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eDITorIal
Cuba is a country with a very powerful image abroad. Most people have a very clear idea 
of what the country looks like, although they have never visited it - they have seen posters 
with the leaders of the Revolution and photos of old cars, smiling people and beaches with 
crystal clear water. However, many of us would like to see pictures of what lies beyond that; 
we would like to know what effect the presentation of this image abroad has had behind 
closed doors, what significance has the constant propaganda had for Cubans, what are the 
consequences of the lack of advertising, images and audiovisual material and to what de-
gree have influences from abroad been able to manifest themselves in Cuba.

The topic of Cuban visual culture is extremely complex and broad, too much so to be 
tackled in a small magazine like ours, but we wanted to provide at least a taste of what 
the power of images means in the context of Cuba – both with regard to the image of the 
country itself, as well as to all of the images that Cubans have been (and still are) taking 
in. Clearly, the aesthetics of the country, which are currently undergoing profound changes, 
have been marked by propaganda and the absence of advertising.

In his article, Francis Sanchez tells us about the prohibition of any audiovisual materials 
other than those produced by the Revolution and muses about how new technologies have 
helped Cubans watch independent films; William Retureta comments on the consequences 
that communist propaganda and the absence of advertising has had on his adolescence; and 
finally, Yanela Durán and Taylor Torres, a new generation of Cuban photographers, tell us 
about their experiences from a photojournalism workshop in Prague. Perhaps the images 
coming out of Cuba will begin to change soon and show us a different kind of reality, which, 
however, is also unmistakably Cuban.

The Power of Images

Agnes Koleman
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UNaPProveD
PIcTUres

Francis Sánchez

How the social reality of the 
visual history of Cuba was 

almost erased

m
y dream of earning a Master’s 
Degree in Latin American 
Culture almost ended the day 
my professor of Cuban Film, 
when evaluating my oral pre-
sentation on the history of 

Cuban cinema, rebuked me for having da-
red to mention works from the 1990s and 
the 2000s that were not produced by the 
Cuban Institute of Cinematographic Art 
and Industry – they were created by inde-
pendent filmmakers. This academic was 
convinced that audiovisual works produ-
ced without the patronage of a recognized 
authority such as the State industry ne-
cessarily lacked quality, were illegitimate 
and deserved to be erased from the history 
of Cuban visual arts. That was something 
I felt really strongly about - too strongly 
to be able to hold myself back and remain 
silent. I identify closely with the freedom 
of expression that we, the Cubans, have 
overcome since the end of the twentieth 
century and since the arrival of new tech-
nologies that have allowed us to choose 
what we want to watch, as well as how 
and when we want to watch it – techno-
logies that have even enabled us to shoot 
our own videos!

First there were video cassette players. I 
remember back in the 1980s, my friend 
German from the town of Ceballos had 
earned a reputation of being a wretched, 
mysterious man due to a secret that he had 
– he owned a video cassette player, which 
he had bought from a sailor. Just imagine 
that he rejected to sell it for a price equi-
valent to the value of several thorough-
bred horses! Yet, the situation he was in 

was fairly difficult, since he was never 
supposed to commit the crime of inviting 
the public under his roof as an audience. 
This is how things were at the very begin-
ning. After that came video cameras and 
computers. The Cuban socialist govern-
ment (the “dictatorship of the proletariat”) 
has always tried to do its best to mono-
polize, hold back and control the flow of 
new technologies, because it knew that 
they transform the way social images are 
consumed and that they inherently give 
power to the people. I know it well. One 
of the first legal regulations introduced by 
the Revolutionary Government was the 
creation of the Cuban Institute of Cinema-
tographic Art and Industry (ICAIC). The 
expropriation of cinemas, on the other 
hand, was the first measure in the wave 
of nationalization in Cuba, whose aim 
was to eliminate private property. Within 
this wave, a small cinema in Ceballos was 
confiscated from my father, even before 
he had been able to fully pay it off in ins-
tallments. But that was not enough. The 
government also wanted to get hold of the 
country’s historical memory. The director 
of the ICAIC monopoly, Alfredo Guevara 
- the film maker who unsuccessfully tried 
to make my father accept a proof of pay-
ment, but my father answered: “I’m not 
selling it, you are stealing it from me!” - 
used to indulge in repeating the nonsensi-
cal sentence that Cuban cinema was born 
with the Revolution (suggesting that the 
Revolution was the supposed “year zero” 
of Cuban culture). A lie that would serve 
as an alibi for censorship, the destruction 
of and damage to a lot of celluloid.



rewriting cuba rewriting cuba

6 7

Yet, the discussion with my professor 
(which took place deep into the 21st cen-
tury) didn’t centre on the existence of films 
like La Virgen de la Caridad (“The Virgin 
of Charity”) from 1930, or film-makers 
like Ramon Peon. In fact, our study pro-
gram did include some evidence about 
filmmaking in Cuba before 1959 and even 
recognized that the works from that period 
had some artistic value. The films whose 
existence the school wanted to hide didn’t 
come from the distant past, but from the 
very present. When the teacher challenged 
me to give him examples of quality films, 
I mentioned Video de familia (“A Family 
Video”) directed by Humberto Padron in 
2001, a kind of a video letter of a family to 
their exiled relative, and the documentary 
De buzos, leones y tanqueros (“Of Divers, 
Lions and Tankers”) directed by Daniel 
Vera in 2005. The new wave of digital, al-
ternative and independent films has made 
it possible, for the first time in history, to 
capture the social and daily Cuban reality 
and show it, tentatively, on the big screen 
– in a raw state, the way it is really lived. 
Thus, for the first time in history, free au-
diovisual production has become a real 
possibility in Cuba. This democratization, 
brought by the new technologies of the di-
gital era, has far surpassed the ideological 
machinery of the totalitarian system.

When the discussion turned to the con-
tents of those two films, other students 
got involved after the professor dared to 
deny the existence of “Divers, Lions and 
Tankers” in Cuba, that is, the people who 
live off picking through garbage. My 
classmates reacted by giving him even 

more sad examples of the Cuban reality: 
mentally ill homeless people, beggars, be-
gging children, etc. Yet, the thing that see-
med to upset the professor the most was 
my pointing out the similarities with the 
documentary Tire dié (1960) by Fernando 
Birri. The Argentinian film-maker tells a 
story of children who run alongside trains, 
begging for change from rich travellers. 
As the highest authority in the classroom, 
the professor wasn’t able to come up with 
a better response than to maintain that the 
reality in Cuba was very different, that the 
children portrayed in the film were clearly 
sent by their parents, because, as he be-
lieved, they were vagrants. I thought that 
his reaction was identical to that of the 
wealthy travellers on the train whom Birri 
interviewed, but I didn’t tell him. It was 
the same hypocrisy. Putting on blinders 
to avoid seeing people as flesh and blood, 
people with real problems.

Then I realized that the lives of excluded 
beings living in some Havana districts 
were not the worst filth unearthed by Da-
niel Vera. It was the official insensitivity 
to human suffering that was so alarming. 
When asked whether there was any so-
lution to the situation of such people, an 
official talking to the camera described a 

package of measures enforced by the Po-
lice, which had, for example, confiscated 
a cart and a horse from one family and 
imposed fines on many others. Unfortu-
nately, this is not an isolated “red tape” 
case. Two or three years after the film was 
shot, the Granma newspaper (the official 
mouthpiece of the Communist Party) ran 
a story about a raid against Havana “di-
vers”, whose objective was to improve the 
image of the city. The report contained the 
exact numbers of arrested and incarcera-
ted people. The social utopia was strikin-
gly absent amid all that garbage.

Just as performance arts were the cutting 
edge of Cuban art in the 80s, characteri-
zed by street-art or street performances 
staged timidly in public spaces, in the 90s 
it was Cuban literature (mainly narrations) 
which became fashionable, since it dared 
to tell “dirty” stories. However, none of 
this can be compared to the impact that au-
diovisual technologies have had on Cuban 
society in terms of social representation, 
immediate communication and the sharp-
ness and density of the artistic expression. 
It was fairly easy to ban the performance 
of a play, close an auditorium and break 
up a group of actors, but it’s simply not 
possible to stop the virtual circulation of 
audiovisual material passed from hand to 
hand. On the one hand, a massive, spon-
taneous information channel opened up 
between the deaf and dumb official me-
dia and the traditional art forms that were 
shyly rebelling against the official press 
or compensating for the lack of it. On the 
other hand, a channel made up of USB 
flash drives appeared that allowed people 

to share videos that could be created and/
or played by anybody.

Thanks to this new channel, numerous 
audiovisual works were able to come 
into existence such as Buscandote Ha-
vana (“Looking for you, Havana”, direc-
ted by Alina Rodriguez Abreu, 2006), at 
whose end I found the faces, the huts and 
the cries of the marginalized immigrants 
from the East who have come to live in 
our capital; also, A donde vamos (“Where 
are we going”, directed by Ariagna Fa-
jardo Nuviola in 2009), a portrait of the 
powerlessness of farmers in the Sierra 
Maestra Mountains, who were facing ab-
surd taxes while watching their crops rot; 
Gusano (“Counterrevolutionary”, by Ai-
ler Gonzalez, 2014) on acts of repudiation 
committed in the name of the Revolution, 
which presents a detailed documentation 
of one of such acts of abuse as seen from 
the point of view of a cornered family, and 
many other videos that have, for various 
reasons, affected me.

The freedom I feel as an artist is based 
on the constant eagerness to search for 
new means of expression and to watch 
unapproved pictures that allow me to feel 
more and more removed from the silly 
lifeless existence of the official culture. I 
consider myself a writer in motion (even 
though words in literature are printed and 
tend to remain frozen) and the freedom of 
the audiovisual world gives me the neces-
sary alertness to stay awake, activates me, 
and gets me involved in stories that reveal 
my soft spots, or sometimes even the am-
putated parts of my own reality.

For the first time, the daily 
Cuban reality appeared 

on the screens
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Visual Poem by Francis Sánchez

william retureta

On Propaganda and 
Advertising

by Agnes Koleman

William decided to flee Cuba as soon as he turned 20, leaving behind him the 
irreverent punk band “Porno para Ricardo”, in which he played the bass. 
After two years of living in Prague, he has gained a new perspective on the 
ideas and images that shaped his adolescence in Cuba and on the meaning of 

consumerism in a country where no advertising exists.
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For a boy like him, who was growing up 
in an environment where you could sel-
dom get hold of a photo, a magazine or a 
compact disk, one picture was enough to 
make him decide to become a punk. He 
confesses that moving to a capitalist coun-
try hasn’t turned him into a conspicuous 
consumer.

Sometimes all you need to see is a 
picture...

That’s right. As a teenager, I knew I was 
against something but I didn’t know what 
it was. My mum was involved in the 
world of art and my dad was keen on hea-
vy metal. Perhaps that was the reason why 
I had better access to photos and CDs than 
other kids my age, despite the fact that 
there were hardly any in Cuba. One day I 
saw a photo of The Clash and I was shoc-
ked; I told myself that I wanted to look 
like them. Since then I started to listen to 
as much punk music as I could, mostly 
Spanish bands.

But it probably wasn’t very easy to get 
hold of photos of punk groups or clothes 
that you could wear to look like a punk.

It was incredibly hard! There were very 
few magazines and getting Dr Martens 
boots was almost impossible. Having a 
Ramones T-shirt was an absolute privile-
ge. Getting to a concert given by a band 
that had music videos wasn’t feasible 

without God’s will and some help, not to 
mention the persecution of people who 
wore punk clothing. However, by the time 
I had started dressing that way, it was alre-
ady a bit more tolerated. Still, punks were 
and are very rare in Cuba.

Are the aesthetics in Cuba as uniform 
as they seems? Almost everyone seems 
to wear the same sort of clothes.

The typical Cuban aesthetics, the image 
that is sold abroad, are vintage cars and 
mulatto girls in tight clothes. The gover-
nment has managed to sell this idea even 
to the Cubans themselves. I admit that the 
aesthetics work well, but to me it seems 
rather insulting and sexist.

But it had to absorb at least some 
influence from abroad...

The only thing that truly influenced Cu-
ban aesthetics was football. When Cristia-
no Ronaldo became famous, all Cubans 
started to copy his hairstyle. I’d never 
seen anything else like it before.

People adopt the aesthetics of what comes 
in and it’s the government that decides 
what can come in; if it results in young 
people playing football and partying, they 
embrace it. As there’s nothing else for 
them to choose from, they soak it up.

tising in Europe hasn’t increased my cra-
ving for things. Just the opposite. It seems 
to me that the more choices available and 
the more abundant the visual stimulus, 
the more confused people become, which 
makes them more restrained. I’ve lived 
under communism and now live in the 
middle of wild capitalism, so I know both 
these environments. Curiously enough, li-
ving in a capitalist country has helped me 
to better understand the society and, on 
the other hand, place less importance on 
material things.

I mean, people in Cuba are equally blin-
ded by consumer desire and they even 
see consumerism as an illegal goal that 
one should achieve, as a solution to their 
problems. As if material things could save 
them...

You were kicked out of school for 
having defaced a photo of Che... It 
seems as if propaganda vexed you more 
than advertisements.

It did, at that time. Political propaganda 
is exhausting, disgusting, and desperate. I 
was dying to see an advertisement. Now, 
however, I find ads disgusting. In the end, 
it seems that they have the same effect on 
me as propaganda.

However, it seems clear that the absence 
of advertising makes people desire 
fewer things, have fewer material 
needs...

No. The consumer desire devours you 
anyway; Cuba has been burning with con-
sumer desire for many years now.

I grew up in Vedado, a neighborhood of 
rich people, where children went to school 
wearing trainers and I was laughed at be-
cause I had the typical boots that came 
with the school uniform given by the go-
vernment - very ugly - which looked like 
orthopedic shoes. The only thing I longed 
for was a pair of trainers.

In a context like that of Cuba, consumer 
desire is inevitable; when you see your 
cousins from Spain wearing Nikes, all you 
want are Nikes and you want it more than 
anything. I do agree that images boost 
consumption, but it’s not necessary to 
cover the whole city with advertisements 
to produce such an effect. You know, the 
lack of images is sometimes more power-
ful than their abundance. It doesn’t mat-
ter whether the information and products 
come in small doses, the desire to have 
such things spreads like wildfire.

So you say that living in a capitalist 
country hasn’t made you more of a 
conspicuous consumer...

Not at all. The massive amount of adver-
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Photography has always been a hobby of 
mine, and a very enjoyable one – a hobby 
that I felt could become a passion at a cer-
tain moment. As time passed by, I earned a 
Bachelor’s degree in Social Communication 
and photography was no longer a mere pas-
sion – it became a useful tool. Since then, it 
has been a companion both in my professio-
nal life, as well as in my activist endeavours. 

I got a unique and wonderful opportunity 
to study photojournalism in Prague, where 
I learned that great photography must have 
feelings and expression; regardless of the te-
chnical skills a photographer may have, if a 
photography fails to capture the soul of what 
it portrays, everything is in vain. That’s what 
I’ve learned from our great teacher, photogra-
pher Pavel Hroch, who earned tremendous 

Taylor Emilio Torres Escalona

school of cUBaN
PhoTojoUrNalIsm

IN PragUe

How to capture the soul of a country 
in transformation through the lens 

of a camera

respect for himself based on his activities in 
Prague during the time period of the country’s 
transition. Cuba is currently in need of pho-
tojournalists, both those who seek to capture 
the immediacy of the situation as well as pho-
tojournalists who strive to make a thorough 
analysis of the reality that surrounds them. 
For this reason, training and preparation is 
very important. My country is in a stage of 

constant metamorphosis and I think that the 
photos being taken today will prove to be just 
as valuable as written reports to help future 
generations understand the current state of 
affairs in my country. I wish to be able to re-
flect the reality surrounding me through my 
photos, arousing people’s emotions and in-
corporating those emotions into my work

Vietnamese market SAPA, on the outskirts of Prague. A vendor is eating lunch in the shop where he works.
Photo by Taylor Emilio Torres Escalona
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Moving from Havana, which is stuck in 1959, 
to Prague, which Cubans see as the future, is 
like time traveling between two cities dama-
ged by the same political system.

Prague is quite the opposite of what I’m ac-
customed to, of what forms my everyday rea-
lity: the ruins of Havana, where no heritage 
conservation policies are in place. Studying 
photojournalism in Prague has been difficult. 
I had to snatch snapshots from time, because 
the city is constantly in motion. Every aspect 
from its architecture to its social and tourist 
activity made me focus the lens of my camera 

on specific details and I realized how impor-
tant it is to concentrate. In a city full of stimuli 
and colors, this proved to be the hardest thing.

The workshop introduced new images into 
my work - images of stories that were wai-
ting to be told by the camera. The workshop 
showed me that the moment when a photo is 
taken doesn’t belong to anybody and that we 
can get it before anyone stop us. This logic 
has proven useful in Cuba, where, despite all 
the prohibitions, I already feel free to grab 
hold of one of these moments pertaining to 
nobody.

school of cUBaN
PhoTojoUrNalIsm

IN PragUe

Yanela Durán Noa

Moments of Nobody

Vietnamese market SAPA, on the outskirts of Prague. A man is roasting duck in a small shelter next to the restau-
rant for which he works. Photo by Yanela Durán Noa
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