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INTRODUCTION:
THE ENDURING
POWER OF A
GHOST STORY

For  generations,  the
haunting  wail  of  La
Llorona  has  echoed
through  the  nights  of
Latin America and the
Southwestern  United
States.  Parents  have
used her tragic tale to
keep children close to
home  after  dark,  and
story te l le rs  have
p a s s e d  d o w n  h e r
lament with a blend of
f e a r  a n d  s o r r o w .
A m o n g  t h e  m a n y
versions of this classic
legend, one stands out

for its warmth, cultural
authent ic i ty ,  and
masterful narration: La
L l o r o n a  B y  J o e
Hayes.  A  celebrated
storyteller  and author,
Joe Hayes has breathed
new  l i f e  i n to  th i s
centuries-old  ghost
s t o r y ,  m a k i n g  i t
accessible  to  English-
speaking  audiences
while  preserving  its
deep roots in Hispanic
folklore. In this article,
we  wil l  explore  the
legend  itself,  examine
H a y e s ' s  u n i q u e
approach to retelling it,
and  understand  why
his  version  continues
to  captivate  readers
and  l isteners  of  all
ages.
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THE LEGEND OF LA
LLORONA: A BRIEF
OVERVIEW

Before  diving  into  Joe
Hayes's  adaptation,  it
i s  i m p o r t a n t  t o
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
traditional  story  of  La
L l o r o n a ,  o r  " T h e
Weeping Woman." The
legend  varies  across
regions,  but  the  core
e lements  r ema in
consistent.  According
to  folklore,  La  Llorona
was  once  a  beautiful
woman  named  Maria
who,  in  a  fit  of  rage or
despair,  drowned  her
own children in a river.
Immediately  overcome
with grief and remorse,
she drowned herself as
well.  Now  condemned
to wander the earth for
eternity,  her  spirit
roams  near  bodies  of
water,  weeping  and
crying  out,  "¡Ay,  mis
h i j o s ! "  ( " O h ,  m y
children!").

She is  said  to  appear
as a ghostly figure in a
white  flowing  dress,
often with a hollow or
skeletal  face.  Those
who hear her cries are
warned  to  stay  away,
for  she  is  known  to
snatch  wander ing
children or even adults
who venture too close
to  the  water's  edge.
T h e  s t o r y  s e r v e s
multiple purposes: it is
a  cautionary  tale  for
ch i ld ren ,  a  mora l
l e s s o n  a b o u t  t h e
c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f
terrible actions,  and a
cultural  touchstone
t h a t  c o n n e c t s
communities  to  their
ancestral  past.

Cultural
Significan
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ce of La
Llorona
T h e  l e g e n d  o f  L a
Llorona is not merely a
spooky  campfire  story.
It carries deep cultural
and  symbolic  weight.
Many scholars interpret
the tale  as  a  warning
about  the  dangers  of
passion unchecked, the
pain  of  maternal  loss,
a n d  t h e  s o c i a l
pressures  placed  on
women  in  traditional
societies.  The  story
also  reflects  the
anxieties  of  colonial
Mexico and the grief of
indigenous  peoples
following  the  Spanish
conquest.  In  some
interpretations,  La
Llorona is a symbol of
t h e  f a l l e n  c i t y  o f
Tenochtitlan,  weeping
for the world that was
lost.  This  rich  subtext
is part of what makes

the legend so enduring
and  why  storytellers
like  Joe  Hayes  find  so
much depth to explore
within it.

WHO IS JOE
HAYES?

J o e  H a y e s  i s  a
renowned  American
a u t h o r  a n d
professional  storyteller
who  has  dedicated
decades to sharing the
f o l k l o r e  o f  t h e
American  Southwest
and  Mexico.  Born  in
Pennsylvania,  Hayes
m o v e d  t o  t h e
Southwest  and  fell  in
love  with  the  region's
v i b r a n t  c u l t u r a l
tapestry.  He  became
fluent  in  Spanish  and
deve loped  a  deep
appreciation  for  the
ora l  t rad i t i ons  o f
Hispanic  and  Native
American communities.
He  is  best  known  for
h i s  b i l i n g u a l
storytelling,  weaving
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English  and  Spanish
together seamlessly in
a  w a y  t h a t  f e e l s
natural and engaging.
Hayes  has  published
numerous  books ,
including  The  Day  It
Snowed  Tort i l las ,
Pajarito, and of course,
La  Llorona  By  Joe
Hayes.  His  version  of
the  story  has  been
performed  countless
t imes  i n  schoo l s ,
l i b r a r i e s ,  a n d
storytelling  festivals
across  the  country.
Hayes 's  ab i l i ty  to
capture  the  emotional
core  of  the  legend
w h i l e  m a k i n g  i t
accessible  to  children
and  adults  alike  has
c e m e n t e d  h i s
reputation  as  one  of
America's  finest  folk
storytellers.

BREAKING DOWN
"LA LLORONA BY
JOE HAYES": A

UNIQUE RETELLING

What sets La Llorona
By  Joe  Hayes  apart
from other  versions is
i t s  e m p h a s i s  o n
e m p a t h y  a n d
understanding.  While
many  tellings  focus
purely on the horror of
the ghost, Hayes takes
a  m o r e  n u a n c e d
approach.  He  begins
t h e  s t o r y  b y
establishing Maria as a
sympathetic character,
a beautiful woman who
is  deeply  flawed  but
not inherently evil. Her
descent  into  madness
a n d  d e s p a i r  i s
p o r t r a y e d  w i t h
compassion,  allowing
the  listener  or  reader
to feel  the tragedy of
her situation.
Hayes's  version  also
incorporates  vivid
sensory  details  of  the
S o u t h w e s t e r n
landscape.  The  dry
arroyos become rivers
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af ter  a  s torm,  the
cot tonwood  t rees
whisper  in  the  wind,
and  the  moon  casts
long,  lonely  shadows.
Th i s  a t t en t i on  t o
setting  grounds  the
supernatural  elements
in  a  very  rea l  and
recognizable world. For
children growing up in
New Mexico, Texas, or
Arizona,  hearing  La
Llorona By Joe Hayes
is  like hearing a story
from a  neighbor  or  a
favorite  uncle.  It  feels
personal, intimate, and
deeply  connected  to
the  land  they  ca l l
home.

Bilingual
Storytelli
ng at Its

Finest
One  of  the  defining
features of La Llorona
By  Joe  Hayes  is  his
m a s t e r f u l  u s e  o f
bilingual  language.
Hayes does not simply
translate  the  story
f r o m  S p a n i s h  t o
English.  Instead,  he
weaves both languages
together in a way that
reflects  the  lived
experience  of  many
Southwestern  families.
A child might hear their
grandmother say,  "Ay,
mijita, ten cuidado con
La  Llorona,"  and  then
hear  Hayes  explain  in
Eng l i sh  what  that
means  and  why  i t
matters.
This bilingual approach
s e r v e s  s e v e r a l
purposes:

Authenticity:
The legend
originates from



6

6 La Llorona By Joe Hayes 2025-07-04

Spanish-speaking
cultures, so
retaining key
phrases in
Spanish honors
that heritage.
Accessibility:
Children who are
learning English
or Spanish can
follow along
without feeling
lost.
Musicality: The
alternating
rhythms of
English and
Spanish create a
pleasing cadence
that enhances
the listening
experience.

In  his  published  book
version,  Hayes  often
i n c l u d e s  b o t h
languages on the page,
allowing readers to see
the words as they hear
them.  This  makes  his
retelling  an  excellent
resource  for  bilingual
education  as  well  as

family storytime.

WHY "LA LLORONA
BY JOE HAYES"
RESONATES WITH
MODERN
AUDIENCES

In  an  age  of  digital
distractions, one might
wonder  why  a  simple
ghost  story  continues
to  hold  such  power.
The answer lies in the
emotional truth at the
heart of the legend and
Hayes's skill in bringing
that truth to light. His
version of La Llorona is
not just a story about a
ghost;  i t  is  a  story
about grief, regret, and
t h e  e t e r n a l
consequences  of  our
choices.  These  are
universal  themes  that
transcend  cultural
boundaries.
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A Lesson
in
Compassi

on
Perhaps  the  most
remarkable  aspect  of
La  Llorona  By  Joe
Hayes  is  the  way  he
encourages listeners to
feel compassion for the
w e e p i n g  w o m a n .
Instead of  making her
a  monster ,  Hayes
presents  her  as  a
tragic figure trapped in
an  endless  cycle  of
sorrow.  When children
hear  his  version,  they
often feel a mix of fear
a n d  p i t y .  T h i s
emotional  complexity
is rare in folklore, and
it  is  a  testament  to
Hayes's  storytelling
ability.  He teaches his
audience  that  even

those  who  do  terrible
things are still human,
s t i l l  w o r t h y  o f  a
m o m e n t  o f
understanding.

Preservin
g Oral
Tradition
Joe  Hayes  is  a  firm
believer  in  the  power
of oral storytelling. In a
world where stories are
increasingly  consumed
through  screens,  his
live  performances  of
La Llorona remind us
of the magic of hearing
a  tale  told  aloud.  His
voice changes with the
characters,  his  pauses
build  tension,  and  his
eyes connect with the
audience in a way that
no  r eco rd i ng  can
replicate. By publishing
h is  vers ion  o f  the
legend, Hayes ensures
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that  the  oral  tradition
can  continue  even
when  a  storyteller  is
not physically present.

THE STRUCTURE
OF HAYES'S
RETELLING

To fully  appreciate La
L l o r o n a  B y  J o e
Hayes ,  i t  helps  to
e x a m i n e  h o w  h e
s t r u c t u r e s  t h e
narrative.  He  typically
follows a clear arc that
builds  suspense  and
delivers  a  satisfying,
t h o u g h t - p r o v o k i n g
conclusion.

Introduction to1.
Maria: Hayes
begins by
describing Maria
as the most
beautiful woman
in the village.
She is proud,
passionate, and
deeply in love.
This sets the
stage for her

tragic fall.
Her Downfall:2.
Maria marries a
wealthy man and
has two children.
But her husband
becomes
unfaithful, and
Maria's jealousy
and rage
consume her.
The story shows
how her love
turns to
madness.
The Tragic Act:3.
In a moment of
despair, Maria
drowns her
children in the
river. Hayes does
not shy away
from the horror
of this act, but he
presents it as the
result of a
broken mind
rather than pure
evil.
The Eternal4.
Punishment:
Maria drowns
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herself and is
condemned to
wander forever.
But Hayes
emphasizes that
her punishment
is not just
wandering; it is
the eternal,
unbearable
knowledge of
what she has
done.
The Warning:5.
The story ends
with a gentle but
firm warning to
children to stay
away from the
water at night,
not because La
Llorona will
snatch them, but
because her
sorrow is so
great that it
might pull them
in.

This  structure  allows
H a y e s  t o  b u i l d
empathy  while  stil l
d e l i v e r i n g  t h e

cautionary  message
t h a t  t h e  l e g e n d
demands.

COMPARING
HAYES'S VERSION
TO OTHER
ADAPTATIONS

T h e r e  a r e  m a n y
versions of  La Llorona
in  books,  films,  and
oral  tradition.  Some
are  purely  horror ,
designed  to  frighten.
Others  are  simplified
f o r  v e r y  y o u n g
children.  La  Llorona
By Joe Hayes strikes a
rare  balance.  I t  i s
spooky  enough  to  be
thrilling  but  tender
e n o u g h  t o  b e
meaningful.  Hayes
does not rely on gore
o r  s h o c k  v a l u e .
Instead,  he  trusts  the
power  of  the  story
i tsel f  to  create  an
emotional  impact.
Compared  to  other
w e l l - k n o w n
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adaptations,  such  as
the  2019  film  The
Curse  of  La  Llorona,
Hayes's  version  is  far
more  grounded  in
folklore  and  cultural
context.  The film takes
liberties  to  create  a
Ho l lywood  hor ror
exper ience,  whi le
Hayes remains faithful
to  the  heart  of  the
legend. For purists and
educators,  his  version
is  often  the  preferred
choice.

EDUCATIONAL
VALUE OF "LA
LLORONA BY JOE
HAYES"

Teachers and librarians
have  long  recognized
t h e  v a l u e  o f  L a
Llorona By Joe Hayes
as an educational tool.
The story can be used
to teach:

Cultural
awareness:
Students learn

about Hispanic
folklore and the
traditions of the
American
Southwest.
Language
skills: The
bilingual format
helps with
vocabulary
acquisition in
both English and
Spanish.
Critical
thinking:
Students can
discuss the moral
dilemmas
presented in the
story and
consider different
perspectives.
Emotional
intelligence:
The story
encourages
empathy for
even the most
flawed
characters.

Furthermore,  Hayes  is
a  frequent  visitor  to
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schools ,  where  he
performs  La  Llorona
and other  stories  live.
These  performances
a r e  o f t e n
transformative  for
students,  sparking  a
love of storytelling and
reading  that  lasts  a
lifetime.

THE IMPORTANCE
OF PRESERVING
FOLKLORE

In  an  increasingly
globalized  world,  local
folklore can sometimes
be  lost  or  forgotten.
Storytellers  like  Joe
Hayes  play  a  crucial
ro le  in  preserv ing
t h e s e  c u l t u r a l
treasures.  By  retelling
L a  L l o r o n a  w i t h
respect and artistry, he
ensures  that  future
generations  will  know
the story. His version is
not a relic of the past
but a living, breathing
tale  that  continues  to
evo l ve  w i th  each

tell ing.
Hayes also encourages
others to tell their own
versions  of  the  story.
H e  b e l i e v e s  t h a t
folklore  belongs  to
everyone  and  that
each  storyteller  adds
something unique. This
philosophy is evident in
his  warm,  inclusive
s t y l e .  H e  i s  n o t
guarding  the  legend;
he is sharing it, inviting
o thers  to  ca r ry  i t
forward.

CONCLUSION

La  Llorona  By  Joe
Hayes is more than a
ghost  story.  I t  is  a
masterfully  crafted
piece  of  folklore  that
honors  tradition  while
speaking directly to the
hear t s  o f  modern
audiences. Through his
c o m p a s s i o n a t e
portrayal  of  Maria,  his
bilingual  storytelling,
and  his  deep  respect
for the cultures of the
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American  Southwest,
Hayes  has  created  a
version  of  the  legend
that  is  both  timeless
and  timely.  Whether
h e a r d  a r o u n d  a
campfire, read aloud in
a classroom, or shared
between  parent  and
child,  his  retel l ing

reminds  us  o f  the
power  of  stories  to
teach, to heal,  and to
connect  us  to  one
another.  The  weeping
woman  may  wander
forever,  but  thanks to
Joe  Hayes,  her  story
will never be forgotten.


