Pod Cast – Film Review of “The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance”.
It is the American West at the end of the 19th century; cowboys and Indians, the law of the gun where trouble was settled in a dusty street by two men, at high noon, by whoever could draw their Colt six-shooter pistol the fastest.  Fearful townspeople, hired gunslingers, marauding gangs of outlaws waylaying stagecoaches and trains, the lone sheriff with his tin star standing firm, the hanging tree.  All of these images are deeply embedded in the American psyche when thinking about “how the West was won,” placed there by the uniquely American art form, the Western movie.  In the film The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, these images form the backdrop of a film that is much more nuanced.  This is not a movie about good vs. evil as so many Westerns are; it is about life, the inherent unfairness of it all, and how stories, real or imagined, become more important than the objective truth. 
The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance is a film about the settling of the American West towards the end of the 19th century.  Released in 1962 and directed by John Ford, where he, in essence, created the myth of the American West we all grew up with, and that formed our thinking about the “wild, wild West.”  The story takes place in a Western territory where the ideas of the “law of the gun” and “men handle things by themselves” is still preeminent. That said, it is clearly seen that change is coming as the railroad arrives in town, and more traditional “law and order” common in the East is taking root.  The movie was well received both critically and by the public when it was released in April 1962, but the Oscars shunned the film, with its only nomination coming for costuming, which it did not win.  Oscars aside, in 2007, this move was selected by the Library of Congress as being “culturally, historically or aesthetically significant,” and the film was enrolled in the preservation program in the U.S. National Film Registry.   
This film takes the viewer to the tiny town of Shinbone in the 1890s, to tell the story of the killing of a stagecoach robber named Liberty Valance, who is cast as the movie’s villain.  At the beginning of the movie, Liberty Valance and his gang waylay a stagecoach that carries an idealistic new lawyer named Will Stoddard from the East who heeds the call “go West, young man.”  The young lawyer is robbed, badly beaten by Valance, and left for dead.  He is rescued by a local homestead holder Named John Doniphan, who is also an experienced gunslinger who brings Stoddard to town, asking a local woman to help him.  As he heals up, Stoddard wants to bring the robber Valance to legal justice, rejecting the local saying “out here a man settles his own problems.” Here is the main plot line of the movie, the death of one way of life, the rule of the gun, and the birth of a new way of life, where a code maintains law and order.  Mixed in with this struggle between old and new is Stoddard’s and Doniphan’s rivalry over a beautiful young woman working in the town’s chow hall, who is attracted to both Doniphon and Stoddard and eventually falls in love with Stoddard.   
And then there is the big plot twist.  The film’s climax is the final confrontation between Stoddard and Valance.  Stoddard has taken up the gun, realizing that his best intentions of instituting the rule of law will not deal with the problem of Liberty Valance.  Frightened but resolute, Stoddard walks slowly along a boardwalk of the town’s main road, gun in hand.  Valance stumbles out of the local bar, drunk and taunting Stoddard.  Stoddard raises his gun, takes aim, at the same time, hidden from view in an alleyway, Doniphon shoots Valance with his rifle and then quietly withdraws.  Stoddard, the man who came to town to instill a sense of the rule of law and refusing to carry a gun and has now become a hero for killing a man with a gun to bring justice to the town.  But the truth is, Stoddard did not kill Valance – but what people thought happened became legend and often, legend is more important than the truth.  

This movie is a classic western, but more than a “good-vs.-evil shoot ‘em up” plot line - you leave the film with much to think about.  It is about death, about the inevitable transition (read death) of an old social order to the birth of a modern society as we know it today.  It is about truth, and what really happened may not be as important as what people want to believe happened.   Stories, real or imagined, become more critical than the truth.  Watch this movie for the superb acting of some of the most famous movie stars of the period, John Wayne, James Stewart, and Lee Marvin – it truly is a nuanced time capsule for the period in American film making.  And for the message that is as true today as it was 60 years ago.  
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