The
Western

the legend
and

the cardboard hero

BY PETER HOMANS



Noon. He is Frontier Marshal, Knight of the Range, Rider of °
the Purple Sage. He Has Gun, Will Travel, and his name is
Matt Dillon, Destry, Shane.

He is the hero of every Western that ever thundered out of the
movies or TV screen, this Galahad with a Colt .45 who stalks injustice
on the dusty streets of Dodge. Or Carson City. Or Virginia City.

Once he accomplishes his mission, he vanishes into the mists, as
do all true heroes of all true legends. But where Hercules goes to
Olympus and King Arthur to Avalon, this galoot rides Old Paint into
the sunset.

With few variations, the movies have been telling this story for
more than half a century. There have, in fact, been Western movies
as long as there have been movies; the first American narrative film
was a Western, The Great Train Robbery, made in 1903. Without the
Westerns, it would be hard to imagine television today. Far outstrip-
ping the rowdy little boys who were its first enraptured audience, the
Western has gone round the globe to become the youngest of the
world’s mythologies.

For each of us, even the word “Western” brings to mind an
ordered sequence of character, event and detail. There may, of course,
be variations within the pattern—but the basic outline remains con-
stant. Details often vary, especially between movie and television
Westerns, because the latter are essentially continued stories. None-
theless, from the endless number of Westerns we have all seen, a basic
concept emerges:

The Western takes place in a desolate, abandoned land. The des-
ert, as a place without life, is indispensable. The story would not be
credible were it set in a jungle, a fertile lowland or an arctic wasteland.
We are dealing with a form of existence deprived of vitality.

This desert effect is contradicted by the presence of a town.
Among the slapped-together buildings with false fronts, lined awk-
wardly along a road forever thick with dust, only three stand out-
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The hero
has no past

..he seldom pays for

drinks

has few
friends

Tom Mix and his horse looked ot things from different angles.



...never draws first
and, of course,
hardly
ever
gets |
the girl... 8

."J'r:rr;.' ey wos -5‘-"1_1-'. bt gt feast

he showed some interest in oirfs : an :l"["',

Frven with two guns, William 5, Hart waited for the villain to start shooting, the hero usually prefers his horse.
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He never
loses

when he

gambles...
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he never starts
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The hero's strength is the strength af fen, because s heart is pure,
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THE WEST ERN continued

Were the hero to draw firgt,
the story would no longer be a Western



the saloon, the bank and the marshal’s office (the hero’s dwelling).

The saloon is the most important building in the Western. It is
the only place in the story where people can be seen together time af-
ter time. It thereby functions as a meetinghouse, social center, church.
More important, it is the setting for the climax of the story, the gun-
fight. No matter where the fight ends, it starts in the saloon.

The bank is a hastily constructed, fragile affair. Its only protec-
tion consists of a sniveling, timid clerk, with a mustache and a green
eyeshade, who is only too glad to hand over the loot. Has there ever
been a Western in which a robber wondered whether he could pull off
his robbery?

The marshal’s office appears less regularly. Most noticeable is
the absence of any evidence of domesticity. We rarely see a bed, a
place for elothes or any indication that a person actually makes his
home here. There is not even a mirror. The overall atmosphere is
that of austerity, which, we are led to suspect, is in some way related
to our hero’s virtue, and not to his finances.
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The town as a whole has no business or industry. People have
money, but we rarely see them make it. Homelife is conspicuous by
its absence. There are no families, children, dogs. The closest thing to
a home is a hotel, and this is rarely separated from the saloon.

One of the most interesting people in the town is the *“derelict
professional.” He was originally trained in one of the usual Eastern
professions (law, medicine, letters, ministry ) but since his arrival
in the West, he has become corrupted by drink, gambling, sex
or violence. The point is that the traditional mentors of society
(counselor, healer, teacher, shepherd) cannot exist in an uncor-
rupted state under the pressure of Western life. Somewhat similar is
the “nonviolent Easterner.” He often appears as a well-dressed busi-
ness man, or as a very recent graduate of Harvard. In the course of the
plot’s development, this character is either humiliated or killed. The
East, we soon note, is incapable of action when action is most needed.

The “good girl is another supporting type in-the cast of charac-
ters. Pale and without appetite, she, too, is from the East and is-classi-
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cally represented as the new schoolmarm. The “bad girl” is alone in
the world and usually works for her living in the saloon as a waitress
or dancer. Both girls have their eye on the hero.

The bartender observes the action, but rarely becomes involved
in it. “The boys,” those bearded grimy people who are always “just
there” drinking and gambling in the saloon, function as an audience.
No hero ever shot it out with his adversary without these people
watching.

Then we come to the principals. We meet the hero in the open-
ing ‘phase of the action. He is, above all, a transcendent figure, origi-
nating beyond the town. He rides into the town from nowhere; even
if he is the marshal, his identity is disassociated from the people he
must save. We know nothing of any past activities, relationships, fu-
ture plans or ambitions. There are no friends, relatives, family, mis-
tresses-not even a dog or cat-and even with his horse, he has a
strangely formal relationship.

At first, the hero is lax to the point of laziness. Take his hat, for
example. It sits exactly where it was placed-no effort has been made
to align it. With feet propped up on the porch rail, frame balanced
on a chair or stool tilted back on its rear legs, hat pushed slightly
over the eyes, hands clasped over the buckle of his gun belt, he is a
study in contrived indolence. Now he has time on his hands, but he
knows his time is coming, and so do we.

The hero indicates no desire for women. He appears somewhat
bored with the whole business. He never blushes, or betrays any en-
thusiasm. His monosyllabic stammer and brevity of speech clearly
indicate an intended indiff erence.



In the drinking scenes, we are likely to see the hero equipped
with the traditional shot glass and bottle. We seldom see him pay for
more than one drink. He gulps his drink, rarely enjoys it and is im-
patient to be off. In the gambling scenes, his poker face veils any
inner feelings of greed, enthusiasm or apprehension. We note, how-
ever, that he always wins or refuses to play. Similarly, he is utterly
unimpressed by and indiff erent to money.

There are hundreds of variations of the villain, but each is un-
shaven, darkly clothed and from the West. Like the hero, he is from
beyond the town. He is inclined to cheat at cards, get drunk, lust after
women who do not return the compliment, rob banks arid, finally,
shoot people he does not care for, especially heroes.

The impact of this evil one on the town is electric, suddenly ani-
mating it with vitality and purpose. Indeed, it is evil, rather than good,
that actually gives meanin g to the lives of these people. Nevertheless,
they all know (as we do) that they are of themselves ultimately power-
less to meet this evil. What is required is the hero-a transcendent
power originating from beyond the town.

Notice what has happened to this power. Gone are the hero’s
indolence and lack of intention. Now, he is infused with vitality,
direction and seriousness, in order to confront this ultimate threat.
Once the radical shift has been accomplished, the hero (like the audi-
ence) is ready for the final conflict.

While the fight can take many forms (fistfight, fight with knives
or whips, even a scowling match in which the hero successfully
glares down the evil one), the classic and most popular form is the
encounter with six-guns. It is a built-up and drawn-out affair, always

allowing enough time for an audience to gather. The two men must
adhere to an elaborate and well-defined casuistry as to who draws
first, when it is proper to draw, etc. Although the hero’s presence
makes the fight possible-i.e., he insists on obstructing the evil one in
some way; it is the latter who invariably attacks first. Were the hero
ever to draw first, the story would no longer be a Western. With the
destruction of the evil one, the action phase is completed.

In the closing phase, the town and its hero return to their pre-
action ways. One more event must take place, however, before the
story can conclude. The hero must renounce any further involvement
with the town. Traditionally, the hero marries the heroine and settles
down. The Western hero always refuses-at least on television. He
cannot identify himself with the situation he has influenced. When this
has been. made clear, the story is over.

The Western is, as most people by this time are willing to ac-
knowledge, a popular myth that sets forth certain meanings about
what is good and bad, right and wrong. Evil, according to the myth, is
the failure to resist temptation. Temptation consists of five activities:
drinking, gambling, moneymaking, sex and violence. In the drinking
scenes, the hero is offered not one drink, but a whole bottle. He has at
his disposal the opportunity for unlimited indulgence and its conse-
guent loss of self-control. Gambling is a situation over which one has
rather limited control-one loses, but the hero does not lose. He wins,
thereby remaining in control. Wealth is not seized, although it is avail-
able to him through the unguarded bank. And both good girl and bad
girl seek out the hero, to no avail-he remains a hero.

We perceive in the evil one a terrible power, which he has ac-
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THE WESTERN continued

The Western Is a bitter parody of the East

quired at a great price; he has forfeited, the control and resistance
that sustain and make the hero what he is. The villain is the em-
bodiment of the failure to resist temptation; he is the failure of
denial. This is the real meaning of evil in the myth of the Western,
and it is this that makes the evil one truly evil. He threatens the hero’s
resistance; each taunt and baiting gesture is a lure to the forfeiture
of control and leads to the one temptation that the hero cannot afford
to resist: the temptation to destroy temptation.

But why must the hero wait to be attacked? Why must he refrain
from drawing first? The circumstances are contrived in order to make
the violent destruction of the evil one appear just and virtuous. This
process whereby desire is at once indulged and veiled is the “inner
dynamic.” It is the key to the Western, explaining not only the climax
of the story, but everything else uniquely characteristic of it. What
is required is that temptation be indulged while providing the ap-
pearance of having been resisted. Each of the minor-temptation epi-
sodes-drink, cards, moneymaking and sex-takes its unique shape
from this need and is a climaxless Western in itself.

The derelict professional is derelict, and the nonviolent East-
erner is weak, precisely because they have failed to resist temptation
in the manner characteristic of the hero. Because these two types
originate in the East, they have something in common with the good
girl. Everything Eastern in the Western is weak, emotional, feminine.
This covers family life, intellectual life, professional life. Only by be-
coming Westernized can the East be redeemed. The Western therefore
is more a myth about the East than it is about the West; it is a secret
and bitter parody of Eastern ways.

In summary, then, the Western is a myth in which evil appears
as a series of temptations to be resisted by the hero. When faced with
the embodiment of these temptations, he destroys the threat. But the
story is so structured that the responsibility for the act falls upon the
adversary, permitting the hero to destroy while appearing to save.

The Western bears a significant relationship to puritanism, in
which it is the proper task of the will to rule and contain the
spontaneous, vital aspects of life. Whenever vitality becomes too
pressing, and the dominion of the will becomes threatened, the self
must find some other mode of control. The puritan will seek a situ-
ation that allows him to express vitality while appearing to resist
it. The Western provides just this opportunity, for the entire myth is
shaped by the inner dynamic of apparent control and veiled expres-
sion. Indeed, in the gunfight, the hero’s heightened gravity and dedi-
cated exclusion of all other loyalties present a study in puritan virtue,
while the evil one presents nothing more or less than the old New
England Protestant devil-strangely costumed, to be sure-the tradi-
tional tempter whose horrid lures never allow the good puritan a mo-
ment’s peace. In the gunfight, there are deliverance and redemption.

Here, then, is the real meaning of the Western: It is a puritan
morality tale in which the savior-hero redeems the community from
the temptations of the devil. Tall in the saddle, he rides straight from
Plymouth Rock to a dusty frontier town, and though he be the fastest
gun this side of Laramie, his Colt .45 is on the side of the angels.



