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“The Great Train Robbery”: Story Outline and Analysis 

A list of the scenes and their content in director Edwin S. Porter’s short film “The Great 

Train Robbery” is as follows: 

1. Two bandits approach a man at the ticket booth of a train station. After avoiding being 

seen by a passenger at the window, they knock out the man, tie him up, and take off. 

2. A train stops for water, and more bandits are waiting behind the water tower to sneak 

aboard the train, and they do so just before the train takes off again. 

3. A man on the train is halted from his work when he sees the bandits trying to break in. He 

arms himself with a pistol before they enter, but when they do, they shoot him dead, 

explode a safe, and make off with the cash inside. 

4. On top of the train’s tender, a bandit gets in a fight with a worker getting coal, resulting 

in the worker being beaten to death and thrown off the train. The bandit then approaches 

the train driver and forces him to stop. 

5. The bandit makes the driver uncouple the train from the coaches. 

6. More bandits force all the passengers off the train with their hands up. One man tries to 

run away, but he is shot dead. The bandits start searching the passengers for valuables. 

Once they finish, they run away shooting their guns in the air, and the passengers gather 

around the dead man in horror. 

7. The bandits get in the train, and they drive away. 

8. After a while, the bandits stop the train, grab their moneybags, and run off into the 

woods. 



9. The bandits run through the woods until they untie their horses from trees and ride off. 

10. A girl finds the tied-up man at the ticket booth and cuts him loose. 

11. Some cavalrymen and others are at a cabin nearby dancing at a party when a man comes 

in suddenly and alerts them of the robbery. The men take off. 

12. The bandits ride through the woods on their horses and are chased by the authorities, also 

on horseback. One cavalryman shoots one bandit dead. 

13. The remaining bandits ride away into the woods, take money out of the bags, and start 

dividing it up. Suddenly, cavalrymen find them, and in a shootout, the bandits are all 

killed, and the cavalrymen take their belongings away. 

14. In conclusion, a man with a pistol fires at the camera. 

The story structure of this film, among the first narrative films ever, is very simple yet 

effective. The bandits start their robbery, get further and further into their mission, and then 

finally seem to make off with the money when the cavalrymen come after them and foil their 

plans. (This overall narrative excludes the final shot, which is more of a standalone moment, 

although it certainly must have shocked audiences in 1903.) 

The film may be viewed with little enthusiasm in the twenty-first century, but it was thrilling 

for audiences at the time. And yet, then and now, storytelling elements can be seen that date back 

to Aristotle. He wrote in the Poetics about how plot was the most important element in a good 

story (specifically tragedy, the highest form of drama). Good plots have “unity” (one complete 

action), “peripety” (significant change between beginning and end), “discovery” (change from 

ignorance to knowledge), specific character changes, and a conscious or mediated evil deed. 

“The Great Train Robbery” is driven constantly by a strong plot. There is unity of plot as the 

film focuses on the beginning, middle, end, and eventual defeat of a robbery (aside from a brief 

minute spent at the cavalrymen’s party). There is a clear sense of peripety: at the beginning, the 



bad guys are about to get away with evil, and in the end, they are shot dead. And the conscious 

evil deed, the robbery, is so evident that it is what gives the film its title. 

What it lacks, however, is strong character. This can be forgiven on the basis that this was a 

very early silent short film, but it may in fact be why viewers today may not be as thrilled as 

those in 1903. The characters are ultimately caricatures—the bad guys are bad guys, and the 

good guys are good guys, and there is none of the in-between that Aristotle claimed was so 

effective. There is no “discovery” of characters learning more about themselves (except for, 

perhaps, the cavalrymen learning to stop dancing and go chase robbers). Aside from the technical 

aspects of “The Great Train Robbery”, this may be why, although still considered a classic, it 

holds up less today. (Maybe in a hundred years, films of spectacle that we hold dear now will be 

exposed similarly because they too lack these essential elements of story.) 

Overall, however, “The Great Train Robbery” is easy to follow not only for its short length 

but also for its simplicity. A robbery happens, and then it is stopped. But watching it happen 

step-by-step gets the audience wondering if the robbers will get away with it, and then the 

audience cheers on the cavalry as they stop them from doing so. The structure flows very simply 

and is very easy to follow along, one event leading to another, but perhaps that is a reason why 

the film was a hit one hundred years ago and is today considered a pioneering American film. 
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