project of transnational cooperations, mainly between different European
countries: Italy, Spain, Germany and France. The western allitaliana is a highly
hybrid product reminding us that the local always has to be seen against the back-
ground of the global. Instead of homogeneity, it produces heterogeneity, prefigur-
ing a «new world-space of cultural production and national representation which is
simultaneously becoming more globalized (unified around dynamics of capitalogic
moving across borders) and more localized (fragmented into contestatory enclaves
of difference, coalition, and resistance) in everyday texture and composition» (Wil-
son/Dissanayake 1996: 1). Let us consider three of the most interesting examples:

1. PER UN PUGNO DI DOLLARI/ A FISTFUL OF DOLLARS (1964) was produced by
a German company (Constantin Film), an Italian company (Jolly Film) and a
Spanish company (Ocean Films), was shot in Spain and Italy (mainly in Almeria
and Rome), written by two Spaniards (Victor Andrés Catena, Jaime Comas Gil)
and an Italian (Sergio Leone), directed by an Italian (Sergio Leone), starring an
American (Clint Eastwood), several Austrians (Sieghardt Rupp, Joseph Egger),
Germans (Marianne Koch, Wolfgang Lukschy), Spaniards (José Calvo, Antonio
Prieto), and Italians (Gian Maria Volonté, Benito Stefanelli).

IL GRANDE SILENZIO/ THE GREAT SILENCE (1968) was produced by an Italian
company (Adelphia Compagnia Cinematografica) and a French company (Les
Films Corona), was shot in Italy and Spain (Belluno, Rom and the Pyrenees),
written by Italians (Mario Amendola, Bruno Corbucci, Sergio Corbucci, Vitto-
tiano Petrilli) directed by an Italian (Sergio Corbucci), starring a Frenchman
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