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Marion Robert Morrison (aka John Wayne)

Marion Robert Morrison, professionally known as John Wayne and nicknamed ‘The Duke’, was an American actor who became a popular icon through his starring roles in films which were produced during Hollywood's Golden Age, especially through his starring roles in Western and war movies. John Wayne’s career flourished from the silent era of the 1920s through the American New Wave of the 1960s and 70s, as he appeared in a total of 179 film and television productions. He was among the top box-office draws for three decades, and appeared with many other important Hollywood stars of his era. In 1999, twenty years after his death, the American Film Institute selected John Wayne as one of the greatest male stars of classic American cinema.

[image: ]

John Wayne in The Quiet Man (left), The Sands of Iwo Jima (center), and She Wore a Yellow Ribbon (right)

Despite his popularity at the box office, John Wayne was often criticized for playing the same type of character during most of his career. In a 1969 interview with film critic Roger Ebert, Wayne remarked: "Of course, they give me that John Wayne stuff so much, claim I always play the same role. Seems like nobody remembers how different the fellows were in The Quiet Man or The Sands of Iwo Jima, or She Wore A Yellow Ribbon, where I was 35 playing a man of 65. To stay a star, you have to bring along some of your own personality. Thousands of good actors can carry a scene, but a star has to carry the scene and still, without intruding, allow some of his character into it."

John Wayne thought of himself as a reactor rather than an actor, and felt that the difference between good and bad acting was in acting and reacting. He explained this difference: "In a bad picture, you see them acting all over the place. In a good picture, they react in a logical way to a situation they're in, so the audience can identify with the actors." When asked about his approach to acting, Wayne commented: "I read dramatic lines undramatically and react to situations normally. This is not as simple as it sounds. I've spent a major portion of my life trying to do it well and I am not past learning it yet." Much like many actors of his generation, Wayne disliked method acting, and once said of them: "Let those actors who picked their noses get all the dialogue, just give me the close-up of reaction."

In 1974, film critic Charles Champlin wrote of John Wayne: "Wayne is a motion picture actor, first, last and always, who defined as powerfully as anyone else what that means. From the lean and intense early days, in those low-cost dusters which still play on morning television, Wayne has had a presence which got through the lenses and shutters and onto the film undiminished."

[image: The 45 Best John Ford Movies, Ranked]

Director John Ford (seated) with John Wayne (far right)

Director and producer John Ford said of Wayne: "He's not something out of a book, governed by acting rules. He portrays John Wayne, a rugged American guy. He's not one of those method actors, like they send out here from drama schools in New York. He's real, perfectly natural."

Director Lee Strasberg observed that John Wayne was similar to fellow actors Spencer Tracy and Gary Cooper, who "try not to act but be themselves".

Director Raoul Walsh noted: "Wayne underacts, and it's mighty effective, not because he tries to underact – it's a hard thing to do if you try – but because he can't overact."

[image: Observing the world — Howard Hawks: Red River (1948) Howard Hawks...]

Director Howard Hawks (seated) with John Wayne (far right)

Howard Hawks, who directed John Wayne in five films, felt that after losing one of his lungs, John Wayne became a much better actor. Hawks explained: "Because of the lung Wayne lost, he reads his lines differently. He pauses in the strangest places simply because he hasn't got the breath he used to have. This device is terribly effective, because you keep your eyes on him and wait for him to finish, because you don't know what's coming next."
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Mark Rydell (left) directing John Wayne in The Cowboys

Mark Rydell, who directed Wayne in The Cowboys, said “I was absolutely stunned by John Wayne. I mean, he was the exact opposite of all my ideals—he was very right wing, one of the founders of the black list in the fifties—and I was this Jewish musician from the Bronx with pretty liberal views. So there I am sitting with him. He shook my hand—my hand disappeared inside his, it was so big—and he said, “I’d really appreciate it if you gave me the chance to play this part, sir.” I was completely seduced by him. I told him, “Let’s never talk about politics, let’s just talk art.” Rydell continued: “And he [Wayne] was fabulous; the first guy on the set every morning, and the last guy to leave at night. This man I had loathed... I had disagreed with every position he’d ever taken, but I learned a lot from him, about determination, and commitment.”
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John Wayne and Gene Hackman

Actor Gene Hackman said that John Wayne "was one of the best actors ever. You must admire how really good he was as an actor, in command of the scene and with such great charisma.” Unfortunately, the positive sentiments were not mutual. The daughter of legendary Western actor John Wayne revealed that her father once criticized Oscar winner Gene Hackman, calling him “the worst in town.” In her 1998 memoir John Wayne: My Father, Aissa Wayne revealed that her father held a strong disdain for Gene Hackman. According to her, Hackman was the only contemporary actor that her father openly despised.

California Congressman Alphonzo E. Bell Jr., wrote of Wayne: "Duke's personality and sense of humor were very close to what the general public saw on the big screen. It is perhaps best shown in these words he had engraved on a plaque: 'Each of us is a mixture of some good and some not so good qualities. In considering one's fellow man, it's important to remember the good things. ... We should refrain from making judgments just because a fella happens to be a dirty, rotten S.O.B.'"

John Wayne rose beyond the typical recognition for a famous actor to that of an enduring icon who symbolized and communicated American values and ideals. Using the power of communication through silent films and radio, Wayne was instrumental in creating a national culture from disparate areas of the US, and made the creation of a national hero possible. By the middle of his career, John Wayne had developed a larger-than-life image, and as his career progressed, he selected roles that would not compromise his off-screen image. Wayne embodied the icon of strong American masculinity and rugged individualism in both his films and his life.

Wayne's rise to being the quintessential movie war hero began to take shape four years after World War II, when Sands of Iwo Jima (1949) was released. His footprints at Grauman's Chinese Theater in Hollywood were laid in concrete that contained sand from Iwo Jima.
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During Japanese Emperor Hirohito’s visit to U.S. in 1975, he asked to meet John Wayne

John Wayne’s status grew so large and legendary that when Japanese Emperor Hirohito visited the United States in 1975, he asked to meet ‘The Duke’, the symbolic representation of his country's former enemy. John Wayne was surprised when the emperor requested a meeting with him. In the Duke’s World War films he had killed hundreds of Japanese warriors, but that hardly mattered to Hirohito. In 1974, President Gerald Ford had invited Hirohito to visit the United States, and it had taken American and Japanese diplomats almost 9 months to work out the details. The Japanese Emperor inspected the museums of New York and Washington, DC; walked through the narrow streets of Williamsburg, Virginia; and Cape Cod, Massachusetts. He toured the attractions of Los Angeles and San Francisco, California, and Honolulu, Hawaii. For Emperor Hirohito, John Wayne was also a landmark. The emperor loved movies and to him Duke’s Westerns, with their strict moral code and showdowns with good and evil, had the same moral clarity as Akira Kurosawa’s samurai films.  Thus when he made his one day stop in Los Angeles, and Governor Jerry Brown and Tom Bradley asked him if there was anything he particularly wanted to see, Hirohito said, “John Wayne.”

Duke was invited to a luncheon in Hirohito’s honor, on 8 October 1975, at the Music Hall in Los Angeles. More than 500 other guests jammed the room, and Duke’s table was so far from Hirohito’s, that he contemplated leaving. Hirohito was just as upset at the seating arrangements as was Wayne; he was not interested in the state and local officials who surrounded him. As the luncheon drew to its end, the emperor asked to be escorted to the actor’s table. Duke stood up when Hirohito arrived, his six foot-four-inch frame towering a full twelve inches above the Japanese leader. Hirohito’s eyes seemed to come alive as the two exchanged pleasantries. Duke pulled out one of his autograph cards and gave it to the emperor. “I was almost tempted to ask if he had seen any of my older war movies,” Wayne later told Pat Stacy, his secretary and companion. “Between them all, I must have killed off the entire Japanese army!” There was something about the man that drew friend and foe like a magnet. As much as any man of his century, he became a symbol of America. In their meeting between Hirohito and John Wayne, neither offered apologies to each other. In the code of the samurai as well as the code of the Duke, respect was everything. As John Wayne once said, "Never apologize, -—it’s a sign of weakness.”
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Joseph Stalin, John Wayne, and Nikita Khrushchev

Likewise when Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev visited the United States in 1959, he made two requests: to visit Disneyland and meet John Wayne. Khrushchev apologized to ‘The Duke’ for Joseph Stalin ordering a state-sponsored hit to assassinate Wayne for his outspoken anti-communist statements. Nikita Khrushchev rescinded the order as soon as he came to power in 1953, and is quoted as having said that in Stalin’s final years he was stark raving mad. But, before the change of power, Stalin’s KGB men actually did attempt
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