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The Challenges and Responsibilities of Being First, 
or What’s a Nice Guy Like You Doing in a Place Like This? 

 
Jorge Huerta 

 
[Jorge Huerta’s address was presented at the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts in Washington DC on 
April 19, 2009.] 

 
Let me begin by thanking the Board for this tremendous honor. I am humbled by this opportunity to share my 
thoughts with you this morning, because, as you all know, I am preceded in this endeavor by some very special 
Fellows. But then, we’re ALL special, which is why we’re here, isn’t it? So this Stevens Address is from one special 
person to a room full of very special people. Perhaps that answers the question, “What’s a nice guy like you doing in a 
place like this?”  
 What is not necessarily clear, however, is “The Challenges and Responsibilities of Being First.” “The first 
what?” For starters, I am the first Chicano to be inducted into the College of Fellows. Some of you recall that the late 
Jose Quintero was inducted into the College in 1993 but Mr. Quintero, one of the great American directors, was born 
in Panama of a Spanish father and a Panamanian mother. And, we know that he was proud of his Hispanic heritage, 
given the fact that he did not change his name to “Joe Quince.” But he wasn’t a Chicano, which is to say, born in the 
United States of Mexican parents. More-to-the-point, born in EAST L. A., to Mexican parents. Now, that’s being a 
Chicano! I jokingly tell my students that I was the First Chicano, and although they believe I fought at the Alamo, I 
didn’t and I’m not really the first Chicano.  
 When I decided to talk about being the first I realized that I’ve been the first from the day I was born: the 
first (and only) son of Jorge and Elizabeth Huerta, born in East LA in 1942. Being the first (and only) boy in a 
Mexican family of five older sisters is to inherit the title of “El Rey de la Casa,” or “The King of the House.” And so 
I was. Spoiled rotten and loved beyond all measure. I don’t know if that is why I continued to chalk-up “firsts,” but, 
like all of you, I did. And thus I’d like to take this opportunity to share my thoughts about what brought me to this 
place, not as a “finale,” by any means, because I hope to enjoy 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 
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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 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.  
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 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 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. 
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 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 can no longer say “But all of your 
plays are in Spanish.” Nor can these professionals claim ignorance of US Latina/o or Latin American theatre 
because we now have a whole new generation of young scholars who are investigating and writing about these 
theatres in English. 
 The hope to which I referred early in this essay stems from the presence of the next generation of theatre 
artists and scholars developing and investigating US Latina/o and Latin American theatre in the academy. It’s a small 
group, to be sure, but it is growing. When I began attending the ATA, or American Theatre Association meetings in 
the mid-1970s I was usually the only Chicano there, talking about my research and creative activity to a handful of 
interested people. I would joke that if I wanted to hold a caucus of people writing about Chicana/o theatre, it would 
be on a unicycle. A decade later, we could hold a caucus in a Volkswagon bug. Judging from the amount of 
scholarship in this field today, we now need a bus to hold a caucus. From a unicycle to a bug to a bus, we’ve come a 
long way, baby, and there’s no stopping us.  
 So, I say to my artistic and academic colleagues: the work is there, in print and on the stage. You do not 
have to be Latina or Latino to understand it (if written in English) and you certainly can teach it if you want to. Of 
course knowledge of the Spanish language gives one entry to the US Latina/o plays that employ Spanish-English 
code-switching. But a glossary of terms often accompanies these texts and if not, find someone in the production 
team who does read the language. Dramaturgs have been doing this for some time now in other languages, so why 
not in Spanish? 
 Among the many US Latina/o playwrights, designers, actors and directors working in the American theatre 
today, we have two MacArthur Fellows, one Pulitzer Prize winner and numerous recipients of Obies, Dramalogues, 
Rockefeller, TCG/NEA, and other prestigious awards. Latina and Latino plays are being produced across the 
country in Latino and non-Latino venues as well as colleges and universities. Indeed, as we speak, Octavio Solis’s 
play, Lydia, is playing in Los Angeles at the Mark Taper Forum. Lydia has also been produced at the Yale Rep, the 
Denver Center Theatre and the Marin Theatre Company in Northern California. Further, this play has been 
nominated for the 2009 Pulitzer. Also of note, Jose Cruz Gonzalez’s play, Sunsets and Margaritas, is enjoying its 
world premiere production at the Denver Center Theatre. From the fields and factories to professional venues, 
productions and individual artists have earned every major award in cities across the country, proving that 
something vital and valuable is happening in Latina/o theatre. I call what we do “Necessary Theatre,” and surely it 
is. 
 Being the first has enabled me to travel all over this country, Latin America, the Caribbean and Western 
Europe, lecturing, attending international conferences and conducting workshops. Indeed, I have often joked that 
Latinas and Latinos are of more interest to our international colleagues than we are to our fellow North Americans. I 
began getting invited to international conferences in the 1980s and remember one of my then-teenage sons asking, 
“Dad, are you world-famous?” To which I answered, “Sure, I’m known to about fourteen scholars all over Western 
Europe.” 
 The Germans, in particular, have always shown an interest in Chicanos, I have noted. During my last 
lecture tour of that country, sponsored by the US State Department, I was joined by one of our first playwrights, 
Carlos Morton and Josefina Lopez, mentioned earlier. Some of you might recall that the motion picture of Lopez’s 
play, Real Women Have Curves received much critical acclaim both here and abroad. One of the highlights of that 
German tour was witnessing a group of German women performing a reading of “Real Women” at the Otto-
Friedrich-Universität Bamberg. This is a play that celebrates full-bodied women and the young woman playing the 
leading character told Josefina, with tears in her eyes, that she never knew that there was a place for her in the 
theatre. Here was a talented German actress, playing a young Chicana from East L.A. with pride and dignity. I don’t 
know what happened to the young woman but for a few weeks or so, she found a place in Chicana theatre. 
 However, I have to admit that my greatest joy in the theatre comes from directing or witnessing a play in a 
Latina/o context. Whether in a mainstream theatre or in a Latina/o company, indoors or out, when there is a Latina/o 
play on stage, Latina/os are in the audience. I love knowing that certain character types, such as the sellout, or 
certain words in Spanish (especially the vulgar ones) will always illicit a laugh from the bilingual audience 
members. Loving it. Talking back. Laughing and crying at the opportunity to see their lives reflected on the stage. In 
those moments, the venue truly belongs to them. I do it for the audiences and the readers and for the joy of knowing 
that the next generation will continue in my footsteps. And knowing that I’ve had something to do with that is the 
richest reward anyone could ever ask for.  
 


