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“You know, your ma helped me to realize somethin’. The way I figure it, if there’s going to be hardship, regardless of what kind of man I decided on bein’ … Well, I want to rest in peace knowin’ I struggled for somethin’ that was worth it to me. I suppose it’s sort of like livin’ up to be the kind of fella that you can admire.”

 

— Alan Gates (portrayed by Henry Fonda), in Pick Up the Gun, My Son

 


 

Orson Welles was developing his adaptation of Othello and taking on more acting roles to fund the project when he was approached by Tyrone Power with a script and an opportunity to direct.

Pick Up the Gun, My Son was a Western adapted from a novella by its author, who credited Power for sparking its creation. It was originally to have been made with Edmund Goulding, who had directed Power in two films following his return from military service during World War II: The Razor’s Edge (1946) and Nightmare Alley (1947). But the box office failure of the latter, which had also been a personal endeavor for Power, prevented him from obtaining financial support from producer Darryl F. Zanuck, who was then head of the studio where he was under contract.

Popular for his swashbuckler and romantic leading roles, Tyrone Power was becoming increasingly unhappy with his career. His handsome looks had proved a marketable asset for 20th Century Fox, and the studio was reluctant to grant its star’s desire for more complex and challenging parts, fearing it would damage his bankable image. As a result, Power grew more vocal about his discontent, lamenting that his own famous features were what prevented him from securing the meaningful and serious roles he yearned for.

 

Author and screenwriter, Tracy Little, was born in the spring of 1923. The youngest of two children in a poor white Appalachian family in Tennessee, she fell in love with the movies when she saw Sergeant York (1941), starring Gary Cooper, at the age of eighteen. Her obsession with the medium ignited her desire to become a writer, and nearly three years later, she published her first short story (a rural thriller), which she dedicated to Cooper, as well as to director Howard Hawks.

Little’s approach to “fishing for ideas,” as she called it, was to imagine pairing an actor with an actress, or a film director, and creating an ideal scenario that would bring characters to life in her mind. This method provided the raw material for a story, but the process was also deeply personal. It often served to reveal and heal old wounds. At the same time, it allowed Little to acknowledge her own passions and abilities.

Like many moviegoers, Tracy Little admired matinee idol Tyrone Power. Upon reading of his professional frustrations, she was inspired to write what would become her most personal tale to date. With the help of her editor, Power was contacted through his agent and provided with an advance copy from the pulp magazine where the story was set to be published. The actor gratefully purchased the rights and, after some correspondence, hired Little to adapt it for the screen.

Orson Welles and Tyrone Power spent several months trying to raise the necessary capital to fund the production. Welles sought out investors in Europe, while Power persisted with the major studios back home. By this time, Fox had permitted Power to seek roles elsewhere, provided he fulfilled his studio commitments between these external projects.

One obstacle was the story’s call for Power’s face to be made up, rendering him unrecognizable and devoid of glamour, which in turn required another major star to help sell the unusual “psychological” Western. Eventually, the project attracted the attention of actor James Stewart and director Anthony Mann. Mann persuaded Welles and Power that he could secure financial backing if granted the directorial reins, and the project finally moved ahead. Welles quickly rewrote the villain's role for himself, and Stewart officially joined the cast.

However, shortly before filming was scheduled to begin, Mann dropped out due to creative differences with both Welles and Power—and Stewart left with him. “Power’s baby,” as it had come to be known, was now in jeopardy of losing its financiers.

But Darryl F. Zanuck proved sympathetic to Power's plight. He intervened by helping to attract director Fritz Lang, while Power sought out his former co-star, Henry Fonda, and persuaded him to take over the role that had belonged to Stewart. Performing on Broadway at the time, Fonda reluctantly agreed, but only on certain terms and for specific hours.

Henry Fonda had twice sworn never to work with Fritz Lang again, first after You Only Live Once (1937) and again after The Return of Frank James (1940). Lang’s demanding, authoritarian style, honed in Europe, was notoriously difficult for some Hollywood actors, including Spencer Tracy. However, Tyrone Power, having just worked with Lang on American Guerrilla in the Philippines (1950), was prepared for the challenge. With the support of both Power and Welles reassuring him of the project’s artistic value, Fonda’s third and last outing with the director proved to be a professional and ultimately rewarding collaboration. This final, successful partnership brought the film's fraught production to a close, and Pick Up the Gun, My Son was released in the autumn of 1951.

The resulting film bore the unmistakable aesthetic of its director, a deliberate clash between the innocent, vibrant palette of a children's storybook and a dark, noirish mood. A key component of this was a visual style that benefited greatly from Fritz Lang’s training as a painter in his native Austria and his mastery of the mood and tension found in German Expressionism and film noir.

 

Pick Up the Gun, My Son tells the story of two starkly different lives that intertwine not on a familiar desert plain, but in the dense forests of a remote northwestern town. The first belongs to twelve-year-old Bobby Gates, a kind, gentle, and compassionate innocent.

The film begins beneath a mountain creek, with the camera directed towards the surface, seemingly traveling slowly with the current. Before it halts under a pair of small feet, a quote from the 9th-century Sufi mystic, Mansur Al-Hallaj, reads: “I saw my Lord with the eye of the heart. I asked, ‘Who art Thou?’ He answered, ‘Thou.’”

We first see Bobby in a close-up through the eyes of a young girl. They sit beside each other on the bank of the creek, cooling their bare feet in the water. We see her through his eyes, as she awaits his kiss, which he delicately bestows in a follow-up close two-shot. As we will quickly come to find out, he is a boy defined by the legacy of his parents: his father, a reformed outlaw turned family man, has just returned from a three-month cattle drive. His mother, a saintly woman who soothed her husband's wilder instincts, has instilled in her son a deep-seated desire to find and live up to the potential within himself.
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