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Greetings  

My name is Emilio Barreto Dávalos, I am from Paraguay, from the countryside, I 

come from a family of peasants. Paraguay is a bilingual country, we speak both 

Spanish and Guaraní, the latter is the language of the countryside, of the common 

people, the former is the language of the city and of business. In my childhood, I only 

spoke Guaraní, I had trouble speaking Spanish, and through the arts, music and 

poetry, I tried to improve it, it was in this way that I became interested in theatre. I 

began to study in The School of Scenic Arts in the year 1956, while at the same time I 

was attending high school; in the year 1960 the director of the Scenic Art School 

passed away, and the military dictatorship installed in the country orders for the 

school to be closed and many of us students were left with incomplete studies. Then, 

with some fellow students we formed a theatre group to work in an independent 

manner; what I mean by independent, is that we did not work in the Municipal 

Theatre, the main theatre in the country and the only one officially recognized, a place 

that only gave access to groups, figures and foreign companies who conformed with 

the dictatorship. So then my partners and I founded a group to work with plays from 

the author called Julio Correa, plays that had social content, and why did we choose 

those? Because in the group we were activists from the political left as you would call 

it, and even though we did not have a lot of critical criteria, we needed plays that 

would talk of the struggle of the Paraguayan people, of the social conditions of our 

country, and we found in this author, Julio Correa, what we were looking for, and 

moreover he was an author who mixed Guaraní with Spanish – a language we have 

come to call Jopara. 

 

We continued with these activities until the year 1965, that’s when I was imprisoned 

due to my political and gremial activities. After the interrogations, torture and 

transfers from one prison to another, I was placed in a small concentration camp in the 

garrison of the Security Guard. There, as a group of us would refuse to comply to 

forced labour, we were locked in a basement cell, completely isolated, and it was 



there that idea came to me of using theatre to avoid the imminent madness of the 

terrible incarceration. We would practice acrobatics and tried to walk with our arms, 

we would make exercises standing on our arms while leaning on a wall, or with a 

fellow prisoner holding our feet; we would play games of lying, creating musical 

bands of imaginary instruments, employing our own bodies as instruments, using our 

mouths, noses, chests, etc. The conditions inside the basement dungeon were very 

poor and that affected us both mentally and physically. Our physiological needs we 

would do in old empty cans of dried powdered milk that our families brought to us. 

That is, when we finished the powdered milk we would use the cans as toilets, and 

when these cans were filled to the top we had to yell at the guards for them to let us 

out to clean them; so then at the times when we were outside the cell we would do our 

acrobatics of walking with our hands and that would also entertain the cadets who 

were our guards, they liked this, and thus we were able to remain a little longer 

outside and our fellow prisoners were able to take baths, as we distracted the cadets. 

Not only the cadets were entertained by our shows but the guarding officers and the 

sergeants also, we would do our acrobatics for them too. 

 

We would also imitate animals and made shows for our guards as strategies for them 

to allow us to clean our clothes or take baths more often or to be allowed to clean our 

tins that we used as toilets. They were always keen to watch our shows and it was a 

way to make them take us out more often, it should be noted that we were always 

inside the cell permanently isolated, we would only receive the objects that our 

relatives sent to us, our wives, our parents and bothers and sisters; we never got the 

chance to see them, nor did we know who was it that brought us things, because 

nobody would tell us, the cadets would receive them from the officers who received 

them first and then bring them to us without being able to give us some news as to 

who gave us what. But by means of the theatre we got them to be more friendly to 

alleviate the rigors of the prison; in that way we got them to let us out twice a week to 

clean our stuff and clean ourselves, and since not all of us would fit in the small 

individual bathrooms at the same time, then we would do our acrobatics or our 

imitations of animals. It was all a strategy that we used with our guards, so much so, 

that even the cadets wanted to be the guards of the political prisoners in the basement, 

because there were other political prisoners who were not with us, we were in the 



basement because we had refused to do the forced labour of breaking stones in a 

quarry.  

 

It was during that terrible imprisonment that we invented everything, stories, jokes, 

lies, masks with our hands, using fingers like horns, and so on. In the end we resigned 

from our rebellious stance when we realized that the morale of many of our fellow 

prisoners was breaking and they would join the forced labour and then recover their 

health when doing exercise and breathing fresh air. In the basement we had no light 

and our skin even began to change colour because we were always in the dark. So we 

too agreed to do the forced labour and they took us out of the basement, so we were 

transferred to large halls where we could make our shows, since we did not have beds 

and slept on top of blankets, we would roll the blankets to one side which left us a 

space to perform, we made short plays from the jokes we knew, some monologues 

and mime skits. Then when we worked in the quarry we did not have enough time to 

rehearse, we would go to break stones all day and returned dead tired from it, but then 

we were allowed to take baths every day and that sort of stuff strengthened our morale 

and spirits. When we were in the large hall we gained more followers for our shows, 

we found out that there were peasants that were very talented at telling stories, at 

telling fantastic and creative lies, create they were such imaginative and creative tales; 

those that had to rest or were injured due to the work in the quarry would remain in 

the large hall, then they would seize the opportunity to rehearse, read or plan the 

presentations, the singing, the imaginary instruments bands, that even though 

everyone was very tired when we would return from the quarry, we would try, at least 

once a week, to do these activities as they would strengthen or spirits. 

 

That is how I began to realize the passion I felt for theatre. Without even knowing the 

theory of the great masters. My education was rather empirical, not a formal one, 

limited in its academic knowledge but quite extensive in experience and practice. I 

stand before you not as an academic of theatre but as someone who has lived theatre, 

someone who uses theatre as a way of life in every sense of the word. 

 

In the nearly thirteen years that I endured the prisons of the dictatorship with no 

charge and thus without trial, I was not always only in one place, I have been in many 

places, they would transfer me to different prisons, there were ones where you could 



do theatre, in others not. And in those places where I could do it, practice theatre, I 

would always do it. I would take the games with me to each place and share them 

with my fellow prisoners in the other police stations where I was transferred. In 1976, 

we were all transferred to a concentration camp called Emboscada, there we were able 

to further develop our skills because we would encounter many fellow prisoners, all 

the political prisoners there numbered almost six hundred, and among them were 

actors, journalists, writers, poets, musicians, and in those concentration camps, those 

prisoners that had wives, because women where placed in other police stations, finally 

were able to find them. In that place we would do everything, we even had football 

teams, we would do handicraft work, we would build furniture because we had a 

carpentry, in which I even built masks and puppets that I began to experiment with. 

 

My fellow prisoners and I would use theatre to endure the rigors of the prison cells 

both physically and psychologically, in the Emboscada concentration camp, we would 

even do plays from Moliere, that I translated into Guaraní with a fellow prisoner who 

was a lawyer. In that context I began to realize that the theatre was a tool to educate 

and think. Theatre helped me to improve myself to relate to my equals, to relate even 

politically to those who thought different from me. By seeing subjects from different 

points of view through the theatre, it began to open doors for me and I myself began 

to be more open minded. Theatre helped me to be in touch with a variety of people, 

and we not only did theatre, we also used education as a strategy for survival, for 

example we would teach the illiterate to read, or we would study, seizing the 

opportunity that among our fellow prisoners were intellectuals, lawyers, sociologists, 

medical doctors, psychologists and so on, we would ask each one to give us some 

classes, thus we began to acquire different human knowledge, in other words, we 

practically turned the prison into our own university. It was a method of empowering 

ourselves and not allowing our morale break inside the prison cells of the dictatorship. 

 

I was freed from prison in the year 1978 and I immediately joined a group of theatre 

practitioners called The Laboratory Theatre through the recommendation of a friend 

who had been in prison with me; with this group we would produce challenging plays. 

Immediately after leaving this group, I moved to a group directed by a Paraguayan 

director who had also been a political prisoner, Rudi Torga, who sadly passed away 

almost two years ago, Torga founded the group Free Studio Theatre. With this group 



we would produce plays with which we toured the countryside, in one of those tours, 

with a play that I had translated into Guaraní with a fellow actor, a peasant had told 

me that us artists were quite deceitfully cunning, because we would bring them a play, 

then take the money that was so hard for them to earn, and left them nothing, because 

the play did not speak to them about their immediate reality. That set me thinking 

about the purpose of theatre, of a didactic Paraguayan theatre, so immediately after 

that function and the conversation with that farmer I had a talk with the director of the 

group, explaining to him what I was told but he dismissed me and dismissed the 

situation, so then I told myself that some day I had to form a group and go out to work 

in the countryside, even though I didn’t know how at that time.  

  

Afterwards, I left the Free Studio Theatre and entered various groups, with four other 

fellow theatre practitioners and educators we founded the group Piriri Theatre (which 

means spark) in which I worked for five years, we made children’s plays with which I 

further developed the puppets and the masks by means of workshops that I had taken 

with several teachers; in time, I left the group and started to work with several others 

in numerous plays. Despite this, I always kept in mind the idea to form a group to 

work within the countryside, since in the city it was difficult to form a group that 

made plays with social content, challenging or political plays that reflected the latent 

reality of Paraguay during the dictatorship. In Asunción, the capital city, it was almost 

impossible to do theatre, we were not granted the use of theatre spaces, which were 

already very few and far between. We had to perform our plays in plazas, and the 

plays we produced, they had to be previously approved by a censorship department of 

the municipality. That forced us to perform plays only with corporal expression, that 

is to say with mime, not being allowed to speak, several plays that their objective was 

to denounce the excesses, the violations of human rights, the brutal repressions of the 

police, the army, the repression of the peasants, workers, social workers, students. We 

had to perform them using corporal expression because we certainly could not present 

our scripts to the censors to ask permission for a street function, when the police came 

they would directly apprehend us and when they asked us who was the author of the 

play, we would reply: “Well, we were just moving around, we were not doing any 

play” – “No, you were saying something against the government” they would say and 

we would reply – “No, we didn’t say a single word,” so then the police could not 



prove anything because there were no scripts, no paper, nothing in written form, that 

was our way of doing challenging theatre with corporal expression. 

 

That gave me the impulse to study the theories of Augusto Boal and his technique. I 

began to study, to read the texts of the Theatre of the Oppressed and I began to learn 

the exercises to form groups, organized groups, groups in the countryside. I spent a lot 

of time, approximately twenty five years, to this very day in this work of forming 

groups, no longer acting but directing and teaching theatre to children in different 

places of the country, wondering through the geography of the country. I went to do 

theatre in places where they had never seen theatre, once I went to a place that when 

we were mounting the stage platform they asked me: “What is that big table for?” 

And I said “To do theatre” – “And what’s that?” then I said “We will imitate one 

another”, I said this in Guaraní, and the word in Guaraní is Ñoha’anga (which means 

to imitate oneself), because we always do theatre when we dramatize things, when 

one is telling a joke it is performing theatre, we imitate a character even their voice, 

we do theatre with our children, with our partner, with everything, and that is theatre, 

that imitation of oneself. 

 

But what interests me the most is doing theatre workshops, dedicating myself for 

example to theatre education to form groups. That gave me the possibility to travel a 

lot around the country. I would travel a thousand kilometers each week, coming and 

going from the countryside. I would travel for sixteen hours just coming and going. In 

a place called Pirapey (which in Guaraní means: water is the trail of fish) I did a 

workshop for an ecological school. The place was like an island surrounded by a sea 

of soya, because soya in Paraguay is the crop that is displacing the farmers, because 

huge landlords buy the fields, and Brazilian businessmen grow the soya fumigating it 

with helicopters that deliver toxic elements. So the school had a programme because 

they were very concerned with teen pregnancy. So they once asked me: “Could you 

talk about this issue?” Because in that area they still had no electric light, so there was 

no way of playing a video for them or some other way, and they asked me: “We want 

the workshop to be very dynamic very entertaining,” so then I said to them “Why 

don’t we use theatre? Children and teenagers love theatre.” So I began to work with 

teenagers from twelve to eighteen years old of both sexes. The theme of the workshop 

was reproductive health and sex education, about the importance of using condoms, 



because that is an issue that goes directly against the male Paraguayan culture, the 

Paraguayan male cannot accept the use of condoms, they say: “No, that can’t be 

possible”, and they are so chauvinistic, that it comes as an obstacle that impedes the 

country to further development, because the image of women that the people in the 

countryside have is so distorted. They still think in medieval terms, that the woman 

doesn’t think, that she is of no use. Well, so that is what my work was about there 

with the teenagers, and an incredible enthusiasm began for theatre. Sometimes, since 

it was such a tiring journey to reach that community, many times I felt asleep and 

would not get down from the bus where I was supposed to, so I had to try to 

communicate with them so they would find me, sometimes I would walk twenty 

kilometers to reach the communities, the places that I went to isolated were so 

isolated.  

 

I always use theatre with the farmers’ organizations, the groups, the cooperatives and 

farming producers. I use theatre to create a sense of conscience in the peasants about 

taking care about the environment, in their work of agriculture production, against 

indiscriminate deforestation, water contamination, the erosion of the land, against the 

migration to the cities, prostitution, alcoholism, addiction to drugs, smoking, even the 

importance of consuming vegetables in their daily diet. These are the plots of the 

plays that I do for them and with them, they are short plays of barely fifteen minutes 

that we usually present with the very members of the communities which is very 

funny and all the skits are completely in Guaraní, taking into account that ninety nine 

per cent of the population in the countryside speaks only Guaraní. But how can one 

confront the powers that be, for example, economical powers so terrible, that the Soya 

crops are just a hundred kilometers from Asunción, the capital city. And what does 

that imply? It implies the disappearance of the forests and along with that thousands 

of species of nature. Not only plants, but animals and insects. And that too would 

make our cultural identity disappear just like our language - Guaraní. 

 

Doing theatre as an educator with people in the countryside made me travel all over 

the eastern region of Paraguay. Nowadays I travel distances of two hundred and fifty 

kilometers from where I live. I travel to a major town in the countryside where 

somebody from a far away community is waiting for me is waiting to take me there, 

whether by bicycle, motorcycle, truck, horseback or a cart pulled by bulls. I generally 



reach a small school, a chapel, a large hall or cooperative of agricultural producers, 

and always regardless of whether it is raining, cold or hot. From these journeys I have 

anecdotes that would fill books. I would like to tell you one of them: last summer, in 

February, during frequent rains, returning after one of these workshops we came 

across a wild pig in the middle of a narrow path placidly lying in a puddle of muddy 

water, I told the young man that was driving the motorcycle that we were traveling in 

that he should try not to disturb the pig that was sleeping, that he should try to pass by 

the side, but when we reached the side of the puddle the motorcycle got stuck in the 

mud and the noise scared the pig and he showered us with mud when he woke up 

shaking off the mud, thus we arrived to our destiny causing surprise and hilarity to the 

other participants of the workshop. 

 

The methodology I use in my workshops is the following: I begin with a brief lecture, 

I give the instructions of what to do, the kids start working in groups, I go over each 

group, later I gather them all together, I give them thirty minutes for them to ponder, 

think, rehearse, make their proposals and make presentations of their work and for 

them to see each other’s work, and they themselves are the critics and audience when 

a group is doing their presentation, I give them a lot of opportunity to participate. In 

Paraguay, that is not how formal education works, the academic education, the 

students just listen or else they read from a book or a photocopy or listen to the 

blabbering of the teacher, which is not participative. The students absorb everything 

that they are told, or what is in the books, but reality is constantly changing, it changes 

every day and if one does not talk about that, it is lost, if one does not reflect upon 

that, it is diluted. This alternative method drew the attention of two teachers who went 

to see me work, it was just one at first but then she talked to the second one and she 

said: “true, you were right, it is not boring, I don’t know, he says that he is not a 

teacher, but I realize that there is methodology in what he is doing.”  

 

I am a founding member of the Council of Education of Adults in Latin America, and 

there I got in touch a very well know educator Paulo Freire. I also got in touch with a 

person who had met the renown theatre practitioner Augusto Boal, this person gave 

me some of Boal’s books, The Latin American Technique and the Theatre of the 

Oppressed, techniques that I employed in creating a methodology of collective 

creation of my own that could work in the Paraguayan situation, together with the 



techniques of Colombian educators whom I also knew. The methodology of collective 

creation that I developed is based on people’s own reality, that is, for the young 

people to talk about their own reality, about their town, their dreams, their needs, their 

hopes and frustrations. I ask the young people: “What are your worries?” – “Work, 

lack of future, we don’t know what is going to happen, the fear, we can’t go out at 

night, we have no security in poor homes,” and so I tell them: “those are the types of 

subjects we have to deal with in our plays then.” There is no use in talking about 

theatre if I’m not going to discuss those subjects in it. I don’t know what your ideas 

about theatre are - whether everything has to be beautiful, that issues of real life don’t 

have to be dealt with, those intimate issues, inherent like our skin. Because those are 

the subjects that I proclaim to be the type of theatre I do, the theatre that I want to talk 

about, the abstract fantasy makes no sense to me whatsoever. I want to teach life not 

abstract things. I respect those who think differently from me. But I don’t want people 

telling me: “That is no good. Theatre has to be such and such.” No, art has to serve to 

exalt humanity, to improve it. And what else is it useful for? It has to be able to 

improve the person, the individual and the collective, because we need each other, 

because that is the chemistry that is established in disparity, because deep inside we 

all have something in common, our cultural differences are the language and the 

things from our side of the world. But I don’t care what color or ideology one might 

be or have, because when I climb up on the stage I’m not going to start asking people 

what their religion is or what their politics is. What concerns me is what I’m about to 

do and what message I will be sending to people. Or rather, the message that I’m not 

sending. In other words, my methodology of work has a lot to do with Boal but there 

is a difference. In the Forum Theatre of Boal, possible endings are offered and the 

individual has to choose that which works better in each different situation, for each 

individual. In my presentations, I don’t send a message, I generally do things that 

many don’t like, they don’t like it because there is no ending, and I do that on 

purpose, because I want people to think, in that way people will ask “What did he 

want to show with this? What did Emilio want to say with this?” I do that so people 

will think, for people to question, analyze, and finally understand. Boal makes people 

participate inside his productions, but the fact is that people are already participating 

as an audience. 

 



So in time my work has moved more and more to the countryside, and that’s where 

it’s at nowadays, that process began ten years ago. In the countryside, I work 

intensively in collective creation based on four fundamental objectives that I 

developed in my methodology of work:  

- The first objective is to create short plays of ten to fifteen minutes; these plays have 

to be short because people in the countryside and in marginal areas cannot assimilate 

many messages at once, that’s why I do two or three short plays with different 

subjects. 

- The second one, is to create plays based on the immediate reality of the community 

that I’m working with; which is the only way they show interest in the play, if they 

can see their own reality within their own context,  

- The third objective is to develop the individual and collective imaginative capacities; 

when I teach in my workshops I never tell them to imitate me or others, they have to 

find their own way and this stimulates their individual creativity, and by socializing 

with their partners the collective capacity also develops, reinforced again with 

watching others perform and having thus a reference of comparison and critical 

thinking. 

- And the fourth objective is to visualize theatre not only as entertainment, but as a 

tool for education in the sense of the issues that it addresses. So theatre does not 

become a passive event for them, they get involved and participate in the making of 

the plays, for example, showing what in Guaraní is called the arandu katu (people’s 

wisdom), keeping this in mind the plays talk about creating consciousness and 

awareness; for example, considering the great deforestation in my country and the 

extension of the agricultural frontier of the soya, with its consequences of 

contamination by agro-chemicals and insecticides that are used to fight infestation and 

that at the same time do not only kill that infestation but also every animal and insect 

and they disappear for good, it has even cost some human lives like the deaths of 

children by intoxication or the miscarriage in pregnant women. In other words, plays 

that create conscience in agricultural producers, whether they be men, women, young 

people, students; for them to realize and consider keeping the environment and the 

balance of nature, trying to recuperate the contaminated waters, recycling, the 

biodiversity, migration to the cities, drinking and smoking, and so on. 

 



I can say that theatre has been useful for me to reach the people, so they would accept 

me back into society, so they would no longer would consider me an ex political 

prisoner, a despicable and hated communist. The common people little by little began 

to accept me and nowadays my work is much appreciated whether it be to give 

speeches in the schools, or forming educators and other such things. Of course there 

are others who do not treat me well who still see me as nothing but an ex political 

prisoner and a danger to their society, but these people know nothing really of my 

work or of my thoughts or my life.  

 

I also had to add, that theatre can be implemented not only in educational centres but 

even in military quarters. Some of my students have gone to the military quarters 

because in my country military service is mandatory and some of them performed 

theatre in their free time, and their commanding officers would ask them: “Where did 

you learn that?” and “Bring him here, let’s do it here.” At the request of their 

commanding officers I performed theatre in the military quarters, with the cadets we 

organized battle scenes of the War of Paraguay against Bolivia, a territorial war where 

there was supposed to be oil. The play ended with the deaths of every soldier and in 

the end foreign businessmen would toast with oil rather than champagne served by the 

Paraguayan and Bolivian presidents. The Commander in chief said to me that the war 

hadn’t been like that, that my sources of information were false that I shouldn’t have 

done it like that. His own wife who was there in the presentation answered him back, 

saying: “my dear, let him, today we are in a democracy.” 

 

I also brought theatre to the prisons. My group and I went to a prison in the 

countryside, it was full of young people, and we brought them theatre. The wardens 

would tell us: “No, please. How can you think of doing theatre here?” – we replied 

“We want to do theatre.” So then I entered myself and said to the prisoners in 

Guaraní: “I will show you theatre,” some of them knew a little about it – “Yes, I did it 

once in school,” and I started with a short piece, and then I said to them: “I’m an 

artist, I was thirteen years in prison but I was there for different reasons, I was 

imprisoned for fighting against the dictatorship so that young people like you could 

attend school, university, work in a factory for example, not be in a jail. And you 

know what the wardens are telling me here? That this is dangerous, that I have to 

leave and that all of you are dangerous. Because I bring young women with me, 



young people that will perform here, in front of you, and he says that we cannot act 

because there is as danger that you would kidnap and harm us.” And then I told them: 

“I don’t believe what the police say, and I want you to shout at them to let us do 

theatre.” In the end, we marked a performing space with ropes in a basketball court, 

and the prison population was placed one meter behind the rope, while the dangerous 

prisoners observed behind a door with bars. We performed three comedies of fifteen 

minutes each and one of thirty minutes that talked about structural violence, that is, 

the violence of hunger, lack of work, lack of opportunity, lack of education, lack of 

health. I was surprised at how young the prisoners were; and their behavior was 

excellent, they even helped to reestablish silence after some very humorous scenes. 

The debate we held to convince the prison wardens took us longer than the 

preparation and presentation of the plays! We were praised and congratulated by the 

audience, they even gave presents of thread bracelets to the girls of the group. They 

all asked us to return again. 

 

I have also developed my work as an educator in those kinds of places. Whether it be 

in prisons, military quarters, countryside cooperatives, rural communities, or marginal 

areas of any corner of the country. I use theatre for people to learn to empower 

themselves in their everyday life, in a safe environment such as that provided by the 

stage. I use my work to form groups and develop techniques of collective creation, 

which I’m convinced is the way that theatre was born in different cultures. Thanks to 

theatre now I was able to step on a land pretty far away from my humble country, of 

my motherland, so small as is Paraguay, and come here to be in front of you and share 

my humble experience, 

Thank you very much. 

 


