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Born on 19 March 1969 in Cemritos, San Luis
Potosi, Mexico, Maria Liper w the wixth of
exght children. She moved to the Boyle Haghts arca of
Los Asgeles when she was about five years old; ber
maother, Catalina Perales, had 10 use the banh cernficae
of an American-bom girl w get Léper acrons the bor
der. Her father, Rosendo Z. Lépez, already had his
green card, as did her mother. Subsequently, Léper
amended Breed Elementary School, Holleabeck Junsos
High School, and Roosevel High School, graduating
from the Los Angeles County High School for the Asts
m 1987 Later she recesved her groen card under the

amnesty provision m the Sunpson-Roding mmigranon
bell.

Aside from her mother, fom whom she inhernited
ber storytelling abiity, another influential penon
Lépez's lfc has been the playwright and Kl Teauo
Campesino founder Luin Valder, whose early plays
made her aware of the areative value of ber bilingual/
was 10 become an actress, but, inspired by Valder's
2 2 Chicana she would bave w create her own parts o
she cver wanted to be cast in a production. Lopez devel
oped her cralt as a member of the Young Playwrights
Lab at the Los Angeles Theare Center from 1985 wo
1988; she alio worked with Cubanhorn playwright
Maria Irene Fornés in a 1988 workshop at the loterna
uonal Arts Relations (INTAR) Hispanic American Aros
Center in New York City. She studied dramatic writing
at New York University s Tach School of the Arw in
1988-1989 and theater 2t the University of California,
San Diego, in 1989-1990. She received a BA. in film
and screenwrinng in 1993 from Columbia College in
Chicago. She alvo trained at the Warner Brothers Com
edy Wnting Workshop i 1993

Loper wrote Swph Maria, or The American Dryvam
(publishied in 1992 at the age of seventren after secing
Valder's 1086 play, [ Doa't Have to Show You No Studing
Badges, a1 the Los Angeles Theatre Center. In Valdez's
play Connie and Buddy Villa have created a comforn.
able muddle-chass Blestyle for themseives by working as
Hollywood extras. They have put a daughter through
medical school and have supported a son at Harvard
for the past two yean. A cnsis develops when their son
unexpectedly returns and anmounces he s quitting
school, he has not reconciled the ambivalence of being
Chicano. The internal struggle of the adolescent protag:
onist in Simply Marse is similar, but comphcated by her
gender. Maria i torn between assuming the tadmonal,
subordisate gender role of a working-class Mexican oe
the modern, carecroriented feminist role availshle w0
her as an cthnially sclfhating bat upward-bound
Noath Amercan, At tumes the humor has an exoraords
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narily cruel. blunt edge. exposing the disparase ¢

ment of women @ socxty.

Maria's parents, Ricardo and Carmen, have for

saken u wmall Mexican village for greater Los

not forsceing that their daughter would grow up wak

independent quabities ncluding ambition and a
voning of the insttuton of marriage. At & young
Marla s told by her father that she can be

wants 10 be in the Unied States; but Later, when she
declares ahe wants 1o go o college w be an scwes,

parents bebule ber ambivon. Frustrated and emo
ally spent, Mnrh falls asleep, only 1o have a naght
ahout a in which she fails 5o shominably
being a good housewife that she is put oo trial
awakening from this forcboding dream, she overk
her mother accusing ber father of carrying on an
the arguiment provokes her 1o contnue with her o
plans.
Ldper sent Samph Marse to the 1987 Yo

wrights Festival of New York; she was 3 sems

and the play recaved a reading, On 13 January

the Gaslamp Quarter Theater California Young Play

wrights Project m San Diego produced the play
director Luis Torner. In August 1988 José Luis Vale
ela of the Latino Theatre Lab (now the Latino The
Company) directed a warkshop reading of Simpd

at South Coast Repertory in Costa Mesa as 2 pan d

the annual Hispanic Playwrights Project managed
José Cruz Gonzdlez. The script ook second place in

-
’

>

.

1989 Chicano/Latino Laterary Contest sponsored _'

the Deparunent of Spanish and Pormguese, Univen
of Californa, Irvine.

A television production of Smply Maris by &

Playwnghts Project aired on 17 and 24 September
on KPBS i San Dicgo. The producuon won 2
Public Television Local Program Award from the G
poraton for Public Broadcasting-the Gold Award
the children's category. as well as a Media Award by

National Conference of Christians and Jews and &

Emmy for outsanding achievement in an enteru
ment program.,

In Ocober 1989 Valdez's El Teatro Campes:

mounted & shorter, touring version of

along with Lépez's second play, Fd for the Dead S
quendy, El Tearo Campesino toured S
through 1993 as part of 2 double ball with such plays
Evelina Fernandes's Mow Ele Am | o Ko

Sull Abve? (1989) and Valder's Soldado Rezo (Buck P

vate, 1971) and El bade de bn pypentes (Duance of

Giants, 1974). Sempy Maria was included in Shatirag

Myth: Plays by Hipassc Women i 1992 and published
arately in 1996,

Food for the Drad, a oncact play wntten @ |
keeps alive the playwrght's questions abowt a G
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ana's place m the community. The play takes place oa
Halloween night s Candela s concduding » nine-year
period of mourning for her late husband. Ruben. Ha
death forced her out of her protective shell: during
Shode e years she lost weight, went back 10 school,
aad fimally made the last payment on the houye. On thn
ssght, as Candela is surrounded by ber four children a
daner, Ruben literally cimbs out of hell o join her
alier hearing their son Jesds, with his Jover, Fernando,
amounce his homosexuality. Candela ut first meekly
eheys the commands of her resurrected, obnoxious
Busband, a situation that quickly changes afier she finds
est bow Ruben died. Courageously defending her
Sedgling independence and bher son's sexual liberation,
moognerng boch as sl ostgrowths of the sune ng-
oous process of aellexamimation, Candela finally
mtires Ruben's stubborn ghost. A Pandora's box has
sow been opened, however, and Candela’s other chil
dren have their own surprises to wavel as the play
draws w0 a dose, Besides the 1989 wur, Foad for the Dead
s produced in Noversber 1989 at the Teatro de la
Amercas a1 the Universey of Calfornia, San Diego.
md in May 1993 by Teao Visidn in San Jose. Both
produciions were directed by Laura Esparza.

Real Wemen Have Curves (published in 1992), 2 play
Lipez wrote when she was mincteen, addresses the
Body as & sne where lemale expericace and history are
wividly recorded, The action is set in 2 stnall sewing fac
ey with a cast of five female charactens. Fuck is »
pwenty-four-year-old factory owner who s under great
presawne to complete a clothing order before the end of
e week: one hundred pink evening dresses must be
mwn for the Ghuz Company. Upoa their delivery,
Estels will be able w0 pay her employees for their past
Sree weeks of work as well as avoid a iwsuit by paying
e ovsanding balance on her sewing machines., If she
B 10 go 10 court, the authorites will find out that she
does mot have a green card; she has not applied for a
rd because she thinks that she will be desved legal res
Mency d immigravon officals discover that she =
i in a2 lawsuit. Much @ a0 stake, and the women
Baad wogether in a race against the cock.

Estela’s employvees are ber mother, Dofia Car
men; 3 younger sister, Ana: and two others, Pancha and
Rotak Because the employees are all women, the sew
g ictory © 2 space where they can feel relatively free
® be themselves and talk about anything they wish
Bt this liberated sphere o continually threatened by
:& outade world in the form of b mygre ithe mmigra

authories) and posuble dosure of the facwory o

e sewing cquipment is repossessed
. Within the factory, the structure of the vutside
mposes stself through mstruments of measure-
and related relerences. Aa ospecially large calen
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Samh‘!’(-.dr
Toweltna Lopes

<)

The Dramarse Pebiabing Company

Cocwr for the 1996 pulNication of Lagec’s firit play, snities when se
s wresdorw

dar and dock are posted; the date and time are
mdicated at regular meervals in the dialogue 0 show
the progress of the garment workers as the deadline
looms. The overall passage of ome m the women's lives
o marked by Faela's celebeation of bher binthday and
Carmen's discovery that she is going through meno-
pause

Cultural expectanons are another form of intru-
son. Cannen o consantly measuning her daughters
against socal standards of what is appropeiate and nap-
propeate behavior for young Mexican women, and she
pushes them 10 conform. She docs not question
whether these expectanons should be applied o ber
daughters, though Estels and Ana resist them.

Ihe mos damagng mtrusson of the outade
world mto the women's sphere is the propaganda repre
senting the ideal body size for a woman: the size 7 e
lor's mannequin, the piwures of anorexclooking
modes weaning the latest fashions, and the fact that
there 5 no size 13/14 for the dress styke the garment
workers are making, The play makes the poiot that the
wcsersl idea! of the fesmale body bears litde resemblance
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Cover of program for & production of Lapes s 1990 play, sk frowes
o soine! eud culwral expedditions of wemen (ourtery of Lopey)

to the actual body, which will reflect life experences: a
real body recks of natural odor, growh for food, aches
10 be wuched, displays stretch marks and scars from
Cacsarcan soctions, and goes through beologeal
changes. Real women have bodies that look Bved in,
Lépez says In the end, the gnrment workerns trum:
phantdy start on a path of redefining the world w©
mclude big women such as themselves

Alter some development at INTAR, Roed Wemen
Have Curves received further work at the 1989 [sadora
Aguirre Playwriting Lab Jed by Mexian playwnght
Emiko Carballido and spomsored by El Teawo de I
Esperanya. In May 1990, El Teatro de la Esperanza pre-
sented the world premiere of the play at Mission Cul
wral Center in San Franosco with director Hector
Correa; later, Esperanea director Rodrigo Duarte-Clark
took it on tour from spring 1990 duough fall 1992, Pro-
ductions of Real Wemen have collectively grossed more
than $1.000,000 iz the 1990s. A Spanish-language ver-
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sion ntled Las Mujeres de Verdad Toenen Curvas premicred
in August 1994 at the Repertario Espadiol in New York
City. That same moath, Lopez held an assisant duve
wraresidency pasition at Borderlands Theater in Toe
son, Arizona, where she also performed in thar
production of Keel Wemen Heve Curves,

Lopez's mext cfforts mcluded Usonguered Spint)

and Confeidons of Women from East L A, (both published in |

1997), The former i a fermmist updating of the popular
ghost legend of La Lisna (The Wailing Wowan), Tes
yearold Xochimilco hears onc version of the secy
from her exasperated mother while packing for a g o
the United States to cscape the Mexican Revoluton. [a
Liosna is an indigemnous woman who dares 1o love 3
Spaniard. only w0 be abandoned when he marmes 8
Spanish woman To spie her unfamhiul Jover, the
spumed woman murders their children. A nver swal
Jows the evidence of her misdeed The woman then
kills herselfl but discovers that there will be no cwornal
rest for her uotd she finds the bodies of her children. To
this duy La Liswna continues to haunt the riverbanks of
Mexico looking for her children, mournfully walieg,
“Ayyy, mis hijoa'™ (Ohhh, my children?). The legend of
Las Liorons is reinvented each time Usosnguered Sporits
moves ino o &fferent set of hisorical crcumstances,
from revolutionary Mexico 1o the devastanon of pre-
Christian Tenochtitlds o a labor strike at the worksite
of a much older, weathered Xochumilco in San Amonso.
The text of the play documents the emotional and phyy
ical violence against mdigenous women and the cours
geous. albelt reckless, reactions of those women 1o the
abuse of trust and power by men of the rubng order.

Uncomquered Spenti won an honorable mention in
the 1992 TENAZ (Teatros Naconales de Anddn) Inter-
national Quincentennial Playwriting  Compeotion,
spomsored by the Guadalupe Cultural Arts Center, and
received & public reading at the TENAZ Internasonl
Fesuval of Chicano/Latino Theatre i San Antomio in
November 1992, Unoonguered Sponits also was a finalot in
the Arizoea Theater Company’s First Annual Huspanic
Playwritng Contest in 1995, The play had ity world
premicee i Apnl 1995 at Cabfornia Sate University,
Northridge, dwrected by Asamane Garcla

Also in April 1995 there was a workshop produc
tion of Confeusens of Women from East LA, directed by
William Alepndro Virchas. In San Dicgo, Vischis
directed another production of the play, presented by
Teatro Miscara Magica and the Fritz Theater, from 25
April through 12 May 1996, The same production trav
cled to the Universty of Calfornia, Riversade, for a
final performance at 3 fine arts festival on 29 June 1996
“Awake. my neu, awake!" exhores Valenuna, the final
character in Lopes's parade of proud and different Chir
camas who flaunt their comically bittersweet lves in
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Confersions of Women from Eait LA, There s Dofia Con-
sepcion, who b glad that her husband & dead because she
never Bked sex—not bhecause he gave her AIDS; she
admits that she is a lesbian, Calletana, the corn vendor,
was jaded for streetselling Yoko Mastinez i trying to act
ad Jook Japancse, even volunteering to tie up her size
36D breasts o she Gan get a job at Mss. Io's restaurant
Tdlany, the Valley Chicana, o unable w0 concentrate on
her speech against Proposition 187 because she just gt
inso & fight with her bayfriend. FinaBly, Valentina makes
fodd uncamiortable with her effors aganst rac-
e and other social injustices. If, as Lépez says, she herself
# the protagonist m all her plays, Valentina most closely
snates the public pertona of the playwnght.
Lépez » a member of the Dramausts Cuidd and
the Writers Guild of America West. She has written for
edevision as well as for the stage; her television writing
‘eredits include episodes for Laeng Smgle ( June-October
1993) and Cudture Clask (Ocrober 1993-January 1994)
‘oa Fox TV; The Latouo Serier (Ocrober 1994)
e HBO/TROPIX; 7k Chaver Romidy (November
1985), an ABC/Norman Lear/Paramount Television
production; leraty HSTA. (Sepember 1995) om
'NBC: and Le Fiets (February 1996) on UPN. She
foanded a production company with writer/producer
Joo Mercedes 111 in January 1995 w0 crease, develop,
(#ad produce film, welevision, and theater projects; this
was dissolved the followmng year,
~ On 16 Seprember 1995 Lipes was awarded a
Diosa de Plana (Silver Goddess) award in recognition of
her contributions o the field of arts and entertainment;
the award was presented by the Chicano Federation of
San Diego County at their twenty-fifth annual fundrais-
bg gala dinner and amniversary celebration. Fellow
Bonorees were Valdez, actress and Bilingual Foundation
of the Arts cofounder Carmen Zapata, actor Mario
Lépez, and novelimt Victor Villasefior.
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