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“‘Latin numbers’ may come and go with the cultural breezes, but the historical impact of ‘play-
ing Latino’ on the stages of US popular performance endures” (194).

 — Frances Negrón-Muntaner

Frances Negrón-Muntaner is a filmmaker, writer, curator, scholar, and Professor at Columbia University, 
where she is the founding director of the Media and Idea Lab. Among her publications are: Boricua 
Pop: Puerto Ricans and the Latinization of American Culture (NYU Press, 2004), The Latino Media 
Gap (Center for the Study of Ethnicity and Race, 2014), and Sovereign Acts (University of Arizona 
Press, 2017).

TDR: The Drama Review 62:1 (T237) Spring 2018. ©2018 
New York University and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology

Dancing with the Zapatistas. Edited 
by Diana Taylor and Lorie Novak. Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press, 2015; 17 web pp.; 
illustrations, video, open-access.

The Ejército Zapatista de Liberación Nacional 
(EZLN) or Zapatista Army of National Liberation 
is a revolutionary group composed of indigenous 
people and mestizos living in Chiapas, Mexico. 
Through both political and artistic acts of resis-
tance, the Zapatistas have rebelled against the 
Mexican government since the passage of NAFTA 
in 1994, arguing that the agreement threatened 
the livelihood of their agriculture and community.

Dancing with the Zapatistas, edited by Diana Taylor and Lorie Novak, is an open-access, 
multimedia digital book that presents a collection of written essays, poetry, spoken word, photo 
essays, interviews, video, and performative responses in conjunction with the 20th anniversary 
of the emergence of the Zapatistas. Taylor and Novak’s book contains 17 essays, with bibliog-
raphies at the end of each, accessed through a visual thumbnail table of contents. Written by 
scholars, artists, journalists, and activists, this book considers Zapatista life and the Zapatistas’ 
global impact on political art movements since 1994.

In her introduction, Taylor connects her experiences visiting and teaching with the 
Zapatistas with four reflections on the book’s themes: waiting, “good” and “bad” governments, 
Mayan-inspired ethos, and the collective “WE” (1).

Taylor’s video interview with artist Ricardo Dominguez, the eighth essay, is a good exam-
ple of the first and second reflections. The Zapatista fight for a “good” government (one that is 
nondiscriminatory and collaborative), over a “bad” government (a neoliberal one driven by glo-
balization), is a long-term, durational performance about resistance and requires patience (1). 
Inspired by the Zapatista resistance, Dominguez recalls encountering the Zapatista rebellion 
online on 1 January 1994: “The Zapatistas shifted for me the notion of what electronic civil dis-
obedience might be” (8). In 2000, Dominguez’s Electronic Disturbance Theater along with 
Fran Illich used a port scanner application to search for open ports on the US Border Patrol’s 
servers in Tijuana, Mexico. Every time they found an open door (port), Dominguez and Illich 
sent a Zapatista story or poem to the Border Patrol (8). With his durational performance prac-
tice (1), Dominguez continues to resist hegemonic political systems, including his development 
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of the Transborder Immigrant Tool, a GPS system to assist in a safe and poetic crossing of the 
US-Mexico border (Nadir 2012).

Ethos, the third reflection of the text, refers to the Mayans’ age-old belief system. For exam-
ple, corn, humans, snails, and mountains, depicted in many Zapatista murals, have “ch’ulel, an 
inner life” whereby all are connected in the universe. In the second essay, “Zapatista Muralism 
and the Making of a Community,” art historian Luis Vargas-Santiago provides images and 
describes murals that are scattered across Zapatista territories as “pedagogical devices” that nar-
rate and convey the Zapatista ideology, including indigenous values (2). The indigenous, known 
as the people of corn, believe that the genetically modified corn of Monsanto kills the corn’s 
ch’ulel. Some murals depict Zapatista faces painted in each kernel of corn on a stalk while oth-
ers narrate the fight between the Zapatistas and the corporate takeover of their corn and agri-
culture (1, 8).

The fourth reflection of this book contemplates the role of the collective “WE.” In the 
tenth (video) essay “I Am: A Poetic Conversation,” artist Guillermo Goméz-Peña performs 
a poetic exchange with Zapatista Subcommander Marcos. In “Rewriting Marcos” (2012) 
Goméz-Peña recites:

We are, 
or rather I am
all of us but no one in particular, nadie,
an orphan of all nation states [...] (10)

“Rewriting Marcos” was written in conversation with the poem “Marcos Is Gay” (1997) that 
Marcos composed in response to rumors that he was gay and encompasses a collective “we” of 
those who have been abnormalized and marginalized:

Yes, Marcos is gay.
Marcos is gay in San Francisco
Black in South Africa
an Asian in Europe, a Chicano in San Ysidro, an anarchist in Spain [...] (10)

Goméz-Peña’s use of “we” and “all of us” (10) relates to Marcos’s written speech included in 
the 13th essay, “The Death of the Political ‘I:’ The Subcomandante is Dead, Long Live the 
Subcomandante!” whereby Marcos declares himself dead and appoints a new leader to transi-
tion from the recognizable leader “I” to the collective “we” (13). The rebirth of the leader as a 
collective represents a Zapatista shift to re-indigenize itself and employ more “horizontal lead-
ership strategies” (13).

Dancing with the Zapatistas provides a rich overview of the Zapatista history of art and activ-
ism and those inspired by the movement within the last 20 years. Available online and free of 
charge, the book’s multimedia format is a noteworthy example of scholarly work employing and 
illustrating arts-based methodologies. Dancing with the Zapatistas is an exemplary resource for 
artists, scholars, undergraduates, and graduate students who are interested in the entanglement 
of visual art, performance studies, activism, and the Zapatistas.

 — Christen Sperry-Garcia
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Acting Up: Gender and Theatre in India, 1979 
Onwards. By A. Mangai. New Delhi: LeftWord, 2015; 
271 pp. $20.00 cloth, e-book available.

Written under the pseudonym A. Mangai, Dr. V. Padma’s Acting 
Up: Gender and Theatre in India, 1979 Onwards is thoughtful, 
enlightening, wide-ranging, and ambitious in its reach — both 
across time and the geographies of India from the late 1970s to 
the present day. Mangai is a writer whose work crosses the prac-
tical world of theatre — she was a founding member of a num-
ber of Tamil theatre groups in the 1980s, including Palkalai 
Arangam and Marrappachi — and academia. Thus, her mission 
to cover such a huge range of cultural contexts, practices, and 
iterations of questions and issues around representations of gen-
der is informed by the experience and tacit, embedded knowl-
edge of a woman who has been part of a mass transformative 
movement of theatre-making and activism in India for over 
30 years.

The book is driven by the conviction that an exploration of 
the intersections of gender and theatre is central to any exploration of caste, faith, nation, and 
race in performance and dramatic text more generally, and in the analysis of developments in 
Indian theatre at the tail of the 20th century more specifically. Mangai observes that the attempt 
to “construct a monolithic history of performing arts in the vast geographical space that is 
India” (17) is problematic. Such a mission does not have the capacity to reflect the experience of 
theatre in India as a whole, both in terms of those who make it and those for whom it is made. 
Here the “stubborn category of the ‘nation’” (18) and the use of the term “modern” to distin-
guish practices both from each other and from India’s colonial past is problematized. She also 
notes the centrality of caste and of the plurality of languages and their impact on any consid-
eration of both the histories and aesthetics of Indian theatres. Mangai takes the reader through 
key extant scholarly works on women and theatre and suggests rather more agency in wom-
en’s use of the “volatile space of theatre” (23) than previous works — largely focused on plays or 
playwrights rather than, for example, theatre-makers and groups — have done. Her fluid move-
ment between the analysis of more academic and literary works, and those that document the 
practice and achievements of practitioners and groups, is impressive. Equally notable is the wel-
come lack of reliance on theoretical jargon around gender and representation, the absence of 
which creates more opportunity for a broader and richer analysis over all.

The book is divided into familiar thematic frameworks, such as “Revisiting Myth,” 
“Staging History,” and “Negotiations with Classical Texts”; as well as chapters on “Female 
Impersonations,” “Women Performers,” and “Victimhood to Dignity.” Chapters focused on 
plays and playwrights are less vibrant than those where Mangai concentrates more on works 
in terms of process and in performance. Here we have a welcome opportunity to explore the 
work of activist performers and street theatre groups whose practice has transformed the rep-
resentations of gender in Indian theatre over the last 20 or so years. Mangai carefully navigates 
the relationship between traditional performance forms and their development through recent 
theatre projects, as well as teasing out the key differences in regional practices, and political 
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