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I
n Steven Spielberg’s 

the president about a retributive war crime. In Tony Kushner’s screenplay, the soldier explains: “Some of us was in 
the Second Kansas Colored. We fought the rebs at Jenkins’ Ferry last April, just after they’d killed every Negro soldier 
they captured at Poison Springs. So at Jenkins’ Ferry, we decided we warn’t taking no reb prisoners. And we didn’t 
leave a one of ‘em alive.” His summary of the Second Colored’s role at Jenkins’ Ferry corresponds closely to historical 
accounts (see, for example, Mark K. Christ, 

[Little Rock, Ark: August House, 2003], 
in Arkansas, however, it is unclear how Private Green found his way to parade grounds adjacent to Washington Navy 
Yard, where arranges his meeting with the president.  

Abraham Lincoln seems more appreciative than appalled by Green’s report, and the scene moves on to another 
African American soldier, Ira Clark from Massachusetts, who complains to Lincoln about black soldiers’ lower wages 

disappears from the story—like most African Americans, some critics have complained—but his presence there at the 

 (2012) takes Kansas as the setting for its 
looping, loopy time-travel tale. Drawing, like Terry Gilliam’s (1995), on Chris Marker’s allusive, elusive 

(1962) for inspiration,  tells the story of time-travel killers in the near future of 2044 and the not-so-near future 
of 2074. When time travel is discovered in the more distant future, it is immediately made illegal, but when time travel 
is illegal, only criminals will travel time. Future gangsters, who have trouble getting rid of the bodies of their victims, 
arrange to send their targets back to the past, where “loopers” execute them and dispose of the bodies; eventually, 
however, the loopers are doomed to kill their own older selves, “closing the loop.” The Kansas of the near future will be 
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of Kansas City, a rather dystopian Emerald City—closer 
in spirit to (1982) perhaps than to anything in 

planted in cane rather than corn could be a consequence 
of thirty more years of global warming, or it could just be 

in Louisiana.

suggests the continued, albeit sometimes subtle ways 
in which the history and image of Kansas and the 

Sometimes this is because central events in the broader 
canvas of American history—the Civil War, westward 
expansion and the contingent struggles with Native 
Americans, the progress of African Americans toward 
full civil rights, women’s suffrage—have important roots 
in Kansas history. But sometimes it is simply because 
Kansas serves as a stand-in for middle America, whether 
portrayed with the rosy optimism of television’s 

(1974–1983) or as the bleak landscape 
of (1973) or, well, the tornado’d Kansas that 

American culture is repressively stultifying, as in William 
Inge’s dramas, or threatened by darkness from outside, 
as with  (1967). The limited Kansasness of 

and does not quite merit their inclusion in 

to the continued centrality of Kansas and its history to 

convention, with a look back at a classic work. This year 
marks the centennial of Kansas playwright William Inge’s 
birth, and that occasion has been marked in a range of 
ways. In New York his classic play is being revived 
on Broadway. In Kansas City, 

 
, a collection of Inge’s heretofore seldom seen 

or unperformed short plays and manuscript fragments, 
was put on under the direction of Travis Chamberlain. 
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in the building that had once been a legendary 
home of drag revues, the Jewel Box Lounge, to 
highlight Inge’s suppressed homosexuality. The 
performance was accompanied by artwork by 

Kansas City’s LGBT archive, created assemblages 
incorporating artifacts of the gay past. In Inge’s 
hometown of Independence, Kansas, the William 
Inge Center for the Arts will, in its annual festival 
this May (just a few weeks away as I write), take 
a break from its annual tradition of honoring 
living playwrights to remember its namesake, 
with performances of his work, commissioned 
short plays that take his work as a starting point, 
and tours of Inge’s town, home, and its library’s 
collection of his work. In these pages we celebrate 
the centennial by choosing 

help us revisit this work than Ralph Voss, who 
readers of may recall provided our 

, 
and whose study 

(1989) remains the standard starting 
point for scholarship on the playwright. Voss, 
professor emeritus at the University of Alabama, 
has lately returned to the plains of Kansas for his 
most recent work, on the same subject as another 

In Cold Blood (2011). 

Great Plains commences near the time of the state’s 
inception, with the PBS documentary , 
aired as part of the series  . While 
much of the abolitionist story centers on America’s 
northeast, the prominent role played by John Brown, 

Washburn University’s Kelly Erby, an assistant professor 
of history, is currently developing a course on Brown 
(to be offered this fall), she seemed an obvious choice 
as reviewer. Erby covers the early national period of 
U.S. history for Washburn, and she is at work on a book 
exploring the experience of dining out in the nineteenth 
century, with all the class, gender, and race dimensions 
that the shift in Americans’ eating habits entailed.

The Great Plains are rightfully known as the breadbas-

focus on the consequences of the transformation of the 
plains by intensive agriculture, especially and most 
disastrously the Dust Bowl of the 1930s. Ken Burns’s 
documentary for PBS, , makes that tragic 
consequence the center of its story, combining survivor 
recollections, narrated primary sources, and talking-head 
commentary by contemporary historians to explain the 
catastrophic decade. The documentary is reviewed for us 
by Joyce Thierer, an associate professor in the Department 
of Social Sciences at Emporia State University. Thierer 
is a partner of Ride into History, a performance group 

person narratives, and her experiences with the group 
contributed to her book 

(2010). 

Splendor in the Grass
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family farm, where she works the same plot of land her 
family has owned since 1856 and follows sound land 
practices and carbon-oxygen grass growing to rehabilitate 
pasture lands. Readers of  may remember 

in summer 

festivals (summer 1995), and readers of 
may recall her pieces on women’s suffrage in Kansas 
(with Ann Birney, winter 1995) and fences on the Great 
Plains (with Julie Mulvihill, autumn 2006). A different 
accounting of the consequences of wheat agriculture on 

, based on Craig Miner’s book of the same 
title (1998). Rooted in a rich range of primary sources, the 
documentary explores one partnership, G-K Farms, in its 
decades-long engagement with plains agriculture and its 

assistant professor of history at Iowa State University. 
Courtwright is the author of 

controlled and sometimes not, has shaped the plains 
environment, and readers of may recall her 
articles on Sara Robinson (summer 2002) and on Wichita 
war housing (winter 2000–2001).

Visual artists provide the focus for two very different 

of the two is Joshua Hassel’s , a 

who settled in Kansas’s Swedish capital of Lindsborg, 
where he taught at Bethany College and shaped his own 
distinctive landscape visions. For a review we turned to 

well, Bruce Kahler, professor of history at Bethany 
College. Kahler teaches art history as well as American 
history for the college, and readers of will 
remember his review of the two versions of (1969 
and 2010) in the last installment of this section (summer 
2011) as well as his article on John Martin, the journalist 
who served as this state’s tenth governor (spring 2011). 
A rather more unusual approach to an artist’s work is 

Herd’s projects in New York City. To review the work, we 
chose another visual artist, Stephanie Lanter, currently 
an instructor in the Art Department of Emporia State 
University. An artist who works sculpturally in clay and 

Kansas City, Lawrence, Emporia, and Garden City as well 
as at many venues across the country.  Lanter has been 

most recently involved (with Marguerite Perret, Bruce 
Scherting, Robin Lasser, and many other collaborators) 
in the multimedia installation, book, and outreach work 
on women’s and public health, , 
which debuted in St. Paul, Minnesota, and was shown in 
Topeka in 2012 (see thewaitingroomlostandfound.org).  

historical events with Kansas connections have even 
beyond our national borders. After encountering the story 
of the civil rights pioneer in Italy, in the casting studio of 
sculptor Stanley Bleifeld, whose large-scale sculpture of 
Johns at the Virginia Civil Rights Memorial on the capitol 
grounds in Richmond was unveiled in 2008, Chiambretto 
wanted to know more about the sixteen-year-old activist. 

led students in a strike against school conditions and 
eventually stood as a plaintiff in a suit that was folded in 
with four other cases to form the multipronged challenge 
to school segregation settled under the title 

  , in 1954. Chiambretto next 
traveled to Topeka, where playwright Marcia Cebulska 
had reimagined Johns’s speech before the city’s students 
for , a play that opened in the Kansas capital 

where the  National Historic Site provided 

for us is Gretchen Eick, professor of history at Wichita’s 
Friends University. Eick is the author of 

(2001).
Psychologist Stephen Lerner of Lawrence, Kansas, has 

songwriting in recent years, and , puts 

Lerner, and its closing features one of his original songs. 
addresses both a broad theme, the struggles of 

small-town Kansas communities to survive, and a very 

Washburn University and directs Washburn’s Center for 
Kansas Studies. A collaborative collection of oral history 
by members of the Women’s Studies Department at Kansas 
State University, under the oversight of Associate Professor 
of Cultural Studies Michele Janette, 
insists that we notice both women’s work and the range of 
ethnicities that had a key role in settling Kansas and that 
continue to play a central part in shaping its contemporary 
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professor of history at Independence Community College 
and also a member of the Kansas Humanities Council’s 
Speakers Bureau. His research interests include immigrant 
communities and ethnicities in Kansas and women’s work 
in nineteenth-century Kansas, and his publications include 
a guide to speaking Plaut Deutsch, the language Mennonites 
brought to Kansas, and a collection of Mennonite proverbs 
(both 2008). 

Both and  were made 
possible in part by grants from the Kansas Humanities 
Council (KHC), which has had a key role in promoting 

2011 we reviewed and two groups of short 

Kansas) program, distributed to libraries and other sites 

the KHC’s online Short Film Gallery (kansashumanities.

utterly disparate subjects about Kansas history and places 
is Doug Harvey, who teaches history at Johnson County 
Community College. Harvey is the author of 

(2010). 

differing ways, any attempt to situate them on a simple 
linear timeline, but each illuminates Kansas history and 
the genres that have been used to represent it. Kevin 

before ( in 2001, in 2003, 
in 2009, and in 2011). 

This year, Willmott returns with a hilarious send-up 

When a group of 1930s African 

collisions of expectations that the then/now meetings 
entail. Playwright Darren Canady, an assistant professor 
in the Department of English at the University of Kansas, 

the Eugene O’Neill Theatre Center, the Alliance Theatre, 
the Quo Vadimus Arts’ ID America Festival, the Fremont 
Centre Theatre, Chicago’s Congo Square Theatre, the BE 
Company, and London’s Old Vic, as well as in Lawrence 
and Topeka. 

Technically, is set in 1873, but its 
location is equally in the territory of futuristic space 
fantasy. The genre mash-up collides Western and space 
conventions in ways that force the reexamination of 
both sides of that equation, resulting in a rethinking of 
what the West means and how it gets represented in that 
most established of genres, the Western. Cynthia Miller, 
a cultural anthropologist who teaches in the Liberal 
Arts and Interdisciplinary Studies program at Emerson 

; she contributed 
reviews of the old and new  (1957 and 2007) 
in 2009 and Robert Altman’s 
(1976) and (1971) in 2007. She 
had a very busy year in 2012, editing or coediting (and 

;
 (with A. 

Bowdoin Van Riper); the award-winning 
 (with Julie Anne 

Taddeo); and, perhaps of most relevance for our present 
purposes, 

 (with A. Bowdoin Van 
Riper). She is currently working on an anthology of essays 
about the international Western, tracing the impact of an 

years have seen two very different treatments of L. 
Frank Baum’s hallowed terrain released in theatres, in 
something of a cinematic David-versus-Goliath contest: 

, 
Disney’s megabudget, aiming-to-be-blockbuster prequel 
to the original, , 
in front of green screens. Thomas Fox Averill, professor 
of English at Washburn University, reviews both works. 
Averill will be well known to readers of ; 

pages back in spring 1989. His latest novel, , received 
the Spur Award from the Western Writers Association as 

 (2001), has recently been reprinted.

Washburn University
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written by William Inge; produced by Elia 

1961; color; 124 minutes. Distributed by Warner 
Brothers.

Though nothing can bring back the hour

Strength in what remains behind.
—William Wordsworth, “Ode: 
Intimations of Immortality from 
Recollections of Early Childhood” (1804)

L , a late-1920s tale of a young 
couple who, their love thwarted by pervasive forces in 
their environment, must ultimately make the best of their 
lives. Wilma Dean “Deanie” Loomis (Natalie Wood) and 

high schoolers deeply in love in a small southeastern 
Kansas town. Their love has a sexual urgency that they 
struggle to resist because both have been taught a strict 
Victorian code that seems almost quaint in today’s post-
pill, post-sexual-revolution era: that premarital sex is 
always wrong and always damaging not only to the 
couple’s own reputations but also to their parents’ moral 
standing in the community. Consequently, Deanie and 
Bud are both miserable; each time they are together, 
their desire and their resistance to it leaves them severely 
frustrated and almost physically and mentally ill. They 
yearn to marry but believe they must wait, and the wait 

in the movie only as Mrs. Loomis (Audrey Christie)—are 
against the union.

Bud’s parents are oil-boom nouveau riche. Ace brims 
with blustery self-importance, insisting that Bud, his only 
son, ascend to even greater heights by going to Yale before 
returning to take over the Stamper oil empire. Bud wants 
only to marry Deanie after high school and settle down at 
the small ranch where Ace struggled before discovering 
oil. Deanie is the only child of working-class parents. 

Splendor in the Grass
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Her father owns a small grocery, and her mother, though 
ambitious for Deanie to marry into the Stamper fortune, is 
obsessed with the idea that her daughter remain virginal, 
a value she herself had been taught. Deanie’s mother 
constantly interrogates the girl about whether her love for 
Bud has “gone too far,” causing Deanie, in one scene, to 
burst into tears and shriek: “Yes! I’m pure!” Clearly, both 
teenagers are in deep emotional turmoil from which they 

tells his son there are two kinds of women: the good sort, 
like Deanie, and the loose sort, with whom Bud could 

cannot talk with his mother, who is cowed by Ace, so he 
turns to the town doctor, who vaguely suggests rest and 
vitamins. Deanie seeks out the local minister, Reverend 
Whiteman (played by Inge himself), who ineffectually 
suggests prayer. 

collapses on the basketball court, his turmoil having 

Eventually following Ace’s advice, Bud reluctantly 
breaks with Deanie and takes out a willing girl, pushing 
Deanie into hysterics. She breaks down in an English class 
when she is asked to interpret the meaning of the above 
lines from Wordsworth’s “Intimations Ode,” and not long 
afterward she insists on seeing Bud and offers herself to 
him. Bud rejects Deanie because he still loves and respects 
her; however, his rejection plunges Deanie into a complete 
breakdown and she tries to drown herself. Rescued, she 
is sent away to a mental institution, where she undergoes 
Freudian analysis and group therapy. Bud goes to Yale, 
where he ignores his studies while romancing Angelina, 
a waitress in an Italian restaurant. These events play out 
in 1929, against the backdrop of the market crash that 
begins the Great Depression. Ace, who loses his fortune 
but hopes to set things right with Bud, comes to Yale to 
badger the dean unsuccessfully about giving his son a 
second chance. Later, Bud meets his father in New York, 
where Ace tries to buy his son the favors of a showgirl who 

his fortune and his son, and he leaps from a window at 
his hotel. Bud marries Angelina and returns to southeast 
Kansas with her.

Deanie has meanwhile found emotional equilibrium in 
therapy and returns home to tell her parents—especially 
her mother—that she does not blame them and that she 
has met a young doctor-to-be whom she will marry. 
Nonetheless, she asks about Bud, and, though her mother 

disapproves, her father tells her where Bud is living. 

on the way. During their conversation about their lives, 
Deanie asks Bud if he is happy, and he replies that he does 
not ask himself that question often. Times are hard, and 
he and Angelina are getting by. As Deanie leaves, the lines 

she and Bud must go their separate ways and “grieve not, 

Wordsworth’s “Intimations Ode” was a favorite of 

but also the dominant theme of Inge’s personal life as a 
deeply closeted homosexual from the small southeast 
Kansas town of Independence. A lifelong bachelor who 
never had a real romantic relationship and who believed 
that such relationships were always somehow doomed, 

environment forged by repressive parents and small-
town, midwestern mores of the late 1920s. He was a 
struggling alcoholic and analysand even before he became 
a successful writer. His best-known plays appeared in the 
1950s, when the only acceptable romantic relationships in 
popular entertainment were heterosexual, and all of his 
successes prior to S —including 

 (1950);  (1953);  (1955); and 
 (1957)—depict the complications of 

heterosexual romantic relationships in small Kansas or 
Oklahoma towns. 

  on 

York theater and Hollywood circles, encouraged Inge to 
try screenwriting after Inge’s 1959 play,  , 

written (in the one-act plays —a title 
taken from the same Wordsworth poem—and 

) about the thwarted love of a young, small-

that, while what happened was not the best outcome, 
it simply had to be accepted, that life must go on. A 
reworking of this story became the script that Inge and 

, which they knew 
could become a hit when the established star Natalie 
Wood agreed to play Deanie. 

Warren Beatty had debuted on Broadway in 

Pat Hingle had been nominated for a Tony Award for 
his role as Rubin Flood, the father in 

Ace effectively. 
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even though some consider it dated and melodramatic. 
It remains one of Inge’s greatest works, and it is always 

(1951); (1954); 
 (1955); (1956); and  

of both Natalie Wood’s and Warren Beatty’s luminous 

as well as Phyllis Diller in a brief cameo as Texas Guinan, 
greeting 1929 club goers with the delightfully insulting 

have preferred. His screenwriting Oscar can be viewed 
at his alma mater, the University of Kansas in Lawrence.

University of Alabama, emeritus

. Directed and written by Rob 
Rapley, from a concept developed by Paul 
Taylor; produced by Molly Jacobs and Rob 
Rapley; series produced by Susan Bellows. 2013; 
color; three 120-minute episodes. Distributed by 
PBS for .

W
hen America’s Constitution was drafted 
in summer 1787, the matter of slavery 
threatened to divide the nation before 
it was even fully formed. Inspired by 

the revolutionary ideals of liberty and equality, some 
constitutional delegates—like Gouverneur Morris of 
Pennsylvania—wanted to eliminate the institution of 
slavery from the new nation, or at least punish those 
states that refused to abolish it. In fact, slavery was so 
divisive that it became a non-issue at the constitutional 
convention, carefully tucked out of sight in an effort to 
preserve the fragile, young Republic. Just a few decades 
later, practically the only remaining antislavery voices in 
America were those of free blacks. Slavery had become 

Americans in both North and South had an economic 
stake in the “peculiar institution.” Slavery, in other words, 
was “too big to fail.” 

The three-part documentary , broadcast 
as part of PBS’s series, illuminates 
the efforts of a small, fringe movement of men and women 

Kansas, but Boris Kaufman shot exteriors at locations in 
New York and interiors at New York’s Filmways Studio. 
After publicity suggesting that certain scenes in  

criticism. Dwight Macdonald, for example, wrote that 
he found it hard to believe that Bud and Deanie could 
be “sexually frustrated to the point of lunacy” (“Films: 

,” , December 1961, 69). Not 
swayed by movie reviews, audiences nationwide bought 

(Best Original Screenplay, which Inge won, and Best 
Actress for Wood) and three Golden Globe nominations 
(Best Dramatic Picture, Best Actress for Wood, and Best 
Actor for Beatty). 

Now, in Inge’s centennial year and over a half-century 
since  
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helping slaves, including assisting with the Underground 
Railroad and reviewing Brown’s plan to foment a major 
slave insurrection against the South. Although in the 
end Douglass refused to assist Brown at Harpers Ferry, 

a tremendous impact on Douglass’s ideas for achieving 
racial equality.

By the third episode, the antislavery cause has become 
a mainstream political movement in the North with the 
publication of Stowe’s novel  (1852) and 
the rise of the Republican Party. As the South struggled 

became inevitable. This episode opens ominously with 
Brown’s posse slaying proslavery advocates in Kansas 
Territory. It ends with northern victory in the Civil 

Refreshingly, 

slavery. Narrator Oliver Platt shares a quotation in which 
even Lincoln refers to himself as “only an instrument,” 
reserving the real credit for the abolitionists who, “by 
refusing to disappear, to be silenced, to accommodate, 
had forced millions of Americans to take a stand on 
slavery one way or the other.”

By beginning the abolitionist story in the antebellum 
period, misses the opportunity to explore 
the earlier, mostly black roots of the movement. And, 

gestures toward the even messier debate over race, gender, 
slavery, and democracy that abolitionism raised, it fails to 
develop that part of the story. Still,  is not 
afraid to acknowledge complex facets of the abolitionist 
movement, including Garrison’s eventual rejection of 
the Constitution as a proslavery document. And the 

well-known moments in antebellum American history, 
including when Douglass witnessed his aunt’s brutal 

breaker Edward Covey, and Garrison’s near lynching by 
a Northern mob. Finally, the decision to tell the story of 

which in some ways proves simplistic, nevertheless 
forces the audience to identify with these ordinary men 
and women. In today’s apathetic political climate and 
celebrity culture, this is a timely message. 

Washburn University

who for nearly forty years struggled to expose the great 

William Lloyd Garrison, Frederick Douglass, John Brown, 
and Harriet Beecher Stowe. It traces their stories from 
the late 1820s, with the beginnings of the antislavery 
movement, through the Civil War and the Emancipation 
Proclamation. Effectively weaving narration and 
“talking-head” interviews with high-quality historical 
reenactments, is a reminder of the long 

the role of the individual in achieving this glorious end. 
delves into the 

personal backgrounds of Grimké, Garrison, Douglass, 
Brown, and Stowe, exploring their respective motivations 
for becoming involved in the antislavery movement. For 
the four white abolitionists, religion was the single most 

sense of evangelical fervor that moved these men and 

evangelicalism helps to explain most abolitionists’ 
commitment to non-violence. After all, as the historian 

be converted to a life of goodness and godliness, why 
not the nation? The early abolitionist movement, led by 
Garrison, thus pursued a strategy of “moral suasion” to 
try and convince their fellow Americans that slavery must 

“Our measures shall be the opposition of moral purity to 
moral corruption, the destruction of error by the potency 
of truth, the overthrow of prejudice by the power of love, 
and the abolition of slavery by the spirit of repentance.” 
The exception to this non-violent philosophy, of course, 
was Brown, who read the biblical instruction on ritual 

blood there is no remission of sin,” as an admonition for 
the struggle over slavery in his own time.

The second episode focuses more on the escaped 
slave and great abolitionist orator Douglass, who knew 

abolitionist movement had triggered repression and 
violence. The war with Mexico exacerbated the debate 
over slavery by demanding the nation decide whether 
the territorial spoils of the war would be slave or free. 
Douglass broke with his old friend and mentor Garrison 
to explore more political and militant strategies for 
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. Directed by Ken 
Burns; written by Dayton Duncan; 
produced by Dayton Duncan, 
Julie Dunfey, and Jean Lane. 2012; 
color and black and white; two 
120-minute episodes. Distributed 
by PBS.

T
he back cover of the DVD for 

states: 

 chronicles the 
worst man-made ecological disaster 

wheat boom on the southern Plains, 
followed by a decade-long drought 
during the 1930s, nearly swept away 
the breadbasket of the nation. Men-

crops and livestock, threatened the 
lives of their children, and forced 
thousands of desperate families to pick 
up and move somewhere else.

Vivid interviews with more than two 

combined with dramatic photographs 
and seldom seen movie footage, bring 
to life stories of incredible human suffering and 
equally incredible human perseverance. 

, a four-hour, two-episode documentary 

morality tale about our relationship to the land 
that sustains us—a lesson we ignore at our peril.

Even before this tale begins to unfold, viewers of Ken 
Burns’s two-episode documentary will 
know the quality of the product, as it is produced for PBS 
and narrated by Peter Coyote. If you are familiar with 
Burns’s style of documentaries, you will be forewarned 
as to 

survivors, some from Kansas, as they tell of their visceral 
personal experiences and family memories of life in the 
vast swath of America’s middle affected by the Dust 
Bowl of the 1930s. These oral histories are marked by the 

images from the era itself. Color thus comes to show 
“nowness.” Burns and writer Dayton Duncan augment 

the emphasis on memories of the experience by adding 
voiceover readings from primary sources penned by other 
survivors, such as the interlaced letters and newspaper 

County, Oklahoma.
The story of the Dust Bowl years is arranged 

chronologically, beginning with the history of plains 
agriculture from the settlement by agriculturalists and 
the “Great Plow Up” of the 1910s and 1920s, an effort 
undertaken so that “wheat could win the war,” through 
the drought cycle known as the “Dirty Thirties,” and on to 
the drought, wind, and dust of the early 1950s. As the story 
line moves along slower than a “duster,” comments and 
narration are overlaid with images. Some of these from 

homemade masks by parents trying to keep them safe 
from “dust pneumonia”—are affecting. Many of 

’s images are drawn from one key primary source, 

(1936), which Burns takes as the heading for the 

The Dust Bowl
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crews and musicians, but also farmers and ranchers for 
the use of their horses and wagons. Yet the second episode 

work that takes it out of historical context, ignoring the 
circumstances of the time it was produced. While Burns’s 

 is worth viewing in its entirety and with its original 
narration as a record of how the causes and effects of 
the Dust Bowl were interpreted at the time people were 

is readily available, more so than ever these days. The 
Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library and Museum 
has uploaded a complete version to YouTube, for ex-
ample (youtube.com/watch?v=2taApjVSogQ). Watching 

documentary will provide viewers the opportunity to 
balance contemporaneous perspectives on the Dust Bowl 
with modern reinterpretations.

Another production decision was to make use of  
numerous images from New Deal Farm Security Admin-
istration photographers such as Dorothea Lange, Arthur 
Rothstein, and others. These images are interspersed 
with commentary from leading historians and writers. 

are Pamela Riney-Kehrberg, R. Douglas Hurt, Timothy 
Egan, and Donald Worster, all of whom have written or 
edited books on this subject. Each of these interpreters 
of the Dust Bowl approaches the decade from their own 
perspective, highlighting different aspects of its causes 

expressed by the expert commentators about the need to 

is that we must use our resources wisely or a disastrous, 
far-reaching drought will happen again. This, they say, is 
the legacy of the Dust Bowl, and it has led farmers in the 
region to embrace the techniques of soil conservation and 
(sometimes) improved irrigation techniques. 

documentaries cover the topic, it is worth seeing as 
one collection of interpretations and experiences of the 

especially now, as Kansas has recently been in the midst of 

its entirety, in classrooms as well as with wider audiences, 
from 4-H clubs to library programs, indeed wherever 
Kansans gather to ponder and discuss important topics.

words and stories of the individuals who lived through 
the Dust Bowl, who fought the dust and the land, just 
trying to make it through these hard times, often using 
humor and songs to survive. Others were “dusted out.”

Emporia State University

. Directed by Jay 
Kriss; written by Sydney Duvall and Jay Kriss, 
based on the book by Craig Miner; produced by 
Sydney Duvall. 2012; color and black and white; 
67 minutes. Distributed by InSpirit Creative/
Third Eye Pictures.

F
ortunately or unfortunately—this viewer is 
not sure which— , a 
documentary based on historian Craig Miner’s 
book of the same title, debuted at virtually the 

same time as , an exploration of the same 

the same subject and the result will be two vastly 
different interpretations. The dichotomies between the 

versus interviews), to purpose (business history versus 
environmental critique), to resources (lower budget 
versus higher budget and regional distribution versus 
national distribution), to political tone (anti-government 
programs versus pro-government programs), to emphasis 
(those who remained on the plains versus those who left). 
Which is the better documentary? For this historian and 
viewer, , while not without its 

and less visually appealing appearance, is the better 

Maybe that is because  is not really about the 

really about wheat farming on the High Plains of Kansas, 
some of which happened to take place during the Dust 

the dust storms, as terrible as they were, and focuses not 
exclusively on whether agriculture  be practiced 
in such a marginal environment, but  it might be 
practiced there.
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nessman Ray Garvey and his partnership with Kansas 
farmer/manager John Kriss. Together, the two formed 
G-K Farms, a large wheat operation boasting twenty 
thousand acres in or around Thomas County during the 
Dust Bowl, expanding to one hundred thousand acres 
after World War II. Indeed, the third “partner” in this 
story was the land itself, and Jay Kriss, the director of 

the land or try to change the harsh environment, but 
worked with it, optimistically “hinging their fate on three 
little words: ‘if it rains.’”

Garvey and Kriss viewed their enterprise as a business. 

expense of land fertility. They practiced dryland farming 
and constantly experimented with new techniques, 
including listing and summer fallow, in order to better 
withstand and manage the regular dry cycles on the plains, 
including the 1930s. In their correspondence, Garvey 
and Kriss acknowledged the environmental limitations 
of their operation and accepted, as businessmen, that in 
some years the crop would fail. The key was moisture 
conservation and soil-management strategies that 

Garvey’s farms were “fairly unusual” for the time. 
There were other big farms, but few on the scale of G-K, or 

the operation suspect in the eyes of farmers with smaller 
land holdings, but the same features also, according to 
one historian, made the Garvey/Kriss partnership “fairly 
revolutionary for this time and place.” Practical men, 
Garvey and Kriss were not short-term thinkers. They were 

their business work in the long term. They were suspicious 
of government aid programs, particularly bothered by 
the uncertainty created when politics and policies came 
and went under one politician or another, and they 

conditions. Ultimately, they resented the government’s 
attempt to impose rules on farmers, particularly when 
that government was led by Franklin Roosevelt.

There is much to admire about . 

book) is based on ten thousand letters exchanged amongst 
Garvey, Kriss, and others involved in their operation. 
Garvey and Kriss thus tell most of the story themselves, 
writing, respectively, from Wichita and western Kansas. 
Such reliance on primary documents is admirable, and 

interviews. As a bonus, both men are colorful writers, 
making their prose both informative and entertaining.

Although based on a wonderful archival resource, 

to budget (the maps, for example, look particularly 
amateurish), while others are the result of rhetoric that 
occasionally wanders into the “over-the-top” category. 

 fails to adequately address 
the questions raised by historians and others regarding the 
advisability and/or responsibility of farming in marginal 

Garvey extended his operation into eastern Colorado, 
onto lands that had previously been farmed but then 
abandoned. Garvey believed that he and Kriss, partnered 
with the land, could make a go of it where others had 
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failed. Maybe. But should they? The question needs to be 
asked and at least considered.

Despite shortcomings,  is a 

history. Although not an entirely balanced portrayal 
of the Dust Bowl era, it does provide an archive-based 

the most well-known, Dust Bowl documentary to appear 
in 2012.

Iowa State University

. Directed and produced 
by Joshua V. Hassel; written by Michael Paglia. 
2010; color; 56 minutes. Distributed by Colorado 
Public Television 12.

Bof the twentieth century. A native of Blidsberg, 

art in Stockholm and Paris before emigrating to the 
United States in 1894. He accepted a teaching position 
at Bethany College in the small Swedish-American town 
of Lindsborg, Kansas, and then over the next six decades 
created an estimated 2,800 oil paintings, 400 watercolors, 
330 prints, and 5,600 sketches.

 

 focuses on the development of the artist’s 
style in the genre of painting for which he became most 

the formalistic interests of French modernism or the 
ideological concerns of Swedish nationalism. In America, 
however, he eventually developed a signature technique 
of using expressionistic brushstrokes to apply a thick layer 
of vibrant pigments on large canvases. The crucial factor 

Rocky Mountains, where he was inspired by the region’s 
distinctive light, colors, and geological forms. Although 

as foremost a western artist, passionately responding to 
the mountainous grandeur of Colorado, Utah, and New 
Mexico.

straightforward, chronological fashion, beginning with 
a visit to Sweden. There we see today’s Blidsberg; the 

Lund University, which he attended for one year; and 

Anders Zorn. Numerous archival photographs illustrate 
a narrative about his travels, professional relationships, 
exhibitions, and growing reputation. There are a few 
scenes of Lindsborg and Bethany College, and a brief 

on the southern edge of the college’s campus three years 
after his death and has recently undergone renovations. 
The nearly one-hour-long program concludes with more 

shown throughout, allowing us to see clearly their bold 
colors and textural brushwork.
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The crew from Colorado makes a good case for claiming 

on the stylistic dimensions of his painting is perfectly 

that  is not intended to be a 
full portrait of the man and his art. It has no interest in 
delving into his private life as a husband or father, nor 
does the program discuss what art courses he taught or 
how he taught them during his more than half a century 
as a professor at Bethany. We are told in passing that he 

the active professional life he led, helping to establish 

of Art and the Prairie Print Makers. The treatment of 
Lindsborg’s rich Swedish-American culture is reduced to 
a few photographs of Dala horses and wall decorations. 
Thus, despite the considerable amount of biographical 

in total, are appended to the DVD edition of the 
documentary. Two of these consist of interviews with 

value is diminished by rough editing, poor sound, and 

experts” are interviewed, and by far the most thorough 
and insightful comments are by art historian Beate 

American light and color. She rightly suggests that these 
qualities must be seen in person to be fully appreciated, 
something she was able to do during a semester in 
residence at Bethany College. Finally, there is an interview 
with Dave Yust, a Colorado State University art professor 

describing the painter’s Lindsborg studio. Although he 

heartfelt manner how he knew at the time that he was “a 
part of something special.”

We should be grateful for this introduction to Birger 

to hope that one day there will be a more complete 
depiction of his life and career.

Bethany College

Directed and written by Chris 
Ordal; produced by homeTown collaboraTions 

2011; color; 93 minutes. Theatrical distribution 
through Shadow Distribution; DVD available 
from earthworkmovie.com. 

I
n the opening scene of , drops of rainwater 
falling to the ground inspire a young farm boy in 

again to the ground, but this time they come instead 

with age, and moved this time not by Nature with a 
capital N, but by human nature. Tears come as he reaps 
the satisfaction of having produced a profound work 
of art by plowing land and sowing seeds. It is doubtful 
that writer, director, and coproducer Chris Ordal could 
have predicted the ironic relevance of this imagery to 
drought-weary Kansans today. More likely, he set up 

of an artist. 
Theatrically released in 2011, depicts 

Lawrence-based, self-titled “crop artist” Stan Herd in 

neither a documentary nor a typical Hollywood “biopic” 

gloriously sexy but tortured artist stereotype. Instead 
it is an ambitious, authentic, and tender independent 
movie, made by a University of Kansas alumnus about 

Kansas even though most of its action is set in New York 
City. But it is not just about Kansas and the outsiders-
inside that Kansans have become, at once outside the 
American mainstream and at the very center of America. 
It is not even really about Herd, his work, or the art world. 
Rather, it is about making. It is about place, although not 
the contemporary notion of “placemaking.” It is about 
the process of the passionate spirit as it moves through 
the revolving doors of responsibilities and relationships, 
navigating and inventing, in endless pursuit of relevance.

Sometimes what is relevant is absurd, beautiful, and 

earthworked text waves in the wind, laboriously planted 
and then carved out of crops with tractors, mowers, and 
weed eaters by the real Herd, so large they can only be read 

sets the stage well for the brilliantly wry portrayal of Herd 
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by actor John Hawkes and for the sparely crafted, nearly 
embossed-feeling dialogue. We immediately feel affection 
and hope for the earnest and awkward farmer-artist and 
his wife (Kansas actress Laura Kirk). Upon completion of 

Herd is portrayed as the quintessential rural American 
underdog as, in 1994, he endeavors to transcend his artistic 
anonymity and poverty by going for it in New York. With 
nothing but a vague personal connection and a willingness 

he gets a contract to do an earthwork on a trashed multi-
acre piece of Manhattan land owned by Donald Trump. He 
agrees to cover all expenses himself, an act of calculated 
recklessness of the type known intimately to any working 
artist. This tension, also established by the trope of the 
culture clash of the naïve, calm hillbilly in the big, chaotic 
city, is thickened by Herd’s dishonesty to his wife about 

his economic plan. Layered under his straightforwardly 
trusting midwestern manners—marked by his narrow 
jeans, white pearl-button Western shirt, beard, and pale 
cowboy hat—this valiant and irrational optimism makes 

clan of “colorful characters” he encounters at the site of 
his project. 

When Herd arrives at the overgrown, fenced-in 
“park,” skirted by high-rise construction, he looks both 
back at the past for inspiration (composing his earthwork 
“countryside” in the populist style and attitude of 
Regionalist painter Thomas Hart Benton) and forward 

wasteland before him), but, perhaps most importantly, he 
looks . Finding himself an intruder in the territory 

Herd might have given up or continued in the romantic, 
traditionally modernist mode by struggling on alone. But, 
resourceful and determined, he instead performs what, 
through Ordal’s wise lens, might be his most important 
artistic act: through unbiased respect, kindness, relentless 
sweat, and a contagious love of working the land, Herd 
cultivates the inherent creativity in each member of the 
(possibly allegorical) clan of homeless neighbors, elicits 
their eventually eager collaboration on the project, 
and ultimately builds friendships and a supportive, 
empathetic community. 

Particularly poignant and revealing is the relationship 
he builds with the young, sensitive photographer Ryan 

parallel art form to Herd’s in its transgressive alteration of 
environment, lack of critical acknowledgement, popular-

such as “pigsty,” “persuit” [ ], “search,” “magic,” and 
“crew” slowly become visible on the dingy urban wall 
behind the artist gardeners. Meanwhile, as Ryan decides 
to reconcile with his estranged family, Herd’s actions push 
his own away. The psychotically volatile but vulnerable 
and primarily mute Lone Wolf, in a deeply riveting and 
potent performance by James McDaniel, might be the 

joyfully comic foil to Herd, Lone Wolf “comes to work” 
each day to sit in his chair in the middle of the growing 
landscaping and not just watch the work around him, 
but scream in protest. He mirrors the underlying internal 
violence that so often accompanies art-making: the anxiety 
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a new school. According to most accounts, they were not 
protesting segregated education in Virginia. They merely 
wanted equal facilities. 

threatened to have them arrested and jailed, but they knew 
that Farmville had only one jail and it was not big enough 

best civil rights lawyers, Oliver Hill and Spottswood 
Robinson, agreed to take their case and bundle it with 
four other cases—from Delaware; Washington, D.C.; 
South Carolina; and Topeka, Kansas—in what would 
become . The 
U.S. Supreme Court delivered a unanimous decision on 
May 17, 1954, declaring that segregated schools violated 
the Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. 

, the one initiated 
by Johns was the single example of a challenge led by a 
student, rather than a student’s parents, against the racist 
status quo of American education.

 recounts this story, one mostly neglected in the 

and insecurity; the constant tight-roping between sanity 
and insanity, order and chaos; the ultimate dependence 
on others despite resistance. He doggedly places cigarette 
butts between carefully arranged bricks in the piece—his 
heartfelt, hard-won, and highly risked contribution—
only to have them removed and his efforts rejected. Not 
unlike Herd’s. 

Without going very far, Ordal takes viewers on a 

artist as a sexless non-hero—and still win the audience’s 
love—is credit to the depth and breadth of his own 
creative process and the generative quality of such open 
excavation.

Emporia State University 

. Directed, 
written, and produced by Fabrice Chiambretto. 
2012; color; 47 minutes. Distributed by Anforéa 
Productions, France. 

B
arbara Johns (later Barbara Johns Powell) was 
sixteen in 1951 when her frustration with the 
grossly inferior conditions of her high school 

an assembly and propose that the student body walk 
out, going on strike to persuade the whites in power 
to approve a new black high school. The intense, quiet 
tenth grader and nineteen of her peers planned to get 
their principal called away from the school and then 
went room to room, directing the school’s more than 450 
students to gather in an assembly. They told teachers to 
remain in their classrooms. Johns led the assembly, later 
recalling, “I do not remember exactly what I said that 
day, but I do know that I related with heated emphasis 
the facts they knew to be the truth—such as the leaking 
roofs, having to keep our coats on all day in winter for 
warmth. Having to have the gymnasium classes in the 
auditorium, inadequate lunchroom facilities and food, 
etc.” (R. C.  Smith, 

 [Farmville, Va.: M. E. Forrester 
Council of Women, 1996], 37). Johns then called on her 
fellow students to join her in walking out of the school 
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black and white; 21 minutes. Available online 
at the Kansas Humanities Council’s Short Film 

 

a Flint Hills town of 450 people that lies in 
southern Marion County. Although in some 

that has struggled to survive, especially in the last half of 
the twentieth century, Florence is a particular exemplar of 
such places because it lost a whopping 30 percent of its 
population in the decade from 2000 to 2010. Moreover, this 

an oil and a railroad boom, and both a hinterland farm 
and ranch economy. All of these were part of the mesh of 

since its founding in 1870.

century still images of the town’s business district and a 

mid-twentieth century with remarkable footage taken by 

still alive to remember the water that “seemed to come 
from nowhere but left its mark everywhere” narrate 

town’s auspicious beginnings on the main line of the Santa 
Fe Railway and introduces an ethnic component to the 
town’s development in the arrival of French immigrants, 
who long celebrated Bastille Day in a grove near town, 
and of Mexican railroad workers, who lived segregated 
lives “on the other side of the tracks.” What could have 
been mentioned here is that Florence was named after the 
daughter of former Kansas governor Samuel J. Crawford, 
who, as president of the Florence Town Company, platted 
the town as a speculative venture after learning where the 
railroad planned to cross the Cottonwood River.

on Main Street in the 1940s, when local businesses 
enjoyed their heyday. We learn that in addition to the 
contributions of the railroad, a nearby oil boom in the 
early 1920s, a quarry for building stone, and “a lot of 
pure spring water” contributed to the economic vitality 

narrative of the national civil rights movement. For that 
alone it is worthy of being shown in classrooms. However, 
this documentary leaves out critical information that 
viewers need to know about the civil rights protests in 
Prince Edward County, Virginia, and how the county 
responded to the Court’s 1954 decision. We are told that 
the Johns family had to move when their house was 
burned down, probably an act of arson by the Ku Klux 

obey the Supreme Court’s mandate to dismantle school 
segregation. We learn that the 1954 decision declared 
that segregated schools were inherently unequal, but we 
are not told that a year later the Court again took up the 
question of desegregation, ruling that it was to take place 
“with all deliberate speed,” an ambiguous time limit that 
allowed unwilling school districts to drag out the process 

known as , occurred under the supervision of 
federal judges, who lived in the community and were 

Why this documentary includes so many Kansas 
commentators was a mystery to this viewer. Perhaps 
the  National Historic Site in Topeka 
makes sense as the locus for some of the footage and a 
few experts on the case who were interviewed on the 

Kansas voices drew attention to the relative absence of 
commentators from Virginia, something more important 
to a story rooted in the rural part of that state. 

of a sculpture depicting Johns leading African Americans 
forward, now displayed on the Richmond capitol grounds. 
Bleifeld’s powerful sculpture is an important recognition 

the law of the land. But the viewer also needs to hear the 

also to the U.S. Supreme Court to understand the triumph 
represented by the placement of this sculpture in the city 
that was once the capital of the Confederacy. 

Friends University

. Directed by Steve Lerner; produced by 
Steve Lerner and Frank Barthell. 2011; color and 
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concluding segment that we learn most about who these 
people are as they reveal their dreams for the future of 
Florence while simultaneously giving an honest appraisal 
of the centrifugal forces that continue to threaten the town.

version of Richard Wood’s book 
(2008), which largely 

had a Kansas focus despite its more general title. Both 

and shortcomings of living in small towns and the forces 
that have worked against their vitality. But what makes 

extraordinary is that the people are allowed to tell their 
stories, so that we see in their faces and hear in their 
voices not only a lament of what has transpired but also 
a resiliency to renew. It is through them that we learn 
just how important an attachment to place can be to the 
human spirit.

Washburn University

. Project director, Michele Janette; 
directed by Michele Janette, Sue Zschoche, 

produced by Kansas State University’s Women’s 
Studies Department. 2013; color; 55 minutes. 
Available online at vimeo.com/62780292 or 
contact Michele Janette at mjanette@ksu.edu. 

T  (2013) is the result 
of two years of oral-history work conducted 
through the collaboration of the women’s 

studies, English, history, and American ethnic studies 
programs at Kansas State University. Supported by 
a grant from the Kansas Humanities Council, project 

communities, amassing hours of raw footage that were 

small portion of the material that was gathered, offering 
glimpses into the individual experiences of scores of early 
Kansas settlers as recounted by their living descendants. 
An additional connection to the present is created by 
including the testimony of several twentieth- and twenty-

of the town. Then, Lerner and Barthell judiciously allow 
the townsfolk themselves to describe what drained 

railroad section crews, and transportation improvements 
all led to population loss and eventually the closing of the 
school and the last grocery store. 

From the discussion revolving around the loss of the 

transition to the role of community in the lives of the 

of long-standing annual events, such as the high-school 
alumni banquet, the Fiesta, and Labor Day celebrations, 
and then as a measure of the capacity of the people to 
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Section one relates “stories of arrival” 
in Kansas and includes the treks of 
nineteenth-century pioneers, foreign im-
migrants, Native Americans, and African 
Americans. The present-day descendants 
of Kansa Indians, German-Russian Men-
nonites, Mexican railroad workers, and 
black Exodusters narrate stories that 
expose obvious parallels. Most migrations 

featuring multiple stops and stages before 
the weary travelers arrived at the places 
that would become home. Transplanted 

in adapting to the challenges of life on 
the Kansas prairies, surrounded by 
neighbors with many different traditions 
and identities. These oral accounts are 
richly illustrated by family photographs, 
documents, and artifacts. Helpful subtitles 
assist viewers in understanding the 
differing accents and speech patterns of the 
subjects while preserving the distinctive 
voices and expressions of each person. The 
focus is entirely on the storytellers, and the 
interviewers and their questions do not 
intrude into the picture. 

The themes that follow include “tales 
of working lives,” “facing hardship and discrimination,” 
“the struggle to preserve language,” and traditional 
“celebrations of solidarity” that many Kansas communities 

culture through art forms, “books and museums,” and 

subject of quilts). Despite the breadth of material that 
is surveyed, the commonalities in Kansas history keep 
surfacing. Physical stamina was required whether one 
worked on a ranch, toiled as a cook or laundress, labored in 
meatpacking houses, or raised a large nineteenth-century 
farm family. Circumstances often compelled women to 
cross over and perform “men’s work,” while the opposite 
was almost unheard of for menfolk. Discrimination 
and intolerance touched the lives of many immigrants, 
Native Americans, and blacks with varying degrees of 
severity, seeming to spare none of the communities that 
were examined. Past pressures to conform, assimilate, or 

and racial diversity. One result has been the endangerment 

interwoven themes of gender, ethnicity, race, migration, 
and community in tracing the formation of the diverse 
society that we all navigate today. Traditional quilts are 

of the quilt is also presented as a historical analogy. The 
unique experiences contained in singular life stories may 
attract our interest on their own merit—like the discrete 
pieces of cloth within a quilt—but when viewed together 
these accounts coalesce to form meaningful patterns that 

community, or locale. 

the image of a historic quilt. One could describe some of 
the Kansas quilts that are shown as intricate works of folk 
art, while others are utilitarian and generate stark visions 
of a spartan frontier existence. Some convey symbolic 
meanings while others commemorate an important event 
or contain the signatures of the friends who shared in the 
quilt’s creation.

She Told Me Stories
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. Directed by Matt Eaton; written by 
Matt Eaton and Chance Henson; produced by 
Amance Motion Pictures and the Dickinson 
County Heritage Center, Abilene. 2012; color; 15 
minutes. 

. Project directed by Laura Phillippi; 
written by Ken Miller; produced by the 
Lansing Historical Museum and homeTown 
collaboraTions (Brendon Glad, Chris Ordal, and 

. Directed 
by Jefferson Edward Donald; produced by 
Jefferson Edward Donald, with Light Bearers 
Entertainment and the Northeast Cooperation 
Council, Inc., Kansas City. 2011; color; 16 minutes. 

. Directed by Keith Cantrell; 
written by Keith Cantrell and Anne Hassler; 

of traditional languages, triggering multiple ventures 
across the state to save linguistic heritages that serve as 
a primary bulwark for all the other cultural components 
that are under threat: the old songs, stories, prayers, and 
mythologies that typically lie at the very heart of one’s 
identity as a Kickapoo, Latino, Vietnamese, or Low 
German-speaking Mennonite.

dignity and respect. Even if your own community is not 
featured, you will connect with these stories. Episodes 
in the lives of my immigrant grandparents were echoed, 
and I predict that the same will be true for many viewers. 
Hopefully this project will inspire imitations from across 

Independence Community College

. Produced by homeTown collaboraTions 

Coalition, Lucas and Wilson. 2009; color; 8 
minutes.
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produced by Anne Hassler, in association with 
the McPherson CVB. 2012; color; 18 minutes. 

. 

Productions and Historic Jayhawk Theatre, Inc. 
2011; color; 15 minutes.

. Directed by Jaime Green; written 
by Janet Peery; produced by Jaime Green in 
association with the Bartlett Arboretum, Belle 
Plaine. 2011; color; 17 minutes. 

Council Short Films Gallery, kansashumanities.org/

gallery. 

TCouncil’s Short Film Series, range from less than 
nine to just shy of twenty minutes in length. The 

including the state’s natural settings, neighborhoods, 
and sports teams; developments in its technology and 
industry; and institutions as varied as the penitentiary in 

are sophisticated enough for use in college classes and 
community gatherings, yet basic enough in their delivery 
of information for use in upper-level elementary-school 
classes. 

of countryside surrounding Wilson Reservoir in central 
Kansas. Tracing the history of the limestone fencepost, 
various methods of quarrying the material, and the historic 
uses of the “post rock,” this short is a good introduction 

country actually extends from north central Kansas down 
toward the southwest part of the state, coinciding with the 
Smoky Hills formation, and more could have been said 
about the connections between the country tied together 
by this geologic resource.

The treatment of C. L. Brown of Abilene and the 
history of rural Kansas telephone companies is primarily 

the expiration of Alexander Graham Bell’s original patent 

allowed the development of independent telephony. 
While it is an interesting look at what individual initiative 

that it does not address the broader story of the national 
telephone industry and the Industrial Revolution on 
the whole. The tensions between state, national, and 

does, however, develop C. L. Brown’s story well.

describes the design and history of this institution and 
especially its role in the development and community 

institution like its choir, its refurbishing of bicycles for 
needy children, and its economic contributions to the 
community. Some issues are skirted, though, such as the 
curious assertion that the institution is “recession-proof.” 
The employees’ paychecks may contribute to the town, 
but what is the larger cost of the institution to society? 
What is the recidivism rate? It all sounds quite idyllic in 

 tells the story of a downtown Kansas 
City, Kansas, neighborhood mainly through interviews 

the historical grit of this area, seen in residents who came 
out of the neighborhood to succeed on a national scale. 
Poverty and segregation are treated to some extent; after 
all, the very name of the place describes the sometimes 
hardscrabble experience of living there. The testimony 
of natives Delano Lewis, President Bill Clinton’s last 
ambassador to South Africa, and Kansas State Senator 
David Haley, nephew of the writer Alex Haley, help the 

Kansas, of course, is home to several nationally known 
sports teams: the Jayhawks, Shockers, and Wildcats. 

, however, tells the story a lesser-known 
but internationally successful local basketball team, the 

of this Amateur Athletic Union town team funded in part 

led the Wichita University Shockers from 1928 to 1933, the 

through innovations in the game that helped them 

Berlin, where the games featured basketball in the mud. 

team’s players. 

about the Jayhawk Theatre in Topeka with rapt attention. 
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Although stretches of the script 
baldly state Willmott’s sociopolitical polemic, the piece 

the uneasy relationship between the equally ridiculous 
and heartbreaking realities of black life in America.

It is 1939 and Jim Crow is the law of the land. A group of 

Booker T. Washington University to be briefed about a top-
secret project: a rocket-fueled space odyssey to the planet 
Mars in hopes of founding a planet where their people 
can be free from the tyranny of poverty, segregation, and 
racial violence. The trio chosen for the voyage includes 
the researcher who helped develop the project, Dr. 
Warrington Avery (Kevin Willmott); Dr. Avery’s daughter 
Beneatha (Danielle Cooper), a promising young scientist 

Johnson (Tosin Morohunfola). Along for the ride is a robot 
named Strom (voiced by Willmott); think The Robot from 

(1965–1968) if played by Stepin Fetchit.

the aforementioned , as well as 

Designed by the Boller Brothers of Kansas City, Missouri, 
in the 1920s heyday of ornate movie palaces, it was 
incorporated into surrounding downtown retail spaces 
by Topeka architect Thomas Williamson. The theater 

by a span of steel, eliminating the need for support posts 
that blocked views. The inclusion of air conditioning 
made it a popular community gathering place in the 

us of the community-centered social world we have lost 
in recent decades. 

Arboretum of Belle Plaine, like the Jayhawk Theatre 

and renewal. Designed by Dr. Walter E. Bartlett in the 
early twentieth century, the arboretum is a European-
style garden built on the old city dump. It soon became 

off.  The interest and ability of subsequent generations 
to maintain and support the “tree museum” waned, 
but the arboretum was recently brought back to life by 
Robin Macy, a founding member of the Dixie Chicks who 
has helped make the place a gathering space for artists 
and performance. She and her local “soil sisters” have 
renewed the arboretum and given it a future.

Overall, I was impressed with the quality of these 
videos and would not hesitate to use them in my history 
classes. They are informative and an excellent tool for 
generating discussion.

Johnson County Community College

Directed and written 
by Kevin Willmott; produced by J. S. Hampton 
and Greg Hurd. 2013; color and black and white; 
98 minutes.

S
lamming together the camp of mid-century 

provocative “what if?” scenario that made his 
(2004) such 

delivers a funny, thorny, and topical treatise on the 



(1966), (1960), and
(1961) that sent intrepid travelers hurtling off to 

weird, unexplored lands amid ludicrous scenarios, hoary 
dialogue, and campy special effects. Although the true 
nastiness of the lynchings and discrimination of Jim Crow 
America initially feels ill at ease in the company of such 
a broad visual and performance style, Willmott and his 
actors use that tension to quickly establish and develop 

Narrowly escaping the clutches of a group of “Uncle 
Tom” turncoats who tip off the local sheriff, the voyagers 
lift off into space, dodge asteroids, get sucked into a 

never heard of before. In fact, the intergalactic vortex has 
dropped them off in remote western Kansas, circa 2013. 
And now Willmott’s fun truly begins.

Our midwestern world is at turns perplexing, 
frightening, and invigorating, but it is always a revelatory 
unknown land for the visitors. It is worth noting that 1939, 
when MGM’s was released, is depicted 
here in black and white; once the characters make 
their temporal leap everything is in color. Warrington, 
Beneatha, and Race confront all manner of oddities: they 
are worried for a young black man wearing his pants 
below his waist (clearly blacks have been reenslaved and 
are suffering from malnutrition!); the n-word has taken 
on new meanings and applications that make utterly no 
sense to the visitors; most astoundingly, there is a black 
president whose father was a real live African and whose 
mother was a white woman from Kansas of all places. 

predictable or obvious here, but every scene nevertheless 
manages to work its way to a moment that makes the 
viewer question and reevaluate how our culture evolved 
to its current state.

Making their way to Kansas City, the visitors encounter 
an interracial rap trio, a sympathetic African American 
studies professor, and Howard Horn (Walter Coppage), 
a descendant of one of the men who tried to have them 
stopped back in 1939. Horn, a black man running for 
Senate, is allied with the Patriot Party, a thinly veiled 
allusion to the Tea Party. These various collisions allow 
Willmott to explore a panoply of issues: gender inequity, 
homophobia, cultural appropriation, incarceration rates, 
and political hypocrisy. When the performances and script 
are forced into an overly earnest commentary on these 

when Willmott and company use their sharp edge of 
satire to point up the ridiculousness of our contemporary 

scene, Race must learn how to “be black” and “be down” 
from one of the white members of the rap trio (John 
McCluskey). The results are hilarious and horrifying all 
at once.

consistently surprises and entertains. Willmott, mean-
while, brings multiple layers of gravitas, fun, and sincerity 
to the proceedings. Given less to play with than her male 
counterparts, Cooper understandably leaves somewhat 

with the various tonal shifts. All three are supported by 
a talented featured cast that is especially pitch-perfect in 
the 1939 scenes.

Although certain plot holes or dei ex machinas arise 
in the closing frames (What in the world has made 
Beneatha fall for Race, who has not seemed to reform his 
misogyny? Destroying Hitler prevents the Tea Party from 
arising?), the trio’s quest to return to 1939 certainly reveals 
Willmott’s clear-eyed, compelling, and distinctive view of 
2013 American society. As Race and Beneatha return to 

stays on to explore this future world that seems so alien, 
promising, and yet desperately in need of justice all at 
once. The movie itself is its own collision of competing 
and uneasily juxtaposed styles and forms, which, in the 
end, may make it a terribly dead-on representation of our 
nation. 

University of Kansas

. Directed by Jon Favreau; 

Damon Lindelof, Mark Fergus, and Hawk Ostby, 
based on the graphic novel by Scott Michael 
Rosenberg; produced by Ron Howard, Brian 

Michael Rosenberg. 2011; color; 119 minutes. 
Distributed by Universal Pictures.

I
n 1961 John Wayne, with the help of the Texas 
Rangers, repelled a Comanche raid and then rode 
off into the sunset in . Fifty years 
later, Daniel Craig, with the help of the Apaches, 

repels an alien invasion and then rides off into the sunset 
in  (2011). Actor Brendan Wayne, who 
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appeared in  and is the grandson of 
the iconic Western actor, reassured me that his grandpa 
would have approved: “He’d have thought it was great 

familiar with.”
Set in 1873,  tells a revisionist 

Western tale that is at once familiar and utterly strange. 
It is the latest entry in the decades-long history of hybrid 

the classic tropes and icons of the West with elements of 
the fantastic—that began in 1935, with the movie house 
serial , featuring cowboy crooner 
Gene Autry. Several generations later, its descendant, 

, draws on classic Western visual and 
narrative traditions—evocative southwestern landscapes; 
a small mining town in need of a savior; a tyrannical cattle 

baron; and a wandering gunslinger—to stage its own 
CGI-fueled showdown between the forces of good and 
evil, as grotesque alien invaders wreak havoc, abducting 
townspeople and plundering the West for its deposits of 
gold.

Based on the 2006 graphic novel created by Scott 
Michael Rosenberg, this new spin on the Old West stars 
Daniel Craig as its disaffected, amnesiac antihero, former 
outlaw Jake Lonergan. After awakening in the desert, 
wounded, disoriented, and wearing a metal gauntlet that 
he cannot disengage, Lonergan makes his way to the town 
of Absolution—the symbolism here is, of course, telling—
where his reluctant intervention between its ineffectual 

powerful Colonel Woodrow Dolarhyde (Harrison Ford) 
earns him notice by good and evil alike and positions 

owner (Sam Rockwell), a philosophical preacher (Clancy 
Brown), and an impressionable young boy (Noah Ringer) 
round out the roster of stock Western personalities that 

course of the tale.
Exotic and mysterious, Ella Swenson (Olivia Wilde) 

is the one character who departs from this archetypal 
frontier template, serving as a lightning rod for tropes 

part love interest, one part warrior, she is also a “good” 
alien in human form, bent on protecting our world from 
suffering the same fate as her own. Midway through the 

resurrected during a Native American cremation ritual. In 
a blinding explosion of light, she transforms from victim 
to aggressor and shifts primary genre orientations as well. 

in a masculine frontier narrative—she reveals and fully 

of Western-genre heroines. 
Classic Western lore instructs that the frontier is a place 

 
and wildness where anything can happen. Director Jon 
Favreau makes full use of that received knowledge, weav-

where dramatic tension would traditionally exist, in 
the form of romantic encounters, Indian incursions, 

between traditional Western binaries of good and evil lose 
their meaning as they come into contact with the tropes of 
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still pursuing his own agenda, becomes a reluctant hero; 
Dolarhyde is forced to depend on the very townsfolk 
whom he has cruelly oppressed in order to save his son; 
the God-fearing and the ruthless, among both settlers and 

and unpredictable adversary rapidly becomes the focus 
of all narrative action, forcing lawmen and outlaws alike 
to leave behind more “human” concerns in favor of the 
higher-order mandate to save humanity from extinction 
at the hands of an alien foe that seeks to plunder the Earth 
in ways reminiscent of the scars wrought upon the land by 
white settlers during the original conquest of the frontier.

 Reminders such as these of the exploitation of land 
and subjugation of people in the name of progress and 
Manifest Destiny aid in the construction of a new form of 
revisionist Western that is easily read by contemporary 

imentation add a visceral terror drawn directly from the 

enslave humans, but rather eradicate them from the land 
in order to extract its riches. Their mining ship, ripping 
gold from veins hidden beneath the bleak landscape, is 
a disturbing presence in the rock-jutted desert canyon, 

humans who attempt to thwart its mission. 

privileges the mandates of the Western genre rather 

band of townsfolk, outlaws, Native Americans, and the 
lone benevolent alien not only drives out the invaders, 
but destroys them. In the process, the two characters 
who transgressed the usually clear boundaries between 
statuses—Ella, the alien ally in alluring human form, 
and Native American Nat Colorado (Adam Beach), who, 
through his abiding admiration for Dolarhyde, bridged 
the divide between the settlers and the Apaches—both die 
noble deaths. Meanwhile, Dolarhyde learns compassion 
and is drawn back into the community, and the volatile 
Percy is transformed into a dutiful son. 

Humanity, the ultimate “good,” thus wins the day, and 
the moral order is restored. Lonergan, having found his 
personal “absolution” along the way, declines to linger 
in the small frontier town, and rides away, following the 
well-worn trails of countless Western heroes who have 
gone before.

Emerson College

. Directed by Sam Raimi; 
written by Mitchell Kapner and David Lindsay-
Abaire; produced by Joe Roth. 2013; color and 
black and white; 130 minutes. Distributed by 
Walt Disney Studios.

. Directed and written by 
Hugh Gross; produced by Lance Frank and Eli 
Fuentes. 2011; color; 80 minutes. Distributed by 
Breaking Glass Pictures.

T , and a 2011 sequel, , give 
further evidence of the never-ending fascination 

 is an homage to the 1939 
 

reinterpretations. In it, Oscar Diggs (James Franco), a 
Kansas con man traveling with the 1905 Baum circus, 

he escapes via hot-air balloon, is swept into a tornado, 
and crash-lands in the enchanted and beautiful (and 

beauty can be dangerous. Heralded as the prophesied 

three witches: Theodora (Mila Kunis), Evanora (Rachel 

good from bad and overcome his own greed and fear. His 

(Zach Braff), who seems to step straight out of the original 

China Girl (Joey King), whom he magically repairs with 
glue (after an earlier failure to help a wheelchair-bound 
girl at the real-world circus).

monkeys by Glinda’s use of mist rather than rendered 

army of Quadlings, Munchkins, and Tinkers toward 

using the American magic of technology (in an allusion to 
Mark Twain’s  
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devices he shapes are clever and effective.
Predictably, simplicity, faith, and true heart win the 

day, and much of Baum’s understanding of good and evil 
permeates this prequel. In , 

powerful begins as a bad man but a good magician (if 

kiss given him by Glinda is for protection, not seduction. 
The con man redeemed is as American, and Kansan, as 
Sinclair Lewis’s  (1927), or Moses Pray in 

(1973), or Jonas Nightingale in 

but the labored point is, naturally, that the best gifts are 
the ones inside, waiting to be expressed.

In , 
Vranken), a contemporary Dorothy Gale, is living in an 

Toto, abandoned at the side of a country road, starts 

Richman) and the Scarecrow (Jermel Nakia) also seek 
 

crow cannot rule his Emerald City, where once-hard-

winged monkeys are in charge, and the Tin Woodman 

new every week. The Cowardly Lion, too, has lost his 
authority. The three need Dorothy’s help again, and 

the Scarecrow and Tin Woodman lift off in their hot-air 

mistake schoolchildren for Munchkins and are put on the 
train west by a schoolteacher they see as a good witch. 
Their journey to Kansas is full of helpful people who 
explain orphanages and animal shelters, along with the 
power of reading and the imagination. Their reunion with 

gives them wise counsel. Her desire to reunite with Toto 
 is really 

about an orphan giving up fantasy for Kansas. The new 

become a good man, giving Dorothy the gift of home. 

budget versus shoestring; star-studded cast versus lesser-
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incredible special effects versus realism; high drama and 
transformations versus quiet platitudes. But they could 
also not be more alike: tornadoes; hot air balloon and 

travel through both beautiful and tedious landscapes; 
the search for leadership; the importance of persistence; 

goodness; people and events inspired by simplicity; good 

catchy turns of phrase Baum so cleverly created, although 

as his publisher demanded as many books as he could 
produce. The last, (1920), was published 
posthumously. Baum wrote without consistency of 

talk, yet Toto is silent in . In a 
sequel, Toto speaks, and when asked why he is suddenly 
talking, he admits, like a good Kansas dog, that he never 
before had much to say. Baum also spun off his books 

advertising (the Wogglebug, for instance, touted Hamm’s 
beer). He bought land with the idea of creating a theme 

from lunch boxes to peanut butter tins. Reviewers have 
often been harsh with sequels and prequels, but Baum’s 
American fairy tale continues to resonate, continues to 
feed the public imagination, continues its century-long 
run in popular culture. Baum would wholeheartedly 
approve. 

Washburn University
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