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Native Americans and Film 

Richard King            CES 379 
118 Wilson Hall             204 Todd 
Phone: 335-5113             12:10-1:00 MWF  
email: crking@wsu.edu 

Office Hours:  Mondays 10:00-12:00    
  Wednesdays 10:00-12:00  
  Fridays 10:00-12:00 
  and by appointment 

 

 

 Native Americans have played an integral, if often unrecognized, role in American cinema.  

Most obviously, Hollywood has conjured them as unreal images and ideological props, reflecting the 

preoccupations and politics of mainstream society.  At the same time, against great odds, they 

contributed as writers, directors, and actors during the opening and closing decades of the 20th 

century.   This course examines the many and varied ways in which American Indians have entered 

into and influenced film, and how movies have impacted the lives and cultures of Indigenous 

Peoples.  Our discussions unfold in a more or less chronological fashion.  Following a brief 

introduction, we consider in turn  

(1) the sociohistorical foundations of cinematic images of Native Americans;  
(2) the solidification of stereotypes and the possibilities lost during the silent era; 
(3) the Western as a set of narratives working through race, gender, nation, and conquest; 
(4) efforts to rework these prevailing interpretations of Indianness beginning in the 1960s; 
(5)  the return of the native in a more sympathetic, if not less problematic, form; and 
(6) the rise of an Indian approaches to films and film-making. 

Throughout, we unpack stereotypes and stories, make connection between cinema and context, and 

reflect upon the relationships between image and identity, race and representation, gender and 

culture, as well as power and perception.   
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Requirements 

Attendance (15%) is required.  Each class period, I will award students who arrive on time, remain 
engaged throughout the period, and stay through the close of class points.  Those who arrive late, 
depart early, read the newspaper, have side conversations, fall asleep, etc. will receive only a portion 
of the daily credit.  All students are allowed three free days.  Do not schedule job interviews, 
appointments with your physician or advisor, or travel during our class.  These are not legitimate 
reasons to miss class.  Of course, I will accept legitimate excuses for missed class periods 
(documented illness or school sponsored activity for instance).  Please note as well the dates of the 
examinations.  I will not reschedule these for travel related to spring break or the end of the term. 
 
Participation (15%) is expected of all students.  The success or failure of this class (both in terms of 
pleasure and learning) derives from the active, thoughtful, and respectful involvement of everyone.  
Consequently, I will evaluate students daily for their contribution to class discussions.  Getting a 
good score for this portion of the class is not simply about talking regularly in class (although this 
helps).  Rather, I will take into consideration what is said, how it contributes to ongoing 
conversations, how it engages readings, films, ideas, and peers.  A few suggestions: come to class 
prepared; take notes on films and readings; bring questions; anticipate differing opinions; realize 
there is much to learn; appreciate other perspectives; be open to new ideas; treat everyone with 
respect. 
 
Facilitation (25%)  students in groups will lead a discussion of one recent film. 
 
Midterm (20%) a test over roughly the first half of the course, made up primarily of essay and short 
answer questions.  It is scheduled for 20 February 2004 in class.   
 
Final  (25%) a comprehensive, cumulative test composed mainly of short answer and essay 
questions, is scheduled for 6 May 2004 at 3:10. 
 

Office Hours 

As noted above, I will hold regular office hours each week (Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays 
10:00-12:00). Come see me if you are intrigued by something you read about for class or that was 
said in class and would like to read more about it.  Come see me if you are puzzled or troubled about 
something that was said in class.  Come see me if you need help with the term project, writing 
assignments, or readings.  Come see me to talk about your grade.  Come see me if you have ideas 
about how to make the course better. 
 

Email 
I check my email at least once a day.  If you cannot make my office hours or simply find it more 
convenient to use electronic mail, let me know via computer what is troubling, perplexing, and/or 
inspiring you.  
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Texts 

The following are available for purchase at the Bookie.   

Jacquelyn Kilpatrick, Celluloid Indians: Native Americans and Film. 

Peter C. Rollins and John E. O’Connor, eds., Hollywood’s Indian:  
The Portrayal of the Native American in Film. 

Beverly R. Singer, Wiping the War Paint off the Lens: Native American 
Film and Video. 

 

Some Important Dates 

19 Jan   Martin Luther King, Jr. Day.  No Class. 

16 Feb   Presidents’ Day.  No Class. 

20 Feb   Midterm 

15-19 March  Spring Break.  No Class. 

6 May   Final (3:10-5:10 PM) 

 

 
 

Tentative Schedule 

12 Jan  Opening 

14 Jan  On Stereotypes 

 “Genesis of Stereotypes” in Celluloid Indians, pp. 1-15. 

http://bancroft.berkeley.edu/Exhibits/nativeamericans 

 

16 Jan  The Hollywood Indian 

“Absurd Reality II: Hollywood Goes to the Indians” in Hollywood’s Indian, pp. 12-26. 

 “The White Man’s Indian” in Hollywood’s Indian, pp. 27-38. 
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19 Jan  Martin Luther King, Jr. Day.  No Class. 

 

21 Jan  Silences in the Silent Era 

 “The Silent Scrim” in Celluloid Indians, pp. 16-35. 

White Fawn’s Devotion 

 

23-28 Jan Assimilation 

Vanishing American 

 “Trapped in the History of Film: The Vanishing American” in Hollywood’s Indian, pp. 58-72. 

 

30 Jan  Cowboys and Indians 

 “The Cowboy Talkies…” in Celluloid Indians, pp. 36-64.   

“The War Painted Years” in Wiping the War Paint of the Lens, pp. 14-22. 

 

02-06 Feb Narratives of Conquest I 

Searchers or Stagecoach 

“The Representation of Conquest” in Hollywood’s Indian, pp. 73-90. 

 

09-13 Feb Narrative of Conquest II 

Broken Arrow 

 “Cultural Confusion: Broken Arrow” in Hollywood’s Indian, pp. 91-106. 

 

16 Feb  Presidents’ Day.  No Class. 

 

18 Feb  Open 

 

20 Feb  First Exam 
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23-27 Feb Revisions… 

“Win Some and Lose Some” in Celluloid Indians, pp. 65-100. 

Little Big Man 

“Native Americans in a Revisionist Western” in Hollywood’s Indian, pp. 121-136. 

 

01-05 March …and Regressions 

Tell them Willie Boy is Here 

 “The Hollywood Indian versus Native Americans” in Hollywood’s Indian, pp. 107-120. 

 

08-12 March An Emerging Alter/Native 

“Toward Independence” in Wiping the War Paint of the Lens, pp. 23-32. 

Harold of Orange 

House Made of Dawn 

 

15-19 March Spring Break.  No Class. 

 

22-26 March Return of the Native 

 “Driving the Red Road: Powwow Highway” in Hollywood’s Indian, pp. 137-152. 

Powwow Highway 

 

29 March-16 April A New Age?[student facilitations] 

Black Robe     Dances with Wolves 

 Dead Man     Geronimo 

 Last of the Dogmen    Last of the Mohicans 

Pocahontas     Thunderheart 

Wind Talkers 

“The Sympathetic 1980s and 1990s” in Celluloid Indians, pp. 101-177. 

Selected Readings in Hollywood’s Indian. 

 



6 

19-30 April An Indian Aesthetic? 

Smoke Signals 

 Skins 

 The Business of Fancy Dancing 

 “The American Indian Aesthetic” in Celluloid Indians, pp. 178-232. 

“Bringing Home Film and Video Making” in Wiping the War Paint of the Lens, pp. 5-13. 

“Native Filmmakers, Programs, Institutions” in Wiping the War Paint of the Lens, pp. 33-60. 

“On the Road to Smoke Signals” in Wiping the War Paint of the Lens, pp. 61-91. 

“Continuing Legacy” in Wiping the War Paint of the Lens, pp. 92-99. 

 

06 May Final Exam 

  


	Requirements
	Attendance (15%) is required.  Each class period, I will award students who arrive on time, remain engaged throughout the period, and stay through the close of class points.  Those who arrive late, depart early, read the newspaper, have side conversat...

	Office Hours
	Email
	Texts
	Some Important Dates
	Tentative Schedule
	White Fawn’s Devotion
	23-28 Jan Assimilation

	Vanishing American
	Searchers or Stagecoach
	Broken Arrow
	Harold of Orange
	House Made of Dawn
	“Driving the Red Road: Powwow Highway” in Hollywood’s Indian, pp. 137-152.
	Pocahontas     Thunderheart
	Wind Talkers

	“The Sympathetic 1980s and 1990s” in Celluloid Indians, pp. 101-177.

	Smoke Signals


