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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The classic literary hero of the American West has always been in a state of 

evolution. In his book The Virginian^ Owen Wister created what is now recognized as 

the stereotypical fictional cowboy figure.' The character of the Virginian derived fi'om 

James Fenimore Cooper's Natty Bumppo, but the essence of this literary hero was 

bom centuries before the writings of either Cooper or Wister, and the character 

reappears continually in modem fiction. Wister included certain traits in the Virginian 

that can be seen in Homer's Odysseus, the chivalric knights of King Arthur's court, 

and even in the modem westem heroes of Elmer Kelton and Clay Reynolds. 

The character of the cowboy hero remains one of the most recognizable figures 

in the world. Timing was cmcial to the popularity of this character who, although 

fictional, was initially modeled after very real people. Wister published The Virginian 

in 1902, coincidental with an era in which the settlement of the West had captured the 

attention of the people of the United States, as well as many fi'om other countries 

interested in coming to the new world. A new fi-ontier was being settled, and people 

* This is a commonly accepted statement, supported by several sources cited herein: John G. 
Cawelti states that The Virginian was one of the most important books published around the tum of the 
century in creating the westem formula as it exits throughout the twentieth century (34); Christine Bold says, 
"Wister was the first to create a Westem hero who was handsome and chivalrous enough (partly because of 
his Southem origins) to many an educated Easterner," thereby creating a reconciliation between the East and 
the West (43); and, James K. Folsom states, "Since the Virginian himself is in many ways the sire of most 
later Westem heroes, Wister's novel is worth examination at length" (107). 



were fescinated by the intrepid men who had the courage and skill to take control of 

this untamed land. 

The settlement of the West, or at least the time that is most often associated 

with the westward movement—the late 1800's—when the wagon trains carried people 

to the fi'ontier, lasted only a few decades. Other periods in time had no doubt been 

equally exciting in terms of conquering new lands and settling new places. However, 

because of advancements in technologies such as the printing press and the telegraph, 

people throughout the world were able to follow the chronicles of these adventurers as 

they occurred. According to Christine Bold, these advancements helped to make 

Westerns popular. "The first profitable mass literature in the United States was the 

Beadle dime novels, in 1860. Because enthusiasm for the West coincided with the 

technical innovations which made mass production and mass distribution possible. 

Westerns were the most numerous and most popular type of dime novel" (Bold xiii). 

If the technological advances in the publishing industry had not occurred at that time, 

interest in Westerns may have never been as substantial. 

The early popularity of the Westem developed a fascination with the American 

West that has not yet subsided. Reminders of that time in our nation's past are 

everywhere, fi'om the movies and television shows we watch, to the names of our 

sports teams and our vehicles, to the popular westem clothing wom by many. Even 

^ Similar coincidences between the Westem and other technological advancements have occurred at 
other times, such as the introduction of radio and popular radio programs with westem formats, as well as 
films and television, which will be discussed in depth later. Each innovation seems to revitalize the 
Westem. 



foreign countries try to capture the spirit of the Old West, sometimes preserving whole 

towns in the way they appeared at the tum of the century.^ 

When interest in tales of the West began, writers had to meet a demand for a 

genre growing in popularity unlike any before it. Early attempts were made by writers 

like James Fennimore Cooper, but his novels were merely romances set in the 

wilderness. It was not until Wister's The Virginian that the authentic Westem was 

bom. Christine Bold states in her book Selling the Wild West that "The Virginian is in 

a clear line fi'om Natty Bumppo, embodying many of the contrasting characteristics of 

his prototype, but harmonizing them where they remain in conflict in Natty" (42). 

Bold says that this cowboy character was not by any means new to literature, but 

rather is actually "the immediate successor to the knight of Camelot" (65). The 

characters of both Cooper and Wister have high morals, fight evil, and undergo some 

sort of rite of passage, but the Virginian, although romantic to a certain degree, is 

more realistic as a character than Natty Bumppo, in his own attitudes as well as to the 

audience. 

According to Bold, Cooper used the West as a setting, but still worked within 

the conventions of the historical romance (xi), and it was not until writers such as 

Wister and Frederic Remington translated their personal experiences into popular 

literature, whether fictionalized or not, that the Westem became a genre of its ovm 

(xv). She continues by considering the possible origins of the westem formula: "From 

^ (jermany's replicaticm of an entire westem town (supposedly Lubbock, Texas) as it may have 
appeared at the tum of the century is one example. 



about 1860, imitations of Cooper's fiction appeared with such fi-equency and 

popularity that the pattem became established as a formula" (xii). John G. Cawelti 

gives more direct credit to Wister specifically, stating that "in a number of works 

published around the tum of the century, the most important of which was Owen 

Wister's best-seller The Virginian, the westem formula arrived at most of the 

characteristics it has held through innumerable novels, stories, films and TV shows in 

the twentieth century" (34). Bold and Cawelti both identify several of these 

characteristics common to the westem formula, such as the fi'ontier setting, innocent 

townspeople that are unable to defend themselves, and an evil force that requires a 

heroic figure to act against it. 

The theme in The Virginian does follow very closely to that found in romances 

written by Cooper and other authors of the times: Wister's hero fights a battle of good 

vs. evil, and he attempts to introduce order into a lawless land, while somewhere along 

the way becoming involved with a beautiful woman who represents civilization. This 

is especially where the similarities to medieval knights' tales and other romantic works 

can be seen. It was in Wister's hero character, however, that the tme uniqueness of 

the Westem was established. 

In his article "The Evolution of the Cow-Puncher," Wister referred to the 

cowboy character he describes so well as a "slumbering untamed Saxon" (37), which 

he says has existed relatively unchanged for centuries. Wister compares his character 

to Sir Launcelot, saying "the knight and the cowboy are nothing but the same Saxon 



of different environments" (39). Wister makes clear his belief that the cowboy is not 

the Anglo-Saxon, but rather the Anglo-Saxon is the cowboy, just as he is the Viking, 

the knight, or any other adventurous soul who felt the need to conquer a wildemess. 

In fact, Wister states, "Let it be remembered that the Mexican was the original cow

boy, that the American improved on him" (50). However, the cowboy is no longer a 

byproduct of another character; he is no longer a generic Anglo-Saxon figure that is 

associated with the term "hero." Wister's Anglo-Saxon has become the cowboy, the 

tme essence of the American hero. 

The foUowing chapters will explore the characteristics of the character as they 

appeared in Wister's Virginian, and show how the character has been transposed into 

numerous other genre. The second chapter will look specifically at how the cowboy 

hero character and westem formula have been mimicked in other literary genre. The 

third chapter will examine the transformation of all of the genre into television and 

film. The fourth chapter will explore reasons for the universal interest in the cowboy 

hero character and the westem formula. First, however, the character and formula 

must be defined. 

What is the archetypal hero of westem literature? He derived fi'om the classic 

heroes mentioned above and, as Wister stated, has remained relatively unchanged 

throughout time. Although he can appear in coimtless forms, fi'om the romantic 

Virginian to the rough but valiant hero portrayed in cinema by John Wayne to the 

darker vigilante-type characters played by Clint Eastwood, there are certain 



characteristics that can be found in virtually all cowboy heroes. It is in Wister's 

Virginian that we first see the cuhnination of all of these unmistakable characteristics 

which have come to signify this heroic figure. The character of the Virginian is not 

necessarily a factual way of describing the real men who settled the West, but his 

characteristics are the ones that have become the stereotypical traits associated with 

cowboys, to the point where the fiction overrides reality. 

John G. Cawelti, in The Six Gun Mystique, states that there are two basic types 

of westem heroes. "Two types dominate this comic-heroic area of our scale of 

Westem heroes and they are mirror images of each other. The first is the wild cowboy 

who becomes a pioneer leader, fi'equently by marrying the schoolmarm" (57). The 

second type is an Easterner, usually of high social class, who "duplicates the 

metamorphosis of the cowboy into a pioneer in reverse" by going west to cleanse 

himself of the corruption and decadence of civilization, becoming "a cowboy of 

cowboys" in the process (57). Cawelti's analysis applies to the hero character in its 

most general sense, especially to the earlier works of Wister and those writers who 

followed immediately after him. However, a third type exists now as well: the outcast 

who is viewed by society as a necessary evil, someone whom they need but don't want 

residing among the "normal," civilized townspeople such as the farmers, store clerks, 

and school teachers. In almost all cases, the cowboy hero falls into one of these three 

character types. Regardless of which basic type of hero exists in a fictional work, each 

of them possesses the same stereotypical characteristics, as Wister says, " . . .in every 



shape a man, fi'om preacher to thief, and in each shape changelessly untamed" 

("Evolution" 39). 

The first of the cowboy hero's defining characteristics is isolation; the cowboy 

hero is a loner. In "The Evolution of the Cow-Puncher," Wister focuses on the 

Anglo-Saxon's need for adventure, his desire to constantly "be out-of-doors, to find 

some new place far away form the postman, to enjoy independence of spirit or mind or 

body (according to his high or low standards)—this is the cardinal surviving fittest 

instinct that makes the Saxon through the centuries conqueror, invader, navigator, 

buccaneer, explorer, colonist, tiger-shooter.. ." (38). The cowboy rides the range 

alone, fiilfilling some inherent desire to explore uncharted lands, yet he does not 

necessarily want to settle the wildemess. According to James K. Folsom in The 

American Western Novel, "The Westem hero is almost always presented as being 

trapped in a battle to preserve his primitive way of life against the onrushing forces of 

civilization" (188). He wants to maintain his state of adventure, and to do so he must 

ward off the advances of civilization and remain isolated. This desire to explore 

without settling is one representation of the dualism found in westem literature."^ 

Isolation can lead to questions of the cowboy's sexuality. The cowboy hero is 

asexual, at least to the point where he avoids long-lasting sexual relationships. He is 

not necessarily opposed to sexual encounters, but he fi'equently does make an effort to 

'* Bold and Cawelti both examine the numerous aspects of dualism found in Westems: wildemess 
vs. civilization, good vs. Evil, and whites vs. Indians (Bold xi); and, legitimized violence vs. Puritan values 
to stop Evil (Cawelti 23), and the use of women to symbolize civilization vs. Savages and men who 
represent the wildemess (47). 



remain virtuous. At the end of The Virginian Wister has the Virginian marry Molly, 

but throughout the book their relationship is strictly platonic. This avoidance of sex is 

the feature that is most ofl:en imitated by writers who follow the westem formula. 

There are some modem Westems, such as those by Clay Reynolds, that openly 

address sexual issues, sometimes in vivid detail. However, the subject of sex is still 

rarely discussed in the Western, and when it is, it is almost assuredly handled in a very 

discreet manner. James K. Folsom writes that early writers such as Wister avoided 

sexual situations simply because of the era in which they lived (32). The early westem 

heroes, as well as the authors who created them, operated within a set of morals much 

higher than the modem reader is used to. Folsom states, "The folkways which 

surround the sexual mores of one's immediate ancestors always seem ridiculous to a 

more enlightened era; and the Westem is peculiarly vulnerable" (32). Even when 

contemporary heroes such as Reynolds' have sexual encounters, they do not develop 

into steady relationships, and the sexual passages are only briefly mentioned in vague 

detail. 

The avoidance of sex and the hero's apparent asexuality can, according to 

Folsom, be interpreted as a sign of homosexuality (33). This perception can be 

complicated by the fact that the hero is fi'equently surrounded by other males, most of 

whom share his attempts to shun relationships with females. Cawelti notes the Lone 

Ranger's conflict wdth romance, stating that he and other heroes are "occasionally 

pursued by women, but generally manage to evade their clutches" (62). Westem 
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heroes are never portrayed as openly homosexual; they are merely inexperienced with 

women, quite possibly because they do not have the opportunity to associate with 

them on a regular basis, and they are more comfortable developing relationships with 

other males, or even animals (their horses are fi'equently their best fiiends). 

Rather than the cowboy heroes being gay, it is far more likely that they are 

simply opposed to romance because it would mean an end to their independence. 

Cawelti states, "This sexual division fi'equently embodies the antithesis of civilization 

and savagery. Women are primary symbols of civilization in the Westem" (47). 

Frederic Svoboda claims that the hero's conflict with women is caused by his efforts to 

distance himself fi'om society.^ He states, " a complete, positive, and continuing 

sexual relationship often seems viewed as a weakness.. ." (566), and he goes on to 

suggest that this would threaten the hero's "cherished independence of moral action by 

substituting responsibility to a person for responsibility to an ideal" (566). The ideal 

Svoboda refers to is key to the next characteristic of the westem hero: his self-

appointed role as vigilante. 

John G. Cawelti writes, "The Westem story is set at a certain moment in the 

development of American civilization, namely at that point when savagery and 

lawlessness are in decline before the advancing wave of law and order, but are still 

strong enough to pose a local and momentarily significant challenge" (38). Because 

there is no law to ensure justice, the cowboy hero fi'equently has to act as a vigilante, a 

^Although Svoboda is speaking of detectives, he compares them to classic Westem heroes (561). 



job he feels obligated to take. Richard Slotkin relates the role of vigilante to the 

environment of the fi'ontier: 

Vigilantism has been used to describe a number of local movements 
occurring at various times that have in common the use of extralegal 
force by an organization of citizens to suppress "criminal" threats to the 
civil peace of prosperity of a community. Although some of these 
movements invoked British, Scottish, or Teutonic precedents, the 
vigilante phenomenon seems to be peculiar to "settler-states": political 
communities established on the periphery of a colonizing "metropolis" 
in which the forms and powers of govemment are initially tenuous. 
(173) 

This description of fi'ontier introduces a very interesting element of the cowboy hero: 

his willingness to use "extralegal force." 

Wister asks in his essay "Conceming 'Bad Men,'" "For what is the fi'ontier but 

a modem moment of an earlier universal epoch?—the way we all lived before each man 

had handed over his right of personal vengeance to the law, in exchange for legal 

protection?" (87). The fi'ontier required people to settle disputes on their own, and 

sometimes that led to violence. This does not mean that the cowboy hero is inclined 

to act violently, but he does have the potential to do so. In some cases, distinguishing 

between a hero and a villain is not simple. Folsom states that there has heen a long 

association between the hero and the outlaw, fi'om as far back as Robin Hood and his 

merry men in English literature, and the American gangster hero has "at least a 

metaphorical afiSnity with the Westem hero" (130). The difference t)etween the two is 

often merely the purpose for which their actions are committed. 
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A villain enjoys violence, while the westem hero only engages in violence when 

necessary. In "Conceming 'Bad Men'" Wister reasons that some people do "bad 

things" out of necessity, while others enjoy it (88). Although he does not usually act 

violently without reason, the hero is not against acting in ways that the rest of society 

considers unacceptable. This is fi'equently the only difference l)etween him and the 

other men of the community: the cowboy hero can kill when others cannot. However, 

it is almost always something that is forced upon him.̂  

Svolx)da claims that although the hero is "often violent. . .in many instances he 

is also conscious of the dangers of violence," and as in Shane he avoids violence until 

he must act to save the fi'ontier family that has taken him in (560). Without any other 

means of legal protection, the cowboy hero must take action himself to ensure justice. 

The Virginian catches and hangs horse thieves, including men he once considered to be 

fiiends of his; although it is something he tmly regrets, he knows it must be done. 

Violence is almost always the last resort, though. In fact, Cawelti claims, "The hero 

never engages in violence until the last moment and he never kills until the savage's 

gun has already cleared his holster" (60). 

The cowboy hero's capacity for violence, however, does not mean that he is 

without morals. In fact, he has higher morals than most. In Lonesome Dove, Captain 

^ "Unlike the knight, the cowboy hero does not seek out combat for its own sake and he typically 
shows an aversion to the wanton shedding of blood. Killing is an act forced upon him and he carries it out 
with the precision and skill of a surgeon and the careiiil proportions of an artist" (Cawelti 59). 

^ The Virginian hanged Steve, whom the narrator referred to as "Steve of Medicine Bow! The 
pleasant Steve of my first evening in the West" (239). Although Steve had ridden and woriced with the 
Virginian, and they seemed to be good fiiends, the Virginians sense of duty required him to ensure that 
justice was done, regardless of who had to suffer. 
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Call savagely beats the Army scout Dixon for whipping Newt, who is trying to keep 

him fi'om stealing Dish's horse, but he has good reason: 

Call saw that everyone was looking at him, the hands and cowboys and 
townspeople alike. The anger had drained out of him, leaving him 
feeling tired. He didn't remember the fight, particularly, but people 
were looking at him as if they were stunned. He felt he should make 
some explanation, though it seemed to him a simple situation. "I hate a 
man that talks mde," he said. "I won't tolerate it." (738-741) 

According to Call, the man deserved the beating because he was acting in a socially 

unacceptable manner. It is sometimes difficult, however, to decide what it and is not 

acceptable. 

Svoboda explains that a moral fi'ontier exists in America, and it acts as "a 

dividing line between the civilized and the savage" (559). It is within this fi'ontier that 

the cowboy hero must operate. He is obviously not alone. Cawelti identifies three 

types of townspeople,^ which he says "represent a basic moral opposition between 

good and evil" (54). The westem hero is oftentimes the only person preventing the 

forces of evil from destroying a town or community, and his battle can easily l)ecome 

violent, but it is always done with regard to a set of moral codes. Cawelti says this 

moral code is male-oriented, and he states that "Not only do the hero's ties of 

friendship motivate much of his behavior, but in most cases the great sense of honor 

and adherence to a highly disciplined code of behavior which sharply differentiates 

* The first type are pioneers or decent folk, who "resemble the hero in being virtuous and honorable 
people, but they lack his ability to cope with savagery"; the second type are "escapees fi-om civilization," 
who want to get back to the basics of living but are confi-onted with the savageness of the frontier; and, the 
third type are "banker-villains," who represent the forces of civilization that try to destroy the simple way of 
life the pioneers seek (49-50). 
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hero from savages and outlaws springs from his association with the masculine group" 

(63). Wister states, "Their code had no place for the man who steals a pocket-book or 

stabs in the back" ("Evolution" 52). This code, which is grounded in chivalric values 

and what the heroes consider to be morally right, does not allow for cheating, lying, 

or disrespect (especially towards women). The hero as well as the villain is aware of 

the mles within the code, for it was established and enforced by the frontiersmen 

themselves. 

The code the cowboys lived by did not necessarily conform to those approved 

by society. Folsom presents an equally interesting view of this chivalric code: ". . .the 

man who stands within the law and acts according to established social codes may well 

be viewed somewhat suspiciously" (121). The cowboy is, after all, an independent 

who is trying to escape civilization, and anyone who blindly abides by all of society's 

mles cannot possibly be void of suspicion. This is what may cause the love/hate 

relationship the cowboy hero shares vsdth the civilized world. In concluding his essay 

on the cow-puncher, Wister claims, "He has never made a good citizen, but only a 

good soldier, from his tournament days down" ("Evolution" 53). This perception of 

the westem hero dominates our mental images: someone who is a little rough around 

the edges—to the point of being socially unacceptable—but also someone who can 

instill justice where no one else can or will. 

The attitude of civilization toward the cowboy hero says something about not 

only the character of the cowboy hero, but also of the characters of those who 
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represent civilization, especially the townspeople. They need him, yet they repulse 

him. It is no wonder that he avoids civilizatioa. Svoboda says the hero figure 

"operates not only as a savior but also as a critic-at-large of both the dangers of 

savagery and of the more insidious sorts of savagery that may^be cloaked within the 

supposedly benevolent values of civilization" (561).^ In the introduction to Wister's 

"Evolution of the Cow-Puncher," Robert Murray Davis says that, ". . .Wister came to 

feel that the West was not so much a place in which moral qualities were created as 

one in which they were tested" (qtd. in "Evolution"34). The West provided ample 

opportunities for both. 

To enforce his moral codes, as well as the established laws he chose to work 

within, the cowboy hero required his most obvious characteristic: his mastery of skills. 

Whether it is riding a horse, playing cards, telling a story, or using a firearm, the 

cowboy hero does it better than anyone else. Svoboda refers to the "archetypal hero 

of the westem" as a "redeemer, a Christ figure. . ." who possesses "those skills of self-

reliance that allow him to survive and even to prosper on the savage side of the 

frontier" (560). Folsom states that there is no limit to what he can do well, but his 

skills reflect his surroundings; therefore, he may never be a chess champion, but he will 

almost assuredly win at poker, which was more common to the West (136). 

Cawelti says the cowboy hero is "supremely good and masterfiil in his skills," 

particularly his skill with firearms (55-59). He states that the cowboy's six-gun is the 

Svoboda is again making the comparison between detectives and heroes of traditional Westems. 
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equivalent of the knight's sword, both of which were tools used to minister justice: 

"The cowboy hero with his six-gun standing between the uncontrolled violence of the 

savages and the evolving collective forces of the legal process played out in new terms 

the older image of chivalrous adventure" (59). When a shoot-out occurs, the hero's 

aim is always tme and, although he might be injured, it is almost certainly the villain 

who is killed. The Virginian's shoot-out v^th Trampass, as tame as it is by today's 

standards, set the pattem for aU to follow: his moral integrity demanded that he face 

the outlaw, and the much-anticipated moment of their duel saw to it that good 

triumphed over evil.'° 

The shoot-out is often close, as it was in The Virginian; Trampass's bullet hits 

the Virginian's shirt sleeve but misses him (302). This is because both the hero and 

the villain possess the same types of skills. It is not always a matter of the hero 

possessing skills superior to those of the villairt Rather, it is the moral code that the 

hero abides by that ensures his victory. The hero never takes his adversary for 

granted. James K. Folsom states, "The similarities between the hero and the villain in 

the Westem often lead them to a kind of mutual respect—or if that is too strong a 

word, at least a mutual admiration—for each other's abilities" (119). Perhaps part of 

his drive to win over his enemies is nothing more than a desire to better another man 

of equal abilities. Regardless of his possible motivations, the cowboy hero is unable to 

'" Trampass was drunk, which probably gave the Virginian a considwable advantage, but this also 
shows his supCTiority: at another time he could have beatoi Trampass in a drinking contest, but the 
Virginian understood the impotance of sobriety during a shooting oxitest 
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ignore what he senses as his duty to society, and he uses his skills time and again to 

fiilfiUit. 

Another skill the cowboy hero possesses is his speaking ability. Wister says 

that the real-life cowboys built their own language, frequently borrowing from 

Spanish, and they gave it a certain degree of eloquence, making it distinctly Westem at 

the same time as being equally sophisticated as traditional Eastem speech (47-49). 

While he may never speak in a political forum, he is a master storyteller. The wit of 

the cowboy and his ability to read an audience are often the points of a contest, as it is 

in The Virginian. Whether he is making a fool of Trampass with the frog story, or 

simply putting him in his place v^th his most famous line, "When you call me that, 

smileV he commands the action and controls his adversaries with his words as much 

as he does his physical movements. 

His speech is reserved for only the times he needs to use it, much like his other 

skills. "Like his gun, language is a weapon the hero rarely uses, but when he does it is 

with precise and powerfiil effectiveness. In addition, the hero's reluctance with 

language reflects his social isolation and his reluctance to commit himself to the action 

which he knows vsill invariably lead to another violent confrontation" (Cawelti 61). 

Although the cowboy is frequently a man of few words, when he does speak he has a 

way of getting right to the heart of the matter and impressing his audience with his 

simplicity, honesty, and insight. 
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Insight, or perception, is one of the most useful of the cowboy hero's skills for 

fulfilling the moral obligation he feels towards society. Folsom believes that Wister 

felt insight was "the most significant quality possessed by the Westem hero. . ." (113). 

The hero's ability to understand the tme nature of a situation and make the distinction 

between good and evil, is at the very root of his character. Folsom conq)ares the 

cowboy to a detective, stating that "the cowboy's success depends upon his superior 

powers of observation, whether of his fellow man (as Wister's Virginian was enabled 

to v ^ at poker by his understanding of his opponents' probable behavior) or of the 

'clues' provided by the extemal world" (113). 

Folsom clarifies the reasoning behind the cowboy's uses of his insight, saying 

that he is not acting merely to enforce laws, but rather is operating with a more 

morally-based objective. Folsom claims that the Westem hero's perceptions are not 

just used to determine whether or not a crime has l)een committed, but they go further 

"into the meaning of events and often of life itself' (136). Observation allows him to 

serve as a frontier detective, enabling him to provide the justice the frontier lacked, but 

his insight that goes along with his powers of observation also provide the moral 

security needed for the lawless time in which he operates. 

Enforcing his moral code and issuing justice helped keep the cowboy busy, 

which is another of his essential traits. James K. Folsom states that the westem hero is 

"conceived as basically an active person" (118); whether he is herding cattle, catching 

horse thieves, courting the schoolmarm, or simply playing pranks on his peers, he is in 
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constant motion. Frederic Svoboda says, "To become motionless is the worst thing 

that can happen. . .not only in terms of completing his quest but also in terms of 

personal safety" (563).*' Whether it is a matter of safety, or more his attempt to 

remain free and isolated from society, the westem hero must keep on the move. One 

of the most familiar scenes to audiences of Westems is the hero riding off into the 

sunset. Although the Virginian eventually settled down with Molly, he did not stop his 

quest for new adventures and the end of the book left him "with a strong grip on many 

various enterprises.. ." (316). This is why the sedentary farmer or "sod-buster" 

character has such a negative image as opposed to the more active heroic cowboy 

figure. 

The ending of The Virginian is actually one of the few instances where we see 

the cowboy hero involved in steady work. More common is the character who drifts 

from one job to the next (or one who has a steady occupation, but not consistent 

employment), but always somehow seems to have enough money to get by. We do 

not know exactly which enterprises the Virginian is involved in, but that is generally 

the case: "that the hero somehow possess the necessary fimds to maintain himself in 

horses, food, ammunition and elegant costumes, though it is rarely clear just where or 

how he gets this money" (Cawelti 64). Cawelti says this is part of the Westem 

formulaic pattem involving chase and pursuit (66). This also shows the love/hate 

relationship the hero has with society, as seen so clearly in Jack Schaeffer's Shane. 

" Speaking of the detective. 
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Shane wanders into the valley where he finds the Starretts and other nesters, fights the 

big rancher and his hired gim, then realizes that he does not fit in vsith the rest of 

society and rides back out again. He "kills the villain, simultaneously saving the 

nesters and outlawing himself from their community" (Bold 135). 

The hero is in constant motion because he must be to survive in a world that is 

ever-changing, and his ability to adapt to change is the last common trait essential to 

his character. The hero is caught between the lawless frontier he craves because of the 

adventure it offers, and the civilization he initiates by his taming of the wildemess. 

Folsom states, "Though many authors do not choose to emphasize the way in which 

times change in the world of Westem fiction, this theme is never far beneath the 

surface" (137). Change occurs not only in his surroundings when civilization 

transforms the wildemess into a town, but often within the hero himself as he learns 

and grows from each adventure he encounters. 

Christine Bold explains how the Virginian experiences a rite of passage, 

moving him "from prankster boyhood to manhood" (42). The Virginian's joke of 

switching the babies at the Swinton barbecue made him realize the childishness of his 

act, as well as the pointlessness of it. When asked why he did it he responds, "Blamed 

if I know any more. I expect it must have been the whiskey" (79). The hero's ability 

to understand and adapt to change is very closely related to his insight. He analyzes 

the situations he is presented, and he moralizes them. This prank is the last time we 

see the Virginian act so irresponsibly. 
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Although he may be able to adapt to change, it is change that probably 

threatens the cowboy hero's existence the most. Frederic Svoboda says, "The westem 

presents a dream of civilization, of a coming of order to a disordered land" (568). 

Wister claims that this is what resulted in the disappearance of the cowboy: 

He went to tovm for a job; he got a position on the raikoad; he set up a 
saloon; he married, and fenced in a little farm; and he tumed "mstler," 
and stole the cattle from the men for whom he had once worked. In 
these capacities you will find him to-day. . .Such is the story of the 
cow-puncher, the American descendant of Saxon ancestors, who for 
thirty years flourished upon our part of the earth, and, because he was 
not compatible with Progress, is now departed, never to retum. 
("Evolution" 52-53) 

Wister is, of course, speaking of the real-life cowboy, who no longer has the 

open range to work and live on. The stereotypical fictional cowboy figure, however, 

lives OIL He is the most popular character in fiction. He is the loner who avoids 

sexual relationships, partly because a steady relationship would confine him too much. 

He frequently acts as a vigilante, enforcing on others the high moral codes he abides 

by, in order to create a civilization he protects and shuns at the same time. He is 

masterful in all of the skills necessary for his environment, and he remains active, 

mostly because he must constantly adapt to new surroundings. 

Although some form of him may have existed for centuries as Wister suggests, 

the hero figure of the westem cowboy, with the characteristics that were culminated in 

Wister's Virginian, set the stage for many that followed. Countless other authors have 

used Wister's tenq)late to create heroes almost identical to the Virginian, from early 

writers such as Louis L'Amour and Zane Grey to contemporary writers of Westems 
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such as Elmer Kelton and Clay Reynolds. Westems, however, are not the only place 

the cowboy hero exists; he has crossed over into many other genre, as well as other 

media. The next chapter will closely examine how the cowboy hero character was 

transformed into other literary genre. 
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CHAPTER II 

ADAPTING TO NEW FRONTIERS 

When Owen Wister wrote that the cowboy had disappeared and would never 

return, ". . . because he was not compatible with Progress" ("Evolution" 53), he was 

claiming that cowboys no longer existed because the frontier had closed. The era of 

the frontier Wister wrote about lasted only a short time during the late I800's, and the 

"Progress" he referred to did indeed seem to bring to an end that period in America's 

history. The introduction of barbed wire in the 1870's closed off the open range, and 

the advent of the railroad eliminated the need for cattle drives. As a result, the real-life 

cowboys' duties were suddenly and greatly diminished. Towns became cities, and the 

solitary life the cowboy preferred was becoming increasingly difficult to find as he was 

forced to find work within an urban setting. 

The frontier is, or course, an essential element of the Westem; it is the arena in 

which the cowboy hero performs. The frontier—and the notion of settling it—is also an 

essential part of being an American. In "The Significance of the Frontier in American 

History," Frederick Jackson Tumer, the first to recognize the importance of the 

American frontier, suggests that America's personality was formed by those who 

settled the West.*^ In "The West and American Ideals," Tumer stated, "American 

'̂  Both of the Tumer papers referred to, "The Significance of the Frontier in American 
History" and "The West and American Ideals," are taken fi-om Turner's book The Frontier in 
American History, 1950. 
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democracy was bom of no theorist's dream; it was not carried in the Sarah Constant 

to Virginia, nor in the Mayflower to Plymouth. It came out of the American forest, 

and it gained new strength each time it touched a new frontier" (293). In The 

American Western Novel, James K. Folsom says that Westems explore what we 

believe the American experience to be and ask the question, "What is an American" 

(29). The frontier is at the heart of that question. 

Folsom states, "The American mental hesitation between the values of urban 

and rural life is mirrored in the Westem novel; whether the coming of civilization is 

good or ill is the burden of Westem fiction" (31). According to Folsom, there are two 

distinct methods for treating fictional Westem themes: 

The first of these . . . the author focuses his attention primarily upon a 
frontiersman and upon his reaction to the wild, uncivilized environment 
of the Great West. Such a novel chronicles man's impact upon the 
frontier, paying relatively little heed to the civilization which must 
follow upon the frontiersman's heels. The second method . . . is the 
converse of this: in it the author focuses his attention primarily upon a 
given area of land, which he then watches develop from the pioneer 
state through the various stages of civilization which follow. (177) 

In either case, the frontier is the setting, and the only difference is whether the 

development of civilization is the primary or secondary concem. In one, the hero 

battles forces in the wild without concem for the affects on civilization. In the other, 

the audience sees the direct impact of those battles and the effects they have on the 

wildemess in relation to civilization. The implication of these ideas is that readers are 

interested in Westems because they dramatize Americans' desire to still live the 
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frontier life.'̂  In many ways, we still do exist in a frontier; it is simply a different kind 

of wildemess in which we live. 

The "frontier" of the American West is no longer confined by geographic 

boundaries. In The Six-Gun Mystique, John G. Cawelti states, "Our geographical 

definition must immediately be qualified by a social and historical definition of setting: 

the Westem is a story which takes place on or near a frontier, and consequently, the 

Westem is generally set at a particular moment in the past" (35). He also claims that 

"A Westem that does not take place in the West, near the frontier, at a point in history 

when social order and anarchy are in tension, and that does not involve some form of 

pursuit, is simply not a Westem" (31). As noted in Chapter I, Cawelti believes 

Westems portray lawless times during the civilization of America. There have been 

countless eras of lawless times, and they were not limited to the boundaries of the 

continental U.S. Is there a reason they must be restricted to the past, or even to 

geographical confines? 

A frontier is fluid, an area in a period of development. As mentioned in the 

first chapter, Richard Slotkin refers to '"settler-states': political communities 

established on the periphery of a colonizing 'metropolis'" (173). The development of 

these areas usually involves the displacement of the original inhabitants, resulting in 

some form of conflict. A frontier can exist anywhere there is room for development. 

'̂  Cawelti claims that Americans identify themselves as pioneers "who have conquered a 
continent and sired on it a new society" (58), and this issue will be addressed in depth in a later 
chapter. 
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as well as diversity among the inhabitants. In the historical American West, settlers 

established civilization despite the opposition of the Indians, and they also had to 

contend with countless outlaws, usually escaping a criminal past in the East. In the 

inner city of Los Angeles or New York, criminals battle police and rivals in areas that, 

although once developed, have decayed and are in need of re-civilization. In outer 

space, at least in science fiction, adventurers explore new worlds and encounter whole 

new species, analogous to the peculiar animals found in the American West. The new 

races of people who are discovered are almost always portrayed as evil, and they must 

be prevented from destroying Earth or other planets, or even entire galaxies. 

A frontier does not necessarily need to be confined to a physical region of land. 

Folsom writes, "The Last Frontier is finally something more than an aspect of the 

American West; its topography comes to resemble the landscape of the human soul" 

(32). The themes addressed in Westems are global. The moral battles between good 

and evil do not end sinqjly because there are no longer boundless ranges left in the 

American West. Even though the cowboy Wister described in The Virginian does not 

exist in real-life, the romanticized version he created did not die when the forces of 

civilization closed the westem frontier of the American West. One of the defining 

characteristics of the fictional westem hero is his ability to adapt to change, and that is 

exactly what he did. 

The literary figure of the cowboy hero, as defined by Owen Wister's Virginian, 

t)ecame the stereotypical hero figure for many other genre by introducing it into new 
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environments, according to what was happening in the contemporary world. 

Whatever his surroundings, the hero figure of the Westem maintains the characteristics 

examined in the previous chapter: (1) he is a loner; (2) he is asexual; (3) he assumes 

the role of vigilante; (4) he has very high morals; (5) he has exceptional skills, 

especially perception; (6) he remains active; and (7) he is able to adapt to the ever-

changing environment he lives in. Regardless of which role he plays, the heroic figure 

in much modem fiction acts in basically the same way to fulfill similar duties as 

Wister's Virginian. 

The transformation of the character and the popularity of one genre to the next 

can be examined chronologically, at first in reference to our country's development, 

and later with regards to interests world-wide. As various changes occurred in the 

contemporary world, audiences required new types of heroes to emulate the situations 

relevant to what they were experiencing in their own lives. The agrarian lifestyle that 

Americans were once all familiar with became less common as rural areas grew into 

large metropolitan centers. 

After the tum of the century, fewer people lived in rural areas because of many 

social and economic changes. Our country began to rely more on industry and less on 

agriculture. Developments in technology required fewer people to produce the same 

number of crops, so more jobs were found in manufacturing and service industries, 

which were located in expanding towns and cities. As the larger cities grew beyond 

their means and crime found its way into the older, poorer neighlxjrhoods, the cities 

26 



began to erode from the inside, creating a renewed need for development—another 

frontier. 

In the decades following the tum of the century, the country became more 

modernized and readers had less interest in the "wDd west." They needed heroes they 

could relate to, men who were familiar with this new urban frontier. Writers 

responded with murder mysteries and detective stories. But there were plenty of other 

frontiers besides the inner city. After World War I and World War II, people wanted 

to read about American heroes in foreign countries fighting for the American ideal. 

Interest in science fiction led to the transition of the hero from an automobile into a 

space ship, fighting aliens instead of rustlers. The Cold War popularized spy novels, 

and readers found the same hero figure in the middle of espionage and intemational 

intrigue, traveling around the world in jets and driving foreign sports cars, while 

wearing expensive suits and using futuristic weaponry. 

It is important to remember that heroic literary characters, from Odysseus to 

the knights of Camelot, have influenced the characters in all of the genre mentioned. 

However, none of these figures have the combination of traits found in the Virginian. 

Wister's character, and the "frontier" setting where good battles evil, have acted as a 

template for many writers of the twentieth century. The following comparison, which 

examines the first clear transition into another character—from the stereotypical 

westem cowboy to a "hard-boiled detective"—illustrates the similarities between the 

characters and genre. 
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When urban life started to become more prevalent than rural life, westem 

writers traded open country, horses and mstlers for the inner-city, convertibles and 

blackmailers. Frederic Svoboda's article "The Snub-Nosed Mystique" closely 

examines the characteristics of the "hard-boiled detective" and compares them to those 

of the cowboy hero. Svoboda states, "The American frontier has long been 

conquered, yet the private eye finds that all its classes of hazards face him within the 

stmcture of American civilization" (558). In other words, the frontier has not 

disappeared, it has just been transplanted from the wide-open country to the inner-city, 

most frequently in cities along the Pacific Coast such as Los Angeles or San Francisco, 

where a mixture of different cultures can cause animosity. Of course, places like New 

York, Chicago, or Miami are also examples of cities that experience levels of crime 

and violence that would require a hero who could bring to justice those "savages" 

responsible for the threat to the civilized residents. 

Svoboda suggests that there are actually two westem frontiers: a psychological 

one, and a moral one. The psychological frontier lives on in the way we dress, speak, 

and entertain ourselves with things reminiscent of the old west. We drive Broncos and 

Mustangs, wear Wranglers and cowlx)y boots, and enjoy line dancing and vacationing 

at ranch resorts. The moral frontier Svoboda refers to is where the battle between 

good and evil takes place, and the detective, much like his cowboy counterpart, lives 

constantly on the edge of it (559). The only difference between the two, according to 

Svoboda is, "The gunfighter is a man on horseback, a heroic slayer of dragons and 
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cutter of Gordian knots; the detective has a different, indeed an ultimately impossible, 

task, the untangling of the Gordian knot; his job is never ending" (558). 

In Something More Than Night: The Case of Raymond Chandler, Peter Wolfe 

supports Svoboda's notion that the detective figure is based on the classic westem 

hero, stating that the detective novel merely has a different setting for the detective to 

work in because "urban sprawl has denied him the space to create a new world. Now 

that the frontier has closed, he must build ex nihilo"" (83). The underworld of the inner 

city is as much a wild, uncontrolled place full of danger and savages as is the mgged 

terrain envisioned when thinking of the geographic frontier of the American West. 

In his article, Svoboda parallels the detective with the cowboy hero, showing 

how closely the two are related by analyzing numerous fictional detectives, including 

those from authors such as Mickey Spillane, Dashiell Hammett and John D. 

MacDonald. He provides examples of how each has many of the characteristics of the 

stereotypical westem hero, which they certainly do. However, he only mentions 

Raymond Chandler's character Philip Marlowe in passing. Marlowe is perhaps the 

best detective to use when making a comparison with the cowboy figure, as he is quite 

possibly the best example of how similar the fictional detective is to the stereotypical 

cowboy hero. Chandler's books not only utilize the character traits of the literary 

cowboy hero, but they also make use of themes, settings, and morals that closely 

resemble those which are the basic components of formulaic Westems. 
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Chandler first introduces his detective hero character in the short story 

"Blackmailer Don't Shoot." At that time the hero went by the name Mallory, which 

Jerry Speir suggests in his book, Raymond Chandler, is " in likely reference to Sir 

Thomas Malory's Morte D Arthur'' (114). Chandler uses as many as ten different 

names for the character, including Johnny De Ruse, John Dalmas, and Sam 

Delaguerra, who is the only police officer that Chandler allows to play the role of the 

hero. The first time Chandler uses the name Philip Marlowe for the character is in 

The Big Sleep, a novel based on two of his previous short stories, "The Curtain" and 

"Killer in the Rain." Six other Marlowe novels followed. Speir suggests that the name 

of Marlowe possibly came from a character named Marlow in Joseph Conrad's Heart 

of Darkness (115). 

According to Philip Durham, in Down These Mean Streets a Man Must Go, 

Marlowe is most realistic in Farewell, My Lovely, the second novel in which he 

appeared. Durham refers to Marlowe as "a combination of the American frontier 

hero, war hero, political hero, athletic hero, and chivabic hero" (147). Durham 

repeatedly uses knightly imagery when describing Marlowe, making note of Chandler's 

own metaphoric use of knights and chivalry in The Big Sleep (92), as well as stating 

his own opinions conceming the character's "knightly attitude," and how he believes 

Marlowe to be a descendant of the medieval knight literary figure (82). 

The knight, of course, along with all of his attributes, is the predecessor of the 

cowboy, and the chivalric attitudes and morals of those literary figures spill over into 
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the character of Marlowe. The fact that readers perceive Marlowe in this way would 

have undoubtedly pleased Chandler, who made a conscious effort to portray the 

detective in knightly fashion. In the first chapter of The Big Sleep, Chandler eludes to 

the type of action that will follow when he describes a stained-glass panel in the 

Stemwood mansion, which showed a knight in "dark armor" rescuing a nude damsel 

in distress (3). It is interesting that Marlowe is portrayed as a "dark" knight instead of 

one in shining armor, and that sex is so openly used as bait for the reader, when 

Marlowe later repeatedly refuses to participate in any of the sexual games the other 

characters play. 

In a letter to John Houseman, later published in Selected Letters of Raymond 

Chandler, Chandler writes, " . . . Marlowe is a more honorable man than you or I. I 

don't mean Bogart playing Marlowe and I don't mean because I created him. I didn't 

create him at all; I've seen dozens like him in all essentials except the few colorful 

qualities he needed to be in a book" (197). Although Chandler molded Marlowe from 

real people he had known, selecting only the best qualities from numerous individuals, 

similar to the way Wister created the Virginian, Chandler made it clear that Marlowe 

as a whole was completely fictional. Durham says, "Never for a moment did Chandler 

imply that he was real except on paper" (96). It is hard to imagine someone with all of 

Marlowe's characteristics existing in real life. Philip Marlowe represents the ideal, a 

mythical figure in the detective's world that is the equivalent to the Virginian in the 

cowboy's. 
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The arena that Marlowe does battle in is the city of Los Angeles, as well as 

Hollywood, Santa Monica, and other cities along the Pacific Coast. Chandler paints a 

grim picture of the underworld that threatens the civilization Marlowe is defending. 

This is the moral frontier that Svoboda identified, the "dividing line between the 

civilized and the savage" (559), where the forces of evil seem overwhelmingly 

powerful, and the good guy could possibly be pulled over to the other side at any 

moment. 

Chandler does, however, stay closer to the real frontier than some readers 

notice. Much of the action in Chandler's novels takes place outdoors, and when 

Marlowe is inside, little attention is paid to the interior details. Speir points out that, 

"Marlowe is seldom at home in the novels and even when he is we get little description 

of his private surroundings" (107). In fact, more description is given to the landscape 

in Chandler's novels than to some of his characters. The characters, besides his 

detectives, are frequently described as the extremes of their stereotypes; bad guys 

epitomize evil, while clients are overly naive or stupid. The supporting characters are 

intended to be shallow. This simplistic depiction allows more emphasis to be placed 

on the hero, his setting, and his actions. 

One example of the importance Chandler places on scenery is in The Long 

Good-Bye: 

The stretch of broken-paved road from the highway to the curve of the 
hill was dancing in the noon heat and the scmb that dotted the parched 
land on both sides of it was flour-white with granite dust by this time. 
The weedy smell was almost nauseating. A thin, hot, acrid breeze was 
blowing. I had my coat off and my sleeves rolled up, but the door was 
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too hot to rest an arm on. A tethered horse dozed wearily under a 
clump of live oaks. (qtd. in The Second Chandler Omnibus 349) 

Chandler also gives a detailed description of the oil sump where Rusty Regan's body 

was hidden in The Big Sleep, showing how even the Stemwood's property could 

appear barren and desolate, despite the fact that it was in the heart of the city: 

It was a narrow dirt road, not much more than a track, like the entrance 
to some foothill ranch. A wide five-barred gate was folded back 
against a stump and looked as if it hadn't been shut in years. The road 
was fiinged with tall eucalyptus trees and deeply mtted. Tmcks had 
used it. It was empty and sunny now, but not yet dusty. The rain had 
been too hard and too recent. I followed the mts along and the noise 
of the city traffic grew curiously and quickly faint, as if this were not in 
the city at all, but far away in a daydream land. Then the oil-stained, 
motionless walking-beam of a squat wooden derrick stuck up over a 
branch. (217-218) 

In The Lady in the Lake, Marlowe even leaves the city for a pastoral setting, 

where Chandler has him observing the beauty of the wildlife and landscape found in 

the Sierra Madres. It is also here that Chandler most clearly distinguishes between the 

corruption of the city and the goodness of nature. Jerry Speir adds, "When out of the 

office, Marlowe, like most Califomians, is a creature of the automobile" (109). The 

automobile, usually a convertible, is of course Marlowe's equivalent to the cowboy's 

horse. 

Marlowe does have each of the defining characteristics of the westem hero. 

First, Marlowe is definitely a loner. He does not even have a "side-kick," such as 

Effie Ferine, the faithful secretary who accompanies Dashiell Hammett's Sam Spade. 

Interestingly, Wolfe implies that perhaps the detective is an even more solitary 
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character than the cowboy, despite living within a civilization and being surrounded by 

people. He writes: "Hardboiled fiction always calls attention to the loneliness of the 

private eye" (84). The detective chooses to isolate himself, probably because of his 

distmst of people, which comes from the business of working with blackmailers, 

murderers, and other mthless criminals. 

Throughout most of his career, Marlowe apparently wants to remain a loner, 

as he rejects almost every woman with whom he comes into contact. Claiming that a 

character is asexual does not mean that he never has sex; instead the hero figure does 

not have a meaningfiil, continuing sexual relationship with someone of the opposite 

sex. This befits the stereotype. However, for some reason, Marlowe suffers more 

criticism for his asexual attitude than other detectives do. Speir says, "Some people 

will tell you that Chandler was a misogynist; others will argue that his detective, 

Marlowe, is homosexual (vii). Many of Marlowe's observations of other characters 

can seem effeminate, and as much detail is given to physically large men as is given to 

beautiftil women. Speir defends Marlowe's interest in men, stating, "Marlowe does, in 

a real sense, idealize his big men. But to constme that admiration as homosexual lust 

is to misconstme an essential facet of Marlowe's character. There is in Marlowe a 

strong tendency to idealize everything" (111). 

Like the cowboy hero, part of Marlowe's character depends on his skills of 

observation, and noticing the men that he is up against is natural. He is an observer, a 

note-taker. Although Marlowe can legitimately be called asexual, there is no 
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justification for labeling him a homosexual. In Playback, Marlowe tells Linda Loring, 

whom we know he has already had a sexual encounter with, "I haven't been faithful to 

you, Linda. I didn't think I'd ever see you again. I didn't know you expected me to 

be faithftil" (qtd. in The Second Chandler Omnibus 549). Marlowe's stating that he 

had been unfaithfiil would indicate that he has had other sexual experiences, and we 

have no reason to believe they are anything other than heterosexual. 

As with the cowboy hero, it is not impossible for the character to have sex 

(Wister even implies that the Virginian has had a sexual relationship with the golden-

haired landlady of Medicine Bow in the fourth chapter, and he and Molly presumably 

have sex after their wedding); it is not, however, discussed openly. During Wister's 

time, pmdish morality and publisher's concems over censorship could explain the 

delicate treatment of sexual relations. In later works, however, it can only be because 

of the writers' need to follow closely the established stereotype of the character. 

Marlowe, like the cowboy, thrives on fighting evil. His cases may begin simply 

enough, but they inevitably become more complex than the reader or the hero expect. 

There is no such thing as an innocent blackmail case. Marlowe constantly plays the 

vigilante who must take on the seamiest characters, all of whom operate in an 

underground world of cormption and wickedness. In The Big Sleep alone, Marlowe 

confronts blackmailers, pom dealers, dmg abusers, and murderers. Even the police 

are immoral, tuming their heads from all sorts of crimes, oftentimes because they are 

on the take as well. This is the case in many detective novels. In The Maltese Falcon, 
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the police treat Spade as if were the main suspect, even coming to his apartment and 

threatening him. Marlowe, however, feels compelled to fight the evils that the police 

choose to ignore. 

Wolfe proposes that the detective's isolation is due to this increased amount of 

amoral activity by the culture as a whole. Although the detective has plenty of human 

contact, very little of it is with anyone of his high moral standards (85). Wolfe 

believes the deeds of the cowlx)y are similar to those of the detective, and they are 

done for the good of civilization. He says, ". . . many readers agree that the American 

fictional detective, like his forebear, the frontiersman, distinguishes himself in action . . 

." (88). His work, what keeps him active, is battling the evil forces he is exposed to 

through his clients. 

Cases start out for money, but end up being a matter of moral choices. 

Marlowe discovered what had happened to Rusty Regan, but decides not to tell 

General Stemwood because it was too awfiil. Marlowe knows that the general's hope 

of finding his son-in-law one day is perhaps the only thing keeping him alive, and if 

Marlowe told him that Rusty was dead—and who was responsible—it would surely kill 

him. This is similar to Spade's case in The Maltese Falcon—he takes a small job, 

originally for money, but then completes it to avenge his partner's death. Even though 

Spade cannot care for Miles Archer too deeply, as he is likely having an affair with his 

wife, he still feels obligated to live up to the code that says he cannot let his partner's 
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killer get away. The "revenge" plot is one of three specific types that Cawelti 

identifies as being definitively Westem (46). 

Although Marlowe tmsts very few people, he seems less cynical than Spade. 

He certainly has more integrity. In The Maltese Falcon, Spade not only turns Brigid 

O'Shaughnessy over to the police, but he seems to enjoy doing it: "I'm going to send 

you over . . . You're taking the fall. One of us has got to take it, after the talking 

those birds will do. They'd hang me sure" (211). Spade is not without principles; he 

will simply not take the fall for the sake of a woman, especially when she is playing 

dirty, as Brigid was. 

In contrast, Marlowe at least gives Vivian a chance to take Carmen away to 

save her from the police in The Big Sleep. However, he still has a conviction that 

compels him to do the right thing when he says, "I'll give you three days. If you're 

gone by then—okey. If you're not, out it comes" (229-230). While both detectives 

operate alone, and with their own set of high morals, Marlowe appears to be the more 

honorable of the two. 

Marlowe is a skilled fighter and can handle a gun, but his most obvious skill is 

his perception, much like the cowboy. Not only can he distinguish l)etween good and 

evil, but he can also immediately identify the tme motives behind his clients' actions. 

In The Big Sleep, he understands from the beginning that General Stemwood wants 

him to find his missing son-in-law, although he hired Marlowe to help with a blackmail 

situation. When Marlowe says that he knows what he was really hired for, the General 
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tells him, "You assume a great deal. I usually ask for what I want," but he does not 

deny that Marlowe is correct (210). 

His exceptional skills assure that he will solve each case that he faces. This, 

obviously, is important to the reader, who wants the hero to win and justice to prevail. 

If Marlowe lacked the skiQ needed to serve his clients successfully, the novels would 

have to be labeled comic, rather than mystery. While it may seem at times that he is 

stumped, the reader is confident, partly because of the familiar formula of good 

triumphing over evil (whether in a westem or a mystery), that the clues will fall into 

place and Marlowe will solve the crime. 

When dealing with the types of people Marlowe encounters, both as suspects 

and clients, he must occasionally resort to violence. He does not carry a gun regularly, 

as is the case with many detective characters. This does not mean that he is not an 

accomplished marksman, or that he is unwilling to use deadly force. In fact, even 

while his hands are handcuffed behind his back he is able to shoot and kill the hit-man 

Canino in The Big Sleep (202).'"* Most often, though, he prefers to fight with only his 

hands. In describing another fight in The Big Sleep, Durham states, "In nineteenth-

century Westem style he threw his gun on the ground and fought the kid with nature's 

weapons.. ." (90). 

This is reflective of the "code" referred to earlier. Cawelti states: 

*'* If this is not merely a mistake on Chandler's part in describing the action that took place 
(forgetting that Marlowe is still in handcuffs), then it is a perfect example of the uncanny, perhaps 
physically unrealistic abilities the hero character can possess. 
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Not only do the hero's ties of fiiendship motivate much of his behavior, 
but in most cases the great sense of honor and adherence to a highly 
disciplined code of behavior which sharply differentiates hero from 
savages and outlaws springs from his association with the masculine 
group. The "code of the West" is in every respect a male ethic and its 
values and prescriptions relate primarily to the relationships of men. 
(63) 

Wister spoke of this code as well, but more in terms of the dualism associated with the 

character: "They developed heartiness and honesty in virtue and in vice alike. Their 

evil deeds were not of a sneaking kind, but had always the saving grace of courage. 

Their code had no place for the man who steals a pocket-book or stabs in the back" 

("Evolution" 52). The code was not always what would be acceptable to the average 

citizen, but those who knew it lived by it. 

As noted earlier, the detective's cases are the source of his livelihood. They 

are his means of survival—the way he makes money to pay his bills—but they are also 

what motivates him, what keeps him active; they are all he has to live for. He 

relentlessly pursues his enemies, partly because he has nothing else to do. He has no 

social life, so when he's not on a case, his life is basically placed on hold. This is the 

reason that all of the action in a detective story centers around the action of the case. 

There are very few events that are not connected to the case, but the detective does 

follow up every lead, no matter how trivial it may seem. This dedication to the job 

takes the detective everywhere, from the sleaziest slimis to the wealthiest homes, and 

even into corporate or political or social areas where he might otherwise never 

venture. 
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Speir does criticize Chandler for molding Marlowe too closely to the 

stereotype of the detective. He says, "Marlowe is finally too stylized a creation to 

permit growth and development" (ix). That is exactly what Chandler attempted to 

have Marlowe do: grow and develop. By the last complete Marlowe novel, the 

detective has fallen for a woman, Linda Loring, and there is talk of marriage. 

Chandler planned to have Marlowe married to Linda in the next novel. The Poodle 

Springs Story, which he was unable to finish before his death. Of course, had 

Chandler finished the book and had Marlowe marry Linda, the parallel to the ending of 

The Virginian would have been quite obvious. 

Yet, it is this development of the character that Speir and many others criticize 

the most. They are almost assuredly assuming that it has to do with the asexual part of 

his character. It does not. Marlowe's relationship with Linda is reflective of his 

ability to change, to adapt and continue to evolve. Chandler defended both the 

proposed marriage of Marlowe and his lack of sexual activity. Chandler writes in a 

letter to Edgar Carter (in Selected Letters of Raymond Chandler), "I have written 

practically nothing about his sex life because I thought it was his own business, but I 

did in my last book break down a little" (452). In another letter from the same 

compilation. Chandler writes to Wilbur Smith, saying, "Marriage will not t)e the end of 

Marlowe, but will in fact provide a sub-plot" (479). Because of Chandler's untimely 

death, we were unable to leam of this sub-plot, but the mere mention of it gave reason 

for Speir and others to voice criticisnL It should not have. 
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Speir claims that ". . . such romantic subplots tend to detract from the main 

story . . . " (113). He also states, "Traditionally, the isolation of the detective-

protagonist is endemic to the form itself, an unavoidable occupational hazard" (113), 

indicating that the character must remain completely unchanged. As noted earlier, 

James K. Folsom lists the hero's method of handling the changes in his environment as 

one of the essential elements of a Westem novel. Marlowe's intended marriage is also 

an example of what Folsom calls the "ultimate taming of the frontier" (52). It is only 

logical for Marlowe to mature after a certain point, both in his profession and his 

personal life. A letter to Bemice Baumgarten in Selected Letters of Raymond 

Chandler shows how aware Chandler was of the changes in Marlowe when he writes 

that "one grows up," and then criticizes "writers of comic books like Mickey Spillane" 

for not also maturing (314-315). 

Marlowe's forthcoming marriage is the final step to completing the stereotype 

established by Wister. It shows Marlowe to be the loner who actively fights evil on 

behalf of his high moral standards, utilizing his various skills, while continuously 

changing to fit into the environment he lives in. Although he develops some kind of 

personal relationship, the sexual aspect is not addressed. Chandler's character is 

representative of many "hard-boiled" detective characters. The same traits can be seen 

in Sam Spade or Mike Hammer. It does not, however, stop there. The same 

similarities can be seen in characters of other literary genre as well. 
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Loren D. Estleman, in The Wister Trace: Classic Novels of the American 

Frontier, says that audiences tired of the traditional Western, partly because they were 

so obviously historically false, but also because sophisticated audiences longed for 

another form with a "fresh mythology." Estleman says: 

This explains the proliferation on television and in the movies and on 
bookstore racks of cops and robbers swapping lead in an urban frontier, 
and of spacemen attired in neo-Renaissance doublets and helmets doing 
battle in the plains of the stratosphere with aliens who speak with 
upper-class British accents. Lies, after all, are not unacceptable; merely 
those twice told. (122) 

Science fiction has become one of the most popular genre to adopt the character of the 

cowboy hero. Cawelti suggests direct correlations between the cowboy hero's six-

gun, the knight's sword, the hard-boiled detective's automatic pistol, and Buck 

Roger's ray gun (59). 

Even Folsom states, "One could point out that The Martian Chronicles 

particularly—and much science fiction in general—deals with a theme dear to the hearts 

of writers about the West—the theme of the Last Frontier—and that Bradbury's 

treatment of the colonization of Mars does not greatly differ from the many novels 

about the colonization of the West" (14). He goes on to make a similar comparison 

between Westems and spy novels, saying that Ian Fleming's character James Bond "is 

one of a few men to whom a gratefiil nation allows the privilege of shooting on sight 

and no questions asked-a dispensation he shares with many a lawman who rides the 

range of the television Westems" (15). 
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James Cawelti also examines the similarities between Westems and spy novels. 

He claims that the only differences between the Westem and the spy story are cultural, 

and they both share the same universal archetypes. Cawelti says, "Of course, a 

formula articulated by one culture can be taken over by another" (30). The Western, 

and the cowboy hero found in it, have not been taken over by other cultures, nor have 

they taken over other genre. They have, however, been used as the framework for 

many other forms of literature, from detective stories to science fiction to spy novels. 

Not all writers abandoned the field of the Westem. Some merely placed the 

action into contemporary times, chronicling what happened to the cowboy who had to 

continue in the "civilized" world. Elmer Kelton's novel are excellent examples of this. 

The Man Who Rode Midnight paints a grim picture of the aging cowboy, Wes 

Hendrix, who is confronted with many problems Wister would have considered to be 

associated with "Progress." Wes fights a different kind of evil, a town greedy for land 

to develop into a recreational area, but he clearly has all of the same characteristics of 

Wister's Virginian. 

Clay Reynolds also stays within the confines of the geographical west, but he 

places his heroes in very unlikely roles. In Agatite, Able Newsome is an aging sheriff 

who faces violent crime never before seen in his tiny Texas town. Reynolds' hero in 

Players operates from the other side of the law. Eddy Lovell is an ex-con who runs 

with the mob and gets involved with crime he never even dreamed of, but he is 

unmistakably the same character type as the classic cowboy hero. Reynolds says, 
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"Eddy is, I think, the model for the Modem American Hero. He's the loser who 

sometimes wins" (Reynolds "Pleasur"). Like the other heroic characters in westem 

fiction, luck probably has little to do with Eddy's success; he is cautious, observant, 

able to take care of himself, and despite his affiliation with organized crime, his actions 

are ultimately morally sound. 

Cawelti says that within ". . .broad outlines the Westem has been capable of 

absorbing many different plots form many different kinds of literature while retaining 

the flavor of a Westem" (67). This is really looking at it in reverse, as noted earlier. 

The Westem has actually been absorbed by many other types of literature, which 

depend on the themes—and especially the character of the cowboy hero—to satisfy 

audiences with interests in things that do not occur in the geographical American 

West. The cowboy hero and the controlling themes behind his character are not 

confined to literature. Naturally, as technology changed the way people were 

entertained, the hero figure transformed into other media, particularly into television 

and film. These are where the character has perhaps enjoyed its most popularity. It is 

certainly in television and film that the character has been placed in the most settings 

and required to wear the most different costumes. The next chapter will examine these 

transformations through film and television. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE COWBOY HERO IN FILM AND TELEVISION 

Just as technological advancements in printing increased the popularity of the 

Westems, so did the advent of motion pictures and television. When motion pictures 

were first produced in the United States around the tum of the century, literary 

Westems were extremely popular. Owen Wister's The Virginian was published in 

1902, and the character he created was perfect for a hero that audiences could see in 

action. Some of the earliest films employed the cowboy hero and westem settings. As 

William T. Pilkington and Don Graham point out in the introduction to their book 

Western Movies, "Though the record is cloudy on this point, it is generally believed 

that the first American movie to feature an original storyline was Edwin S. Porter's 

ten-minute Western, The Great Train Robbery (1903)" (2). Since then, the cowboy 

hero and the westem formula of crime, pursuit, and retribution have never lost their 

appeal among cinematic audiences. 

Films changed the way people were entertained. We have always needed 

social interaction; from gathering around a fire at night telling stories to barnyard 

dances that celebrate a harvest, people have always enjoyed the company of others for 

their entertainment. Movie houses became a place not only to see a popular film star's 

latest pictures, but also somewhere to socialize with others on a regular basis. Today, 

movie premiers and motion picture awards ceremonies are almost as entertaining as 
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the films themselves. In spite of high ticket prices, audiences continue to flock to the 

theaters, not just to watch the movies, but also for the atmosphere. Crowded lobbies, 

popcorn, sodas, and boxed candy have become an American institution. 

Beginning with regular programming in the early 1940's, television offered a 

way for the family to gather together and enjoy wholesome entertainment, again as a 

group instead of independently. Although contemporary programs can be far from 

wholesome and the effects of television has been the topic of debate on everything 

from obesity to adolescent violence, there is no doubt that television is one of the most 

popular forms of entertainment. Television viewing is also almost always a social 

event, even if not at the time of the viewing. Discussing last night's Seinfeld episode 

at the water cooler has even led to civil law precedents. Whether it is a movie at the 

local theater or the most-watched sitcom, film and television provide an enjoyable 

form of entertainment that is much different than sitting home alone reading a book. 

The westem hero has had a significant impact on both of these media. James 

K. Folsom states in The American Western Novel, "On the nation's television screens 

stories of doctors, psychiatrists, steamboat captains, circuses, and traveling magicians 

come and go, but always there is a cowboy to be found somewhere. The Westem 

movie is still very much alive, both on the Late Show and in first-run movie houses" 

(13). This statement is true, but not necessarily the way Folsom may have intended it. 

There is always a cowboy on TV, and in the movies as well, but he is not always 

wearing boots and mounted on horseback. 
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The same transformations from cowboy to hard-lwiled detective to soldier to 

space explorer, which were examined in the previous chapter, can be seen on the big-

or little-screen just as they can in literature, again each within its own era.'^ In each 

genre, whether it is a police show or a space fentasy (or some combination of the 

two), the heroic figure of the cowboy can be found. All of the hero figures have the 

same seven characteristics as Owen Wister's Virginian, which were identified in the 

first chapter. Just as with their literary counterparts, the heroes simply wear different 

costumes and work within different types of frontiers, whether it is the inner city of 

Los Angeles or the outer reaches of space. 

This chapter will examine some of the most popular films and television series 

to identify similarities ki theme, plot and, most importantly, character to show that 

many of the most popular movies and shows are essentially all Westems, with the 

same stereotypical hero figure. Although this chapter will serve as a partial list of 

movies and television series, it will also highlight some of the most influential actors 

and titles in each area which were instrumental in maintaining the popularity of the 

cowboy hero character. This is certainly not intended to be a complete list of actors or 

titles; rather, those mentioned should serve as a representative group from both 

television and films. Familiarity with at least some of the names and titles should help 

the reader to recognize the recurring characters and themes under examination. 

'̂  The Complete Directory to Prime Time Network TV Shows identifies "Six Eras of Prime 
Time" in its introduction. The era of "Adult Westems" is the only one that has an obvious parallel to 
a category m this chapter (The Cowboys). However, the other categories do fit into specific eras 
under less specific names (The Detectives in The Relevance Era, The Spacemen in The "Fantasy" 
Era, etc. 
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The Cowboys 

Movie Cowboys 

The traditional Westems take place in what we commonly think of as the 

West: somewhere out on the range, or in a small town on the edge of the frontier. 

These shows are set in the historical past, before or during the settlement of the 

American West, in the era of cattle drives and wagon trains. We see the characters 

riding horseback, and driving wagons and buggies. They wear old-fashioned westem 

garb: six-shooters, dusters, chaps, boots with spurs, and ten-gallon hats. 

Early westem actors have created some of the most memorable heroes ever 

known. "From the 1920's to the 1950's the Westem enjoyed extraordinary popularity 

among generations of young people who inhabited movie houses on Saturday 

mornings and afternoons, thrilling to the exploits of Tom Mix, Ken Maynard, Hoot 

Gibson, Gene Autry, Roy Rogers, William Boyd, and many another courageous 

cowboy star" (Pilkington and Graham 3). Many of these stars relied on melodrama 

and flashy costumes for their roles, decorating their clothes with sequins and fringe, 

although a few attempted to present a realistic view of life in the American West. 

According to Michael K. Schoenecke, William S. Hart used his personal experiences 

of growing up in the Dakota Territory to provide early movie-goers with an authentic 

depiction of the westem hero, becoming "the major Westem box-office attraction by 
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1920" (6). However, if asked to name someone who epitomizes the cowboy hero, 

almost anyone in the world would answer, "John Wayne." 

Although Wister's The Virginian was made into three different movie versions 

(1914, 1929 and 1946), as weU as a later television series (1962-1971), John Ford's 

Stagecoach (1939) was the first westem movie to so perfectly represent Wister's hero 

character, in large part because of John Wayne. This role was in a way the tme 

beginning of Wayne's career, and it created a screen legend. Wayne starred in over 

one hundred and fifty films, from his earliest singing cowboy pictures to his last film. 

The Shootist (1976), which in many ways represented his life and career in Westems. 

In his article "John Wayne: Hero of the Western," Archie P. McDonald says that John 

Wayne "especially personifies Westem heroism. Wayne is America; not ordinary 

America, but super-America, an embodiment of our nationalism, our jingoistic, self-

image of success, triumph, and prevalence" (109). John Wayne is the ultimate cowboy 

hero. 

David Quinlan described Wayne as "increasingly tall in the saddle, gradually 

becoming an American institution, as the solitary, basically friendless, almost 

allegorical man of action" (qtd. in Thomas 75). The characters he portrayed remain as 

vivid memories for anyone who has ever seen one of his movies. McDonald says that 

"Wayne so molded scripts and the direction and image they projected that by the late 

'̂  Hart took his roles in Westerns and their realism quite seriously. Afl:er he played the 
Virginian in a stage production of the novel, and he reportedly told Wister that "77ie Virginian 
contained too many improbable situations" (Schoenecke 5). 
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1950's a film in which he appeared in a major role had made a commitment to its 

audience simply by his being cast in it" (116). Wayne's depiction of the Westem hero 

depended not only on his acting abilities or demeanor, but also on his physical 

appearance. In her article "John Wayne's Body," Deborah Thomas says, "His size 

suggests endurance rather than speed, and its solidity is a solidity of the flesh-

frequently subject to woundings by guns and arrows-rather that the impenetrable 

hardness of metal and stone" (79). This is analogous to his extensive career of playing 

unforgettable characters, which are valiant and powerful, yet personal and patriarchal. 

Each of the seven characteristics that define Wister's Virginian can be found in 

Wayne's portrayal of the Ringo Kid in Stagecoach, Rooster Cogbum in Rooster 

Cogburn (1975), or J. B. Books in The Shootist. The Ringo Kid, although an outlaw, 

saves the passengers from Indians and has a shoot-out with the Plummer brothers to 

avenge himself The relationship he has with Dallas is almost identical to the one the 

Virginian has with Molly, although the women are the exact opposite (Molly is 

virtuous, while Dallas is somewhat tainted). Ringo's active role in the movie and his 

transformation from outlaw to hero are parallel to any stereotypical westem hero. 

Rooster Cogbum displays his high morals and superior skills when helping a woman 

seek revenge for her father's death. 

The character in The Shootist personifies all of the traits, especially the cowboy 

hero's isolation and high moral code. Because he is dying, J. B. Books realizes the 

how lonely his life has been, and his last few days are spent partly in reflection of how 
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his violent behavior has affected him and those who tried to be close to him. The 

voice-over at the beginning of the film provides insight to much of his character: 

(spoken by Ron Howard's character, Gilliam Rogers): His name was J. 
B. Books, and he had a matched pair of .45's with antique ivory grips 
that were something to behold. But he wasn't an outlaw. Fact is for a 
while, he was a lawman. Long before I met Mr. Books he was a 
famous man. I guess his fame was why somebody or other was always 
after him The wild country had taught him to survive. He lived his life 
and herded by himself. He had a creed that went— 
(spoken by Wayne's character, J. B. Books): I won't be wronged, I 
won't be insulted, and I won't be laid a hand on. I don't do these 
things to other people, and I require the same from them. (The 
Shootist) 

This "creed" derives from the knightly chivalric code all cowboy heroes abide by, and 

it is very close to the beliefs Wayne adhered to in his personal life. '̂ 

John Wayne uses the stereotype of the cowboy hero in many movies that 

followed, including Angel and the Bad Man (1947), The Searchers (1956), and The 

Cowboys (1972). Wayne uses the character as the lead in each of the movies in the 

cavalry trilogy by director John Ford: Fort Apache (1948), She Wore a Yellow Ribbon 

(1949), and Rio Grande (1950). In True Grit (1969) and Rooster Cogbum, Wayne 

puts a new twist on the hero character—he is a grumpy, fat old man who sometimes 

steps over the line as a U. S. Marshal Thomas says, "Wayne's toughness is fully 

compatible with age, fatness, drunkenness, and physical infirmities (bad eyesight, aches 

and pains), as his later films make abundantly clear" (79). This is what makes John 

'̂  These lines fi'om The Shootist are similar to advise that Wayne's father gave him when he 
was young. McDonald states, "Clyde Morrison gave his son a personal philosophy that is directly 
connected to the unique develq)mCTit of the Amaican fi-cmtio-: keep your wwd, never insult someone 
unintoiticHially, and do not look for trouble but if it comes do not quif (111). 
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Wayne so appealing. He is human, and as a human he changes with time, something 

that makes him compatible with generations of audiences. 

Clint Eastwood is perhaps as readily identifiable as a cowboy figure as John 

Wayne, but for entirely different reasons. After a brief role on television as Rowdy 

Yates in Rawhide, Eastwood began his film career with spaghetti westems such as A 

Fistful of Dollars (1964), For a Few Dollars More (1965), and The Good, The Bad, 

and the Ugly (1966), which showed the darker side of the cowboy hero character. 

Eastwood's roles focused on an inqx)rtant aspect of the hero: vengeance. This was 

personified in The Outlaw Josey Wales (1976), where the hero is forced from a 

peaceful existence into hunting down those responsible for killing his family. Speaking 

of the "Man With No Name" character of the Sergio Leone trilogy, Jim Miller says 

that "the end result of Clint Eastwood's role brought about a whole new look at the 

Westem hero as a lone wolf, anti-hero that was totally different from characters John 

Wayne had played" (186). This character, and most of those in Eastwood's career, 

represent the fine line between hero and outlaw, as discussed by Wister in "The 

Evolution of the Cow-Puncher" (53). 

Eastwood's dark hero is sometimes only slightly more ethical than the bad 

guys in the films, as in Hang 'Em High (1968) and High Plains Drifter (1973). 

However, he does occasionally appear a little less "evil," as in Two Mules for Sister 

Sara (1970), Joe Kidd (1972), and Pale Rider (1985) where he plays a preacher that 

helps save a small community of miners. Although his acting career began on 
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television playing a much more socially acceptable character than those he had in the 

spaghetti westems, it is his film roles that have made him an icon in the field of 

Westems. 

Other films and actors make use of the traits of Wister's Virginian, as well as 

the theme of good versus evil. Shane (1953) examines the turmoil of the bad guy who 

wants to lead the straight life, but is somehow always forced into isolation after having 

to revert back to his violent ways. The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962) shows 

how sometimes an ordinary citizen can be compelled to take on the role of the hero.*^ 

High Noon (1952) contains images of a hero so powerful they are memorable even 

after twenty five years.'^ The Oxbow Incident (1943) shows how vigilantism can 

sometimes go wrong, and Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid (1969) glorifies the 

role of the outlaw and makes heroes out of bank robbers, again blurring the line 

between good and evil. These films and actors—as weU as directors such as John 

Ford, Sergio Leone, and Sam Peckinpah—were all instrumental in maintaining the 

popularity of the Westem. 

Television Cowboys 

Many television series, from the first days of TV until recently, have followed 

the same formula and used the same hero characters as the film industry. The 

^̂  Although it is really John Wayne's character (Tom Doniphon) who fires the shot, James 
Stewart's character (Ranse Stoddard) is eventually prodded out of his bumbling Easterner stereotype 
into a character as much a hero as any other (Pye 122). 

'̂  William T. Pilkington and Don Graham refer to the use of a still fi'om High Noon for the 
cover of a March 1, 1978 cover of Esquire in the introduction to Westem Movies (2). 
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similarities between the Lone Ranger and Tonto in The Lone Ranger (1949-1957) and 

Marshall Dillon and Festus in Gunsmoke (1955-1975) are obvious. Although the 

towns may have different names (Dodge City, Virginia City, or the San Joaquin 

Valley), and the role the character played (marshal, rancher, secretive vigilante hero, 

or hustler) may be different, the action and the heroes in countless television shows, 

including Maverick (1957-1962), Have Gun Will Travel (1957-1963),̂ ^* Rawhide 

(1959-1966), Bonanza (1959-1973), The Big Valley (1965-1969), and The Wild, Wild 

West (1965-1970) are all basically replicas of films starring John Wayne or Clint 

Eastwood.^' 

Many of the most popular television series between the 1950's and 1970's 

were Westems, such as Hopalong Cassidy (1949-1951), Tales of Wells Fargo (1957-

1962), Wagon Train (1957-1965), and The Rifleman (1958-1963). Westems 

dominated the ratings during those decades. "By 1958-1959, seven out of the top ten 

series were Westems—a dominance seldom achieved by any program type" (Complete 

Directory xvii). The Virginian (1962-1971), Gunsmoke, and How the West Was Won 

(1978-1979) continued to draw large audiences, even during the years when people 

became interested in police and detective shows. Gunsmoke and Bonanza are two of 

the longest-mnning series in the history of television. Although there have been 

^̂  Paladin, in Have Gun Will Travel, is a clear example of the knight imagery used in 
Westems. Paladin was well-educated, cultured, and had the figure of a paladin (the white chess 
knight) on his calling card (Complete Directory 355). 

'̂ In fact, John Wayne had been asked to star in Gunsmoke, but he could not take the role 
and suggested James Amess instead (Complete Directory xv/). 

^̂  Gunsmoke ran for twenty seasons, and Bonanza for fourteen (Complete Directory 1042). 
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significantly fewer Westems in recent years, shows like The Magnificent Seven (1996-

present) still provide viewers with a glimpse at that romantic time of our nation's past. 

The Detectives 

Movie Detectives 

Whether referred to as thrillers, mysteries, or suspense movies, these films 

show the cowboy hero in the role of a hard-boiled detective. The frontier is any inner 

city, from the streets of New York to the hills of San Francisco. The hero in early 

films usually wears a suit and fedora, and drives a car instead of riding a horse. The 

heroes in the film versions of The Maltese Falcon (1941) and The Big Sleep (1946), 

two of the most popular early hard-boiled detective films, were portrayed almost 

identically to their literary namesakes. As discussed earlier, these characters share the 

same traits as the cowboy hero, so it is obvious why the characters and actors who 

played them were so popular. 

The previous chapter detailed the similarities between the Virginian and 

Raymond Chandler's Philip Marlowe; the same correlations exist in the fikn version of 

The Big Sleep. Humphrey Bogart played Marlowe in the 1946 version of The Big 

Sleep, but not nearly as well as Robert Mitchum did in the 1977 version. At the end of 

this film Marlowe's adherence to the high moral code of the westem hero is shown in 

his conversation with Charlotte Stemwood. After explaining to her that her sister 

Camilla had tried to kill him—probably for his refusing her sexual advances—and that 
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he knows she had killed Rusty Regan, Charlotte offers to pay him ten thousand pounds 

to keep quiet. Marlowe responds sarcastically: 

Oh, sure. All I itch for is money. I'm so greedy that for fifty pounds a 
day plus expenses on the days I work I risk my future, the hatred of the 
cops, of Eddie Mars and his pals, I dodge bullets and put up with saps, 
and say thank you very much, if you have any fiirther trouble please call 
me, I'll just put my card here on the table. I do all that for a few 
pounds and maybe just a bit to protect what little pride a sick and 
broken old man has in his femily, so that he can believe that his blood is 
not poison, that his little girls, although they may be a trifle wild, are 
not perverts and killers. (The Big Sleep 1977) 

The lines are essentially the same in both versions of the film, and they vary only 

sHghtly from the novel, but Mitchum is more convincing as the imposing figure of 

Philip Marlowe then Humphrey Bogart, perhaps because of his size. 

However, Bogart did find his ideal role in a hard-boiled detective character, as 

that of Dashiell Hammett's Sam Spade. His smooth-talking low voice, narrow eyes, 

and cold-hearted nature in The Maltese Falcon helped create a character he would use 

throughout his career. It reappears in almost everything he did, including non-

detective movies such as Casablanca (1942) and The African Queen (1951). Even 

after later films where Bogart plays the romantic lead, he is remembered as the strong, 

silent, hard-hitting gumshoe. 

Other films, such as The Thin Man (1934), Kiss Me Deadly (1955), and 

Vertigo (1958),̂ ^* make use of the same type character for the detective. Hammett 

^^ In Chandler's book, the characters are Carmen (Camilla) and Vivian (Charlotte), and she 
offers Marlowe $15, 000. 

'̂* The detective in Vertigo is obviously troubled, tormented by an incident in his police 
career that has left him with a paralyzing fear of heights, but he still acts as a lone vigilante to help a 
woman in distress. The case is solved eventually, because of his perception. 
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(1982) portrayed Dashiell Hammett as both the real-life writer and detective. Even 

British works imitated the American cowboy hero character. Sherlock Holmes films 

fike Hound of the Baskervilles (1939 and 1959) and Murder by Decree (1978) portray 

their detectives as less hard-boiled, yet stiU possessing all the same characteristics of 

Philip Marlowe or the cowboy hero. This is also tme for Agatha Christie's hero 

Hercule Poirot (who certainly does not look like the traditional cowboy hero, but still 

has the same character traits), in films such as Alibi (1931) and Murder on the Orient 

Express (1974). 

Television Detectives 

Television has had more than its share of detectives, although they do not seem 

as hard-boiled as the earlier literary and film characters. The earliest shows like 

Martin Kane: Private Eye (1949-1954), Man Against Crime (1949-1956), Peter 

Gunn (1958-1961), and 77 Sunset Strip (1958-1964), adhered most closely to the 

literary stereotype. Mickey Spillaine 's Mike Hammer also stayed close to the hard-

boiled character, in both runs of the series—the first from 1957-1959, and the second 

which ran from 1984 until 1987 and starred Stacy Keach. 

Another series that ran in two separate decades after a long break is The 

Adventures ofEllery Queen (1950-1959 and 1975-1976). However, Ellery Queen 

was far from hard-boiled, as more shows toned down the level of violence. Shows like 

Mannix (1967-1975) were the minority during that time. ''Mannix was one of the most 
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violent detective shows of recent years, and also one of the longest-running. . .The 

high point of every episode seemed to be a wild brawl, and the body count even in the 

first few minutes of the show was sometimes appalling" (''Mannix'' Complete 

Directory). Families were more likely to watch programs like Cannon (1971-1976) 

and Barnaby Jones (1973-1980), which depicted the hero as older, heavier, fiiendlier. 

In many cases television detectives seem to have been tempered to be acceptable for 

family-oriented viewing audiences, especially during the 1960's and early seventies, 

partly because of pressure from the govemment (Complete Directory xviii). 

The Rockford Files (1974-1980), although James Gamer was by no means 

young, did appeal to a younger audience. Jun Rockford wore sportier clothes than 

most detectives, he drove a Firebird, and the theme song from the show was a popular 

tune on rock radio stations. Magnum, P.L (1980-1988) introduced Thomas Magnum 

to an even younger audience. Magnum dressed in shorts and drove a Ferrari, and the 

frontier he worked in was the beaches of Hawaii. Apparently in response to 

govemment pressures and changing audience demands, extreme violence like that seen 

on Mannix was no longer acceptable. 

The interest in detective shows continues, whether the violence is excessive or 

mild. The 1980's saw shows like Simon & Simon (1981-1988) and Remmington 

Steele (1982-1987), while in the 1990's we have Nash Bridges. Detective shows are a 

direct descendent of Westems. "While the adult Westems were at their zenith another 

type of filmed program took root, a type that proved to be one of the most durable 
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formats of all. The 'swinging detectives' were sexy, as fast with a wisecrack as with a 

gun, and usually operated in an exotic locale" (Complete Directory xvii). They led to 

what the Complete Directory to Prime Time Network TV Shows calls the "relevance 

era," which is where the next category begaiL 

The Spacemen 

Television Spacemen 

With most genre, movies popularized a character or title, and television tumed 

it into a series. Science fiction went in reverse, beginning with a television series that 

acted as the framework for a myriad other shows and movies. Although it was not the 

first science fiction series. Star Trek (1966-1969) became a cult classic and made the 

format into one of the most enduring ones yet. In Star Trek: An Annotated Guide, 

Susan R. Gibberman evaluates the importance of the series: 

Twenty-five years after its premiere. Star Trek is the most successful 
failure in the history of television. The program lasted only three years 
(79 episodes) on network television. But in Star Trek's 22 years of 
syndication, resulting in five multimillion dollar feature films (with a 
sixth currently in production), a new series (which already has outlasted 
the original), novels, books, videotapes, audiotapes, records, computer 
games, and a countless number of merchandising tie-ins. Star Trek has 
become an intemational phenomenon, (xi) 

Captain Kirk emulates the cowboy character very well, although he does appear to be 

more sexually active than other hero characters. However, his relationships, most 

often with alien females, are still not long-term. 
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As the opening monologue to the series says, the setting is "Space, the final 

frontier." The costumes Kirk and his crew wear are fiituristic, and their weapons are 

phasers, which they wear strapped to their legs like six-shooters. The series was 

short-lived, but it has been the catalyst for numerous other programs that are still in 

production today, such as Star Trek: The Next Generation, Star Trek: Deep Space 

Nine, and Star Trek: Voyager. 

There have been other science fiction series as well, including early shows like 

Lost in Space (1965-1968), Land of the Giants (1968-1970), Space: 1999 (1974-

1976), Logan's Run (1977-1978), and Battlestar Galactica (1978-1980). They aU use 

space as the frontier in which the hero battles evil. Other programs such as Stargate 

SG-1, Earth: Final Conflict, and Babylon 5 continue to attract younger audiences and 

help sustain the success of science fiction on television today. 

Movie Spacemen 

Star Trek is probably the most successful program to have ever made the 

transition from television series to major motion picture, for any genre. The first 

attempt. Star Trek: The Motion Picture (1979), was a huge success, and there have 

been several other film versions, first with the original cast (William Shatner as Captain 

Kirk) and later with the cast from Star Trek: The Next Generation (Patrick Stewart as 

Captain Pickard). One film. Star Trek: Generations (1994), even mixed the two casts 

in a time warp that some audiences could not understand. All of the movies have been 
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financially successful, and they will most likely continue to be, as they not only have 

the interest of the original fen base, but also the newest fans drawn in by the latest 

television series. 

However, science fiction's emulation of the westem character and formula is 

most prevalent in the Star Wars trilogy: Star Wars (1977), The Empire Strikes Back 

(1980), and The Retum of the Jedi (1983). The action takes place in outer space as 

well as on distant planets, but even when the it is grounded on a planetary body, the 

scenery is barren and desolate, much like the geographical American west on Earth. 

When he and R2 D2 first arrive on Luke Skywalker's home planet, C-3P0 says, 

"What a desolate place this is" (Star Wars). The characters wear costumes that are a 

mix between futuristic plastic helmets and armor, and antiquated leather pants and 

boots. The theme is not just good versus evil, but the ultimate good versus evil, where 

entire planetary systems and populations are exterminated. Besides being far ahead of 

its time technologically. Star Wars was the first motion picture to show the space hero 

with all of the stereotypical cowboy hero traits. 

Skywalker is definitely a cowboy hero figure, even if he is rather immature and 

armoying throughout the first two movies. In creating the character, George Lucas 

could not have gotten more righteous than a Jedi Knight whose mission is to rescue a 

princess, which he accepts after his family is murdered.^^ Luke has support from other 

^̂  The scene wiiere Luke fitnds his aunt and uncle murdered and their home bumed is similar 
to the scene in The Outlaw Josey Wales where Josey Wales discovers that the "Red Legs" had 
destroyed his home and family. 
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characters, but for the most part he acts alone. He meets Han Solo at the Los Isley 

Space Port in a bar that closely resembles a saloon from the old West. His other 

partner is Princess Leia, whom he later discovers is his sister, which prevents any kind 

of a sexual relationship the audience may have been expecting. 

Early in the first film Luke leams to master a light sword, but he can also shoot 

pretty well and his side-kick, Han Solo, carries what is obviously the equivalent of a 

six-shooter. They do not ride horses, although they are occasionally mounted on 

various beasts that sometimes look like camels and other times are completely fictional 

creations. Han also exhibits considerable skiU with piloting the Millennium Falcon. 

All three films center around the exciting action of the characters, especially Luke, 

who displays his ability to change and grow in The Empire Strikes Back when he 

isolates himself on Dagobah where he trains with Yoda and eventually becomes a Jedi 

knight. 

The Star Wars trilogy continues to be popular, gaining renewed interest after 

over two decades with the re-release of the entire trilogy on videotape and in the 

theaters. Lucas plans to continue the action with three new films that explain what 

happened before the events in Star Wars, beginning with Star Wars: Episode I-The 

Phantom Menace. The theme, setting, and characters will obviously have to be very 

similar to those in the first films, so it is likely that the strong Westem influences will 

still be present, as it is in virtually all science fiction. 
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The Soldiers 

Movie Soldiers 

This genre probably has fewer defining characteristics than any of the others. 

The setting can be a foreign land or in the United States. The hero's costume is some 

type of mifitary uniform, but it is not limited to any type or branch of service. There 

are far more military movies than television series, but a few, such as Combat (1962-

1967) and M*^*5'*//( 1972-1983), definitefy had their share of the television 

audiences. In either genre, the traditional cowboy hero has been enlisted into the 

armed forces, fighting for the same American ideals in other countries that he does 

here at home. 

John Wayne was as prominent in war films as he was in Westems. He starred 

in numerous features, including Flying Tigers (1942), Flying Leathernecks (1951), 

and The Sea Chase (1955). There is little difference between Wayne's westem 

characters and those he plays in war films, except that he plays fewer old soldier 

characters. Donovan's Reef (1963) has the only character shown aging after a war, 

as compared to Rooster Cogbum, or J. B. Books in The Shootist. 

In The Sands oflwo Jima (1949), Wayne plays Sergeant John M. Stryker, a 

tough Marine who has to protect not innocent citizens, but a group of young soldiers 

on their way to one of the worst battles of World War IL Stryker isolates himself 

from the rest of the men, even when they have a chance to go out on the town for a 

Hberty. His wife has left him because of his dedication to the military life, and she has 
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taken his son, whom Stryker desperately wishes to receive a letter from, but never 

does . There is the possibility for a sexual encounter with a prostitute, but when 

Stryker leams that she is the mother of an infant, he gives her money for food and 

leaves. 

Stryker's extraordinarily high morals are again displayed when he leams that 

Pfc. Thomas was the probable cause of two other men's deaths, but instead of 

reporting him they have a fist-fight, which Stryker wins. After the fight, Thomas 

admits his error and tells how he thinks about the mistake every day. Stryker says, "I 

guess all we can do is take it and hope we don't make the same mistake again" (The 

Sands oflwo Jima). His decision to not tum Thomas in is apparently the right one, as 

it produces a considerable improvement in the other man's attitude, as well as a new 

level of respect Thomas has for Stryker. This role is emblematic of most military roles 

John Wayne starred in. 

There have been many other war films that utilize similar characters and 

themes, especially the rash of Vietnam movies in the late 1970's and early eighties, 

such as First Blood (1982), Uncommon Valor (1983), Platoon (1986) and Full Metal 

Jacket (1987). In many instances, the plot involved rescuing MIA's, or those 

prisoners-of-war that neither govemment—the United States or Vietnam—wanted to 

admit were still aUve in captivity. The setting in those films was usually Vietnam or 

some area of Cambodia that no one should have been in, according to poUcies during 

the war. However, First Blood brought the action to small town America, where a 
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lone veteran relies on the skills he leamed in the army to avenge the mistreatment and 

injustices supposedly inflicted on every G.I. who came home from Vietnam. AU of 

these movies used the stereotypical hero figure to stand up for justice, in a most 

violent way. 

Television Soldiers 

There has unquestionably been fewer mifitary shows on television than 

detective or science fiction series. This is possibly because war is such a controversial 

subject, and most mifitary programs tend to be anti-war—or even anti-government— 

statements. Early series glamorized the military life: Combat Sergeant (1956), 

Combat (1962-1967), Convoy (1965), and Once an Eagle (1976-1977), but they 

clearly did not enjoy the longevity of Westems or detective shows. M*A *S*H is the 

only one that lasted over a decade and had a very large viewing audience, including the 

largest television audience up to that time for its final episode ("M*/4 *S*H' Complete 

Directory). The show was more comical than the others, but the characters, especially 

Hawkeye Pierce,^^ were definitely heroic figures who stood up for what they befieved 

in. 

There are not many other shows that are primarily military, but there have been 

several that mix mifitary characters with pofice- or detective-type formats, such as The 

A Team (1983-1987) and .4/>*wo//( 1984-1986). JAG, which has enjoyed moderate 

^̂  In the episode, "A Full Rich Day," Hawkeye explains that he was named after James 
Fennimore Cooper's character in The Last of the Mohicans. 
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success in the 1990's, is also a mixture of several formats, putting naval officers in the 

shoes of private detectives as well as lawyers to solve mysteries that involve plenty of 

hard-hitting action. 

The Spies 

Movie Spies 

These movies of intemational intrigue can take place anywhere, but the plot 

always involves actions that can affect the whole world. These films reflect 

contemporary concems like the Cold War, terrorism, and stolen nuclear weapons. 

The heroes dress in fashionable clothes, and they are skilled in high-tech weaponry, 

sometimes almost as fiituristic as those in science fiction. The often drive sporty 

foreign cars, and they prefer martinis to bourbon. 

As with the detectives, the British frequently make use of the American 

westem hero stereotype for their spy characters. The British dominate this genre. Of 

course, Ian Fleming's James Bond is the most recognized spy hero, and his 

resemblance to the cowboy hero is clear. Except for support personnel such as Q and 

Money Penny, he works alone. His is fighting the forces of evil, often to save the 

world from total destmction. His skills are such that he is among the most efite secret 

agents his govemment has to offer. Bond is the hero who never ages, who works just 

as well in a tuxedo as he does in a wet suit, and who seems to have all the female 

admirers he can handle. While it is tme that Bond is apparently quite sexually active. 

66 



he is denied his only tme love when his wife is kiUed in On Her Majesty's Secret 

Service (\969). 

His work is never-ending, and there is nothing he cannot leam to do. James 

Bond has readily adapted to new technologies and new forms of evil, although it has 

taken several actors to continue the role. Goldfinger (1964), The Man with the 

Golden Gun (1974), License to Kill (1989), and Tomorrow Never Dies (1997) used 

four different actors—Sean Connery, Roger Moore, Timothy Dalton, and Pierce 

Brosnan—to portray James Bond in a way that convinced audiences that such a 

character could possibly exist to save the world from evil. There are relatively few 

American spy films, and they generally take a more fight-hearted look at the spy hero, 

as with James Cobum as Derek Flint in Our Man Flint (1965) and In Like Flint 

(1967), and Amold Schwarzenegger in True Lies (1994). 

Television Spies 

Although lacking in the movies, American television has had numerous "man" 

series, which have provided an abundant supply of spy heroes. The Man Called X 

(1955-1956), The Man from U.N.C.L.E. (1964-1968), The Man Who Never Was 

(1966-1967), The Six Million Dollar Man (1974-1978), and A Man Called Sloan 

(1979-1980) all had characters similar to James Bond. These series all dupficate 

westem stereotypes in characters and formula. The heroes usually battle forces here in 

the United States, but they wiU go anywhere necessary to ensure that justice is done 
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and evil is defeated. Although The Six Million Dollar Man introduced bionics to 

viewing audiences. Mission Impossible (1966-1973) was perhaps the most befievable 

for its time in terms of depicting the latest technology in weapons and surveillance 

equipment. Not all of the shows that should be labeled spy shows have heroes whose 

official job titles would be "spy." The Wild, Wild West, The F.B.L (1965-1974), The 

A Team, and even MacGyver (1985-1992) all involve characters who do not 

necessarily work for a spy agency, but who fight the same types of terroristic 

psychopaths intent on taking over—or destroying—the world. 

Spy shows seem to attract more parodies than other genre. Maxwell Smart on 

Get Smart (1965-1970) had aU of the characteristics of the cowboy hero figure, but he 

was a bumbling idiot. However, he did always manage to somehow prevail over the 

evil forces of K.A.O.S. The movies featuring Derek FHnt are comical, but there is a 

certain degree of befievability to the character, as opposed to Mike Meyers' character 

m Austin Powers: International Man of Mystery (1997), which helped to gain a 

renewed interest in the format. 

The Martial Artists 

Movie Martial Artists 

Billy Jack (1971) was the beginning of audiences' fescination with movies 

about martial arts. In the movie Tom Laughfin plays a hero who wears a wide-

brimmed cowboy hat and denim jacket, rides a motorcycle instead of a horse, and 
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takes off his boots before putting the bad guys in their place. BiUy Jack helps a school 

for misfit kids maintain peace in a town where the citizens do not accept pregnant 

teenagers or American Indians. He has a relationship with Jean Roberts, the woman 

who mns the school, but the only sexual activity in the movie is when she is raped by 

one of the boys from the town. 

At the beginning of the film, Billy Jack stops men from killing wild mustangs 

they had corraUed on the reservation. One of the men is a deputy sheriff, and Billy 

Jack says, "When poUcemen break the law, then there isn't any law, just a fight for 

survival." The foUowing shots show the men throwing dovm their weapons and 

leaving whUe BiUy Jack frees the horses. The voice-over from Delores Taylor's 

character Jean Roberts during these sequences comments on the character traits of 

BUly Jack: 

AU any of the townspeople knew about BUly Jack was that he was a 
half-breed, a war hero who hated the war and tumed his back on 
society by returning to the reservation, where he watched over the 
Indians, the wild horses, and the kids at my school. No one even knew 
where he Uved; somewhere back in the ancient mins with an old holy 
man who was teaching him secret Indian ways and preparing him for a 
sacred initiation ceremony. (Billy Jack) 

This brief perspective covers nearly aU of the characteristics of Wister's Virginian, 

especiaUy the hero's isolation, high morals, and vigUantism. 

BiUy Jack uses his fists and feet to secure order, and many others foUowed. 

Chuck Norris emulated the martial arts hero character in Missing in Action (1984), 

Invasion USA (1985), and Delta Force (1986); Steven Segal starred m Above the Law 
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(1988), Hard to Kill (1990), and Marked for Death (1990); Jean Claude van Damme 

used his skUls in Hard Target (1993), Nowhere to Run (1993), and Sudden Death 

(1995); and Jackie Chan did it for real in Jackie Chan's Police Story (1988), 

Operation Condor (1991), and Supercop (1992). Bmce Lee was an obvious influence 

for this genre, but his films did not become weU-known untU after his tragic death. 

Martial arts movies are very loosely defimed in terms of plot and setting. The 

characters can be ordinary citizens, teachers, federal agents, pofice detectives, or even 

cooks. The primary occupation is usuaUy some form of law enforcement. The bad 

guys can be local law enforcement gone bad, drug dealers, mobsters, or intemational 

terrorists. The action can occur in the United States (most of Norris's films), in the 

desert (Laughlin's BiUy Jack movies), in the inner city (Segal's films), or even in Asia 

(Jackie Chan). The fest action and impressive choreographed fight scenes consistently 

attract large audiences, even if the story Une is always essentiaUy the same. In aU 

cases, the characters' occupations and expertise in whichever form of martial arts is 

almost completely irrelevant, as they are only parts of the stereotype's characteristics, 

namely his skiU. 

Television Martial Artists 

Kung Fu (1972-1975) was the first television show about martial arts, and The 

Complete Directory to Prime Time Network TV Shows interestingly identifies it as a 

Western, because it is set in the American West and Caine so closely resembles the 
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traditional westem hero who does not speak much and works alone (Complete 

Directory 460). Kung Fu could also probably be caUed a mystery, or even a detective 

show, as Caine was always helping to solve a crime whUe searching for his brother. 

This is common with the martial arts genre, as noted above. Most martial arts films or 

television series are a mix of different formats. Chuck Norris's television series 

Walker, Texas Ranger, which is simUar to his movies Lone WolfMcQuade (1983)̂ ^ 

and Silent Rage (1985), has a modem-day Texas Ranger catch bad guys using karate. 

Today, Martial Law does the same thing, except with a Los Angeles pofice detective. 

Walker, Texas Ranger is not unfike a much earfier program that also mixed 

genre: McCloud (1970-1977), in which Dennis Weaver played a New Mexico Deputy 

MarshaU who had gone to New York to catch an escaped prisoner, and somehow 

ended up staying. The fusion between these formats shows how similar aU of the 

different genre are, and how the characters do not change, other than their costumes 

and particular types of skUls. The progression from cowboy to detective to martial 

artist to poUce officer is evident. 

The Cops 

Television Cops 

The setting for poUce shows is similar to those for the detectives, because they 

often work very closely together. The action almost always takes place in big cities. 

^̂  David Carradine of Kung Fu also starred in this fihn. 
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though not always in the continental United States, as in Hawaii Five-0 (1968-1980). 

The heroes can be in uniforms, as in The Rookies (1972-1976), Hill Street Blues 

(1981-1981), or T.J. Hooker (1982-1987). Or, more commonly, the shows center 

around plain-clothes pofice detectives or undercover officers, as with Columbo (1971-

1977), Kojak (1973-1978), and Starsky and Hutch (1975-1979). 

From the earfiest shows fike Dragnet (1952-1959 and 1967-1970) and The 

Streets of San Francisco (1972-1977) to current ones Uke NYPD Blue and New York 

Undercover, the cowboy hero has taken on the role of crime fighter. CHiP's (1977-

1983) even put its heroes on motorcycles who rode the freeways, very closely 

resembling the cowboy who rode the open range. Ironside (1967-1975) showed that 

the hero could even be disabled. More frequently, however, the cops were young and 

tough and ready to fight when necessary, as in Baretta (1975-1978) and Miami Vice 

(1984-1989), which once again hinted at the dark side of the hero character. 

Pofice shows have become increasingly violent since the 1980's, possibly as a 

reflection of changes in our society. Audiences grew tired of heroes who seemed too 

good to be tme. Crime was running rampant in places fike New York and Los 

Angeles, and audiences wanted heroes-at least on television-who could restore 

order, no matter what the means. They did not care about the studies Congress was 

funding to research the effects of television violence; they wanted hard-hitting cops 

who could take care of business. They wanted more shows fike Hunter (1984-1991), 

television's equivalent to Dirty Harry. 
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Movie Cops 

There were plenty of pofice films starring the expected actors Uke John Wayne 

in McQ (1974) and Brannigan (1975). But it was CUnt Eastwood's character "Dirty 

Harry" Callahan that, Uke his westem characters, fiilfiUed audiences' need for a hero 

with a bit of a darker side. Dirty Harry (1971), Magnum Force (1973), and The 

Enforcer (1976) provided a hero with aU of the same traits as Wister's Virginian, 

including high morals and a need to act as vigUante, but who was also highly skiUed 

with his .44 Magnum, and was quick to use it. This represents the character's abUity 

to change with his environment; criminals were becoming more violent, so the poUce 

had to as weU. 

Early in the first fitoi Callahan shows how his skiU of perception is speciaUy 

adapted to his surroundings, much Uke the frontiersman in the American West. When 

Harry stops at a diner for lunch he notices a car with its engine running parked in front 

of a bank across the street. The car has a pUe of cigarette butts on the ground outside 

the driver's side, as if it had been parked with someone in it for some time. He tells 

the short-order cook to caU the poUce and teU them a bank robbery is in progress, then 

says, "Now if they'U just wait untU the cavalry arrives" (Dirty Harry). The bank 

robbers do not wait, and Harry has to act in the cavahy's place, impeding their get

away and shooting each one in the process. However, he never fires untU the bad guy 
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does, and he gives one the chance to decide his own fate, speaking the famous Unes, 

"Do you feel lucky? Well, do you, punk?" (Dirty Harry). The criminal realizes he has 

lost and does not take the chance of engaging in a shoot-out with "Dirty Harry" 

CaUahan. 

The Dirty Harry films generated others fike them, and started what was to 

become a genre of its own: the Action/Adventure. Mad Max (1979) placed the hero 

in the role of a fiituristic pofice officer, but The Road Warrior (1981) simply had Max 

as a nomadic vigUante, with the focus less on his occupation or purpose and more on 

the fast action and extreme violence. Mel Gibson plays a similar role in Lethal 

Weapon (1987) and its numerous sequels. Bmce WUlis uses obvious westem imagery 

in Die Hard (1988). When the terrorist leader asks, ". . .who are you? Just another 

American who saw too many movies as a chUd? Another orphan of a bankmpt culture 

who thinks he's John Wayne, Rambo, Marshal DiUon", WiUis responds, "I was Always 

kind of partial to Roy Rogers, actuaUy." He takes the name throughout the rest of the 

movie, and repeatedly says, "yippee cy yey." In these films and many others Uke 

them,-as weU as with television shows Uke The Pretender-the emphasis is on the 

action, and the hero can function in any number of roles. 

The Others 

Action/Adventure films are only a part of the latest role the cowboy hero plays. 

There are several types of fiUns and television series that do not fit into any of the 
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above categories, but that stiU use the same stereotypical hero character. John 

Travolta fought for what was important to the common man in Urban Cowboy (1980), 

a film that introduced westem clothing and entertainment to audiences of aU types, not 

just those who already Ustened to country music and went to rodeos. On television 

Lee Majors portrayed a heroic bounty hunter in The Fall Guy (1981-1986). 

Even Baywatch frequently features characters wearing cowboy hats, people on 

horseback, and lifeguards using lassoes to catch reckless youths on personal watercraft 

and dirt bUces. Mitch Buchanan's physical and moral description is aUnost identical to 

Wister's Virginian. The Fugitive, both the television series (1963-1967) and the film 

(1993), gives the audience a choice of heroes: either the wrongly-accused character of 

Dr. Richard Kimble, or the righteous U.S. MarshaU Lt. PhiUp Gerard who relentlessly 

chases him. True Lies (1994) gave a sUghtly humorous twist to the spy hero, but in a 

definite Action/Adventure format. 

There has even been a recent retum to the original Westem format, especiaUy 

in movies. Lonesome Dove (1991), Tombstone (1993), and Wyatt Earp (1994) aU 

gave audiences another look at the traditional westem format, starring contemporary 

HoUywood stars, and using special effects that were not possible during the days when 

John Wayne was making Westems. CUnt Eastwood retumed to the high-budget 

Westem with Unfor given (1992), which he starred in and directed. It seems as though 

audiences wiU never tire of seeing the traditional Westem where the cowboy "rides taU 

in the saddle," as in the early John Wayne pictures. 
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Regardless of the genre, or medium, people want to see the cowboy hero in 

action. The character that Owen Wister created in 1902 can be seen in aU of them, 

with the same characteristics as the Virginian's. Whether it is Frank Cannon or 

Rooster Cogbum, the hero usuaUy works alone, separated by the rest of society 

because of his willingness to mingle with unseemly characters. He is almost always 

single (or occasionaUy recently divorced—or better yet, widowed like Mel Gibson's 

character in Lethal Weapon), avoiding any kind of serious sexual relationships. He 

fights evU in many forms, from dmg dealers in HawaU to blackmaUers and pom dealers 

in Califomia. Even when he is ruthlessly hunting down and killing "Red Legs," it is 

because it is moraUy the right thing to do. 

His exceptional skUls are abundantly clear, as anyone can see when Han Solo 

has a shoot-out with Storm Troopers or when Jackie Chan out-fights an entire room 

of Ninja look-afikes. He is constantly in action, whether he is chasing psychotic 

terrorists, or jumping from moving trains, or riding a horse through Central Park. And 

of course, he is always changing in response to his environment. That is what 

maintains the cowboy hero's popularity; he can appear in many different forms, in 

fiterature as weU as in movies and on television. The next step is understanding why 

the character is so fascinating to audiences that it can be accepted in so many different 

ways. 

76 



CHAPTER IV 

THE FASCINATION 

As demonstrated in the previous chapters, the traits of Wister's Virginian 

clearly can be identified in many different heroic figures, in various types of Uterature, 

and also in films and television. There were other heroic figures before the Virginian, 

such as those in epics by Homer and VirgU, King Arthur and the Knights of his Round 

Table, and the kings of Shakespeare's Histories. There even exist other types of 

conten^orary heroes Uke Mark Twain's Huck Finn or John Irving's Garp, who merely 

foUow the more techrucal defiiution of a protagonist, functioning as the lead character 

of a story and acting as the catafyst for aU of the action. However, these characters do 

not share the same seven characteristics found in Wister's creation. 

It is the combination of those defining characteristics that makes the cowboy 

hero character so popular. Neither the tragic elements of the classical heroes nor the 

magical abilities possessed by characters in the knights' tales are used frequently in 

contemporary fiction. The traditional cowboy hero is used and recognized 

everywhere. George N. Fenin says that the Westem film genre makes "a universal 

appeal to the universal imagination. It is the only aspect of the American cinema that 

is readUy understood in Rome, Moscow, Tokyo, Bangkok, Sydney, Cairo, and Buenos 

Aires" (qtd. In PiUdngton and Graham 1). Using the stereotypical characteristics of 

the cowboy hero for detectives, spacemen, soldiers, and the fike gives the audiences 
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the type of hero they prefer and can readUy identify, regardless of the genre they 

prefer. 

The question remains, however, of why the combination of characteristics in 

the cowboy hero is so appealing to audiences. Why does this character type and the 

recurring theme of good versus evU that he operates within continue to attract 

audiences of aU ages, races, social levels, and interests? There are several reasons. 

This chapter wiU examine the mythic nature of the cowboy hero character, and its 

appeal to the American pubUc in particular. It wiU also provide a profile of the people 

who desire these westem characters and themes, and it wiU explore how the audiences 

themselves in many ways influence the entertainment they enjoy. 

Westems serve as entertainment, as does almost any genre. In comparing the 

amount of research devoted to science fiction to that conceming Westems, James K. 

Folsom writes that most Americans "tacitty assume that science fiction is relevant 

whUe Westems are escapist" (14). What, besides bibUographic or straightforward 

historical accounts, is not escapist? Owen Wister acknowledges in the introduction to 

The Virginian that there can be confusion over labels placed on Uterary works (ix); this 

type of confusion can occur in any form of entertainment. Wister states, "Any 

narrative which presents faithfuUy a day and a generation is of necessity historical" 

(ix). Yet, he also refers to the character of the Virgiiuan as a "romantic." Is Wister's 

novel a "colonial romance," a historical novel, or a personal narrative? It does not 

matter, as they can aU be escapist. People read most Uterature for enjoyment, as a 
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form of escape from their daUy Uves. Wister's character just happens to serve as a 

model for many others. 

The character Wister described is a romanticized version of a man employed in 

a singular occupation that was fashionable during Wister's writing career. He created 

a character who represents what the average cowboy might have done on a daUy basis, 

but the Virginian was an exceptional example. Richard Slotkin states, "The Cheyenne 

Club, and not the working ranch, provided the model for Wister's ideas of'frontier 

democracy'" (170). The Cheyenne Club, Slotkin explains, was the focal point of 

social life for the wealthy absentee ranchers from the East and their guests. These 

were the types of people Wister had the most contact with during his trips into the 

"wildemess." They were there to socialize, not to do any real work, and because the 

Virginian is modeled more after these people than working cowboys, he appears more 

romantic than factual. The real-Ufe cowboy's job was mundane, treacherous, and 

except for occasional trips to town, extremely lonely. 

The heroic character Wister described could have been any number of other 

occupations such as the gold miner or mountain man, but the settlement of the west 

coincided with technological inventions which aUowed for mass publishing (Bold xUi), 

and because he epitomized the popular idea of the West, the cowboy was often the 

focus of Uterary fiction during that time. It is, however, somewhat amazing that the 

cowboy has remained popular for so long, considering how short-fived the era was in 

which he thrived. The initial popularity of the character may be related to the pofitical 
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atmosphere at the tum of the century. Slotkin suggests that there was a need for a 

masculine character during Wister's time, in response to changing pofitical views 

which were expressed through fiterature. Prior to that time, ". . .women made up the 

largest and most refiable readership for Uterary fiction," but, "The virilist reafism of the 

'red-blooded' writers rejects both ideafism and sentimentafism for a more 'tough-

minded' view of the world" (156-157). It was a time of fiilfiUing destinies, and 

conquering a land that Americans beUeved was rightfliUy theirs. Writers created 

characters that were less "romantic" (Eastem) and more "adventurous" (Westem). 

The action in the Westem novels is more adventurous than romances, and the 

novels usuaUy attempt to depict the hazardous Uves that some frontiersmen faced. 

However, the majority of early Westems were far from historicaUy accurate, at least as 

far as presenting factual information of real events. Frederic Svoboda writes, "The 

westem presents a dream of civilization, of a coming of order to a disordered land" 

(568). James K. Folsom comments on the reaUsm of the Westem: 

. . .the Westem is usuaUy a "myth," or a "fable." The material of this 
fable is based, at least at one remove, upon American history, but the 
purpose of the fable is not the realistic expUcation of a colorfiil chapter 
of the American past. It is rather a metaphorical parable of the 
inconsistencies and contradictions which inhere in the American's 
paradoxical views about himself, his country, and his destiny. (29) 

The cowboy hero is representative of what many Americans around the tum of the 

century wanted to do: go West and Uve adventurous Uves 28 

28 As suggested in Tumer's thesis, "The Significance of the Frontier in American History. 
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The Westem is, however, reflective of a real way of life. Jim MiUer writes in 

an article on CUnt Eastwood's portrayal of westem characters, "The real West was not 

the sex-laden bloody era depicted in so-caUed 'adult Westem' novels, and did indeed 

have a code as portrayed in many of the Wayne Westems. But untU law enforcement 

became weU established a man was often his own law when it came to defending 

himself and his property" (190). The frontier was a wild place, and the cowboy hero 

was the one who brought order to the "disordered land." John G. Cawelti states, "The 

cowboy hero with his six-gun standing between the uncontroUed violence of the 

savages and the evolving coUective forces of the legal process played out in new terms 

the older image of chivalrous adventure" (59). The heroes in conten^wrary fiction— 

the detectives, the soldiers, the cops—do the same thing, whether the savages are 

blackmaUers or terrorists or drug dealers. The heroes are always presented in mythic 

form so they can expertly resolve any conflicts that arise, from a gunfight on Main 

Street to the threat of nuclear war, as members of the audience with they could. 

The heroes are responsible for creating harmony in the wildemess. Christine 

Bold claims that Wister did "something important and novel within the development of 

the Westem formula. By resolving the differences between East and West presented 

in his love story, he healed one of the divisions exposed by Cooper—the Westem 

hero's unfitness as a mate for the genteel heroine" (43). She goes on to say that the 

^̂  Cawelti claims that "wish-fiilfiUment assumes a direct identification b^weoi the hero and 
the audience; thus when hero hits villain, the audience feels an immediate satisfection of its 
aggressive impulses" (19). This is the audiences' way of relieving firustration over the powerlessness 
they have over conflicts in their own lives. 
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Virginian and MoUy's wedding "enacts the first fuU reconcUiation of Eastern 

civilization and Westem wildemess in the popular Westem genre" (43). Bold was 

referring only to the divisions between Eastem and Westem cultures, but 

metaphoricaUy the hero character reconcUes differences between savages and 

civilization in aU of the genre mentioned—detective stories, science fiction, and 

traditional Westems afike. The cowboy hero is the ambassador of Goodness, who 

always triumphs over EvU. 

Wister's cowboy hero was very different from previous fictional heroes; he 

was a hero character that personified the best of both sides (civilization and the 

wildemess), and he focused more on the action of resolving conflicts between the two 

than on romance. Slotkin states, "LUce Roosevelt, Wister sees the primary 

achievement of the Frontier as the production of a new racial type, selected from 

among the Anglo-Saxon 'democracy' and trained by the frontier experience in the 

skills and psychology of command" (175). The Virginian is cultured enough to be 

accepted by civilized society, but he is also capable of the bmtaUty necessary to excel 

in the wild frontier. Frederic Svoboda even refers to the westem hero as "a redeemer, 

a Christ figure who can tip the balance between good and evU" (560). Although the 

seven defining characteristics of Wister's Virginian can also be found in Jesus Christ, it 

is unlikely that the cowboy hero was meant to be a savior of the same proportions as 

the bibUcal figure. 
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The mythical heroes found in the westem formula were created merely for 

pleasing audiences, and the formula has been dupficated in aU of the genre mentioned 

earUer. People want fictional heroes who ensure happy endings. Audiences want to 

have some control over the fiterature they read and the movies they watch; although 

they have no power over the violence and crime in their real Uves, they can at least be 

assured that their favorite hero wiU be triumphant. It was particularly easy for westem 

writers to create heroes of such epic proportions, as the vastness of the American 

West provided Uttle opportunity for audiences to verify descriptions of characters or 

accounts of events. Writers often reUed on witnesses' descriptions of incidents, and 

the time between when the incident occurred and when it was "recorded," as weU as 

the questionable sources of information, gave the writers considerable room for 

embeUishment. 

Besides, audiences did not care if the writers were accurate or not; the 

romanticized versions were more exciting. Speculating on the presumed demise of the 

Western, Loren D. Estleman considers the false information in westem legends as a 

possible reason for harsh criticism of the genre: 

Part of the blame must faU upon that majority of westem writers whose 
distaste for research drove them to constmct their own mythology, 
complete with a cast and creed that they could buUd on without need 
for consultation, secure in the knowledge that those things they 
invented could only be measured against their own painted backdrop. 
In their portable tabletop West, the eighteen-month Ufe of the Pony 
Express spans years, and Doc HoUiday, twenty-nine years old at the 
time of the O.K. Corral shootout, shuffles into that arena a tubercular 
old man. (121-122) 
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The legends invented by westem writers did not destroy the genre. Readers of early 

Westems did not focus on the factual presentation of tales of the frontier; in fact, it 

was the legendary depiction of events that they preferred. The mythic nature of the 

cowboy hero and the conventions of the westem formula were exactly what the 

American pubUc needed. 

Americans need to feel as though they are stUl existing on the edge of a 

frontier. This is what Frederick Jackson Tumer's thesis "This Significance of the 

Frontier in American History" is aU about; the American identity is one of an explorer 

who settles wild frontiers. Cawelti says that "the American tradition has always 

emphasized individual mascuUne force; Americans love to think of themselves as 

pioneers, men who have conquered a continent and sired on it a new society" (58). 

The heroes derived from Wister's Virginian are the equivalent of what Americans want 

to be: legendary masters of their own destinies. 

Not aU Americans feel compeUed to "conquer" lands or peoples. It is rather a 

matter of degree; some feel the need to merely be different. Folsom claims that the 

cowboy hero "reflects another preoccupation of American society at large, the idea 

that the individual must in certain instances be prepared to act on his own outside of 

conventional forms," even if it is orUy in the form of a poUtical or social statement such 

as Thoreau's argument in Walden (119). CivUization is by no means a guarantee that 

Americans wiU grow complacent. Even in today's industriaUzed world, American 
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audiences need heroes who represent that adventurous nature of the traditional 

westem hero. 

As noted in the earfier chapters, these heroes can appear in many forms. Susan 

R. Gibberman explains how Star Trek provides hero characters to people with 

interests very different from the usual Westem audiences: 

Star Trek obviously is more than just another science fiction program. 
It gives heroes to people who lack them . .It reminds those who feel 
afienated that it is possible for people of aU races, sexes, ages, and 
cultures to be accepted as valued members of society. In an age of 
turmoU and uncertainty. Star Trek provides an optimistic look at our 
future, reassuring us that we wiU be able to solve our problems and 
thrive. It revitalizes American myths. (xi-xU) 

It has been a long time since Americans have had to forcefiiUy take over lands or 

peoples in the spirit of the westem expansion, but smaUer conflicts do occur every day 

in the urban frontiers of the inner city, as weU as in the fictional worlds of outer space 

or intemational espionage. We like to at least imagine that there is someone who can 

resolve any of those conflicts, regardless of their magnitude. 

The combination of character traits that makes the cowboy hero so appealing 

satisfies nearly aU types of audiences, for various reasons. First, he is isolated from the 

rest of society, at least partiaUy. The audience can rely on the hero to save the day, 

but he wiU not Ukely Uve among them Therefore, they do not have to be exposed to 

his violent ways on a regular basis, but only when they need him. His independence 

leads to his being asexual, which aUows him to fight evU without worrying about being 
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tied down. He has no famUy or serious relationships; therefore, no one wiU be affected 

because of his violent actions resulting from his role as vigilante. 

On the other hand, because he is unattached, the possibUities for a romantic 

connection are always present. In the case of the Virginian, those romantic notions are 

fiilfiUed with his marriage to MoUy, which Bold claims is more a representation of the 

reconcUiation of civUization and wildemess (43) than it is a treatment of sexual issues. 

With many heroes, this kind of sexual union is not achieved, but the convention of the 

eventual happy ending is expected. 

Obviousty, the cowboy hero is viewed as a savior, who acts a vigilante the way 

many people wish they could. The audience cannot act out the way the Virginian or 

PhiUp Marlowe do, perhaps because they are afraid of the possible danger, or it may 

be because it is not proper for "ordinary" citizens to shoot and kiU people, or even 

merely associate with the criminal element. Although the hero character does involve 

himself with these sociaUy unacceptable things when acting as vigUante, he does it with 

the highest of morals. Even his most extreme acts of violence are done for what is 

ultimately the correct thing to do. 

The cowboy hero's skills are extraordinary, and in some cases impossible or 

fantastical. He is able to do anything, and audiences do not question it. An example is 

when Marlowe is able to shoot the bad guys whUe his hands are handcuffed behind his 

back in The Big Sleep. The audience never stops to think of the practicabUity of such 

an act; it is beUevable because the hero is expected to be able to do anything necessary 
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to win, whether it is fist-fighting, deciphering computer codes, flying state-of-the-art 

supersonic aircraft, or simply riding a horse. 

The hero character is active, always on the go, not restrained by the duUness of 

everyday Ufe that the audience must exist within. The daUy chores of cleaning out 

staUs or watching over a herd of cattle for weeks are not portrayed; rather, it is the 

cattle drive where he is in constant motion, or his rare trips to town where he might 

meet a pretty girl or get into a shoot-out that the audience sees. FinaUy, the hero is 

able to change in various ways, whether it is transforming into conpletely new roles, 

or simply maturing individuaUy. He can be a cowboy, detective, cop, or a combination 

of many roles. He can also rise from a simple ranch hand to a partner in a successful 

ranching business as the Virginian did. It is even possible for him to eventuaUy 

become involved in some type of relationship. These are the characteristics that 

audiences have come to rely upon. 

The other aspects of the westem formula are also counted upon by audiences, 

and they have been transposed into the other genre, just as the hero character has. 

The setting, as previously discussed, is a frontier. It can take on many forms, such as 

inner city, outer space, etc. In The Virginian, it is the undeveloped frontier of 

Wyoming. In The Big Sleep, it is the inner city of Los Angeles. In Die Hard, it is the 

Nakatomi Tower. Regardless of the exact locale, the setting represents untamed 

territory on the edge of civUization. 
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There is always some form of innocent "townsfoUc," who must be saved by the 

hero. Cawelti states, "The most important single fact about the group of townspeople 

is that there are women in it" (47). Whether it is a missionary woman needing safe 

transport in Rooster Cogbum or orphaned students on a commune-type school in Billy 

Jack, there is always some defenseless group or individual who depends on the hero to 

ward off the forces of evU. 

The action centers around the battle between good and evil, and it usuaUy 

involves some sort of chase or mystery that must be solved. The Virginian has to find 

rustlers and ensure that they are punished. Hard-boUed detectives unravel clues to 

stop blackmaUers; spies must locate and exterminate terrorists bent on destroying the 

world; and, space travelers explore the unknown and keep aUens from annihilating 

entire planetary systems. In each genre, the same heroic figures battle for the same 

types of ideals. 

The westem formula is repeated so frequently because it is reflective of 

societal needs. Cawelti states, 'Tormula, on the other hand is cultural; it represents 

the way in which a particular culture has embodied both mythical archetypes and its 

own preoccupations in narrative form" (30). The American audience is preoccupied 

with issues of good versus evU, so they want to see them acted out in fictive form. 

Although these issues are common to much American fiterature, the pairing of this 

theme with other elements of the westem formula, including the stereotype of the 

cowboy hero and the frontier setting, distinguishes the Westem's as the predominant 
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formula, which is mimicked by numerous other genre. Although there are no mstlers 

stealing horses and cattle anymore, they stiU represent the same types of lawless, 

amoral elements that contemporary society must contend with in terrorists and 

organized dmg dealers. 

Audiences find refief as weU as entertainment in the formula they beUeve to be 

symboUc of their struggles in daUy Ufe. Cawelti examines the psychological reasons 

audience find this refief: 

Thus, the game dimension of formulas is a culture's way of 
simultaneously entertaining itself and of creating an acceptable pattem 
of temporary escape from the serious restrictions and Hmitations of 
human Ufe. . . FinaUy, formula stories seem to be one way in which the 
individuals in a culture act out certain unconscious or repressed needs, 
or express in an overt and symboUc fashion certain latent motives which 
they must give expression to, but cannot face openly. (32-33) 

This is especiaUy tme for American audiences, who feel they stiU Uve a frontier 

Ufestyle, whether they actuaUy do, or simply long to. This interest in the cowboy hero 

and the other aspects of the westem formula has become popular in other countries as 

well, possibly because it is decidedly American. The "universal theme" Pilkington and 

Graham refer to aUows for the integration of other cultures into the westem formula. 

This is why it is common for martial arts films to have themes heroic figures that are 

analogous to Westems. 

The transformations of the cowboy hero from one genre to another can be 

traced through various stages, from hard-boUed detectives to relentless cops, aU of 

which occur during certain periods of time. These stages are reflective of events and 
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attitudes in society during the individual periods of time. According to Cawelti, 

"Works of art do undoubtedfy reflect social and cultural values.. ." (6). The influence 

of the audiences on works of fiction is clear. Christine Bold explains the impact of 

mass pubUshing, and the influence of the Westem's audience: 

AU facets of commercial pubUshing firms were marked by this 
concentration on regimented uniformity: editors looked out for a 
successful Uterary formula, then supervised rapid repetitions of it untU 
the readers showed that they had tired of that pattern; pubUshers 
packaged series of books and magazines in uniform covers which were 
instantly recognizable to consumers at newsstands and, later, 
supermarkets. . .These various pressures ultimately devolved on the 
author, in the shape of either expUcit or iirq)Ucit demands that he 
produce reliable, formulaic fiction as efficiently as possible, (xiu) 

Publishers leamed what audiences enjoyed and made sure to give it to them, in exactly 

the same way each time. This influence is not restricted to Uterature. Bold continues, 

"Of course, in general terms, the film industry must have had similar effects on the 

author to the pubUshing industry" (xvi). Movies, Uke their Uterary counterparts, are 

dictated by what the audiences need. 

Audiences, as noted earUer, want fiction that is reflective of contemporary 

concems. In reference to westem authors specificaUy, Bold states, "In order to fiiMl 

audience expectations, they adhered to the archetypal story pattem of the Westem 

genre; at the same time, in order to provide a degree of excitement and suspense, they 

sometimes rang changes on detaUs of setting, character, or plot, usuaUy in response to 

the cultural cUmate" (xU). Cawelti claims there are several standard plots that can be 

employed by a genre, but the overaU formula remains the same: "The individual works 
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are ephemeral, but the formula lingers on, evolving and changing with time, yet stUl 

basicaUy recognizable.. .Indeed, one important reason for the continued use of a 

formula is its very abiUty to change and develop in response to the changing interests 

of audiences" (25). 

Not only does the fictional character change genre to adapt to audience 

expectations, but sometimes the key figures associated with the hero characters do as 

weU. John Wayne was a successful cowboy, soldier, and cop. The basic character he 

played rarely changed at all, except in superficial aspects Uke his costume or 

occupation. It does not matter if he is playing Rooster Cogbum or Sgt. Stryker, the 

underlying characteristics are the same seven characteristics identified in Owen 

Wister's Virginian. That is what audiences had come to depend on him for. 

Clint Eastwood has gone through simUar occupational transitions in the 

characters he has portrayed, always maintaining the same dark image of the cowboy 

hero. Jim MiUer claims Eastwood has "an instinct about what the pubUc is looking for 

at the box office" (183). In an interview Eastwood reflects on the types of characters 

he has played: 

I sometimes find myself attracted to characters who are searching for 
some sort of redemption, some sort of reconcUiation with their soul. . . 
A lot of the characters I play are outsiders, a lot of them are rebeUing 
against conditions in society. A lot of the people I've played have l)een 
lonely for one reason or another, either by their own choice or through 
fate. ("Playboy Interview" 63) 
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He also explained his role in the "Dirty Harry" films^^ and defended aUegations that the 

films were too violent: 

Playboy: In the Dirty Harry films you mete out justice to murderers. 
You take the law in your own hands, mirroring the discontent in a 
country that was portrayed as being run by bleeding hearts. PauUne 
Kael said it was fascist. 
Eastwood: People can caU things what they want. In those days 
everybody wanted to put a label on things. The picture was ahead of 
its time. This is a guy who's having bureaucratic obstacles thrown up 
within the poUce force, judicial system, city poUtics and aU that. 
Everybody understood that fioistration. If there was irresponsibUity in 
Dirty Harry, there's irresponsibUity in Robin Hood, Tom Mix and the 
Old Testament. There's violence in them aU. . .It showed compassion 
for the victim, which wasn't styUsh at the time. (165) 

Eastwood's comments explain that people in the early 1970's wanted someone who 

could clean up the crime in the country, and "Dirty Harry" was the hero who could do 

it, regardless of the amount of violence that was used. 

The populularity of the hero who came close to breaking the law in his 

attempts to enforce it increased in popluarity during the years surrounding the Vietnam 

War. Christine Bold refers to a different category of Westems she caUs "anti-

Westerns" (156). These were Westems with heroes who were rebels. MUler states, 

"The boldness of portraying an atypical movie hero at that time, especiaUy in a 

Westem film, mirrored the beUefs of a significant segment of the popuUation with 

regard to intemational affairs" (188). MUler continues by saying that Eastwood's fans, 

"many of them middle-class blue-coUar workers, saw this new Eastwood character as 

30 Dirty Harry, Magnum Force, and The Enforcer. 
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the symt)ol of justice as it should be dispensed, at least in their two hours of escape in 

movie theaters" (189). 

The media have increased the amount of violence in recent years in response to 

audience demands. Cawelti claims that "lx)th the tendency to admire gunfighter 

heroes and the actual social incidence of violence with guns are both symptoms of a 

more complex cultural force: the sense of decaying mascuUne potency which has long 

affUcted American culture" (58). This relates to Cawelti's "wish-fiilfiUment" issue 

referred to earUer; audiences want to react to a more violent society, without actuaUy 

becoming violent themselves. The result is a more violent hero character. 

The cowlx)y hero originaUy descrit)ed by Owen Wister provides a perfect 

model in which to begin a progression of violence, as The Virginian was published 

during a violent era. The lack of sufficient effective law enforcement officials during 

the settlement of the American West required people to perform the vigilante duties 

associated with the cowlx)y hero. When the transformations of the westem hero into 

other genre began, his penchant for violence remained with him. As he adapted in 

other ways to meet changing audience needs, so he did in relation to an increasing 

demand for violence. 

The capacity of the cowboy hero to act violentfy-especiaUy when the civUized 

characters cannot-shows the duaUstic nature of the character. This duaUsm is not 

unique to the Westem. James K. Folsom explains the origins of this character trait and 

its development in American Uterature: 
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The bad man-hero is not of course confined to Westem fiction, either 
historicaUy or in terms of contemporary usage. The outlaw tale has a 
long history in English Uterature, at least as ancient as Robin Hood and 
his merry men and Ukewise as modem as the gangster hero. In 
America, however, the outlaw hero was seen from a very early date to 
have at least a metaphorical affinity with the Westem hero. (130) 

It is this violent, darker side of the hero character that CUnt Eastwood and other 

contemporary actors, as weU as writers such as Clay Reynolds have accentuated so 

effectivefy. 

There has never been a clear distinction between the hero and the villain, as 

noted in the first chapter. They have comparable abUities and frequently act in simUar 

ways; the only difference between them is their morals and adherence to the chivalric 

westem code Wister described. Many of the early westem heroes were actuaUy 

criminals at one time. In The Bandit Kings: From Jesse James to Pretty Boy Floyd, 

Roger A. Bruns explains that after the CivU War, uncontroUed crime in the South 

required cities to recmit "professional pistoleers" Uke WUd BUI Hickok, Wyatt Earp, 

and Bat Masterson; the media consequently buUt these men into legends as weU as 

respectable members of society (32). This encouraged the audiences' acceptance of 

violence, and eventuaUy their growing demand for it. 

The important contrast between the cowboy hero and the vUlains-whether in 

the form of mstlers, dmg dealers, or even mythical heroes of the dime novels such as 

Wyatt Earp or Bat Masterson-is that the cowboy hero acts for the good of society, 

even though he cannot remain in the civUization he helps estabUsh. Even when there 

seems to be a civUized area, as with the detective working within a large city, there is 
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StUl a need for violence to create order. Cawelti states, "Perhaps one source of the 

cowlx)y hero's appeal is the way in which he resolves this ambiguity by giving a sense 

of moral significance and order to violence" (61). The cowboy hero acts violently to 

control the evU forces that audiences are helpless against in their own Uves, whUe 

aUowing the audience members to fiilfiU individual desires through the hero's actions. 

Audiences rely on the stereotypical traits of the cowboy hero and certain 

elements of the westem formula to fiilfUl their expectations in many types of fiction. 

The cowboy hero is recognized globaUy, and the mythic nature of this hero figure 

appeals to audiences regardless of his origin or violent incUnations. American 

audiences in particular need the westem hero and formula to fiilfiU their interest in 

conquering frontiers and leading adventurous Uves. The evolution of the cowt)oy hero 

through various genre and media have not changed him much from the archetype 

Wister created in The Virginian. The character has only adapted to new environments 

and roles to flilfiU audience needs, much the same way Wister said he has done for 

centuries. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

Owen Wister's The Virginian was much more than merely a novel that 

depicted the Ufe of a cowboy on the westem frontier. It has served as the framework 

for countless other works of fiction in many different genre and media. The popularity 

of the stereotypical cowboy hero and the formula of the Westem that he works within 

have sustained an interest in the westem way of Ufe that was popular around the tum 

of the century. This continuing interest in westem things can be seen in popular forms 

of entertainment and fashions, as weU as in innumerable elements of modem Ufe. 

The cowboy hero is a loner, sometimes by choice, and other times Ijecause he 

feels that he does not l)elong in the civilized world he has helped create. In fact, 

sometimes the citizens he serves reject him as soon as his work for them is finished. 

He is asexual, almost always avoiding any kind of lasting relationships which might 

threaten his independence. Even when the cowlx)y hero does become involved with a 

woman, the sexual aspect of their relationship is not opeiUy depicted. 

The westem hero is a vigUante, acting as the only force capable of defeating 

the evU that is constantly impeding the settlement of the wildemess. The innocent 

townspeople depend on him to estabUsh order in a frontier that they cannot control 

themselves. His vigUantism is a result of his high moral code, which compels him to 

take actions others are afraid to. To enable him to fiilfiU his duties as vigUante, the 
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cowboy hero must be exceptionaUy skUled—at everything. His level of skUl is 

mythical, yet his abUities are never questioned l)ecause audiences must be able to rely 

on him to do whatever is necessary to command order. 

The cowboy hero's Ufe is active, contrary to the mundane Uves led by most 

audience members. The fictional hero character provides escape from the boredom of 

everyday fives, in addition to the wish-fiilfiUment of being able to combat crime and 

fight injustice. Throughout aU of this the cowboy hero maintains aU of the character 

traits first seen in The Virginian; however, he is stUl capable of change. He can leam 

and master new skUls, mature emotionaUy, or even take on a Umitless number of 

different roles. 

The predictabUity of the westem formula, where a heroic character saves 

iimocent townspeople (especiaUy the women involved), is desired by audiences. This 

type of formula provides audiences-particularly American audiences-an escape from 

their sedentary Uves. It also reinforces their beUef that there is hope for justice in a 

world in which the real-Ufe criminal justice system often seems to faU short. If 

violence is necessary for the hero to win, that is entirely acceptable, and in many cases 

preferred, as it provides them with a gUmpse at the "dark side" of society without 

reaUy having to experience it. 

There have l)een numerous distinct transformations the cowboy hero has gone 

through in response to societal changes and the corresponding audience demands. 

Each phase has placed the stereotypical cowboy hero figure—always with the same 
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defining traits-into different roles, from detective to soldier to cop and even Ufeguard. 

This itself is representative of one of the seven characteristics: the abUity to adapt to a 

constantly changing world. The transitions into other roles has occurred not only in 

Uterature, but also in film and television. 

As Richard Slotkin states, the Virginian represents a "new racial type" (175), 

someone who comes from meager beginnings, understands and can endure the 

hardships of the wildemess, yet is inteUigent enough to rise to the top, whether he 

chooses to remain there or again isolate himself in another frontier. This remains tme 

for aU heroic characters that foUow Wister's guideUnes, from the Virginian himself to 

Captain James T. Kirk. The cowboy hero appears in many costumes, but only sUghtly 

altered. If there is one aspect of his character that has changed significantly from the 

Virginian prototype, it is his wiUingness to use violence in his role as vigilante. 

Rooster Cogbum is sUghtly more violent than the Virginian, but Dirty Harry is 

considerabfy more violent than any of his predecessors, showing a distinct progression 

of violent t)ehavior in the character. However, this is mainly an attempt to satisfy 

changing audiences. AU of this proves that the cowboy hero is evolving, as Wister 

himself first noted in his essay "The Evolution of the Cow-Puncher." 

The portrayal of the cowboy and Ufe in the early American West in such a 

romanticized manner has created an insatiable appetite for westem things. We drive 

Mustangs and Broncos, wear Wranglers and Riatas, and buy Stetson and Chaps 

colognes. We are fans of sports teams named the Cowboys, the Mavericks, and the 
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Spurs. We Usten to Waylon Jennings and WUUe Nelson's "Mamas Don't Let Your 

Babies Grow up to be Cowlx)ys," and Toby Keith's "I Should Have Been a Cowboy." 

And we prefer westem movies and television shows, or at least those that imitate the 

characters and formula developed by early westem writers. 

Why? The cowlx)y hero—or any version of him-is a super hero who takes 

care of problems we caimot. As Frederic Svoboda claims, "The archetypal hero of the 

westem is a redeemer, a Christ figure who can tip the balance between good and evU" 

(560). Audiences depend on his mythical abUities to help him right wrongs, and to 

secure the safety of their civilization. Through him, audiences can safely indulge in 

fantasies of capturing rustlers or dmg dealers, and restoring order to their 

communities, when they know they have Uttle or no control in their real Uves. 

The heroic cowboy figure that Owen Wister invented to represent the early 

frontiersmen of the American West wiU be around a long time, regardless of which 

costume he has or which role he is in. As Wister said in his introduction to The 

Virginian, "His wild kind has been among us always, since the beginning: a young man 

with his temptations, a hero without wings" (x). He has not been destroyed by 

progress, and he does not orUy exist in the traditional setting of the American West. 

The cowboy hero continues to fight evU, maintaining aU of his character traits, using 

aU of his superior talents, wherever he may be needed. 
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