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 Zoot Suit film by Lusic Valdez produced in 1981 is a stage representation of the 

events of the Sleep Lagoon Murder and the Los Angeles Zoo Suit riots. In 1942 the 

murder of Jose Diaz, a young Mexican-American man fueled Anglo-Hispanic relations in 

the city of Los Angeles. Even though this murder was within Hispanic race it ignited 

ethnic and racial tensions that have been building up for hundreds of years. The police 

covered most of the city and held any suspected Mexican American they could find 

lingering on the streets of Los Angeles. The accused groups of the murders were a young 

group of “zoot suiters” and one in particular was Hank Leyvas. Leyvas is depicted by the 

main character, Henry Reyna, in the film and becomes the poster boy for an entire 

generation of rebellious Chicano kids looking to find their identity within American 

culture of the Jazz Age.  This essay will use Lynn’s approach of New Criticism to outline 

the growing tension amongst Anglo-American and Hispanic Americans and also use 

Reader-Response criticism to describe the films intended response for its audience.  

The importance of the film is outline the cultural identity and lack of 

representation of the Chicano community within Los Angeles. The film focuses on the 

trail of the Sleep Lagoon murder and the treatment of Chicano males. The tension in is 

between El Pachuco, a Mexican American who likes flashy clothing and uses special 

jargons and usually belongs to a neighborhood gang, and Henry Reyna, a Mexican young 

man who is trying to get into the military so he can have a better life. El Pachuco is the 

irony behind Reyna and constantly reminds Reyna of his heritage and the culture within 

the Hispanic community. There is a clear psychological struggle between the two 

characters and El Pachuco is the mystic alter ego who causes flashbacks and gaps within 

the narration. The intended response of the struggle between the character is for the 

reader to see the how the two main protagonist representations reverse the negative 

position of the Chicano “gang” member stereotype. 
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 Another underlying tension is that of the 38th Street Club, group of young zoot 

suiters, in the film and the Anglo-American justice system.  The new criticism is taken 

from the way in which “every element works together toward a theme. Every element is 

essential,” stated by Lynn on page 14. Therefore, the elements at play here are the 

lingering tension from the cultural suppression of the zoot suiters by Angelinos and 

communal heritage of that of the Pachuco. An example of this would be the lawyer, Alice 

Bloomfield, goes to visit the members of the 38th Street Club in jail and she talks to a 

white member and he explains to her that he grew up with the Chicanos and has a respect 

for their cultural and even speaks the language. This is an example of how new criticism 

contains oppositions, ambiguities, and tensions that are unified within the film. Reyna 

and sixteen other young men went to trail for the murder and the whole mood of the city 

turned violent. The image of Chicanos has turned for the worse creating less hope for the 

defendants. Although, it was not depicted within the film but the verdict of guilty caused 

brutal riots within Los Angeles and the race relations were at the forefront. 

 El Pachuco plays an important role because he can only been seen and heard by 

Reyna and the audience of the play and film. In regards to reader-response El Pachuco 

addresses the audiences’ stylization of the characters and place within the historical 

context of the Zoo Suit riots. He does this by making statements like, “pachucos shared a 

general distrust of assimilation and insisted on forming their own identity outside of the 

U.S. mainstream, something that made them suspicious to both the U.S. legal system and 

Mexicans and Mexican Americans who were trying to assimilate.” This type of narration 

creates a relationship to the character and the context of the story line. The audience, at 

the beginning, is lead to believe that the Pachuco is not that bad and during the film El 

Pachuco plays a sinister role by making sexual comments about women and urging 

Reyna to be aggressively violent toward the police. Yet, according to new criticism at the 

end of the film El Pachuco ties everything together and all the elements make sense.  

 The most significant portion of the film happens at the end and blends New 

Criticism and Reader-Response criticism by proposing ideal responses or expectations 

given the history of the Sleepy Lagoon Trail and also the expectation’s of the audience 

who is watching a film with a theatrical background. There is a common knowledge that 
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the Zoot Suit Riots followed the murder trail. The racial tension during the war is what 

appears to have caused an outbreak of the riots but so did the conviction of the 

defendants. In the film, after the conviction was overturned the Reyna and his friend were 

released and returned to their families. In the play, Reyna’s fate had multiple alternatives 

ending that is not something New Criticism would have embodied but Reader-Response 

is highlighted in this manipulation of fact and fiction due to the expectations of the 

audience. The first suggestion of Reyna’s fate is that he dies a criminal, the actual way in 

which Hank Leyvas dies; he goes back to jail and dies form the stress of is crimes. The 

second suggestion, Reyna dies a war hero and dies in combat. The last alternative is that 

Reyna gets married and has children who do well. The ending is important to the Reader-

Response criticism because the fate of Reyna is left up to the audience to decide. Yet, it 

the reality of it the character’s real life persona, Leyvas, was unable to get into the 

military because the trail was overturn but the murder conviction was left on all the 

defendants records and therefore many of them found it hard to get a job and resulted to 

life of crime. 

 Zoot Suit film depicts the trail of the Sleep Lagoon Murder and its relation to the 

Zoot Suit Riots of 1943 but was designed to reach a larger audience. The film peered 

back into history of the Mexican American incident and outlines the problems with 

cultural identity within Los Angeles. The film does not only exert the criticism I have 

presented within this essay but also many others can be applied to this film. New 

Criticism and Reader-Response Criticism are just a few ways of dissecting the social and 

cultural aspect of Los Angeles during the 1904s.  

	 	


