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Food

Tortilla and
Crunchy
Grasshoppers
with Pulque

LA TORTILLA: BASIC DIET
FOR RICH AND POOR

Tortillas were the bread of the
ancient inhabitants of our lands,
a corn bread similar to the Mid-
dle Eastern breads made from
wheat. Tortillas were not elimi-
nated with the Spanish con-
quest; rather they were and
continue to be the principal sta-
ple in the Mexican diet. The indig-
enous population continued to
eat them, and they gradually
became a custom for the
Spanish-born, as well. For some
time, however, the mestizo, or
mixed-race population, didn't
want to acknowledge that they
liked tortillas, fearing that such
an admission would betray the
fact of their Indian blood. And
"s0 the tortilla extended its
culinary empire, stretching from
the most humble of houses to
the most luxurious palace,
made by Indian women in their
huts or by servants in feudal
mansions.

Expert Indian hands prepared
the dough, first making nixtamal
from corn, water and quicklime,
bolling it for hours. After rinsing
and draining it several times,
they would grind the mixture on
a metate, a simple device made
up of a larger, gently curved
stone and a smaller, rolling pin-
shaped stone, both fashioned
from the same resistant mate-
rial. The image of an indian wom-
an kneeling in front of her me-
late has been used in many,
many paintings. And it was from
those brown hands that the
dough was born, ground again
and again untll just the right
consistency to make thin, soft
tortillas, ready to be eaten togeth-
er with beans or taken to the
table in wealthy households and

served along side sophisticated
moles and pipians.”™

As a new "'Spanish-American”
culture emerged, the creole
imaginatioin soon made the tor-
tilla into an essential partner in a
great variety of new dishes, all
visually appealing and with a
tremendous diversity of tastes
and flavors.Enchiladas are one
such dish, made from tortillas fil-
led with shredded chicken or
pork, drenched in red or green
sauces prepared from all kinds

Grinding the corn

of chilli peppers —ancho, pasil-
la and chipotle, for example—
and artistically garnished with
radish florettes and lettuce.
Shredded beef, cheese and
sauce piled on top of tortillas
fried in lard became a specialty
of Puebla; known as chalupas,
they've become a regional tradi-

tion.

The original tortilla, handmade
and laborious, was replaced in
Mexico's modern cities by new
tortillas, made with other meth-
ods, with machines to grind,
flatten and shape the dough.
The handmade tortilla has taken
refuge in more remote regions
and is little more than a memory
for millions of city-dwellers. And
while neither the dough, nor its
preparation are as pure as they
used to be, the tortilla lives on. It
continues to be a substitute for

* Two rich sauces made from a va-
ried blend of ingredients.
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better meals, distracting hunger
when eaten just with salt. Pre-
pared with an imaginative bravado
of colors and tastes, it can be
served in the most elegant res-
taurants or wealthy homes. And
in the most humble places and
homes, the tortilla is skillfully
used by expert hands instead of
silverware. Simple and proud of
its pre-columbian roots, the torti-
lla knows that it will never be
supplanted in pecple’'s tastes,
that it is invulnerable to McDon-
alds.

EL PULQUE: AN
EXCELLENT TONIC
THAT GETS YOU
DRUNK

Pulgue is a frothy drink made
from the maguey plant (the
American agave), the native wine
of the region. While it spoils
very quickly and no way has been
found yet to preserve it, pul-
que has other properties to re-
commend it. It is supposed to
be less intoxicating than grape
wines, good for the digestion
and was even used at one time
to cure hysteria. People say that
it is really the only drink that
should accompany dishes pre-
pared with lard and seasoned
with chillis because of its diges-
tive properties.

Making pulgue depends on
watching how the maguey
plants mature. The tender leaves
at e heart of the plant must
be cut open and scraped out,
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tes” and “‘Acociles”, aztec names of typical mexican animals.

hopper season, mostly from
June to November, insect hunt-
ers come out in many places,
armed with nets to snare their
prey. It's quite easy to capture
and preserve grasshoppers,
making them a traditional, region-
al favorite. And they're good
for people, too. The esphenario,
one of 58 grasshopper species
in the country, is 60-65 percent
protein on a dry weight basis.

Previously boiled grasshoppers
are grilled with lime juice and
garlic; eaten in this simple way,
they can solve dietary problems
in even the poorest communi-
ties. But they are also used in
more sophisticated dishes, pre-
pared in garlic butter, for exam-
ple, and served in specialized

restaurants. Since grasshoppers

are seasonal, other ways have
been found to prepare them so
that they can be eaten year-
round. One is to boil and grill
them, then grind them into a
flour used to make “meatballs,”
croquettes or crackers (the latter
served with a nopal cactus sauce).
Thus, necessity and imagi-
nation are joined not only to solve
a vital problem, but also to
enrich culture and bring new
pleasures to the palate.

Emma Rizo and Teresa de Jesus
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Theater

Indigenous Group
Presents Lorca
Play

Ever since the experiment
known as the Peasant Theater
Workshop was started in May
1983, many of us had waited anx-
iously to see one of its produc-
tions. We finally got our chance
when the group performed in
Mexico City to the natural
backdrop of the third section of
the Chapultepec Woods, on Oc-
tober 24-26.

The idea for Peasant Theater orig-
inated in the state of Tabasco,
based on the desire to create
theater from the historical tradi-
tions of the peoples living in
southeast Mexico, with roots in
the rich Mayan, Olmec, Chontal
and Chol cultures. Their tradi-
tions have been passed along
orally through the generations,
from the old to the young. The
idea is not just to present plays,
but rather to create a laboratory
based on the region's history, to
train actors and teachers, to res-
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cue the artistic values of Tabas-
co, to build the repertoire and to
compete in state, national and
international theater competi-
tions.

The group is based in Oxolotlan,
a small Tabascan town where
the tropical jungle hangs from
the mountainsides. The experi-
mental group began its work un-
der the direction of Alicia Marti-
nez. Their first challenges were
to overcome local resistance
and to learn to keep their spirits
up under the broiling sun. Once
established, they began to take
their project to neighboring vil-
lages, as well.

The initial group grew into a full-
fledged company, developing
its own works, the fruits of their
efforts to rescue local traditions.
One such play is the Tragedy of
the Jaguar, in which the oral tra-
dition is re-created and transmits
the Chontal spirit. Local elders
told the story to two of the play-
wrights, Auldarico Hernandez
Gerdénimo and Eutimio Hernan-
dez Guillermo, who working to-
gether with the director and an
assistant, Martha Alicia Trejos,
created the faces and the script,
transforming the Chontal voices
into credible characters, even
though they speak Spanish. La-
ter they got permission from the
elders to include certain sacred
elements in the play, like the fu-
neral ritual.

But the company’s experimental
efforts didn’t end with the rescue
of the traditional, the presenta-
tion of ancestral community val-
ues, their relationship to the
earth, their sense of the sacred
and their ancient mysteries. Rath-
er, they began to seek out the

Independent Peasant !Healer of Tabasco
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