            LBST 140—Labor in the Movies
                           El Norte (1983)
   The writing team of Gregory Nava and Anna Thomas split the story into three parts:
       Arturo Xuncax: The first part takes place in a small rural Guatemalan village where we learn about the central characters and how the bigotry they face by the authorities make them flee Guatemala. Arturo explains to his son Enrique his "world view" and how the Guatemalan indio fares in Guatemalan life.
      Coyote: During the second part of the film the two teenagers flee Guatemala, travel through Mexico, and meet a Mexican coyote who guides them across the border. After one failed attempt to cross the "frontera" they have a horrific experience when they finally cross the Mexican-American border through a sewer pipe.
     El Norte: In the final part of the film Rosa and Enrique discover the difficulties of living in America without official documentation. At the end Enrique has to make a choice between his future versus the welfare of his sister, Rosa.
Rosa sums up the film's major theme when she says to her brother Enrique near the end:
          In our homeland there's no place for us, they want to kill us. In Mexico there's only poverty. And in the north we aren't accepted. When are we going to find a home, maybe only in death. 
       The origins of El Norte is the director's childhood in San Diego. Nava came from a border family and has relatives in Tijuana, Mexico. As a youth, he crossed the border several times a week, often wondering who lived in all those cardboard shacks on the Mexican side.
        For research the producers of El Norte learned about the plight of indigenous Guatemalans from years of research, much of it conducted among exiles living in Southern California. According to Nava, "There are hundreds of thousands of refugees from Central America in Los Angeles alone. Nobody knows the exact number, but a recent TV inquiry estimated 300,000-400,000. In our own research, we came across a community of Mayans from Guatemala - 5,000 from one village - now in Los Angeles. The original village, which is now dead, had 15,000."
         Annette Insdorf, writing for the New York Times, said Nava discussed the singular nature of the US-Mexico border. He said: "The border is unique--the only place in the world where an industrialized first-world nation shares the border with a third-world country. In California, it's just a fence: on one side are the Tijuana slums, on the other side--San Diego. It's so graphic! This was the germ of the story."    Wikipedia   3/20/2007
       Despite its limited budget, the movie is bursting with energy and ambition. At 139 minutes, it is told in three sections, concerning the early life of the brother and sister, their harrowing trek to "el norte," and their life in Los Angeles. It was shot partly in Mexico, and then, after their exposed footage and an accountant were seized and held for ransom, in California. The filmmakers tell harrowing stories of cash payoffs at gunpoint, and how Nava's parents slipped out of the country carrying some of the dailies. 
       But the film never reflects that backstage ordeal; it chooses, indeed, to paint its story not in the grim grays of neorealism, but with the palette of Mexico, filled with color and fantasy. An early scene involving clouds of butterflies combines local legend with magical realism, and abundant life comes into the film through the shirts, dresses, ponchos and blankets of the characters, and through the joyous use of color in their homes and villages. 
       Nava once explained to me one reason for the Mexican love of color: "The rich browns and reds and yellows make brown skin look beautiful; American interiors are painted an eggshell white that doesn't do much for brown skin or any other kind of skin."
        Roger Ebert    August 1, 2004
