
R E V I E H S 

Rafnei Zarza is a Cliihan arlist IVoiii ihe 

70 s. Tliis plii'asc — w liicii ¡s iii souie 

wavs absiinl — liolds miilliplo 

Cüiiiiolalidii.s al lile local Icvcl. Flicie is 

aii automalic assooiaTion to artists wlio 

painled iiiililarv siil)jec(s, cane-cuttcrs. 

afilíeles, héroes or niaiiyis: iii ollier 

words, oíTicial a i l . a Ireiid wliicli liad 

beeri superceded by llie opeiiiug of ílie 

loUow-iiig' decade. Al llie present lime, 

tlie iiiosl accurale llieriiioiiieler (br 

laking llie leiii|)eraliire of llie bodv 

polilic can be loiiiid iii llie islaiid s 

artists (despile llie l'acl llial so iiiaiiv 

l ia\c lell) b\ iiieaiis ol'erilical work llial 

is slylislically. lecluiieally and poelically 

diverse. 

As alwavs liappens willi labels. llie 

laliel oí oiricial ail of llie 70 s is given 

lili' lie b\ Zarza as wcll as ollieis wlio 

entered llie seene al llial liiiK-. Z;iiza has 

painted. diawii and elclied biills IVoiii 

ihe \('r\ Ix'giiiiiing. w lien he giadiialed 

lidiii llie San Alejandro Scliool of Plaslic 

Arls in 1')().'} and eveii w lien he eiilered 

llie e.xperinienlal worksliop ol llie 

(lalliedral Plaza Iwii Ncars laler. 

This Upe of laiii'ine palhologv is 

liis wav ol reiiding iribnle lo his Spanish 

aneesToi's. nalives o l l l i e Caiiary Islands. 

Al llie sanie lime, he al lempls lo 

liighlighl llic powci-íiil .Spaihsli 

componenl o í (4 iba i i ciilliire. iisiiig il as 

a connleiweighl lo ihe hisliionablc 

lendeiic\- aiiiong ciillinal iiislilnlions lo 

pi'omole lile Afíican herilage lo llie 

exclusión oí ail olliers and iiearK lo llie 

poiiil of e.xhaiislion. Bul be\()iiil al! lilis, 

hir Zarza llie bull is llie siiprenie sNinbol 

of hbcilN. siiice il ne\( 'r bows ils lieail lo 

ihe voke and (lies slrnggling. 

Al í'irst Zarza used bovirie 

skelelons lo iiiake his poinl. Laler. w lien 

he Irieil his liaiid al human ligiiralion. il 

was in order lo salirise Ciilia s colonial 

historv in an e.Kceptional l ' )77 

exhibilion enlilled Tniiroivlralos (•|üiill 

Por l r a i l s ) . Tliose porlra\ei l were 

Spaniards w honi ihe arlisl ridicnled 

beeause thcv represenled llic daik side 

of Ciiba's pasl, liaving repressed Cuban 

allempls al iiidependeiice. 

Zarza conlimies prodiiciiig 

varialions on ihis llieine. iip lo llie poinl 

wliere Imlls llave eveii appeared ¡n slili-

lií'es. lii 1994 he liad an e.xhibilion on 

bullfighl maneiivers beeause, as mighl 

be expected. he is a bnlllighl fan. Tlhs 

was ihe mcans for iracing an oiilliiie of 

llie iialion s (>coiioiiiic. pohlieal and 

social silualion. 

He began willi didaclic 

illiislralions of llie bullfighl known as 

Taur(iina(|iha. aloiig llie lines of Coya, 

bul his owii da\ -lo-day expeiiences soon 

began crossing inte ihe ring. He noliced 

llial ihe minhcipaliu wliere he lived was 

called Plaza, iiained afler llie Plaza of 

llie Revohilion wliicli was localed ihere. 

Il was a niythic place, ihe sile of 

numeroiis |iopiilar galherings during 

more lliaii lliree decades of 

revolutionary govei-nmenl. He iiiixed ihe 

bull ring (Plaza de Toros) willi llii- ollier 

Plaza: \ ia ihe ainbigiiilv of llie lerms he 

iiiibued his diawings wilh a ludicroiis 

(|iialil\. 

.Vinoiig ollier elemenls, he 

ein|iloved ambivalenee as a resource: for 

example when reh'rring lo liie biills 

black and greeii idenlifx iiig ribbons. he 

was makiiig an allusion lo llie nalioii s 

iieed for dollars. ^Phe same oceurri'il in 

ollier pieces imlil iillimaleb a sorl ol 

rheloi'ical gauíe wilh ambignilv was 

achieved. I le conslrucled a iarge 

buUring in Cuba and. working wilh 

iiolhing bul ihe shorlage-laden sliiff of 

dailv lile, he also fashioned a fuill. The 

bullfighler in ihis case was iioiie ollier 

lliaii llie average cilizen w lio musí fnlfill 

Ihs daily diilies. alwavs on hiol diie lo 

lile lack of pelrolenm aiiil gasoliiie. 

suffering shorlages of eleelriciu . paid a 

salary in Cuban pesos while neeessilies 

are sold in dollars. ele. ele. 

Bill il sliould iiol be ihoughl llial 

lliere is bilierness and resentincnl in 

Zarza s work. I liimoiir a lwa\s springs lo 

Ihs aid in ord<'r lo sofleu lliose lensions 

llial iiiighl olherwisc genérale llie acrid 

side of calharsis. i ragedv becomes faree 

— as in e\ ('i\ lliiiig done b\ (aibans — 

parliculaiK wlicn Zarza manipulales llie 

alinosl esoleric sxslein of signs llial 

iíoNcriuneul ralioninu' has made 
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ol)lig;Ltoi'v iii gi'ocprv stoiTS and Imlclicr 

shops: the .signs read "Clhild Meal and 

annonnce llic a n i \ a l oí tlie ralion tlial 

sporadicallv helongs lo liie vouiigster.s. 

lii lilis T(iiir()iii(i(¡iiia series a kind 

oí'Po]) Ai'l is prcdoininanl. altliougii in a 

lorní llial Zarza lias Cubanised llii-oiigli 

llic use ol contextiial referents takcn 

from coniniercial piihlicirv daliiig IVoin 

the nalioii s capilalisl ei'a. Bul w hile 

lliose inessages iised lo encourage 

consinnplion. Zarza assigns iheoí a iicw 

role, l ie relrieves llieni willi a hiirlesíjue 

seiise ol' disTance. and ihev serve as a 

eoml'ortable hridge from whicli he i'an 

liiiii slones iii ihe direrlioii ol' his Iriie 

iiileresis: the ciirrenl social, ecüiioniic 

aiid polilical sittialion. 

Takeii as a wliole. Zarza s work is 

like llie crv "A cheerñil lace in tintes ol 

troiible : wilh il he luis beeii hishioniíig 

a sort ol chi-onicle oí dail\ lih'. At the 

saine lime, ihe works are a refleclion oí 

tJie State oí mind oí the arlist liimselí. 

The State oí afíairs iníhiences his elloris. 

from whieh \\e can see ihal his most 

festive woí'k has been the series 

dedicaled to rock in the 80 s: tliis was 

the "'softcst " period in the hard liíe in 

Cuí)a. a time when Soviet siil)sidies 

]ierrnitted a parallel markel where 

problems oí stipplies were resolved. 

The validitv oí Zarza s work, 

regartUess oí whicli media is iised, is 

rooted in the sincerhv of his intentions. 

He has alwavs been ctitting and incisive, 

verging on the violent. iinboiind. wilh an 

eniotive emphasis. His approach to 

political ideology or to history is always 

made from a meditative perspective, 

critical and wilhout sugar-coating. There 

is an organic c[iialitv in the coiirse oí his 

carecí' wliich also dominates the formal 

resources that have served fiis |3urposes; 

in anv given moinent, he has made use 

of those which he believed necessary to 

express his úiterest. 

When he íclt the time liad arrived 

(o créate a work sa\iiig that llie eagerlv-

awailed 10 million lons of silgar woiild 

nol be ])ossible. he i-realed il: when he 

believed il lionesl lo coid'ronl the meiilal 

rigidhv of c¡\ il ser\aiits disposed to 

"parameter cullural eiforts, he amused 

liimselí ¡II inaking oiilraged satires. Tlms 

allhoiigii Zarza "is an artisi from the 

70 s" becaiise he aróse duriiig lliat 

decade, he has staved alive and active 

bv inaking arlworks of biills llial bellow 

on cardboard — for al limes he e\(Mi 

lacks the basic malcriáis witli which lo 

work 

His la.st exhibition. in Atigtist 

1005, covered 30 vears of priiilmakiiig. 

a íield in which lie has adveiitiirously 

soiighl oiil ex])erimeiital |.iallis when lew 

otiiers were doing so. He lias primarily 

worked with li thographs. Tlie show was 

a reíreslhng break among tliií multi tude 

of rambling, overly-irilellectnalised 

works in (hiba lliese d a \ s , filled with 

works which almosi fimction to a greater 

degn^e on llie level of words iban oí 

images. 

Allhoiigh Zarza also uses texis on 

occasion. ihev are oiilv one more 

resoiiice iised lo make his visual alreadv 

\alid discoiirse vel more complele. What 

is most impoi'lant is tlial bis work 

contimies lo be alive, aKvavs readv to 

take lile biill bv ihe horiis. 
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