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Introduction

Kendra Preston Leonard and Mariana Whitmer

In her book Hearing Film, Anahid Kassabian argues that film music composed for a particular film – what she calls a ‘composed’ score – creates ‘assimilating identifications’ (Kassabian 2001, 2). These identifications assist perceivers of a film in locating themselves within the film’s diegesis: eighteenth-century Europe, nineteenth-century Australia, twentieth-century America. On the other hand, she writes, film scores that use pre-existing works, including songs, are compiled into being, and offer ‘affiliating identifications’ in which perceivers ‘depend on histories forged outside the film scene’ (2001, 2). The use of pre-existing music in a film score, then, encourages perceivers to bring their own subtexts to the film and encourages them to interpret the film in more personal ways than a composed score might.

The music developed for the American Western was created in both of Kassabian’s modes. Composers used both pre-existing music to signify the pre-twentieth-century American West through, for example, folk songs about the West, cowboy songs, and instrumental musics that used the fiddle, harmonica, banjo, and/or simple percussion instruments to represent the textures of actual Western music-makers. Film composers for Westerns also wrote new music that itself became representative of the sound of the West. As Neil Lerner has observed, Aaron Copland’s pastoral and Western musical codes, which employ ‘held pedal tones, sometimes at the fifth, and rustic melodies and even … timbres reminiscent of the “oaten reed” of the classical literary shepherd’, have come to signify geographically wide, open spaces, a nostalgia for a mythologised America, and the experience of celebrating an idealised past (Lerner 2001, 482). The endless opportunities to shape the sound of the American West through pre-existing music and that composed especially to represent it have led to a number of highly iconic scores and their component parts: melodies, harmonisations, orchestrations, and motifs. After decades of popular consumption, the general public is familiar with the uses of these elements and what they mean. There is no need for narration when a commercial showing women donning cowboy hats and hunkering down to fight for a product is accompanied by a crack of a whip and music immediately located as being from the ‘Wild West’. Likewise, perceivers know that a battle is on between a man and unwanted weeds when a commercial for RoundUp features narration in a rhythmic pattern reminiscent of the song ‘Ringo’, while a chorus of men sing in the background and we (again) hear the crack of a whip, evoking the classic scores of Dmitri Tiomkin.

The music of the American Western has been studied in some detail, notably in Kathryn Kalinak’s 2007How the West Was Sung: Music in the Westerns of John Ford and in her collected edition of essays, Music in the Western: Notes from the Frontier (2011); Mariana Whitmer’s film score guides for The Big Country (2012) and The Magnificent Seven (2017); and Charles Leinberger’s 2004 score guide to The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly. More generally, Timothy Scheurer (2007) has surveyed the characteristic musical landscape of Westerns in Music and Mythmaking in Film. Claudia Gorbman (2000) and Peter Graff (2013) have analysed specifically how Native Americans are musically depicted in the genre. There are also numerous explorations of music for the space Western that analyse productions such as Star Trek, Star Wars, Firefly, and Cowboy Bebop, including Kendra Preston Leonard’s 2010 ‘“The Future is the Past”: Music and History in Firefly’, in Space and Time: Essays on Visions of History in Science Fiction and Fantasy; Stanley C. Pelkey II, in his 2010 ‘Still Flyin’?’ Conventions, Reversals, and Musical Meaning in Firefly’, in Leonard’s 2010 collection Buffy, Ballads, and Bad Guys Who Sing: Music in the Worlds of Joss Whedon; Rebecca Coyle’s work on the Mad Max movies in Philip Hayward’s 2004 essay collection Off the Planet: Music, Sound, and Science Fiction Cinema and her 2010 article on Cloverfield; and Robynn Stilwell (2017)’s ‘Manifest Destiny, the Space Race, and 1960s Television’ in Miguel Mera, Ronald Sadoff, and Ben Winters, eds., The Routledge Companion to Screen Music and Sound, as well as the contributors to this volume. But musics gleaned from the traditional Western or spaghetti Western and used in non-traditional loci or ways – such as in the present time or to challenge traditional views of the American West – have remained primarily neglected in the scholarly literature. To address this lacuna, we asked scholars to examine the ways in which music that carries the essence of the American Western functions in genres and locales outside of that generic category. In order to understand what is unique about these case studies, it is essential to first provide a brief history of the music of the American Western and its uses in that setting.

East Coast Americans were captivated by the folklore of the West from the time the first reports came back telling of unfamiliar animals and plant life, encounters with various First Nations groups and individuals, and the dramatic scenery of the plains and mountains. A mythos developed almost instantly around the West: the concepts of confrontation, of anarchy, of primal necessity growing out of adversity and tragedy when there is no (apparent, or white-organised) law and order, or where such abstracts are disregarded. These narrative themes were prevalent in contemporary media depicting the American West, regardless of its mode of dissemination through literature, stage, or song. Even art music took note of the exotic new setting of the West; Puccini penned La fanciulla del West (usually translated as The Girl of the Golden West) for the Metropolitan Opera in New York, where its premiere in 1910 was celebrated as a success. As moving pictures became an established form of entertainment, the Western – for which The Great Train Robbery(1903) is considered the first (although the term was not applied to a film until 1909) – became a popular genre on the screen. Not only was there a market for all things West, but Westerns were relatively cheap to make, according to Motion Picture World (6 November 1909, 638), especially in the newly sprung-up city of Hollywood, where all a director needed was right at hand, from horses to cactuses to railroad tracks. John Ford and William Wyler began their careers creating Western narratives, focusing almost exclusively on this genre during the pre-sound era (1917–1919 and 1925–1927, respectively). Cecil B. DeMille’s first film was a Western, The Squaw Man (1914), followed later that year by The Virginian. DeMille recreated The Squaw Man twice, in 1918 and in 1931, and continued to develop feature-length Westerns with The Plainsman (1936) and Union Pacific (1939).

Studios produced hundreds of Westerns during the silent era, where many of the musical tropes associated with the genre developed. In composing music for the silent film, composers created signifiers for the Western that represented the sounds, both musical and ambient, of the West, including galloping or trotting horses (heavily borrowed from nineteenth-century descriptive music, such as Schubert’s Der Erlkönig), birdsong, and other animal noises; folk music, work songs, and hymn tunes, with writing that mimicked the sound of the harmonicas and guitars that accompanied such songs; and Native American music and vocalisations, often poorly transcribed or written as stereotypical music for the Savage Other. Books for silent film accompanists included instructions on creating accurate hoof beat sounds, how to mimic the sound of a whip cracking, and other naturalistic effects using the piano, organ, and/or percussion. As Westerns scholar Will Wright has noted, music as a part of a doxastic American West ‘makes the imagined meanings clearer and more immediately felt. The mythical significance of the Western is reinforced in film by music’ (Wright 1975, 12).

Westerns initially suffered when sound was introduced: due to the nature of the outdoor settings, it was difficult to record clearly. But it didn’t take long for producers to fix their technical issues. Assisted by the Works Progress Administration (WPA), which set about improving the nation’s unemployment problems by funding not just infrastructure but also the arts, filmmakers during the Depression promoted a general resurgence of interest in understanding or defining an American identity in music, literature, and art. This new interest in vernacular music and folk art led to the further inclusion of such forms and influences in Western films, even more than during the silent era. The increasingly frequent use of folk songs to represent the West inspired composers to begin writing their own folk-style songs. These pieces, used both as diegetic music and metadiegetic music for titles, credits, or individual scenes, were comprised of simple melodies based on diatonic constructions, featuring ascending thirds and fourths, with uncomplicated accompaniments, echoing the traditional, easily singable songs that were passed down through oral tradition.

As Western narratives developed during the interwar years, often depicting historical events and personages, many important aspects of both the mythic and historical West became represented by song. While the scores for feature-length Westerns used generic music for action and drama, they were also increasingly accompanied by authentic contemporary songs or folk song-like material. Director John Ford, whose Westerns, including Stagecoach (1939), The Searchers (1956), and The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962), were among the most successful ever made, suggested that popular songs that evoked the rural West be included in the soundtracks of his films. Stagecoach’s score is particularly noteworthy in that it was one of the first to use a number of popular songs from the period to reflect the personalities of the characters. As Kalinak points out, the film features a variety of pre-existing songs including ‘O Bury Me Not on the Lone Prairie’, whose tune dates to 1839 and which is heard during the main title, and ‘Battle Cry of Freedom’, composed in 1862. The respectable and pregnant Mrs Mallory is affiliated with Stephen Foster’s gentle 1854 song ‘Jeanie with the Light Brown Hair’, while Dallas, a sex worker deemed morally problematic, is represented by the little-known nineteenth-century tearjerker, ‘She’s More to be Pitied than Censured’ by William B. Gray, first published in 1898. As in other productions, Ford called on the Union anthem ‘Battle Cry of Freedom’ to signify the cavalry and used Robert Lowry’s 1864 hymn ‘Shall We Gather at the River’ to evoke the righteousness of the townsfolk as they are evicting Dallas.

Copying Ford’s practices, film composers adapted contemporary songs and wrote hundreds of Western-style songs about cowboys, cattle, riding, ranching, and love, as well as Western-influenced yodels, round-up calls, and faux-Native songs, motifs, and themes. Westerns became well-known for featuring songs in the Main Title, as Tiomkin did in Red River (1948) and High Noon (1952), and for using their melodies as major themes. These songs functioned as affiliating identifications, relying on perceivers’ collective memory to connect the chronological, geographical, and historical connotations of cowboy songs or songs about the West with the characters and actions in the film. They used folk instruments including the harmonica and guitar to create Western soundscapes that represented the musical cultures of the whites who colonised the plains. These sounds became as familiar as the visual of Monument Valley to audiences, suggesting a vast open land echoing with song.

During the Second World War, film content was heavily controlled by the Office of War Information, which worked with filmmakers to see that American involvement in the war was viewed in a positive light and that film was used to promote patriotism. Westerns were used as allegories for the war and the protection of the white American home front, and while war movies were made in the hundreds, Westerns constituted the majority production of studios from 1938 until the late 1960s. Jack Nachbar writes that ‘before television in the mid-1950s gunned down one of the staples of Hollywood security, the cheaply made “B” feature, Westerns were overwhelmingly the most prolific of American movies, most years comprising between 25 and 30 per cent of American-made features’ (Nachbar 1974, 2). Following the Second World War, Westerns remained on top by employing big name stars, the latest cinematic technology, and the most popular Hollywood composers. Using musical characteristics for the Western established in the silent and early sound eras and the interwar years, directors and producers had an easy method for establishing a Western mood or atmosphere, particularly that of the outdoors and the wide-open setting in which the cowboys or gunfighters often found themselves. The use of these typical Western musical elements helped concretise them as standard identifiers of the nineteenth-century American West. In their detailed analysis of the theme for the TV show The Virginian, Philip Tagg and Bob Clarida discuss these essentials that musically depict the West, from the rhythmic emulation of horse hooves to the origin of cowboy songs in English balladry. While continuing to use these signifiers, music written for post-war Westerns was more sophisticated than it had been in pre-war films, and was used in more subtle and integrated ways to help control the pacing of the action, create tension and suspense, and lower the threshold of disbelief for the Western. As the Cold War began, Hollywood composers still used folk song-type melodies in films such as Shane (1952) and Hondo (1953), but with the additional intent of reinforcing the sound of white, middle-class American identity and to engender a sense of nostalgia for a time when the United States was not under any international threats. In escaping to this mythologised time and place, audiences concerned about Communism and nuclear escalation could be temporarily lulled by the idea of safety and protection provided by the narratives of these films and reinforced by the music.

By the end of the 1950s, the Western’s folk-like accompaniments began to assume characteristics of American concert hall music, influenced by the Western-themed works of Aaron Copland and Roy Harris, themselves inspired by American folk and hymn music. These scores became foregrounded and used larger instrumental forces, which paralleled similar developments in screen sizes and sound systems. This is particularly well demonstrated in the ground-breaking scores of Jerome Moross for The Big Country (1958) and Elmer Bernstein for The Magnificent Seven (1960). The melodic material continued to be based on folk-like constructions such as the pentatonic and modal scales, but with more intensity, provided by strong syncopated rhythms and a large orchestral force. A comparison of the main themes of Shane and The Magnificent Seven reveals that although the intervals and melodic shape are similar, the latter is supported by strong, syncopated rhythms in the accompaniment and extensive use of brass and percussion instruments. In Shane, the melody is softened by an arpeggiated accompaniment played exclusively by the strings. The availability of additional instruments also aided in this development. As Roy Prendergast notes in Film Music: A Neglected Art, the classic Hollywood orchestra averaged between 35 and 50 musicians, with most film composers, such as Max Steiner, favouring the strings (Prendergast 1992, 133). Bernstein’s orchestra for The Magnificent Seven consisted of a total of 62 musicians, including 31 strings, plus a large complement of woodwinds, brass, and extensive percussion. Adding new emphasis to the music in the Western reflected America’s growth and power during the post-war years.

The increasing globalisation of movies throughout the 1950s and 60s meant that more Westerns – and adaptations of the Western – began to be produced outside of the United States. Westerns were now filmed in Japan, Germany, and especially in Italy, where filmmakers used the country’s desert landscapes and depressed economy to make inexpensive and quickly produced films that take place in the American West. These films, known as ‘spaghetti Westerns’, were scored not by American composers or arrangers familiar with North American vernacular musical culture, but Italian film composers who looked to other sources for musical inspiration.

When Ennio Morricone wrote the music for Sergio Leone’s classic 1960s Westerns starring Clint Eastwood, Morricone established a new and influential precedent. However, the transition from the folk-inspired Western scores to Morricone’s more realistic soundscape experienced in the spaghetti Western was not sudden. Characteristics of the latter were already present in Dimitri Tiomkin’s scores, including the use of choirs and vocalisations, trumpet solos, galloping rhythms, whistles, and realistic sounds, such as whips, gunshots, and church bells (Estebaranz and García 2015, 99). Leone was especially impressed with Tiomkin’s scoring of Rio Bravo (1959), and he asked Morricone to provide similar music for A Fistful of Dollars (1964), the first of Leone’s ‘Dollars Trilogy’.

Morricone’s music incorporated two compositional models, one old, and one new. Harkening back to the practices of silent film accompaniment, Morricone first drew on the sonic mise en scène of the rural West, much in the same way that ambient sounds had inspired the accompaniments for silent Westerns: horses clopping, spurs ringing, men whistling, birds singing, etc. Known by this time as musique concrète, this compositional technique incorporates recordings of real life into music; Morricone’s final soundtrack for A Few Dollars More (1965), for example, includes the mechanical ticking of a pocket watch (Leinberger 2004, 27). Morricone also borrowed from minimalism, a musical genre that began as an avant-garde compositional process for concert music but which gained enormous and widespread popularity during the 1960s. While he still included the expected expansive, singable melodies, Morricone’s scores were also full of short motives created using a limited pitch-class set and reiterated intervals. Jeff Smith, in The Sounds of Commerce, characterises Morricone’s approach to Western film scores as a ‘postmodernist stew’, a concoction that brought together ‘static ostinatos with ear-bending themes; surf guitars with mariachi trumpets; wordless grunts and whistles with mellifluous singing’. (Smith 1998, 136). Rather than full orchestration, the Morricone model features sparse textures and long passages of silence in the orchestra, allowing the elements of musique concrète to be heard clearly. The realism inherent in Leone’s films’ visuals, including graphic depictions of violence and cruelty, were aurally represented in the music and sound in unexpected and ground-breaking ways. John Harle, in writing about Morricone’s minimalism for film scores, suggests that Morricone’s scores are so successful because the ‘episodic nature’ of minimalism ‘lends itself to growth and storytelling’ (2016, 383). Since Morricone’s use of minimalist techniques in the 1960s, minimalism has become the most used genre for underscoring in Western film.

Despite the popularity of the realistic or naturalistic template conceived by Morricone, the symphonic Western score persisted in films after the mid-1960s. Some still opened with a Main Title song, a feature popular with non-Westerns as well, but the classically styled score continued to thrive. Bernstein’s Westerns for John Wayne, such as The Sons of Katie Elder (1965), Big Jake (1971), and Cahill U.S. Marshall (1973), carried on the tradition of the large orchestral score. These inspired subsequent composers, such as John Williams (The Cowboys, 1973), Bruce Boughton (Silverado, 1985), John Barry (Dances with Wolves, 1990), and Alan Silvestri (Back to the Future III, 1990), in their interpretations of the Western soundscape.

As we write this introduction in the early twenty-first century, Westerns have arrived at a point at which they are scored less stylistically, with music similar to that composed for other action films or dramas. Most perceivers would be unable to aurally distinguish between James Horner/Simon Franglen’s score for The Magnificent Seven (2016) and Henry Jackman’s Captain America: The Winter Soldier (2014): the score for the 2016 The Magnificent Seven lacks many of the traditional signifiers of the Western, while many of the large heroic gestures once associated with the Western are now ubiquitous in action movies.

The use of music from the Western is part of a larger trend in which, as cultural historian Richard Slotkin has written, the languages of the Western – spoken, visual, and aural – have become communicative tools to help explain and understand the present. Slotkin’s work examines the use of Western terminology in the Vietnam War, where such language worked as a reliable framing device because the public was very familiar with the conventions of the genre. Co-opting familiar icons from Westerns made it easy for participants, witnesses, and cultural commentators to express their views: rogue politicians became ‘cowboys’, bad guys always wore (or were) the ‘black hat(s)’, and enemy territory was dubbed ‘Indian Country’ (Slotkin 1989, 81). Along with these linguistic codes, musical gestures, textures, and other conventions of the Western soundtrack similarly entered into the mainstream discourse. This musical material has been mostly presented consistently for more than a hundred years of film music. Different approaches, such as Morricone’s, were introduced alongside the use of older techniques, so that in terms of perceiver understanding, new materials signifying the West and its typical figures were easily and thoroughly integrated in a short period of time. These elements have also remained consistent now for more than fifty years. This constancy of use enables the music of the Western to function as having a broad and widely understood citational effect. In the television commercials described at the beginning of this introduction, the musical citations of the West such as the whistled motif and sound of a whip cracking create an immediate framework referencing the worlds of the commercials as ones of competition and conflict. In the commercial showing women preparing to fight over a pair of shoes, the Western music directly references the conflicts over resources that were a common trope in Western film and television, while the music in the commercial pitting a man against a weed recalls a homesteader protecting his property.

With the development of cable television and increased opportunities for television production, the music of the West spread to other genres. In the genre of the space Western, composers used Western musical materials to parallel the visual and dialogic borrowings from Westerns: the most obvious example is the television show Firefly (2002), which recalls the cinematic Western through its use of a folk-like theme song played with the opening credits and establishing shots of the world in which the show takes place, emphasising its Western heritage and space Western status through images of horses, folk musicians, and Western-style garb in conjunction with futuristic equipment and technology. The weird West subgenre mixes the Western with the supernatural, such as in the television show The Walking Dead (2010–present), which uses Southern rock, folk music, and Western-styled songs by The Stanley Brothers; and the films Jonah Hex (2010), whose soundtrack uses songs by Stephen Foster and several traditional American songs, and the 2011 Cowboys and Aliens, discussed here in Chapter 5 by S. Andrew Granade. Multiple other Western subgenres use Western musical tropes to communicate their influences from the classic Western.

The citational effect of the music of the Western is not just limited to spoofs, subgenres, or offshoots of the traditional Western, however. Nor is it limited to remapping the traits of the traditional Western onto more modern situations, as Slotkin discovered was happening in the Vietnam War era. As we have noted previously through the examples of The Magnificent Seven (2016) and Captain America: The Winter Soldier (2014), musical gestures and sounds once used exclusively to accompany images of the Old West can also be found in other domains, including those as diverse as the Shakespearean stage, popular music, and outsider visions of American history and culture. This mapping of Western musics onto non-Western loci, phenomena, and characters does not weaken the Western brand; rather, the pre-existing significations and identifications of the music carry through into its new uses, just as the language of the Western used in non-Western contexts has retained its core meaning. This collection of essays explores how this music has been re-assigned or appropriated for other purposes while still maintaining its cultural context. In these essays, each author identifies the presence of this soundscape in an unexpected place and interrogates the music’s function and meaning within these new frontiers.

Chapters 1 and 2 discuss music for the stage and for the smallest, but perhaps most influential, genre on television: the commercial. The collection begins with Kendra Preston Leonard’s analysis of the use of Western music in re-locating Shakespearean works to the mythological American frontier. As she explains, Western settings are popular re-locations for Shakespeare’s plays because of audience familiarity with the Western. Setting plays about patriarchy, re-inventing oneself, mistaken identities, revenge, the distribution of property, and family feuds in the Wild West – a place and time in which these things are accorded to be the norm of the day – makes many of Shakespeare’s plays more palatable or comprehensible to audiences who might otherwise dismiss them as too difficult, elite, or removed from contemporary experience. In these adaptations, Leonard argues, the music of the West is not so much displaced in location as it is in time and culture, and often represents social constructions that cross boundaries between Shakespeare’s world, our mediated notion of the American West, and our own present. In Chapter 2, Mariana Whitmer documents the ways in which advertisers have regularly taken advantage of the Western’s celebrity to sell their merchandise by adopting visual, textual, and musical representations from the films. Ad executives accompanied Marlboro cigarette commercials with Elmer Bernstein’s iconic score for The Magnificent Seven, Whitmer notes, connecting the cowboy with the heroic gunfighters to enhance the masculine allure of the product. Other commercials similarly sought to reference the wholesomeness and determination of the American frontiersmen through such music. Eventually, Western musical accompaniments in advertising reflected the move from the optimism of early Westerns to the darker mannerisms of Sergio Leone’s ‘Man with No Name’ films.

Chapters 3 and 4 focus on modern Westerns, both as geographically defined and in terms of aesthetic, including music. Jeffrey Bullins traces the history and development of the music for Breaking Bad and its borrowings from both classic and revisionist Westerns that create a unique soundscape. As Bullins writes, the show’s interest in the duality of the West and human nature is reflected in both the visual and musical themes, offering perceivers multiple entry points into the show’s layers of meaning. Erin Bauer analyses the unusual score for the 1984 film Paris, Texas, which employs a single acoustic guitar playing mostly folk-like tunes. Bauer argues that by connecting the distinctive guitar sound and theme to the desolate landscape at the start of the film and maintaining this motive once the action has moved beyond this initial geography, composer Ry Cooder uses music to carry the film’s narrative structure as one redolent of the American Western.

S. Andrew Granade provides an overview of the music of the space Western in Chapter 5, where he also offers a close reading of two recent science fiction Westerns – the television show and massively multiplayer online (MMO) Defiance and the 2011 film Cowboys and Aliens – so as to identify the musical and sonic tropes that have come to define this vital subgenre. In Chapter 6, Stanley Pelkey examines the Doctor Who serial ‘The Gunfighters’ (1966), which draws upon visual elements, themes, and situations of the American Western. As such, Pelkey attests, it is an early example of the re-location or translation of the Western as a genre, set of cultural practices, and source of musical materials into a science fiction television frame. Pelkey unpacks the episode’s single musical cue, ‘The Ballad of the Last Chance Saloon’, demonstrating how ‘The Gunfighters’ emulates the Western but does not celebrate the American Western mythos. As it translates the Western into British culture at a particular moment in time, ‘The Gunfighters’ critiques the social and political value of masculine heroism, rejects violence in the pursuit of justice, and suggests the American Western mythos is dangerous in an age of global confrontation made particularly threatening by super weapons. In Chapter 7, Reba Wissner investigates the adaptation of music originally used in the Western television series Stoney Burke
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