
3 Feeling Pretty

West Side Story and U.S. Puerto Rican Identity

For never was a story of more woe

than this of Juliet and her Romeo.

—William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet

If a time-capsule is about to be buried anywhere, this film ought to be in-

cluded so that possible future generations can know how an artist of ours

made our most congenial theatrical form respond to the beauty in our

time and to the humanity in some of its ugliness.

—Stanley Kaufman, “The Asphalt Romeo and Juliet”

The ideas of the past weigh like a nightmare on the brains of the living.

—Stuart Hall, “Signification, Representation, Ideology”

There are cultural icons that never seem to die no matter how much dirt you

throw on them. And the multi-faced West Side Story—Broadway show, Holly-

wood film, staple of high school drama programs, inspiration for the 2000

Gap campaign featuring “the latest Spring styles and colors of the Khakis and

the Jeans,”1 and possible remake featuring a “real” Puerto Rican cast—refuses

to bow out after way too many curtain calls. Like the Spanish-American War

for the Island nationalist elites, the 1961 film version of West Side Story, di-

rected by Robert Wise and choreographed by Jerome Robbins, can be dubbed

the diaspora’s “trauma.”

A symptom that West Side Story remains a constitutive site for AmeRícan

ethno-national identifications is the fact that although the film is neither the
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first nor last portrayal of Puerto Ricans as criminal men and “fiery” women,

hardly any boricua cultural critic, activist, or screen actor can refrain from

stating their own very special relationship to West Side Story. References to

the film tend to convey a sense of shame or pride in the speaker’s ethno-na-

tional identity, a desire for valorization, and/or a struggle to articulate an op-

positional voice in American culture.

Jennifer López, the highest-paid Latina actress in Hollywood today, recalls

that West Side Story was her favorite movie as a child. “I saw it over and over.

I never noticed that Natalie Wood wasn’t really a Puerto Rican girl. I grew up

always wanting to play Anita (Rita Moreno’s Oscar-winning role), but as I got

older, I wanted to be Maria. I went to dance classes every week.”2 For the

Bronx-born López, causing the Jets and the Sharks to rumble in West Side

Story may signify that a boricua can indeed be valuable enough to play her

own stereotype in a major American motion picture, but for the San

Juan–born entertainer Ricky Martin, starring in the infamous musical means

contributing to the stereotypes that make him a cultural oxymoron as a mid-

dle-class “white” man. Martin has in fact repeatedly rejected the possibility

of a starring role in the remake because “It’s kicking my culture. And I’m not

gonna feed that.”3

The journalist Blanca Vázquez, whose editorial work in the Center for

Puerto Rican Studies publication Centro was crucial in fostering critical dis-

course on Latinos in the media, has also underscored the importance of West

Side Story in her own identity formation: “And what did the ‘real’ Puerto

Rican, Anita do in the film? She not only was another Latina ‘spitfire,’ she

also sang a song denigrating Puerto Rico and by implication, being Puerto

Rican. . . . I remember seeing it and being ashamed.”4 The Island-born cul-

tural critic Alberto Sandoval shares in the shame as the film came to define

him after he migrated to the United States: “And how can I forget those who

upon my arrival would start tapping flamenco steps and squealing: ‘I like to

be in America’? As the years passed by I grew accustomed to their actions and

reactions to my presence. I would smile and ignore the stereotype of Puerto

Ricans that Hollywood promotes.”5
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In contrast to the purported materiality—however discursively pro-

duced—of the Spanish-American War and its aftermath, the nearly universal

consensus by spectators, critics, and creators of West Side Story is that the film

is not in any way “about” Puerto Rican culture, migration, or community

life, that ultimately, it refers to “nothing.” Even West Side Story’s creative col-

laborators have been consistent in representing the work as non-mimetic.

The lyricist Stephen Sondheim, for instance, initially rejected the project on

the grounds of his ignorance of Puerto Rican culture and lack of experience

with poverty: “I can’t do this show. . . . I’ve never been that poor and I’ve

never even met a Puerto Rican.”6

Without a touch of irony, Leonard Bernstein also noted the extent to

which he researched Puerto Rican culture before writing the score: “We went

to a gym in Brooklyn where there were different gangs that a social organi-

zation was trying to bring together. I don’t know if too much eventually got

into West Side Story, but everything does help.”7 The “superficial” way that

Puerto Ricans were represented made one of the original West Side Story pro-

ducers, Cheryl Crawford, insist that “the show explains why the poor in New

York, who had once been Jewish, were now Puerto Rican and black. . . . When

someone said the piece was a poetic fantasy, not a sociological document, she

replied, ‘You have to rewrite the whole thing or I won’t do it.’”8 Yet if West

Side Story was not intended to be “real,” and many boricua spectators insist

that it does not accurately represent us as a “people,” what accounts for its

reality effects? Why is West Side Story a founding site for Puerto Rican–Amer-

ican ethno-national identifications?

The film’s durable canonization, I would argue, is not arbitrary on several

counts. West Side Story is the earliest—and arguably the only—widely dis-

seminated American mass culture product to construe Puerto Ricans as a spe-

cific, and hence different, U.S. ethnic group, ranked in a particular social

order, living in a distinct location, yet informed by a uniquely American

racialization process. While it is not the only media intervention to represent

Puerto Ricans within a legal or sociological discourse (12 Angry Men and The

Young Savages, for instance, preceded it), West Side Story remains the most co-
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hesive cultural text to “hail”—and perhaps even more important for a dis-

cussion on ethno-national shame, to see—Puerto Ricans as a distinctly Amer-

ican ethnic group.

West Side Story is then nothing short of a Puerto Rican Birth of a Nation

(1915): a blatant, seminal (pun intended), valorized, aestheticized eruption

into the (American) national “consciousness.” Irresistibly, Variety offers a

typical West Side Story review: “Technically it is superb; use of color is daz-

zling, camera work often is thrilling, editing fast with dramatic punch, pro-

duction design catches mood as well as action itself.”9 Or as Stanley Kaufman

insists in the New Republic, “West Side Story has been overburdened with dis-

cussion about its comment on our society. It offers no such comment. As a

sociological study, it is of no use: in fact, it is somewhat facile. What it does

is to utilize certain conditions artistically—a vastly different process.”10

Indeed, West Side Story—unlike the crime-saturated evening news—incor-

porates Puerto Ricans into the United States through a media product valued

for its Shakespearean inspiration, aesthetic quality, financial success, and

popularity with audiences, a timeless American “classic.” This coupling re-

calls the historian Francisco A. Scarano’s observation that “domination is an

ambiguous process, a form of creating distance, of othering, and at the same

time creating intimacy or bonding.”11 The unanimous regard for the film’s

quality, which simultaneously shames Puerto Ricans through its racist em-

plotment and valorizes us by the attachment to an appreciated commodity,

continues to seduce audiences into multiple fantasies of incorporation—sex-

ual, social, and (variously) ethno-national.

West Side Story is also not a product of Island high culture but of Ameri-

can popular entertainment, which does not depend on literacy or education

to be consumed. If the cinema “homologizes . . . the symbolic gathering of

the nation,”12 the film further demarcates the United States, not Puerto Rico,

as the “national” space. In this sense, even if West Side Story represents

AmeRícans as a subaltern group, the subjects so lowered have more in com-

mon with Nuyoricans than the heroic boricuas from the Island’s nationalist

fiction, since they are working-class, not blanquitos; English (not Spanish)
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speaking; urban, not mountain dwelling; racialized, not European; and fully

engaged in modernity, even if at a disadvantage.

Equally relevant is the fact that West Side Story constitutes Puerto Ricans as

criminal (men), and victimized (women)—two gendered sites of shameful

identification that nevertheless socially constitutes many boricuas in excess of

ethno-nationality.13 Educated AmeRícan spectators, who tend to be the most

stung by the shame of West Side Story, have attempted to offset it by offering

a “positive” counterdiscourse, on the “good” side of the law. In doing so they

have, however, resorted to the same definitions of justice that criminalize

Puerto Ricans and ignore the degree to which boricua popular culture reveres

outlaws and identifies with alternative codes of honor. Boricua popular cul-

ture, in fact, often embraces violence by individuals as a means of addressing

asymmetrical power relationships. “The right to individually enact coercive

reprisals directly, without official institutional mediation,” writes Kelvin San-

tiago-Valles, was “recognized and affirmed among the ‘native’ laboring

classes” during the first five decades of American rule.14 Similarly, I witnessed

in screening West Side Story to young Puerto Ricans in the Philadelphia barrio

during the mid-1990s, that teenagers repeatedly affirmed that the film was

not racist, for “that’s [gangs, violence, death] how it is.”

West Side Story is hence compelling as a founding narrative because it

raises both the disgrace-shame of the privileged and the discretion-shame of

the majority (see chapter 1). As Blanca Vázquez has observed, what may be

the most shameful aspect of West Side Story to educated U.S. boricuas is not

only its racism, but its insinuation that many Puerto Ricans—specifically

gendered as women—want a part of the American Dream, and that this iden-

tification can often be painfully pleasurable. Ultimately, the film’s main and

long-lasting effect is not that it divides “the Puerto Ricans from the Anglo-

Americans, Puerto Rico from the U.S., the West Side from the East Side, the

Latino race from the Anglo-Saxon race, the Puerto Rican cultural reality from

the Anglo-American one, the poor from the rich,” as some critics have

claimed.15 In a queer way, the film incorporates the specter of Puerto Ricans
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into American culture and provides what no boricua-made film has delivered

to date: a deceptively simple, widely seen text that dwells on the still consti-

tutive axes of migration, class, gender, race, and sexuality. West Side Story has

in fact offered U.S. Puerto Ricans a world stage on which to negotiate their

ethno-national identity, prophesying the replacement of boricua high culture

by the mass media as a site of cultural reproduction.

The Puerto Rican “Thing” and the Makeup of Identity

If West Side Story has constituted Puerto Rican ethno-nationality as shameful,

yet some spectators enjoy it and others decry it, how is the film playing

(with) “us,” Puerto Ricans and/as “Americans”? From the many ways that

spectators complicate and enjoy the subjection of cinema, I will begin by

highlighting the “make up” of West Side Story—how it visualizes

boricuaness—by using the queer vernacular methodology of “reading” its per-

formances as do the judges and onlookers at a drag ball. Arguably, one of the

pleasures that the film offers boricua spectators is how it fails to “get” them

as Puerto Ricans.

While little known, the film’s origin story provides a valuable entry point.

West Side Story is based on a 1949 play called East Side Story, a love story be-

tween a Jewish girl and a Catholic boy frustrated by both families. “As early

as January 1949 Robbins had come to Bernstein with a proposal that they

make a modern-day version of Romeo and Juliet,” wrote Meryle Secrest,

“using the conflict between Jews and Catholics during the Easter-Passover

celebrations as a contemporary equivalent.”16 After some thought, however,

the collaborators Jerome Robbins (choreographer), Leonard Bernstein (com-

poser), and Arthur Laurents (writer) put the project on hold partly because

the proposed story line was too similar to Anne Nichols’s Abie’s Irish Rose, the

longest-running show on Broadway during the 1920s.17 “I said it was Abie’s

Irish Rose to music,” Laurents commented, “and [Robbins] wouldn’t have any

part of it.”18
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Read as a national allegory, Abie’s Irish Rose is about how American

“whites” were invented out of a broad spectrum of European ethnicities, im-

migration histories, and classes. Unlike Romeo and Juliet, the final resolution

is staged as an integration of Jews and Catholics through marriage and upper-

class mobility—a triumph of “whiteness” as a new identity for the children

of European immigrants, regardless of their religion. By the end of the play,

Abie and Rose, for instance, celebrate a hybrid Christmas with their children,

who are fraternal twins. The twins, named Rebecca and Patrick in honor of

Abie’s mother and Rose’s father, respectively, will clearly grow up to be nei-

ther Jewish nor Catholic, neither Irish nor European, but “all-American.”

At the height of the late 1940s, Bernstein felt that Abie’s conflict was out-

dated. World War II had created a new context for Jews in the United States;

anti-Semitism was at an all-time low and many first-generation Jews and

Irish were integrated as Americans, despite a lingering discomfort. However,

the basic premise of “impossible love” based on a socially imposed norm

continued to be compelling to Robbins, Bernstein, and Laurents. “We’re fired

again,” wrote Bernstein, “by the Romeo notion; only now we have aban-

doned the Jewish-Catholic premise as not very fresh, and have come up with

what I think is going to be it: two teenage gangs, one the warring Puerto Ri-

cans, the other ‘self-styled’ Americans.”19

According to Bernstein, the new idea emerged spontaneously—and far

from the action:

I was at a Beverly Hills pool with Arthur Laurents. I think I was in Cali-

fornia scoring On the Waterfront. And we were talking ruefully about what

a shame that the original East Side Story didn’t work out. Then, lying next

to us on somebody’s abandoned chair was a newspaper headline, “GANG

FIGHTS.” We stared at it and then at each other and realized that this—

in New York—was it. The Puerto Rican thing had just begun to explode,

and we called Jerry, and that’s the way West Side Story—as opposed to East

Side Story—was born.20
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The Puerto Rican “thing” was nothing but the recasting of a colonial migrant

community into a distinct and “nationally” recognized ethnic group, now

also seemingly available for queer erotic fantasies.

In adapting the play, the film’s creators maintained Catholicism as a plot

continuity (although the East Side’s Italian boy became Polish), but Jewish

identity disappeared, a critical displacement since the creators of the film

were all Jews. The erasure of Jewish characters, however, did not mean that

the questions that have affected Jewish integration into the United States

vanished. As Michael Rogin and others have commented, Jews in New York

have been productive appropriators of subaltern culture—particularly African

American—in an effort to address their own complex process of sometimes

shameful transculturation. This process recalls Toni Morrison’s comments re-

garding American literature, “The fabrication of an Africanist persona is re-

flexive; an extraordinary meditation on the self; a powerful exploration of the

fears and desires that reside in the writerly conscious. It is an astonishing rev-

elation of longing, of terror, of perplexity, of shame, of magnanimity.”21

While blackface was only partially used in the staging of West Side Story,

the play’s music is heavily indebted to jazz and Latin American rhythms, and

the casting in both the play and the film could be broadly understood as a

minstrel act. In addition, for gay Jewish artists who were working in highly

visible venues and in some cases living complex lives as heterosexuals, telling

stories close to home through other means was not uncommon throughout

their careers. Despite the fact that some have pointed to the surprising ease

with which the producers changed one ethnicity for another as a symptom

of racism, “passing” and hence substituting ethnicities was part of Jewish

(ambivalent) survival strategies in the United States, which, of course, have

much in common with (white) queer practices of integration into hetero-

sexist spaces.22

The casting of white actors presents a second opportunity to approach

West Side Story as a transethnic masquerade. Mason Wiley and Damien Bona

wrote that the Mirisch brothers, executive producers of West Side Story, had
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“toyed with the idea of casting Elvis Presley as the leader of the American

street gang, with his followers played by Fabian, Frankie Avalon, and Paul

Anka.”23 No major male stars, however, were actually cast as any of the

“white” Jets, although Natalie Wood and George Chakiris were hired to play

the two Puerto Rican leads. Predictably, only secondary Shark roles went to

Latino actors.

Since Puerto Ricans are a differently racialized people and some are indis-

tinguishable from whites or African Americans (as coded in Hollywood cin-

ema), boricua ethnic specificity had to be easily seen and heard. Otherwise,

the visual economy separating the Jets from the Sharks—and Maria from

Tony—would be lost. To stress the difference between ethnic groups, Puerto

Rican characters spoke in a shifting, asinine accent, and the hair of the Jets

was dyed unnaturally blond. Not surprisingly, George Chakiris, who played

Bernardo, was “brownfaced.” Given the history of Hollywood representation

of Latino working-class men and Chakiris’s own record in the production (he

had played the leader of the Jets in the theater) brownface underscored

Bernardo’s ethnicity; makeup was a clamp used to avoid any ethnic misread-

ing of his “realness.”

Ironically, even if designed to make him more authentically boricua,

Bernardo’s brownface and eccentric Spanish pronunciation had the opposite

effect and were responsible for what many observers found to be an uncon-

vincing performance (which nevertheless landed him an Oscar). Simultane-

ously, although Natalie Wood’s brunette type was less contested on the basis

of appearance, the authenticity of her voice was questioned and even

mocked. Not only was Wood’s singing voice dubbed, but her “speaking ac-

cent helped her earn the Hasty Pudding Club’s award for worst actress of the

year.”24

Jerome Robbins had requested Rita Moreno to audition to play Maria in

the Broadway show, but once the play was transformed into a Hollywood

production, the likelihood that a Puerto Rican actress would be granted the

lead role considerably diminished, given the collusion of racism and com-
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merce in film history, and the prevalent taboos on interracial romance. Al-

though Rita Moreno is light-skinned, the union of Tony and Maria could

have created anxiety in 1961 (although not in 1941, during the heyday of the

“South of the Border” films of the Good Neighbor Policy era). One way to al-

leviate this anxiety was to allow white audiences to enjoy the interracial se-

duction by casting actors as Maria and Bernardo whom everyone knew to be

white, and making sure that Moreno wore heavier makeup to avoid any con-

fusion with the virginal Wood.

Even though it does not “see” Puerto Ricans, West Side Story visualizes a

provocative proposition partly informed by the American Jewish experience:

that for many immigrants, identity in the United States is, so to speak, a mat-

ter of makeup. Due to the instability of the category of “race,” ethnics must

then be made up with dark powder, bright colored ruffled costumes

(women), dark colors (men), accents, and incessant movement. By default,

“white” men must be made up of yellows, browns, and light blue, the

women, orange. The conspicuous absence of blacks—even Puerto Rican

blacks—makes the “epidermal” differences secondary, even an aesthetic af-

fectation.

This “made-up” representation contrasts with the processes of transcul-

turation taking place in New York between Puerto Ricans and their neigh-

bors, and underscores not only why artifice was required to uphold fading

differences but also why this could even be a source of enjoyment for boricua

spectators who wished to retain a distinct cultural identity. As the writer Es-

meralda Santiago recalls, New York Puerto Ricans during the 1960s “walked

the halls between the Italians and the morenos, neither one nor the other, but

looking and acting like a combination of both, depending on the texture of

their hair, the shade of their skin, their makeup, and the way they walked

down the hall.”25 West Side Story’s overkill in representing race reveals not the

power of racism as an epistemology or the impenetrability of Puerto Rican

culture, but how the only way left to disavow transculturation is through

color-coding, lest you eat the wrong M & M.
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Expectedly—and despite the heavy makeup—the film never entirely suc-

ceeds in maintaining the illusion of difference. The dance scene in the gym-

nasium, for instance, succinctly taps into the transculturated core of “Amer-

ican” identifications. The Puerto Ricans “look alike,” as do the Anglos; but at

the same time, many Puerto Ricans are indistinguishable from Anglos. The

single exception is Maria, whose name and white costume connote her as a

“virgin,” untouched by American culture and uncontaminated by racism.

That the film’s arguably “perfect” character is also the most patently “fake”

suggests that the narrative cannot resolve its rips at the seams.

While thematically the film insists that ethnic groups should stick to their

own kind, the gym stages the swan song of anti-miscegenation as white bod-

ies cannot help but perform to Latin-inflected music, even when the dances

are not identically choreographed. As Stuart Hall observes, despite the “in-

authentic” way that blacks are often consumed by the mass media, their in-

corporation has effected certain shifts that may be lost in a purely thematic

analysis of a cultural text: “Style becomes the subject of discourse, the mas-

tery of writing is displaced by music, and the body itself becomes the canvas

for representation.”26 If not in plot, West Side Story is stylishly transcultural

and transethnic.

Ridiculously, as West Side Story is staged and restaged, it will become

“more” Puerto Rican, black, queer, and “Latino” at the same time that the

play will continue to raise prickly issues. In the 1980 Broadway revival, a

black actress, Debbie Allen, played Anita and Josie de Guzmán, a light-

skinned Puerto Rican from the Island, was Maria. To her surprise, de Guzmán

was “made up” (as Rita Moreno before her) to look Puerto Rican: “When they

darkened her long silken hair for the part of Maria she revolted at first. ‘Oh

my God, I am Puerto Rican—why did they have to darken my hair?’ she

thought. They darkened her pale skin too, and after a bit she liked that, want-

ing to get literally in the skin of Maria.”27

Yet it is in seducing the audience to look at Maria where West Side Story

forces both ethno-national makeups to blush. In the character’s most famous

number, “I Feel Pretty,” Maria reveals that she feels pretty (visible) only when
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Tony, a white man, sees her. In Maria’s quest to be seen by only one man,

however, West Side Story allows other subjects to watch, enjoy, and unsettle

his allegedly single authority.

Outing Race: The Queerness of West Side Story

The race-centeredness of Puerto Rican cultural critique—a symptom of

speaking only from ethno-national shame—has also overlooked the un-

canny queerness of West Side Story, how it sees boricuas not only in makeup

but as the objects of homosexual desire.28 Even when penned by some of its

finest gay writers and speaking from queer spaces, contemporary references

to the film have to date refused to engage with this differently constituted

shameful excess.

Daniel Torres, for instance, refers to West Side Story in his novella Morirás

si da una primavera. The narrator tells the story of an Island gay man cruising

a “tomcat” in a New York City bar:

Same old: a conversation about time or about whatever until the infa-

mous question pops up: WHERE ARE YOU FROM? To which you invari-

ably respond: FROM PUERORICO, I AM PUERORICAN, and then rush to

add that you had only been living here for a year and a half, by which

you avoid at all costs to be confused with one from the West Side Story and

company set with the I WANT TO LOVE IN AMERICA, I WANT TO LOVE

IN AMERICA thing. Nah, you were not one of those, you are from the is-

land of horror.29

In this text, the reference to West Side Story tellingly surfaces at the un-

comfortable juncture in which a properly nationally engendered Island gay

Puerto Rican can suffer ethnic devaluation by being mistaken for a politically

“unsophisticated” and transculturated U.S. boricua. The narrator succinctly

acknowledges the character’s subaltern status in relation to “American”

white subjects, the re-racialization he has immediately undergone as a Puerto
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Rican migrant, and the shame that arises from his inability to control what

being boricua signifies in the colonial metropolis. The subject can then affirm

himself as a “real” Puerto Rican only by rejecting any similarity to those he

has indeed become in the eyes of the desired other: a Nuyorican.

The cultural critic Alberto Sandoval has also suggested that West Side Story

is a rigid text where dichotomies such as sharks/jets, animal/technology,

east/west, white/nonwhite constitute the text’s main armature. However, if

the musical’s book requires these oppositions to maintain the illusion of

ethno-racial differences, the use of brownface and the ethnic masquerade’s

makeup construct Puerto Rican identity not as essentially colored but super-

ficially black, criminally stylish, and above all, queerly masculine.

To achieve this singular effect, the film’s creators made several queer deci-

sions in selecting and discarding elements from Romeo and Juliet for West Side

Story. The feuding families of Capulets and Montagues, in which people of

different ages and genders coexist, are transformed into two all-male, work-

ing-class, presumably heterosexual groups. The few women in West Side Story,

with the key exception of Anybodys, a queer white gang-member wannabe,

are mostly enclosed at home or in the workplace. The few times when they

venture out without a male companion, as Anita does, hostility and violence

threaten them, forcing the character to return indoors. By displacing the nu-

clear family onto the gang, West Side Story relocates “private” conflicts onto

the public sphere and refashions them as a struggle over (homo) social space

and performance.

In the battle for urban mobility (spatial and economic), however, the con-

flicts between Jets and Sharks are often superseded by the tension between

the gangs and the police. Although it could be argued that the insidious pres-

ence of the police may be related to the fact that the force was a constant

enemy of New York’s gay community during the 1950s, the police, as an in-

stitutional body, are akin to the gang, since both are homosocial, hypermas-

culine, and “rough” worlds. Hence, the interplay of the gang and police is re-

quired to engender public space as exclusively masculine territory, even

when they are at odds along generational, ethnic, or class lines.
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There is, however, a second and perhaps more important reason the Jets

and the Sharks ultimately protect each other from the police: the possibility

of encountering each other. The “effeminacy” of many dance sequences

where Jets and Sharks pretend to fight, one on top of the other, makes space

for ritualized same-sex physical contact that would be otherwise impossible

in a 1961 Hollywood film. Set to snapping fingers and “boyish” pranks,

“race” offers exhilarating tension to the same-sex contact while displacing

the possible queer connotations of body movements.

Significantly, one of the queer effects of the film for certain gay spectators

is the possibility to live dangerously, to enjoy the surfaces of rough “trade”

without any of the perceived risks through performance. The way Puerto

Rican men were styled as “masculine” in fact anticipates the 1970s, when the

“clone” style of masculinity became widespread and white gay men no

longer fashioned themselves in primarily “feminine” terms.30 At several lev-

els, West Side Story is a racialized tale visualized as a musical feast of gay style:

a spectacle of desire for working-class, gentile, “rough” ethnic men, as well

as a tribute to performative femininity (the “innocent” white star and the

spitfire). Consequently, although the context of reception made it inevitable

that boricuas would be seen as scorned subjects, the most degraded portray-

als in West Side Story do not correspond to the Puerto Ricans, but to a butch

white woman.

Anybodys is a “tomboy” white girl who seeks acceptance and integration

into the Jets through her affirmation of whiteness. Like Maria, Anybodys can

only conceive of subjectivity in relation to white men. The Jets, however, are

a constant reminder of her abject (lesbian) femininity: “I want to fight,” an-

nounces Anybodys to the gang, only to have a Jet sarcastically respond,

“How else is she going to get a guy to touch her?” (The film’s gang members

could ask themselves this same question in relation to the cinema.) Anita is

almost raped when she transgresses white male territory, yet the hostility

that Anybodys attracts and projects is unparalleled in the film. The Puerto

Ricans are violently racialized but they are socially recognized, even sexually

desirable, bodies. All white women, however, are accessories.
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A white woman without a proper name, Anybodys, is an open and unde-

sirable subject—”anybody”—sitting on the sexual/gender fence. In contrast,

the scorn experienced by the female queer who struggles for a place among

men is not shared by a second liminal figure, Baby John. Even though the Jets

sometimes joke about his lack of enthusiasm for fighting, his name evokes

sweetness and innocence, not evacuated subjectivity. Anybodys seeks power

by distancing herself from other subaltern (racialized) people and tries to dis-

place her gender oppression onto her racial privilege, while Baby John aims

to conquer the world through the seduction of popular culture, art, and style.

The bottle-blond, tight-pants-clad, shy, and peaceful member of the Jets is

perhaps the most important site of a Jewish gay subjectivity. Baby John is an

avid reader of comic books featuring superheroes. This identification can be

read as a distinctly Jewish one to the extent that the best-known of all su-

perheroes, Superman, was created by Jewish artists. Moreover, Baby John is

invested in superheroes as both objects of desire and antidotes to the per-

ception of his own body as weak. Significantly, Superman is dark-haired, eth-

nically other, and an alien force—like the Puerto Ricans, not the “Anglos.”

Although the narrative posits Anglo queers as the “good” guys, the desire for

the raw sexuality and physical power of Puerto Rican men is what supplies

the narrative with energy.

Anybodys is eventually allowed into the all-white male club, at the precise

moment when racial confrontation is imminent and death critically undoes

the gendered and racially segregated world that the narrative feebly imag-

ines. Baby John, however, represents the hope of transethnic queer redemp-

tion. Always singled out by Lieutenant Shrank as the possibly most law-abid-

ing Jet, Baby John is the first to make a gesture toward the Puerto Ricans.

After Tony is killed by Chino, Baby John picks up Maria’s mantle from the

ground and gently places it on her head. At the film’s conclusion, the two

bridge subjectivities are the gay man and the virginal ethnic, but neither is

what they seem to be.

Suitably, unlike Romeo and Juliet, where both lovers are sacrificed to restore

peace between the warring families, and Abie’s Irish Rose, where marriage can
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be read as an allegory of national reconciliation, in West Side Story both Maria

and Anita are left without men. In the film, being “ethnic” is more desirable

than being married; in fact, heterosexual love itself is repeatedly associated

with death: Bernardo dies defending Maria’s honor, Riff dies defending Tony

(who is sent by Maria to detain the rumble), and Chino will likely rot in jail

for his effort to make sure Tony could not marry Maria.

The film’s racially engendered sorting is an important departure from tra-

ditional Hollywood narratives involving love triangles between racialized

characters and whites. In the conventional narrative, the white man con-

quers the Latino man to win the female racialized object of desire. If a white

woman is involved, she will triumph over the Latina, who as a result fre-

quently becomes suicidal. In West Side Story the white man does not triumph

and the woman of color does not take her life. Actually, Maria achieves

agency as a result of losing both her lover and her brother, the two men who

controlled her. It is heterosexual coupling, not specifically transethnic desire,

that proves lethal for the West Side Story characters.

Not coincidentally, all key figures in the making of West Side Story had

conflicted feelings about their sexuality. The book author Arthur Laurents’s

work, for instance, was informed by what David Van Leer called the “prob-

lem of sexual substitution. . . . Such conglomerate identities come to a head

(comically) in Laurents’ script for West Side Story, in which homoeroticized

chorus boys, arbitrarily divided into Polish and Puerto Rican, sing a mix of

ballet and Broadway, all under the sign of updated Shakespeare.”31 The cho-

reographer Jerome Robbins’s homosexuality was a source of shame to his

family and to himself. The shame of his queer identification was so strong

that he even became an informant to the House Committee on Un-Ameri-

can Activities (HUAC) for fear that he would be exposed as a homosexual.32

Like Bernstein, Robbins “wanted to be ‘cured’ of being gay.”33

During the 1950s Leonard Bernstein also struggled with his sexuality and

according to his biographer, Meryle Secrest, considered his homosexuality “a

curse.”34 Bernstein attempted to reconcile to his sexuality—he allegedly

thought of himself as “half man, half woman”35—through psychoanalysis
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and was treated by Dr. Sandor Rado, a Hungarian-born psychiatrist, who

thought being gay was a “perversion.”36 While he eventually married a

Catholic Chilean woman, Felice Montealegre, Bernstein continued to enjoy

“slumming with the low life” and indulging in “tall dark, slender, beautiful”

men.37 Bernstein’s sexuality was in fact a trope for all the “low” joys of his

life: homosexuality, love for the musical theater, and Jewishness, which at

times threatened to become major obstacles in developing a successful ca-

reer.

Biography and thematics are not, however, the only sites to engage with

West Side Story’s queerness. As noted earlier, the first queer decision is, of

course, the text’s genre. Musicals have historically been created by gay talent

and have been the repository of a broad spectrum of gay cultural strategies,

including camp, hyperbole, overstated decor and fashion, crossdressing,

quotation, mimicry, gender inversions, put-downs, and bad puns. Even if

West Side Story’s “poor” setting conspires against certain kinds of campiness,

the stylized violence, puns, and other strategies suggest a gay structure of

feeling.

Moreover, West Side Story is queer—even as a musical. According to Robert

Stam and Ella Shohat, “The musical serves up an utopian world of abun-

dance, energy, intensity, transparency, and community, in the everyday so-

cial inadequacies of scarcity, exhaustion, dreariness, manipulation, and soli-

tude.”38 Hailed as one of the stage’s most sophisticated musicals, West Side

Story is also a liminal case of both entertainment and utopia, for it does not

stage performances “which have the sole (conscious) aim of providing pleas-

ure.”39 Although it is true that “lower class” (scarcity, unemployment) is pro-

vided with the utopian solution of abundance and energy, the excess of dy-

namism and intensity leads not to a utopian community, but to death. All

attempts at open communication are mediated by racist discourse, even if

queered, and the sole moment when the whole community gathers together,

it is to help carry Tony’s dead body.

If the count is even—two white men dead, one Puerto Rican dead, one on

his way to the electric chair—utopia is beyond the narrative: placed in an un-
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defined time and space, somewhere, sometime. In this sense, the West Side

Story song within which heterosexuality seems safest is the queerest and

voices a transethnic homoerotic utopia: “There’s a place for us, somewhere a

place for us. . . . There’s a time for us, Someday a time for us. . . . Somewhere,

we’ll find a new way of living. . . . There’s a place for us, a time and a place

for us. Hold my hand and we’re halfway there. Hold my hand and I’ll take

you there. Someday, somehow, somewhere!”

Skeptics may say that a boricua queer reading is possible only now, when

so much—and so little—has changed for Puerto Ricans and queers in the

United States. Yet even in exemplary cases that affected boricua representa-

tion in the 1950s, such as that of Salvador Agrón (a Puerto Rican gang mem-

ber who killed two young white men in 1959 and spent twenty years in

prison), homosexuality and ethno-nationality have been historically en-

twined in our constitution as American subjects. Agrón was considered not

only a dangerous gang member, but also a “girlish-looking,” “effeminate

hoodlum” and “sex deviant” who liked capes and fancy shoes, and flaunted

homosexual tendencies in jail.40

In a largely inaccessible Andy Warhol film (Hedy, or The Fourteen Year Old

Girl, 1965), Mario Montez, a full-time postal worker and part-time Factory

Superstar (see chapter 4), also provides a queer reading of the film. Montez

plays a woman who wakes up from plastic surgery and once she looks at her-

self in the mirror begins to sing “I Feel Pretty.”41 Montez sees West Side Story

“as is”: artificial, exaggerated, ridiculous, and queer, confirming that even

during the 1960s there was an alternative boricua reading of the film, one

that was not, however, free of shame, but coupled to other social identities

in excess of ethno-nationality.

From Rooftop to Bathhouse: Rita Moreno’s Queer Career

Discourse around/in West Side Story offers one strategy to rewind the tapes

of this queerly racialized foundational text. In this section, I would like to

follow a different pathway to further own up to West Side Story’s shame by
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critically and joyously examining the career of Rita Moreno, the sole boricua

principal in the film. While Moreno has been unfairly vilified by Puerto

Rican media scholars, her career affords a rare opportunity to revise most of

the issues raised by West Side Story. Before and after the production, Moreno’s

career is a case study in passing, stardom, and the transgressive uses of stereo-

type and parody to create alternative identifications and communities that

show off, rather than hide, shame.

According to myth, it all started for the Humacao-born Rosita Alverio

when the movie mogul Louis B. Mayer gave the teenager a seven-year con-

tract at Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer.

Rosita, no Latin spitfire, was perfectly sweet and charming at the meet-

ing. She wanted to look like Elizabeth Taylor, so she carefully dressed and

made herself up to look like the famous star, going so far as to use a waist

cincher to copy Taylor’s figure. To her satisfaction, at the meeting, Mayer

observed that she looked like a Latin Liz Taylor.42

Mayer’s approval of Alverio’s crossover looks, however, did not extend to the

teenager’s moniker: “Mayer felt she needed to change her name. He thought

her given name was ‘too corny, even for a Spanish spitfire.’”43

Before being born again, Alverio debuted as a “delinquent” in So Young, So

Bad (1950), a black and white production set in New York. After appearing in

her first feature, Rosita packed what would become a very versatile suitcase

and traveled cross-country with big expectations:

Like many aspiring actresses, I came to Hollywood wanting nothing

more than to be the next Lana Turner, but my education was to be abrupt

and painful: the doors of opportunity were only open to me on strict con-

ditions which the studios dictated. . . . Latino contract players were af-

forded no options in the old studio system; we played the roles we were

given no matter how demeaning they might have been.44
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Recent writings by Latino critics have amply demonstrated the toll of

these studio policies on racialized performers, yet a second question often

goes unasked and cannot be easily answered: What does it mean that a little

Puerto Rican girl, watching movies in New York just after the Depression,

identified with Lana Turner, tried to pass as Elizabeth Taylor, and was bap-

tized into Hollywood at the age of seventeen by a Jewish movie producer?

A first clue is provided by Susan Suntree, Moreno’s biographer. As Suntree

has written, one of Moreno’s favorite films as a child was Imitation of Life

(1934/1959):

In Imitation of Life the protagonist is a woman who hides the fact that she

has black African blood and eventually rejects her mother. Rosita was

deeply moved by this story and never forgot it. Not only did the mother-

daughter conflict in the film touch her, but so did its theme that one

could be so ashamed of one’s bloodline that one would do almost any-

thing to hide.45

The version that the young Rosita watched was Claudette Colbert’s, not the

more popular one featuring Lana Turner, yet it is a productive coincidence

that Turner was one of Moreno’s favorite stars and role models during her

early career.

What was so special about Lana Turner? According to David Shipman,

“Lana Turner has no other identity than that of a film star—and that from a

mold, a fabulous creature who moves on screen among beautiful furnishings,

and who, off-screen, is primarily noted for a series of love affairs, and mar-

riages. . . . Even her admirers would admit that she couldn’t act her way out

of a paper bag.”46 Turner’s one time assistant, Taylor Pero, agrees: “Image be-

fore truth, facade rather than fact, pride over all.”47

For Moreno, identifying with Turner bestowed a few hours of distance

from her life as a child of working-class parents, living in crowded tene-

ments during the Depression. More important, the identification with the
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star is inevitably implicated in a desire to be looked at and recognized, to ex-

ercise the enormous power of seduction on the screen, which at the time was

wielded only by white women.

Unlike most boricua girls who longed to occupy the space of the (white)

star, however, the young Moreno actually gave the starlets of the day a Span-

ish voice. “She was the Spanish-speaking voice of such well-known perform-

ers as Elizabeth Taylor, Margaret O’Brien, Peggy Ann Garner, and Judy Gar-

land.”48 In this work, Moreno “spoke” for/as the stars she could not be, and

in speaking through them, rehearsed star fantasies as well as appropriated

their voices for Latin audiences, transubstantiating the alleged neutrality of

their whiteness and the shame of racialization.

In 1957, after almost two years at MGM, Moreno was “borrowed” by

Twentieth Century Fox, where she lived in what she refers to as a “Latin In-

ferno.” In an eleven-year span, she made fourteen films playing “mainly In-

dian squaws, Mexican dancers, and handmaidens.”49 The press dubbed

Moreno not just Rita the Cheetah, but the Chili Pepper and the Puerto Rican

Pepper Pot: “The more I played those dusky innocents, the worse I felt inside.

Once I was an Indian maiden in Jivaro (1954) with Rhonda Fleming. There

she was in frills, all pink and blonde and big-breasted. Right next to her, I had

an ugly wig on, brown-shoe-polish make-up, and wore a tattered leopard-

skin. I felt ugly and stupid and ashamed.”50

This moment in Moreno’s film career registers several key shifts in the rep-

resentation of Latinos in American cinema. She was first signed during the

height of the Good Neighbor Policy, during World War II, when the need to

recruit Latin American audiences as allies drove Hollywood to introduce

glamorous Latin lovers and exotic beauties on the big screen. By the 1950s,

when Moreno’s film career peaked, Latinos—and Puerto Ricans in particu-

lar—had migrated to urban crime genres. At this juncture, as León Vélez

comments, “A character being Hispanic is not just taken for granted, it’s

often an issue. Usually a social and economic issue.”51

In Rita Moreno’s case, the shame of identity and the gap between talent

and casting inspired a reflexive understanding of the actor’s craft under racist
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regimes of representation: “I played all those roles the same way—barefoot

with my nostrils flaring. . . . Hoop earrings, off-the-shoulder blouses, teeth

gnashing—those were my trademark. The blouse and the earrings would get

transferred from studio to studio and it became known as THE RITA

MORENO KIT.”52 However painful this typecasting, being barred from Lana

Turner–style star roles made Moreno not only a much more versatile actress,

but also a discriminating philosopher, a popularizer of media literacy, and a

creative risk-taker.

Moreno’s critical perspective became an integral part of her star persona

as early as 1954, when she was the subject of a Life magazine cover story.

“Rita Moreno is a 22-year old starlet,” reads the copy, “who can sing, dance,

and even, to the extent that this ever becomes necessary in Hollywood,

act.”53 Trying hard to portray Moreno as a sexpot, the four-photo spread re-

hearses how an actress should dress to give the impression of “all inno-

cence,” “sexy-sophisticated,” “half innocent, half wild,” and “sexy-wild.”

Describing her “half-innocent, half-wild” look, which she also refers to as

an “American-girl-type character,” Moreno comes close to parodying her for-

mer idol, Lana Turner, who was also known as the “sweater girl”: “she wears

a sweater that is a bit too tight, pearl earrings and necklace and a beauty-

mark on her cheek.”54 Yet if Moreno wants to be the all-American girl in a

sweater, that is not what she gets to be. Of the low-cut dress, messy hair, side-

long glances, and open mouth of her “sexy-wild” look, readers are told, “Rita

claims that she is dismayed that this is the kind of role she is most successful

in getting.”55 While the Life magazine photo spread represents Moreno’s

“sexy-wild” image, the interview registers the young actress’s resistance to

her always already cast type: “But the most engaging talent is her eye for gen-

tle satire, especially in the importance of acting sexy or innocent as the case

required, in the casting office.”56

As is well known, Rita Moreno won a Best Supporting Actress Oscar pre-

cisely for her role as the sexy-wild Anita in West Side Story. In the estimation

of several critics, Moreno was awarded the Oscar for singing the praises of

cultural “assimilation,” understood as annihilation,57 and hence affirming

FEELING PRETTY

79



that Puerto Ricans were shameless. Although Moreno may have received

much less criticism had she played the less interesting, albeit “positive” role

of Maria, she rises above the limitations of the social script to show off her

talent as an actress, singer, and dancer and paves the way to imagine Puerto

Ricans as a valorized part of the United States.

Limited in discussing the specificity of Puerto Rican incorporation into

the United States, the infamous “America” sequence in West Side Story, for in-

stance, is saturated with “authentic” effects at the level of performance and

in the representation of the pains and joys of many immigrant Americans.

Furthermore, the level of irony, social critique, and female “excessive” per-

formativity contrasts with most of West Side Story in its subtlety and insight.

Even if many of us do not agree with what Anita sings, her performance is

compelling to Puerto Ricans in large part because she sings to the greatest

shame of ethno-national discourse: the desire for incorporation into the

American body politic as queerly raced and feminine subjects.

Moreno would recover from West Side Story—simultaneously the high and

low point of her career—and later win a Grammy for her participation in a

recording for the children’s television program The Electric Company (1972)

and a Tony for playing a singer in The Ritz (1975), in a role that finally gave

bite to her satire of the Latin spitfire. That Rita Moreno would be repeatedly

rewarded for her work in dance and music is significant and should come as

no surprise. Moreno trained first as a dancer and singer, and the relationship

to dance is another way to inquire about how a Latina performer struggled

to find a form when speech was denied or constrained, as was her role as

Anita in West Side Story.

The entertainer’s knowledge of the toxic workings of the film industry and

use of performance to transfigure Puerto Rican shame fortunately coalesced

in the creation of a character named “Googie Gómez.” Googie’s first public

presentation occurred on the set of West Side Story in 1961: “Moreno would

entertain the cast and crew as Googie Gómez, a Puerto Rican singer who was

absolutely untalented, bighearted, and unstoppably ambitious. Googie was

always auditioning for truck and bus companies touring the musical Gypsy,

FEELING PRETTY

80



singing ‘Everything’s Coming Up Roses’ in an extremely exaggerated Span-

ish accent.”58

The story goes that Moreno was spotted showing off Googie at a party by

the playwright Terence McNally, who promised to write a play that featured

the character. The play became The Ritz (1975), a cross-identities farce set in

a New York City gay bathhouse. According to Moreno, “By playing Googie,

I’m thumbing my nose at all those Hollywood writers responsible for lines

like ‘Yankee peeg, you rape my seester, I keel you!” For Moreno, Googie was

a satire of the stereotypical way so many people saw Hispanics but also a re-

flexive site to refashion Latino stereotypes and critique Hollywood metanar-

ratives, such as the rags-to-riches success stories of stars.59

Whereas Lana Turner was white, sophisticated, worked in Broadway the-

ater, and was a big success on stage and screen, Googie is Puerto Rican, vul-

gar, cartoonish, performs in a bathhouse, and has a jealous boyfriend with a

big “knife”; her main success is believing in herself. Mocking the identity

that was forced on Moreno, Googie contaminates the naively racist or com-

placent spectator with his or her own complicity. In exaggerating the most

extreme aspects of the stereotype and resignifying it as a clash of worlds and

a site for new community formation, Moreno radically refashions the shame

of her Hollywood career.

Although the film version of The Ritz did not achieve the luster of the play,

it is a valuable means of preserving Rita Moreno’s performance. Moreno

seizes—echa mano—the tools fine-tuned in Hollywood to parody how Puerto

Ricanness and stardom are constructed for all to see, diss, and cheer. Googie’s

poignancy is not coincidentally related to Moreno’s decades of getting “neg-

ative” parts, when the only resource available to the Latina actress was an

unequaled passion for being “bad.” Parody and comedy are then not only a

response to (mis)casting, but also a critique of shaming culture. The “low”

world of gays, bathhouses, and anonymous sex provides the required Ra-

belaisian setting to defeat “fear and all gloomy seriousness.”60 If outside “The

Pits,” Googie is just another boricua woman with a bad hair day, inside the

bathhouse she is the undisputed “star” of the show.
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Given Moreno’s light skin, Googie’s accent immediately lets the audience

know that the dark hair comes from Puerto Rico, not Italy. Speech—that

curse to the Latino actor of the early sound era—now has a critical dimen-

sion. Like Caliban, she knows the master’s language and curses back, but in

a queer—not macho—way. In speaking and singing with a broken English

accent, Googie also provides English with new meanings, transforming pain

into laughter, and offering a tribute to all crossed/over performers. The dou-

ble meanings enabled by the gap in “correct” pronunciation are not only

the stuff of comedy, they also instill a new cultural competence in the au-

dience.

If gay humor often dwells on word games to subvert established mean-

ings, Puerto Ricans and other bilingual subaltern peoples destabilize English

in its alleged neutrality by unsettling the meanings of ordinary words. When

Googie claims, for instance, that “My career is no yoke,” the (bilingual) lis-

tener has several interpretative options available. In the context of a meta-

conversation on performance, Latino acting careers are “yokes” to the degree

that they are limited by racist convention. But the fact that careers are yokes

can also be “lowered,” turned into a joke, thus making enjoyment—not

money—the ultimate reason to perform.

While the obvious reference to Googie’s excessive performance at gay

bathhouses makes us think of Jewish singers such as Bette Midler and Barbra

Streisand, the most powerful intertext for Googie’s “bad” performances in

English is, arguably, the greatest bolero diva to sing in English, La Lupe. La

Lupe’s English pronunciation was idiosyncratic and almost unrecognizable,

yet her “fílin” exceeds the technique, or better still, it is the technique. In

Googie’s performative universe, there is a keen intuition that the biggest act

in the world is your own life, as La Lupe sang:

Dis [sic] is my laif [sic],

And I doun’t gif [sic] a dam [sic],

for los emosioun [sic] . . .

Dis [sic] is mee, dis [sic] is mee.
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Through her exaggerated use of gesture, language, makeup, and gowns, Goo-

gie is confused with, and doing similar work as, drag queens, a point made

repeatedly in the film through its farcical plot. In fact, all heterosexual men

in “The Pits” assume that Googie is a drag queen. This queerness, of course,

is related to the fact that she is imitating stars and mimicking “ethnic spit-

fires.” The setting of the character in a gay bathhouse defamiliarizes Googie’s

masquerade and makes her constructedness as an “ethnic” subject evident.

Otherwise spectators would simply read the character’s excessive on-screen

behavior as “natural”—for an ethnic. As Googie observes in a conversation

with Proclo,

Googie: Look at Katerina Valente, Vikki Carr.

Proclo: But they’re real women.

Googie: Oh, noooo . . .

Proclo: They’re not?

Googie: Plastic Puerto Ricans.

Googie then artificially claims ethnic “realness” (as a Puerto Rican) at the

same time that she parodies West Side Story’s Maria by mocking the notion

that a (white) man (the “opposite” sex) can make her feel like a real woman

by first affirming, “I am the real sing [thing]” and immediately demanding:

“Make me feel like a real woman, Chico.”

In The Ritz boricuas and queers are part of the “laughing people,” as the

critic Mikhail Bakhtin refers to those at the bottom of social and economic

hierarchies. Or in José Esteban Muñoz’s terms “Chusmas [slaves], like queers,

have managed a spoiled identity by disidentifying with shame, making it a

source of energy as opposed to an occasion for devaluation.”61 This is why

when Googie dramatically begins to sing a bolero, “Bésame, bésame mucho,”

queer Chris “knows” the song and sings along. Eventually the detective also

sings, in a utopian moment where excessive sentimentality—a theatrics of

love—takes center stage through the bolero, that quintessential genre of

Latino and/or gay memory and seduction.
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There is, however, one fundamental element that Hollywood stars and

Googie do have in common: stage reality is more satisfying than any other

form of reality. In Googie’s case—as in that of many shamed subjects—if you

cannot become a star in a straight way and for the straight world, you must

do it in a “queer” way, creating alternative spaces. Latino actors over the last

three decades have protested the narrowing of their opportunities by using

the language of positive and negative images and claiming the right to play

“American” roles. By “American” roles, they mean white roles, which sug-

gests that from the start, these actors have a fighting chance of racial passing.

More radically, what these actors advocate for is the “right” to live on as il-

lusion, to inhabit the fantasies of their childhood, and to represent them-

selves as fully sovereign subjects, even when no one—including the white

stars—achieves this.

Googie goes a step further by being a critical spectator and performing the

conditions for a different kind of “star.” Unlike other well-known “Latina”

performers before her, like Dolores del Rio, Rita Moreno was not an aristo-

crat. Since early childhood, Moreno’s mother saw her daughter’s talent as a

way to make it out of poverty and hardship. Moreno’s constant negotiation

and struggle to work within the industry often made her take on work she

would rather not, such as the infamous spitfire of yesterday. However, the

qualities of the spitfire—passion, determination, and vocalness—if limiting

on the screen, are essential to survive a hostile social environment.

Ashamed, Moreno has tried to put some distance between herself and the

“spitfire” roles. Yet, had Moreno not had any fire in her, she would have

never endured the glaciers of Hollywood executives, casting directors, and

infinite offers to repeatedly play the same role, despite her Emmys, the Tony,

and the Oscar. The available strategies to Moreno ranged from silence to the

occasional prostitute with a heart of gold. But what in the end made Moreno

persist, create, and above all, inspire many with the tale was the deep, belly-

down, raucous laughter of all who seek to transform worlds not made for us.
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