Lesson 1: Home, home on the range…

Covered this period: introduction of the Western as a film genre; excerpt from The Searchers by Alan Lemay.

What’s on for today and why: Today the class will be introduced to the western as a film genre. During this introduction students will be given a handout including information on the idea of the western, themes, and types of westerns. After this brief introduction to the western genre students will be given a short excerpt from The Searchers a novel by Alan Lemay to read as a group. During this reading we will be looking at a prevalent themes as suggested in the handout as well as any themes that they notice.  


It is important that the students fully comprehend the western as a genre. Therefore, we will spend half of the class introducing it and half the class reading an excerpt from The Searchers in order to draw connections between the idea of the western as well as a true example of it. 

What to do:  1.     Introduction to the western

Distribute and discuss the handout on westerns (following this lesson), this introduction will give the students a background on a new genre that they will be delving into. Students will be encouraged to discuss what they know of this genre and any examples that they have.

2. The Searchers: a literary look at the western genre

Students will be given the first 6 pages of The Searchers by Alan Lemay, as a class we will read the story with students reading as the characters in the excerpt. During this we will be stopping periodically to make inferences regarding the text as well as to point out themes that were discussed in the introduction. During this reading students will be asked questions about the language used in the text as well as the portrayal of characters and how that will affect the way that they handle situations that they are in. 

3. Homework

For homework students will be asked to finish reading the excerpt of The Searchers, they will also be given a handout on film techniques glossary. They will be required to read over both handouts and think about how they would stage this text as a film. 

How did it go?    This lesson will have been successful if students leave the class        

     understanding the western as a film and literature. Also, if students   

     were able to identify themes within the text that are prevalent in the 

     western then they will have accomplished the first part of this unit 

     successfully.

Handout 1

Excerpt from The Searchers a novel by Alan Lemay


Supper was over by sundown, and Henry Edwards walked out from the house for a last look around. He carried his light shotgun, in hopes the rest of the family would think he meant to pick up a sage hen or two—a highly unlikely prospect anywhere near the house. He had left his gun belt on its peg beside the door, but he had sneaked the heavy six-gun itself into his waistband inside his shirt. Martha was washing dishes in the wooden sink close by, and both their daughters—Lucy, a grown-up seventeen, and Debbie, just coming ten—were drying and putting away. He didn’t want to get them all stirred up; not until he could figure out for himself what had brought on his sharpened dread of the coming night.


“Take your pistol, Henry,” Martha said clearly. Her hands were busy, but her eyes were on the holster where it hung empty in plain sight, and she was laughing at him. That was the wonderful thing about Martha. At thirty-eight she looked older than she was in some ways, especially her hands. But in other ways she was a lot younger.  Her sense of humor did that. She could laugh hard at things other people thought only a little funny, or not funny at all; so that often Henry could see the pretty sparkle of the girl he had married twenty years back. 


He grunted and went out. Their two sons were back on the gallery as he came out of the kitchen. Hunter Edwards, named after Martha’s family, was nineteen, and as tall as his old man. He sat on the floor, his head lolled back against the adobe, and his mind so far away that his mouth hung open. Only his eyes moved as he turned them to the shotgun. He said dutifully, “Help you, Pa?”


“Nope.”


Ben, fourteen, was whittling out a butter paddle. He jumped up, brushing shavings off his blue jeans. His father made a Plains-Indian sign—a fist pulled downward from in front of his shoulder, meaning, “sit-stay.” Ben went back to his whittling.


“Don’t forget to sweep them shavings up,” Henry said.


“I won’t, Pa.”


They watched their father walk off, his slow-looking steps quiet in his flat-heeled boots, until he circled the corrals and was out of sight.


“What’s he up to?” Ben asked. “There ain’t any out there. Not short of the half mile.”


Hunter hesitated. He knew the answer but, like his father, he didn’t want to say anything yet. “I don’t know,” he said at last, letting his voice sound puzzled. Within the kitchen he heard a match strike. With so much light left outside, it was hard to believe how shadowy the kitchen was getting, within its thick walls. But he knew his mother was lighting a lamp. He called softly, “Ma… Not right now.”


His mother came to the door and looked at him oddly, the blown-out match smoking in her hand. He met her eyes for a moment, but looked away again without explaining. Martha Edwards went back into the kitchen, moving thoughtfully; and no light came on. Hunter saw that his father was in sight again, very far away for the short time that he had been gone. He was walking toward the top of the gentle hill northwest of the ranch buildings. Hunter watched him steadily as long as he was in sight. Henry never did go clear to the top. Instead he climbed just high enough to see over, the circled the contour to look all ways, so that he showed himself against the sky no more than he had to. He was at it a long time.



Ben was staring at Hunter. “Hey, I want to know what—“


“Shut up, will you?”


Ben looked astonished, and obeyed.


From just behind the crest of the little hill, Henry Edwards could see about a dozen miles, most ways. The evening light was uncommonly clear, better to see by than the full glare of the sun. But the faint roll of the prairie was deceptive. A whole squadron of cavalry could probably hide itself at a thousand yards, in a place that looked as flat as a parade ground. So he was looking for little things—a layer of floating dust in the branches of the mesquite, a wild cow or an antelope disturbed. He didn’t see anything that meant much. Not for a long time. 


He looked back at his house. He had other things, the stuff he worked with—barn, corrals, stacks of wild hay, a shacky bunkhouse for sleeping extra hands. But it was the house he was proud of. Its adobe walls were three and four feet thick, so strong that the first room that they had built had for a long time been called the Edwards Fort. They had added on to it since, and made it even more secure. The shake roof looked burnable, but it wasn’t, for the shakes were laid upon two feet of sod. The outside doors were massive, and the windows had heavy battle shutters swung inside.


And the house had luxuries. Wooden floors. Galleries—some called them porches, now –both front and back. Eight windows with glass. He had made his family fairly comfortable here, at long last, working patiently with his hands through the years when there was no money, and no market for cows, and nothing to do about it but work and wait.


He could hardly believe there had been eighteen years of that kind of hanging on. But they had come out here that long ago—the same year hunter had been born—drawn by these miles and miles of good grass, free for anyone who dared expose himself to the Kiowas and Comanches. It hadn’t looked so dangerous when they first came, for the Texas Rangers had just punished the Wild Tribes back out of the way. But right after that the Rangers were virtually disbanded, on the thrifty theory that the Federal Government was about to take over the defense. The Federal troops did not come. Henry and Martha held on and prayed. One year more, they told each other again and again… just another month… only until spring…. So the risky years slid by, while no military help appeared. Their nearest neighbors, the Pauleys, were murdered off by a Comanche raid, without survivors except a little boy less than two years old; and they heard of many, any more. 


Six years of that. Then, in 1857, Texas gave up waiting, and the Rangers bloomed again. A tough line of forts sprang up—McKavitt, Phantom Hill, Bell’s Stockade. The little strongholds were far strung out, all the way from the Salt Fork to the Rio Grande, but they gave reassurance nonetheless. The dark years of danger were over; they had lasted out, won through to years of peace and plenty in which to grow old—or so they thought for a little while. Then the War Between the States drained the fighting men away, and the Kiowas and Comanches rose up singing once more, to take their harvest.


Whole counties were scoured and set back to wilderness in those war years. But the Edwardses stayed, and the Mathisons, and a few more far-spread, dug-in families, holding the back door of Texas, driving great herds of longhorns to Matagordas for the supply of Confederate troops. And they waited again, holding on just one more year, then another, and one more yet.


Henry would have given up. He saw no hope that he would even get a foothold out hear again, once he drew out, but he would gladly have sacrificed their hopes of a cattle empire to take Martha and their children to a safer place. it was Martha who would not quit, and she had a will that could jump and blaze like a grass fire. How do you take a woman back to the poverty of cotton rows against her will? They stayed.


The war’s end brought the turn of fortune in which they had placed their faith. Hiring cowboys on promise, borrowing to provision them, Henry got a few hundred head into the very first drive to end-of-track at Abilene. Now, with the war four years past, two more drives had paid off. And this year he and Aaron Mathison, pooling together, had sent north more than three thousand head. But where were the troops that peace should have released to their defense? Bolder, wilder, stronger every year, the Comanches and their Kiowa allies punished the range. Counties that had survived the war were barren now; the Comanches had struck the outskirts of San Antonio itself.


Once they could have quit and found safety in a milder land. They couldn’t quit now, with fortune beyond belief coming into their hands. They were as good as rich—and living in the deadliest danger that had overhung them yet. Looking back over the years, Henry did not know how they had survived so long; their string house and everlasting watchfulness could not explain it, it must have taken miracles of luck, Henry knew, and some mysterious quirks of Indian medicine as well, to preserve them here. If he could have seen, in any moment of the years they had lived here, the endless hazards that lay ahead, he would have quit that same minute and got Martha out of there if he had had to tie her.


But you get used to unresting vigilance, and a perpetual danger becomes part of the everyday things around you. After a long time you probably wouldn’t know how to digest right, anymore, if it altogether went away. All that was behind could not explain, exactly, the way Henry felt tonight. He didn’t believe in hunches, either, or any kind of spirit warnings. He was sure he had heard, or seen, or maybe even smelled some sign so small he couldn’t remember it. Sometimes a man’s senses picked up dim warnings he didn’t even recognize. Like sometimes he had know an Indian was around, without knowing what told him, until a little later the breeze would bring the smell of the Indiana little stronger—a kind of old-buffalo-robe smell—which of course had been the warning before he knew he smelled anything.  Or sometimes he knew horses were coming before he could hear their hoofs; he supposed this came by a tremor of the ground so weak you didn’t know you felt it, but only knew what it meant.


He became aware that he was biting his mustache. It was a thin blond mustache, trailing downward at the corners of his mouth, so that it gave his face a dour look it didn’t have underneath. But it wasn’t a chewed mustache, because he didn’t chew it. Patiently he studied the long sweep of the prairie, looking steadily at each quadrant for many minutes. He was sorry that he had let Amos go last night to help the Mathisons chase cow thieves; Amos was Henry’s brother and a rock of strength. It should have been enough that he had let Martin Pauley go along, Mart was the little boy that they had found in the brush, after the Pauley massacre, and raised as their own. He was eighteen now, and given up to be the best shot… 

Handout 2-adapted from Wikipedia.com

The Western

The Western is an American genre in literature and film. Westerns are art works – films, literature, sculpture, television, and radio shows, and paintings – devoted to telling stories set in the American West, often portraying it in a romanticized light.

Westerns, by definition, are set in the American West, almost always in the 19th century, generally between the Antebellum period and the turn of the century. Many incorporate the Civil War into the plot, or into the background, although the west was not touched by the war to the extent the east was. However, their setting may extend further back to the time of the American colonial period or forward to the mid-twentieth century. They may also range geographically from Mexico to Canada.

Many westerns involve semi-nomadic characters that wander from town to town, their sole possessions consisting of clothing, a gun, and (optionally) a horse. The high technology of the era – such as the telegraph printing press, and railroad – may appear, occasionally as a development just arriving, and usually symbolizing the impending end of the frontier lifestyle, which will soon give way to the march of civilization.

The Western takes these simple elements and uses them to tell morality tales, usually setting them against spectacular American landscapes. In some movies, scenery becomes almost the star of the movie. Westerns often stress the harshness of the wilderness and frequently set the action in a desert-like landscape for example in The Searchers (1956) and Open Range (2003). However, this desert landscape is not as evident in High Noon (1952), which is set in a gritty, dirty western town and shows a juxtaposition between the dirty town and the beautiful landscape.

Specific settings include lonely isolated forts, ranch houses, the isolated homestead, the saloon or the jail. Other iconic elements in westerns include Stetsons and Spurs, Colt .45s, prostitutes and the faithful steed.

Common themes

The western film genre often portrays the conquest of the wilderness and the subordination of nature, in the name of civilization or the confiscation of the territorial rights of the original inhabitants of the frontier.

The Western depicts a society organized around codes of honor, rather than the law, in which persons have no social order larger than their immediate peers, family, or perhaps themselves alone. Here, one must cultivate a reputation by acts of violence; or they can be generous, because generosity creates a dependency relationship in the social hierarchy.

These themes unite the Western, the gangster movie, and the revenge movie in a single vision. In the Western, these themes are fore fronted, to the extent that the arrival of law and "civilization" is often portrayed as regrettable, if inevitable.

Elements of the Western Genre
It has been said that there are four principal elements, which contributed to the form of the western genre:

· A structure drawn from 19th century melodramatic literature, involving a virtuous hero and a wicked villain who menaces a virginal heroine. 

· An action story composed of violence, chases and crimes appropriate to a place like the American West in the 19th century. 

· The introduction of the history of the migration westwards and the opening of the frontier signaled in such films as The Covered Wagon (1924) and The Iron Horse (1924). 
· The revenge structure, which was present by the time of Billy The Kid in 1930.

Western films

A genre, in which description and dialogue are lean, and the landscape spectacular, is well suited to a visual medium. Early Westerns were mostly filmed in the studio like other early Hollywood movies, but when locations shooting became more common, producers of Westerns used desolate corners of California, Arizona, Utah, Nevada, Colorado, or Wyoming, often making the landscape not just a vivid backdrop, but a character in the movie.

The Western genre itself has sub-genres, such as the epic Western, the shoot 'em up, singing cowboy Westerns, and a few comedy Westerns. The Western re-invented itself in the revisionist Western.

Cowboys and Gunslingers play prominent roles in Western movies. Often fights with Indians are depicted, although "revisionist" Westerns gives the natives sympathetic treatment. Other recurring themes of westerns include western treks, and groups of bandits terrorizing small towns such as in The Magnificent Seven.

Types Westerns

· The Classical Western film
· Spaghetti Westerns

· Revisionist Westerns
· Television Westerns
Handout 3
Film Term Glossary

Treatment: A scene-by-scene description of a screenplay, minus all or most of the dialogue.

Scene: A continuous block of storytelling either set in a single location or following a particular character. The end of a scene is typically marked by a change in location, style, or time.
Shot:   What the camera sees. For example, Tracking Shot would mean that the camera is following a character or a character as s/he walks into the scene. Wide Shot would mean that we see every character that appears in the scene, all at once. 
Close-up: Also CU a shot in which the subject is larger than the frame, reveling much detail.
Extreme Close-up Also: ECU a shot in which the subject is much larger than the frame. Provides more detail than a close-up.
Medium Shot: Also MS or Two shot A shot which includes two characters in full frame.
Long Shot: Also LS
Extreme Long Shot: Also ELS or Establishing Shot
Tilt: The action of rotating the camera either up or down.
Pan: The action of rotating a camera left to right or right to left on its axis.
Transition: A script notation denoting an editing transition within the telling of a story. For example, Dissolve To: means the action seems to blur and refocus into another scene, and is generally used to denote a passage of time.
Fade Also: Fade To Black, Fade In, Fade Out a smooth, gradual transition from a normal image to complete blackness (fade out), or vice versa (fade in).
Point of View: Also: POV A camera angle in which the camera views what would be visible from a particular object's position.
Tracking: 1'he action of moving a camera along a path parallel to the path of the object being filmed.
Dolly:   Also Dolly Shot, Dolly Up, Dolly In, Dolly Back, Pull back a dolly is a small truck which rolls along dolly tracks carrying the camera, some of the camera crew and occasionally the director. "Dolly" is also the action of moving the camera towards (dolly up/ii) or away from (dolly/pull back) the object that it is pointing at. The term often appears in screenplays. There is a subtle difference between the results of a zoom shot and a dolly shot. In a zoom, the relative positions and sizes of all objects in the frame remains the same, whereas in a dolly shot this will change as the camera moves.
Zoom Shot:  Also Zoom, Zoom In, Zooming, Zoom Back, Zoom Out; a shot in which the magnification of the objects by the camera's lenses is increased (zoom in) or decreased (zoom out/back). There is a subtle difference between the results of a zoom shot and a dolly shot. In a zoom, the relative positions and sizes of all objects in the frame remains the same, whereas in a dolly shot this will change as the camera moves.

Intercut: A script instruction denoting that the action moves back and forth between two or more scenes.

http://www.imdb.com/Glossary
www.Screenwriting.info
