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CHAPTER TWO 

Tenderfoots, Women, and Boys "See" the Hero 

with Their Imagination 

In this chapter I will put forward three deliberately naive, though initially useful, 

assumptions about westerns in order to challenge them in later chapters. The first 

assumption is that the narrative structures of traditional, or classic, westerns are 

completely interchangeable, irrespective of their historical period. In my analysis of 

four well-known traditional novels - two written after the turn of the century and two 

published around 1950 - I shall emphasize the many shared textual features 

employed in the construction of so-called tough masculinity. In the following chap

ter one determinative textual variation will be explored, a narratological one, which 

enables me to note a difference in historical context. 

The second assumption derives from Jane Tompkins' thesis in West of 

Everything that the western is essentially an anti-feminine genre. Tompkins argues 

that the emergence and popularity of the western reflects a male revolt against a 

female-dominated culture. Lee Clark Mitchell makes a similar, though less boldly 

stated, claim in his study Westerns. He suggests that the genre's recurrent rise and 

fall has broadly coincided with times of "interest [in] feminist issues, moments 

when men have invariably had difficulty knowing how manhood should be 

achieved" (152). However, while broadly accurate, Tompkins' and Mitchell's 

hypotheses about the anti-feminine impulses in westerns cannot be considered 

universally applicable. In fact, in subsequent chapters of this study I will argue that 

masculinity does not exclusively gain content in opposition to femininity or as a 

defensive response to feminist issues. In contrast, the distinction between mascu

linity and femininity is messier than a mere binary opposition. By examining the 

figure of the cowboy I intend to show that the problem of masculinity is not so 

much the fear and threat of feminization but rather the impending realization that 

masculinity is caught up in the inherent inconsistencies of its own constructions. 

The third assumption is the idea that the cowboy is an active subject, owing 

to his violent participation in the showdown. This idea complies with Laura 

Mulvey's split between active/male and passive/female (19), which is the basis of 

psychoanalytical accounts of "sexual difference." The concept of sexual difference 

derives from feminist scholarship of the 1970s that was influenced by 

psychoanalytic rereadings of Freud's "distinction" between the sexes.1 In her 

seminal essay "Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema" (1975) Laura Mulvey made 

sexual difference a core issue. In establishing the affinity between film theory and 
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psychoanalysis, she posits that pleasure in film, folk-tale, and myth is provoked 

when readers/spectators are encouraged to identify with the active, male hero's 

point of view.2 In this process, masculinity and femininity become effects of identi

fication. The problem for Mulvey with both Freudian accounts and narrative cinema 

is that femininity is only second best. Psychoanalysis and (Hollywood) film are both 

grounded in (male) stories of active, masculine imagination. Hence, psychoanalysis 

and film are geared towards the masculinization of the male as well as the female 

subject/spectator. In Mulvey's analysis of feminine passivity and subordination, 

masculinity is, albeit criticized, legitimized as a fate to be accepted.3 

In the male version of the psychoanalytic scenario, sexual difference is pro

duced the moment the absence of a penis on the part of the girl/woman is 

considered meaningful to a boy/man. The assumption of female castration is horri

fying for the boy/man, who consequently feels forced to deny or disavow his 

knowledge. Roughly speaking, the denial can take two forms: projection and 

fetishism. The boy/man can refuse to recognize a feature in himself and project or 

attribute it (on)to another person or thing. In the case of fetishism, he fails to recog

nize an unwanted feature in the other. A fetish is usually an inanimate or partial 

object (such as a piece of fur or a foot) that conceals the boy/man's uncertainty over 

female lack: she is and is not castrated. As a consequence of this doubt, the boy/man 

oscillates between the knowledge of her lack, which implies her inferiority to his 

superiority, and the denial of castration, which is a reassuring thought in itself. In 

this discussion of the castration complex, conventional femininity is aligned with 

lack and masculinity is constituted by the failure to accept female castration. 

In psychoanalytic accounts of sexual difference, the boy's narrative vision 

dominates. The boy/man sees the girl/woman as the unknown and castrated other 

in order to construct his own desired identity. In conventional westerns, however, 

this scenario is slightly modulated. On the level of content the psychoanalytic 

scheme of active/male and passive/female is reproduced in westerns, since the male 

hero usually engages in a fight. But on the level of form the western genre and psy

choanalysis relate to each other as a photograph to its negative. In conventional 

westerns, the man is not the "bearer of the look" (Mulvey 19), but he is the 

focalized object of feminized or emasculated characters. These characters "see" the 

hero with their imagination, with the subjective and delusive vision that is a crucial 

condition of fetishism. Focalized by them, the hero is perceived as an idealized 

figure of masculinity. Despite the difference in textual form, the perception that the 

hero bears no "lack" has a close analogy to the account of masculinity in psycho

analysis. There are also other ways of "seeing" the western hero, however, as I will 

outline in the course of this study. These other possibilities question the exclusive 

working of fetishism and short-circuit the correlation between the western genre 

and the conventional psychoanalytical scenario of "male plenitude versus female 
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lack." 

This chapter has the function of a necessary detour: here, shared conven

tions and textual similarities will dominate my readings of four traditional novels 

while later chapters will elucidate the differences among westerns. The assumption 

that traditional western novels are all alike, that the western is an anti-feminine 

genre by definition, and that the genre conforms to a presumed binarism of sexual 

difference will only be provisionally entertained in this chapter. 

Manhood versus Masculinity 

Before constructions of masculinity in westerns will be examined, I will briefly his-

toricize the term "masculinity" in an American context. In his study Manhood in 

America: A Cultural History, Michael Kimmel describes the shift from the signifier 

"manhood" to "masculinity" that takes place in the United States at the end of the 

nineteenth century (119-20). "Manhood" had been the primary term used to name 

the inner qualities and maturity associated with an adult male, and was defined in 

contrast to "boyhood." By the turn of the century, a new concept - "masculinity" -

was gaining currency as a term applied to a set of behavioral traits and attitudes 

associated with males and contrasted to a new opposite, "femininity." Unlike man

hood, masculinity required (and still requires) constant demonstration and reaffir

mation. 

According to Jane Tompkins, the title hero of Wister's novel The Virginian is 

so terribly stubborn about pursuing a fight with Trampas in order to explicitly coun

ter his girlfriend Molly's wish that he desist. By fully carrying out his plan, he can 

"demonstrate his independence from and his superiority to women" (Tompkins 

144). Tompkins offers biographical material on Wister's tense relations with his 

mother to sustain her reading. Lee Clark Mitchell, on the other hand, frames his 

analysis of the novel historically. He suggests that The Virginian offers a "muted 

resolution" to male, middle-class anxiety about the strong development of woman's 

suffrage, a central issue at Wister's time (Mitchell 114). In addition, Mitchell argues 

that The Virginian could become the best-seller of 1902 and a perennial favorite for 

years thereafter in part because it celebrates "nostalgic escapism into an exclusively 

masculine West" (118). 

The significance of the West in American history is only fully acknowledged 

since the famous historian Frederick Jackson Turner read an influential paper at the 

Chicago World's Fair in 1893. His paper implied a close match between a male 

adventurous spirit and American identity. Until then, American history had predo

minantly been understood in terms of the country's European origins and institu

tions. According to Turner's thesis, whose fame would spread in subsequent 

decades and peak in the mid-twenties, the expansion westward provided a more 

alluring perspective from which to (re)write history. American identity was 
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inscribed in the pioneers' attempts to dominate and settle an ever retreating fron

tier. As the pioneers went West and crossed the Allegheny Mountains dividing 

coastal Virginia from West Virginia, these over-mountain men became estranged 

from the people in the East, still rooted in European traditions. Simultaneously, the 

pioneers were careful to keep a barrier between themselves and the Indians whose 

land they conquered. In Turner's paper, "Americanism" gains content as an in-

between identity: white pioneers sandwiched between the people of the Eastern 

seaboard still identifying themselves with Europe and the Indians of the West. 

Turner's paper "discovering" the significance of the frontier was presented, 

significantly enough, at the precise historical moment that the closing of the 

American frontier was announced. Very quickly, Turner's thesis came to sustain a 

more general sense of male regret about the loss of a special type of man associated 

with the frontier, the Self-Made Man. Michael Kimmel notes that by 1900, a distinct 

decrease was noted in the numbers of American men owning their own shops and 

farms and controlling their own labor as a consequence of the rapid industrializa

tion and urbanization of the past decades. These developments "created a new sense 

of an oppressively crowded, depersonalized, and often emasculated life" (83). It also 

meant a farewell to the American ideal of manhood as an autonomous and self-con

trolled identity and social role. Wister's The Virginian becomes particularly signifi

cant in such a context of widespread yearning for the Self-Made Man who had tamed 

the wilderness. The Self-Made Man disregarded the feminizing comforts of modern 

life to which urban citizens submitted themselves. 

Although Wister's novel does not unabashedly recommend the vanishing 

Self-Made Man, the representation of the Virginian can certainly be seen as a revi

val of the rugged individualist.4 There is relatively little action in Wister's novel, but 

the hero is nonetheless remembered as a man of deeds.5 Lee Clark Mitchell 

suggests that one of the reasons for the conception of the hero as a "man of action 

rather than one of deliberation" resides in the form of narration (119). While 

Mitchell limits himself to this brief suggestion, I would like to further reflect upon 

the narrative structure of Wister's novel and of three other well-known western 

novels. 

In The Virginian the story is alternately told by an external narrator and a 

character-bound narrator from the East who is unfamiliar with the customs of the 

West. This so-called tenderfoot is so unacquainted with the habits of men in the 

West that most of what he sees is unfamiliar, even puzzling. Focalized by this 

novice, the Virginian becomes a hero who is marvelous in almost every respect. The 

fact that the hero predominantly appears as a focalized object is a common element 

among the four traditional, well-known western texts I will discuss: Owen Wister's 

The Virginian (1902), Zane Grey's Riders of the Purple Sage (1912), Jack Schaefer's 

Shane (1949), and Louis L'Amour's Hondo (1953).6 This common element enables 
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me to argue more broadly that within the genre of the western as a whole, mascu

linity is the effect of narrated vision rather than of masculine action. 

The Hero as a Strange, but Good Guy 

The tenderfoot-narrator's introductory description of the Virginian immediately 
sets the tone for the image that will dominate the rest of the novel. At their first 
encounter, the narrator recognizes in the hero's movements "the undulations of a 
tiger, smooth and easy," who ropes a pony without any sign of exertion: "I did not 
see his arm lift or move" (Wister 13). The tenderfoot-narrator describes the 
Virginian in a doubly-admiring fashion. On the one hand, the hero reminds him of 
a tiger, on the other, the hero's gestures are utterly restrained and minimal. The 
association with a dangerous but tameable animal linked to an attitude of coolness 
is characteristic of the nature of the Virginian: a man who conceals his potential for 
wildness beneath an appearance of calmness. 

This initial observation of the hero's smooth, graceful, and controlled move
ment is conventional in traditional westerns. In Zane Grey's Riders of the Purple Sage 

several bystanders watch Lassiter dismount by reaching the ground in one long, 
peculiarly quick, step (8). The title hero of Jack Schaefer's book Shane, seen through 
the eyes of the child-narrator Bob Starrett, sits easily in his saddle making an 
"effortless, unthinking adjustment to every movement of the tired horse" that sug
gests the rider's "quiet power" (2). Angie Lowe in Louis L'Amour's novel Hondo is 
struck by the hero's movements; although he is exhausted, he remains always casu
al, always lazy (12). 

The horsemen from these novels are regarded as men of patience and 
endurance, full of strength of purpose. These characteristics reveal themselves not 
only in the men's movements but in their physique, facial lineaments, and aura. 
Bob Starrett reads endurance in the lines of Shane's "dark figure" (Schaefer 2) and 
notices a "kind of magnificence . . . in the very air of him" (4; emphases mine). Jane 
Withersteen recognizes features of the range rider in unchangeable set of Lassiter's 
face that comes from years of silence and solitude (Grey 8), or in the drawing power 
of his eyes (9). Angie Lowe tries to grasp the puzzled feelings that Hondo provokes 
in her. There is something inside him that makes her think that a woman cannot 
change this man (L'Amour 25), for she has the feeling that he is a man who knows 
himself, knows his strength and his weakness (27). Molly Stark Wood, the heroine 
of The Virginian, realizes that her fortress is shaken by a force unknown to her 
before. She relates it to the way the Virginian can look, when the cold lustre of his 
eyes grows hot with internal fire (Wister 88). 

These men make impressions which cannot be described in "objective" 
terms. They radiate an aura of dominance and energy in their faces, eyes, attitudes, 
and features which are recognized by the characters that focalize them. The feelings 
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the women Molly Wood and Angie Lowe have about the protagonists are presented 

as facts about the men's nature. Wister's novel provides another description of the 

hero which is a mixture of an eyewitness-account and a subjectivized vision. After 

the Virginian has finished his talk with a man called Uncle Hughey, he turns to the 

male tenderfoot-narrator: 

He walked toward me, and I saw that in inches he was not a giant. He 

was not more than six feet. It was Uncle Hughey that had made him 

seem to tower. But in his eye, in his face, in his step, in the whole 

man, there dominated a something potent to be felt, I should think, 

by man or woman. (17) 

Like Shane, who is not very tall either - a bit above medium height, almost slight in 

build (Schaefer 2) - the Virginian is moderate in length, not more than six feet. This 

is the only quality described "objectively" in this quotation from The Virginian. 

Nevertheless, the male narrator recognizes "something potent" in the approaching 

man that he thinks people can hardly miss. A power in this man is felt that cannot 

be described in terms of physical size or other external characteristics. The 

Virginian is only presented in a subjective way, but the narrator's impression is con

veyed as being so self-evident that he assumes that everyone feels the hero's supe

rior powers. While the quotation does not elaborate on what that "something 

potent" the Virginian radiates might be, it seems improbable to the narrator that 

anyone will not perceive the hero as a potent man. 

Despite the recognition of such unarticulated power to dominate in these 

heroes/horsemen/cowboys, they are not seen as threatening by the persons who 

focalize them. The male narrator from Wister's novel feels immediately at ease with 

the large stranger, although the cow-puncher does not want the narrator to be fami

liar with him. The narrator concludes that this "handsome, ungrammatical son of 

the soil had set between us the bar of his cold and perfect civility" and that, of the 

two of them, the hero emerges as the better gentleman (Wister 18). Lassiter, in 

Riders of the Purple Sage, enters as a flesh and blood deus ex machina in response to 

Jane's cry for help, an answer to Jane's prayer for a fearless man who will rescue her 

from a dangerous situation (Grey 7-8). In these moments of utter distress, fear of 

the unknown man is a feeling that simply cannot occur to Jane: the rider is imme

diately imagined as a savior and a good guy, although she will later also fear him as 

a man who sheds blood (62). 

In the different circumstances of the Starrett family and of Angie Lowe and 

her young son Johnny, the impressive newcomer is not considered a threat either. 

Both Shane and Hondo foreground this point. According to Bob's mother, in 

Schaefer's Shane, the title hero's gentleness covers something mysterious and dan-
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gerous underneath. Bob's father agrees with her that he is dangerous all right, but 

not to them and adds: "In fact, I don't think you ever had a safer man in your house" 

(9). In L'Amour's Hondo, Angie Lowe scrutinizes Hondo upon his arrival: "The 

more she saw of this man, the more she was impressed by his strangeness. Yet 

oddly enough, she felt safer with him here" (12). 

This feeling of reassurance that the hero radiates through his wild, myste

rious, and powerful appearance is typical in these well-known traditional American 

western novels. He does not really have to win the trust of the focalizing characters, 

but is regarded as totally trustworthy and faithful from the start. One passage from 

Schaefer's Shane, when young Bob reflects on the title hero, is very instructive in 

this regard: "He was a man like father in whom a boy could believe in the simple 

knowing that what was beyond comprehension was still clean and solid and right" 

(17)-

The boy is not really bothered by not being able to fathom Shane's character, 

for he is sure that what escapes him still embodies goodness. In other words, from 

what he has seen thus far, he cannot imagine that the stranger might be a bad guy. 

The hero, in turn, does not betray the confidence that is put in him. These westerns 

keep alive the adage that first impressions never lie: the hero is what he looks like. 

When Molly shows her great-aunt a picture of the Virginian, displaying him full 

length "in all his cow-boy trappings, - the leathern chaps, the belt and pistol, and in 

his hand a coil of rope," Molly implies that "he's exactly like that" (Wister 152). 

So far, we can consider the hero in a double sense. In one respect he is 

straightforward: he is interpreted as a man whose nature cannot be changed -

"immovable as a wall of stone" (Grey 120) - and who can be considered almost 

unconditionally trustworthy. In another respect, he triggers feelings of ambiguity: 

strange, but comforting; (often) not particularly tall, but powerful; rough, but 

gentle. These considerations result in a paradox: the hero is what he appears to be 

and yet not. In L'Amour's novel he is described as "no different than other men 

. . . yet he is" (63, ellipsis in original). Similarly, Shane, like his father, is an 

ordinary farmer "[y]et you always felt in some indefinable fashion that he was a man 

apart" (Schaefer 34). 

The characters see a rather ordinary man in front of them but concrete obser

vations offer too limited a scope for adequately characterizing him. His appearance 

triggers in his audience the sense that they are seeing a "man" in the gendered 

sense of the word. There is something special about him which makes him a man, 

a perception that is inescapable yet undemonstrable. In the next section I will point 

to the impact of the hero's voice and attitude in moments of increased tension to 

further explore this special quality. 
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Equation between Appearance and "Being" 

One of the utterances that has become a landmark in the genre of the western is the 

Virginian's "When you call me that, smilel" (Wister 28). The Virginian issues this 

order to Trampas during a game of cards. Trampas has just told the Virginian: 

"Your bet, you son-of-a-" (28). The tenderfoot-narrator is disturbed by the scene, 

because when Steve, a friend of the Virginian, had used the same "term of heaviest 

insult" the Virginian had taken no offence (20). On the contrary, the title hero in 

Wister's novel seemed to consider Steve's "son-of-a-" "plainly complimentary" (20). 

The Virginian, however, does not permit Trampas to use the same epithet, as the 

tenderfoot-narrator senses when he hears the Virginian's response: "Yes, the voice 

was gentle. But in my ears it seemed as if somewhere the bell of death was ringing; 

and silence, like a stroke, fell on the large room. All men present, as if by some mag

netic current, had become aware of this crisis" (28). 

Most striking in this scene is the unanimous recognition of the Virginian's 

voice as indicating a threat, even though it sounds gentle. The Virginian's comment 

makes a strong impression on all men present, not because of the words 

themselves ("When you call me that, smile!"), but because of the way he utters these 

words. The passage reveals a paradox: the Virginian's voice is gentle, but the tone of 

the voice makes it impossible to understand his words as anything but a threat. He 

succeeds in creating an atmosphere of dread with a civil voice that connotes aggres

sion, proving to everyone that he does not tolerate Trampas' insulting term. 

Shane's voice has a similar power to impress people. When he arrives at 

Grafton's saloon, he asks two men sitting on the porch where he might find 

Fletcher, the big farmer he has planned to kill. The two men "looked at each other 

and at Shane. One of them started to speak. 'He doesn't want -' Shane's voice 

stopped him. It slapped at them, low and with an edge that cut right into your mind. 

'Where's Fletcher?'" (107). 

Shane's words effect an uneasy stirring among the two men, who in 

response bunch together to push through the saloon doors. The tone of his voice has 

made it clear that Shane is deadly serious. When Shane enters the saloon, the whir 

of the guests' voices dies down. In the saloon Shane meets Stark Wilson, the gun

man hired by Fletcher. Wilson is measuring the new guest, but Shane's face does 

not show fear "but a kind of wondering and baffled reluctance And then there 

was no escape, for that gentle voice was pegging him to the immediate and 
implacable moment" (no). 

Although Shane sticks to a gentle voice, he nevertheless removes any confu

sion about the earnestness of the situation. The hero's utterance is not open to mis

construction: he is ready for a fight. Apart from the voice, however, the attitude, 

eyes, and other features can also express the unmistakable intentions of the hero in 

moments preceding a showdown. Like the tone of his voice, his appearance evokes 

0 
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only one possible explanation: a man has entered the scene to fight. An example 

from Grey's novel, when Judkins reports to his former boss Jane about the con

frontation between Lassiter and three of Judge Dyer's men, is a good illustration: 

Nat'rully I looked back to see what hed acted so powerful strange on 

the Judge. An' there, half-way up the room, in the middle of the wide 

aisle, stood Lassiter! All white an' black he looked, an' I can't think of 

anythin' he resembled, onless it's death. . . . He stood sort of stiff, 

bendin' a little, an' both his arms were crooked, an' his hands looked 

like a hawk's claws. But there ain't no tellin' how his eyes looked. I 

know this, though, an' thet is his eyes could read the mind of any man 

about to throw a gun. (229-30) 

Throughout the novels the hero may be a man connoting strange wildness, a man 

beyond comprehension, a man in whom "something potent" dominates. The 

embedded focalizers do not, however, know exactly how to measure this 

"something." In a situation of increased tension, on the contrary, there is no doubt 

how to read the hero's appearance, the tone of his (gentle) voice, his attitude, or his 

eyes. One can be sure that action will occur, unless one chooses, like Trampas in the 

beginning of Wister's novel, not to respond. In such moments when the hero is 

serious, everybody recognizes his seriousness, without mistaking his appearance 

for comradely behavior. When the Virginian is about to face Trampas at the end of 

the novel, all the men he passes are deeply convinced that this walk will not lead up 

to a friendly exchange, for no one says a word to him. As their taciturnity suggests, 

all the male onlookers, unlike Molly, seem to know "how it must be about a man" 

(Wister 271). 

When Molly hears rumors about the coming showdown, she tries to 

interfere with the course of events (see chapter one). Her attempt is doomed to 

failure because she misjudges the stubbornness with which the Virginian holds on 

to a logic which is to become aconvention of the genre: when a man has to act, he 

is committed to action and any (woman's) attempt to change his mind only 

reinforces his determination. Angie Lowe, by contrast, knows this logic. She recog

nizes that Hondo may be a killer, but also that "a man must live as he must. There 

were things a man must face and things a man must do that no woman could under

stand, just as the reverse was true" (L'Amour 87). 

Molly in The Virginian, however, despite her attempts to understand her 

lover's arguments, is ultimately unable to grasp this specific idea of masculinity. 

This becomes clear at the showdown, the occassion where boasting is countered by 

deeds. In this conventional construction, the showdown has become a serious mat

ter for serious men. It is the moment par excellence in a traditional western when the 
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special nature of the hero is no longer merely suspected via a conflation of observa

tion and imagination, but is fully revealed and proven: the hero is the fastest draw. 

This revelation, however, is in some cases already anticipated in the moments prior 

to the showdown. In Zane Grey's western, Jane tells the hero: "Lassiter, ƒ do love 

you\ It's leaped out of my agony. It comes suddenly with a terrible blow of truth. You 

are a man! I never knew it till now. Some wonderful change came to me when you 

buckled on these guns and showed that gray, awful face" (226). 

In this novel, Lassiter's guns function as a token of his manliness. In the one 

moment that he does unbuckle his heavy cartridge-belt, he appears to Jane to be 

"shorn of strength, defenseless, a smaller man." She then "buckled the belt round 

his waist where it belonged" (215). Within the context of the traditional western, her 

judgment reflects the general sensibility. When Lassiter confronts three of Judge 

Dyer's riders amidst a crowd of people, his appearance with his gun casts a chill 

over the entire room. One observer, Judkins, goes cold to his very marrow, and 

when Lassiter uses his gun, it is impossible to observe how he drew, for he was as 

Judkins tells "quicker'n eye-sight" (230). 

This is the climax traditional westerns work up to: (embedded) focalizers 

may see and imagine "something potent" in the hero's outlook, but he is only fully 

acknowledged as a "man" when the whole of his appearance speaks unconditional 

earnestness, that is, when he is ready to use his weapon. In those moments of recog

nition, cold silence reigns as the prelude to the sound of firing guns. Schaefer's 

novel is most explicit about this. Bob is less puzzled about Shane's presence than 

about the fact that he does not carry a gun (36). When Shane does handle an old pis

tol, however, it "seemed alive, not an inanimate and rusting metal object, but an 

extension of the man himself" (44). While Shane appears to be a man like his 

father, Bob has always felt that the stranger was apart. When Shane moves on to set

tle the score with Fletcher and his men, Bob looks at him with belt, holster, and gun. 

These accoutrements reveal the man Shane truly is: 

These were not things he was wearing or carrying. They were part of 

him, part of the man, of the full sum of the integrate force that was 

Shane. You could see now that for the first time this man who had 

been living with us, who was one of us, was complete, was himself in 

the final effect of his being. (101) 

Something had been amiss, but watching the stranger with his weapons has 

revealed to Bob that now, for the first time, his appearance can be equated with his 

essence. As soon as the boy sees Shane's hand closing around the grip of his gun, 

he knows that the cowboy is made complete by wearing his weapon. 

To consider a gun complementary to a man and a man complementary to a 
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gun is not, within the genre of the western, a terribly surprising conclusion: it is, as 
most people know, one of the fundamental pleasures a western has to offer its main
stream audience. I can also, already, draw a second conclusion about these tradi
tional western novels that likewise is crucial yet unsurprising. To the embedded 
focalizers, the strange hero may be mostly incomprehensible, but they interpret his 
presence as reassuring from the start: he is a clean, solid, and good man. The 
clichéd symbolic clothing of the B western film heroes of the thirties and early for
ties, whose white clothes visibly point to their goodness, emphasize the convention 
that the hero can be considered trustworthy simply on the basis of his outfit and 
appearance. In the traditional western novels discussed here, embedded focalizers 
who from the beginning recognize the goodness of the heroes - that is, read their 
external features correctly - function to legitimize the heroes' final deadly actions. 
The stereotypical code of symbolic clothing, however, can also function as a substi
tute for or complement to the viewpoint presented by focalizing characters. Since 
the hero is wearing white, he must be the good guy. This means that he is right in 
shooting his opponent.7 

There is a third conclusion to be drawn, and although this may be as straight
forward as the other two, it is an important one: the hero is conceived as ordinary, 
yet different. His special nature exposes itself at the point that he must face a male 
rival in the showdown. At first sight it is the hero's appearance that triggers the 
focalizers' imagination of the cowboy as a real man. Only in the final, decisive gun-
fight, however, does the hero fully reveal his masculinity. In the showdown, the 
focalizers' vision is retroactively confirmed: the cowboy not only seems a man, but 
he truly is a man. When Bob, in Schaefer's novel, recognizes that Shane is con
stantly alert and watchful, the young boy "came to realize that this was inherent in 
him, not learned or acquired, simply a part of his natural being" (42). 

This passage is exemplary of the way masculinity is constituted in conven
tional westerns. A character-bound focalizer recognizes something in the hero's 
face, attitude, voice, or in the way he closes his hand around the grip of his gun. The 
distinguishing feature of the hero in the above passage is his wary watchfulness. 
Subsequently, the focalizer comes to regard this quality as an ultimately natural and 
accurate reflection of the hero's "being," which is invariably masculine. 

I am gleaning the term "being" from Schaefer's novel (42,101) and am using 
it in a slightly different way than the related concept "identity." "Identity" gains con
tent in a particular process that openly betrays traces of its construction. "Being" is 
generated when such traces are erased; "being" creates the illusion that identity is 
not constructed, but completely natural and inherent. In the case of the narrative 
passages analyzed in this chapter, the cowboy's appearance is a direct and unme-
diated reflection of "being." The hero's gunfighting offers proof of "being" that has 
already been anticipated by his appearance. In the shoot-out, he establishes himself 
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as the man whom the embedded focalizers already imagined him to be. 

Embedded focalizers imagine the hero's appearance as average yet indefina

bly special. He is not just seen as impressive but, above all, believed to be 

impressive. However, and this is a fourth conclusion, it is useful to consider what 

kind of embedded focalizer is most likely to believe in the hero's powerful 

appearance prior to its public and universal acceptance after the showdown. In 

moments of increased tension, when violence is about to break out, everyone reads 

the hero's serious intentions. All men and women are capable of recognizing the 

attitude of the genuine gunfighter. In Riders of the Purple Sage, the seven male 

opponents of Lassiter are relaxed when the hero Lassiter arrives until he drops his 

sombrero, makes a rapid movement, arms bent and stiff, with the big black 

gun-sheaths swung forward. When they then also hear his name, the seven men 

turn pale and slink off (Grey 11-12). 

In moments of relaxation, however, the hero is only focalized as special qua 

appearance by a tenderfoot (in The Virginian), women (in The Virginian, Riders of the 

Purple Sage and Hondo) or children (in Shane and, to a minor extent, Hondo). All 

these characters are, in advance, excluded from potential rivalry with the male pro

tagonists. Hence, they are presented as personages who are willing to believe 

simply on the basis of the hero's appearance - that is, to see him with their imagi

nation. Significantly, their sense of the hero's mere presence as impressive - while 

they still lack knowledge of his "being" - already points to a conceptualization of 

sexual difference based upon the notion that the male hero has "something" which 

they do not have. To sustain this argument, let me quote once more from a passage 

in Hondo where the title hero is focalized by Angie Lowe: 

Yet he was a man who shielded his loneliness as he did all his 

feelings. He was ruthless, as ruthless with himself as he would be 

with others. Oddly, despite his strangeness, she felt more at home 

with him than she ever had with anyone else. . . . She walked back 

inside and glanced in the mirror, straightening her hair. Her heart 

was beating strangely, . . . That might be i t . . . that might be the thing 

that disturbed her so. He made her feel like a woman. He made her 

feel. . . yes, that was it. She blushed into the mirror. He made her feel 

like a female. (19, third and fourth ellipsis in original) 

Hondo's appearance in this passage is ruthless and strange on the one hand and 

comforting and reassuring on the other. Puzzled by his paradoxical appearance, 

Angie's judgment of him slips into an evaluation of herself. The moment that Angie 

glances into the mirror, she begins to differentiate her own appearance from that of 

Hondo's and from the "being" that she has read from his appearance. When she 
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sees herself, her confusion is to a large extent solved. In response to the surplus of 

strange familiarity she attributes to Hondo, she defines herself as a "woman" and 

"female." Owing to Hondo's arrival, she sets herself off against her previous, as yet 

unfeminine, self. Observing herself, she recognizes her womanhood, which, as the 

quotation and the course of the novel imply, is the corollary of his ruthless manli

ness. He is strange, for he is (sexually) different from her. At the same time, he is 

comforting, because he is as a man complementary to her - as a woman. 

In Freudian accounts on the distinction between the sexes, the woman func

tions as a projection screen for the man. Focalized by the boy/man, the girl/woman 

figures as his castrated other. Hence, he imagines himself as superior to the 

woman. In L'Amour's western, the other side of this account is shown, with a cor

responding reversal of roles. Here the man is represented as the screen of the 

woman's projection. However, his appearance does not endow her with feelings of 

superiority, but of disturbance. She produces a self-image of herself as a woman, 

accentuating Hondo's image as a man. 

Interaction between Heroism and Space 

The eyes and imagination of character-bound focalizers complement each other. 

Before the hero proves himself a man in the gunfight, the focalizer already sees him 

as one, literally and figuratively. Belief in his heroism guides the interpretation of 

his appearance as masculine upon first sight. Several signs sustain this belief, such 

as his easy movements or the power of his eyes. A further indicator that I have not 

yet mentioned, however, is the hero's spatial resonances. Jane Tompkins pointed to 

the significance of wide open spaces in the western. According to her, the interac

tion between hero and landscape is a defining feature of the genre (81). She argues 

that to be a man in the western is to "seem to grow out of the environment" (73). 

The narrative trick is to show this "growth." The narrator's second description of the 

Virginian in Wister's novel offers an emblematic example: 

Lounging there at ease against the wall was a slim young giant, more 

beautiful than pictures. His broad, soft hat was pushed back; a loose-

knotted, dull-scarlet handkerchief sagged from his throat, and one 

casual thumb was hooked in the cartridge-belt that slanted across his 

hips. He had plainly come many miles from somewhere across the 

vast horizon, as the dust upon him showed. His boots were white with 

it. His overalls were gray with it. The weather-beaten bloom of his 

face shone through it duskily, as the ripe peaches look upon their 

trees in a dry season. But no dinginess of travel or shabbiness of 

attire could tarnish the splendor that radiated from his youth and 

strength. (14) 
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The narrator draws two conclusions from the appearance of this tall man from 

Virginia. His sunburnt face suggests that he is a man who lives in the open air. The 

dust on his clothes indicates that he must have traveled a long way, though he does 

not show any traces of exertion or fatigue. This can be considered a recurrent 

feature in the traditional westerns under scrutiny. On the basis of external signs the 

hero is imagined as an outdoor man, living in the free, unbounded countryside. In 

Grey's novel Riders of the Purple Sage, Jane Wifhersteen watches Lassiter whose face 

has the red burn of the sun, approach from the horizon, silhouetted against the 

western sky (8). In Jack Schaefer's book Shane, Bob Starrett watches Shane's 

progress "far down the road where it swung into the valley from the open plain 

beyond" (i). The dust of long distances saturates Shane's clothes, from which all 

traces of newness have long since been erased (2). In Louis L'Amour's novel Hondo, 

the hero's "buckskin shirt, seasoned by sun, rain, and sweat, smelled stale and old. 

His jeans had long since faded to a neutral color that lost itself against the desert" 

( i ) -

Angie Lowe further observes that Hondo's boots are worn and scuffed (13) 

and she notes signs of use and wear on both the holster and the polished butt of the 

Colt (12). The hero's tan, dusty clothes, and worn weapons suggest to the (embed

ded) focalizers that he is a man roaming the wide country who, like Lassiter in 

Riders from the Purple Sage, has "come from far" (Grey 8). Despite his wandering life, 

however, the focalizers uncover no signs of exhaustion in his appearance. 

Of the four novels under scrutiny, Louis L'Amour's Hondo, about a man who 

has "come to terms with the land in which he lived" (v), most fully exploits the link 

between heroism and space. Hondo is introduced as someone capable of reading 

space: dust on the horizon tells him that he is being followed and also that he has 

been seen (1), his many years in the wild country have taught him innumerable 

devices to hide his trail, and he measures distance by the stars (5). He shares these 

qualities with the Apaches, who are completely familiar with the land and with 

whom he once lived for five years. 

Unlike the Indians, however, Hondo is not identified exclusively with wide 

open space, as becomes clear in the early passages focalized by Angie Lowe. She 

lives at a small ranch with her six-year-old son Johnny in Apache country after her 

husband has deserted her. The peacefulness of her home notwithstanding, she has 

always been frightened. Once Hondo arrives, however, the wind that always terrified 

her, sounds comforting (28). Similarly, when Hondo returns later in the novel, the 

heavy rain no longer seems a threat, but makes the house feel cozy and warm (132). 

Hondo appears to her as a reassuring mediator between the threatening space 

outside and her home. 

Moreover, Angie, whose husband has left her, thinks it an advantage that 
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there is a man in the house to educate her son. She tells Hondo that her son loves 

her, but that she is a woman (136) - meaning that Johnny needs a father with whom 

he can identify and who can teach him "man things": Hondo has to fill in the 

(empty) space in the boy's (and mother's) fantasy. Although he is so much a man of 

the country, he is also eager to move into the house in order to teach Johnny the 

ways of the desert and the mountains. The wanderer Hondo returns indoors with 

the intention of transforming the son into an outdoor man, thus leaving his mark 

on the boy. Whereas access to the house is forbidden to the Indians and access to 

the wide open spaces is no option for Angie, Hondo is the occupant par excellence of 

frontier space, and the ideal man to prepare Angie's son for the same outdoor-

indoor existence. 

The hero is not only associated with wide open space, however, but also has 

transgressive qualities. He is the hero because of his unique ability to occupy fron

tier space, which makes him an apt mediator between wilderness and civilization. 

Moreover, sexual difference too comes to be articulated via the cowboy's mediating 

position. This difference is fully played out in the romance between the hero and 

heroine. According to Jane Tompkins, westerns can be seen as a conservative reac

tion against both popular women's novels and women's invasion of the public 

sphere. This reaction is compatible with her claim that turn-of-the-century westerns 

repeat, inversely, the narrative patterns of domestic and sentimental fiction 

(Tompkins 39). Her argument has considerable force and is born out in the roman

tic encounters of Wister's and Grey's novels, which are less characterized by ten

derness than by rudeness and violence. Jane Withersteen, in Grey's Riders of the 

Purple Sage, loves Lassiter the moment that she sees his manliness most clearly 

exposed via his buckled guns and his "gray, awful face" (226). Some time later she 

hears his silver-clinking step announcing his arrival "with thrilling new emotions in 

which was a vague joy in her very fear of him" (232). 

During one of the Virginian's first encounters with schoolmarm Molly 

Wood, he predicts: "You're going to love me before we get through" (83). Molly does 

in fact finally agree to marry him, a decision that is described as her "surrender" to 

the Virginian (256). The ultimate romantic moment in this western, then, is quali

fied as the heroine's subjection to the male protagonist. Unlike nineteenth-century 

sentimental fiction, turn-of-the-century western novels exhibit a narrative pattern in 

which the heroine's position becomes increasingly inferior the further the 

"romance" develops. 

The heroine's increased love for the hero is accompanied by a recognition, 

not to say proof, of his maleness as the binary opposite of her femininity. The hero

ine's love can be interpreted as her acquiescence to her feminine status and a cele

bration of the link between the hero's masculine status and the space that sur

rounds him. This pattern becomes clear in a representative passage which Molly 
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focalizes, following her agreement to marry: 

She looked at him, and knew that . . . [h]e was not now, as through his 

long courting he had been, her half-obeying, half-refractory worship

per. She was no longer his half-indulgent, half-scornful superior. Her 

better birth and schooling that had once been weapons to keep him at 

his distance, or bring her off victorious in their encounters, had given 

way before the onset of the natural man himself. She knew her cow

boy lover, with all that he lacked, to be more than ever she could be, 

with all that she had. He was her worshipper still, but her master, too. 

Therefore now, against the baffling smile he gave her, she felt power

less. . . . She looked from her untamed man to the untamed desert of 

Wyoming, and the town where she was to take him as her wedded 

husband. (256) 

This passage is important not so much for its documentation of the shift in 

mastery from Molly to the Virginian, but for its revelation of what this shift brings 

about. Molly is identified in a positive way (superior, better, victorious) as a result 

of her birth and schooling. Her features are interpreted positively, but they are a 

matter of luck and class-based opportunities. Born to a wealthy family, Molly has 

acquired "good" manners and "decent" habits, whereas the Virginian is qualified as 

a rugged outdoor-man. Moreover, because of her upper-class origins, she has had 

easy access to school. Her ability to read and write, in contrast to the Virginian's 

initial illiteracy, is a consequence of being offered the chance. The reference to birth 

and schooling emphasizes that Molly owes her initial superiority to her family 

background. 

In this passage, the Virginian is initially identified with lack because he is 

not endowed with the "weapons" of good birth and schooling. Nonetheless, the ulti

mate conclusion is that he is more than Molly can ever be. It is crucial here that this 

whole passage is focalized by Molly herself. By looking at him, at this untamed man 

with his baffling smile, she realizes that, regardless of her own characteristics, she 

is no match for him. She gives way before the onset of the natural man himself. She 

recognizes in his smiling appearance seemingly inherent qualities of naturalness, 

which are linked to his placement within an environment that perfectly matches his 

character. She sees him as the untamed man against the backdrop of the untamed 

desert. His presence radiates, for her, a self-evident dominance which has nothing 

to do with luck or opportunities, but simply with his presence and his close 

accordance with the space around them. The Virginian's mastery is subjectively per

ceived as baffling, untamed, natural, because, unlike Molly who initially had plans 

to return to Vermont, he is in harmony with the Western land. The term "untamed" 
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as such does not establish a well-argued relation between his characteristics and his 

superiority, but within this wide open space it nonetheless resonates forcefully. 

The above passage which describes a woman's love for, or rather her surren

der to, her man is intriguing in three respects. First, it contains her acknowledg

ment of the shift in dominance from her to him. Secondly, it is structured by a shift 

from describing Molly's cultural assets to the Virginian's natural ones. Thirdly, and 

most importantly, it articulates space as the fundamental ingredient enabling and 

instigating the shift in dominance. Natural space is essential in this western 

because it affords the hero a mediating function. On the one hand, the Virginian is 

easily associated with the wide open plains, because his untamed nature 

corresponds to the untamed environment. On the other hand, he is not to be iden

tified exclusively with wild space. Within civilization he is a comforting barrier 

against the threats of space. In short, he occupies what I earlier called frontier 

space. This means that he can move between civilization and a landscape that is 

explicitly non-artificial because it is open to the vagaries of nature and untamed by 

white civilization. This feature of movement, not attributed to other characters, 

fuels the focalizer's belief in the hero's masculinity. 

In the western, space becomes a mechanism for sexual differentiation. The 

specific interaction between heroism and landscape marks the hero's masculinity as 

natural.8 One of the "man things" that Hondo teaches Johnny in L'Amour's novel is 

to accentuate this naturalness via his clothes: it is foolish to wear "bright, shiny 

stuff' on your clothes or to ride a white horse; that is only "for sissies, townsfolk" 

(143). To the extent that the hero fulfils the condition that he naturally blend into 

the outdoor spaces in which he moves, he will be recognized as a real man. 

Becoming What a Man Already Is 

In the four western novels under scrutiny, the hero may initially make a paradoxi

cal impression on other characters with regard to his appearance, voice, and/or eyes 

but they nonetheless already imagine him as a man at this early stage. His ability to 

occupy frontier space only fortifies the belief in his natural manliness. Prior to the 

gunfight that universally establishes the hero's masculine "being," however, there is 

first a phase in which the focalizer's imagination is put to a serious test. 

In between the hero's introduction and his showdown, the protagonist is 

often physically wounded. Generally as a result of a fight with opponents, the 

hero's body is distorted and pressed out of shape (Mitchell 160). When the title hero 

is attacked by Indians in The Virginian, Molly finds his body lying "slack and piti

fully helpless" with a "patch of blood near the shoulder" (Wister 189). Such disfi

guration would seem to contradict the equation between appearance, space, and 

natural "being," the constellation constituting masculinity. In his study Westerns, 

however, Mitchell makes a convincing argument in his fine chapter "A Man Being 
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Beaten." He elaborates the ways that the hero's disfiguration is not only compatible 

with, but virtually essential, to conventional heroism. The male protagonist is phy

sically punished only in order subsequently to convalesce into that which he has 

always been. His pain and injuries mark a rite of passage towards his recovery. This 

rite of passage is a meaningful temporary phase: it allows one to see the hero 

recover. Thus, paraphrasing Mitchell, the hero becomes what he already is (174). He 

may be tortured and disfigured but he always recovers his essential shape. The nar

rative function of disfiguration is precisely to display the hero regaining his good 

old figure, reaffirming its inherent naturalness. 

There is an additional element to the hero's recovery. In The Virginian, Shane 

(where the protagonist is wounded in a barroom brawl), and Hondo (whose prota

gonist is tortured by Apaches) the beaten title hero is cured because of the tender 

care of a woman. As Mitchell points out, the woman serves as a catalyst to the recre

ation of the hero's body. Without her presence, his convalescence fails (179). 

Mitchell's analysis, however, would have been strengthened had he elaborated on 

his brief comment that the hero is nursed back to health thanks to a "restorative 

female 'gaze' at the male body" (179). Mitchell's failure to define the term "gaze," 

leaves his interpretation incomplete and weaker than need be. I will therefore try to 

think through his promising initiative. 

The activity of the woman's actual looking at (the healing of) wounds is 

emphasized in all three novels: 

[Molly in The Virginian] saw the patch near the shoulder she had 

moved grow wet with new blood . . . (Wister 189) 

[Marian Starrett in Shane] was looking at Shane's cheeks where the 

cut was healing into a scar . . . (Schaefer 82) 

[Angie Lowe in Hondo] looked down at the blistered and swollen hand, 

the lacerated wrists, the bloody shirt. (L'Amour 129) 

The women in these fragments, however, see more than just wounds and more than 

an enfeebled man. In Shane, Bob witnesses his mother Marian Starrett working on 

the hero's head, which seems to pain her more than him, and hears her describe 

Shane as magnificent, cool, quick, and dangerous (Schaefer 79). In Hondo, the 

Apaches bring the tortured hero to Angie Lowe's ranch and ask her if this man is 

her husband. She looks at the man whose eyes "were glazed with suffering and 

weariness. She could see that something was terribly wrong with his hand. But she 

noticed nothing, only that it was Hondo Lane, and that he had come back" (L'Amour 

128-29; emphasis mine). 

She sees his pain, but she also denies it. She fails to recognize his injuries. 

She has dreamt of Hondo's return so intensely that she is blinded to the severity of 
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his condition. In other words, she sees him with her imagination rather than with 

her eyes. She subsequently tells the Indians that Hondo is her husband (though he 

is not) and nurses him back to health. 

A similar denial of a man's physical injuries takes place in The Virginian. 

After Molly has found the motionless body of the Virginian, she guides the severe

ly wounded hero to her room. She sees that he is ill: 

[T]he whole body, the splendid supple horseman, showed sickness in 

every line and limb . . . His head sank flat, and his loose, nerveless 

arms stayed as she left them. . . . He was cold, and she covered him to 

the face, and arranged the pillow . . . And now she looked at the head 

upon the pillow, grave and strong but still the head of splendid, 

unworn youth. (Wister 193) 

The Virginian's condition is clearly terrible but Molly has not lost faith in his splen

didness. She still believes in the Virginian as the man he was - and will be once 

again. Her belief in the image of the hero's adequacy, an image derived from his 

prior appearance, can now only be present because she does not look closely at his 

current appearance. For those who "see" as thoroughly as Molly does, the image of 

the hero's essential splendidness, once discovered, remains vivid irrespective of 

external circumstances. 

The women in these three western novels are helpful in restoring the heroes 

back to health for two reasons. They are good at nursing and they help him by con

stantly "seeing" more in him than there is physically to be seen. They observe his 

wounds and simultaneously they deny them by accentuating his magnificence and 

coolness, by emphasizing (the return of) the man himself or by continuing to see 

him as a splendid and unworn man. In the process, they conform to Octave 

Mannoni's famous formulation of fetishism: "I know very well [that the man is a 

total wreck] but nevertheless [I see his adequacy]."9 

Within classical psychoanalysis, female fetishists are considered an oxymo

ron, since in Freud's works fetishism emerges as a male defense against woman's 

castration. In Freud's classical case, the fetish is a substitute for the (woman's) 

absent penis. However, an obscure passage from Lacan suggests otherwise. In "The 

Meaning of the Phallus" he revises Freud's understanding of fetishism: "[The 

woman] finds the signifier of her own desire in the body of the one to whom she 

addresses her demand for love. Certainly we should not forget that the organ actu

ally invested with this signifying function takes on the value of a fetish" (84). 

On the basis of this passage, Kaja Silverman notes that the male penis itself 

can assume the status of fetish and that the position of the fetishist is then 

occupied by the female subject. Reading Henry Levin's postwar film The Guilt of 
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Janet Ames (1947), she suggests that fetishism can emerge as a feminine denial of 

male castration (Silverman, Male Subjectivity 119). In Lacan's rewriting of Freud's 

castration complex, he re-introduces the century-old notion of the phallus. In 

Lacan's accounts, the phallus has a linguistic-symbolic component and a 

visual-imaginary one. Lacan is criticized by feminist critics for not clearly distin

guishing between the two (e.g. Brennan, Chanter, and Silverman). According to 

Silverman, there is a good deal of slippage in Lacan's accounts of the symbolic and 

imaginary phallus. Strictly speaking, the phallus as understood within a linguistic-

symbolic framework (discussed in chapter four) should efface sexual difference, 

since by definition no one can possess the phallus. As a result of slippage between 

discussions of the symbolic and the imaginary phallus, however, sexual difference 

is reaffirmed. 

The linguistic phallus is described as an unrepresentable signifier while the 

imaginary version always and inevitably refers to the penis (Gallop, Thinking 

Through the Body 124-132). Lacan is criticized for reading the (imaginary) phallus 

through "the image of the penis" and thereby turning the penis into the anatomical 

referent of the phallus (Silverman, "Lacanian Phallus" 89). The equation between 

penis and imaginary phallus is relevant in understanding the concept of female 

fetishism. In "The Meaning of the Phallus," Lacan indicated that the phallus "can 

only play its role as veiled" (82). The veil implies that something is concealed from 

our human eye. The phallus fills in or compensates for that which is hidden. In the 

case of female fetishism - woman's denial of man's castration - the phallus, for 

which the penis is the visual counterpart, is considered fully present, although there 

is nothing to see. 

This concept of female fetishism is relevant in the "convalescence" scenes in 

the three westerns.10 It is easy to imagine the hero as a man when one witnesses his 

victory in the showdown. But during his illness, his visible wounds present him as 

an injured man whose status as man is under intense pressure. The woman is 

fetishistic in imagining him as a man nonetheless and refusing to acknowledge that 

his manhood has been stripped from him. To paraphrase Silverman in her reading 

of female fetishism in The Guilt of Janet Ames: woman "sees" the phallus even when 

face to face with male castration (Male Subjectivity 113). Her unbroken belief in his 

strength helps him to become the man that he already was. The hero's disfiguration 

marks a rite of passage which actually is not one at all. Even when seemingly cas

trated, he is still "seen" by the female fetishist as corresponding to phallic man

hood." 

Conclusion 

In Stuart Heisler's classical western comedy Along Came Jones, the male characters 

initially refuse to believe that the woman is the accurate and cool-headed shooter 
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who has saved Melody's life by killing his opponent. She has to demonstrate her 
skill with a gun again before the men are convinced of her role as savior. Sexual dif
ference is written in the form of a comedy: the men really had to see with their very 
own eyes in order to believe what they considered either impossible or fortuitous. 

In the four western novels analyzed in this chapter, embedded focalizers play 
a crucial role in the cowboys' construction of masculinity by "seeing" the hero with 
their imagination. The narratives are structured around the question "what is a 
man?" The answer is implicitly given by a tenderfoot, woman, or child: "Look at that 
cowboy, and you see the answer. He is a man who is a man." Mediated by their 
vision, the hero's appearance can be considered phallic. They assume the presence 
of positive assets even on the basis of signs which contradict such an assumption. 
Whether the cowboy is tired, tough-looking, or wounded, the focalizers regard his 
appearance as anticipating his good, masculine "being." The hero's victory in a 
showdown is only proof that the focalizers' impression was correct. Moreover, the 
hero's association with frontier space further confirms his masculinity as natural, 
as does his clothing which fades into the landscape. 

The four western novels were discussed as if they were interchangeable. Of 
course, to some extent they are, for countless other generic texts explore a com
parable repertoire of conventional themes and stock motifs, implying that they 
influenced each other. In the next chapter I will dwell on the influence of historical 
differences in shaping the ways the texts are focalized. 



60 screening cowboys reading masculin! ties in westerns 


