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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS 

 

Silence, Sound and Subtitles: 

Exploring Quechua, K’iche’ and the 

History of Indigenous Languages in  

United States Film and Television 

 

by 

 

Rachel Irene Sprouse 

 

Master of Arts in American Indian Studies 

University of California, Los Angeles, 2021 

Professor Paul V. Kroskrity, Co-Chair 

Professor Teresa L. McCarty, Co-Chair 

 

This project seeks to understand the role that Indigenous languages, and specifically those of 

Latin America, play in mainstream United States film and television. Drawing on tools and ideas 

from American Indian studies, linguistic anthropology and film studies, this project constructs a 

chronology of Indigenous-language film dialogue from 1894 to 2021. Dora and the Lost City of 

Gold (2019) and Orange Is the New Black (2013-2019) serve as case studies, highlighting 

Quechua- and K’iche’-speaking characters respectively. A comparison of these two programs 

initiates a larger conversation around grassroots language advocacy, federal policy initiatives and 
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hemispheric approaches to the study of Indigeneity in the Americas. Ultimately, City of Gold and 

OITNB reveal the extent to which language issues have permeated the public consciousness. 

Their presence in Hollywood reaffirms the need for interdisciplinary and hemispheric analyses 

on Indigenous migrant languages, realities and cinema. 
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Introduction 

The scene opens on a large market in a Peruvian town—referred to as both Cuzco and 

Nazca. Mariachi music blares. The camera pans to Mutt Williams (Shia LeBeouf), a 1950s 

greaser, leaning against a motorcycle and playing with a switch blade. Our protagonist, Indiana 

Jones (Harrison Ford), appears over Mutt’s shoulder, talking with two locals in the hopes of 

learning his friend Oxley’s whereabouts. While the dialogue is difficult to parse, it is clear that 

the language they speak is none other than Quechua, an Indigenous language from the Andes. 

“Maypi chay?” (“Where is that?”) Indiana Jones asks. His companion points through the market, 

“Haqhayninta neqpi” (“That way”). Indiana Jones parts ways with the two men with a hearty 

“Sumaq, sumaq” (“Great, great”) and rejoins Mutt. When asked of the encounter, Indiana Jones 

confirms his use of Quechua, calling it a “local Incan dialect” and remarking that he learned the 

language of Tawantinsuyu (the Inca Empire) while riding with Pancho Villa in Mexico.1  

Various Hollywood films, including the Indiana Jones franchise, draw on local 

epistemologies and languages to embellish or authenticate their settings and characters. This 

scene from Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull (2008) is one such example of 

filmmakers using Indigenous languages in cinematic world- and character-building. While 

Indiana Jones's knowledge of the local language affirms his status as a noted academic, due to 

commonly-held misconceptions of Indigenous cultures, Quechua also ties the scene to a 

particular place—the Andes—and to the past. 

An ever-present irony for most Hollywood productions is that filmmakers use Indigenous 

languages to mark authenticity but do not accurately represent the languages. Within the Indiana 

 
1 Américo Mendoza-Mori’s comments on Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull (2008) (Llamoca, 
2019; Martinez, 2019) inspired this introduction. Mendoza-Mori is a Quechua-language scholar at the University of 
Pennsylvania. 
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Jones universe—which spans several novels, films, comic books, etc.—Indiana Jones has a 

storied history with Quechua. In this scene, he claims to have learned the language in Mexico 

with Pancho Villa, a reference to the “Spring Break” episode of The Young Indiana Jones 

Chronicles (1992-1993). While the young adventurer does flex his linguistic skills—speaking in 

English, Spanish and French—the episode does not include Quechua speakers.2 The underlying 

assumption is that the audience will not be familiar with Quechua and thus not recognize that the 

idea of Indiana Jones learning it in Mexico is far-fetched. 

This project seeks to understand the role that Indigenous languages, and specifically 

those of Latin America, play in mainstream U.S. film and television. I analyze two case studies: 

Dora and the Lost City of Gold (2019), a children’s adventure film, and Orange Is the New Black 

(2013-2019), a Netflix series exploring life in a women’s prison. In City of Gold, a non-

Indigenous character speaks Quechua to dispel tensions with an Indigenous, Quechua-speaking 

stranger. Meanwhile, in OITNB, a monolingual K'iche'-speaking character must navigate the 

hostile English-dominant environment of an Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) 

detention facility. As Native voices remain underrepresented, comprising 0.5% of film actors in 

2019 (Hunt & Ramón, 2020a), it is notable that these two high profile programs use their 

popularity to highlight Indigenous issues. In so doing, City of Gold and OITNB become sites 

within which to explore questions of Native representation, linguistic and otherwise. How do 

these productions represent Indigenous characters, cultures and languages? What can we learn 

from their inclusion in mainstream media?  

 
2 There are further inconsistencies within the Indiana Jones franchise. In the third volume of the Indiana Jones and 
the Arms of Gold (1994) comic, the “soldiers of the sun” (Marrs, p. 3) speak a form of “ungrammatical Quechua” 
(Marrs, p. 4). The comic is set in 1937—that is, after The Young Indiana Jones Chronicles and before Indiana Jones 
and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull. Indiana Jones does not speak Quechua, requiring his companion, Professor 
Francisca Uribe del Arco, to interpret. Mal Warwick provided the Quechua translation. 
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Hemispheric Approaches to Indigenous Studies 

Across the Americas, European invasion and colonialism have prompted widespread 

language shift from Indigenous languages to colonial languages such as English and Spanish. 

Since the 1990s in the United States, the conversation among linguists has increasingly become 

one around language loss, stressing the need for language documentation and revitalization (e.g., 

Krauss, 1992). For Indigenous languages of the United States, the literature around language 

revitalization is well-established (e.g., Hinton & Hale, 2001; Hinton et al., 2018). Migration from 

Latin America has led to the formation of Indigenous migrant communities (e.g., Fox & Rivera 

Salgado, 2004; Stephen, 2007) and generated documentation projects of diasporic languages 

(e.g., Kaufman & Perlin, 2018).3 Given the migratory processes and the prevalence of language 

revitalization in virtual environments (facilitated through social media), Indigenous languages 

transcend localization and emerge as global phenomena (Coronel-Molina, 2018). 

Drawing comparison with their Latin American counterparts, Indigenous languages of 

the United States and their respective revitalization initiatives operate on a much smaller scale. 

Concern predominates over aging speaker populations and the rate of intergenerational 

transmission. In response, language reclamation efforts have proliferated across the United 

States, including the reawakening of Wampanoag in Massachusetts, master-apprentice programs 

for Native Californians, and K-16 immersion schools on Hawai’i (Hinton, 2013). Despite their 

numbers, speakers of Latin American Indigenous languages face marginalization and 

discrimination both at home and in diaspora (Barillas Chón, 2018). Notwithstanding these 

negative attitudes, some Indigenous languages of Latin America “remain relatively vital” due to 

“the constant demands of the linguistic market and cultural capital, and the pressures of multiple 

 
3 See also the Albany Triqui Working Group and the partnership between University of California, Santa Barbara 
and the Mixteco/Indigena Community Organizing Project. 
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sociohistorical, religious, educational, migratory, psychological, economic, sociolinguistic and 

geopolitical factors” (Coronel-Molina, 2018, p. 140). 

The two languages of interest here, Quechua and K’iche’ Maya, belong to the two most 

widely spoken Indigenous language families in the Americas. Quechua was the administrative 

language of the Inca state and is currently spoken throughout Peru, Bolivia and Ecuador 

(Mannheim, 1991). The Mayan language family, meanwhile, spans Mesoamerica and northern 

Central America, including Guatemala, Mexico, Belize, El Salvador, and Honduras. Both 

languages maintain a sizable foothold in the United States. New York City is home to the largest 

community of Quechua speakers in the United States, which has undergone a cultural and 

linguistic revitalization over the last two decades (Mendoza-Mori & Sprouse, in press). Given 

the rate and nature of migration, Mayan languages have become more commonplace in 

immigration courts, comprising four of the 25 most frequently spoken languages (U.S. 

Department of Justice Executive Office for Immigration Review, 2018).4  

In response to these changing demographics, there emerges a body of scholarship that 

advances a hemispheric approach to the study of Indigeneity on Turtle Island.5 The literature’s 

discrete treatment of Native American Studies and Indigenous Latin American Studies along 

colonial borders is, as anthropologist Shannon Speed (2019) argues, “unproductive at best” (p. 

12). She attempts to bridge the scholarly divide between Native North and South, applying 

analytics such as settler colonialism (typically reserved for the United States and Canada) and 

neoliberalism (discussed primarily in Latin America) to both contexts. This is not to conflate 

Indigenous experiences, as conceptions of treaty rights and tribal sovereignty in the United 

 
4 Mam (9), K’iche’ (11), Q’anjob’al (14), and Akatek (21). 
5 A term used in many Native communities to mean North America or the Americas. In Latin America, “Abya Yala” 
is sometimes used to describe the Americas. 
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States, for example, are not applicable in Latin America, but to transcend the boundaries of 

traditional disciplines. In a similar vein, Blackwell et al. (2017) offer Critical Latinx 

Indigeneities, a framework that views the “co-constitutive relationship of multiple contexts of 

power and multiple colonialities” (p. 127). Critical Latinx Indigeneities emerges at the 

intersection of Indigenous Studies, Latinx Studies, and Latin American Studies and allows for 

local and hemispheric analyses, examining the racial structures and colonial forces both of 

sending countries and the United States. Analyzing these overlapping colonial structures is an 

integral part of the study of languages in diaspora as stigma against Indigenous Latin Americans 

persists among migrants (Barillas Chón, 2018) and shapes linguistic practices (Mendoza-Mori, 

2017). 

This project applies these hemispheric approaches as a guide to conceptualizing language 

use in diaspora, draws on tools and frameworks from linguistic anthropology and engages film 

studies and histories. I draw inspiration from anthropologist Barbra Meek’s “And the Injun Goes 

‘How!’: Representations of American Indian English in White Public Space” (2006). Her work 

on Hollywood Injun English (HIE) serves as a model for examining the speech patterns of 

Native characters in U.S. cinema. Likewise, histories of Native (e.g., Kilpatrick, 1999; Aleiss 

2005; Raheja 2010) and other-than-English filmmaking (e.g., O’Sullivan, 2011) have shaped the 

trajectory I construct of Indigenous language usage on screen. These studies have also enabled 

me to analyze film language and conventions. 

I approach these questions of language and representation as a non-Indigenous person of 

Euro-American descent, raised in an English-dominant environment. I have had the great fortune 

of studying Quechua with my first teacher, Odi Gonzales, and my constant mentor, Elva Ambía. 

My knowledge of Indigenous languages of the Americas comes from my participation in 
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community-led efforts at the Quechua Collective of New York and the Endangered Language 

Alliance and academic study at New York University and the University of California, Los 

Angeles. This project draws on my experiences with language revitalization, U.S. immigration 

policy, Latin American studies, and American Indian studies.  

 

Scope and Methods 

This project does not pretend to be comprehensive and is tightly focused. I engage with 

Latin American Indigenous languages in mainstream U.S. film and television, concentrating on 

live action narrative fiction. My interest in Latin American Indigenous languages in the United 

States is due to my subject matter expertise and the limited number of writings on the subject. 

This study does not address films produced in Latin America (e.g., Ixcanul (2015) or Killa 

(2018)) or otherwise outside of the United States (e.g., Even the Rain (2010)). In my discussion 

of Indigenous-language media, I only consider productions that originate in Indigenous 

languages and do not analyze dubbed films (e.g., the Navajo edition of Star Wars (2013)). I use 

the term “mainstream” to indicate movies or television shows that received a theatrical release or 

are otherwise widely available (e.g., via Netflix or other streaming platforms). Arthouse cinema 

(e.g., Aguirre, the Wrath of God (1972)), community-led filmmaking (e.g., Ayllu (2020)) and 

tribal media platforms (e.g., Chickasaw TV) are potential subjects for future projects. 

This study is the product of many hours of watching films, reading academic pieces and 

popular culture commentary, and surfing online forums. As this project was conceived of and 

executed during the COVID-19 pandemic, I connected with this subject matter primarily through 

virtual platforms. The transition from in-person to online activities allowed me to attend local 

and global events relating to Indigenous cinema and language revitalization that I might not have 
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otherwise. Inquiry into filmmaking took me to several film festivals including the Toronto 

International Film Festival, the May Sumak Quichwa Film Showcase and the Smithsonian’s 

Mother Tongue Film Festival, all from Tovangaar.6 Social media became a resource to stay 

informed of the pandemic’s effect on Native communities and explore resources and visual 

media in Indigenous languages. As Quechua and K’iche’ communities and films in the United 

States are not well-documented in the scholarly literature, social platforms and news media 

served a vital function in collecting data for this project and learning of new developments in 

Native cinema and languages.7 These insights shaped the development of my film histories and 

the contextual information I provide on Quechua and K’iche’ speakers. 

Central to my analysis is a close reading of six scenes, three from City of Gold and three 

from OITNB. For each scene, I provide a film still, dialogue transcription and scene-specific 

analysis. As English is my first language and I have studied both Spanish and Quechua at the 

university level, I provide transcriptions in these three languages. Due to my rudimentary 

knowledge of K’iche’, I have not attempted a K’iche transcription. In addition, the COVID-19 

pandemic prevented me from attending K’iche’ events in the Los Angeles area where I might 

have been able to network with fluent speakers and secure an appropriate translator. Despite this 

limitation, I find OITNB to be a fruitful point of comparison for City of Gold. A complete 

linguistic analysis is subject for future inquiry. 

 

Project Overview 

The following section will explore the history of Native characters on screen and the 

presence of Indigenous languages in U.S. cinema. Subsequent sections will elaborate on the case 

 
6 A Tongva term used to describe the Los Angeles Basin and South Channel Islands. 
7 See, for example, Quechua-language educator Doug Cooke’s nativeamericanfilms.org 
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studies, City of Gold and OITNB. I chose City of Gold and OITNB for their linguistic 

contributions and, as I will argue, their status as the latest in but a handful of films that utilize 

Quechua and K’iche’. Each section first contextualizes the program with a discussion of the 

respective language community in the United States, followed by background on the program 

and its production, and a close reading of three scenes. The final section places these two case 

studies in conversation. It is valuable to discuss these two programs together as they present 

Indigenous languages in different ways, to different extents, and for different reasons. In sum, 

they reveal two of the most common usages of Latin American Indigenous languages on screen: 

as a tool of the adventure genre to indicate global citizenship or as a political statement on the 

treatment of Indigenous migrants. Ultimately, a comparison of these two programs initiates a 

larger conversation around grassroots language advocacy, federal policy initiatives and 

hemispheric approaches to the study of Indigeneity in the Americas. 
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Part I: Hollywood and Indigenous Languages 

In an effort to understand where Dora and the Lost City of Gold (2019) and Orange Is the 

New Black (2013-2019) fall within the history of Native representation on screen, this section 

traces the presence of Indigenous characters in U.S. film and television from 1894 to 2021, 

focusing on live action narrative fiction. While filmmaking has a language unto itself (with 

reference to its production, writing, editing, acting, etc.), the focus here is on linguistic 

representation as it pertains to human languages. Here I divide film history into three broad 

phases. In the first subsection, 1890-1930, I trace the birth of U.S. cinema and the introduction of 

Indigenous speech styles through silent pictures and intertitles. In the second subsection, 1931-

1989, I examine the transition to “talkies” and the rise of the Western. In the final subsection, 

1990-present, I analyze the trend to include subtitled Indigenous-language dialogue and the 

ongoing call for increased Indigenous participation on and off screen. 

Scholars of film (e.g., Kilpatrick, 1999; Aleiss, 2005; Raheja, 2010) and American Indian 

studies (e.g., Deloria, 1998; 2004) reveal the critical role that Native peoples played in the 

development of U.S. cinema and permit the creation of a chronology of linguistic features and 

representational choices. Explorations in the speech styles and language use of Native characters 

uncover three interrelated features. First, Native characters speak a colonial language—in this 

case, English—or an Indigenous language. Second, the speech is constructed (relying on 

stereotypes) or “naturalistic” (portraying the language accurately; that is, according to standard 

conventions of use). Third, the films subtitle Indigenous-language dialogue or leave it 

untranslated. These features converge to create instances of constructed and naturalistic English, 

constructed “Indigenous” and naturalistic Indigenous languages, and constructed and naturalistic 

subtitles.  
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In my examination of these features, I draw on the work of linguistic anthropologists 

(e.g., Meek, 2006; Graham, 2020) and conlangers—language inventors—(e.g., Peterson, 2015). 

While the former allows for linguistic analysis, the latter facilitates an understanding of 

languages developed for the screen. I argue that the convergence of these three language features 

produces what Irvine and Gal (2000) term “linguistic images,” that is, “images in which the 

linguistic behaviors of others are simplified and seen as if deriving from those persons’ essences 

rather than historical accident” (p. 39). More precisely, in their lamination of language and race, 

these films present raciolinguistic images. Raciolinguistics allows for the simultaneous 

theorization of language and race as well as examinations into their mutual constituency (see 

Alim et al., 2016). These images emerge at the turn of the 20th century in the silent period and 

continue to evolve into the present. In the early days of cinema, constructed English was the 

primary mode of marking Indigeneity. By the first decades of the 21st century, when City of Gold 

and OITNB emerge, Native characters use increasingly naturalistic English and Indigenous 

languages to explore their identities and cultures.  

 

1890-1930: Silent Pictures 

U.S. filmmaking emerges from a Western tradition, created by and in service to a Euro-

American public. From Thomas Edison’s first kinetoscope films, Buffalo Dance (1894) and 

Sioux Ghost Dance (1894), U.S. cinema acts in a profit-driven capitalist paradigm that allows for 

an often paradoxical treatment of Indigenous bodies, subject to the U.S. government’s 

eliminatory policies off screen and romanticization or disparagement on screen. Edison made the 

recordings with performers of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show, a common model for film 

storytelling and craft (Deloria, 2004). Four years following the Wounded Knee massacre, in 
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which the Ghost Dance played a decisive role, Edison falsely labeled the latter recording the 

“Ghost Dance” and it became a “hit on the penny arcade peep show circuit” (Smith, 2009, p. 44). 

Mere seconds long, these black-and-white silent pictures capture the interplay between 

capitalism, representation and federal Indian policy, setting the stage for Native characters on 

screen for years to come. 

In the first decades of the 20th century, U.S. cinema—as both a technology and 

industry—rapidly grew, shaped by Indigenous actors and interests. While the silent period 

presents an array of sympathetic and problematic renderings, it is the negative stereotypes that 

persist into the present (Kilpatrick, 1999). Dichotomous images of Indigenous characters as 

unidimensional “nobles” or “savages” emerge, their presentation dependent on the requirements 

of the narrative, existing as mere “vehicles for contrast” (Hilger, 2016, p. 1) with the Euro-

American hero. These problematic renderings create alternate realities for Native peoples that the 

broader Euro-American public accepts as fact, a phenomenon film critic Jesse Wente (2017) 

describes as “Indigenous performance treated as Indigenous existence.” Still, Indigenous actors, 

directors, and producers actively engaged their Hollywood image. Film scholar Michelle H. 

Raheja (2010) describes “the ideological work they [Native performers] did both on-screen and 

off-screen as ‘redfacing,’ a complex practice that was at times transgressive but reified negative 

stereotypes at others” (p. 8). As early as the silent period, Native actors exercised their agency in 

negotiating self-representation and mass-mediated images and availed themselves of financial 

security and geographic mobility to participate in social and political activism (Raheja, 2010). 

Contrary to what one might expect, the construction of Native characters and their speech 

patterns first emerged in the silent period. Intertitles or title cards reveal how silent films 

employed language. In 1913, D. W. Griffith—of The Birth of a Nation (1915) infamy—directed 
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The Battle at Elderbush Gulch, one of, if not the first film to utilize Indigenous languages. 

Having missed the “Dog Feast,” the son of a chief (tribal affiliation unknown) and his 

companion attempt to steal the neighboring settlers’ dogs to cook and consume them. Upon 

encountering the two young men, the settlers fatally shoot the chief’s son. In retribution, the 

chief attacks the settlement, and the U.S. cavalry ultimately rebuffs the Native fighters.  

In framing the “Dog Feast” and the Native men’s desire for the dogs, the film utilizes two 

instances of heterolingual intertitles. Both phrases appear in ethnomusicologist Natalie Curtis’s 

The Indian’s Book (1907). As the film does not credit a translator, one may conclude that the 

screenwriters, D.W. Griffith and Henry Albert Phillips, used Curtis’s work or a comparable 

anthropological study as source material. 
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Figure 1. The Dog Feast. Screenshot of The Battle at Elderbush Gulch. 

In Curtis’s writings on Dakota culture, she uses the phrase “Sunka olowan” to describe the “Song 

of the Dog-Feast” (p. 59). Similarly, Elderbush Gulch utilizes “Sunka alawan” to mean “The 

Dog Feast.” There is, however, a critical difference in how Curtis and the filmmakers treat the 

second phrase. Curtis describes how a Dakota community prepared a magnificent feast to honor 

their dogs. The phrase “Sunka waytanin” or “May you feast well, O dog!” (p. 59) is directed to 

the animals to enjoy the bounty that lay before them. By contrast, Elderbush Gulch frames the 

Dog Feast as a time when the community consumed dogs. “Wayatamin sunka e ya e-e yo” or 

“May you eat dog and live long” is instead directed at the humans. 
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Figure 2. Wanna watinke. Screenshot of The Battle at Elderbush Gulch. 

The second and final heterolingual intertitle in Elderbush Gulch displays “Wanna watinke” or 

“Now we eat.” To find this phrase in Curtis’s work, one has to navigate away from discussions 

of the Dog Feast and into her work on the Dakota Spirit Dance. “Wanna” does appear to mean 

“now,” however, “watinke,” by Curtis’s translation, means “pemmican,” a mixture of dried fruit 

and berries (p. 48).8 As with Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull (2008), the 

filmmakers sought to authenticate their narrative with an “Indigenous” language but did not take 

to care to portray the culture accurately. 

 
8 The “Dakota Dictionary Online,” a project of the Department of American Indian Studies at the University of 
Minnesota provides “waåna,” for now. I have not been able to find another source to verify “watinke” for 
pemmican. 
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Elderbush Gulch utilizes the image of the “savage,” promoting a view of Native people 

as “primitive” and “violent” through various means, including language. While the Euro-

American settlers represent civility and domesticity—with various scenes of children and 

worried mothers—the Native community is unidimensional, possessing an unjustified hatred of 

their Euro-American neighbors. The Indigenous language further exoticizes the Native 

characters and positions them as the villain and the Other. Anthropologist Laura R. Graham 

(2020) refers to such uses of Indigenous languages as “primitivist linguistic imagery,” which she 

describes as “linguistic simulacra embedded within a broader semiotics of primitivism that 

invoke a set of assumptions about modernity and primitivity” (p. 732). She notes a long tradition 

of linguistic primitivism in the United States, from 19th century dime novels to cinematic 

representations. Primitivist language ideologies permeate representations of Indigenous 

languages and constructed English forms. 

Buster Keaton’s The Paleface (1922) foreshadows the constructed English that film critic 

Jesse Wente describes as “Tonto speech” (Diamond et al., 2009) and anthropologist Barbra 

Meek (2006) theorizes as “Hollywood Injun English” (HIE) (O’Sullivan, 2011). In the opening 

scenes of The Paleface, a Euro-American man kills a Native man to steal his deed of property. 

The U.S. government then orders the tribe off the land, to which the chief responds, “White man 

kill my messenger!” While the intertitles suggest that the Euro-American government officials 

and purveyors speak a standardized or naturalistic form of English, the Native characters speak a 

constructed English that lacks subject-verb agreement and features determiner deletion. Meek 

refers to the former speech style as Standard American English (SAE) and the latter as HIE, “a 

composite of grammatical ‘abnormalities’ that marks the way Indians speak” (p. 95). After 
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Buster Keaton assumes a “Native” identity and the title of “Little Chief Paleface,” he too 

converses in HIE. 

 While Elderbush Gulch and The Paleface’s suggest a raciolinguistic image predicated on 

constructed dialogue, H.P. Carver’s The Silent Enemy (1930) utilizes naturalistic speech. Based 

on The Jesuit Relations (1632-1673), the film follows an Anishinaabe community as they 

navigate hunger and starvation prior to European invasion. The transition from silent to sound 

pictures created permutations in cinema’s presentation of language and dialogue. The Silent 

Enemy is a silent film apart from a prologue that Chauncey Yellow Robe writes and delivers in 

naturalistic English and Lakota. Raheja (2010) argues that the prologue only appears to support 

writer William Douglas Burden’s preoccupation with the “vanishing Native.” Indeed, Yellow 

Robe resists constructed forms and plays with the audience’s “sound blindness” (Graham, 2020) 

that renders them unable to differentiate between Indigenous languages and confuses his Lakota 

for Anishinaabemowin. Raheja (2010) observes: 

By refusing to translate his prologue into Hollywood Indian speech, Yellow Robe 

refuses to mark his character as both alien and as an evolutionary immature figure 

new to human language. Yellow Robe subtly articulates a trickster aesthetic by at 

once performing an ethnographic act of disappearance through speech while at the 

same time signaling survival and resistance to the rhetoric of anthropological 

extinction through the very fact of his physical appearance and his participation in 

a linguistic sleight of hand. (p. 88) 

Yellow Robe’s use of Lakota—to mislead the non-Native viewer and create an in-group joke for 

Lakota speakers—is the first of several subversive linguistic acts that Indigenous actors utilize to 

navigate Hollywood and negotiate their representation. 



 

 17 

 The silent period leaves a complicated legacy. A microcosm of Euro-American anxieties 

and Indigenous resistance, U.S. cinema develops at the turn of the 20th century, guided by Euro-

American and Native interests. Cardinal themes of capitalism, policy and representation surface 

as the film industry begins to form many of the attitudes and ideas that still plague the 

representation of diverse marginalized groups today. Still, the silent period offers us Chauncey 

Yellow Robe who performs ideological work through “redfacing” and presents a model for 

subversive language use. Off screen, Native Hollywood grew to the extent that Chief Thunder 

Cloud petitioned for federal recognition of the “DeMille Indians” in 1940 (Raheja, 2010). Native 

cultures, languages and peoples are central to the development of U.S. filmmaking. In the words 

of Paul Chaat Smith (2009), “We’ve been acting in movies for more than a century, cursing and 

loving them since day one” (p. 37). 

 

1931-1989: Talkies and Westerns 

The sound era brought about new challenges for media originating in or translating into 

languages other than English. Subtitling and dubbing offered solutions alongside polyglots and 

multiple language versions (Dwyer, 2005).9 W.S. Van Dyke’s Eskimo (1933) is the first feature 

film shot primarily in a Native American language, Iñupiaq. Eskimo rides on the coattails of 

“Nanookmania,” a Hollywood trend to produce films with Inuit themes, spurred by Robert J. 

Flaherty’s popular docudrama, Nanook of the North (1922).10 Based on the writings of Danish 

explorer Peter Freuchen, Eskimo is a commentary on “civilization’s corrupt influence upon an 

isolated Alaska Native community” (Aleiss, 2005, p. 42). Van Dyke and producer Hunt 

 
9 Polyglots are films that contain dialogue in more than one language. Multiple language versions require the 
filmmakers to shoot the same film various times, each iteration in a different language. 
10 Nanook of the North is a silent film with English-language intertitles. The film does contain two instances of 
heterolingual intertitles in English and an Inuit language. 
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Stromberg clashed with executives at Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM) over the use of Iñupiaq 

dialogue and English intertitles. The latter worried that the intertitles would be “too old-

fashioned and disconcerting” (Aleiss, 2005, p. 43). Ultimately, the filmmakers decided to keep 

the Iñupiaq-language scenes as it would have been too expensive and time-consuming to create 

an English version.  

While the dialogue in Eskimo is naturalistic, its intertitles do contain constructed 

language. For example, in place of “death,” the intertitles use “sleep” and, in various instances, 

the impersonal “one” replaces personal pronouns such as “I” and “you.” These substitutions 

attempt to create the impression of a more direct, “authentic” translation. However, the effect is 

to exotify the language and its users. In some cases, the overreliance on these terms confuses the 

intertitles’ meaning, suggesting the filmmakers’ preference for poetic license over understanding. 

Decades later, in 2001, Canadian director Zacharias Kunuk would create Atanarjuat: The Fast 

Runner, the first feature film entirely in a related Inuit language, Inuktitut. The film received 

acclaim on both sides of the U.S.-Canada border for its portrayal of Indigenous language and 

culture. Its inclusion here showcases a long history of Inuit filmmaking and shows the limitations 

of the United States as my scope of analysis. While useful in organizing and narrowing my 

examination, dependence on a settler colonial state may obscure relationships between 

Indigenous communities and languages that exist across national borders. 

By the 1930s, Westerns had become increasingly popular and the U.S. government’s 

approach to Indian Country had turned from allotment to reorganization. As the Westerns of the 

1930s and 1940s rarely provided Native characters with speaking roles, body language and other 

forms of non-verbal communication remained the primary means of discourse. The pose that 

Indigenous characters adopted in silent films, “the scowling face and rigid body” (Kilpatrick, 
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1999, p. 36), extended into sound pictures. By way of illustration, John Ford’s quintessential 

Western, Stagecoach (1939), uses silence and omission to present Native communities as a 

ruthless and unknown threat. The stagecoach passengers come from all walks of life yet have 

two things in common: the stagecoach and their fear of the Apache people. Silence prohibits the 

viewer from exploring the Native characters in depth and forces the audience to see only the 

Euro-American passengers’ perspectives. Indeed, while there are references to the Civil War that 

fix the story in the 1880s, there is neither an acknowledgment of the U.S. government’s 

treatment of Native peoples of the Southwest nor any attempt to acknowledge their interiority.  

When actors did utilize Indigenous languages, the dialogue was often presented without 

subtitles. Film scholar Jacquelyn Kilpatrick (1999) argues that this lack of translation is due to 

the fact that subtitles, seen as reminiscent of the silent period’s intertitles, had fallen out of 

fashion and because “the words and thoughts of Indians were not particularly important to most 

scripts” (p. 38). In Alan James and Ray Taylor’s Scouts to the Rescue (1939), the filmmakers 

recorded English dialogue and reversed the audio in post-production. The backward English 

takes the place of an “Indigenous” language. By conlanger David J. Peterson's definition, Scouts 

to the Rescue utilizes a “fake language,” that is, a language that “gives the impression of a real 

language,” but is, in fact, a mere facade (2015, p. 39-40). The filmmakers perceived this 

constructed dialogue as more “Indigenous” than naturalistic languages spoken by Native 

communities (Diamond et al., 2009). Importantly, the film lacks subtitles and thereby ensures 

that the dialogue is unintelligible to its audience.  

One curious aspect of Scouts to the Rescue is that an English script for the “Indigenous” 

language does exist. If one reverses the audio, one can hear the actors speaking English. In one 

sequence, the jumbled audio becomes “Send Eagle to Red Tree,” to which his companion 
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responds, “All of 'em. If any strangers remain on our hills, tell my warriors to capture their ship 

and bring ‘em to the devil.” While the reversed English is a constructed "Indigenous" language, 

the original script is naturalistic English. Scouts to the Rescue was not the only serial to utilize 

reversed English. Ray Taylor also directed Flash Gordon Conquers the Universe (1940), in 

which the Rock Men of Planet Mongo speak in reversed English. In one scene, Dr. Zarkov 

(Frank Shannon) describes their language as “an ancient language, once spoken by the lost tribes 

that once inhabited the Gobi Desert on Earth.” In utilizing the same “fake language” for both 

Indigenous people and aliens, Taylor casts Natives as foreigners on their own land. As I will 

demonstrate in the following section, the Star Wars franchise takes a comparable approach to 

language creation—this time with Quechua. 

The federal government’s Indian termination era policies of the 1940s and 1950s gave 

rise to the social movements of the 1960s and 1970s. In these decades, many directors utilized 

Native characters and stories to showcase non-Native talent or make a political statement. 

Historian Philip J. Deloria (1998) argues that “playing Indian” is seen in countless forms 

throughout U.S. history as a means of constructing a national identity. He begins his discussion 

with the Boston Tea Party in 1773, when Euro-American settlers adopted Mohawk disguises, 

and observes that “Americans have returned to the Indian, reinterpreting the intuitive dilemmas 

surrounding Indianness to meet the circumstances of their times” (p. 7).  

Such is the case of Cheyenne Autumn (1964) where Mexican-American actors Ricardo 

Montalbán and Gilbert Roland play Cheyenne leaders and director John Ford attempts to use 

“the American Indian as a metaphor for the oppressed” (Kilpatrick, 1999, p. 67). Ford aspired to 

a sympathetic rendering, hoping to correct some of the harmful stereotypes that he had helped to 

create (see Stagecoach (1939)). In his quest for authenticity, he had much of the dialogue 
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between Chiefs Little Wolf (Montalbán) and Dull Knife (Roland) translated into and performed 

in Cheyenne. For the task, Ford hired artist and author David Miller as the film’s “Indian 

technical advisor.” As Cheyenne Autumn lacks subtitles, Montalbán and Roland exaggerate their 

gestures and words to be understood. The effect is dialogue that is silted and forced, that feels 

less conversational and more argumentative. Without a command of the Cheyenne language, it 

would seem that the two actors are simply inventing the language for the film. That 

notwithstanding, Kilpatrick (1999) observes that while a “genuine, Cheyenne-speaking Native 

American might have been confused or amused by the verbiage, it was a great improvement over 

previous efforts to ‘sound Indian’” (p. 69). In this way, Cheyenne Autumn challenges the 

naturalistic vs. constructed binary with a naturalistic script and constructed paralinguistic 

performances. 

Deloria (1998) further probes Native reactions to Euro-American performances of 

Indigeneity and argues that Native people have, in some ways, shaped these discourses. He 

notes, “As the nineteenth and twentieth centuries unfolded, increasing numbers of Indians 

participated in white people’s Indian play, assisting, confirming, co-opting, challenging, and 

legitimating the performative tradition of aboriginal American identity” (p. 8). In Cheyenne 

Autumn, the extras that played Montalbán and Roland’s Cheyenne peers spoke Navajo. In the 

tradition of Yellow Robe, the Indigenous extras co-opted their scenes, subverted the director’s 

authority and offered only insults in their languages, poking fun at the film’s attempts at 

“authenticity.” Ford’s inattention to casting and Indigenous-language dialogue belies his film’s 

message and positions Native actors as authenticating bodies and their languages as 

ornamentation. Ultimately, Ford’s aspirations for an “accurate” portrayal stood at odds with his 

distributors’ eagerness for a blockbuster. Cheyenne Autumn flopped at the box office, suggesting 
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that the film suffered for its poor construction and mix-matched tone or that audiences simply 

were not ready for a multidimensional portrait of Native life (Kilpatrick, 1999). 

 One of the more successful attempts at a sympathetic rendering of Indigenous peoples 

was Arthur Penn's Little Big Man (1970). The film follows Jack Crabb or Little Big Man (Dustin 

Hoffman), a Euro-American man raised in a Cheyenne community, and is, in large part, an 

exploration of identity. While I feature this film mainly for its landmark status, Little Big Man 

does contain some details of linguistic interest. In his voiceover, a 121-year-old Crabb describes 

his life and displays a level of metapragmatic awareness. He explains how he uses the Cheyenne 

language in encounters with his Cheyenne relatives to index solidarity and trustworthiness. 

Crabb uses the term “human beings” to refer to the Cheyenne people, which both suits the 

satirical tone of the film and reflects the trend in many Indigenous languages wherein the term 

for the tribe translates roughly to “people.” In contrast to earlier efforts, the film showcases 

Native talents, such as Chief Dan George, whose performance transcended the stereotypical 

depiction of an “old wise chief,” imbuing his actions with sensitivity and humor. While a 

progressive portrayal, Little Big Man also falls into several of the cinematic ploys that will come 

to dominate films with Native characters in the latter half of the 20th century. The film views 

Native peoples solely from the perspective of a Euro-American man. Stereotypes of Native 

people are gendered, and relationships between Euro-American and Indigenous individuals are 

taboo, typically ending violently. Nevertheless, Little Big Man had a lasting impact. As 

Kilpatrick (1999) notes, “This immensely popular film possibly did more to develop in 

mainstream America a view of American Indians as human beings than any of the news reports 

about real Native Americans in circulation at the time” (p. 94). 
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Whether it be the explicit omission of Native dialogue in films such as Stagecoach or the 

lack of translation in Cheyenne Autumn, Indigenous film discourse of the mid-20th century 

silences and erases the very people it aims to (re)present. Untethered by the constraints of the 

medium, the transition from silent to sound pictures cemented the raciolinguistic image of Native 

peoples as stoic and sentient. The political activism of the 1960s and 1970s paralleled on screen 

explorations of oppression and morality. The American Indian Movement (AIM), which 

officially formed in 1968, was a multi-tribal effort to demand recognition of tribal sovereignty, 

self-determination and civil rights. AIM participated in several high-profile demonstrations such 

as the Occupation of Alcatraz (1969-1971), the Trail of Broken Treaties (1972) and the 

Occupation of Wounded Knee (1973). While media coverage of the AIM manifestations was 

initially positive, it soon soured, complicating the simplistic images of Native peoples that 

Hollywood had produced and to which the public had grown accustomed. Films, therefore, with 

Indigenous characters waned in the late 1970s and into the 1980s (Kilpatrick, 1999). 

 

1990-present: Indigenous-Language Subtitling  

Due to the critical and commercial success of Kevin Costner’s Dances with Wolves 

(1990) the Western re-emerged, ushering in a series of Hollywood films featuring Native 

characters and languages. Dances with Wolves follows lieutenant John Dunbar (Kevin Costner) 

as he travels to Fort Sedgwick, an abandoned Army outpost, and builds relationships with his 

Lakota neighbors, notably Kicking Bird (Graham Greene) and his Euro-American love interest, 

Stands with a Fist (Mary McDonnell). While Dances with Wolves was heralded for its novelty 

and portrayal of Indigenous languages, anthropologist Anne Fienup-Riordan (1995) argues that 

Eskimo (1933) is a direct predecessor, noting that both films provide English translations of 



 

 24 

Native American texts and present Indigenous cultures as “paragons of virtue” (p. 132).  

Moreover, in prior decades, there were a handful of films that had Indigenous-language subtitles, 

including A Distant Trumpet (1964) and Soldier Blue (1970). Still, O’Sullivan (2011) labels 

Dances with Wolves a “turning point” (p. 131) for its popularity and extensive subtitling (277 

titles total). The film won numerous accolades that the 1991 Academy Awards, including Best 

Picture, and inspired the production of several films with subtitled Indigenous-language 

dialogue, including Last of the Mohicans (1992), Geronimo: An American Legend (1993), 

Windtalkers (2002). 

While Indigenous-language subtitling is indicative of a shift toward more accurate 

representation and multidimensional characters, subtitles are not impervious to stereotyping. As 

O’Sullivan (2011) argues that while subtitles “generally avoid the cruder forms of 

ungrammaticality identified by Meek [(2006)], they share in the sententiousness characteristic of 

the ‘noble savage’” (p. 132). She draws on the examples such as “Have you heard all that I have 

said” (p. 132) to demonstrate instances in Dances with Wolves where constructed English forms 

permeate subtitles. O’Sullivan also observes that lexical items stereotypically associated with 

Native characters, such as “tomahawk,” “chief” and “warrior,” are still utilized in subtitling. The 

reliance on stereotypes may be due to the fact that the film was first authored in English by 

Michael Blake and then translated into Lakota by Doris Leader Charge, a Lakota speaker and 

educator. 

The 1990s culminate with Chris Eyre’s Smoke Signals (1998). Based on Sherman 

Alexie’s short story “This is What it Means to Say Phoenix, Arizona,” the film follows Victor 

Joseph (Adam Beach) and Thomas Builds-the-Fire (Evan Adams) as they travel from the Coeur 

d’Alene Indian Reservation to Phoenix, Arizona following the passing of Victor’s father (Gary 
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Farmer). All characters speak vernacular or naturalistic English and there is no Indigenous-

language dialogue. Smoke Signals is the first film with Native direction, production and acting to 

achieve popular success, premiering at the Sundance Film Festival and distributed by Miramax 

(Kilpatrick, 1999). The film also marks an important transition away from Native documentary 

filmmaking to narrative fiction (Runningwater, 2020). Despite a long history of Native actors in 

comedy (see Nesteroff, 2021), Smoke Signals represents one of the few films in this chronology 

to employ humor. In this regard and others, it stands in contrast to the Westerns that have shaped 

audience perspectives of Native peoples on and off screen. 

The 21st century has seen a number of productions utilizing Indigenous languages. 

Alejandro González Iñárritu’s The Revenant (2015), for example, includes Pawnee, Arikara and 

Iñupiaq. Set in 1823, Hugh Glass (Leonardo DiCaprio) is a Euro-American fur trapper who 

learned the former language through his marriage to a Pawnee woman (Grace Dove). After their 

village is destroyed and Glass rejoins the fur trade, he continues to use Pawnee in conversation 

with his son, Hawk (Forrest Goodluck). In utilizing Pawnee, the film underscores and 

strengthens the bond between father and son. It is a language that the other trappers do not speak 

and, in this way, becomes a secret code that only they understand. This relationship is paramount 

as John Fitzgerald (Tom Hardy) murders Hawk and Glass devotes himself to revenge. In parallel 

with Glass and Fitzgerald’s storyline, Elk Dog (Duane Howard), an Arikara leader, searches for 

his daughter Powaqa (Melaw Nakenk’o). Linguists Douglas R. Parks and Logan D. Sutton 

translated Mark L. Smith and Iñárritu’s script into Pawnee and Arikara respectively.  

During the dramatic confrontation between Glass and Fitzgerald, a recording of Iñupiaq 

poet and elder Doreen Nutaaq Simmonds reciting an Iñupiaq-language poem plays in the 

background. Simmonds only discovered that her voice appears in film upon watching it with her 
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son. She did not receive compensation nor credit for her participation. A representative for 20th 

Century Fox, the film’s distributor, claimed their right to use the recording as it appears on John 

Luther Adams’s “Earth and the Great Weather,” to which Adams had granted them permission 

(Gajanan, 2016). This recording may present an instance where Western approaches to 

intellectual property do not align with Indigenous protocols and values. It also represents a trend 

in which filmmakers take care in translating their film’s principal languages—in this case, 

Pawnee and Arikara—and lose focus while presenting secondary languages—Iñupiaq is 

language of the Arctic, spoken thousands of miles away. These films, which include Cheyenne 

Autumn and Dances with Wolves, depend on the audience’s “sound blindness” (Graham, 2020) 

and trust in the filmmaker.11 

The most recent work in this chronology is Peacock’s Rutherford Falls (2021). Sierra 

Teller Ornelas, who created the show with Ed Helms and Mike Shur, also serves as its 

showrunner, becoming the first Native person to hold that position on a U.S. television program. 

Half of the writing team as well as many of the main and recurring characters are Native as well. 

Issues of language and linguistic revitalization appear throughout the show’s inaugural season. 

For example, in episode one, Terry Thomas (Michael Greyeyes), the CEO of the fictional 

Minishonka casino, explains that revenue from the casino helps to fund language revitalization 

programs. In episode eight, Nathan Rutherford (Ed Helms) finds an inscription and asks Rayanne 

(Geradline Keams), a Minishonka elder, for help in translating it. Nathan questions her ability in 

the language and Rayanne slaps him in the face. In episode ten, the Minishonka community 

questions the ability of Reagan Wells (Jana Schmieding) to run the new cultural center, arguing 

 
11 Cheyenne Autumn translated dialogue into Cheyenne but the extras speak Navajo. Dances with Wolves works with 
Doris Leader Charge to translate the script into Lakota but linguist Douglas R. Parks argues that the small amount of 
Pawnee dialogue is “pure gibberish” (Nolan, 2016). 
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that she is not involved enough with the Nation nor does not speak the language. Episode six is 

of particular relevance for its inclusion of Indigenous-language dialogue. Terry has an argument 

with the Deidre Chisenhall (Dana L. Wilson), the mayor of Rutherford Falls. At a history fair for 

high school students, Terry takes the microphone from Deidre under the pretense of giving a land 

acknowledgement. He does so and continues to speak in Minishonka (source language 

unknown). The sequence is without subtitles; however, Terry includes enough English words—

such as “Diedre” and “so frigid”—so that the audience knows he is no longer recognizing the 

land and is actually making fun of his adversary. It stands one of the few Indigenous-language 

scenes that the director intended to be humorous. Rutherford Falls not only provides a scene in 

the language but also discusses the social protocols and language ideologies surrounding 

Indigenous language revitalization.  

 Notwithstanding the development of Rutherford Falls and FX’s Reservation Dogs 

(2021)12—co-created by Taika Waititi and Sterlin Harjo—there remains much work to do to 

ensure that Indigenous peoples are fairly represented both in front of and behind the camera. In 

October 2020, the Writers Guild of America West (WGAW) Native American and Indigenous 

Writers’ Committee (NAIWC) wrote an open letter to their colleagues “to discuss the continuing 

inaccurate narratives and erasure of our community by Hollywood, both onscreen and off” 

(Writers Guild of America West). The letter talks of Hollywood’s long history of inaccurate 

portrayals and the tangible impacts these renderings have on Native communities, citing the 

ongoing fight to have treaty rights and sovereignty recognized as well as the disproportionate 

levels of violence that Indigenous women face. In its conclusion, the NAIWC issues a call to 

action: 

 
12 FX’s Reservation Dogs (2021) as not released as of the time of writing. 
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We call on our colleagues to move beyond the limiting practice of only hiring us 

as cultural consultants. We are not in the business of legitimizing scripts for free, 

or authorizing our stories for others to tell. We have seen this for more than a 

century, and it has only perpetuated racism toward our community by way of 

erasure and harmful stereotypes. We need you to zealously push for scripts 

written by Indigenous writers, TV shows run by Indigenous show-runners, filmed 

by Indigenous directors and portrayed by Indigenous actors to ensure we have the 

primary opportunity to portray our communities. (Writers Guild of America West, 

2020) 

 The turn of the 21st century brought with it more accurate translations of Indigenous-

language dialogue and subtitles. That said, I caution against the assumption that linguistic 

accuracy equates to “authenticity.” Dances with Wolves and The Revenant may have utilized 

Lakota and Pawnee effectively but that does not promise equal attention in all aspects of 

filmmaking. While useful to the audience, subtitles do suggest a one-to-one equivalency in 

which the difference between Indigenous and colonial languages is a function of semantics, 

disregarding traditional knowledges. Nor should one conclude that authentic portrayals 

necessitate Indigenous languages. Smoke Signals captures Native sensibilities and is filmed 

entirely in English. Authenticity requires increased inclusion, participation and respect of Native 

voices and visions. Language is but one element of storytelling. 

 

Conclusion 

This section explored the various techniques that Hollywood has used to represent 

Indigenous dialogue over the last 130 years, from Thomas Edison in 1894 to Rutherford Falls in 
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2021. Central to this discussion is the emergence of Indigenous languages in the silent period, 

the prevalence of silence and omission as non-verbal forms of communication, and the politics of 

subtitling. For most of this history, Indigenous languages have served as an Othering project, 

marking Indigenous characters as “distinct” and “foreign.” By the close of the 20th century, 

however, more and more films were utilizing subtitled Indigenous-language dialogue in their 

representations, as exemplified by Dances with Wolves. While this sequence does not 

specifically address Indigenous languages from Latin America, it does provide insight into the 

attitudes of contemporary filmmakers and audiences toward Indigenous characters and 

languages. Such insight will be invaluable as I move into the next sections. 
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Part II: Dora and the Lost City of Gold (2019) 

Nestled in a bright and tropical landscape, a seven-year-old Latina girl with light brown 

skin and dark brown eyes, opens her arms and says, “Hi, I’m Dora. What’s your name?” The 

camera draws closer to her face, framing her short brown bob as she waits patiently for an 

answer. Satisfied with our response, Dora proceeds to ask several more questions before 

announcing that it is storytime. An anthropomorphic monkey wearing red boots jumps from the 

tree. “Storytime! Storytime! Storytime!” Boots exclaims. Once again, Dora looks into the 

camera, this time asking the audience for help in finding the big red book in her backpack. 

Dora’s purple talking backpack begins to sing and leads the audience through a series of prompts 

to find the big red book. At the end of the sequence, Backpack eats the remaining books, smiling 

and saying, “Delicioso!” The book flies out of the backpack and into Boots’s hand. “Gracias!” 

Dora responds. 

These are the opening moments of the first episode of Dora the Explorer (2000-2019), a 

bilingual (English-Spanish) children’s program that would soon become an international 

phenomenon. The success of Dora the Explorer led to various spinoffs and adaptations, 

including James Bobin’s live action film, Dora and the Lost City of Gold (2019), the subject of 

this case study. This section will begin by contextualizing City of Gold, providing background on 

Quechua in the United States and its appearance in mainstream cinema. The bulk of my analysis 

will be a close reading of three scenes, focusing on the pivotal confrontation between Dora 

(Isabela Moner) and Kawillaka (Q'orianka Kilcher), an Inca princess. These analyses reveal that 

Quechua use is a means of resisting a colonial legacy of discrimination and marking solidarity. 

City of Gold promotes cultural understanding and suggests a future where Quechua is a global 

language, of use and interest to all persons. 
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Quechua in the United States 

Immigration from Peru, Bolivia and Ecuador has led to the formation of Quechua-

speaking communities in the United States. The exact size and scale of these communities are 

difficult to ascertain as the U.S. government does not accurately survey speakers of Indigenous 

languages. Where Washington falls short, organizations at the community level provide the most 

reliable data. The New York metropolitan area is home to the largest concentration of Quechua- 

and Kichwa-speakers13 in the United States. Community estimates range from 10,000 to 25,000 

speakers in the New York City region alone.14 The U.S. Census Bureau, meanwhile, estimates 

that there are only 1,300 Quechua speakers nationwide (American Community Survey, 2015). 

Over the past two decades, the Quechua community in New York City has undergone a 

cultural and linguistic revitalization fueled by a tight-knit group of young activists and students. 

Rejecting colonial ideologies and historical discrimination in the Andes, these leaders have 

fostered pride in Indigenous heritage and encouraged Quechua expression. Advocacy groups 

such as Kichwa Hatari and the Quechua Collective of New York have emerged; New York 

University and the Endangered Language Alliance offer language classes; films, books, songs, 

and dances have been created and showcased. Similar efforts have taken root in Philadelphia, 

Miami, and Washington, D.C., among other localities, and via social media.15  

Community-led filmmaking more readily lends itself to exercises in narrative sovereignty 

where Indigenous directors, actors, producers and writers control all aspects of film production. 

Founded in New York City in 2015, the May Sumak Quichwa Film Showcase is an annual film 

 
13 Kichwa is a related form of Quechua spoken in Ecuador and diaspora. 
14 The All Peoples Initiative (2010) estimates that there are 10,000 Quichua speakers in the New York metro area. 
Meanwhile, Kichwa Hatari estimates that there are 20,000 to 25,000 Kichwa speakers in the New York metro area 
(Uruchima, 2021). 
15 See, for example, Instagram for The Quechua Project and Quechuata Rimay. 
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festival16 that presents independent Quechua- and Kichwa-language cinema from across the 

Andes and the United States. Doris Loayza’s Bronx Llaktamanta (2016) and Charlie Uruchima’s 

Ayllu (2020) are exemplary films from Quechua-descendant directors in New York City. Loayza 

(2021) and Uruchima (2021) note the power of filmmaking as a means of community 

engagement, demystifying the white colonial gaze and sharing stories and perspectives. While 

the two filmmakers observe a growing number of Quechua-language films in Peru (e.g., Los 

Ojos Del Camino (2016)) and Kichwa-language productions in Ecuador (e.g., Kawsakunchik 

(2019)),17 they recognize that there is still a "void of Quechua voices on-screen" (Uruchima, 

2021). Indigenous-language community filmmaking deviates from mainstream U.S. cinema 

where key decision makers continue to be primarily white and male (Hunt & Ramón, 2020b). 

Indeed, community productions defy 100 years of film history that takes the colonizer’s point of 

view. They are bound (at least to a lesser extent) to the commodification and mass appeal that 

mainstream filmmaking necessitates. 

 

Quechua Languages in U.S. Cinema 

Although the following section and its Mayan equivalent will primarily discuss the 

appearance of Quechua and Mayan languages in film, it is worth noting that U.S. cinema 

engages Indigenous cultures of the Americas on numerous counts and in numerous ways. Among 

the most depicted Indigenous American cultures are the Incas, Aztecs and Mayans. Films may 

simply mention these cultures, as does Pirates of the Caribbean (2003) in its references to 

 
16 See Córdova Hidalgo (2015) for a comprehensive treatment of Indigenous film festivals throughout the Americas, 
including May Sumak.  
17 The Smithsonian’s Mother Tongue Film Festival (MTFF) offers another venue for Indigenous-language films. 
The showcase frequently selects Quechua- and Kichwa-language cinema. Rodrigo Otero Heraud’s Los Ojos Del 
Camino (2016) and Alberto and Frida Muenala’s Kawaskunchik (2019) screened at MTFF in 2018 and 2021 
respectively. 
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“Aztec gold,” base its narrative in Indigenous civilizations, as does The Emperor’s New Groove 

(2000), or extensively portray Indigenous peoples and languages, as does Apocalypto (2006). 

The popular wiki, TV Tropes, evinces the existence of the “Mayincatec” trope in which 

Hollywood collapses Inca, Mayan and Aztec cultures into a generic amalgam of pre-invasion 

Latin American Otherness. Mayincatec culture relies on stereotypes and includes infinite gold, 

ritual sacrifice and cruel gods, among other features (Mayincatec, 2021). While TV Tropes is not 

a scholarly source, per se, it is a crowd-sourced platform that affords insight into the experiences 

and expectations of U.S. movie-going audiences. Using Mayaincatec as a point of departure 

underscores City of Gold and OITNB’s status as anomalies.  

Quechua arrived in Hollywood in the 1950s with Yma Sumac in Jerry Hopper’s Secret of 

the Incas (1954). Yma Sumac, whose stage name means “beautiful girl”18 in Quechua, made a 

splash as an “Inca Princess” and “Queen of Exotica,” showcasing her four-octave range in 

several albums, including “Voice of Xtabay” (1950) and the Secret of the Incas soundtrack 

(Montalvo Lucar, 2019). As films in international locales became popular post-World War II, 

producer Mel Epstein selected Peru for Secret of the Incas “simply because nobody had ever 

made a movie there before” (Dyer MacCann, 1953). The film features Yma Sumac as Kori 

Tika,19 a Quechua assistant to an archeological expedition at Machu Picchu, and 500 Indigenous 

people from nine Peruvian provinces wearing local regalia (Dyer MacCann, 1953). The 

protagonist, Harry Steele (Charlton Heston), is a Euro-American adventurer on the hunt for a 

Sunburst relic, of great cultural value to the Inca and monetary interest to Steele. In two 

interactions, Steele demonstrates his proficiency in Quechua. The scenes exist without subtitles, 

 
18 Born Zoila Augusta Emperatriz Chávarri del Castillo, “Yma Sumac” is a stage name, commonly understood to 
mean “beautiful girl.” This is not my translation. 
19 In Quechua from Cuzco, “Qori T’ika,” means “Gold Flower.” 
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and the transcriptions and translations are my own. When Kori Tika and her mother call Steele’s 

companion, Elena Antonescu (Nicole Maurey), “aya kanka” (“dead meat”), Steele uses the 

phrase to poke fun at Elena, claiming it to mean “whiter than a dead fish.” In another scene, Kori 

Tika speaks to her brother, Pachacutec (Michael Pate), expressing her dislike of Steele, “Mana 

munanichu kay maqt’ata. Iskayllu runam” (“I don’t like that young man. He’s disloyal”). Once 

Kori Tika leaves, Steele adds, “Pachacutec, tell your sister I understand Quechua very well.” 

Steele utilizes Quechua to demonstrate his worldly ways and intellectual prowess; his language 

use authenticates the setting and thereby the narrative. While Secret of the Incas is the first 

appearance of Quechua on the big screen, it is not until City of Gold, some 60 years later, that the 

language plays an integral part not only in character- and world-building but also storytelling. 

Quechua reemerges in the 1970s20 when sound designer Ben Burtt and linguistics 

graduate student Larry Ward drew on Quechua phonology to create Huttese for George Lucas’s 

space opera, Star Wars: Episode IV - A New Hope (1977).21 This method of language creation 

brings into question the implications of using an Indigenous language as the basis for an alien 

tongue. Burtt sought to create “a language, or more accurately, the sensation of language” (Burtt, 

2001, p. 122) and calls Huttese a form of "fake Quechua" (Burtt, 2001, p. 134). Burtt chose 

Quechua because its phonology is distinct from English, noting its “comic rhyming,” “musical 

intonation” and “smacking sounds and clicks” (Burtt, 2001, p. 133). Burtt and Ward borrowed 

extant sounds in Quechua and invented some of their own. In the following scene, Greedo (Paul 

Blake) uses Huttese in conversation with Han Solo (Harrison Ford). Burtt transcribes the scene 

in his Star Wars: Galactic Phrase Book & Travel Guide (2001, p. 166-167). 

 
20 See also Irving Learner’s The Royal Hunt of the Sun (1969). Based on a play of the same name by Peter Shaffer, 
The Royal Hunt of the Sun also employs Quechua.  
21 Huttese is not the only language Burtt developed for Star Wars using an Indigenous language. Ewokese was “a 
mixture of mock Tibetan, Kalmuck, and even a bit of Native American Lakota” (Burtt, 2001, p. 151). 



 

 35 

 
1 Greedo  (in Huttese) Koona t’chuta, Solo? 

(subtitles) Going somewhere, Solo? 
 
2 Han Solo Yes, Greedo, as a matter of fact, I was just going to see your boss. 

Tell Jabba that I’ve got his money. 
 
3 Greedo  (in Huttese) Soong peetch alay 

(subtitles) It’s too late. 
 
4   (in Huttese) Mala tram pee chock makacheesa. 

(subtitles) You should have paid him when you had the chance. 
 
5 (in Huttese) Jabba wah ning chee kosthpa murishani tytyung ye 

wanya yoskah. 
(subtitles) Jabba’s put a price on your head so large every bounty 
hunter in the galaxy will be looking for you. Ha, ha, ha. 

 
6   (in Huttese) Chas kee nyowyee koo chooskoo. 

(subtitles) I’m lucky I found you first. 
 
While the Huttese dialogue is not a one-to-one match for Quechua, there are some recognizable 

Quechua vocabulary and grammatical items. “Koona t’chuta” (1), for example, bears a 

resemblance to “kunan tuta,” meaning “this evening.” “chas kee” (6) and “nyowyee” (6) are 

similar to “chaski” and “ñawi,” meaning “messenger” and “eye.” Huttese also repurposes various 

Quechua grammatical items. The Huttese “pee” (4) is similar to the Quechua “-pi,” meaning 

“in.” “Murishani” (5) borrows the present progressive “-sha-” and the first person singular “-ni.” 

The popularity of Star Wars and science fiction among artists exploring Indigenous futurisms 

(Fricke, 2019), its status as the first film to be dubbed into a Native American language (Navajo), 

and its unique method of language creation earn Star Wars an important place in this chronology. 

Burtt and Ward’s “fake Quechua” recalls Ray Taylor’s conflation of alien and Indigenous 

languages in his 1940s serials. This directorial decision positions Indigenous peoples not as the 

original caretakers of the land but visitors from the unknown. In conversations with Quechua 
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community leaders, however, the inclusion of Quechua in the Star Wars films is a point of pride 

and not of soreness.22 

 The 2000s offers three films with Quechua content: John Malkovich’s The Dancer 

Upstairs (2002), Walter Salles’ The Motorcycle Diaries (2004) and Steven Spielberg’s Indiana 

Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull (2008). Loosely based on Shining Path,23 The 

Dancer Upstairs tells of Detective Agustin Rejas (Javier Bardem) who investigates a series of 

terrorist attacks and the rise of Maoist leader, Ezequiel, among growing political instability. 

Detective Rejas is of Quechua decent and uses the language to communicate with his informants. 

The film omits any mention of geography, suggesting that the unfolding events could happen 

anywhere in Latin America or a post 9/11 world. The use of Quechua in this context-less 

narrative elevates linguistic barriers over national borders and demonstrates the ubiquity of 

Indigenous languages and cultures. Alberto Calderón and Lucila Lema serve as language 

coaches on The Dancer Upstairs, which, to my knowledge, contains the most Quechua dialogue 

of any mainstream U.S. film. The Motorcycle Diaries, by contrast, only shows Quechua in a 

brief scene when Ernesto Guevara (Gael García Bernal) and Alberto Granado (Rodrigo de la 

Serna) visit Cuzco. The film discusses the economic and social challenges many Quechua people 

face and contains a notable scene in Machu Picchu that is key to the pair’s character 

development and an arresting moment for the viewer. 

 Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull (2008) is of particular relevance as it 

is representative of Hollywood’s long-standing approach to Latin American Indigenous 

 
22 Similarly, in a 1983 article for The Christian Science Monitor, Feldmann describes the reception of Return of the 
Jedi (1983) in Kenya. Nien Numb speaking in Kikuyu, “the dialect of Kenya's majority tribe,” had audiences 
“rolling in the aisles” in delight. 
23 Communist Party of Peru - Shining Path or Partido Comunista del Perú - Sendero Luminoso is a terrorist 
organization in Peru, founded by former university professor Abimael Guzman in the late 1960s. Shining Path 
follows a Maoist doctrine and is known for its brutality and violence. 
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languages, touches on both Quechua and Mayan tongues and provides a point of comparison for 

City of Gold. In Crystal Skull, Indiana Jones travels to Peru with Mutt Williams (Shia LeBeouf) 

to rescue his friend, Harold Oxley (John Hurt), and Mutt's mother, Marianne Ravenwood (Karen 

Allen). Warding off Soviet agents, Indiana Jones returns the crystal skull Oxley had found to 

Akator. To complete his task, the famed adventurer and academic must comprehend a 

combination of Coyoma, Ugha, Mayan, and Quechua languages. Despite his vast linguistic 

knowledge, Indiana Jones seldom uses Indigenous languages in his travels. When he arrives in 

Akator, for example, a group of Ugha people confront him. In return, Indiana Jones shows them 

the crystal skull, which causes them to shudder in fear. He continues to show them the skull until 

they have cleared his path. Culture critic James Charisma (2019) notes the irony of Indiana 

Jones’s linguistic knowledge and communication tactics: 

In the Indiana Jones films, indigenous peoples are largely portrayed as primitives 

or savages who, at best, operate in fearful deference to sacred relics or, at worst, 

will work under the likes of Nazis for pennies. Why else would Jones, despite 

having seemingly unlimited knowledge of each culture he’s looting from, make 

zero attempts to communicate with the native peoples he encounters? 

That Indiana Jones possesses this linguistic knowledge, yet chooses not to use it, underscores the 

treatment of Indigenous languages as decoration. His actions suggest that knowledge is 

something to be hoarded or, with reference to salvage anthropology, collected. It is a prize 

worthy only of the halls of Western academia and not be to be used to facilitate communication 

with Indigenous peoples. 

As I will argue, City of Gold is distinct from previous U.S. films involving Quechua. 

Secret of the Incas and Crystal Skull use Quechua to demonstrate their protagonists’ intellect and 
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authenticate their settings. Star Wars utilizes Quechua in the creation of alien languages but does 

not feature any actors speaking a naturalistic form of the language. While Crystal Skull illustrates 

a body of film that has a “history of getting it wrong or just not completely right" (Llamoca, 

2019), City of Gold hires a Quechua cultural consultant, suggesting linguistic accuracy and 

cultural consideration. Following its release on August 9, 2019, many culture critics and news 

outlets—including NPR, The New York Times, and Remezcla—praised City of Gold for its 

accurate portrayal of Quechua language and culture. In these critiques, City of Gold stands out as 

a positive anomaly.  

 

Dora the Explorer (2000-2019) 

Created by Chris Gifford, Valerie Walsh Valdes and Eric Weiner and produced by 

Nickelodeon, Dora the Explorer (2000-2019) follows the bilingual (English-Spanish) adventures 

of Dora Marquez, a seven-year-old Latina girl, and her friends. She is bright and energetic, 

known for breaking the fourth wall to enlist the audience’s help in completing a task or repeating 

a word in English or Spanish. Dora’s relationship with her audience and use of the Spanish 

language use makes her unique. Given the show’s popularity—in the United States and 

internationally—and Dora’s performance of Latina identity, Nicole M. Guidotti-Hernández 

(2007) contends that Dora the Explorer facilities a larger conversation around space, citizenship 

and identity. She argues, “Dora has social and political significance because her representation 

has the ability to shape and produce discourses about Latino/as” (p. 212). Media representations, 

such as Dora the Explorer, Guidotti-Hernández observes, can become powerful “to the point that 

people can find them necessary parts for negotiating their everyday lives” (p. 212). 
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Dora the Explorer paved the way for subsequent multicultural children’s programs, 

including PBS’s Molly of Denali (2019) and Neflix’s City of Ghosts (2021), both of which 

contain Indigenous languages. Molly of Denali is the first nationally distributed U.S. children’s 

television program to feature an Alaska Native lead (PBS, 2018). Molly Mabray (Sovereign Bill) 

is a 10-year-old Athabascan girl who lives in the fictional Qyah, Alaska. She helps her parents 

run the Denali Trading Post and goes on adventures with her friends—learning more about her 

language and culture along the way. From the first episode, “Grandpa’s Drum,” Molly can be 

seen saying “mahsi’ choo” (“thank you” in Gwich’in) and singing traditional songs with her 

community. Each episode of City of Ghosts delves into a different region or cultural group of 

Los Angeles. In the fourth episode, “Tovangaar,” Jasper (Honor Calderon) explores his Tongva 

heritage and language with the help of Craig (Torres), Megan (Dorame), and Mercedes 

(Dorame). At one point, Megan recites her poem, “Papaavetam / Water People,” in English and 

Tongva. In another, Aawkut (L. Frank Marique) encourages Jasper to speak Tongva, noting that, 

“By learning the language, there is nothing but hope.” In the sixth episode, “Koreatown,” the 

Ghost Club helps Yulissa (Maqueos) find her friend Chepe (Felipe Lopez). In their search, they 

consult Felipe (also played by Felipe Lopez). The episode includes extended sequences in 

Zapotec, in which Chepe speaks and Felipe interprets. City of Gold and its successor City of 

Ghosts are the only two children’s programs, to my knowledge, that use Latin American 

Indigenous languages. 

City of Gold also debuts at a moment where children’s media is working to improve its 

representation of Native peoples. Disney’s early attempts at presenting Indigenous characters, 

including Peter Pan (1953) and Pocahontas (1995), perpetuated harmful stereotypes. In the last 

decade, however, Disney has taken steps to ameliorate its presentation of Native characters in 
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films such as Moana (2016) and Frozen II (2019). With regard to the latter, its predecessor, 

Frozen (2013), drew criticism for its incorporation of Sámi culture, facing accusations of 

whitewashing and cultural appropriation. Ahead of the sequel, the Sámi parliaments of Norway, 

Sweden and Finland and the Saami Council signed an agreement “in an effort to ensure that the 

content of Frozen 2 is culturally sensitive, appropriate and respectful of the Sámi and their 

culture” (Simonpillai, 2019). Acknowledging the agreement as the first of its kind, film critic 

Jesse Wente notes: 

It’s a treaty. It’s in keeping with how Indigenous nations have tended to negotiate 

with other entities in the past. I think it’s a great precedent for how Indigenous 

nations might deal with a corporation the size of Walt Disney, as well as 

governments and other agencies, around the use of their cultural and intellectual 

property in popular entertainment. (Simonpillai, 2019) 

Indeed, Frozen II presents a model for futures collaborations between tribes and studios to 

present Indigenous cultures more accurately and respectfully.  

 

Dora and the Lost City of Gold (2019) 

At the beginning of City of Gold, Dora (Isabela Moner), now sixteen, is living with her 

parents, Cole (Michael Peña) and Elena (Eva Longoria), in “the jungle.” Her parents are 

academics searching for Parapata,24 the Inca city of gold that recalls El Dorado. Upon 

discovering a map, Cole and Elena believe they have found Parapata and begin preparations for 

their journey. Thinking her too immature, they send Dora to live with her cousin, Diego (Jeff 

Wahlberg), in “the city,” where she struggles to adjust to high school life. On a class field trip, 

 
24 Parapata means “the rainy hill” in Quechua (Llamoca, 2019). 
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Dora, Diego, and their classmates Sammy (Madeleine Madden) and Randy (Nicholas Coombe) 

are kidnapped and sent to Peru. Claiming to be a friend of Dora’s parents, Alejandro (Eugenio 

Derbez) helps them escape the mercenaries and informs Dora that her parents have gone missing. 

The group then goes on a mission to find Cole and Elena. 

To ensure the accuracy of the Quechua dialogue and cultural references, City of Gold 

hired Quechua-language scholar Américo Mendoza-Mori of the University of Pennsylvania to 

consult. He reviewed the script, translated the necessary dialogue into Quechua and assisted the 

performers with their Quechua lines. Throughout the film, three actors speak Quechua: Isabela 

Moner (Dora), Isela Vega (Old Woman) and Q’orianka Kilcher (Kawillaka). While none of the 

actors is fluent in the language, Moner has shared that her maternal grandparents speak Quechua 

and Kilcher’s father is of Quechua heritage.25 Vega was Mexican and, to my knowledge, had no 

prior connection to Quechua. 

 

On Transcription 

 In the following sections, I transcribe three scenes from City of Gold in both English and 

Quechua. Given the ongoing conversation around the classification of the Quechua language 

family (e.g., Parker, 1963; Torero, 1964) and literacy practices (e.g., Debenport & Webster, 

2019), I should specify that I am trained in the Cusco-Callao variety of the Cusco region of Peru, 

a variant of Southern Peruvian Quechua. I use the Quechua Spanish English Dictionary (2018) 

from Gonzales et al. as a reference material and guide both for translation and orthography. In 

my review process, I consulted a Quechua-speaking colleague on spelling and English 

translation. For ease of reference, I have numbered each line of dialogue. When the statement is 

 
25 Q’orianka Kilcher, Benjamin Bratt and Pato Hoffman are three of the most recognizable actors of Quechua 
descent in Hollywood. 
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in Quechua, I indicate as much with “(in Quechua)” before the transcription. I also include 

subtitles, where applicable, labeled as “(subtitles)” and my free English translation as “(free 

translation).” All actions are written in italics. 

 

Scene 1: “What was that?” 

 

Figure 3. Dora speaks Quechua for the first time. Screenshot of Dora and the Lost City of Gold. 

Quechua appears on three occasions. Figure 3 captures Scene 1. Dora and her 

companions are walking through the jungle, tracking Cole and Elena. Night is fast approaching, 

ominous music plays in the background, and Sammy, Randy and Diego are increasingly nervous. 

Dora, by contrast, remains calm, forging ahead, guiding the group through new terrain, followed 

closely by Alejandro (left) and Diego (right). In the live action film, Dora resembles her younger 

self of the original cartoon series both in dress and demeanor. She has light brown skin and dark 

brown eyes. Her hair is cut in its signature bob. She wears a pink t-shirt and a purple backpack. 

Dora is comparably energetic, optimistic and knowledgeable. Her use of Quechua and 
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navigational skills solidify her as the leader of the group. Sammy, Randy and Diego are stand-ins 

for the audience. When Dora begins to speak Quechua, they ask for further explanation. 

Alejandro translates Dora’s Quechua dialogue effortlessly, suggesting that he too has some 

Quechua language ability. From this, one can infer that City of Gold does not presume that its 

audience is familiar with Quechua. 

 

Scene 1: Transcription 

1 Randy Are you sure your parents went this way? 
 

The camera pans to a symbol hanging from a tree. It is difficult to see in the dark but it 
appears to be a sunburst, adorned with feathers and string. 
 
2 Sammy Okay, what are these? 
 
3 Alejandro Warning signs. Totems. Legend tells of deadly ancient militia 

dedicated to protecting Parapata from outside eyes. No one has 
seen Los Guardianes Perdidos, the Lost Guardians, for centuries. 

 
4 Dora (in Quechua) Ama Parapataman risunchischu. Manan chayqa 

ñak’arikuq kankichischu. 
  (free translation) Don’t go to Parapata. You will be cursed. 
    
5 Diego What was that? 

 
6 Alejandro Quechua. Ancient Inca. Impressive. 
 
7 Sammy  What does it mean? 
 
8 Alejandro All those that seek Parapata shall surely perish. 
 

 9  Randy  Okay, I am ready for my parents to come and get me now. 
 
10 Alejandro You have nothing to worry about. I promise, I mean there’s no 

need to overreact. 
 
Alejandro walks into a spider web. He screams, swatting the spider web away from his 
face. 
 
11 Alejandro Get it off! Get it off! Get it off! 
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Alejandro runs into branch of a nearby tree, hitting his head and falling to the ground. 
He stands up and addresses the group. 
 
12 Alejandro And that was just an example of the dangers of overreacting. 

 

Dora the Explorer’s reputation as a children’s program shapes its presentation of 

Quechua in City of Gold. Although its primary audience is young children, the film has a 

nostalgic feel and numerous references26 to the original series, suggesting a secondary audience 

of adults who grew up with Dora the Explorer. That the film’s main audience is children may 

explain City of Gold’s preference for consecutive interpretation (as seen in Scenes 1 and 2) over 

subtitles (only in Scene 3).  The group’s encounter with the totems prompts Dora to speak 

Quechua. The phrase she utters (4) appears to be a warning, issued by the Lost Guardians for all 

those who seek Parapata. Rather than provide subtitles, City of Gold has Alejandro interpret. His 

description of Quechua as “Ancient Inca” (6) exotifies the language and produces an air of 

mystery. “Ancient” associates Quechua with a long-lost past and suggests a connection with 

primitivism. While characterizing the language as “Inca” is accurate, this descriptor may also 

obscure the reality that many still speak Quechua today. In fact, among U.S. moviegoers, there 

are misconceptions surrounding the existence of contemporary Indigenous cultures across the 

Americas. Some audiences may believe that all aspects of Inca culture have ceased to exist, 

relying instead on Mayincatec and other stereotypes. In Scene 1, Dora’s use of Quechua is, in 

some ways, reminiscent of Harry Steele and Indiana Jones who use Indigenous languages to 

underscore their leadership. Alejandro, her elder by many years, serves as her interpreter, 

 
26 For example, in one of the opening scenes, Dora turns to the camera, breaking the fourth wall and, in a style 
typical of the original, asks her audience, "Can you say delicioso?" Her father, Cole, brushes it off, saying, “She’ll 
grow out of it.” Later in the film, Dora, Alejandro and Diego venture through a field full of spores. When Alejandro 
touches one of the spores, the three begin to hallucinate. The sequence that follows is entirely animated, reverting to 
the original show's artwork. Both of these moments are more meaningful to viewers of Dora the Explorer.  
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highlighting her maturity and intellect. Over the next two scenes, however, the audience 

discovers that Quechua is more than a cinematic ploy. 

 

Scene 2: “She can take you home” 

 

Figure 4. Dora and friends meet the Old Woman. Screenshot of Dora and the Lost City of Gold.  

Later in their journey, the group encounters the Old Woman27 (Isela Vega) who invites 

them into her house. In Figure 4, (from left to right) Alejandro, Randy, Diego, Sammy, Dora and 

the Old Woman converse. The small dwelling is nestled beneath a large rock. A chandelier hangs 

from the ceiling and behind the couch that Randy, Diego and Sammy share is a mural with a 

robed woman surrounded by golden vines. These discarded elements of a European opera house, 

combined with the jungle, are a visual representation of the so-called “Old World” and “New 

World” meeting. Furthermore, the inclusion of gold foreshadows the group’s arrival at Parapata. 

 
27 The character is called “Old Woman” in the credits. 
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Between Dora and the Old Woman is a stone table and to its left a fire. Dora serves as an 

interpreter, translating the Old Woman’s Quechua into English. 

 

Scene 2: Transcription 

1 Dora She hasn’t seen my parents. And she doesn’t seem very interested 
in helping me find them. 

 
2 Alejandro Perhaps she knows how to get to Parapata. 
 
3 Old Woman Parapata! 
 
The Old Woman sprinkles dirt onto the nearby fire causing the flames to burst and 
crackle. 

 
4 Sammy She seemed pretty interested in that. 
 
The Old Woman begins to grunt. She assembles five stone figurines, carved as small 
humans, in a line on the table before her. 

 
5 Diego  Are those supposed to be us? 
 
The Old Woman takes a larger stone and crushes the figurines one-by-one. She looks up 
at her guests who gasp and recoil in fear. 

 
6 Randy  That seemed bad, right? Everyone thinks that was bad? 
 
7  Alejandro  Yeah, a little bit. 
 
8 Old Woman (in Quechua) Ama Parapataman risunchischu. Ñak’arikuq. 

Manan chayqa ñak’arikuq kankichischu.  
  (free translation) Don’t go to Parapata. Cursed. You will be cursed.  
 
9  (in Quechua) Qankunawan mayuman purisaq. Chayman llaqta 

neqpi kashan. 
  (free translation) I will walk with you to the river. Then the town is 

nearby. 
 

10 Sammy What? What did she say? 
 
11 Dora  She said anyone seeking Parapata is cursed.  
 
12 Randy  Well, that’s great. 
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13 Dora But she also said she knows how to get you guys back downriver. 

She can take you home. All of you. 
 

Sammy smiles, Diego looks conflicted and Randy pumps his fist. 
 

14 Randy Yes. Yes! I am saved! I…mean, only if you are cool without us, 
obviously. 

 
15 Sammy You got me into this mess, but I guess you’re getting me out of it, 

so we’ll call it even.  
 
16  Diego I’m coming with you. I can’t let you go alone. I mean, plus you’re 

my cousin. There’s like rules about that. 
 

The Old Woman has a strong reaction to Alejandro’s mention of Parapata and issues a 

warning (8) similar to that of the Lost Guardians in Scene 1. She has few lines, relying on 

grunting and dramatic gestures (such as the fire or figurines) to be understood. These 

mannerisms may represent an attempt to communicate with Dora’s non-Quechua-speaking 

companions or her body language may serve a younger audience by avoiding subtitles and 

consecutive interpretation. Another possibility is that the grunts are a commentary on the 

Quechua language and its speakers as simplistic or underdeveloped. One curiosity of the Old 

Woman’s Quechua declaration is that is there is no change in tone or delivery between her 

warning (8) and her offer to bring Sammy and Randy downriver (9). Given that these two 

statements contain different information, one might expect that their execution would also be 

different. Here dramaticism overtakes nuance, the main goal of the Old Woman’s speech being 

to augment the mystery that shrouds Parapata. Shortly thereafter, the group leaves the Old 

Woman’s house and say their goodbyes. Dora, Alejandro, and Diego head in one direction, while 

the Old Woman guides Randy and Sammy to the river. She tries to corral them into a boat, 

yelling “Phaway!” (“Run!”). Randy and Sammy recognize the tattoo on the Old Woman’s wrist 
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as the symbol they saw on the Lost Guardians’s totems in the jungle. They turn and run back in 

the direction they came, hoping to catch up with Dora and the others. 

 

Scene 3: “We’re explorers” 

 

Figure 5. Dora appeals to Kawillaka in Quechua. Screenshot of Dora and the Lost City of Gold. 

Dora, Diego, Randy, and Sammy arrive at a courtyard in Parapata. Before them lays a 

large offering covered in gold, jewels, and other riches. At the center is a golden monkey statue, 

his hands cupped as if to receive a gift. Dora identifies the courtyard as the final puzzle, the last 

obstacle between them and the Parapata’s famed treasure. Dora finds a qhipu—an Inca system of 

record keeping comprised of fibers and knots—and translates it: “Make an offering to the gods 

of that which is most revered.” Alejandro enters, now revealed as a mercenary, and, thinking the 

Incas most valued gold, places a gold coin into the monkey’s hands. The floor beneath 

Alejandro’s feet gives way to a lava pit. He falls but manages to hold onto the wall. The large 

stone doors open and the Lost Guardians enter the courtyard followed by the Old Woman and 
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Dora’s parents, Cole and Elena. After some discussion, the Old Woman transforms into 

Kawillaka28 (Q’orianka Kilcher), a young Inca princess dressed in a gold shawl, dress and 

crown. In Figure 5, Kawillaka has ordered the Lost Guardians to seize Dora and her friends. 

Dora appeals to Kawillaka, explaining that they are not treasure hunters; they are explorers. 

Unlike the prior scenes, all of the Quechua dialogue in Scene 3 is subtitled. 

 

Scene 3: Transcription 
 

1 Cole  Dora! 
 
2 Elena  Oh, honey! 
 
3 Dora  Mami! Papi! I’m so sorry. 
 
4 Cole [Points to an armed guard.] It’s fine. How cool is this? Look at 

these guys. That’s a real crossbow. 
 
5 Elena [Swats away Cole’s arm.] Honey…That’s a real crossbow…Yep. 
  
6 Randy  [Looks the armed guards.] It’s the Lost Guardians of Parapata. 
 
7 Alejandro Ridiculous. There are no Lost Guardians. I made them up. 
  
8 Sammy No, they’re super real, bro. 

  
The Old Woman removes her hat, transforming into Kawillaka, a young Inca princess 
dressed in a gold dress and crown. 

  
         9 All            [Gasp] 

  
10 Kawillaka  (in Quechua) Ñoqa niraykichis. 
                      (subtitles) You were warned.  
                      (free translation) I told you all. 
  
11                    (in Quechua) Ichaqa manan uyarankichischu! 
                      (subtitles) And yet you persisted! 

(free translation) But you didn’t listen! 
  

 
28 The name Kawillaka “pays homage to an old manuscript from the 16th century that reveals some of the history of 
the Andes” (Martinez, 2019). 
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12 Sammy        I think this is when we perish. 
  
13 Kawillaka   (in Quechua) Apamuwanku! 

(subtitles) Seize the thieves! 
(free translation) Bring them to me! 

  
Dora runs toward Kawillaka. The Lost Guardians ready their weapons. 

  
14 Dora           (in Quechua) Ama hina kaychu!                  

(subtitles) No! Please! 
(free translation) Please! 

  
15 Cole, Elena Dora!                                  

  
16 Dora            (in Quechua) Chay millay qhari sapallapuni. 

                       (subtitles) We’re not with him. 
                       (free translation) That bad man is alone. 
  

The Lost Guardians recover Alejandro from where he had fallen and bring him to 
Kawillaka. 

  
17 Dora            (in Quechua) Manan qori maskhaqkuna kaykuchu. 

(subtitles) We’re not treasure hunters. 
(free translation) We’re not gold seekers. 

  
18   (in Quechua) Ñoqayku pachamama neqpi puriyku 

(subtitles) We’re explorers. 
(free translation) We travel around the world 

  
(in Quechua) yachallakuypaq. 
(subtitles) We’re here to learn. 
(free translation) to learn. 

  
Kawillaka raises her hand and the Lost Guardians lower their weapons. 

  
19  Kawillaka   (in Quechua) Yachachiway… 

                          (subtitles) Show me the correct path… 
                          (free translation) Teach me… 
  
      20                     (in Quechua) …puriq sipas. 
                          (subtitles) …explorer. 
                          (free translation) …traveler. 
  

Kawillaka gestures to the golden monkey statue. Dora nods and approaches the offering. 
  

21  Cole  Be strong.                                
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22 Elena  Choose the right thing. 

  
Kawillaka hushes Cole and Elena. 
  
Dora moves toward the golden monkey statue. She takes bowl and pours water into the 
monkey’s hands. After a brief pause, the courtyard’s doors open before her. 

  
23 Elena           She did it! 

  
24 Kawillaka   (in Quechua) Kusapuni. 

                          (subtitles) A wise choice. 
                          (free translation) Great. 
  
 After arriving in the courtyard at Parapata, Dora’s first encounter with Quechua culture is 

the qhipu, which she describes as the “Inca written language.” Hollywood’s influence is apparent 

as she runs her fingers over the single cord and easily deciphers it. Dora’s actions recall the 

unconvincing ease with which adult siblings Evelyn (Rachel Weisz) and Johnathan Carnahan 

(John Hannah) read Ancient Egyptian in The Mummy (1999). Although Dora and the Carnahans 

both have parents that are highly knowledgeable of Andean and Egyptian societies—and Evelyn, 

for her part, even has some linguistic training—it is unlikely that they would be able to quickly 

decipher these texts as even the most accomplished scholar would face some challenges. 

Moreover, while most qhipus were used for numeric recordkeeping, those that contain narratives 

are of a particular structure and coloration (Hyland, 2017). This simplification is both the mark 

of a children’s film and Hollywoodization. 

The term “explorer” is central to the Dora the Explorer brand. And yet, while the word 

has equivalencies in other languages—for example, the original series is Dora la Exploradora in 

Spanish—there is not a comparable term in Quechua. On “explorer,” Mendoza-Mori observes: 

‘Explorer’ is a more western notion of going around the world. The translation I 

liked more was walkers of pachamama [Mother Earth]. It’s a term that has a very 
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important meaning in Quechua because indigenous people don’t live in the world. 

They see themselves as part of it. (Martinez, 2019) 

Mendoza-Mori, therefore, accounts for the term “explorer” in two ways. In the above 

quote, he refers to the line “ñoqayku pachamama neqpi puriyku” (18), which the subtitles 

translate as “we’re explorers.” A free translation reveals this phrase to signify “we travel 

around the world.” In another instance, Mendoza-Mori uses the phrase “puriq sipas” (21). 

“Puriq” means “one who walks,” which Gonzales et al. (2018) translates as “traveler” or 

“walker.” “Sipas,” meanwhile, is the word for “young girl.” Taken together, “puriq sipas” 

means something to the effect of “young woman traveler.” 

Although Kawillaka speaks a naturalized form of Southern Peruvian Quechua, her 

subtitles fall prey to the same stereotypical impulses that mark translations in Dances 

with Wolves and other films. Take, for example, “kusapuni” (25). “Kusa” is an informal 

term meaning “cool” or “good,” while “-puni” means “definitely.” Together, “kusapuni,” 

means “awesome” or “great.” It is a phrase used among friends as a form of 

acknowledgement or approval of another's actions. The filmmakers subtitle “kusapuni” as 

“a wise choice.” The two translations function similarly, yet “great” connotes an informal 

contemporaneity and “a wise choice” indexes a ponderous, nostalgic or timeless quality. 

While there is more to their adventure, the film’s central tension between Dora, 

Kawillaka, the Lost Guardians, and Alejandro is resolved. Dora is reunited with her 

parents and Parapata is kept safe.  

 
Discussion 

Genre offers a useful framework with which to analyze the roles that Indigenous 

languages and characters play in filmmaking. Whereas Indigenous languages of the United 
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States commonly appear in Westerns, Indigenous languages of Latin America typically emerge 

in adventure films. In both genres, language is not traditionally a focal point. Although City of 

Gold finds itself squarely in the adventure genre, joining the ranks of Secret of the Incas and 

Crystal Skull, it subverts generic expectations by placing language at the center of its narrative. 

While Scene 1 uses Quechua to position Dora as the leader of the group and enhance the mystery 

of the Lost Guardians and Parapata, by Scene 3, it is clear that Quechua is not a scene-setting or 

character-building project but a key component of the narrative. In this sense, City of Gold more 

closely resembles science fiction, a genre in which language and communication are often 

foundational (Meyers, 1980) and language creation and use are more common (Peterson, 2015).  

City of Gold also departs from the adventure mold by constructing substantive Indigenous 

characters. Film scholar Richard Dyer (1997) observes that in the Tarzan franchise and, I would 

argue, in the adventure genre more broadly, “the native people may have some specialised 

knowledge useful to the whites, but otherwise are either serviceable to carry things or else one 

more aspect of the land’s perils” (p. 157). Over the film, the audience’s assessment of the Old 

Woman/Kawillaka evolves from an indifferent stranger to a protective caretaker. In Scene 2, the 

Old Woman appears disagreeable. She refuses to help Dora find her parents and issues a stern 

warning about anyone who seeks Parapata. However, unlike Crystal Skull and other treasure-

seeking films, City of Gold does not villainize Native characters. In Scene 3, the audience comes 

to understand that the Old Woman/Kawillaka does not want to harm Dora and her companions 

but to protect their land and resources. Indeed, the inclusion of Quechua allows for the 

development of multidimensional characters.  

An examination of iconicity and indexicality reveals the relationship between language 

and its social environment. When a linguistic feature becomes an iconic representation, it “as if a 
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linguistic feature somehow depicted or displayed a social group’s inherent nature or essence” 

(Irvine & Gal, 2000, p. 37). In this interaction, Spanish and English are iconized as languages of 

the colonizer. They are the language of both fictional representations of treasure hunters—such 

as Alejandro and Indiana Jones—and ongoing colonial forces. Indexicality refers to a situation in 

which “the use of a linguistic form can become a pointer to (index of) the social identities and 

the typical activities of speakers” (p. 37) In this case, Spanish and English index hostility. When 

Kawillaka hears Dora and her friends speaking English, she assumes they too are colonizers who 

seek to extract Parapata’s precious materials. Dora quickly explains that she and her friends are 

only there to learn. In contrast to Indiana Jones, who possesses great knowledge of Indigenous 

languages, yet seldom uses them in conversation, Dora, as a non-Indigenous person, uses her 

Quechua to index allyship and understanding. Furthermore, Dora’s Quechua use supports her 

reclamation of a colonial past and the image of the colonizer. As Guidotti-Hernández explains of 

the original show: 

Dora as explorer (because of her knowledge of geography and cartography) and 

global citizen is a radical departure from the ‘original’ script of colonizer of the 

New World. It reappropriates the colonial and violent past of the explorer and 

form a counter-narrative to the brutal narratives of Columbus’s voyages, where 

brown women’s bodies were made visible through extreme violence and 

humiliation. (p. 226) 

Dora breaks the mold of the archetypical adventure film protagonist: she is young, she is brown, 

she is a woman, and she speaks Quechua. 

Even in diaspora, raciolinguistic discrimination against Indigenous peoples persists 

among Latin American migrants (Perez et al., 2016). Education scholar Sandy Grande (2000) 
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recounts her experience as the daughter of Quechua migrants, noting “a double invisibility” that 

absorbs her into “the nebula of American otherness” (Grande, 2000, p. 345). Due to identity 

politics in the United States, she takes neither comfort in “Indian” nor “Latino” identities.29 In a 

similar vein, Mendoza-Mori (2017) notes in his descriptions of Quechua gatherings in the United 

States that, due to stigma, “some of the attendees stated they were speaking Quechua for the first 

time in fifteen or twenty years” (p. 47). Given these dynamics and discrimination, Dora’s 

language use is a demonstration of her support of Quechua. 

Dora’s speech suggests a language ideology in which Quechua is a powerful tool. Due to 

their indexical meanings, English and Spanish are of no use to Dora and her companions in 

Parapata. Only by Dora’s knowledge of Quechua was the group able to communicate with 

Kawillaka, resolve the misunderstanding and carry on with their travels. This contrasts with a 

pervasive language ideology that prefers English—indexing modernity and economic 

opportunity—and views Indigenous languages as mere identity projects. Education scholar 

David Barillas Chón (2019) captures this tension in his study of Indigenous immigrant youth in 

the United States: 

For the youth, Spanish and English were of transnational and global importance, 

respectively. Indigenous languages were of local importance. In the U.S., English 

took on the role that Spanish did in their countries of origin, as it became 

important in order to communicate with others and because of the belief that 

knowing it could yield better economic opportunities. (p. 36) 

City of Gold asserts that Quechua has both a personal and a universal purpose. As Bumbalough 

and Coronel-Molina (2016) suggest, Quechua is not a “local” language, implying deficiency, but 

 
29 Conversely, Ursula Pike’s memoir An Indian Among Los Indígenas (2021) offers insight into living on Quechua 
lands in Bolivia as a Karuk tribal member and Peace Corps volunteer. 
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a “cosmopolitan” language, suggesting greater prestige and utility. Immigration and digital tools 

fuel cosmopolitanism. In this view, City of Gold works in tandem with grassroots initiatives and 

community filmmaking to support Quechua’s status as a cosmopolitan language. As the central 

tenet of a commercialized production, Quechua demonstrates both symbolic value and economic 

benefits. 

While a certain amount of “Hollywoodization” is to be expected (e.g., the qhipus), it is 

important to remember that cinema also serves a pedagogical function (hooks, 1996). Whether 

intentional or not, U.S. cinema educates its public about the world around them and, in some 

cases, about themselves. When a given culture has low visibility, the audience may not be able to 

easily discern the “real” from the “fake.” Whereas audiences may approach Euro-American 

productions with a keener eye for historical inaccuracies, they may not have an appreciation for 

the dramatized portrayals of marginalized communities. Indeed, the fewer the films on a 

particular group, the higher the stakes for meaningful representation (Satullo et al., 2020).  

City of Gold does not serve an explicit function in terms of language pedagogy. It does 

not teach the language nor was it created with the express purpose of linguistic revitalization (as 

were dubbed films such as Navajo Star Wars). Rather, City of Gold advocates for a future that is 

understanding of cultural difference, that values other languages and cultures. Since filmmaking 

is a business, it would be naïve to think that the film is entirely altruistic, that its only intention is 

to create a more informed public. However, given the Dora the Explorer franchise’s continued 

commitment to increased and fair representation of Latinx communities, one could argue the 

goal is to create a public that can see beyond stereotypes, appreciate the complexity of Latinx 

identity and accept linguistic diversity in all its forms. 
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Conclusion 

City of Gold is both a celebration of the Quechua language and a critique of Hollywood’s 

past treatment of Latin American Indigenous cultures. It diverges from the adventure genre, 

placing an Indigenous language at the center of its narrative. An examination of semiotic 

processes within the film reveals the ways in which English, Spanish and Quechua come to 

signify a complex web of social processes and ideas. Given ongoing raciolinguistic 

discrimination against Indigenous migrants in the United States, City of Gold is a demonstration 

in support of Indigenous languages and cultures, indicating their utility as cosmopolitan 

languages. Still, City of Gold requires the viewer to suspend reality in the film’s more theatrical 

moments, suggesting a dual audience of both children and nostalgic adults who grew up with the 

original cartoon series. 

Although Quechua may have been born in the Andes, the United States and other parts of 

the Quechua-speaking diaspora continue to create and carry out Quechua projects, including City 

of Gold. For this reason, Mendoza-Mori (2017) argues for more scholarly attention on Quechua-

speaking communities in the United States: 

The future of Quechua is not only in the Andes, but also in urban spaces of New 

York, Miami, Salt Lake City, and Philadelphia. As scholars, we need institutional 

and financial backing to accompany and actively support the process of making 

Indigenous Cultures and languages relevant in a variety of contexts. We should 

foster building North-South dialogues and exchanges, while recognizing and 

respecting cultural diversity among Andean and Indigenous communities, even if 

we are not physically in the Andes. (p. 54) 
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In this sense, discussions of Quechua require a global lens, one that considers its place in the 

Andes and abroad. City of Gold not only finds itself in U.S. film history as one of the few 

Quechua-language films to grace the silver screen, but within a larger international network of 

Quechua activism and life. 
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Part III: Orange Is the New Black (2013-2019) 

It is Chapman’s first day at Litchfield Penitentiary. She has blonde hair and blue eyes and 

stands with an almost unnatural rigidity in her new bunk. The guards are making their rounds, 

counting all of the women in the facility. Her bunkmate, Nicky, laughs, glancing over at 

Chapman, “Look at you, Blondie. What’d you do?” Chapman responds, confused, “Aren’t you 

not supposed to ask that question? I read that you’re not supposed to ask that.” Nicky is 

incredulous, “You read that? What, you studied for prison?”  

Through Piper Chapman (Taylor Schilling), Neflix’s Orange Is the New Black (2013-

2019) introduces its audience to a host of characters, including Santos Chaj (Melinna Bobadilla), 

a Guatemalan migrant, monolingual speaker of K’iche’ and the focus of this case study. This 

section will begin by contextualizing OITNB, providing background on K’iche’ in the U.S. 

immigration system and its appearance in mainstream cinema. I then introduce Chaj and the 

language barriers she encounters in the Immigrations and Customs Enforcement (ICE) detention 

center at the Litchfield campus. The bulk of this section is devoted to close readings of three 

scenes from the eleventh episode of the seventh season, “God Bless America.” I argue that 

dominant language ideologies iconize Spanish as the language of all Guatemalans thereby 

erasing Indigenous identities and languages. Within this framework, Chaj struggles to obtain 

necessary interpretation services. 

 

Indigenous Languages in the U.S. Immigration System 

The immigration detention facility in which Chaj finds herself is modeled after 

comparable complexes in Southern California that operate within a settler colonial logic of 

elimination (see Wolfe, 2006). Historian Kelly Lytle Hernández (2017) explains how Los 
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Angeles became the carceral capital of the world, organizing her analysis around a central 

argument: “Mass incarceration is mass elimination” (p. 1). Hernández speaks to origins of 

incarceration in Los Angeles, beginning with the establishment of Mission San Gabriel Arcángel 

in 1771, which “conducted the first experiment in human caging in Tongva territory” (p. 25). 

While a treatment of the prison industrial complex is beyond the scope of this project, 

Hernández’s work allows us to understand the overlapping colonial powers that come to define 

the experiences of Indigenous migrants in immigration detention. The rise of neoliberalism in 

Latin America in the 1990s, coupled with the post-9/11 national security state gave way to 

authoritarian and militarized governments that eschewed human rights and carried out violence 

against Indigenous peoples (Speed, 2019). Indigenous migrants, therefore, are subject to the 

colonial structures of their states of origins, negotiation of colonially defined borders, and a 

carceral system in the United States that is predicated on Indigenous dispossession, control and 

elimination.  

Indigenous Latin American migrants face unique linguistic barriers in the U.S. criminal 

justice and immigration systems. In one high-profile case in September 2010, Manuel Jaminez 

Xum, a monolingual K’iche’ speaker from Guatemala, died at the hands of Los Angeles Police 

Department (LAPD) officers for allegedly failing to comply with English and Spanish directives. 

Nine years later, in December 2019, the LAPD worked with Comunidades Indígenas en 

Liderazgo (CIELO), an Indigenous community organization, to institute a policy requiring 

officers to carry Indigenous Language Identification Cards. These cards assist officers in 

identifying nine Indigenous languages from Mexico and Central America and contact an 

interpreter (Miller, 2019). Gustin Bova (2015) likewise describes the challenges of Kichwa-

speaking migrants. In criminal trials, Kichwa-speaking migrants “have been deemed mentally 



 

 61 

deficient, emotionless, and monstrous due to lack of interpretation” (p. 2). Meanwhile, in 

immigration proceedings, language is one of the primary factors that lead officials to deny 

Credible Fear claims “at an excessive rate” (p. 2). 

 

Mayan Languages in U.S. Cinema 

OITNB is best understood within the context of U.S. Mayan-language cinema. One of the 

earliest examples of Mayan cultures on film is Edward Kull and Wilbur F. McGaugh’s serial, 

The New Adventures of Tarzan (1935). Tarzan (Bruce Bennett) travels from Africa to Guatemala 

to rescue his friend, D’Arnot (Jorge Ubico), who, following an airplane accident, had gone 

missing. Travelling the same route are two competing expeditions in the search for the Lost 

Goddess, a Mayan idol. One party is led by the kind-hearted Major Martling (Frank Baker) and 

the other by the devious adventurer Raglan (Ashton Dearholt). The travelers arrive in 

Chichicastenango, Guatemala—a K’iche’ center—and hire several Indigenous men to serve as 

porters. The porters rarely have speaking lines and are primarily characterized by indistinct 

chatter. Any linguistic analysis is hindered by the film’s sound quality, prompting an apology in 

the credits that attributes the poor production to “extremely variable atmospheric conditions,” 

begging for the audience’s “kind indulgence.” There are two scenes with prominent other-than-

English or -Spanish languages.30 In the first scene, one of the porters converses with a member of 

another Indigenous group. In the second, Queen Maya (Jackie Gentry) issues orders to her 

subjects and D’Arnot serves as an interpreter. Upon closer inspection, however, all the actors in 

these roles appear to be Euro-American, casting doubt over the authenticity of the language and 

suggesting a constructed linguistic form.  

 
30 New Adventures does not list an Indigenous-language translator in its credits. 



 

 62 

 Two films of the mid-20th century—Delmer Daves’ Treasure of the Golden Condor 

(1953) and J. Lee Thompson’s Kings of the Sun (1963)—use mutual intelligibility to underscore 

peace and harmony. Though the rightful heir to the Marquis de St. Malo title, Jean-Paul (Cornel 

Wilde) in Golden Condor is a bonded servant to his uncle (George Macready) who claims the 

position and its wealth and treats Jean-Paul and his bonded associates brutally and with 

contempt. Seeking his fortune and restoration of his birthright, Jean-Paul flees his uncle’s estate 

in France and travels to Guatemala with MacDougal (Finlay Currie). In Guatemala, they enlist 

MacDougal’s daughter, Clara (Constance Smith), and together they follow the Codex of the 

Golden Condor to “Mayaland.” Upon arrival, the K’iche’-speaking community mistakes the 

three travelers for gods. MacDougal exhibits familiarity with the language and is able to interpret 

for his companions. To my knowledge, this is the first instance of a U.S. film explicitly calling 

K’iche’ by name.31 Jean-Paul finds the Mayan treasure, returns to Europe, assumes the title of 

Marquis de Malo and sets the servants free. While he has great wealth in Europe, Jean-Paul 

returns to Mayaland to be with MacDougal and Clara. New Adventures and Golden Condor 

represent opposing ends of the “noble” vs “savage” dichotomy. Whereas the New Adventures 

demeans Indigenous cultures—differentiating between a Native man in a loincloth and a Euro-

American man in a loincloth as a function of whiteness—Golden Condor treats Mayaland as a 

utopia. MacDougal’s ability to communicate in K’iche’ language absolves Mayaland of any 

tension or conflict.  

Kings of the Sun (1963) proposes linguistic homogeneity among culturally distant groups. 

In the early 13th century, Hunac Ceel (Leo Gordon) conquers Chichen Itza, leading the newly 

appointed king, Balam (George Chakiris), to flee the Yucatan to the U.S. Gulf Coast. When they 

 
31 Golden Condor does not list an Indigenous-language translator in its credits. 



 

 63 

arrive, the Mayans encounter a Native American community and their leader, Black Eagle (Yul 

Brenner). Balam takes Black Eagle prisoner with the intention of sacrificing him to appease the 

Mayan gods. For this study of language, it is notable that the two cultures had no difficulty 

communicating. While the tribe is unspecified and historical inaccuracies complicate any attempt 

at identification, the differences between Yucatec Maya and any language family of the Gulf 

Coast is sizable. The epic concludes as Balam and Black Eagle rebuff Hunac Ceel’s ambush. 

Black Eagle dies and Balam decides to cease the practice of human sacrifice. Ultimately a 

commentary on capital punishment and an idyllic rendering of peaceful co-existence (facilitated 

by linguistic homogeneity), Kings of the Sun views Mayan and Native cultures of the Southeast 

through a colonial gaze.  

By contrast, Gregory Nava’s El Norte (1983) and John Sayles’ Men with Guns (1997) use 

Indigenous languages to highlight differences. El Norte contains the longest sequences in 

K’iche’ of any U.S. film. It follows the K’iche’ Maya siblings Rosa (Zaide Silvia Gutiérrez) and 

Enrique Xuncax (David Villalpando) as they flee violence in rural Guatemala, journey through 

Mexico and create a new life in Los Angeles. El Norte does not shy away from the ongoing 

discrimination that Indigenous peoples and migrants face. Indeed, director Gregory Nava cites 

the need for these narratives, noting: 

So much attention is given to ancient pre-Columbian cultures—the ruins which 

suggest the end of a civilization—that people's understanding ends with 

archeology. But there are millions of people who still dress that way and follow 

those customs. The Indians are still there, but they're now the victims of a 

tremendous onslaught in Guatemala and Mexico. (Insdorf, 1984) 
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Language is a critical piece of this representation. In their travels, the siblings navigate 

both physical and linguistic terrain, changing between K’iche’ and Spanish and adopting English 

after they pass into the United States. Arturo Arias provided the “Guatemalan dialogue 

translations” while Heraclio Zepeda handled the “Mexican dialogue translations.” K’iche’ 

primarily appears in interactions between the two siblings and their family members. For 

example, still in their village of San Pedro, Rosa sings in K’iche’ to mourn her father’s death. In 

another scene, Rosa folds and stows her huipil, opting for more Western attire. She pleads with 

Enrique in K’iche’ to allow her to accompany him to the United States, “El Norte.” Similar to 

OITNB, Rosa and Enrique speak K’iche’ in an encounter with U.S. Border Patrol. The border 

agents, Ed (John Martin) and Joel (Ronald G. Joseph), attempt to communicate with the pair in 

Spanish. Joel asks them if they can write and to identify their place of origin on a map. The 

siblings consult one another in K’iche’ and Enrique resolves that it is a trap. He then pretends not 

to be able to read or write and uses culturally specific swear words to convince the agents of his 

Mexican heritage. Frustrated by their use of K’iche’ and incompliance with the prompts, the 

agents release Rosa and Enrique to Tijuana.  

Like The Dancer Upstairs (2002), Men with Guns takes place in an unnamed Latin 

American country, questions political instability and the use of military force, and employs 

Indigenous languages. The defining difference between the two films, at least in terms of 

linguistic representation, is that the primary language of The Dancer Upstairs is English, while 

the majority of dialogue in Men with Guns is in Spanish. While Alejandro Springhall served as 

the film’s Spanish translator, there is no explicit mention of an Indigenous-language translator in 

the credits. Men with Guns  follows Dr. Fuentes (Federico Luppi), a professor and physician 

from “the city,” as he searches the countryside for his former students. Along the way, Dr. 
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Fuentes meets many who have been displaced by violence at the hands of “los hombres 

armados” (“men with guns”)—whether that be the military or the opposing guerrilla forces. 

These include: Conejo (Dan Rivera Gonzalez), an orphaned boy; Domingo (Damián Delgado), 

an Army deserter; Father Portillo (Damián Alcázar), a former priest; and Graciela (Tania Cruz), 

a survivor of sexual abuse. Throughout the film, various characters use “Nahuatl, Tzotzil, Maya 

and Kuna” (Embry, 1999, p. 168). There is considerable distance between the white wealthy 

monolingual metropolitan Dr. Fuentes and his companions who are, for the most part, poor and 

Indigenous. Language serves to highlight the profundity of Dr. Fuentes’s ignorance of events in 

his country and the inequalities that many face.  

 The most recent example of Mayan languages on screen is Mel Gibson’s Apocalypto 

(2006), filmed entirely in Yucatec Maya. Maya linguist Hilario Chi Canul served as the script’s 

translator and dialogue coach while anthropologist Richard Hansen served as an advisor (see 

Hansen 2011). Set in 1502, the film follows Jaguar Paw (Rudy Youngblood) as he is captured, 

brought to the principal city for human sacrifice, and escapes in search of his family. Among his 

motivations for translating his script, Gibson notes that he hopes to support Yucatec Maya, 

claiming “My hope is that it [the movie] makes this language cool again and that they 

[indigenous people] speak it with pride” (Johnson, 2005). Apocalypto has been the subject of 

controversy and mixed reviews as activists and scholars debate the film’s historical inaccuracies 

and excessive use of violence. At an advance screening for 25 members of the Maya community 

in Los Angeles, Sara Zapata Mijares, president and founder of Federacion de Clubes Yucatecos-

USA, noted “It was a great action film that kept me on the edge of my seat. I think it should have 

had a little bit more of the culture” (Welkos, 2006). Alfonso Escalante, a folk dance teacher, 
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shared her perspective, observing “It’s going to be a little tough because there was more about 

killing than about the culture” (Welkos, 2006). 

Taken together, U.S. cinema uses Mayan languages in adventure films (e.g. New 

Adventures, Golden Condor, Kings of the Sun) and interactions with the state (e.g. El Norte, Men 

with Guns). The use or omission of Indigenous languages heightens or diffuses cultural tension 

and differences. OITNB falls into the latter category, utilizing K’iche’ to explore the 

complexities of the U.S. immigration system and Indigenous migrant realities. Language, 

therefore, highlights division and the unique vulnerabilities Indigenous migrant women face in 

encounters with the carceral state. 

Important to note is the role that these films not only have in shaping U.S. perspectives 

on Mayan languages and cultures but also the impact that U.S. cinema has on global 

entertainment. Guatemalan filmmaker Jayro Bustamante has directed two Mayan-language films: 

Ixcanul (2015) and La Llorona (2019). Bustamante notes the level of racism against Indigenous 

peoples and impact that foreign media had on Ixcanul’s reception in Guatemala: 

They feel the language is part of the past and not part of the progress we have 

made in the country. What helped change the perception was the international 

press. At the end, Guatemalans couldn’t attack the film because they said, ‘If the 

other countries love it, we have to love it, too’ (Pitney, 2017). 

Bustamante estimates that 9 percent of population has access to a movie theater and 100 percent 

of the pictures screened are from the United States. Like Quechua community filmmaking, the 

influence of U.S. cinema on Guatemalan markets suggests that the study of Indigenous-language 

media should take a hemispheric approach. 
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Orange Is the New Black (2013-2019) 

Loosely based on a memoir of the same name by Piper Kerman (2010), OITNB follows 

Piper Chapman (Taylor Schilling), a bisexual upper-middle-class white woman from 

Connecticut, as she adjusts to prison life. Chapman is sentenced to eighteenth months at 

Litchfield Penitentiary for trafficking a suitcase of drug money at the behest of her then-

girlfriend, Alex Vause (Laura Prepon), ten years prior. The show’s creator, Jenji Kohan, 

conceived of Chapman less as a typical protagonist or hero than as a “Trojan Horse.” She argues 

that, at the time of OITNB’s production, network television would not have purchased a show 

about women of color or incarcerated women. Kohan describes Chapman as a “fish out of 

water,” a vehicle by which to introduce other characters and storylines (Gross, 2013). Culture 

critic Judy Berman celebrates OITNB for its inclusion of “dozens of women Hollywood 

historically ignored.” She credits the show with highlighting the voices of “poor women, black 

women, brown women, trans women, immigrant women, elderly women, mentally ill women, 

[and] women with double-digit dress sizes.” Berman argues that OITNB is not tokenistic but 

portrays each of these women with “stereotype-defying specificity” (Berman, 2019).32  

Two developments in the television landscape would come to shape OITNB’s success. 

The first is the rise of “prestige television,” defined by The Sopranos (1999-2007) and 

epitomized by shows such as The Wire (2002-2008), to which OITNB is often compared (see 

Berman, 2019). In this context, “prestige” refers to material of high quality and production value. 

This term has come to be associated with subscription services (e.g., HBO, Showtime) and is 

 
32 OITNB not only featured characters of color but also provided a venue for actors of color to showcase their 
talents. Samira Wiley (Poussey Washington on OITNB) went on to an Emmy-award winning role on The 
Handmaid’s Tale (2017-); Laverne Cox (Sophia Burset) has become one of the leading LGBTQ+ advocates in the 
United States and has started to produce films of her own, including Disclosure (2020); and Danielle Brooks 
(Taystee Jefferson) won a Tony for her portrayal of Sofia in the revival of The Color Purple (2015).  
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rarely attributed to broadcast shows. In tandem with genre, the prestige model offers another 

analytic frame, as these shows have their own tropes and trappings (e.g., period settings, graphic 

violence or sex, main characters with a “dark side”). The second is the rise of streaming services, 

beginning with YouTube in 2005 and Hulu in 2007 (Nussbaum, 2019). Along with Netflix’s 

House of Cards (2013-2018), OITNB emerged as one of the first pieces of original programming 

from a streaming service to accrue a wide viewership33 and garner critical attention, earning 

several Emmy Award and Golden Globe wins and nominations. Noting the prior hesitancy of 

broadcast networks, filmmaker Tracey Deer (2020) argues that streaming services are more 

likely to make “very specific stories from specific communities,” fostering a greater diversity of 

voices on screen. She contends that this paradigm shift has created space for Indigenous 

filmmakers and interests. 

OITNB’s status as both a cultural and technological touchstone extends its influence and 

shapes its approach to storytelling. These shows marked the transition away from content that 

premiered in installments into media that became available all at once, for consumption at the 

viewer’s leisure. This form of accessibility affords audiences the opportunity for repeat viewing, 

a mode conducive to stories with more layers, characters and plot points. Media consumption in 

the United States has evolved in such a way that popular films and television shows often have 

loyal fanbases that take the conversation to other corners of the internet. Indeed, Hunt and 

Ramón (2020b) observe that due to the rise of streaming content the “images produced by 

Hollywood are even more ubiquitous than in the past and likely more influential than ever” (p. 

10). N. Bird Runningwater (2020) of the Sundance Institute also notes that streaming content has 

had favorable impact on Indian Country, expanding access to tribal communities who seldom 

 
33 As of the release of its seventh and final season in 2019, OITNB was Netflix’s “most-watched original” with over 
105 million households worldwide watching at least one episode (Gajanan, 2019). 
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have movie theaters on their reservations. In this context, every aspect of the show is subject to 

analysis and critique. Therefore, even minor characters, such as Chaj, attracted media attention. 

  

Season Seven 

To prepare for the seventh season, the OITNB writing staff conducted extensive research 

on immigration detention. In 2018, the writers visited Adelanto ICE Processing Center —the 

largest of its kind in Southern California—to see detention firsthand and interview detainees on 

their experiences. Following their visit, the writing staff spoke with several former detainees and 

legal experts and attended removal hearings. Lindsay Toczylowski, a co-founder of Immigrant 

Defenders Law Center, consulted on storylines (Fernandez, 2019). 

The writers aimed to create fictionalized narratives that would expose the ongoing 

injustices of the U.S. immigration system and provoke conversation. Carolina Paiz, an executive 

producer and staff writer, remarks that when scripting the final season, the current political 

landscape and, more specifically, the Trump Administration’s approach to immigration were of 

great concern (Fernandez, 2019). Trump often spoke in ardent opposition to immigration reform, 

highlighting the alleged dangers of immigrants and favoring conservative and oftentimes 

controversial measures. Released on July 26, 2019, the seventh season debuted one year after 

Trump’s family separation policy, a “zero tolerance” measure that separated children and infants 

from the adults with whom they had crossed the U.S.-Mexico border. This was the official policy 

of the U.S. government from April to June 2018 when the policy was suspended due to 

widespread outrage over human rights abuses. Against this backdrop, Paiz and the writing team 

forged ahead, aiming to shed light on these problematic policy initiatives. 
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The seventh season did cause a stir, but perhaps not in the way Paiz had envisioned. In 

the fourth episode, “How to Do Life,” Gloria Mendoza (Selenis Leyva) gives Maritza Ramos 

(Diane Guerrero) the Freedom for Immigrants’ National Detention and Abuse Reporting 

Hotline34 to help her find legal counsel. Gloria urges Maritza to keep the phone number to 

herself so that “Big Brother” does not shut it down. Fact and fiction blended together as Gloria’s 

fictive warning came true, and ICE closed the “real-life” hotline in August 2019 (Castillo, 2019). 

Only in February 2020 was the hotline restored by court order (Castillo, 2020). This example 

speaks to the show’s semi-fictionalized nature and the influence it holds as a chronicler of 

popular culture and current events. 

In preparing for the role of Santos Chaj, Xicana actor Melinna Bobadilla found that she 

had a “solemn responsibility” to speak the language and portray Chaj as accurately as possible. 

She highlights the importance of Indigenous narratives and notes the infrequency with which 

stories like this appear on screen. Bobadilla is not a K’iche’ speaker and describes learning her 

lines through audio recordings provided by an unnamed translator (Bobadilla, 2019). The actor 

who later plays Chaj’s interpreter, Byron, is credited as “Byron Tzoc.” This is a pseudonym35 for 

an Oregon-based K’iche’ interpreter. As OITNB does not credit a K’iche’ translator, my 

assumption is that Byron also provided translations. 

 

On Transcription 

 In the following sections, I have transcribed three scenes from OITNB. Due to my 

unfamiliarity with K’iche’ grammar, I only transcribe English and Spanish. A trilingual 

transcription is paramount to understanding Chaj’s narrative and gaining a full appreciation of 

 
34 https://www.freedomforimmigrants.org/hotline 
35 I have redacted Bryon Tzoc’s given name out of respect for his privacy. 
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K’iche’-language use on screen. Given these limitations, a one-to-one comparison of Quechua in 

City of Gold and K’iche’ in OITNB is not possible. Instead, I offer analysis here as an viewer 

knowledgeable of Indigenous-language cinema and linguistic phenomena. I encourage those 

capable to build upon this work and complete such a transcription. Dialogue uttered in K’iche’ is 

denoted as “(in K’iche’)” and lines in Spanish are “(in Spanish).” I also include subtitles, where 

applicable, labeled as “(subtitles).” All actions are written in italics. 

 

Scene 1: “Where is her translator?” 

Chaj first appears in the final seconds of the fifth episode, “Minority Deport,” assuming 

Maritza’s bunk in the ICE facility after she is deported. Over the next six episodes, Chaj makes 

several appearances. The eleventh episode, “God Bless America,” represents the culmination of 

the storylines of three characters in ICE detention: Karla Córdova (Karina Arroyave), a 

Salvadorian detainee and widow, separated from her two American-born sons; Shani Abboud 

(Marie-Lou Nahhas), a detainee fleeing persecution in Egypt for her sexual orientation; and 

Chaj. A sweeping condemnation of ICE, “God Bless America,” tackles unaccompanied minors, 

family separation, deportation, and various barriers within the immigration system, including 

access to legal counsel and, through Chaj, interpretation services. There are scenes of young 

children in immigration courtrooms, Karla calling her sons (now in foster care) to say goodbye 

before her deportation, and Shani fearing deportation and punishment in her home country. 

These scenes are juxtaposed against a gala, which Piper attends for the Karam Foundation.  
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Figure 6. Chaj meets Fig in the medical unit. Screenshot of Netflix’s Orange Is the New Black. 

Chaj appears in three scenes in “God Bless America.” In Scene 1, Natalie “Fig” Figueroa 

(Alysia Reiner), a Litchfield employee, discovers Chaj in the ICE facility’s medical unit. Chaj 

was last seen in episode ten, “The Thirteenth,” preparing a parsley beverage. It is implied that 

Chaj consumed the beverage, subsequently fell ill, and was brought to the clinic. The scene 

unfolds from Fig’s perspective. She, like the audience, is unfamiliar with Chaj’s circumstances 

and learns of Chaj’s pregnancy and language barriers through her colleagues. Figure 7 captures 

the exchange between (from left to right) ICE officer Carlos Litvack (Adam Lindo), Fig, Chaj, 

corrections officer Scott O’Neill (Joel Marsh Garland) and Dr. Hirt (Bob Stoeckle). Chaj is 

seated on the examination table, dressed in a hospital gown and crying. In their use of English, a 

language Chaj does not speak, the facility staff prohibit her from participating in the 

conversation and making decisions regarding her health. Standing by her bedside, the height 

differential augments this imbalance of power. Incidentally, as a practice, hospital gowns leave 

patients feeling vulnerable and disempowered, a phenomenon particularly prevalent among 
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women (Morton et al., 2020). The officers and Dr. Hirt assert that Chaj’s pregnancy is the 

desired outcome despite her cries of protestation. This paternalistic attitude underscores the little 

autonomy Chaj has over her body and suggests a critique of a system in which men’s opinions 

on reproductive health carry more weight. Chaj’s only ally is Fig, with whom she pleads in 

K’iche’.  

 

Scene 1: Transcription 

Fig and Litvack enter. 
  
1 Fig  What happened to her? 
  
2 Dr. Hirt The patient presented with severe abdominal upset and vaginal 

spotting. But, thankfully, the pregnancy is still viable. 
  
3 Fig  She’s pregnant? 
  
4 Chaj  (in K’iche’) 
  
5 Dr. Hirt I’d say about nine weeks along. 
  
6 Litvack So, why is she still screaming? 
  
7 O’Neill She’s scared, the poor thing. She’s doesn’t know that her little 

oogie woogie’s gonna be okay. [Turns to Chaj.] Mama, mama, 
your baby is gonna be okay. Okay, your baby’s gonna be okay.  

  
O’Neill tries to communicate with hand gestures. Chaj recoils and cries harder. 
 
8 Chaj  (in K’iche’) 
  
9 Fig  Where is her translator? 
  
10 Litvack We don’t have a translator for that. 
  
11 Fig You’re supposed to file a report if a detainee needs the Language 

Line. 
  
12 Litvack I have a new courtroom to oversee so sounds like a you problem to 

me. 
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Litvack exits. Chaj grabs Fig’s hands and pulls her toward her. 
  
 13  Chaj  (in K’iche’) 
  
Fig stares back blankly. 

 

Although the U.S. government is legally obligated to provide all individuals—regardless 

of language or ability—with "meaningful access" to federal programs and activities, Litvack 

makes no effort to find Chaj an appropriate interpreter. Over the seventh season, he emerges as 

an unsympathetic character, an officer who is strict and believes that entering the United States 

without proper documentation is a serious crime. He has little regard for the detainees and does 

not accommodate requests he sees as luxuries such as legally mandated interpretation services or, 

in a later scene, readily available transportation to a women’s clinic.  

While Litvack is a fictional character, his actions do align with actual ICE practices. 

Anthropologist Shannon Speed (2019) observes that the delay in identifying languages and 

finding interpreters may not be a strictly logistical issue. That wait times necessitate longer 

periods in detention “raises the unconfirmable suspicion that the delay was partially punitive, 

rather than a practical necessity” (p. 87). Litvack's refusal to provide Chaj with interpretation 

services and general disregard for the detainees suggests that his actions may also be “partially 

punitive” (p. 87). Inadequate interpretation may have lasting impacts on speakers of languages 

other than English. A complaint filed by the CARA Family Detention Pro Bono Project alleges 

that ICE “does not even provide minimal protection for non-English speakers” (as cited in 

Speed, 2019, p. 87). Indeed, the agency’s “failure to correctly identify the primary language 

spoken by Indigenous asylum seekers, along with its practice of conducting interrogations in a 

language these women do not fully understand, has led to the erroneous deportation of families 
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seeking protection in the United States” (as cited in Speed, 2019, p. 87). While Litvack 

acknowledges Chaj’s language barrier and understands that her health and safety are on the line, 

he refuses to provide her with resources. The scene ends when Litvack passes the task of 

identifying the language and finding an interpreter to Fig. 

 

Scene 2: “She doesn’t want it” 

 

Figure 7. Bryon interprets for Chaj. Screenshot of Netflix’s Orange Is the New Black. 

In Scene 2, Fig locates an interpreter, Byron, whom she brings to meet with Chaj. In 

Figure 8, Chaj sits at a table in a small visitation room that is grey and windowless, a reminder of 

her daily confinement. She has changed back into her orange scrubs; however, she wears a 

bracelet similar to a hospital band, symbolic of her recent trip to medical. Chaj looks at a 

patriotic poster of an eagle flying over the U.S. flag with the words “We the People” taped to the 

wall. Like the title of the episode, “God Bless America,” the poster plays with two ironies central 

to U.S. life: that the “land of the free” incarcerates more bodies than any other country and that 
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the “nation of immigrants” has draconian immigration policies that punish those seeking a better 

life. Behind Chaj are two flyers, one about PolyCon and another stating, “Translation Services 

May Be Requested.” Of course, the translation flyer is in English, the language Chaj needs to 

understand. It allows the ICE facility to claim compliance with the law without having to provide 

interpretation services. Fortunately, in this case, Fig finds Chaj an interpreter. Through Byron, 

Chaj is finally able to communicate her condition: she is pregnant with a baby she does not want. 

She drank the parsley beverage with the intention of inducing a miscarriage. While Fig and the 

audience are now able to understand her concerns, Chaj still relies on Byron, an intermediary, to 

communicate. 

 

Scene 2: Transcription 
 

Fig and Byron, a K’iche’ interpreter, enter. Byron sits across from Chaj. Fig remains 
standing. 
  
1 Byron  [Addresses Chaj.] (in K’iche’) 
  
Chaj becomes visibly distraught.  
  
2 Fig  Oh, don’t tell me we got the language wrong again. 
  
Chaj whimpers and reaches for Bryon’s hands. 
  
3 Chaj  (in K’iche’) 
  
4 Byron  [Addresses Fig.] No, it’s K’iche’. 
 
Fig joins Byron and Chaj at the table. 
  
5 Fig  Oh, thank God. Okay, uh… Please, tell Ms. Chaj her baby is fine. 
  
6 Byron  [Addressing Chaj.] (in K’iche’) 
  
Chaj pulls back from Byron and places her hands in her lap. Her demeanor turns from 
grateful to assertive. 
  



 

 77 

7 Chaj  (in K’iche’) 
  
8 Fig  Wh- What did she say? 
  
9 Byron  She says she doesn’t want it. 
 

 This scene brings into question the treatment of both speakers and interpreters of 

Indigenous languages. Unlike more commonly spoken languages, such as Spanish, Arabic or 

Chinese, which have widespread recognition and many resources, less commonly spoken 

languages such as K’iche’ are not always correctly identified or paired with an appropriate 

interpreter. Historian Rachel Nolan (2019) observes that Customs and Border Patrol rarely 

provides interpretation services in Mayan languages. In conversation with an immigration judge, 

she discovered that, when brought before a court, Mayan-language cases often list Spanish as the 

language. Similarly, Fig alludes to her many attempts at identifying Chaj’s language with her 

comment, “Oh, don't tell me we got the language wrong again” (2). Moreover, Indigenous-

language interpreters may not be held in as high regard as interpreters of colonial languages. In 

my experience on the leadership of the Quechua Collective of New York (2015-2017), Quechua 

interpreters were often expected to go without compensation. As for Indigenous-language 

translators for cinema, very few of the films in the Mayan-language filmography of the previous 

section gave their translators due credit. While OITNB credits “Byron Tzoc” as the K’iche’ 

interpreter, the series does not supply a name for the K’iche’ translator who provided translations 

behind the scenes. 

 

 

 

 



 

 78 

Scene 3: “We have no more money” 

 

Figure 8. Chaj speaks with subtitles. Screenshot of Netflix’s Orange Is the New Black. 

Scene 3 is a flashback and tells of how Chaj became pregnant. In Figure 9, Chaj stands 

with her brother, Miguel (Antonio Mardoqueo Chaj Oxlaj), in the back of a crowded truck, 

entering into Tamaulipas, Mexico. It is dark and warm. The siblings must hold on to straps 

hanging from the ceiling as to not fall with the rocking vehicle. Chaj cannot help but despair. She 

calls to Miguel in K’iche’ and, for the first time, her words are subtitled, “We’re going to die in 

here.” The imagery is reminiscent of El Norte (1983), which draws on the Maya Hero Twins of 

the Popol Vuh to portray K’iche’ siblings Enrique and Rosa as travel from Guatemala to the 

United States, crossing the U.S.-Mexico border through a comparably dark and claustrophobic 

sewer pipe. Their journey is not without difficulty, as Rosa incurs significant injuries in their 

crossing, but the siblings ultimately reach and find success in the United States. OITNB 

reimagines this narrative in 2019 without the optimism of El Norte. El Trompiz (Juan Blasquez), 

a member of the Los Zetas drug cartel, stops their truck, requires them to exit and demands 
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further payment. When Miguel explains in Spanish that they have no more money, one of El 

Trompiz’s accomplices carries him off screen. El Trompiz then turns to Chaj and explains that 

“Tomamos otros tipos de pago también” (Subtitles: “We also take other forms of payment”) 

(17). It is in this conversation with El Trompiz that Chaj loses her subtitles. 

 

Scene 3: Transcription 

Chaj and Miguel stand in the back of crowded cargo truck. As the truck moves, they 
struggle to keep their balance, holding onto straps on the ceiling. 
  
1 Chaj  (in K’iche’)  

(subtitles) We’re going to die in here. 
  
2 Woman (in Spanish) Déjanos salir! 

(subtitles) Let us out! 
  
3 Miguel  (in K’iche’)  

(subtitles) Bite it. So you don’t faint. 
  
Miguel hands Chaj a lime. Chaj bites it and hands it back to Miguel. The truck stops. 
  
4 Chaj  (in K’iche’) We’re here? 
  
5 Man  (in Spanish) Cállense! Puede ser la policía.   

(subtitles) Everybody, shut up! Could be the cops. 
  
El Trompiz opens the door to truck. The hot desert sun streams in, blinding Chaj. 
  
6 El Trompiz (in Spanish) Que pasa? No quieren un poco de sol? Vitamina D? 

Les hace bien. Sálense!  
  (subtitles) What’s up? Don’t you want some sun? Vitamin D. It’ll 

do you good. Get out! 
  
Chaj, Miguel and the other passengers exit the truck and line up alongside it. They are 
held in place by armed men. As Chaj and Miguel wait for their turn, they overhear El 
Trompiz talking with other passengers and collecting their money. 
     
7 El Trompiz (in Spanish) Bienvenidos al último trecho. Desde aquí se va 

caminando al río. Muy emocionante, no? 
  (subtitles) Welcome to the home stretch. From here you can walk 

to the river. Very exciting, no? 
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The group passes El Trompiz and continues onward. El Trompiz stops another 
passenger. 
  
8 El Trompiz (in Spanish) Eh, no me aceleren. Aquí no se camina de gratis. 

Mejor aprendan esto antes que lleguen en los Estados. Todo cuesta.  
  (subtitles) Whoa, slow down. Nobody walks for free. You should 

learn this now before you get to the States. Everything costs. 
  
9 Woman (in Spanish) Pero nosotros ya pagamos. Pregúntale a él! 

(subtitles) We already paid. Ask him! 
  
10 El Trompiz (in Spanish) Si quieren pasar por nuestro territorio, viaje es extra. 

(subtitles) If you want to pass by our territory, tolls are extra.  
  
Woman reluctantly hands El Trompiz some money. Miguel and Chaj approach El 
Trompiz. 
  
11 Miguel  (in Spanish) No tenemos dinero. 

(subtitles) We have no more money. 
  
12 El Trompiz (in Spanish) Entonces llama a tu familia en los Estates36 que me 

transfieran a mi cuenta. 
  (subtitles) Then call your family in the States and have them 

transfer it to my account. 
  
One of El Trompiz’s accomplices grabs Chaj’s bag from her shoulder and throws it on 
the ground. Chaj bends down to pick it up. 
  
13 El Trompiz (in Spanish) Necesitas teléfono? 

(subtitles) You need a phone? I’ll add the call fee to your total. 
  
14 Miguel  (in Spanish) Pero hermano no tenemos familia allá.  

(subtitles) We don’t have family there. 
  
An accomplice then grabs Miguel and carries him off screen. 
  
15 Chaj  (in K’iche’) 
  
El Trompiz caresses Chaj’s face. 
  
16 El Trompiz (in Spanish) Tomamos otros tipos de pago también. 

(subtitles) We also take other forms of payment. 
  
Chaj shakes her head. 

 
36 Here El Trompiz borrows the English word “States.” 
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Chaj plays a critical role in Fig’s character development. Throughout the season, Fig is 

undergoing various medical treatments in the hopes of conceiving a baby with her partner, Joe 

Caputo (Nick Sandow). When Fig learns of Chaj’s condition, she approaches her doctor, 

pretending to be nine weeks pregnant, and asks for a medical abortion. In Chaj’s last appearance 

on OITNB, Fig hands her the medication. At the start of the series, Fig is seen as an antagonist. 

She has a cold, steely exterior and a reputation for being disagreeable and harsh. However, as the 

show progresses, her character evolves into an anti-hero. Fig’s storyline concludes as she gives 

Chaj the medication and decides instead to adopt a child. 

 

Discussion 

Prior to the three scenes described here, OITNB introduces its audience to Chaj in several 

smaller interactions. In episode nine, “Hidey Hole,” she attempts to communicate with Dean 

Juarez (Manny Ureña), an ICE officer, only to be rebuffed with “And you need to speak English 

or Spanish. Comprende?” Juarez insists that Chaj speak English—the principal language of the 

United States that is often mistaken as its official medium—or Spanish—a language commonly 

spoken in former Spanish colonies in Latin America. He thereby evokes a language ideology, 

which iconizes each language to the nation in which it is spoken as the dominant tongue, Spanish 

with Guatemala and English with the United States. This ideology rejects multilingualism and 

promotes a Eurocentric view of “one nation, one language.” Languages other than Spanish and 

English are subject to marginalization and erasure. Gal and Irvine (2019) describe erasure as, 

“that aspect of ideological work through which some phenomena (linguistic forms, or types of 

persons, or activities) are rendered invisible.” (p. 20). Chaj’s Indigenous language is left 

unaccounted and thereby erased. 
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  Juarez's use of "Comprende?" recalls anthropologist Jane Hill's work on Mock Spanish. 

Hill (2015) describes Mock Spanish as a form of linguistic appropriation, in which Americans 

(typically Euro-Americans) incorporate Spanish terms into English, distorting their 

pronunciations and meanings. The use of Mock Spanish simultaneously casts the user as 

“humorous, easygoing, and cosmopolitan,” and assigns “Spanish to a zone of foreignness and 

disorder and reproduce[s] denigrating stereotypes” (p.117). In her discussion of semantic 

pejoration in Mock Spanish, Hill cites “Comprende?” as an example. While the Spanish 

“Comprende?” translates to “Do you understand?” in Mock Spanish, “Comprende?” “can be a 

threat that means something like, ‘Do you understand, stupid?’” (p. 120). Juarez employs the 

Mock Spanish “Comprende?” not out for concern for Chaj’s comprehension but to solidify his 

dominance. This use of Mock Spanish is doubly problematic. First, Juarez speaks a language he 

assumes that Chaj, as a Guatemalan migrant, can speak and understand. Second, as Chaj cannot 

see the covert racism encoded in his speech, he uses disparaging language without repercussions. 

Juarez subverts responsibility and the burden of comprehension falls on Chaj.  

 Two subsequent scenes make clear Chaj’s position as a monolingual K’iche’ speaker. 

The first scene takes place in episode ten, “The Thirteenth,” when Chaj knocks on the window of 

the kitchen. Corrections officer Wanda Bell (Catherine Curtin) opens the window to explain to 

Chaj that there is no food in between meals. When Chaj responds K’iche’, Bell turns to the 

Spanish-speaking kitchen staff, demanding to know what she is saying. Blanca Flores (Laura 

Gómez) responds, “She’s not speaking Spanish.” Bell ultimately allows Chaj to volunteer in the 

kitchen, stressing that the others should “Teach her some English.” Like Juarez, Bell insists that 

Chaj comply with a linguistic ideology that erases K’iche’ and prioritizes English and Spanish. 

One linguistic curiosity is that, in her appeal to Bell, Chaj uses the term “perejil,” the Spanish 
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word for “parsley.” Regardless of one’s proficiency in K’iche’, a Spanish speaker may be able to 

ascertain that Chaj is looking for parsley. Once in the kitchen, Chaj prepares the parsley 

beverage, which becomes the catalyst for her stay in medical.  

The second scene transpires at the start of the eleventh episode. A conversation between 

Blanca and Karla reveals that Chaj has fallen ill and is now in medical. Blanca refers to Chaj as 

“Code Talker,” a reference to Native military recruits that used their languages to transmit secret 

messages during the World Wars. This nickname positions Chaj within a history in which the 

U.S. government’s stance toward Indigenous languages shifts to align with its objectives. While 

the government castigated Native peoples for using their languages through assimilationist 

policies such as the boarding schools, it celebrated Indigenous-language abilities when they 

became of use to the U.S. military. The nickname also forges an analogy between Chaj’s K’iche’ 

and the U.S. context. While the average U.S. viewer may not have an intimate understanding of 

Native languages and linguistics, in my experience, outside of academic contexts and among 

non-Native discussants, Code Talkers are one of the more common points of entry into these 

topics. As the Code Talkers have been honored with medals and days of recognition by various 

administrations, this comparison may suggest, to the attentive viewer, a particular form of 

reverence for Chaj. A more conservative read on this conversation, however, may argue that 

Blanca’s use of “Code Talker” implies that Indigenous peoples and languages on both sides of 

the U.S.-Mexico border are ostensibly homogeneous.  

For most of her story arc, Chaj exists without subtitles. As OITNB frequently subtitles 

conversations between characters in Spanish, the lack thereof then marks K’iche’ as operating 

outside the expectations that the show has established over seven seasons. OITNB differs from 

the films of the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s that viewed subtitles as unfashionable and did not value 
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Indigenous voices and perspectives enough to make them widely accessible. In a post-Dances 

with Wolves approach to filmmaking, the lack of subtitles is, in some ways, more notable than 

their inclusion. Their omission is a matter of storytelling and creates a language barriers not only 

between characters but also between Chaj and her public. Fig becomes the viewer’s conduit, 

seeking to communicate with Chaj and understand her situation. In production, the show’s 

producers did not tell Bobadilla that her character would not be subtitled before the scenes were 

filmed. As a result, she did not feel obliged to communicate with exaggerated gestures or facial 

expressions (Bobadilla, 2019). In contrast to Cheyenne Autumn, wherein Montalbán and Roland 

overemphasize the non-verbal aspects of communication, Chaj’s paralinguistic performance is 

naturalized. 

It is only in the flashback (Scene 3) that Chaj exists with subtitles and speaks without the 

aid of an interpreter. With Miguel, Chaj converses freely in K’iche’. After the pair are separated 

and Chaj meets with El Trompiz, she loses her subtitles. The interaction implies that El Trompiz 

violates Chaj, resulting in her pregnancy. This act of violence and her passage into the United 

States silence her voice. The continued lack of subtitles underscores the confinement that Chaj 

faces spatially, bodily, emotionally and linguistically in the ICE facility. This erasure is 

reminiscent of how the U.S. government categorizes Indigenous migrants. Government records 

do not capture Indigeneity, instead casting Indigenous peoples as nationals of their country of 

origin. In the United States, Chaj is no longer K’iche’; she is Guatemalan. Language ideologies 

that iconize Spanish with Guatemala render Chaj “Latina.” In a letter to his son and other 

children of Indigenous migrants, Barillas Chón (2018) describes his experience as Mayan 

migrant living in the United States and the challenges he faces. On the terms “Latina/o” and 

“Hispana/o,” he argues that “these labels are a U.S. invention, mijo, not only utilized to maintain 
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racial hierarchies but also to continue the invisibilization of Indigenous people” (p. 5). These 

terms can be seen as homogenizing forces that erase difference and Indigenous identities.  

OITNB is not the first U.S. television show to use a Latin American Indigenous language 

in an immigration storyline. The third episode of the third season of CBS’s crime anthology 

series, American Crime (2015-2017), features a scene entirely in Nahuatl, an Indigenous 

language spoken primarily in Central Mexico. The season follows the innerworkings of a family-

run farm in North Carolina, exploring the lives of the undocumented migrants who work the land 

and sex workers in a neighboring community. Writers Janine Salinas Schoenberg and Moisés 

Zamora sought to include the Nahuatl language as a means of highlighting the experiences of 

Indigenous migrants that do not speak English or Spanish. The show hired actors Hansel 

Ramirez (as Tenoch) and Nitzia Chama (as Itzel) to play the Nahuatl-speaking characters. As 

neither actor was fluent in the language prior to filming, historian Kevin Terraciano translated 

the script into Nahuatl and served as a language coach on set (Bentancourt, 2017; McInherny, 

2017). In its use of language, American Crime parallels OITNB, allowing for an examination of 

Latin American Indigenous languages in the crime drama genre. While these representations 

may be naturalistic, these programs utilize Latin American languages to underscore difference 

and hardship. In so doing, they grant a limited view into Native realities, highlighting Indigenous 

struggle without opening the conversation to Indigenous joy, resistance and resilience.  

 

Conclusion  

Subtitling is a method of storytelling that reveals and conceals Chaj’s perspectives to the 

audience. This technique creates a linguistic barrier between both the characters on screen and 

between Chaj and the audience. K’iche’s inclusion is meant to provoke in the viewer an interest 
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in learning more about the language and the space that it occupies in migration and the 

immigration system. It is also meant to highlight the experiences of migrants who speak neither 

English nor Spanish. Latin America is not a linguistic monolith; it is home to hundreds of 

languages.  

The language barriers that Chaj faces on screen are not limited to Hollywood or even to 

the immigration system. With a global reach, the COVID-19 pandemic required the translation 

and interpretation of medical materials into many languages. In May 2020, the Endangered 

Language Alliance (ELA) produced a map, overlaying New York City’s linguistic diversity and 

confirmed COVID-19 cases. Their research suggests that “the Central Queens neighborhoods of 

Corona, Elmhurst, and Jackson Heights, where hundreds of minority and Indigenous languages 

are spoken from across Latin America and Asia [was] the ‘epicenter of the epicenter’” 

(Endangered Language Alliance, 2020). Among other factors, including employment, 

immigration status, health, income and housing, ELA found that the lack of timely and translated 

materials contributed to disparities in COVID-19 diagnoses. Since the outbreak of the COVID-

19 pandemic in the United States in March 2020, numerous community-led organizations have 

translated materials into Indigenous languages and created mutual aid networks. ELA and the 

Red de Pueblos Trasnacionales are two such groups in New York City, hosting information 

sessions on the COVID-19 vaccine in languages such as Kichwa, Quechua and K’iche’. The 

International Mayan League bases its operations in Washington, D.C. and manages The 

Indigenous Languages Rights Program that provides interpretation services in Mayan languages. 

Comunidades Indígenas en Liderazgo (CIELO) have embarked on similar efforts in Los 

Angeles, providing training to interpreters of Indigenous languages, founding the Undocu-

Indigenous Fund, and authoring Diža’ No’ole (2021), a collection of stories of Indigenous 
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women from the COVID-19 pandemic. The lack of meaningful language access for Indigenous 

languages has implications for healthcare, education, and employment among other things. Like 

Quechua, K’iche’ is not a hyperlocal phenomenon but a language with an ever-growing reach in 

diaspora. Chaj is just one part of this conversation.  
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Final Thoughts 

Contemplating the progressivity of film portrayals of Native peoples in recent decades, 

film scholar Angela Aleiss (2005) notes that many of the so-called “novelties” of 1990s and 

2000s cinema had long appeared on screen. Like anthropologist Anne Fienup-Riordan (1995), 

Aleiss observes that Eskimo (1933) presented Iñupiaq long before Dances with Wolves (1990) 

showcased Lakota. She points to John Ford’s Wagon Master (1950) as an additional example of 

Native actors speaking their language—in this case, Navajo. Throughout the 20th century, the 

public’s interest in Indigenous cultures and characters ebbed and flowed, depending on, among 

other things, media coverage of Native affairs. Dances with Wolves reignited that interest with 

fervor, paving the way for subsequent films with Indigenous-language dialogue. Ultimately, and 

almost inevitably, that infatuation waned. While Hollywood has moved toward more accurate 

representations of Indigenous languages—subtitles and all—these productions continue to form 

under the leadership of predominantly non-Native actors, directors and writers. Given this 

context, I do not see Dora and the Lost City of Gold (2019) or Orange Is the New Black (2013-

2019) as touchstone moments that force a dramatic reconceptualization of what it means to speak 

an Indigenous language on screen. Still, these programs reveal the extent to which language 

issues have permeated the public consciousness. 

This brief examination of language ideologies and semiotic processes position Dora and 

Chaj as stand-ins for a complex web of ideas and actions. In their appreciation of nuance, these 

two programs stretch the limits of their respective genres. City of Gold suggests that it is no 

longer acceptable to rely on outmoded views of Latin American Indigenous languages, upon 

which the adventure genre has historically depended. In conversation with Kawillaka, Spanish 

and English are iconized as languages of the colonizer. Dora’s use of Quechua, therefore, 
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indexes camaraderie and understanding, assuaging Kawillaka’s fear of exploitation. OITNB 

challenges the conventional crime drama and offers an intimate look into the lives of 

incarcerated women. By presenting Indigenous migrants, an ever-popular topic for news media, 

as complete characters in a Netflix series, OITNB reminds its viewer of immigrant realities and 

linguistic heterogeneity. Chaj confronts a language ideology that iconizes Spanish as the 

language of Guatemala, thereby erasing her Indigenous identity and complicating her search for 

interpretation. A common theme across these two programs is the multidimensional portrayal of 

strong women of color using Indigenous languages to challenge colonial realities. 

The evolution of Indigenous languages on screen did not happen in a vacuum but is the 

result of policy changes and advocacy efforts at all levels of society, beginning at the grassroots. 

What unites Quechua and K’iche’—and therefore City of Gold and OITNB—is a strong foothold 

in the United States. Over the last two decades, the Quechua-speaking community of New York 

City has undergone a cultural and linguistic revitalization, fueled by a group of young advocates. 

The Quechua Collective of New York, Kichwa Hatari and the May Sumak Quichwa Film 

Showcase are just a few of the initiatives working to promote Quechua languages. Likewise, 

grassroots organizations such as the Endangered Language Alliance, International Mayan 

League and Comunidades Indígenas en Liderazgo, among others, work to elevate Mayan 

languages and provide much-needed language access services. Given the organizing work 

around and cinematic histories of Quechua and K’iche’, it comes as no surprise that these are the 

languages that City of Gold and OITNB choose to highlight. 

This project finds itself within a larger body of scholarship that seeks a hemispheric 

approach to the study of Indigeneity on Turtle Island, one that considers Indigenous migrants and 

challenges colonial borders and disciplinary boundaries. It builds on the work of film scholars 



 

 90 

(e.g., Kilpatrick, 1999; Aleiss, 2005; Raheja, 2010) and linguistic anthropologists (e.g., Meek, 

2006; Graham, 2020) to provide a cohesive discussion of Indigenous languages in U.S. film and 

television from Thomas Edison’s first kinetoscope recordings in 1894 to Rutherford Falls in 

2021. The focus on Latin American Indigenous languages—Quechua and K’iche’—constitutes 

another layer of examination and suggests that hemispheric approaches may extend beyond 

migration studies, becoming useful tools for analyses of cinematic representation. 

Indigenous filmmaking is ever-growing both in the United States and abroad. 

Explorations of mainstream U.S. media have much to offer as it shapes the expectations of U.S. 

audiences and maintains a global influence. However, much remains to be done. A closer 

examination of community-led filmmaking and Latin American cinema would be of great value. 

Interviews with stakeholders into the films’ reception among the represented communities would 

enrich this subject. Collaborations with Indigenous-language speakers (particularly of K’iche’, 

Navajo, Cheyenne and Lakota) to translate other-than-English dialogue would make for more a 

comprehensive analysis. Inquiries into the archival record (e.g., script drafts, studio 

correspondence) would uncover the biographies and self-positioning of script writers and 

provide insight into directorial decisions. As such, this project serves as an entry point into these 

conversations
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Filmography 
 
Films and Television Shows with Native American Content 

1894 Thomas Edison Buffalo Dance 

1894 Thomas Edison Sioux Ghost Dance 

1913 D.W. Griffith  The Battle at Elderbush Gulch English, Dakota 

1922 Buster Keaton  The Paleface    English 

1922 Robert J. Flaherty Nanook of the North   English, Inuit 

1930 H.P. Carver  The Silent Enemy   English, Lakota 

1933 W.S. Van Dyke Eskimo    Iñupiaq, English 

1939 Jones & Taylor Scouts to the Rescue   English 

1939 John Ford  Stagecoach    English 

1950 Delmer Daves  Broken Arrow    English 

1950 John Ford  Wagon Master    English, Navajo 

1953 Disney   Peter Pan    English 

1964 John Ford  Cheyenne Autumn   English, Cheyenne, Navajo 

1964 Raoul Walsh  A Distant Trumpet   English, Navajo 

1970 Ralph Nelson  Soldier Blue    English, Cheyenne, Kiowa 

1970 Arthur Penn  Little Big Man    English 

1990 Kevin Costner  Dances with Wolves   English, Lakota, Pawnee 

1991 Michael Mann  Last of the Mohicans   English, French, Munsee  

Delaware, Mohawk 

1992 Walter Hill  Geronimo: An American Legend English, Apache 

1995 Disney   Pocahontas    English 

1998 Chris Eyre  Smoke Signals    English 

2002 John Woo  Windtalkers    English, Navajo 

2015 Alejandro Iñárritu The Revenant    English, Pawnee, Arikara,  

Iñupiaq 

2019 PBS   Molly of Denali   English, Gwich’in 

2021 Peacock  Rutherford Falls   English 

2021 FX   Reservation Dogs   English 

2021 Netflix   City of Ghosts    English, Tongva, Zapotec 
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Films and Television Shows with Quechua Content 

1954 Jerry Hopper  Secret of the Incas 

1969 Irving Learner  The Royal Hunt of the Sun 

1972 Werner Herzog Aguirre, the Wrath of God 

1977 George Lucas  Star Wars: Episode IV – A New Hope 

1981 Steven Spielberg Indiana Jones and the Raiders of the Lost Ark 

2002 John Malkovich The Dancer Upstairs 

2004 Walter Salles  The Motorcycle Diaries 

2008 Steven Spielberg Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull 

2010 Icíar Bollaín  Even the Rain 

2016 Doris Loayza  Bronx Llaktamanta 

2016 Rodrigo Otero Heraud  Los Ojos Del Camino 

2018 Alberto Muenala Killa  

2019 James Bobin  Dora and the Lost City of Gold 

2019 Muenala & Muenala Kawsakunchik 

2020 Charlie Uruchima Ayllu   

 

Films and Television Shows with Mayan Content 

1935 Kull & McGaugh The New Adventures of Tarzan 

1953 Delmer Daves  Treasure of the Golden Condor 

1963 J. Lee Thompson Kings of the Sun 

1983 Gregory Nava  El Norte 

1997 John Sayles  Men with Guns 

2006 Mel Gibson  Apocalypto 

2008 Steven Spielberg Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull 

2013 Netflix   Orange Is the New Black 

2015 Jayro Bustamante Ixcanul   

2019 Jayro Bustamante La Llorona   
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