Becoming Esmeralda:
An Interview with Ana Maria L agasca

Ana Maria L agasca discusses her first major film role:

| play the role of Negi, Esmeralda Santiago. | like to think of myself asvery similar to her. She'savery
strong and passionate girl with alot of courage. She has a passion to livelife to the fullest and seek her own

way.
Q: What happensto her in the story? What primary eventstranspirefor her in thestory?

A: For the most part, it's a coming-of-age story. She leaves her comfort zone, rural Puerto Rico, and her
father, because her little brother gets hurt. His leg getsinfected in Puerto Rico, and they want to amputate
it. My mother says, "No way. We're going to America and seeking other assistance." So, we get there, and
it'sjust adifferent transition. It's about alanguage barrier, aswell asthe different cultures. It was just her
story during those five years she went through, growing from a child to awoman.

Q: So, you'replaying a character that not only goesthrough a cultural transition but also goes
through a per sonal, physical, even a sexual transtion from childhood to womanhood.

A: Yes. Onthe surface, that's what it shows. But, it's an inner, more emotional transition that she goes
through, one of discovering herself, her passions, her wants. Of looking at the world, aswell, and trying to
find herself. It'sadifficult and very complicated world that she comes to--having her mother tell her one
thing and then going to school and seeing another. It's just about finding herself, finally, and genuinely
feeling comfortable and happy.

Q: What happenswhen they move from Puerto Rico to America? How does her rolein the family
change?

A: It wasavery intense moment for her, avery confusing time, | believe. She leaves her father--she's very
close to him. She, her mother, and Raymond |eave to a new land with new opportunities. But, what she sees
in that moment is painful. She sees that she's leaving, her mother's continuing in her life, and they're going
somewhere else. It's even more painful when she getsthere...she feel responsible for the family. Sheisthe
eldest...and...it'sthe first time she actually sees her mother vulnerable, for lack of better words. But, she's
strong—she's always looked up to her mother, who's such a strong woman who knows what she wants. At
that moment, she takes charge. Negi is young and willing to learn the language. She helps her mom out a
lot through this transition. They get to New Y ork and one event occurs and another and the mother seeks
help, and Raymond gets better. Mother findswork... Negi goes to school and meets new friends. There are
ups and downs...just what lifeis. It'sajourney, and it's her beautiful story. In the end, there's|ots of
triumph.

Q: What arethe stages, do you think, of her discovery of herself asan artist asit'stold in thefilm?

A: Well, initially, there were so many things going on that she wasn't aware of it. Then, onceit was
presented to her by Mr. Burnett, she sort of opened up, saw the possibilities, and jumped at it. She said,
"Okay, slowly but surely." Of course, the transition came slowly, but she saw the possibilities when she
saw others putting so much trust in her. She goes to this middle school, and, there, Mr. Burnett encourages
her to audition for this performing arts school. He sees aform of talent. Negi sort of mentions that she
recited poems, then goes back in memory to her father. How they recited poems together in the cabin; how
passionate she was; and how passionate he was about saying them and teaching them to her. It wasjust fun.
So, Negi was therein Mr. Burnett's office, just looking off, remembering. She remembered the great
memories she shared. Mr. Burnett sees something about Negi that she's not really aware of. He wantsto see



her recite the poem right away. The poem isin Spanish. It just brought her back to Puerto Rico. It'sa
beautiful moment.

Q: Tel usabout the poem that Negi recites. Where shelearned it and what it is....

A: It'savery strong poem...one that seeks comfort within the world. When there are so many prejudices,
there are so many people that are viewing you and expecting things. Y ou have to take a stand. The poem
speaks of the difficulties...the ups and downs, prejudices, and things that you will encounter. But, it's okay.
Intheend, it will be okay. Y ou haveto live up to what you believe. It'savery dramatic poem. But, it'salso
amoment of triumph for Negi.

Q: In what waysisshelikeyou?

A: I liketo think that I'm very close to Negi. It'svery strange, because | feel afamiliar essence. When | did
audition for therole, | felt | didn't haveto act. It was very strange. It was very subtle. | wasreally at ease
with myself...very comfortable. | just looked at the lines and they just started flowing and they came. So,
| liketo think that | have the same courage and strength she possesses.

Q: Inwhat waysis shedifferent from you?

A: Maybethefact that | am an only child? And, that | was raised with other siblings of sorts...but they
were my cousins. | had alot of peoplein my family, but not really abrother or asister. Negi has seven, and
in the end, there are nine of them altogether. That's what | think amajor difference would be.

Q: What do you most admire about her?

A: | admire her courage, her humility, and her strength...the courage to go about, finally discovering
herself and not settling for less.

Q: What wasyour responseto her (Esmeralda Santiago)? How did shefit your sense of who the child
had been? What wasthat experience?

A: It was an amazing experience. | feel | was blessed with just the opportunity to play Negi. But, it was
almost like being presented a gift. Then, having Esmeralda, the actual source on the set, was like opening
this gift and being able to enjoy it. It was beautiful. There were alot of things going on, but from time to
time, when | needed her, I'd just glimpse over at her...it really helped.

Q: What kind of a benefit wasit to hear her actual voice? Did that help you at all?

A: Ohitdid. It was...I think everything, for the most part, came together and was very helpful. Her voice
was very important, aswell. She'svery genuine...I think it seeps through her. Verbally, when she speaks...
she hasthis great laughter. One point that | recall was when we were waiting between takes and had alittle
conversation. We were both doing the same activity. Someone passed by and they said, "Oh my goodness!"
They were shocked because we were both stretching. And, we seemed to—I mean, | also read the book to
be more familiarized with everything. She loved to dance. She says that sometimes there aren't enough
wordsto describe her love...| feel—I've always felt—the same way. So, she has this nice elegance to her. |
like to think the same way, to see myself the same way.

Q: What doyou think a 15 or 16 year old isgoing to get of Negi'sstory? Why will they likeit? What
do you think they'll take away from it?

A: | think sheisaPuerto Rican girl and, yes, it'san immigrant's story. But, | also think it presentsa
universal theme of moving fromchildhood to adolescence. It's ajourney that we all encounter—all of us.



So, | think that every child, every girl can sympathize what you go through. There are, maybe, different
circumstances. It'san emotional roller coaster that you need to deal with in finding yourself and hopefully
feeling that you have the courage to fulfill your passion. That'swhat | think that it's about. The peoplein
her life are her blessing, her awareness. They make her come closer to who sheis. It isachallenge. But life
isachallenge.

Q: Therearescenesin the film in which shewrites...what actual wordsdid you write when you were
writing?

A: Actually, | wrote to my father about how | never told him the difficulties | encountered. | awaystold
him the positive side. | always had hopes that he'd come and find us, as he usually did. It was different now.
And, | needed to deal with it. So, in the book itself, in the journal, | wrote many things that came to mind. |
can't pick them up right now, word for word, but they were to my father. And, many times | wrote to

myself.

Q: What arethemain thingsthat you learned playing the part?

A: | learned so much. For the most part, | learned alot through many of the other actors. | think they were
incredible. It was amazing how it was so meant to be, how it all came together. It was an incredible
ensemble. Everybody put his or her little pieces to this puzzle. And, this work turned out, hopefully, the
best that it could be. | hope that the essence, if anything, the essence of Negi was transpired and her story
will live on. Just to bring encouragement and courage to othersthat go through thisin their own way, that
go through life.

I think it will bring them closer to being encouraged, because once they seeit, and it's possible, they'll
jump at the possibilities. Ignoranceis avery hurtful thing.... avery bad thing. Just alittle bit of knowledge
will bring about that encouragement. | think it'simportant that you surround yourself with positive energy.
With positive people. With family membersthat love you and will encourage you. If you ever hear a
negative remark, you should be strong enough to know that it's not true. If you have a passion to be
creative, then | think something isthere. Y ou should open yourself up and allow it to show. It's a gift that
you have. | think that it would be selfish to keep it to yourself and not share it with the world. We're here,
and we learn from others. If you have something to share, | think it's beautiful to do your part and share.
Fear iswhat tears us down. Knowledge is very important. Once you have that, it replaces fear. So, go full
force.

Q: Great. What aspect of playing this part was most challenging?

A: Well, the most challenging point for me was the age transition from 13 to 18. Not only that, but not
shooting the transition in sequence. So, from one moment to the other, | was 15, then 13. | needed to bein
that state...in that state of mind and being. So, it was alittle complicated here and there, but somehow or
another, | felt it came together. | had help, aswell. Also with the language, because there is a slight accent
that we use: the Puerto Rican accent. | had Lilliana, who is the script supervisor, help me alittle bit on that.
And, it came through. She'd sort of yell out afew words...that sounded a bit too different, and | got back to
my Puerto Rican self.

There'salot of awareness that you need to be have. Y ou need to be very focused and aware, from one
moment to the other, that you can be 18, and then suddenly have to shift gears and be 13. And, it'sjust
being aware that during that time, it's an experience. Y ou've lived more; you have, hopefully, abigger
smile on your face and more experience. So, it's very subtle.

Q: Therearealot of young men and women, boysand girls, who are going to be on thisweb siteand
seethismovie, who would loveto know what happened when you got the part. Physically, what
happened, what the room looked like...



A: Okay. Going back...it was very exciting. My agent first calls me in and tells me about thisrole, so | was
already—I saw the script, and it was about 10 pages. Different scenes throughout the movie. | said, "Thisis
for me!" | had so much courage. | felt it. | walked in, it was Dan's office, and | was thefirst one on thelist.

It was quiteintimidating, mind you. | said, "Oh no, I'm thefirst to read. Well, that's not going to bother

me" So, | went in, met with Dan, and said hello, how are you doing. Cut to the chase, let's read. So, we

did. It was avery different feeling from my other auditions. | was very at ease. | felt very secure and

familiar with Negi, with this character. Suddenly, he said, because we were sitting down, and he said, well,
"Hold on for amoment.” He just stopped. "1'm going to put this on tape. Do you mind standing?' | said,
"No, of course not." So, we did the same audition on tape.

A few days later, he got back to me. | met with afew wonderful people, aswell, who saw me audition,
helped me go through that process. | was called back again, then again...and | wastold that | won
something. | got a gift.

Q: Wasthereever a scenethat you read once, then said, " 1'd liketo do that again?" 1f so, what was
the scene?

A: | believe so. | believe there was a scene where I'm with this boy, Nestor, whom [ like. It's avery strong
scene, actualy. | remember, too, we had different boys come in when we did the scenes, when we were
auditioning boys. And, everyone read differently. It's so beautiful how different words have different
meaning. Just the same sentence, can mean something different with each perspective. And, it's quite
interesting working around that. But, the scene itself iswhen he's leaving to war. He's going to be recruited
into the army. So, hetells me that he's going to tell my mother that he's going to marry me. He took charge.
Then, | looked within myself, and | said, "No. I'm going to take charge. Thisis not what | want. Y ou don't
know what | want. What | want isto go to school. | want to learn. | want to have an education. | want to
focus on me. Who are you to tell me what's going on?" | did like thisboy. But, | finally stand up for myself
and confront myself. Y ou see thisinnocent girl sort of transitioning, becoming this woman, this strong
woman that decides, yes. | decide to be here. | want to. And if | don't, you're not going to tell me. It'sa
beautiful scene.

Q: What wasit liketo work with Wanda (De Jesus)?

A: Wanda's avery strong woman. She'd get me for using that word "strong"--she didn't like that word. But
for lack of better words, that's what | use. It was quite a challenge. She plays my mother, and we worked

well together even though we worked differently. But, | learned so much from her because she's very
passionate. She's very determined. She knows what she wants when she goes through and looks through the

scene. She has a point where she wants to make her mark. She's quite focused and professional. | learned a
lot from Wanda.

There'sthis very challenging scene that was very delicate--when she actually catches me wearing make-up.
| don't want to give it away, but there is this moment that she fears her mother. There's afear coupled with
respect. She goes about, and there's amovement on the street where she wants to catch me and she grabs
me by the hair. That was very delicate. Because it could have come through very ugly and very abrupt. But
it wasvery...abeautiful charm to this part, and atotal contradiction because she's very upset at me. But it's
an intention of respect. Of love. She demonstrated it inthat sort of way. So, that scene was quite
challenging, getting the movement down right.

Q: What about working with Miriam?

A: Miriam Colon? She'savery funny character. | think she's great. She's"Tata" in the film. She's my
grandmother. | ook up to her very much...she'svery gentle with me. When | cry out, | go to her, because |
don't want to put more pain or burden on Mom, because | know she's been through alot. So, when | don't
know where to go, when I'm confused--you'll seeit inthefilm--I run to Tata. | lay my head on her



shoulder, and she's there to comfort me. Miriam is quite charming and funny. So, | think we worked very
well together.

Q: Wastherea scenethat you felt particularly insecur e about?

A: Insecure? There's the kissing scene, of course. That can make anyone at the age of 15 insecure. And, it
wasrelieved. | was there and the actor, Alex Cruz, played the role of Nestor. It's a nervous moment. | don't
know what to expect. Well, | do know what to expect, but | don't. | don't know if | want to but | do. Soiit's
beautiful. We come together, we kiss, we get caught, and it's all abunch of commotion going on, but it's
nice. | think anyone that's seen the picture can relate to that moment of insecurity, or course.

Q: Isthereascenein the picturethat you most looked forward to doing? I sther e one scenethat you
just couldn't wait to get into?

A: | wasready to get into very scene. It was just different each time. It was beautiful, and | didn't have a
special scenethat | enjoyed most. Of course, when the family was reunited and we were in our home.
That's when the other sisters and other siblings come. That was exciting. It was one big family. But, | felt
that way throughout the whole film.



