Cuba from the Inside

15_'].' Carberime Mernill

In -|"|1.I!-' 201 1 v wiwaited 2o }u.rlirl?.alr m the [ Sth anawl
Encuencro Terracoea, an internatronal cubtural exchange project ar the
Taller Cultural Center for Visual Arts in Santiago de Cuba, The an
center, located in a comerted villa, byouises a __g.'ll.lngr and studios for
pasreang, mm:ml-.lrr!:. metalwork, ]upﬂ'nuﬁ:mg;uﬂ cerarmacs, o is
Iocated m Reparto Vista Alegre, a leafy residential distrier of Santixgo
with ENLESIRE calanial villas and tropical garders in vanous Stagpes af
disrepair and reeomstnaction. In the ceramics studio [ worked alongside
a young Cuban sculptor, Jose Luis Berenguer. Berenguer observed simi-
laricies in cur work: We use the figure to express 3 personal mythology
and aze imterested m dnr]uping noh surfaces tlarrugh h].'rrr.ng ERNLIECa,
engobes and glazes. He mvited me to participate m a two-person oxhi-
betion wath him the I!i:-]|-.11-ving vear. The exhibirion, "Pn.:t'ur_-.l.j_dr [
[ Proposal for Tao )™ was scheduled at the Galenia de Arte Universal
in :‘;ilﬂilg..'- [ Mu:.' 2002 a5 one of the exhebetions o be feamured
duning the upcoming Encuentro Terracora 2002,

Antonio Lewis from the Isda de 12 heventud, 2 rfgl,.]u participant in
the Encueritna, Professor of Ceramics and rechnical conoudrant for
bath the Taller Culnmal and the Fundacon Caguayo, organteed 4 eal-
lilsorarve rr.\idm-:]-' at the Fundacion Capusyo for e two woekis pre-
l.:l.'-l.llll:g ihe epemryg. Durimg the residency we could work r:}gﬁl:n',
sharing scuentific and artisgic expenience, to create a bosdy of work that
wold n.'ul'uillmu.-nr the preces [ would hand CEITY. Ihis UL ]_'q'a_'qm af
exhabaticon and residency was spansored by three Cuban arts organizm-
mons: the Taller Cultural, the UNEAC (Unbon of Ciiban Artises and
1I-"r"r|[m_:' and the Fundacion F.'I.Flu!.‘l:!.

The Fundscion
'::*I;Ll.:_l.'n i£ a “eenter fos
the applied and monu-
eertal arts” housed n
a huge cormugated meta)
|.'n|.|Jding fifeeen miles
orssde af the ity of
Santaga, e faldf o=
s 3 Flr.J-u.{urI:iurt Fh_'d‘-
very that produces fer-
racatta ghipeast ware for
hotels and restamirants

; e
ad the other COmprec
el l:lr:."lnd bromnce
fl.'l'ul:h.i.l'!. i Cuba and
the Canbbean. The

|.'IH'.'|'iIJ'I.'I“ af {-.agiu:.'::-, Alberto | CICAY, 18 {niba’s fopmmoes "":"'If'["" ol
momimental bromees, a padnter, ceramist and member of the Marsonal
Assembly. His mpressive body of work inchades the 50 foot high
mamiment (o Antonse Maceo in Santiapo’s Plazs de ls Revolutsan
ancl works in Venezuels and Pars. In exchange for technical support
andd use of their materials, cquipment and facilitics, the Fundacson
Laguno requested that Lews and | present a series of workshops and
dermenstranans and thar | him dooumencanion to commbsite oo their
|I1"I'.-|I'_I-'. particududy amy mfonmation wlumg g0 bepoee casting,

[harks o a lamer of pecommendation from Ger TV Williams, combmed
with 1y letter 1o the Office of Foreign Assets Controls in
Washington, [XC. and the official imstation, | receved 2 General
License which qualificd me 1o take the direct flight fram Los Angeles
o Havana | meoveled with 140 pounds of [uggage that included seulp-
mares, platters, matted and shonk-wrapped drawings for the show, a
large assortment of ceramic tols and supplies, materials to promote
lscaleh and ul‘rh‘ magazmes; and the book Meabaly for Maden Sauiptors by
Fennell & Voursg. With s clear step-bey step dﬁn‘q‘.unm disgrams
s infssination on patinas, lost wax, and ceramac shell casting.
Methods for Modern Sculpeors made such a powerful impact ar
Caguayo thar | fele 1 had hﬂ:ﬂlﬂlu the Holy Grail, Fernando Yera,
direeror of the foumdry, tald me that they have been sruggling 1o
make 2] st-century art with 1950 techmalogy.

I my Four trips te Cuba, | have never failed to be moved 10 tears
o several oecisions by this combimagion of heartbreaking shortages of
the most basic tools and apples contrasted with the Cisban artiss’
unflagging determination to keep moving forward, delightful sense of
hsuner, dedication, and increddble generosicy, [n these cultural eschange
projects, the Americans’ conmbutions are strarghiforwand: aceess oo
nuch noeded materials, equipment and current iechnalogreal mfarma-
ton and apportunities to muake vahable profesional contaces, wheneas
the benefits we reeene
froum the Casbans ocour

o 4 deeper mare &pan=
ric bevel,

The first week
Antoaes Lewis and |
st up a w.'!'!i: IFIH.';" n
the Capuwo
"Laboratona” There
we presented demon-
strations of terra sa-
illata andd satery a6
umes, emphasizing the
importance of wsing-
latex and leather glﬁ,'q:-.
and dust masks 1o pro-



tect the hands and hungs. Usng a colemed
encausnc made from 2 mocre of mel-
ed parathn, gasoline and pigments, |
decorated a buge brscuis vase from
2001, T also worked ar Lescay's
stielio i cown with his assistane,
[uan Santiago Giron. Using the
technique of electoplanng cop-
per, ‘Ciron ransformed two small
WA IOESGH NI COpper soulpoanes
wath marhle hases, The larter were
wmverted ashirays, 2 typically won-
derful example of Cisban resourceful-
ness and ingenuity,

I'he second week Amonio Lews and |
presented vwo one-day workshops, The firsz,
Applicarion and Finng of Gold Luster, ook
place in the coarvyard of Lescay’s studio, The partio-
pants were Xiomar Generrez, director of the ceramics program ar
the Taller Cislrugal and angenaror of the Encuentro Terracota,
Rerenguer, Lescay, Giron, Lewas and myself, | demonstrated different
techriques of gold applicason. Each parnicipans decoraned glase-fired
pieces, then Giron and [ losded and fired the kiln. Gold needs a fast
firng o 660PC in a well-vennlaed kil The kiln swirch had two
basic setmgs — OMN and OFF, After chimbing 200 degrees in the first
1.5 mimumes, | would mum ix off for 20, then on again for a half hour,
then off again, etc. The firing began at 12:30 and conchided ar 4:30
M. Another heare rending moment was warching Garon unloading the
bt bealin shefves the nest day with his hands proected only by o
squarcs of candboard, The firing was a sucorss! Berenguer's three tiles
decorared with fhod mages of nudes and fish became part of our
show: The following week, Lescay exccuted 3 second barch of plarers
and niles decoraved with gold that be and Giron fired, The work was
breathtaking, showing a bold use of gobd and dry brshwork conse-
vene with Lescay’s panoing style, that opens up dymamic new possibili-
ties in the use of gold luster.

For the second workshop, Figuratve Ceramic with a Live Model.
Lescay had dhosen an cutdaor meeting place at Cagisyo, under the
trees, with work tables and a tharched bue wired for electnenty, known
as "Bu.igu:l" The project Isecamne a !-'!.'1“511‘!15- af L:.u‘.i}'-:. YISO, I
ﬁplr.:l!l'rr :I-.‘l.||[.l{‘|.:r||: hu:rhlh.‘lpa and 3xixd, an annual event -.rrgnni.m!
|.T:.' Auateming Lews, where 3 artts work wath 3 soadio techmscians 1o
create a by ol weonths ai thaee dﬂ}:.'l'|t EXpCTITice ol "Baragua”
underfines the rransformative mature af these collabosatve culnsal
exchange projects. By bringing together artists from different acsthetic,
techrical and cubural backgrotnds a new expenmee 1 :.:|.'|11|'|n:i:-'cd
r|u-1 hecames mare lFl.arl r|'|r =i 1:-|‘ £ I'I:rh.

'i'|1r |:'=rll-..':|.1iu1h Wehe d'u: rnudnr] ﬂ-thlnd. Er.lr’]mnu = El:.irrItr.

prentmaker and Director of the Taller
Culrural — Lescay, Lewas and myself,
with the technical suppart of Virgilo
Momtero, | had prepared underplases
and brought skerchbooks and pas-
tcls to share. From the [sla, Lewas
hadd brought a beauful range of

colored -:LJ:.1~. Lmoer glu': clialks,
plaes. biscuit vases and plarters
on which ro deaw and paine.
"I-"ll‘glllu |IJIJ Pfq".ll:l.'d Al A8
ment of leather-hard greenware: nles,
plamers and a theee foor tall vase.
Freeing artiss working in clay from all
rechaical preparation enables them w cre-
ate ina way that is particularly dynamie,
focused. and productive. This day was a uniguely
beaurtful artestic experience and a fease for the serses:
working outdoars, with the model as oair mise, enjoying the soft
breezes anl songs of the binds, listening to world nnsae, with abain-
dane bowls of tropacal frus for refeeshment, Fach armst absorbed and
shared the collecuve creatve energy. Insparation flowed from one
another. growing with the progress of the day, The culmination was
the collaborane pameing al the ll.rgl: vase [y Ln-m:r. lamaye and e
which adweved a visual unity although eur individisal styles are very
differens, showing the power of the common Linguage of an 1o break
through enernal differences of manonality, politics, race, culrure and
ethmacity,

Rather than feeling like a visiting foreigner duning these four weeks, [
felvam if | was contmuing ny working artise’s life m a parallel universe
thar was shaded in a different pakette of colors and meoved o the dif-
ferene r|'|:|-1[‘u:||5 that were Cuiba | ypdir mastly 51.1413'!-]1. ate myy meals
with a Cubuan |:-u||:i|:r. E’n.'q.ﬁ' Wi l]w.lr.'- ||H|:rdi|.1]‘l.' Ty and Fuoms-
patable making me feel a pare of their comnmuniny. 1 spert Mother's
Dy veek-end im the seall cHy of {Riamanama, staying with relatmes
of a colleague. On thesr televisson we watched Jimmy Carter's armal
i Havana ‘.‘;I.'\I.'I:IE Friety aisd (aatin :!alh{ilg side by gide m foont of the
flags of our respectrve countries seemed to sugur an e of hope for
peace, soon to be destroyed by Bush's declaratson thae the country of
these warm and generus people was a state thar :Fh'.rn.-l.-rrlrd CrToHEsT,
Mhay Z1st amel 220, Berenguer and 1 worked with the diector off
the gallery, panter Geetel Arrate, curors and stall of the Galerm
Llrversal 1o install our show, The openimg was scheduled for Toesday
May 22nid. Berenguer showed figarative platters, tle wall preces and
‘.ﬂ‘r‘lll‘r.'l. Hut 2t vt world of YPArTEN hesds, !-:rl'l‘.'l-l:l.' birds, fachi
amd I;ul-!.- mmaiers |'|.1.lr|'|ing Ireem c, whioae |r|]ul'|||:.1nh|.. CXCCPH 'I'i:.r
rJ'u '."ilt!ll.?tLl.ll.Ll ml:l:'s-. are all diﬁmnt AP ls off the inl]rq'nr. ['h.'.:lll'i



the woulds of science fiction. Like all exhibitions, the demsents camse
together just in time: painted pedestals, mounted wall peeces and draw-
s, labels and catalogue, The gallery, whach rasely shows ceramics |
glowed with srong and positive energy. The reception opened with
artists and dignitanes lined up in 2 row making speeches and then
becamse quate crowded and Inely for the next fve hours.

Here | woneld like vo affer a Cuban pErEpoctve on thas exbubsigsod in
the follewmg, which 15 pasiphrased from the opening rermarks. by Jorge
Moatoya Ravera, professor of the Philesophy of Art Criticism at the
University of Sancigo:

“Albert Camus said:

Each generation, withour a doubst, believes itsell’ destined 1o
recreate the woeldl These sands come to mmd when we
encoamnter the works in this exhibation, “Propucsa de Dos”
Catherme Merrill and Jose Luis Berenguer are each seanching
through differene cechmaiquues. for a way o remake their diffenmt
workds, The gerneneness and vabue of these offerings lie in the
freedom and boldness with whedh these arnisrs addres the act
of creation, Although thesr poinrs of reference are based on ses.
thenc ssamyptions thar follow different paths, their artise
intentions ane united in 3 way that s both coherent and onganie.
The key lies in the metaphors used by Catherme and Berenguer
whach are the leimotl of the works displayved here, She plays
with movement, the elemens of the namral warld and the
hunan ll-;a:u:l:. both male ancd Foomale, His foarems come from a
fantasy woekl both zoomoerphic and anthropemarphic. Jose
Luis Berenguer’s ceramic works demomstrate a mastery of his
craft through the complex lyers of ceramic slements and Frag
ments thar cover his preces givang strength and harmony 102
coimples concept. This exhibitson 15 a celebranon of humemn
expression and nanure i a wide range of forme full of imag-

nation and fartasy, thar represent the hope of these two anists
tor ke the wodd ancw” (1.

Berenguer and 1 belicve thar theough this exhibiion and the publiaty
thar showed our work, our naine, and mrﬂ;g:- side by side we were
saying that a Cuban and an Amserican artis can work one on one in
i'l.:lr'ﬂ'H'HI‘l' Pecamme what we b 17 commean s mich more -IIH:H‘E.'J.HI‘
thai i differences.

Frowi these uliural Inlﬂ'f{'lﬂl‘lhﬂ CIMETgE levels of n.'|1..1ngr ansd
gromth both simple and profound. MNew projeais are contmually born
and grow, expanding infinitely like npples ma pond. The Clay and
Glass Ares Foundation of San Francisco is sponsoning a Californda
'h:mtrm"_r fioe Antonss Lewis in Manch 2003 for 2 series of education-
all and cisdnual r.t-.‘lml-g' programs that will inclsde a FL;u'u:I_ presenta-
vony; Beyond the Embarpec Cuba Collaborations at the 2003 NCECA
Conference m San |'.|'|egr|.'.l group sherw 31 thie | =mmren Carrers [_h]]rr,'

in San Diego of Caban and American cermmic antisrs who have pare
ticipated 10 cultural exchange programs; 3 wordsshop st San Francisco
City College: and slide kectieres and panels ar the Are Academy of
San Francico and Santa Hosa Junior Callege, Further progects ane
bﬂ-"lg dﬂ'ﬁ'hﬂfﬂhﬂ i Cuba for 2000 and 2004, Sadly we caunot change
Amenican foregn policy but “beyand the Embargo™ we can try o
oreate a peaceiul woald, ar least for a lnde while, where ceramic artists
trom America and Cuba can work and grow topether, linle by liethe
opening the aeschetic and political bonders that separate oor two

COUMMTIeS
1. Trarealsed by Michar! o

NOTE
The Taller Cadriral bots the Encuerme lnpormacional Termaeoa m
santiago de Cuba every spring from May 15 1o 31, Applications anc
due Diecernber 315
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