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The independent film El Norte (1983) was the first U.S. feature in the 1980s to portray believable and well-rounded Latin American characters attempting to take charge of their own troubled lives. In his debut feature, writer-director Gregory Nava first shows his brother and sister protagonists in violence-torn Guatemala and then follows their adventures as they emigrate north to El Norte, the U.S., in search of peace and a better standard of living. After illegally entering the United States, the pair take menial jobs in Los Angeles in order to survive. The greatest strength of the film lies in Nava's profound understanding and appreciation of his characters and their travails, and his ability to show their humble but determined humanity. The original screenplay for El Norte was written by Nava and Anna Thomas, who received an Academy Award nomination for their efforts. 

This screenwriting team again examines the themes of Latin immigration to the U.S. and the Latino family in their new feature, the New Line Cinema release My Family. The tale begins with the teenager Jose Sanchez leaving his Mexican village in the 1920s in search of his only living relative who, it is said, lives in the city of Los Angeles. After aching Los Angeles on foot, Sanchez starts his new life and raises a family. The film then examines the clan's problems, triumphs, and tragedies as they live the immigrant and Chicane experience in East L.A. in the Twenties, the Fifties, and the Eighties. The ensemble acting features many of the leading contemporary Latino players, including Jimmy Smits, Edward James Olmos, and Esai Morales. 

Nava's stylistic approaches in My Family are conventional, but, as he did in El Norte, the director succeeds in eliciting strong, realistic performances from his actors and in creating a powerful drama that is appealing both for its social conscience and the sensitivity with which the individual characters are portrayed. Cineaste spoke with Nava about his Chicano family saga in May 1995 at the Seattle International Film Festival. Cineaste: What generation Mexican-American are you, and how does your ethnicity affect your writing and filmmaking? 

Gregory Nava: That's a complex question because my family has been in southern California since the 1880s, so it's an old southern California family. I came from a border family, so although I was born and raised in San Diego, I have lots of aunts and uncles and cousins who were born and raised in Tijuana. Even though I'm a third generation native Californian, some of my immediate relatives, who live just a few miles from the house I was raised in, are Mexican. So I've always been raised in that border world, with that tremendous clash between the cultures. 

Cineaste: I understand that My Family contains considerable autobiographical material.Nava: The inspiration for the film is obviously based on my family, but I would say that the influence is more inspirational rather than specific. A lot of the specifics came from other families when I was doing research for the film in East Los Angeles. 

Cineaste: How did you go about the research? Did you select certain families and try to investigate their histories somewhat and then put together a composite? 

Nava: I think the creative process is a very complex one in which you try to see things that are universal about family experiences and stories, the threads that run through these families, so that you can capture that reality. Research is entirely creative; you don't know what image, what moment, is going to inspire you for a scene or sequence or a character. It kind of all goes in there and then, like a dream, it all comes back out,and I think the less you analyze it, the better. The more you analyze it, the more it goes away [laughs]. You kind of have to not question things too much. I like to put everything in there and then just start to write, and normally - as with El Norte - what comes out has a resonance. 

Cineaste: The theme of immigration to the U.S. is central to both El Norte and My Family. What is the continuing importance of this theme for you? 

Nava: We are a nation of immigrants, and the process of immigration is very interesting to me. I come from an immigrant family, and therefore I find that the problems that immigrants have - the problems of acceptance and assimilation in a country that is based on its diversity and yet the central mainstream of which is Anglo - are all the things of great drama and great conflict. So it is my own experience which inspires me to tellthese stories. 

Cineaste: Was your decision to write and direct a Latino family saga inspired by that ultimate Latin American family saga, One Hundred Years of Solitude? 

Nava: Well, it was partly inspired by One Hundred Years of Solitude - I like its dream-realist style, I like the idea of family through generations, and the idea of family as protagonist. All these things strike me as being very Latino, and I want to bring that to the screen. By the same token, it's also an aspect of the universal human experience that has been very beautifully captured in One Hundred Years of Solitude and other novels that have the same style and concerns. So these are things that I wanted to capture in the film, to tell a Latino story in that style and with that kind of tapestry. Cineaste: Do you see My Family as a means to teach Chicano audiences about their own history? 

Nava: I see My Family as a film to entertain people, not to teach them. I think that films need to entertain us, and I mean entertain in the broadest sense of the word, which is partially to enlighten us about who we are. So it is designed to be inspirational to people but it's also designed to give people a good night out at the movies. It makes you laugh, it makes you cry, it makes you feel dignity or pride, if you're a Chicano, to be Chicano. 

Cineaste: My Family deals with certain important events in Mexican- American history such as the mass deportations in the 1930s but not with other important events that happened in Los Angeles, such as the SleepyLagoon case and the so-called Zoot Suit Riots from the early 1940s. Why select certain events and not others? 

Nava: I was trying to tell a story of this particular family, and I felt that if I made every single incident in the movie revolve around some public issue, that it would just become a catalog of all the stuff that this community has had to deal with throughout the years. I wanted to give a flavor and a feeling of that, but not make it a catalog of all the social injustice that has been suffered; that didn't fit into the scheme of this particular story. The deportations did, very beautifully, and I think that even though we don't include the specific Sleepy Lagoon issue, a lot of what happened with Sleepy Lagoon is echoed in the story about Chucho and the police relationship to the community. 

That kind of injustice was prevalent at that time, and in theFifties, and really continues down to today. So I thought that that more personal story was a better way of dealing with those particular issues, rather than actually dealing with the specific Sleepy Lagoon case. I thought it would be a little bit too much to have one of the kids of the family be a member of the Sleepy Lagoon thing [laughs]. It would get a little ludicrous - you know, the mother is deported, and one of the sons is a Sleepy Lagoon defendant. 

Cineaste: Don't you introduce the Chucho character ironing the pants and suggesting the care that the Pachuchos had in terms of dress as a way to refer to some of those issues? 

Nava: Well, that's meant to be funny. He's ironing this tiny pair of pants for his kid who's going to be the ring-bearer in the wedding. Ironing is a big issue with Pachuchos, and was in the Forties and Fifties, as it is today. I mean, these guys, these vatos, they iron their T-shirts! And they do it themselves because nobody else is going to be able to do it right. I find that very amusing, and I wanted to capture that in the film. 

Cineaste: Did you feel that this type of family portrait was important to get up there on the screen as opposed to more stereotypical Hollywood images of Chicanos? 

Nava: I do think more new kinds of images and films need to be made, I really do. I hope that, as the society develops and more films like My Family get made, they will continue to be successful and we will be able to see more images up on the screen that are, as you say, not stereotypic but that are positive, that place us in the society and with our communities, put family in the center of our culture, which it is. Images that allow us to retain our culture - one which is thousands of years old, with very deep roots, and which has something very beautiful to contribute to the nation. 

Cineaste: Speaking of how old the culture is, pre-Columbian spirituality and motifs such as the milpa (the corn patch) and the buho (the owl) are fundamental aspects of the film's worldview. 

Nava: I think the film has a strong pre-Columbian mythic structure, which does include the milpa and the buho, but also Jimmy includes many others things. We have the spirit of the river; we have the buho, which of course references Tezcatlipoca [the Aztec God of the Smoking Mirror - DW]. The images of the four Tezcatlipocas are mirrored in the stories of the four brothers. And the Ometeotl, the creator couple, are mirrored in Jose and Maria. So you have a tremendously strong and deep pre-Columbian spirituality that comes from the film, a concept of Olin [an Aztec concept/motif of cyclical movement - DW!, the movement around the center, that it is in what you do in life that you find your spirituality. The house represents that concept in a sense because it's centered yet it's always moving and changing colors, and they keep adding on to it. And of course the corn field which is regeneration and cyclical. All of these things are very powerful and form a mythic structure to the film. 

There is also this syncretic relationship, because this is about a Mestizo family, between the pre-Columbian and the Catholic, so I reflect that in the mythic structure of the movie. Therefore Ometeotl and the Tezcatlipocas become at the same moment Jose and Maria, which is Joseph and Mary, and Chucho is Jesus; and so there's the Catholic sacrifice of the Jesus character in the film, which forms the central traumatic moment of the family. So there is a syncretic, mythic, logical structure to the movie that is at once pre-Columbian and Catholic. Cineaste: One of the daughters originally takes a traditional route in terms of religion and becomes a Catholic nun and then later leaves that for a more politically activist role, specifically in relation to Central America. Do you have personal feelings about that? 

Nava: I just did a talk radio show in Santa Barbara and this woman called up and said, "I am the nun that married the priest]" [laughs]. She was a Latina who had become a nun and married a priest. I also got a question, "Was this based on the so-and-so-family of East L.A. who had a daughter who became a nun who married a priest?" And of course I based it on someone I know who was a nun who married a priest. It turned out to be more of a common thing than I realized. 

What I had in mind was that Toni was a very smart character and for her, in the Fifties, the only alternative to getting married and having kids and being a mother, which she didn't want to do, was going into the religious order. It's kind of like a Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz [a brilliant poet-nun in seventeenth-century Mexico - DW! type choice. She felt intuitively that she wanted to get an education and expand her horizons. And I think that she felt the only way she could do that was to become a nun, because what she could look forward to if she stayed in the barrio was not what I think she finally felt fit for. But, then, as times change, and women's roles change, she changes as well. I think she really finds out who she is in the film, and she really becomes herself and is a success story with what she does. She's doing what she believes in; she becomes a very well-educated woman who's very smart and who does a lot of good in the community as a political activist. If we did a sequel, she'd run for Congress. Cineaste: Does Central America hold a particular place in your heart in relation to the political strife and the political problems that were such a terrible situation in the 1980s? 

Nava: Yes, I deal with this both in El Norte and Mi Familia. I think that Central America is incredibly important. I don't think that people realize how important it is in terms of the history of the Americas and what happened in the Eighties down there and how it affected, how it changed, the United States. I still don't think it's been recognized or understood by the Anglo population in the U.S., but it is an event of central importance to Latinos in the New World. 

Cineaste: Your film also doesn't avoid dealing with some of the more unpleasant aspects of family life. 

Nava: Yes, the family has to deal with a lot of real tough issues. You see domestic violence due to heavy drinking, you see the trauma that ensues with the death of Chucho and how that becomes the kind of family secret that no one talks about but which becomes the most powerful thing that changes the family structure and people's lives in the second half of the film. These are all very tough things, hard things to admit to and accept, but that do happen in families. 

At the same time, there's great joy and humor in the film. The film is not only sad but it's also very funny at times. Family life, and Latino family life, is like that. It's like a tremendous roller coaster ride. I remember that my family would go from tragedy to comedy in the course of a day, from morning to afternoon [laughs], and this is what life is like. It's extreme when survival issues are in question. So the film wants to express all of these kinds of things and be a real celebration of the beauty of Latino culture without sugarcoating any of the tough things that are going on in the barrio, and the difficulties that people have in surviving in the barrio. I wanted to ultimately be life-affirming, because I think that ultimately Latino culture is a life- affirming culture, and, despite all the tragedy and discrimination and injustice, that people endure. 

I'm reminded of the beautiful work of Frida Kahlo, who was massively wounded as a young girl by an accident and lived her whole life in tremendous pain and suffering. If anyone had a right to be bitter, it was Frida Kahlo, and yet she wasn't. Her last painting was a very beautiful painting of watermelons, and a few days before she died she wrote "Viva la Vida" ["Long live life" - DW! across the bottom of those watermelons. I evoke that in the film with the pan around the table. You see the watermelons in the center of the table, and that's the feeling that I wanted to convey when at the end the father says "We have had a good life." It's kind of sad, almost pathetic, when he says that because they've been through so much and suffered so much tragedy and yet there is acceptance. This is a beautiful thing that he does and I think it is very Latino. You know the beautiful poem by Machado [a Spanish poet of the Generation of 1898 - DW], "Caminante, no hay caminos." Everybody has their own road, and in a way you can't question those things too much, and must accept them as they are because, finally, that is your life. 

I also wanted to show redemption in the film for a character like Jimmy. Jimmy is an angry man, he's a veteran, and yet I think we're very quick nowadays, even people within the community, to dismiss this person and banish him almost. But I wanted to redeem him because I feel that nobody is beyond redemption. Our young men are valuable and important to us and we cannot abandon them, and we have to know the trauma that they came from, and the wounds that they carry with them. 

Cineaste: Just as he cannot abandon his son. 

Nava: Yes, ultimately, we do not want him to abandon his son, that's right. And if we don't, then he won't, and that's important. To keep the cycles going. 

One more thing that I wanted to show: the film is very much about bridges -the bridges that bridge Los Angeles with East Los Angeles. The people from East Los Angeles cross the bridge, but the people on the western side don't cross into East Los Angeles. And the bridges need to be crossed in both directions. But the image of the bridge extends beyond that. It is the bridges that exist between us and our past, as Latinos, our roots, and the bridges that then, understanding that, lead us to our future. The bridges that we have to build between people and members of the family, between fathers and sons, and mothers and daughters, and brothers and sisters. So the images of the bridges have tremendous use in the film to show all kinds of things within the family, the community, the neighborhood, and, finally, the city of Los Angeles. 
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