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first speaks to the gap between official and unof-
ficial histories of Custer’s final battle. The second 
provides a contextual history of early Last Stand 
paintings, while the third looks specifically at 
their contemporary exhibition at the Buffalo Bill 
Historical Center. The fourth chapter balances 
this with discussion of paintings by Lakota and 
Crow artists. The fifth, on Eric von Schmidt’s 
work, is an “autoethnography” because it drama-
tizes and critiques von Schmidt’s own account of 
his work. The final chapter contextualizes early 
paintings in relation to Buffalo Bill’s Wild West 
Show.

The book argues that these paintings are per-
formative. More than novels, poems, or motion 
pictures, they are “mythical restagings, perfor-
mances that say the U.S. military did not lose” 
and that “reproduce racist discourses about Na-
tive Americans.” Denzin’s own use of perfor-
mance puts the work of these paintings under 
scrutiny, renders the West as a performance, and 
lets him imagine a “meta-museum” that is critical 
and reflexive about its own displays rather than 
adding to the repackaging and repurposing of the 
West for tourist consumption.

BRIAN RUSTED

Department of Art
University of Calgary

Pioneer Performances: Staging the Frontier. 
By Matthew Rebhorn. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2012. x + 207 pp. Illustrations, 
photographs, notes, works cited, index. $65.00.

Important works on U.S. drama have emphasized 
the radically unstable nature of performance, 
finding it a shifting and contested ideological 
space. Despite this recent critical turn, Matthew 
Rebhorn argues that considerations of the fron-
tier in drama and performance have remained 
singularly resistant to recognizing the various 

Custer on Canvas: Representing Indians, Memory, 
and Violence in the New West. By Norman K. 
Denzin. Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press, 
2011. 278 pp. Photographs, illustrations, 
appendices, notes, references, index. $94.00 
cloth, $36.95 paper.

This thematic collection exploring Last Stand 
paintings by white and First Nations artists has 
three origins. As Denzin notes, it extends his 
2008 collection, Searching for Yellowstone: Race, 
Gender, Family, and Memory in the Postmodern West, 
also published by Left Coast Press. Both books 
gather Denzin’s efforts to involve himself reflex-
ively with the West. Spurred by an engagement 
with a politics of representation, Denzin locates 
Custer on Canvas in relation to the “performance 
turn” and its “new writing practices.” A third ori-
gin is personal: Denzin’s effort to engage memo-
ries that reach from childhood into contempo-
rary, professional encounters. One in particular 
that provides narrative direction is a question 
posed by Denzin’s granddaughter viewing two 
Last Stand paintings at the Whitney Gallery of 
Western Art in Cody, Wyoming: why do they rep-
resent events differently?

The first and last chapters of the book frame 
five experimental chapters. Denzin is clear about 
his critical and stylistic influences: he draws on 
Walter Benjamin to suggest that “a critical text 
consists of a series of quotations, documents, ex-
cerpts, and texts placed side by side,” and acknowl-
edges Gregory Ulmer for both the form of these 
chapters and the way they “travel among three 
levels of discourse: personal experience; popular, 
painterly representations of Custer; and scholarly 
discourses of the Old and the New West.” The 
results are scripts meant for performing aloud in 
a group, creating “a shared emotional experience 
that brings the narrative alive.” The chapters have 
recurring characters (Coyote, narrator, painters, 
critics, authors, and historians such as Brian Dip-
pie) but are organized by discrete objectives. The 

BOOK REVIEWS

proyster2
Text Box

proyster2
Text Box

proyster2
Typewritten Text
Great Plains Quarterly 33:1 (Winter 2013)© 2013 Center for Great Plains Studies, University of Nebraska-Lincoln



64    GREAT PLAINS QUARTERLY, WINTER 2013

much of what they thought they knew about the 
nineteenth-century theater and points to the con-
tinued need for scholarship in this vein.

THERESA STROUTH GAUL

Department of English
Texas Christian University

Gunfight at the Eco-Corral: Western Cinema and the 
Environment. By Robin L. Murray and Joseph K. 
Heumann. Norman: University of Oklahoma 
Press, 2012. xii + 260 pp. Photographs, notes, 
filmography, works cited, index. $24.95 paper.

Is there any image from Hollywood cinema more 
iconic than a lone cowboy riding across a West-
ern landscape? While much has been written 
about such themes as individualism, empire, and 
landscape in Hollywood Westerns, until recently 
scholars have ignored the central trope underly-
ing all others in these films—the ecological re-
lationship between humans and their environ-
ment. The Western, as Robin Murray and Joseph 
Heumann explain, both masks and unmasks this 
trope by dramatizing and oversimplifying eco-
logical issues while mythologizing the cowboy’s 
relationship with the land. In this comprehen-
sive study, the authors build on their previous 
work on popular cinema and animated films by 
approaching the Western from a postmodern, 
ecocentric perspective. They contend that such 
an approach can help scholars move beyond the 
essentialist, ahistorical conceptions of nature of-
ten espoused by nature writers and philosophers.

This approach can illuminate the real-world 
ecological and environmental justice concerns 
underlying cinematic texts. Each chapter thus 
combines textual analysis with environmental sci-
ence and history to deconstruct Hollywood West-
erns that portray such issues as mining, water 
rights, and the oil boom. Chapter 1, for example, 
analyzes the battle over free-range and fenced 
ranching as depicted in Shane (1953) and Sea of 
Grass (1947). Shane foregrounds the need for fenc-
ing to protect homesteaders and the environment 
from being trampled upon by corporate ranchers. 
Sea of Grass invokes images of the Dust Bowl to 

meanings that emerged in performances of the 
frontier. Arguing against the assumption that 
nineteenth-century frontier dramas were always 
a straightforward means of forwarding expan-
sionist ideologies, Rebhorn explores how perfor-
mances promulgated a “much more variegated 
and diffuse notion of the frontier” than has been 
heretofore acknowledged, one that sometimes 
“aimed to undercut the central tenets of Manifest 
Destiny.” Not merely a historical or geographical 
space, the frontier is for Rebhorn a “set of per-
formative practices”; that is, he claims that the 
idea of the frontier was constructed on the stages 
of theaters along the Eastern Seaboard as power-
fully as in the Great Plains. Aiming to rewrite the 
history of American frontier performance and 
American theatrical history more broadly, Reb-
horn persuasively demonstrates that “frontier 
performance has always been a heterogeneous 
constellation of acts that work to settle and un-
settle American ideologies.”

Rebhorn’s chapters treat the politics of Edwin 
Forrest’s well-known performance as Metamora 
in John Augustus Stone’s drama of the same 
name (1829); the instability of James Kirke Pauld-
ing’s frontiersman in The Lion of the West (1830); 
the frontier roots of T. D. Rice’s minstrelsy; the 
frontier as a space of complicated identity play 
in Dion Boucicault’s The Octoroon (1859); the 
mediating of national memory carried out by 
post–Civil War frontier dramas Horizon (1871), 
by Augustin Daly, and The Danites in the Sierras 
(1910), by Joaquin Miller; and an epilogue that 
brings the book’s purview up to the early twen-
ty-first century, analyzing images of George W. 
Bush’s presidency and Ang Lee’s film Brokeback 
Mountain (2005).

Easily the most inventive and significant in 
the book, Rebhorn’s chapter on T. D. Rice in-
vestigates the slippage between the figure of the 
minstrel and the frontiersman on U.S. stages 
and the interplay between minstrel and fron-
tier performance traditions. Complicating the 
theatrical lineage usually traced for minstrelsy, 
Rebhorn provocatively concludes that “blackface 
minstrelsy exists as well as a kind of frontier per-
formance.” With insights like this, Rebhorn’s 
study has the potential to make readers rethink 
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