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1. | When the Legend Becomes Fact





“When the legend becomes fact, print the legend.”


These words, spoken by newspaper reporter Maxwell Scott (Carlton Young) near the end of the film The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, may be the most consequential words uttered in film history. Scott has just learned that contrary to established lore, the bullet that killed the outlaw Liberty Valance (Lee Marvin) so many years ago did not, in fact, come from the gun of the idealistic Eastern lawyer Ransom Stoddard (James Stewart) but from the rifle of the rugged Westerner Tom Doniphon (John Wayne). Despite now-Senator Stoddard’s self-deprecating and unimpeachable admission, the seasoned reporter knows that the scoop should never see the light of day. The truth, Scott well understands, would be no match for the wildly popular origin story of a now-celebrated and respected public figure. When Scott crumples his printed report, Stoddard asks if he intends not to publish it. “This is the West, Sir,” Scott replies. “When the legend becomes fact, print the legend.”


On the surface, The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance is about the fall of the Old West and rise of the twentieth century. Looking deeper, the film weighs the passage of time and how we collectively tell stories about the past. In the twenty-first century, we have seen a move from analog to digital technology, a similarly disparate distinction between the frontier to modern civilization. Our lives have been transformed during both transitions. The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance is a multilayered rumination on time, having both historical nostalgia and an understanding for the necessity of progress.


The idea of printing legends is important to the history of popular culture. Historians look at Hollywood memoirs with caution, akin to asking, “Are we getting the legend or the facts?” Stars love to print their own legends. For historians, getting the truth about the past requires us to play the role of Ranse, standing between the powers of the past looking for a path forward. Does the author (say, Jack Warner) have a reputation for weaving self-fulfilling tales or (like Bette Davis) a penchant for blunt honesty.


When I was researching my biography on the Warner brothers, I was perplexed by the tell-all memoir written by Lina Basquette, Sam Warner’s wife. I asked historian Kevin Brownlow, who had come to know her, if she was trustworthy. He assured me that she tended toward the hyperbolic but was a trustworthy person in terms of the facts. As a historian, I’ve regularly found myself questioning legends. This is a large part of why this film has stuck with me for so long.


For a long time, I shied away from reading what others thought of The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance. This film had enough of an impact on my own work and intellectual growth that I didn’t want to know other’s opinions. This is the purest relationship one can have with a film, where seeing the film is completely fulfilling, where the viewer connects to every frame, each piece of dialogue. The film just works, as we might say. No doubt the combination of legendary talent in John Ford, John Wayne, Jimmy Stewart, Lee Marvin, and an impressive supporting cast had something to do with the film’s longevity.
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Figure 1. “The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance” title card






With its all-star cast, no other western connects such towering figures in a film with such deeply mythological implications. The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance is like King Kong vs. Godzilla, but with cowboy hats. The balance of the universe is at stake in both films, but on different terms, featuring the two major stars in opposition to one another. Ford could not have cast better stars to embody the tension between the frontier and the future of civilization. The big, tough Tom embodies the survival-of-the-fittest mentality of the Wild West. The lanky, cerebral Rans embodies the intellectualization of life that would civilize the modern world and bring the West into the next century. Rule by collective law is about to supersede rule by the dominant individual. Tom knows he is of a dying era. Ranse knows what the future will require. And through their combined fates, the lawless, frontier mentality of the Old West sacrifices itself for benefit of a new world where law will rule the land. From such perfect cinematic moments are legends made.


Although critics of the day may not have recognized the film’s greatness, often deriding it as little more than a “horse opera,” audiences knew a good thing when they saw it, and Liberty Valance became one of the most popular films of 1962. The film even established Wayne’s iconic and sometimes mocked use of the word “pilgrim” (see Full Metal Jacket). This film connects to nearly every western that came before or after. Its focus on the mythology of the West—printing legends—allows the film to operate on a level above the rest in how it critiques not just a specific history but how history is made and disseminated to others. The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance offers us a framework to critique these other works in how they use history.


Every film that has tackled a turning point in civilization has been informed by Ford’s 1962 masterwork. Some of the best filmmakers of subsequent generations were inspired by Ford. Martin Scorsese’s Goodfellas gives us the legend of the modern gangster while adding harsh facts to offer a more complete story. Steven Spielberg’s Saving Private Ryan upholds the legend of our Greatest Generation while offering the devastating reality that soldiers endured on our behalf. Both filmmakers openly and regularly praise Ford, their films often nodding to his work.


During this great film’s sixtieth anniversary, The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance received a grand nod of approval in Spielberg’s autobiographical flick The Fablemans (2022). In Spielberg’s film, Sammy Fableman (whose life is based on the director’s) gets a chance to meet John Ford in his office. This is a story that Spielberg himself has told numerous times and is also referenced in Joseph McBride’s exhaustive Ford biography. Sammy experiences exactly that Spielberg has told us. The kid sits in a waiting area surrounded by film posters, including The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance. When Ford allows him in, the director gives the kid a lesson on pinpointing the horizon in a painting. “If the horizon’s at the bottom, it’s interesting. If the horizon’s at the top, it’s interesting. If the horizon’s in the middle, it’s boring as shit. Now, good luck to you. And get the fuck out of my office.” For those familiar with Ford or who have seen the director’s cantankerous attitude to Peter Bogdanovich in Directed by John Ford (1971), the dialogue in this scene is easily plausible.




A HISTORY OF FLUCTUATING POPULARITY


In 1927, the Exhibitors Herald ran a study of northwestern and midwestern theater owners and found that westerns were their second overall choice for rentals. About a quarter of theaters chose westerns as the genre that gave them their best returns. Film Booking Offices of America (FBO, eventually merging into RKO) was primarily producing westerns, and their top star, Fred Thompson, was second in popularity only to Tom Mix.1


In the late 1920s, Fox was producing more westerns than any other genre. Of course, these were the days when John Ford was pioneering epic silent westerns like The Iron Horse (1924) and 3 Bad Men (1926). The genre was popular, and the Wild West was a real memory for many still alive in the United States. Wyatt Earp even spent time in Tinseltown sharing legends of his days in Tombstone. Old timers who lived through the Wild West spun first-hand tales and legends, some if which Ford eventually turned into films.


As the United States was climbing out of the Great Depression in 1939, a Motion Picture Herald headline proclaimed, “Westerns on Way Out as Public Taste Changes.”2 Most studios were “turning to melodramas” while some focused on “modernizing Westerns.” Certainly, during a time of economic desperation, films that spoke to the moment most directly worked for studios like Warner Bros. Major western stars like Tom Mix went on to other careers. However, the downturn would not last, as by 1939, the genre would be revitalized by John Ford as he took John Wayne from the B-film treadmill by introducing him in an A-list production with Stagecoach (1939). The Chicago Tribune described the film as a “treat loaded with suspense” before predicting Wayne’s ascension to major star “who will have feminine hearts doing handsprings.”3 The New York Times boasted how Ford “has a motion picture that sings a song of camera” as he “prefers the broadest canvas, the brightest colors, the widest brush and the boldest possible strokes.”4 The raves for not only Stagecoach but Ford’s other 1939 western, Drums Along the Mohawk, prefigures what would be a massive explosion of western popular culture in film and, later, television for the next two decades.


The Wall Street Journal reported that in 1948, a quarter of Hollywood’s output were westerns. “Filmland’s cowpokes are dusting off their saddles and guitars,” TheWall Street Journal reported, “and [they] are starting to gallop through the 100 sagebrush epics scheduled for shooting this year.”5 Producer Harry Sherman, who brought Hopalong Cassidy to the big screen, had produced 157 westerns up to that point and claimed that any of them costing up to $1.5 million were “as reliable as ham and eggs.” The genre’s reliability was based on three components: “action, putting the hero in physical jeopardy, and a chase.”6


Many of the early westerns were popular among children, who often came to inexpensive daytime screenings. The B-film grindstone was perfect for those action-packed westerns. In fact, theaters in Los Angeles that specialized in westerns reported that “the problem is how to get young patrons out of the theatre, not into it.” Cap guns had to be checked at the box office because screenings turned into make-shift shootouts. Many of these low-budget films were shot in a series, with the same main actors, creating a universe of sorts that audiences would be familiar with. For example, John Wayne starred in a series of such films for Warner Bros. under producer Leon Schlesinger in the early 1930s.


Andre Bazin’s The Evolution of the Western (1955) tracks the genre’s more literary track throughout the 1950s.7 Bazin acknowledges the genre’s rebirth after being nearly nonexistent during World War II (John Ford and many others were off serving, of course). Films like The Gunfighter (1950), The Naked Spur (1953), and Vera Cruz (1954), for Bazin, build on the classic genre tropes of adventure to add more literary feelings, sensibilities, and lyricality to the story. Bazin summarizes his view of westerns as having “novelistic” characters, meaning that “without departing from the traditional themes they enrich them from within by the originality of their characters, their psychological flavor, and engaging individuality, which is what we expect from the hero of a novel.”8 Such characters perfectly prefigure the moral conflicts of Liberty Valance’s Ranse and Tom, both of whom understand that for the betterment of society, they must do something they don’t want to do.


Nobody embodied the western hero more than John Wayne, who was the top star in Hollywood throughout the 1950s. The Motion Picture Herald billed Wayne as the “star of stars” in 1955.9 Hollywood made fifty-four westerns in 1958 (roughly 28 percent of their output). Films like blacklist fable High Noon, John Ford’s The Searchers, Howard Hawks’s star-studded Rio Bravo, a range of Anthony Mann–directed westerns starring Jimmy Stewart, and George Stevens’s epic films Shane and Giant all helped the western maintain top billing toward the end of the decade.


However, as that generation of stars and filmmakers retired or died, the popularity and cultural stature of the western began to decline. The genre that had been such a powerhouse for decades, like the superhero genre of today, had lost its appeal, and audiences, who were now oversaturated with westerns both on the big screen and on TV, were turning to other forms of cinematic entertainment. Despite a trend of revisionist westerns directed by auteur filmmakers that kept the genre engaging, its popularity was nothing compared to previous decades.


By the time The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance was released, television westerns had become ubiquitous. The 1950s saw multiple seasons of Roy Rodgers and Gene Autry series. Zane Grey had an anthology series. Rawhide, the show that introduced Clint Eastwood as a leading western hero, had begun its six-year run in 1959. And in 1962, when The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance hit the big screen, television audiences were sitting down to watch The Virginian, which would run for nearly a decade. The genre was so omnipresent that timing was perfect for a film that managed to comment on almost the entirety of the American frontier story.


The lack of Native American characters in The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance may raise eyebrows and is something Ford would remedy in his 1964 production of Cheyanne Autumn. Having Native Americans excluded from The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance tracks with the film’s message about legends. Ford was nostalgic about the past, perhaps to a fault, and including Native Americans would have forced him to reckon with the treatment of Indigenous peoples on the frontier. Instead, the film is dedicated to maintaining the accepted American narrative and celebrating the legend of rugged individuals who kept order on the frontier. Of course, at the same time, Ford is lifting the veil by reminding us that behind every legend is the rest of the story.
















2. | Mythologizing the West





When John L. O’Sullivan used the term manifest destiny in 1845, he did not realize that he had coined an expression that would define a movement, an era, and an eternal idea. It wasn’t until other newspapers jumped on his catchphrase, originally published in the Democratic Review, that it came to highlight the perceived right to expansion assumed by the United States. Throughout the 1800s, the United States was expanding fast, from the Louisiana Purchase to the invasion of Florida that resulted in the Transcontinental Treaty. Seeking new boarders seemingly became the government’s favorite pastime. During his 1893 address at the Wisconsin Historical Society, history professor Frederick Jackson Turner spoke of the continued pursuit of the frontier as a “perennial rebirth” that continued America’s “touch with simplicity or primitive society” that defines “American character.”1 The famous “frontier thesis” was first presented as a scholarly paper presented at the American Historical Association (then the Organization of American Historians) during Chicago’s 1893 World’s Fair.


Turner described the frontier as “the meeting point between savagery and civilization” where the “wilderness masters the colonist.”2 Seeking the frontier builds character by stripping the civilized individual of progress and forcing them to get in touch with root forms of survival. Turner did more than wax nostalgic about the character-building escapades driven by manifest destiny. He also fully understood that these years were plagued with Indian Wars and Native American removal policies. It was also not simply the US Government’s sense of endless empire that drove us west; individuals had their own reasons for setting out into the great unknown. Many were driven west by the promise of prosperity during the California Gold Rush. Others simply sought a better life over the horizon. As Turner observed, “The exploitation of the beasts took hunters and traders to the West, the exploitation of the grasses took the rancher west, and the exploitation of the virgin soil of the river valleys and prairies attracted the farmer.”3


Turner defined the Westerner, the symbolic rugged individual, as one “with a grim energy and self-reliance [that] began to build up a society free from the dominance of ancient forms … who defended himself and resented governmental restrictions.”4 The American character was defined by the frontier and its associated mentality informed by freedom from structure. Turner argued that American democracy was borne “out of the forest, and it gained new strength each time it touched a new frontier.”5 Hence the identity crisis when the frontier closed. As the country coped with this new orientation, people like the character Tom Doniphon were forced to cope with their own fading identities as rugged bearers of community strength.


Turner’s frontier thesis has long dominated conversations of the frontier and its Wild West sub-history. Contemporary notions of freedom and rugged individualism harken to Turner’s analysis of the frontier, where, during a brief period, “the bonds of custom are broken and unrestraint is triumphant.”6 Understanding the American West via manifest destiny dominated popular culture for generations, ranging from Zane Grey’s dime novels to Hollywood’s films. The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance operates, through an extended flashback, at the end of the frontier as we collectively understood it. The common conception of frontier as a Wild West setting can largely be understood as the decades preceding 1890, at which time the US census determined that there was no longer an advancing frontier line.


The location of the frontier changes over time to fit the ideas and interests of a given era. For the frontier in cinema, locations range from across to globe to outer space—the final frontier. Historian Clyde Millner has argued that “the west has no set of external boundaries, it has no fixed geographic or cultural unity.”7 Because of this vast range of possibilities, the American West is something that almost anyone can imagine. When John Ford created his visions of the American West, Japanese director Akira Kurosawa utilized his own frontier interpretation for his samurai films. Sergio Leone utilized the American West in Italian westerns, taking the notable television actor Clint Eastwood and making him world famous as the man with no name in the Dollars Trilogy. George Lucas’s Star Wars franchise is often labeled as a space western. In the twenty-first century, the western has become somewhat of a prestige undertaking exemplified in films like The Power of the Dog (2021). There have also been interesting horror-western mashups, such as Ravenous (1999), Zombieland (2009), and Bone Tomahawk (2015). Contemporary applications of the frontier mentality and rugged individualism persist in television shows like Justified and Yellowstone.


In her essay “Selling the Popular Myth,” Anne M. Butler parallels the frontier’s heroic mythos with the common interpretations of Davy Crockett. The coonskin-capped frontiersman embodies “real and imagined events” that “captured important aspects of ‘Americanness.’”8 The folk hero stature of Crockett is unique in that what he really said, did, or thought matters less than his Westerner-frontiersman identity, a status that was cemented during his leadership in Texas during the revolution in 1836 and after his death at the battle of the Alamo Mission in San Antonio, which itself became a mythological locale of the American frontier.


As Butler points out, Crockett’s “feats are tightly woven into the fabric of values that many Americans think they exhibit and cherish,” such as “independence, honesty, fair play, self-reliance, loyalty, courage, justice, [and] love of freedom.”9 Of course, each of these buzzwords has been interpreted differently throughout history. For example, many people in the 1800s thought that relocating Native Americans to reservations was just. One’s idea of justice—be it legal justice or frontier justice—depended on where one stood in North America.


The American West, as historian Dee Brown has described it, has become a clichéd model to examine the nation in both in its contemporary and historic forms. However, it was the “nameless settlers” who “put down roots,” “believed in manifest destiny,” and were driven by “Providence” to settle down on the frontier.10 There is a point at which the frontier was conquered, the American West was settled, and the clock was ticking for those who felt most free on the frontier. The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance operates during this final transition period, when civilization was becoming the standard and laws were enforced. Although frontier justice may have lost its acceptability in the eyes of the law, it lingered in the American West as a necessary means during the region’s fitful last years of settlement.







THE MAN WHO SHOT LIBERTY VALANCE AND THE HOLLYWOOD WESTERN



Acclaimed critic Robert Warshow, author of the 1954 essay “Movie Chronicle: The Westerner,” explored the significance of the classic western that would be deconstructed years later in films like The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance. “The two most successful creations of American movies,” Warshow claimed, “are the gangster and the Westerner: men with guns.”11 The traditional western hero, like the gangster, is a commanding and powerful man with a mythical presence who somehow manages to hold onto an element of reality. Western hero and gangster both derive their power from the end of a gun barrel, each feeling that he is doing what’s right. Justified in their causes, the gangster and Westerner share many qualities. Yet while the Westerner traditionally rides off into the sunset, the gangster often dies alone in a hail of gunfire.12


Warshow explained that the western hero stands for some version of frontier justice and claims to fight to keep order; however, this will “never correspond exactly to his real motives; they only offer him his opportunity.”13 Without the need to continually defend justice, the Westerner would serve no purpose. He would just be another man in the town, drinking and brawling. He revels in his honor, which gives him a sense of invulnerability that is the source of his charisma. The Westerner remains relevant because he lives in the contemporary world, where he “presents an image of personal nobility that is still real for us.”14 Having one foot in reality and the other in myth is a primary reason why westerns work as social commentary. One can use the western to comment about gender inequality, American racism, the nature of violence, the moral ambiguity of a vigilante, the problem of a black-and-white view of right and wrong, or the necessity to understand order versus chaos. For example, The Wild Bunch (nature of violence), Johnny Guitar (inequality, parable for the blacklist), Forty Guns (role of gender in society), Shane (role of the gunfighter) and The Searchers (explores right and wrong as well as a view of Native Americans) each easily connect to the era in which they were produced.


Warshow saw the Westerner through one primary lens, that “he is a killer of men.”15 Many films, from George Steven’s Shane (1954) to Clint Eastwood’s Unforgiven (1991), tackle the uncomfortable reality that some of these heroes would not be heroes without bloodshed. Tom Doniphon’s heroism is tied up in his ability to enact violence, to be the toughest guy “this side of the picketwire.” To speak about many frontier heroes honestly would be to admit that they are driven by violence, regardless of which side of good and evil they are on. The Westerner’s most important asset is his gun, though “it is not violence at all which is the point of the western movie, but a certain image of a man, a style, which expresses itself most clearly in violence.”16 It is the image of what a man looks like when participating in such action that is the attraction to him. Warshow tells us that “a hero is one that looks like a hero,” as he recalls seeing boys play with guns imitating the heroes they see on TV and in comic books.17 They are less concerned by the idea of hurting others and more focused on the image of toughness that the gun provides. It is this toughness that comes to be scrutinized as the genre evolved. John Wayne has always been a shining example of tough, rugged, frontier individualism.


The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance offers a critique about changing times. The western in the 1960s was nearing the end of its decades-long run as a major genre, while the culture in America and Hollywood was also changing. Movie studios were being bought out by conglomerates, the industry’s founders were dying, and directors like John Ford, who had been in cinema since the beginning of the form, were nearing the ends of their careers. New audiences were coming to the movies, the biggest crowds since 1946, which meant demands for new stories and new stars—Steve McQueen, James Coburn, Yul Brenner, Eli Wallach, Robert Vaughn, and Charles Bronson. Movies continued to grow in popularity, but the number of productions was down significantly from the years when a Hollywood studio could crank out well over fifty films per year. The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance provided the genre a useful closing point from which new filmmakers could start afresh.


The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance perfectly incorporates standard genre tropes like rugged individualism, frontier town, and a lawless outlaw. The location, despite not using Monument Valley’s stunning vistas, is standard frontier stuff. We have a carpentry/undertaker parlor, newspaper office, town’s primary restaurant, a saloon, a ranch, and a convention hall. The film also incorporates poetic storytelling devices, many stemming from Dorothy Johnson’s short story, such as the desert cactus rose and the silver knobbed bullwhip. These props signify the film’s emotional struggle, which echoed the struggle of many communities during the death of the so-called Wild West and the encroaching progress of the future.
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