FAR WEST: TALES OF AMNESIA
A 52’ documentary

Directed by Mathilde Damoisel
Based on the photography project Lines and Lineage by Tomas van Houtryve

The movie
Inspired by the work of Californian photographer Tomas van Houtryve, this film describes a modern-day quest
into the forgotten past of the American West. It is a journey from California to New Mexico to meet those who
defy, by their very presence, the founding myths of the Far West and of America as a whole.
They are indigenous, black, Hispanic, and mixed race. They live on the other side of the Mexican border – not
today’s border that President Trump wants to wall up and close – but a previous border. A border that existed
before 1848 and the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo, which ended the American-Mexican War by ceding to the
United States what was then called Northern Mexico, covering the modern-day states of California, Nevada,
Utah, Arizona, New Mexico, Texas, Oklahoma, Kansas, along with parts of Colorado and Wyoming.
They are the heirs to a long history that has been erased by a myth – the myth of an untamed, unspoiled Wild
West, conquered and civilized by white, Anglo-Saxon pioneers. A myth that has been incessantly repeated,
written about, photographed, filmed, shared, and taught. A myth that has turned the historical inhabitants
of these lands into strangers within, and that legitimizes, today more than ever, the most brutal kind of
nationalism and xenophobia. This film will be a quest for an historical truth, countering the excesses of
misguided patriotism and populism, and pushing back against amnesia.

Director’s note
Whether or not he ever completes his wall, Donald Trump will have succeeded in making the Mexican border
the paradigm of his presidency. It is equally a pillar of his foreign policy and an issue of identity. “A nation
without borders is not a nation,” he incessantly repeats. And as such, this 3,200-kilometre frontier has come to
embody the essential elements separating the United States from that “other” America – the America that is
Latin, Hispanic, populous, and dangerous, and one to be kept at a distance at all costs.
In August 2019, a 21-year-old white supremacist massacred 22 customers in an El Paso supermarket using
military-grade weapons, to denounce the “Hispanic invasion of Texas”. The anti-migrant manifesto left by the
killer leaves no doubt as to his inspiration: Donald Trump’s incessant tirades have unleashed and legitimized
even the most brutal xenophobia. However, this is only a symptom of a much older, deeper evil. Beyond the
horror and hatred, beyond Trump’s re-election campaign, these tirades testify to the collective founding
amnesia of the United States of America.
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Examining a collective amnesia
The United States of America is not the only country
to have rewritten its history, but here, perhaps more
than anywhere else, the reinvention of the past has
proved decisive and existential.
The myth was written back in 1848, at the end of the
war between a Mexico that had been independent
from the Spanish crown since 1821 and the United
States. In defeat, Mexico was forced to relinquish the
entire northern part of its territory. And by pushing
back the border by more than 1,000 kilometers, the

United States was also erasing the past.
As such, 1848 could be viewed as the year of the
birth of the Far West, and the start of its glory days.
Hollywood captured it on cellulose for posterity,
while popular culture and school textbooks
perpetuated it. Its heroes were Kit Carson and Davy
Crockett, brave and fearless men who conquered the
Wild West and brought these dark lands back into
the bosom of an enlightened and progressive white
Anglo-Saxon civilization.

Revealinga repressed story
In the collective memory, the period prior to 1848
is an indefinite, obscured and oppressive past, that
blurs centuries of Spanish colonization from the
16th century onwards with Mexican independence,
obtained in 1821. Nothing is taught or shared about
the years between 1821-1848 when the Far West
was an integral part of the Republic of Mexico. It
was, however, a period of incomparable social
and political progress from which districts such
as Alta California benefited greatly. Citizenship,
civil rights, and universal male suffrage were
granted to all, regardless of ethnic origin. By way
of comparison, the United States did not grant
citizenship to “Indians” until a century later, in
1924. Mexican women, unlike their Americans
counterparts, had the right to inherit and own land
in their own name. And most significantly, Mexico
abolished slavery as early as 1824, some 41 years
before the United States. As such, in 1832, Pio Pico,
an Afro-Mexican descendant of emancipated
slaves, became the first black governor of Alta
California. However, Peter Burnett, who replaced
him after the American annexation of 1849, made
sure that black people were stripped of all civil rights. He called for a “war of extermination until the Indian
race disappears”. The indigenous peoples had been colonized, enslaved, and forcibly converted under the
Spanish; the Republic of Mexico had emancipated them from religious missions and given them land; white
Americans would try to exterminate them.
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The stated aim of the Mexican War (1846-1848)
was to expand the slave territories. But the 1845 US
annexation of Texas, which triggered the conflict,
was not about defending ideals of independence and
democracy. It was because the major landowners
who had settled in the Mexican province rejected
the Mexican central government’s abolition of
slavery. The rebels of Fort Alamo – immortalized by
Hollywood and John Wayne as martyrs of freedom –

were, in reality, cotton farmers determined to expand
their land to the south.
In many ways, the annexation of Mexico’s northern
territories was a regressive act. Enlightenment
values did not roll out to the West, as legend has it. On
the contrary, for these lands, this US-led annexation
signified a step backwards in terms of civil rights,
social justice, and humanity.
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Finding truth and countering ignorance
that the use of this medium became popular in the
West. And that no doubt underpinned the myth, with
Begun in 2016 in photographic form, it was initially pioneers and gold-diggers etched onto glass plates
a reaction to the rise of nationalist and xenophobic for generations to come. There are no photographs in
violence in the United States. Photographer Tomas existence that bear witness to the Mexican past. Not a
van Houtryve was born and raised in California and single image to hand down a memory, or to construct
through this project, sought to explore the history and share a common history. That is why Tomas
of the Mexican border. In doing so, he also took the has now endeavored to photograph people and
measure of our ignorance of this part of history, places using the techniques of the past, with simple
barely touched upon in school textbooks, shared in portraits and landscapes on glass plates shot with an
old-fashioned camera and a portable darkroom. His
incomplete fragments, and confused with fiction.
images are an attempt at reparation, at creating the
Photography has its own part to play in this erasing impossible archive of a forgotten past.
of history. It wasn’t until 1849 after the goldrush
American amnesia will be the focus of this
documentary project.
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On the one hand, he has captured striking landscapes
of the “frontier”, these great spaces of the so-called
“Wild” West, a land of conquest. On the other, the
faces of the men and women whose ancestors lived
there before the annexation. Californios, Tejanos,
Chicanos, Afro-Mexicans, Navajos, and Apaches. It
is they through whom this border cut through. Their
mixed-race identities are a potent challenge to the
myth of the Far West, reflecting as they do an open,
fluid territory, one that was arbitrarily crossed.
This documentary seeks to continue this work.
Beyond a visual representation of this amnesia, we
want to develop a cinematographic narrative that
will make sense of it and measure its consequences.
A documentary film will allow us to construct a
discourse and share a reflection on this forgotten

history and the reasons for its repression.
To do this, we will interview some of the people
photographed and meet others who weren’t. The
choice of these participants will reflect the diversity
and complexity of this story. They will recount the
parts of this story they have experienced. Some
are very knowledgeable of the issues at stake and
are now historians. Others have a more intimate,
familial understanding of the past. And it is this
structure through different voices that will give
the film its unique voice. Not only to convey the
necessary knowledge about this repressed chapter
in the history of the American West, but also to give a
full account of the mechanics of this amnesia and its
real, human consequences.
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Anastasio Bonnie Sanchez, who still lives like his vaqueros ancestors, riding horseback across the sprawling
family farm in Colorado.

Anita Otilia Rodriguez, who has mixed indigenous and Hispanic origins. She is a renowned painter and builds
traditional houses evoking the pueblos of New Mexico.
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Leonard Franck Trujilli is a descendant of the founder of the city of Los Angeles, Luis Manuel Quintero, an 18th
century Afro-Mexican officer. He scours archives, genealogical societies, and rare pre-1848 monuments with the
aim of bringing his history out of oblivion.
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Paul Ramois is a Tejano, from a Hispanic Texan family.
He is also a historian at the University of Houston. He
belongs to a new generation of researchers resolved
to fully embrace the history of the region and come to
terms with the slavery of its past.
The words of our interviewees will be accompanied
with black and white portraits shot on glass. This is
our way of allowing each one of them to reclaim their
place in history, where their ancestors left a void.
As a counterpoint, the film will draw on existing
archives of real images that established the myth.
These will include the first photographs of those
hunting for gold from 1849 onwards, pictures of the
“heroes” of the Far West like Kit Carson and Davy
Crocket, extracts of films that shaped our collective
memory, like “The Alamo” with John Wayne (1954),
or the 1915 version, “Martyrs of the Alamo” by D. W.
Griffith. This archive material will tell the official,
truncated story as it has been passed down, and
which our film seeks to deconstruct.
Words will be woven, without necessarily resorting to

commentary, to form a narrative that is both sensitive
and factual. The story will be revealed gradually,
avoiding a strict chronology. The testimony of
the participants will remind us how much history
radiates into the present. They will show the extent
to which collective amnesia has shaped the issues we
face today.
The locations have their own fully-fledged role in
the film; these territories that were annexed after
1848 between the old and the new frontier. With
mountains, deserts, and vast plains, they formed the
basis of the legend of the West and belong to a story
that the US has written about itself. Owning them has
always been an imperious necessity. These striking
landscapes have been so often reproduced and
revered that they are familiar to us. We will portray
them in a manner worthy of what they symbolize and
in a way that ensures they are an integral part the
story.
Our ambition is to make an epic yet human film
which, through its voice and its esthetic, will be able
to return the history of the West to its rightful place.

Far west, histoire d’une amnésie //

9

the ultimate reference for factual documentaries

FLORENCE SALA
Head of
International Distribution
& Marketing

ALEC HERRMANN
Head of
Catalog and Video
Acquisitions (DVD/VOD)

f-sala@artefrance.fr

a-herrmann@artefrance.fr

AUDREY KAMGA
Sales Manager

ISABELLE MONTEIL
Sales Manager

a-kamga@artefrance.fr

i-monteil@artefrance.fr

Canada, USA, South America,
Australia, New Zealand,
MENA Region

UK, Ireland, Italy, Spain,
Portugal, Asia
language versions

SOPHIE SOGHOMONIAN
Sales Manager

FRANKA SCHWABE
Sales Manager

s-soghomonian@artefrance.fr

f-schwabe@artefrance.fr

Eastern Europe, Russia, Africa
Israel, Greece
worldwide inflight

Germany, Austria, Switzerland,
Belgium, France, Netherlands
Scandinavia, Iceland

