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    Western

    “The West would freak you out! You would call yo’ momma!”

    Someone said that to me four years ago, and I remember feeling that weird déjà vu you feel when a moment in your life becomes a movie. He was the Stranger; I was the city kid, taken by the railroad to a world I couldn’t survive. In truth, he was a professor, a theory-head titan with a mane of shaggy hair, a folksy drawl, and a somewhat dastardly-looking mustache. He wasn’t even from the West; he was from the South. What’s more, we were sitting in a French brasserie on the Upper West Side that was crawling with wine-guzzling academics—not exactly a saloon. Nevertheless, he took one look at me and it was clear that I’d barely been past the Hudson, let alone the Mississippi. There’s an old New Yorker cover that depicts what the rest of the world looks like to a certain kind of provincial Manhattanite: After rows of densely detailed and peopled blocks, you see a strip of orange called Jersey, and then a plain of blankness encompassing everything from Kansas to California to Asia and beyond. That was my view. I’d never seen the Grand Canyon, or the sun set over the Pacific; the only time I’d seen the desert had been as a vast expanse on Breaking Bad. Aside from a weekend trip to Lake Tahoe for the Hot Tub Time Machine college press junket (long story) and a two-night stay in the middle of downtown Phoenix, I still haven’t been to the West at all—which should probably make me disqualified to write this book.

    But this isn’t a book about the West. It’s a book about the “West” that lives in the imagination of Easterners, myself included, and it’s a book about one video game in particular that has brought that space to life for millions of players: Red Dead Redemption. Developed by Rockstar Games, the studio best known for the Grand Theft Auto series, and released on May 18, 2010, Red Dead is both one of the most critically and commercially successful video games of all time and perhaps the most effective simulation of the West ever created. (It might still be, since Red Dead Redemption 2, Rockstar’s massive 2018 prequel, takes place mostly in a vision of America’s east-of-the-Mississippi heartland.) The game lets you roam on horseback across locales transposed from every kind of Western movie: ranches and valleys and long, flat desert expanses; homesteads and ghost towns and night towns and burgeoning frontier cities. It lets you do almost anything—moral or immoral—you might’ve seen a gunslinger do. You can lasso a wild horse, lead cattle to pasture, draw your pistol for a duel in the middle of town. You can cheat at cards, rob the bank, hijack and blow up a moving train. You can hunt all manner of animals and people—sometimes for money, sometimes for justice, sometimes just for the hell of it. You can be the force of the law in a lawless land; more often, you’ll find yourself running from it.

    In Red Dead you play as John Marston, a lanky, leathery gunfighter with a voice that sounds like it’s coming out of an exhaust pipe. The year is 1911, decades after the closing of the frontier and twelve years after the heyday of Marston’s old gang (whose travails are depicted in Red Dead Redemption 2). Captured by the U.S. government for prior offscreen sins, Marston is forced to hunt down the gang’s principal players—Bill Williamson, Javier Escuella, and the charismatic ringleader of them all, Dutch van der Linde—while his wife and son remain in custody. He hunts Bill in New Austin, a rough frontier state where he encounters the kindness of some—like Bonnie MacFarlane, a rancher who saves his life—and the derangement of others. The hunt for Escuella takes him down into Nuevo Paraíso, the game’s version of Mexico, where he finds himself unwittingly entangled with both sides in a revolutionary conflict. He confronts Van der Linde in a more modernized state called West Elizabeth—chases him to the edge of a cliff high up in the mountains, at which point the silver-tongued outlaw, weary of the death of the West, decides to jump. Marston heads home to his wife, Abigail, and his son, Jack, and the game allows you to feel for a moment that he’s achieved the redemption promised in the title. For a few missions, he simply helps out around the ranch, rebuilding the quiet lifestyle that, for the whole game—for his whole life—he fought for. But then the government comes knocking. At the game’s inescapable climax, federal agents corner him at his ranch and pump him full of bullets, leaving his son, Jack, to assume the mantle of a dying breed.

    The story of Red Dead’s development begins with 2004’s Red Dead Revolver, a Western-themed third-person shooter that Rockstar acquired the rights to when it bought Angel Studios, a small San Diego-based developer, and turned it into Rockstar San Diego. As documented by Blake Hester for Polygon, the history of Revolver is interesting in its own right: half-developed by Angel and half-developed by Capcom, its initial Japanese publisher, the game seesawed throughout its development between a more gritty and realistic Western aesthetic (preferred by Angel) and a more absurd, vaguely Occidentalist fever dream (preferred by Capcom). “One of the characters that they had in the game, they wanted him to be this big, giant sort of Frankenstein-looking guy who was wearing a dress,” recalls Daren Bader, Revolver’s art director. The realistic aesthetic won out when Rockstar acquired the studio in 2002. CEO Sam Houser and his brother Dan, Rockstar’s VP of Creative, had been interested in making a Western for a while; now they had a chance to acquire one that was almost finished. But Revolver had some limitations—it was arcade-y, broken into levels, and amounted to little more than a fun and fast-paced shooter. It wasn’t long after the release of Revolver that, in 2005, they started making the Western they really wanted to make.

    Red Dead Redemption took over five years to develop and drew on the skills of more than 800 people who worked for both Rockstar San Diego (the primary development studio) and other Rockstar studios across multiple continents: Rockstar Leeds, Rockstar Lincoln, Rockstar North. Like Red Dead Redemption 2, which incited controversy in October 2018 after Dan Houser boasted about the “100-hour workweeks” the studio had demanded of some of its employees, the first Redemption was likely the product of grueling labor conditions, which are difficult to describe due to Rockstar’s notorious combination of secrecy and litigiousness. As David Kushner recounts in Jacked: The Outlaw Story of Grand Theft Auto, in early 2010, a group of self-identified “Determined Devoted Wives of Rockstar San Diego Employees” wrote a public letter alleging harsh twelve-hour-a-day, six-day-a-week workweeks during the development of Red Dead and Midnight Club: Los Angeles. Rockstar’s labor practices, they wrote, had “turned [employees] into machines as they are slowly robbed of their humanity.” The group pursued a class-action case with more than 100 employees, which Rockstar eventually settled out of court for $2.75 million. In a lot of ways, the company’s grueling development process haunts the game: the inescapable feeling that such scope, such complexity, and such detail was achieved at so great a human cost. As usual, the ironic gap between Rockstar’s anti-authoritarian sensibility and decidedly authoritarian company policies resulted in a game that poses many questions—about power, coercion, and what it would mean for a massive authority to give a life of dignity to someone in its charge—that are worth posing to Rockstar itself.

    Before and after Red Dead’s release, fans and critics called it “Grand Theft Horse”—and they weren’t wrong. Built on the same engine that runs Rockstar’s 2008 blockbuster Grand Theft Auto IV, Red Dead borrows many design elements from the GTA series—the GPS system, the control scheme (press Y to steal car/horse), the “Wanted” meter that gradually drains down while you’re evading lawmen—and offers a similar buffet of anarchic possibilities. Like GTA, it pads out its central narrative by making you run lots of errands for major characters, some of whom are noble and goodhearted (e.g. Bonnie MacFarlane) and most of whom are corrupt and flamboyantly degenerate. It also dots the landscape with “Stranger” missions in which specialized NPCs ask you to do even weirder stuff: expose an affair, rescue a mule, pick flowers for a woman who turns up dead. As critic Simon Parkin wrote in his Eurogamer review of Red Dead, “Liberty City with its buffed taxis, resolute skyscrapers and air of affluence may appear a world away from this arid, adverse wilderness, but peel back the skin and the framework is identical.” Marston can feel at times like the true soulmate of Niko Bellic, the protagonist of GTA4, an immigrant who seeks his own kind of redemption in America and never quite shakes off the weight of his inescapable past.

    Yet in many ways the game also transcends its sister series, and even props up GTA as an implicit, offscreen foil. The storytelling is more sober, the writing more restrained and less interested in taking cheap, Bill Maher-esque potshots at the excesses of 21st century American culture. The game gains many of its surprising thrills from reining in GTA’s excesses. Red Dead has a wanted system, but it’s necessarily less robust in an early 20th century world, and therefore easier to manipulate: At its highest level you end up avoiding U.S. Marshals rather than helicopters and tanks. You can buy your way out of a bounty more easily than you can escape justice in GTA—but because of that difference, you can see just how little the Law has jurisdiction over the land you traverse, and acts of violence feel more decisive and consequential. Memories of Rockstar’s metropolises make the rural landscape feel more open yet also, somehow, more claustrophobic, since there’s nowhere to hide. Like any good Western, Red Dead gains some of its gravitas from leaving the petty world of city folk behind.

    If the game had to pick another literary genre, it would be tragedy. Aristotle proposed that tragic heroes are tragic because they bring about their own fall, despite having good intentions. Check. He insisted that tragic heroes should be neither angels nor demons, absolutely good nor absolutely evil, since it’s easier to identify with people in the middle. Check: Marston has an “Honor” meter that ticks up when he saves a kidnapped damsel on the side of the road, and ticks down when he steals a horse. (There’s also a Fame meter that increases when you do anything of note, regardless of its moral tilt.) In the main story, he has a moral compass that tends to guide him toward doing the right thing; it also, sometimes, doesn’t. Aristotle thought that tragedies are effective because they provoke a catharsis in the audience, an upwelling of pity and fear that stems from our vicarious involvement in the hero’s pain. Few games are capable of eliciting pity as much as Red Dead—pity for the imprisonment of a man who seemed so free. Even the way the world of the game ends up becoming GTA by the end—when you reach the city of Blackwater and there are policemen on every corner, motorcars in the streets, gun peddlers selling automatic weapons—feels like a tragedy on a larger scale.

    But the game’s tragic mood depends entirely on the way it yokes together two other genres: the Western on the one hand, and the open world game on the other, a kind of third-person action game predicated on the idea of roaming around a freely explorable map. At first glance, the formula makes perfect sense, and it’s almost surprising no other game (except Red Dead 2) has tried to pull it off. Both the Western and the open world game imagine freedom, or at least the illusion of freedom. Both privilege the horizontal expanse. Both take place in frontier lands full of vulnerable people and brittle institutions that can be exploited, destroyed, or saved. Both ask us to invest ourselves—as viewers, as players—in the figure of a wandering hero whose morality is an open question. The Western delivered these tropes to generations of 20th century moviegoers; the open world game invites contemporary players to inhabit them. That it has become the dominant genre of big-budget videogames—becoming almost an ur-genre underpinning games of every kind—shows us the enduring appeal, maybe even the necessity, of the ideas encoded in its form. Like any pop culture artifact, movies and games are like dreams; they reflect our fears and desires back at us. Genres are even larger dreams, dreams on a mass scale, constantly repeating themselves, that show us the fears and desires that undergird our collective thinking. The 20th century wanted the Western. We want the open world. Red Dead can show us how, in so many ways, they’re more or less the same thing.

    Yet they’re also not the same thing at all. The open world is a design philosophy, determining what players can do, what kind of virtual space they can inhabit, and what counts as winning. The Western is a collection of images, tropes, and storytelling conventions from a long and evolving history of revisions and self-erasures. The open world can only improve; the Western has the power to undermine itself, to interrogate and expose its own basic assumptions. This is what makes Red Dead a uniquely powerful genre hodgepodge: the way its narrative fits its gameplay like a long, inescapable shadow; the way one half meets the other in a duel on an empty street. The way its Westernness plunges the very concept of the open world into a deeper history of longing—and a deeper history of ideas about what America really is.

    Rockstar’s method has always been essentially akin to collage. Guided by the college-dorm-film-buff tastes of the Houser brothers, they create games that splice together the ideas, story beats, and aesthetic touchstones of major American film genres. Red Dead is no different. It’s a true mosaic, pulling bits and pieces from every stage of the Western’s long history. Marston is a cowboy with a little of everything: the dirty taciturnity of Clint Eastwood, the plainspoken decency of Henry Fonda, the weary reluctance of Gary Cooper, the charismatic nihilism of Bonnie and Clyde. The “West” he lives in, postcard-perfect at every turn, is a collage of deeply familiar settings: John Ford’s Monument Valley vistas; Sergio Leone’s wild Mexico; the intricate one-street towns immortalized in movies and shows like My Darling Clementine and Deadwood. Members of the development team have been candid (for Rockstar, at least) about their desire to evoke the darker, revisionist Westerns of the 60s and 70s—movies like The Wild Bunch, Unforgiven, High Plains Drifter, and The Proposition; novels by Cormac McCarthy—rather than the heroic and jingoistic John Wayne oaters that came earlier. As lead designer Christian Cantamessa explained in a post-release interview, “Our overarching theme is the ‘Death of the West’ rather than the more conventional ‘Myth of the West.’” Even so, he acknowledged that “all the classic Western moments, scenes you remember from years of films and television” were fair game for the team to transform into gameplay; their aim was to deliver “a complete Western experience.”

    If the game’s voracious ingestion of the genre makes it feel rich and alive, it also leaves it saddled with complicated baggage. For the Western has never been just a form of entertainment. As the film critic J. Hoberman wrote in a 1991 essay eulogizing a genre that has never died, for most of the 20th century the Western was the “vehicle America used to explain itself to itself.” No other film genre is as deeply intertwined with the shifting trajectories of American history—as an expression of them, an attempt to grapple with them, and an influence on them—than the Western. No other genre is as inextricably intertwined with the evolution of American taste.

    To our 21st century eyes, the Western is quaint. It’s a creaky antique that doesn’t seem capable of existing on its own anymore without being massively transformed—either into an ultraviolent, ultra-nasty version of itself (like The Hateful Eight), or into one of several ingredients in a multi-genre sandwich (like Westworld). But for much of the 20th century, the Western was a dominant form. It didn’t just stand on its own; it towered above other genres, forming a major part of the motion-picture diet of American audiences. As the French film critic Andre Bazin pointed out in the early 50s, some of the earliest experiments in motion-picture technology depicted Western themes, making the Western perhaps “the only genre whose origins are almost identical with those of the cinema itself.” That inherent connection between the medium of film and a certain stable of image—cacti, gunfights, solitary rangers against the stark, dusty landscape—only deepened in the decades to come. “From roughly 1900 to 1975 a significant portion of the adolescent male population spent every Saturday afternoon at the movies,” writes Jane Tompkins in West of Everything, her philosophical study of the genre. “What they saw there were Westerns.” In this span of time, Hollywood pumped out hundreds of Western films and dozens of Western radio shows. In 1959, more than 30 Westerns aired on TV simultaneously. Some of these shows, including Gunsmoke and Bonanza, rank among the longest-running television shows of all time. “In one way or another,” Tompkins writes, “Westerns touched the lives of virtually everyone who lived during the first three-quarters of this century.” They touched the lives of American citizens across the socioeconomic spectrum. The Greatest Generation, the Silent Generation, the Boomers—all were raised on Westerns, which deeply affected the way they viewed the nation in which they lived and the wars in which they would inevitably participate.

    The Western also touched the lives of immigrants—people from elsewhere who looked to the Western for an image of the American promise. And what they found in it was not necessarily a desirable setting (there’s nothing about the desert that screams “You should move here!”), but, rather, a desirable image of the American self, the American character: what being an American entailed. My grandfather was an Italian immigrant, and he loved John Wayne. My wife’s grandfather was a Cuban exile, and he loved John Wayne, too. And John Wayne wasn’t the only one: Gary Cooper, Clint Eastwood, Jimmy Stewart, and Henry Fonda were all potent American icons. Even Ronald Reagan would ascend to the position of an actual American figurehead partly on the strength of his iconicity as a cowboy hero.

    I never loved John Wayne. Nor did I grow up loving the Western. The first time I saw Wayne onscreen was in a high school film class presided over by an old left-winger named Mr. Loose, who had made it his multi-decade crusade to reprogram the unexamined politics of the tri-state area’s Irish-, German-, and Italian-American boys. We watched The Searchers, John Ford’s 1956 epic about a grizzled Civil War vet (Wayne) who goes on a quest to rescue his niece from Comanches. Mr. Loose taught us a new term, “miscegenation,” and showed us how the film spoke to a fear of mixing the races, of losing a grip on white racial purity.

    My dad mostly hated the Western, too. He was an inveterate city-dweller who had fled Argentina in the 70s because the military junta was hunting down and “disappearing” Communists. He had no taste for American exceptionalism and tended to look at it from a position of anthropological detachment. I grew up hearing him call George W. Bush, our Stetson-wearing cowboy president, a “caveman warmonger” who was stoking the bloodlust of the rubes. And yet he came from a country with its own cowboy traditions, the gauchos, and he cherished the memory of a time he rode down into the Grand Canyon on the back of a hapless donkey. He loved horses, and horseback riding had been a huge part of the life he had lived before me. A residual attachment to that world—to the world of animals and the dramas of the soil—was one of the reasons he hated the video games I played growing up. But he couldn’t look away when I showed him a new game with a cowboy at the center of the screen, galloping, with a real sense of weight, into sun-soaked plains of endless space. Years later he would still refer to it as “that game with the horse.”

    “That game with the horse.” I remember the way my dad would say it almost wistfully, as if Red Dead were one of the only games capable of depicting something true. For him the game tapped into something primal, in spite of its modern medium. What it tapped into is the core appeal of the Western as a whole. It’s easy to think, as I once thought, that the appeal of the Western resides solely in the way it shows certain kinds of white men exactly what they want to see. Tough, broad-shouldered masculinity. American exceptionalism. A triumphalist and racist narrative of American history in which, through subjugating nature and the natives, our fledgling nation prevails. A nostalgic, idealized past in which old-fashioned values—honor, duty, justice—are threatened by the city and its ills. But not all Westerns feature these things, even if many of them do; the genre is capacious, ideologically flexible. What unites all Westerns, according to Tompkins, is the way they bring you to a certain kind of place. That place is brutal: a place of hardship and pain under the unforgiving sun. A place plagued by all manner of crime and injustice: rape, murder, thievery, racism, genocide. A place ruled and overshadowed by two forces in alignment: death and the natural landscape, neither of which cares who your daddy is or where you went to school. A place that feels real because it’s so close to the ground—and feels fake because it’s so obviously a soundstage, built for cheap and simple thrills.

    But that simplicity might be its most important feature. The Western brings us to a place that, for all its horizontal expansiveness, feels bounded and legible in a way the city can never be. As the film critic Robert Warshow put it in his 1954 essay “Movie Chronicle: The Westerner,” “The Western presents itself as being without mystery, its whole universe comprehended in what we see on the screen.” There’s a scene in A Fistful of Dollars when Clint Eastwood’s Man with No Name climbs to the balcony of the local saloon and takes in the entire town of San Miguel—a town that resembles Red Dead’s Chuparosa—with one panoramic survey. There are two gangs. One is headquartered here; the other is headquartered there. One is running liquor; the other is running guns. Both are rotten, both have to die, but between them lies a broken nuclear family—a husband, a child, and a wife, kidnapped and separated—that Eastwood takes it upon himself to reconstruct. In John Ford’s Stagecoach, a movie so crisp that Bazin once described it as “like a wheel […] [that] remains in equilibrium on its axis in any position,” a group of passengers all crammed into the same coach end up forming a little microcosm of society at large, like Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales: there’s the genteel Southerner, the crooked banker, the pure-hearted prostitute, the honor-bound cowboy (played, of course, by John Wayne). Even Red Dead, despite the hugeness of its world, has a scale limited by its genre; as Parkin observed in his review, “the borders of your missions expand at a slow pace, hour by hour, ensuring you grow familiar with the dirt paths and settlements and begin to build a memory map of the world and its sights.”

    In a way, the Western does what much sci-fi does: It transplants contemporary problems to a space removed from the messiness of the present—in this case the past, not the future—in order to imagine them with the clarity of distance. H.G. Wells’s The Time Machine (1895), one of the oldest forerunners of modern sci-fi, addressed rampant class inequality in late-Victorian Britain by imagining a far-future in which the different classes—the ethereal Eloi and the brutish Morlocks—have become different species. In the 60s, Star Trek tackled civil rights by using aliens to talk about race. Even now, HBO’s Westworld has remained committed to examining the existential vexations of a world governed by big data through the grandiose metaphor of a theme park in which the real and the fake cannot be distinguished, and the harvested data of park guests is “the product.”

    But the Western doesn’t have any of the cold intellectualism of sci-fi, or any of the argumentative specificity. It feels instead like myth: an imaginative space in which even larger ideas, problems, and conflicts can be personified. The screenwriter Philip Yordan, who wrote a number of big Westerns in the 50s (including The Man from Laramie and Johnny Guitar), once said that he wanted to use the Western to “find again the purities of heroes of ancient tragedies.” The impulse is understandable: America doesn’t have ancient tragedies of its own, nor does it have a founding epic. We don’t have our own King Arthur, Achilles, or Aeneas; our nation is too young. We’ve always had the Western, though: a genre in which figures representing different values, institutions, and political ideas can duke it out. A genre that can depict the beginning of things, prehistoric and primeval—even if it tends to represent a relatively brief and problematic phase in American history, long postdating the founding of the republic. In Horizons West, his study of the Western, the film critic Jim Kitses calls them “shifting antimonies”—the basic conflicts that Westerns depict, time and time again. Freedom vs. restriction. Integrity vs. compromise. Purity vs. corruption. Tradition vs. change. The individual vs. the community. Nature vs. culture. The West vs. the East. The definitions of these terms change from film to film; the conflicts always return.

    Red Dead has that mythic simplicity—that austerity of vision that makes it feel, sometimes, like allegory. Part of its simplicity is intrinsic to the nature of the medium: Games always take place at an abstracted remove from the real world, in a bounded space defined by rules, binary conflicts, and constraint. But the game is also simple in its own way, in a Western way, especially compared to the sprawl of GTA. It has a stable of characters who personify different forces: cutthroat G-men who stand in for the encroachment of state power; a retired cowboy, Landon Ricketts, who represents a code of honor from a bygone era; a cocaine-addled anthropologist, Harold MacDougal, who embodies all the delusions and insecurities of 19th century racism. It has a hero caught between antimonies at every turn: humans vs. nature; law vs. lawlessness; honor vs. dishonor; the old way vs. the new regime. It has a tragic plot arc that depends, like all tragedy, on a story of limited scope. And above all, it has the basic tensions between its aesthetic genre and its gameplay—between the open world game, which stresses freedom, and the Western, which ceaselessly asks what freedom really entails.

    Hoberman argued that the Western was America’s way of talking to itself about itself because it could dramatize fundamental questions: “Who makes the law? What is the order? Where is the frontier? Which ones are the good guys? Why is it that a man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do—and how does he do it?” By inviting players into the Western’s elemental world, Red Dead raises questions of a similar kind. In the figure of Marston—and what you do as him—it
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