Short Eyes Miguel Pinero 1

Short Eyes Miguel Pinero

Downloaded from
everybodystreet.com by
Laci & Malone

Short Eyes Miguel
Pinero

INTRODUCTION: THE
UNFLINCHING GAZE OF “SHORT
EYES”

In the landscape of American theatre,
few works have arrived with the raw,
unvarnished force of Short Eyes
Miguel Pinero brought to the stage.
Written while Pifiero was incarcerated at
Sing Sing prison, the play is not merely a
piece of entertainment; it is a visceral
document of life behind bars, a study of

human morality under extreme duress,
and a landmark achievement in prison
literature. When it premiered in 1974, it
did not just shock audiences—it
fundamentally altered the conversation
around criminal justice, race, and
redemption in American art. To
understand the play’s enduring power is
to understand the man who wrote it, a
former gang member and drug addict
who turned his most painful experiences
into a work of searing poetic truth. This
article explores the genesis, themes,
impact, and lasting legacy of Short Eyes.
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WHO WAS MIGUEL PINERO? THE
POET OF THE STREETS

To grasp the significance of Short Eyes
Miguel Pinero created, one must first
appreciate the life of its author. Born in
Puerto Rico in 1946 and raised in the
barrio of New York City’s Lower East
Side, Miguel Pifiero’s early life was
marked by poverty, addiction, and
crime. He joined the Navy as a teenager
but was discharged after a drug arrest.
By his early twenties, he was serving a
five-year sentence for armed robbery at
Sing Sing Correctional Facility.

It was within those prison walls that
Piflero discovered his voice as a writer.
Alongside other incarcerated men, he
participated in a playwriting workshop
led by Marvin Felix Camillo, founder of

The Family, a theatre company
composed of former inmates. Camillo
recognized Pifiero’s extraordinary talent
and encouraged him to write what he
knew. What emerged was Short Eyes, a
play that Pifiero claimed he wrote in just
three weeks. The title itself is prison
slang for a child molester—the most
reviled figure in the inmate
hierarchy—and the play revolves around
the arrival of such a character in a prison
dayroom.

From Sing Sing
to Broadway

The journey of Short Eyes Miguel
Pinero wrote from a prison workshop to
Broadway is the stuff of legend. After
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Pifero was released on parole, The
Family produced the play at the Theatre
of the Riverside Church in New York City
in 1973. The production quickly garnered
critical acclaim and transferred to the
Vivian Beaumont Theater at Lincoln
Center in 1974. It then moved to the
Joseph Papp Public Theater, ultimately
earning Piflero a New York Drama Critics’
Circle Award for Best American Play.
Pifiero was also nominated for a Tony
Award and a Drama Desk Award—an
astonishing achievement for a man who
had been incarcerated just months
earlier. The play was later adapted into a
critically acclaimed film in 1977, for
which Pifero wrote the screenplay.

THE PLOT OF “SHORT EYES”: A

MICROCOSM OF SOCIETY

Set entirely within a prison dayroom,
Short Eyes unfolds in near real-time. The
cast of characters includes a diverse
group of inmates: Clark Davis, a middle-
class black man; Juan, a Puerto Rican;
Paco, another Latino; El Raheem, a
Muslim convert; Ice, the cynical white
inmate; and Longshoe, the prison guard
with a authoritarian bent. The play’s
dynamics shift dramatically with the
arrival of a new prisoner, a white man
named Clark Davis. Initially, the other
inmates are wary but treat him with a
degree of cautious respect. However,
when word spreads that Davis is
incarcerated for the statutory rape of a
nine-year-old girl—making him a “short
eyes”"—the atmosphere turns hostile.



The inmates, many of whom are
convicted of violent crimes, find a target
for their collective rage. The play
becomes a tense, claustrophobic
examination of vigilante justice, moral
hypocrisy, and the codes of conduct that
govern life in confinement.

Key Themes in
Short Eyes

Short Eyes Miguel Pinero wrote is rich
with thematic depth that transcends its
prison setting. Several key ideas drive
the narrative:

¢ Moral Hypocrisy: The inmates,
who themselves have committed
serious crimes (murder, assault,

robbery), position themselves as
moral arbiters to judge the “short
eyes.” The play forces the
audience to question whether any
of these men have the right to cast
the first stone. This hypocrisy
mirrors broader societal
tendencies to rank and judge
different forms of criminality.

Race and Identity: The prison
cellblock becomes a microcosm of
racial tensions in America. The
characters organize themselves
along racial lines, and their
discussions about race, power, and
survival are brutally honest. Pifiero
does not offer easy resolutions;
instead, he presents the
contradictions and complexities of
identity in a high-stakes

q Short Eyes Miguel Pinero

2022-08-19



Short Eyes Miguel Pinero 5

environment.

Dehumanization and
Redemption: The play vividly
illustrates how the prison system
dehumanizes both the
incarcerated and the guards. Yet,
within this dehumanizing
environment, moments of
unexpected humanity, poetry, and
even humor emerge. The
characters are not simply villains
or victims; they are fully realized,
flawed human beings.

Violence and Power: Physical
and psychological violence are
omnipresent in Short Eyes. The
play examines how power
operates in a space where official
authority is limited, and unofficial
hierarchies determined by physical

strength, street credibility, and
racial solidarity govern daily life.

THE LANGUAGE OF THE STREETS:
PINERO’S POETIC REALISM

One of the most striking elements of
Short Eyes Miguel Pinero crafted is its
language. Piflero did not sanitize the
speech of his characters for a middle-
class audience. The dialogue is thick
with profanity, prison slang, and the
rhythms of the urban streets. Yet,
beneath the grit lies a profound poetic
sensibility. Pinero was a co-founder of
the Nuyorican Poets Cafe, and his
background in spoken word is evident
throughout the play. The characters
speak in a heightened, almost musical
vernacular that transforms their
mundane conversations into something



approaching poetry. This linguistic fusion
of the raw and the lyrical is what makes
the play so powerful and so authentic. It
is a world where a character can discuss
the logistics of a homosexual encounter
in one sentence and quote scripture in
the next, all without a hint of
inauthenticity.

Controversy and
Criticism

Given its subject matter, Short Eyes was
never destined for an uncontroversial
reception. Critics and audiences in the
1970s were both shocked and captivated
by the play’s unflinching depiction of

prison life. Some critics argued that the
play sensationalized violence and

trauma, while others praised it as a
necessary corrective to sanitized
portrayals of incarceration. The portrayal
of the “short eyes” character, Clark
Davis, also sparked debate. Some
argued that the play risked humanizing a
child molester, while others maintained
that the play’s ultimate message was
about the corrosive nature of judgment
and punishment in any form. Pifiero
himself, in interviews, never shied away
from the complexity of the issue. He
refused to offer easy moral lessons,
insisting that the play’s job was to
present the truth of the world he knew
and let the audience draw their own
conclusions.

THE LEGACY OF MIGUEL PINERO
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AND “SHORT EYES”

The impact of Short Eyes Miguel
Pinero brought into the world extends
far beyond its initial Broadway run. The
play has been revived numerous times
by major theatre companies around the
world, including a well-received 2018 off-
Broadway production. It remains a staple
of prison theatre programs and is
frequently used in university courses on
American drama, criminal justice, and
literary studies. Piflero’s work has
influenced a generation of writers who
came after him, including other formerly
incarcerated artists who saw in his
success a path for their own work. His
life story was dramatized in the 2001
film Pifiero, starring Benjamin Bratt,
which introduced a new generation to

his legacy.

Short Eyes as a
Cultural
Touchstone

Beyond the stage, the phrase “short
eyes” itself has entered the cultural
lexicon as a term of profound contempt.
However, Pifiero’s achievement is that
he took this slur and built an entire world
around it, forcing audiences to look at
the humanity behind the label. The play
remains remarkably relevant in the
twenty-first century, as debates about
mass incarceration, prison reform, and
the ethics of punishment continue to



dominate public discourse. In an era of
increased awareness about the injustices
within the criminal justice system, Short
Eyes Miguel Pinero wrote serves as a
powerful reminder of the stories that
emerge from those who have been
incarcerated—stories that demand to be
heard.

ANALYZING THE CHARACTERS:
HUMANITY IN CONFINEMENT

The strength of Short Eyes lies in its
characters. None of them are simple
archetypes. Let us examine a few key
figures:

e Clark Davis: The “short eyes” of
the title is a figure of immense
pathos. He is weak, scared, and
socially inept. Pifiero does not

excuse his crime, but he does
present Davis as a deeply
damaged human being, which
makes the other inmates’ desire
for vigilante violence all the more
unsettling.

Juan: Often considered the
character closest to Pifiero himself,
Juan is the most reflective and
poetic of the inmates. He observes
the action with a mixture of
despair and bitter humor. He
understands the code of the prison
but also sees its absurdity.

Ice: The cynical white inmate who
serves as a narrator figure. He is
manipulative, intelligent, and
utterly without illusions. Ice
represents the hardened,
survivalist mentality that the
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prison system cultivates.

e El Raheem: A Black Muslim who
has found purpose and discipline
through his faith. He acts as a
moral counterpoint to the chaos
around him, though his faith is
tested throughout the play.

e Longshoe: The guard who
embodies institutional authority.
He is racist, brutal, and corrupt,
but he also lives within the same
dehumanizing system he helps
enforce. He is a reminder that the
prison system damages everyone
it touches.

The Role of The
Family and
Marvin Felix
Camillo

No discussion of Short Eyes Miguel
Pinero is complete without
acknowledging the role of The Family
and its founder, Marvin Felix Camillo.
Camillo created a space where
incarcerated and formerly incarcerated
individuals could develop their artistic
talents. Pifiero was his most famous
protégé, but The Family produced
numerous other notable works and
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helped pioneer the use of theatre as a
tool for rehabilitation and social change.
Camillo’s commitment to authenticity
and his refusal to compromise the lived
experience of his actors and writers were
essential to the raw power of Short Eyes.
The play was a collaborative effort, with
many of the actors drawing on their own
prison experiences to shape their
performances.

SHORT EYES IN THE CONTEXT OF
PRISON LITERATURE

When Short Eyes premiered, it joined a
distinguished lineage of prison literature
that includes works by Eldridge Cleaver,
George Jackson, and Chester Himes.
What set Piflero’s work apart was its
theatrical form. Prison literature had
traditionally been the domain of

memoirs, novels, and poetry. By writing
a play that could be performed on stage
in front of a mainstream audience,
Pihero brought the reality of
incarceration into a public space in a
way that texts alone could not. The
immediacy of live theatre—the
audience’s proximity to the actors, the
visceral impact of the language and
violence—made the experience
unforgettable. Short Eyes Miguel
Pinero created remains one of the most
performed and studied plays by a
formerly incarcerated writer in American
history.

CONCLUSION: A PLAY THAT STILL
DEMANDS ATTENTION

Nearly five decades after its premiere,
Short Eyes has lost none of its power to
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disturb, provoke, and enlighten. Miguel
Pifero’s masterpiece endures because it
refuses to offer comfortable answers. It
is a play that forces its audience to sit
with uncomfortable questions about
justice, morality, and the possibility of
change. In a time when the United
States incarcerates more people than
any other nation in the world, the voice
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of Miguel Pifiero—a voice from inside the
machine—is more essential than ever.
Short Eyes Miguel Pinero gave to the
world is not merely a historical artifact; it
is a living, breathing work of art that
continues to challenge, haunt, and
inspire. It stands as a testament to the
power of art to emerge from the most
unlikely places,



