
 

 

This week’s theme is Changes. Change is in the air at the moment with the easing of lockdown, and all the relief, 
anxiety, uncertainty and excitement that comes with major change. Change can be personal or  universal, minor 
or profound, but the two works that are most associated in my mind with this theme deal with change on a mas-
sive scale. 
 
Unusually for the writers group neither are books or poems, although the film, The Man Who Shot Liberty        
Valance, is based on a short story (Dorothy M. Johnson, 1953) and of course has a screenplay. The other one is a 
painting, however: The Fighting Temeraire, tugged to her last berth to be broken up, 1838 by J.M.W.Turner. 
 
The Temeraire is very unusual in that it is almost universally regarded as a great work of art by the cultural    
gatekeepers and yet is hugely popular with a general public which rarely sees eye to eye with art critics and     
experts. Artistically it would be hard to challenge regardless of its merits as Turner is recognised as a great 
painter and he himself called it his “darling,” and refused to sell it. As far as popularity goes it was voted the    
nation’s favourite painting in a 2005 BBC Radio 4 poll, something which no doubt contributed to it going on the 
2020 English £20 note. 
 
To say that the Temeraire is about change would be insultingly reductive to a great and complex work of art.  By 
the time Turner painted it it could reasonably said that all his paintings were “about” light. However, by chance 
he saw the ship being towed up the Thames which gave him the perfect subject at the height of his power as a 
painter.  The old and beautiful warship, that fought beside Nelson at Trafalgar, being hauled  off to be broken up 
was clearly poignant to Turner.  But the squat black tug in contrast to the ghostly, ethereal sailing ship represents 
something else which he may have been less aware of: the triumph of the industrial revolution. The dark, smoke 
spewing tug pulls the huge old ship to its doom and announces the triumph of the industrial modern world.  And 
whether or not that seemed significant to Turner at the time  it has certainly struck many observers since. 
Another unusual thing about the picture is that this is so rare in painting. Significant moments of personal change 
are common enough and violent events (like Picasso’s Guernica) not uncommon, but Turner’s chance encounter 
with the Temeraire on the Thames provided a symbol of the change to another age. 
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Westerns, by contrast, are quite often about change.  Most are set in a very brief period, roughly between the 
mid 1860s and the 1880s of rapid European expansion through the American West. Wild frontier towns sprang 
up following gold rushes and land grabs, lived riotously for a few years until tamed by the coming tide of law 
and “civilisation,” often symbolised in Westerns by the building of the first church in a previously anarchic 
town.  This period was rapidly and comprehensively mythologised, even as it was happening, so it is no surprise 
that writers and film makers took up the theme of transition from chaos, or at least lawlessness, to some form 
of law and order. 
 
To my mind The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (John Ford, 1962) is the greatest of these. There are hints of 
this theme in Ford’s earlier Western, My Darling Clementine (1946) with a ceremony for the laying of a church 
foundation as the Earp brothers bring law to Tombstone. It is explicit in Sergio Leone’s Once Upon a Time in the 
West (perhaps significantly Liberty Valance was Leone’s favourite Ford film) but nowhere is it so embedded in 
the heart of a Western. 

The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance concerns the story of Ranse Stoddard (James Stewart), a young lawyer with 
little but his law books who is robbed and violently assaulted by Liberty Valance (Lee Marvin), en route to the 
town of Shinbone. Here he stubbornly tries to stick to his law abiding principles in the face of contempt of    
Valance and his cronies and what might best be described as sympathetic scepticism from tough rancher Tom 
Doniphan (John Wayne).  Doniphan as much as Valance represents the old West, on its way out but with plenty 
of stings left in its tail.  One thing that represents this most poignantly is that Ranse wins the heart of Doni-
phan’s sweetheart, Hallie (Vera Miles), in the course of teaching her to read. 
 
Like The Temeraire it would be reductive to describe 
Liberty Valance as being about that change. Other 
ideas, in particular the role of mythologising the events 
of that time in The West in forming perceptions and 
history, are equally important. It is a profound, funny 
and brilliantly entertaining film quite apart from any 
underlying themes. But Ford, less accidentally than 
Turner, found a way to pinpoint profound societal 
change by a symbolic moment in time. 
 
And as writers, even if we limit our ambitions to less 
universal changes, for example those in ourselves, we can surely all learn from that. 
 
Prompts:  Changes is a broad theme but if you would like something more specific, how about: “The day that 
changed everything,” or “the one change that I made which made things better.” 
Or you could go the full David Bowie with “Turn and face the strange.” 
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