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LT 247: Hollywood Directors.

Week 5, Class 4: The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962).

1. Ford’s elegy for the mythic West.

   By 1962 Ford was 68 years old. He was to make only four more full feature films, of which The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance is surely the finest. Each of these remaining four films has a elegiac quality. Cheyenne Autumn (1964) tells of the cruel fate of the remnant of the Cheyenne at the hands of White America in the late nineteenth century. It is, perhaps, Ford’s own comment on the depiction of the Indians (Scar is a Cheyenne) in The Searchers. In Donovan’s Reef (1963) John Wayne and Lee Marvin grow old disgracefully in what is, in effect, laughter in the face of death. In Ford’s last film, Seven Women (1966), the main character is a woman who sacrifices her own life to save others. The appearance of a woman as the main character of the film is another straw in the cultural wind. 

   The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance took critics and audiences by surprise. In 1962 it was generally considered that colour had displaced black and white, particularly for the Western, relying as it did on spectacle and landscape for much of its appeal. In addition the sense of grief and loss that pervades the film seemed quite out of keeping with the mood of the times. (However the film did well at the box office. Gallagher records that its first year domestic gross was $3.2m., which is rated as “very good”.)  Kennedy was President and seemed to many to herald a new optimism regarding American politics. He called for the conquest of a “New Frontier” of progressiveness and appealed to the idealism of the young. But Ford’s film stated quite clearly that America’s vision of the history of the frontier, of the “domestication of the wilderness” and the bringing of civilization to the savage West, was false. That “history” was a myth founded on lies, or at least fictions, and hopelessly compromised by inescapable political realities. Above all the true heroes of the West were those who had been able to meet the wilderness on its own terms and fight its violence with a violence of their own. In conquering that violence, these men, like Ethan Edwards, destroyed their own world. They handed it over to the men of “civilization” for whom the printing press and the law book were the weapons that mattered, but whose art was that of compromise and the creative untruth. At the time these ideas seemed as reactionary as the return to black and white. Kennedy was assassinated one year later and Ford’s vision has come to seem both sad and sophisticated. The postmodernist’s declaration of the death of the grand narratives was implicitly forecast in this late Ford work. The newspapers may “Print the Legend” but after The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance we are always aware that legend is exactly what it is. 

   The proponents of Auteur Theory were apt to suggest that the auteur made the same film repeatedly. This would be a limiting simplification if it were true. In the case of Ford one can see continuities of theme and technique in his Westerns particularly. At the same time one can trace a line of development from the optimism of My Darling Clementine, to the sombre tragedy of The Searchers, and finally to the sense of grief and disillusionment that pervades The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance. It seems quite clear that Ford (and Hollywood) responded to the changing mood of America and the world and that he did revisit the “history” that formed the setting for his films and reviewed it in a critical manner. The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance clearly deals with many themes besides those of civilization/frontier, history/myth, garden/wilderness; we may easily identify race (white/non-white), gender (male/female roles), action/words, freedom/order, education/instinct, democracy/individualism and, of course, violence/law. The location of individual characters within these structuring oppositions is complex.

2. This Week’s Reading.

Joseph McBride’s biography of Ford contains, as biography must, a good deal of anecdote concerning Ford’s working methods and his relationships with actors. It helps to explain how Ford was able to impose his own vision so effectively and completely on his best films, as auteur theory would have us expect. The section on The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance informs us that Dorothy M. Johnson, the author of the original story, was “a journalism professor at the University of Montana,” (p. 624) a fact that is reflected in the film’s preoccupation with the role of the press in making both history and myth. He outlines the very significant ways in which the film departs from (or rather adds to) her original story. We are also given some indication of Ford’s ferocious treatment of the likes of Wayne and Stewart. McBride suggests that the film “was John Ford’s artistic summation,” (p. 623) and he claims it as “the most important American film of the 1960s.” (p. 623) He records that Ford deliberately chose to film in black and white because he wanted to refer back to the old days of the silent western, where the visual was all (and, we might add, the cinematic myth of the West was first created by the likes of Ford himself.) As ever Ford valued the effects that could be achieved by means of imaginative lighting (not available with colour). McBride points out that Ford was not overmuch concerned with “realism” in Liberty Valance and I have already suggested that this is the case in much of Ford’s work. He reads the film in terms of its comment on the relation between history and myth and also records its prophetic status in terms of America’s optimism about its future and its faith in its “heroic” past. He asserts that “. . . Liberty Valance is the directors cinematic testament,” and “the grand summation” of his career.” (p. 626)
Tag Gallagher’s John Ford: The Man and His Films provides a comprehensive account of Ford’s life and work. The section on The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance gives a detailed reading of the film from start to finish and is related to a close observation of the film text itself. Gallagher draws attention to the fact that the film “lacks exteriors almost entirely. Its manner is theatrical - long scenes of talk - and it focuses on the town, as opposed to the range; statehood as opposed to territory, civilization as opposed to wilderness; words (law and education) as opposed to the gun. The application of all this to the USA [1962] of today, is implicit, and a major intention of the film: the past as prelude.” (p. 385). Gallagher identifies the principal theme of the film, characteristic of Ford’s whole oeuvre, as the order/chaos dichotomy in parallel with repression/freedom. The oppositions are not simplified into straightforward  good/evil but contain contradictions within themselves.  It is the violent psychopath who is named “Liberty.” The civilized man of law cannot prevail against him without the (unacknowledged) force of Tom Doniphon behind him. But Tom cannot survive the coming of civilization either. Gallagher sees Tom destroyed by the men of words, Stoddard the lawyer and Peabody the newspaperman. Tom also exemplifies freedom; he holds chaos at bay through his own moral strength and his prowess with the gun. Gallagher does not emphasise the way in which Tom, like Ethan, destroys his own world by protecting the homely world that he himself cannot enter. Tom’s fate is worse than that of Ethan. Ethan remained at the end of his epic, a mythic figure, an archetype. Tom is utterly destroyed, since, in protecting the man of law for Hallie’s sake, he loses the very thing that would have made “home” possible for him; he also acts against his own precious sense of honour. Stoddard lost his honour at the same time, but as a politician he cannot survive on honour. He must play the part that society’s need for myth has assigned to him. But he also loses that which would have made it worth while; as Gallagher points out the cactus rose suggests that Hallie, like Martha, chose the wrong man. (Perhaps the film suggests that there cannot be any “right man” in these circumstances. Tom would have crushed Hallie’s sense of self. Note that the original story was written by a woman [Dorothy M. Johnson], a fact not generally noted by critics, along with gender aspects of the film.)

   In Gallagher’s final chapter headed Conclusion, he gives a detailed account of Ford’s methods of working, his cinematic technique and of the way in which his films “work.” It will be clear that this is strongly informed by auteurist ideas and it contrasts with Buscombe’s account of the making of Stagecoach. He draws attention to what he believes to be the inadequacies of a number of theoretical critical positions and makes his own position clear. (I have suggested similar ideas in previous classes.) “A Ford movie, it cannot be overstressed, is first of all an aesthetic pleasure visually; it demanded beautiful images. Often it is the painterly style of Ford’s pictures that first distinguishes him to audiences. At times this painterly manner has fallen into fashionable disrepute, and people have claimed preference for, say, the newsreel-like straightforwardness of De Sica or the extremely desaturated colour of the early seventies. Yet Ford believed that ‘pictures, not words, should tell the story,’ and the conscious aestheticism of his compositions is not separable from his narration.”  (p 462). (Compare with the opinions of Robert Warshow, class 3). Gallagher points out the way in which Ford conceived his films in pictorial terms and relied very little on a written script. “Ford’s cinema, . . . is almost unique in rarely giving the impression of having been born via translation from prose. His movies seem rather to have been conceived directly in visual terms (and not so much antiliterary, as aliterary in origin). Ford never outlined what he was going to do on paper, and he treated his finished script almost as a preliminary outline. Once on set, huge quantities of pages would be discarded, much dialogue would be improvised, all the staging and cutting (rarely indicated in the script) would be ‘invented.’”  (p. 465). Gallagher says that Ford concentrated on the actors and worked very hard with them to get the “natural” performances he wanted. He saw them in visual terms and placed minimal emphasis on dialogue. Gallagher quotes Ford as saying “When movies are best the action’s long and the talk’s short. When a film tells a story and reveals its characters to us in a suite of simple, beautiful and animated shots, that’s a movie.” (p. 466) Gallagher also alludes to Ford’s noted mastery in “cutting in the camera” (ie filming exactly what was needed to create a sequence, leaving the editor the simplest of tasks). “Cutting and framing are Ford’s most basic aesthetic articulations; until perception of them becomes a vital part of one’s movie watching the cinema of John Ford will remain essentially unexperienced.” (469)

It will be clear that Gallagher holds Ford in the highest possible regard and sees him as the quintessence of the cinematic auteur. One should always be treat with caution the opinions of one who writes about his cultural hero. At the same time Gallagher has much to say on Ford that is enlightening and instructive. This kind of critical writing is designed to enlarge our experience of the works under consideration. It aims to add generosity of response to critical awareness, something which most contemporary criticism regards with disdain.

Henry Nash Smith first published Virgin Land: The American West As Symbol and Myth in 1950. It superseded the interpretation of the frontier given by Frederic Jackson Turner in The Frontier in American History. The section I have recommended, Ch. XI. “The Garden of the World,” outlines the economic and political forces that drove the process by which the North American interior was appropriated by westward migrants and notes the overwhelmingly agricultural nature of the initial resulting economy. Nash Smith also notes some of the characteristics of the mythology that drove this process and both legitimised and idealised it. The notion of the garden as the ideal stems, of course, from biblical mythology, itself a version of the wider “myth of the pastoral” to be found in classical and other mythologies, and rooted in societies for which agriculture was the principal economic activity. (That this myth retains its power may be observed in current British attitudes to the countryside, although it now serves as a debilitating source of nostalgia and generates a “heritage industry” devoted to the fabrication of Baudrillardian simulacrae- re-creations of originals that never existed in the first place.) The relation of the “garden” created in the American West to the biblical Eden is doubly significant for a nation whose belief in its own “Exceptionalism” stems largely from the Puritan strain of its notional origins. These ideas informed those who most effectively expressed the ideals of the new republic; most famously Jefferson. In his “Notes on the State of Virginia” he states the ideal citizen to be the independent yeoman farmer; the West was to be the place where countless numbers of such sturdy folk could find the land they needed, “empty,” awaiting only the axe and plough. The relevance of these ideas to The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance is clear enough. The “creation of the garden” is the “project” that forms the backdrop to the action of the film. The “domestication of the wilderness” is the theme that links all Ford’s westerns but in this case he makes clear the part played in this process by violence, political ambivalence and mythicisation. Nash Smith’s account, although it updates Turner, is itself updated by further revisionist accounts of the history of the period. We may note that “The Garden of the World” makes only one mention of the Native Americans, a passing reference to a “bloody Indian war”. The Indians are indeed absent from The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance but Ford has portrayed them in his other westerns in a variety of ways. 

   There is an acute irony in the history of the spread of agriculture to the vast American interior. It was believed that the huge agricultural production that this would generate would lead to corresponding increases in the wealth of individuals and the nation. In fact the effect was quite the opposite. Overproduction was so great that world prices for grain and other crops collapsed. Not only were American small farmers reduced to poverty but those of England and the rest of the world also. The resulting ruin of British farming lasted until the second world war. American agriculture passed into the hands of “agribusiness” at an early stage as only very large scale operations could compete. On the plains of Oklahoma drought and high winds produced the dust bowl - the grassland having been ploughed up there was nothing to hold the soil together and it literally blew away. The farmers of the region were driven off the land by absolute destitution. Their plight was one of the issues addressed by the Roosevelt administration of the 1930s. John Steinbeck’s novel, The Grapes of Wrath, dealt with the experience of the “Okies” who migrated to California in consequence of the dust bowl. We shall be considering Ford’s film version of the novel next week.

Extracts from The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance.

(i) The start of the film. The train, bringer of change to the west. An atmosphere of sadness, emphasised by use of black and white (as in the case of newsprint). Stoddart in pompous politician vein. The newspaper men demand a story and the politician cannot deny them. Note, as before, limited use of point-of-view shot and suture; the audience is (mostly) granted an “objective” view. 

(ii) A funeral - but we do not see it. The demand for the story of Tom Doniphon. The stage (reference to Stagecoach). “Go West” . . . “Stand and Deliver”  The stolen watch. Stoddart is brave and honourable but cannot prevail. He is armed with words only.  Liberty Valence, who obviously can read, rips up the law and beats its man. 

(iii) Peabody at “Peter’s Place.” Ford’s characteristic use of comedy to punctuate and emphasise the serious. Frontier vs civilization - cutlery. Gender roles - the change of power relations when it is necessary to read.

(iv) The newspaper and its political role. Education, literacy, democratic politics about economic interests. Tom disrupts the class - frontier vs civilization. Gender and race - Hallie “You don’t own me.” Votes  vs guns. Stoddard undertakes frontier education.

(v) Election day.   Citizenship, the immigrants, democracy (for white males). Politics about material interests rather than human rights or justice. “Bar’s closed”  - frontier vs civilization, chaos vs. law, order. Ford’s genius for orchestrating group scenes. Political meetings replace all Ford’s usual means of signifying community (weddings, parties, funerals - we do not see Tom’s funeral. There is no “home.” Peter’s Place is a restaurant - Tom’s home is destroyed). 

Stoddard nominates Tom. Tom, the individualist, refuses nomination - nominates Stoddard - power begins to pass from Doniphon to Stoddard, from the man of action to the man of words. 

Valance cannot  overcome the people as a whole but the conflict has to be individualized - on the frontier all issues are personal and thus matters of honour. Stoddard is the transitional figure between two conceptions of “right,” personal honour and collective political and social order. 

(vi) Peabody quotes Shakespeare - the ultimate man of words. Valance makes him eat his words and assaults the press. 

(vii) The Territorial Convention. More dynamic Ford group work. Comedy and the sense of the democratic vitality of American politics - its “razmataz.” Peabody’s account of the “history” of the West. His nomination of Stoddard as “A great champion of law and order.” This will shortly prove to be a myth, like the “history” itself.  The Indians get their only mention (as savages). 

(viii) Exit Tom, desolate; “Hallie’s your girl now.” Stoddard accepts the nomination - the two will not meet again - in life. “Print the legend.”  The words are torn up - the pictures tell the underlying story - the cactus rose. On the train - “Aren’t you proud?” “Nothing’s too good for the man who shot Liberty Valance.” Stoddard in non-politician vein. The train returns whence it came - the mournful whistle, America’s most evocative sound. Reference to Thoreau, The Machine in the Garden. 

John Cant.
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