The Necessary Theater of the Royal

Chicano Air Force
Ella Maria Diaz

In 1979, a photograph of the Royal
Chicano Air Force (RCAF) ran in
the Los Angeles Times alongside an
article by staff writer Charles Hillinger.
Captioned “Generals,” the photo shows
RCAF members decked out in captain’s
hats, flight goggles, bomber jackets, and
aviator sunglasses (fig. 1). Two members,
Esteban Villa and Juanita Ontiveros,
hold opposite ends of a plaque embla-
zoned with the RCAF’s acronym and
a pair of pilot’s wings. In the article,
Hillinger quotes RCAF co-founder José
Montoya on the origins of the group’s
name:

We started out as a group of artists and
poets teaching at California State Uni-
versity, Sacramento, calling ourselves the
Rebel Chicano Art Front. . . . But right
from the start, everyone began confusing
our abbreviation, RCAF, with the Royal
Canadian Air Force. So we capitalized
on the confusion and renamed the group

;1;; 5’0331)211 Chicano Air Force. ( Hillinger
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Figure 1. “Generals.” From left: Esteban
Villa, Elias Alias, Lala Polendo (holding child),
Ricardo Favela, José Montoya, Malaquias
Montoya, and Juanita Ontiveros. Published
in the Los Angeles Times, July 22, 1979.
Clipping in the author's collection. Photograph
by Fitzgerald Whitney. Copyright © 1979 Los
Angeles Times. Reprinted with permission.
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gent needs of Sacramento's

2 community.
Chicana/o cor y José Montoya and the RCAF initiated the Barrio

In 1972, for example,
Art Program, which brought univers
to engage local youth and the
ists also painted fifteen murals
Many of these
created Por la Raza Unite
Sacramento's Chicana/o ne
a pilot connected to a pre-Columbi

a United Farm Workers emblem on his s

connection to these figures was
he intended the duality, since t
the pre-Columbian warrior suggests
awareness and cultural education.

In addition to murals of pilots an

generals, RCAF artists visualized the
of silkscreen posters. In 1976, Ricard

works referenced the grou
d Flight (1973) on the window of La Raza Bookstore in

ighborhood. Under the word “libros,” Cid painted
an warrior and to a young Chicano wearing
hirt. Cid’s representation of the pilot's
both aeronautical and gestational. Conceivably
he pilot's attachment to the young Chicano and
that his “flight” took place through political

ity students into Sacramento's inner city
elderly in art and cultural practices. RCAF art-
in Sacramento by 1979 (Hillinger 1979, 20).

p's air force identity. Armando Cid

d photographs of members dressed as
air force identity through their production
o Favela created Huelga/Strike in homage

to the United Farm Workers (UFW) and the 1965 Delano strike, as well as the

1973 boycott of Safeway supermarkets.

“dressed as pilots, riding a jeep a
of Safeway” (Arroyo 1997, 14). Favela
revised the image in 1989 for his MFA
show, and Huelga/Strike became In
Search of Mr. Con Safos.* The poster
reappeared in 2007 as the announce-
ment for the R.C.A.F. Goes to College
show, an exhibition of early and con-
temporary RCAF art at California State
University, Sacramento (fig. 2). The
continuous use of the air force identity
by RCAF artists suggests that it was
not an individuated personality, but a
shared persona that the RCAF visual-
ized, performed, and articulated for
artistic, political, and historical reasons.

Despite the RCAF's frequent play
with the air force theme, Chicana/o art
history treats it as backstory, or as an
easy introduction to the group's catalog
of silkscreen posters and murals.® But
the air force persona was integral to the
RCAF’s visual art. It created a context
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2 The poster depicts RCAF members
s if they have just landed on a runway in front

Figure 2, Announcement card for RC.AF.
Goes to College exhibition, California State
University, Sacramento, February-March 2007.
Author's collection.

in which their art could be underst,
used to connect Chicano mOVCn{G:()d ﬂr?d Provided 5 brid
shared sensc of witnessing op t politics ¢, their ge that Ry Artist
To interpret the RCAF artists ang aud '
Chicana/o theater. In many ways, i} enc
the farmworkers’ movement bCC?;uqc he o
group’s collective experiences o, s.cv[ elalr
(Huerta 1989). While visualizing thc::a ffromlincs of the Ch
posters served political agendas of thc( GF‘:;/CC Persona, Cil's
force persona in response to regl danger 1n(j The RCAF al
of Chicana/o art during a period of iy d’c'st lh.cy lllSL‘d it
Thigressay beging Bithean dy Tuction in Spe
by Jorge Huerta (1989) to describe farmworkers’
development over the next several dcmc‘]"' C;SI theater in the
Chicana/o theatrical traditions beyond th; :S» ecessary theater
. . ATMw
on its earliest phase, paying particular attention to th
collectively created pieces used to dramatize thes Ollif:acws. or “she
systern and to generate support for the Grape Strikoilf( I:Er;t
important developments and divergences took o ac |
nearly fifty years of its production and pcrformr;nc: Ig h},}cana/o. theater over
this theater provides a valuable lens for analyzing the RCL;:\[; . carles period of
because it aligns with the collective’s artistic purpose wh's hnec.cssuw theater”
committed to social and political change and, spcciﬁ;:a'lf t: T: ft e
and Sacramento’s Chicana/o community, Y, to uplift farmworkers
Following an overvi ; )
artworks for tieir visuali:\:i(;i\m::rs’fs;z;i::m: Leml-mqe A - Of;RCAF
persona. I reveal how the origin'ai form of nec’cs:: A th'e T
ary theater, the acto, influenced
the RCAF’s performance style long after Chicanafo theater broadened beyond
Fhe farmworkers’ struggle (Elam 1997; Huerta 1989, 1994). I continue my
investigation of the RCAF air force persona in the third section by focusing
on gendered performances within the collective. | rethink what constitutes
performance in the RCAF by considering the labor of the collective’s women,
who not only performed for but sustained a Chicanafo air force. | also examine
how one Chicana artist used the air force persona to perform against traditional
expectations of gender. Seen in this light, women members move from the
margins of the RCAF to its center because their actions matter in the broader
performance of the collectives air force persona. The final section tums to an
air force performance in which the RCAF interrupted mainstream portrayals “‘f
militant madness in the Chicano movement by satirizing them. ! “PI‘TN this
performance through the RCAFs motto, locura lo cura, to cumc.\rufh?c 129
RCAF as a performance-driven visual arts collective that operated within the

framework of necessary theater.
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Rise of a Chicana/o Theater

: Os in response to the social, political, ang
A necessary theater cmcrglcld lr; j:::s Iizéthc Wi Scurer paial Chicanalo
economic exclusio:ll of ;:‘g'n Joaquin Valley. In 1965 Luis Valde; approached
farmworkers in California’s «1‘ ;{ ‘e Usited Fattn Workers Organizing o
César Chavez and Dolores Huu‘lta : enb bt [ sl e
. bout creating a farmworkers e ; Huerta
mitioscl WO ) died theater at San Jose State University and trained
1981, 1994). Valde‘z. had;;P Troupe for a year before joining the farmworkers’
- anClSC? d 1:!?:t the “guerrilla theater” tactics of the San Francisco
i o d fit for farmworkers because the performances took
Sl Tezyos well;e ; g:::: lively, and they involved physical comedy (Huerta
place Dmdooll‘:i’ k 189Y6\7N 72-71). ’Collaborating with farmworkers as actors and
1362, 1 i ¥ Zzience 'Valdez formed El Teatro Campesino. The troupe created
»e pm;l-arg :,l;re not l;lays but live actions that relied on the “expressive gestures,
ﬁ:ﬂ; m:ycvement, and farcical timing” of performers (Elam 1997, 3). Originally
staged on the flatbeds of farm trucks, actos were ﬂex.lble: th.ey coul.d be perfomlled
on-site in the agricultural fields and were mostly improvised, with props being
pantomimed (Elam 1997, 75; Huerta 1973a, 14). o ;
Farmworker actos first emerged during the Delano strike in order to sustain
the strikers (Rosales 1997, 138; Valdez 1967, 77). But they were r.10t anew form
of theater (Jiménez 1975, 104). Other didactic theaters existed prior .to EllTeatro
Campesino. In his dramatic education, Valdez encountered the [earnmg pieces of
German poet and playwright Bertolt Brecht as well as Russian agitprop theater,
both of which influenced political theater in the United States during the eafly
twentieth century (Huerta 1982; Jiménez 1975; Valdez 1967). Contemporaries
of El Teatro Campesino, such as the San Francisco Mime Troupe and the Bread
and Puppet Theatre, also utilized the “dramatic structure” of the acto (Jiménez
1975, 194). ‘
What made El Teatro Campesino’s actos distinctively Chicana/o was their
content, which focused on labor relations, fair wages, and safe working conditions
in the agricultural fields (Rosales 1997, 138). Las Dos Caras del Patroncito (1965)
and Quinta Temporada (1966) were two of El Teatro Campesino’s first actos, and
they dramatized the labor exploitation of the farmworker by the farm owner and
the farmworker’s experiences working in different seasons of the agricultural cycle
(Jiménez 1975, 102). “Subject to no, other critics except the pueblo itself,” actos
revolutionized farmworker consciousness because they fostered “an appreciation
of social change, on and off the stage” (Valdez 197 1,2)8
The physical comedy that was es
mances also relied on the content of
of farmworker theater as both an ass
its utilitarian Purpose and rebellioys
exploitations acted oyt had a way of «

sential to El Teatro Campesino's pen‘or,-,
actos. Valdez defined the “serious humor
et and a weapon, two terms that reflected
agenda (1967, 77). Secing their everyday
turning on” farmworker audiences because
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it publicly acknowledged theis social reality (Jime
78). Moreover, many actos satirizeq the forces Ofup:::‘:gfsi,lm Valde; 1967,
farmworkers would like to do in responge ¢, . e‘x‘ l“ ¥ Performing what
Huerta 1982; Valdez 1971). Sce, ploit

€s of a farm

for example, produced a collective catharsis for viewers.?
In addition to the European theater that Vale, stud;ed -

can carpa greatly influenced farmworker actos (Jiménes 1975 l(soc)gi;ttl;eMcxli.

! C early

twentieth century, vaudeville.|ike re 00k place across ey
and the US Southwest, geared towarg Mexica exico

worker slappi

pheaval in
labor policies.® Farmworker actos relied on the

era of carpa performances ( Broyles
defines rasquache as a theory and

working-class strategy of resistance to dominant aesthetic codes in
(1998, 10). Accordingly, carpa performers Juxtaposed “corporea
interlaced with slapstick actions and pratfalls” and skillfy]
mocked upper-class norms (Ybarra-Frausto 1991, 159)
did not produce “meanings and practices in the interest of power” (Gaspar de Alba
1998, 11). Rather, they “evade[d] being controlled” by dominant institutions and
culture because they happened outside of them (Fiske 1989, 49).1° Because actos
were part of a Mexican oral culture, El Teatro Campesino did not rehearse them
using scripts (Broyles-Gonuzslez 1994, 5-10). Prior to the publication of Valdezs
Actos: El Teatro Campesino in 1971, the performative action—the gesture, the
action, the utterance—were more important in Chicana/o theater than printed
text (Huerra 1989, 209).

Remarking that El Teatro Campesino happened “somewhere between Brechr
and Cantinflas,” Valdez recognized the continuiry between actos and carpas in
Chicana/o culture (1966, 55)."" Cantinflas was a noted performer of the “popular
Mexican Rasquachi performance aesthetic” (Broyles-Gonzalez 1994, 10). Most
farmworkers were unaware of the didactic theater of Bertolt Brecht, but t.l'lE?' were
familiar with Cantinflas, whose clever wordplays and physical comedy de.[n‘ered
irreverent but socially just messages for Mexico’s masses (8—.11). Chave: l“fs
one of these farmworkers, and he realized the political potential of a cmpa ike

. T f El Teatro Campesino was
theater for the UFW (11). Indeed, Chavez's support o a5 way of reaching
based on more than the presumption that popular th.ea::s \;Thearrica[ T
farmworkers with varying levels of literacy. Rather, ;t ' ital, of an “overwhelm-
utilized a “specific cultural language,” and the cultural capital,
ing majority of farmworkers” (11).2 ; s shore-lived. In 1967, El

Chicana/o theater as a farmworker? theater w a.: j il sepouiidEE
Teatro Campesino left the farmworkers mowt*mf:: n:nr;‘ acsthetically astute
location where they began teaching and ht?-n{l r’lgl e immediate context of the
company of actors” (Huerta 1982, 43). O-umi.e ; llm “inspired other Chicanos
farmworkers’ movement, El Teatro Campesino had als

an era of war and ney, binationa|
“rasquachi aestheric” of this earlier
-Gonzjle; 1994, 36). Alicia Gaspar de Alba
a practice of “popylar pleasure

| movements
verbal puns that often
? Rasquache performances
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collectively creating actos relevant to their particular
08 .
atr .3%) I 1970 Jorge Huerta became director of El Teatrg
13 L * x * §
composed of students at the University

to form their own e
struggles” (Huerta 1994

- Teneranza (1969), a theater group 0t
d;’(‘; E}l“ rfnhi frim B?lrh-ml (Huerta 1977, 37). Changes in venue, actors, and
of California, Santa Barb

1ieer matter of actos and reshaped their form. Huerta
audiences nltc;-ii ‘ELL:E}‘:::‘; il[‘l]]:;l‘l.cs()l]‘ Arizona, performed Los Pelados, a comi.
at Lil_::supcmcm" because it was “directly related to thatl;\/aldezian
form” but was much longer than the farmworker acto (1195132. 38'—319;.

Huerta’s Teatro de la Esperanza f'md‘fced Guadalupe in 1974 and La
Victima in 1976, creating a new form of Chicana/o tbeater called docudfan-.la
(Huerta 1977, 37-46; 1989, 210). Docudrama dramatized actual ev?nts within
a Chicanafo community, not only focusing on a commgn lfabor experience. And
in a benchmark advance for Chicanafo theater fol.lowmg its departure from the
farmworkers’ movement, Valdez created Zoot Suit in 1979 and adapted it for
fo llgultg\fkllile superactos, docudramas, and film adaptations of Chicana/o plays
demonstrated “a world beyond the agricultural fields of California,” they main-
tained the “air of urgency” that had inspired farmworker actos (Huerta 1989,
7-8; 1994, 38). As an art form that developed out of the struggles of oppressed
people, the project of necessary theater was not limited to the farmworkers’
cause. Instead it used performance to direct audience attention to various types
of social injustice. The humor and lightheartedness with which Chicana/o theater
informed people and united them as an audience also remained essential to its

mentions th
cal piece deemed

dramatic structure.

The Formation of an Air Force Persona

Returning to the RCAF, this historic Chicanafo arts collective was not a teatro,
although members performed poetry, dance, music, and drama. The core artists of
the collective worked in visual fields. The group’s air force persona also developed
after El Teatro Campesino left the frontlines of the farmworkers’ movement. Nev-
ertheless, the RCAF’s air force persona is rooted in farmworker theater because
the majority of RCAF members had experiences on several frontlines—serving
in the armed forces, student organizing, and, most important, farmworking. All
of these experiences deeply influenced the collective’s air force persona.

In his preliminary outline of necessary theater, Huerta echoes Valdez by
declaring that “Teatro Chicano is a living, viabl
Jr;f::;e;c(rllng- ;)- The RCAF understood this phrasing—a coded language
W ety ;:atc :al;(é ;\h}?: »:'a‘s aware of itself and.thc sociopolitical m‘i‘lic?u in
weapon” into t.heir ;nr force refts mgﬂrpmafed th_f: poi ok e
paigns could be as danf,’eromp assg ?l? - e LA LG B
Hector Gonzdlez explained that%‘é{ng on any battlefield. RCAF photographer

¢sar Chévez and the RCAF were brothers.

e weapon in the struggle for social
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Every time he came to town he woylg
1994). RCAF member Juan Carrillg e
at a local speaking engagement,

always cal] o, th
called thyy Whil:}z i‘:" Security” (LaRosg

= E‘-lal'dlng ChflVe:

someone was spotted with a rifle, There
in this country on freedom marches of
your mortality when you're involyed
moved by the spirit of knowing that th
it on the line. (LaRosa 1994)
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§ cenamly €nouy I\ Stories of ]\QD]\IE |ly1‘ng
ne kind or anott er, . fh?!! 5 a sen:

one k se of

R it

“‘p(:mcs in this country, . ., By you'

at's | i -
e only way change comes: if you put

{\c.:tmg as Chévez's security was a rea] response to real danger for the R
it is a response that should be explored for its “performative qualigy ”
provision of security took place in the context of ¢ o o
became part of the drama (Elam 1997, 25)
“protest demc?nstrat.ions, draft card bumnings, and acts of civil disobedience
the Delano picket lines” were “public performances before audiences.” Placic:]n
ua(l;tual bodies in llwe pelrformance" (?5). The RCAF's performance falls img
this category. Their staging of a security team was both real and theatrical. Ip
performed and participated in the “drama of the picket line” (Huerta 1982 1-3)
By protecting the UFW leader, the RCAF “dramatized the politics of sur\;‘wal’;
for those performing and for those watching (Huerta 1989, 5).

In fact, Carrillo’s reflection on guarding Chdvez demonstrates Tiffany Ana
Lépez's concept of “critical witnessing,” a theatrical strategy that evolved out of
necessary theater and transforms the role of the audience into agents of change.
Lépez traces a line of continuity between farmworkers' actos and contemporary
Chicanafo theater through their urgency, or the “long standing relationship
between Latinafo drama and social action” (2003, 26). She argues that the
tradition of public pedagogy in necessary theater continues in contemporary
Chicana/o and Latina/o drama, especially in works that confront institutional
violence and its manifestations in Latinafo communities (Lépez 2000, 2003).
Like the farmworker audiences who experienced actos as a call to action, “critical
witnesses,” writes L6pez, “understand themselves to be distinctively implicated
in the fate of the person or persons they are watching” (2003, 33). Carrillo
understood that he was “implicated in the fate of the person” he was watching;
he was aware that he not only protected Chévez but put his own body on the
line for the social justice platforms of the UFW (33). .

The RCAF's performance of a policing force resonates with the Black
Panthers and Brown Beret movements of the 1960s and 1970s. But [he.RCA:}
air force persona also included a defense of Chicanajo art. In maklng: 1?
distinction, I do not mean to suggest that the Black P;m[hirs o Bm\.m »oﬁ;b
were unaware of the pragmatic value of visual art (Davalos .003. Du“‘n:‘-;i art-
Gaspar de Alba 1998; Romo 2011). Grassroots civil rights orgam:nunn:.:t,in i
as a direct means of communication in their communities “Ind ‘;u”:t:lt;rt in the
broader public sphere. Karen Mary Davalos highlights the role of VISt

CAF Byt

. ecause the
famatic social events” ang

- Harry Elam Jr, contends that the
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hicana artist Yolanda Lépez and Emory Douglas,

“minister of culture and image maker for the Panthers” (2008, 41). After sevep,

Latino activists, two of whom were Lopez's colleagyes, were accus'ed of murdering 5

police officer in 1969, she and others formed Los Siete de laRaza in San Francisco’s

Mission District (39)."* The Black Panther Party “offered Los Slete one side of

its weekly newspaper, which had a circulation of over 100,000 in 1969” (40).
Working with Douglas on four editions per month, Lépez favored photo.

montage because of its visual pragmatism. Davalos writes,

working relationship between C

Lépez could include a range of faces and figures to demonstrate the diversity within
the movement or connect social injustice across racial groups, national borders,
and political causes. Photomontage was thus a powerful way to suggest shared
oppression. It also allowed for multiple photos to appear when the paper faced a
shortage of space. But the collage and retouched photographs also reminded readers
of the construction of the image—each photo had been cut {literally) from its
original context before being placed in the newspaper. (43)

A mixture of political consciousness, financial feasibility, and design innovation
drove Lépezs use of photomontage and shaped an eatly Chicana/o aesthetic
more broadly. Chicana/o artists directly engaged viewers in formal contempla-
tions of the image and of the interconnections between social, political, and
technological changes. They did so outside traditional channels—the museum
and the gallery.

The intersection of form, function, and location in Lépez’s photomontages
also applies to the production of RCAF’s posters because many were made
to disseminate UFW news. Former Sacramento mayor and California state
assemblyman Phil Isenberg recalled the RCAF as “the graphic arts arm of the
union in the Sacramento Valley. They would do the arts. They would do the
posters” (LaRosa 1994). Chavez also acknowledged the RCAF's service to the
farmworkers' movement. “Over our 26 years of struggle,” Chavez proclaimed, the
“RCAF has inspired and helped through its art countless of Raza in the fields to
continue La Huelga” (1989).

Beyond their content, RCAF posters were particularly useful to the farm-
workers’ cause because they were frequently produced in front of their target
audience. José Montoya (2004) explained,

The poster was probably the fastest way that we were able to get the point across
ta the people, what we were about, because [silkscreen production] was so quick
to set up. We could set it up in a Volkswagen van and start putting out multiples
of ‘images. announcing important events. Who's coming to town; what route is
going to happen; there's a band here, and so on. [We had] learned in college

silkscreening—which in my school they called “serigraphy” because they wanted
to keep it as a fine art.

Setting up silkscreen stations in Volkswagen buses was a collective response to
the urgent needs of Sacramento’s Chicana/o community. It allowed the RCAF
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to make a fine arts practice work as ap, 1
1

all Chicana/os. Clearly aware of ¢, b Nformationg] tool £
terms “serigraphy” and “silkscrcming ,’_ghbrowb
mixed origins of Chicana/o poster an'H- ONtoya ackng,
in college and making posters in Vc;lk
farmworker actos, which emerged fmms\‘/vﬂlgenlbuses echoes the grigiprar:
traditions and a preexisting knowledge Ofa fon -
Moreover, Montoya’s memory sy
gg
mance. The RCAFs production of posters insig
vehicles as on-site theatrical spaces thas werer‘]‘sf;eeﬁolkswagen vans used the
to each new performance site” (Elam 1997, 75) Mx;k- © and easily transporgable
a type of “traveling performance,” one that récall é“ghpoﬁrers in vans became
Teatro Campesino’s actos, in which actors staged erf[ e earliest period of F|
farm trucks. Bound to real notions of labor, tl:e faf:,;r‘zaf:ws on the beds of
symbol” for farmworker audiences. It reminded viewers0 ' fe“r; truck was “a dya
that served as the primary means of transportation for th: those other flatbeds
yet it was also a space that “connoted and promoted reberﬁlii:,? E;;r)m;irke.m'“
the RCAF moved silkscreening out of the academy and into Volkswa.geln ;‘::Z,
;dr:[::rf:’}l:;i ;2:1- art as labor and rebelling against traditional notions of wher;
In addition to performing their EEEEEEE—————
visual art process, RCAF artists used
poster art to historically document air
force performances. RCAF artist Luis
Gonzdlez created Yes on 14 (circa 1976)
based on a black and white photograph
taken by his brother Hector Gonzélez
(fig. 3). On the day of the photograph,
José Montoya and Hector Gonzilez
were in Yuba City, California, assisting
a UFW labor strike. Hector Gonzélez
recalled that when he “worked with
José in his Barrio Art Program . .. he
would always ask me to document the
farmworkers movement.” Gonzdlez |
“took many shots of José and the work- | YES ON 14
ers who walked out of the fields.”* In | HELP THE FARNWORKERS
one frame, he captured Montoya iS L iS2 -
an air force—inspired pose, one han N e Yeson 14, . 1976
holding a large UFW flag, and the other g’q“:l }1{1‘(53:;::.\1:?1:!!1\'; :1::114\{l|.‘t:1‘»“‘“'“'d
holding a lowered bullhorn (g 4 ,-\i:-‘hf‘v&. Univensity of California, ,:.l\":}
Luis Gonzélez recast his brother's  Barbara. Reproduced with the permiss

photograph in vivid block colors. Only  the arei.

Mexico’s carpa tradition

ests that poste .
T making wag
a perfor-
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Figure 4. Juan Carrillo (left) and José Montoya next to Hector Gonzdlez’s photograph of Montoya,
at the Washington Neighborhood Center, 2011. Author’s collection.

Montoya’s head and hand maintain the black and white of the original photo,
signifying Montoya's authenticity as a historical figure on the front lines of a
labor walkout, The bursts of color that surround him highlight the construction
of the image, echoing Davalos's observation of Yolanda Lépez's photomontages
(2008, 41-43). Gonzslez's application of text to the poster also emphasized the
construction of the image. Using text in posters was a favorite technique of his
because it compelled viewers to “pay close attention to the formal workings of
the poster” and “the play of words and image” (Noriega 2001, 23). Chon A.
Noriega has explored Luis Gonzélez’s use of text with image, particularly in his
1976 artwork This s Just Another Poster (20-23). Like this other poster, Yes on
14 pushed the visual form through a satirical wordplay. Gonzélez superimposed
“Huelga” onto the photograph of Montoya, using a wraparound style that made
an unfamiliar line break in the word. In doing so, Gonzélez literally “breaks the
strike.” The visual pun seems an odd juxtaposition with Montoya, who, in his
air force pose, is calling for a walkout. But Gonz4lez eased the tension between
tlhe two by writing in very fine print “Boycott Gallo C/S"” in the foliage off to the
side of Montoya's face. In other words, Gonzélez visually conveys that his pun is
made con safos. He respectfully acknowledges the historical moment of the Gallo
?:c;‘{;z;lr“sdpl:gomf’Y” air force performance and reminds viewers to support
position 14, a pro-farmworker initiative.!?

"4Q
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Theater of
Rordl Chicany Air Fore,
Complementing their posters, th

of murals to the UFW and the ChieCECAFcontributedan inipreny
formation, the RCAF embarked o Movement, S f CSSIve number
] ‘ n atter the ,

that coincided with the city’s redey i 4 POK
dominantly Chicana/o."® In addition ¢,
Cid created Ollin and Ollin-Sunbuys, 1,
Flat neighborhood.” Cid’s works w
of the Chicano Social Struggle in o Biz;elc:re;rszz‘:fher RCAF
by Villa, remains in its original location in ¢h, i
Neighborhood Center.

The RCAF also created murals on the cam
Sacran;lento (CSCUS)‘ RCAF co-founders José Montoya ang Esteban Villa
art professors at CSUS, and many of the RCAF members were col] illa were
the time of the group’s founding in 1969. But while RCAF muraclz_ egSe students at
Chicana/o barrios sustained their communities and were not ailrrlltescﬂmemu_s
demographic changes occurred, those painted at CSUS in II;C 19702";.'dunnl
survive the year they were created, much less the decade. Only one of the 011-i ir;:
Chicanafo student murals from the 1970s remains on school grounds. T?tled
Tlaloc, it was painted in 1972 by Enrique Ortiz in Sacramento Hall (Rios 2007).

John Pitman Weber and others have challenged the assumption that 1970s
community murals, Chicana/o ones included, were destroyed because they were
inferior artworks that did not meet the standards of Western art (Cockcroft,
Weber, and Cockeroft 1998; Lippard 1990; Weber 2003). “The loss of the early
murals has little to do with their real or perceived aesthetic quality,” Weber
writes, “but everything to do with the short life span of urban America, as
neighborhoods change and property changes hands” (2003, 5). The institutional
eradication of murals at CSUS, however, was the result of a deliberate policy
passed in 1973 by the California State University board of trustees, which
consolidated power over public art projects in the university president’s office.”
CSUS president James Bond exercised his authority over Chicana/o murals
between 1972 and 1978, resulting in the destruction of many.

In 1974, for example, Villa and his students were in the midst of painting
Pandora’s Box, a mural on the exterior of the campus pub, when they were
stopped by campus security. The mural was intended to “represent the story of

. o Bt
Pandora’s Box . . . but with a modern twist” by comparing aeronnuuca{’ull;ak.ery
i si i -ation. Villa was

with hypodermic needles, representing the downside of innov 1r'10n -
' and the mural was whitewashed. He

officially accused of “defacing the walls,”
commented in the campus newspaper that thea
anything controversial or they don't like color” {
Villa did not have Bond’s permission to paint o
Also during this time, Bond destroyed a mur 5
1976). This mural was a gift from the Chicana/o Ct\rlllllf;{ilfﬁ.
in 1970 and was funded through the Saeramento Concilioy @

EInural, Emergence
7). Emergence, painted
€ gymnasium of the Washington

pus of California Stare University,

Jministration either Jidn't “want
Austin 1974). All kidding aside,
n untversity walls.?! ‘

Al titled La Cultura ( Hem.\n.? e
to the university
local Chicand/o

o
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ation (Kuss 2006, 2). La Cultura was painted by members of

service organtzd er the direction of Sacramento artist

Sacramento's Chican rsredecess i
Edwand Rivera (1 Jerndndez 1976)- lronically, Bond's predecessor, President Orto
AW

or La Cultura's dedication, along with the Sacramento Concilig
o city councilman.? Just four years later, however,
due to the “renovation of buildings and

afo community und

Butz, presided ov
president and a Sacrament

ize ~ulnra’s removal
Bond authorized La Cultura reno I
normal maintenance” (Bond 1976b). The destruction set off a wave of written

protests from Chicanafo faculty, community members, ;m'd the RCAF, to which
Bond replied by claiming no knowledge of the partnership between CSUS and
the Chicana/o community around the mural. He also wrote to the Sacramento
Concilio president that an official policy would be implemented to ensure that
such an event never happened again (Bond 1976a). But he did not, notably,
relinquish his control over public art on campus.?

Reflecting on the sociopolitical milieu in the 1970s, Villa assessed the larger
context of institutional violence against Chicana/o murals for the RCAF:

t should go on record that we definitely do not—with our art—want to destroy this
country. That's not our purpose—to be destructive and bring down the government.
It seems that way, and we've been accused of that. But not as educators. . . . In fact,
education is constructive and what was interesting is what they were opposed to:
our connecting with history. (E. Villa 2000)

For Villa, the question of who had legitimate access to public space—in this
case, at the local state university—was central to the creation of Chicanafo
art. The right to public space, and the rights of “students and faculty to pursue
regular curricula without administrator interference,” was part of the right to
access Chicana/o histories and cultural memories (Barnett 1984, 433). Official
recognition of these rights became a huge concern for Villa as a professor within
an institution that was exerting censorship.

So the stakes were high when Villa and Montoya returned to school in
the fall of 1976 and “found that seventy student murals on campus had been
whitewashed.” Villa “flew into a rage and began painting an impromptu mural
until restrained by security personnel. The mural survived only forty-five minutes
. ..and Villa himself hardly lasted longer, since efforts were made to fire him for
defacing public property” (433). Villa’s performance was further dramatized after
campus painters arrived to paint over the piece {(Mendel 1978, A2).

In reaction to the systematic destruction of murals, the RCAF expressed a
public position that claimed Villa’s action as part of their air force persona. “For
every mural whitewashed or demolished,” the RCAF warned, “we will paint two
more” (Walls 1984, 5). The RCAF's strategic declaration was both ominous and
humorous, threatening to respond to the destruction of Chicanajo art by making
more Chicana/o art.

The RCAF made good on their threat by moving off campus and assaulting
blank walls in other public spaces deemed off limits (Walls 1984). In 1978 Villa
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paintcd a pedestrian walkway that conp
Mall (Mcndcl 1978, Al). ll'OniCEl].ly' the s::::ivil;‘hsacr
al, LAS.ER.l ; £sitlie
1984 mur'}\ . .E R.1 [.J.M.. which stands for Light Art ;
Resources in Unlimited Motion. But at the time of e Artin Sacramengo, Energy
¢

official remarked bluntly to the Sacrame unauthorizeg painting a city

nto Union, 4|
't remain” illa claimed b » Lean tell yoy rig

won't remain” (A1). Villa claimed his unsanctioned myra| you right now that i¢

ALWas an attem .

Pt to “bring

more attention to how murals are being painte over tf
iech . i R
proper permission from the artists” (A1), His efforts roughout the city withoyt
» ; S were swi
police, prompting a letter from Favela to the mayor of Sacr, i concigied b
At the time, Favela was director of the Centro de el 9 zl:rzcnm. Phil Isenberg.
i ; e Artistas Chica
organization for the RCAF and Chicana/o programs in S'ICnmemm;SSn uml;f:clla
¢ ramento~ Using official

letterhead and beginning “Dear Alfredo,” Favela (1978) explained to
¢d to the mayor,

: amento to the K Street
iture home of the RCAF;

Sacramentos “finest” decided to ask Mr. Villa for his
forgetting Mr. Villa’s many fine contributions to the
just information 1 thought you'd be intetested in, 4
receive a midnight call from me asking you, ‘
myself out of jail.

permission slip (obviously
city). Basically, Phil chis is
‘ nd don't be surprised if you
again, to get Mr. Villa and probably

Using terms like “Sacramentos ‘finest™ and “permission slip,” Favela appropriated
the language of officialdom, or the “norms created and upheld by llppcl“milidle-
class institutions,” to undermine notions of official access to public space and
those who control it (Broyles-Gonzilez 1994, 41-42). He complemented his
sardonic tone by informally addressing the mayor and reminding “Phil” that he
would go to jail if need be—a statement that was funny but also conveyed his
seriousness.
Favela's linguistic strategies resonate with El Teatro Campesino’s use of
language as a “viable weapon” for meeting the needs of farmworker audiences
in performances that were humorous but also “dead serious” (Broyles-Gonzdlez
1994, 27). Yolanda Broyles-Gonzélez notes that early farmworker actos were
“rehearsalfs] of freedom” because they staged the “overturning of established rela-
tions through comedic means” (40). She elucidares her point with a comparison
to Las Dos Caras del Patroncito, an acto in whicha farmworker trades places with
an “agribusiness boss.” Favela did not necessarily trade places with l_he ‘t‘:\\\" in
his letter, but he met the mayor in his official capacity as director of d.u‘- L,mtr\:
de Artistas Chicanos. He also concluded his letter with a “rehearsal of trmk““i
for Chicana/o art by assuring the mayor that murals would mmimli‘ tube’?:n:;\e
in public space: “We welcome whatever help you may d“jn‘].mw:\\-m o
| ceremony as a way of lite Aguin ‘l i
(Favela 1978). The right to public space:
a pedestrian underpass,
\neuvers articulated the
fefend Chicanalo

continuation of acsthetics and spiritu
yours rruly, in community grO\VTh" _
be it the campus of a public university ot the \\'.'.l".-\' \‘f‘
was the core concern of Favela's letter His linguistic ",h SLOL
RCAF's air force persona as it combined humor and agency
art in Sacramento.
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Gender Performance in the RCAF
ir f rsona provided members a way to protect themselves
The RCAFs air force P¢ against the destruction of Chicana/o art in

O ake a stand ‘ . VO
against yiglente nd an identity that artists visualized,

as also

ring the 1970s. It we . r

Sarcfram:;to d;qniigcu‘m':d for artistic, political and historical reasons. But the
performed, and @

: . i happen in a vacuum. RCAF members were influenced
;“:}(:;c i;il::jizgji:\i(:;llfazrom that shaped the larger Chica.no movement, par-

s L 1 endered divisions of labor, leadership, and art (Arrizén 2000; Davalos
e Még ar de Alba 1998; Latorre 2008; Ochoa 2003; Pérez 2007). Marfa
g.ccilsc:a \\:?E;s that the Chicano movement was pr::blex.n?xtic for ‘Chican'as because
civil rights platforms were constructed on a traditional hlEl"zl'l'CthBl family
uin which] men were allocated a central space from Whlchlto operate
and women were relegated t0 2 subordinated position” (2003,. IZ). Alicia Gaspar
de Alba states more bluntly: «e] Movimiento was deeply §e>flst (1998, 156).

In regard to the RCAF, numerous women worked within the organization,
and each performed the air force persona differently. It should be stated at the
outset that the gender politics of the RCAF was far more complex than it is
made out to be in Chicana/o art history accounts. Scholars assume that the
RCAF was an all-male organization (Gaspar de Alba 1998; Martinez 1997;
Ochoa 2003; Pérez 2007; R. H. Villa 2000). Ten of the twelve visual artists in
the RCAF were male, and this may be why some make the assumption of an
all-male arts collective—because of the visibility of the visual artists through
their posters and murals.”

The fact is that the RCAF included many women who worked as the group's
fundraisers, cultural

its
structure [

administrators, program coordinators, educators, activists,
practitioners, and artists.” These women included Rosemary Rasul, who worked
for the Centro de Artistas Chicanos and co-directed the creation of Southside
Park Mural {(1977) with Favela. [rma Lerma Barbosa was an RCAEF artist, co-
founder of the Chicana collective Comadres Artistas (1992), and innovator of
the Breakfast for los Nifios program, a service that emerged out of Lerma Barbosa's
and Mariana Castorena's studies with CSUS professor Senon Valadez.?’ Celia
Herrera Rodrfguez, a former student of Villa's at CSUS, was an affiliated RCAF
artist, and Simona Hernandez, also a former student of Villa's, was co-founder of
the Comadres Artistas. Gloria and Irma Rangel were singers in the 1970s RCAF
Band and members of the cultural affairs committee. Juanita Ontiveros was a
UFW labor organizer and a board member of the Centro de Artistas Chicanos.
Jennie Baca, also a board member of the Centro de Artistas Chicanos, was a
volunteer with Breakfast for los Nifios. Lorraine Garcfa-Nakata was an artist who
joined the RCAF in 1973.5 Terezita Romo was a co-founder of La Raza Galerfa
Posada, which was started in 1980 in conjunction with the preexisting La Raza
Bookstore (1972). Graciela Ramirez, a former Spanish professor at CSUS,
was a board member of Galerfa Posada and co-founder of Los Escritores del Sol.
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15tas Chicanos ap, q membe' Gina Montoy,

affairs committee; Melinda Rasyl, i
Francisca Godinez, a student worker for La ;{0 the cul
Artistas Chicanos; Isabel Herngp, dez-Serny a:fa Books
UFW supporter; and Josie Talamante, 5 cull:u Or|ITler

as director of programs for the California P g worker
I have listed these women and the duties they P::cr: d

members of the RCAF, but to attest to the numberm}e not to exclude other
collective and to counter claims that the RCAF e Ot women working in the

Montoya (2004) also conveyed the ceng, I a0 a"'lf!ale organization.
he remarked, rality of women in the RCAF when

cil. And there were more

There’s people that accused us of [being] macho o
forget that there were a lot of women in the RCAE ;:: h
the RCAF was a specifically male thing, they are m-w , whe
other components. . . . You couldn’t tell my comadse. Tenny: :
"RCAE Jennie [and] Rosemary Rasul were ;Owerfulri; j:e':_'u-reh l:ac:t::nt;‘ she wasn't
writers and the administration that kept our airplanes fiyin “;Vh Lhe proposal
our orders, we went and did it. 8- When they gave us

- But the critics

When people say thar
leging the artists over all

Using air force terms to describe the ways in which Chicana members sustained
the RCAF, Montoya raised important questions about how RCAF art history is
constructed. Was it only male chauvinism that led to the RCAFs designation
as an all-male group? Or do scholars evaluate labor differently in the RCAE
“privileging the artists,” particularly the visual artists, “overall other components”
of the group’s membership? While there is no doubt the RCAF celebrated male
visual artists more frequently than others, the tendency of Chicana/o historiog-
raphy to focus on RCAF sexism has neglected the tremendous contributions of
women in the collective.

If we rethink what counts as labor—and the performance of libor—in the
RCAE other contributions emerge. An undated, typewritten Jdocument titled
“Southside Park Mural,” for example, reveals intersections of gender, labor,

and performance in the group during the creation of one of the RCAFs mast

artworks, Sonthside Park Mural { 1977).1 Discovered in a folder

important public i
and Multicultural Archives at

of RCAF papers housed at the California Ethnic :
the University of California, Santa Barbara, the one-page dm‘nn?cm :ippc\‘\? \nF\
be an attachment to a grant proposal of financial contract. ‘lt lists d:e l\y‘ v
members who worked on the mural in six categories that include “Artists,
“Apprentices,” “Assistants,” and "l‘l\utugl‘.‘lpht‘lﬁ-_'
Frances [Godinez] Gonzalez, Juana Polendo IK“HH\'&‘
named in the category “Food Coondination.” That the w

| photograp
along with that of artists, appre I

" Fascinatingly, ‘Clara t il
o] and Jennie Raca” are
omen’ labo i listed

s indicates that
nrices, assistants, ans lhers indwa
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“food coordination” was counted in Fhe pro.jected ove;:heas forﬁthe mural.’ The
X ts details of a bigger picture—what the effort to produce 3
simple record presen s ke {En7 Trocharge S DU EAIE B Food
Chicanafo mural 2ctud Y 00 he mural site, the food coordination commit:
kine it, and transporting it to the mi P )
cooking 'RCAF unit that worked on and off the site of Southside Park Mural,
tee WGS - a wider lens for evaluating the RCAF's art “work,” Lerma Barbosa
descriI::lgthe complex experience of a Chicana/f) ares cloll‘ec'tiv?. that was
philosophically opposed to labor inequality and racial-ethnic injustice bl.'lt not
necessarily opposed to patriarchal gender roles. One o.f the few female artists in
the RCAE Lerma Barbosa recalled in an interview with Marfa Ochoa that she
dressed differently from other female members, who “thought I was some kind
of tramp because | worked as an artist, side by side with the men. So I knew |
had to handle myself a certain way in order to get their respect. So I'd be sitting
around in my combat boots, while the girlfriends would be flittering around
the men like butterflies” (Ochoa 2003, 68-69). Lerma Barbosa's memory of her
“combat boots,” more than any other material marker, reveals that she dressed to
“combat” sexism in the RCAF and, more generally, in the Chicano movement.
Lerma Barbosa alludes to an internal stage within the RCAF one on which
women members enacted different gendered roles for different reasons. To the
suggestion that her characterization of the “girlfriends” as “flittering butterflies”
seems reductive, or casts other women members as inconsequential to the (art)
work taking place, Lerma Barbosa responds that “any position for any woman
in the RCAF was ‘reductive™ since “women were never acknowledged to be
leaders.”™ In fact, the idea that Lerma Barbosa could become an RCAF leader
was met with resistance, which also was articulated through the air force persona.
She recalled one evening when the RCAF artists were gathered together:

The guys were drinking, and everyone was kickback. José [Montoya] says, “Well,
tonight's the night we're going to give lrma her general’s wings.” One of the guys
objected. He said, “No, this is not right. She’s a woman.” . . . This member was
famous for having fits, throwing tantrums. So nobody wanted to make him mad
because he would hold a grudge. . . . | didn’t get my rank as a general. [ was hurt

and pissed, you know? José told me I would have to become a general of women.
(quoted in Ochoa 2003, 69-70)

Lerma Barbosa’s memory suggests that while the air force persona was a defensive
strategy for RCAF members on the frontlines of UFW events and a defense for
Chicana/o art, it did not protect her, a Chicana who pursued gender equality
within the collective.

Despite her marginalization in the RCAF leadership, Lerma Barbosa created
artwork that was central to significant group shows. In 1988 La Raza Galerfa
Posada held La Raza’s Quinceafiero, an anniversary show featuring RCAF
artwork. Along with an image by Carrillo, Lerma Barbosa's silkscreen poster
Sacramomento (1987) was featured on the cover of the exhibition catalog (fig. 3)-
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In its content and form, Lery, .

Barbosa’s poster explores perfor.
mances of gender between RCAF
members and within Sacramenz
Chicana/o community. To create
Sacramomento, Lerma Barbosa
collaborated with Luis Gonzélez,
using the photograph-to-serigraph
technique that he used in his
poster Yes on 14, Sacramomento
was based on a photograph of Figure 5. Irma Barho S: 7
B o & oo i e o 5a, Sacramomento, 1987,

i “alifornia Ethnic and i
original Sacramento Brown Berets Archives, Univer Multiculeral

sity of Califomnia, §
Reprod ) -aijomia, Santa Barbarg.
standing on the outdoor stage etroduced with th permisson of the arts,

of Southside Park where the Chicano community regularly held

events.” The Sacramento Brown Berets worked as security f(:: [1: =
gatherings at Southside Park, paralleling the RCAF's performanc:eze;f i
force for UFW events. Lerma Barbosa had joined the Brown Berets priEl policing

. or to join-
ing the RCAF and was one of four female members in the Sacramento chapter.

Sacramomento also visualizes a significant performance space for Sacramento's
Chicana/o community: the Southside Park stage, the venue for multiple perfor-
mances associated with the Chicano movement, including performances of the
RCAF's air force persona (fig. 5). Standing with her arms folded, Lerma Barbosa
is center stage with other Brown Berets. They are encircled by several young men
and a Chicana, all of whom are dressed in plain clothes. A mariachi musician
stands at a distance from the group, unsure of “what to do next.” Lerma Barbosa
intended the spatial arrangement of these diverse personas to “compare the dif-
ferent relationship that our Mexican American parents held with the dominant
culture from the relationship we as ‘revolutionaries, activists, and progressive
Chicanos’ were determined to create.” Yet, despite their differences, everyone
stands “together in solidarity,” committed to the larger goal of self-determination.
Notably, the stage panels behind the group are blank, indicating that the photo-
graph and Lerma Barbosa's serigraph predate the RCAF's Southside Park Murs:fl.
“Our presence on that stage was very powerful in that we demonstratftd lezfde:s%\‘l:\l
to our own people,” Lerma Barbosa observes. Sacramomento, then.- is ahxstons
account of Lerma Barbosa's experiences with pushing the front lines of gender
equality through performance in the RCAF and the Chicano movement.

munity
ommunity

Locura Lo Cura: Craziness Cures

. an air force persond
During the 1970s, as we have seem, the RCAF developed an ‘:“Ft“\:\ ::m.lu\\'
that responded to the social reality of the Chicano ?\\L\\étff‘u-‘ b ATt AgaInst
against the threat of physical violence to defending Lhicans
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ating gender dynamics within their collective, the RCAF
¢ their air force persona with humor and farce as 5
means of artistic and cultural rebellion. 'T“pe collective was weﬂll kn.own during
the Chicano movement era for the expression locura lo cura, or “craziness cures.”
The idea that craziness was a healing strategy for the RCAF sugges.ts th?ft'humor
was more than a survival tactic: it was also a remedy for the souf)pohtlcal ills
of the milieu in which the RCAF operated. Montoya el.aborated. Our sense of
humor, which we call our locura, our insanity, was Pl'eCISf’lY Wt\'ﬂt allowed us to
move on and to accomplish the things that we accomplished” (LaRosa 1994),
Defending both Chicana/o activism and art, the RCAF used Fhe locura lo cura
philosophy to parody the mainstream media's depictions of Chicanafos as a dan.
gerous and unstable element in US society. In doing so, the RCAF implemented
the dramatic structure of the farmworker actos.

Valdez witnessed one such performance in 1971, when the RCAF arrived
at a statewide gathering of artists in San Juan Bautista, California. Valdez, along
with the RCAF and other Chicana/o artists, had established an arts council
during the Chicano movement. It emerged in “the late "60s and early '70s,”
according to Carrillo. “When Chicana/o groups began to appear, centros began
to also appear up and down this state, and we met as artists . . . groups in different
cities would host a gathering and artists would come from various parts of the
state and there would be great meetings” (2004). These gatherings led to the
inception of a statewide organization called Concilio de Arte Popular.®

Valdez, recalling the RCAF's arrival that evening, remembers

destruction to negoti
balanced the serious side of

a bunch of vatos dressed up as World War II pilots, flying into San Juan Bautista
one night in *71 in a noisy squadron of Volkswagen buses and parking in an empty
lot, one by one, as José Montoya, wearing goggles and one of those dog-eared
pilot’s caps, flagged them in, vigorously, like a flagger on some aircraft carrier at
sea, It was brilliant vacilada, a little sardonic and more than satirical, but a hellavu
a lotta laughs . . . que curada. In fact the motto of the RCAF said it all: locura lo
cura. Craziness heals.”® (Valdez 1989)

Complete with squadron gestures and a runway-style entrance, the RCAF circled
the gathering of artists and parked. They opened the van doors and, as Carrillo
recalled, spilled out “wearing World War Il helmets. It was like instant theater”
(LaRosa 1994). This performance resonates with the rasquache aesthetic of farm-
worker actos because it was short in duration, largely pantomimed, and performed
on-site. Valdez agreed with Carrillo that the entrance was instant theater, adding
that the “entire RCAF pose was performance art” (1989). The RCAF's arrival
in San Juan Bautista captivated Valdez, just as the actos by El Teatro Campesino
used to “turn on” the farmworkers who witnessed them (1967, 77).

. The RCAF had used the perception of militancy and madness in the
Chl‘cano movement for its own ends, yielding a collective catharsis for an
audience of Chicana/o artists. These artists needed a break, not only from the
real dangers of the Chicano movement but also from its mainstream depictions.
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se violent, undiffere
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: as the figure of
= ntiated magges threaten.
4.}‘909). Referting to the
as the “great experi
e U : : Xperiment,”
un-American troublemakers wh ‘"Tedla iy o o '
¥ o $ whose activism did not artici i ]
tradition of political dissent (908), -
The lack of fair coverage or historical c
movemem, also undermined the credibility of Chicana/o activists. Ong;
cites ABC's report on Reies Lépez Tijerina <l

i and his “admitted] i
to make a citizen’s arrest” of Supreme Co il el

ac urt nominee Warren Burger i
(908). Tijerina staged the event to draw attention to his organization, gt:e 11:1}::13

Federal de: las Mercedes, and the ongoing struggle for Hispano land rights in
New Mexico (Rosales 1997, 154-70). But in the television news story, Tijerina

“came across as a lunatic, and (worse) his cause was made 1o seem like a farce”
(Ontiveros 2010, 908). Between Chavez, the docile saint, who staged a hunger
strike in 1968, and Tijerina, the threatening militant, who attempted to arrest
a Supreme Court nominee, the media projected the madness of the Chicano

movement. It was this “visual binary” to which the RCAF responded (904).
After all, craziness cures.

Chévez. On the other side were fic
ing to bring the American experiment 10 an end”

founding fathers’ nickname for the United ;“ |
Ontiveros claims that the main, tates

ontextualization of the Chicano

If farmworkers’ actos were meant to “educate and entertain, exposing
issues and offering possible solutions” for farmworkers on the frontlines of a
labor strike (Huerta 1989, 6), the RCAF's performance in San Juan Bautista
also offered a solution to an important issue for Chicana/o artists—or, rather,
offered them a cure for the insane notion that Chicana/os, and gatherings of
Chicana/os, posed a threat to US society. Using locura, the RCAF mocked the
media’s portrayal of militant madness in the Chicano movement for an audi-
ence that was well aware of their own social reality. As Carrillo’s experience
guarding Chévez at UFW events illustrates, RCAF members end‘ured threl-aré of
violence rather than posing any such threat (LaRosa 1994). ’n}‘“ s s'm{lh‘_“
reality for farmworkers who “crossed over to the El Teatro stage™ to .w:atch. “L'ff‘s
(Elam 1997, 76). Farmworkers faced brutal consequencesufor pamcn}\uu{\gi\ in
the UFW and El Teatro Campesino, including attacks by guard Jo.g.\\ sulp Er
; e , :cal beatings,” Harry Elam Jr. writes. Under
insecticide spray, arrests, and physica 8 vecirated i more
such circumstances, “the performance of the actos [. . -] constituted ¢

than entertainment” (76).
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1 Bautista that night in 1971, the RCAF's performance

Flying into San Jua i '
united T;he performers and the audience in a “symbolic overthrow of oppression”

(Elam 1997, 17). According to the RCAF’s locura lo cura phi.losoph.y, one way
to defeat oppression is to make fun of it. Monto?ra captured this sentiment with
verbal flair eight years after the San Juan Bautista performance, when he and
his colleagues posed as @ Chicana/o air force for the L'os Angeles .T:mes. “Itis 4
serious organization,” Montoya quipped, “but we use this RCAF kind .of insanity
to keep from getting too serious” (Hillinger 1979, 20). Through their dynamic
visualizations, performances, and articulations of the air force persona, the RCAF
contributed to a major dramatic restructuring of Chicana/o theater as they pushed
the front lines of Chicana/o visual art.

Notes

My sincere thanks and gratitude to the members of the Royal Chicano Air Force for their
patience, kindness, and time. I would like to thank Karen Mary Davalos, Tiffany Ana Lépez,
and Mary Pat Brady for their guidance and feedback on this essay.

1. During the Korean conflict, José Montoya served in the US Navy, Esteban Villa
served in the US Army, and Sam Rios Jr. served in the US Air Force. During the Vietnam
War, Armando Cid, Hector Gonzélez, and Juanishi Orosco served in the US Army.

2. The grape boycott, organized in November—December 1965 by César Chévez's
National Farm Workers Association (NFWA), primarily targeted Schenley Industries and
the DiGiorgio Corporation. The NFWA merged with the Agricultural Workers Organizing
Committee (AWOC) in 1966, becoming the United Farmworkers Organizing Committee
(UFWOC), and winning a contract from DiGiorgio that same year (Ontiveros 2010, 904, 922
n. 39; Rosales 1997, 145, 280). The UFWOC later became the United Farm Workers (UFW).

3. The inspiration for Favela's poster was a photograph by Harold Nehei that captured
Favela, Jos¢ Montoya, Esteban Villa, and David Tafoya driving a World War I jeep through
Woodland, California. While driving, they accidentally drove into a Mother’s Day parade.
Later, they received word that they won second place in the parade’s float competition. The
story was shared with me in e-mail correspondence from Hector Gonzélez in September
2011. RCAF members also tell this story in the documentary Pilots of Aztldn: The Flights of
the RCAF (LaRosa 1994).

4. In Search of Mr. Con Safos was designed by Favela and printed by his RCAF
colleague Luis Gonzélez.

5. Scholars who use the RCAF's air force identity as an introduction to their visual
art include Barnett (1984), Cockcroft, Weber, and Cockeroft (1998), Cockeroft and Barnett-
Sanchez (1993), Goldman (1990), Gaspar de Alba (1998), and Latorre (2008).

6. The use of the term acto was intentional. Valdez explains, “We could have called
them ‘skits’ . . . but we lived and talked in San Joaquin Spanish (with a strong Tejano influ-
ence). . . . We needed a name that made sense to the Raza” (1971, 5). In Spanish, acto means
an act or action and “can also be used in the theatrical sense for an ‘act’ of a play” (Huerta
1981, 15). Yet the acto was not a part of larger performance, “but a complete statement i
itself” (15). The cause and effect nature of the acto—the verbal and physical action—resonated

with farm\fvorkers, who understood and employed the theatrical form as a “political statement,
a declaration of dissatisfaction with the starus quo” (15)

7. Valdez provided this example in his 1967 interview with Beth Bagby.
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