	The American Western 


	The Searchers 


Read through the western film characteristics.  Choose 4 of the western film characteristics and provide examples from the film that support each of the characteristics.  

· Protagonist stock characters:  cowboys, gunslingers, bounty hunters

· Depicted as semi-nomadic wanders who wear Stetson hats, bandannas, spurs, buckskins, use revolvers or rifles as everyday tools of survival 

· Depict conflicts with Native Americans 

· Groups of bandits terrorizing small towns 

· Landscape becomes character in the film 

· Desert-like landscape with isolated forts, ranches, homesteads, Native American villages, and small frontier towns 

· Towns have saloon, general store, livery stable and jailhouse 

· Conflict between settled townspeople and farmers against free-ranging cattle herders opposed to fencing the land 

1. Characteristic 1:  

Film Example:

2. Characteristic 2:

Film Example:

3. Characteristic 3:

Film Example:

4. Characteristic 4:

Film Example:

The following themes are depicted in most Westerns:

· Man against nature, especially a hostile environment

· Man against hostile natives 

· Good versus evil against the background of unspoiled nature 

· Crimes and chases in the nineteenth century American setting

Choose one of the above themes and explain how the theme is addressed in The Searchers.  Support your choice with specific examples from the film. 

Representation of Native Americans

The Searchers is set against a period of change.  The families in the film are not cowboys, they are European settlers carving out a new life ranching in the inhospitable wilderness.  It is 1868.  The American Civil War is over and people are trying to make a new start.  The Native Americans are playing a part in this. 
The film is looking at the people who have come to terms with this change and those who have not.  The Mexicans are trading with the Native Americans.  The Army is using them as guides.  Only a few tribes are still hostile, only a few of the Texans have not changed.  Mrs. Jorgenssen gives an impassioned speech about the future; Marty is himself a product of inter-marriage.  Look’s tribe represents the new Native Americans, whilst the Jorgensssens represent the immigrant farmers.  Moreover, the Cavalry are represented in a very negative way.  They needlessly kill Look and then in the final attack their officer is portrayed as immature and inexperienced. 

However, there is a very strange scene where Ethan and Marty go to see if Debbie is amongst the “white women” who have been found in an Indian village.  These women are portrayed as wild creatures as though living with the Native Americans has uncivilized them.  They treat dolls as though they have never seen them before and laugh and smile insanely.  

This lack of acceptance and understanding is symbolized and polarized by the characters of Ethan and Scar.Look at the following characteristics of Ethan and fill in the appropriate characteristic of Scar:

Ethan’s Characteristic




Scar’s Characteristic 

He is a renegade and cannot settle.

He has been away from home, fighting.

His side lost the war and have had to change.

He believes his way is right.

He is prepared to fight his own kind. 

He knows much about the customs and way of life 

Of Native Americans.

He has respect for his enemy and calls him “Scar”.
When they finally meat, he says “You speak good 

American.  Someone teacher you?”

What conclusions can be drawn from this comparison?  How does it help to define the image of Native Americans as portrayed in westerns?

Does it help to explain the ending of the film?

After watching The Searchers, does the film fit with your expectations of a Hollywood western, or did it surprise you in any ways. If so, how did it surprise you?

 Whether you have seen a John Wayne film in the past or not, there is little doubt that his acting style is very distinct. Today, Wayne's distinctive mannerisms and style can seem exaggerated. Think about his performance as Ethan Edwards in The Searchers, and suggest as many reasons as you can to explain why Wayne is ideally suited for this role and comes to define the image of an American cowboy by Hollywood.

