


Knowing that popular culture constructs, informs, 
and reflects, Borderless Cultures brings together 
filmmakers and scholars to share films that are 

otherwise not in wide release to talk about about Latinx 
peoples and film. Thus, we have selected films that can 
spark conversations about the U.S. racialization of Latinx 
peoples. 

Conceived between collaborators and colleagues on 
opposite coasts, Borderless Cultures is our offering to 
gather across space, and share time and ideas. Bringing his 
talents as a content creator and art educator, Emmanuel 
Ramos-Barajas thinks through narrative and artistic vision, 
while Professor Annette Rodríguez fixates on historical 
context and the value of scholarly analysis. 

This syllabus presents additional resources that might help 
audiences delve further into The Head of Joaquin Murrieta 
(John J. Valadez, 2016). We hope that reading, watching and 
listening to some of the most influential and noteworthy 
versions of Murrieta’s story will help paint a more complete 
picture in regards to what he has represented across 
different times and spaces. 

By no means an exhaustive list, this document is a starting 
point to rethinking the complicated nature of history.

Our goal is to reframe Latinx 
histories— and  by extension, the 
interlaced histories of Indigenous, 
Mexican,  Black, Asian & Anglo 
peoples— in what today is the South 
and West of the United States. fil
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CLICK TO WATCH 
THE BORDERLESS CULTURES CONVERSATION 

WITH DIRECTOR JOHN J. VALADEZ & THE CURATORS.

CC BY-NC-SA: This license allows reusers to distribute, remix, adapt, and build 
upon the material in any medium or format for noncommercial purposes only, 
and only so long as attribution is given to the creator. If you remix, adapt, or build 
upon the material, you must license the modified material under identical terms.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_joue-8gddg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_joue-8gddg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_joue-8gddg


Welcome to everyone in cyberlandia! I have a 
few comments on the film to start us out, 
then we’ll move to the conversation with 
our guest and filmmaker, John J. Valdez. 

There’s much to admire about this film that does a 
tremendous amount of work in thirty minutes. 

I’m intrigued by the first abandoned quest you mention 
early on, because this film is a tracing of the second 
quest… with a head in a jar. But you began your film 
by talking about the first quest that had happened 
ten years previous, which was—pun intended—a 
dead end. That film was abandoned, and this film 
depicts: the second quest, the involuntary quest. 
This film traces your involuntary quest, prompted 
by an unknown stranger, prompted by a package 
postmarked California, and received by you, John, our 
filmmaker. And in some ways perhaps I am intrigued by 
this involuntary journey because 
for me it is a sort of parallel to 
being Mexican-American, or 
Mexican, or marginalized in the 
United States.

This involuntary journey returns 
you to your own history—thirty-
five plus years ago, being the 
only Mexican kid in school, being 
subjected to racial epithets—
that pretend sometimes to be 
funny, teasing, endearing, or friendly…but they are 
painful racial epithets. As you recall these experiences, 
you make a connection with Joaquin Murrieta. You 
explain that Joaquin Murrieta “embodied our own 
trouble history” in talking about your own family. And 
so I sense a sort you were not only haunted by Joaquin 
Murrieta, but also by your family’s history and your 
own lived experience. 

One of the things I admire so much about this film is 
that in this introduction you talked about Murrieta 
as “a freedom fighter who defended our land and 
people,” and one of the remarkable things you don’t 
do that most lynching scholars do: 

You don’t repeat and replay the lies of his attackers. 
You don’t give us a list of things he was accused of, or 
pretenses that were invented to go after Mexican men 
and Mexican communities. Instead, you start your 
tale informing us about how Joaquin Murrieta “was a 
freedom fighter who defended our land and people.” 

This for me is just one of the narratively most important, 
this is the remarkable narrative intervention, of 
your film. This is so important and impressive, and 
something you follow up with when you talk to Chicano 
activist Carlos Cantillo. You are in Goliad County being 

introduced to the lynching tree and the 
whipping post and Cantillo says these 
things existed to punish “transgressions 
against the social order.” In other words, 
these are not performances of crime and 
punishment. Cantillo says it best: “the 
object of it was to instill terror in their 
lives.”

In addition to refusing the lie of lynching 
as punishment for perceived crimes, your 
film is a full reframing, indeed rewriting, 

of history in seven minutes! That includes discussing 
Davy Crockett, Jim Bowie, Stephen F. Austin, and the 
Alamo—all while emphasizing a phrase that is so 
critical: Mexican Texas. 

Many folks speak ahistorically about northern Mexico 
and call it Texas—as though it always and ever was 
Texas, as though it was pre-destined to “become” 
Texas—even though the social and political space 
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they’re talking about is Coahuila y Tejas a northern 
Mexican state that white colonists had immigrated 
into. (Now, of course, they moved there at the invitation 
of the Mexican government and this is something that 
becomes important later in your narrative. Theses 
settlers were invited in as a buffer between settled 
Mexican people and indigenous communities on 
Mexico’s national “periphery.”) 

But again, in seven minutes you tell us that while Davy 
Crockett, Jim Bowie, and Stephen F. Austin became 
folk heroes—they were slavers, they owned slaves. 
You explain that Stephen F. Austin “did more than 
anyone else to move and establish slavery in Texas,” 
and you talk about the Battle at the Alamo Mission, 
declaring that these men “died so Anglos would be 
free to own slaves and to take Mexican land.” This is a 
critical, a truthful, retelling of the history. 

As you tell the story of Joaquin Murrieta, you explain 
to us how The California Rangers were bounty 
hunters. You never refer to them as militia, or as law 
enforcement, or even as extralegal mobs. You tell us 
they were bounty hunters rewarded with cash for 
heads. Trophy hunters who displayed the remains of 
a human they decapitated—likely a 19-year-old. And 
you tell us that the effect of this was “Latino families 
fleeing in terror,” which of course, effectuates the 
taking of land. 

There’s a theorist who writes about the violence that 
accomplished colonialism—Sylvia Wynter.  She tells 
us that this violence “set the terms of the exchange.” 
And this is what you’re also showing us so powerfully 

in an historically film. Better than I could do in a 
semester or a 200-page book. You continue this with 
a map and specific statistics about the documented 
lynchings over 13 western states, over 70 years. You 
talk about the horror of the lynchings and the violence 
against Mexicans in South Texas where in a single 
decade it is estimated that over 5,000 Mexicans and 
Mexican-Americans were murdered. Further as you 
graphically trace the anti-Mexican lynchings in the 
U.S., you use the word murder.

Again, not using this ridiculous inverted narrative we 
often get with lynching, where someone might ask, 
“Well, what did he do?” “What were they punishing him 
for?” No, you tell us repeatedly: this is murder. 

Finally, I have to say that I was so pleased to see my 
colleague Dr. Dulcinea Lara as the sort of Henry Louis 
Gates in the film—giving us the great genealogical turn. 
You include Dr. Lara in your documentary digging—
again a bad pun—digging into your genealogy and the 
murder of your great-grandfather, which led to your 
family’s loss of land. But she goes back even further 
and finds your great-great-great grandfather Juan 
Jose Apodaca. And provides a twist! This is a twist not 
only to your personal story. This is a twist to Chicano 
and Latinx scholarship, to Land Grant Studies, to the 
way we might understand ourselves. I hope we’ll get 
to talk about that twist as we talk about this truly 
remarkable work. 

Thank you, John, for giving us access to your film and 
your time, at this most demanding moment.

 – Annette Rodríguez, Oct. 28th, 2020

https://crimjust.nmsu.edu/faculty-and-staff/dulcinea_lara_page.html


THE FILM
For over a decade, filmmaker JOHN J. 
VALADEZ searched for the remains of 
JOAQUIN MURRIETA, a legendary Mexican 
outlaw who blazed a trail of revenge across 
California until he was reportedly caught 
and decapitated in the summer of 1853. A 
hundred and sixty-two years later Valadez 
embarks on a quixotic, cross-country road 
trip through history, myth and memory to 
bury the fabled head of Joaquin Murrieta. 
Along the way he discovers chilling parallels 
with his own family story. Using ground 
breaking scholarship and working with 
a team of leading historians from across 
the United States, The Head of Joaquin 
Murrieta provides a view of U.S. history from 
a decidedly Chicano perspective. Deeply 
personal, irreverent and entertaining, the 
film tears open a painful and long ignored 
historical trauma.

The Head of Joaquin Murrieta
(John J. Valadez, USA, 2016, 30 min)

WATCH THE TRAILER ON YOUTUBE

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TEl2bV17xA8


THE DIRECTOR
JOHN J. VALADEZ is a Peabody Award winning filmmaker who has written, directed 
and produced many nationally broadcast documentary films. He grew up in Seattle, 
taught photography in India, and studied filmmaking at New York University. 
Valadez’s films have tackled such diverse subjects as the false imprisonment of 
a leader of the Black Panther Party, Latino poets in New York City, gang-involved 
children in Chicago, the history of affirmative action, segregation in U.S. schools, 
Latinos in World War II, the evolution of Chicano music, Latino civil rights, and the 
genocide of Native Americans in the Southwest.

His major works include: The Head of Joaquin Murrieta (2016), Prejudice and Pride 
(2013 Latino Americans/PBS), War and Peace (2013 Latino Americans/PBS), The 
Longoria Affair (2010 PBS/Independent Lens), The Chicano Wave (2009 Latin Music 
USA/PBS). Valadez is a Rockefeller Fellow and a founding member of the National 
Association of Latino Independent Producers.

MORE ABOUT THE DIRECTOR
• VALADEZ ON THE FILM - INDIANA PUBLIC MEDIA

• VALADEZ WITH EDMUNDO RESENDEZ ON PBS’ FRONTERAS

https://indianapublicmedia.org/profiles/documentary-filmmaker-john-valadez.php
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nklSDY5wEAI


TELLING JOAQUIN 
MURRIETA’S STORY

As literature professor SHELLEY STREEBY 
writes, the story of Joaquín Murrieta can 
be summed up that of “the California social 

bandit who supposedly terrorized California 
during the early 1850s” (Streeby, 167). This telling 
sentence highlights the nature of Murrieta’s 
history, with the key word being here supposedly.

Following the trail of the man thought to be Joaquin 
Murrieta  through historical records is no easy task. 
To piece together a coherent story, one must sort 
through dead ends, false leads and outright lies. 

However, almost two-centuries worth of popular 
media have infused the public’s imagination 
with a specific narrative. Fact and fiction have 
merged, and a true telling of his story has become 
impossible. 

Murrieta’s myth began even before he was 
killed. Newspapers of the time, spoke of a feared 
gang leader, whose supposed crimes, times 
and locations often contradicted each other. 
Nonetheless, on May 11, 1853 Governor John 
Bigler commanded a group of bounty hunters led 
by Harry Love on a campaign to kill or capture the 
Mexican bandits. 

The bounty hunters had a run-in with a group of 
Mexican men and a shoot out occurred. In the end, 
Love claimed to have killed the notorious Joaquin 
Murrieta and promptly collected an award of 
$5,000. Murrieta’s death was always contested, 
with some claiming the bandido continued to 
roam free. However, the very real death of an 
anonymous 19 year-old Mexican man gave birth 
to a legend, one soon to be immortalized through 
literature.

Whomever Joaquin was has  all given way to what 
Joaquin now represents. All these versions have, 
ultimately, combined the stories of multiple men 
into a single legend; and from that one myth, many 
others have been reincarnated.

https://shelleystreeby.com/about


 

WRITING LEGEND
The Life and Adventures of Joaquín Murieta 
(1854) written by Yellow Bird, also known as John 
Rollin Ridge is perhaps the most famous version 
of Joaquin Murrieta’s story. 

Rollin Ridge was a newspaper writer, and is 
considered the first Native American author to 
publish a novel in the United States. He wrote 
Murrieta by researching and gathering newspaper 
stories, publishing it only one year after Murrieta’s 
death in 1853.

In the novel, Rollin Ridge was critical of Anglo 
forces. He saw in Murrieta a kind of analogy to 
the way Native Americans had been treated and 
dispossed of their land. 

Although he drew his facts from newspapers, he 
took many creative liberties. However, his story 
was the foundation for the typical narrative: 
a humble Mexican gold miner is brutalized by 
incoming Anglo immigrants, they kill his brother, 
and rape his wife (who dies in his arms). The 
fictional Murrieta then sets on a mission to avenge 
his family and kill his tormentors.

For a long time, this novel was considered 
the official version of the story, and served as 
inspiration for many other adaptations; Streeby 
lists some of them:

[T]he Murrieta story has also inspired 
an astonishing array of national and 
transnational textual fantasies, including 
one that was serialized in the California 
Police Gazette; a number of cheap novels; 
a 1936 Hollywood film; several widely 
circulated Spanish-language corridos or 
ballads; plays in both English and Spanish, 
including one written by Pablo Neruda; 
and revisions published in Mexico, Spain, 
France, and Chile (Streeby, 168).

We recommend the 2018 PENGUIN 
CLASSICS edition for the excellent 
Introduction and Notes by Hsuan L. Hsu.
EXCERPT AVAILABLE HERE

Or, here is A TOTALLY FREE COPY, courtesy 
of Three Rocks Research

https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/564480/the-life-and-adventures-of-joaquin-murieta-by-john-rollin-ridge-foreword-by-diana-gabaldon/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/564480/the-life-and-adventures-of-joaquin-murieta-by-john-rollin-ridge-foreword-by-diana-gabaldon/
http://insight.randomhouse.com/widget/v4/?width=600&height=860&isbn=9780143132653&shortCode=564480&author=John%20Rollin%20Ridge&title=The%20Life%20and%20Adventures%20of%20Joaqu%C3%ADn%20Murieta&refererURL=www.penguinrandomhouse.com
https://web.archive.org/web/20170305234940/http://3rocks.org/publications/joaquin_murieta.pdf




A news-worthy story turned dramatic literature 
ensured that Joaquin Murrieta continued to live in 
the popular imagination. In 1859, The California 
Police Gazette, a weekly serial, published 
another version of the story.

However, this time around the main character had 
mutated. “While Ridge implies that the citizens of 
California need to think about how race prejudice 
turned Murrieta into a criminal, the California 
Police Gazette makes Murrieta into an example of 
an innate, alien criminality” (Streeby, 173). In this 
Anglo publication, Murrieta becomes racialized, 
and Harry Love turns into the hero of the story.

The California Police Gazette crafted a new image: 
one where Mexicans were criminals, animalistic 
and violent, and where justice had to be carried 
out, for good always defeats evil.  “The California 
Police Gazette version of the Murrieta story gives 
crime a Mexican face, making it seem ‘very close’ 
and yet still ‘quite alien’—an ensuring stereotype 
which resurfaces today ad nauseam in debates 
about immigration, welfare, and citizenship” 
(Streeby, 177).

This version not only repeated the story, but 
managed to turn the perspective negatively on 
Mexicans, and Latin Americans and Indigenous 

people in general, and not only did it solidify 
racial stereotypes, it also paved the way for new 
adaptations to spread them to new formats.

Through the rest of the late 1800s and early 
1900s, dime-novels and comic books recycled 
the story with the racial themes still inscribed. 
Murrieta was always portrayed as a insatiable, 
blood-thristy criminal. As time passed, the story 
continued to be told, but in the new century the 
new versions argued “that racial injustice and 
the violence of conquest [were] part of the dead 
past, which has given way to equality and the rule 
of law” (Streeby, 182). By the 1920s and 1930s, 
the narrative was that the State had things under 
control, that the Wild West had been tamed. But 
Mexicans still had to be controlled.

So, when Johnston McCulley wrote The Curse 
of Capistrano in 1919, his Murrieta-like main 
character, could not be Mexican bandit and still 
likeable all at the same time. Something was 
noticeably different. The Zorro is more Spanish-
American,less Mexican. This ensured there was a 
distancing, and that his actions could be read as 
chivalrous, and not merely criminal.

A NARRATIVE FOR U.S.

READ THE COMICS HERE

http://jimgroom.com/murrieta_comic1.pdf






Yo no soy Americano 
pero comprendo el inglés   

Yo lo aprendí con mi hermano   
al derecho y al revés 

A cualquier americano 
lo hago temblar a mis pies. 

Cuando apenas era un niño   
huérfeno a mí me dejaron.  

Nadie me hizo ni un cariño,  
a mi hermano lo mataron,   

Y a mi esposa Carmelita,  
cobardes la asesinaron.

Yo me vine de Hermosillo 
enbusca de oro y riqueza.  

Al indio pobre y sencillo 
lo defendí con fiereza.     

Y a buen precio los sherifes    
pagaban por mi cabeza.

A los ricos avarientos, 
yo les quité su dinero. 

Con los humildes y pobres 
yo me quité mi sombrero.      
Ay, que leyes tan injustas   
fue llamarme  bandolero.   

A Murrieta no le gusta 
lo que hace no es desmentir. 
Vengo a vengar a mi esposa,  

yo lo vuelvo a repetir, 
Carmelita tan hermosa, 

cómo la hicieron sufrir.

Por cantinas me metí, 
castigando americanos. 

“Tú serás el capitán 
que mataste a mi hermano. 

Lo agarraste indefenso, 
orgulloso americano.” 

I am not American  
but English I understand 
I learned it with my brother 
forwards and backwards. 
I make any Anglo 
 tremble at my feet.

When I was barely a child 
I was left an orphan. 
No one gave me a bit of affection, 
They killed my brother, 
and some cowards 
killed my wife Carmelita.

I came from Hermosillo 
in search of gold and riches. 
I defended the poor and simple 
Indian with fierceness. 
And the sheriffs put a` good price 
on my head.

From greedy rich, 
 I took away their money. 
with the humble and the poor, 
I took off my hat. 
Oh, what unjust laws 
to label me an outlaw.

Murrieta doesn’t like 
to be falsely accused. 
I come to avenge my wife, 
and I say again, 
how they made my lovely Carmelita 
suffer so much.

I entered many a saloon, 
punishing Anglos. 
“You must be the captain  
who killed my brother. 
 You found him unarmed, 
proud Anglo.”

EL CORRIDO DE JOAQUIN MURRIETA

LISTEN HERE

Streeby points out that even if Anglo narratives 
often highlighted the violence of the border to blame 
Mexicans, Mexicans at the border appropriated the 
same stories as a way to assert their own agency; 
retelling the violent tales, but now as corridos as a way 
to resist the violences of those who oppressed them.

https://www.laits.utexas.edu/jaime/cwp4/JMG/corido.html
https://www.laits.utexas.edu/jaime/cwp4/JMG/corido.html


LATIN AMERICAN MYTHS
The success of this narrative traveled 
wide and far, with many republishing the 
stories all over the world. From Paris to 
Mexico, from Argentina to Peru, the story 
traveled and evolved. These versions found 
their audience in Latin America, and soon 
became their own legends. 

Chilean author Isabel Allende revisited a 
popular Chilean version when writing  her 
1998 novel, HIJA DE LA FORTUNA. The 
novel traces the steps of a young girl who 
falls in love with Joaquin Andieta, a Chilean 
man, and follows him north to California 
during the Gold Rush.

THE MEXICAN PERSPECTIVE
Since the 1848 Mexican-American war (known in Mexico as the 
War of American Aggression in Mexico), citizens south of the 
border have had lasting mixed feelings about their northernly 
neighbor.

In 1904, Mexican intellectual Ireneo Paz wrote and published 
his version of the Murrieta myth. As a Mexican, his version was 
more sympathetic to Murrieta’s plight, and more critical of the 
United States in general. In LIFE AND ADVENTURES OF THE 
CELEBRATED BANDIT JOAQUIN MURRIETA, these feelings 
can be read throughout this version, which rehashed the 
same plot points, but shifted the point of view so it was more 
palatable to Mexican citizens. 

https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Daughter_of_Fortune
https://artepublicopress.com/product/life-and-adventures-of-the-celebrated-bandit-joaquin-murrieta/
https://artepublicopress.com/product/life-and-adventures-of-the-celebrated-bandit-joaquin-murrieta/


POETIC 
BORDERLANDS

I AM JOAQUIN (also known as Yo soy 
Joaquin), by Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzales, 
is a famous epic poem associated with 
the Chicano movement of the 1960s 
in the United States. In 1969, A SHORT 
FILM VIDEO adaptation of the poem, was 
directed by Luis Valdez.

Yo soy Joaquín,  
perdido en un mundo de confusión: 

I am Joaquín, lost in a world of 
confusion, 

caught up in the whirl of a gringo 
society, 

confused by the rules, scorned by 
attitudes, 

suppressed by manipulation, and 
destroyed by modern society. 

My fathers have lost the economic 
battle 

and won the struggle of cultural 
survival. 

And now! I must choose between the 
paradox of 

victory of the spirit, despite physical 
hunger,

or to exist in the grasp of American 
social neurosis,  
sterilization of the soul and a full 
stomach. 
Yes, I have come a long way to 
nowhere, 
unwillingly dragged by that 
monstrous, technical,  
industrial giant called Progress and 
Anglo success....  
I look at myself. 
I watch my brothers. 
I shed tears of sorrow. I sow seeds of 
hate. 
I withdraw to the safety within the 
circle of life -- 
MY OWN PEOPLE

I AM JOAQUIN 
BY RODOLFO CORKY GONZALES

READ FULL POEM 

http://www.latinamericanstudies.org/latinos/joaquin.htm
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OCVZ_rlBQR8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OCVZ_rlBQR8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OCVZ_rlBQR8
https://www.latinamericanstudies.org/latinos/joaquin.htm
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Initiative and the Critical Ethnic Studies Collective at the University of 

North Carolina – Chapel Hill. Questions, comments, and suggestions can be sent to  

borderless@unc.edu

MORE SOURCES
Richard Rodriguez, DAYS OF OBLIGATION: AN ARGUMENT WITH MY 
MEXICAN FATHER “CHAPTER 6:THE HEAD OF JOAQUIN MURRIETA.”

Maria A. Windell SANCTIFY OUR SUFFERING WORLD WITH TEARS: 
TRANSAMERICAN SENTIMENTALISM IN JOAQUÍN MURIETA
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https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/323718/days-of-obligation-by-richard-rodriguez/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/323718/days-of-obligation-by-richard-rodriguez/
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https://online.ucpress.edu/ncl/article-abstract/63/2/170/67408/Sanctify-Our-Suffering-World-with-Tears?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://shelleystreeby.com/about
https://shelleystreeby.com/s/jwgpv67qo1sj2he9l6ahdvdhcb6b34

