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Kat Avila

The Genesis of
Edit Villarreal’s MGM

{rilizando un fuego de palabras engaricso y bumoristico, Edit Villarreal
1tk su obra en das actos Mis visitas a MGM, no por la famosa productora
de Hollywood sino por su abuela: Mis visitas a mi abuela Mana. De acuerdo
a la periodista Kat Amila, ol drama es eficar en dos niveles: un texto que
provoca la nestalgia al recordar lo que eva una familia méxico-tefana que
inclufa a los abuelos en su seno y también como una obra que se concentra
en la interminable saga sobre la inmigracion y la asimilacién de los
extranferos a los Estados Unidos. La pleza estd basada en la vida de su
autora y la de su abuela materna, Marta Garza, oriunda de Monterrey en
México, fusto al otro lado de la frontera con Tejas. La abuela Marta, llamada
la “grande", la crié basta que cumplié seis anos y luego paso todo sus veranos
con ella. Concebido oniginalmente como un poema de veinte y cinco pdginas
un ano después de la muerte de Marta Garza en 1987, Villarreal lo
transforma en una obra de teatro. Luego de varios borradores y talleres, la
prleza ba sido ampliamente representada y fue traducida al espanol por
Lina Montalvo con el tiulo de Encuentros con mi abuela Mana. Ambas
versiones fueron presentadas por el Bilingual Foundation for the Ants de los
Angeles. Kate Avila concluye dictendo que o baber escrito esta obra le permitic
a Edit Villarreal lograr varios objetivos: rendirle un bomenaje a su intrépida
abuela, escribir una comedia acerca de la inmigracién, experimeniar con

ol realismo mdgico y poner bafo la lupa a la poderosa iglesia catdlica
observdndola de soslayo con una pizca de malicia,

ne of the most enduring
images of Edit Villarreal’s
classic My Visits with
MGM (My Grandmoiber
Marta) comes nox from the stage, but
from the audience—teary-eyed indi-
viduals stricken by the death of feisty
elder Marta Grande in Act 1. The dra-
ma s effective on two levels: 1) be-
ing a play that reproduces a nostal-
gia-inducing text of what it was like
to grow up in a Tex-Mex extended
family, and 2) being a play that iso-

lates a resonant part of the never-
ending American saga of immigra-
tion and assimilation. MGM's appeal
is not limdted to Chicanos; it has been
successfully produced for both Lati-
no and non-Latino houses, and this
at a time when limited accessibility
1o mainstream theaters and resourc-
es remains a contentious issue for
many Latino playwrights.

The widely produced MGM, a
heavily autobiographical two-act
play, evolved from a process of grief
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resclution that produced a poem,
twenty-five pages long, penned a
year after the death of Villarreal's
maternal grandmother. Her grand-
mother, Marta Garza, was a ranch girl
from Monterrey, within the state of
Nuevo Ledn, just on the other side
of the Texas border, Villarreal's
grandmother raised her until she was
six years old; after that, into ber pre-
teens, she would spend summers
only with her abuelita. Marta Garza
became the prototype for MGM's
dear Marta Grande.

They lived together in the official-
ly bilingual town of Brownsville, on
the Rio Grande and as far south in
Texas as one can comfortably travel,
1 stone's throw away from the trop-
ical weather-inducing Gulf of Mexi-
co. One of Villarreal's earliest mem-
ories was of rising at dawn with her
grandmother to take care of a giant
army of about one hundred cluck-
ing the eggs for
sale and feeding the chickens. When
the older chickens stopped produc-
ing, they were butchered and sold.
Because her grandmother did not
drive, they would hitch a nide with
her grandfather to pick up chicken
feed at the store.

Her grandmother’s industriousness
and capitalism did not stop with
chickens. Later, she would pick up a
pig and fatten it up, slaughtering a
pig for the market every other year
or 50. She also tended a garden and
goats, Villarreal's grandmother con-
fided that her husband had no idea
how much money she made selling
the eggs, chickens, and sausages. In
Act 1, Scene 9, *Gallinas y la inde-
pendencia—Chickens and Indepen-

dence,” the character of Marta
Grande advises her granddaughter,
Marta Feliz:

You buy. You sell. And never tell

anyone how much money you
have,

Marta Grande's real-life counterparnt’s

was: her money was her
money, and her husband's money
was also her money, having received
money from him for the children and
the home.

In the play, Marta Grande finally
agrees 1o marmy the boyishly-appeal-
ing Juan, who pledges himself total-
ly to her, even enthusiastically con-
verting from Catholicism to the Bap-
tist religion so that she can marry him,
A World War | veterano like the fic-
tional Juan, Villarreal's Texas-born-
‘n"-bred maternal grandfather also
warked as a police officer on the
international bridge in Brownsville.
What the job must have been like
for her grandfather is reflected in
Juan's words (Act 1, Scene 4);

Confiscating illegal fruits and veg-
etables from Mexico. At night.

They gave me a 45,

And further elabocating in the same
soene:

You know what? There's no dif-
ference between an apple from
this side of the border and an ap-
ple from the other side of the boe-
der. And anyone who's afraid of
Mexican bugs better forget it. And
you know why? Because the
pincbes bugs all came over here
before there was a border
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The character of Juan shares the same
sense of humor with Marta Grande,
and one is led to speculate that Vil-
larreal's grandparents enjoyed a very
loving stable relationship based on
what is demonstrated on stage.

Marta Grande's comically bitter
sister, Floninda, was named afier the
sister who accompanded Villarreal's
grandmother to the United States
during the tumultuous Mexican Rev-
olution. (The Mexican Revolution
started with the revolt against Porfi-
rio Diaz's dictatorship in 1910 and
ended with Alvaro Cbregén's as-
sumption to the presidency in 1920.
The passion behind the cries of
*/Tierra y libertad! Land and liber-
tyll* and *;Viva la revolucidn! (Long
live the revolutiont]” brutally tore the
country apart.) To escape the revo-
lutionary violence, fifteen-year-old
Marta Garza and her sister (paraliel-
ing the joumey of their fictional coun-
terparts) joined the steady optimistic
flow of Mexicans streaming north-
ward. They received shelter in the
United States as wards of the Baptist
Church.

The daughter of Marta Grande,
Masta Chica, never fully escapes from
the background shadows in the play.
In Marta Feliz's narrative, Manta Chi-
ca Is remembered literally as an an-
gel in white who plays the piano
beautifully. She is a nurse by profes-
sion. The demands of her job call
upon her not only 10 work days, but
frequently nights, explaining why she

is not a strong presence in Marta
Feliz's memories. Villarreal was acute-

ly aware of the sacrifices working
professionals had to make. She grew
up with professionals in the family.

Her mother was a registered nurse,
as was an aunt who worked as a
surgical nurse in the operating room.

The sexuvally charged situation
between the characters of Father
Emesto and Mana Feliz was artfi-
clally constructed by Villarreal to
document a relationship between a
man and a woman where they could
be truly friends and intellectual
equals, and to break the stereotype
of the omniscient good priest. Father
Ernesto is young, has weaknesses
and is infatuated with Marta Feliz; he
wants her, though he has fooled him-
self into thinking that it is solely for
godly reasons. Thus, the worldly
education of Father Emesto begins
under the unlikely tutelage of Marta
Feliz; she is the catalyst for his be-
coming a revolutionary priest. In Act
2, Scene 14, “Un Padre para el Sigio
XXI—Twenty-First Century Priest”
introducing himself as the new priest
at a Los Angeles parish, he exhorts:

And 30, following His will, we will
continue to pray for a better life.
Pero, we should organize, too. Just
in case.

He returns the favor when he helps
Marta Feliz to move from Texas to
Los Angeles to start ancw,
Assertively incorporating details
from her family history, the UCLA-
based Villarreal began fleshing out
My Visits with MGM during the win-
ter break of 1988 from the poem she
had written about her grandmother.
Upon the play was du-
tifully forwarded to josé Cruz
Gonzdlez at the Tony-award-winning
South Coast Repertory, in Costa Mesa,
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California. In the summer of 1989,
project director Gonzélez seleced the
script for the annual Hispanic Play-
wrights Project (HPP) (in existence
since 1986) for additional develop-
ment and a mainstage reading,
choosing it because he immediately
recognized his own extended family
and upbringing in the play, a senti-
ment shared by many who have seen
MGM. (Other plays selected for pub-
lic readings that summer were Cher-
rie Moraga's Shadow of a Man and
Octavio Solis's Man of the Flesh.) A
year later, Gonzalez directed a work-
shop production of MGM at Border-
lands Theatre in Tucson, Anizona;
Teatro Vision in San Jose, Californda,
and Teatro del Valle in Phoenix, An-
zona, also sponsored workshop pro-
ductions in 1990 and 1991, respec-
tively. In January 1992, the play re-
ceived its first equity production with
director Peggy Shannon at San Jose
Repertory Theatre in California.
The Bilingual Foundation of the
Arts (BFA) in Los Angeles followed a
few months later with English-lan-
guage and Spanish-language pre-
views of Villarreal's work, continu-
ing a long-standing tradition of that
theater to present plays in both lan-
guages. The Spanish translation was
written by Lina Montalvo and was
ttled Encuentros con mi abuela Mar-
ta. José Cruz Gonzilez anfully direct-
ed both languages versions. Due 10
strong ticket sales, the play was per-
formed not at the BFA’s regular per-
formance hall, but at a larger facility
within the Los Angeles Theatre Cen-
ter.
Moreover, in 1992, a radio produc-
tion of MGM was executed by LA.

Theatre Works, in association with

KCRW. Shattering the Myth (an an-
thology of Latina-authored plays se-

may not have otherwise heard of
MGM.

The playwright admits to being a
big re-writer. With every production
she works through changes. The ver-
sion found in Shattering the Myth is
draft four or five, The current draft
of MGM, which has been produced
the maost, is draft thirteen, Draft thir-
teen portrays Florinda as a more sym-
pathetic character and has less Span-
ish,

The use of Chicano Spanish lends
authenticity and credibility to the
social interactions. However, the dan-
ger is that much of the humor and
humanity of 3 play can be lost be-
hind the Spanish. Information can be
missed simply by not having an car
sensitive 1o Mexican Spanish dialects.
Vetza Trussell, the Guatemalan-Amer-
ican actress who played Marta
Grande for several different produc-
tions, said one time she had been
complimented on her reproduction
of the Northern Mexican Spanish
acoent by a native from that pan of
the country. Implications can be lost
on some audience members, much
in the same way a foreigner misses
the background information provid-
ed by 2 Euro-American actor using a
Brooklyn, East Texas, or Southem
accent.

Out of consideration for non-Span-
ish speakers, MGAM's dialogue is re-
corded in such a way that even if
ont does not understand Spanish,



one can still understand the emotion-
al tmbre of the moment. It would
not work for an utterance to be de-
livered in one language and para-
phrased, mirror-fashion, in the oth-
er, because for bilingual audiences
and actors the play would become
repetitive and boring. The idea &s to
move the thought forward, says Vi-
llamreal Ifa character expresses him-
self or herself in Spanish, the re-
sponse will be in English, providing
enough of a hint of what was articu-

a comedy about assimilation, to ex-
periment with magic realism, and to
mischievously skewer the powerful
and patriarchal Roman Catholic
Church. The play continues to enjoy
relative popularity and we hope It
will help keep the mainstream front
door open a crack for other Latino

playwrights.

Kat Avila is a Japanese-Mexican-American free-larnce theater journalist. She
bas an M.A. in communication. She belped compile ber father's recently re-
leased book Mexican Ghost Tales of the Southwest (Howston: Arte Puiblico

Press, 1994).
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