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Essay by Michelle Lopez-Rios

Coaching a Stereotype

Assumptions. You walk down the street and see a young black man. His
bright colored boxers accentuate his sagging jeans. A ball cap hides his face.
What does he sound like? You seek diverse scripts. Exploring different cultures
guides your season selection. You discover a script boasting eighteen Puerto
Rican roles. It is a culturally diverse piece, right? What assumptions do we
make? In spring of 2007, the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee (UWM)
chose West Side Story to debut its BFA Musical Theatre Program. I served as
dialect coach. Being a Latina dialect coach prompted a dialogue about race
and representation. This article traces that experience and how it influenced
iy coaching of the play.

I approached the production like all coaching jobs. I contacted the director
and began my research. I aimed to assist the actors in finding authentic New
York and Puerto Rican sounds. My academic research included distinguishing
the bilingual phonemes of Tejanos, Nuyoricans, Chicanos in California,
Cubanos in Florida and many other Latinos in the United States historically
lumped together as having a “Spanish sound.” This would be helpful. I gathered
information for the predominately Caucasian cast. I forged ahead until a
colleague asked for my thoughts on coaching a production that potentially
promulgates Latina/o stereotypes.

The question intrigued me. My body of work distinctly fought racism and
stereotypes faced by Latinos. I produced, directed, and performed pieces that
embraced bilingual text and exposed stereotypes. I considered the script; the
Latino gang, the virgin Maria, the spitfire Anita. Yes, there were stereotypes. [
thought about our production; Caucasian actors playing Maria, Bernardo,
and many of the Sharks. Was I contributing to the promulgation of Latina/o
stereotypes?

I recorded my thoughts on papet. My thoughts emerged as questions; many
questions about stereotypes, casting, coaching, teaching, and how we as faculty
select works to be performed. Those questions led to a request to conduct a
lecture discussing race and representation as part of UWM’s “Cultures and
Communities Difficult Dialogues” series.! Presented in conjunction with Wesz
Side Story, this lecture allowed a space for faculty and students to discuss the
various issues of casting, representation, and diversity in theatre.

In preparation for the lecture, I researched the documented discussion on race
and representation in American theater. I discovered the 1986 Actor’s Equity
Association (AEA) survey which revealed that over 90 percent of all American
professional theater was performed with an all white cast.? This survey
exposed the issues of nontraditional casting, colotblind casting, and the lack
of diversity on stage. The symposia, printed materials, and discussions allowed
artists to share their experiences of racism and frustration with industry
members all over the country. Native American performer Donna Couteau
Brooks asked fellow performers to take responsibility and support the Non-
Traditional Casting Project by walking away from roles written for Native
Americans and allowing an opportunity for those actors to share their own
cultural heritage on stage and screen.® Performer and playwright Anna
Deavere Smith charged that those directors casting all white actors in 90 per-
cent of the theaters were the ones doing non-traditional casting because those
casts did not reflect the American people.#
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1. “Difficult Dialogues is an initiative that aims to
promote conversations on campus about race,
ethnicity, gender, religion, and other cultural differ-
ences that often divide us” UWM Cultures and
Communities Program with support from the Ford
Foundation.

2. Newman, “Holding Back: The Theatre's Resistance
to Non-Traditional Casting” 22-36.

3. Deboo, “The Non-Traditional Casting Project
Continues into the ‘90's.” 190.

4.Clinton Turner Davis and Harry Newman, ed.,
Beyond Tradition: Transcripts of the First Symposium
on Non-Traditional Casting, 28.



5. Wilson, The Ground on Which | Stand, 30-31.

6.Highway “Should Only Native Actors Have the
Right to Play Native Roles?” 159.

7. The email included the statement that the survey,
“is designed to explore your opinions and percep-
tions regarding 'color blind' and 'non-traditional’
casting. Your answers are very important and will
remain anonymous. Nowhere will you be asked to
give your name or other identifying information. You
can exit the survey at anytime. You are not required
to fill out this survey but it will be very helpful if you
do” Survey Monkey was used to collect the data.
Research protocol by the University of Wisconsin —
Milwaukee Institutional Review Board was followed
and Exempt Status under Category 2 as governed by
45 CFR 46.101 subpart b was granted.

The Moving Voice
The Voice & Speech Review

Powerful reactions to the push for color-blind and politically correct casting
followed. Playwright August Wilson responded perhaps most famously in the
keynote address at the Theatre Communication’s Group 11th biennial confer-
ence in June of 1996. In response to the idea of blind casting, Wilson stated:

To mount an all-black production of a Death of @ Salesman or any other
play conceived for white actors as an investigation of the human
condition through the specifics of white culture is to deny us our own
humanity, our own history, and the need to make our own investigations
from the cultural ground on which we stand as black Americans. It is an
assault on our presence, and our difficult but honorable history in
America; and it is an insult to out intelligence, our playwrights, and our
many and varied contributions to the society and the world at large.®

Unfortunately, the colorblind and non-traditional casting movement failed to
address the need to train more minority actors, designers, playwrights and
directors. The discussion ignored the challenges of casting a play written for a
non-white cast. Reflecting on his experience as a Native American playwright,
Tomson Highway wrote in 2001,

It seems to me that what we have here are two distinct choices; a) either
we cast a show politically correctly (meaning only Native actors play
Native parts) and the show never, ever gets produced (trust me; I waited
ten years for Rose to happen, more for others which will NEVER get
done), or b) cast it any way you want, in whatever way you can afford it
budget-wise...let the show be born, let the show become successful, and
THEN it will live on forever to employ many, many, many more actors,
Native and otherwise, for many, many, many more years.®

As 1 considered these issues I found no answers, only more questions. Should
West Side Story be cast race specific? Does colorblind mean culturally blind? If
we stopped doing theatre that contains racist points of view or stereotypical
characters, then don’t we lose out on a wealth of material? Can we change the
material? Should we change the material? Finally, what is so bad about a
musical with wonderful music and dancing that asks us to put aside our
prejudices and look beyond our differences?

Twenty years after the AEA survey, many of the same questions plagued my
thoughts. My lecture was quickly turning into a discussion. With the help of
colleague Dr. Robin Mello, I created an anonymous online survey to capture
the pulse of the UWM community. We sent out an email to faculty, staff and
students with information about the lecture and a link to an anonymous survey.”
We asked people to candidly answer questions about diversity in theater,
colorblind casting, the responsibility of theaters to produce diverse plays, as
well as where they believe the line should be drawn when casting a racially
specific play. Students, professors, and even community artists answered the
survey. The responses seemed thoughtful and very honest.

There were 75 respondents total. 45 respondents identified themselves as
students, 20 as UWM faculty or staff, 5 as Milwaukee artists, and 15 identified
themselves as other. Overwhelmingly, 88 percent of the respondents agreed
that the performing arts have a responsibility to address issues of cultural
diversity. 75 percent agreed that, “Diverse casting in theatre productions, in
general, is important to me.” 84 percent went further to say that artists have a
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responsibility to give accurate portrayals of multicultural and diverse view-
points. We asked several questions about how this might be accomplished.

When asked if plays such as Raisin in the Sun, West Side Story, and Cat on a
Hot Tin Roof should be cast racially and ethnically specific, about half of the
respondents agreed. However, later in the survey when asked, “In plays that
clearly involve specific racial, ethnic, or culturally specific characters, only
actors who are from the character’s specific culture should be cast,” only about
30 percent agreed. According to the survey responses, Whites can portray
Latino characters, but not Black characters. An all black cast of The Glass
Menagerie is fine, but an all white Raisin in the Sun is offensive.

Changing the script was not the answer. Only 36 percent of those surveyed
felt it was acceptable to change the text of the script when a play was cast
with mulri-ethnic actors. There were no clear answers on how to successfully
address cultural diversity. Respondents wrote out their thoughts.

“With make-up, costumes and dialect training an actor/singer can just as
accurately portray a part regardless of race”

“We cannot ignore that color blind casting does still affect our audiences...we
live in a racist society.”

“People shouldn’t be mimicking each other...I think it’s better to just change
the script.”

“Cultural diversity should be given both ways, to all races including whites.”

Perhaps the conversation had less to do with colorblind casting and more to

do with addressing the fact that African-Americans make up 12% of the U.S.
population but only 6% of active members of Actor’s Equity Association. Still
worse, Latinos, who make up over 12% of the population, represent less than

3% of Actor’s Equity Association.8 8. United States Census 2000
<http//www.census.gov/Press-Release/

: : www/2001/demoprofile.htmi>.
As I worked with the West Side Story cast, the research and survey responses

troubled me. As a voice and dialect coach, I assist actors in capturing and
creating sounds that are not habitually, genetically, or culturally their own.
Wee, as coaches and teachers, give actors tools to capture the essence of people
not like themselves. What is our responsibility as educators concerning the
material we bring to the students and how we execute those materials?

West Side Story is arguably a brilliant story and score and can be appreciated

for its place in musical theater history. However, it is not necessarily a culturally

diverse piece. Neither the music nor the book is written by a Latino, the score

does not accurately reflect Puerto Rican music, and many times Latina/o

actors are not even cast in the Puerto Rican roles. Worst of all the play supports

Rosina Lippi Green's conclusion that, “stereotypes around Chicano and

Latino Americans are almost exclusively negative.”® The Puerto Rican gang 9. Lippi-Green, English with an Accent: Language:
members and the Latina women portrayed as either virgins or spitfire whores Languaps, i ooy enddicimhisech e

United States, 236.
are petfect examples of these stereotypes.

Coaching the actors (many of whom were white) in these stereotypical roles
was a challenge, mostly because I was torn on the issues I was researching, I
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focused on my job as a voice coach and worked, as in any other production,
to the best of my ability to create an accurate and culturally embracing sound
that was true to the characters. I introduced the Spanish influenced sounds to
the actors and found the varying degrees of proficiency in English. We
focused on the Romeo and Juliet story. We focused on the Latino culture.

When asked what makes a play Hispanic, Puerto Rican playwright José Rivera
responded, “Latin culture is very specific—a belief in family, a willingness to
think magically, a passion for love and sex, a code of honor and respect...these
10. José Rivera. Email interview. April 15, 2003. things, more than food and music, are what define Latin culture for me.”'
These words helped me to guide the students away from stereotypes and into
the culture. The gritos (Ay Ay Ay!) in the song “America” could potentially be
a moment of white kids running around making uncomfortable screams. But
for Puerto Ricans and other Latinos, music has been an intricate part of the
culture since the ceremonies of the pre-Columbian indigenous people. Great
joys and terrible sorrows of the people are expressed through song and dance.
The cries of sorrow ring from the mariachi singer drunk with love. Joy infuses
the contagious percussion driven music that moves people to their feet. My
memories of family gatherings growing up are filled with song, dance, and
roaring laughter. These images, this history, this culture is what I brought into
rehearsals with the Sharks. While the text may play to stereotypes, we did not

have to.

Tiwo weeks before the opening of the play, UWM Cultures and Communities
initiated a two-part lecture series in conjunction with the production of West
Side Story. Dr. William Velez from the Department of Sociology presented the
first lecture entitled “Race and Representation and ‘America’: The Immigrant
Perspective.” My own lecture, “Casting Blindly? Race and Representation in
the Theatre Media,” was given opening week of the production. I presented
the facts and history that I had uncovered. I offered the quantitative survey
results. I quoted the wildly opposing views from the survey responses. Finally,
I opened the floor to questions and comments. The conversation started
polite and easy. Then slowly opposing opinions were expressed and things
became uncomfortable. Cracking voices and flushed faces expressed views
about race and representation.

The conversation that began in that room carried on among students. It
continued in the classtoom, and eventually in the community with an interview
on the local public radio station. I presented the material on the VASTA debut
panel in New Orleans in 2007 and most recently as a guest lecturer. Each
time I have presented the material, there are more questions and passionate
responses. There is an obvious need to talk about these issues. This conversation
reaches all the way to Broadway. Arthur Laurents, the author of the book for
West Side Story, aims to direct a more realistic version of the play in 2009

11. Bosman, “Jets? Yes! Sharks? {Sil in Bilingual steering away from what he said to be, “bogus accents, bogus dialect, (and)

WestiSide & Iulyat 7, 2008, bogus costumes.”" This clearly demonstrates that West Side Story may be a
challenging score and well-loved musical; but it is not a great source for
Latino culture.

The material we choose and the way we cast shows in educational institutions
strongly affects our students. Our own assumptions are magnified by our
choice of material, choice in casting, and by how we address the material. It
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is not enough to try and fit African American, Asian, Native American,
Latina/o, or any other diverse culture into the characters of Tennessee
Williams or Arthur Miller. We must train diverse playwrights. We can continue
to promulgate stereotypes and pigeonhole actors and actresses or we can break
barriers and produce American theatre that reflects American voices. There are
no right answers to questions of race and representation and each director or
season selection committee must make decisions thar make sense for their
students. We must understand, however, that those decisions have consequences.
How do we move beyond our assumptions?

€
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