
 

 
VIDA’s Melissa Barrera Embraces All 
Her Identities 
 
The Mexican actress’ crossover has been years in the making. 
Raised in Monterrey, Melissa attended NYU, then found fame 
back home as a telenovela star. But even as she built a career 
in Mexico, Melissa knew that her future was in the States. She 
reveals why she almost passed on auditioning for the Starz 
show VIDA, shares how her immigration status nearly cost her 
the role, and explores the tension between being a “good 
Mexican” and the demands of playing a self-assured, 
sexually-liberated Latina. 
 

 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
Alicia Menendez: Hey everybody. Welcome back to Latina to Latina. On this podcast, I talk with 

Latinas about how they got to be so amazing. If you've watched Vida, or even if 
you've just heard the buzz about the new Star series, you know that Melissa 
Barrera, one of the show's two leads, is a star on the rise. But Melissa's not new to 
show business. She had a career as a telenovela star in Mexico. Vida is her first 
break in the US. Today, I'm in her LA apartment, which she shares with a 
roommate. Melissa answers the door with wet hair and seems genuinely 
un-phased by her own stardom. 

Thanks for inviting us into your home. 

Melissa Barrera: No, thank you for coming. I'm excited. 

Menendez: What a cute little apartment. Does this feel like home? 

Barrera: It does, yeah. Every time that I'm flying to Monterrey, I'm like, "I'm playing home," 
but then after a few days I'm like, "I need to go home. I need to go where I have 
my own space and where I'm working." I feel like wherever I'm working is where I 
feel the happiest. So, it's LA right now. 

Menendez: When you were at NYU, did New York feel like home? 

Barrera: It did. It felt like ... It was my favorite city in the world, and it was my dream to go to 
NYU, to go to musical theater school because that's like the epicenter of 
Broadway and theater. That's where I wanted, that's where I pictured myself. So it 
felt like I belonged. When I arrived to New York, I was like, "This is where I was 
supposed to be all my life, and this is where I'm going to be all my life." That's what 
I thought. Well, that didn't happen. 
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Menendez: What did you do to audition to get into NYU? 

Barrera: Oh my God, I don't even know. I don't even remember. I think I sang On My Way 
from Violet, the musical, because I am a huge fan of Sutton Foster. I saw her 
singing that song and I was like, "I can sing that." I was very confident before. I was 
like, "I can do anything." 

Menendez: Confident before what? 

Barrera: Well, I feel like as you grow older and as you get deeper into this industry, your 
confidence kind of goes down for some reason. I went to NYU and I was like, "I 
got into NYU. I got into musical theater school, I'm good." I was like, "Yeah, I can 
do it. I can do anything." Then I started training and I started obviously getting 
better. I felt it. Like, I felt like I was growing my craft and my art. Then when I 
actually started in the industry, the first thing that I did was on TV. I mean, 'cause I 
had done theater on TV. I did this reality show in Mexico. 

Menendez: What was it called? 

Barrera: La Academia. It's a very popular reality show. I was like, why not? It's not my 
dream, but I had seen how hard it was as a Mexican, as someone that's not from 
the United States, to get a job here without papers. I was on a student visa, I had 
seen friends of mine graduate struggle to get a job and then have to either move 
back or have to reapply to school. So I was like, I might as well just try starting a 
career in Mexico and then making the move. I got accepted into this reality show. 
It was a singing show, a singing competition. 

Menendez: What's it like to be a star in Mexico versus a star in the US? 

Barrera: Well, I wouldn't consider myself a star in Mexico. I consider that I had a career. I 
had done some things, and I knew that that meant absolutely nothing coming 
here. Because that is a reality. The things that I did in Mexico, no one saw and no 
one knew of here. That was why it took me so long to come here. I was 
comfortable. 

Menendez: What would you call so long? 

Barrera: Well, I always knew that I wanted to come here to work. I knew it since I applied to 
NYU that this is where I saw my future. I saw it in New York, on Broadway. I saw it 
in TV. But here, because I grew up watching American television. 

Menendez: How long were you in LA before you got to read for Viva? 

Barrera: I think I'd been here for two or three weeks before. 

Menendez: Girl, that's not most people's experience. 

Barrera: I know, I know, I know. I consider myself very blessed and very lucky. I was 
actually staying with Lorena, my roommate, and it was her apartment at the time. I 
had just moved here, so we were still at her place and looking for a place to move 
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in together. She was the one that actually told me about the breakdown. She saw 
the show first, saw the character, the profile for Lynn, and she was like, "You have 
to go in for this." 

Clip: So, each lotion is named after an Aztec goddess. The whole line is named Diosa. 

That sounds nice when you say that. “Diosa." 

It means “goddess.” 

I called my manager and he was like, "Yeah, we're actually booking you your 
appointment for that." So I went in, I did, I think it was two scenes, and I 
immediately ... I obviously had looked up Tanya and was like, how can I make this 
woman remember me? 'Cause the thing is that they have to remember you in the 
room. I saw that she had grown up in McAllen, Texas, which is two hours from my 
hometown in Mexico, and I shopped there my whole entire life. Every long 
weekend I would spend in McAllen and go to South Padre Island. So I was like ... 
And, my other roommate from New York had been in her play. I was like two 
things that I can say to her so that she can be like, "I remember this girl." She was 
so nice. I felt like she was very welcoming and warm. I did not have working 
papers yet. I thought my team had let them know. 

I was in the process. I had been in the process of getting my file for months. Oh, 
it's a nightmare. 'Cause I was applying for an artist's visa, an 01- 

Menendez: So were you here undocumented? 

Barrera: No, I was here on a tourist visa and I had only been here for two or three weeks, 
so I was good. Like vacation. I was with my lawyer. It's so much that you have to 
do to get the file ready. Because it's an artist's visa, or alien of extraordinary 
ability- 

Menendez: Oh, I like that title for you. 

Barrera: I hate the word alien for humans, but that's what they call, that's what they call the 
visa. Aliens of extraordinary- 

Menendez: I do like the idea, though, that you have extraordinary ability. 

Barrera: Yeah well, I've known friends that have applied for this visa, and when they go to 
the consulate for their interview, the interviewer asks them like, "What 
extraordinary ability do you have? You're not Madonna." That comparison. You're 
not Madonna, you're not Justin Bieber. Yeah. 

So, that day of the chemistry read, after we had done the scenes and I could feel 
like they were happy, I could feel like they had liked it. I was so happy. Then Tanya 
is like, "Let's go to dinner tonight to talk about things." I was like, yes. I was so 
happy. Then Carmen turns to me and she's like, "Okay, what's your work status?" I 
froze. I was like, "I don't have a visa. I'm working on it. I've been working on it but I 
don't have it yet." This was July 16th, and they were planning on shooting the pilot 
July 26. The fastest that you can get a visa is two weeks. If you put the file in for 
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expedited process, then it's two weeks. But I was like, there's no way that this can 
happen. 

Their faces dropped. My heart dropped to the floor. And then the energy changed 
and they were just like, "Okay well, thank you for coming." And I left. So I 
immediately got on the with my lawyer and was like, "You have to submit the file 
however it is. If it's not, I don't care. Submit it today." My lawyer was like ... Did not 
understand the urgency at all. Then I got my manager involved and I was like, "I 
need this. I cannot lose this job because I don't have working papers." It was the 
most anxiety ridden few days after that, because I heard from no one. Then finally, 
I think like five days afterwards, my manager calls me and my lawyer was on the 
phone too. They're like, "Okay, you can relax. Stars is going to take over and 
they're going to file for your visa." 

Menendez: So just going through this, because you are a person of extraordinary ability, and 
relative to other immigrants, a person of extraordinary means. How then do you 
process what's happening to Central American migrants who have traveled 
30,000 miles to show up at the US Mexico border only to have their children 
taken away from them, to be told that the process for seeking asylum ... There are 
people who are so deeply vulnerable, who are encountering a version of the same 
system that you encountered. 

Barrera: Yeah. Well, I can't compare myself with that. I know that my struggle is one one 
millionth of what these people are going through. It's really complicated for me 
because ... Did you hear of the One Vida at a Time challenge that was started by 
the Vida writers and the One Day at a Time writers with Gloria and Tanya to 
challenge other Hollywood writers rooms to donate money to RAICES? Which is 
one of the organizations, the not for profits that were helping the families 
separated at the border to get legal counsel and just to make sure that their rights 
were protected. Up until now, I think 88 or 89 writers rooms have joined in the 
challenge, and it just like a domino. It went from one to the other and it became 
something really, really big. That's just them. That's who they are as people. They 
are conscious and they're very woke, both of them. They just want to help, and 
they use their power and their voices always to create positive change. 

Menendez: So, in Vida, you play a Mexican American. 

Barrera: Yeah. 

Menendez: How do you access that as a person who is by definition Mexican? 

Barrera: Yeah. It's funny. It's funny that you ask that, because- 

Menendez: Do even think of yourself as being Latina? 

Barrera: I do. Of course. Yeah, of course I do. I think of myself as a Mexican. But I guess I 
always thought that we were so similar, Mexican Americans and Mexicans. We 
share so much. Our history, our culture, our food, our traditions. There's so much 
that we have in common. I grew up near the border, so I feel even closer. Because 
I grew up speaking English in an American school in Mexico, I grew up crossing 
the border for all of my vacations and spending all my long weekends in the 
United States. I went to school in the United States for college. So, I feel very 
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much like in between being a Mexican American and a Mexican. I know that the 
experience being born in Mexico, being born in the United States, is different. I 
always wanted to be respectful about it, and I always wanted to do the character 
justice. I wanted Mexican Americans to see Lynn and to connect. But I feel like all 
you have to do is be truthful. 

Menendez: You almost passed on the show because of nudity, but you ended up doing a lot 
of nudity. 

Barrera: Oh, a lot. Yeah. Yeah. I'm very happy that I did it. I was very scared to do it. I 
remember talking to Tanya and she reassuring me that it was going to all be very 
tactful, and that she was going to take care of me, and we were going to talk 
through everything before so that I was comfortable. And we did. But still, when 
we get to the first day that I have to do a nude scene, it was like, I wanted cry all 
the time. I couldn't open my mouth. There's something about being ... I don't know 
if it's a Latina thing. It's a shame thing that we've been taught. That it is shameful to 
show your body. That if you cover up, you're more worthy. All sorts of things that 
Latinas, and I'm sure non Latinas have too. Anyone religious probably too. They 
are taught that they have to be conservative and they have to be good and that if 
they are too promiscuous or they dress too sexy or they sleep around, that that 
makes them less worthy. 

Menendez: Have your parents watched the show? 

Barrera: My mom has, yeah. She is very supportive. She is very cool. Obviously I was 
dreading telling her that I had to do nudity, because I think she like smelled it in 
the air when when I got cast. She's kind of a witch, my mom. So she would call me 
and be like, "Just remember, don't do anything that you're not comfortable with 
doing. Don't let anyone make you do anything." She would tell me things and I'd 
be like, "Do you know? How do you know?" I did not tell her. I told my fiance, 
because I wanted to avoid a fight. Because I had, in the past, I had just not told 
him about scenes. Not nudity because I'd never done nudity, but like sex scenes 
or stuff like that. I had neglected to tell him, and then when it aired he would be 
like, "Why didn't you tell me?" And it would be a huge fight. So now I wanted to 
avoid that, and this was so much bigger. I talked to him and he was like, "I support 
you," with his heart broken obviously. Because he's Mexican too, so he's like 
macho Mexicano, you know? How did he end up with an actress for a fiancee? I 
don't know. 

Menendez: What does that say about me that I'm asking you about permission for a sex 
scene? In my 35 year old mind, I'm like, "Well what did you tell your mom?" And 
meanwhile I'm like, oh right, your fiance. 

Barrera: Well, and the thing is that my fiance knew, and he was very supportive and it 
made me cry how supportive he was. Then I didn't tell my mom, And She Went To 
The Premiere At South By Southwest, so I was sitting behind her at the premiere. 
In the first episode, there's a scene in the staircase. It's not even nude, it's just that, 
but it's still like kind of intense. I was just like, I couldn't even ... I had never seen 
the show before, and I couldn't watch it because I was watching her. I was wanting 
to see her reaction. Then after the screening was over, everyone's happy, 
clapping. We're all hugging. She turns around and she hugs me and she's like, 
"Congratulations. I'm so proud of you." 
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Menendez: Did she say it in English or in Spanish? 

Barrera: She said it in Spanish. 

Menendez: Okay, say it to me in Spanish. 

Barrera: She said, “Sí esta fuerte.” which means ... There's no literal translation, but it 
means it's very, it's very intense. It's very R-rated, basically. Then she was like, "I 
don't think your sisters can see this." I was like, "Well they're going to, even if you 
tell them not to." But she is very supportive. Then that's it. We never, like good 
Mexicans, we never talked about it again. We just go on living life. She's a proud 
mom, but she'd rather not talk about it, you know? That's how we work. 

Menendez: Well if you came into the show with all that, then this show must have just rocked 
your world. 

Barrera: Oh yeah. 

Menendez: Are you a changed person for having done the show? 

Barrera: Yeah, I think I am. 

Menendez: Because the topics that are dealt with ... I mean, the queer identity pieces, even 
though Lynn isn't queer, other queer characters on the show, the sexual 
exploration on the show, the hentification, the Latina. I mean, it just like across the 
board, it is so woke as a show. 

Barrera: Oh yeah, it is very woke. 

"Hey shady lady. Where have you been? I knew it." 

Menendez: "Okay." 

Barrera: "I totally knew it." 

Menendez: "Then why don't you say anything?" 

Barrera: "Why didn't say anything?" 

Menendez: "When do we ever say anything?" 

Barrera: "God, that's so true. That's sad. We should say stuff." 

I think it has valuable lessons. It was like a masterclass in life for me, and I think for 
all the actors involved, because we were all in the same boat. We were all 
terrified. 

Menendez: Terrified of what? 
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Barrera: Terrified of going places that our characters go. Terrified- 

Menendez: So, for you. Where were you terrified of going that Lynn goes? 

Barrera: Well, I was terrified of the nudity, mostly. I was terrified of how sure of herself Lynn 
is when it comes to her body and her sexuality. How confident she is in that, and 
how free. She doesn't wear a bra. When Tanya told me that she doesn't wear a 
bra, I was like, "What do you mean? Like, never?" She's like, "No, never." I'm like, 
"But can you even tell? Can I please?" She was like, "No." From that moment, I was 
like, oh okay, this is going to be uncomfortable for me in a lot of ways. But I think 
that's why we become actors, because we want to go out of our comfort zone, 
and that is when it's the most fun. 

Menendez: People see Hollywood and they think of the glam. 

Barrera: Oh yeah. People think that being an actor is so glamorous and that being an actor 
automatically means that you're rich and being an actor automatically means that 
you have all these luxuries and you have a whole team that's following you around 
and waiting for you to ask for something. But that's not how it is at all. A very few 
percentage, if 1% I think, of the actors have that life, and the rest of us are just 
trying to survive and trying to work as much as we can. As soon as we finish one 
job, it's like searching for the next one. Sometimes it can be months, years before 
you get another break. Sometimes it can be really quick, and you're like, great. But 
when you're a workaholic like me, I get really, really anxious. 

Menendez: What do you guys do on set when you're not actually actively working? 

Barrera: We're usually eating, 'cause there's a lot of food. 

Menendez: What's the spread like? 

Barrera: Mexican food. 

Menendez: Oh goodness. 

Barrera: Yes. We have taco trucks, we have churros. It gets very- 

Menendez: That's not fair. 

Barrera: It gets very Mexican onset. But we have fun. I started trying to learn from our DP 
Carmen Cabana, who is a goddess and amazing, because I'm interested in one 
day directing and I want to know about camera movements and I want to know 
about lighting. So she started teaching me in the last half of the shoot. I like to 
observe. I like observing directors work, because each director is so different. I 
like taking things that I like about each of them. We can be hanging out at the 
trailer. Usually if I'm not in Michelle's trailer, she's in mine. It's a fun set to be, to be 
onset really. 

Menendez: It's crazy to watch Vida and One Day at a Time and to have Tanya and Gloria 
Calderon Kellett take off in the same moment. Because it feels from afar, like it 
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sort of takes a little bit of the pressure off. I know that you got to spend time with 
both of them. Can you tell me about the gathering you went to recently? 

Barrera: Yeah. Gloria, who is another amazing human being, so generous, so talented. She 
organized this brunch for the Latinas in the industry, and she invited me thankfully. 
I think because she and Tanya have such a close friendship, and I know that 
Gloria is like Tonya's mentor and helped her out during season one. Tonya was 
feeling still like she needed to get in the game and see how things were run and 
do a good job show running a show, and Gloria was there for her. Now that they're 
both, each have their throne as Latina show runners in Hollywood, they have 
teamed up and they're doing amazing things, like the One Vida at a Time 
challenge that they organized. 

But they also have been very good about wanting us to stick together, because 
that is something that's very important. 

Menendez: Do you feel like that's not people's instinct in the industry? 

Barrera: Not in the industry. I think for the Latinx community, we are not as supportive all 
the time. We can be very supportive of each other in times of need. When the 
earthquake in Mexico City happened, everyone was out there helping each other 
and it was just the best moment in the history of Mexico and Mexicans all coming 
together as one and helping in times of disaster. Everyone that needed it. What's 
when you, in times of need, when people show up. 

But I also know that, at least as a Mexican, I can speak for myself as a Mexican, but 
I've noticed that instead of praising someone when they've accomplished 
something, we like to try to diminish their accomplishment by saying like, "Oh, 
they probably had contacts," or "Oh, they're not even that talented. They just got it 
because they're pretty." You know? Something that can make us feel better about 
ourselves. 

Menendez: Do you have a dream role? 

Barrera: No, I don't actually. I don't like seeing myself in other people's roles. I more or less 
read a script and envision myself in a character that's brand new. 

Musical wise, you mean? One of my dream roles is West Side Story. Maria. That's 
one of my dream roles. 

Menendez: One of the best ways to support us, besides telling everyone about us, is by 
listening on the radio public app. When you listen there, we get paid, and the 
app's tip button lets you leave us a tip for any amount up to $100. 

Major shout out and thank you to the individuals who left us our first few tips. We 
promise to spend it wisely. 

Thanks for joining us today. Latina to Latina was originally co-created with Bustle. 
Now, the podcast is executive produced by Juleyka Lantigua-Williams and me. 
Ameeta Ganatra was the sound designer on this episode. Email us at 
hola@latinatolatina.com. Send us ideas for guests or talk to us about what's on 
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your mind right now. Remember to subscribe or follow us on radio public, apple 
podcasts, Google podcast, or wherever you're listening. And please, leave a 
review. We love hearing from you. 
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