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It was now the Virginian’s turn to bet, or leave the game, and he did not speak at once. Therefore Trampas spoke. “Your bet, you son-of-a-.” The Virginian’s pistol came out, and his hand lay on the table, holding it unaimed. And with a voice as gentle as ever, the voice that sounded almost like a caress, but drawling a very little more than usual, so that there was almost a space between each word, he issued his orders to the man Trampas:—“When you call me that, smile!”

-Owen Wister, The Virginian
COURSE DESCRIPTION
This is a twentieth-century American history course, using the genre of Western film as a site to study American popular culture, mythologies, and particular historical moments. Westerns both reflected and reinforced core cultural values, such as masculinity, conquest, independence, control of speech, redemptive violence, freedom, racism, and many more. They helped Americans cope with world wars, depressions, race conflict, hot and cold wars, feminism, firearms, and many other issues.

Students will read a general introduction to film studies, to develop common vocabulary and concepts; a novel by Owen Wister, The Virginian, that helped launch Westerns; an excellent overview of Westerns in American culture, The Western; and a focused British Film Institute study of “High Noon,” to provide experience in intensive examination of one film as a historical document.

We will spend most class periods examining specific Westerns and their relationship to the historical setting in which they were produced. We will investigate the Western as a communication process between elites and audiences and the ways in which both parties manipulated symbol systems to convey and modify messages of relevance to particular historical moments.

REQUIRED BOOKS

Timothy Corrigan and Patricia White. The Film Experience: An Introduction, Second Edition. New York: Bedford-St. Martin’s, 2009.


David Lusted. The Western. New York: Longman, 2003.

Owen Wister. The Virginian: A Horseman of the Plains. Anniversary Edition, afterward by Max Evans. New York: Signet, 2002 (published 1902).

Phillip Drummond. High Noon. London: British Film Institute, 1997.

COURSE REQUIREMENTS AND GRADING


Short papers, class participation
40%



Director Study



20%



Film Proposal



20%



Final Exam



20%

Short paper assignments and classroom discussions make attendance and participation essential. More than one absence will lower a student’s grade.

Students will choose a director of Western films, such as Sam Peckinpah, John Ford, or Anthony Mann, to study what the director intended to communicate in at least one film in relation to how the film was received and interpreted by audiences and critics. Students should watch several films made by one director, read comments by the director regarding his/her intentions, read reviews of the films by film critics, and analyze public response through news stories, attendance figures, and imitations. This paper should be 7-8 pages in length, in Turabian format and formally documented.

The final exam will be a take-home essay and will offer an opportunity to summarize and synthesize the various themes of the course.

SCHEDULE AND ASSIGNMENTS
1/12
Organization


“Stagecoach” (1939)

1/19
The Silent Era I


Lusted, Chapters 1-2


“The Great Train Robbery” (1903)


D.W. Griffith short films (1912-1913)

1/26
The Silent Era II


Lusted, Chapters 3-4


“The Covered Wagon” (1923)


“Cimarron” (1930)

2/2
Western Retakes

The Virginian

“The Virginian” (1946)
2/9
The Singing Westerns, Cheering Up Depressed America


Lusted, Chapter 5


“In Old Santa Fe” (1934)

2/16
World War II as Western


Lusted, Chapter 6


“The Sands of Iwo Jima” (1949)

2/23
Post-War Dark Side


Lusted, Chapter 7


“Pursued” (1947)

3/2
The Rights of Capitalism


“Red River” (1948)

3/9
No Class, Spring Break

3/16
The Cold War as Western


Slotkin, Chapter 12


High Noon

“High Noon” (1952)


DIRECTOR STUDY DUE

3/23
Group Heroism


Slotkin, Introduction, Part I, Part II


“Rio Bravo” (1958)

3/30
Captivated by Race


Slotkin, Part III


“The Searchers” (1956)

4/6
Bloody Hell – Sixties Violent Spaghetti


Slotkin, Part IV


“Yojimbo”/”Fistful of Dollars”

4/13
Sexual Revolution


Lusted, Chapters 8-9


“McCabe and Mrs. Miller”

4/20
Crossing Genres: Science Fiction Westerns

Slotkin, Part V, Conclusion


“Firefly”

FILM PROPOSAL DUE

4/27
Final Meeting


Lusted, Chapter 10

5/4
People’s Choice Film

FINAL EXAM DUE
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