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The Three Burials of Melquiades Estrada  (2005)

"What kind of legal system do you think we've got out here?"
- Dwight Yoakam as Belmont

Roger Ebert on The Three Burials of Melquiades Estrada

The Three Burials of Melquiades Estrada tells the kind of
story that John Huston or Sam Peckinpah might have
wanted to film. It begins with a bedrock of loyalty and honor
between men, and mixes it with a little madness. In an era
when hundreds of lives are casually destroyed in action
movies, here is an entire film in which one life is honored,
and one death is avenged.

The director and star is Tommy Lee Jones, and the story
proceeds directly from fundamental impulses we sense in
many of his screen appearances. Jones is most at home in
characters who mean business and do not suffer fools
gladly. Here he plays Pete Perkins, the hard-working
operator of a small cattle operation, who hires an illegal
Mexican immigrant named Melquiades Estrada (Julio
Cedillo) to work as a cowboy for him. When Melquiades is
killed in a stupid shooting involving Mike Norton (Barry
Pepper), a rookie agent for the Border Patrol, Pete sees that
the local sheriff (Dwight Yoakam) is going to ignore the case.
So Pete takes justice into his own hands. And not simple
justice, which might involve killing the agent, but poetic
justice, which elevates the movie into the realms of parable.

All the action takes place in a small border town of appalling
poverty of spirit. This is a hard land for men, and a
heartbreaking one for women. We meet two in particular.
Lou Ann Norton (January Jones) is the wife of Mike, the
border patrolman. Rachel (Melissa Leo) is the waitress in the
local restaurant, married to Bob the owner but available for
afternoons in motel rooms, not because she is a prostitute
but because she is friendly and bored.

The lives of these characters, including Melquiades, are
connected in ways that | will not reveal, and which show how
they all have two avenues of communication: the public, and
the personal. Some of the hidden connections produce
ironies that only we understand, since the characters don't
know as much about each other as we do.

The main line of the movie forms as Pete Perkins kidnaps
Mike Norton, handcuffs him and explains to him that
Melquiades Estrada, the dead Mexican, was his friend.
Melquiades often talked about his village in Mexico, Pete
says, and about his wife and family. Now Mike is going to dig
up Melquiades' body, and the two men are going to ride into
Mexico, return the dead man to his village and give him a
proper burial.

The journey and its end will involve more discoveries and
more surprises for Mike and Pete. As for the rest, the
journey of his body and the burials of Melquiades Estrada
are like an opportunity for all of the characters in the movie
to discover who they are and what they are made of. By the
end of the film no one is watching TV.

Avrticle adapted from Roger Ebert's review from the Chicago Sun-Times, accessed October 1, 2006
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"You've got a grave to dig." — Pete to Mike
Discussing Three Burials

Much ado has been made about the film’s nonlinear
structure, and apparently Tommy Lee Jones had to fight to
keep the pastel colors in the titles and chapters. What is the
significance of these elements to the overall picture?

What role does redemption play in the fiim? Consider the
character of Mike Norton and his journey into Mexico with
Pete. How do you interpret Mike's final words to Pete?

Consider the character of Pete. What are his motives for
bringing Mike on his journey? Is he an admirable character?
Why or why not?

What perspectives does the film offer concerning our
culture’s treatment of the dead?

Jones has said that the film is about "the mechanics of faith."
How does the film employ religious themes or symbolism
suggestive of faith?

How does the film shape your impression of the current
debate of border control and illegal immigration? Can you
imagine a border agent dismissing a few illegals saying,
“Someone’s got to pick strawberries?

Was Mike's action truly a mistake? At what point does Mike
realize the gravity of his actions?

During the shopping mall sequence, why did the director
juxtapose the flashback image of Mike's bloody hands with
Lou Ann’s red skirt?

Does Rachel feel empowered through her promiscuity in
spite of her sad marriage, or does she envy Lou Ann’s bold
decision to leave Mike? What is the significance of fidelity in
this film?

Why did Belmont tell the coroner that Melquiades didn’t have
any relatives?

Is Mike, according to the Mexican woman whose nose he
previously broke, “beyond redemption”™? How do you
reconcile this statement in light of her vengeful action,
despite curing him?

What do you make of the blind man’s appeal to Pete and
Mike to shoot him? What do this episode and the theme of
“offending God” signify overall?

Did Melquiades lie to Pete about Jimenez and his life in
Mexico, as Mike claims he did?

What makes Three Burials a “Western”?

What role do cultural artifacts (television, radio, magazines,
etc.) play in forwarding the message of the film? How do you
interpret the soap opera’s repeated line: “there’ll always be a
River Valley for us™?

Tommy Lee Jones wrote his Harvard thesis on writer
Flannery O’Connor. Like O'Connor, Jones as an actor and
director incorporates moments of sudden, startling violence.
As with O'Connor, these brutalities arise as anything but
random. Both appear to believe that man's depravity renders
him almost deaf to the truth, that sometimes the only way for
revelation to occur is for the truth to stand naked, front and
center. How does this film use violence to reveal truth? Do
you believe that the violence portrayed in the film is
necessary to understanding the characters and the central
issue of the film?

“I liked Three Burials.. . What do | view next?”

The Professionals (1966, Richard Brooks)

True Grit (1969, Henry Hathaway)

High Plains Drifter (1973, Clint Eastwood)
Bring Me the Head of Alfredo Garcia (Sam Peckinpah, 1974)
The Outlaw Josey Wales (1976, Clint Eastwood)
The Border (1982, Tony Richardson)

Pale Rider (1985, Clint Eastwood)
Extreme Prejudice (1987, Walter Hill)
Thelma & Louise (1991, Ridley Scott)
Unforgiven (1992, Clint Eastwood)
Tombstone (1993, George Pan Cosmatos)
Lone Star (1996, John Sayles)

Open Range (2003, Kevin Kostner)
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