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Oct. 14, 2005 – Culver City, LA, CA

Sylvia Morales is an Assistant Professor at Loyola
Marymount University’s School of Film and Television.
She received her BA and her MFA in Film at the
University of California, Los Angeles. Morales has
directed, written, produced and edited award winning
and nationally recognized film and video work for
the last 30 years. She produced, directed, shot and
edited the widely recognized and groundbreaking
film, Chicana, in 1979. She directed episodes from
the three seasons of Showtimes’ series, Resurrection
Blvd, and also wrote and directed for the Showtime
series, Women: Stories of Passion. Morales was
one of the producing and writing teams for the award
winning series, Chicano! The Mexican Civil Rights
Movement for PBS. Morales lives in Culver City with
her daughter Mishell.

OSA: Let’s begin with your name, and where you
were born.
SYLVIA: My name is Sylvia Morales and I was born
in Phoenix, Arizona.
OSA: You’ve been a very prolific Chicana media
maker. Looking back at the breadth of your work,
what would you say are some of your favorites?
SYLVIA: You know, every piece that I do I love.
While I’m making it, it drives me crazy of course. But I love it. And
after it’s done I might hate it only because I don’t think it’s perfect, but then I see people
appreciate it. I think in the beginning I was very hard on myself, and now I can see
the work that I do that is good, that is, there are parts of the work that are good, and
parts that I wish I had more time. But I think this is a filmmaker’s forever pain; we’re
never satisfied. There are a lot of pieces that I like: Chicana stands out in people’s
minds. It’s still being used in universities for Chicana/o Studies and in some places
in Women’s Studies. I think it still stands up, after all this time. It’s ideological in tone
but has a sense of humor. I like its strength and directness. And now, twenty-six
years later, I’m attempting a follow up that begins in the late 60’s and will come into the
new millennium, looking at the women: mestiza, Chicana, and exploring the feminist
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evolution within the mestiza. Right now
I’m calling it Chicana II, but I’m leaning
towards Mestiza.
I also like other documentaries that I
made: Vayan Con Dios (Go With God) that
looked at why Catholic Latinos were going
over to Pentecostal/Evangelical-type
religions. Of course, that was being done
across the board by many other groups,
not just Latinos. But the stereotype was
that all Latinos are Catholic. I also made
a documentary called Faith Even to the
Fire. I liked that documentary very much
– it was nominated for an Emmy. It
looked at three nuns: a White, Black, and
Mexican who were criticizing the Catholic
hierarchy for sexism and racism. I worked
on a dramatic series for SHOWTIME
called Resurrection Boulevard. I worked
on an erotic series in which I wrote and
directed one, La Limpia. I made with
Maria Conchita Alonso, which still stands
up. I can see what’s really good about it,
but I can also see the weaknesses. Maria
was quite wonderful. I wish I had had
more time but that’s always the case, you
want more time and more money.
OSA: As a filmmaker, do you find
you relate differently to media as a
spectator?
SYLVIA: I’m a spectator when I’m
watching my dallies, and when I’m
watching the acting. What I’m looking for
at that point is believability, do I believe
what my actors are doing?
With the news, Katrina, over 20,000 dead
in Pakistan, the war in Iraq, the mud slide
in Guatemala, I hear people saying, ‘Well
it’s the apocalypse.’ I think that we have
media covering everything now and we
get everything all at once, so it feels like
an apocalypse. I think it desensitizes us
to some extent. I also think we overload,
kind of short circuit. I do. We watch all
this bad news on this little screen –20,000
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people buried – they’re dying, and we’re
having our dinner or telling our children
‘hey go do your homework.’ That reality
doesn’t even begin to touch us. That
doesn’t mean that we don’t feel badly for
them, or horrible about it but it’s impossible
to feel their reality. We can only imagine
the horror they going through until it
happens to you or someone close to you.
Katrina exposed a lot of lies. It was a
huge mismanagement mess.
When
you have people that are in dire, I
mean, beyond dire straits, beyond a life
and death situation – and they’re being
interviewed by a well lit anchor—how did
the media get in there? And why aren’t
they helping—maybe they did and they
just didn’t film it. But it did raise a lot of
questions. And a lot of contradictions.
Sometimes I think that people today,
because
of
media,
because
of
technology…our lives are not more
leisurely--our lives are more pressurized,
more intense. I think that technology has
created a great cacophony in our lives.
There’s too much noise. There’s not
enough space or time for relaxation.
OSA: I was honored to take a class with
you in the School of Cinema-TV at USC.
Can you talk about your experiences
there?
SYLVIA: I was an adjunct professor
at USC for four years. It was great
– a positive experience. You were one
of the positive experiences, Osa. You
did really good work. I was actually in
the Screenwriting Department, teaching
directing for screenwriters.
One
semester they talked me into teaching a
Critical Studies theory class, but it was a
mistake. I wasn’t prepared to teach it. I
had to scramble to keep up. I don’t like to
work that way.
OSA: What are your impressions about
the diversity of your students at the time?
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SYLVIA: I don’t really remember students
by their diversity; I remember students
when they stand out for some reason. I
was never really aware consciously that
I was a woman of color teaching a class
of mostly white kids. I was teaching what
I knew about making movies. Now, if
something came up…I recall bringing
some dallies from La Limpia, and one
young woman critiqued one of my scenes
from her feminist perspective. She said,
‘Well, that’s really kind of sexist isn’t it,
that you have the young man in a uniform
and she doesn’t have any clothes on?’ I
said, ‘no, that’s the fantasy.’ She said,
‘that’s usually a male fantasy – to have
the woman with her clothes off.’ I said,
‘Well, no. It’s her fantasy because she’s
remembering her husband who was killed
in Vietnam, and the last time she saw him
he was in uniform. The fantasy is that
he’s still 19 and in uniform and she’s her
present age – in her 40’s. And yes he is
taking off her clothes, actually her bra, but
it’s done so smoothly—only fantasies go
smoothly. Look at the scene closely, he
worships her, he’s touching her with love.’
Plus it was my fantasy, I wrote it from her
(the character’s) point of view. But it was
hard to shake the student from something
that she was seeing as sexist. So she
must have felt that I was being sexist.
Presently, I teach at Loyola Marymount
University in the School of Film and
Television. There are a few students of
color. The school is pro-active in seeking
students and professors of color and
women of color and is very aware of the
importance of diversity in all its aspects
and we make it a point to reach out.
OSA: What are you working on now?
SYLVIA: I’m working on Mestiza, or
Chicana II right now. I thought I would
get it done by next summer, but that’s
not going to happen. As a professor,
I do have equipment available but the

support system one has in the industry
is not anywhere close to what one has
in a university. They’re two completely
different worlds. I’ve was fortunate to
have experienced working as a director
or producer. The projects were already
funded, staff was in place. I was hired
to do the script and I’d have two or three
months to get it done. I had researchers
at my hand or I was given money to do the
research. On this project I’m starting at
ground zero. Like the students. I’m doing
all the fund raising by myself. I’m doing
all the research. Putting the proposal
together so that I can get the money to
hire the people to help me. It’s daunting
and time consuming and you’re teaching
at the same time and being a parent.
OSA: Do you have any words of wisdom
for up-and-coming Chicana filmmakers?
SYLVIA: I have read and I have seen on
the internet that there are many Latina
filmmakers out there and entering film
festivals. I’ve taught a few at LMU. And I
have been trying to get to those festivals
so I can see the work because I find that
very exciting. They’re getting it together
with whatever they’ve got. Their digital
cameras—they edit at home. They’re
doing it. What I feel badly about is that I
haven’t had the opportunity to see much
of their work and I want to very much. I
need a little inspiration these days and I
know they will inspire me.
I don’t think they need to hear from
me—they’re doing it. All I can do is cheer
them on.
OSA: You took time off from your career
to have a family. How has that choice
impacted your work?
Inspired your
work?
SYLVIA: It has taken up a large part of my
life. However, I think that being a mother,
a parent, has deepened my experience
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as a human being it’s enriched my work.
OSA: Has parenthood inspired you?
How has it changed your work?
SYLVIA: That’s a tough question. I
grapple constantly over time spent raising
children, working full time and trying to
squeeze in creative work. There are
many moments, long moments, in which
I feel torn between my children and my
creative time. I’ll feel guilty if I don’t spend
more time with my kids and I feel like crap
when I don’t spend enough time for my
creative work—either way, I’m torn. But,
being a parent has completely informed
the projects I’m working on now, in ways I
never would have dreamed. So, as much
as I feel torn it also puts me back together
again.
OSA: Let’s talk about your involvement
with Resurrection Boulevard.
SYLVIA: I directed six episodes of
Resurrection Boulevard and I got to work
with people like Michael De Lorenzo, Esai
Morales, Louis Gossett Jr., Glynn Turman,
Elizabeth Peña, Ruth Liever, Mauricio
Mendoza, Marisol Nicoles and Nicolas
Gonzales not to speak of the talented
writers, staff and crew. I loved it; it was
great fun and lots of intense work—which
I love. One of my dreams as a young
woman was to direct a movie about
Latinos and Chicanos—Mexican life. I
realized, after the show was cancelled
that, through this series, a large part
of my dream had come true, because I
directed six hours about a Latino/Chicano
family is East LA.
The series aired on SHOWTIME so I
don’t know how many people got to see
it. The good news is that the 1st season is
available on DVD and I believe the entire
series has been syndicated on regular
cable channels so now its available to a
larger market.
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OSA: What were your responsibilities as
a television director?
SYLVIA: We had seven days of prep,
which, as a director, means I break
down the script with the assistance of
the Assistant Director. I also make my
final selection on locations, and we have
read-throughs with the actors. Once I
know the locations I begin to make visual
choices. I work with the costume people,
the makeup people and the production
designer and art director. There’s also
secondary casting.
There is never
enough time. After the seven days of
prep, you have seven days of shooting
and then four days of editing. I go in
and work with the editor and do what’s
called the director’s cut. The editor has a
rough cut ready when the director comes
in. That cut is based on the shooting
script and shot choices that were made.
I look at the editor’s rough cut and make
the changes I want. After my cut, the
producer comes in and makes whatever
changes he wants, because TV is really
a writer/producer medium; it’s their show.
Many times they like a director’s cut but
they also want to put their stamp on the
project.
OSA: Were there specific challenges
you faced as a woman working within the
industry?
SYLVIA: Maybe four or five times it’s
happened that I’ve had a Director of
Photography who just did not want to take
my directions. My first experiences with
DPs were positive. In fact, I remember
saying to a DP, ‘Oh God, I don’t think we
can get this shot,’ and he said to me ‘Oh
yeah, we can.’ Because of that positive
experience I thought that DPs could do
anything. And then at some points in my
professional career, I did encounter DPs
that didn’t want to take directions from me
at a particular moment during a shoot—or
felt that they could shoot however they
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wanted and not take into account that
I was the director. For the most part,
these were good DPs and basically good
people—but they did have a problem that
became my problem. Were they being
sexist? We never talked about. I can’t
prove that they were. It didn’t matter. The
primary directive is to get the job done.
The reality is that it’s a business of many
temperaments and you have to deal with
that. Your goal is not to make that person
like you or even accept you; your goal is
to get the job done. If the people like you,
you have a better chance. So what you
need to do is maneuver the situation so
that you’re able to get the job done in the
best way possible, so that the people who
hired you want to hire you again.
OSA: You went to MALCS – Mujeres
Activas en Letras y Cambio Social
– this past year, which is a national
conference where Latina academics and
scholars come together for workshops
and to present papers. What was that
experience like?
SYLVIA: Loyola Marymount University
made it possible for me to go to the
conference.
I found out about the
conference from Antonia Castañeda, a
professor at St Mary’s University in San
Antonio, Texas. I just love her; she’s
an amazing spirit and a scholar of great
intellect. I was talking to her on the phone
regarding my project on Chicanas and
she encouraged me to go. So I went, and
it was beyond anything I expected. I felt
like a kid in a candy store. I was among
all these amazing women – Chicanas,
Latinas, mujeres – who are dedicated
to the notion of validating the intellectual
and social values of Latinas and Chicanas
researching our history in all it’s possible
layers and contexts. It was a joyful
experience and quite emotional. It was
fun. It was intellectually nourishing. It
pumped me up so much for my project!

OSA: What, specifically, impressed you
about the conference?
SYLVIA: I was impressed with the high
level of the discussions, issues and
speakers. The caring, the sensitivity and
the passion. I was running into women
that I haven’t seen in twenty years. I was
happy to see that they had advanced in
their careers and had continued in their
work to change the status quo. What was
so inspiring was that they were talking
about global issues, that it wasn’t only
about our backyards—but also about
how global issues affect what’s going
on in our backyards. They talked about
the very things that I want to deal with in
my movie: mujeres, family, the evolution
of feminism in the Chicano culture and
how that is changing lives. Two to three
days…all these minds and spirits coming
together and celebrating, sharing their
hard worked for research and analysis.
To experience all that was emotionally
intense and intellectually and spiritually
nourishing.
And Rusty Barcelo. I had seen her on
stage, but I hadn’t met her yet, and she
hadn’t really spoken too much. Everyone
said how great she was. At the end of
the conference she gave a great speech.
Beyond great. I just thought, ‘this woman
has to be in my movie. She has a “fine,
fine super fine” (as the song goes) mind
and she is so kind. I want to have women
like her in my movie. I want to know
people like her. These are the people
that have to be recognized and seen.
These kind people who really work for the
benefit of the whole. In the company of
great mestizas – Wahoo!
OSA: Have you been able to translate
this into your work? Into your academic
experience?
SYLVIA: I hadn’t thought about that, and
you’re making me think about it now.
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Her affect on me, though, and the other
brilliant presenters at the conference

was to instill more confidence in what I’m
trying to do with my project.

USC Latina/o Cinema Society Woman Filmmaker Award
Awarded to Sylvia Morales 2000
Awarded to Nancy de los Santos 2002
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