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Custer on Canvas



Race has, of course, been a characteristic American obsession—and the racial imagination has been at work on many different groups of people, Indians included.

(Deloria 1998, 5)




The Wild West Show ... was a kind of reverse minstrel show, with its nonwhite members occasionally masquerading as white men to better persuade a largely white audience of their own superiority.

(Warren 2005, 405)




DATELINE:
Disneyland Resort Paris, February, 2011—Buffalo Bill's Wild West Show
An encounter with Buffalo Bill, Sitting Bull, Annie Oakley and the Rough Riders brings the audience back to the Old West. Guests will enjoy ... the "Buffalo Bill's Store" souvenir shop and a western photo location for a memorable souvenir of this evening full of adventures and encounters.
Prepare to relive the fantastic epic of the Far West!
(http://disney-village.disneylandparis.co.Uk/buffalo-bills-wild-west-show/index.xhtml#)




The aura or reverence for a work of art adheres not in the object itself, but in the meanings brought to it, those associated with religion, tradition ritual, magic, bourgeois structures of power. With the advent of art's mechanical reproduction there is no actual original. The experience of art is now freed from time and place and instead brought under the gaze and control of the mass audience, art is emancipated from a dependence on ritual or aura. The meaning of art in the age of mechanical reproduction will inherently be based on the practice of politics.

(Benjamin 1968, 222–223, paraphrased, italics added)
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Introduction1

Most Americans know (or think they know) the basic story. On June 25, 1876, Custer and his Seventh Cavalry troopers attacked a large village of Sioux and Cheyenne people on the Little Bighorn River and were wiped out by a swarm of warriors.... Custer was an overweaning fool... [transformed into] a martyr at a time when this country ... desperately needed a martyr.


—James Welch

The Battle of the Little Bighorn, Custer's Last Stand ... has inspired scores of Hollywood films, over a thousand documented paintings,2 and countless books, cartoons, and advertisements.


—Paul Stekler

The Last Stand pictures fascinate all beholders... [but] the scene is totally imaginary, for no white witness survived the Custer tragedy.3 ... Hence, as historical documents, pictures of Custer's Last Stand are admittedly worthless.4


—Robert Taft

Custer died for your sins.


—Vine Deloria Jr.

"Custer's Last Rally" appeared for the first time in Buffalo Bill's Wild West Show on January 4,1887. Caster is the last man killed, and he dies after performing prodigies of valor.


—Louis S. Warren

The West is a tragedy relieved by interludes of comedy. It is a tale of good and evil, a morality play of personified abstractions.


—Dee Brown

This book could be called Searching for Yellowstone, Part 2, for it continues the project started in my 2008 book, Searching for Yellowstone: Race, Gender, Family, and Memory in the Postmodern West, namely the examination of race, minstrelsy, gender, Native Americans, and memory in the postmodern West. Instead, after Vine Deloria Jr. (1988), James Welch and Paul Stekler (1994), Philip J. Deloria (1998), William Kittridge (2007), and Sherman Alexie (2007), I have chosen to call it Custer on Canvas: Representing Indians, Memory, and Violence in the New West.

Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer's last stand at the Battle of the Little Bighorn,5 also called the "Battle of Greasy Grass," signified a turning point in American history (Philbrick, 2010).6 If Custer (1839–1876) died for our sins, as a popular bumper sticker reads, then the Battle of the Little Bighorn was "really the Indians' last stand" (Alexie, 2007, p. 70). After this battle, many Native American nations—Lakota, Ute, Cheyenne, Crow, Shoshone, Blackfeet, Nez Perce, Apache, Navajo—in the western United States were, in effect, populations of walking dead people, waiting only for the last battle at Wounded Knee to cement their fate (Brown, 1970). The resistances of Chief Joseph and Geronimo, the Ghost Dance movement of 1890, and the American Indian Movement (AIM), begun in 1968, could do little to reverse history.

After his death, Custer became the symbol of American military power for post-Civil War America, the symbol of white supremacy, the symbol of white men ruling the West. Native Americans were vilified because they killed America's national hero. They murdered innocent white Americans. They had to be erased from the Western landscape, placed on reservations. And they were.

Custer on Canvas is an exercise in the politics of representation. There is no single, authoritative account of this battle, or one agreed-upon painting. The representations of the battle in paintings by Lakota, Cheyenne, and Crow artists tell one story. The stories told in the paintings done by white painters tell another, and these differences cannot be reconciled. Custer on Canvas is about the places, events, and representations that keep this historical figure and the Battle of Greasy Grass alive. It is about memory, violence, and a museum—Buffalo Bill Historical Center—named after a man, Buffalo Bill Cody, who was a friend of Custer and performed re-enactments of Custer's Last Stand in his traveling Wild West Show. And, this book is about a set of paintings that represent that battle. From more than one thousand Last Stand paintings, I focus on only a few, just those that have reached canonical status in the Custer literature (Taft, 1954; Russell,1968; Brindza, 2010).7

In interpreting these paintings, I am less interested in figuring out what each one means. I am more interested in figuring out my response to them and other people's responses as well.8 I have spent nearly five years moving around and inside the paintings, getting closer to them, studying them, standing in front of them and standing behind them, talking to them. I have wanted to write through them, get on the other side of them, to put them in play with one another, have their creators talk to me and to one another. As if I were a museum curator in the Night at the Museum movies,9 I wanted the figures in the Custer paintings and their painters to step off the canvas and talk to me. (I have them do this in chapter 6.)

In this book, I am having a conversation with the paintings and with an event. It is a conversation that extends off the canvas into complex historical spaces, a dialogue that enlists a "Dramatis Personæ," a cast of characters that includes Cassilly Adams, Otto Becker, Adolphous Busch, Walter Benjamin, Dee Brown, Edward S. Curtis, Sherman Alexie, Ned Buntline, George Armstrong Custer, Vine Deloria Jr., Louise Erdrich, Richard Fox, Elizabeth Cook-Lynn, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, John Mulvany, E.S. Paxson, Sitting Bull, Eric von Schmidt, Walt Whitman, and Howard Zinn.

A Last Stand painting is always more than a painting. A painter reaches you with a painting, and tor an instant that painting diverts you from your day, for that instant it changes you, and it may change the course of history as well (Marcus, 2010, p. 217). You may try to forget the painting, but it won't let you; its imagery haunts you. So it is for me with the Last Stand paintings. I cannot get them out of my head.

The Custer paintings are performances, military dramas, stories of war, conflict, and violence. To understand what they mean, I must do more than locate them in their historical moment. I must read myself into them, as if I were looking in a mirror (Marcus, 2010, p. 189). What I see in the Custer paintings are people—Lakota, Cheyenne, Crow, men, women, children, Custer, his men—who are not free. They are trapped in a battle scene, players in a violent story they can't get out of. Some are prisoners of their vanity, their compromises, ego, cowardice, false bravery. Few, very few, are joyous and free. In studying these paintings, we find new ways to write and paint ourselves into history.

I have attempted to write myself into a shared space with the painters, with Custer, and with you. If we can share this space long enough, perhaps we can imagine how this tragic piece of nineteenth century history could have happened differently. And if so, maybe, just maybe, such events will never happen again. That is my goal.

My thesis is simple: The Custer paintings function as paradigmatic images of First Nations people and their place in Western history.10 They represent nineteenth and twentieth century Western American art in the service of official governmental history.11 I contest Taft's 1953 argument (included in an epigraph to the introduction) that the paintings of "Custer's Last Stand are admittedly worthless" (pp. 130–131). As cultural documents, these paintings celebrate military power. They reproduce prevailing racist views of Native Americans and their place in U.S. history12 and contemporary popular Western culture (Lane, 1973; Dippie, 1974).

The Custer in these paintings symbolizes the fallen, it tarnished, post-Civil War military hero.13 The military battle is presented as a massacre, a debacle. It is depicted in somber, melodramatic, violent, flag-waving detail. In painting after painting, the event is represented as an assault on brave, heroic soldiers by nearly naked, blood-thirsty Native Americans carrying guns, knives, bows and arrows, and tomahawks. As a historical group, the Custer paintings keep these negative images alive. At the same time they marginalize Lakota and Cheyenne representations of the battle.

I read these paintings back against themselves, placing them alongside Native American representations of the battle, including Lakota Chief Red Horse's forty-one ledger drawings made in 1881 and the artwork of White Swan, Kevin Red Star, Earl Biss, Fritz Scholder, John Nieto, and others. Chief Red Horse's representations of the battle14 are not part of the official archive of Custer's Last Stand paintings (Taft, 1953; Lane, 1973; Dippie, 1974). In this reading, my intent is to do more than unsettle official versions of the Last Stand. The official history and public museum memories of this battle should no longer be allowed to exclude Lakota, Cheyenne, and Crow representations of this turning point event in American history. We should remember, too, that this was not solely a battle between Native Americans (Lakota and Cheyenne) and the American military. Crow Indian interpreters and scouts fought with Custer against the Lakota and Cheyenne.

First memory: I begin with another time, another war. In 1968 I lived at 203 West Pennsylvania Avenue in Urbana, Illinois. My next door neighbor was Dee Brown (1908–2002), Western historian and head librarian at the University of Illinois. It was early spring; the Vietnam War was in full force. The Browns' son, Lt. Colonel J. Mitchell Brown, was home on a short leave from the war zone. Dee and I were both writing books. His book was Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee (1970); mine was The Research Act (1970). I was writing about how to study society. My neighbor was writing about how to change society. An HBO movie based on Brown's book debuted on May 27, 2007.15

The Browns asked me to have a drink with their son. Mitchell Brown and I sat together in the shade of the towering sycamore tree in their side yard and talked awkwardly about the antiwar movement in America.

Second memory: It took me until July 10, 2007, to get back to Brown's book, that is, to get back to the nineteenth century history of Native Americans and their treatment by American society. This happened because of a family visit to the Whitney Gallery of Western Art inside the Buffalo Bill Historical Center in Cody, Wyoming. I was standing in front of Allan Mardon's Battle of Greasy Grass (1996) with Naomi and Sylvia Maehr, two of our granddaughters. Mardon's ll-by-6-foot, oil-on-linen, mural-sized painting is modeled after Indian ledger art.16 It tells the story of Custer's Last Stand from the Lakota and Cheyenne point of view. The story unfolds hour by hour, from 2:40 p.m. on Sunday, June 25, to 3 p.m. Monday, June 26, when Sitting Bull calls an end to the fighting. In vivid colors, the huge painting depicts Lakota and Cheyenne warriors on horseback and on foot, engaging Custer and his men in the Last Stand. The painting celebrates movement, energy, life itself; it shows only a few dead bodies and no apparent bloodshed. Naomi tugged at my hand and said, "Grandpa, come over here and look at this painting." She led me into another room in the gallery. We stopped in front of Edgar Samuel Paxson's 6-by-9-foot Custer's Last Stand (1899). "I'm confused," she said. "Are these two paintings about the same thing? They look so different."17 I was confused, too.

E.S. Paxson's masterpiece, painted 107 years before Mardon's, is somber, sad, violent, with dead bodies everywhere, blood spilled on the ground, smashed skulls, arrows sticking out of necks, smoke filling the air. Custer, a noble figure in the center of the Paxson painting, is only one among many in Mardon's canvas. Naomi had good reason to be confused. Two paintings of the same event but with totally different representations. Upon returning to Urbana, I called the archivist at the Buffalo Bill Historical Center and asked about the exhibit. Her answer frames scene 3 of the play that follows in chapter 1. In the summer of 2007, the museum was exhibiting a sample of what are called the Custer's Last Stand paintings.18 Naomi had focused on two of the most dramatic paintings. Thus began the inquiry that guides this book. I wanted to learn the story behind the two paintings. Custer's Last Stand became a vehicle for re-engaging Dee Brown's project.

I interrogate the shifting places of Native Americans, Custer, and the Last Stand paintings in the contemporary American imaginary. This is an imaginary that is given in the Custer films (Hutton, 2004b; Simmon, 2003), in Last Stand paintings (Taft, 1953; Kemmick, 2002), in Last Stand cultural re-enactments, in Custer documentaries (Welch, 1994), and in Disneyland Paris performances of Wild West events that include Custer and Sitting Bull. Together, these cultural works serve to define the place of Native Americans in the New West. They give us a new imaginary, an imaginary about rodeos, wars, violence, Native Americans, and cowboys. Disturbingly, this new imaginary seems to be continuous with the old imaginary. We are back where we started. It is June 25, 1876, all over again. The Native Americans killed Custer, and the American press claimed Custer won the war.

There is more. In 2009 and 2010 Custer makes appearances in at least two new cultural sites: as a character in the movie Night at the Museum: Battle of the Smithsonian as an action figure riding a motorcycle, and as a toy for the same movie in a McDonald's Happy Meal.

Cultural Sighting Number 1: June 11, 2009

This week, General Custer, the infamous Indian fighter who died on that hot, dusty prairie in 1876, along with his entire detachment, reared his head again. This time, in the form of a figurine riding a motorcycle found inside McDonald's Happy Meals. The figurine is the result of a partnership between McDonald's and Twentieth Century Fox, distributor of Night at the Museum: Battle of the Smithsonian. The "General Custer" doll represents a figure in the movie that comes to life in the Smithsonian and has adventures alongside Ben Stiller's night watchman character. But just because a movie distributor decides to give this historical goofball a chance to make his second "last stand" doesn't mean a nationwide restaurant chain should do the same. (Abourezk, 2009)


Cultural Sighting Number 2: June 4, 2010

The public is invited to join members of the Little Big Horn Associates (LBHA) for a special bus tour of Monroe, Michigan on Friday, June 4, 2010, as they revisit General George Armstrong Custer's life and times in this historic city.


The international organization, which promotes an exchange of knowledge on the life and times of Custer and the Battle of the Little Big Horn, will hold its annual conference in Monroe on June 3–5, 2010. The conference coincides with the city's 100th anniversary of the dedication of the Custer equestrian monument that stands at the corner of Elm and Monroe Streets.19


Custer on Canvas becomes a way of looking for and interpreting the many presences and traces of Custer in our national imagination. Custer needs Indians, so looking for Custer means looking at Custer and his tangled, violent relationships with Native Americans. Custer, like the displaced Native American, is nowhere and everywhere across the postmodern Western landscape. Custer and the Lakota, Crow, and Cheyenne share presences and spaces in state parks and national forests. Custer's face is on the banner of newspapers. In little Montana towns, dancing redskins are athletic mascots, and Custer's name appears in ads for gas stations, hotels, and grocery stores. Western cities are named after the Lakota and the Cheyenne, and roads and subdivisions are named after Custer. Wild West Days with Custer, Buffalo Bill Cody, Sitting Bull, and Crazy Horse imitators celebrate yet one more version of the Last Stand. Historical reenactments place Custer and Lakota and Cheyenne warriors side by side in mock battle.

Custer's continued presence in our national imagination requires the real and imaginary presence of people playing Indian to some white man's version of Custer (Deloria, 1998). So where we find Custer, we find stereotyped representations of Native Americans. And where we find stereotyped Native Americans, we find Custer. We need Native Americans if the myth of Custer is to survive, hence the need for all of those paintings, all those movies, all those re-enactments. We must perform these myths: make films, play dress-up, create paintings, have Wild West Days, stage rodeos, and hang representations of Custer's Last Stand on the walls of our museums.

There are other options. We can put a stop to these minstrel shows20 and finally put the Wild Wild West to bed. We can draw lines in the sand. No more re-enactments of these racist cultural myths. A new generation, with new stories, new utopian visions can come forward and be heard. We must learn how to reimagine and restage the past. We need new political perfomances that reclaim and celebrate the inalienable rights of Native Americans to own and control their history (Denzin, 2008, p. 79).

Unless events change, we are certainly witnessing the next version of the Last Stand; tainted racist memories and failing economies will annihilate the new West (Kittridge, 2007). Increasingly, from Taos to Kalispell, Seattle to Coeur d'Alene, Cody to Denver, the Western landscape is overrun with tourists looking for and consuming versions of history that reproduce violent myths about Custer, the military, Lakota and Cheyenne and Crow (Kittridge, 2007, pp. 230–232). And for the benefit of tourists, Crow and Cheyenne re-enact battle scenes from the 1870s. Meanwhile, without fail, every June 25 at Garryowen, Montana, near the site of the battlefield monument, re-enactments of his Last Stand are staged by white performers. We may never get back to where we were, before the West was discovered by Lewis and Clark and their contemporaries.

And this is global. In Auckland and Otago, Sidney, Honolulu, London and Paris, Munich, Stockholm and Sao Paulo, Caracas, and Buenos Aires, even Tampere, you can find Wild West shows with cowboys, Indians, Custer, and Last Stand posters.

Cultural Sighting Number 3

The Custer Battlefield Museum presents this Special Edition of Custer's Last Fight, Anheuser-Busch Limited Edition Print, 36" x 27".


Custer's Last Fight is the most famous depiction of the Battle of the Little Bighorn and the most famously inaccurate. It has been seen by millions of people in the last 106 years. For the first time ever, Anheuser-Busch Corporation has granted special permission to the Custer Battlefield Museum to reissue on high quality paper this famous print. All proceeds go directly to benefit the new "Peace Memorial" at Garryowen.21


Interpreting Cultural Sighting Number 3

It's significant that the website that promotes the sale of prints of Cassilly Adams's Custer's Last Stand painting (1876) also mentions a new Lewis and Clark exhibit about the 1804–1806 "Voyage of Discovery." These two events, separated by only seventy years, figuratively and literally mark the beginning and the end of the New West in the nineteenth century. So of course they should be side by side in the same site. Can we find a new place to re-remember? Can we forget Custer? What would it mean to start over? Would Red Horse's ledger art be a starting point? Do we have to go through Lewis and Clark to get there?


Third Memory: In 1994 my wife and I bought a small cabin in the Beartooth Ranger District of the Custer National Forest. This is Custer Country.22 Our cabin is on Rock Creek, four miles outside Red Lodge, Montana. We are sixty miles from the Buffalo Bill Historical Center in Cody, where the Custer's Last Stand paintings were exhibited in 2007. We are 69 miles over the Beartooth Mountains from Yellowstone National Park.23 We have become cultural tourists in the New West, seasonals traveling from Champaign-Urbana, Illinois, to Billings; southeast from Billings to Hardin and the Crow Reservation and the Custer battlefield; east to the Dakotas, the Black Hills, and Wounded Knee; back west to the Prior Mountains; and then back home to Rock Creek and Red Lodge.

This book, part ethnography, part performance text, comes out of experience in two sites. I start with the Last Stand paintings themselves, their haunting, brooding, yet exuberant and violent presence in the Buffalo Bill Historical Center. I move from the paintings to the many representations of Custer and his legacies that circulate more generally in the cultural spaces of the New West.

Performing the Text

Except for the introduction and chapter 7, all chapters are intended to be performed; that is, read aloud. A "Dramatis Personæ" listing all the characters and their historical roles follows the introduction. These characters appear throughout all six plays. The act of reading aloud in a group, or co-performing, creates a shared emotional experience that brings the narrative alive in ways that silent reading cannot. The parts can be spoken going around in a circle of any number of readers or by two speakers. Each speaker names the character before reading the character's lines. In writing the monologues and dialogues that appear in each play I was guided by Walter Benjamin's argument (1969) that a critical text consists of a series of quotations, documents, excerpts, and texts placed side by side. This narrative strategy produces a de-centered narrative, a multivoiced text with voices and speakers talking back and forth, often past one another.

The assignment of characters is done arbitrarily. A male may read a female part, and vice versa. Stage directions are suggested, such as the use of "whiteface," "redface," and "blackface" masks. The use of masks is intended to suggest that race and gender are nonessentialist identities that can be moved around with minstrel masks. Performers are encouraged to create their own sets of masks specific to the themes of this book (or a chapter) rather than generic white, red, and black.

Two recurring figures are Coyote, the trickster, and Tonto, the Indian sidekick to the Lone Ranger in the long-running "Lone Ranger" television series. Coyote is a character from Crow, Cherokee, and other Native American cultures. She/he challenges the mythologies of the dominant white culture. Sometimes disguised as a clown, Coyote makes people laugh. Coyote the clown, the trickster, functions as an essential link to the sacred. Coyote is open to life's paradoxes and contradictions and exposes cracks in official ideology (Radin, 1956; Brennan, 2003). Coyote functions in my text as an indigenous critic of white culture. Tonto is a white Indian, a minstrel figure who moves back and forth between Crow and white culture. Tonto is like Curly and White Swan, two Crow Indians who sided with Custer. Tonto, though, speaks out of both sides of his mouth. The voices of Coyote, Ms. Coyote, and Tonto are meant to be disruptive.

The speeches for each character are often presented in a poetic format. This is meant to dramatize the narrative and to emphasize the sounds of words and the rhythms of the spoken word. It is also intended to create a visual, performative space on the page. Unless otherwise indicated, quotations—words attributed to a speaker—are paraphrases of an original text that is cited. These are not the character's words but my interpretations of what they might say if they were persuaded to participate in this performance.

The caveat that appears on the copyright page of this book operates at all times:

This book is a product of my ethnographic imagination. Names, characters, places, events, and incidents are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is at least partially coincidental. The dialogue contained herein is intended as a stage play and should not be quoted or considered to be the actual words of the speakers unless contained in Quote marks. The opinions of the speakers are the conjecture of the author.


The plays should be performed around a seminar table, on a simple set or stage before an audience with costumes, sets, and props as "ornate as one imagines" (Smith, 2004, p. 6). If visual technology is available, images of the Last Stand paintings and other images indicated in the text could be projected on a screen.24 A spotlight that moves from speaker to speaker could enhance a production. The emphasis on performance follows from the performance turn in the human disciplines. For at least a decade interpretive ethnographers have been staging reflexive, autoethnographic performances using field notes, historical documents, and autoethnographic observations to shape performance narratives—an anthropology of performance (Conquergood, 1998; Madison and Hamera, 2006; Ellis, 2009). We are in a postexperimental moment, performing culture and history as we write it.

Richardson and St. Pierre (2005) argue that the narrative genres connected to ethnographic writing have, in the past decade, "been blurred, enlarged, altered" (p. 962). These new writing practices include autoethnography, fiction stories, poetry, performance texts, polyvocal texts, readers' theater, responsive readings, visual presentations, layered accounts, writing stories, performance writing, mystories, personal history cultural criticism, and historical autoethnography. Custer on Canvas is in this experimental tradition.

The dividing line between performer and audience blurs; culture becomes a dramatic performance. Performance texts are situated in complex systems of discourse where traditional, everyday, and avant-garde meanings of theater, film, video, ethnography, cinema, performance, text, and audience all circulate and inform one another. Performance ethnography simultaneously creates and enacts moral texts that move from the personal to the political, the local to the historical and cultural. Following Conquergood (1998), these dialogical works create spaces for give and take, doing more than turning the other into the object of a voyeuristic, fetishistic, custodial, or paternalistic gaze.

The performance turn poses three closely interrelated problems for my project, namely how to construct, perform, and critically analyze performance texts. In this book I examine all three problems but privilege co-perfomance (audience-performer) texts and narratives. Co-performance stories bring audiences back into the text, creating a field of shared emotional experience. This phenomenon is created through the acts of representation and presentation. A resistance model of textual performance and interpretation is foregrounded. A good performance text must be more than cathartic; it must be political, moving people to action, reflection. The plays in the first six chapters are framed by these assumptions.

In constructing the text I am guided by Gregory Ulmer's 1989 essay "Der rida at the Little Bighorn: A Fragment." Ulmer's essay is a montage, a layered performance text formed out of memory the sting of the past, an intermingling of images, pictures, sightings of Custer, letters from Derrida, reflections on the Battle of Little Bighorn, a catalog of Custer jokes, family memories, personal biography, personal intersections with various versions of the Custer legacy Ulmer graduated from Custer High School in Miles City, Montana. His father died on May 17, the same day Custer started his fateful march of 1876. Ulmer's sister Judy lived for five years in Lodge Grass, "one of the translations for the Indian name for Little Bighorn,' the other being Greasy Grass'" (Ulmer, 1989, p. 215).

Like the Last Stand paintings, I too write from the scenes of memory, including my granddaughters standing in front of Paxson's painting at the Buffalo Bill Historical Center in the summer of 2007. I also recall my father trying to sell a collection of Custer postcards under the heading of "Western Memorabilia" in a booth in his little antique mall in Amana, Iowa. And in the summer of 1951, when I was ten years old, my grandfather took me to see the movie Little Big Horn starring Lloyd Bridges and John Ireland. Like the Custer painters I rearrange, suppress, even invent scenes, foregoing claims to exact truth or factual accuracy, searching instead for emotional truth, for deep meaning (Stegner, 1990, p. iv; Blew, 1999, p. 7). Like the painters, I too am translating experience and memory into fictional truths, remaking the past in terms of some imaginary version of the real. In so doing I'm aligning two versions of the real, laying them alongside one anoth er—the death of Custer and the battle itself and then the representations of the battle and Custer's death in the Custer paintings.

The nineteenth century paintings answered to a realist, military aesthetic. Many of the early Custer artists were formally trained as military painters in European academies. This meant they were trained to paint horses, saddles, military uniforms, military weaponry, and heroic figures in battlefield scenes of death and destruction. These paintings were designed to honor the state, the nation, and their political policies.

Like the paintings, my texts travel among three levels of discourse: personal experience; popular, painterly representations of Custer; and scholarly discourses on the Old and the New West. Following Benjamin and Ulmer, my intent is to disrupt history, to challenge the belief that the Custer paintings somehow evolve and build on one another, culminating in a grand truth. Such is not the case. Each painting makes its own case for being truthful, accurate, correct.

Aesthetic or painterly history unfolds as a series of interconnected presents, memories. Each painting is a montage, a series of moments quoted out of context, paintings quoting one another, back and forth, "juxtaposed fragments from widely dispersed places and times" (Ulmer, 1989, p. 112). To represent the past this way does not mean to "recognize it 'the way it really was.' It means to seize hold of a memory as it flashes up at a moment of danger" (Benjamin, 1969, p. 257), to see and rediscover the past not as a succession of events but as a series of scenes, inventions, emotions, images, and stories (Ulmer, 1989, p. 112). Custer redux.

In quoting from these painterly histories and discourses surrounding Custer and the Lakota and Cheyenne, I hope to expose and criticize a racist politics buried deep inside the American democratic imagination. These interrogations represent an opportunity to take up again Kittridge's (1996) and Limerick's (2001) challenges to rethink Western history and mythology by starting out at the ground level, starting all over again. In bringing the past into the autobiographical present, I insert myself into the past and create the conditions for rewriting and hence re-experiencing it. I want to invent a new version of the past, a new history. I want to create a chorus of discordant voices, memories, and images concerning Custer, the Battle of Greasy Grass, and the place of Native Americans in our collective imagination.

I read Custer metaphorically. In and across the discourses that historically define Custer and his Last Stand are deeply entrenched meanings concerning gender, nature, culture, violence, wilderness, whiteness, and Native Americans (Brown, 1971; Welch, 1994; Alexie, 2007). The presence of Native Americans in the collective white imagination is almost entirely a matter of racist myths embedded in Hollywood westerns and museum exhibits of Last Stand paintings (Spindel, 2000).

The following chapters build on multiple interpretations of Custer's Last Stand, starting with the day of the battle and the earliest paintings representing it. I move forward from the battle to the present. Chapter 1, "A Good Day to Die: The Battle of Many Names," addresses the contradictory interpretations surrounding the battle. I compare and contrast First Nation oral history accounts, official military records, and the accounts of pro-Custer historians, archaeologists, cultural historians, and select painterly representations of the battle. I offer a timeline for Custer's Last Stand. In interpreting the battle I navigate among the stances of white, Lakota, and Cheyenne interpreters. I end the chapter by suggesting that Last Stand narratives are stories about stories, stories written around a grand narrative that says there was a last stand. But what if that is but an illusion?

In chapter 2, "Whose Last Stand: The Early Paintings," I begin with five early paintings of the battle, those by William de la Montagne Cary (1876), Alfred R. Waud (1876), Feodor Fuchs (1876), Henry Steinegger (1878), and John Mulvany (1881). I then turn to Cassilly Adams's 1884 painting, Custer's Last Fight, and to Adolphus Busch's purchase of the painting in 1888 as well as its transformation into a lithograph by F. Otto Becker in 1895. These early paintings established the fundamental framework for all paintings that followed. Since there were no white eyewitnesses, these painters created what would become the canonical representation of Custer's Last Stand. These paintings were produced in the artists' studios. The artists assembled the materials they needed to paint the version of history they believed to be true. These paintings enact a culture of military heroism and the demonization of Native Americans (Taft, 1954; Maclean, 2008).

Chapter 3, "Whose Custer," skips forward to the 2007–2008 Buffalo Bill Historical Center exhibit. I ask three questions: Whose Custer is honored with these paintings? What does it mean to honor Custer? What does it mean to have pro- and anti-Custer paintings in the same space?

I begin with the 1899 Paxson pro-Custer painting, acquired by the museum for $50,000 in 1963 (Paxson, 1984, pp. 52–53). I then discuss the anti-Custer paintings of Biss (1995), Scholder (1969, 1976), and Mardon (1996). The 2007–2008 exhibit keeps the Last Stand narrative alive. The Last Stand paintings are folded into a remembered history, a history that joins the New and the Old West in a site of benign violence and nostalgia in remembering an event that happened in 1876. The anti-Custer paintings contest this narrative. In the end there is no single version of Custer, but to remember any version is to remember a sad, violent moment in American history.

Chapter 4, "Killing Custer," is a three-act play that uses Eric von Schmidt's 1976 painting,25 "Here Fell Custer," as a backdrop for reading the representations of the battle by Lakota and Crow artists Red Horse, White Swan, and Amos Bad Heart Buffalo.26 The play returns to the question that will not go away: Who owns this battle, anyway? I contrast the Red Horse (Lakota) and White Swan (Crow) ledger art representations of the battle with the static Last Stand imagery of the white artists. The Native artists, Red Horse especially, present the battle as a series of interconnected events, telling the story from the Lakota or Crow perspective. Custer is not a prominent figure in these drawings that focus, in part, on the effects of the battle on the Native American village.

Chapter 5, "Here Fell Custer: An Autoethnography of a Painting," offers a detailed reading of von Schmidt's "Here Fell Custer," the official National Park Service painting of the Battle of the Little Bighorn.27 Von Schmidt's Custer is not the Custer of Biss or Scholder. His is a contemporary version of Paxson's Custer. Von Schmidt claims his painting is historically accurate and superior to those of his predecessors. He dismisses Red Horse's drawings while taking joy in telling readers that he had to paint some "Injuns" for his painting.

Chapter 6, "Custer's Last Rally,"28 is a three-act historical drama that moves across several sites, from the Last Stand paintings exhibited in the Whitney Museum in the Buffalo Bill Historical Center to Custer's presence in William Cody's Wild West show, where he appears in a play called "Custer's Last Rally." I interrogate the relationship among the Custer paintings, the Buffalo Bill Historical Center, its Whitney Gallery of Western Art, and Buffalo Bill's Wild West show. This chapter also examines the relationship among the Adams-Becker print, Anheuser-Busch, Cody's Wild West show, and the Custer legend.

Chapter 7, "The Last Stand," returns to the theme of memory, violence, Western art, storytelling, global cowboys and Indians, minstrel shows, museums, dark tourism, revenge narratives, the New West, and another night at the museum. I imagine a new Western art museum, one that begins to rewrite, through indigenous art, a history of the New Old West. A utopian beginning is sought: new Native American masterpieces, no more war.

Skipping ahead, Benjamin (1969) reminds us that the aura or reverence for a work of art adheres not in the art object—the painting—but in the meanings brought to it, those associated 'with tradition, politics, and structures of power (pp. 222–223). He also observes that with mechanical reproduction—film, lithograph, photography, recordings—the experience of art is freed from time and space. It can be freely transported from place to place, exhibited in bars, taverns, and other public places. It is brought under the gaze of a mass audience.

So it was when the Becker lithograph turned the Adams painting into an advertisement. At that moment, the meaning and importance of the Adams painting went global. Turned into a patriotic icon, it was soon tangled up in history, ideology, politics, and culture. It became the original signifier of Custer's Last Stand. Every Custer painting that followed stood in the shadow of the Becker print. That print engraved in our national imagination racist images of Native Americans and placed them forever on the margins of American history, marking them as barbarians, redskins, "injuns." It is time to roll back history and redo the original reproduction. We need a new beginning. How about starting with Red Horse?

As with Searching for Yellowstone (Denzin, 2008), Performance Ethnography (Denzin, 2003), and Reading Race (Denzin, 2002), this project reflects two concerns.
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