The Banshee Screams For Buffalo Meat 1

The Banshee Screams For Buffalo

Meat

Downloaded from
The Banshee Screams www.remodelicious.com
For Buffalo Meat by Potts & Black

INTRODUCTION: THE ENIGMATIC
CRY IN THE DESERT

Some lines of poetry slip into the public
consciousness and stay there, stubborn
and haunting, refusing to be explained
away. Few phrases in the history of
popular music are as simultaneously
baffling and evocative as "The Banshee
Screams For Buffalo Meat." This single

line, pulled from the 1972 megahit "A
Horse with No Name" by the band
America, has puzzled, amused, and
intrigued listeners for over five decades.
It appears in the second verse of the
song, nestled between imagery of the
ocean, the desert, and a journey under
the sun. On the surface, it is a non-
sequitur, a strange collision of Celtic
mythology and American frontier
symbolism. Yet, its power lies precisely
in its mystery. This article dives deep
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into the origins, interpretations, and
lasting cultural weight of this iconic lyric,
exploring why a line that seems to make
no sense has become one of the most
memorable in rock history.

THE BIRTH OF A LYRICAL ENIGMA

To understand the line, we must first
understand its source. "A Horse with No
Name" was written by Dewey Bunnell, a
founding member of America. The band,
formed in England by the sons of
American military personnel, crafted a
sound that was distinctly folk-rock,
blending acoustic guitar harmonies with
a sense of wide-open space. Bunnell has
stated in numerous interviews that the
song was inspired by the stark, surreal
landscape of the American desert,
specifically the imagery of a lone rider

crossing an arid wasteland. The lyrics
are impressionistic, painting scenes
rather than telling a linear story.

The infamous line appears in the second
verse:

"The ocean is a desert with its life
underground

And a perfect disguise above

Under the cities lies a heart made of
ground

But the humans will give no love

You see I've been through the desert on
a horse with no name

It felt good to be out of the rain

In the desert you can remember your
name

'‘Cause there ain't no one for to give you
no pain

**lalalalalalalalala la**
**lalalalalalalalala la**
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After two days in the desert sun, my skin
began to turn red

After three days in the desert fun, | was
looking at a riverbed

And the story it told of a river that
flowed

Made me sad to think it was dead

**The Banshee Screams For Buffalo
Meat**

The "La la la" section is arguably the
most famous hook in the song, but it is
the bizarre image of the screaming
banshee that has sparked endless
debate. Bunnell himself has offered a
few explanations over the years, often
admitting that the line was somewhat
nonsensical. He once explained that he
was trying to capture the strange, lonely
sounds of the desert wind, and the
"banshee" was a metaphor for that

wailing sound. The "buffalo meat" was
simply a raw, primal image of survival
and the scarcity of the landscape. In
other words, it was a lyrical shortcut to a
feeling rather than a literal statement.

LITERAL INTERPRETATION:
SOUND AND SURVIVAL

On a purely literal level, the phrase can
be broken down into its two core
components. A banshee is a spirit from
Irish folklore known for its piercing,
mournful wail, which is said to foretell
death. To have a banshee "scream" is to
invoke a sound of utter desolation and
warning. Buffalo meat brings us to the
North American plains, evoking the
image of the great bison herds that were
nearly driven to extinction. A creature
screaming "for" buffalo meat could be



interpreted as a desperate cry for
sustenance, a hunger so profound that
the spirit world itself is crying out.

When you place this in the context of the
song's desert setting, a coherent image
emerges: a landscape so barren and
harsh that even the supernatural
creatures are starving. The rider,
dehydrated and hallucinating after days
under the sun, hears the wind as the
scream of a mythological being. The
"buffalo meat" represents a lost
abundance. The river is dry, the buffalo
are gone, and all that remains is a
hungry ghost. This interpretation aligns
with the song's underlying theme of
environmental loss and the loneliness of
a post-frontier America. The riverbed
that tells a story of a river that flowed
"made me sad to think it was dead." The

banshee's scream is the land itself
mourning its former vitality.

SYMBOLIC AND DEEPER
MEANINGS

Beyond the literal, the line has been
subject to a wide array of symbolic
interpretations. Many fans and critics
have seen it as a commentary on the
destruction of Native American culture.
The buffalo was a keystone species for
the Plains tribes, providing food,
clothing, and spiritual significance. The
systematic slaughter of the buffalo in the
19th century was a tool of colonization.
In this reading, "The Banshee Screams
For Buffalo Meat" becomes a lament for
a lost way of life. The banshee, a Celtic

4 The Banshee Screams For Buffalo Meat

figure, might represent the Irish
immigrants who also suffered
2024-11-20



The Banshee Screams For Buffalo Meat 5

displacement, creating a bridge between
two cultures of loss. The scream is not
just for food, but for a world that has
been irrevocably changed.

Another popular theory leans into the
psychedelic overtones of the era. The
song was released in 1972, a time when
abstract, surreal lyrics were common in
folk and rock music. The line could
simply be a brilliant piece of nonsense, a
phrase that sounds evocative but was
never meant to be dissected. Bunnell
himself has joked that he "needed a line
that fit the rhythm" and that it was "just
a bunch of words" that sounded right.
However, even if it was accidental, the
phrase taps into a deep well of
archetypal imagery. The scream of the
banshee is the universal cry of the
dispossessed, and the buffalo is the

symbol of a continent's wild heart.

THE BANSHEE IN MYTHOLOGY
AND FOLKLORE

Understanding the banshee adds layers
to the lyric. In Irish mythology, the
banshee (from the Gaelic bean s,
meaning "woman of the fairy mound") is
a female spirit whose wail foretells the
death of a family member. She is not
inherently evil; her cry is a lament, a
warning, and a release. By using this
specific mythological creature, Bunnell
imbues the desert with a sense of
ancestral memory and impending doom.
The desert is not just empty; it is
haunted. The wind is not just air; it is a
voice. The banshee screaming for buffalo
meat suggests that the land itself is
prophesying its own death or mourning



what has already died. It is a powerful
fusion of the old world (Celtic folklore)
and the new world (the American West),
creating a timeless, haunting quality.

BUFFALO MEAT: SYMBOL OF
ABUNDANCE AND LOSS

The buffalo, or American bison, holds a
profound place in the history and
ecology of North America. Once
numbering in the tens of millions, the
great herds were reduced to near
extinction by the end of the 19th
century. The buffalo represented life,
sustenance, and the vast, untamed
wilderness. To be "screaming for buffalo
meat" is to be desperate for the basics
of survival. It is a primal hunger. In the
context of the song, the rider has been
in the desert for days. He is likely

dehydrated, sunburned, and starving.
His mind, in its altered state, personifies
the landscape around him. The image is
raw, gritty, and uncomfortable. It strips
away the romanticism of the cowboy and
replaces it with the harsh reality of
survival. The beauty of the song is that it
manages to be both peaceful and deeply
unsettling at the same time.

THE DESERT AS A CHARACTER: A
LANDSCAPE OF THE MIND

The setting of "A Horse with No Name" is
crucial to understanding the line. The
desert is often used in art and literature
as a place of revelation, purification, and
madness. Without the distractions of
society, the protagonist is forced to
confront himself. "In the desert you can
remember your name," he sings. The
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isolation strips away pretense. The
banshee scream, therefore, could be the
sound of the protagonist's own psyche
breaking free. It is the scream of the
subconscious, the raw id, crying out for
something real. The buffalo meat
represents authenticity, substance, and
life in a world that has become "a
perfect disquise." The line acts as a
rupture in the gentle, folky melody, a
jarring note of chaos that reminds the
listener that this journey is not entirely
peaceful. It is a journey into the self, and
that self is hungry.

MUSICAL INTEGRATION: WHY IT
WORKS SONICALLY

From a purely musical perspective, the
line works brilliantly. The song's
structure is repetitive and hypnotic, built

on a simple two-chord progression. The
verses are conversational, almost
whispered. Then, after the second verse,
the "La la [a" hook kicks in, lifting the
energy. The line "The Banshee Screams
For Buffalo Meat" is placed right at the
end of that verse, just before the chorus
of "La la la." It acts as a punchline, a
payoff, a moment of clarity or confusion
that sets up the release of the hook. The
words themselves have a rhythmic
quality: "The Ban-shee Screams For Buff-
a-lo Meat." The hard consonants and
long vowels create a percussive effect
that mimics the wailing sound it
describes. Singers have to put emphasis
on the words, giving them a weight that
other lines in the song lack. It is a
masterclass in using language for its
sonic properties, not just its meaning.



CULTURAL LEGACY AND
ENDURING FASCINATION

Over 50 years later, "The Banshee
Screams For Buffalo Meat" has taken on
a life of its own. It has been parodied,
analyzed, tattooed on bodies, and used
as the title for books, blogs, and
artworks. It has become a shorthand for
a certain kind of impenetrable 70s
lyricism. The line is frequently cited in
lists of the most confusing song lyrics of
all time, but it is rarely mocked. Instead,
it is celebrated for its weirdness. It has a
gravitas that transcends its absurdity. In
the age of the internet, the phrase has
become a meme, a riddle, and a badge
of honor for music nerds. It is a
testament to the power of ambiguity in
art. A line that makes perfect sense

would have been forgotten. A line that
makes no sense, but feels profound,
becomes immortal.

The fascination also speaks to a deeper
human desire to find meaning. We want
to know what the banshee wants. We
want the riddle solved. But the genius of
the line is that it resists definitive
interpretation. It is a beautiful,
frustrating, and ultimately satisfying
mystery. It invites you to project your
own meaning onto it. For some, it is a
nature poem. For others, it is a drug trip.
For others still, it is a cry of existential
despair. It is all of these things and none
of them.

EXPERT OPINIONS AND FAN
THEORIES

Music critics have offered their own
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takes. Some see it as a deliberate non-
sequitur designed to jolt the listener
out of the song's hypnotic groove.
Others point to the influence of
surrealist poetry, where jarring
juxtapositions create new emotional
truths. Fan forums are filled with
elaborate theories. One popular theory
suggests the line is a coded reference to
the Vietnam War, with the "banshee"
representing the wailing of sirens and
"buffalo meat" representing the bodies
of soldiers. Another theory connects it to
the Iroquois legend of the Great
Buffalo, a spirit that provides for the
people. Bunnell has remained largely
amused by the speculation, never
offering a single definitive answer. This

ambiguity is likely intentional. He has
said in interviews that he likes the fact
that people argue about it. It keeps the
song alive.

CONCLUSION: THE ETERNAL
SCREAM IN THE WIND

"The Banshee Screams For Buffalo Meat"
is more than just a line from a 1972 folk
song. It is a cultural artifact, a linguistic
puzzle, and a perfect example of how art
can transcend logic. It proves that
meaning is not always found in clarity.
Sometimes, the most powerful
communication happens when we
bypass the rational mind and speak
directly to the primal, intuitive self. The



