
T E R R I Í O R I E S 

For vears Cuba has líeeii experiencing a 

religious revival. Religious images and 

pvavers are soltl evervwhere. Ivawos [1] 

lleck the slreets of I lavana witli white 

clüthes and cliiirclies have become social 

as well as spiritual centres for voung 

peo|)le. Anyí)ne nol sporling a cross or 

medal wears a santería collar. The 

Abakuá Secret Societv f'ounds new 

"lands". Gtn-ns begin lo appear. There 

was eveii a marriage celebrated 

according to the Jewisli rite recently, 

something which liad not been seen in 

decades. Collective reaction is typical in 

times of crisis; in Cluba it also 

corresponds to the vicissitudes of 

Marxism and the aliandorunenl of its 

spread and |)ract¡ce dni'ing a period of 

ideological ambigiiitv, the luiderminirig 

of mater iahsm that lias accompanied tlie 

coUapse of trne socialism, greater official 

tolerance, and even in certain degree to 

the promotiou oi' tourisni; Afrocuban 

religious are one of our export ]irodncts. 

A recent exhibition in the Centro 

de Desarrollo de las Artes Visuales in 

Havana brought together 13 artists 

whose work is linked in some way to 

religión. It was curnted by Diana Rio 

with the title ¡¡iiiiiiiiacióii and benealh a 

highly sigiiificant quotation from Saint 

Francis of Assisi; "Oh Lord, givc me the 

serenity to acce])t whal I can not change. 

lile conrage to cliange wliat shoiild be 

changed, and the wisdoni lo dislingiiisli 

between the two.' ' 

If new Cuban art has been 

characterised by its connection to social 

issues, then it logically follows that the 

religious revival should also appear 

there. Two momeiits niight be 

Conceming 

Cuban Art 

Rodríguez Olozábal. The work of Elso 

goes beyontl this interest and arrives at 

an art histoi'ical achievement; it is 

reprogrammed toward i'eligious and 

philüsophical thenies [2]. Not toward one 

specific religión ñor toward religious 

enlightenment, but rather towarfl a 

transcendent interpretation of the world 

and a new spiritualits' in art witliin 

which religious methodologies are 

incorporated. Tliese methodologies are 

related to the mechanisms of ritual, to a 

new intei'aclion between the syml)olic, 

the sacred and the cosmogonic. They 

also are related to non-Western (African 

and hidoaiiierican in |jarticular) 

intuitions of the world, to mysticism. to 

the logic of mvlh, to an atteinpl at 

Belkis Avon, t'iilillctl. Collognipliy, 61,5 x 97 ciii. 

liighlighted. The first aróse before tlie 

crisis, at the bcginning of the 80's. and is 

characterised by an interest in the 

Afrocuban cosmic visions of artists sucli 

as .hisé Bedia, .luán Francisco Elso. 

Uicaido Rodiíiíucz Bre\' and Fernando 

understanding reality \>\ means of 

symbolism. and to the role of arl in 

existential orientation. M\ of the above 

corresponds to an understanding of art 

as something that crosses ovei- inlo other 

reahns. For millennia arl has .served as 
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(iii(> (il iclijiioii .s ])i'iinarv reaoiirccs;, Elso 

roK'oiiueetecI religión as resoiircc foi' llic 

iiid('])(!ii(leiil piaclicc oí arl. I le (lid luil 

créate religious arl; he iiiserleci religión 

into ihe verv backbone of art. 

Ana Mendieta and José Bedia 

interacted with Eiso. and his perspective 

was conliniied (allhongli along llie Unes 

ol tlieir own pei'soiuililies) liv Brev, Luis 

Gómez, Rnbén Torres Llorca, Tania 

BiMiguera and Carlos list(»vez. Wilh ihe 

work of these arlists \ve can niap oul an 

"Elso zone " in new Cuban art, where 

religión constitutes a fundamental 

tvpologiral featnre and acts struclurally 

(in varying tlegi'ees) in poetics and 

methodologies. Gómez, nioreover, 

emplovs mechanisms for symiiolisation 

llial ai-e relaled lo llie nieclianisms o( 

religious s\inbolism. espccially in liiiking 

tlie existential lo llie cosniological and 

viee-versa. Estévez s work miglil be 

described as ti 'anscendenlalism direcled 

toward major cosniogonic and 

anthro|)ological snbjecls. 

1 he secouíi niomenl pei'Uiins to 

tile religious revival rooted in the current 

deeade, and the focus of the AlVocuban 

religious is displaced toward popular 

t^atholicisin. One exception is Beikis 

Ayón. who illnstrates the Abakuá niyths 

through an iconography of her own 

invention, visuallv reinter]:)reting its 

iiivlliology while enlwining ceremony 

antl esoteric meanings. Anothei' 

difference wilh the earlier moment is 

tliat the current moment does nol bring 

wilh it a religious proftmdisation, excepl 

in certain cases such as Lissette Matalón. 

This voung Cathohc painter works the 

jndeo-Christ ian myths and imagery inlo 

etílica! and religious discourse that carry 

social implicalious. 

Foi' (he majoriu of ihese artists, 

references lo religión are devoid of 

mvslical and religious ini|)l¡('al¡ons In 

llieir arl. Il would be more acciirale lo 

sav ihal lliev deal with my.stical or 

religious appropriatious conneeled lo 

llieii-arl. with imiiiliibiled a|>pro|)i-ia1ioii 

and resignification of ihe imagery of 

Catholicism and Western Cliristianil\ . It 

ma\ ' email expressixc or ••philosoplncar 

goals. as in the work of ibrahiiii 

Miranda, or seinanlic (lisplaceinciil pul 

¡uto |jla\ willi arl hisloiA. as iii ihe work 

of Lázaro (Jarcia. Biit humoiir is 

predoriiiiianl. emplo\¡iig i'eligious 

iconogi'apln' for parodies that crilicise 

social, polilical and ciilliire tvpes. Thev 

are direcl and IVankh hiiinonrous hi lite 

work oC Lázaro Saavedra and Reinerio 

Taniayo while sarcaslic in KubíMi 

Alpízar's altarpieces. hi ihe work of 

Fernando Rodríguez the\ become more 

tiopologica! wilhiii a gaine of indirect 

alhisioiis. In the work of Esterio Segura 

lhe\' are open to generalised reflection. 

And ¡11 the work of .los('' Toirac thev 

deconsti'uct the rheloi'ic of 

representalious of p((wcr. Religión is 

eni|)loved hv these ai'lisls as a s\inbol¡c 

relerent iu order lo sal irise problems 

linked lo the dowiiíall ol utopia, whicli 

is the kev siibjecl in current (aibaii 

consciousness. In Kcho the reference is 

uol huuiourous bul ralliei ' iragic, 

alludiiig to lile rall-boiiiid reíugees and 

to I he Cul:)an diaspora in general. 

In these difrcrenl artists and 

momenls. religión has nexci- Ijeeii a 

moi-al axis or an isolatiou of faitli. ,lusl 

as in Cuban daily lile, il has foslered 

spií-ilual emicluneiil diiriiig aii era that 

rejected subjecti\ i l \ . liowexci'. In the 

same way. il lias projected spirituality 

into direcl coninuiriicalioii wilh llie 

woild. and il has opened up aii elhical 

lield wliere the iiid¡\i(lual. societv and 

llie cosmos inleracl. 
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[1] lyawf): Initiate iulo santería (tlic Cuban 
voi'sioii oí lile ^'(n•|lha religión) dining liis 
(>(• licr liisl ycar. wiicii (liev nni.st dre.ss in 
wliilc al all limes. 

[2] Scc (icrardd M(is(|n('ra: "Ciierpo y 
Cosmos", .4//f!/7ííW/, Las Palmas, 11. 10. 
Spring 1995, pp. 1.54-156. 




