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your fellowship for years to come, but as a
remembrance and a gesture to the future of the
American Theatre.

Permit me to go back in time—a prerogative of this
forum—to the 1950s, when I played “that cute little
Mexican kid” on several nationally televised
programs coming out of Hollywood. Some of you
might remember programs like “Ford’s Theatre,”
“Crossroads,” “Reader’s Digest Theatre” or

“Playhouse 90.” Whenever
they needed a Mexican, there
I was. And I had speaking
lines, too. My first lines were
in Spanish, a language I
didn’t want to speak as a kid.
But I was going to be on TV
so I found myself reciting
“Pedro, Pedro, ven aqui!” as
my German shepherd barked
at Claudette Colbert’s French
poodle stuck in a plane on a

beach somewhere in Mexico.

I jokingly tell people that I spent the 1950s in white
pajamas and Mexican sandals on a little screen in
black and white. Thus I learned at a very early age
that (1) working in Hollywood means waiting in
Hollywood; (2) I would always be cast/seen as a
Mexican, despite my efforts to pass for Anglo and (3)
that the only hope for my “Broadway aspirations”
was West Side Story. I did not realize how culturally
insensitive that musical was, I just wanted to sing
“Maria,” which, of course, isn’t even sung by one of
the so-called Puerto Rican characters.

As an undergraduate at Los Angeles State College, I
did get to play Julio in that infrequently produced
Lerner and Lowe musical comedy from the mid 50s,
Paint Your Wagon. As some of you may recall, the
story takes place in a mining camp in California
during the Gold Rush. A secondary plot involves the
main character’s daughter who falls in love with a
“foreigner,” a “Spanish” gold-minor. I got to sing one
of the more memorable songs in that show, “I Talk to
the Trees,” but the trees never talked back to me.
Was this because I wasn’t “Spanish?” I suppose the
creators of “Paint Your Wagon” just couldn’t imagine
a romance between a Mexican and a white woman in
those days, even though Desi was loving Lucy on
television every week. And yes, Mr. Arnaz was not a
Chicano, either, as everybody knows. Mexicans don’t
bang on drums and sing “Babalu-ay-yae.”

As an undergraduate, I eventually realized that I
wanted the stability of a teaching position that would
allow me to support a family while doing what I loved.
So I earned a Master’s degree in theatre. I was now
married and took the only teaching job I could find at

a small rural high school in Riverside, California in
1966. After three wonderful years of teaching high
school drama and one year at a community college I
decided that I was now ready for the challenges of a
doctoral program. I had seen the Teatro Campesino
in 1968, an event which would ultimately change the
course of my life. I had never seen Chicano theatre;
rough, simple, but not simplistic, speaking in the
bilingual language of the Mexicans and Chicanos
about the goals and aspirations of the farm workers. I
will never forget Luis Valdez’s deep radio voice as he
recited “I Am Joaquin,” an epic poem from the
nascent Chicano Movement, as the musicians played
their guitars and slides of the Chicanos’ history
flashed behind them.

I determined to learn more about this and any other
aspects of Chicano theatre. With a wife and two
infants in tow I entered the doctoral program in the
Department of Dramatic Art at the University of
California, Santa Barbara in the fall of 1970. Just
months before we arrived to Santa Barbara, students
had burned the Bank of America next to campus in
protest of the war in Vietnam. These were heady times
and my family and I were immediately immersed in the
social upheaval of the period.

My doctoral studies allowed me to learn more about
western European and United States theatre history,
criticism and practice; my own scholarly and practical
interests enabled me to delve into the emerging field
of Chicano theatre. While I was initially motivated by
the Teatro Campesino I also wanted to learn about the
roots of that theatre. Luis Valdez advised me to study
the Mayas and the Aztecs, and so I did and found
fascinating, though limited accounts of theatrical
performances in Mesoamerican cultures. As you all

know, in the 1970s computers
were the stuff of science
fiction--we’re talking about a
period when “research” meant
going to the archives, looking
through reference books and
indices in search of a subject.
All that I could find in the
Subject Catalogue when I
searched through “Theatre
Mexican American” were
references to Spanish colonial

religious drama and other performance genres in
Mexico and in the Southwest. I found a history where
there had been little, if any mention of my Indian,
African and Spanish colonial roots in histories of
“American” theatre.

Interlibrary Loan people became my best friends as I
ordered dissertations, books and journal articles
from long-forgotten sources. However, the majority
of sources that I could locate in English had
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appeared in the 1930s and focused on our “folk”
theatre. The 1930s were apparently a Big Moment in
anthropologically minded theatre studies and a
group of scholars were “unearthing” typed and hand-
written manuscripts of plays and translating some as
well as reporting on performances wherever they
could find them.

I discovered that little, if any mention was made of
the secular performances that were also very popular
in the Spanish-speaking communities of the U.S. in
the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Most of the
secular plays and performances that were being
produced in Spanish were from Mexico, Spain and
Latin America. And although most of the scholars
who were writing about Spanish religious theatre
were Spanish-speaking, their interest focused on the
folk theatre. The results of my research led me to
determine that Mexicans and Chicanos were only of
interest as “Folk” rather than as “Activists” to
scholars of the 1930s.

But I couldn’t spend all my time in the libraries, as
much as I truly enjoyed archival work. I also
discovered the joys and frustrations of directing a
university student troupe, called Teatro Mecha, the
cultural arm of UC Santa Barbara’s Chicano student
organization. The term, “Mecha,” is Chicano slang
for match, as in to light a fire, and the recent
conflagration of a certain bank branch
notwithstanding, campus Mecha organizations were,
indeed, lighting fires of activism from Chicago to San
Diego, Seattle to San Antonio. Early Chicano theatre
practitioners were more interested in politics than
art, but I had found my community and determined to
contribute what I could to this developing form of
artistic and social protest.

By the end of my
first year in the
doctoral program,
I and six

undergraduates
under my
direction created
El Teatro de la
Esperanza (The
Theatre of Hope).
Academic inquiry

fueled my desire to learn; directing a performing
group satisfied my need to get involved in the
Chicano communities on and off-campus. The Teatro
Campesino had sown seeds of creativity and
activism wherever they had performed and by 1970
Luis Valdez saw the need to bring those new groups
together to learn from one another, share techniques
and “spread the word,” as it were. We were the new
missionaries with a message of Social Justice.

In the spring of 1971 we founded TENAZ, acronym for
El Teatro Nacional de Aztlán, or the National Theatre
of Aztlán, a coalition of mostly university and
community-based Chicano theatre groups. Under the
leadership of the Teatro Campesino and other troupes
from across the west and Midwest, TENAZ was
dedicated to the aesthetic and political development
of the Teatro Movement. I was the first Artistic
Coordinator of this coalition, which successfully
organized yearly festivals, workshops and
publications for over fifteen years.

By 1974, Teatro de la Esperanza had gained national
and international prominence as a collective of
dedicated theatre artists and teachers. I also
completed the doctorate in 1974, apparently the first
Chicano to do so. Another first. Conscious of the
responsibility and the opportunity, I took my first
teaching position at the University of California, San
Diego in 1975. The decision to leave the Teatro was
not an easy one. In those days, very few of the people
involved in Chicano theatre had studied theatre
formally and I realized that this should be my goal: to
educate and train the next generation of Chicanas and
Chicanos as a faculty member in a theatre
department. Further, my wife, Ginger and I felt that we
had prepared the members of the Teatro well and
knew that they were ready to grow and develop on
their own, which they did. I believed and still do, that
“my community” was made up of the many other
people producing Chicano theatre and especially
those students and colleagues at colleges and
universities who were interested in and supportive of
Chicana/o theatre.

So, I found myself teaching at a nascent research
university in a theatre department that was also just
developing. Being the first Chicano with three
degrees in Dramatic Art I was prepared to do research
and also to direct theatre that addressed the artistic,
social and political needs of audiences that had been
excluded from the majority discourse. Because I was
“the first,” I found it necessary to be a scholar and an
artist, frustrating and confusing Academic Senate
review committees. “Is he a scholar or an artist,”
these (mostly) scientists would ask, unable to put me
in a recognizable slot. But, modeling my friend and
colleague, the late Dr. Floyd Gaffney, I continued to
be both a scholar and an artist. I had to. In 1982 I
published the first book about the evolution and
history of Chicano theatre, Yes, another first. I had
also been publishing articles.

I published my first article about the background of
contemporary Chicano theatre in 1971. Certainly, I
was not the only scholar writing about Chicano
theatre in those early days but there were no other
Chicano theatre scholars writing about this
Movement, much less scholars who were also
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directors, familiar with the process of producing live
theatre. These were Spanish literature scholars who
had left traditional literary studies to begin
investigating contemporary Latin American and US
Latino dramatic works as literature. Once again, when
I began to attend their conferences on Latino and
Latin American theatre I was the first (and only)
Chicano director there. But the Spanish Literature
scholars opened the door to investigations of the
theatre in these communities.

By the mid-1970s it was not difficult to find journals
eager to publish articles, reviews and even plays
from the emerging Chicano and other US Latino
theatre artists. Refereed journals such as The Latin
American Theatre Review, Gestos, The Drama
Review, Theatre Journal and others have welcomed
articles, reports and reviews of books and
productions. Looking back at my publications, I am
reminded of the balancing act I have had to perform
when writing since some of my articles have
appeared in non-theatre publications and other
articles have appeared in theatre journals. For
example, Chicano Studies readers do not have to be
told about the differences between a Chicano and a
Puerto Rican, theatre and performance studies
readers do not need a detailed description of
Brechtian theatre.

In 1971, there was only one anthology of plays by
and about Chicanos in print and not a single volume
of criticism and analysis; today the number of
publications is astounding. We have several
anthologies of plays and many single scripts
published, as well as books and several anthologies
of critical essays about Chicano theatre. Most
importantly, the Chicanas began publishing plays
and critical essays in the 1980s and today, the
Chicana voice is most prominent in a field that could
be called Chicano (read male) rather than Chicana in
the 1960s and 1970s. Prominent among the next
generation of Chicana scholars is Prof. Alicia
Arrizón, whose latest study, Queering Mestizaje:
Transculturation and Performance, was awarded the
fifth annual MLA Prize in United States Latina and
Latino and Chicana and Chicano Literary and
Cultural Studies for Outstanding Scholarship and the
ATHE 2008 Award for Outstanding Book in Theatre
and Pedagogy. Inductee, Jose Cruz González,
introduced Alicia to Chicano theatre when she was
his student at Arizona State University.

As Editor of the Cambridge Studies in American
Theatre and Drama, Fellow Don Wilmeth published
my second book about Chicano theatre, titled
Chicano Drama: Performance, Society and Myth, in
2000 and I found myself writing about more Chicana
playwrights than Chicano. In 1980 I could only
discuss one Chicana playwright, the late Estela

Portillo Trambley. By the year 2000 the number of
Chicana playwrights had
grown almost exponentially.
Prominent among these
women are Milcha Sanchez-
Scott and Lisa Loomer, who
have mixed heritages but who
write about Chicanas and
Latinas, as well as Evelina
Fernandez, Cherrie Moraga,
Josefina Lopez and Elaine
Romero. The best-known
among these is perhaps Ms.
Lopez, whose play, Real
Women Have Curves, was the

most produced play by a Chicana or Chicano in the
late 1980s. When the play was adapted to the screen,
“Real Women” had a national and even international
impact.

But it is the profusion of plays by both Chicanos and
Chicanas in print that is most impressive. In fact, we
have enough good plays to fill several seasons. And if
we add plays from the Cuban-American, mainland
Puerto Rican and Dominican repertoires as well as
Latin American plays in translation, well, there’s no
end to it. But how many of our students or audiences
are familiar with the names of playwrights such as
Sabina Berman of Mexico, Venezuelan, César
Rengifo, or Chilean author, Antonio Skarmeta? The
student of Latin American theatre will know that these
three randomly chosen names do not even scratch
the surface of generations of excellent playwrights
and theatre artists from Mexico to the southern tip of
the continent. These are American playwrights whose
voices must be heard as well.

The close listener will have noticed that I slipped into
talking about Latina/o and Latin American rather than
just Chicana/o theatre. This is because the majority of
Latina/o theatre companies across the country are no
longer representative of just one Latino group. From
New York to San Diego, Seattle to Miami, Latina/o
theatre companies are made up of people from any
number of countries south of the border as well as
from the U.S. and Spain. Some of these cultural
workers are recent arrivals, others are the
descendants of immigrants who came “P’al norte” (to
the north) seeking some kind of asylum, usually
economic or political.

The 2000 census informed us that immigrants from
the south are the fastest-growing “minority” in the
U.S. In other words, we are not going away, despite
the efforts of Lou Dobbs and Sean Hannity. This
poses a challenge and an opportunity to theatres and
theatre departments across the country: continue to
ignore these people, or include them in our seasons
and in our curricula. Academics and artistic directors

Huerta continued on page 6




























