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Michelle Lopez-Rios

By Matthew James Gutierrez

come to the theatre, then the

theatre must go to the Raza,” said
Luis Valdez, the father of Chicano
theatre. And that is exactly what
Michelle Lopez-Rios does.

Lopez-Rios is an assistant professor
of Voice and Speech at UWM, as well
as an established voice within the
Milwaukee community. She moved to
Milwaukee from Texas after receiving
an MFA in Theatre from the University
of Houston. Lopez-Rios realized that
the Latina/o voice was very much
absent from the Milwaukee theatre
scene, and recognized the opportunity
to broaden it to include the Hispanic
community.

While attending the University of
Southern California, where she later
received her BFA, Lopez-Rios was cast
in a stage reading of Zoot Suit by Luis
Valdez. Though she had discovered her
passion for the theatre as a child, she

: If the Raza (the people) will not
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had never seen a Latina/o-orientated
play until she attended USC. Lopez-
Rios realized that it had taken far too
long for her to discover a theatrical
production that reflected her heritage,
so she began to utilize her abilities
and education to help develop such
productions.

While in Houston, Lopez-Rios
began working with The Royal Mexican
Players, a theatrical group founded by
Alvaro Saar Rios that creates and
performs theatrical productions for
and about the Hispanic community.
After moving to Milwaukee, Lopez-
Rios continues to direct and perform
as a part of The Royal Mexican Players.
In 2007, she and Rios conducted an
intensive six-week creative writing and
performance workshop at UWM. The
result was two performances of Nuestra
Voz, Nuestra Historia (Our Voice, Our
Story) during Hispanic Heritage Month.
This production gave performers an
opportunity to tell influential stories
from their lives, and gave the
community an opportunity to
experience theatre centered on the
Latina/ o voice.

The Royal Mexican Players
followed Nuesira Voz, Nuestra Historia
with Bienvenidos a Milwaukee (Welcome
to Milwaukee), a theatrical production
that showcased stories of different
Latina/o generations and their heritages
within the Milwaukee community. The
Royal Mexican Players pieced together
stories from several community
members, focusing on immigration
and how their families eventually
made Milwaukee their home.

Bienvenidos a Milwaukee was
produced by the Milwaukee Repertory
and the United Community Center
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(Centro de la Comunidad Unida), an
organization that provides education,
cultural arts, recreation, community
development, and health and human
services to Hispanics and near south
side residents. The United Community
Center also houses an elementary
school. Lopez-Rios helps these
children hear their voices within the
theatre, and speaks to them about the
importance of their education.

In addition to performing
Bienvenidos a Milwaukee, Lopez-Rios
serves the community through her
involvement with programs such as
the Healthy Girls Initiative and
Proyecto Salud. These programs help
individuals cope with abuse, depression
and chronic disease, and provide
access to health insurance and other
beneficial information that teaches
them how to live healthier lives.

Lopez-Rios continues to establish
herself within UWM and the larger
community. She is currently developing
a new course, which will begin in the
2009-10 school year, entitled, “Theatre
in the Americas: Latin America,
Caribbean, and U.S. Latina/o Drama.”
Lopez-Rios will be directing Arms and
the Man in the UWM Mainstage
Theatre this semester and can be seen
in the Milwaukee Chamber Theatre’s
production of Brooklyn Boyin the
spring of 2009.

While Lopez-Rios continues to
teach and develop theatre in an
educational setting, she also under-
stands the importance of showcasing
theatrical productions for the commun-
ity. Following Luis Valdez’s advice, she
is taking the theatre to the Raza.
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