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When East Met West: Ronald Reagan, Thom Ross, and the Visual Appeal of the Cowboy Hero

 in American Popular Culture

      Crafted measures are taken in molding the image of an American politician. Many of these

 aspects involve public relations endeavors, including proper implementation of rhetoric and tone

 in the politician’s speeches. Visual representations are also used in order to capture the trust and

 alliances between the politician and various different constituencies. Among these

 constituencies, there lies a politician's base which is solidified by issue allegiance but also by

 factors such as demographics.

      One particular instance of this comes from a 1984 campaign rally for the re-election of

 Ronald Reagan in the state of Texas, which had suddenly and almost inexplicably became a

 battleground state. It was obvious that the President would have to portray himself as a likeable

 and trusting figure in order to focus on more challenging battleground states.  Focusing on more

 difficult electorate challenges while sustaining his base was crucial not only for his candidacy

 but for the GOP, and his legacy. In a display of attempting to connect with the demographic,

 Reagan wore a cowboy hat along with his running mate and incumbent Vice President George

 Herman Walker Bush. The campaign also tried to lean on Bush's ties to Texas even though he

 was born in Connecticut. Reagan also displayed more subtle visual idiosyncracies that would

 give him a more rural, western appeal. He carried a countenance that was accompanied by a

 strong, stand-up-straight style, and the laid back rhetoric similar to that of the propagandist in

 Owen Wister's The Virginian. 

      This is just one of many instances that Ronald Reagan and his cronies used in order to

 appease certain demographics for political gain. Visual imagery from the American Western era

 was deemed as extremely useful for implementation by Ronald Reagan in order to combat the

 eastern foes of or under Soviet persuasion. Reagan and his staff were inspired by such visual imagery that harkens back to the era of the western cowboy hero.  Many trace the roots of the

 classical literary hero back to Owen Wister’s novel, The Virginian.  The recently published

 Centennial Version of the book has illustrations by Historian/Artist, Thom Ross that display the

 complexity of the propagandist within the depths of his polished eastern and cavalier western

 influences.  Ross’ illustrated complexity of the character displays striking parallels to the

 carefully orchestrated public persona of Ronald Reagan throughout his presidency.


The definition of heroism has changed throughout literary history as it has in pop culture

 and politics as well, but certain principles have stayed the same.  In the early years of literary

 fiction with the works of James Fenimore Cooper, heroes were defined as someone that

 “...steadfastly conquers the wilderness in the interest of progress and enlightenment, yet is

 disgusted with American democratic materialism, greed and destruction”.
  By the turn of the

 20th century, however, the American public had not experienced a seminal American Western

 Heroic epic that had a propagandist that was not viewed as partially farcical.  The Virginian’s

 combination of eastern sophistication and western bravado within a bildungsroman narration

 allowed Wister to tap into the American public’s imagination without appearing to farcical or

 unrealistic and by still retaining elements of humor.  


Many politicians have used cowboy imagery and rhetoric to advance their careers. 

 Theodore Roosevelt, Lyndon Baines Johnson, and Ronald Reagan are among the most notable.

  However in the case of Johnson his excessive portrayal of cowboy rhetoric caused a backlash

 during the turbulent times of the Vietnam War.  In times of crisis savvy politicians seek to find

 the middle ground between eastern and western values in order to assure the public.  A

 politician who gets painted into either extreme value set will only get so far in terms of a grand

 political legacy.  Ronald Reagan as President demonstrated a mixture of friendly diplomacy and

 rhetorical scare tactics that set the stage for the controlled chaos at the end of the Cold War, but

 it also depicted his political savvy as it allowed him to be flexible yet still in control of his base.

  Reagan’s dictomous nature is also evident within his visual representations be it through
 photographs or video clips.  Similar dichotomies can be seen in works by Thom Ross especially

 in the Centennial Version of Owen Wister’s The Virginian and within the author himself.


Owen Wister originally wrote The Virginian in 1896 as a gift to his friend Theodore

 Roosevelt.  The novel later became known as one of the seminal American West Classic novels

 ever.  Wister embodies many of the dichotomous features that his main character has.  He

 traveled to many places while he was becoming a writer, which would explain his connection

 with the propagandist who is known simply as the Virginian in Wyoming.  Wister had to deal

 with the western and eastern ideals as he moved around America.  Wister’s background offers

 an abundance of hints of why the propagandist embraces both western and eastern codes of life 

and ultimately is what led to the success of the novel.  Thom Ross integrates his style of art and

 history to Wister’s semi-autobiographical fictional character’s visual representation in order to

 add more depth to the character’s already legendary appeal.


Thom Ross is a Seattle-based Artist/Historian who specializes in illustrating through

 visual medium the histories, myths, and ironies of the American West.  He is different from

 most nostalgic artist amidst the genre “[by] deconstructing the icons of the west” and to “look at

 them in new ways.”
   His work is often viewed as satirical but is inspired by real historical

 events.  Indians Playing Ping-Pong is an example of his style that would continue into his more

 recent works.
  The humorist quality of the piece is similar to the photograph of President

 Ronald Reagan putting aboard Air Force One.
  The photo opportunity is a political move in

 order to show the playful side of Reagan visually and not only with his quick comeback sense of

 humor.


The Centennial Version of Owen Wister’s novel, The Virginian, was another opportunity

 for Ross to display his knack for modernizing the classic epic and for visually representing the

 propagandist like no other artist had done before.  The first full-color illustration in the

 illustration section around the middle of the book, Ross displays “the Virginian” playing poker

 while dangling a pistol across the table and the caption underneath states, “When you call me

 that, SMILE.
  The illustration epitomizes the character and his high stakes gambling lifestyle.

  In order to show down his opposition a.k.a Trampas (the novel’s antagonist) the Virginian must

 be ready to lose it all in the process.  A videoclip of Ronald Reagan and Mikail Gorbachev

 arguing outside after a meeting in 1985 echoes the sentiments of the Ross illustration.
  The

 stakes of the Cold War were so high and the need to look and act stronger than ever was

 imperative.  Indeed, Reagan gambled on the insistence that the United States would keep the

 “Star Wars” program intact when the technology had not caught up to the intent.  Reagan had to

 make it appear that he was calm but he could still pull “the trigger” on the Soviet Union at any

 time.  Other illustrations by Ross bare similar parallels with visual representations of Ronald

 Reagan.


Another illustration from the illustrated section displays the Virginian with two of friends

 (including the narrator).  The caption below the photo states “...and on the impulse I murmured

 to the Virginian-‘You’re hanging them to-morrow.’”
 This illustration bares a significant

 resemblance in not only visual representation but also in symbolization to a photograph of

 Reagan in 1981 after an assassination attempt was made on his life.
  The echoes of sentiment

 rang through the chambers of congress exclaiming that the hero was back and ready to take care

 of business in the Reagan photo.  In the illustration by Ross, the Virginian has a large gun in his

 hands in order to take care of business, but in the Reagan photo his presence was the weapon

 and his companions look just as bit as proud as did the Virginian’s.  A significant contrast exists

 between the two pictures, in the Ross illustration the Virginian is standing while his

 accomplices are sitting signifying that the Virginian is being asked a question and that he is in

 charge of the vengeful reply.  In the Reagan photograph, his cronies are standing above him

 symbolically raising him back from obscurity.  Also there is a drastic contrast in countenance

 between the men, the Virginian’s is that of an angry gaze that symbolizes his need for revenge.

  Reagan’s smile, however, displays his revenge against death was to live.  These contrasts are

 just as powerful as the similarities, but both display a cowboy on a mission in the midst of a

 trusting and loyal company.


Ross’ illustration of the Virginian called The Creature displays the use of foreground and

 background sizes in order to demonstrate the “larger-than-life” status of the main character.  His

 head is above the clouds and it is less than half of the width of one bell bottom of his “fringed

 leather chaparreros.”
  This technique is utilized in order to present the propagandist as being

 strong and almost untouchable.  Many memorable photographs utilize this technique.  In a

 photograph of President Reagan at his Ranch in 1977, he poses with a sun-soaked smile with his

 cowboy hat on.
  The photo is taken very close up in order to get the effect that the President’s

 foreground countenance is stately and distinguished.  But, there is an avoidance of making the

 man look too untouchable.  The photo did not want to make him look uninviting to the average

 person.  The clothing of the Virginian and Mr. Reagan in these pieces are similar to the tradition

 of cowboy hero garb.  Ronald Reagan’s understated pose in this photograph is an attempt to

 look the cowboy part but to be warm and inviting at the same time.  Reagan used his voice on

 important issues to carry the punch along with his frequent cowboy-hero one liners instead of

 his visual representations, which was that of a relaxed cowboy hero.  The Virginian, on the other

 hand, is represented by Ross as being a larger-than-life figure that is softened by Molly in the

 illustration named She Went Fishing.
  


The illustration named She Went Fishing is important because Thom Ross indicates how

 the Virginian is affected by marriage.  The propagandist in the illustration appears to be smaller,

 especially in the shoulder width area and he also has somewhat of a protruding stomach.  Also,

 his countenance is less pronounced and distinguished.  He uses lighter colors on his moustache

 and hat to de-emphasize the handsome features of the previous illustration.  By contrast, Molly

 looks distinguished especially with his presence in the background of the piece.  Her head is

 tilted back in order to demonstrate elegence and sophistication.  This is the case in Figure #6

 with President Ronald Reagan and Nancy Reagan.
  In the photograph, only Nancy Reagan is

 looking face-to-camera and her position in the foreground allows the President to look shorter

 and less distinguished much like the illustration of the Virginian and his wife.  Each example

 displays how marriage changes the life and perceptions of a cowboy hero.  Within the context of

 the other illustrations, this one in particular stands out because the subject matter differs very

 much and the gun that is visible in all but one other illustration is absent. 


The block print illustration that sums up Ross’ illustrations for Wister’s reprint is simply

 called Cowboy.
  The plain black and white print displays the main character staring off into the

 distance sitting upon his horse.  There are many photographs of Ronald Reagan on his horse

 with a cowboy hat on, but the image of staring off into the distance evokes memories of Shane

 and the wonder and majesty of the hero moving on.  Many Americans are left with a similar

 image of Reagan ingrained in their minds because the last place anyone could picture him

 would be at his ranch.  This imagery allowed Reagan’s poll numbers to increase (from an

 already astounding 68% when he left office) when he was fighting Alzheimer’s disease after his

 presidency was over.   


 In the works from Thom Ross and the photos of Ronald Reagan it is evident that the

 definitions of a hero and ultimately a cowboy hero have changed over the years and during

 different circumstances.  Ross’ portrayal of the Virginian around the turn-of-the-century

 displays the violent nature of the plot, the plain diction, and macho overtones of the novel and

 therefore he chose to use techniques that would make the propagandist appear large, strong, and

 fear mongering.  President Reagan’s photographs aimed to display the softer side of a cowboy

 hero. The aim was to be seen as an aged cowboy hero who has been tamed by marriage, moral

 values, and Christianity.  In The Virginian the main character loses his tendency towards

 violence when he gets married.
  Although some of the things have changed about the cowboy

 hero, the molding of eastern and western values together can turn a hero into a legend as it did

 with the Virginian and Ronald Reagan.


.   
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   Figure #1-  “Indians Playing Ping-Pong” by Thom Ross



Figure #2- President Reagan Playing Golf in Air Force One.  Courtesy of www.reagan.utexas.edu





 Figure #4- President’s first speech after assassination 

                                                 attempt.


Figure#5- Reagan at his Ranch in 1977.


        Figure #6- The President and the First Lady outside of the White          House.
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