Art in Cuba-Then and Now

by Catlerinne Merrifl

In 1965, yearning for sdventuse, | joined a trip being opanizel
fircim Miw Yok City 8o Havana, protssiing the ban an fravel 1o
Cubsa, Eighty-five: "Heroic Students and Amists,” 2% we camae o be
ki in Cuba, flew on ELALAIines to Paris, whhere s walked
dcvn hangg conicors and through a forbicden doonway 1o baard

a plane for Crechostovakia, Retracing our route over New York,
we Landed thirty hours Later at fosé Martin Aingsost, whem croswds
of cheering, uniormed youth beasing flowers greeted us, For the
nct b kb we were guests of ihe Cuban govemmeent, wisit-
iy evesry place of Inberest froem Hancama bo Santiagn,

Sonn tiring of apartment blocks and factaries, | appoinied
rvself cubiural ambassackor and armanged for visits 1o art schoals,
galleries and muscuns. My firsd siop was Cubanacan A Schoal
i a corverted country chub near Havana, | was astonished by the

ejiiadity o the weork, particularly the painting - expressive, congem-
porary, and mostly devoid of political content. | also sisited a
revernent class taught by a modern dancer, Loana Wikon, who
ha lift Baw York for Castro’s Cuba so teach childmen danee.

e that first trip | felt 3 siromg serse of euphaonia among (he
Cubians, iucled by the profound social changes aking place,
“Theater Brigacks” traveled the island in caravans, perommang
plavs for rural workers” co-operatives, Afler a spirited perdomance
of “Playboy of the Westem Workd,™ a glowing, impagsione] man
tedd mee, “I wsed to be a bank welles | .:Ilﬂ'apmrﬂ:ﬂ tex b=
actor and here | am living ry dream.” A1 an 2t sched inSanta
Clara et a dector buming with the same fiery light, He sid,
“The revalugion has taken away my Tamily's cstates and 'm free
toe ey whhat | love, 1've neever been happies,” AL thae Institute for
Animated Film, inder the direction of a belliant 22-vearcld film
merker since the previous. direceons ad ed bo the LS., | found
an electric atmosphere of experimentation and inmovation,

Tha prvasive Soviet influenee woe @ sham contrast, Manss-
Leminist sigrs and slogans wene everywhene. We stayed at a
kibshaitz-like boarding sl b the Ssem Maestr, whers the
Callective brought up children apart from thesir familics. W
atended workiers” medtings and a mass rally led by Raul Casta,
and met Che Cuevara, The Cubans weee inging B0 preserae some
autonomy while dependent on Soviet cconomic syt On the
whade, the povernment stived away from the visual ans. Ina
farmous manifesto, Castro had encouraged antists and wiiers,
saying thedr bensedit fo the country was second only bo th -
lutkanaries.

Adtesr this trandomative experience | hoped o go back one day
0 see howw The prormraes of this tirme had ndobded, In April 1999,
ihe 40th anniversany of the 1959 Revohution, | fimally haad (e ogpor-
Runity b retuen, Altbough still ilegal and overly long, the 12.hour
oy was esier than my earlier voyage. On Mexicana Alrines
I flesy from San Franciseo to Cancun, where | pecked g (e
Havama tickets a1 the Air Canibe flight desk. | bought a $15 ouris
wisa b us instead of my LS. passport, which was stemped upon
arrivid a8 o Setin Adport, Diverbles: Troved in Cancun will lardle
theser reservations and will meet you at the aigsst with vouches



DFPEN HANDS

for e Cancun-Havana nound i,
haviie] sty el growand ransgportation
Since Aameican crechie cancls ane e
b b Culaa, | carriesd thes prscnasy |
mesecder] for miv ending day veorn in
A rmengry Bell in cash and Thasmat
ook Iraveiers chicks

I wmarries] aboud skl | weouled
dscower, alter all the repowts o
porverty and dhecay, Ind | aosen
Al jusked B clark sbreets, pothiolss,
e Bl s shwmrbagnes of TE L]
anl wealier, As baelore, my dominant
impnessa ik of Bhi wiliadity and
wimith o thee |h1..1.|.-|'_ e sesdisc v
rhigthime of thi omnipresent e
i andl, oo with such limitisd
resources, e ex |"|I|I||I"'|I| CrEalngiiy Y]
o all medlia —music, bhallel thaator,
lifm, painking. sculptuee and cenam-
ics, Dhuring v visdl, the ceents and contacts | had casefully
planrs] for nieser worked out, whibe each day fostisne broughit th
s wonderd acheenitunss, Cin both trips, anopen mind and the
abilehy io o ak comeersational Spanish woere n 3 Iaesd st a5 0
Iraviler; persanal enoogmbers stand out as hig
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fue Larvhano district of Flavana, | o B svoimes Oeramii

el II||I‘.|II'\1 whao seviioo onet Bl b L,, Ty £ 3 [ Al | Sou L Ol
1hitly paante
thee wyEne-

shuilio, whore 1hisy wene WERE T SCOFES O sivlimed], b
Ierrcotta Fiurines—lifibe dam L)
doss of thie towrist \.lb:in._

In & walbery on Calle | l||h.|'|- i i Ol Hiavana, ams g sk
Aainlngs of h 1= tlivarzis and beautifd women, | shaweed o Fobat
carrl o v s |.||,|r.|I|I Thie G Mar, ™ to Bsasella B WAL,
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Yanes, She inviled me to have o shoswe there In March 2001,
I«.|'!.'|I'||'_1J'||' had dreamt of my sou ||||| ires thae muelal Eselose andl
|||||I I |:,||| | FOLEENE P B LRy |||H||_

In Trinbdad, am e Juaisie ervial] ciby pesshored Py LINESOC) |
wisibod the “Casa del Alireda, Hermanas Santamtber,™ am open-air
posiery run by the brothers Abel Sama Maria and Julic Amelia
Santamnhsy, i lien :||||| (e ||||1,' [T |||r|-. P [l i 3@
family that ensiprated (nom Spain 100 vears aeo. Thesy makee thasir
ClassaCably- progeor soned pols, primanly vases and cowensd jars,
froem a local micaceous clay that theosas waell, T coonomize on
fuied, the ot e il cecorated with barrished e sagillaga
I Eefis® i .||| W, OnErTh, aneE |.I-||
and chiromse Ereden. Thoy s bo-lpe
i a o kil g 900°C, julior said
that thesy sell everething thay malke
and plam tey sckd eleciric -fned
plagesl ware

| s prisesim, o T Bk o Bhasir
msiness card, has been an inspira
T B3 rriege:

Cainchor s desculane b belleza
Hary quie hacer L dia tras dia,

C il s conoce of valor del
edbuerrao I voluntad v la sonnisa
Sabemos parnuie o amor ieonea
Ly maranilla,”

Capthrerirae Adereill af Auseivrr of fine Aers, Flavana, Cuba
VIRGE, porresa: ks Casten, Ciali, 1045

LI s s clescowerood sty
Save s oneae il day abier day
t 'll'!: LR & I‘I. L= Llilru.ll ||'l:' % .I|:||'
ol for etlor, our will and a smile
Then v Ky whiy bowey creales
A b

Irv Trimiclad] | basuan o ask the
hard guestions and was appalled o
lexarm oo thae sevnily of ra
e fages Ehesr bravve and chees il
Y e erline My cab drivier tokd
i hi® had been a docior, bt since
Bheere aine B mainy chociors I
becarmse a taxi driver, Fe earns mon
ey in clollars from lips amed has
bBetier access o thirgs like chickens,
e, snap, shaving cream and
i Hh!hl"n:l' e avssuared i horewrvier,
Bhirmgs were gotbing bettor litile by
litgle: Bor o vear or so thene had been

s oooking oal a1 all

Lin iy Lasd elay, Yands, [Sabedla andd her brothes Peclnn, theis
illery meenanes, ireitegd mee o lunch in Odd Flavana, On her vy,
lsabella goak us b homeopathic pharmacy whose walls were
lirwend st iy -:1-||i-'l|.1 with a Beautitn] collection of 198h-conbisy
Frewwch porcieain agoibecany jars, Crher lunch, Yanes todd us thar
al ihe timie of the Bevolution he left a promising carcer as an
alstract exprissionis painber m Paris o oome home and found
and diresct the An School o oo that hadd so TR S
e thirty viars befone Out of gratinche, the Cuban sovemenseni
I Eiven Rirm g e ealbery

W acknowwbechped that the cument sineation in Cuola s
Tull e ||Il:'\-G'\I|I'II'.I-_ “haut,” b i, “thi '11-:'||Ii'|..|| BTSN b huave |
0 face now are nathing compansd o the unspeakable poverty
wlisisasae arl sublorer 3 btiore, 've ¢ I."""i:"" sl of (LT
lrcairse | bselsed Bhal whisn |h'|||||l-' Lo t] through buand times. iy
el o bok gty peciures,”

Technecally, o is mad Eravelin spal, bl
sowemchng mord=y thene, i "teeling widhy the ememee.™ §was i
Tul thad rny fies PRITC IS did not havee “Cuba™ sridiea o i
Haowwrwer, upon amival Late a8 W)
P flight besmws, | must have looked [ike the other weary loumss
returming Feam a M ican vacaion amd was mivthes [T TR al
raw Rl Iy |.|;.:h'.||!|' wirrhieed. For those whio e b0 T -|l| ||-| ] |||'\..I
Calabal Exc bangee, based in San Franciso, rums a variety of iouns
o Cuba amnd handles all visas amd
[T Ha afa il Rt o

e by Tl thad is

T in San Framcison Jlles &

e podiens shodld wish o irael
b Cuilia, gy abso offer custoeized
[mis,
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