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The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance.

USA, Ford/Paramount, 1962. Director: John Ford. Script: Willis Goldbeck, James Warner Bellah. From story by Dorothy M. Johnson. Photography: William H. Clothier. Art Directors: Hal Pereira, Eddie Imazu. Editor: Otho Lovering. Music: Cyril J. Mockridge. 122 mins.

Cast:

Ransome Stoddart    -    James Stewart.

Tom Doniphon         -    John Wayne.

Liberty Valance     -      Lee Marvin.

Pompey            -            Woody Strode.

Hallie Stoddart        -     Vera Miles.

Dutton Peabody      -     Edmond O’Brien.

Link Appleyard       -      Andy Devine.

Peter Ericson         -       John Qualen.

Nora Ericson         -       Jeanette Nolan.

Doc Willoughby     -       Ken Murray.

Starbuckle              -       John Carradine.

Maxwell Scott        -       Carleton Young.

Floyd                -             Strother Martin.

Reese                -             Lee Van Cleef.

Ford acknowledges the mythic nature of America’s history of the West. The “domestication of the wilderness” and the “creation of the garden of the world,” the “coming of civilization,” all are shown to be based on a false notion. “Law and Order” is in fact the result of a ruthless struggle for power between competing interests. The “hero” has lived a lie and politics is seen to be based on a myth. Ford compounds the irony by filming in black and white and by replacing the sombre heroics of The Searchers with a mood of profound melancholy. The newspaperman’s famous remark “When the legend becomes truth, print the legend,” becomes a statement of what Ford has been doing in all his Westerns. At this moment the American cinema becomes conscious of its role in creating the myth that has sustained the long held belief in the virtue of its Western expansion and therefore of the establishment of the Nation as a whole. This process of mythopoesis, exposed here by Ford, is, of course, an essential part of the process whereby any dominant ideology is legitimised. 

When the film first appeared critical reaction was hostile. The reversion to black and white was seen as eccentric and the film’s character as an anti-western caught audiences unprepared. It has since been acknowledged as one of Ford’s finest achievements.
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