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Introduction





Lone Star had its origins in John Sayles’s first visit to the Alamo. While in San Marcos, Texas, where he was working on the 1978 horror film Piranha, he used a day off to visit the iconic San Antonio landmark. There, a band of Texans, along with James Bowie, Davy Crockett, and William B. Travis, held off General Antonio López de Santa Anna’s Centralist army for thirteen days, before falling on the morning of March 6, 1836. Since those days, the Alamo has become a symbol of American sacrifice in the name of freedom. Commander-in-chief of the Texas army, Sam Houston invoked the loss, shouting “Remember the Alamo!” when his forces decisively defeated Santa Anna at the battle of San Jacinto, a little over a month later.


The Alamo story has been repeatedly reproduced in literature and film, transforming the battle from “a site of defeat in 1836 to a powerfully rendered and racially produced icon of American cultural memory,”1 that solidified beliefs about Anglo and Mexican racial difference.2 As a foundational legend in Texas, the Alamo in its popular representations celebrates freedom-seeking Anglos in contrast to their criminally vicious Mexican rivals.3 Chicana writer and activist Gloria Anzaldúa argues that the battle became a symbol that “legitimized the white imperialist takeover,” beginning with the formation of the Republic of Texas.4 Before being annexed by the United States in 1846, the independent republic was represented by a flag with a single star on it, leading to Texas’s lasting nickname of the Lone Star State.


Sayles himself had grown up watching the 1954 Disney television miniseries Davy Crockett, starring Fess Parker, and the heroic 1960 battle film The Alamo, directed by and starring John Wayne as Davy Crockett, but on the day of his visit Chicano protestors were circling the mission, questioning “Why don’t you tell the whole story?”5 The protestors explained to Sayles that the fight for Texas freedom also was an attempt to retain the institution of slavery, which had been outlawed in Mexico. Sayles recognized that the question of slavery had been omitted from Texas history books, along with other complexities of the story of the Alamo. The encounter prompted him to contemplate how certain histories have been silenced in the production of official narratives.6


In John Ford’s 1962 The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, having just discovered that Random Stoddard (James Stewart) had not actually killed Liberty Valance, a reporter for the Shinbone Star famously concludes, “When legend becomes fact, print the legend.” Valance suggests that at both a local and national level, identity and progress involve suppressing certain narratives in favor of unifying legends.7 Similarly, Lone Star features a town whose identity hinges on a mythic fabrication—the legend of Sheriff Buddy Deeds. Both films offer a mediation of the relationship between history and memory, and how legends are solidified in official narratives. For Sayles, one key question is this: “What happens when your legends are not useful anymore, they’re actually holding you back?”8 Lone Star deliberates whether it is possible to leave history behind, to “Forget the Alamo.”9 Ultimately Sayles suggests that to move forward “you’ve really got to examine your legends and revise them toward the true complexity of the situation.”10 This complexity reveals that, unlike the title image of the Lone Star or the polarizing legend of the Alamo, personal and communal histories are tied together often more closely than we may want to acknowledge.11




PLOT AND GENRE


Directed, written, and edited by John Sayles, an American independent filmmaker, the Western film Lone Star was released in 1996. Set in the present-day fictional small town of Frontera on the Texas/Mexico border, the film opens with the discovery of a decades-old skeleton on a rifle range, the remains of the racist and corrupt former sheriff, Charley Wade (Kris Kristofferson). It had long been presumed that Wade was driven from town by Buddy Deeds (Matthew McConaughey), a former deputy who succeeded him for a long tenure as Frontera’s beloved sheriff. The discovery of Wade’s remains prompts current sheriff Sam Deeds (Chris Cooper), who had always lived in his father’s shadow, to question Buddy’s legacy and his involvement in Wade’s death. Sam’s investigation into his father’s past leads to the resurfacing of other long buried secrets. He reconnects with Pilar Cruz (Elizabeth Pena), his forbidden teenage love, whom he ultimately discovers is his half-sister—born of an affair between Buddy and Pilar’s mother, Mercedes Cruz (Miriam Colon). Sam learns that Mercedes’s husband Eladio was murdered by Wade for smuggling migrants across the border, and that after Wade’s disappearance, Buddy embezzled county funds to help Mercedes open a restaurant in Frontera. Now a respected business owner and councilwoman, Mercedes casts the deciding vote in naming the town’s courthouse after Buddy. The contested courthouse dedication highlights competing voices in Frontera and further spurs Sam’s investigation. Sam questions Mayor Hollis Pogue (Clifton James), another former deputy who repeatedly warns him to leave the past alone, and Otis Payne (Ron Canada), the owner of Big-O’s, a bar serving the town’s African American community. Otis’s estranged son, lieutenant colonel Delmore Payne (Joe Morton), has recently returned to Frontera to lead its soon-to-close army base, offering Otis the opportunity to meet his grandson, Chet (Eddie Robinson). While anchored by a murder mystery, Lone Star investigates a series of interconnected family histories, as well as Frontera’s simmering racial and political tensions. Sayles positions Frontera on the cusp of social and institutional change, prompted by a series of border crossings and multicultural encounters.


With more than fifty speaking parts, and an intricate, bilingual, and time-shifting narrative, Lone Star challenges easy genre categorization. Critics have often labeled the film a neo-Western that brings Western themes into a contemporary setting. It is set in southwest Texas, characters wear cowboy hats and boots, and the film focuses a lot on law and order. However, Kimberly Sulze notes that “from the outset, it is clear that we are not in cinematically familiar terrain—either in the Hollywood sense or in the classical Western genre sense. The visual portrayal of the landscape is different, the use of sound is different, and so are the characterizations.”12 That is, Lone Star eschews grand landscape shots, much of the sound comes from the world of the film, and characters are notably diverse.


Lone Star’s depiction of the West as multicultural has led some to describe the film as a revisionist western. However, Sayles does not view the film this way. He has said, “As far as I’m concerned, it is not revisionism to included Mexican American culture or African-American culture or any of the many other different groups. If you’re talking about the history of the United States, you’re always talking about those things, from the get-go.”13 However, films in the Western genre were not intended as reflection of the past itself, “but rather our contemporary idealized version of the past,” meant to reflect current values.14 Lee Clark Mitchell cautions that “no stable version of a genre transcends a particular moment, since genres are always being reshaped by each new potential member,” and that the Western genre has constantly changed over time.15 However, Sayles intentionally breaks from the “formula stories that have a proven audience and track record.”16


[image: John Sayles stands in a white tank top with his right arm extended out front of him. Turned toward his right, Sayles looks directly at Chris Cooper, who is dressed in the sheriff costume of his character Sam. The scene’s background is dark and blurry, with an off-frame light illuminating Sayles’s face.]

Figure 1. John Sayles provides direction to Chris Cooper.






Lone Star’s departure from the Western formula occurs in several ways. In Western films, wearing a badge “typically mean[s] … represent[ing] goodness and responsibility,” a signal that justice will be enforced.17 However, the first badge shown in Lone Star, half buried in the dirt, is the one that belonged to Charley Wade, a character antithetical to heroism. Further, Western films often focus on solitary protagonists, usually white males, who are called upon to restore order to a community, but never truly become part of it—among them, those in films such as George Steven’s Shane (1953), Ford’s The Searchers (1956), and Clint Eastwood’s The Outlaw Josey Wales (1976). In contrast, Lone Star follows multiple characters, representing Anglos, Mexican Americans, and African Americans in central storylines. Tarancón Juan Francisco writes that unlike the classic Western, the structure of Lone Star recognizes “the many diverse experiences of the different people that inhabit the West create a kaleidoscopic vision of the past where not one, but many paths crisscross to create a complex, vibrant and multifaceted vision of present U.S. society.”18 Rather than reinforcing fixed Western narratives of Anglo frontier triumph, manifest destiny, and rugged individualism, the focus of Lone Star is on “contact, exchange and hybridization.”19


In the American Studies Association presidential addresses delivered in 1997, Mary Helen Washington takes up Lone Star’s representation of a multicultural society as what one character refers to as a “damn menudo.” Sayles, Washington argues, creates a “cinematic menudo” through his representation of border crossings and “inter-racial and inter-ethnic exchanges.” She writes, “Sayles’s menudo represents the multicultural moment as a messy, contentious process in which the resolution of disputes is not as important as the freer play of long-silenced voices.”20 This approach places “the cultural myth of white supremacy” under critique; it also places in view “Sayles’s vision of south Texas as the multi-racial, multi-ethnic world he says it has always been. Black, Hispanic, and Native American cultural threads are woven—and interwoven—so pervasively into the texture of the film that visually, aurally, and linguistically these cross-stitchings become the cultural norm that frames the action of Sayles’s characters.”21 The following year, Janice Radway built on Washington’s address by suggesting that Lone Star models a vision for the field of American Studies that resists the “premature closure” that can occur in a search for a “distinctively American ‘common ground.’”22


Sayles’s “cinematic menudo” stylistically draws from multiple genres, echoing texts ranging “from classic westerns, border movies, film noir, murder mysteries, to Mexican American writing.”23 In addition to the parallels with Ford’s Valance, Neil Campbell notes that Lone Star also pays homage to Orson Welles’s Touch of Evil (1968), a film that represents the border “as a space of complex exchange and porosity, where corruption and the law are entwined like the very histories of the people who live there.”24 In Touch, a well-known example of film noir, information is revealed to the viewer from multiple perspectives, including, slowly, the extent of Hank Quinlan’s corruption. Robert M. Young’s The Ballad of Gregorio Cortez (1982) tells and retells the story of the same event—the shooting of a Karnes County sheriff by Mexican American farmer after a misunderstanding—through its use of the multiple perspectives of its storytellers. In unravelling Lone Star’s central murder mystery, key information likewise comes in pieces, the effect of which fragments a linear storyline. Perhaps the most notable cinematic device Sayles employs in Lone Star is his use of live segues (discussed in detail in chapter 2), which are continuous pan shots that are used to create continuity between past and present. There are no dissolves, fades, or other usual cinematic markers—a technique loosely inspired by Welles.25 Sayles’s approach requires patience from the audience, as watching it is like entering the world of a long novel.


Lone Star’s runtime is two hours fifteen minutes, and is largely absent of violence, sex, or action scenes. Amid the heavy dialogue, multiple voices overlap at times and thus demand careful listening.26 Sayles has described his desire to challenge audiences who are accustomed to mainstream films that provide tidy explanations and, “to an extent, where your genre expectations are always met.” While he consciously uses some characters as relatable to provide a connection point for the audience, his deeper concern is to “tell the story completely and not in shorthand,” giving each character their full due.27 Melissa Clark Jones observes that Sayles “avoids stereotypic or cardboard characters, manipulative plot twists, special effects, and overly polemical or dramatic solutions. Instead, his characters come to their personal transformations and understandings through narratively overlapping micro-epics.” Through this approach, he “creatively revises the audience’s experience of traditional genres, history, and heroism.”28 Despite his diversion from set formulas, Sayles harnesses the power of genre conventions and the persistence of the West’s frontier myth, recognizing that both provide important points of entry and connection for audiences. Sultze suggests that Sayles was able to work in such a manner because of his marginalization in the Hollywood system.29









JOHN SAYLES, FILMMAKER


As an acclaimed independent director, writer, and novelist, Sayles has been recognized as one of the most important contemporary filmmakers depicting American culture. With a career that now spans almost fifty years, he began working as a novelist and, early in his film career, as a screenwriter of monster movies for director Roger Corman on films such as Piranha, Alligator (1980) and The Howling (1981). His debut as a director was on the microbudget 1980 Return Of The Secaucus 7. This film follows a group of college friends reuniting at a New Hampshire summer house, which some commentators have likened to The Big Chill. He further built his reputation with ensuing films, Brother from Another Planet (1984), Matewan (1987; also starring Chris Cooper), Eight Men Out (1988), City of Hope (1991), Passion Fish (1992), and The Secret of Roan Inish (1995). Shortly after Lone Star, Sayles went on to direct Men with Guns (1997), a Latin American political drama filmed in Mexico in Spanish and Mayan.


From Matewan, portraying a 1920s coal mining strike in West Virginia, to Passion Fish, which follows an injured actress’s return to her home in the Louisiana bayou, Sayles trains his attention on regional specificity, focusing on the competing interests and voices of the communities he depicts. Some of his more recent novels, such as Yellow Earth (2020), set during an oil boom in North Dakota, and Jamie MacGillivray: A Renegade’s Journey (2023), which moves from the Scottish highlands to colonial America, are expansive in scope, yet remain deeply tied to local histories.


Sayles often directs, writes, and edits his films, finalizing production from his garage at his farm in upstate New York, where he lives with his producing and life partner, Maggie Renzi. When Sayles accepted funding for his 1983 film, Baby It’s You, and then was not able to make the changes on the final cut, he committed to retaining creative control on his projects.30 To be able to self-finance projects, he took work as a Hollywood script doctor, reshaping scripts for films such as 1995’s The Quick and the Dead and Apollo 13. When questioned about why he has avoided making films in the Hollywood system, Sayles responded, “It seems to be a mutual decision,” noting a misalignment between the stories he wanted to tell and the films that Hollywood sold.31 Lone Star earned Sayles his second Academy Award nomination for best screenplay (following Passion Fish) and remains the most critically celebrated of his films.


The script for Lone Star was bound up with Sayles’s exposure to and expectations regarding Texas history, from early television and film about the Alamo, to a hitchhiking trip he took across the country in his early twenties. When he traveled through Texas, he was surprised to find that the borderline between the United States and Mexico did not neatly divide Anglo English speakers and Mexican Spanish speakers in the ways he had pictured. Over time, Sayles became “fascinated with the idea of the history of Texas as a very compressed metaphor for U.S. history,” with the state’s revolution, civil war, and reconstruction occurring within twenty-five years.32 He began to imagine a story that would include different cultural groups along the border, as well as the state’s violent history—in his resolute belief that in Texas, the story “had to be about murder.”33


In writing the screenplay as a murder mystery, Sayles was inspired by the work of the American-British novelist Raymond Chandler, who used detective stories to illuminate aspects of race and politics in America. He said, “So for me, that [premise] that there’s been a murder and ‘who did it,’ sent me off on an interesting story about our border, Texas specifically, but also about borders in general.”34 Once committed to the story, Sayles wrote quickly, completing a draft in a couple of months. He did not initially have the resolution of who shot Wade, but as in Chandler’s novels, the resolution of the murder mystery was not the point.35


Once Sayles wrote Lone Star, he attained financing from Castle Rock Entertainment, a film and television production company founded in 1987 as a subsidiary of Warner Bros. Pictures, the five-million-dollar budget significantly larger than any of his prior films. While it was a departure to accept outside funding, Sayles had confidence in working with Castle Rock due to his prior work writing a film for director Rob Reiner, a cofounder of the company. He explained, “They are a company formed by filmmakers and not businessmen, agents and deal makers. They understand that you make the commitment to the screenplay and the filmmaker.”36 A production company, Rio Dulce, was formed as the legal entity for Lone Star. Maggie Renzi and Paul Miller served as coproducers, John Sloss served executive producer, and a streamlined crew of about fifty was employed on the film.







CAST


In a book about the production of Matewan, Sayles claims, “Cast a movie well and half your troubles are over.” If characters are engaging and believably presented, he writes, the audience will overlook many other shortcomings in a film.37 The comparatively larger budget for Lone Star allowed Sayles more freedom in his casting selections. At its center are three generations of white Texas sheriffs—Charley Wade, Buddy Deeds, and Sam Deeds—each representing a very different approach to law and order. In casting these characters, Sayles, casting director Avy Kaufman, and the production team selected three actors with ties to Texas.


Identifying Kris Kristofferson to play the villainous Wade required him to play against type, but Sayles recognized that “Kris Kristofferson is not only from Texas; he’s from the border. He knows that world. He knows that music. He knows those redneck sheriffs.”38 Born in Brownsville, Texas, Kristofferson’s father was a major general in the US Air Force. After his family moved to California, Kristofferson graduated with a degree in literature and won a Rhodes scholarship to study at Oxford. He joined the US Army and advanced in rank before leaving for a songwriting career in Nashville.39 A singer and songwriter who wrote for hundreds of artists, including Johnny Cash (“Sunday Morning Coming Down”) and Janis Joplin (“Me and Bobby McGee”), Kristofferson became part of the country supergroup The Highwaymen and was inducted into the Country Music Hall of Fame in 2004. Beginning in the 1970s, he found a concurrent second career in film and acted in more than fifty films. He starred in Sam Peckinpah’s Pat Garrett & Billy the Kid (1973), in Martin Scorsese’s Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore (1974), and in Frank Pierson’s A Star is Born (1976).40 After the outsize box office failure of Michael Cimino’s epic western Heaven’s Gate (1980), Kristofferson’s film career slowed somewhat, but Lone Star presented a new kind of role. Although he had never been cast as a bad guy before, Kristofferson’s gravelly voice and imposing screen presence made him an effective villain.


In casting Matthew McConaughey as Buddy Deeds, Sayles was looking for someone with the screen presence to play off Kristofferson but without the weight of celebrity status. At the time, McConaughey had appeared in only one film—Richard Linklater’s Dazed and Confused. One of Sayles’s favorite parts of that film was “that laid-back Texan, that ‘just keep living’ guy.”41 Sayles learned that McConaughey was a film student from Ulvade, Texas, with an easy familiarity with the borderlands. McConaughey’s turn as Buddy was quickly followed by a starring role in Joel Schumacher’s adaptation of John Grisham’s A Time to Kill, which was also released in 1996. That role placed McConaughey amid a major publicity push, leading Sayles to comment at the time, “Matthew is a good, hard-working young actor and I hope he can survive all the hype.”42 McConaughey appeared to take his growing fame in stride, often appearing on magazine covers with his beloved dog. His cast deal memo for Lone Star, under “other,” notes: “bringing his dog.”43


In the 2000s, McConaughey went on to star in a string of romantic comedies, which, though successful, made him feel pigeonholed in his career. He returned to Texas with his family, determined to stay at his Austin ranch until a compelling Hollywood role came along. This strategy ultimately led him to parts in dramas such as Jean-Marc Vallée’s Dallas Buyers Club (2013), which earned him Academy Award and Golden Globe for best actor.44 In 2015, McConaughey became a visiting instructor in the Department of Radio-Television-Film at the University of Texas at Austin, before joining the faculty as a Professor of Practice in 2019. He developed curriculum for, and coteaches, a film production course in the department.45 Both Kristofferson and McConaughey were inducted into the Texas Film Hall of Fame in 2006.


Chris Cooper, who had played key roles in Matewan and City of Hope, was Sayles’s choice for Sam Deeds “because he had that iconic American Gary Cooper thing” and because he had the ability to “play a subtext.”46 As Sam quietly and purposely investigates his father’s past, he keeps his expressions guarded and his words few. In these scenes, as one reviewer observed, Cooper’s “uncanny ability to express interior states makes his closeups particularly eloquent.”47 Cooper is also a native Texan, with both sides of his family going back generations in the state. He also had experience in the Western genre, having played Sheriff July Johnson in the miniseries Lonesome Dove (1989). Cooper would go to win an Academy Award for best supporting actor for his role in Spike Jones’s Adaptation in 2002.


As the casting of Cooper suggests, Sayles often returned to the same actors for his projects. Cooper later collaborated with Sayles on Silver City (2004) and Amigo (2010). Echoing the film’s three generations of sheriffs, three generations of the Payne family—Otis (Ron Canada), Delmore (Joe Morton) and Chet (Eddie Robinson)—further underscored the theme of strained father/son relationships. Sayles had previously worked with Morton on The Brother from Another Planet and City of Hope. Miriam Colon, a Puerto Rican actress with a long Broadway, television, and film career, known for playing Al Pacino’s mother in Scarface (1983) and her role in City of Hope, was cast as Mercedes. Elizabeth Peña, a daughter of Cuban immigrants who had been acting since age eight, and who also had starred in a short-lived legal drama created by Sayles, Shannon’s Deal (1990–1991), was cast as Pilar.


Beyond the core characters, Lone Star’s large supporting cast includes “a conservative bartender, illegal immigrants, high school students, a roadside souvenir stand owner, army privates and sergeants, a story-hungry journalist, and a Texas football fanatic.”48 Frances McDormand, who plays a small but memorable role as Bunny Kincaid, Sam’s ex-wife, was nominated for a Best Actress Academy Award for her role in Fargo in 1996, the same year Lone Star was released. Even minor characters experience full narrative arcs, including Enrique (Richard Coca), who plays a busboy at Mercedes’s diner. Sayles drew on his own experience as an actor in thinking through these side characters, recalling that no matter the size of the dialogue, a tethering point must exist to the broader story.49







MAKING THE FILM


Much of Lone Star was shot in Eagle Pass, Texas, a town with a population of under 27,000 in 1995, just across the border from Piedras Negras, Coahuila, in Mexico. Eagle Pass is a small town with fast food restaurants, chain hotels, a mall, and movie theater; the cast and crew set up camp at the local La Quinta Inn. Sayles recognized the importance of accurately portraying this border town. To help avoid any false notes, he drafted extras from the community and selectively shared his script with locals to be sure that place-based details were correct.50 While the history of Eagle Pass itself was informative, Sayles imagined Frontera as “kind of a composite of a bunch of towns down there.”51


Most of the film’s sets were built from abandoned buildings. The drive-in, the most ambitious set piece, was built from scratch.52 Reportedly, two million dollars of the total production sum was expended in Maverick County, home of Eagle Pass. This provided a modest boost to the local economy as residents were hired as extras, and living expenses of the cast and crew benefited the county. Even though set in the fictional town of Frontera, residents could easily point out the identifiable Eagle Pass locations from shots of Main Street, the Maverick County Courthouse lawn, and City Hall.53 Gaining access to certain locations in Eagle Pass also provided Sayles a sense of the town’s distribution of wealth—filming locations on the Rio Grande, for instance, required the production company to lease land from wealthy Anglo ranchers.54


[image: A whitewashed welcome sign reading “Bienvenidos, Eagle Pass, Texas,” stands between two roads and shrubbery. Background trees surround the sign and highlight the back- and-white contrast of the white sign with black letters.]

Figure 2. Eagle Pass, Texas.






Sayles enlisted cinematographer Stuart Dryburgh, who was a recent Academy Award nominee for his work on Jane Campion’s 1994 film The Piano. Dryburgh, who grew up in New Zealand, was drawn to the opportunity to work in the American Southwest with its arid desert landscape that he had only seen in movies. It seemed a “no brainer” to Dryburgh that the film should be shot in CinemaScope’s widescreen anamorphic format, using Panavision cameras and lenses.55 As one reviewer noted, this format allowed for “the juxtaposition of voids and actors conferring intimacy of a sort quite distinct from that possible in the narrower frame.”56


The southwest Texas landscape further dictated Dryburgh’s approach: Its dusty bleached-out desert infused the film’s color, which at times contrasted with the bright fluorescent lights of the diner or school. He was particularly conscious of moving between the two time periods represented. From the timeline suggested in the film, Lone Star spans about forty years, moving from the late 1950s, with the disappearance of Wade and Buddy’s appointment to sheriff in 1957, to present-day mid-1990s, following Buddy’s death in 1991.57


The film’s music also created a bridge between time periods and cultures. At times, the present-day scenes are scored with music from the past, providing subtext, or a “gut feeling” to the audience.58
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