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Buffalo Bill and the Indians

In the preface to his play Indians, on which Altman’s Buffalo Bill and the
Indians is loosely based, Arthur Kopit notes how, during rewritings between
the London and Broadway openings, he evolved from John Ford parody
towards nightmare: ‘This, again, was what | had always wanted. To create an
impression. Not something didactic, but something musically amorphous, and
viscerally disturbing, like a bad dream — to be thought about, after it’s all over.
Pieced together again, like a puzzle.’

Curiously, this serves better as a description of Altman’s film than of the play,
partly because Kopit never quite surmounted the problem of how to make the
nightmare not only Buffalo Bill’s (as he is gradually forced to face the extent to
which he has allowed truth to be papered over by myth) but the audience’s.
By using as the still centre of Buffalo Bill's mental storm a reconstruction of
the U.S. Commission’s visit to Standing Rock in 1886 — a parley which
resulted directly in the takeover of the Great Sioux Reservation for the benefit
of white settlers, and indirectly in the assassination of Sitting Bull and the
massacre at WWounded Knee four years later — Kopit in fact reduces nightmare
to all-too-understandable logic. ‘Ya see,’ says Buffalo Bill in an effort to
expound the Indians’ apparently surrealistic logic to the Senators, ‘the Indian
believes the earth is sacred and sees ploughin’ as a sacrilegious act.’
Revealing the red man’s ingrained philosophical and territorial beliefs, and
matching them against the white’s expansionist needs, these scenes simply
demonstrate how, in the circumstances, the twain could never hope to meet.

Altman tackles the problem rather differently, by deliberately decentralising
any question of the reality of the Indian. As the camera pulls back at the
beginning of the film to reveal that the ferocious redskin attack on a pioneer
shack is merely a rehearsal for one of the Wild West Show’s acts, a wounded
Indian extra trampled by a horse is hurried away. Subsequently, as the film
bustles into the characteristic Altman flurry of sidelong jokes and overlapping
dialogue while the Wild West Show marshals its characters and resources, an
enigmatic shot of Indians silhouetted against the forest is laconically explained
as the funeral of the dead extra before it is swallowed up by the kaleidoscopic
action, leaving no ripple behind. A single Ford set-up of a pioneer burial
carries an automatic charge; but this, the film implies, is alien to our culture,
our understanding, our emaotions.

From this point on, Buffalo Bill and the Indians becomes a confrontation of
myth with myth. And exactly as the reception committee waiting to welcome
the new guest star to Buffalo Bill’'s Wild West Show is deceived into ignoring
the meekly undersized Sitting Bull (Frank Kaquitts) in favour of his gigantic
interpreter William Halsey (Will Sampson), so the audience is lured into
accepting the image it expects. Massive, impassive, and every inch the
fearsome Geronimo of imagination, Halsey (a fictional character replacing the
John Grass of history and Kopit’s play) takes the part of the proud, noble
savage currently worshipped. Authorised to speak throughout for the world-
weary Sitting Bull, he logic-chops the opposition to ribbons at every tum,
whether provoking Buffalo Bill (Paul Newman) into displays of arrogant white
superiority or picking historical holes in the hilariously inept scenario for the
Little Big Horn playlet. Halsey’s persona as the image created by white guilt is



given a savage twist when, after Sitting Bull’s death, he is seen committing
the final betrayal of impersonating his Chief in the gladiatorial combat in which
Buffalo Bill contemptuously vanquishes his enemy.

Sitting Bull himself, meanwhile, is presented as an amusing primitive
uninterested by the great debates going on around him, instead taking a
simple-minded interest in the workings of a music-box or a senile delight in
demonstrating that Buffalo Bill uses buckshot to facilitate his sharpshooting
act. In fact, however, what his behaviour displays is simply a common,
unheroic humanity. ‘He wanted to show the truth to the people for once,’
cries Annie Oakley (Geraldine Chaplin), threatening to resign because Buffalo
Bill refuses to change his Little Big Horn scenario to show that the massacre
was provoked by an attack ordered by Custer on squaws and children in the
Indian camp. But it is Halsey who proposes this rewrite in Sitting Bull’s name,
to the accompaniment of a spine-chilling chant, while Sitting Bull pursues the
business of living with calm, unguenchable curiosity. A point
undemonstratively echoed by the distant mountains, first seen in the film’s
opening image as the camera pans down from them to the American flag
raised over the Wild West Show’s stockade, and thereafter omnipresent as a
sort of Shangri La beyond the land across the river to which Sitting Bull
retreats with his people to escape the confines of the Wild West Show. By a
happy coincidence (or perhaps calculation), since the film was shot on an
Indian reservation in Alberta, these mountains are the ones Sitting Bull must
have seen when, in 1877, less interested in continuing to fight or set records
straight than in being left in peace to hunt buffalo, he led his people into
Canada, only to return four years later for imprisonment, exile and death
because neither the Great White Father nor the Great Mother who ruled
Canada could see his point of view.

So while the two myths confront each other in the centre of the film’s arena,
finally achieving the resolution obligatory today in the (deliberately
unconvincing) scene where Buffalo Bill is haunted by the ghost of the Indian
he betrayed, another nightmare is quietly adumbrated in the more genuinely
haunting mysteries never explained by the film, and which gradually knit
together to form a subtext in which the Indian acquires a strange magical-
religious property: the mysterious river-crossing no one ever sees performed
but which leaves Sitting Bull as high and dry as Christ walking on the waters;
the moment when Sitting Bull and six followers vanish into the mountains,
afterwards smilingly telling Buffalo Bill's baffled posse only that it was ‘the first
moon of the month’; the sudden zoom in to Sitting Bull’s funeral pyre to
reveal, among the bones, ashes and beads, what looks uncommonly like a
Christian cross; and above all, the enigmatic theatricality of Sitting Bull’s
appearance in the Wild West Show when he first stuns the audience by
levelling his gun at President Cleveland, then manoeuvres his horse into the
dance promised as the climax to his act.

In an election year, and with its echoes of Nashville, the levelled gun has
obvious connotations, fulfilling the expectations of a counterculture nourished
on the Wounded Knee demonstration and the welter of literature about Indian
genocide currently flooding the bookshops. But what of that mysterious
dance by the horse, mockingly accompanied by a Mozart minuet as the
circus music fades away and President Cleveland mulishly refuses to accept
the meeting foretold in Sitting Bull’s dream??

According to Indian belief at the time, the old grey which was said to have
embarked alone upon its repertoire of tricks after Sitting Bull was shot dead,



was in fact performing the Dance of the Ghosts. As much as anything, it was
this Ghost Dance religion, newly disseminated by the Paiute Messiah, which
led to the extermination of the Sioux at Wounded Knee: partly because the
white men feared that the secret ceremonies of the Ghost Dance would unite
the Indian tribes (Sitting Bull’s disappearance in the mountains) and because it
blasphemed in taking over Christ from Christianity (the cross among the
ashes); and partly because the Indians believed that no further struggle was
necessary. ‘In the next springtime, when the grass was knee high, the earth
would be covered with new soil which would bury all the white men, and new
land would be covered with sweet grass and running water and trees ... The
Indians who danced the Ghost Dance would be taken up in the air and
suspended there while a wave of new earth was passing, and then they
would be set down among the ghosts of their ancestors on the new earth,
where only Indians would live.” (Dee Brown, Bury My Heart at Wounded

Knee).

‘History is no more than disrespect for the dead,’ says white surrogate William
Halsey, interpreting a Sitting Bull plea for a reversal of historical guilts and
responsibilities which even Buffalo Bill notices that Sitting Bull never actually
uttered. Sitting Bull’s History Lesson is an altogether more nightmarish threat:
no less than obliteration of the white man’s civilisation, traditions, and even

existence.
Tom Milne, Sight and Sound, Autumn 1976
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