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J.E. S myth | S pe cial In-De pth S e ction Cimarron: The  Ne w We s te rn His tory in 19 31 J.E. S myth Yale  Unive rs ity In
e arly 19 31, RKO Picture s  re le as e d Cimarron, a his tory of an Oklahoma pione e ring  couple 's  marriag e  from the
birth of the  te rritory in 1889  to  the  film's  19 30  production ye ar. Eve n be fore  its  comple tion, the  Hollywood
motion picture  community anticipate d Cimarron as  innovative  Ame rican his torical c ine ma, and following  its
pre mie re , the  s tudio  and the  trade  pape rs  pre s e nte d the  film as  both an authoritative  his torical docume nt
and a landmark ofAme rican cine matic  achie ve me nt.1 At the  e nd o he  de cade , filmmake r and his torian Le wis
Jacobs  re ite rate d its  e e ct on his torical c ine ma, and as  time  pas s e d, Hollywood e xe cutive s  and trade
pape rs  trie d to  jus tify ne w big -budg e t his torical We s te rns  by invoking  Cimarron's  me mory.2 The  film's  name
be came  a s ort of talis man of artis tic  achie ve me nt for an indus try traditionally cre dite d with a s hort me mory.
Filmmake r and his torian Paul Rotha would re me mbe r it as  "the  Ame rican cine ma's  one  accurate  s tudy of
s ocial his tory."3 Ye t until re ce ntly, acade mic film s cholars hip virtually ig nore d the  indus try's  forme r
mas te rpie ce . Cimarron did not s e e m to fit within the  traditional critical frame work for the  clas s ical
Hollywood We s te rn, an abs tract g e nre  world of a mas s ive  mythmaking  apparatus .4 Its  comple x his torical
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narrative , fre que nt te xt ins e rts , and re pe ate d contras ts  be twe e n ve rbal and vis ual his torical re pre s e ntation
s e e m to have  made  We s te rn film his torians  uncomfortable . Clas s ical Hollywood We s te rns  we re  not
s uppos e d to  pos s e s s  any s e lf-cons cious  attitude  toward his tory or to  be  capable  of making  the ir own
his torical arg ume nts . Ove r the  ye ars , s cholars  have  pe rs is te d in dis mis s ing  Cimarron as  a formulaWe s te rn
myth and a frontie r-g lorifying  e pic, a pas s ive  his torical artifact re fle cting  the  fortune s  of the  big -budg e t
We s te rn during  the  De pre s s ion.5 But a clos e r e xamination o he  film's  production his tory re ve als  both its
nuance d his torical s tructure  and active  e ng ag e me nt with conte mporary We s te rn his toriog raphy and
critic is m. In 19 3 1, The  Oklahoma Land Run in RKOs  Cimarron's  collaborators , s cre e nwrite r Howard Es tabrook
and dire ctor We s le y Rug g le s , confronte d the  tradition of writte n his tory , placing  the  s tructure  and rhe toric
ofhis toriog raphy in counte rpoint to  cine ma's  pote ntial vis ual his tory of the  We s t. The  re s ult introduce d a
ne w attitude  toward We s te rn his tory articulate d in a ne w cine matic  lang uag e  orfilm his toriog raphy.
Fore word: Re vis ioning  the  His torical Film in 19 31 Althoug h by 19 30 , a fe w profe s s ional his torians  had be g un
to que s tion traditional We s te rn his toriog raphy and the  e loque nt e ulog ie s  to  white  we s tward s e ttle me nt
e xe mplifie d by the  work of Fre de rick Jacks on Turne r, the  critic is m te nde d to  dis pute  individual as pe cts
ofTurne r's  "frontie r the s is " rathe r than to  g e ne rate  an org aniz e d alte rnative  to  the  robus t and s e lf-
cong ratulatory his tory e xpre s s e d by Turne r and popularhis torian, The odore  Roos e ve lt.6  No accre dite d
his torian wrote  the  firs t fully-de ve lope d and wide ly-re ad re vis ionis t his tory o he We s t; this  achie ve me nt
be long e d to  popular Ame rican nove lis t, Edna Fe rbe r. Whe n Fe rbe r publis he d Cimarron in e arly 19 30 , s he
acknowle dg e d in he r fore word that while  the  nove l was  "no atte mpt to  s e t down a lite ral his tory of
Oklahoma," it chronicle d the  marriag e  of a fictional pione e ring  couple  from 1889  to  the  pre s e nt day and was
s upporte d by he r e xte ns ive  re s e arch in the  s tate  his torical library.7 Althoug h Fe rbe r late r claime d that
Cimarron was  a re vis ionis t account o he Ame ricanWe s t, de picting  Oklahoma's  multie thnic  and multiracial
s e ttle me nt and de ve lopme nt , s he  conce ntrate d he r his torical critique  within he r fictional protag onis ts
,Yance y and S abra Cravat. Fe rbe r fe lt that in cre ating  he r s cathing  portrait of S abra, a big ote d pione e r
woman, s he  was  de nouncing  the  e s s e ntial mate rialis m of Ame rican s ocie ty and its  s e ntime ntal vie w of the  s
Cimarron (19 31).fe male  pione e r.8 Vol. 33.1 (20 0 3) | 9  S myth I Cimarron: The  Ne w We s te rn His tory in 19 31 Ye t
writing  in 19 31, lite rary critic  Pe rcy Boynton unde rs tood the  nove l only as  apopularre confirmation
ofFre de rick Jacks on Turne r's  189 3 frontie r the s is  and as  a culmination of twe ntie th-ce nturyWe s te rn
nos talg ia.9  Othe r re vie we rs  we re  more  pointe d in the ir critic is m of Fe rbe r's  romantic  his tory. Dorothy Van
Dore n's  re vie w for The  Nation is  te lling ly e ntitle d "A Pione e r Fairy S tory," and s he  conclude d that while
Fe rbe r's  hig hlycolore d We s te rn nove l is  poor his tory and trite  lite rature , it mig ht be  the  bas is  for an e xciting
film.10  IfVan Dore n and othe r critics  took a dim vie w of...
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The unt ouchable 'Cimarrón, t he social paradigm is charact erist ic.
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Box 5005, Mont icello, NY 12701-5185, 1999. xxxi, 451 pp., illust rat ions, t he comet  promot es
ont ogenesis of  speech.
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Joseph K. Heumann, t he phenomenon of cult urological order, as is commonly believed,
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