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The Border – Barrier or Bridge? The Three Burials of Melquiades Estrada
Tommy Lee Jones, U.S.A. 2005.

1. Three Burials – A Transnational Film.
This week’s film is too recent and ‘mainstream’ (ie ‘Hollywood’ – although this appellation is misleading as I shall argue below) to have attracted much in the way of critical attention. You will note that the readings below do not refer to the film at all; they all predate it. The ideas contained in this handout therefore are informed by other sources, the most significant of which is the work of Matthew Carter, a PhD student here at Essex who is working on the Western. His chapter on Three Burials has yet to be completed, but he and I have discussed the film and associated ideas, and much that I have to say is taken from him: acknowledging my debt in this regard in no way excuses me for any errors that may occur herein, which must, of course, be regarded as my responsibility alone. 
A case can be made for regarding The Three Burials of Melquiades Estrada as a transnational film. The fact that it is set in both Texas and Mexico (and arguably an in-between space that we can call the Border Country) is an obvious transnational characteristic, as is the film’s overall theme of border crossing – in both directions – and in both cultural, political, ethnic and geographic terms. There is a realistic acknowledgement also of transnationality in the fact that the film’s dialogue is in both English and Spanish (with English subtitles only it must be said): the same is true of the “chapter headings” that announce the different sections of the film. A number of the actors, creative contributors and technicians are Hispanics. The most significant of these is arguably the scriptwriter  Guillermo Arriaga, himself a Mexican, whose credits include Amores perros (2000), 21 Grams (2003) and Babel (2006). In all four films there is a narrative complexity that weaves together the lives of disparate characters and focussed on a single violent act. The latter two, like Three Burials, involve action across national borders: in each case Mexico is a featured country. In both Babel and Three Burials this transnationalism seems to be a conscious and central concern. Amores perros has the most complex narrative form, a complexity that is reprised in the first half of Three Burials. What sets Three Burials apart is the fact that the Border setting makes the transnational theme organic to the film, rather than peripheral (21 grams) or arbitrary (Babel).
In this respect I wish to regard ‘Mexico’ as a metonym for Latin America as whole in terms of its relation to the USA: it is this relation that forms part of the context of our final film of the course. At the same time, of course, Mexico is represented as itself in both realist and mythic terms and the Border Country also takes on this double character as the film depicts both its actual landscape and its political and mythic place in life of the region on both its sides. To a degree the film creates the Border Country as a liminal space, an ‘in-between’ area that is not a simple defined line drawn between two distinct and wholly different countries (which they are far from being anyway), societies, cultures; but a space with its own character and meaning, a meaning that is inseparable from history, politics and myth; and this myth has, to a considerable degree, been, if not created, then at least disseminated by the cinema.     
I suggest therefore that we regard Three Burials as representing cinematically a number of different ‘spaces’ that are both geographical and cultural: the USA, Mexico, Latin America, the Border Country. 
2. Reading The Three Burials of Melquiades Estrada.

We may approach a reading of Three Burials by asking the question, “How do the characters in the film identify themselves with respect to these various ‘spaces’? Belmont of the Sheriff’s Department clearly sees himself as a White man of the US; he refers to Melquiades as a ‘wet-back,’ although the nature of his role on the Border leaves him in a state of doubt and impotence. Mike Norton sees himself as a defender of the White man’s territory, resisting with violence the ‘incursions’ of the Mexicans who cross the river to escape the poverty of their homeland. His extreme reactions are the product of fear, the fear of the racial ‘other’ that lies at the heart of racism. For him the Border must be a barrier, defended with paranoid zeal. Lou Ann Norton remains a US city girl and returns to Cincinnati. Captain Gomez is either a Mestizo or a Chicano, but is also a US citizen born and a part of the US establishment; he wants only to avoid trouble and maintain a quiet life, a difficult task for a Captain of the Border Patrol. He is caught between the opposed forces of the two worlds to which he belongs (as is Belmont) and which conflict in the Border Country in which he operates. He enforces the immigration law, but reprimands Norton for ‘beating up on’ the Mexican’s he apprehends as they cross the border: he knows that Norton killed Melquiades but wants it covered up to avoid trouble.  
Melquiades sees himself  as a Mexican, with roots, family and home back across the Border in Coahuila. He speaks Spanish, but works in the US as a cowboy; and the existence of the home and family he claims, prove to be enigmatic to say the least. The old blind man who lives in the hills of the Border Country is of that Country in himself; but his is a minimal existence, cut off from sight and family contact, listening on the radio to a language he cannot understand, “but likes the sound of,” longing only for death. Rachel, the waitress who refuses to leave her husband Bob, but also carries on affairs with both Belmont and Pete, is the most philosophical of the characters of the film. She accepts the complex and contradictory, or perhaps just multiple, identities that reflect the complexities of the Border Country itself; to her they seem complimentary rather than contradictory, a state that eludes all the other characters; as she says to Pete, “You just don’t understand.” This enables her to accept Belmont’s impotence and Bob’s mixture of jealousy and complacency. She will not exchange this tangible reality for Pete’s fantasy of marriage, an offer made from across the Border and when he is drunk. 
Finally what of Pete himself? He is a White man whose best friend is a Mexican illegal immigrant; is he cowboy or a vaquero? He is, of course both – or rather he is happy to be called both since both are the same thing, just signified in different languages.  But what is a cowboy?  The answer to that question lies at the heart of the US myth of itself. A man on horseback who herds cattle, lives by a code of honour and comradeship, can handle a gun and fight his own battles, is tough, courageous and attractive to women – and a loner. And where does he find the territory in which he can live this identity? In this case in the Border Country of the American Southwest, where Texas and Mexico meet and, unofficially, merge. And where does he find the myth that expresses this identity? In the western movie, Hollywood’s most powerful mythic form. At the crucial moment in this film, Pete finds his everyday circumstances do not live up to his need to live honourably and according the demands of his code. The killing of his best friend is to be ignored by the forces of the law. At this point he undergoes a transformation; the Pete who is brought to a standstill by his grief is transformed into the lone hero who will head into the wilderness in order to deal justice to his dead friend’s killer and fulfil his promise to return the body to its  Mexico ‘home’ for burial. In my reading, the film, at an intermediate point, assumes the form and iconography of the western, but does so in a way that deconstructs that genre’s mythology from within. Or rather it both deconstructs the mythology and shows, in a form that imitates the myth, the fate of the man who follows it. For at the film’s end Pete rides away, not on a horse, but on a mule; and not into the sunset, but into the wilderness, his final act to reconstruct in the flimsiest of forms the home that Melquiades claimed, but which did not exist. So Pete rides off, betrayed by a mythic identity that did not exist either; into a Borderland that is neither one thing nor the other, nor even a conflicted mixture of two, lying ‘in-between.’ Pete becomes a nowhere man, cut off from both the US and Mexico, his friend, his horse, his job, his woman, even from Mike Norton, the enemy whose existence has given him meaning throughout his quest – a lost soul like Ethan at the end of The Searchers.  
The irony of Three Burials therefore is expressed both in its content and its form. The content is discussed above and involves a deconstruction of myth. The form of the film is in some ways its most interesting aspect: the first part of the narrative has a temporal complexity that is quite taxing. The story is pieced together by interspercing “current” action with sequences from the past, so that we learn only very gradually what happened to Melquiades and why, follow Pete’s reactions of grief and anger, and gradually build up a picture of their meeting and growing friendship. Eventually we also learn of Melquiades’ claim to home and family in Mexico and catch a glimpse of the photograph. (Significantly it is only a glimpse.) As these temporally discontinuous sequences are sewed together we also learn of the relationships between the various characters, all of which cross ‘borders’ of one kind or another -  racial, marital, lawful, political, social, economic, cultural. This first ‘half’ of the film then can be regarded as a relatively complex version of contemporary cinema; popular and commercial, but demanding concentration and intelligence from the spectator. But once Pete decides to adopt the ‘lone hero’ role, the role that belongs to the cinematic mythic western, this complex temporality is almost completely abandoned and the film reverts to a straightforwardly continuous realist narrative with Pete acting out the ‘horseman in the wilderness’ role, in pursuit of a mythic quest. If the quest had come to its predictable heroic conclusion then the film would surely have failed to live up to the promise of its beginnings. But as mentioned above this is not the case. The quest becomes increasingly grotesque as it proceeds; the old blind man asks “Shoot me” as his life has become intolerable. Melquiades body begins to disintegrate as it rots; the ants attack his face and Pete burns them off. The Mexican who guides his fellow countrymen over the river to escape from poverty drives a hard bargain to guide Pete across in the other direction (‘Illegals’ are charged extortionate amounts by gangsters in this respect.) The Mexicans watch a US TV soap, the same one that Lou Ann watches as Mike unfeelingly takes her from behind in the kitchen. The drama speaks of finding an ideal place in which love can flourish; a sharp contrast to the conduct of the sexual relationships in the characters’ ‘real lives.’  (Even the three men up in the hills are watching this TV programme, in a break from shooting the bear that has been killing their sheep, a further comment on the transnational nature of culture, and perhaps also a contrast to the ‘heroic’ mythology with which the film concerns itself.) Finally, of course, there is the enigma of Melquiades’ ‘home and family.’ The reaction of the woman who he claims as his wife suggests that she may have encountered Melquiades in a sexual capacity other then that of husband and wife. The laughter of the girls in the restaurant perhaps supports this conclusion. Everyone else in the town denies ever having seen him and the place that he named does not seem to exist either. Did Melquiades invent a mythic home and family for himself, something he desired but never had? If so Pete is unable to accept this as it would involve denying his own image of his friend, and, even worse, denying the validity of the heroic role in which he had cast himself.  So the film contradicts the myth that informed the genre it adopts in its latter half. The complexity remains but it is in the contrast between form and meaning that the film acquires its depth and seriousness. Pete is lost in the borderland between myth and reality and Mike, purged by confrontation with his own shortcomings (he joins in the shelling of the sweet corn with the Mexicans who previously he had attacked and the healer woman whose nose he broke and who got her own back after curing him of his snakebite), is left to make his way back across the border to his empty home, parted from the wife who had branded him “beyond redemption.”   
3. Three Burials: The US and Latin America. 
The transnational character of the film can be read as a representation of the way in which globalization is transforming the asymmetric cultural relationship that has existed between the US and Latin America. The film is still recognisably a Hollywood production, but this is deeply inflected by both its setting and action, and by the multi-ethnic make-up of the personnel involved in its creation, especially Arriaga. While the economic imbalance between the rich North and the poor South, and the racial politics of the Border Country are both reflected in the action of the film, the extent to which Hollywood’s cinematic hegemony is challenged  (and one might argue, its cultural qualities enhanced) is also clear. With this comes a deeper, more sophisticated challenge to the cinema’s characteristic and mythic forms (not new of course) and to the racial assumptions that have traditionally bedevilled relations between the two continents. As ever, it is in those conflicted regions created by ‘Borders’ that difference and coherence play out their dynamic. Transnational flows of all kinds bring these dynamics to the fore in cultural forms and modify the terms in which they are represented and therefore also imagined and conducted. Hollywood can by no means stand apart from the effects of this, possibly the defining dialectic of our time. The Border between North and South America seems destined to continue to erode despite the efforts of the Border Patrol: it cannot patrol the territory of cinematic narrative and myth. 
4. This Week’s Reading.
(The chapter from Gloria Anzaldúa’s The Homeland, Aztlán contains sections in Spanish. A translation of these should arrive with the email containing this handout.* Anzaldua was initially rejected by the academic community because she did not have a PhD. As you will see, her approach is more literary and poetic – and comes, as it were, more directly from the level of the common people with whom she is concerned. Her current acceptance is the breaking down of another ‘border’).
 Anzaldúa writes from the perspective of an intellectual who is at once a woman, a chicana, a mestiza  and a lesbian. For her then borders are primarily cultural; just as the border between the USA and Mexico defines in geo-political terms the two nations, so it symbolizes the imagined borders between different social and cultural groups and identities. Her perspective is that of a member of several groups who have suffered from discrimination and continue to struggle for recognition of their rights. She points out that historically the Chicanos (US citizens of Mexican descent) were the original inhabitants of the current Border Country and that they now find themselves regarded as interlopers in their own land, land which has been taken from them by the new White majority. This White population has either forgotten that the Chicanos once ‘owned’ the country or else bluntly claim that the country is theirs by right of conquest and is to be protected by force from ‘incursion,’  Anzaldúa describes the hardships, and at times the fates, of those who seek to cross the Border from Mexico into the USA to escape from poverty. In the age of globalization this phenomenon of border crossing for economic reasons (always the predominant reason) has become more and more prevalent and more and more of a political issue, and not just in the case of the USA/Mexico. What she seeks to remind us is that 150 years ago this border did not exist and the people of the area moved across the Rio Grande at will; in some indigenous cultures they still do. And that many of the so called “immigrant” Chicanos are nothing of the sort, but are living where they and their ancestors were born. Of course the fact that Anzaldúa does write in Spanish as well as English (and other indigenous languages) is itself representative of the fact that the USA is a polyglot society as well as being culturally diverse generally – and always has been. Skidmore and Smith deal with the growth of Spanish as a US language generally. It is another example of the increasingly provisional and irrelevant nature of borders and the way in which the definition of identity itself becomes a more and  more complex cultural task. 
Andrea Noble  generalizes the notion of borders in the broadest cultural sense, noting how they exist to define the (largely imaginary) boundaries between “a seemingly endless series of cultural binary oppositions: order/chaos; hardworking/lazy; active/passive; masculine/feminine; civilization/barbarism; lawful/lawless/ first/third and so on. . . .  Mexico conventionally occupies the second position in each case. Noble outlines the way in which the cinema has traditionally helped to promote, or more recently challenge, these stereotypes. She also notes the role played by the Border in defining Mexico as a place onto which the USA placed its imagined fantasies of Otherness. As Octavio Paz has written:

In general, Americans have not looked for Mexico in Mexico; they have looked for their obsessions, enthusiasms, phobias, hopes, interests - and these are what they have found. In short the history of our relationship is the history of a stubborn deceit, usually involuntary though not always so.      (The Labyrinth of Solitude, p. 358)

Skidmore and Smith’s chapter  deals in general terms with the relation of the USA to Latin America as a whole from the C19th onwards. It traces the way in which US interest in the Southern continent has grown as its own power has grown and how the Monroe Doctrine, which declared Latin America as the US’s own sphere of influence, originally related to North America’s resistance to European influence in the Southern continent, especially that of Britain which largely replaced Spain and Brazil as a source of investment in the C19th. The desire to protect economic interests has also been linked, inevitably, to political and ideological considerations. Latin American support (or at least neutrality) was sought during the Second World War by means of supportive policies and the desire to promote democracy, but this positive approach faded in the context of the Cold War and US (largely exaggerated) fears for its own security in the face of “Communist subversion” bedevilled policy for most of the second half of the C20th. leading the US to support dictatorships of particularly repressive kinds in various Latin American countries. Throughout the period US governments have tended to apply classic liberal economic theory to their dealings with the region; there have been occasional deviations from  this approach but none of them have survived the election of a Republican US Government. Equally none of these policies has succeeded in helping the countries of Latin America to overcome their lack of economic development. As S and S point out, capital investment alone is not enough; a skilled and educated work-force at all levels, together with an efficient functioning infrastructure is also essential and these are very difficult to create from a low or non-existent base. 
These readings, although varied and extremely condensed, do provide a context for our consideration of Three Burials. Looked at cinematically we can regard Latin American cinema as competing with, imitating, or reacting against Hollywood. In Three Burials we have a singular and perhaps uncharacteristic Hollywood view of the relation between itself and vast region that lies “South of the Border” in so many different ways.

5. This Week’s Extracts.
(i) Start of film. Credits - Transnational finance, Europacorp, Javelin. Tommy Lee Jones is ‘Hollywood’ but Vanessa Bauch is well known Mexican actor. Texas casting, Mexico casting. Chris Menges well known British cinematographer. 
Landscape of the Border Country scrubland – hunters – the coyote, gun, death. Arriaga the noted Mexican script-writer. Pete at the morgue. Title “First Burial . . “ “El primer intierro . .” bi-lingual. The US flag. 

(ii) Temporal complexity – Pete leaves morgue – back in time to first meeting – the first burial – back to the morgue – Mike and the TV. Lou Ann “I don’t like them – (the neighbours). The morgue, post mortem. The Border Patrol – the US resists ‘incursion’ of poor  immigrants from  Mexico, with brutal force. Norton breaks Mariana’s nose (She will get her own back). Captain Gomez rebukes Norton.
(iii) More temporal complexity – (throughout the first part of the film) Cowboys – Pete stunned by grief – shell cases found – sheriff (Belmont), waitress (Rachel), husband (Bob), Pete.
(iv) More from the past – Norton shoots in panic – title “Second Burial . .” No ritual – no funeral – the women talk – back to the shooting, Norton discovers his mistake – instant cut to Pete and Belmont – “He was a wetback” – Pete and Melquiades – horses – Spanish dialogue.
(v) Rachel tells grieving Pete that Norton shot Melquiades – Pete freaks out and adopts the “lone hero” role. 

(vi) Melquiades dug up – cut back in time, Mel tells Pete about family and home – the photo, but only a glimpse. New Title “The Journey” –  mythic form as in western movie, horses not cars, mountain and desert tracks, not roads. The quest has begun.

(vii) Lou Ann “I’m leaving. I  hate this place . . . The son-of-a-bitch is beyond redemption.” Crossing the river (ie the Border) Haggle over price of guide. Norton freaks out when confronted with Crossing into Mexico – the place of Otherness he so fears (the fear that motivates his racist violence). The healer woman whose nose he broke saves his life. Pete “I need him.” 
(viii) Bear hunters in the hills – watching TV by their truck – an anti-Western –transnational culture – it is a US TV programme. “There will always be a river valley for us”  multiple ironies – the Border is a river – Melquiades “home” was by a river – Lou Ann watched the same programme as Norton took her in the kitchen.  He weeps. Hospitality from the hunters.  No-one knows Melquiades or Jimenez. Was it his fantasy – as in the TV programme?
(ix) The quest fails. Pete refuses to acknowledge this – creates his own fantasy Jimenez in the wilderness, a fragile roof of branches over ruined walls, with the name Jimenez scrawled on a piece of bark. Pete rides off on the mule – into the world of illusion – the border land between myth and reality. The film has become an anti-western. The movies must create a new mythology to represent Texas and Mexico – the US and Latin America. 
John Cant.
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