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LT 247: Hollywood Directors.

Week 3, Class 2. John Ford: Stagecoach (1939).

 1. John Ford (1894 - 1973).

   There is a substantial body of opinion to the effect that John Ford was one of the world’s greatest directors. Orson Welles claimed to have learned film-making from “the old masters - John Ford, John Ford and John Ford.” 

    We are now familiar with the significance of genre in creating the language of film and the Western is one of the most enduring. It is surely the most characteristically American genre and John Ford would have to be regarded as its foremost exponent. Originating in the “Wild West Show” and dime novels of the C19th. and given greater cultural status by novelists such as Owen Wister (The Virginian [1902], Zane Grey (Riders of the Purple Sage [1912] et al) the Western has continued to stimulate literary output. Larry McMurtry, (Lonesome Dove [1985], Dead Man’s Walk [1995], Comanche Moon [1997] et al), has married the traditional populism of the genre to a revisionist history of “the West;” his fictions are unmistakably postmodern in their self conscious irony and that use of pastiche which implicitly contradicts the notion of “grand narrative.” The most remarkable revisiting of the western as a literary genre is that of Cormac McCarthy whose Border Trilogy (All the Pretty Horses [1992], The Crossing [1994], Cities of the Plain [1998] portrays the myth of the West as a romantic delusion possessing destructive power for contemporary Americans, in terms that are too intensely serious to be regarded as pastiche. 

    The attractions of the western for the cinema were soon apparent to the fledgling industry - established popular appeal, outdoor settings, action, mythic connotations - it is no surprise that the western was a staple of the silent cinema and Ford was associated with movie making from its earliest days; his brother Francis was an early director. The influence of D.W.Griffth is clearly discernable in Ford’s work. Ford himself learned the craft from the “bottom up” but by 1920 had already made quite a number of one and two reelers, most of them westerns. His most notable early work was The Iron Horse [1924]. By the 1930s Ford had established a reputation with the studios as a master of the craft but it was Stagecoach [1939] that gave him a wider reputation and first critical and international success. He shared, with Alfred Hitchcock, the distinction of being an attraction in his own right; film posters would display his name as director. 

It should not be thought that Ford made westerns only, in fact his reputation with the studios was based on films such as The Informer [1935], set in the Ireland of the 1920s (Ford was proud of his Irish roots and “Irishness” frequently colours his films) and Mary of Scotland [1936]. He made films about America’s “Old South” (Judge Priest [1934], Steamboat Round the Bend [1935], The Sun Shines Bright [1953]), Ireland (The Plough and the Stars [1936], The Quiet Man [1952],  The Rising of the Moon [1957]) and much more besides. John Baxter (*see below) lists 130 films as directed by Ford from The Tornado [1917] to Seven Women [1966]. 
    Ford’s values are easily determined from a viewing of a variety of his films (as per auteur theory). He features the heroic individual but portrays him as tragically excluded from the greatest good, which is community. The importance of community is emphasised by the almost invariable depiction of social gatherings, parties, weddings, celebrations of all kinds - usually featuring music and dancing. (c.f. Griffith) He favours the democracy of the people over the privilege of wealth and class. He respects the military virtues of courage, comradeship, fidelity, duty. His western films trace the evolution of the myth of the west, particularly “the domestication of the wilderness”. He portrays human beings as puny and vulnerable in the face of the awesome power of nature. Almost all Ford films are characterised by the interplay of light and dark, quite literally; Ford is a master of the use of light and shadow. This interplay reflects his concern with death; the shadow of death lies behind all his heroes; community is emphasised again by funerals which are very common in Ford. At the same time he fills most of his films with humour and is never afraid to express sentiment. This opposition of light and dark is characteristic of Ford’s method in general. He creates implicit meanings through oppositions of groups, individuals and aspects of the mise-en-scène. (See notes on extracts).

   His shooting style can probably be best described as “plain” - most shots are at medium range and feature a stationary camera. Ford is particularly concerned with “composition” in the painterly sense and this is evident in every shot. He is the great master of action, crowd scenes, parades; he orchestrates large groups of performers with unmatched skill, managing to maintain complete control of complex situations while combining immediate communication with the audience and a sense of absolute vitality and spontaneity. He uses music with particular effect. Ford worked for long periods with a set groups of actors, both stars and supporters, so that they became accustomed to what he required; this was particularly significant when shooting action (consider Stagecoach). He employed Native Americans extensively in his westerns and paid them union rates - an unusual practice at that time. Ford admired the military prowess of the Indians who fought the Americans on the plains in the C19th. 

   Ford worked quickly and efficiently. He brought in his films in rapid time. What he shot required minimal cutting. His efficiency saved the studios money. His success brought them profits. It was for these reasons that Ford was able to negotiate the system in sharp contrast to, say, Orson Welles. 

Ford himself was something of a contradiction - he espoused the democratic virtues and the primacy of community; at the same time he was highly individualistic and had the reputation of being “difficult.” It is perhaps his determination, strong will and egotism that enabled him to survive and flourish in the demanding world of Hollywood for so long. 

2. Books on Ford. 

The most comprehensive accounts of Ford and his work are probably John Ford: The Man and His Films, Tag Gallagher, University of California Pres, 1986 and  Searching for John Ford: A Life, Joseph McBride, Faber, 2003.
There are short works devoted to Ford’s movies and these can be useful, especially for factual research - dates, cast lists etc.  - John Ford, Peter Bogdanovich, Movie Magazine Ltd.  1967 & * The Cinema of John Ford, John Baxter, Zwemmer/Barnes, 1971. 

Gallagher, Bogdanovich and McBride are all in the library, which has a good deal of other material on Ford. 

Stagecoach, Edward Buscombe. This is another monograph in the BFI Film Classics series. Buscombe’s account is very useful from a number of points of view. It is a comprehensive account of the whole process by which the film came to be made and therefore conveys an idea of the complex way in which commercial and artistic considerations interact to create (or not) something as complex and expensive as a feature film. It places the director as auteur in relation to the other contributors to the film-making process, making clear that the gifted director is a key figure in this kind of film production but at the same time indicating the crucial roles played by others and the way in which the whole is an enterprise founded on the expectation of profit, subject to the dictates of business and the needs of publicity. We gain an insight into the roles of producer and script-writer in particular, and due attention in paid to performers and the importance of the star system. Buscombe also gives clear accounts of the main themes of the film and explains some of the more significant technical aspects of its creation. This is a brief text that can be read in an evening. I recommend it - it is much more comprehensive in scope than more specialised and theoretical readings and is all the more relevant for this reason.

3. This Week’s Reading.

“Stagecoach: the Classical Western par excellence” in Film Analysis: A N R, Matthew Bernstein. 
Bernstein presents a clear and very detailed analysis of the themes of the film, together with an account of aspects of its varied style. He makes much of its complex interweaving of notions of class and democracy, community and individualism, the accepted and the outcast. He notes the film’s ambivalence, the manner in which the heroes have to be ‘saved from the blessings of civilization’ despite the film’s message of America’s ‘Western’ project  being that of the bringing of civilization to the wild frontier.  (cf Mark Twain’s Huck Finn ‘lighting out for the territory.’) The importance of ‘democracy’ as a frontier virtue reflects the thesis of Frederic Jackson Turner, itself later challenged by Henry Nash Smith (the garden of the world). Ford’s ambivalence challenges both mythologies especially in The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance. 
“The Spectator-in-the-Text: The Rhetoric of Stagecoach.” Nick Browne. Browne delivers a semiotic analyse of a sequence from Stagecoach. In so doing he extends our understanding of the technique whereby the spectator’s “point of view”  is “located” by narrative technique. He points out that the method of “suture,” involving shot/reverse shot to fix the spectator’s identification on a character in the action, is far from comprehensive in its account of the process of creating spectator subjectivity by means of “narration” as proposed by Tom Gunning. In short there are a great many sequences in any film that do not follow this pattern (Gunning himself does not suggest otherwise). Browne explains the way in which “point of view” in the Dry Fork supper sequence sutures to Lucy and also directs the look towards her (2 different classes of subjectivity) but does not produce audience identification with Lucy. This is because the narrative (in temporal and emotional terms) has already established audience sympathy with Dallas. (Browne is not very forthcoming about how this has been done. Students should be able to think of at least one very simple way in which  this has been achieved, one which goes to the heart of the Hollywood system.) Browne suggests that Ford’s use of the camera and of mise-en-scene in general has the effect of rendering the narrator invisible - unnoticed by the spectator. He also implies that Ford is well aware of the means by which he is constructing his texts and has a great, if implicit understanding of what he wants to do and how he can do it. There is a clear implication in Browne’s analysis that Ford achieves a perfect synthesis of technique and meaning in sequences such as this. 

4. Extracts from Stagecoach. 

(i)   The stagecoach arrives at its first stop. Monument valley; the interior/exterior, “insider”/ “outsider,” nature/civilization, long-shot/medium-shot oppositions; soldiers, music, complex action involving groups. Francis Ford, the cult of alcohol. 

(ii)  The meal. “Social” occasions (meals, parties, weddings, funerals) are very common; they indicate the central importance of community  for Ford. This community is often preserved by the actions of a hero who is unable to become a member. The “insider/outsider opposition is made clear and is a source of meaning that structures the film.

This is the sequence analysed by Nick Browne. It is clear that Ford places his camera and composes his mise-en-scene with great care and deliberation. He is a conscious creator of what he wishes the audience to see and  how he wishes them to see it. These effects are used to convey meaning. The point-of-view shot is used very sparingly in Ford. As Browne points out suture is rare. The sequence presents us with the social division within the world of the stagecoach and makes it clear that it is Lucy Mallory’s moral point of view that is structuring the division and she is the focus of the scene; but the audience does not identify with her in either the visual or moral sense. 

The West is democratic - a place for new starts in life - but only after it has been tamed. Composition and the choreography of individual movements within the group are essential elements of Ford’s method.   

(iii) Ringo and Dallas in the corridor. Deep focus photography - earlier than Welles. Ford uses lighting in very highly stylised ways. He is very fond of back-lighting. His mise-en-scène can be seen as very “painterly” in this as in other respects. The corridor links the oppositional indoors/outdoors so important in Ford’s westerns.

(iv)  Fording the river, the chase, the rescue. The Indians as a part of “wild nature” to be tamed. Vivid and compelling action; stunts; horsemanship. Hatfield a man of death. 

(v)   The Shootout. Darkness, death, lighting creates atmosphere. The final shootout is shown indirectly. 

The structuring oppositions of Stagecoach are many and, in some cases, complex. Consider the various meanings of  urban/wilderness, Ringo/Luke Plummer, Ringo/Hatfield, Dallas/Lucy Mallory, Curly/Buck, Gatewood/Peacock, Gatewood/Doc Boone, Whites/Indians, indoors/outdoors, passengers/drivers, law/justice, civilized/savage. The last of these is the major structuring opposition - but the dichotomy is not a simple one. “Savage” is also brave, exciting and resourceful; “Civilized” is also murderous, effete and corrupt. 

All the themes and techniques mentioned above will appear in the other Ford films that we are to see, reinforcing the notion of Ford as auteur. However we must not forget the many influences Buscombe mentions and the contributions of Nichols (script), Glennon (photography), Wanger (producer) and last, but by no means least, the performers. 

Ford tends to structure his narratives as a sequence of vignettes, self-contained sequences confined to a single time and place but forming a coherent whole. It is this structure that leads, in part, to the editor’s remark that Ford films needed little cutting.

5. The Myth of the West.

Ford’s westerns present us with a mythicised version of the history of the west. Stagecoach is concerned with the west as a place of democratic values and new beginnings. The outsider can find a place there but only after avenging a past wrong (the law gives no redress on the frontier) and taming both the wilderness and the Indians. Later Ford westerns interrogate this mythology as America’s understanding of its own history undergoes revision. Other directors were to carry this interrogation further. (Sam Peckinpah, The Wild Bunch [1969]; James Guercio, Electra Glide in Blue [1973]; Martin Scorsese, Taxi Driver [1976]; Wim Wenders, Paris Texas [1984]; Clint Eastwood, Unforgiven [1992]; among others). 

6. Political Readings.

There are clear political readings that were particular to the time. The figure of Gatewood has an obvious significance for a society still in the throes of the depression. In 1939 Roosevelt was also trying to persuade a reluctant America to back the European democracies against fascism. 

Certain aspects of the film remind us that it is inevitably of its time and place. In terms of the US of the 1930s the ‘message’ of the film is progressive. To our eyes now the portrayal of Native Americans and women is reactionary and prejudiced. Ford’s films do trace changing attitudes to race and gender in subsequent years. In 1939 he still had some 25 years of film-making before him.  
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