Negi Comesto Life on the Screen:
An Interview with Esmeralda Santiago

In thisinterview, the author and screenwriter discusses her focuson creating a
balance between thereality of her memory and theinterpretation of her life on film.

Q: Esmeralda, what wereyour reservations, if any, about turning your memoir into afilm?

A: My biggest reservation...was my concern that [the film] would be authentic and not be "Hollywood-
ized." Already, my life and the lives of the peoplethat | love have been transformed in the process of
writing amemoir about them. Once you take that transformation and transform it further into afilm, there's
always the concern that you will lose more than you gained. That was one of my main concerns: that the
story told on the film be as authentic to the life that it represents as absolutely possible.

Q: What werethe most difficult challengesin adapting the book to film?

A: The most difficult challenge...was the actual writing of [thefilm]. | am, by nature, a person who loves
thelong form. | love books--the bigger the better. By its nature, a screenplay isform of short hand in
literary terms. One of the very difficult things for me was taking these scenes that were lived in real time
and transcribing them into film time. Film timeis more compressed and alot faster. In essence, you are
really taking not just scenes but entire years of your life, and it goes by in aflash. That wasreally difficult
for me to conceive of, and then, later on, to try and do.

Q: Wasany of it fun for you?

A: The experience of being on the set was interesting and educational for me. | learned alot about how
movies are made. | learned about what a screenplay should be, and it is very interesting to me that
screenplay writers are the last people that are wanted on a set. In fact, being on a set is the absolute best
way to learn how to write scripts, because you see how it happens. Y ou see how scenes need to develop--
you see the process. The most fun for me was actually learning about the process of making films. | can't
say that everyday or every minute was fun, because it was alot of work, and it was very concentrated and
emotional work for me; but | do feel, at the end of it, | knew awholelot that | didn't know when | started.

Q: What aspect of the adaptation processdid you enjoy the most?

A: I'mreally alittle surprised by this, the constant use of "enjoy." | don't think this processis enjoyable for
me. Itisavery big challenge, and, | supposethat | enjoy challenges, so that part of it is enjoyable. But, |
think the whole experience of taking your life that was lived in Spanish, writing about it in English, then
going on to adapt it into afilm that has to recapture the Spanish, then trying to communicate that with
actors, many of whom don't have Spanish as afirst language, [all that] was avery bigchallenge. It wasa
very difficult thing. | cannot say that | enjoyed it. | can say that | did feel that | learned alot and that | am a
different person because of it. | really have seen an aspect of popular culturethat | never expected to see.
And, that has taught me alot about how to see movies.

One of the most positive things that happened in filming Almost A Woman was this sense of family being
built by the cast and the crew. | think, because the film was about an experience that has never been seen on
television or inthe movies, and that is the everyday life of a Puerto Rican family. All of a sudden, the
actors, cast, and crew, everyone was so involved in making sure that this be afamily, that it read like a
family, and that it appear like afamily. That was the commitment that everyone showed. It was really
wonderful and avery positive aspect [of the process] for me. It is very important to the authenticity of the
film experience that the family seem like afamily. There are momentsin it that are perhaps not important



by Hollywood standards important, but are absolutely crucial and essential by the standards of humanity, of
what afamily isand does with one another.

Q: It'svery unusual for awriter to be present, moreor less, throughout the filming. How would you
characterizeyour roleon the set?

A: 1 think itisunusual for awriter to be on aset. Mostly because there is awell-defined hierarchy on a set,
and awriter--once you have given your screenplay--does not figure into that. | believe that my presence on
this set added alot more than it took away. | was able to ensure that certain things didn't happen that
[otherwise] could have happened had | not been there, and | am talking specifically about the authenticity
of thelook of thefilm. | was very conscious that the actors who spoke Spanish did so with ascloseto a
Puerto Rican dialect as they possibly could, given the fact that most of them were not Puerto Rican. | was
very instrumental in bringing thingsto the set that weren't there, and weren't even in the script. One
example being this: the very lovely scene between Tata and Don Julio when they dance in the middle of a
family discussion. | think those kinds of things are ones that | added because | was the writer and not just
because | was the person who lived the story. It was a dramatic moment that was necessary in the film to
show the relationship between two people who are important in the film and who have a much smaller role
to play inthe arc of the story development.

Q: How did you participatein the design of thefilm? What wereyour reactionsto the production
design, especially the three apartments, when you finally saw them on the sound stage?

A: Before the film began, | had several conversations with the production designer. He had done alot of
research on hisown. He had looked at photographs, and, because heis Latino himself, he had a certain
vision of what these apartments were like. | also sent him afax with very explicit memories of what the
apartments looked like as | remembered them in terms of my mother's choice of decoration options, such as
her love of little figurines and the curtains everywhere, which are very typical descriptions of my mother's
spaces. Once | got on the set, it was amazing, because | think that the art department did an absolutely
magnificent job in making these apartments look exactly the way they might have looked in the early
sixties. It was very moving for meto walk through these spaces and kind of revisit them. Even though they
were created, they felt familiar. | think that there were moments when we had to discuss some of the
details. They might have been working from their artistry and their research, which is really wonderful; but,
| wasworking from memory--they were very respectful of that.

Q: What'syour opinion of the casting, and, specifically, how do you feel about AnaMaria L agasca?

A: When | first saw the take that they sent me of AnaMaria, she looked so much like me that it was
startling. They had the audition, and she was wearing the dress that she wearsin the final scene, so there
was a sense of the sixties, also--of the period. It was absolutely shocking to see someone who looked so
much like me and was going to be able to play me at avery young age. She was born, in Puerto Rico, of a
Filipino dad and a Spanish mother; but, she hasn't lived in Puerto Rico, and, asfar as| know, she hasn't
been there since she was born. She really didn't have the background of having walked upon those roads the
way that | had. Shetried very hard to work with the dialect so that she could sound Puerto Rican, and, |
think she succeeded, for the most part. | think she really made avery big effort to get the dialect right. |

was very, very impressed with the commitment she showed. | was very impressed with how eager she was
to get it right...that was important to me, and | really appreciated it.

Q: How about Wanda De Jesus?

A: | think | cannot imagine anyone better to play my mother. Wanda De Jesus captured the essence of who
Ramona Santiago is. The interesting thing is, that of all the actresses we looked at, she looksthe least like
my mother physically. Wanda has this sort of sultry, Sophia L oren look, and my mother isalittle bit lighter
skinned, and her features are different; but, the looks--the gestures, the way she carries herself, the way she
speaks, [the times] she smiles and when she doesn't--all of that was absolutely Ramona Santiago. To me, it



is such amasterful work, because she has never met my mother. [ She got] this from reading the book, from
talking to me, and from the work that she did as an actor to prepare for this part. She really knows who this
woman is, and she really created a character that represents our experience. | will forever be grateful to her
for that. | think, it is much more important that she be representative of Puerto Rican women than of my
mother in particular.

Q: What isyour opinion of the casting of Miriam Colon as Tata?

A: 1 just loved her in therole of Tata, and, from the beginning, we had really hoped that she could do the
part because she physically looks like her, and we thought that she could also convey not only the
seriousness of who she was--this very deep character--but also the sense of humor. Shejust did that so
well: one little look from Miriam, and you're just giggling. She really was able to capture that woman, who
sheis, especially for my family and me who knew Tata until just about ten years ago. | remember the very
first timethat | met with Miriam, just before she wasto start performing. She said, "I know thiswoman. |
have known many women like this, and | have waited to play awoman like that." And, it definitely showed
in the performance.

Q: What wasyour personal reationship with AnaMaria, and did you help her find her way tothe
character? If so, how?

A: AnaMariawas very eager to please me in the way she performed the character. One of the discussions
we had was, she had to find Negi in herself. She had to find her in the written material, and she had to find
the character in the script. For me, really all these actors, | wanted them to take the characters and make
them real to themselves. There's no way that you can duplicate my sister Alicia, for example, or my mother,
or Tata; but, what you can do is take them as archetypes of other people, and that's what | was trying to
convey to AnaMaria. | think, from just trying to be me, she found away to be herself in that character;
and, that's what isimportant, | think, for me as the writer and also for her as an actor, to make that character
her. | can see alittle of myself in her performance, but | also see alot of AnaMaria, and | also see alot of
the director--how the director conceived of the part. All that iswhat goesin to the making of afilm. That's
why | really don't take it personally if agesture she makesisnot like mine. | think, aslong asitistrueto
the character sheis creating, that's what isimportant. | think AnaMariadid avery nice job creating the
character of Negi.

Q: What wasit like to seethe scenesfrom your family life played out on the film, and how do you
think your family will feel about the way they're portrayed?

A: Inthefilming, there were moments--especially when | was not ooking at the scenes on the monitor, but
when | was looking at the scenes as they developed--in which | was very, very moved and touched by what
was going on. It did feel like | wasalittle fly on the wall watching myself and my mother, or myself and

my siblings, in aparticular family scene. Those mo mentswere really moving to me; yet, | was still

conscious that | wasthereto do ajob, so | couldn't really feel them completely or live them as completely
as | might have. There was this mixture of wanting just to be there enjoying the moment and having this
other part of me that was on ajob, having to make sure that things happened in the way that | thought that
they needed to and be helpful to the people who were counting on me to be helpful. In terms of how my
family reacted, two of my sisters, Delsg, and Edna, looked at an earlier cut of the film. It wasreally
wonderful, because they saw it in away that | couldn't. They could enjoy it: for instance, in one scene
where AnaMariais dancing around the apartment, the moment they saw that, [they said], "that's you, that
was you--you used to do that all thetime." It wasreally wonderful that those moments were real to them,
since they were there, and they had observed them. It was the same thing with [the time] when my son went
on the set and watched W anda in a scene with the three young actresses who play Negi, Delsa, and Norma.
He just watched the scene, and, when it was over, he says, "Oh my God, it'sher." When | said, "Lucas, she
doesn't look anything like she does," he says, "Oh, she looks like her there." It was that ideathat,
emotionally, the actors were able to capture the characters. And, that was so wonderful for me to see,
because | couldn't distance myself enough to enjoy that part of it until it was all over, and | went back to
think about it.



Q: When you wrotethe memoair, did you worry about your family'sreaction to what you wrote? |f
s0, how did you deal with that, and werethose worriesyou had during the making of thefilm?

A: During the writing of the memoirs, especially thefirst one, | was quite worried that my family would be
upset--that they would be offended, that they might feel badly that things we don't even talk about among
ourselves were being discussed in abook that would be read by total strangers. The most wonderful thing
to happen to me after | wrote the first book, When | Was Puerto Rican, and especially after Almost A
Woman, was that my family was so incredibly understanding, generous, supportive, encouraging, and
grateful that | had written these books...that | am actually talking about an experience they think is
important to talk about, even though we don't have the possibility or opportunities to speak about themin
any way that isn't painful.

Thefilmisadifferent thing. When | began to write the script, the first couple of weeks of just...trying to
decide what storiesto tell in the film were very painful for me, because | felt much more exposed. | think
it's because | was imagining actors actually acting these scenes out. When you write abook, it'savery
intimate experience between the writer and the reader. It's one person with one person. A film is many
people with many people, and so, | really felt much more naked in that whole expression of my memoir.
There was a part of me that was really uncomfortable with that, and it was difficult for meto write the
screenplay imagining this huge audience out there.

Q: Thisisavery personal story, written in avery personal form: thememoir. Wasthebasic
material changed asaresult of the collabor ative process of making afilm?

A: One of the things that everyone knows, | hope, isthat afilm isvery different from abook, evenifitis
based on abook. It hasto be different, becauseit isadifferent form; and, in away, as aliterary writer, |
really feel like afilm cannot do justice to my book. The reason I'm writing abook is because the experience
of the book is different, and, if | wanted to be afilmmaker, | would have written a screenplay. The other

side of that, of course, isthat ascreenplay allows you to do things that abook doesn't. That is, to dramatize
scenesin avery, very complete way and to give the scenes adifferent weight. Y es, one of my biggest
concernswith thisfilm, in particular, isthat people will look at the film and think that they have read the
book, when, in fact, thisfilm is very different from the book. That'swhat | had to do: | had to really let go

of the book to be true to the film.

Q: Nameafew scenesand tell mejust how you fed about them.

A: One of the scenesthat | think really stands out, or two of the things that stand out, are the scenesin the
clubs: first, the community center and then the dance club and that whole sense of peoplejust having a
good time, enjoying themselves, expressing their culture physically, which iswhat salsadancing isall
about. | really wanted to make sure there was dancing in thisfilm, because it isavery big part of the life of
my family...not necessarily of the life of every Puerto Rican family, but definitely abig, big part of this
Puerto Rican family. | think another scene that comes to mind is the scene on the street, where Negi comes
out of school, she's all made up, her skirt is hiked up over knees, and she looks very different from the way
she did when she left the house. Mami's reaction to that isfirst to be angry, to try and spank her; and then,
that whole dignity issue comes up, and she gives her alesson. It's not just about Mami wanting to control
Negi but teaching her something about her culture, which, likeit or not, istrue, that she'stelling her
something that is very important to her, that does convey acultural value Negi had forgotten. | think that
sceneisreally important in conveying alot of the cultural values of the film and, again, of my family in
particular.

Q: What isthelesson that Negi forgot?

A: Thelesson Negi forgot isthat Puerto Rican girls don't behave that way. She forgot it, because there was
the pressure to be like other girls, and, in fact, | remember that--that being avery big part of my first couple
of yearsin the United States, was trying to walk the very, very thin margin between what was acceptable



for aPuerto Rican girl and what was acceptable for a non-Puerto Rican girl. | constantly had to make those
choices and live with them, because once you make a choice, you're basically bound with that choice, and
that was what my adolescence was all about. Being very conscious of those choices, having to constantly
make them, then having to decide whether thisis the right choice or not....

A: There's one thing about the film that | wish was different. That is, | didn't cry as much as Negi in the
film cries. Crying was something that | did internally. Tears were something that were considered
shameful, because the dignity of who you areisthat you are supposed to understand and take thisin and
deal with it. Tears are away of revealing your vulnerability to people who really should not seeit...who
have no business seeing it. That was one of the things | wish was different.

Q: What do you hope young people will take away from thisfilm?

A: | don't write anything with any particular message in mind for the ultimate reader. | really write for what

| want to get out of the experience of writing. That is one other thing that makes writing a screenplay
different from writing abook. And, for a screenplay--especially in the case of something for Masterpiece
theatre, of amemoir, of something that is going to be used for educational purposes--you do have to think
thematically. Y ou do have to think in terms of the arch of the story. Y ou do have to think of what the
audience is going to take away from it. | hope that what young people take from this filmisthat you can't
give up; you can't give up. Not that you shouldn't, not that you ought not--but that you can't...that your very
survival depends on not giving up, and, if they take that away, then all that | suffered hasn't been worth it. If
they come out of it saying, "Oh, when you're 16, you should have a boyfriend, you should have a
boyfriend." If they take that out if it, then | have failed, and it wasn't worthit. | really hope that ayoung
person looking at thiswill seeit isvery important that they not forget that the choices they make are the
choices they will have to live with, and so, the choices have to be good ones.

Q: Many young people want to bewriter's, what advice do you havefor them?

A: For anyone who wants to be awriter--young or old, Latino or non-Latino, male or female--the best

advice | can give him or her isto read. Read good works. If you want to be awriter, you are not doing
yourself afavor by reading junk unless you want to write junk. | think it is very important that, as awriter,
you be challenged as areader. Go to your library ...just stand in the middle of the room...just head in the
direction of one of those isles and find the book that is going to be hardest one for you to read. Begin
reading it and read it all the way through, looking in the dictionary if you need to. Crying over the fact that
you know you cannot follow Henry James' sentences and understanding what's at the end of them, knowing
that you will learn something. | think you cannot be awriter if you are not areader. Y ou are your first
reader--that's what writing is. Y ou write so you can read, and, if you are not agood reader, you will never

be agood writer.

Q: Do you have any suggestionsfor kidswho want to keep journals, any hintson how to get the most
out of the process?

A: 1 think it's very important for awriter to have ajournal, because it helps you to develop your skill asa
writer, whether you do it on acomputer or whether you do it on a notebook--or, as | so frequently do when
| find myself without something to write on, I'll be writing along the edges of a newspaper or a napkin, or
on the bags from the grocery store. It'simportant to keep writing and to feel like awriter. One of the ways
that | feel like awriter is, [even] on those days where I'm not able to write because either I'm traveling or
lifeisjust to crazy, if | writein my journal--l feel like I'm still awriter. It kind of keeps you in touch with
your craft. It helps you to remember things...you might then later use in your other work.

Q: What isit about language that you would liketo say in referenceto this process?

A: | think one of the most important aspects of this whole project for meisnot all the mechanics of writing
ascreenplay or all the mechanics of getting afilm made, or any of the things that we talked about which



seem to me, really, to be secondary to the very basic ideathat afilm like this has never been made. What
makes this film so unique and different isthat, not only isit subtitled and a Masterpiece Theatre
production, but also, it isthat we arelistening to atypical or representative Puerto Rican family living a
very average life...speaking in their language, and that is avery big aspect of it. One of the thingswe seein
thefilmsthat are being made in Latino life, [isthat they don't have] Spanish speakersand are much more
interested in, shall we say, the population at large. They don't want to use Spanish, because they're afraid
it's going to turn off those viewers. For me, it was very important that the language be arealistic as
possible. Thisfilm isnot just about ayoung girl coming to the United Stated and kind of feeling her way
through it. It's about a person learning alanguage, as well as a culture, and that's areally important aspect,
not only of thisfilm, but also of the experience of people who come to this country. We can't forget that,
and we have to show compassion for that. | think the only way that we can be compassionate to that
struggle isto see what astruggleit is. | don't think we are doing a service to Latinos, Asians, French
people, Italians by showing people who are here as afirst generation without hearing the language they
hear in their heads. | think, we're not telling people how difficult it isto learn alanguage in addition to a
culture, in addition to an environment, in addition to a climate--that, in fact, language is what defines all
those things for you, and language is what ultimately changes you. | really fought for that, and that's
important. | hope that it's a part of the teaching of this abook and of the film experience. We have to
remember that thislife was being lived in Spanish even aswe're experiencing it in English.



