








Fig.165: Bodie State Park, California. Photograph by Sarah Dryden.

CONCLUSION
The body of research presented in this thesis employs both theory and 
practice-based methodologies to offer a critical reflection on the historical 
Western American home and its representation within the Western film genre. 
The thesis has been constructed to allow for the reader to integrate theoretical 
and practical elements either together or separately. My contribution to 
knowledge extends an established body of knowledge through in-depth 
research into one film genre that could be utilised and expanded upon by 
other scholars and applied to different genres. The focus on links between 
the historical and mediated forms of the home offers a unique resource, 
providing new insights and critical reflection on accepted historical and 
fictional narratives. My second contribution to knowledge is based around 
a comparison between the historical and mediated forms of the home, with 
a practical work in the form of a series of quilts highlighting different visual 
tropes and conventions therein.

As a cultural and symbolic convention of the American home, the quilt 
references the female and the notion of craft, within a mediated form that 
crosses from the private to the public. The quilt as an object carries its own 
mythology linked to industrialisation and American patriotism, along with 
methods of self-sufficiency and pioneer settlement. The quilt became the 
perfect vehicle through which to freeze frame, taking the film images out 
of their time-based context to facilitate a much deeper contemplation. This 
practice allows the craft itself to drive the production of the work towards an 
almost meditative act of looking. This process helped me to understand the 
close looking of both theoretical and visual material. My research processes 
also offered a personal sense of reflection regarding how I define myself in 
relation to the work. The meditative process of quilt construction allowed 
personal space for me to evaluate various fragments of the project. 

As a form of expanded photographic practice, my quilt making relates to 
several lines of enquiry. It has shifted the photographic frame and construction 
of images in which to tell stories and represent discourses on the domestic 
house and the landscape within the Western film. In doing so, it offers an 
artistic approach that is different from the male-led, combative narrative tropes 
that have been associated with Western migration, from the original paper by 
Fredrick Jackson Turner to the fictional narrative within the Western film.

Three distinct areas of study are highlighted in this research: the relationship 
between architecture of the US West and its mediated form; technological, 
cultural and social methodologies underpinning the representation of the 
home in the Western film; and the way the home space supports the film 
narrative in the framing of scenes. Together, these three approaches indicate 
how the domestic space has been underplayed as central to the migration 
West, both within historical records and Western film. This thesis has therefore 
sought to investigate and confront this under representation, opening up a 
new field of research.
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It is clear to see that the frontier home space was fundamental not only to 
the mapping and settlement of the West, but also the re-enactment of that 
settlement within Western film. However, as this research has highlighted, 
the importance of the home space has been largely erased from history – and 
historical fiction – in favour of the iconic landscape and masculine endeavours. 
This research has argued that what the Western film genre presents is a mythical 
landscape that bears little resemblance to the physical geography of the United 
States. In Western film, a fictional ‘pioneer’ or ‘Wild West’ landscape reflects the 
concept of the American West as a space for travelling across or circumvention 
– or perhaps perilousness and conflict – and not a place of settlement. Early 
Westerns followed the expansion narrative of historian Fredrick Jackson 
Turner, reflecting a mythologised (male) endeavour to conquer the landscape 
through a combination of loose historical facts and storytelling, accumulating 
in the production of a fictional, generic Western space.

As noted in Chapter One, the Homestead Acts (1862-1890) afforded 
expansion and the construction of new settlements across the Western States. 
During this period, many architectural changes would have happened as 
families either moved on to different properties or added to the structure 
of their home. This evolution of architectural styles and conventions is 
referenced in museum sites, with sections recorded as having been added to 
the buildings over a period, but the same progression is not reflected in film. 
Cabins and sod houses were often constructed in haste and then replaced with 
other structures, so the mismatch of buildings within one evolving town or 
city space would have contained tents, dug outs, basic cabins or sod houses 
alongside more complex structures. Again, this evolution is rarely referenced 
within the Western film, with only one style or convention of building depicted 
as static and unchanging. The only contrast to this occurred in revisionist films 
(notably the ‘Spaghetti Westerns’ of the 1960s and early 1970s) where more 
than one culture was being represented within a rhizomatic, fictional space. 

This research has identified several material properties and stylistic tropes 
employed in the construction of the home in the Western States, with an 
emphasis on interior architecture and the physical conventions and everyday 
lived patterns of domestic space. It highlighted the fact that while early 
architecture followed the same design principles as its European counterparts, 
building methods and styles changed over time to represent a deliberate 
philosophical and political mythology of Americanisation following the 
expansion of the Union and settlement of the US West. Additionally, I have 
highlighted how the Western film genre borrowed its narrative formula 
from popular literature, journalism and other mediated forms, including 
dime novels. Early Westerns repeated familiar ideals that the audience could 
follow, reflecting the same ensemble of characters along with architectural 
tropes including the main street, saloon, jail or church, with homesteads and 
small farm settlements placed beyond the town space. It is this landscape 
that the audience relates to as belonging to the Western, with a sanitised log 
cabin or sod house representing lived domestic experience regardless of the 
geographical territory being represented. Within this set of conventions, the 

cabin or sod house acts as a signpost to the past; like the life story museum, 
the past is packaged and sold as a fading social folklore and the disappearance 
of a period in history. The cinematic Western home is presented as a stage 
set, a replica of the built environment. Home in this sense is an ideological 
prop to support fictional storytelling that often denies historical reality. 
This generic depiction was repeated over the timespan of production of the 
popular Western film (typically 1930 to 1960), a static representation that 
does not change.

I have maintained that these inconsistences were incorporated in the Western 
genre for several reasons. Firstly, with little historical reference to the home to 
draw upon and the narrative pulled from other mediated forms, the home is no 
more than a backdrop, a vessel to aid narration. Meanwhile, the home indicates 
a stopping point or narrative pause and creates a clear distinction between 
tamed and untamed space. Secondly, since cinema is enjoyed and consumed 
within the urban environment, the audience is often unfamiliar with the ‘real’ 
Western landscape, allowing film to create a mythological image centred on a 
limited palette of stylistic conventions. 

My research also explored the tropes and conventions of the home space that 
reflected social codes and audience world view at the time of film’s production. 
Technological processes and the development of film as a medium did not 
shift the overall visual representation of the home space, but film – being a 
hot medium with rich sensory data – is the perfect vessel in which to infuse 
propaganda and the portrayal of stereotypical ideologies. Western films 
produced during the economic boom in the United States following the 
Second World War moved beyond the use of the home for purely narration 
purposes. As consumption shifted, the home space also became a vessel in 
which to showcase home trends and branding, taking its inspiration from 
popular magazines such as House Beautiful, the static image incorporated into 
the moving frame.

This thesis has also aimed to readdress the importance of the melodrama 
to the Western film and its appeal to a female audience by virtue of the 
notion of the everyday, offering meanings through domestic rituals that are 
performed within the interior space of the home. The visual conventions that 
communicate shared experience within the repetition of chores often act 
as a support for the main narrative. Although the female is often depicted 
as a main character, she remains the custodian of the home space and her 
character is placed in domestic roles that typically act as support for the male 
protagonist and the external landscape. Women are not portrayed in an active 
light, and they often do not feature well. The role of the female character in 
Westerns is often that of purely a narrative anchor. Revisionist Westerns of 
the late 1960s and beyond reflected contemporary social agendas of class 
and race to re-situate the original Western narrative. However, while we may 
well see women playing the protagonist role in modern Westerns, the female 
character is still usually related to the domestic home space and reliant on 
male support or rescue.
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I have also argued that the visual image of the Western cinematic home was 
not solely devised from historical records, but also drew from popular culture 
including photographs taken from those who migrated west such as Solomon 
Butcher. These visual conventions were supplemented with archives and diaries 
kept by those who settled in the West along with advertising and newspaper 
images and progressed into popular culture through dime novels and comics 
before directly influencing Western film. Coming full circle, these images 
have become standard representations of what US migration was perceived 
to be like, to the extent that modern day historians and architects have drawn 
on film’s representation to rebuild or redevelop historical Western towns as 
heritage sites evoking their former semi-fictionalised ‘Wild West’ status.

The journey through the PhD gave me the opportunity to engage with practice, 
leading to the creation of six quilts for the final submission. I also explored 
other forms of practical research that centred on engagement with local 
communities, taking part in and running workshops, creating local exhibitions 
and making visits to craft and sewing hubs in the United States and the United 
Kingdom. The establishment of links between quilting groups in Plymouth, 
UK and Huntsville, Texas has offered opportunities to extend the notion of 
creative exchange well beyond the scope of the PhD itself.

Opportunities For Further Research
Several opportunities have presented themselves as the work has developed. 
My research right at the beginning involved an analysis of different mediated 
forms in relation to the US Western home space that included the notion of 
home in literature and in historical country or traditional folk songs. While 
a decision was made to narrow the focus to film, a wider range of popular 
depictions of the Western ‘home’ can now be explored beyond the submission 
of the PhD. I also wish to further explore the notion of the everyday that 
acts as a catalyst to embed the notion of the familiar within different areas 
of popular culture, for instance the use of comics as a familiar object to aid 
teaching and learning.

Methods of comparison between archive, historical and fictionalised film 
narrative could be applied to other areas of study such as different genres of 
film. Different forms of practice would be based on specificity of the context. 
The use of the quilt as a form and a vehicle for communication is very specific 
to history, locality and the cultural context of the Western. The context of 
research into other film genres would change the artistic or practical method 
to reflect the specificity of the genre under investigation.

Working with the rangers at Bodie State Park, it became evident that the 
various wall hangings which date back from the 1880s right through to the 
time of the town’s last inhabitants in the 1960s have never been studied or 
archived. I would like to work with the Bodie Foundation to develop an 
historical record of the site’s material culture. The notion of the pioneer 
spirit and the American dream of independence also runs deep within 
contemporary American culture and can be seen in the naming of streets and 

businesses. I am interested in exploring how this theme still manifests itself 
within the sense of the everyday and the built environment. 

Over the duration of my PhD research, I developed three exhibitions featuring 
various iterations of my practical work, including photography, film essays 
and textile works. This trajectory is now being extended through a prestigious 
solo exhibition at the Wynne Home Arts Centre in Huntsville, Texas, an 
historical house that acts as the town’s arts centre. In many ways, this is my 
own contribution to the rhizomatic mythological Western; research from the 
US transferred to the UK and re-situated back within the United States.

Additional future research relates to non-academic spaces relating to traditional 
quilting and women in the craft tradition. Through the process of the research, 
I came to realise that working through practice-based research is a collective 
endeavour, and that a contribution to knowledge is communal, drawing on 
the work of others that contribute to a collective understanding of the subject. 
That collective understanding exists beyond academia: for example, the 
museum staff, the site rangers and the quilting groups all contribute, hence 
this body of research is not just designed to exist in an academic space. In this 
light, I have started an online site that encourages quilt makers in both the UK 
and the USA to exchange ideas and thoughts around the production of their 
quilts and to share information and possible exhibition spaces.

Fig.166: Sarah Dryden. Photograph by Steve Hogg.

Imagining The Home

162 163

Conclusion



Fig.167: Bodie State Park, California. Photograph by Sarah Dryden.
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Appendix 2
A number of other architectural conventions, including the mezzanine and 
the cellar, are frequently used in Western film, but are not considered directly 
relevant to this body of research.

Stairs and Mezzanine
Stairs within the Western film are mainly seen in public spaces such as the 
local hotel or saloon as these buildings demand multiple levels. Occasionally 
the wooden or sod house would be seen with an internal mezzanine, a raised 
platform between the floor and the ceiling that does not count as an additional 
floor as it is not factored into the building’s square footage. The term comes 
from the Italian mezzanine – its function is to provide additional space, light 
and air. Within the Western, both the stairs and the mezzanine are used for the 
narrative function of conflict that happens inside of the home space, with the 
stairs representing an area of movement against a static structure, the tumbling 
down the stairs of a character, shot, pushed or losing footing, for example in 
Carl Pierson’s The New Frontier (1935) or Andrew McLaglen’s Chisum (1970). 
In revisionist Western films that are situated outside of the US West (such 
as the so-called ‘Spaghetti Westerns’ of the 1960s), the position of the stairs 
changes in relation to regional architectural differences. The cinematic home 
in these films often includes Spanish architectural influences, with the position 
of stairs changing to the exterior of the building, for example in Sergio Leone’s 
A Fistful of Dollars (1964).

The Cellar
A cellar is an architectural space positioned below the ground floor of the 
house, not used by the family on the day-to-day basis, traditionally opened 
with a hatch. This space is used and portrayed in Westerns as a storage space 
for the food crops, fresh and bottled, as seen in Gavin O’Connor’s Jane Got a 
Gun (2016). It is also used generically in film as a hiding space: the Western is 
no different, with the space used for family members to hide when unwanted 
visitors are approaching or attacking, for example in Ray Milland’s A Man 
Alone (1955). As Andrews et al. note, the cinematic convention of the cellar or 
basement has a long history; 

In terms of its location, the basement is obviously marginalized, 
not only through its position within the structure of the house, but 
also operates as a carnivalesque space that provides the prospect of 
temporary liberation from external forces.

(Andrews et al. 2017: 46)

APPENDICES
Additional practical work can be viewed at sarahdryden.com.

Appendix 1
Original photographic grid system created by Sarah Dryden to support the 
planning and structuring of ghost town location shoots, 2015.
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