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part three chapter nine 165 

CHAPTER NINE 

Rewriting German Identities as Blood Brotherhoods 

One's cultural identity is generally constructed by silhouetting it against a 

contrastive screen. An attempt at reading the other culture works to redraw the con

tours of the culture of the observer. In the words of Ernst van Alphen, "alterity is a 

code which helps identity to become meaningful" ("Other" 3). Since the European 

discovery of the American continent in 1492, Indians have functioned in their dis

tant location as others par excellence of Europeans (Lemaire 213). Because of this sta

tus as complete others, American Indians played a central role in defining European 

identities throughout the centuries. Scholars examining European encounters with 

the New World frequently emphasize that Indians were consistently observed and 

interpreted on the basis of European interests and ideas (244). On the one hand, 

America's alterity is reduced to images and forms that are familiar to Europeans. In 

describing Indians as wild primitives, for example, Europeans assumed that native 

Americans represented the lowest level of civilization as they knew it. Europeans 

correspondingly believed it their task to domesticate and educate the "barbaric" 

Indians, thereby sustaining colonialist attitudes and activities (Mason 47). Peter 

Mason describes this process as the Europeanization of Amerindia (60): the other 

becomes a projection from within the self. 

On the other hand, American Indians' alterity was used as a projection 

screen to delineate Europe's own forms of domestic otherness. Discussing 

late-eighteenth-century pre-Revolutionary French fascination with the Indian as a 

"noble savage," Ton Lemaire offers an excellent example of the way the Indian was 

used as an ideological tool for specific European interests. In this period, the notion 

of Indians as noble savages was activated not in order to elevate the Indian but to 

emphasize the "barbarity" of contemporary French nobility. The idea of the noble 

savage served as an effective polemical form of social criticism in class-ridden 

French society (173-74). This process, in which a pre-Revolutionary, anti-aristocratic 

French identity is constituted by assimilating the Amerindian other, could be 

termed the Indianization of France. 

In this chapter I will be preoccupied with a case which can be understood as 

part of the Indianization of Europe. This Indianization is the "inevitable corollary" 

to the Europeanization of America (Mason 8). I will first examine how the appeal of 

the American Indian as noble savage functions in the case of Winnetou I, a tremen

dously popular German western novel from 1892. Winnetou I is the best known title 

out of a series of widely read novels by Karl May (1842-1912), centering on the close 

companionship between a German man and an Apache chief. The series is 

published in the decades before and after the turn-of-the-century.1 Secondly, I will 
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suggest how the popularity of the screen version of Winnetou (Harald Reinl, 1963) 

relates to German identity in the postwar period. 

The Transparency of Indians in Karl May's Winnetou 

The approximately thirty-five novels by May on the American West contain an 

obvious violation of a western generic convention. In May's series, there is the con

ventionally untenable narrative structure of a first person narrator who initially is 

considered a novice but turns out to be a hero. This narrator, Old Shatterhand, owes 

his nickname to the fact that he can knock down a man with a single blow of his 

clenched fist (May 32). I will first suggest how the impossible position of the first 

person narrator in May's novels constitutes a trick. Then I will claim that part of the 

popularity of the Winnetou series resides in the way May's novels create the illusion 

of a perfect match between white (European) frontiersman and noble Apache war

rior. I will discuss this close interracial pairing in the context of the fin de siècle 

European ambivalence towards its own progress as a civilization. 

May's books, chronicling the adventures of and friendship between the 

internal narrator Old Shatterhand and the Mescalero Apache Winnetou, were wide

ly read pulp fiction at the end of the nineteenth century. They continued to be fair

ly popular during the two wars Germany fought in the twentieth century. Soldiers 

in the field hospitals of World War I were fond of May's work, and in 1944 the first 

three Winnetou volumes appeared as war-front publications (Geyer 15). Even Hitler 

was a votary of May's novels from the time of his youth in Austria through the war 

years (Frayling 105). 

There are three possible reasons why the Winnetou series may have attracted 

so many and such diverse readers over the past century.2 First, like the works of the 

most popular American writers of westerns, Zane Grey and Louis L'Amour, the 

books are action-packed and contain many exciting adventures. In a key-work such 

as Winnetou I, there are battles by Old Shatterhand with animals (buffalo, mustang, 

and grizzly bear). He also beats the bad Kiowa Indian Metan-akva with a knife, and 

the Kiowa chief Tangua with a pistol. He saves the good Apache Winnetou and his 

father Intschu-tschuna from captivity and as a test he has to swim across a river 

without being killed by tomahawk thrown directly and forcefully at him. 

Second, while the internal narrator is repeatedly referred to as a greenhorn, 

there is a humorous twist. Despite his inexperience with the customs of the West, 

he is extremely skilled and clever. Narration by a novice is not an uncommon 

device in (traditional) westerns. Except for several chapters with external narration, 

Wister's The Virginian is dominated by the first person narration of a tenderfoot 

who is constantly surprised by the hero's cleverness. In May's novel, however, the 

tenderfoot-narrator, who has gained wisdom from reading books about the West, 

appears to be smarter and braver than his friendly tutor Sam Hawkens, a 
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self-acclaimed and highly experienced woodsman. 

A repetitive joke in Winnetou I concerns Sam's unjustified skepticism 

regarding the sometimes unorthodox methods employed by the "greenhorn" with 

the "warrior's name" of Old Shatterhand.3 Time and again Sam is forced to admit 

that the newcomer amazes him; he insists nonetheless that Old Shatterhand is a 

greenhorn through and through. Sam repeatedly tells his "pupil" that the reason he 

survives difficult circumstances is because "reckless people are often the luckiest" 

(189). Old Shatterhand secretly overhears a conversation at the beginning of the 

novel, however, in which Sam reveals that he only displays a critical attitude towards 

him in order to prevent Old Shatterhand from becoming "conceited" (48). The fact 

that Sam continues to act patronizingly towards Old Shatterhand and to label him 

an "incorrigible greenhorn" does not offend the hero-narrator therefore. It becomes 

a structuring gimmick. 

The fact that a "greenhorn" who turns out to be a hero functions as the 

internal narrator produces a comic effect. While the other characters can barely fol

low Old Shatterhand's unorthodox moves or are ignorant of his plans, the reader 

understands his invariably smart tactics. In his attempt to free Winnetou and his 

father Intschu-tschuna after they have been captured by Kiowas, Old Shatterhand 

acts contrary both to an agreement he makes with Sam and to the western custom 

of not unnecessarily jeopardizing the prisoners' lives. Since he is not discovered by 

the Kiowas guarding their Apache captives, however, his risky attempt is successful. 

Tightly bound to a tree, the two Apaches also do not observe their liberator, who 

approaches from behind. As he severs the ropes holding them, Old Shatterhand cuts 

off a "thin strand" of Winnetou's "magnificent, heavy hair" in order to be able to 

prove later that he was the one who released Winnetou and his father (165). The nar

rator then describes the hubbub and wailing caused by the disappearance of the two 

Apaches while he simultaneously pretends innocence (167-68). If the scene had 

been focalized by another character (Winnetou, Sam, or one of the Kiowa guards) 

the reader would only have shared their surprise or the excitement. Since the scene 

is narrated by Old Shatterhand, the reader has "the clue to this mysterious event" 

(169). Only later is the trick revealed to Winnetou when Old Shatterhand presents 

the lock of hair as evidence for his immediate sympathy with the Apaches (242). 

In addition to creating a comic effect, the device of making the all-knowing 

greenhorn-hero the narrator has another consequence, as becomes clear in 

comparison with Schaefer's novel Shane (discussed in chapter two). In Schaefer's 

novel, the narrative point of view rests with the boy Bob Starrett. He knows nothing 

about the strange man but he has unconditional faith in him: the boy is both 

fascinated and overwhelmed by Shane. Since the hero himself is the internal 

narrator in May's novel, Old Shatterhand's extreme self-confidence in his own 

actions and judgments is foregrounded in Winnetou I. The internal narrator's self-
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assured attitude may have inadvertently contributed to the critical debunking of 

May's adventurous western novels, since it results in simplified and quite 

stereotypical representations of the hero's objects of focalization: his "experienced" 

side-kick Sam, the white villains and, last but not least, the Indians. 

Although the stereotyped representations of Indians are tremendously 

flawed by critics,4 this hackneyed imagery can be mentioned as a third possible 

point of attraction for readers. In May's books, the Indians are "rendered virtually 

transparent" (Greenblatt viii): they are a reflection of how they are treated. In 

Winnetou I, the Kiowas are the bad Indians. When Old Shatterhand meets their 

chief Tangua, he notices that the Kiowa has "severe, grim features and a pair of eyes 

like a beast. His looks were anything but reassuring and expressed an undisguised 

desire to rob and fight" (131). And indeed, he behaves like a nasty and brutish fellow 

throughout the novel. Old Shatterhand describes the Kiowas as robber bands, and 

adds to this that there is no need to ask how they had become what they were (118). 

In his book on the European imagination of America, Ray Allan Billington 

indicates that Indians in European westerns are represented as bad due to their 

brutalizing contacts with whites on the outer frontiers (107-08). Indians are not bad 

by nature. On the contrary, they have been led astray by greedy white grubbers, 

yearning for the "deadly dust," that is, gold (54). In other words, Indians are 

potentially trustworthy and noble but the treacherous behavior of white frontiers

men has made them suspicious and hostile. 

The source of Indians' suspicion towards whites is in fact revealed in the 

first meeting which Old Shatterhand has with the Apaches - the good Indians.5 The 

narrator, a member of a railroad surveying team, is the only one to immediately 

recognize the noble characters of Intschu-tschuna and above all of his son 

Winnetou.6 Due to the aggressiveness of another white man named Rattler (a thug 

hired to protect the surveyors), however, whites and Indians part in animosity. 

Rattler, a drunk and nasty colleague of Old Shatterhand, aims his gun at Winnetou 

but instead kills a man named Klekih-petra, who protects the young Apache by 

throwing himself in the line of fire. Angered by the death of Klekih-petra, a crippled 

teacher and missionary from Germany who lived for decades among Winnetou's 

tribe, the Mescalero Apaches declare all white men their enemy. 

When Old Shatterhand and three of his companions are taken captive, the 

Apaches promise to torture them to death unless Old Shatterhand survives an 

extremely severe test, a virtually impossible task. Much to the Apaches' amazement, 

he succeeds in crossing a river without being struck by Intschu-tschuna's 

tomahawk. In addition to surviving the test he convinces the Apaches of his good 

faith in two other ways. He shows his generosity by sparing Intschu-tschuna's life 

when he has an opportunity to kill the Apache headman and he reveals himself as 

the anonymous rescuer by revealing the lock of hair he cut from Winnetou's head 
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when he freed him. From this moment onwards, Winnetou and Old Shatterhand 

cement their friendship. They become blood brothers for life by drinking some 

drops of each other's blood. After this ceremony, they consider themselves "like a 

soul with two bodies" (276). 

Representations of Indians in May's novel differ from those of conventional 

white heroes. Western heroes become what they already are. Indians in Winnetou I, 

on the contrary, become what will be made of them. They are molded according to 

the ways whites engage with them. They are ambiguously represented in an 

"either/or" way. Indians are honorable unless white villains invest them with evil. 

They are dangerous and suspicious unless a good white succeeds in gaining their 

trust. In this sense, the Indian in May's novel is an "empty signifier" (Maltby 36) of 

either brute or noble wildness, and, therefore, perfectly malleable. 

The scene which bears witness to the malleability of the Indian is the scene 

in which Winnetou and Old Shatterhand cement their blood brotherhood. To the 

Indian the white man's bravery and the glory of his deeds prove that Old 

Shatterhand is reliable and he is welcomed as a soul mate. At first sight, the confir

mative act of mutual friendship may suggest interracial equality, but I will claim 

that this suggestion of harmony is only a happy fantasy. Out in the American wil

derness, Old Shatterhand finds the Indian in himself, since he appears to be 

endowed with specific Apache qualities. In turn, as Frayling has argued, the Apache 

warrior Winnetou is Europeanized throughout the series. His profile is described as 

Roman, he usually talks in High German, and he possesses a mind for taste and cul

ture, as evidenced by his knowledge of Longfellow's famous poem "Hiawatha" 

(Frayling 111-12). While Winnetou requests that Old Shatterhand not talk to him 

about religious belief, though "the belief of the whites may be the true one" (May 

280), the Apache is gradually converted to Christianity. When Winnetou dies at the 

end of Winnetou III, his last words are that he is a "Christian." Whereas Old 

Shatterhand's "Indianization" shows that he is capable of appropriating Apache 

skills, Winnetou's internalization of "civilized" virtues illustrates that these virtues 

are the "real thing." Rather than constituting perfect harmony and an equal 

encounter, the Indian-white camaraderie arguably serves predominantly to enrich 

and further the interests of white civilization. 

A reading of Winnetou I within the cultural-historical context of fin de siècle 

Europe further supports the argument that the blood brotherhood of Winnetou and 

Old Shatterhand privileges white identity. The end of the nineteenth century in 

Europe was the period of the "mature industrial society" (Stearns 179): the rise of 

giant corporations, mass production, and the spread of urbanism. The spirit of this 

age of technological progress was characterized by ambivalence and uncertainty 

(Sendlinger 65).7 While people tried to adjust themselves to the innovations and 

changes within their industrialized society, the fin de siècle was also pervaded by a 
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"go[ing] to the dogs" feeling that the progress of European civilization was being 

slowed, or even brought to a halt (Teich and Porter i). The period was dominated by 

European male "prospects of a coming apocalypse" (Showalter, Daughters xviii). 

These dark visions of a "crisis in civilization" (Pykett 2) were given an outlet in fin 

de siècle thoughts and writings classed under the labels of "decadence" and 

"degeneracy" f4).8 

The more Europeans began to fear that the age of progress was coming to an 

end in the 1890s, the more modern civilization itself was referred to as a "patholo

gical condition - a sickness, immanent and pervasive" (Greenslade 39). According to 

the notion of the "over-refinement" of civilization (46), the forward march of 

European society was perceived to be going too quickly and too far. Angela 

Sendlinger describes the climate in Germany as the search for a counterweight to 

the euphoria of progress (64). Such anxiety made it conceivable that civilization 

could turn into its opposite and "revert to barbarism and savagery" (Brantlinger 

186). The patterns of "going native described by imperialist romancers" (186) can be 

considered one of the ways European ambivalence towards its own civilization was 

expressed. Spatial journeys in fin de siècle novels like H. Rider Haggard's King 

Solomon's Mines, H.G. Wells' The Island of Dr. Moreau or Joseph Conrad's Heart of 

Darkness can be seen as "yearning for escape from a confining society . . . to a 

mythologized place elsewhere" (Showalter, "Apocalyptic" 70). 

The popularity of the "going native"-tales of Karl May's Winnetou series can 

be regarded as a counterbalance to the apocalyptic fear of an excessive march of civi

lization. From a European perspective, Indians had an invaluable advantage as miti-

gators, even nullifiers of this fear. In their guise as "good barbarians" living in the 

wilderness, they might be fantasized as subjects who could ignore the possible col

lapse of civilization. This implied that Indians could shut their eyes to the traces of 

degeneration in civilized men. They did not judge a white man according to the 

standards of civilization, but they were imagined to take whites at face-value: a man 

is good when he proves himself strong and courageous, qualities considered 

natural. 

The white man's pacifying pact with the Apache is not staged for Indian eyes. 

The bond is not meant to hold up a mirror to Indians in which they see how well 

they can get along with whites. The mutual friendship is staged for the eyes of 

Europeans who foresee the apocalypse of civilization as an effect of its too quick 

progress. For Europeans, the price for the rapid forward march of civilization was 

the loss of a "pure" innocence that the Indians were presumed to have retained. On 

the basis of the Apaches' approval of Old Shatterhand, however, an image is con

structed in which Europeans can appear likeable to themselves, members of a 

nature-loving community that is not affected by the possible degeneration brought 

about by technical progress. Hence, the Indians provide Europeans with the possi-
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bility of a time loop: via them Europeans can travel back to a yet unspoiled future 

which holds the middle ground between the evils of both barbarity and civilization. 

In order to reinvent this middle ground, Indians have to be imagined as 

figures of transparency who become what whites make of them. Initially, the 

Apaches are suspicious of and hostile towards whites, but later the Indians are 

pacified and turn into "noble savages." In May's novel, the Apaches are represented 

as malleable others, who give back to the white man the image he projects onto 

them. In gaining Winnetou's trust Old Shatterhand shows that he himself is not too 

civilized (the Apaches recognize his wildness), but neither is he too barbarous (they 

recognize him as a good white). It is irrelevant to the narrative whether the Apaches 

have a will of their own. Their relevance is to take a good look at the German green

horn and to "see" him anew. In the unexplored, exotic wilderness Old Shatterhand 

meets with a benign reception from the Apaches. Their supportive looks constitute 

the greenhorn's identity as a white Apache, an identity suggesting to fin de siècle 

readers in Europe that their culture was not as "over-refined" and "decadent" as they 

had feared. 

So far, I described Winnetou's mythologized wildness as a backward projec

tion of European civilization, whose idyll is about to crack. This does not yet explain, 

however, why Hitler, the foremost ideologue of German racial and cultural purity, 

was so charmed by May's narrative of interracial brotherhood. Hitler may have liked 

May's books because the representations of the Apaches are in stark contrast to 

Hitler's perception of Jews, the target of genocide in Nazi Germany. In his eyes, the 

Jews "were a parasite race which exploited the labour of the people among whom 

they settled." One of their most effective tools was "financial capital," for in Hitler's 

anti-Semitic conception, Jews were intent on internationalizing economies and 

bringing them under their control (Burrin 27). He obsessively feared that the Jews 

would use their capitalistic power to "destroy Germany and even to exterminate her 

population" (31). 

Hitler despised the Jews because he believed in a diabolic plot. According to 

him, the Jews were cunningly spoiling the smooth workings of civilization in their 

attempt to accumulate financial power. His anti-Semitism was based on the idea 

that Jews did not simply integrate into Western societies, but that they infiltrated 

European civilization in order to rise up against its order. In contrast to the Jews 

who were fully enmeshed within civilization, the Apaches in May's novels may have 

been perceived by Hitler as model racial others. The Indians always remained on the 

other side of the frontier. While they were far away in location, it was precisely this 

distance that made the German imagination of an intimate bonding between white 

and Indian possible. When Old Shatterhand survives a physically exhausting test 

and spares the headman's life, the German is unconditionally initiated as blood 

brother because the Apaches believe he possesses courage and a good character. The 
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Apaches have the ability to recognize a good German when they see one. Whereas 

Hitler views Jews as dangerously deceptive, the Apaches in the Winnetou series are 

represented as fully transparent and ideally naive. The Apaches are perfectly malle

able figures, whose confidence can be gained as soon as a man proves his brave 

heart. 

Exorcising the Past in Harald Reinl's Winnetou 

The interest in Karl May received a new peak in the years between 1962 and 1966 

when a cycle of screen-versions of May's novels was made by Germans in co-pro

duction with Yugoslavians, French, and/or Italians. The second film of the cycle, 

Harald Reinl's Winnetou, (loosely) based on May's Winnetou I, even became the 

most successful film in 1963-64 in Germany (Ueding 658). Because of their popu

larity the films were dubbed into English and distributed in many countries.9 A re-

enactment of a close white-Indian friendship in films from the sixties can be 

related to the way many Germans of the postwar generation are reluctant to remem

ber their past. 

Like May's novel, Reinl's Winnetou has a series of very lively action 

sequences, woven together around the blood brotherhood between Old Shatterhand 

(Lex Barker) and Winnetou (Pierre Brice).10 An important contrast between the 

novel and the film is the difference in narrative form. In the novel, Old Shatterhand 

is the narrator who acts, witnesses, or eavesdrops. In the film, there is no internal 

narration, but only a non-identified voice-over in the beginning. I will return to this 

difference in narrative mediation, since it is central to pinpointing what I consider 

the greatest divergence between the novel and film, that is, a difference in context. 

May's novels were written at the end of the nineteenth century in the era of 

the "mature industrial society" permeated with the fear that the idyll of civilization 

was collapsing. The revival of the Karl May novels in the form of screen-versions in 

the early sixties can hardly be correlated to this fear of a downfall in civilized struc

tures. By contrast, after the devastation caused by World War II, restoration of 

destroyed places and of the country's social economy dominated life in the fifties in 

Germany. After a successful decade of reconstruction, Germany was by the sixties a 

relatively well-to-do country with a promising future ahead. An implicit, because 

largely evaded, problem of the postwar generation began to be explicitly addressed 

in critical German films from 1968 onwards that interrogated the legacy of the 

country's past, stained by the dark period of Nazism. These films retroactively 

examine the difficulty postwar Germans have in articulating their cultural identity 

in terms of history. I will adopt the retrospective lens of the self-reflexive generation 

to discuss Reinl's Winnetou as a film that owes its popularity to the possibility it 

offers its German public to evade questions of their "German-ness." 
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The first serious impulse to cope with the past was initiated in the mid-six
ties by a generation that was too young during the War to have partaken in it. This 
"counter-move" generation accused their parents of collective guilt for committing 
or not resisting war crimes, and was responsible for a creative outburst of film
making, extensively documented by Thomas Elsaesser in his New German Cinema. 

In the films of the so-called Neue Deutsche Welle, (sexual) identity politics and histo
ry are explicitly linked with each other. The films of the prominent director Rainer 
Werner Fassbinder (born 1945) constituted both a reference and an antagonistic 
reaction to the popular cinema of the 1950s: escapist homeland ("Heimat") films, 
nostalgic war films and costume epics (Kaes 18). The 1950s cinema was a marker of 
"forgetful" Germany (Elsaesser, Fassbinder's 130) in which any query about the "fate
ful past" (Kaes 18) was avoided. This cinema fit in with a more general tendency, if 
not strategy, to take "one's mind off the recent past and the burden it presented for 
the present" (Elsaesser, Fassbinder's 14). Even the Eichmann trial in Jerusalem in 
1961 (leading to his execution the next year) and the Auschwitz concentration camp 
trial of Frankfurt in 1963 did not provoke a "fundamental soul-searching" (175). 
Against this background of resisting explicit acknowledgments of guilt and active 
engagement with the past, the Karl May film-series became popular. I contend that 
their commercial success in the early sixties can be regarded as a displacement of 
Germans' accountability for their history. 

Reinl's film Winnetou opens with an Indian horse-rider in the mountains. A 

voice-over says: 

What sounds incredible today was a century ago a bitter, cruel reality. 
This was the era of the last desperate attempt of the Indian to hold his 
own against the white man. Pushing further and further West came 
the hardy pioneers, following them were the adventurers, bandits, 
desperados. The Mescalero Apaches were friendly towards the white 
man but their doom was inevitable, for they had what invaders craved: 
land and gold. 

The voice-over evokes sympathy for the vanishing American Indian and blames 
gold-digging white men for his tragic fate. What evolves after this introductory com
ment, however, is the story of a white (Ger)man who is an exception to the rule. Old 
Shatterhand is not hungry for the "deadly dust" and he values the Apaches' friend
liness. Old Shatterhand is even rewarded and honored as Winnetou's blood brother 
after a life-and-death test. This (too) Utopian companionship with a racial other can 
be explained within the German context of the early 1960s. 

I already mentioned how the Indians are represented as transparent in May's 

novels, and in the films this notion is confirmed. Initially the Apaches are suspi 
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cious, but when they are convinced of the white man's good intentions a blood 

brotherhood is immediately cemented as an expression of total faith. To the 

Apaches, Old Shatterhand's courage and strength in action is sufficient proof of his 

reliability. The Indian Winnetou is an ideal companion for the white man, since he 

is prepared to cast off prejudices. Winnetou is painfully aware of the possible 

treachery of white men, but he is able to revise his opinion and to display a frank 

attitude towards a white stranger of German descent. His change of mind 

demonstrates that he judges a man by character and not by the burden of race, 

nationality, or history. In this respect, Winnetou's attitude differs significantly from 

the attitude most non-German citizens assume towards Germans in the postwar 

period. Since it is generally accepted that the Germans were to blame for the out

break of the War, they are constantly confronted with the mark of history. As a con

sequence, as Ernst van Alphen has put it, postwar Germans "suffer from an excess 

of identity" ("Other" 13). By contrast, the Apaches in Reinl's Winnetou allow a white 

(Ger)man to abandon his overdetermined identity and to find the "Indian" in him

self. 

If, as I claim, the point of Reinl's western is to offer its viewers a fantasy to 

escape the burden of history, why then does the film explicitly introduce a histori

cal frame to its representation of the novel? Reinl's screen-version of May's novel 

about a man's adventures in a faraway country has a nineteenth-century setting. 

This setting, the American West in the 1860s, appears a land of savagery: "What 

sounds incredible today was a century ago a bitter, cruel reality." Significantly, when 

the voice-over states that America's former savagery appears "incredible" today, the 

film explicitly introduces a contemporary European perspective.11 

Particularly in postwar Germany, America was greatly respected. Ralph 

Willett has documented the extent to which many Germans were positively oriented 

towards America in the postwar period. By 1963, West Germany had become "the 

most American country outside America" (Heinz Abosch, qtd. in Willett 109). 

Willett suggests that notions which were identified with America, such as liberty, 

freedom, and consumer democracy, were at the heart of the Americanization of 

Germany. These notions can be considered directly opposed to the ways Nazi 

Germans structured their society. Hence, "Americanization was one aspect of the 

amnesiac impulse, . . . one means of blotting out the years of the Nazi regime" 

(Willett 127). 

I want to take up Willett's idea of an "amnesiac impulse" and relate it to 

America's success in (re)writing history. The "bitter, cruel reality" of the 1860s, 

which the voice-over in Reinl's film mentions, refers to the violence done by white 

Americans to the native inhabitants, resulting in the near extermination of Indians. 

Instead of confessing their guilt and confronting their genocidal past, white 

Americans have tended to erase traces of the "bitter, cruel reality," not only during 
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the decades of battle, but also after the closure of the frontier. In the twentieth cen
tury, the western has been one of the constitutive modes of rewriting America's 
past. The majority of westerns in which Indians play a part remind their readers and 
viewers of the violence perpetrated against Native Americans, but these westerns 
generally imply that white men have legitimate reasons for fighting Indians. In 
most westerns, Indians are represented as aggressive warriors, ignoring the "cruel 
reality" that white men attacked them first, encroaching upon their territory. In 
these westerns, white Americans have successfully covered over their savage past of 
Indian killing. In rewriting their past as a justified battle, they provoke an "amne
siac impulse" towards their own violent history. 

If the western has the potential to rewrite white American historical identity 
at will, then this potential might also explain the German eagerness to appropriate 
the genre. That is, the western may have appealed to Germans in the early sixties as 
a blueprint for (re)writing their own history. Westerns can be seen as vehicles that 
helped Americans to legitimize their barbarous past as a necessary process towards 
a free and democratic future. In the German focus on America in the postwar 
period, a yearning can be detected to make "historical" films that have a similarly 
manipulative effect in the German social and historical context as westerns had 
within an American context. My reading of the western as a model that Germans 
wanted to copy in rewriting their historical identity from "Nazi barbarians" to 
"democratic citizens" may explain the popularity of a film like Reinl's Winnetou. 

This does not yet explain why the American West is used as a setting for interracial 
blood brotherhood. This, as I will argue below, derives from the fact that the story 
of harmony between a German frontiersman and an Apache can be seen as an 
expression of Germans' sense of aggrievement. 

Americans have not only rewritten their violence against Indians as justified 
battles, but many Indian-westerns are also populated with good outlaws whose faith
ful companion and side-kick is an Indian (e.g. the Lone Ranger and Tonto).12 Reinl's 
film Winnetou, like May's novel, combines interracial hostility and companionship. 
Initially, the encounter between white and red fails, due to Rattler's deadly violence 
and the Apaches' consequent suspicion of all whites. After Old Shatterhand has 
proven his brave heart to the Indians, they accept him as Winnetou's blood brother. 
Their dramatic change of attitude presents the Indians as pliable, constantly willing 
to adjust themselves to the behavior of the whites around them. The Apaches judge 
a white man according to his individual nature without blaming him for the wrongs 
done to them by other whites. 

Postwar Germans might like to project such a conciliatory attitude upon (the 
descendants of) their own victims. They, however, were being constantly confronted 
by former enemies who forcefully reminded them of their historical guilt. Not 
knowing how to deal with the legacy of the past, the Germans may have hoped that 
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their enemies displayed an attitude of "forgiving and forgetting" the violence of 

bygone years. On the basis of a film such as Winnetou that shows Indians as respon

sive to white behavior, Germans could imagine that Americans had successfully 

colored their past to their own advantage. Correspondingly, postwar Germans might 

like to rewrite their history with (the descendants of) war victims who would be as 

pliable as the Apaches in Winnetou are presumed to be. Germans who came of age 

in the sixties, by contrast, decried what they perceived to be a displacement of the 

burden of guilt. With filmmakers at the forefront, they took a critical stance towards 

representations of the past and the constitution of postwar German identity.'3 

Conclusion 

In Karl May's novel Winnetou I, the Indians are represented as transparent. After an 

initial hostility, they become Old Shatterhand's - the white man's - best friend. 

Nevertheless, the apparently harmonious encounter that is suggested by the blood 

brotherhood is missed, since the close bond between white and Apache is only 

staged for European eyes. The Indian functions to construct an image in which 

Europeans can see that they have not lost the Indian in themselves as a compensa

tion for the fear that their own fin de siècle society has become over-civilized. 

Like May's novel, Reinl's screen-version of 1963 is structured around the 

scene of the blood brotherhood. Unlike the novel, the film takes the form of his

torical fiction via a voice-over text, which suggests that the formerly savage America 

has become a prosperous and civilized country. By presenting Winnetou as histori

cal fiction, the status of the western as a genre that rewrites America's past in a way 

that favors whites is evoked. In this respect, the western genre can be regarded by 

postwar Germans as helping white Americans to repress their past. The popularity 

of Winnetou in postwar Germany can be seen as an expression geared to manipulat

ing history similar to Americans' rewriting of the past. The effects are not the same, 

however. Whereas it was "incredible" to postwar Germans how Americans appeared 

to have repressed the dark side of their history so successfully, the legacy of the Nazi 

and the nagging guilt it provoked could barely be kept at bay in postwar Germany. 

The denial of guilt has been a major constituent of the construction of con

ventional masculinity in American westerns. Character-bound focalizers may sense 

that the cowboy is troubled by his past, as in the novel Shane, but any clues to psy

chic disturbance are hidden underneath the cowboy's tough appearance and cool 

facial expression. Symptomatic of the fact that the hero is regarded as a man who 

lives by the present is the absence of the hero's story-telling in the form of flash

backs. In a conventional western, only the past of the bad guy is recalled for his mis

demeanors function as a motor for the hero's revenge. Since bygone times are often 

linked to guilty deeds in the genre of the western, the cowboy is partly a good mas

culine hero because his own past is not debatable. Reading retroactively from the 
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critical perspective of the post-1968 generation, as I have done in my analysis of the 
popularity of Reinl's film, I can see the blood brotherhood as an interface between 
the postwar Germans' attitude of attempting not to confront the burden of their own 
history and the construction of masculinity in westerns. The blood brotherhood can 
be considered a testimony to the desire to forget a tradition of interracial hostility 
and to redeem the burden of guilt from the past. 
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