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Abstract: The article is situated within the field of Chicanx theater history and is part of a larger 
project dealing with the question of Indigeneity in the Chicanx theatrical practice. The paper 
appraises the significance of Carlos Morton’s early play Los dorados. It is argued that, unlike 
other, more famous examples of Chicanx works using Native elements the play does not call up 
nor romanticize Indigenous roots of Mexico. Rather, by revisiting the history of a specific place 
in California, by using reflexivity and irreverent discursive dialogism, and by calling attention to 
the Indigenous absent presence Morton offers an autopsy of California’s historical imagination 
and contemporary identity as a wasteland of memory and alethic frontier. 
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What are the roots that clutch, what branches grow
Out of this stony rubbish? Son of man,
You cannot say, or guess, for you know only
A heap of broken images …. 
…. Only
There is shadow under this red rock 
T.S. Eliot The Waste Land [my emphasis]

Indigeneity has been at the heart of Chicanx culture at least since the Chicano 
renaissance of the 1960s. The concept of Aztlán was derived from Indigenous 
roots, the Aztec mythology, and became the central signifier of Chicanx cultural 
production. Popularized by poet Alurista in “El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán” (1969) it 
became Chicanx identity’s central figure which Rafael Pérez-Torres interprets as, “a 
metaphor of connection and unity” (213) but also, in Eric Avila’s summary, “a call 
to ‘brotherhood,’ a link to the indigenous past, a reminder of territorial conquest, a 
symbol of future glories, or a metaphor for other kinds of oppression” (Avila 27).1 
Although Chicanx people are products of the mixing of cultures or mestizaje the 
Indigenous roots were prioritized. Building on theater critic Jorge Huerta, Karen 
Mary Davalos says that, “[t]his articulation of Chicanas/os as a people with roots 
in pre-Columbian times, or indigenous historical continuity, is a tactic in ‘strategic 

1	  For more on the complexity of the concept of Aztlán, see Pérez-Torres.
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essentialism’ that functions to legitimate representations of the traditional and 
acknowledge the ability to survive US social hierarchies” (269). In other words, 
assertions of Indigeneity served partly a function of cultural self-(re)invention and 
were suggestive of legitimacy and resilience. In later years, especially in the work 
of Gloria Anzaldúa, attention to the Indigenous roots would also serve as a healing 
practice against the legacies of colonization (Hartley 237). 

Chicanx Theater became an important site of articulation of these concerns. 
Chicano Movement’s most famous theater company El Teatro Campesino (ETC) was 
founded by Luis Valdez in 1965 during the farmworkers’ strike in Delano, California. 
Its initial plays called actos (short didactic/satirical pieces developed to illustrate the 
problems of the strikers) were only indirectly involved in the question of Indigeneity; 
if California’s Native Americans were the state’s first campesinos “the original Teatro 
wasn’t a Chicano theatre—it was a worker’s theatre” says the current producing 
artistic director of ETC Kinan Valdez (Valdez in Huerta “El Teatro’s Legacy” 32). 
As such, ETC’s early pro-union messages were internationalist. After a few years 
however, the teatro left the United Farm Workers and developed a genre called mito. 
If actos dealt with the Chicano reality through the “eyes of man” mitos approached it, 
in the words of Luis Valdez, “through the eyes of God” (Valdez in Huerta, Chicano 
Theater 97) and the God in question was rooted in Native spirituality. Mitos are 
allegorical pieces using primarily Mexican Indigenous symbols such as, according to 
Huerta, “the pyramid … conches, jade, and feathered serpent head” (Huerta Chicano 
Theater 97) and syncretically merge them with Catholic religious symbolism. 

As these examples illustrate the initial Chicano Movement although 
attempting to advance “the invention of Chicanas/os as distinct from those Mexicans 
del otro lado” (Davalos 269) it did so primarily by prioritizing concepts and symbols 
of Mexican origin: Aztec and, later, Maya elements dominated the imagination of 
the first generation of the Movimiento. Indexing grand civilizations of Mesoamerica 
served the purpose of cultural validation in the context of Eurocentric education 
and racist discrimination. It also allowed neutralizing “anti-indigenous discourses” 
(Pérez-Torres 226) of both nation states. 

Huerta’s essay “Feathers, Flutes, and Drums: Images of the Indigenous 
Americans in Chicano Drama” claims that “the evolution of a Chicano dramaturgy 
… shows a fascination with and respect for the Chicanos’ indigenous roots” (Huerta 
“Feathers” 182). The theater historian frames this evolution with two texts – “Estela 
Portillo Trambley’s Day of the Swallows, first published in 1972, and Luis Valdez’s 
Mummified Deer, first produced in the year 2000 and published in 2005”– and adds 
that, “the Indio (Native American) has been an almost constant presence in the 
plays of many of the Chicana and Chicano playwrights” (Huerta, “Feathers” 182). 
His other examples – Cherrie Moraga’s Giving Up the Ghost (1982), Edit Villareal’s 
The Language of Flowers (1991), Octavio Solis’s Man of the Flesh (1988) and Josefina 
Lopez’s Unconquered Spirits (1997) – confirm the observation from the previous 
paragraph; all make direct or indirect references to Mexican rather than North 
American Indigenous traditions. When in 2000 Valdez staged Mummified Deer at the 
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San Diego Repertory Theater the show also used Mexican elements, but it marked 
a shift as well: exploring his mother’s personal roots Valdez decided to focus not on 
the Aztecs or the Maya but on the history of the Yaqui people of Sonora and Arizona. 

Considering the trajectory outlined by Huerta one could conclude that 
Mexican Indigenous civilizations began to lose their dominance over the Chicanx 
theatrical imagination and that playwrights started to look at more immediate Native 
cultures only at the close of the twentieth century. Carlos Morton’s Los dorados (1978) 
stands in this regard as an early exception. First, because produced at the time when 
Chicano nationalism encapsulated by Aztlán was very much alive, it does not call 
up the Mesoamerican context but grounds its plot on the history of the Kumeyaay 
people of the San Diego region also known as the Diegueños; in other words, it 
prioritizes a North American, local Californian to be precise, Native perspective. 
Secondly, although it deals with Indigenous history and features prominently Native 
characters it does not use flutes, drums or dancers to evoke Native spirituality or 
build its appeal through Indigenous mystique.

Perhaps Huerta omits the play in his sketch because Morton is not concerned 
here with the Chicanx identity. Rather, he acts as California’s public intellectual who 
ponders the ramifications of its history as well as offers an autopsy of the state’s 
collective consciousness and the unconscious. How he does this and to what effect is 
my subject. Before I can tell this story however, I need to provide definitions of the 
terms in my title which form the conceptual and metaphoric apparatus of the essay.

Definitions

Calafia is a character from Las sergas de Esplandián (The Adventures of Esplandian), 
a chivalric romance by Garci Ordónez Rodriguez de Montalvo written shortly after 
the voyages of Columbus and first published around 1508 (Cutter 233). Calafia is a 
virgin warrior queen “large of body, very beautiful, in the prime of her years.” Her 
queendom is the island of California. “Know that,” writes Montalvo, “on the right 
hand of the Indies, very near to the Terrestrial Paradise, there is an island called 
California, which was peopled with black women, without any men among them. 
because they were accustomed to live after the fashion of Amazons” (Montalvo in 
Moriarty). From Donald C. Cutter’s own translation of Montalvo: “Their arms were 
all of gold, as were  also the harnesses of the wild beasts on which, after having tamed 
them, they rode, for in all the island there was no other metal” (Montalvo in Cutter 
235). In Montalvo’s tale, Queen Calafia raises an army for the siege of Constantinople. 
Defeated, taken prisoner, she is absorbed into our world: she converts to Catholicism 
and marries a Christian. Eventually she sails away. 

The book as well as its companion Lisuarte de Grecia in which Calafia 
reappears were best sellers in early sixteenth century Spain. By 1525 they were sold 
in book shops in Mexico City (Cutter 235) and by 1539 printed in Mexico. Hernán 
Cortés must have read it for when in 1535 he crossed the body of water west of 
Mexico he used the fanciful name to call what he believed was an island. “California” 
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is thus a misnomer with no relation to the actual place. “Some writers claim that the 
application of the name may have been derisive; others indicate anticipation; some 
would even credit clairvoyance” (Cutter 234). As a mythical toponym it reveals the 
Quixotic hermeneutics of the European colonists who usher in a new ontological 
condition of that place as always already preceded by narrative.  

Ramona is another fictional character and another figure of absorption 
created by New English writer Helen Hunt Jackson, a writer from Massachusetts. 
Jackson authored A Century of Dishonor (1881) as an indictment against American 
government’s Indian policy. She then travelled to California and discovered the ruins 
of Spanish missions. She used these settings to create Ramona, a sentimental novel 
about the end of the Spanish Era and the arrival of American settlers published in 
1884. Inspired by the success of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852), 
Jackson intended the novel to stimulate readers’ sympathy towards the lot of Native 
Californians. The eponymous Ramona is a young, beautiful mestiza. Her first 
husband Alessandro is an Indian. When he is killed Ramona, a single mother with 
a child, remarries to a Spanish aristocrat Felipe. In other words, like Calafia, she is 
incorporated into the European fold. As a tragic mestiza she is a figure of colonial 
fantasy.

“The Home of Ramona: illustrated with photographs,” photCL 504, Photograph Album from Charles F. 
Lummis to Susanita Del Valle, 1888, The Huntington Library, San Marino, California.

The novel did not bring about what Jackson had expected. The lot of the 
Native Americans was quickly forgotten as the book, its publication coinciding 
with the boom of the architectural style of the Spanish mission revival and the 
mission preservationist movement, generated a Ramona mania which, as cultural 
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geographer Dydia DeLyser puts it, “saturated southern California’s landscape with 
new, Ramona-related tourist attractions” (886). Ramona became an essential part of 
the state’s new cultural apparatus and the founding block of “a new social memory 
for the region” (Delyser 886). Carey McWilliams famously called the mythology that 
the state’s real estate boosters and cultural promoters devised the “fantasy heritage” 
(McWilliams, North 35–47), a legend of Old Spanish Californio Days where Indians 
lazed their days away under the tutelage of kind Franciscan padres. This “synthetic 
past” (McWilliams, Southern 21) is still strong today. 

I use the term “garden of freeways” to render California as an oxymoron 
suspended between, on the one hand, the imagination of arcadian paradise and “a 
land of magical improvisation” (McWilliams, Southern 21) originated by Montalvo 
and Cortés and perpetuated by Jackson and other state’s “troubadours” (McWilliams, 
Southern 21) like John Steven McGroarty, George Wharton James, Charles Fletcher 
Lummis as well as the dream factory of Hollywood, and, on the other, the state’s 
actual history of Native genocide, boosterism, land grabs, real estate sprawl, traffic 
congestion, racism, labor exploitation, and environmental degradation.2 These are, 
to use T.S. Eliot’s phrasing from the epigraph, “the branches growing out of this 
stony rubbish” (Eliot 5).

The phrase “wasteland of memory” serves me to signify that this oxymoron 
can be rendered as a public consciousness in which fantasies, skewed perceptions, 
imaginary phantasmata blur with and obscure true stories and actual memories. 
If looking at Disneyland Jean Baudrillard diagnosed “the desert of the real” (166), 
the same applies to missions, university campuses, Olvera Street, courthouses, 
hotels (i.e.: Mission Inn in Riverside), whole cities (i.e.: Santa Barbara). In fact, as I 
argue elsewhere, missions are the original American simulacra anterior to Disney’s 
invention (Welizarowicz, “Camino” 263). In California simulacra dance a perpetual 
fandango. In effect all memory is shattered, a “heap of broken images” (Eliot 5). Here 
only ghostly/ghastly specters shine through the cracks of fragmented consciousness, 
a “shadow under this red rock” (Eliot 5). Writing in his Berkeley home overlooking 
the San Francisco Bay Czesław Miłosz intuited: “Call it a delusion, but a demonic 
presence can be felt on this continent” (51).

The term “alethic” is commonly explained in relation to the concepts of 
truth, possibility and impossibility. It derives from the Greek aletheia  which is 
translated as “truth” as well as, “truth, reality, … appearance” (Liddell and Scott 
272). Martin Heidegger renders it as “unconcealment” (67) and an “opening of 
presence” (69). Its antonym is “lethe” which means “oblivion,” or “forgetfulness.” 

2	 For more on the social problems in California see, for example, Carey McWilliams’ Southern 
California: An Island on the Land (1973[1946]) as well as Mike Davis’ City of Quartz (1992) 
or his Ecology of Fear: Los Angeles and the Imagination of Disaster (1998). On agricultural 
labor exploitation see McWilliams’ Factories in the Field: The Story of Migratory Farm Labor 
in California (1971[1935]) and Richard Steven Street’s monumental Beasts of the Field: A 
Narrative History of California Farmworkers, 1769-1913 (2004). On California Indigenous 
genocide see, for example, Brendan C. Lindsay’s Murder State: California’s Native American 
Genocide, 1846–1873 (2012) and Benjamin Madley’s An American Genocide: The United 
States and the California Indian Catastrophe (2016). 
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Thus, the phrase “alethic frontier” approaches discourses which determine what is 
thought and unthought. In California, discourse and its resultant acts are enactments 
of the alethic frontier. When in 2015 Pope Francis canonized Junípero Serra (1713-
1784), the Mallorcan founder of the California mission system, he not only offered 
him eternal absolution and ensured the Catholic Church’s arrival at a deontological 
closure. He also pushed American Indian victims further into lethe, forgetfulness, 
impossibility of remembrance, and ungrievability (Welizarowicz, “Junípero” 287). 
When Governor Gavin Newsom issued an apology to the California’s Native 
peoples in 2019, he admitted and officially disclosed the legacy of genocide; thus, 
he advanced aletheia, unconcealdness. The Camino Real trail which spans more 
than 700 miles of California’s freeways, highways and city streets announces itself 
with bells and Franciscan staffs bearing inscriptions of alethic certainty: “Historic 
Camino Real.” This is a misleading signifier for such a single land route never existed 
in the Spanish era (Kropp 62) and the trail was created in the early twentieth century 
by state promoters and “automobile scorchers” (Kropp 61) to, as Phoebie Kropp puts 
it, “[encourage] Southern Californians to put themselves in the padres’ sandals and 
imagine a direct lineage from the European colonizers themselves” (Kropp 49).3 
But such commemoration and glorification of the padres has real consequences 
for California Indigenous communities. As Renya K. Ramirez and Valentin Lopez 
caution, “for many California Native peoples, they [mission bells] evoke the state’s 
violent mission history and symbolize colonial regimentation and widespread 
land theft, environmental devastation, and genocide. Seeing the bells can trigger 
painful and traumatic memories of colonial history” (Ramirez and Lopez 91). Thus, 
a process of taking the bells down has recently been initiated to break their work of 
concealing and to advance the process of healing.4 Similarly, statues of Serra, their 
gestures translating his saintly, moral purpose still stand here and there but many 
have been removed, toppled, and/or sprayed with paint in acts of alethic rebellion. 

Battles over meaning and accountability reap collateral damage. The Golden 
Gate Park statue of Miguel de Cervantes dragged through the mud may seem the 
wrong target. But if representation is the culprit, if literature stands as the originary 
principle behind the alethic wasteland then why not kill the writer? The irony is 
that here is the author who was the first to diagnose the Quixotic condition, this 
mode of being and epistemic orientation which proceeds in the world (reality) by 
taking narrative (appearance) as its point of departure and its end. As we know 
from Tzvetan Todorov, Columbus was the first to take this attitude to the Americas 

3	 For more on the efforts to determine the historical existence of Camino Real see, for example, 
Joseph P. Sánchez’s El Camino Real de California: From Ancient Pathways to Modern Byways. 
Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2019. Rather than speaking of a single land 
route Sánchez uses the term of a “braided corridor” of ports, presidios, missions, ranchos, towns, 
and cities tied to “maritime lanes emanating from Baja California Sur and the associated Manila 
Galleon routes” (xii).  

4	 This reevaluation of the mission history has found home as a discipline at some institutions of 
higher learning like University of California San Diego and the University of California Santa 
Cruz. To explore Critical Mission Studies go, for example, to https://criticalmissionstudies.ucsd.
edu/ or https://historyandcivicsproject.sites.ucsc.edu/the-critical-missions-project/.    
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and his heritage is the otherness reduced to inferiority. In this, we are all his “direct 
descendants” (Todorov 5).

Los dorados

Consider in this context Los dorados.5 Morton wrote this farcical tragicomedy in a 
commedia del’arte style as a commission from San Diego On Stage, a public service 
theater project originated by the directors of San Diego Repertory Theatre and the 
California Pacific Theatre, Sam Woodhouse and Janet Rumbaut respectively. The 
goal of San Diego On Stage was to sponsor original dramatizations of little-known 
aspects of San Diego history. The project was funded by the Regional Employment 
and Training Consortium financed through a federal grant under the Comprehensive 
Employment and Training Act, Jimmy Carter administration’s Public Service Jobs 
Program (U.S. Department of Labor). The play was produced by California Pacific 
Theatre and drew most of its members from students or fresh graduates of the 
Department of Theatre and Dance at the University of California San Diego (UCSD). 
Larry Swerdlove, who had just a year earlier worked as a student sound designer 
in the UCSD production of Ed Bullins’ The Taking of Miss Janie, performed in Los 
dorados what reviewer Mark McCaffrey assessed as a “judicious directing job” (90). 
The cast consisted of six actors (three men and three women) and three musicians. 
From June 1 through September 30 of 1978, the piece was staged fifty times during 
free outdoor and indoor performances at parks, fairgrounds, and streets of the San 
Diego County. 

The play is set before and during the Spanish era; its time frame spans 
three centuries from before the first Spanish landing in 1542 to early 1840s. Its 
characters are both individualized and collective archetypes residing somewhere 
between authenticity and colonial fantasy. The play’s sequel, Rancho Hollywood, was 
set at the time of the Anglo invasion. In the early 2000s Morton would rewrite Los 
dorados as The Golden Ones adapting it to the history of the Riverside county and 
foregrounding not the Kumeyaay but the Cahuilla people. 

Reflecting larger trends in American theater of the time and the UCSD 
department’s student body makeup the cast of the San Diego production was cross-
racial and programmatically gendered. All members of the Kumeyaay (“Kemia” in 

5	 Morton who had previously worked as a journalist started writing plays inspired by El Teatro 
Campesino’s show he saw at the University of Texas El Paso in the early 1970s. With a career 
spanning over five decades his oeuvre includes such landmark and widely anthologized titles 
as Many Deaths of Danny Rosales, Rancho Hollywood, El Jardin, The Savior and many others. 
Most of his works for theater are set on the U.S.-Mexico border. Even if they are not, the issues 
they discuss are usually related to cultural clashes, racism, myth making, representation of 
history, migration. He writes in a wry mix of stoic distance, humor and a deep understanding 
of human nature and our basic inner drives. In 2022, commissioned by the International Border 
Studies Center at the University of Gdańsk, he wrote Trapped in Amber, a play about Gdańsk 
as a border town. The play was translated by Julia Skuza as Zaklęte w Jantarze and, directed 
by Irwin Appel, it received its workshop premiere in Polish at the Jerzy Limon theater at the 
University of Gdansk on October 11, 2022. An article discussing this project was published in 
the Polish Journal for American Studies (2023, vol. 17). The play was released in a bilingual 
edition by Części Proste in May 2024.
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the script) were portrayed by women. A white actress, Claudia Swerdlove, played 
the innocent, gullible princess Tupipe. Simquale, the fierce chiefess of the tribe, was 
portrayed by African American actress C.J. Bharaka. Barbara Muir was Sinmuhow, 
a prophet elder and medicine woman. All colonists on the other hand were male: 
Mark Yavorsky played “the swaggering” (McCaffrey 89) Sergeant Solana/Laguna.6 
Gregorio Flores, Chicano actor and member of El Teatro de la Esperanza, was the 
Spanish Captain whose names change as the play progresses to reflect the passing 
of time as marked in chronicles by a parade of consecutive conquistadors. John 
Wesley Houston Jr., an African American actor, was “the now lecherous, now devout” 
(McCaffrey 89) Padre La Jolla, a Franciscan missionary. McCaffrey praised the cast 
for their “snappy performance” (90).  

Told in a metatheatrical, Chicano acto meets San Francisco Mime Troupe 
style the play at the outset announces itself directly to the audience as “a mixture of fact 
and fiction about the clash between Native Americans and Spanish Conquistadores” 
(Morton 88). Described as a “serious-minded farce” with “strong consciousness-
raising intents” (McCaffrey 89) the 50-minute play is, on one level, a dramatized 
history lesson, a chronological albeit compressed didactic tale. 

Foregrounding the Native perspective – the MC issuing first words is 
Sinmuhow – Morton intervenes into and undermines the master narrative of the 
fantasy heritage the state has spun about itself roughly from around the time of 
Ramona but in truth at least since Fr. Francisco Palou, Junípero Serra’s friend from 
Mallorca and his student/companion in the Americas, published Serra’s hagiography 
a century earlier (in 1787). As one critic observes, the play drives “a serious point 
of the devastating effect the arrival of Europeans had on Indians and their culture” 
(Garlington). In other words, Morton writes Indigenous history into the normative 
historical paradigm of California which had hitherto, in the fashion espoused by 
Herbert Eugene Bolton and his school of Spanish Borderlands, prioritized and 
valorized the role of Spanish frontier institutions (missions, presidios and pueblos) as 
“political and civilizing agents of a very positive sort” (Bolton 48). This intervention 
is performed by a series of conflicts which function as commentaries to the factual 
historical information; they render the events which history has enshrined through 
Native and down-to-earth perspective. Thus, in McCaffrey’s summary, Sinmuhow 
“must endure belches and other uncavalier approaches” of the Sargeant, Tupipe “gets 
more than she bargained for when she allows herself to be converted” and Simquale 
“finds herself trapped into a run-of-the-mill petit-bourgeois marriage” (89). And the 
intervention was also visual as the production’s set featured a backdrop of “a wall-size 
map of the hill and coastal area of San Diego” (McCaffrey 89). Only some toponyms 
on the map are Spanish. Captain says: “This isn’t San Diego?” to which Simquale 
responds: “No, the names we give this land are Otay, Jamul, Jamacha, Cuyamac” 
(Morton 93-94). By extension this is not California nor is Simquale Calafia although 
these are the Captian’s first words.   

6	 Yavorsky’s later life would inspire Werner Herzog to shoot the 2009 thriller My Son My Son 
What Have You Done?.
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And here’s the other level of the narrative. Morton is not simply interested 
in retelling or revising history from the Native point of view. Rather, he offers 
an autopsy of the state’s convoluted consciousness. What the audience gets are 
historical episodes derived from archival research and contrasted, conflated, 
merged with re-readings of California’s founding myths and their sedimented 
echoes in popular culture. Historical individuals are made into condensed types. 
Thus, Captain’s name is Vizcaíno (Morton 88), Cortez Cabrillo (Morton 93), and 
eventually, “Capitán Cortez Cabrillo Vizcaíno” (Morton 95). Equally, the priest 
is a composite friar, his name eventually grows to be “Padre Junipero de La Jolla 
Serra” (Morton 101). Verbal and bodily slapstick, ribald, lower bodily stratum 
humor, sight gags and one-liners, “[c]hoice anachronisms and verbal acrobatics” 
(McCaffrey 89) are combined with archival quotations adapted from Columbus, 
Córtez, Serra, Montalvo, The Tempest, Mexican and American folk songs, etc. This 
is how Morton’s imagination operates. Like Whitman’s it encompasses multitudes. 
It is dialogic, heteroglossic, associative. 

The result is a meta-discourse, a retelling of history which announces itself 
as myth and of myth masking itself as history. Thus, for example, the three women 
stand simultaneously for the real nation of the Kumeyaay and are the figures of 
Calafia and her Amazon warriors. Thus, writing for Latin American Theatre Review 
McCaffrey praised the female character’s “zany costumes” which “[struck] a happy 
medium between Morton’s research on the Dieguenos and what the Spanish chivalric 
literary fantasies of the times had envisioned” (89). The Spaniard who first sees 
Tupipe asks: “¿Calafia de California?” (Morton 88). Soon after, the Sargeant says: 
“We are somewhere to the right of Indies” to which the Padre replies, “But in very 
close vicinity to Paradise” (Morton 89). These misperceptions are built on earlier 
discourses. The first echoes Córtez’s naming of California taken from Montalvo. 
The latter two reiterate Montalvo but also Columbus who asserted that “the earthly 
Paradise is here” (Columbus in Todorov 16). These are just two instances of many 
which render Captain’s and his cadre’s imperative drives and reveal the encounter’s 
epistemic and hermeneutical foundations. They expose the founding moment not 
as a beginning but as a reiteration of the quest narrative which precedes and will 
engulf within itself this moment.

Changes in names, misquotations, misreadings, intrusions of different 
dialects (the Sargent’s speech morphs into a Texan drawl, the Padre becomes a 
Baptist preacher) multiply and confuse logic and chronology, they move between 
high and low, backward and forward in time. If culture is, as Clifford Geertz argues, 
“a system of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of which 
men communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and attitudes 
toward life” (89) then the colonial project is rendered by Morton not only as an 
invasion on the land, that is, as colonialism but equally as cultural coloniality, that 
is, an invasion by symbolic forms, by enunciation, by a system of signification. As 
we know, Geertz’s definition of culture is “essentially a semiotc one. … man is an 
animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun” (Geertz 5). That web 
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blinds the Spanish colonists, conceals but also translates the reality in front of their 
eyes, offers them interpretative frames, determines outcomes.

The genuinely minded Kemia live in their own web of signs. They are deeply 
confused for they do not yet belong to the semiotic universe of the Europeans nor do 
they share their interested impulse. Thus, Sinmuhow says to the Sargent: “You speak 
with a forked tongue” (Morton 98) when he pleads with her to reveal where gold 
is and promises “to build Coronado Bridge in Logan Heights barrio, yeah, directly 
over Chicano Park” (98). Simquale calls out the Captain on his “contradictions” 
(Morton 96) and when he insists on calling her Calafia she quips: “Your words 
are sweet, but your actions are like thorns” (Morton 98). What both characters 
are trying to name, it seems, is what Homi Bhabha would call in The Location of 
Culture (1994) the “colonial mimicry” (Morton 86). Incidentally, echoing Sinmuhow, 
Bhabha explains colonial mimicry as speaking “in a tongue that is forked, not false” 
(Morton 85). He says that it operates by ambivalence, indeterminacy, and “double 
articulation” (Bhabha 86) between, on the one hand, history, “epic intention”, and 
“high ideals” and, on the other, “trompe l’oeil, irony”, and “farce” (Bhabha 85). It also 
negotiates, he adds, two types of temporal orientation: one “synchronic panoptical 
vision of domination – the demand for identity, stasis – and the counterpressure of 
the diachrony of history – change, difference” (Bhabha 86). Morton’s dramaturgical 
strategy of clashing various registers and of constant collapsing of synchronic and 
diachronic temporal frames (references to popular culture trivia and structures yet 
to be built function as a tactic in the process) anticipates and exemplifies Bhabha’s 
theoretical model.   

As an enactment and critique of the colonial mimicry the play is not 
simply an entertaining piece of didactic theater. It is an operation on the audience’s 
consciousness and the unconscious. The viewers are challenged to make sense of the 
conflations of names and points of reference. Their inherited historical, moral and 
hermeneutical coordinates are brought to their limits. The audience is drawn into 
an associative game for its members share frames of reference with the colonists, 
suspended in their culture’s webs of significance they will recognize at least some 
lines, some other lines will reverberate in the echo chamber of their unconscious, 
will bounce off other concepts and juxtaposed in new configurations proposed 
by Morton they will also acquire new, unexpected shades of meaning provoking 
laughter but also rebellion, uncanny unease and eventually epistemic rupture. 
First confused, little by little the audience realizes the nature of the encounter as 
always already mediated by representation, they are thrown into a wasteland of 
memory or rather, their memory is revealed as a wasteland. In this way, viewers’ 
imagination and epistemic orientation is foregrounded and indexed as implicated 
in the whole process. And in so doing the space-time of the show is produced as an 
in-between ontological hybrid, a third cognitive realm, an alethic frontier, where 
the division between the out there on stage and us the viewers is bridged. It is in 
this liminal space that the unconscious/imagination of the colonial settler society is 
brought forth from its usual backseat of normativity as an object of investigation and 
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transformation. What is normally hidden and operates from the background as the 
bedrock of certainty (alethic, axiological) is now exposed, made visible as a construct 
of discourse. Here is then revealed the potential of the play to transform human 
consciousness and social behavior. Jean and John Comaroff, building on Victor 
Turner, propose that ritual is a “symbolic mediation” and “signifying practice” which 
has a productive capacity and is, potentially, a “‘vehicle of history-in-the making,’ 
which ‘(re)makes social predicaments’ and ‘(re)casts cultural orders’” (Comaroff in 
Elam 12-13). Thus, although it does not use feathers nor flutes the play, to adopt 
Harry J. Elam, Jr’s phrase, “function[s] ritualistically” (14).

If the script evinces a transformative potential this was only enhanced in the 
historic San Diego production. Consider the function of the colorblind or diversity 
casting which not only reflected the generational structure of feeling in American 
theater but also played a role in the play’s alethic intervention. 

As stated earlier, Simquale, the leader, the strongest resister, the object of 
desire and the first Indian to be killed was played by Bharaka, a black actress. This 
added another layer to the symbolic mediation and signifying practice the play 
enacts. In the narrative of the play, she is Native. In the hieroglyphic universe of 
coloniality she is the black warrior queen Calafia, the embodiment of colonial desire. 
In the real world of the audience, she is decidedly not Indian however the viewers 
are informed that she is. Hence the perceiving audience is invited to both indulge 
the fantasy and resist it. On top of her being the colonial fetish and representing the 
elusive “not that” one must consider her stage presence in the context of the times 
and in the context of the American spectatorial culture’s production of blackness. 
In the post-Civil Rights America, her strong persona was suggestive of both literal 
and semiotic emancipation of the black population and of the transformations in 
American culture at large. In other words, Bharaka’s stage presence was evocative 
of multiple semantic planes the viewer was challenged to untangle. He/she was also 
invited to recognize what Michael M. J. Fischer has called “‘families of resemblance’ 
— similarities to the experiences and cultures of other groups—to fashion a ‘unity of 
disunity’” (Fischer in Lipsitz 149) between experiences of communities traditionally 
kept in separate compartments, i.e. Native Americans and African Americans. After 
all, both groups have suffered from skewed representations, double consciousness 
is not only the black condition. 

Houston’s 1978 role as a Franciscan had strong ramifications and complicated 
the play’s points of reference further. On the one hand, according to Morton in 
a conversation with the author, the actor was asked to use a Baptist preacher’s 
intonation and mannerisms. In so doing he directly inserted black experience into 
the mix which spoke to the larger American constellation of signs and reasserted the 
synchronic, as opposed to the diachronic, temporal orientation of the play. At the 
same time, to cast an African American whose stage body, regardless of his personal 
history, is an index of victimization by colonial violence in the role of a perpetrator 
of that violence, potentially implicated him as an accomplice in oppression and 
diffused European responsibility. But that risk was perhaps neutralized by the 
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satirical, irreverent portrayal of California’s founding father. Ishmael Reed famously 
criticized Hamilton for its cross-racial casting and its simultaneous romanticization 
and whitewashing of historical slaveowners. In the introduction to his play The 
Haunting of Lin-Manuel Miranda he says: “When I was a child, schools dressed 
children of color up and made us pretend to be Founding Fathers on the stage. I 
am tired of that bullshit” (Reed 14). When Morton and Swerdlove decided to task 
Houston with the padre’s part, a part which is at the opposite end of heroization, they 
also intervened into this long tradition of celebratory national pageantry. Here, the 
likes of young and old Reed could relish a measure of their small subversive revenge 
against the dominant enunciation regime.   

And in the specific San Diego County context another complexity to the 
show was revealed. In an interview with Phil Garlington Houston admitted to 
concern with his own safety when his character spoke about a “treacherous” Indian 
attack on a mission: “There were some Indians in the audience who strenuously 
objected to the good padre version of events … The Indians began saying ’Oh, 
yeah, oh yeah,’ and the hostility of the moment reminded me that in the street 
theater there’s no orchestra pit separating you from somebody who might object 
to the character you’re playing” (Houston in Garlington). The comment reveals 
importantly for this study, that not all members of the audience shared the same 
memories, frames of reference, their webs of signification differed. In other words, 
in the play’s experience various imaginaries clashed, it became an alethic frontier. 
The “good padre” story had historically served to occlude Indigenous resistance 
in California which in San Diego began in 1769 and culminated in 1774 with the 
burning of the mission and the killing of padre Luis Jayme. The Ipai/Kumeyaay often 
refer to themselves as proud “mission-burning” Indians, that is, they underscore that 
act as a foundational moment for their identity. The fact that the priest was black 
and spoke like a Baptist minister may have created enough distance to offer him 
protection from anything more than calls and hisses.

In the central scene, the Padre is on his knees and prays citing famous lines 
of Serra “there are devils in the land” (Morton 99). Simquale’s younger sister Tupipe 
confronts him and asks him to leave. He is able to coax her trust by claiming that 
he is “the voice of God!” (100). He then confronts her:

PADRE: Let God’s love douse the bitter flames of hate. I say do you feel Him 
growing inside of you?

TUPIPE: Is God a man? (They embrace).

PADRE: Yes, he is the Father of us all. And he is about to enter your spirit! I now 
baptize you Ramona, after the famous novel yet to be written, in the name of the 
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost!

TUPIPE: (Struggling like a wildcat as he restrains her) My name is Tupipe-Tunan!

PADRE: You gots to have a Christian name! My first convert! … (Dragging 
Tupipe away with him) Come on, Ramona! (100-101)
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“TROUBADOURS”, John Wesley Houston Jr. and Claudia Swerdlove perform in Los dorados at Balboa 
Park, San Diego. Photo by John McDonough for Los Angeles Times. Carlos Morton’s private collection
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The scene conflates rape with baptism. That is, we glean the darker side of religious 
conversion – domination, indoctrination, penetration, violent incorporation. And 
because the act coincides with the founding of the mission San Diego the baptism/
rape is conflated further with the origin moment of the state’s history. In other words, 
we are shown the shadows in the dust beneath the mission stones, we are shown the 
darker side of the romance of the state’s Ramona mania. This is the show’s disturbing 
climax. It punctures the audience’s axiological, narrative, alethic certainties. In the 
sparsity of his lines Morton calls up his readers’ imagination. After all the rape is 
not mentioned directly here and only later in the script do we learn that “the padre 
dishonored” (Morton 102) Tupipe. But the words, “do you feel Him growing inside 
of you?” and “about to enter” are suggestive enough and provoke a surge of the 
unthought. The scene leaves us speechless and has an uncanny aura. It calls for 
the director’s skills to provide a visual illustration. In the 1978 staging, as seen in 
the photograph from the production, the rape was alluded to onstage. When the 
script was remounted in Riverside, Morton revealed in a personal communication 
with the author, the scene caused such controversy that the playwright was forced 
to remove it. 

When Simquale finds out about the rape she demands: “I want his head!” 
(Morton 102) to which Captain replies: “This is not the way to do things!”” (Morton 
102). He belittles the gravity of the act, normalizes rape, and relativizes the moral 
logic of retribution. This is just one of many examples of axiological and epistemic 
borderlands that the play rehearses. The world of the Natives is on the collision 
course with the Spaniards’. Elsewhere, when Simquale says that the Native “guiding 
spirit is the force of nature, and her direction is not made up of lines or angles, but 
rather of circles that re-occur again and again” or when she asks with incredulity 
if land can be sold (Morton 97-98) she expresses a specific epistemic orientation 
which the Captain overwrites with Western logic of objectification. In another 
instance of panoptic vision, he promises condominiums, plumbing, commercial 
centers, toilets, bridges, freeways, overpasses, and even a correctional facility named 
Soledad (Morton 96). To sweeten the deal he gives away frisbees. Even though 
Simquale sees the contradictions in Captain’s speech she still falls for him – like 
Richard Rodriguez who says that, “[w]ithin any discussion of race, there lurks the 
possibility of romance” (13) Morton believes in the supreme power of attraction, 
love – only to be rejected in a scene taken directly from Seven Cities of Gold (1955) 
in which Rita Moreno’s character Ula is first seduced and then betrayed by Spanish 
Lieutenant Mendoza (Richard Egan). Like in the Hollywood blockbuster Morton’s 
Captain wiggles himself out of commitment by applying the supremacy of a logic 
other than romance: restraint imposed by social norms, here, racial thinking. 

The finale, which comes immediately after the chronology reaches the mark 
of the Gold Rush and the Yankee gold miners arrive, is a danced sequence: 

All six actors are on stage now. Three dressed like Yankees, three like Californios. 
The finale consists of a dance. A Yankee couple waltzes, a Californio couple does 
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a corrida. The Yankees square dance, the Californios fandango.  At first the 
competition is friendly but gradually the dances turn more and more aggressive. 
The cultures in conflict, the dancers close in a tableau of incomprehension, 
competition, combat. (Morton 103-104)

What is the purpose of this final image of the Spanish and Anglos caught in a family 
feud? Why is the Indian subjectivity completely erased? If his aim had been to only 
retell the story of the state from the Native perspective Morton would have accounted 
for Indigenous survivance, for the Kumeyaay are still here and as we know from 
Houston they were in the audience in 1978. But because in California imaginary 
the Native is consumed by the binary logic of the Europeans the indigenous blank 
spot is precisely what Morton wants to achieve. 

Charles Lummis dancing with Susanita del Valle on a veranda at Camulos, photCL 504, Photograph Album 
from Charles F. Lummis to Susanita Del Valle, 1888, The Huntington Library, San Marino, California.

In this ending, the play reveals its true trajectory: not of the plot nor of the 
state’s imaginary. Rather, as suggested before, it is an operation on the consciousness 
of the audience. This arc develops from an alluring romanticization/exoticization of 
the Native at the beginning to something rather uncanny in the finale, an anxious 
indigenous lacuna. In other words, this “missing something” at the end functions 
as the figure of the unthought and serves to affectively approximate what Alan 
Lawson calls in his analysis of settler colonial discourse the colonial lacuna and 
“anxiety of proximtity” (Lawson 27). After Simquale and Sinmuhow are killed only 
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Tupipe remains. “Where are the Kemyia?” (Morton 102) she asks. The question is a 
signifier of genocide but, more pertinently for the immediate audience, the figure of 
the repressed in the state’s conscience. Tupipe’s words linger as a disturbing punctum 
of the play. 

If the finale’s dance stages the binary (Spanish v. Anglo) limits of the 
dominant imaginary, its alethic horizon, the punctum of Indigenous absence extends 
this horizon beyond the binary and opens up the abyss of uncertainty or what 
Roland Barthes has called “a zero-degree of meaning” (Barthes in Sandoval 146). 
This moment is explained by Barthes as the “‘third meaning,’ which is that which 
always haunts any other two meanings in a binary opposition” (Barthes in Sandoval 
144) and which puts into question everything we think we know. Chela Sandoval 
explains it as “an extra, uncategorizable unnamable meaning haunting all human 
need to name, classify, order, control” (144). The third meaning is thus an unsettling 
excess, an overflowing, a rapture in relation to the “real” and the known. Such 
moments have a potential of transforming or opening a “normal” or “well-adjusted” 
consciousness to what Barthes and Sandoval call “differential consciousness [which] 
represents a signifier without any set signifieds” (Sandoval 146). In other words, 
instances of third meaning unmoor us from our stable coordinates of knowledge, 
subvert “the whole practice of meaning”. A year before Los dorados was staged, 
Barthes proclaimed that “this subversion of meaning is a ‘new, rare practice, affirmed 
against a majority practice (that of signification)’” (Barthes in Sandoval 146).

It is in those moments when solid signifides fail us, when binaries are not 
enough that we enter a no-place, a chiasmus, we lapse and enter the differential 
consciousness. Such moments can be accessed through various “puncta [which] 
release consciousness from its grounding in dominant language and narrative to 
experience the meanings that lie in the zero degree of power” says Sandoval (147). 
Only such practice on the consciousness, asserts Barthes, “will undo the very forms 
dominant society depends on in order to ‘ensure its peace of mind.’ Once this Western 
peace of mind is unsettled, he believes, consciousness will have the opportunity to 
‘grasp the magnitude, the detours’” (Sandoval 144).

Los dorados was in many respects innovative. It addressed in a fresh, 
unorthodox way the question of indigenismo in Chicanx theater. It placed Native 
history centrally in the narrative of the history of the state. In this it anticipated other 
theaters’ later works. For example, La Compañia de Teatro de Alburquerque’s Nuevo 
Mexico Si! was first performed in November 1981 and narrates four hundred years of 
New Mexico in a corrido style. The play opens with narrator’s address to the audience 
in which, after mentioning various Native tribes, Spaniards are introduced who, like 
in Morton’s play, see only the myth: “Could this be Golden Cibola – a New Mexico?” 
(in McCosker 56). Los dorados original production was consistent with innovative 
trends in American theater regarding cross-racial casting but distinguished itself 
from majority of such works by questioning the epistemic center of the mainstream 
or refusing to reify the status quo. More than a decade before Bhabha it articulated 
and critiqued in an artistic form the colonial mimicry. In its semiotic dislocations, 
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its staging of parallel temporal frames and through its many puncta like in the 
rape/baptism scene or in the Indigenous absent presence in the finale Los dorados 
is revealed as a play actively pursuing to unsettle the California audiences’ stable 
imaginary, to unmoor their systems of signs. The goal was consistent with Barthesian 
model: to lapse the consciousness of the audiences, to afford them a ladder to a 
differential consciousness in order to reorganize their alethic certainties and shift the 
balance between the thought and the unthought, to “disreal” (Barthes in Sandoval 
144) the real. Pushing to reconfigure the state’s wasteland of memory this way 
Morton was at the forefront of challenging the system of thought, a project which 
Barthes calls “Prophetic Love” and Sandoval names “Methodology of the Oppressed.” 
It is noteworthy that this project centered on bringing attention to Indigeneity as an 
element repressed but necessary to be recovered. As such, it constitutes an important 
but heretofore neglected in Chicano theater historiography element of what Huerta 
has called “necessary theater” (1989). That is why it deserves to be remembered.	

(Come in under the shadow of this red rock),
And I will show you something different from either
Your shadow at morning striding behind you
Or your shadow at evening rising to meet you;
I will show you fear in a handful of dust.
(Eliot 5-6) 
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