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In the landscape of United States history and mythology, the cowboy enjoys a status rivaled only by Greek and Roman gods. The late 1800s saw the birth of pulp novels which captivated the minds of America’s youth with tales of larger than life men who tamed the wild with their six-guns and true grit. With regard to Hollywood, nothing is bigger than the West. Literally thousands of movies have been made that supposedly capture wilder days. The first motion picture was The Great Train Robbery and it set the Western genre in motion. The Western made heroes of real historical figures such as Billy the Kid, Jesse James and Doc Holliday. It also created larger than life heroes from myth. These rugged, masculine heroes were played by John Wayne, Clint Eastwood, Gary Cooper and many others. 


Still, questions remain. How accurate were Westerns? What influenced them? What do Rooster Cogburn or the “Man with No Name” have to do with history? To answer these and other questions, two films will be compared and contrasted with scholarly articles. This paper will explore themes and influences in How the West Was Won (HTWWW) and The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly (TGTBTU) to see how they present the West, the Civil War, and how the broader cultural context influenced their interpretations. 


How the West Was Won presents a sweeping grand narrative of the “winning of the West.” As the Prescott family leaves Pittsburgh to cross the Ohio, it signals the positive advance of American culture and life. Using the hymn, “I Am Bound for the Promised Land” as its anthem, HTWWW presents the West in terms of progress and process. Each generation of Prescott finds itself at defining moments in the West from the Civil War to gold rushes, cattle drives, and Indian wars. The heroic family presses on, as if guided by manifest destiny, to build the United States into a world power. (Corkin, 71-72) What influenced HTWWW was not simply Twentieth Century optimism, though it played a role, but rather the historian Frederick Jackson Turner. Turner depicted the West in Darwinian terms. (Stoeltje, 242) The US evolved through its conquering of the West. Turner’s influence in this regard was the prevailing understanding of the West for decades, leading many to believe the West was a process, not simply a place. The Prescott family depicts this for the moviegoers who were treated to the myth of the Western Frontier. 


In stark contrast to How the West Was Won, revisionist Westerns sought to correct overt Americanism. One of the most powerful and gritty of this genre was The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly. In the film, the viewer is treated to a vast expanse called the West. Additionally, little is given with regard to time and location, though the film takes place during the American Civil War. The West is presented as large, violent, and to an extent, pointless. TGTBTU drops the viewer in the middle of a story as its opening sequence features nearly 10 minutes without dialogue. There is no grand progression or theme, only place. There is no teleology, just survival for the moment. TGTBTU took the Western and stripped exceptionalism away. What was left were gunfighters who cared little for progress, the United States government, or heroism. 


The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly presents a shift from the previous Westerns. There was a sense that Turner’s vision was not the best explanation. In fact, the West was not the grand evolution of a nation, but a vast place with complex features, and people whose psychological egoism was more important than Manifest Destiny. Those Anglos who inhabited the West were not “bound for the promised land,” or on their way to building a grand America, but simply there to survive and make a life for their own. Their grand mission was themselves, not nationalism. 


One key historical event depicted in both films was the Civil War. Just like the West itself, these films offered competing visions of the conflict. HTTWW offers a bloody interpretation. In it, brother fights brother to preserve the Union. Sherman and Grant are depicted as great men, though vulnerable. Still, there is an obvious omission from this depiction – slavery. While the viewer gets the sense the Union’s mission was nobler than the Confederacy, the conflict was white on white with no mention of race. Obviously, the Jim Crow context played into this presentation, which sheds light into studio sensitivity toward the South during the early 1960s. HTWWW used the Civil War as part of the progression toward the America’s westward goal. The Union needed to win in order to fulfill its westward destiny. 


In contrast, The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly seems to mock the Civil War as it strips it from the conventional North-South presentation. The leadership was shown to be weak and no context was given for the battle which took place. The characters Blondie and Tuco see the war as a useless cause impeding their quest for hidden gold. They wanted nothing to do with the war other than to leave. To do that, they assisted the Union by destroying a bridge. This was done not to help the Union, but themselves. 


Both films inaccurately depict the Civil War. While How the West Was Won may have been more “correct” in showing an actual battle location, it was flawed in its presentation. There is no explanation given for the conflict, and the viewer is left without context. The same goes with The Good, the Bad and the Ugly. While its depiction of the war was to make a cinematic point – the folly of combat, it does little to provide a reason for the battle, or the war for that matter. One important difference between the two films’ presentation of the Civil War is that TGTBTU stages its battle in the West, where numerous campaigns took place, yet receive little prominence in popular depiction. 


A final aspect to consider with both of these films is their twentieth century context. Why did they offer such stark contrasts in their depictions of the West? Two important events are key to understanding the differences: the Cold War and Vietnam. How the West Was Won was released in 1962. During this time, Westerns were used to demonstrate American ingenuity and exceptionalism. (Corkin, 71-72) HTWWW fits this era. Not only were the US and Soviet Union in an arms race, but national identities were at stake. Many American films, particularly Westerns, were used as vehicles of nationalism. The themes in HTWWW work toward that end. The Prescott family is a symbol of American ingenuity, justice, heroism, and individualism. Through their experiences, the viewers are led to believe that their pursuit of the American dream had a greater purpose. Additionally, HTWWW deals very little with atrocities committed against Natives or African-Americans. In fact, there were no African-Americans in the film, which spanned over fifty years of US history. Natives were depicted as either mindless warriors or noble savages depending upon the stage of Western progress. HTWWW is a good example of pro-American, Cold War filmmaking. Though violent, the West was shown to be a sanitary place where right and wrong was simple, good people experienced success, and American values created greatness. 


The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly, however, is much different. It was released in 1967, during the Vietnam War. The director, Sergio Leone, was not American, but he cast well-known American actors and marketed the film for an American audience. In this film, there are subtle hints about society. The pointlessness of the Civil War demonstrates the tiresome nuisance war had become. Location and progress were unimportant to the story and show that Turner’s exceptionalist Frontier thesis was passé. Leone added a new twist Western – the anti-hero. Clint Eastwood’s character was “the Good,” but he was nothing like the John Wayne “good guys” to which audiences were accustomed.
  He was greedy, cynical, and part of a swindling scheme with Eli Wallach’s character, Tuco.
 The use of the anti-hero gives the viewer insight into the era. The social unrest wrought by the Cold War, Civil Rights Movement, and Vietnam War taught people there were no “good” heroes anymore. The exceptionalist narrative was gone. 


Side by side, these films present two visions of the West. One was Turnerian in approach, and the other represented a loss of faith in American exceptionalism.  While these films were about the West, they present greater insight into the contemporary society which produced them. The makers of How the West Was Won called their viewers to patriotic nationalism during the Cold War. The revisionist who gave America The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly called How The West Was Won’s vision into question in light of social unrest and the Vietnam War. Perhaps the Western reveals more about the society which produces the film than the West itself. 
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� Though, this was not Leone’s first use of the anti-hero, it was his most successful grossing $6.1 million. 


� It is interesting to note that Eli Wallach acted in both films. In How the West Was Won he was an outlaw in the final act. In The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly he was “the Ugly,” and outlaw called Tuco. 
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