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 Bilingual Theatre is the art of theatre where two languages, two cultures, and two 

communities are bridged together on stage. This thesis delves into the challenges and realities of 

creating a bilingual piece of theatre, as there is not a lot of research on the subject matter. 

Through research on translation, surtitles, and bilingual acting methods, the practical realities of 

creating such theatre are brought to light.  Additionally, this thesis includes the process of 

rehearsals for an enhanced stage reading, alongside the writing process of The Love De Una 

Madre- the final product of this endeavor. The thesis provides insight from a talkback conducted 

after the enhanced stage reading where bilingual and nonbilingual audience members gave their 

opinions on bilingual theatre and how it works in US theatre. Within this process is a discovery 

of identity, and a broader connection to culture.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

“Speak English. We’re in America.” A common phrase used by monolithic Americans 

against Americans that can speak another language other than English. Sadly, this phrase is 

common to me as well and I have heard it many times throughout my life. I have heard this at the 

grocery store with my mother, in line at Starbucks with my friends, and at work when 

communicating with a customer that did not speak English. There is no reasoning behind this 

xenophobic and racist statement as the United States of America does not have an official 

language. Yet this phrase has deterred many hyphenated Americans from speaking the language 

that their ancestors have spoken for generations. From personal experience I was embarrassed 

about being Mexican-American and that my family spoke Spanish. When I was in middle school, 

I was afraid of being different and I refused to speak Spanish causing me to be unable to 

communicate with my grandparents and other family members. I was ashamed and embarrassed 

by the language and culture of my family because ignorant people are not willing to accept that 

the United States is a multicultural and multilingual country and that Americans come from all 

different backgrounds. Understanding that the United States does not have an official language 

and embracing that it is a salad bar of cultures, I learned to embrace my heritage. I am proud of 

being Mexican-American and am grateful that I am able to speak Spanish, Spanglish, and 

English.  

Much of the media that I consumed as a child to my adolescents was primarily in 

English; rarely did I see characters speak in other languages. Nowadays someone who consumes 

media can go onto Netflix, Hulu, or Amazon Prime Video, scroll and find a movie or show they 

want to watch regardless of the language that the content will be in. The reason is that viewers 

can put on the option to watch these movies and shows with subtitles or with a voice-over. In my 
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experiences with watching these films and shows, typically my friends, family, or I opt for the 

subtitles option because the acting and the sound are better in the original language. Film and TV 

shows also have the opportunity to have characters that are not English speakers as they can 

include non-removable subtitles onto the screen so the audience can understand what is 

happening. Those characters are never the central point of the stories and most of the time are 

seen off in the background to have a couple words of dialogue then we never see them again or 

have very little recurring moments. Yet, audiences are still willing to watch, which is something 

that baffles my brain on how Americans can consume this type of media through these outlets 

yet we do not see this on our stages in the United States.  

Translating this into theatre when looking at American Theatre the shows that are being 

produced are mostly Anglo-centered stories and the language that is being spoken is English. 

Delving into the history of theatre there have been shows such as Indecent, In the Heights, and 

Allegiance that have demonstrated that shows that have another language in them can be 

successful with American audiences. This is something that cannot be ignored because other 

cultures and languages are being shared on stage and hyphenated Americans are finally starting 

to get positive representation on the stage. Roughly in the United States 20% of the population is 

bilingual1. Bilingual theatre does exist in the U.S. as there are multiple companies that produce 

plays of this sort, yet we do not see that translated to Broadway or bigger well known theatres. I 

believe with the success of plays such as Indecent and musicals like In the Heights and 

Allegiance that we can see more bilingual theatre out there on our stages in the United States. 

 
1  
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Chapter 2: What is Bilingual Theatre 

Bilingual Theatre 

There is not a lot of research done on bilingual theatre and many books that discuss 

bilingual theatre mainly focus on the process that directors and actors went through to create a 

bilingual piece. I find this interesting because of the statistics of the United States and how 20% 

of the population speaks English and a second language. Many of the research I conducted was 

helpful in pointing me in the direction that I should work towards with my own play. 

The major issues that I found among my research is the aspect that bilingual theatre is 

literally in two different languages. Meaning it is very important that when it comes to casting 

that the actors are already bilingual in some capacity (Huerta 268). This can be a struggle in 

some locations as some actors can identify with that race, ethnicity, and culture but may not 

speak the language that comes with that culture. This can cause issues in the rehearsal process 

and cut into what the director may want as they may now need to focus their time and energy 

into language. When in reality that should not be what all of the rehearsals are, yet bilingual 

plays will take more time and energy for the actors as they are having to balance the two 

languages (Huerta 270). The actors have to develop a bilingual acting method to be able to act 

coherently and effectively (Della Gatta 119). The actors are the ones entrusted with bringing that 

barrier down between the language for the audience. The key component in making sure that 

bilingual theatre works is the actors and the physicality they bring onto the stage (Sanchez-

Saltveit). 

Ultimately the playwright can write in English and in their second language most but not 

all playwrights will give translations in their scripts. This is solely up to the playwright whether 

or not they choose to have translated text in their script for any reason they may seem fit. 
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Playwrights are the ones that make the choice of how much one language will appear over the 

other or perhaps they will choose to keep it as equal as possible. That is up to the playwright in 

what community they are trying to reach or what purpose they have in making a bilingual piece 

in a monolingual community (Sanchez-Saltveit). Since the playwright makes those decisions on 

their own, directors and theatre companies have to take it upon themselves to translate the text, 

which further dives into more complex problems and issues. That can range from hiring a 

translator to the ethics of translating the piece. This further pushes into who the audience is and 

why there may or may not need to be translation for the play.  

Most of the work will still fall onto the actors and directors to make bilingual theatre 

work. Directors have to be up for the challenge to direct a piece of theatre that is in two 

languages. Which means they are required just like the actors to have some level of expertise in 

the language. If the director is not able to handle the challenges that come with directing 

bilingual theatre such as having to accommodate people who may not be bilingual or not fully 

understanding the bilingual text to guide the actors. In some cases, such as with čojč 

Theaternetzwerk Böhmen-Bayern that brought Czech actors and German actors together for a 

devised bilingual show. The show was called Like/Hate and a was a theatre workshop play 

focusing on social media usage and its influence on young people. There was a mix of German 

and Czech happening in the rehearsal space creating a hybrid language during that time. The 

linguistic profiles of the participants were diverse, ranging from no or basic knowledge of the 

other language to functional bilingual fluency (Pfeiffer et al. 5). They began to understand and 

learn from one another through the process of watching the way others spoke, their physicality, 

and their emotions. Through that bilingual rehearsal process they were able to bring that energy 

and those linguistic profiles onto the stage to give a great performance. Emotion and body 
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language are key in these types of plays because context is being given to those that do not 

understand the second language that is being spoken (Sanchez-Saltveit). Small things such as 

gestures will convey everything that the audience needs to know without being too literal that it 

ruins the acting and overall theatrical feeling. 

Bilingual theatre is still a growing type of theatre around the world. There are many 

theatre companies that are trying to do things in different manners and explore ways to bring 

bilingual theatre to the stage. It becomes difficult to reach everyone through a bilingual play 

because in some instances the audience feels that they have to know both languages to 

understand the play fully, yet that is not the case. Bilingual theatre may be understood by less 

than half the audience but it brings the experience of many bilingual people onto the stage. That 

representation matters and those people that are bilingual deserve to feel recognized through the 

media that they consume. Bilingual people can find a home through bilingual theatre because 

they are seeing bilingual actors, directors, and designers which shows them they are not alone. 

That yes it is possible to see media not only in one language and open the door to many more 

creations not seen before.  

 These processes guide me and give me advice for the direction that I took with my play 

and the way that I interact as a bilingual person in theatre. Even through these limited sources 

that I was able to find I was able to grasp what bilingual theatre does and found inspiration with 

ways that I can make bilingual theatre work. Many of the authors encouraged others to document 

their processes of bilingual theatre in order for there to be more research on it. By others 

continuing to tackle this new concept of bilingual theatre, theatre researchers will be able to 

understand how bilingual theatre works and what can be done to have that be a part of our shows 

like they are in mainstream media. One topic that was briefly discussed that did not go into too 
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much depth was translations. This is something that is important for bilingual theatre so I 

decided to do some further research and see what solutions and problems may be brought on 

from translation. 

Further Research 

An issue that I ran into when conducting research was the ethics of translating a play for 

an audience. Translating a play can be very difficult because the questions come into play of why 

to translate and who will be the person doing those translations (Graham-Jones 1; Wood and 

Bermann 103). There are many reasons why directors or playwrights may decide to translate 

certain parts or the whole play, but the big issue arises if it is ethical or not for it to be done. Thus 

I must analyze my own piece of theatre and go through it to see if it is ethical that I am 

translating. Graham-Jones explains that the ethics of translations delves into the topic of 

appreciation and appropriation (2). That is where directors and playwrights walk a thin line 

between appreciation and appropriation. Putting this into perspective with my play, I am 

Mexican-American and I speak Spanish, Spanglish, and English. My play will deal with 

Mexican and American culture as well as writing in the languages I speak. It is important that 

playwrights and directors must understand that if they are not part of that identity or culture 

translating can have a negative impact (Silvia Bigliazzi et al. 32). Directors and playwrights must 

conduct extensive research and hire a person to do the translations which can be costly due to 

these translators having dedicated their careers to these languages. From reading and digesting 

this research on ethical translations I am confident that my play which will be written in Spanish, 

Spanglish, and English is ethical.  

 Another grave issue that Graham-Jones finds with translating is merely the fact to 

have English being the bridging language to other languages (3). Yet Spencer states that 
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translations are needed for multilingual theatre and are pivotal for the audiences to comprehend 

the play if it is a majority-English speaking audience. (391). I have to disagree with Graham-

Jones about English being the bridging language to other languages when it comes to translating. 

Spencer in my opinion is looking at this in the manner that I am, which is broadening the 

audiences for multilingual plays. My approach is also coming from a cultural aspect because of 

knowing the different Mexican-Americans and Latine-Americans there are in the United States. 

What I mean by this are the different generations there are in Latine-Americans, for example 

with my own family my Mexican grandmother immigrated to the United States and still to this 

day primarily speaks Spanish. Then on the flip side, there are the newer generations such as my 

cousins who primarily speak English and can barely communicate in Spanish. This is the hole I 

am hoping to bridge with translating. In other words, I am not using English to bridge to the 

Spanish language but rather to provide accessibility to those that want to see representation of 

their culture even if they do not fully understand the language that comes with that culture. There 

are also those interested in respectfully appreciating other cultures by consuming media based on 

that culture, in most cases some may not know the language fully as well.  

 According to Silvia Bigliazzi et al. translation is important to America because 

America has separate and distinct cultures, and translations provide a connection (33). Silvia 

Bigliazzi et al. do not state that this is to make cultures become one but rather to explore the 

other culture to learn and experience a different perspective of life (33). Versényi states that 

translation is crucial because it explores the contour of human knowledge production. I have to 

agree with these authors because I want to bridge cultures and for others to see a perspective of 

life from a Mexican-American. Again, this is from the perspective of one Mexican-American 

from hundreds to thousands that live in the United States but nonetheless, I have a perspective 
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that comes in three different languages: Spanish, Spanglish, and English. Traducir es hermoso 

porque puedo escribir algo completamente en español y luego traducirlo directamente al inglés. 

Así que todavía puedes entender lo que estoy diciendo.  

Translation: “Translating is beautiful because I can write something completely in 

Spanish and then translate it right into English. So you can still understand what I am saying.” 

The same can be done from English to Spanish and for Spanglish where it can be 

completely translated to purely English or Spanish. Bridging these gaps to help people 

understand is what I am to do so audiences can understand the experiences and perspectives of 

my characters.  

I have to return to Graham-Jones' concern about translating for the purpose of bridging 

another language with English. In the example I gave above I did that for the fact knowing that 

my audience for this paper will be mainly English speakers. I made that conscious choice of 

translating for the purpose of demonstrating what it looks like for me as a Mexican-American 

when I write and talk. That does not mean in any case that directors and playwrights should only 

translate a play or production only because their audiences are Anglo-Americans that speak 

primarily English. Rather the decision should be an ethical choice in the matter of educating 

through new perspectives or even for the reason to connect those to their culture. 
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Chapter 3: Creating a Bilingual Play 

The Writing Process 

I put a lot of thought into what I wanted to write about and had to made sure it made 

sense for the context of my thesis. I scrambled and thought about this for a very long time until I 

connected to a story that I heard when I was younger. This story of a woman in Mexico who 

fought the cartel in order to avenge her daughter they kidnapped and killed. I was inspired by this 

Mexican woman and how Latina mothers will always fight for their children, seeing it even with 

my own madre, abuelas, tías, and hermana2. During the time of me looking for inspiration there 

was El Moviemiento Femenista3 happening in Mexico and the crisis happening at our southern 

border reinforced in my mind that my play being in English, Spanglish, and Spanish had to mean 

something. Which is where The Love de Una Madre was born and motivated me to write a 

bilingual play. 

 My play The Love of Una Madre (“The Love of A Mother”/”La Amor de Una Madre”) 

follows Guadalupe, an old Mexican woman, who comes to the United States to seek revenge 

over the murder of her daughter. She is arrested for murder and is awaiting trial. Guadalupe is 

appointed Daniel, a Chicano public defender, who struggles to speak and understand Spanish. 

Luckily the public defender has a job shadow Jesús, a newly hired Mexican-American public 

defender, who speaks English, Spanish, and Spanglish. Together the two lawyers try to help 

Guadalupe through the U.S. legal system. 

I chose to write about a crucial and high-stake event because I want the audience to stay 

engaged. To be on the edge of their seats wanting to know what happened and why it was done. 

 
2 Translation: Mother, grandmothers, aunts, and sister. 
3 Translation: The Feminist Movement 
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This is why I wrote for Guadalupe to only speak in Spanish because she is the pivotal character 

that murdered to enact revenge for her daughter. Next, we have Jesús who is a public translator 

that is ready to listen and hear the people he is helping in order to get them justice. Jesús is the 

bridge between Guadalupe and Daniel as he is able to understand the languages those characters 

speak. Finally, we have Daniel who says his name as someone who speaks American English 

would say “DAN-yul”. In actuality, his name is pronounced “daˈnjel” in Spanish since he comes 

from two Mexican immigrant parents. Daniel’s purpose is to be the other who ignores his 

heritage and wants nothing more than this case to be over. Daniel states he cannot sympathize 

with Guadalupe because to him she is the other. Below is a quick table that helped me figure out 

the way that the characters were going to be and what languages they would speak.  

Character 
Name 

Spoken 
Language(s) 

Character Description 

Guadalupe Spanish, little to 
no English 

A 57-year-old Mexican woman, who has been beaten down 
by life and is now willing to take control for one last time. 
Her daughter meant everything to her. 

Jesús Spanish, 
English, 
Spanglish 

A 29-year-old Mexican-American who became a public 
defender to help those that cannot afford a lawyer. He feels 
very connected with Guadalupe as she reminds him of his 
mother.  

Daniel English, Little to 
no Spanish 

A 39-year-old Chicano who uses the Anglo-sounding version 
of their name. He is embarrassed by his heritage and tends to 
brush it off. He tends to let his emotions get the best of him. 

 
 I was inspired to include the translations in my script by reading El Nogalar by Tanya 

Saracho. Saracho explains on the second page of her script that she has included the English 

translations of the Spanish dialogue because her play takes place in Mexico. Saracho explains 

there are two stations, the “Real World” where characters speak whatever they speak. Then there 

is the “Translated World” where light and sound turn up on the English. Saracho denotes the 
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translation in brackets, and they typically just follow the text it is translating. Saracho still sticks 

to the regular script format of having stage directions italicize and when in between texts in 

parentheses. 

 I liked that Saracho included the translation for the Spanish in her text which helps 

reduce the cost for theatres as they have the translated text inside the script; I went with this as 

well. I hope that other playwrights can do the same to help alleviate extra costs on theatres. I 

wanted to give them the resources needed if they choose to go with subtitles. I also did this by 

keeping in mind that not all of the production team of a theatre may read Spanish so the design 

process can go seamlessly. Having conducted an interview with Professor Olga Sanchez-Saltveit, 

she let me know this is also done as a professional courtesy for designers, which is why I also 

felt encouraged to include the translation. So, I followed Saracho’s template and did the same 

denotation of translation through brackets and kept the same script formatting for the rest of my 

play. I also felt that by including the translation that this could ease the cost for many theatres if 

they chose to go with surtitles for their shows.  

I personally opted to not have surtitles for research purposes since I was curious what 

effect a bilingual would have on a community that is mainly monolingual. Surtitles are one of the 

most common techniques that were brought up during my research. Surtitles are translated lyrics 

or dialogue projected above a stage or displayed on a screen, commonly used in opera, theatre, or 

other performances (Pipa 3). Surtitles are great as they are accessible to those that do not know 

the language and allow the audience to follow along with the dialogue to understand the plot 

easily. Though surtitles make plays and performances accessible there are a lot of factors that 

come into the mix of whether or not they will work for the production. Surtitles are costly if the 

theatre is not equipped with a projector or screens; those items will need to be purchased. The 
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placement of these is also crucial as different perspectives from the audience need to be 

accounted for as the surtitles are only useful if the audience is able to read them (Scorcia 183). 

Next what needs to be discussed with using surtitles is the way that they are going to be 

translated. That falls onto the director to hire someone who is fluent in the language and most of 

the time also is connected with that culture. If the director is fluent in the language and connected 

to the culture they can be the ones to translate or if the play deals with language and culture that 

is related to the playwright then they could be contacted. I hope that if any bilingual theatre 

playwright reads my play, they may be inspired to write in their languages but also keep in mind 

the country that we live in. In hopes that they will do the courtesy to translate their text to give 

resources to theatres that want to produce bilingual pieces and know they have to include 

surtitles because of the community that they are in. Below are examples of surtitles in theatre to 

fully grasp how they are used.  

 

Figure 1: Craig Schwartz, Indecent at Ahmanson Theatre in Los Angeles, 2019. 
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Figure 2: Pascal Victor, Irma la Douce de Alexandre Breffort- theatre De La Porte Saint Martin, 

2016. 

 

Another technique that I find fascinating is translating on stage. Translating on stage 

means that a character will typically say dialogue in another language and another character will 

translate for them. There is not a lot of research that has been done about this type of technique, 

but it is very present in a lot of musicals and plays. Examples of this technique can be seen in the 

musicals Allegiance and In the Heights. In Allegiance the character Ojii-chan (Grandpa) is 

talking with his granddaughter Kei Kimura and making a bet with her that he can grow plants on 

the hard ground they have been forced to live on. Kei teases her grandfather with a Japanese 

saying “ishi kara ishi” which then her grandfather repeats in English “mountain can be moved, 

stone by stone.” The grandfather is able to translate the saying for the audience in English 

without the use of surtitles since he is translating it out loud. In the Heights also uses the same 

technique with Spanish. An example from In the Heights is when Nina sings her song “Breathe”, 

where Nina sings “just breathe” while the characters in the background sing in Spanish “respira” 

which translates to breathe. The one issue that seems to follow this technique is repetition. 

Playwrights must then make conscious decisions on where it may seem appropriate to translate 
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for the audience as it can become very repetitive and may take up dialogue that can move the 

plot along. 

This is where I found a basis to write my play in a bilingual manner. I like this process 

because this eliminates the reasoning to include surtitles as it is included in the play, yet the issue 

that comes with this is repetition. This was the hardest for me to balance because I would write 

dialogue for Guadalupe and then I would think this is very important the audience should know 

what she said. This happened constantly that I had to take a break from writing because I just 

wanted to translate everything with Jesús so the audience was able to follow along. I had to 

process it in my own head that it was very repetitive for a bilingual person to hear something in 

Spanish and then for them to hear it again in English. That is where I had to make a choice of 

what I wanted to do with my play and who it was for. I made the choice that I wanted it to be for 

bilingual people and for those that are not bilingual to still grasp certain aspects of important 

points. So, I decided that only for pivotal moments and moments that felt necessary I would use 

translation on stage. Below is a small excerpt from my play where I use this technique. 

**START** 

GUADALUPE 
Deja me en paz. [Leave me alone.] 

JESUS goes still. He translates what she says. 

JESÚS 
Leave me alone. 

GUADALUPE 
Nunca vas an entender mi dolor. 

JESÚS 
You will never understand my pain. 

GUADALUPE 
De perder una hija 



 

19 
 

JESÚS 
To lose your daughter. 

DANIEL 
I don't know pain? 

JESUS begins to translate for DANIEL. 

JESÚS 
Yo no conozco el dolor? 

DANIEL 
You don't know me, you don't know my life. 

**END** 
 

I also made a choice that I have not seen in any bilingual play I have read or brought up 

in any research that I have conducted. I chose to have a character start off a story in one language 

and then another character would finish the story in the other language. This inspiration came 

from talking with my friends and family who speak Spanish. A notable person who does this 

frequently is my Chicana bilingual mother who speaks both English and Spanish. Each time I 

would be on the phone with her and she would start telling me a story I would notice that he 

would start off the story in one language then slowly transition to the other language. She did this 

naturally, this was something that was not foreign to her, something that may be hard for those 

that have not all their lives spoken two languages. She did it with grace and beauty of being a 

Latina Mexican woman who took pride in knowing her language and culture. My mother 

inspired me to do the same for my play. I wanted the audience who did not understand Spanish 

to miss part of the context and only get half of the story. And vice versa for the Spanish speakers 

who do not understand English. This in a way was for me to give an acknowledgement to 

bilingual speakers because they are the ones who know the full story. In that moment I wanted 

them to hold the power of knowledge that those around them did not have and grant them that 

representation we bilingual speakers seek in our society. 
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This was something that I knew was going to be risky when writing and wanting to do a 

reading of my play. There were two ways in my mind that this could go, one it completely ruined 

the flow of the plot and ruined the experience of seeing the play. Then option two, it added 

another layer of staying engaged with the story because the audience has to put in more effort to 

understand the play. I dive more into this topic in the talk back portion where I was able to ask 

the audience what they thought about this way of storytelling. Here is an excerpt from my play of 

how this technique I used.  

**START** 

JESUS leans towards DANIEL and translates inaudibly. 

GUADALUPE 
Ella fue mi hija. Vino a estudiar aquí en los Estados Unidos. 
Esos hombres que mataron a mi hija, fueron 'sus amigos'. 
No sabía que eran capaces de matar. Puse mi fe en la ley y en 
Dios. No se hizo justicia. Hicieron la vista gorda a los que 
sufrieron de esto. Los dejaron ir. No hay consquencias para sus 
acciones. Ellos pueden vivir mientras mi hija está muerta. Tengo 
que sufrir mientras sus madres los tienen allí con ellos. Ahí es 
donde perdí. Ahí es donde me perdí. Me convertí en una mujer 
malvada que se vengó. Cosas que nunca pensé que diría o haría, 
lo hice. No sabía quién era. [ She was my daughter. She came to 
study here in the United States. Those men who killed my 
daughter were 'his friends'.I did not know they were capable of 
killing. I put my faith in the law and in God. No justice was 
done. They turned a blind eye to those who suffered from this. 
They let them go. There are no consequences for their actions. 
They can live while my daughter is dead. I have to suffer while 
their mothers have them there with them. That's where I lost. 
That's where I got lost. I became an evil woman who took 
revenge. Things I never thought I would say or do, I did. I 
didn’t know who I was.] 
 

GUADALUPE keeps talking/motioning but inaudibly. JESUS is 
now talking and continues the story. 

JESÚS 
I found them. I don't know how but it seemed easy that I was 
able to find them. Almost as if God was giving me the answers I 
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needed. So I came here and luckily with what I was able to learn 
I was able to find my way. I didn't think I could do it. I was 
just going to leave but I saw them. I saw them living their 
lives. Being happy. And I knew they ripped that away from my 
DAUGHTER. I knew in that moment I had to get justice for her. 
Once I knocked everything went black. The last thing I remember 
was walking in the desert. 

**END** 
 

Enhanced Stage Reading 

Once I completed my play and was ready to put it on its feet I ran into the same problem 

many of the authors like Jorge Huerta have run into. I could not cast the play the way I had 

written it, as in I had two male actors and one female actor. I could not find two Latino 

identifying men for the roles of Jesús and Daniel, so I had to cast them with two female 

actresses. This was not a big deal for me since I was just doing a reading and the actors were up 

for the challenge to portray these two characters. I also had difficulty finding a Guadalupe who 

was believable enough to seem that she only spoke Spanish but I was able to find an actress that 

fit the role perfectly. All my actors knew that this was going to be a challenge and luckily 

enough all the actors were Mexican-Americans like me and our linguistic profiles were all 

roughly the same. So, there were not a lot of issues with language when we jumped right into 

rehearsals. 

I wanted to give more to my play and knew that the audience that would be attending to 

see the reading would be mainly English speakers. I was given this idea of an enhanced stage 

reading from my advisor Professor Najjar, as I would be able to have people hear my play but 

also use the technique of focusing on physicality and emotions for people who do not speak 

Spanish to understand what they are hearing. The actors were not required to be memorized and 

had their scripts in their hand when we did the enhanced stage reading. I had to remember that 
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this is a work in progress and there are many things I am going to learn from this process, so I 

had to remind myself I was going to learn a lot from this experience.  

The blocking for the enhanced stage reading was a collective effort and I worked with the 

actors to devise the blocking. What I mainly was focusing on in the rehearsal process was the 

way that the languages were being spoken in what manner that actors were doing it. The reason I 

went with this route was because of the timeline I did not have enough time to direct the whole 

show, so I decided I rather dedicate my time in rehearsal to work with the actors to be bridges for 

the audience to understand the play. It was difficult to find that ground of physicality that was 

not over expressive that made the acting feel fake but also to have none that the actors were not 

giving context clues. What was helpful for the actors and I to do was go over some key words 

and moments that we believed the audience should have context to with gestures and emotions. 

For example, “mí” in Spanish means me in English and then “tu” means you. Words like this 

helped the actors know to give gestures that referred to themselves or to point or give some 

gesture to the person they were talking to. This was an interesting process because even I as an 

actor have never been told to do something of this nature, so this was intriguing to see the 

successes and failures that the actors came with. From there the actors explored different ways to 

give context with their bodies, tone of voice, and emotion that helped bridge the gaps that non-

Spanish speakers were missing from the play.  

Another focus that we had in our rehearsals was focusing on beats especially the 

moments that we were switching from Spanish to English or vice versa. I worked on this with the 

actors as they would seamlessly move from one language to the other. I had to remind them that 

our audience would need a second or two, a beat, for their brains to fully process that they have 

switched languages. This was something that we had to make sure to do because even I would 
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just be able to follow along easily but that was because I am a bilingual speaker. As a spectator 

and almost a director of sorts I had to remind myself there was going to be a different audience 

than myself in the audience that did not think like me or speak the same languages as me. At 

times I felt that I was being nitpicky, but it overall was helping the actors to remember about the 

audience. Since they are the vessels that are driving the audience through the story they have to 

make sure to give them some connection so they can resonate with the play even if they are a 

monolithic speaker. Of course, there are moments in the play that we could not give that beat to 

allow the brain to know there was a change in language as it would disrupt the flow of the scene. 

This was a learning curve for the actors to remember that some audience members would not be 

able to understand them so giving that beat would allow them to catch up the best they can.  

The process felt challenging, but it was fun to be able to interact with three other 

Mexican-American actors in a space and create theatre that was important to us. It felt nice that 

we created a space for one another to feel accepted. None of us had to feel that we were less 

Mexican than the other because of our different experiences. We understood that even though we 

had similar and different experiences we were creating theatre for our community and bringing 

the languages of our family to the stage. After almost two months of rehearsals, we held an 

enhanced stage reading for an invited audience as we held the event late at night due to varying 

schedules of the actors. After the performance was completed, the audience applauded the actors 

for their hard work and then the actors led the audience through a talk back while I took notes in 

the back about their experience. 

The Talk Back 

The actors after the performance held a talk back with questions that I had created to help 

me understand how the experience was for the audience. Unfortunately, because of the day and 
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time we held our enhanced stage reading there was only one audience member that was bilingual 

but their feedback was very helpful in understanding how a bilingual person who did not work 

on the show felt about the play. Below I have listed the questions that I asked and underneath 

those questions are the answers that I received from the audience.  

 

Q: Starting off with the program, does having the title of the play be in both languages of 

the play deter you away from pieces/media of this kind? Or do they intrigue you more? Or does 

it have no effect on when you watch something? (Program found on Supporting Materials) 

The collective response was that it intrigued them more when they see something in two 

languages, especially if one of the languages is one they know. One person further added that 

plays or any media that does it is taking a risk because that can turn people away but for them it 

is an exciting adventure that they are going to take. It may be one that they do not understand but 

in our society, the United States, there are so many different cultures and languages spoken here 

that we cannot always deter away from something that is unknown to us. Theatre should also not 

shy away from not conforming to what society wants or in this case conform to the majority and 

dominant language, English. The person then concluded from their own experience that in order 

for media like this to exist and thrive in the United States, people who are from the dominant 

language, English, need to support and see plays like this because that will show that not only 

those bilingual speakers need to support it. 

The bilingual speaker in the audience added that it feels nice to see titles of this sort 

because it gives them this recognition that their language exists. The actors asked for a further 

explanation about this and they stated the mixed language of Spanglish. A language that people 
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do not recognize because they do not believe that it is a real language yet bilingual speakers like 

us speak it daily.  

 

Q: For this play the program deliberately did not have a synopsis. Should pieces like this 

contain synopses for the audience to better understand the media they are watching especially if 

they do not understand the other language? (Program found on Supporting Materials) 

One person responded and said that it was not necessary for the play to have a synopsis, 

even though they do not understand Spanish, they liked not knowing and seeing the play unfold 

in front of them. They stated that it would be nice to have it there to read but thought they said 

that if they had the synopsis they are not sure they would have paid as much attention as they did 

since they did not know the story. Another person chimed in and also said that they felt that by 

not having the synopsis they were required to pay attention to what was happening because they 

would get lost if they did not pay attention.  

Someone else in the audience added that the actors' body language, tone, and emotion 

helped them a lot to understand what was going on so they felt that it was not necessary to have 

the synopsis there in the program.  

 

Q: In the play we see Jesús act as a translator in a literal sense for the audience as well as 

for the purpose of the play to move forward. For those that speak and understand Spanish, was 

this frustrating to understand the Spanish and then have to hear the translation again? Or did this 

add another level to the scene and characters? 

The person in the audience who was bilingual said they did not feel that it was frustrating 

to hear the translation happening on stage right after Guadalupe spoke sometimes. It felt natural 
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and it felt normal, which made sense for the context of the play. They stated that if perhaps this 

was not the setting, that a character like Jesús can become a bit redundant as they are just 

repeating things for those that do not understand. They think a character like Jesús can work but 

again it has to be non-repetitive and have a purpose like Jesús did in the show.   

 

Q: There were moments in the play that Guadalupe would describe a story in Spanish and 

Jesús would finish off the story in English. Was this confusing to follow as there may have been 

a disconnect in not knowing the first part of the story? Would it have been better to hear one 

version of the story in either English or Spanish? 

Most said that it was an effective way to tell a story because it forced them to listen and 

watch what the characters were doing. The way that they were talking and the way they moved 

was important in order to bring the story together. Many of them said they still did not 

understand fully what the first part of the story was but it kept them engaged. 

Someone stated that Jesús played a powerful role not only as a translator for Daniel but a 

translator for the audience and his role made functionally sense. 

Overall people did enjoy the way that I included this new way of storytelling into the 

play. As many stated they have not seen something of this sort so it was a nice surprise to see 

something they have never experienced before in a play. Some stated that if they never consume 

media of this type then they would not be able to see the new creations that theatre such as 

bilingual theatre bring to the stage.  
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Q: There are moments in the play where Jesús and Guadalupe speak to one another in 

Spanish, and Jesús does not translate. Are these moments for those that are monolingual speakers 

lost or confusing? 

An audience member said that these conversations add to the reality of the real world 

because there are conversations in the United States that are in a different language out there on 

the streets. Not everyone is going to speak English and not everyone will understand a 

conversation that people are having out in public. That yes they were a bit confused and lost 

because they did not know what was going on but it made it more intriguing. Again people were 

stating that they were focusing on the way the characters were interacting with each other. They 

enjoyed that they were making gestures because it gave them something to cling onto and tried to 

piece together.  

Someone also made a connection that they were put into Daniel’s shoes. They were 

forced into this corner of not knowing and they just had to sit there and continue to watch what 

was happening. In a way they said it made them relate to Daniel to some extent because they 

were also lost on what was happening. They asked me directly if I did this on purpose and I 

truthfully answered no.  

It was not my intention to make them feel that they could or had to relate to Daniel 

because they were also lost from what was happening. This comment did open a door for me 

because I was able to understand how an audience felt while watching my play. Being the writer 

of the play I tend to get wrapped up in some of the dialogue that I forget how the other characters 

may feel or how the audience is experiencing that portion of the play. 
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Q: At the end of the play Jesús was not translating for the purpose of translating. Rather 

he was using this as a way to emphasize what Guadalupe was saying. Did this come off as a 

translation only or were you able to see that it was an emphasis? 

Many felt that this was important dialogue but since most of them were non-Spanish 

speakers they were not able to catch up that this was also an emphasis.  

The person who is bilingual was able to see the distinction in this last part because the 

actors were working together, they said. That this warning was not only coming from Guadalupe 

but also coming from Jesús made it even more powerful at the end to see this interaction.  

 

Q: The actors focused heavily on physicality and body language when they were 

speaking Spanish in order to give context to those that do not understand. Did this help in any 

way to understand? Or were they too distracting? 

Many chuckled at this since many of them in the audience were talking about body 

language and gestures already to previous questions. They were all in agreement that this was 

very beneficial to see them act in this manner because the actors were providing context to what 

was happening and made them somewhat understand what was happening in the story. A lot of 

them agreed that if we would have not focused on the way that the actor's tone of voice, gestures, 

body language, and emotions that they would have been lost and not able to comprehend what 

was going on. Many stated that the acting was not over the top and that the actors were 

portraying the characters very realistically and the gestures worked perfectly for what I was 

going for.  

 



 

29 
 

Q: Would the use of surtitles/supertitles benefit plays like this? Would they be distracting 

to have them there above the stage or on the side?  

Many people were giving personal experiences of having watched plays with surtitles and 

they voiced their opinions that they are distracting often. That most of the time theatre companies 

do not position surtitles in a way that works and for the majority of the play they are looking off 

to the side because they are distracted by the surtitles. Some even went as far as stating that they 

believe that surtitles can take away from the show because it is distracting to them.  

Many said that they were able to get more from the way that the show was set up with 

having Jesús translating and having the actors focus on physicality to get the story across. Some 

said it would be nice to have some sort of way to have surtitles closer to them and to have the 

option to turn them off during the performance like you can when you watch movies and tv 

shows on streaming platforms.  

This was intriguing to see the different sides of wanting surtitles and not wanting them 

because I feel that the only reason people consume bilingual media is because they have subtitles 

on the screen yet I was seeing the opposite. This gives further insight to me on how audiences 

can go in any direction because communities are different. Which I begin to question ways that 

we can reach both sides of wanting surtitles and not wanting them at the same time. Perhaps this 

is up to the theatres that produce these kinds of shows or if it falls on the bilingual community to 

make those choices on how we can find solutions.   

 

Q: Should playwrights that write in two languages include characters like Jesús to be 

translators for the audience or should they only be there if they have a purpose like Jesús? 
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The consensus was that no bilingual playwright should be forced to write characters like 

Jesús to only be translators. Jesús in my story had a purpose, he literally is a translator as his job, 

so it made sense that this story took place. If there are characters like Jesús that are meant to be 

translators, they are wasting dialogue on them and they are a waste of a character because they 

have no other purpose than just translating. They all agreed that if we begin to force playwrights 

to write in these manners then good shows are not going to be created. We as a society cannot 

expect everything to be for us especially in the United States that is really diverse and there are 

so many different languages and cultures here. Writers should have the freedom to write how 

they want and not worry who they have to cater to because the dominant language in the United 

States is English.  

 

Q: Would you continue to watch bilingual pieces that you do not know the other 

language?  

Everyone said yes, they will continue to consume media that is in other languages. That if 

we only consume the language that we know then we will never grow as a society. We as the 

United States society must accept the country that we live in. It is very diverse and that diversity 

is growing every day, it is something that we cannot deny. For us to only have media in the 

dominant language for a majority of things is not a good thing. Many rallied together and said 

that they want to continue to support bilingual theatre and hope that bilingual writers will 

continue to create theatre. 

Overall, the whole experience of the talk back was very informative. A lot of fears that I 

had were not even mentioned or if they were the audience stated that they found solutions 

through the play or just accepted that this is a different form of media for them. I was immensely 
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proud of the work the actors and I were able to share with everyone. It was nice to hear from 

those that were not bilingual speakers that my show has inspired them to make the effort to 

watch more bilingual theatre. That is what I wanted to hear. That is something that brings me joy 

and happiness is seeing that people are invested in this kind of theatre. That works like my own 

are not going to go unappreciated and this gives me courage for the future of theatre. I feel even 

more inspired to continue to write in my native languages of English, Spanglish, and Spanish.  

I am so grateful that I had the wonderful experience to be able to do this. I have learned a 

lot about bilingual theatre by not just researching but also being part of the theatre. I experienced 

much of what I researched, and it let me understand truly what those other theatre creators were 

going through. I faced some of the same challenges and through the knowledge they were 

sharing with their research I was able to overcome some of those difficulties. 
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Chapter 4: The Bilingual Play 
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Chapter 5: Fin 

Bilingual theatre can work if done correctly and it is a very rewarding process to go 

through. It is very challenging especially if you are in a location that does not have the bilingual 

actors that you need. It can also be challenging because of the community that you are in because 

some may not be interested in that kind of theatre, especially if they are not a part of that culture. 

There are many challenges to overcome when it comes to producing these kinds of work but if 

there is a passionate team behind it they will be able to succeed. Theatre creators also have to 

expect the unexpected, like I was during my play’s enhanced stage reading. I was expecting the 

audience to reject the entertainment I was giving them because they would not understand what 

was going on. Rather the audience came in with an open mind and curiosity to see something 

new.  

This further pushes the notion that bilingual theatre can succeed in the United States. 

That audiences out there in our communities are willing to experience things that might make 

them feel uncomfortable or out of place. Yet through the hard rehearsal process and the 

dedication of the cast putting forward the work of body language, physicality, and emotions they 

will fill that gap in for those audience members. Taking the time and energy to do things 

thoroughly will benefit the production as a whole. Through this research I am able to conclude 

that playwrights should try new and innovative tactics to bring bilingual theatre to the stage. 

Depending on the audience it may land, or it may not, in my case it did but it was a risk I was 

willing to take. I am glad I did as I was able to learn that taking risks will be rewarding.  

As a theatre creator, I am very passionate about making theatre more accessible, as well 

as giving positive representation to the culture that I am part of. Without taking on this challenge 

of bilingualism we further push into a monolithic American society. That is not the case though 
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as the United States has citizens that come from all different backgrounds that bring different 

languages with them. Theatre is meant to be an art form that can represent different cultures and 

backgrounds, not just stories meant for Anglo-Americans. That is why I hope that I will inspire 

other playwrights and theatre creators to write and translate plays for their communities to allow 

audiences to feel represented. As well as for those that are not a part of that community to learn 

and grow from this new perspective the language and playwright are giving. I hope that I can 

inspire other bilingual theatre creators to create and research bilingual theatre to expand the 

knowledge of what we know.
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