
T E R R I Í O R I E S 

In successive waves since the early 

m 8 0 s . vdiiiig (ailum artisís liavc been 

consisteiill\ [irovocalivc iii llicir works, 

as a cliallciige lo Ii'adilidiial suhjects, 

suppoi'ls. and relations witli viewers. 

Soine oi ihese jjractices dale iiiiirli 

fuiiher Ijark. to tiie 1960s. bul today, 

disluibinalv. tlipv llave bpcoiiie comnion 

lü iiiosl. If iiol all. (aibaii aitists. 

Moreover, ibis is ibe att i lude oí llu> 

arlisi lo rreativp work. and in ibc ai'tist s 

deliaiil i'olc in sociclv since tlie second 

lialf oí" tlie lasí ceiilmv. w ben Cuba 

began ils stniujíles lor l'iill ¡nde|)en(k'nce 

Irom Spanisb |)o\\ev. Since iben. tbe 

Cni)an nalioii bas eiijoNcd lew periods of 

calni. or —lo boirow a fashioaable 

joiirnaHslic pbrase— of tense caim. 

. \ow we are reacbiiig llie end oí 

lile 2ülli cenuirv and (áiban socielv 

continúes to express ils concerns, 

alCiiinalions. and discords, as if tbe 

project of seif-definition i-eniained 

iinconciuded. and as iC certain featnres 

of lib' on ibe island reniained in a sla1e 

üf geslalion. 

bi (liibaii arl. and specificallv tbal 

inade l)\ ibe xoiiiigesl generalions, ibe 

pulse oí lile nalion can be heard, as it 

navigates ibe |)erilons waters and travels 

tbe same roads and labyrinlbs wilboul 

gi\'ing iniieb ibougbl lo llie 

coiiseqiiences. Tbere is a lliiisl for 

adventure. a singular way of courling 

danger, or proMiking. and of loucbiiig 

lile bcart: bir diese and otbcr reasons, 

(Áibaii arl lodav (lid iiol l'all back on 

siipports and strucliires. soiiie of lliein. 

lo be sure. rallier í'eeble. aiul so we do 

lind soine gaps ibal are diffieull lo lili, 

given ibe enbeineial iiainre of cerlaiii 

Defíance and 
provocations 

Artists in Cuba 

works (of ibese. all lliat reinain are 

pbologra])lis. wrillen descriplions, 

anecdotes, and fragineiils of video 

tapes). 

In more recent vears, and as tbe 

inlernalioiial arl inarket bas sbown a 

keeii inleresl in ibe expressions of yoiiiig 

(aiban artists. more care is takeii in 

preserving arl works. so ibat these can 

be acquired b\ iin|)orlanl galleries. 

musemns, and íoundalions al reasonable 

jjrices, as a new médium for |)romoling 

lile arlisi inside and oiilside (alba. 

On ibe olliei- lumd. llie voiing 

artists don I care wbere llieir works are 

sbown, and ibey are as liappv to flisplav 

tbem in a municipal gallery or imi\(-rsily 

worksboj) as in a nalional or 

¡nlei'iialional sbow. .̂ Vii)' space is \al id il 

ibe arl is \a l id , regardless of localisms, 

universalisnis or expressive ireiíds. 

Proof of ibis are llie sbowrooms 

tbroiiglioul tbe coimtrv. or the 

conlribiilions to the Venice Hienuale ibe 

Sao Paulo sbow. or llie Indian Triennal. 

and otber eveiits. Of all tbese I bave 

chosen tbe Havana Biennal of Mav-.lime, 

1994 lo sel fortb a few consideratioiis 

aboiil how reflection and criticisin of 

some significant artists of tbe 1990s 

bave evolved, amidst a problematical 

context, not oiilv cullurallv. biit also 

sociallv. ideologicalh and polilicalK. 

Cuban lile in llie past eigbl vears 

bas not Ijeen easv. Called upon lo 

del'end tbe social acbievements inade 

since tbe 19-59 revobilion. Cuban meii 

and women bave witnessed the toppling 

of monuments and symbols tbey had 

believed to be eternal, as masks were 

puUed off, and more or less drastic 

changos were made to ]3reserve tbe 

independenl nalional soiil and tbe best 

traditions of thought and aclioii tliat 

dale back to tbe independence struggles 

of llie 19lb cenlui-y. 

These bave been difficult vears for 

arl . loo. allboiigb tbe context is 

dilíerenl. llie cliinate in wliidí works 

are brougbt to light tends to belp inake 

them iinderstood since eacb and everv 

cilizen. wbatever bis or iier slalion in 

societv. is aware of ibe need for crilicism 

and reflection as a key elhical factor in a 

worid of trends lowards change., lo tbe 

improvenienl oí iniinanily ibrougb all 

human resonrces excepl violence, and, of 

course. war. 

Alexis Leyva (Kcbo) aplly dubbed 

emigration as one of the running sores oí 

conlein|)orary Cuba, l 's ing flotsain 

foimd on seashores and riverbanks. in 

ihe Iradilion oí tbe avanl-garde t)l)¡el 

Iroiiré. along willi ihe boals and rafts be 
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hiinself cotistnicrs. lie (le])lovs 

installations profuse iii iiiaterials and 

forins. poiiititig to aii imprecisc locatioii 

on tlie horizon. pointiii<; tci a path . a 

way. a destination to he attained or 

iTiissed bv tile oiie who launches himself 

on the riskv veiiliire of eniigration. 

leaving beliiiid his meinories. people. 

and places. Almost obsessively. Kcho has 

persevered in this forin-sign of the boat 

A to lend strueture to linear or circular 

^ installations or to use liíe-size 
L 

A archetvpes of launches for putt ing to 

sea. logicallv froni an islaiid ihat is 
T '^ • 

' surromided bv the water. The human 
c 
^ drama, the psvchological reflection. the 

]44 recoverv of the individual nieinorv, all 

' are sigiis of identitv oí contemporarv 

' Cuban lif'e. in a nianner that is 
e 

„ simultaneouslv baro(jue and ingenuous. 
a 

I that surprises iis bv its siinplicitv. All 

" this and more is to be found in the 

" recent work of this Cuban artist. 

cndowed with an exceptional, natural 

talent. 

On this same tightrope walks 

Sandra Ramos, whose early pr intmaking 

showed the first signs. Now. 

unexpectedly, she flings herself at the 

altered object, in this case a painted 

suitcase. The suitcase as the 

indispensable item for carrying sonie of 

the most precious and cherished things. 

On tliein Sandra even paints the dreams 

of the iraveller, the worlds desired if the 

joiirney shonld reach a happy 

destiiiation. Symbolically richer than 

K c h o s boat-object. they do not. 

liowever, achieve such dramat ic 

atinospheres. but rather are illustrative. 

Placed side by side, they constitute 

closed chapters, discontinuous texts tliat 

illu.strate the saga of the einigrant on the 

road niarked bv a series of risks and 

dangers, seen at times with huinour and 

satire that addresses not only the 

individual but the whole society, the 

nation, the island. 

These artists (and others like the 

photographer Manuel Pina, the engraver 

Rolando Rojas, and Tania Bruguera. 

who specialises in installations and 

performances) deal with the valúes that 

have been at the fore since the social 

catharsis was aborted bv the inassive 

Mariel exodus sixteen vears ago. 

Far from being a circiimstaiitial, 

perishable. digressive phenomenon. 

emigration by sea has becoine an 

integral part of the Cuban modus 

rirendi, despite its dramatic and 

sometiine tragic implications. It is the 

wav a certain, real and genuine social 

and ])olitical dissent is expressed under 

current circumstances. 

h is a recurring topic of dailv 

conversatioii. It is also a matter for liigh-

level diplomatic discussions and 

arrangements . 

And so the artist returns to absorb 

the substance of life. Again he drinks 

from the cominon fountain, and nobodv 

dares accuse him of turning his back on 

reality, or failing to be "an implacable 

judge of his t imes", the unbribable 

"critical conscience" that manv fear and 

others complain about. 

Showing again the possibilities of 

l iumour as a key iiigredient of criticism 

in (juba, a group of artists took it upon 

tlieniselves to continué the tradition 

nianifested to such effect at the third 

Havana Biennal in 1989 and in previous 

exhibitions. The roots of this att i tude go 

back to anti-colonial journalism at the 

end of the last century and to that which 

besan later. with the establishment of 

the republic in 1902, and also in the 

behaviour of the (áibans. product of 

artificiality and the mas( |uerade of that 

"independence. ' Everyone knew that it 

was a trick. and verv far from the real 

popular as[)irations for which (jubaiis 

siruggled for more than 30 vears after 

1868. 

Humour was one of the few means 

whereby Cubans could express their 

dissent. and the most corrosive versión, 

mockery. gave rise to a ty|je of popular 

theatre with resonances throughont 

Chiban societv. There was some graphic 

humour as well. but. above all. humour 

was in gestures and behaviour that 

persist to this dav. The generation 

arising in the 1980s made this a sort of 

invisible manifestó, with every wink, 

allusion and quote meant to be picked 

up bv everv possible spectator. 

The iusults and provocations of 

Lázaro Saavedra, Carlos Rodríguez 

(Cárdenas, Tonel, (Alexis Novoa, (Jiro 

Quintana. Aldito Menéndez. the Puré 

group, Revnero Tamavo, Osneldo 

García. Rene Francisco and Eduardo 

Ponjuan, among others. was now carried 

on bv Pedro Alvarez. Fernando 

Rodríguez, Osvaldo Yero, Esterio Segura 

and to a lesser extent bv Abel Barroso, 

all of tliem foriner studeiits at the 

Havana Art Institute. 

Pedro Alvarez is the most strident 

of the group, the most whty, the most 

sarcastic. He topples some of our most 

treasured symbols. 

hito the same pot he adds 

spoonfuls of African heritage, gramraes 

of caricatures of Spaniards and Creóles 

alike, a half-porlion of architectural 

pastiches, U.S. objects to taste, sociahst 

pohtical slogans and lots of salt. pepper, 

vinegar, garlic and onion, against a 

foggy Hollywood backdrop reminiscent 



of "B" giinu-.sler films (if the 194ÜS. so 

lliut llie \ ie \ \er iiia\' do lii.s jolj calnilv 

aiid cook slowlv in liis coiisciousness this 

son of iialioiial lioipol oi- overdone 

ivopieal soup as il ¡l werc tlie iriost 

naliii-al tliinji iii dic world. Pcdi-o 

Alvarez cliops iip liis owii i'olkloric lieiil 

aiul rearrangcs ¡t in loiirisi |joslcards ¡ii 

\ ' i \id nalioiial rolouivs. Freed of social 

and poiitical |;>rejudices, he uses the most 

delicate iiiiniour lo allack new fonns of 

self-coionisalion. seH'-ljlockade and self-

tleceit tliat have never stop|jed sliowing 

iheir claws in ihe inlersliees din'ing the 

consd'iiction of dic new oi'iJpr in Cuba, 

the new hfe. "Veneerenios and tlie 

"United Colors of Benettoii grapple in 

his ranvases lo cxoi'cise the trahí of 

deinons walching over us fi'oni ihe 

Bai'oque cathedrals of tlie 18th centurv 

to the broad avenues of I lavana, j'eady 

to seize our souls at anv time. 

Fernando Rodríguez prepares liis 

polvchrornetl woods li'om the paroxysm 

of Bai()(|ue and |)opulai' Lalin American 

carved images to illustrate tiie 

vicissitudes of the wedding of Fidel 

(lastro and the Virgin of Charilv. 

conceived by the bhnd artist Francisco 

de la Cal, for wliom Fernando is 

spokesman and e.xecnting lumd, as he is 

al pains lo show. 

Mediinn-size fonnats of irregular 

dimensions are ihe basis for one-piece 

carviiigs where tlie rougluiess of his 

results are made explicit as a welter of 

iinprecisions that higlilighf the 

ingenuousness and priinitiveness of the 

author-maker . The celebra!ion 

encoinpasses the religioiis and ihe civil 

ceremony, the subslanlial dinner. ihe 

dance, the pjiolographs laken bv the 

giooni. the drive in the car. all in a 

pastoral almosphcre. evoking noslalgia 

for a paradise a hairsbreadth from being 

attained. The series has infinite possible 

i'cafliiigs: the idea is a complete f'antasy, 

iike the encounters of lazara and Lenin 

in the Café Voltaire. verging oii Dadaisni 

with a Latin beat; visuallv it is naive 

and ciiildlike, as in a wooden comic. 

Osvaldo Yero unearths cast-off 

Roviioro Taiiiavo ((!iibíi). 

poiitical and historie symbols, codifies 

them in miilticoloured plaster, making 

objects readv to take hoine to iiarig on 

the wall. The ex-Soviet factory workers 

and peasants, bearing iheir hammers 

and sickles. with iheir gazes fixed on the 

luininous future of the fatherlanil and of 

iniinanity, are recycled by Yero and 

transformed inte Cuban kitsch, via 

sophisticated scenographic coni|3ositioris 

with plenty of the little stars, points, 

fabrics, shines and tinsel seen in 

decorated shop windows. His irony is 

aimed also at the American Indian 

whose iniage has jjeen duplicated in 

hundreds of versions on domestic 

objects, coins, labels. T-shirts, belt 

buckles, pennants , and shoe triinmings 

and wliich now gaze from the Iwo ends 

of the Island of Cuba Iike a new wav of 

rvealing ourselves as plaster birds l'l\ ing 

in the same direction: an immaterial, 

volatile. island, readv to emigrate iike a 

bird of passage seeking refuge and l'ood 

when conditions are unfavourablc. Less 

aggressiveness and problematics in these 

pieces by Yero, bul still they are subtly, 

ablv, acquiescentiv provocative. Smoolh 

to the toucli as if llius to cali forth the 

kitsch that we all have within us. 

Esterio Segura works in several 

fields. His eloqueiit Sculptores that owe 

all their spiendour lo the Lalin American 

i5aroque tradition, abundanl in churches 

and cathedrals from México lo Brazil, 

altérnate with d r a w n g s on paper, 

(ichiiig on metal and (liminutive 

porcelaiii figures that one might fiud in a 

bazaar. His iiLSlinct is religious, as are 

his compositions on the floor or the wall: 

among ihese ihere is a rewarding 

dialogue which obliges us to listen to the 

different voices that reach us from tlie 

depths of the history of art. With poiiUed 

references to Western and Eastern 

culture, he sets forth a postinodern 

discourse in which he alindes to .la])anese 

images from the 18th cenlury. Karl 

Marx, Buddha, Jesús Ciirist. .Inan 

Francisco Elso, St, Seba.stian, the lauíb 

of God. Sacrilices and pleasure are the 

two |joles between which the pieces are 

moved in a rallier carefree spirit. withoiit 

liierarchical or s^inmetric order. 

Abel Barroso is the greatest 

transgressor with regard to supjjorts. His 

engravings on cardboard are a pretext 

for a disproportionate exploratioii of 

structures and formáis in which no piece 

is Iike anolher, and vet the whole altains 

an indisputable coherence and solidily. 

It seems likelv that Abel cannot stand 
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tlie siipporls tliat make tlii> prinl a fíat, 

dull. 1\\(i-(l¡iiiciisi()iial vcliiclc. Til oiilv lo 

receive acids oi' bnisli s(mkes of 

illiiiiiiiialioTi. Iiistead. lie coiistnicls 

boats. lables, relables. aiid small f'lags, 

while at the same time sliowiiig the 

sources fVoin wliich thev spring; the 

wood l)l(ick leai's olí its provisional mask 

and looks slraight ahead. And he also 

coins eiiculai- slogans. catch-|;ihrases of 

the moinent. as a way of modelling 

luimour fiii- the e.\])ression of the Chiban 

reality of today aiirl yesterday. 

Rene Francisco and Kdtiardo 

Poiijiiaii llave woiked in partnership for 

sonie time, and lia\e beroine a singular 

phenomenon in (.'uban arl. froni llie 

mitial idea to the final renderiiig the 

work belongs to bolli. e( |nall\ . .'\fíer a 

|)erio(l din-ing wliich lhe\ adopled 

critically the principies of Soviet social 

reahsm lo poinl ont its \aciiily ¡n slrirlii 

seiiso. thev have channelled iheir work 

towards aii unliinited rcflectioii on art 

and the market in Cuba lodav. The 

adventtn'es and misadventures these 

artists lived through onlv a few vears 

ago. and those thev are iii\()l\ed in 

todav, ainidst confusión and imcertainty 

over the role of galleries, patrons. stale 

trading coinpanies. promoters, dealers, 

and olher inarketing types. are targeted 

h\ onj i ian aiu Rene Francisco. 

i\o longer fiilfilied by paiiiting. 

they use all sorts of elements that may 

serve to briiig more data to tlieir central 

discourse: froin a inaii's btisiness stiit to 

a candle. a niock parabolic antenna, a 

painter 's ]5alette. whatever. F"or them, 

the art market and Cuba itself are not 

sufficiently clear and well-defined: henee 

the su])erposition. the enjambremont, 

tile orchestrality. the noise tliey 

introdnee like a sort of a Caribbean .Tohn 

l'.slcrio Sc'giirii ((iulia). Sniiln dv paxro i-ii el Iróplvii. I')').'i, 

Cage. S(|neakiiig parapliernalia inixing 

logelher tlie collector Peter Liidw ig willi 

lite inagazine Arl in Aiiicrica. a can of 

(4ica Cola, the flags of Germaiiy, Spain, 

and the United States, ma|)s. a 

lainppost, a ('astle. all helpiíig lo add lo 

lile uni(|ne conbisioii wc inhábil. Rallii'i' 

thaii liiimoiir. ibis shoiild be calleil 

teasing, because of its wide range: these 

assemlilies. botli siiblle and criide, botli 

straightforward and elliplical. lake on 

bolli a liíiht and íiiave tone. 

A \'erv ciii'iütis case is that oí 

(darlos Rene Aguilera, aii arlisi wlio li\es 

al llie W'estern end of the islaiid and 

wlio d(-feiids llie iradilional caiivas witli 

its iw'o-dimensional tange as siifficient 

to e.xpress everylhing or alniost 

evervlhing. .\ combinalioii of paiiiling 

and di'awing. .Aguilera s works briiig 

utopia to siibjecls addressed bv 20lli 

cenliiry painlers. Ciib;ms and non-

Ciibans alike. Il is a utopia dial wanls lo 

reach ihe meeling place of cold and 
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lienl. (ircek ipiiiplos and tlie Cuban 

peasanl Inil. llic |H)laf hcar anil llie 

humniinghiril . tlic Tallin spire and the 

sugai' mili. 

His medinin and laige works 

alinde lo the Cuban avanl-garde anfl 

make us smile at oni' ow ii 

ingenuousness, withoul passion nr 

ferorioiis eritirism. withoul morhidness 

or inlüleranee. Liul sweclK. lenderiy. as 

wlien we stand before a Cliagall. 

Stili more ciu'ious is the case ol 

Ciarlos Garaicoa, an arlisi not easily 

elassiricd. allliough his cai'lv dedication 

to pliotogiapliv identif'ied hini to many 

as a pliotogra|)her. A dcep delver in time 

aiid coUective meniorv-, he emplcys an 

archaeological approach to the recover\' 

from olilivion oí' fragnients of a past 

realitv, mutilated bv successive processes 

of deteiiíjration. Oíd shop 

advei'tisements. signs on crumbling 

walls. bvoken cilv corners, and 

ineomplete Havana intei'iors ar'e aniong 

the thenies that obsess (iaraicoa as 

obvious signs oí' a lile thal is no more, 

that passed bel'ore ns and tlial wc no 

loTiger remember or refnse lo rcmember. 

The artists turns lo |jie(;es oí 

iniiiiiine, plants, di'awings, stone, 

pholographv. to fnel ihe l'ires of 

niemoi'N: a cali lo a conscioiisncss now 

preoectipied wilh tirgent business and 

nieeting the needs of dailv hfe. Thus he 

stand US in fronl of oiirsclves. 

Photogi-aphv is certainly only a pretext. 

the knot ihroiigh which ihe various 

conceptual planes of each ¡iistallalion 

are made to cross. 

Garaicoa Ijelongs lo ihc voungest 

generalion of Cuban pholographers who 

have embarked on a serioiis research 

and iTÍleclion on llic lumian coudilion 

under ihe most severe existeulial 

Cai'los Rene Aguilera. 

conditions. It is not a mattei' of 

reaffirming Iraditional social valúes, but 

ralhei-. ind¡\ idnal ones, thosc that wait 

in tlie shatlows for an 0]5portunitv to 

show their faces and say "I ani, 1 am 

here, 1 exist bevond all contingencies 

and circumstances, witli rny gods and 

beliefs. niv fears and anxieties, mv hopes 

and mv dreams". A photogra])liv lliat 

looks inside houses., inside bodies, inside 

lite hislor\ oí mankind. 

This gronp of vouug artists 

represcrUs the most defiant and 

provocative Irends in Cuban visual arts. 

Along with other Cuban artist who live 

abroad ihev are npholding a living 

Iradilion: llial of crilicallv weaving art 

and historv together. man and his 

conlext, the human coudilion and its 

epoch. Those who are still in the 

classrooms of the Art School and Art 

Inslilute also seem unlikelv to abandon 

lilis tradition, as if a manifest destiny 

were ]jusliing llu'm lo ilie streets every 

day to see, see, and see. 

Whether by touching a nerve, by 

sliowing ilramalic moments of C u b a s 

conteniporary reality or by using 

huniour as an insti'ument for distancing 

ourseives to sonie extent í'rom thal which 

popúlales and distin-bs oiir tlreams, 

Cuban arti.sts do not flag in iheir efforts 

to contribute to the creation ol a critical 

conscience that goes bevond the inerely 

anecdotal or descriplive. 

In this is to IJC found iheir strenglh 

and ihc ¡nlei-est thev have awakeued in 

ollier conlexts. When manv of lliese 

works are shown outside Cuba, it is t rae 

thal they lose somc of thcir nieaning and 

uiany of their allusions are lost, but their 

overall spirit does come across to a 

pnblic ihal is ablc lo perceive flashes of 

au agitaled, passionate, vehenient, 

provocative ctdture that is capable of 

conveving human and social sensalions 

with great resonance. This is an arl that 

throbs, that bleeds. thal niobilizes very 

different rnoods. 

This is nol uni(|ue lo Cuban art, 

but is conunon lo nuicli of the art tha t is 

made in África, Latin America, and 

Asia, where the market has not vel fuUy 

corrupled the origin and social Innction 

of art in these .still pre-indnslrial 

cultures. That is the difference to be 

rioled in llie macro-exhibits of these 

regions of the world: in sum, life is felt 

to flow bctween canvases, papers, wood, 

objecls, and textiles, because art is 

always linked to life, and piirsuing, 

exalliiig and condenming il. This 

inaniier of consiructing our own culture 

stems from the very inlerior of coiniilc-x 

processes of self-recognilion and 

identification of man and his 

envii-onmenl, and this liuk appears to be 

infinite, because man is infinite in his 

being and doing. This connection must 

not exhaust itself as long as therc remain 

to be solved sorae of the major problcms 

that consume energy and time in this 

part of the world. 1 don't know wluil will 

hap|)en to art when these problems 

disappear. Before that day comes, too 

nnich life renutins to be lived. And in 

Cuba, we are jus( begiiming. 

w 




