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sicreotypical mtirudes held by nom Latinos abost Lat
nos. At the same time, 1 do noc wast 1o resforce steroo
rypical setitudes Latinoy have about themselves, 1o 1
huve no desire w0 wree to the converted, 20 to speik.

The drawback @ not writing especally for Latsos
and not wing the confroncasonal manner some  play
wrights comploy toward the manstream » that Villareal's
work is sametimes overlooked by reviewers and schokan
m fevor of the work of Latinoineeliecnial crowd pleasing
writers such as Joscfina Léper and Cherrde Moragn. On
the other hand, theater cntic Richard Scaffidi, eritiquing
Villarreal's 1992 play, My Vists wih MGM (My Grandmother
Merte), for Drame-Lague maganne 28 May = 3 June 1992},
wipports her seratexy:

What may be most refreshing sbout Edit Villarreal’s

what best serves “the cause™ umn@uam
sporchafying but honest, accensible andaminersal theasre.

It & the rare playwright who & as comfortable or as
sveaturcsome moving berween cultural sewtings and
views as Villareeal; with her craft she demonstrates how
,muwmknﬂmmﬂzadmvhewnh-l
theater paradigm. Her distnctivenes as a
Lates playwright stems partially from the intersection
of her Ivy League training with her pracical upbringing
haTcuhuhmn
| Eda Emii Villarreal was bom on 7 September
f”“md:chlngudlovmo(&mwme on the Rio
at the southernmost point in Texas. She s a
-geaeration Chicana on her mother’s side and the
of four children; she has two sisters and a
. Her mothes, Elbe Corunas, a reg murse,
w born in Brownswille, and her father, Emikio Villar-
was also born in Matamores. Mexico, just acuss
border. He died m November 1944 while serving in
e US. Army Air Corps during World War 1. A bold
curious child, Villarreal loved the hurricanes that
hit the wown; disregarding wamings, she
st by o wandow 10 watch thingy blow past in the
Her widowed mother eventually remarried.
Uil the age of six Villarreal was looked afier by
r grandmother, Marts Garza, who had been
m on & ranch iy Monterrey @ the Mexican state of
Ledn. The feasty, pragmadc character of Mara
from My Vists werhk MGM was based largely on
m, 2 Methodise who mmigrated w0 the United
s when she was fificen as 2 ward of the Bapust
She came with her sister dunng a
dispersion northward caused by the Mexican Rev
ol 1910 w 1920, Stubbomly postpoaing muar-
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riage uneil she was rwenty-four, Garza evemtually wed
the American born Juan Cortinas.

Villureal went to Catholic elementary schools
Sen Antonio, even though she was not Catholic, because
those schools offered the beat education in the area. Her
Hymwmmwhm&

could no Jonger afford Catholic ones. I 1962 she grade
ated from Arrovo High School i El Monte.

Lée many talented Latino playwrights, Villarreal
vudied under the mluential Cuban-born dramatist
Marls lrene Fornés at the International Aro Relations
(ANTAR Hupanic American Arts Center m New York
Ciry; from January 10 June 1951 she was a parvapant
n the Hispanic Playwrights Labomatory there. She
carned & DA, at the University of California, Berkeley,
i 1967 and an M.FA. in playwriting at Yale Unéversity
m 1986, Aficr graduation she started reaching st the
University of California, Los Angeles, where she &
presently a professor in the School of Theater, Film and
Television. In September 1988 Villarreal mamed Los
Angelevborn wriner Bennett Cohen, whom she met
while both were working at Berkeley Stage Company;
the couple has no children.

Besides being acuve as a playwnght and drama-
turge, Villarreal is a theater critic and book reviewer, with
published aniles m Thavre Jomal, the San Jose Meroury
News, and The Wakengton Past. She has been an artist i res
dence m several places, including the Yaddo Arts Colony
i 1986 and the Unmversry of California, Riverside, New
Fays Fotival in 1993, She served as a panclist and 1ext
evaluator for the Nanonal Endowment for the Arn 1993
Opera-Musacal Thestre Program and a5 a juror for the
19904 PEN. West Award in pliywriing and the 1994~

1995 is Playwnghts Center Jerome Fellowshup
Awvards. Her professional affiliatons mclude membersbup
= the Wnters Guald of Amerxca.

Villarreal's prece The Rt Man Likes Poached Egp
was performed at 4 Unsted Navows rally in Centeal
Park in 1983, Her firnt Rall-length play, Oy from the
Heart, was performed as part of Winterfest V1 2t Yake
Repertory Theatre in 1986, Malcolm L., wint
mg for The Hertford Cosrant (24 Janmary 1986), called
Crayy from the Heart “the most onginal of the Winterfest
plays” chat year. The play has hud several pubbic read-
gy since then and has been performed in workshops

Crazy from The Heart dvamatizes a Nauve American
gambling game, called variously the Hand Game ur the
Suck Game or the Grass Game, One team guesses o
which hand or hands sa opposing player has hidden
the marked bone or bones, When 2 team s in posses

won of the banes, they sing gambling songs as 2 growp
to help their player foal the opposing team. Wih every
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S o iv 1593 Mvanier Repurtory Theutre prabiction of Villare

Marwms (M Mortu Feke, Rever Vit s Morta Grande
nerect call of the bones 0 team loses one of more of
thetr sucks. The game cuds when one weam bas all the

sticks and al the bones Games cans canady st a full day
and wssally 2o on even longes

Fhe setting w2 private game, played @ tradi
ponal Indisn styvle, in which possessions, not money
are bet, Parucipants from various tribes have con
verged in the sparse northern Nevada desert, not far
from a2 powwow taking place on the other side of Py
amnd Lake Tt o Mainse's game, and on her heels =

Lrcuree who ".r',r{“a Lo n al of her gamblng

* t0 become parimers with
Lawrence, who declares that thiv game & his Last and
that ke 1 moving 1o Los Angeles Mmnmie teams up
wuth the sl Bodie Matt and Roscaune, o marmed
while couple, hase to settle for ssde bettmg beczuse
they are nonv-Indsa

Fensaon busds us the amblers, bet by bet. remove
from their treasure bagy what they are williag 10 rish foe dhe

gune. A lasomnaed Mo, who has ssudied Mowse's =

bor k VOAIS, CXPRIs 0 & IVOoEee sonaely desteresed

Rostanne, who tgged only along o keep watch on bes

hessband, how o plav: "Keep betting, Rosie, keep betting

92 phay, My Viats wath MGM My Geandimedhier Marta Wy

M. Maornne: & FMloressds ( M rraph by Taon Westhaswey

witd you aut duough o sometheng vou really care about,

Find the dearcst thing you Jove and rsk i, Rose "™
Roscanne, encouraged on by Matt w reesamine ey

marnage and her valoes, leams ber lessons only 00 wel In

the end ahe rises above the g2y of the group 1o teach Mat

a thing or two about the game and  aboue what 2 means 0

love someone fully, Roscunee & actually a cardaharp, bue
she has been pushed kw0 the biggest gane of ber fife meve
and ungregared. Ther marruge » on the rocks; Mag ke
known ths {aa lor some ome but has heen unabde w
rosolve the siuanon. Subcossciomly or aot, aching S s
returm 10 senpler tmes, he maskes Roscanne strp hene al
|” Wi nReria ;u‘ﬂv-lv-: \

e play belongs 10 Roseanese, bast 2 also focuses on
presentng Native Amencans bamansocally on the suge s
curally redevasy seaueg Cray Ao e Het s mnovamve 88
its portrayal of Native Americans; x » a refredhing encounset
WD thelr courage and

The widely produced My Vit with MGM Oh

|

Gravdmather Marty) evolved

.:.Ilnun“l’. SETIAC O T

roent i twentyfive i
Mother's Day
L9835, duce yeary alier Marta Garza's death from &
g wianter beeak 1988, Vil

poem, B ome o Grandma.”™ wrtten

instestinal obatrection. Dur
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real rewrote the poem as a play. An experiment with
magxal realison, My Fusts wih MGM was intended 1o be
not only an homage w Villarreal's grandmother but
also & comedy about assimalation and a critque of the
powerful Roman Cutholic Church.

My Vuits wath MGM depicts the ways in which
three generations of women discover what it means 1o
act oo behalf of the sclf and to have the courage to bive
a life compauble with 2 womsan's persosal rthyths and
truths, unswayed by the turesome opinions of society. It
pays tribute to the protective mante of knowledge and
guidance one Chicana grandmother bequeathed to her
granddaughter,

The play i prefaced by “Marta Grande’s Poem,”
& corvade (ballad) with English and Spanash lyrio inform-
mg the audence that the hissorical starting point for My
Visits sth MG M & the Mexican Revolution, from which
many a Chicano has inherited a story. The baliad tells
of fficenvearold Mara Grande and her thir
wen-yearold sister, Florinda, leaving behind a crowded
family of Lrothers and sisters for a fresh sur in the
United States. As the play begins both women have
died, the blackened, bumedowt ahell of Marta
Grande’s home dommates the stage. Granddaughver
Mara Felir has come back to Texas from California wo
inspect the destruction. Recollecions come flooding
back and propel her o an altered atate of conscous:
ness in which ber grandmother, grandaunt, grandfa-
ther, mother, and best friend rise phoenixlike from the
shadows to recreate scenes from her memory, At the
end of the play, the audience’s attention s reeurned w
the fire-scarred house. When Marta Feliz departs from
the burnt house for the last time, her smapahot images
of Marta Grande and Florinda have been restored.

Just a8 Marta Grande's Ie began when she lekt hes
famiy cocoon in Mexaco, her granddaughser Marta Felie's
life changed dramatically afier a priest and friend., the comi-
@l Father Emesto, perssaded her 10 leave her manve Toas
for Californea. Both women leave funidiar surroundings w
ﬂ‘cbq*hwhbwuimdewhe.ondznm
 an intimate and courageous part of the

gy ants
adpust. The Church becomes Flornda's crutch; she dings
10 it = disecr proporton w0 hes alienation i the
United Sumes. The ghostly Maraa Chica, Marta Felie's
mother, represents the saong work ethic and culurceras:
ng assmilation that first generaton Amencans inculcate m
their sony and daughten for survival and sucoes

José Couz Gonuzdler, progect director at South Coast
Repentory m Costa Mesa, California, schected Villarveal's
s for funther development and 2 public reading s pant
of the annual Hispanics Playwrights Project (HPP) in sum
mer 1989, In an interview with Chuck in the T
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wn (Anz) Comen (5 July 1990), Gonsdlez spoke about
directing My Vst ush MGM.

Tve pever been o pensosally wvolved with & play in
my life. .. [Villarreal] has such a strong sense of these
characters. The writing » so real. And 10 be honest, it
sounded so much ke the way | zrew wp.

Withun thiree years there were theee equity productions
of My Vests weh MGM. In January 1992 the play was
fully produced by San Jose Repertory Theawre in Cali:
lornia directed by Pegyy Shannon. Months later, the
Bilngual Foundation of the Arts (BFA) in Loa Angeles
produced a Spanishlanguage version of My Visty wirh
MGM (wamlated by Lina Montalvo) as well as the
English version. Strong ticket sales prompted the BFA
to move the production from thew regular performance

Theatre with Norma Salvador directing. It was also per-
formed for radio station KCRW at the Los Angeles
Theatreworks in June 1992

My Viati swith MGM was included in the anthol-
ogy Shasermg the Myth: Plays by Hupanx Women (1992); its
publication led to more than twenty subscquent produc
toas, induding at Borderlands Theatre
in Arizona, La Compania de Teatro de Albugquerque in
New Mexico, Teatro Vision m California, Teatro del
Pucblo in Minncsota, Miracle Theatre Group in Ore-
gon, and Different Stages in Texas, The version pub-
lished was the fourth or fifth deaft; the play has gone
through at Jeast cight additional drafes since then, and
some of the Spanish has been deleted.

The Language of Floweri (1995), Villarreal's adapta-
von of Williazs Shakespeare's romantic tagedy Romes
and Fubier (civca 1595-1596), makes great literature pal
atable and relevant 10 Latinos who moght be dwcour
aged from perusing the original version because &t
represents a drastically different culmaral reality sepa-
rated from them by ume. geography. and dualect. José
Cruz Gonzdlez, who war teaching st California State
Umversay, Los Angelos, had approached Villarreal
about adapting one of Shakespeare’s plays for has s
dents, and Romeo ond Jubet scemed the perfect chouce.
Villarreal tramformed fifteenthcentury Verona, Taly,
o twentieth<century Los Angeles; sbe toned down die
family feud 10 avord writing another Wer Side Stony
(1957) and placed the action during the holiday period
of El Dia de Los Mwertor (The Day of the Dead) to take
advantage of the carnival atmosphere. The young star-
crossed Jovers, Romeo Martinez and Julier Bosquet,
become secondary w0 a larger dulogue about the smpact
of the boundarnies created by assimilatson and cconomic
status within the Latino community,
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In The Longuage of Flowen Julan Bosquet, a
&MM« hos arvanged for hs non
Mmjuhnmyﬂlywlmdkwmbu
«m.ohw-durﬂmﬂu&iplmm“
w0 the working class, Romeo would normally not have the
opportenity o meet someone like Juliet; but Romeo snd
his Americsa-bors cousia, Benany Martinez, plan on crash-
ng Julan's Halloween party. Benny, inspecting a list of
notes: “He's mvieng the entre Unssed Nasons but
nobody south of the border,” At the party Romeo  capi-
vated by Juliet's beanty; bater his bife i threatened by Jubet's
maladpasted coun. Tommy Bosquet

From this pownt in the play through Juliet’s uking the

s, poton, Villurveal follows Shakespeare’s plot farly
faishiully. With the death of Romeo, bowever, Villureal's
adaptation and  Shakespeare’s ongnal drama diverge
widely. In Villureal's vession, Romeo is killed during a
driveby shooting, witnessed metaphysically by the ghost of
his dead Amerianborn cousin, Benny Martunez. Afier
Julict Gexds Romeco dead on the strece. she kills herself with
a kule, suxdar 1o Shakespearc's play. lmsmedinely after
Jubet's deathy, though, Villurreal has the starcrossed Jovers
resurrected and reusuted i the tradison of the Day of dhe
Dead. As the young lovers enter an Aztec texturod afterife,
they become flowen, echoing the tide of the play = well as
Mesoamerican magery. The presence of asbeveras (skeketal
figures) dwoughout the play foreshadows the untimely
deaths of the two young lovers. Therr spirual reumson and
o Flaeers from beng completdy cragic.

The Langwage of Flewer), under an carly workag titke of
*R and |,” had a public reading durmg the 1991 Hispasac
Mmduhyux(hl’(bﬁul?%nm&ndlA

' Theatre m Scatle under Norma Seldivar’s
direction und with music by Genmaine Franco,

In 1996 Vilarreal wrote two plays, both comeus-
soned by major theaters i the Los Angeles area. Mamage b
Beever, her reum o comedy wnting, was commissioned by
the Laono Thestre lnsative 2 The Mark Taper Forum
under the keaderstup of Luis Alfaro and Danc Rodnguez. I
was produced st the Sen Dicgo Repertory Theatre on 2
April 1999 under the direction of Sam Woodhouse. Anoder
new play, Gheage Miggrn, was commasioned by the South
Coast ¢ Theatre, where # received a staged reading
under the tede Tracks in 1996, Chauge Mulapre takes place in
Chicago from 1905 to 1910 and follows the spiritual journcy
of Horacio Alvares, an educated Mexican who tavels w0
Clucago shordy before the Mexaan Revoluson, He
becomes o healer m Back of the Yands, an Irsh ghewo in
Chicago, and never returms o warravaged Mexico, Todsy,
Back of the Yards bas a hage Mexican

In Villarreal's pluys the occasional use of Spanish da
Jogue could have caused problems for mamstream audi-
ences. but she wrmes m such 3 way that non Spansh

3

speakers are able 10 grasp the emoconal subtext and move:
wmient of the draa. She tries 1o avosd expressing something
i Spanish and then repeating it i English, because fora
bilingual sudicnce the constant interruptions would soca
become wearisome. Instead, when she uses Spanish dia
Jogue, she makes sure that the response in Englah indedes
hints about what was said o make & undersand:
able. Still, Villarreal readily admits that of audbence mem
bers understand Spanish they will better appreciate coram
moements in the plays, especially the comedy.
her writings Villarreal has helped to make
Latmo culture sccesible and understandable to ﬂg.
mmsuumwnﬂm
losing her origimal base of supparters while dnl“
them 1o view and interpret the Mexican American exper
ence from different perspectives, as she has,
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