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The Great Train Robbery Controversy

—Reconsidering the Genre of the “First Western Movie”

Tohru KAWAMOTO

Graduate School of Human and Environmental Studies,
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Summary This essay considers the significance and position of Edwin S. Porter’s The Great Train
Robbery—with 2013 marking its 110th anniversary—in the history of American cinema. Charles Musser, in
his well-known essay published in 1984, denied that the film held the title of being the “first Western movie
ever made,” and moved it to be within the context of the genres of travel and crime. The validity of his
argument should, however, be carefully reevaluated and so should the recent criticism of the genre of the film
that followed it. In addition to the critical evaluation of previous literature, this essay also takes a closer look
at the symbolism of Porter’s filmic text, its unique exhibition practices, and their dynamic relation to measure,
more flexibly and accurately, the distance between The Great Train Robbery and the Western genre in general.



