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Fig. 12 Timothy O’Sullivan, Desert Sand Hills near Sink of Carson, Nevada, 1867 

 

As a result, Jackson and O’Sullivan’s straightforward though nevertheless awe-inducing 

aesthetic with which they depicted the West laid the foundation for future generations of 

American landscape photographers. 

 Though the surveys played a large part in photography’s contribution to the myth 

of the West, documenting the landscape was not the only way that photography came into 

use. Photography’s initial popularity as a form of portraiture gained even more interest as 

the population spread from coast to coast. Americans were fascinated with the image’s 

uncanny ability to record a specific moment in a person’s life and portrait studios popped 

up in every major town across the nation. Everyone wanted to have their photograph 

taken and with the reproducibility of the glass negative’s new technology, the photograph 

became a way to keep in touch with friends and relatives on the opposite coast.  
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 In the West, photography was used to document progress and prosperity, and 

inherently, it began to perpetuate the already established mythic stereotypes. Traveling 

photographers set up their cameras along the wagon trails, documenting settlers surviving 

self-sufficiently in the middle of the seemingly inhospitable interior West. After the gold 

rush to California, successful miners entered the newly emerging photography studios, 

wanting to have a visual record of their newfound prosperity in the West. These miners 

stood before the camera holding their tools of the trade and more often, the fruits of their 

hard labor, golden nuggets. Eva Respini elaborates, “The miners’ poses, their outfits, and 

the tools that define their hazardous occupation have contributed to the rough-and-tumble 

hero persona that is prevalent in the legends of the West.”
37

 Similarly, when frontiersmen 

entered the studio, they chose to pose in their fringed buckskin suits, with gun in hand. 

As photography’s immense popularity grew, image after image of the West’s characters 

continued to exalt its’ heroic subjects, perpetuating their mythic archetypes that have 

endured within our collective conscious to this day.  

 For the cowboy persona, his depiction became the most enduring of all. As 

Martha Sandweiss has alluded, photography and myth came together to inform reality 

most prominently for the cowboy. These western heroes acted the part for the camera to 

the utmost, with their wide-brimmed hats, leather chaps, spurs and revolvers blazing, and 

in doing so, monumentalized their own romantic existence. The resulting images 

perpetuated a glamorous lifestyle that was in reality far from the truth. Sandweiss 

explains that even early on, these photographs of cowboys “were invested with the power 

of myth and cloaked in the gauzy haze of nostalgia; they evoked a longing for the past 
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rather than an understanding of the present.”
38

 As a result, the western portrait fell prey to 

the same pitfalls that the western landscape genre had suffered from in depicting an 

accurate record of the early West. 

 

 

 
Fig. 13 Charles D. Kirkland, 

Wyoming Cow-boy, c. 1877-95 
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 Additionally, portraiture became an important, though now sobering, tool for 

recording what were believed to be vanishing cultures, due to the displacement of local 

peoples and a growing American population throughout the West. Even before the advent 

of photography, painter George Catlin set out to depict the West’s ‘noble savages’ more 

as an ethnographer than artist. Catlin’s illustrations and paintings, created throughout the 

1830s, show a sensitivity toward a more ethical depiction than the photographs that 

would soon follow.
39

 Established in 1879, the Bureau of Ethnology was created by 

Congress in order to study America’s indigenous cultures. In a similar approach to that of 

the topographical surveys, these ethnographic expeditions relied heavily on the 

photographic record as an accompaniment to their ethnographic, archeological and 

linguistic field research. The photographs, rarely straightforward in their portrayals, 

adhered to the bureau’s mission by reflecting a popular nostalgia for the Native American 

cultures that had previously been and still were being deliberately destroyed.
40

 

Problematic in their approach, these early photographs of ‘vanishing cultures’ were 

predominantly if not exclusively taken by white photographers and reflected the 

romanticized notions of Native Americans as western icons. 

 Edward Sheriff Curtis became one of the most notable photographers to depict 

Native Americans, famous for playing upon the nostalgia that Eastern audiences had for 

the ‘vanishing Indian race.’ Intent upon creating a comprehensive record of Native 

Americans, Curtis anthropologically documented as many various tribes as possible, both 

photographically and through the study of their oral histories, language, customs and 

music, later organized in a multivolume set titled The Native American Indian. Curtis’s 
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work has caused an enormous amount of controversy, because of its sympathetic 

depiction of Native Americans as inferior noble savages and beliefs that the photographs 

constructed a specific opinion of Indian culture, from a white perspective rather than 

truthfully recorded their history.  Curtis is known to have taken liberties posing his 

subjects in staged reenactments and removing contemporary items of material culture so 

that the images would further adhere to the Indian stereotype. There were even times 

when Native Americans from one tribe would be paid to wear historically inaccurate 

clothing, with the resulting photograph intentionally mislabeled as a document of another 

tribes culture.
41

 The popularity of Curtis’s work in addition to the popularity of the 

various other ‘ethnological’ representations being created, is important to consider when 

contemplating the authenticity of depictions of not only Native Americans, but all early 

westerners. 

  Given the precedence that the early years of photography placed on the West of 

the imagination, we can see how easily fabrication became interpreted as reality. When 

the majority of our depictions of the West originated out of myth, how could western 

stereotypes not become the norm? By the time Frederick Jackson Turner published his 

seminal essay, The Significance of the Frontier in American History in 1893, the very 

character he described as the ideal American existed almost exclusively within the 

imagination of the American public, as did the wild landscape these ideal Americans 

were so apt at ‘taming’. The frontier itself, “the meeting point between savagery and 

civilization,”
42

 existed only in the nostalgic memories of a time passed. Regardless, the 
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West’s legendary status would endure. Photography, as the ideal purveyor of myth, 

simply helped to perpetuate these beliefs to today, laying the foundation upon which 

contemporary representations of the West could be built.  
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Chapter 4 The Contemporary West  

 

 My photographic thesis, True West, calls into question the seeming American 

fascination with the American West. The current state of the West is one where history 

has become intertwined with myth, where each influences the other, and where more 

often than not, myth prevails. This thesis is an attempt to understand how we interpret 

history when authenticity is difficult to distinguish from fabrication. In doing so, my 

work is meant to encourage a refocus toward a more factual history. My photographs 

question authenticity, and ask where we draw the line between myth and fact. 

Throughout the development of this body of work, I’ve become extremely interested in 

the ways that the myth of the West presents itself as the tourist’s destination, the artist’s 

canvas, the cigarette company’s advertising campaign, and the filmmaker’s plotline and 

in doing so become reality.  

 The photographs in True West are images of images. Rather than depict majestic 

landscapes impacted by human development, as some of the New Topographics era of 

photographers so clearly laid out, or the West’s variety of interesting characters, as in 

Richard Avedon’s In the American West, I’ve utilized photography’s ability as a 

representational tool to record and re-present already existing representations of western 

myth. Each image serves as a metaphor for the representation of myth, and in turn, the 

misrepresentation of truth occurring both within and beyond the lens. My choice to utilize 

the photographic medium is important then, when discerning this imagined West. As a 

purveyor of truth, the photographic image has often contributed to western mythmaking. 

My approach has been to upend the original intent of the photograph with respect to the 

West, by focusing on the ideal rather than the factual. By making obvious the irony 
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taking place, True West reflects on both the absurdity and necessity of mythmaking in the 

West. 

 Additionally, this thesis is an attempt to discover why it is that the West has such 

a strong hold on the American imagination. In the world’s eyes, the American West 

exemplifies the standards that make America what it is today; independence, honesty, 

self-reliance, courage, justice and a love of freedom. Through the permeation of the 

western myth, it seems that we too have situated the West at the heart of our American 

identity; it embodies what we as Americans want to believe about ourselves and our 

national character. This seems problematic though, given that our history has become so 

intricately intertwined with myth. For example, in U.S. Army Memorial on Last Stand 

Hill, I’ve chosen to focus on this historical monument to General George Armstrong 

Custer and his fallen soldiers. While the obelisk does in some ways signify the battle won 

by the Sioux, Cheyenne and Arapaho warriors, it still seems almost inappropriate to me 

that this monument, erected in 1881, even exists. It stands as a testament to the many 

U.S. Army soldiers who lost their lives but neglects what I find more important, 

thousands of Native Americans were removed from their sacred lands as a result of 

America’s westward expansion across the continent. There is instead a smaller, less-

recognized Indian Memorial that was not erected until 1991 and is set aside from this 

central marker. This undertone of Native American historical insignificance is reiterated 

throughout the battlefield, which interestingly enough, sits partially within the Crow 

Indian Reservation. As a result of this epic battle, both General Custer and Lakota Sioux 

holy man Sitting Bull continue to be considered mythic icons in the West. In my 

photograph, the sprinklers are going off, preserving the fertile ground where so much 
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blood was shed, seems to make this scene even more poetic and ironically appropriate, 

given the almost Bierstadtain sky unfolding in the distance. It is with situations like this 

that have lead to our bending of historical truth, by favoring interpretation over 

authenticity in order to make our American history more appealing. 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 14 U.S. Army Memorial on Last Stand Hill, 

Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument, Montana, 2009 
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 Robert Frank photographed throughout the United States during 1955 and 1956 

with the aide of a Guggenheim Foundation grant, capturing the essence of American life 

mid-century. The resulting publication, The Americans, was first published in France in 

1958 and a year later in the United States, redefining the icons of American culture. 

Franks photographs reveal an America wrought with racism and corrupt politicians, and 

point to our then growing fascination with consumer culture and the open road. This anti-

American perspective was initially criticized but later helped America to see itself more 

clearly.
43

 Today, Frank’s influence on the photographic world is seen as revolutionary, 

The Americans has been embraced with a cult-like following.  

 Given my approach to photographing the current state of the West, it is important 

to recognize my work as a descendant of Robert Frank’s The Americans. Frank’s 

antiestablishment view of America, taken from an outsider’s perspective, became 

important when considering my own dissection of the popular western myth. In searching 

for the ties between American identity and our fascination with the West, I chose to 

investigate the western stereotypes that have saturated our collective consciousness, in a 

similar way to Frank’s focus on Cold War era American undertones as indicators of 

American identity. Looking at The Americans, two of Frank’s selected eighty-three 

images interestingly enough speak distinctly to this idea of the cowboy as being an 

important aspect of American culture, Rodeo-New York City (1954), and Rodeo-Detroit 

(1955). What is extremely interesting is that neither of these images were taken in the 

West, one in Detroit and one in New York City, and both with the sub-caption “rodeo.”  
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Fig. 15 Robert Frank, 

Rodeo-New York City, 1954 
 

 
Fig. 16 Robert Frank, Rodeo-Detroit, 1955 
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The cowboy in Rodeo-New York City, specifically because of his posture, seems to have 

almost attained celebrity status for Frank. Additionally, in Jack Kerouac’s introductory 

essay to The Americans, Kerouac references the cowboy archetype three times, and most 

prominently in the last stanzas of the essay. Using the uniquely American western film 

genre to prod at the collective American fascination with the West, Kerouac writes, 

“Anybody doesnt [sic.] like these pitchers dont like potry, see? Anybody dont like potry 

go home see Television shots of big hatted cowboys being tolerated by kind horses.”
44

 It 

is as if this cowboy image, for both Frank and Kerouac, has saturated their collective 

imagination. In their eyes, the cowboy’s stereotype has become a part of what defines 

America, just as definitively as America’s mid-century fascination with the open road.  

 Aunt Dot’s Paint by Number plays upon similar stereotypes within the collective 

conscious. In the image, a kitsch recreation of a stereotypical western landscape has been 

painted in vibrant pastels, hung in a simple wooden frame and placed within a guest 

bedroom in my Great Aunt’s house. The floral wallpaper subtly offers an additional 

interpretation of the natural world, a combination of Victorian and Mid-American 

elegance.
 45

  The scene itself, with the way the light entered the room on that day I took 

the photograph, invokes an emotional desire to be surrounded by such an immense 

western landscape, a feeling that most Americans have with regard to open space 

throughout the West. Aunt Dot’s Paint by Number also speaks to ideas of representation 
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and specifically photography’s ability to be used as a representational tool. True West 

pushes the boundaries of an authentic experience, utilizing multiple layers of removal and 

meaning, as a metaphor for our separation from an authentic West as we envision it. My 

photograph alludes to this by re-presenting a kitsch depiction of the western landscape, 

rather than directly approaching an actual landscape in the West. The misrepresentation 

of landscape in the painting becomes vitally important, as it provides another layer of 

obstruction, keeping the viewer from a truthful interpretation of the West. 

 

 
Fig. 17 Aunt Dot’s Paint by Number, 

Dewey, Oklahoma, 2008 
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Fig. 18 Stephen Shore,  

US 97, South of Klamath Falls, Oregon, July 21, 1973 

 

 The most influential single photograph that spurred my initial investigation into 

representation and then photographic re-presentation was Stephen Shore’s US 97, South 

of Klamath Falls, Oregon (1973). Rather than reiterating Timothy O’Sullivan or William 

Henry Jackson’s majestic perspective of the landscape, Shore’s image denies romantic 

notions and instead plays upon the irony of an authentic natural experience. Similarly, the 

billboard in Stanford, Montana became a useful representational tool with which I could 

deconstruct the branding of the western image. What stands out within the photograph is 

the power of the cowboy silhouette. His wide brimmed hat is instantly recognizable as an 

indicator of the West, in the same way that the Statue of Liberty serves as a symbol of 

American independence and freedom. Both prior to and during the first decades of the 
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advent of photography, the silhouette in profile still served as a prominent mode of 

portraiture. With the perspective turned to view the subject directly from behind, as in the 

billboard’s depiction, a silhouette becomes generalized and unidentifiable. This cowboy’s 

anonymity reinforces his silhouette’s success as a permeating symbol of the West, and a 

potential symbol for the whole of America. Any distinguishable features we discern from 

the billboard profile are a semblance equivalent to a western hero on horseback, 

something instantly recognizable within the American imagination. 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 19 Stanford, Montana, 2008 
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 Lisa Saltzman’s discussion of the shadow, silhouette and specter is justification for the 

silhouette’s strength as a representational tool. Saltzman states that the use of the 

silhouette within contemporary culture allows us to engage with a representation that is 

“at once absent yet present, schematized yet utterly recognizable, neither fully visualized 

nor materialized, but nonetheless, legible.”
46

 Based on this assessment, though a 

billboard’s silhouettes are often quite generalized depictions, this particular billboard’s 

western signifiers are powerful enough to communicate the cowboy’s heroic status within 

our culture. Important to note is that the cowboy silhouette’s strength is derived from it 

being a representation conjured from imagination, rather than the silhouette’s more 

common historical usage as an indexical trace of the real. The silhouette itself is a 

product of stereotype. 

 In pointing to these misrepresentations of the western image within our 

imagination, my approach has been to utilize irony to show both the absurdity and 

necessity of mythmaking in the West. This paradox became a significant component 

within True West, especially when considering the fabrication of western heroes that 

helped to propel the western myth. As I searched for some indication of authenticity with 

regard to these western heroes, I began to visit the birthplaces and gravesites of the men 

who portrayed these legends within the uniquely American western film genre. Much of 

my photographic work centers on John Wayne and his infamous masculine cowboy 

persona. What became vitally important was that the persona of John Wayne himself was 

as fabricated as the cowboys he portrayed on screen. Wayne’s given name was Marion 

Robert Morrison, it changed to John Wayne only after he started pursuing an acting 
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career, I imagine because Marion didn’t sound very manly. Regardless, Wayne came to 

epitomize rugged masculinity and patriotism through his various roles, in addition to 

becoming an enduring American icon. 

 Throughout my research, I’ve realized that the western film genre’s depiction of 

the imagined West is probably the most influential today; thus, a large part of True West 

focuses specifically on the influence of this genre.
47

 The western genre’s saturation 

within our culture determined not only the heroes I sought to photograph, but moreover 

the locations I traveled to when looking for the existence of western myth. Filmmaker 

John Ford became famous for using Monument Valley on the Arizona-Utah border as a 

backdrop in many of his epic western films, probably most notably in Stagecoach (1939) 

and The Searchers (1956). Even today, Monument Valley remains a prominent 

destination for any western film enthusiast. John Ford’s Point, Monument Valley Navajo 

Tribal Park brings together the historical precedence and contemporary fascination that 

western film has placed on the region. I envision this tourist, dressed in America’s 

national costume,
48

 to be making an almost religious pilgrimage to this place, a location 

he had probably been fascinated with ever since he began watching serial westerns on 

television as a kid. John Ford’s Point also references the way we photograph the West as 

a result of how tourism and popular culture have branded the region as a place full of 

dude ranches and nature’s wonders. In reality, the landscape of Monument Valley is so 

unique to the West that it should not have played such a defining role in John Ford’s 

                                                
47

 Personally, some of my first recollections of the West came through watching old westerns with my dad, 

particularly the epic novel and television miniseries Lonesome Dove, written by Larry McMurtry. 
48

 For further discussion of the cowboy’s attire as America’s national costume, see Marianne Wiggins 

“Purely American,” in Still: Cowboys at the Start of the Twenty-First Century, by Robb Kendrick (Austin: 

University of Texas Press, 2008), 9. 



 45 

 
Fig. 20 John Ford’s Point, 

Monument Valley Navajo Tribal Park, Arizona, 2009 

 

films and become the standard western backdrop in the nation’s eyes. Interestingly 

enough, the landscape in John Ford’s Point is remarkably reminiscent of the kitsch paint 

by number that hung in my Great Aunt’s home. 

 Of note is contemporary artist Richard Prince, who confronts popular culture 

constantly within his own artistic practice. The majority of Prince’s work calls attention 

to the idiosyncrasies of American culture and with Prince’s series entitled Cowboys, he 

comments on the cowboy stigma by appropriating and rephotographing Marlboro 



 46 

cigarette advertisements in which cowboys have been resurrected as idolized figures of 

American masculinity.
49

 This series removes the archetypes from their original context 

within the commercial realm by cropping out the advertisements’ original text and 

enlarging the overwhelmingly idealized western scenes, questioning the authenticity of 

the cowboy hero in general and, more specifically, the ways that media has capitalized on 

their nonexistent reality.
50

 In the same way that generations of artists before had done, 

Untitled (Cowboy) from 2003 evokes a romantic feeling of nostalgia for the cowboy’s 

hard working way of life.  

 

 
Fig. 21 Richard Prince, Untitled (Cowboy), 2003 
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 Prince’s work has also been influential as an example of the way in which 

photography plays a role in representation and then re-presentation to indicate 

significance. In Prince’s appropriations, as in much of the work discussed thus far, irony 

plays a key role. Looking back at Robert Frank’s The Americans, it appears that there is 

always an underlying sense of irony in the way that Frank juxtaposes elements within 

each composition, contributing immensely to the success of his photographs. This 

method of juxtaposition is again reiterated through Frank’s decision to be very deliberate 

about the sequencing and display of the photographs, either to suggest a narrative or to 

complicate the relationship between specific sets of images. Stephen Shore used irony 

quite obviously in US 97, denying the viewer any sort of authenticity, a strategy that I too 

have attempted to implement within my own approach to imagemaking. 

 Consideration for the ways in which language has been used became just as 

important as considering visual depictions when discerning this imagined West. The very 

title of this body of work, True West, alludes to the irony within the contemporary West’s 

status. By pointing my camera toward representations, I am both capturing and falling 

short of finding a true West. Each image is authentic in that what appears before the lens 

is really there, however, the subject itself is fictionalized. The resulting photographs 

question how we separate truth from fabrication when nearly every representation 

contains some facet of inaccuracy. Furthermore, the photographs in True West that rely 

heavily on text within the image are partially meant to reference how the written word 

has contributed just as much as the visual record to the West of the imagination. It 

became important to consider how very specific word choice can bring about nostalgic 

feelings for a specific moment in our past, or how an actor’s name can be enough to 
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evoke visions of a western hero. This was my intention with my photograph John 

Wayne’s Hollywood Star Replica. The only referent to the West in the photograph is the 

suggestion of John Wayne’s persona, which is forever linked to the cowboy archetype he 

so often portrayed. Additionally, it seemed appropriate metaphorically to photograph a 

replica of the Hollywood star rather than the actual star in Los Angeles, as a further 

allusion to our separation from western authenticity.  

 

 

 
Fig. 22 John Wayne’s Hollywood Star Replica, 

National Cowboy & Western Heritage Museum, 

Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, 2009 
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 My decision to use photography as a means of questioning the West’s 

contemporary status is important to note, given photography’s contribution to the blurring 

of history and myth, and the supposed truth of the photographic image. How do we 

understand history, and in turn, understand what makes us, as Americans, who we are, 

when history and myth are so intricately intertwined? True West urges a greater 

awareness and distinction of the subtleties within our complex past. In looking at the 

contemporary West, my photographs aim to point to the historical precedence 

photography and our culture at large has placed on the imagined West, a precedence that 

problematizes our American identity to this day. Through my re-presentation of these 

misrepresentations, True West challenges the original intent of the photograph. Roland 

Barthes describes the photograph as authentication itself,
51

 though when what the 

photograph presents is rooted in the imagination rather than that which is real, does 

authenticity still exist? Barthes explains,  

 Perhaps we have an invincible resistance to believing in the past, in History, 

 except in the form of myth. The Photograph, for the first time, puts an end to this 

 resistance: henceforth the past is as certain as the present, what we see on paper is 

 as certain as what we touch. It is the advent of the Photograph – and not, as has 

 been said, of the cinema – which divides the history of the world.
52

 

 

Here, Barthes confirms that photographs validate history. Though myths do not rely on 

the photograph for authentication, they are often taken as historically true, regardless of 

the fact that they exist simply as a product of our culture’s imagination. Furthermore, in 

the American West, myths have been actualized with the assistance of the photograph’s 

authenticity, contrary to necessity, as Barthes has suggested. By upending photographic 

truth with regard to the West, my images confront how the West has been depicted both 
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on a historical and contemporary level and question the photograph’s existence as a 

purveyor of myth. 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 23 Cowboy Fast Draw Championships, 

Will Bill Days, Deadwood, South Dakota, 2009 
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Chapter 5 Conclusion  

 

 When I began photographing and researching the components that would come 

together as True West, I was not quite sure what it was that drew me to this topic. 

Relocating to Rochester, New York from Bozeman, Montana, there was always 

something that kept me longing for the West. I had been making photographs about 

representation and our relationship with the natural world through Natural History 

Museum dioramas but felt there was something personal lacking in my approach to 

imagemaking. I spent most of my summer of 2008 in New York City and became very 

curious about the assumptions people made when I told them that I was from Montana. 

Upon leaving New York City, I took a trip back to Montana and started making the first 

images that led to the True West project.  

 I grew up with an undeniable passion for the West. I was born in Oklahoma, the 

edge of the frontier, and grew up vacationing in the mountains of Montana. When I 

finally moved to Montana on my own, it was as if a part of me felt more complete. 

Looking back after I moved to Rochester to pursue my MFA, I came to realize that a big 

part of the West I had fallen in love with was this same imagined version of the West that 

had been perpetuated for one hundred years or more. Those first images I made toward 

the end of the summer that influenced True West were unknowingly a result of this 

passion. I became even more interested in this notion of the imagined West after 

discovering that easterners who had very limited experiences with the West shared the 

same fascination about the region as myself.  

 Building on my previous interests in representation and display, I was 

unknowingly creating similar images in the West. Once I came to this realization, I began 
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to exploit photography’s ability as a representational tool. I looked to the precedence 

photography had already placed on the imagined West not only for inspiration but as a 

way to justify why it was that I had such a strong desire to make these photographs. 

Rooting True West conceptually around the notion of photographic truth helped to 

strengthen my concern with myth and authenticity. Returning to Montana for the entire 

summer of 2009 provided me with the opportunity to immerse myself within my topic, 

allowing me to explore the existence of the myth that saturated my everyday experiences 

while out West.  

 My MFA thesis True West, culminated in the True West exhibition, where my 

photographic imagery was displayed, allowing me to visualize this contemporary 

consideration of the imagined West. In total, there were twenty-eight photographs of 

various sizes, predominately hung in simple wooden frames. I utilized the entire SPAS 

gallery, giving each image its own space to breathe while still placing the photographs 

close enough together that associations between images could be made. Sequencing 

became an important consideration when preparing the exhibition; it allowed me to create 

an even more complex discussion through the pairing of certain images, or sets of images 

together. Sequencing also caused me to reconsider my photographic experience and how 

this thread of an imagined West permeated the region, regardless of where I went.  

 Assessing the project in its entirety at this point, I’ve become aware of the 

nonexistence and negligence with regard to specific parts of western history. Nowhere in 

my exhibition, or in the West itself for that matter, is the cowboy of color, the 

homosexual cowboy or the immigrant discussed. Each of these classifications were in 

fact a large part of what made the West what it was, though they have been set aside for  
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Fig. 24 True West Exhibition 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 25 True West Exhibition 
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the seemingly more marketable, culturally accepted, white heterosexual hero. This is 

something I would like to consider in the future when continuing with aspects of this 

body of work. However, I’m interested in how True West, potentially through it’s 

exclusion of what could be considered ‘the other,’ does in fact point out our lack of 

recognition of these character’s importance within our history. 

 Additionally, True West has allowed me to confront the notion that by 

photographing the saturation of the imagined West, I am both perpetuating the myth and 

pointing to its absurdity. This aspect of the work has been hard to come to terms with. I 

feel that because I am so entrenched within this myth that I am pointing out the faults 

within myself as a westerner. As a mythmaker, I would look to two images that I made 

toward the completion of this project as a way to relate my feelings about the imagined 

West. Dodge City, Kansas shows a vacant storefront with its windows plastered over 

with small American flags. Right at eye level there is a patched up bullet hole in the 

glass, a referent to not only Dodge City’s history and contemporary marketing ploy as a 

rough and tumble frontier town of the Old West, but also a metaphor for how our 

perception of the West problematizes our American identity still today. As a counterpoint 

to Dodge City, Kansas, a second image titled Western Clothing Store, taken just blocks 

away, communicates a sense of lightheartedness for the whole situation. The child 

mannequin, dressed up in some skewed version of modern cowboy attire, stares through 

the department store window with a smug grin on his face, as if the complex intertwining 

of authenticity and fabrication were all okay. I see this juxtaposition as a metaphor for my 

own struggle as both myth-perpetuator and myth-refuter. I am deeply invested in the 

myth of the West; it is what partially drew me westward and something that still defines 
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this region that I have such a strong connection with. At the same time, I am amazed that 

culture has chosen to highlight a mostly fabricated hero while denying such a rich 

history. I only hope that by pointing to these complexities we can begin to understand 

how inaccurate our perception of the American West really is.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



56 

 
Fig. 26 Dodge City, Kansas, 2009 

 

 

 
Fig. 27 Western Clothing Store,  

Dodge City, Kansas, 2009 
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