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The relationship between Germany and myth has been unusually productive, 
problematic, and, in a certain sense, mutually constitutive. From the first 
articulations of national consciousness in the eighteenth century, thinking about 
Germany often entailed thinking about myth, just as thinking about myth meant 
thinking about Germany. Over the years, writers and artists from Jacob Grimm to 
Thomas Mann to Anselm Kiefer have argued for a unique symbiosis between 
Germany and myth, as if the two concepts were literally made for each other. 
Indeed, there is something about the German word Mythos—with its dark tones 
and close evocation of the Greek µύθος—that suggests a phenomenon more 
powerful and primordial than that denoted by the more Latinate terms “myth” and 
“mythe.” Thus to speak of “Mythos Deutschland” is to evoke not only of the “myth 
of Germany,” i.e., the ways that this nation has been imagined in symbols, myths, 
and legends, but also a certain style of thinking, speaking, and writing about myth 
that reached its apogee in Germany during the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries but that has by no means completely disappeared.  

This way of theorizing myth had its roots in the Romantic era, in the musings of 
Herder, Schiller, Hölderlin, Schelling, and Friedrich Schlegel. Steeped in the 
Philhellenist tendencies of their day, these intellectuals reimagined ancient 
Greece as a political community that harmoniously merged the realms of art, 
religion, and public life. Myth was central to this reimagining, for it was seen as 
the cultural force that taught the Greeks who they were as a people, oriented 
them within nature and the cosmos, guided them in their first steps toward 
philosophy, and provided them with the imagery for their poetry, drama, 
sculpture, and architecture.1 Grounded in a primitive natural poetry and yet 
capable of expressing the most sublime truths, myth was seen as the antithesis 
of the prosaic, quotidian eighteenth-century world. Indeed, as Jean-Luc Nancy 
has argued, one source of the appeal of “myth” lay in the assumption that the 
modern era was cursed by an absence of myth, a situation that was blamed 
alternatively on Christianity, commerce, absolutism, rationalism, or some 
combination of these factors.2 Thus the call for a “new mythology,” which first 
gained resonance in the wake of the French Revolution, entailed not simply a 
renewal of art and literature but a fundamental reordering of politics, society, 
religion, and knowledge. For this reason, Schelling insisted that the new 
mythology would not be the “invention of an individual poet, but rather of a new 
race representing as it were a single poet.” How this would come about was “a 

                                                
1 For a critical history of “myth” as a concept, see especially Bruce Lincoln’s Theorizing Myth: 
Narrative, Ideology, and Scholarship (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000). 
2 Jean-Luc Nancy, “Myth Interrupted,” in The Inoperative Community, ed. Peter Connor 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1991), 43-70; cf. Georges Bataille, The Absence of 
Myth: Writings on Surrealism, trans. Michael Richardson (London: Verso, 1994).  
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problem whose resolution is to be expected only in the future destinies of the 
world and the further course of history.”3 

Yet there were a few individuals bold enough to believe that they could supply 
myths out of their own powers. One of them was Richard Wagner, who in Opera 
and Drama (1851) described the artwork of the future as the creation of a “single 
artist” who would recreate Mythos through a perfect fusion of music and poetry.4 
Wagner’s willingness to claim a mythical power for the present reflected not just 
his overweening ambitions but also a sense that the critique of Christianity 
launched by Strauss and Feuerbach had made possible a new constellation of 
mythical forces. This belief in the mythical possibilities of the contemporary era 
would become even more widespread as historicism—which had assumed a vast 
distance between antiquity and present, and between Europe and the rest of the 
world—became increasingly less persuasive as a temporal model. Yet while 
these intellectual trends made it possible for individual artists to arrogate 
mythopoeitic powers unto themselves, they also contributed to the expansion of 
the concept of myth well beyond its origins in Greek antiquity, so that it eventually 
became used to refer to any widely-held belief, particularly if that belief served to 
stabilize a way of life, a worldview, or a political system. Thus Nietzsche argued 
that the philosophical principles of freedom, ground, and cause and effect served 
as myths and described the “real world” as a fable.5  

The early twentieth century witnessed a series of attempts, on both left and 
right, to expound the value and necessity of “political myth.” Building on 
Nietzsche, Georges Sorel proclaimed the “myth of the general strike” as the only 
force that could awaken the working classes from their trade unionist slumber 
and spur them to the violence required to bring about a socialist revolution.6 
These ideas proved influential for Benito Mussolini, who imported them from 
syndicalism into the nascent Fascist party. In a speech of 1922, he not only 
professed his reliance on myth but acknowledged its illusory nature: “We have 
created our myth. The myth is a faith, it is passion. It is not necessary that it shall 
be a reality.”7 This notion of political myth was also attractive to Carl Schmitt, who 
saw it as an alternative to the rationalism and seeming apoliticism of 
constitutional liberalism and thus cited Mussolini’s speech approvingly in The 
Crisis of Parliamentary Democracy (1923).8 The degree to which Schmitt 
endorsed the National Socialists’ deployment of myth remains contested, but 
there is little question that a notion of political myth shaped certain aspects of 
                                                
3 Friedrich Schelling, System of Transcendental Idealism (1800), trans. Peter Hearth 
(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1993), 233.  
4 Richard Wagner, Gesammelte Schriften und Dichtungen (Leipzig: Fritzsch, 1871-83), vol. 4, 
282-284.  
5 Friedrich Nietzsche, Jenseits von Gut und Böse, in Sämmtlche Werke: Kritische 
Studienausgabe, ed. Giorgio Colli and Mazzino Montinari (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1988), vol. 5, 36 (§21); 
idem, Götzen-Dämmerung, in Kritische Studienausgabe, vol. 6, 80-81.   
6 Georges Sorel, Reflections on Violence [1908], trans. T.E. Hulme (New York: AMS Press, 
1975). 
7 Benito Mussolini, “Fascism’s Myth: The Nation,” cited in Roger Griffin, ed., Fascism (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1995), 44.  
8 On this, see Richard Wolin, “Carl Schmitt: The Conservative Revolutionary Habitus and the 
Aesthetics of Horror,” Political Theory 20:3 (1992), 424-447.     
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Nazi propaganda. In The Myth of the Twentieth Century (1930), for example, 
Alfred Rosenberg stressed the need to proclaim a new Weltanschauung to the 
millions of Germans who had been misled by the false universalisms of Marxism 
and Christianity, “to present to them—on the basis of this new mythos—a new 
supreme value.”9 This new mythos would be grounded in a belief in the mystic 
unity and creative genius of the Aryan race and would enable the German people 
to combat what Rosenberg described as the parasitical character of the Jewish 
race, which he traced to the Hebrew myth of the chosen people.  

Whether National Socialism itself constituted a “myth” is a matter of some 
debate.10 But during and immediately after World War II, a wide range of critics 
turned to myth as a crucial category for analyzing both the power of Nazi 
ideology and its threat to the liberal values of individuality, reason, and the rule of 
law. Ernst Cassirer, who during the 1920s had debated the value of myth with 
Martin Heidegger, presented the Nazi “myth of the state” as the culmination of 
anti-Enlightenment tendencies in European thought that had first found 
expression in Romanticism and that had led, during the twentieth century, to self-
conscious attempts to manufacture political myths “according to the same 
methods as any other modern weapon—as machine guns or airplanes.”11 In 
Dialectic of Enlightenment (1947), however, Max Horkheimer and Theodor 
Adorno disrupted any clean opposition between myth and enlightenment, arguing 
that humanity’s attempts, from Odysseus onwards, to liberate itself from the 
power of myth and to impose its will on nature (i.e., enlightenment) had 
culminated, in late capitalism, in humanity being subjugated to an instrumental 
rationality that had reverted to myth. Only this dialectic could explain why “a 
wholly enlightened world is radiant with triumphant calamity.”12  

The close association of Nazism and myth, particularly as formulated in the 
works of Cassirer, Horkheimer, and Adorno but also in popular associations of 
the Third Reich with neo-paganism, Ariosophy, Wagnerism, etc., meant that post-
war reconsiderations of myth in Germany had to proceed with a certain degree of 
circumspection. (“Caution, this is no return to myth!” reads the dust jacket blurb of 
one influential collection.13) One of the most important of these reconsiderations 
was Hans Blumenberg’s Work on Myth (1979), which in many ways was a reply 

                                                
9 Alfred Rosenberg, The Myth of the Twentieth Century: An Evaluation of the Spiritual-Intellectual 
Confrontations of Our Age, trans. Vivian Bird (Torrance, CA: Noontide Press, 1982), 341; cf. Léon 
Poliakov, The Aryan Myth: A History of Racist and Nationalist Ideas in Europe, trans. Edmund 
Howard (New York: New American Library, 1977); Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Lucy 
Nancy, “The Nazi Myth,” trans. Brian Holmes, Critical Inquiry 16:2 (1990), 291-312, esp. 304-310. 
10 The current tendency is to speak of Nazism as a “political religion” rather than as a “political 
myth,” though these terms are obviously related. For a critical analysis of the term “political 
religion,” see esp. Jürgen Schreiber, Politische Religion: Geschichtswissenschaftliche 
Perspektiven und Kritik eines interdisziplinären Konzepts zur Erforschung des 
Nationalsozialismus (Marburg: Tectum, 2009). 
11 Ernst Cassirer, The Myth of the State (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1946), 282; on 
Cassirer and Heidegger’s contrasting views of myth, see esp. Peter Gordon, Continental Divide: 
Heidegger, Cassirer, Davos (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009), 291-322. 
12 Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment: Philosophical Fragments, 
trans. Edmund Jephcott (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002), 1. 
13 Mythos und Moderne, ed. Karl Heinz Bohrer (Frankfurt a.M.: Surhkamp, 1983). 
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to Dialectic of Enlightenment.14 Whereas Horkheimer and Adorno moved 
rhetorically from enlightenment to myth, ultimately collapsing the moral distinction 
between the two in a vision of terror and domination, Blumenberg moved 
rhetorically from myth to enlightenment, which he saw as a naming of the 
unknown that was necessary for the earliest humans to overcome the fear and 
anxiety provoked by the “absolutism of reality.” For Blumenberg, myths are 
narratives that bear the accumulated wisdom of the centuries and that have been 
rounded and polished through endless retellings. This helps to explain the 
durability of certain myths (Prometheus, Oedipus, Faust) and the ongoing efforts 
of writers (such as Goethe and Heine) to rework them in light of contemporary 
experiences and needs. Still, many West German writers remained skeptical of 
any effort to rehabilitate myth, whether on philosophical or aesthetic grounds. 
Jürgen Habermas, for example, presented “myth” as an aesthetic ideology 
irredeemably opposed to modernity. In The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity 
(1985) he attempted, not entirely convincingly, to save Horkheimer and Adorno 
for what he considered the positive project of enlightenment, while locating 
Bataille, Heidegger, and Foucault in a mythical current of thinking emanating 
from Nietzsche that ultimately served conservative, counter-enlightenment 
ends.15 

Ironically, it was in France that the ground was being prepared for a concept of 
myth that was stripped, for the most part, of its links to the Romantic veneration 
of µύθος. In Mythologies (1957), Roland Barthes sought out the most banal and 
everyday aspects of contemporary French culture—wrestling, soap, the new 
Citroën, a magazine photo of a “Negro” saluting the French flag—and made the 
case that these constituted “myths.”16 Far from being a timeless expression of an 
eternal truth, Barthes saw myth as a contingent, historical, and rather cynical 
attempt to communicate and justify a particular concept (“the value of the French 
empire”). What gives myth its power is its ability to naturalize that concept, so 
that it is read as a self-evident reason for believing it (“the French empire is 
valuable because it engenders the loyalty and devotion of its subjects”). Here 
Barthes builds on the Marxian notion of the commodity fetish, which obscures the 
historical relationships behind the production of a given commodity so that its 
exchange value appears as a quality intrinsic to the object itself. Thus while Carl 
Schmitt tended to see all genuine politics as grounded in myth, Barthes viewed 
myth as a form of “depoliticized speech,” insofar as true politics consisted not in 
ideologically constructed friend-foe binaries but rather in the revolutionary 
transformation of the existing historical situation.  

                                                
14 Hans Blumenberg, Work on Myth, trans. Robert M. Wallace (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1988); cf. 
Christa Bürger, “Arbeit an der Geschichte,” in Bohrer, ed., Mythos und Moderne, 493-507; 
Bernard Yack, “Myth and Modernity: Hans Blumenberg’s Reconstruction of Modern Theory,” 
Political Theory 15:2 (1987), 244-261. 
15 Jürgen Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity: Twelve Lectures, trans. 
Frederick Lawrence (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1987), esp. 83-130. 
16 Roland Barthes, Mythologies, trans. Annette Lavers (New York: Hill and Wang, 1972). 
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Barthes’s theory has rightly been criticized as one-sided (especially his claim 
that myth belongs to the right and not the left).17 Nonetheless, his work has 
helped provide the foundation in Germany for a critical study of myths that uses 
the tools of structuralism, semiotics, and discourse analysis to explore the 
functioning of symbols and myths in modern culture and society. The literary 
scholars and media theorists Jürgen Link and Wulf Wülfing, for example, have 
attempted to describe the “historical mythology” of nineteenth-century Germany 
as a synchronic system, showing how it transformed history into nature by 
attaching certain personages and symbols (Bismarck, Napoleon, Luise) to 
particular traits or characteristics (“mythemes”) in order to reinforce a particularly 
ideological goal (e.g., national integration) or establish a series of rituals and 
celebrations (e.g., Sedan Day).18 Elsewhere they have argued that the popular 
nineteenth-century stereotypes of German “heart,” inwardness,” etc., constituted 
a system of collective symbols that were intended to bolster a notion of German 
“national character” by opposing it to the various French, English, and Russian 
“national characters.”19 Despite the structuralist underpinnings of their work, 
however, Link and Wülfing stress the ambivalences and contradictions within 
these mythological systems, as well as the ability of certain symbols and topoi to 
become floating signifiers, acquiring new meanings in changed historical and 
political circumstances.  

Some of the ambiguities that still beset the study of myth, both in Germany and 
elsewhere, can be seen in Herfried Münkler’s Die Deutschen und ihre Mythen 
(2009), a massive survey of Germany’s political myths and their influence from 
the eighteenth century to the present. Among the “myths” examined in this study 
are Friedrich Barbarossa, Faust, Arminius, Frederick the Great, the Rhine River, 
the Wartburg, Weimar, the “Antifa” GDR, and the West German “economic 
miracle.” For Münkler, the necessity and utility of myth are self-evident: without 
foundational myths to define the contours of the past and establish the horizon of 
future action, nothing can be achieved on a political stage and larger polities are 
doomed to stasis or collapse. Thus Münkler ascribes Helmut Kohl’s successful 
                                                
17 For example, Herfried Münkler, Die Deutschen und ihre Mythen (Berlin: Rowohlt, 2009), 23; for 
an application of “myth” to left-wing and Marxist movements in nineteenth-century Europe, see 
Rudolf Speth, Nation und Revolution: Politische Mythe im 19. Jahrhundert (Opladen: Leske and 
Budrich, 2000). 
18 See esp. Wulf Wülfing, Karin Bruns, Rolf Parr, eds., Historische Mythologie der Deutschen, 
1798-1918 (Munich: Wilhelm Fink, 1991); also Jürgen Link and Wulf Wülfing, eds., Bewegung 
und Stillstand in Metaphern und Mythen: Fallstudien zum Verhältnis von elementarem Wissen 
und Literatur im 19. Jahrhundert (Stuttgart, Klett-Cotta, 1984). The cultural historian Richard 
Slotkin has pursued a somewhat analogous project, focusing on the American mythology of the 
frontier. See his frontier trilogy, Regeneration through Violence: The Mythology of the American 
Frontier, 1600-1860 (Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 1973); The Fatal Environment: The 
Myth of the Frontier in the Age of Industrialization, 1800-1890 (New York: Athenaeum, 1985); 
Gunfighter Nation: The Myth of the Frontier in Twentieth-Century America (New York: 
Athenaeum, 1998).  
19 Jürgen Link and Wulf Wülfing, eds., Nationale Mythen und Symbole in der zweiten Hälfte des 
19. Jahrhunderts: Strukturen und Funktionen von Konzepten nationaler Identitäten (Stuttgart: 
Klett-Cotta, 1991), esp. 16-83; see also Michael Jeissmann, Das Vaterland der Feinde: Studien 
zum nationalen Feindbegriff und Selbstverständnis in Deutschland und Frankreich, 1792-1918 
(Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1992). 
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negotiations after the collapse of the Berlin Wall to his ability to deploy the West 
German myth of the “economic miracle” in order to convince both East and West 
Germans that unification would bring about “blooming landscapes” at no cost to 
their pocketbooks. Meanwhile, Gerhard Schröder’s chancellorship failed, in large 
part, due to his inability to create a successful narrative around his political 
projects, notably the Agenda 2010 reforms.20 Although Münkler cites 
Blumenberg, Barthes, Lévi-Strauss, and Cassirer in his introduction, his notion of 
myth seems most similar to those of Schmitt and Sorel. Indeed, this book can be 
read as a response to Habermas’s attempt to found German national identity on 
the austere and decidedly amythical notion of “constitutional patriotism.”  

Münkler’s plastic concept of myth allows him to cover an impressively wide 
range of material and, in doing so, write the history of modern Germany through 
myth. Still certain contradictions remain unresolved. For example, Münkler 
asserts that the post-1990 Bundesrepublik is a land largely without myths, a 
situation that he contrasts with the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when 
Germany was supposedly awash in myth. Yet these were the years when 
intellectuals like Hölderlin, Wagner, Nietzsche, Stefan George, and Heidegger 
complained most vociferously of an absence of myth: in their eyes, the forces of 
secularization had left a gaping hole in the religious and political landscape that 
had not been filled with a new sense of the sacred (thus their endorsement, in 
various forms, of a “new mythology”). On the other hand, one could argue that 
present-day Germany is awash in precisely the type of myths described by 
Roland Barthes—advertising slogans, feel good imagery, and uplifting stories 
about the German soccer team (a subject explored by Carola Daffner in her 
article here). These difficulties highlight the problems of writing a history of 
“German myths” that does not take more explicit account of the complicated 
relationship between the discussion of “myth” and the actual status of those 
“myths” (historical, political, religious) that were, or are, seen as having shaped 
the consciousness of Germans past and present.  

All of this points back to a deeper ambiguity in the modern discourse on myth 
as it developed out not only in Germany but elsewhere. One strand of this 
discourse locates myth either in “primitive” non-European cultures or in the deep 
history of Europe itself, where it is seen as having possessed a plenitude and 
power unattainable in the “mythless” present. This is myth as a marker of lack or 
longing. Yet there is another, opposed movement within this same discourse that, 
rather than pushing myth beyond the horizon, seeks to expand its dominion over 
a greater and greater number of objects such that, in the end, huge areas of 
experience (religion, metaphysics, morality) are given over to myth. This is myth 
as a tool of ideological unmasking. In both cases, however, “myth” tends to 
denote a belief that is either unacceptable or unavailable, at least from the 
standpoint of the speaker. How and under what terms it is possible to speak of 
“true myths,” i.e., myths to which one can assent without relapsing into cynicism 
or bad faith, has always been the great challenge for those attempting to think 
through the problem of myth and modernity and remains one of the unsettled 
questions of our era.  
                                                
20 Herfried Münkler, Die Deutschen und ihre Mythen, 11, 468-476. 
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The essays collected here can all be seen as contributing to the debate, 
launched in the eighteenth century and carried forth into the present, over the 
role of myth in German history and culture. To be sure, not every author uses 
myth as a primary category of analysis. Indeed, some eschew the term 
altogether. And those who are self-conscious in their use of “myth” draw on a 
diverse range of theorists, from Adorno to Barthes to Aleida Assmann. Moreover, 
these essays consider a variety of different media—museums, movies, spy 
novels, historical fiction, political propaganda—as potential locations for the 
dissemination and discussion of myth. What unifies them, however, is an interest 
in the role of symbols, imagery, narratives, and iconic figures (whether literary or 
historical) in the formation of twentieth and twenty-first century notions of 
Germanness, which they locate not only within but also outside the traditional 
parameters of German national history.  

Among the narratives that have been identified over time as “German myths,” 
the story of Faust holds a special status, not only because of its significance as 
an allegory for European modernity (both Schelling and Spengler described their 
eras as Faustian) but also for its close ties to Goethe and Weimar. In his essay, 
Jonas Karlsson explores a little-studied but nonetheless highly significant aspect 
of the reception history of Faust, which is the tendency among some anti-Semites 
to read Mephistopheles as a figure of “the Jew.” Of course, Mephistopheles had 
a number of traits that anti-Semites associated with Jews: cynicism, duplicity, and 
a reliance on shady contracts rather than physical strength in order to destroy his 
victims. These traits were exploited by Nazi ideologists like Dietrich Eckart and 
Alfred Rosenberg who, in their efforts to assimilate Goethe into the Hitlerian 
worldview, treated Mephistopheles as an embodiment of Judaism. Nonetheless, 
as Karlsson shows, the anti-Semitic reading of Mephistopheles was not 
particularly widespread, even in works that sought to play up Goethe’s anti-
Semitism, a finding that suggests that mythical narratives—and especially those 
embodied in classic texts like Goethe’s Faust—are able to resist certain forms of 
interpretation. After all, as Karlsson notes, the task facing Faust is not to exorcise 
the Mephistophelean demon but instead to integrate it into his personality, “to 
bring the two souls that famously reside in Faust’s breast into harmony.”  

If the story of Faust points beyond Germany to a dualism at the heart of 
Western civilization, the legacy of August the Strong in the GDR testifies to the 
enduring significance of local identifications even in the midst of “real existing 
socialism.” As King of Poland and Elector of Saxony in the early eighteenth 
century, August oversaw the building projects that transformed Dresden into a 
city of Baroque splendor. Yet, as Madeleine Brook shows in her essay, it was 
difficult to fit such a figure into a standard Marxist-Leninist interpretation of 
history. While Frederick the Great’s military conquests, enlightened opinions, and 
personal asceticism could at least be seen as providing the historical foundations 
for a progressive German state, August the Strong’s artistic proclivities and 
unchaste personal life seemed antithetical to both Prussianism and communism. 
As a result, August remained an ambivalent figure in historical novels (and in 
television adaptations of those novels), even as East German officials took steps 
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to integrate regional history into the historical self-understanding of the regime. In 
this sense, he fit rather uneasily into the kinds of historical mythologies that 
Jürgen Link and Wulf Wülfing have attempted to reconstruct for the Kaiserreich.  

The catalog of “German myths” includes more than tragic figures like Faust or 
legendary rulers like Frederick the Great, however. It also includes geographical 
locations. The Rhine River, the Cologne Cathedral, Kyffhäuser Mountain, and the 
Teutoburger Forest all appear as “characters” in the Grimms’ German Legends 
(1816-1818) and in Heinrich Heine’s “Deutschland: Ein Wintermärchen” (1844). 
Yet, as the essays here demonstrate, myths can also attach themselves to 
places that are “utopias,” both in the sense of idealized political communities and 
in the (literal) sense that they are “non places.” In her essay, Sarah Wüst 
explores the mythical potential of one of Germany’s most distinctive cinematic 
genres, the Heimatfilm. After being assimilated to racist-nationalist ideology 
during the Third Reich and then parodied and attacked by exponents of the New 
German Cinema, the Heimat film has enjoyed something of a revival in recent 
years. As Wüst shows, some of the new Heimat films retain the traditional 
narrative structures and ideological tendencies of the genre, treating the Heimat 
as a harmonious community and bastion of traditional mores safely removed 
from the complexities and ambiguities of urban life. But others, such as Hans 
Steinbichler’s Hierankl (2003) rework and complicate the genre, emphasizing the 
unheimlich in Heimat and insinuating that the road back home, if taken too far, 
can lead to an Oedipus-like revelation that unsettles the very foundations of self 
and society. Still others, like Fatah Akin’s Soul Kitchen (2009) relocate the genre 
into the heart of the “dirty” multicultural city, suggesting that the threat to real 
Heimat is not urban life per se but the broader, homogenizing forces of 
corporatization and globalization.  

While a sense of the local is the basis of the Heimat myth, Carola Daffner finds 
a very different type of space operative in Sönke Wortmann’s Deutschland: Ein 
Sommermärchen (2006). Wortmann’s documentary tracks the fortunes of the 
German national football team during the 2006 World Cup, focusing on the pride 
and enthusiasm generated among German fans as a relatively inexperienced 
group of players made an unexpected run to the semi-finals before losing to 
eventual champion Italy. Although many reviewers have praised the film for its 
“objectivity,” Daffner sees Wortmann engaged in an act of self-conscious myth-
making, with an elite group of male athletes providing a utopian model of the 
German nation. Drawing on theorists like Gaston Bachelard and Marc Augé, 
Daffner shows how Wortmann locates intimacy, community, and even a sense of 
the sacred in the anonymous spaces or “non-places”—hotels, buses, locker 
rooms, a training facility—where Germany’s coaches and players steeled 
themselves physically and mentally for their upcoming matches. What is 
problematic in all of this, Daffner argues, is not simply Wortmann’s uncritical 
celebration of German Teamgeist but his apparent endorsement of the rather 
crude forms of national stereotyping expressed by Jürgen Klinsmann and his 
players about their opponents. Striking also is the way that both coaches and 
filmmaker invoke the need to create a positive mentality of Bewegung in order to 
break through the German tendency toward Stillstand, and the explicit embrace 
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of myth as critical to this process (a viewpoint that parallels the arguments of 
Münkler and, before him, Schmitt). In all of this, Daffner sees a betrayal of the 
original spirit of Heine’s fairy tale: after all, the Wintermärchen was intended to 
critically engage Germany’s mythical landscape on the basis of liberal and 
democratic values, while Wortmann’s Soccermärchen seems intent on creating a 
new/old mythscape that upholds the power of the king (or, in this case, Angela 
Merkel, who is shown giving a behind-the-scenes pep talk to the team before its 
first match). 

A third type of mythical space—the American image of Berlin—forms the 
subject of Joshua Parker’s essay. For many post-war U.S. novelists, Berlin was 
not only the site of Cold War tensions, spying, and intrigue but a place whose 
buildings and streets still seemed to harbor the menace of Nazi militarism, 
authoritarianism, and violence. For the American protagonists of these books, the 
sound of feet on cobblestones, a line of trees on Schönhauser Allee, even the 
sight of Berlin’s ruins are enough to evoke the memory of marching 
stormtroopers, barbed wire fences, and enemy bombing runs at the end of World 
War II. Yet, as Parker shows in a deft analysis of these texts, the interplay 
between American characters and Berlin is never simply one of self and other: 
not only were Americans partly responsible for Berlin’s ruinous state, but they 
had taken control of the western part of the city, which they then used to justify a 
massive buildup of their own military-industrial complex. In a sense, then, the 
Americans had assumed the place left behind by the Nazis. In Parker’s view, the 
novelistic myth of Berlin became a means for American writers and readers to 
confront their own authoritarian and militaristic tendencies, even as these were 
projected onto an urban space that seemed safely removed from the American 
arcadia. 

Berlin also forms the jumping off point for what is arguably the most 
theoretically ambitious of these essays, Rebecca Dolgoy’s “From Ethos to 
Mythos: The Becoming Mythical of History.” Dolgoy begins with a description of a 
frieze from the recently reopened Neues Museum that portrays the citizens of 
Pompeii fleeing the eruption of Mount Vesuvius. What will happen, she asks, as 
the “shattered past” of twentieth-century Germany becomes, like the history of 
Pompeii, mythical?21 This question leads her to the original and provocative 
concept of “mythological history.” This is a history that has transcended its 
immanent context, that has “risen to the heavens” and taken on the character of 
a constellation in the collective imaginary of a particular culture. In her account of 
mythological history, Dolgoy draws closely on the writings of Benjamin and 
Adorno, who broke from the linear temporalities of nineteenth-century historicism 
in order to stress a historical moment that was frozen or suspended in the 
present and that—like myth—was “now and every time”, “always new and always 
the same.” According to Benjamin, “when an era crumbles, history breaks down 
into images, not into stories.” But these images can also be linked together, into 
the fragmentary constellations of mythological history. With this theoretical 
framework in place, Dolgoy surveys Berlin’s museum landscape to find 
                                                
21 The reference here is to Konrad H. Jarausch and Michael Geyer, Shattered Past: 
Reconstructing German Histories (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003).   
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mythological history best realized in the place where she began her essay: the 
reconstructed Neues Museum. David Chipperfeld’s plan (finished in 2009) 
preserves the ruins of the original building while adding walls and facades that 
are clearly modern in order to complete the structure and turn it into a usable 
space. The result is a kind of architectural palimpsest, which allows visitors to 
negotiate their own way in and amongst the broken and uneven surfaces of 
Germany’s past, as well as the pasts of ancient Egypt, Greece, and Rome that 
are set in dialogue with it. 

Dolgoy’s essay suggests a framework in which it might be possible to redeem 
“myth” (as both concept and cultural phenomenon) by enlisting it into the service 
of collective memory. This understanding of myth can be usefully contrasted with 
those of Sorel and Schmitt, who saw myth as inherently opposed to historical 
reflection and, therefore, as a necessary antidote to political stasis. The concept 
of “mythological history,” by contrast, recalls earlier efforts to establish the 
parameters of a mythical thinking that draws its material from history but that 
remains aware of the fragmented and transitory quality of modernity. These 
include the theoretical interventions not only of Benjamin and Adorno, who were 
witnesses to the catastrophes of the twentieth century, but also those of the early 
Romantics, who tried to make sense of “myth” in the context of the revolutionary 
upheavals of their own era. One thinks especially of Friedrich Schelling, who in 
his lectures on the philosophy of art argued that, while in the world of antiquity 
everything was seen as eternal, “in the modern world, change and transformation 
are the reigning law. All that is finite passes away here, since it does not exist in 
and for itself, but rather only for the sake of signifying the infinite.”22 Although 
Schelling hoped that the eventual course of world history might “return mythology 
to us as a valid form,” he acknowledged that in the meantime one would have to 
make do with a series of partial mythologies, grounded in the creativity of 
individual poets and the experiences of individual historical epochs. Thus, even if 
he had little inkling of what the future would hold, Schelling was already aware of 
the fragmented character of modern history and shared the expectation that myth 
might make it possible to pull meaning from its scattered pieces. With this 
background in mind, it is possible to see not only Dolgoy, but also the other 
contributors to this outstanding collection of essays, carrying forth, expanding, 
and enriching a German tradition of critical reflection on myth that is almost as 
old as the myths of the Germans themselves. 
 
  

                                                
22 Friedrich Schelling, The Philosophy of Art, trans. Douglas W. Stott (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1989), 73. 


