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IMAGES OF THE AMERICAN WEST: MYTHS AND REALITIES

FALL 2002


MONDAYS 6:00PM – 8:40PM


PROF. REBECCA BUTTERFIELD (rebecb@sas.upenn.edu) 
Office Hours: TBA

Blackboard Site: 

Please make sure that you are able to access blackboard as it will be our main source of communication outside of class.  The site also contains a direct link to the images shown in lectures.

Course Description:
John Wayne,  Sitting Bull, Ansel Adams, and Albert Bierstadt;  rattlesnakes, cactus, deserts, and volcanoes; the Frontier, Las Vegas, Wounded Knee, and the Nevada Nuclear Test Site; Hoover Dam, railroads, Reservations, and gold mines; painters, photographers, cowboys, environmentalists; all are part of the myths and realities of the American West.

The West has always played a significant role in the American imagination.  It has been a primary source of our feelings of pride and exceptionalism.  The arid landscape has been viewed as a virgin wilderness, a spiritual testing ground, a place to escape the constraints of civilization, a space where we can connect with our “primitive” other, and a tabula rasa waiting to be inscribed with the meanings we bring to it.  Here we have established huge national parks to preserve the pristine wilderness and the recreational possibilities it provides...along with strip mines, clear-cut forests,  toxic waste dumps and nuclear test sites.  How can we account for the contradictions and ambivalence in our attitudes towards the land west of the Mississippi?

This course will focus on how the American West has been pictured in painting, sculptures, photographs, and prints for the last two hundred years.  We will try to trace continuities and discontinuities in American attitudes towards nature, and how these attitudes have affected our conceptions of  national identity.  Although most of the dominant histories and mythologies have presented the West as a primarily masculine (and Caucasian) space, we will also investigate the transformations wrought (and the meanings inscribed) by women and people of color.  We will look at images produced by a wide variety of artists and photographers, including Ansel Adams, Albert Bierstadt, Thomas Moran, Georgia O’Keeffe, Timothy O’Sullivan, Frederick Remington, and Hulleah J. Tsinhnahjinnie. 

Class Texts:
A Reading Packet (RP) of materials is available at Campus Copy Center, 3907 Walnut Street.

The rest of the required reading is on Blackboard (BB).  Additional materials are on reserve at the Fine Arts Library.

Course Requirements:
1.  Response papers: Three 1-2 page papers, typed, double-spaced on specific themes, issues or images related to the required readings.   These papers are designed to help you think critically and creatively about the reading assignments.  Your goal is to analyze some aspect of the readings, NOT to summarize them.  These papers will serve as the basis for in-class discussions as well as prepare you for the exams.  Some questions to consider in your writing (and in all your readings for this course) include:  

1) What are the author's main points? 

2) How does s/he support these points? 

3) What kind of sources does the author use:  published or unpublished writings contemporary with the making of the photograph, such as correspondence or records of the photographer, critical reviews in periodicals or newspapers, diaries or correspondence of those who saw the work; other visual images; recent art-historical or cultural-historical scholarship about the era?

4) What are the author's underlying assumptions about photography?

5) What alternative analyses would you suggest?

6) How would you develop these ideas?

7) How does the piece compare to others you have read for the course?

NOTE: Students will post their response papers on blackboard so that they are available to everyone registered for the course.  Comments on your peers’ response papers counts toward class participation!

2.  Midterm exam.  Short essays on slide comparisons that include discussion of the required readings.

3.  Thesis Paper.  A 10-15 page (typed, double-spaced, one-inch margins on all sides) paper that focuses on specific images of the West, their contexts, audiences and  potential meanings.  Think of this paper as a research proposal.  Your goals are to identify the key issues and problems, the questions to be asked, the contexts in which the images circulated, and the potential meanings these images may have had for various audiences.  A separate handout with further details will be posted on Blackboard later in the course.

4.  Final exam.  Short essays on slide comparisons that include discussion of the required readings.  The final will be cumulative, but weighted to the second half of the class.

5.  Class attendance and participation in discussions.  

Class Schedule:
9/9
Introduction/Early Views of the West
Required Readings:
**“Meriwether Lewis Views the Great Falls of the Missouri, 1805,” and “The Stephen Long Expedition’s Report of a Frontier Barrier, 1821,” in Major Problems in the History of the American West, 2nd ed., ed. by Clyde A. Milner II, Anne M. Butler & David Rich Lewis (Boston & New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1997): 117-122.  (BB)
** “Meriwether Lewis 1774-1809 and William Clark 1770-1838" in Prose and Poetry of the American West, ed. James C. Work (Lincoln & London: University of Nebraska Press, 1990): 44-47.  (BB)
9/16
The “Noble Savage”:  Early Images of Native Americans (Bodmer, Catlin, Eastman, Kane, King)
Required Readings: 

** “Representation, Meaning and Language,” in Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices, ed.  Stuart Hall (London: SAGE Publications in association with The Open University, 1997):  15-54 (RP)
**Nancy K. Anderson, “`Curious Historical Artistic Data’: Art History and Western American Art,” in Discovered Lands, Invented Pasts (BB)
9/23
White Men: Wild and Domesticated (Bingham, Deas, Miller, Ranney, Tait)

Required Readings: 

**Susan Prendergast Schoelwer, “The Absent Other: Women in the Land and Art of Mountain Men,” in Jules David Prown et. al.,  Discovered Lands, Invented Pasts: Transforming Visions of the American West (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 1992): 134-165, 203-207.(RP)
** William H. Goetzmann, “Mountain Man as Jacksonian Man,” in The American West: The Reader, eds. Walter Nugent and Marin Ridge (Bloomington & Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1999): 83-96.(RP)
9/30
Westward the Course of Empire! (Bierstadt, Leutze, Moran, Palmer, Ranney)

Required Readings: 
 **“Desultory Thoughts on the Philosophy and the Processes of Civilization,” The Knickerbocker, 16/1 (July 1840): 1-9. (RP)
**Henry David Thoreau, “Walking,” in Brooks Atkinson, ed., Walden and Other Writings by Henry David Thoreau (New York:             1950):   .  (BB)
**William H. Truettner, “The Art of History: American Exploration and Discovery Scenes, 1840-1850,” The American Art Journal 14/1 (Winter 1982): 4-31.(BB)
**Joni Louise Kinsey, “The Hayden Geological and Geographical Survey of the Territories” in Thomas Moran and the Surveying of the American West (Washington and London: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992): 43-67, 182-190.(RP)

**Kinsey, “The Northern Pacific Railroad,”(BB)
**Timothy Wilton, excerpt from “The Sublime in the Old World and the New,” in American Sublime (BB)
10/7
Surveying the West (Bell, Hillers, Jackson, Muybridge, O’Sullivan, Watkins)

Required Readings:
**Elizabeth C. Childs, “Time’s Profile: John Wesley Powell, Art, and Geology at the Grand Canyon,” American Art 10/1 (Spring 1996): 7-35.  (RP)
**Joel Snyder, “Territorial Photography,” in Landscape and Power, 2nd ed,  ed. by  W. J. T. Mitchell (Chicago & London: University of Chicago Press, 2002):  175-201.(RP)
10/14  The Closing Frontier: Buffalo Bill Cody, Frederic Remington, & Other “Cowboys”
Required Readings:

 
**Richard Slotkin “The `Wild West’,” in Buffalo Bill and the Wild West, exh. cat., The Brooklyn Museum, The Museum of Art, Carnegie Institute, and Buffalo Bill Historical Center, pp.  27-44.  (RP)
**Vine Deloria, Jr. “The Indians,” in Buffalo Bill and the Wild West (BB). 

**Joy S. Kasson, “Conclusion: Performing National Identity,” in Buffalo Bill’s Wild West: Celebrity, Memory, and Popular History (NY: Hill and Wang, 2000): 265-273, 297-299.  (RP)
Brian W. Dippie, “Frederic Remington’s West: Where History Meets Myth,” in Chris Bruce et. al., The Myth of the West (NY: Rizzoli; Seattle: The Henry Art Gallery, University of Washington, 1990): 111-119, 186- 187. (RP)  

**Frederick Jackson Turner, “The Significance of the Frontier in American History (excerpts),” in Rereading Frederick Jackson Turner: The Significance of the Frontier in American History, and Other Essays, commentary by John Mack Faragher (NY: H. Holt, 1994): 31-41, 47, 53, 55-60.  (RP)

Recommended:
**Emerson Hough, “Society in the Cow Country,” in Prose and Poetry of the American West, ed. James C. Work (Lincoln & London: University of Nebraska Press, 1990): 180-198.(BB)
10/21
The Vanishing Race (Curtis, Dixon, Vroman)

Required Readings:  
**Lee Clark Mitchell, The Photograph and the American Indian (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), pp. xi-xxvi. (BB)
10/28
MIDTERM EXAM
11/4
The Modernist Vison of the Early 20th Century West (Adams, Benton, Curry, Gilpin, Hartley, O’Keeffe, Porter, Weston)

Required Readings:

**Wallace Stegner, “Wilderness Letter,” in Prose & Poetry of the American West, ed. James C. Work, (Lincoln & London: University of Nebraska Press, 1990): 580-587.(RP)
11/11
The Post-Modernist Vison of the West (Adams, Avedon, Ruscha, Misrach, Holt, Heizer, De Maria, Turrell, Smithson)

Required Readings: 
**Deborah Bright, “The Machine in the Garden Revisited: American Environmentalism and Photographic Aesthetics,” Art Journal 51/2 (Summer 1992): 60-71 (RP)  

**Robert Smithson, “The Spiral Jetty,” in The Writings of Robert Smithson: Essays with Illustrations, ed. Nancy Holt (NY: New York University Press, 1979): 109-116.  (BB)
11/18
The West in Contemporary Culture

Required Readings: 

**Anne M. Butler, “Selling the Popular Myth,” in The Oxford History of the American West (1994): 771-801 (BB)
**Alan Wallach, “The Battle Over `The West As America’ 1991,” in Art Apart: Art Institutions and Ideology Across England and North America, ed. Marcia Pointon (Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 1994): 89-101 (RP)           .  

**Richard Bolton, “In the American East: Richard Avedon Incorporated,” in The Contest of Meaning: Critical Histories of Photography, ed. Richard Bolton (Cambridge, MA & London: The MIT Press, 1999; 1st printing 1989): 261-283.

**Richard Avedon, In the American West (NY: Harry N. Abrams, 1985) (BB)
11/25
The “Classic” Western Film (The Searchers; The Virginian)

Required Readings: 

**Kathleen Murphy, “Graves and Grails” in The Henry Art Gallery, University of Washington, Seattle, Myth of the West, Intro. by Chris Bruce, essays by Chris Bruce, Brian W. Dippie, Paul Fees, et. al. ((New York: Rizzoli, 1990): 153-167.(BB)
12/2
The “New” Western Film (Little Big Man; Smoke Signals)

12/9
Towards an Understanding of the Native Point of View & Conclusions

Required Readings: 
**Theresa Harlan, “Adjusting the Focus for an Indigenous Presence,” in OverExposed: Essays on Contemporary Photography, ed. by Carol Squiers ( New York: The New Press, 1999): 134-152.(RP)
