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“What Valor Is”

Artists and the Mythic Moment

Brian W. Dippie

herself to directly contemplate the generaf’s final moments.
She twice tried to view John Mulvany’s gargantuan painting
lCusrer’: Last Rally (1881, fig. 27) when it was exhibited in Chicago
In 1882, but her head spun and she grew faint, so vivid was the

impression it created.! William F. “Buffalo Bill” Cody requested
and in 1886, and, on

I E lizabeth B. Custer, widowed at thirty-four, could never bring

her presence at a reenactment of the Last St
stationery bordered in black, she refused, explaining, “T cannot
even think of what you suggest to me with calmness. . . . Though
Iam physically well my nerves have been so shattered by the tragedy
of my sad life I cannot endure a tax upon them. . . . I beg you to
believe that to do anything for so loyal a friend of General Custer
would be a great pleasure to me and I regret my inability.”* Even
“Boots and Saddles” (188s), her reminiscence of “life in Dakota with
General Custer,” stopped short of recounting his death on the
Little Bighorn (“God knows even those few last pages were written
in blood”).3 But though she might not address Custer’s Last Stand
herself, Elizabeth Custer never doubted for a moment what it

represented.
In 1888 a Boston company approached her with plans to paint

and exhibit a fifry—by—four—hundred—foc)t cyclorama (a circular

panorama) called Battle of the Little Big Horn. Her cooperation in




such matters was deemed essenual, bur she was too busy at the
time 1o help and the roject moved ahead without her. The
Cyclorama’s manager and chief artist visited the Custer battlefield
that summer and acquired bartle relics, Crow and Sioux artifacts,
and Photographic portraits of the leading participants from David
F. Barry. The B'ganuc painting was finished by the end of the
year, and Mrs. Custer was now invited to contribute a short account
of the general’s Jast battle to the exhibition program. She refused
the request, as always, but asked Caprain Edward S, Godfrey to
contribute in her stead, noting that there was a particular urgency
to comply. The proprietors of the Cyclorama had already received
letters from Major Marcus Reno and Caprain Frederick Benteen
and were “shrewd enough” to recognize “that an account from
tWo enemies of General Custer (still bitter and untruthful) would
not be exactly the thing to insert in 2 book describing a fight which,
though unfortunace in its ending, left an undying proof of what
valor js, "4

Elizabeth Cyster was unable to visit the Cyclorama—*“] cannot
summon the courage” _by¢ she knew what it honored and, because
of the work of artists, we can see what she meant.5 We can conjure
up the image of 2 man at bay, standing erect in his buckskins, the
center of a whirling vortex of charging Indians and fallen soldiers,

ice, impetuosity, disobedience, and
heroic self-sacriﬁce—-controversy galore. Poets found a higher
e world of courage that transcended
controversy. “Thou of the sunny, flowing hair, in battle,” Walt

» Pressing ever in front,
bearing a bright sword in thy hand,

Now ending well the splendid fever of thy deeds,
(I bring no dirge for it or thee—] bring a glad, triumphal




Thi’f[ in the far northwest, i1 SINUggIc \.:"..l.:‘.:i" and saber

smite,

senerate and . - n Aebtear r Ade
DL.\L[.\I" e and ¢ ous—ave, in defeat most desperate,
most glor
h

i 1
After thy many bartles, in which, never yielding

4 HE‘ a gun

=
or a color,
Leaving behind thee a memory sweet to soldiers,

Thou yieldest up thyself.

Writers have woven Custer and the Last Stand into a couple of
hundred different novels and stories, if only a handful of plots,
and moviemakers have doted on Custer’s stirring grand finale since
the earliest days of Hollywood.® S

Even sole survivors, those ubiquitous poseurs who ent
Fhe public with their improbable tales through the 1930s,
Incorporated the geography of one famous Last Stand painting
into the landscapes of their personal adventures. Not surprisingly,
it was the Anheuser-Busch advertising print, Custers Last Fight
(1896, fig. 30), that figured so promincntly in their accounts.
Willard J. Carlyle, for example, told the story several times of how,
as a sixteen-year-old Montana Ranger, he was wounded in the
mouth, captured by the Sioux, and held prisoner in the camp on
the Little Bighorn when Custer artacked. Usually he told journalists
that he was closely guarded but able to catch “occasional glimpses"
of the battle.? Custer was the last to fall, and when Carlyle inspected
his body a few minutes later, still gripped his sword in one hand
and his pistol in the other. In a letter to Mrs. Custer in 1926,
Carlyle expanded his claims. Now he was in “full sight . .. [of] the

terrible batcle™:

ertained

had lost their horses, closed in
on foot and slowly but surely they picked off the white
men, one by one, until at last only the brave General Custer
was left with his comrades dead around him.

One sweep of his saber and an Indians head was splitin
two, one flash of his revolver, his last shot, and a red-skin
got the bullet between the eyes, then he fell with a bullet

Those of the red-skins who

in the breast, the last of that brave band.!?
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Carlyle supposedly
assume he acrual|

saw all this f

5 ITom

a nearby hill; we can safely
uds at a nearby bar.

old-timer Stuarr Holbrook
distance. He survived the

WO w hu]c d;l)'S“ and was
armed with official documens. medals and thirt_\'-cight guns to

Prove his story. Pressed for details by Holbrook during an interview
over beers, Smith rose, ) 10 a copy of the

all, and with his cane

indicated 2 dead horse in the foreground: “I was right there—
5.1

But no sole SUrvivor was more explicit than Ben McIntosh, 2

slick con man who in the years 1914-1919 masqueraded as Curley

genuine Crow Indian

Y 5aw It over a few B
“Silent Smich ” the most garrulous
&ver met, did noq Spectate from a safe

Last Stand by lying under 2 horse for

Last Battle staged by‘t
Milwaukee op July 4,

was fought, Reporter

he Great Rocky Mountain Show in
1884, just eight years after the actual batdf
s found the reenactment “very exciting,

noting that a crowd of thousands “warmly applauded” Curley’s
escape from the field where “the yellow-haired chief met his
doom.”12)

Popular legend had Curley ﬂeeing for his life draped in a Sioux
lanket; Ben Mg

cIntosh embroidered it. In one version, he fought

back-to-back with Custer at the Last Stand as the Sioux and
Cheyennes closed in, making good his es
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e S.e‘.cm-\"[}”““ officers and soldiers were killed but not a mark
was found on them except those made by bullets.” " It took some
gall to criticize mistakes in an entirely imaginary work of art
introduced to support your own prevarications. But sole survivors
commonly established their veracity by challenging another’s. And
MCIN(_)ShS criticism of Custer’s Last Fight does nicely illustrate
the artists’ achievement in creating a reality of their own.

Poseurs aside, the fact that there were no survivors of Custer’s
_Lm .Stand freed up the artists. They could draw on their
imaginations: Who knew for sure what the Last Stand looked like?
T.h'ff lndians. of course. They were the victors, after all, and left
il pictographic records honoring their individual feats.'” But
Cusre.r s Last Stand is a white mythic construct, responsive to white
American concerns. Thus the first artists to depict the battle offered
Perspnai interpretations of a cultural ideal—self-sacrificing
heroism—and artists ever since have been at liberty to “see” Custer’s
Last Stand as they choose. Some have imposed factual constraints
on themselves—topographical accuracy, fidelity to dress, weaponry,
and the like. Some have ventured beyond visual realism to
psychological realism, capturing the horror of the end as morale
collapses, despair sets in, and hopelessness haunts the faces of the
doomed soldiers. Eric von Schmidt’s fascinating Here Fell Custer
(1976, fig. 11) is a case in point. 16 But most artists have been faithful
to the higher truth of heroism on the grand scale perfectly expressed
by Eric’s father Harold von Schmidt in his painting Custer’s Last
Stand (fig. 12), reproduced in Esquire magazine in 1950. “Three-
quarters of a century after his deathona stark bitter hill in Montana
the Custer legend stands invincible, immutable,” the accompanying
text noted. “Seven decades of critical attack has failed to dent it.
Custer’s Last Stand is a hallowed immortality. ”17 And so the myth.

The first portrayal of Custer’s Last Stand appeared in the New
York Daily Graphic on July 19, two weeks after receipt of the news
of disaster out west. William M. Cary’s 7} e Battle on the Little Big
Horn River— The Death Struggle of General Custer (fig. 13) showed
unflinching courage in the face of overwhelming odds—white
civilization surrounded, indeed stormed, by red savagery. The
Indians will kill that man standing there at the center of the storm,
but his spiric is indomitable. What he stands for, literally and

e -
- - B e e 2
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figuratively, must, a5 Walt Whitman argued, “triumph” in the
end. There seems an aura of inevitability abour it all. Could artists
have shown Custer's defeat in any other way?

In fact, the artists fumbled around in 186, Criticism of Custer
abounded at the time. Certain high officials called him vainglorious
and rash. Dark accusations circulated thar he had recklessly thrown
away the lives of his entire command to salve a wounded ego and
redeem his own tarnished reputation. Polirical controversy swirled
around his defear in 2 presidential election year. In 1876, it was ot
at all inevitable thar Custer would be made 2 hero, '# In his poem
published on July 10 Whitman had written:

Continues yet the old, old legend of our race!
The loftiest of life upheld by deach!

The ancient banner perfectly maintained!

(O lesson oPpertune—O how [ welcome thee! ) 4

Three days later, and almost a week before Cary’s representation
of the Last Stand, the very first depiction of Custer’s death appeared
in the Hlustrated Police News. Titled The Indian War—Death of
General George A. Custer at the Battle of the Little Big Horn River,
Montana Territory, June 25 (fig. 14), it showed Custer among the
first o fall. Where was the “lesson opportune” in that? It would
never do.

Other artists thought in terms of a last charge. J. O. Davidson
provided a cover drawing for the New York /llustrated Weekly that
August showing Custer in his buckskins, a solid wall of soldiers

losing? A poem by Edgar Fawcert shared space with Davidson’s
drawing and struck the appropriate note:

So from thy Sorrowing country thouy shaly win
Rank beside all her loyalest and her best,
Thou new Leonidas, with thy noble kin,
Slain in that wild Thermopylae of the West120

But Davidson’s illustration jn and of itself failed to convey the
mythic essence of doomed finality. Last charges lack the Last Stand’s




visceral appeal. How do we even know they are last charges? An
illustration by Alfred R. Waud of Custer at Aldsie (1876, p. 208)
equates with another by an artist named Kelly of Custers Last Charge

(18"8. ﬁg. I15). ]':'.; re 1S ;mthmu o J‘mnw l‘oct\\ccn [hcm‘ \\”.lluf

illustrated a legendary event in ( “uster's Civil War career; Kelly, a
poem by Captain Jack Crawford— and only Crawford’s verse gave

point to Kelly's image:

Charge, comrades, charge! see young Custer ahead!
His charger leaps forth, almost flying;

One volley! and half of his comrades are dead—
The other half fighting and dying!®'

No ambiguity clouds a Custer’s Last Stand. The visuals express,
unequivocally, Whitman’s “lesson opportune.” Dismounted
cavalrymen, their horses dead around them. Flight cut off, escape
impossible. Grounded and doomed. How the soldiers face certain
death—bravely, carelessly, defiantly—is what matters: “Desperate
and glOrious—'avc. in defeat most desperate, most glorious.” Custer
must literally stand and meet his fate head on, proving worthy of
the mythic end that life had scripted for him. Heroism is palRabI’e
in J. Steeple Davis’s Custer’s Last Fight (1897, fig. 16),'O,. RElCh,S
Custer’s Last Stand and Death (1898), an anonymous artist's Custers
Last Rally on the Little Big Horn (1900, fig. 1, and almost every

Last Stand since.
William Cary had set the standard in July 18765 x.‘\lfreffl Waud
perfected it that fall. His Custers Last Fight (fig. 17), like his Custer

at Aldie, illustrated Frederick Whittaker's fulsome instant biogr?phy
A Complete Life of Gen. George A. Custer a:xd served as a VIS.ua]
equivalent to Whirtaker’s breathless prose. Truth and sincerity;
honor and bravery, tenderness and S)./mpathy, unassuming piety
and temperance, Were the mainsprings of Custe{, the man,

Whittaker wrote. “As 2 soldier there is no spot on his armor, as a
man no taint on his honor.”?? Waud, who knew the_dlfference
between a last charge and a last stand, showed Custer in just this

nd—cool, amidst a raging chaos, sturdy and unmovable,
of a triangle, his men its slopes, his light-colored
y their dark uniforms, in all, the epitome of

way at thee
his head the apex
buckskin suit set off b
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perfect heroism, of “grace under pressure.” Thart central triangle
has an elemental appeal, at once simple and powerful, and Waud’s
influence is everywhere in Last Stand art. His Custer, for example,
reappeared early, in an 1878 lithograph by Henry Steinegger notable
for offering two Custers for the price of one. Titled General Custer’
Death Struggle. The Bastle of the Listle Big Horn (fig. 18), it featured
both Cary's uniformed general and Waud’s buckskin-clad hero.

Thus was Custer’s Last Stand conceived by William Cary and
Alfred Waud in the very year Custer died. In time it became the
defining event of America’s Indjan wars. The ironies are immense.
Custer’s Last Stand was a victory for the Sioux and their allies that
hurried their defeat. It was 2 defeat for Anglo-Americans that
ensured their more rapid victory. And it was, in its own time,
understood as a mora/ victory, proving the superiority of white
civilization over red savagery. Once established, the Last Stand
Was perpetuated through repetition. Its imagery is incestuous. The
same basic elements reappear in picture after picture, repeated,
recycled, and renewed. Eventually the core image of Custer’s Last
Stand was entrenched in the American mind. We can understand
the process by turning again to Cary and Waud.

William Cary did a second Last Stand in 1884 that was published
as Battle of the Big Horn.—Deat)y of Custer (fig. 19). The most
obvious change would seem to be its vertical format, although
Cary’s original sketch (fig. 20) was actually horizontal, as before.
The page design of the school reader in which it appeared dictated
the vertical design. Spin-offs have restored its horizontal
composition: Kurz and Allison’s 1889 lithograph Battle of the Big
Horn, for example, and a poster for the “Greatest Motion Picture
Ever Conceived or Constructed,” that 1909 epic of “Massacre and
Mutilation,” Custer’s [ast Stand (fig. 2).

Waud, in turn, revisited the Little Bighorn in an 1892 illustration
titled Custer’s Last Stand (fig. 21). The pyramidical arrangement of
figures survived the intervening years, but Waud’s new version
was genuinely vertical in composition, The viewer is placed at
Custer’s feet, gazing up at the hero. He towers over us. The very
perspective is mythic. A source, interestingly, would seem to be a
generic Last Stand (fig, 22) painted by Frederic Remington in 1890
and published as a double-page spread in Harper’s Weekly on

P & N




January 10, 1891

drawing made ab

Remington had relied ‘ G e
© -l v il 15 d

S Canrer s Las Faobit Rt s o
years later, Waud relied on a Remingt ainting that ren
indebted to the first Waud version ";\P ‘ i- ‘ d
of troopers with Custer at its center 1s il L “
Remmgm”‘ Custer’s Last Fight (ng. 24 published 1 yo3. Thus

image feeds on image.

Th A . s

W d‘c movies are a case in point. Hollywood has borrowed from
faud s 187 T, - 3 v .

§ 1876 Custer s Last [f1ght ume and again for the Last Stand

The Scarlet West, 1925,

scenes in O 1 - :
nes in films thar are favorable to Custer |
fie. 25) as well } e ;

o ) as well as those that are not (Sssting Bull, 1954), xut_'{,:csrlng
ative end. In Little

the ad: TP :
e adaprability of the core image to any narr
lunaric at

Big Man (1970, p. 260), for example, Custer is a raving
the end—the quintessential Vietnam-era military madman striking
poses out of Waud and others in parody of the heroic conventions
?ffhe Last Stand myth. Asan artistic construct Custer’s Last Stand
is inherently cinematic. Artists have provided everything from
establishing shots (Gayle P. Hoskins’s Custer’s Last Fight, 1953) 10
close-ups (the Kinneys’ The Last Stand, 1914), and the movies, of
course, have done the same. The climactic sequence in They Died
with Their Boots On (1941, fig. 37) mixes overhead shots with close-
ups of Errol Flynn’s Custer. The camera does the work of the eye,
always secking out and isolating that figure at the center of things
who makes the action visually and emotionally coherent—not just
another Indian battle, but Custer’s Last Stand.

Well before the invention of moving pictures, showmen set the
uster’s Last Stand into motion. In 1886, to mark
the tenth anniversary of the Battle of the Little Bighorn, and to
capitalize on his own involvement in the Great Sioux War as well

as the recent success of Elizabeth Custer’s reminiscence “Boots and

Saddles,” Buffalo Bill Cody decided to reenact the Last Stand. On

August 13 he wrote Mis. Custer noting that he would stage the
reenactment that winter and “shall spare no expense t0 do credit
to our exhibition and deepen the lustre of your glorious husband’s
reputation as a soldier and a man. May I hope that you will give

static image of C




218 !):,np:r

your sanction to the plan and by your presence endorse my effort
1o perpetuate his memory.™® As we have seen, Mrs, Custer turned
Cody down, bue perhaps she relenced. Thar November, the Wild
West moved into Madison Square Garden for the winter season,
staging 7he Drama of Civilization, 3 “motion-spectacle, or dramaric
Pageant, of American pioneer life.” The director’s son recalled
watching “the gigantic scenic Preparations and the early rehearsals,
at which the widow of General Custer herself was present in
conference with my father, while he directed the tragic mock-fight
with the Indians, in which long-haired ‘Buck Taylor,” as Custer,
was the last to fa]] among the dead.”?# “The [Lasc Charge of Custer”
Was not included in the opening performance of 7he Drama of

and proved Popular enough to be repeated in Manchester in 1887
1888 and Glasgow in 1891-1892. The Custer battle was added to
the Wild Wes; itself midway through the 1893 season.?’ “Not a

the Greeks under Leonidas at Thermopylae. . . . It is a
reproduction which wounds and death alone could
emphasize, . . . Words can no more do it justice than they
could enhance the noble character ang sacrifice of those
whose memory it perpetuates; erecting to them, as j¢ were,
a daily nonument, in addition ¢ the storm-beaten one,
marking the spot where the American Mygar fell, face to

photograph (fig. 26) of 2 performance in Brooklyn in 1894 confirms,
the Wild West’s Posters nevertheless borrowed from other artists
to nail down the Last Stand imagery.

A 1904 poster, Custers Last Stand as Presented by Buffalo Bills
Wild West (fig. 3), is loosely based on the gargantyan 1881 painting
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by John Mulvany, Custer s Last Rally (fig. 27). At eleven by twenty
feet it overwhelmed Walt Whitman when he saw it in New York.
HCFC\\'.!S the “lesson opportune” writ large! “Nothing in the books
like it,” Whitman enthused, “nothing in Homer, nothing in
Shakespeare; more grim and sublime than either, all native, all our
own, and all a fact.”*” Equally interesting is an earlier Buffalo Bill
poster (fig. 4) issued around 1896. It uses Mulvany's title, Custers

Last Rally, but borrows freely from a different work, the most
fampus Last Stand of them all, beloved of Willard Carlyle, S:lene
Sn.mh. Ben McIntosh/Curley/Hicks, and gcncmtinns of beer-
drinkers, the Anheuser-Busch lithograph Custer’s Last Fight
(fig. 30). g

Custer’s Last Fight reached back a decade to a huge oil of the
same title by a relatively obscure St. Louis artist, Cassilly Adams.
At nine and a half by sixteen and a half feet, independent of two
end panels that accompanied it, Adams’s Custer’s Last Fight (fig.
28) easily rivaled Mulvany’s Custers Last Rally in size; indeed,
publicity claimed that the total work was thirty-two feet long.2®
Adams was not the artist Mulvany was. His figures were awkward
and stiff, his background dull. Still, the end panels were an arresting
touch: one (fig. 29) showed George Custerasa child playing soldier,
the other (fig. 5), dead in his buckskins on the field of battle, the
29 Readers of Cormac McCarthy’s
contemporary classic Blood Meridian; or the Evening Redness in the
West (1985) will find much to ponder in the second image. But it is
this secular triptych’s centerpiece that draws the eye, and its central
grouping that commands attention. For at almost the exact center
of the composition is Custer lunging at an Indian with his saber,
his empry pistol clubbed in his left hand, still fiercely resisting the
inevitable as the savage hordes close in upon him. Others did better
paintings than Cassilly Adams, but no one better captured the
Last Stand’s heroic essence. His Custer’s Last Fight, substantially
reworked by a Milwaukee lithographer named Otto Becker, was
the prototype for an American icon.*

Since it was first distributed by the Anheuser-Busch Brewing
Association in 1896, Becker’s Custer’s Last Fight has been continually
reprinted, reinterpreted, and revered in nostalgic recollection. John
Erlichman, one of Richard Nixon’s White House advisers, recalled

sun setting behind him.
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the pleasure he took in studying Frederic Remington’s oil The
Charge of the Rough Riders (1899) whenever meetings in the
Roosevelt Room dragged and his mind wandered, bur it was, he
said, no match for Cuszer’ Last Fight.

When I was three years old, my mother used to rake me to
a barber shop run by a Mr. Sapp. He had placed the huge
Anheuser-Busch print of Custer’s Last Fight where I could
raptly study it as he cyr my hair. Cavalrymen and Sioux
were locked in bloody hand-to-hand combat all over the
barber shop, it seemed, and I could hardly wait to go back
to Mr. Sapp’s to see more of the battle of Little Big Horn.
Remington’s Rough Riders i less interesting,3!

Who could resist 4 barber with a sense of humor?
Anheuser-Busch’s Custer’s Last Fight has a noble pedigree: by
Becker out of Adams, with a weather eye to Zulu War exoticism

countryman (Becker emigrated from Germany at nineteen) and

rushing in from front and side. Reading from left to right, three
Remingtons make cameo appearances: Kiowa Byck Starting a Race
(Century Magazine, July 1889, fig. 33), Unborsed (Century Magazine,
January 1892, fig. 34), and Indian Horse-Race—-_Camz'ng over the
Seratch (i Century Magazine, July 1889, fig. 35).
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Joe Grandee's A Day of | nd— When [" ! ind ' fo
(1982, Mort Kunstler's Custer’s Last Stand (ca 1986), Michael
GEn[r}"g Long Hair'’s Last Sun (1992 and Michael Sc hreck's
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game in Custer art,
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This quest for historical accuracy is an old
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S' dbrouglu firsthand western experience to their Custer’s Last
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s, and Waud had impressive Civil War credentials as well.

ohn M vy (Caces ¥ &
J Mulvany, Cassilly Adams, and even the proprietors of the
and pur{r.l.i{s. interviewed

I % e
889 Cyclorama all gathered artifacts
at what they saw

Eaftlclpams. and did their bit to assure viewers th
.Efore them was as authentic in its p;miculars as
l(t:s overall impression. By Mulvany’s own account, he toured the
S'uster battlefield in 1879, made sketches on the spot, visited the
ioux reservation, studied the dress and equipment of the soldiers,
Se'CUfed portraits of Custer and his officers, and even consulted
W‘lth officers at Fort Leavenworth as he worked on the painting in
his Kansas City studio. “Whenever nature is to be represented it
ihOU]d be nature itself, and not somebody’s guess,” he explained.
I made myself acquainted with every detail of my work, the gay
caparisoning of the Indian ponies, the dress of the Indian chiefs
3nf1 braves: in fact, everything that could bear upon the work.”
His contemporaries were persuaded. “The artist has brought to
this subject deep and careful study, and it has cost him three years
of hard labor,” the Louisville Commercial reported. “All this has
been done with a love of country and a burning desire to portray
one of the most illustrious deeds in its history. His genius enables
him to bring all into one great picture.”¢
Cassilly Adams, like Mulvany a Civil War veteran (“it is this
fact which gives to his work so much of the realism of terrible
fighting,” Mulvany’s publicity noted), painted his Custer’s Last Fight
St. Louis businessmen.?” Following Mulvany’s lead they

it was heroic in

for two




with real Sioux Indjans in their war paint and cavalrymen in their
uniforms Posing for him in hjs studio. As for the Cyclorama, its

Program noted thar it was painted in “the studio of E. Pierpoint
of New York”

Mr. Pierpoint obtained his photographs and sketches on
the field, and from survivors of the Reno part, scouts and
citizens who were jn the fight or on the field directly after,
he secured much accurate and important data. Also from
the official reports in the War Department ac Washington.

From varioys sources, photographs of the officers and men
were also collected, 38

The prize for accuracy, according to its own publicity, however,
went to Edgar S, Paxson’s six-by-nine-foor Custer’s Last Stand (1899,
fig. 8).3° “Severa] other pictures of Custer’s Last Battle have been

authors of them were unfamiliar with the details of the subject,
and which cannot stand the test of historica] criticism. . -
Mr. Paxson’s great painting is fajthfy] o history and that is a sine
9#a non in a historjca] painting. . . . The mora] grandeur of the
American Thermopylae s at last before ys,”40 Paxson’s devoted
research over (he claimed) twenty years included interviews with
the Cheyenne Two Moon, the Sioux Gall, and the Crow Curley,
eontacts with ninety-six officers and enlisted men associated with

the battle, revealing correspondence with Edward S. Godfrey in
1896, and repeated visjs to the bartlefield.

Stand.*! He finished in December 1899 and, mindful of precedents
and hopeful that the Spanish-American War had roused the
country’s patriotic ardor, toured his gigantic picture. A Montana

Yes, Rcmington has tried it; Mulvaney, too, as well;
But none so true has pictured, how gallant Custer fe[]!
See, that picture of the Battle and the after awfy] hush!



A friendly critic praised Paxson’s artistry ‘No one can stand before
this picture unmoved [here is so much suggested—the calm
bearmgir} the face of hopeless despair evinced \\ the true soldier,
and the UI_I'&!L and triumphant joy of the savage. It is almost a
;nome;-u “t‘h“-‘\f"‘--!“ hush on the part of the soldier, as if gathenng
orce for [hc“:;::.h blow, while the air is affrighted with the
murderous yell of the fierce, overpowering foe.”"

e some two hundred figures along p.u,;llcl

Paxson did organiz
e composition. But

:lagonil\. ‘VmLi there is a pyramid buried in th
;sruﬂed it so full of things that it feels claustrophobic: it is as
;\ ngh every curio in his studio collection found its way into the
inished work. Despite its capacious size, and the hushed air of
efiplecltang}— his contemporaries pcrccived. there is not a breath of
airinic. It n the ultimate painting as compendium, and the ultimate
?;i??ie of Lthe do-cumcmar'\' fallacy entrench'ed in Last Stand art.

(ua particulars do nora larger fact make. Nevertheless, tradition
has it that Elizabeth Custer wept upon viewing Paxson’s painting.**
And that was why realism mattered so much in Custer art. It
validated the Last Stand’s heroic premise. Thus, Mrs. Custer
SWOC?‘ned at the sight of Mulvany’s Custer’s Last Rally, and could
not “summon the courage” to visit the Cyclorama. Too real to
bear—that was the intended reaction, and all grist for the publicity
mill when these gargantuan paintings went on exhibition before
the public for a dime or a half dollar.

Few artists have cared to follow
confusion of his Custer’s Last Stand defies easy imitation, although

some have repeated a Paxson figure or pose——-and one painter has

tackled the tangle itself. Fritz Scholder, an influential native artist
with an interest in “Indian touch in sending

kitsch” and an ironic
up prime specimens, has paid Paxson homage in The Last Stand
(1976). Heroic-sized itself at five and two-thirds

by eight feet,
Scholder’s painting reduces Paxson’s to its basic elements—the
anonymous many lost in the purpled s

Paxson’s lead. The tangled

hadows of time, and the
Boy General, golden in his buckskins, the glowing center of an
th. Eatlier, in 1969, Scholder had taken

enduring American my
this mythic distillation a step further. Ina spoof of the very first
Last Stand, he showed William Cary’s heroic Custer posed alone

against field of black, slashed with scarlet. Perfectly ttled Custer
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& 20,000 Indians (fig. 9), it dispensed with the Indians entirely to
get at the essence of al| the Last Stand paintings.

Custer owes the artists a king’s ransom. By making his Last
Stand “an undying proof of whar valor is,” they have made him
immortal.
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