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Decolonizing the Imagination

Artists’ Exc hanges

CUBA:
VAVNVI)

by Dot Tuer

Barricades of ideas are worth more than barricades of stone.
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José Bedia

Cota Nkunia con su mana (1990)
Acrylic on canvas

204 x 270 cm
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In December of 1987, as | walked off a plane to
the ninth International Festival of New Latin A
can Cinema in Havana, into the sweet, sticky
air of Cuba’s tropical socialism, | began an e
ration of art and revolution that has led me in
directions. This exploration, lived out as a seri
encounters with artists and their work, touche
the history, dreams and politics of a post-revolyt
ary Cuba. It revealed a dynamic culture where
oppressions and revolutionary visions intertwi
brought into sharp focus the challenge of the G
context to a western modernist paradigm that
arates art from politics and artists from ideol
Similar to efforts of other Canadians forging cu
links with revolutionary Cuba, | was engaged wit
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José Bed
Imitacion de vuedo (19

Acrylic on ca
212x120c
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articulation both of cultural difference and cultural
solidarity. In so doing, I sought to reach across the
barricades of north-south tensions and east-west an-
tagonismg - to reach towards the construction of a
cross-cultural dialogue.

In particular, the activities of two Canadians —
London, Ontario artist Ron Benner and Toronto pro-
grammer/writer David Mclntosh — intersected with
and enriched my endeavour. David McIntosh, as the
Co-curator of a series of independently produced video
and film by young Cubans, “Chronicles of my Family”
(1991), provided an averview of Cuban work address-
ing themes of identity and community, self-represen-
tation and nation. Seeking to “establish a dialogue
between what is specific and that which unites us de-
sPite nationality,”2 McIntosh emphasized the impor-
tance not only of learning about each other, but from
each other. Ron Benner, together with London artist
Jamelie Hassan, organized gallery exhibitions in
Toronto and London in 1988 and 1990 that intro-
fiuced Canadians to a new generation of Cuban art-
sts born at the time of the revolution. Providing the
OPPortunity for Consuelo Castafieda Castellanos,
Rogelio Lopez Marin and Humberto Castro in 1988
and Jo.é Bedia and Maria Magdalena Campos Pons in
1990 t,, travel to Canada with their work, the exhibi-
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Greg Curnoe

Poster (1988):
Spanish version of Map of North Amerxa (1972)
Offset lithograph, 61 x 46 cm

tions raised issues of postmodernism and the politics
of location vis a vis art and the context in which it is
shown.}

A reciprocal exhibition was held in Havana at
Casa de las Americas (1988) featuring works by Ron
Benner, Greg Curnoe, Murray Favro, Jamelie Hassan
and Fern Helfand and accompanied by a catalogue
with a text by Christopher Dewdney.4 Introducing
Cubans to artists based in London, Ontario, the
pieces in the exhibition ranged in theme from the
messages of political resistance embedded in Jamelie
Hassan’s ceramic replicas of cultural artifacts (Common
Knowledge, 1981/82) and Murray Favro’s recycled ob-
jects of everyday life (Bicycle, 1988) to the geographic
specificity of Ron Benner's photo-installation of a
puma caged by the rocks of Lake Erie (Place of the
Puma, 1982/85) and Fern Helfand's photo-installation
of tourists caged by Niagara Falls (Tourists at Niagara
Falls, 1988). To advertise the exhibition, Greg Curnoe
designed a poster based on his Map of North America
(1972), an artwork that redraws the political bound-
aries of the Americas by eliminating the United States
and joining Mexico to Canada. Plastered on walls
across Havana, the poster of a North America sans
America erased the reference point of dominant ide-
ology with one bold stroke and simultaneously in-
voked the complexity of conceiving a cross-cultural
dialogue. Projecting the idealistic map that Curnoe
has drawn onto a landscape of regional and global
politics, however, | quickly discovered how difficult it
is to engage the complexity that Curnoe has posed.
For in seeking to reframe artistic practices as specific
to their own histories and contigencies, one moves
from a world of imaginary mapping to a territory where
the centre exerts an overwhelming magnetic pull.

As the first socialist revolution to unfold in the
Americas, Cuba's rupture with western capitalism in
1959 had serious repercussions for the traditional pe-
riphery/centre paradigm and for the cultural hege-
mony of the United States in the region. Privileging
art as a tool of social reflection and social change,
post-revolutionary Cuba directly challenged mod-
ernist values that permeated an understanding of cul-
ture in western society. The operative separation of
individual creativity from collective ideology, high art
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from mass culture and aesthetics from politics that
constructed the parameters of modern art at the cen-
tre no longer shaped the terms of artistic practice at
the margins. With an extensive literary, cinematic
and visual arts infrastructure offering resources and
support for progressive artists from around the devel-
oping world, Cuba became a centre in its own right.
Providing a context for artistic expression that was
integral to popular struggles for national liberation
and cultural self-determination, Cuba was a reference
point for the construction of a post-colonial culture.

In contrast to the centrality of Cuba to progres-
sive artmovements in Latin America and the Third
World, North American interpretations of Cuban
culture tended to marginalize artistic contribution
and focus instead on issues of state control and “free-
dom of expression.” Employing a strategy described by
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak as an “information re-
trieval mechanism,” by which Third World events
and texts are isolated “as tokens within a different
cultural economy,” United States’ media and aca-
demics fixed on specific examples to decry the inter-
dependence of Cuban politics and culture. Events
such as as the “Padilla Affair” of 1971 in which
Herberto Padilla, poet and infante terrible of the
Cuban avant-garde, was arrested and subsequently
confessed to “serious transgressions” against the rev-
olution illicited strong condemnation of Cuban gov-
ernment from across the political spectrum in North
America.6 Cultural policies established by Cuba’s
Congreso Nacional de Educacién y Cultura in the
same year, proclaiming that “culture in a socialist
society is not the exclusive property of the élite but
rather the activity of the masses”? were denounced by
western media as repressive and dogmatic. Culminating
in a blackout of information about Cuban art in
western art circles, this outcry over the lack of freedom of
expression in Cuba also allowed the centre to reassert
its dominance over the terms of art debate.

In an essay entitled “Caliban: Notes Toward a
Discussion of Culture in Our America” (1971), Cuban
theorist Roberto Fernando Retamar suggests that this
equation between a politicized culture and an in-
fringement on artistic freedom is but one manifesta-
tion of deeply embedded colonial attitudes underlying
a modernist perspective on art. Identifying a series of
hierarchical oppositions between the Old and the
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New World, development and underdevelopmen
civilization and the primitive, Retamar describes ar
encounter with a European journalist who asked hip
in all sincerity, “Does a Latin American culture exist?

He argues that the journalist’s question casts intg
doubt “our very existence, our human reality jtsel|
. since it suggests that we would be but a distorte
echo of what occurs elsewhere.”® For Retamar, po
revolutionary Cuba becomes the reply to the journal
ist’s question, providing a location from which a it
and intellectuals can refuse the centre’s terms of ref-
erence and undermine the colonizer’s imaginatio ;
Proposing to understand the development of Cuban
culture as a cohesive stance against an irremediable
colonial condition, Retamar argues that Cuba’s st
gle to link culture to social and economic transforma-
tions contains the issue of artistic expression within
revolutionary parameters. In so doing, Cuba offered a
politics of location from which to envision an imagi-
nation of resistance to affirm the existence of a Latin
American culture.
For the new generation of Cuban artists formed by
a revolutionary context, an imagination of resistance
is rooted both in an anti-imperialist stance and in a
profound debate over the relationship of culture to
consciousness that developed during the early years of
the revolution. Focused on the potential to remodel
human consciousness through educational and ideo-
logical initiatives, this debate was reflected culturally
through the revolution’s embrace of both the artistic
experimentation of an avant-garde and the populist
goals of mass participation. Institutions such as the
Casa de las Americas and the Instituto Cubano de Arte
y Industria Cinematogréficos were founded to sup-
port an intellectual and aesthetic vanguard. Appeals to
an activist base took place through the formation of
rural boarding schools (Escuelas-en-el-Campo) and
neighbourhood community centres (CDR) as well as
the mass mobilizations of the Literacy Campaign
1961, with its aim to “develop a love of country and a
love for workers and peasants — for people as the cre=
ators of labour and the source of all social wealth,™
and its army of a hundred thousand volunteer teachers.
Seeking to liberate “artists and intellectuals from
the prison of an exclusive and narrow public which
was maimed and deformed in its taste,”1 the embrace
of a broad cultural spectrum also had the effect of ex-
acerbating inherent tensions between populist and
vanguard aesthetics and between urban and rural val-
ues. Culminating in an ideological polemic over the
role of the artist and artistic form within socialistmy
these tensions were the subject of Che Guevara’s essay
“Man and Socialism in Cuba” (1965). It was Guevara’s \
condemnation of social realism as a frozen form “bor
of the art of the last century,”!! and his emphasis o
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the necessity of culture to confront in the ideological
sphere “the extraordinary weight of ideas, habits, and
concepts that society has accumulated for centuries”!2
through artistic innovation that set the conceptual
stage for the generation of artists that has come to
prominence in the 1980s. Privileging the role of tech-
nology, youth and education in a heroic effort to end
all commodification, Guevara’s projection of a morally
charged socialism is reflected by the heirs of an ideal-
istic legacy who also seek links between subjective ex-

José Bedia

Nsense (Venado) (1991)
Acrylic on canvas

150 x 100 cm

pression and material change, political engagement
and formal experimentation.

Framed by post-colonial struggles to shed the con-
strictions of the centre and by revolutionary visions of
culture as a cipher of collective values, the work of
the Cuban artists who exhibited in Canada in 1988
and 1990 revealed a fascination with ideological
iconography and populist/traditional imagery. Bearing
the postmodernist signage of kitsch, appropriation
and bricolage aesthetics, the works used American-
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Ron Benner

As the Crow Flres (198491)
installation

NS
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approved formal strategies to undermine the cultural
hegemony of American content and ideology. Pieces
Such as José Bedia’s mixed-media installation of phg-
tographs and artifacts, Profile of a People (Homage
to North American Indians) (1986) and Consuelo
Castaiieda Castellanos’s painting, Triangle for the
Giaconda (1984), which incorporates visual fragmen-
tation and a mixture of Renaissance icons and lgcal
memorabilia, retlected a strategy of hybridization that
embraces popular culture and indigenous symbolg ag
well a8 local Cuban history and solidarity with gtrug-
gles elsewhere for selt-determination. In a similar vein,
Maria Magdalena Campos Pons's and José Bedia's ex-
tenSive uSe Of santeria (an Atro-Cuban religious prac-
tice) to transform the ritualized resistance of the past
int9 artistic mediations of the present signalled a
Search for the heterogenous and spiritual dimengiong
of a historical materialism.
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Of all the artists whose work was exhibite
Canada, José Bedia articulated most cogently 3
cern in his work to map a critical dialogue bet
cultural contexts. Seeking to undermine the ¢
nizer’s imagination, Bedia's investigation of Af
Cuban and native American traditions has led hi
occupy a frontier between non-western and weste
values, to attempt a synthesis between “primitj
and “modern” artistic practices. Whether draw
from his experiences as a soldier in Angola to constr
installations that simultaneously express solidar;

T

with African liberation movements and a desire to tran
s¢end the inhumanity of war or visiting the shaman of
an American Indian reserve in South Dakgta in order:
to further understand the significance of the SiouxX
Indian figure in Cuban santeria religipus practices,
Bedia’s occupation of this frontier is both a politica
and conceptual act of cultural solidarity. His drawings
— inScriptions of resistance to a cultural imperialist
that extends back in time five hundred years — delin-
eate the difference between a universalizing colonials
i%m equating the primitive with the Third World with
the illiterate and a revolutionary specificity eradicat-
ing illiteracy and privileging popular culture. Ag the
guardian of memory and liberator of vision, Bedia's
synthesis of the “primitive” and the “modern” is based
on a transmutation of the past into a populist and
dynamic representation of cultural differences.
Ironically, the dawn of 1992 has witnessed a

crescendo of memories of resistance at the same time
that the political space for the affirmation of cultural
Jifference throughout the Third World is being radi-
cally diminished. The Cuba of the 1980s, in which
work such as José Bedia's emerged, continues in the
1990s to proclaim its defiance of the capiralist welt-
geist of the 1990s. But with Lenin's statues toppling
across Eastern Eurtope, the Soviet Union in dissolu-
rion and developing nations abandoning economic
nationalism for World Bank handouts, struggles for
economic and cultural self-determination at the pe-
riphery confront the increasing domination of a U.S.-
engineered New World order. Never has the need for
the construction of a cross-cultural dialogue seemed
<0 urgent or more overshadowed by a centre/periphery
imperialimL

For me, in this context, Ron Benner’s recently
completed installation As The Crow Flies (1984-91)
offers a complement to Bedia's call for cultural soli-
darity and my own explorations of these issues. Seven
years in the making, this mixed media photographic
ingtallation encompasses documentation of voyages
criss-crossing the Americas and spawned, among
other things, the Cuban-Canadian cultural exchanges.
Photographing north and south views of specific
points along the latitudes of 81.14 and 79.23, Benner
links the seemingly disconnected geographies of Port

Photo: countesy the artist
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Ron Benner

As the Crow Flies (1984-91)
Installation detait

Stanley, Ontario; Cape Sable, Florida; Bay of Pigs,
Cuba; Puerto Mutis, Panama; and Talara, Peru (on
the 81.43 longitude) and Mohawk Point, Ontario;
Cape Romain, South Carolina; Trinidad, Cuba; Panama
City; and Pacasmayo, Peru (on the 79.23 longitude).
Juxtaposing these geographies by hanging large pho-
tographs of north and south views at 90 degree angles
to the gallery walls, Benner constructs an environment
in which a viewer can stand and look south from Lake

Erie at Port Stanley ta see the northem view of Cuba’s
sandy beaches. Placing documentation of the cultural
geographies of plants and architecture between the
photographs on the gallery walls and drawing the out-
line of oceans and political boundaries on the gallery
floor, Benner proceeds to challenge the conceptual as
well as perceptual boundaries that divide peoples and
cultures.

Dislocating and relocating the viewer within a
prism of geographical landmarks, As The Crow Flies
suggests that the remapping of a centre/periphery
paradigm is not as simple as Curnoe’s elimination of
the United States as a territorial reality, but neither is
it an impossible dream. For as As the Crow Flies sug-
gests, the distances between Cuba and Canada and
among indigenous cultures of resistance are not as
vast as the colonizers have imagined.

Dot Tuer is a Toronto-based writer who has written ex-
tensively on film, video and the visual arts. She has a par-
ticular interest in the development of artists’ institutions
and politics in Canada and in Latin America. She teaches
at the Ontario College of Art.

The author would like to thank Alberto Goméz for his input during the

writing of this article.

NOTES

1. José Mo, Our America: \Writings on Latin America and the Struggle for
Cuban Independence (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1977), p.84
2. A caulogue for “Chronicles ¢f My Family™ was published in Aug. 1991
by the Euclid Theatre. Toronto in Spanish and English

3. Exhibitions were held a Gallery 76, Toronto: Forest City Gallery and
Cultiral Embxassy House, London. Ontirio

1. Catalogue for the exhibition (Nov. 17 = Dec. 24, 1988) was puldlished in
Spanish by the Galeria Latinoamerics, Casa de Las Amenicas, Havana

S. Jean Frunco refers to Spivak’s critique of “infonmational retrieval” inecha-
nisms in the introduction to her book Plotting Women. Gender and
Representation (n Mextco (New York: Calumbia UL Press, 1989), p.xi;
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s essiays can be found in two collections: i
Orher Worlds: Essays in Cidturnad Politics (New York, Routledge, 1987) and
ocl. Sarah Harasym 7he Past-Colonial Critic (Kew York: Routledge, 1990)

6. For u detdiled account of the scandal see Maurice Halperin, “Culture and
Revalution.”™ in ed. Ronald Radosh, The New: Crelxa: Paradaxes and Poteritials
(New York: Williim Momrow & Co., 1976) and Seymour Menton, rase
Fiction of the Cuban Revolution (Austin: L, of Texas Press, 1975), pp. 14549
7. For a complete list of policies sce Menton, pp. 149-51

8. Robeno Femandez Reuinrs, Caliban and Other FEssaps (Minneapolis: &
of Minnesot Press, 1989). p.3

9.Richard R. Fagan. The Transformation of Political Culture in Cuba
(Stanford: U. of Stanford Press, 1969). p.37

10. Alfredo Guevara, the fint dirvctor of the Cubon Fitm Institute as quoted
by Michacl Chanan. 7he Clabxan Inmage (London: BF1 Publishing, 1965), p. 10+
11. Che Guevarnt, “Man and Socialism in Culx.” in ed. Bertmm Silvennan,
Mt cond Socialism in Cuba, The Grear Debate (New York: Athencum,
1971), 12.349

12. Fagan, p.147
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