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I never thought my transit in Taiwan would be so utterly amazing and unforgettable.
Delicate dumplings, beef noodles and bubble tea restored my appetite after a long flight.
The National Palace Museum, Longshan Temple and Peking opera opened my eyes.
Stunning views from Taipei 101, bustling night markets and chic bars thrilled me.

My transit in Taiwan: A brief yet incredible whirlwind of non-stop delight!

Short Stay, Lasting Memories
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Rich, Diverse, Alive
Experience [t
Cultural TAIWAN

Wander the alleyways ol Taipei and you could
coma across a hand puppet perlormance
Authentiz, alaberately attired characters make
charming keapsakes or gits.
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Don't underestimate the power and influence
ol thess two crescent moon blocks, a

ubiguitous sight at Tatwan's tempias used in
divination to answer a “yas” or "no” quastion

Taiwan's fascinating culture Is everywhera, from back alley publc art
projects to sireet puppet shows, grand downtown performance halls,
and up through the jewal thal is the National Palace Museum and its
aver 700,000 treasures.

Culture is aliva here well beyond the confines of curated museums.

Performing arts blending traditional cuitural themes with modern Photo by Liu Chen-hsiang

alaments, and diverse religious and cullural lestivals like Dragon Boat

Day, the Mid-Autumn Festival, and the goddesa Mazu's birthday il Thig personable, quitky Bochisattva ls hand
the calendar with fascination year-round for truly authentic local crafted and dressed in a pure gold robe.
experences.
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thrives here with vigor and wvariety

From the grittiest strests
to the loftiest institutions,
culture is something lived,

izyead, and celebrated in Taiwan
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Julia Caoke writes about culture and
food for such publications as Virginia
Quartarly Review, Condé Nast Traveler,
and Savaur, She is the author of The
Other Side of Paradise: Life in the New
Cuba. After five years in Mexico City
and Havana, she currently lives in New
York City, whera she teaches writing at
The New School.
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Yoani Sdnchez, one of Cuba’s most
acclaimad journalists, is the founder
and director of the island's first
indspendent daily news platform,
14ymedio.com. President Barack
Obama has commended her efforts to
"smpower fellow Cubans to exprass
themsalves through the use of
tachnology.”
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Patrick Symmes has written about
travel and globalization for such
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Condé Nast Traveler. He is the author
of two books on Cuba: Chasing Che,
which retraces the journeys of Che
Guavara, and The Boys From Dolores,
a profile of the Jesuit school that
shaped Fidel and Raul Castro.

Edu Bayer is a Barcelona-born photographer whosa
work has appeared in the New York Times, the Wall
Street Journal, and other publications.

Michaal Christapher Brown is a Brooklyn-based
photographer whose book, Libyan Sugar, about the
2011 revolution, was released this year.

Arien Chang Castén is a Havana-born photographer
whose work has been widely shown in Cuba and
abroad.

Emilio Cueto is an author of various books and
articles on Cuban culture. He serves as an expert
guide for Smithsonian Journays tours in Cuba.

Mimi Dwyer is 2 New York-based reporter with
Reuters. She has also contributed to the New
Republic, Vice, Al Jazeera, and other outlsts.

Christopher Elliott is a consumer advocate, a
nationally syndicated columnist, and the author of _
How to Be the World's Smartast Traveler. i

Hillary Gulley is a writer, translator of Cuba in

Splinters: Eleven Storias From the New Cube, and co-
editor of the Words Without Borders Cuba issue.

Orlando Luis Pardo Lazo is a Cuban writer and
photographer currently living in the U.S. His
book Abandoned Havana is a photo diary of his
home ¢ity.

Michaal Atwood Mason is an expert on Cuba’s
African-ingpired religious traditions and the director
of the Smithsonian Center for Folklife and Cultural
Heritage.

Ana Soffa Peldez is a food writer covering Latin
Amaerican cuisine whose cookbook, The Cuban Table,
was nominated for a James Beard award.

Jodo Pina is a Portuguese-born photographer who
documents human rights violations, with a particular
focus on Latin America.

|dania del Ria, 2 Cuban designer and illustrator, is co-
founder end creative director at Clandestina, a design
studio and store in Old Havana.

Edel Redriguez is a Havana-born artist who
frequently contributes to the New York Times and the
New Yorker.

EYEWITNESS TRAVEL

EXPERIENCE
YOUR
DESTINATION

The most photography, maps, and illustrations of any travel guide.

SEE MORE

BH A WORLD OF IDEAS:
\l[ SEE'ALL THERE 1S TO KNOW

DISCOVER MORE

www.dk.com u @ E @




JOURNEYS CHIEF CONTENT OFFiCER COPY EDITORS DIGITAL EDITOR DIRECT RESPONSE: Merie
Berbara Rehm James Fay Brian Wolly Isabelle, Ml Media Services, LLC
QUARTERLY Kitry Krause
EDITOR IN CHIEF Steve Novack CONTRIBUTING EDITOR DIGITAL PLANNER
Joffrey Bartholet Erin Blakemore Anna Wojtowicz
EXECUTIVE EDITOR .. SENIOR DIGITAL DESIGNER ADVERTISING COORDINATOR
Victoria Pope Viv?n o Fairbank Shaylyn Esposito Bannett Blue
Devaiin GEFFOPERATONS  owanlawoon e
PHOTOGRAPHY EDITORS Mekons ner Elyn L. Hurwitz

; . INTERN Cargiine Williams

Samet Walford Erie Zurita ADVERTISING g

SMITHSONIAN JOURNEYS Annie K. Sullivan
CONTRIBUTING EDITORS PUBLISHER, MEDIA/BUSINESS SENIOR MARKETING MANAGER
James Bock GENERAL MANAGER DEVELOPMENT Christina Kalantzis
Cathy Newman Karan Ledwin Lori Erdos
JohnF. Ross VICE PRESIDENT, MARKETING ~ ACCOUNT MANAGERS RESEARCH MANAGER
CONTRIBUTING WRITER Angels Ferragamo EEW Y(LRPI(: ‘.ljva :rlr:a ?;Iffy, Maryla PIROMOTIDN T
Simon Worrall owanthal, Walker Mason
ASSOCIATE EDITOR SMITHSONIAN.COM/TRAVEL MIDWEST: Larna Phillips Christina Marocco
ASSOCIATE PHOTO EDITOR Parrin Doniger Bill Smith, Mediacentric, Inc. Melanie E. Seitz
Damon Jacoby

SMITHSONIAN PRESIDENT VICE PRESIDENT, GLOBAL RENEWALS & GIFT DIRECTOR ADMINISTRATIVE SUPPORT
ENTERPRISES Christopher A. Liedsl Bi_JSINESS DEVELOPMENT Susan Warnar MANAGER
SENIOR VICE PRESIDENT, Nicho'as Namba RENEWALS & INTERNET James A. Bebicack
GLOBAL BUSINESS EXECUTIVE PRODUCER, MANAGER ACCOUNTANT
DEVELOPMENT DIGITAL STUDIO Michasl tvler Joanna Hubbard
Alan Chu Jagon Grfanon GIFT MANAGER HUMAN RESOURCES
CHIEF REVENUE OFFICER MANUFACTURING Jonathan Balangon DIRECTOR
Amy P. Wilkins DIRECTOR MARKETING MANAGER, NEW Dena S Moreland
CHIEF FINANCIAL OFFICER Sarah D. Kingsley BUSINESS
David Lloyd STAFF

e e PREPRESS DIRECTOR u Sibyl A, Williams-Green
CHIEF TECHNOLOGY OFFICER Katherine Balch m%%%gﬁ&ﬁ%gmss Tramelle Taylor
Grace Clark PREPRESS MANAGER Rose Dray iod Jannifer Alexander Thorpe
SENIOR VICE PRESIDENT, Frank Matthew Hala |l JOURNEYS TRAVEL
RETAIL GROUP PREPRESS SYSTEMS MANAGER EDITORIAL OFFICES:
Ed Howell Panie Atherton-Hunt PROGRAM STAFF MRC 513, Washington, DC
SENIOR VICE PRESIDENT, COLOR & QUALITY MANAGER Cathering Davis ?332},%;316%90
CONSUMER & EDUCATION Bill Whitcher Andraw Dawson
vty ONLINE PUBLISHING GROUP  /3na Marro JOPURCRASE
o DIRECTOR, DIGITAL Patrick Wganer Smlths?nla{r Joumetaysg uattde ”Z

NIOR VICE PRESIDENT, : : s on sale at newsstands and a
EEOGRAM%NG TECHNQLOGY E: E:SL’:‘E STAFF smithsonian.com/journays
John Memit Todd Stoweldl Elizabeth Ruder quarterly
SENIOR VICE PRESIDENT, MEDIA ~ WEB DEVELOPER Lindsay Senior For letters to the editor,

GROUP Sean Hendsrson BUSINESS OFFICE please write to )
Mark Baumen COORDINATING PRODUGER, DIRECTOR, CORPORATE JourneysQuarterly@si.edu
CHIEF DIGITAL OFFICER DIGITAL STUDIO BUDGETS & ANALYSIS MAIN ADVERTISING OFFICE:

i Casey McAdams 3 420 Lexington Avenue, Suite
Sl e EdDequina 2335, New York, NY 10170
VICE PRESIDENT, CONSUMERE ~ CONSUMER MARKETING BUSINESS MANAGER (212)916-1300
EDUCATION PRODUCTS DIRECTOR, CONSUMER Edward J. Hayes
Brigid Farraro N!ARKETING DIRECTOR, BUSINESS
VICE PRESIDENT, ONLINE Lisa Dunham DEVELOPMENT & ANALYTICS
EDUCATION PLATFORMS PLANNING DIRECTOR Shola Akinrolabu
Jacqueline Mean Timothy M. Smith

SMITHSONIAN SECRETARY Hon. Tom Co'e NATIONAL BOARD Mr. Paul G, Koontz, Mrs. Betsy
David J. Skarton Hon. Sam Johnson Mr. Redney C. Adkins, Mr. Gordon  Lawar, Ms. Cheryl Winter Lewy,
BOARD OF REGENTS Hon. Batbara M. Barrett M. Ambach, Mrs. Lisa Bannett, Mr. David M. Love, Ms. Jacqusline
Mr. Steve Case Mr. William H. Bohnatt, Badger Mars, Mr Tom McCloskay,
CHANCELLOR Mr. John Fahay Ms. Cissel Gott Collins, Mrs. Suzi  Mr. Kevin M. McGovern, Mr. Jahm
The Chief Justice of Mr. Rube‘ljrtLI: Kago:lﬂ rf:‘,ﬂc:rt"lzish. MJV Eggart;w.1 |l'.:ullman, Jr, valajagi. Ms. ?AarSIEE. Nta[th,J G
the United States* Dr. Risa J. Lavizzo-Mouray r. Roger W. Crandall, 3. Denise M. O'Leary, Dr.Jorge G.
Mr. Michael M. Lynten Mrs. Wendy W. Dayton, Puents, Mr. G. Jeffrey Records,
a;lﬁlgh W. McCarter. J Mr. David M. Rubenstein Mr. Vincent J. Di Bona, Mr. Trevar  Jr, Mr. Kenneth C. Ricci,

; . “A e CULEE, T Fotter, Mrs. Sakurﬂ«o\l{)v. Fisher, MrsJ Kl.r.iséin II‘JI F';ichaﬁson. .
VICE CHAIR SMITHSONIAN Ms. Julie A. Flynn, Mr. William J. Mr. John Cutler Ryan, Ms. Deborah
Hon. Shirley Ann Jackson NATIONAL BOARD Galloway. Mr. Ronald Gidwitz, Sara Santeng, Dr. Elisa Staphens,

Mr. Rick Goings, Ms. Bonnie W, Ms. Fradericka Stevenson,
HIEMBERS g CHAIR Gwin, Dr. Myrg M. Hart Mr. Michae! E. Tennanbaum,
YR s " Mr. Robert D. MacDonald Mr. Edward R. Hintz, Mrs. Nancy Mr. John K. Tsui, Amb. Robert H.
of the United States
& VICE CHAIRS Hogan, Ms. Michale J. Hooper, Tuttle, Dr. L. John Wilkerson

Hon. John Bogzman
Hon. Patrick J, Leahy
Hen. David Perdue
Hon. Xaviar Becerra

Ma. Brenda J. Gaines
Mr. Allan R. Landon
Mr. Philip K. Ryan

Ms. Judy 5. Huret, Ms. Jennifar
Walstan Johnson, Mr. Dennis .
Keller, Mr. Jonathan M. Kemper,

*Ex Officio

CARRY LESS
IN YOUR
CARRY-ON

e SR e

Lighten that load. The pair of Hubbards you wear are all you need on
your trip. You get the comfort of a sneaker with the style of a shoe. Bon voyage.

SAMUELHUBBARD.COM

S HOEMAIZKTETRS S I NCE 18 3 0

30 colors, 9 styles, 1 free catalog. 844.482.4800




DEEP
CUBA

_ N BEYOND
CARS

These women in traditional dress are preparing for a street
performance in Havane, Daspite laws guarantesing racisl equality,
black Cubans are generally poorer than whites. And with fewer
relatives abroad, they typically receive less in remittances.
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The country's most celebrated blogger discovered
her homeland anew while working as a tour guide

By Yoani Sdnchez
Translated by Mary lo Porter

Photographs by Michael Christopher Brown

ON TURNING 20, 1 DECIDED TO EARN my living as a hybrid Spanish teacher
and tour guide. I had in my favor a certain knowledge of grammar and a
history of long walks through Havana that had brought me to places and
stories the travel books don’t mention. 1 looked forward to teaching foreigners
about Cuba while also providing them the language skills to explore on their
own. From my very first student, however—as 1 taught verb conjugations
and introduced unknown and unusual sights—] knew this work would
also enable me to rediscover my own country. 4§ The gaze of the stranger,
who comes from afar and peers into a new reality, sees details that are
imperceptible to those of us who grew up in the midst of it. My country was
so familiar to me that I no longer saw it. 1 had become blind to its decadent
beauty and to the singularity of a capital city looking much as it did in the
mid-20th century. § It was only when my students, most of them German,
asked questions that I began to wonder why a lovely art deco building was in
such a state of decay—a blend of ruin and splendor, architectural perfection
and seemingly inevitable decline. Or why such a big city had so little
commercial activity. The 1968 Revolutionary Offensive had done away with
most remaining private enterprisse—down to the last shoeshine kit—but that
had happened before 1 was born. When my students asked where we could
stop for coffee or a snack, or where they might buy something small they had

forgotten to pack, 1 had little to recommend, and my perception changed.

PHOTOGRAPHER MICHAEL CHRISTOPHER BROWN IS REPRESENTED BY MAGNUM
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A |ong restoration project on the Capitol building, originally opened in 1929, is nearly complete.
The structure is expected to become the new home of the National Assembly, which has never seated
amember opposed to the governmant since its current incarnation began in 1976.

WINTER 2016 SMITHSONIAN JOURNEYS 13




14 SMITHSONIAN JOURNEYS WINTER 2016

{Clockwisa from left)

La Bodeguita del Medio
has served many celebrity
customers, including
Ernest Hemingway and
Gabriel Garcta Mérguez:
young Cubans like these,
heading toward a club, are

generally less ideclogical

than their parents; tourists
gather to take pictures at

the Plaza of the Revolution.
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Private barbershops proliferate throughout the island, oparating in someone's house, an abandoned building, or a doorway.
Cubans like to get their hair cut, in part because it's a relatively affordabla service that can be paid for in local pesos.

For a dozen years | answered the same ques-
tions. 1 explained that the ceiba tree near Havana
Bay was planted to mark the site where the current
Cuban capital was founded in i519. Even today,
at the age of 41, 1 cannot pass this symbolic place
without remembering the lines 1 repeated daily—
that it was only after previous attempts to settle the
island had failed, on both the southern and north-
ern coasts, that seafaring Spaniards founded the
Cuban village that would grow into today’s capital,
naming it San Cristdbal de la Habana.

16 SMITHSONIAN JOURNMEYS WINTER 2016

My students hungered for historical details—
the colorful personalities, the stories of frequent
pirate attacks, the landmarks of a city whose
historic center was declared a UNESCO World
Heritage site in 1982. But they were just as interest-
ed in the present: the daily struggles that took place
behind the crumbling city walls. | didn't want to
show them a sepia postcard—the Cuba of famous
cigars and vintage cars—but rather a contradictory
and complex country populated by people with real
dreams and challenges.

“To resolve” is to coil a hose under your shirt to sneak alcohol out of the

distillery. Taxi drivers “resolve” by fiddling with the meter.

My specialty as an informal guide (whose second
language was German}) was to show them that other
side, the deep Cuba that is not addressed in guide-
books. So | tock my restless students to one of the
city’s ubiquitous ration stores, part of a “temporary
system” created in 1962 and still operating today
{though less pervasively). 1 explained Cuba’s long
experience with shortages, the black market, and
the “booklet” we've carried for more than 54 years,
which regulates the government's distribution of
subsidized food. 1 explained the nature of my own
work, technically not legal but part of a huge infor-
mal economy that puts food on our tables.

We have a verb for it; to resolve. “To resolve” is
to coil a hose under your shirt to sneak alcohol out
of the distillery. Or to add extra yeast at the bakery
50 bread dough rises disproportionately high, and
spared flour can be sold on the black market. Taxi
drivers “resolve” by fiddling with the meter; farm-
ers add a few small stones to each bag of beans;
teachers, in a profession with little or nothing to
take home, sell answers to their tests.

“My mother grew up with the ration book; [ was
born with the ration book; and my son, Teo, was
botn with it as well,” 1 told my German students,
who were bewildered by the little chalkboards list-
ing what was available: rice, beans, sugar, a little oil,
and other monthly rations too meager to survive
on for even a week.

“So then how do Cubans eat?” one of the visi-
tors invariably asked.

“We are specialists in finding everything that
is censored, prohibited, and rationed,” 1 explained,
with the impish smile of one who has dipped into
the black market to buy everything from eggs to
forbidden beef. (If someone is caught selling the
longed-for hamburger or stew meat, he or she can
spend time in prison.)

As a guide to Cuba’s depths, 1 never missed tak-
ing my students to Playita 16, a little beach west of

the capital—a place the Cuban hippie movement
made its own in the *70s, and whose rocks have
witnessed the tightest jeans and longest manes in
the country. This place of salt air and intense blue
sky was a favored location for the hundreds of dis-
illusioned people who climbed aboard ramshackle
rafts in the summer of 1994, hoping to escape the
country during the Cuban Rafter Crisis.

Ashortdistance from that beach rises the Russian
Embassy, previously the embassy of the Soviet
Union, a mass of concrete with the strange shape of
a sword stuck in the heart of Havana. Cubans sar-
donically refer to it as “the control tower,” not only
because its structure resembles those found next to
airport runways, but because of the long years the
Kremlin maintained its grip over our country.

Not much is left in Cuba of those days of Soviet
“comrades” and the hammer-and-sickle flag. Some
Cubans, mostly those over 40, carry names like
Vladimir, Boris, or Nadezhda, but no one makes
borscht soup for their families, and Mickey Mouse
has long since won the battle over Misha the Bear.
The area around the Russian Embassy sees hardly
any pedestrian traffic, though the grim gaze of the
guards remains fixed.

A very different scene plays out a few miles
away, in a small park across from a seaside building
surtounded by tall fences. On December 17, 2014,
after more than a half century of ruptured rela-
tions, Presidents Barack Obama and Rail Castro
ventured toward a thaw when they announced
the reestablishment of diplomatic ties. Six months
later the heavily secured building ceased to be the
United States Interests Section and again became
the U.S. Embassy. Now the area outside fills with
people who dream of obtaining a visa to visit or
emigrate to the country that official propaganda
has long deemed “the enemy.”

Clothes bearing the stars and stripes are
quite the fashion. In the informal market for

WINTER 2016 SMITHSONIAN JOURNEYS 17
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Some Cubans, mostly those over 40, still carry names like Vladimir, Boris, or

Nadezhda, but Mickey Mouse has long since won the battle over Misha the Bear.

entertainment—previously fed by illegal satellite
dishes, the discovery of which could bring confis-
cation, large fines, even prison time—the highest
demand is for Hollywood and Netflix productions.
These now arrive by way of the “weekly packet,” as
it's known in popular parlance—a compendium
of movies, TV shows, and digital downloads that
passes hand to hand on flash drives and other
devices, stealing viewers from the lackluster pro-
gramming on state TV. Like so many other things
in Cuba, the packet is illegal yet tolerated.

The new devices make the flow of information
easier, but it’s always been hard to impede: In the
‘gos, my students would ask me how we man-
aged to learn so much about the world, even when
the national press—entirely in the hands of the
Communist Party—was so stifling. 1 described to
them “Radio Bemba"—literally “big lips radio™—the
oral transmission of forbidden news, from the oust-
ing of senior political figures in our own country to
the fall of the Berlin Wall on the other side of the
world. “We are specialists in inding everything that
is censored, prohibited, or rationed,” | repeated.

As time and interest allowed, | also escorted my
students to another Cuba, one that exists beyond
the confines of the capital city.

My father was a locometive engineer, so my
earliest years were marked by the rhythm of clat-
tering train cars, the whistle blowing in every
village we passed through. From the train windows
during those childhood trips, I looked out over the
Cuban countryside, tranquil and uncluttered, as if
time itself had passed it by.

Not much had changed two or three decades
later. Occasionaily, at a crossroads, a farmer would
be driving a rickety horse-drawn cart the locals
call “spiders,” perhaps because they travel a frag-
ile web of roads, trails, and narrow paths that run
between fields and connect the towns, villages,
and bateyes—as the settiements of sugar workers

18 SMITHSONIAN JOURNEYS WINTER 2016

are called. Furrows of tobacco, beans, and garlic
reminded me of fields | harvested as a teenager,
when | attended now abandoned “schools in the
countryside”—intended to complete our transfor-
mation into socialism’s “New Man.”

In the middle of nowhere, there was often a
sugar mill. Some still worked, but others had been
abandoned, their rusted bits and pieces orange in
the sun. In 2002 the Cuban government launched a
plan to reuse the sugar mill engines. Of 156 of these
important installations across the country, almost
a third were inactive. The government converted
some into noodle factories and others into work-
shops for the repair of home appliances.

Cuba, the so-called sugar capital of the world,
has seen production collapse in recent years. The
harvest that ended in May this year barely reached
1.6 million metric tons of raw sugar, less than
the previous year's 1.9 million and a far cry from
the 85 million officially achieved in 1970. (The
long decline since the failure of that year's highly
touted “Ten Million Ton Harvest” is a complex
story, combining the vagaries of the world market
and a planned economy beset by incompetence
and corruption.)

Traveling along the rural roads—a journey
made by horse-drawn carts—was a highlight for my
students, who were eager to immerse themselves
in a less touristy Cuba. So we traveled together to
the Escambray Mountains, which rise from the
southern coast over the city of Trinidad. In nor-
mal years, heavy rains nourish this area, which
becomes a lush, high-altitude jungle filled with
ferns and bromeliads. In the Topes de Collantes
nature reserve, Cuba's national flower, the maripo-
sa {butterfly), blooms on all sides, and the Caburn{
waterfall drops 200 feet into a series of linked
pools. It's a magical place. In the evenings, we saw
the stars in all their intense luminosity; at dawn,
we woke to the crowing of roosters.
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Since Rau Castro permanently sssumed the presidency in 2008, the private sector has grown to more then a half miltion

warkers, many of tham food sellers. Stete-operated servicas, like the one shown above, face tough competition.

In deepest Cuba, such places remain almost
virgin. People live in bohfos—thatched-roof huts
made of palm boards. Cuban guajiros (farmers) still
make coffee in a cloth sieve and go to bed with their
chickens. Reality here contrasts sharply with the
unrestrained cacophony presented by the island’s
tourist advertising, which conveys the false idea
that we are a people immersed in endless revelry,
laughter, and carnivals.

Life in the countryside is hard. Power outages
are frequent, modern conveniences are few, and

transportation is often by foot, bicycle, or horse.
Farm work, largely by hand or powered by animals,
takes a physical toll. Many young people prefer to
migrate to nearby cities or farther afield. Of the
thousands of Cubans who crowd the border cross-
ings of Central America, eager to reach the United
States, many come from these beautiful, tiny towns
devoid of opportunity.

In one of these small settlements—known as El
Pedrero, near the town of Fomento—a young wom-
an from Frankfurt and | joined a family of farmers
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20 SMITHSONIAN JOURNEYS WINTER 2016

These farmers (left) are
growing tobacco, which
can be sold lagally only

in official stores. Other
Cubans, like the young man

holding strings of garlic
{right), try to peddie their
produce on roadsides.

Some Cubans jokingly refer
to the price of pork as “the
Dow Janes” of the island's

aconomy.
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Family life—waking up to milk bubbling on the stove and the smell of

woodsmoke from the cooking fire—was one of the highlights of each trip.

for lunch. With the menu enlarged by the farm’s
own produce, we enjoyed generous and varied
offerings: black beans and rice, a freshly sacrificed
pig, and a tomato-and-avocado salad dressed with
oil, vinegar, and salt. Boiled yuca with garlic sauce
sat in a glass dish atop a table made from unpol-
ished tree trunks. This delicious root, often called
cassava in English, is very common in the diet
of Cuban farmers. When Christopher Columbus
came to the island, the natives were already using
it to make a crusty and very thin bread still enjoyed
today, especially on the plains of Camagiiey.

After lunch came the siesta, a Spanish custom
still practiced by many elderly farmers. The head
of the house rocked in his hammock on the porch,
while the dogs collapsed near the door to ensure
that no strangers passed unnoticed. Modern farm
implements and supplies were nowhere in sight,
and the invasive marabou weed—a common plague
throughout the country—had overtaken untilled
land around the house.

The scene helped me explain the effects of
excessive state control and bureaucracy, particular-
ly food shortages. Many products are rarely, if ever,
available in the rationed markets, and when they
can be found in the unrationed agromercados—
where supply and demand prevail—their prices are
often well beyond the reach of the average worker,
whose earnings {beyond what he or she gets in sub-
sidies) don't exceed the equivalent of $20 a month.

A farmer might slaughter his or her own pig,
but a Cuban worker needs more than a day’s
wages to buy one pound of pork. And one of our
most beloved fruits, the pineapple, has become
a one-dollar status symbol that only the richest
families can afford.

For tourists, however, the prices of a mamey,
guandbana (soursop), or cherimoya {custard apple)
are unimaginably low. Travelers from Berlin, Bonn,
or Munich looking at the market stalls filled with
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the striking colors of mangoes or the provocative
image of a fruta bomba—Cubans reserve the com-
monly used term “papaya” as slang for a woman's
sexual organs—cannot believe that a pound of
lemons costs less than a half-dollar, not under-
standing that this is nearly a half-day’s wages fora
Cuban engineer.

When we'd arrive in Santiago de Cuba, we'd
experience the city as a blast of heat and color. My
students loved this Caribbean port, where people
are more hospitable than in populous Havana, and
where life proceeds with less bustle. We would stay
in private homes rather than hotels. Family life—
waking up to milk bubbling on the stove and the
smell of woodsmoke from the cooking fire—was
one of the highlights of each trip.

After sleeping a night in Santiago, we'd follow
the obligatory path to the Shrine of Our Lady of
Charity of El Cobre, Cuba's patron saint, who is
syncretized with the Orisha Oshiin in Santeria, a
religion with African origins. Pilgrims from all over
the country bring their prayers and their ofterings
to the shrine. Baby booties are offered to the saint
by a family hoping for a child’s health to improve;
miniature wooden houses are given in thanks
because Cachita—as she is popularly known—
helped someone achieve home ownership;
relatives bring tiny boats to fulfill the vows of those
who have managed to leave the country.

Under an imposing dome, dozens of pilgrims
gaze on the small wooden statue of the Virgin,
which was mysteriously—or miraculously—found
bobbing on the Bay of Nipe in 1612. Standing
before her, Cubans are equal: We put aside ideolo-
gies, class differences, and the rigors and disputes
of everyday life. In front of Cachita, deepest Cuba
and the more visible Cuba come together. Even my
amazed students would begin to understand that
this complex and beautiful island needs more than
a couple of visits to be truly comprehensible. O

Havana's ocean esplanade and wall, the Malecén—free of charge and with a cooling ocean breeze—is still the most popular
placa in the city for Cubans to relex and enjoy themselves. They call it “the longest park bench in the world”
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Switzerland.

get natural.

City stays meet
SKi runs.

Art and culture in the city or fun and games in the snowy mountains? In Switzerland you can combine
them both. Enjoy a stay in the city and easily accessible winter adventures. MySwitzerland.com/cities

Feel the pulse of five evolving Swiss cities.

Lausanne and the metamorphosis of Quartier du Flon

The *Quartier du Flon™ is in the heart of Lausanne and has in the past few years blossomed
from a cluster of forgotten warshouses into a pulsating city district. Today, if you wanna see
or be saen, this is the place to be. This former trading place now accentuates its historic n-
dustrial buildings with modern avant-garde architecture. It's myriad of shops, cinemas, art
galleries, bars, clubs and restaurants attract shoppers by day and party-goers by night. Not
to be missed: the Legends Sports Bar. The bar’s rooftop garden offers impressive panoramic
views over Lausanns! www.flon.ch

Winter resort: Verbier, with more than 60 miles of runs, can be reached in under cne hour.

Urban spring in Winterthur

Winterthur is a forerunner of urban transfor-
mation. Case in point, the centrally located
old iron and steel factory complex “Sulzer-
Area™. Since the expulsion of heavy industry
from the city center in 1980, an ambitious
restructuring project returned life to the sec-
tor. Residential buildings and artists’ studios
have been constructed, as well as a cultural
movie theater and a restaurant in three 100
year old carriages of the Zurich Ustliberg
Railway. winterthur-tourismus.ch/en
Winter rasort: The family friendly resort
Stoos in Central Switzerland can easily be
reached via Zurich.

Zurich cultivates gardens

where plants used to be

The industrial area Zurich-West has bean
re-inventing itself for the past ten years.
Don't miss “Frau Gerold's Garten”, located
between the modern Prime Tower and the
headquarters of accessories designer “Frei-
tag" - a tower entirely built out of shipping
containers. It boasts small shops, art galler-
ies, cafés and restaurants serving veggies
suppled by their own gardens.
www.zuerich.com/zurich-west

Winter resort: Flumserberg is the largest
ski resort between Zurich and Chur and can
be reached in a mere 1% hours.

Art in Basel? What the HeK

The Dreispitz area of Bassl was home to
crop growing farmers. As the city grew, vari-
ous industrias got their foothold there. Most
recently, however, the area has further ce-
mented Basel's reputation as cuitural capital
of Switzerland. Take the House of Electronic
Arts (HeK), dedicated to digital culture and
tha new art forms of the information age.
www.hek.ch

Winter resort: The top ski area Engelberg-
Mt. Titlis is less than two hours away.

Geneva’s “Quartier des
Bains” is awash with art

Forget about bank transaction or shopping
for luxury watches. Today one goes gallery
hopping in the "Quartier des Bains™. The
New York Times described this former
working class area in the southern part of
town as “the little SoHo of Geneva”, one of
the most innovative arl neighborhoods in
Europs, www.quartierdesbains.ch
Winter resort: Leysin and many other ra-
sorts are just a snowball's throw away.

Switzerland.
get natural,




Exploring secret realms

WHY IS A MAN DANCING BAREFOOT in the street, a cone-shaped
hood covering his head? And what to make of strange yellow chalk
markings or the blood sacrifice of roosters and doves? These are
rituals of a mystical subculture in Cuba, formed during its years
as a Spanish colony and plantation economy, when West African
slaves melded their pantheistic worship of spirits with features of
Catholicism. This blending of cultures and beliefs gave birth to
the country’s unique religious practices: Santerfa, as well as other
mysterious associations and smaller groupings.

The island’s appetite for secret societies can seem bound-
less. Among the early settlers were Freemasons, who established a
robust membership among the island’s white elite. After the 1959
revolution, the Masons faced pressure to become part of larger state-
controlled associations; indeed, there were calls by some of their
Photographs by Nicola Lo Calzo communist members to dissolve. But their lodges were never closed

down, as they were in many communist countries. Today there are
an estimated 30,000 members in 316 lodges.

During the last couple of years, ltalian photographer Nicola Lo Calzo has photographed
these mysterious byways, focusing his work in the cities of Santiago de Cuba, Trinidad,
and Havana. His subjects include Santerfa priests, members of the Abakud fraternal order,
Masons, and rappers at odds with the authorities for refusing to join the state-run music
industry. All this is part of a larger project, started by Lo Calzo in 2010, to chronicle the glob-
al history of the African diaspora. In Cuba, his thematic focus is Regla, a reference to Regla
de Ochd, the formal name for Santerfa as well as the part of Havana where the first Abakud
lodge was formed in 1836. In its most fluid sense, Regla, which literally means “rule,” also
evokes a set of communal values that sustains a group, Certainly for Cuba's slaves, brought to
the country to labor on sugar plantations, secret societies provided
a sense of control and power that allowed them an escape from the
misery of bondage. And up to the present day, Lo Calzo asserts, these
subcultures are sanctuaries of self-expression. “They open an other-
wise firmly closed door to individuality,” he says. “Young Cubans live
a unique kind of freedom that is both personal and shared, far from
the prying eyes of the state.” O —Victoria Pope

SACRED SYMBOLS Chalk hieroglyphics drawn on a trunk of an oak trea
{top) convey mystical messages to members of the Afro-Cuban secret
society called Abakud. During an Abakué initiation ceremony in the Havana
district of Regla, & young aspirant (far right) depicts Aberisun, anirame, or
spirit messenger. A Masonic apron and necktie are worn by Nicolas Rojas, a
Freemason from San Andres #3 Lodge, in Santiago de Cuba.
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SOLIDARITY

Tojoin the Abakud
brotherhood, initiates

are blindfolded (above)
during an elaborate ritual
that signifies rebirth.

The Afre-Cuban religion
known as Santeria oftan
punctuatses its ceremonies
with tha rhythm of sacred
Baté4 drums (right}, here
played at the home of the
priast, Pater King. Eba
Augustin and Sergio Remo
(left) prepare to join the
carnival parade in Santiago
de Cuba as the queen and
king of the Carabali Olugu,
an offshoot of a fraternity
craated by fread African
slaves at the end of the
18th century.
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CONCEALED

Fugitive slaves throughout
the Caribbean were called
Maroons, from the Spanish
word cimarrén, meaning wild.
The Cuban government has
staged reenactments of
their plight {above) in a cave
in Vinales. Enrique King Bell
{right) is a priest of of the

raligion known as Palo Monte,

first practiced in the coionial
period by African slaves,
particularly those speaking
Bantu languages. The secret
rituals of Freemasonry {laft)
have baen viewed by the
authorities with suspicion.
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innovative nightspots are transforming
the Havana social scene

¢'s main room
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hat began
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By Julia Cooke
Photographs by Edu Bayer

N A RECENT THURSDAY at 1:45
am., as | watched the last dinner
guests spiral down the vertigo-steep
stairs from El Cocinero’s rooftop

bar—to where gypsy cabs, old Chevys, and Soviet-
era Ladas waited along the street—the Fdbrica de
Arte Cubano next door appeared to be winding
down, too.

Appearances deceive: A low thrum of music
pulsed from the broad entrance to the warehouse-
size space, which was once a cooking-oil factory.
Just insitde, the arms of a half dozen patrons
stretched and waved toward servers at a bar. 1
threaded past clusters of young Cubans arguing
and laughing in hallways and gallery spaces, and
caught a glimpse of Rihanna on video, in resplen-
dent yellow on a three-story screen, singing for
customers gathered on a smoking patio outside.
In a cavernous hall at the back of the complex, a
local D) provided the soundtrack for body-to-body
dancing. Hundreds of bobbing heads turned blue,
pink, no color at all, and then blue all over again.
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Everything tonight was new, including the pace
of change. Fibrica de Arte Cubano, known by its
acronym, FAC, usually closes for a month three
times a year to switch out the goo-odd works of
Cuban art it exhibits. FAC's founder, the musician
X Alfonso, told me earlier in the afternoon that he
and his colleagues had just accomplished in three
days what normally takes 30. They had mounted
a dizzying collection of photography, painting,
sculpture, and displays of industrial design—not
only by such gallery notables as Liudmila & Nelson
and Roberto Diago, but also by hitherto unknown
artists who proposed work via a submission box. As
we spoke, Alfonso was still rubbing gray paint off
his hands.

When | lived in Havana on and off between
2008 and 2011—to research a book on the last
generation of Cubans raised under Fidel Castro—
most of the people now at FAC would have been
hanging out on the Malecén, the five-mile road
and esplanade that runs along the coast, or on
park benches along G Street, the city's stately

L —

The Fabrica de Arte Cubano, popularly

known as FAC, is mare than just a dance
¢club. The former cooking-ail factory is aiso
o cultural and performance arts center
featuring (from left to right}): a strest
front through which more then a thousand
visitors pass on a typical Saturday night, a
colorfully lit bar, a stage for live music, and
an arts exhibition space.

central avenue. Havana’s social life then typically
took place either in public spaces, behind closed
doors, or at concerts. Foreigners sipped mojitos at
expensive state-run clubs or one of the two dozen
in-home restaurants priced for tourists, most of
which featured similar menus in similar settings.
The meals were unappealing, even to the well-
heeled Cuban artists, musicians, and government
officials who could afford them. If there wasn't
a cheap concert at the Karl Marx or the Bertolt
Brecht theaters, the young or broke might visit
Havana's massive ice-cream parlor, Coppelia. But
by and large, social life was cheap, and it was spon-
taneous and far from the tourist orbit.

“On Calle G there were nodes of people, and one
group stuck to another, and another and anoth-
er,” Alfonso recalled. “1 lived on Calle G, Malecén.
[We went] from Coppelia to Malecén, Malecdn to
Coppelia, Coppelia to Malecon.”

In the past few years, this pattern has
shifted. Restaurants, bars, and music venues
have opened everywhere conceivable—on corners,

rooftops, even in alleyways—since the loosening of
restrictions on privately run eateries in 2011 In
short order, these nightspots have become increas-
ingly sophisticated and specialized. And tourism
to Cuba has simultaneously boomed, funneling a
reliable flow of dollars to local employees who can
then afford to go out themselves.

The dynamism of public spaces hasn't disap-
peared—the vast majority of Cubans still don't
make enough money to pay FAC's $2 cover charge
with any regularity. And bars, technically, are
not sanctioned by the government, which is why
El Cocinero is a restaurant before it's a drink-
ing hole. But at these nightspots, no matter what
they're called, Cubans and foreigners converge in
varying proportions—young and not so young,
posh and not so posh—nursing drinks or building
up a hefty bar tab, making new friends or catching
up with old. The back pages of OnCuba magazine
are thick with quarter-page advertisements for
hybrid restaurant-bars, and a relatively new app,
AlaMesa, helps direct patrons to the right spots.
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A bar in Cuba is also a cultural statement, a reflection of entrepreneurial
spirit, and an opportunity to project a personal vision.

“You can come here and see four photographers
and seven musicians, and they're in the same space
as the general public,” Alfonso noted. “They'e
waiting in the same line as you. This was what
1 wanted. Everything is different now.”

A- BAR IN CcUBA 1S—by necessity and design—
not just a bar. Nor is it merely an indication

of a shift in the country’s economic policies or of
a booming tourist industry. A bar is also a cultur-
al statement, a reflection of entrepreneurial spirit,
and an opportunity to project a personal vision.
Building by building, brick by brick, Havana is
being remade after decades of entropy. A number
of proptietors see themselves as restorers of archi-
tectural patrimony; they peel away slapdash addi-
tions and renovations to highlight a building’s old
bones.
Two bar-restaurants in Old Havana, the
O'Reilly 304 and El Del Frente, are just those
sorts of places. Both were previously residential
apartments, co-owner José Carlos lmperatori told
me over a pineapple-lemonade frappe at El Del
Frente, the restaurant he opened nine months ago
across the street from his first venture on O'Reilly
Street. “The [economic] opening has made us more
creative,” said Imperatori, who is also a painter and
graffiti artist. “It’s not like before, where everything
was the same. We are more daring.”
Imperatori and his business partner bought
the apartment that would become O'Reilly 304
three years ago, and then smashed its facade and  For decades tough
replaced it with enormous window panes. He economicshave forced
opened half the sleeping loft—what's called a  everresourceful Cubans
barbacoa, installed in Old Havana homes with  toteke their social scene
high ceilings to create more room—to make a  outdoors, most famously
double-height dining space. Then he removed  alongHavana's Malecdn,
internal walls, instalied a skinny concrete bar  the five-mile esplanade
at the back, and hung vintage signs, his own art-  that hosts such fastivals
work, and pieces made by his art school friends s the Havana Biennial
over every possible inch of wall space. O'Reilly, as  arts fair every November.
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The culture of the night

Diffarent Cubsn social
groups—whather lovers of
salsa (timba craws), preppy
yaunigstars (mikis), artists,
fitlmmakers, dancers, or

gay men and women—tend

to gravitate to particular
nightspots. Large venues, such
as the Fabrica de Arte Cubang,
attract a diverse mix.

Kay

=" Dance Mikis Dancers
Elsgant Film- Artists
i bar makors
U Casual @ Timba g @ Gy
bar Crews
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it's popularly called, features Cuban-international
fusion food, gorgeously presented gin drinks, guava
and passion fruit daiquiris, and—seemingly impos-
sible, the space is so small—impromptu jazz perfor-
mances by trios of young musicians later at night.

Though Imperatori wanted to attract tourists,
his bar is a local favorite, too. At 9 p.m. on any
given evening, a mixed cluster waits in the street
outside for tables. Cuban friends-of-friends
squeeze into tiny non-spats at the bar for a drink
before dinner elsewhere.

There’s more gloss on El Del Frente, Imperatori's
newer venture. In a gracious 1942 building, the
restaurant is all high ceilings and white walls,
colorful floor tiles, stenciled graffiti art, and sweep-
ing flowers in enormous vases. Too glossy, it
seemed, for the trio of young American men who
walked up to the rooftop bar next to where 1 sat on
a Saturday night.

“This is so gringo,” one commented at the bar’s
Bertoia chairs, swooping plants, and Edison bulbs,
the latter zigzagging between the apartment build-
ings overhead.

“Yumna,"” one of his friends corrected him. “They
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Chic has replaced gritty in many of Havana's

newly imagined gathering spots. From left to
right: eclactic decorations brighten La Vitrola
in Old Havana's Plaza Vieja; Cuba's famed rum
enlivens a cocktail at O'Reilly 304; crowds
gather to sea René Francisco’s installation at
Factoria gallery in Old Havana; and visitors take
in a video exhibition by Alexandre Arreches at
the Museo Nacional de Bellas Artes.

say ‘yuma' here,” (“Yuma” is indeed the correct
Cuban slang for American; it came from the 1957
Western 3:70 to Yuma.)

A distinct faction of tourists seems annoyed by
the perceived polish of this new Cuba, as if they've
missed out on the real thing, or as if the obvious
grit of the city hasn't been simply brushed outside
the tourist corridor of Old Havana, Vedado, and
Miramar. Still, the young Americans weren't wrong,
If by “gringo,” or “yumna,” they meant that the bar
no longer required patrons to thread under lines of
wet laundry and past a living room where a lone
woman would sway in a vinyl rocker while watch-
ing a Brazilian soap opera—the route to the famed
La Guarida restaurant before its owners bought
out the apartment building’s residents and opened
a rooftop bar—then yes, Havana's new nightspots
are very much more yuma than in the past.

Smaller details still reflect the Cuban talent of
making the best of things: The Copa Airlines flat-
ware at one café, the too-large paper napkins stuffed
into Sol holders at another, or the man wheeling
ice into a sleek patio bar in a rusted shopping cart.
And ordinary Havana is never far away: You can
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watch from a new waterfront lounge in Miramar
as kids leap off the boulders on the rocky coastline,
slamming into the ocean at the magic hour before
nightfall, and you can listen to the gentle flutter of
laundry one patio over,

As the Americans at El Del Frente sipped their
expertly crafted cocktails, an impromptu dance
party was forming just outside the bar. A half
block down the street, a rusty Moskvitch, an '80s
Soviet sedan, had parked alongside a state-run
centro de recrep—a slim, empty storefront with
overly bright fluorescent lighting and a few bottles
of rum and TuKola (local cola} at a makeshift bar.
As the car radio blared techno, a dozen Cubans
danced raucously in the street.

BAR IN HAVANA is also a social statement.

Among the Cubans who can afford to go out,
different groups have begun to frequent different
venues, Artists go to O'Reilly 304 or El Cocinero.
The film and dance crowd stays up late at Bohemio
or Madrigal, owned by, respectively, a dancer and
a producer, The timba crews, the city's salsa mu-
sicians and their fans, go to Esencia Habana. The

preppy kids—mikis, in the local parlance, who get
support from a wealthy exile or a relatively weil-
to-do artist, entrepreneur, or political parent in
Cuba—haunt Sangri-La or 091, a new spot in a
restored modernist house. There's an underground
friki, or punk rock bar, and the gay scene material-
izes at mYXto or King Bar, as well as at FAC, where
most of the above crews also can be found.

The list goes on and on. And all these spots
host a mix of Cuban and foreign patrons. Earlier
on Thursday evening, at Sid Kar4, an Old Havana
eatery, | sat at the bar between a pair of Frenchmen
and a young Cuban woman. Her name, 1 learned,
was Alejandra, and she was the bartender’s girl-
friend. She was 24 and a psychologist, but she'd
quit teaching at the university six months earlier—
her salary had been 500 Cuban pesos, about $20 a
month—to tend bar at Sangri-La, where she nets
up to a thousand dollars in tips during the same
amount of time. The discrepancy between state
and private pay scales explains why the bars and
restaurants of Havana are tended by very educat-
ed Cubans—no legal framework permits privatized
academic work yet. Alejandra wanted to practice
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It's easy to forget how tenuous the standing of these

new enterprises actually is, evenin this brave new Cuba.

her English with me; as we spoke, she pulled out
her iPhone and showed me pictures of her aunt, a
bodybuilder in Canada.

“Her muscles, they are like, what is the word?
Marble!” she crowed before ordering a screwdriver.

That rainy evening, Sid Kard—with its warm
light, enormous open doors, fluttering gauze
curtains, and the dome of the capitolio at the end of
the otherwise residential street—possessed the air
of a secret hideaway.

It's easy to forget how tenuous the standing
of these new enterprises actually is, even in this
brave new Cuba. Competing rumors dominate
discussions of why a bar run by a German man,
which remained open for a scant three months,
was shut down by state inspectors. The wife of a
Cuban spy imprisoned in the U.S.—a state hero—
may or may not live in front of the bar and may
or may not have bubbled a complaint upward; a
neighborhood lobby consisting of other nearby
clubs may or may not have disliked the competi-
tion and forced its closure. The bar today, with its
custom ironwork and fresh paint, is still dark, and
the local laws prohibiting or protecting new restau-
rants, bars, and clubs are murky. Rumors—of who
owns a bar, how it was constructed, or why it was
closed—ping around most new ventures.

Still, for better and for worse, Havana has enter-
ed a new era; more tourists, more social spaces,
increasingly gentrified neighborhoods. The center
of gravity of Havana's social life has become split
between indoors and out. Just look at FAC: During
the course of a typical Saturday night, X Alfonso
told me, his club/bar/art and performance space
hosts between 1,000 and 1,700 revelers.

“The miki and the friki and everyone, they're
all here,” he said proudly. “There’s nothing like this
in New York, in Paris, anywhere.” | knew he was
talking about FAC, but I couldn't help but think
his words applied more generally to the overall
energy—exuberant, uncertain—of Havana itself. ©
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People wait in line to
enter FAC. “You can

come here and sae four
photographers and saven
musicians, and they're

in the same space as

the general public,

says founder X Alfonso.
“They're waiting in the
sama ling as you. This was

what | wanted.”

e e,
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Printing with ghosts

By Mimi Dwyer
Photographs by Arien Chang Castén

am standing in the back of the

Taller Experimental de Grafica,

Cuba's premier printmaking
studio, showing artist Max Delgado
Corteguera my cracked phone. He
jokes with me: How do | get one
like that? | tell him I'd be happy to
barter alesson in my specialty,
the shattering of iPhones, for his,
traditional Cuban lithography. He
demurs.

| pull up the photo I'm looking far,
a snapshot from a few months back
of the logo for the bank my family
once owned in Cuba, Banco Garrigo.
It's in my archive as part of anill-
fated plan hatched with my cousin
to get the logo's elements tattooed
on our sides: A palm tree, two gears
working together, and some kind
of tool we couldn't identify, shaped
vaguely like a check mark.

Max knows the tool immediataly:
an arado, he says. A plow. For
campasinos (farmers) to dig lines in
the soil. The bank must have been
agricultural?

“| think 50, | say. "l think it
was small” The truth is, | don't
really know the spacifics, as with
most of my family's past in Cuba.
| have always liked it that way—a
little mysterious and vague. My
grandparents fled the island on an

airplane shortly after the revolution.
They landed in Miami and left it
behind forever. | grew upin the
shadow of that trauma, tiptosing
around it.

In 2015, to my grandmother’s
dismay, | flew to Havana to watch
the U.S. Embassy recpen, and to
look for remaining family. It was
intanse and difficult. The island
was hot and | was alone. But it
also seemad like the only thing
I'd aver felt compalled to do
without knowing why. That mads it
important somehow,

| came back to Havana this
summer with an assignment to
make a print at the Taller and write
sbout the experience. Beyond that,
| also wanted a reason to look up
more addrasses and dig through
more records and cold-call more
Cubans with my mother’s strange
last name, Argilagos. Then there
was the matter of the family's bank
crest: | often felt unsure of my
claim to my family's Cuban past.
Printing the image would help me
make it my own.

Max gives me a quick primer
befora we get sterted: Lithography
arrived in Cuba before anywhers
elsain the Americas, as a way to
protect the sanctity and integrity
of the country’s industry. By

the early 19th century, Cuban
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exports, especially tobacco, had a

prestige that made them valuable
throughout the world. Exporters
wanted a way to protect Cuban
industry from counterfaiters. Using
lithography, they could make seals
and rings that both decorated their
products and distinguished them
from those of competitors.

lan Marcos Gutiérrez, a
23-year-old printer at the
Tallor Exparimental de
Gréfica, in Havana, helps
the author prapare a block
of lithagraphic limestone
for printing.

The process depends more
than anything on the repefient
properties of oil and water, and
their interaction with limestone. By
using acids, powders, solvents, oils,
and gum in specific combinations,
lithographers manipulate the
places a stone recesives ink. In this
way, they can use a stone to print

precise and intricate images
onto paper.

Cuba imported thousands
of lithographic limestones
from Germany in the 1800s,
when the technology was first
emerging. Cuban businessmen
brought machines from France
and Germany and lured experts

to Havana who knew how to
use them. Many of the original
machines still work. The Taller's
oldest is an intricate, red
woodcutting machine from 1829,
still used by artists every day.

in the 1950s, shortly before
the revolution, aluminum replaced
lithography as the best way to
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protect product identity, and the
stones fell into disuse. Campesinos
started to use them to make
walking paths through muddy
fislds. Habaneros, during the Cuban
Missile Crisis, laid them around
the city along with whatever other
stenes they could find to serve as
baerricades.

Cuban lithography would have
died then but for a few artists
who recognized the value of the
craft. They lobbied the government
to protect the stones, and in

1962, as minister of industry,

Che Guevara signed a mandate

to provide materigls, space, and
machines to Cuban lithographers in
the name of art. The Taller was born
from that diractive, and it remains
the oldest and best known print
studio in Cuba. !t's been producing
work consistently since then.

The Taller is on the Callején del
Chorro in Habana Vieja, the tourist
mecca at the center of the city. In
the cathedral plaza nearby, women
dress in Santeria whites and smoke
cigars, waiting for tourists to take
their photos. Doiig Eutemia, cne

of Cuba's first paladares (private
restaurants), is right next door. The
studio itself is calm and airy. At the
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front there's a gallery whera pieces
mada in the workshop go for 10

or 20 times the average monthly
Cuban salary.

Tourists mill fresly between the
gallery and the workshop, which
offers classes in woodcutting,
lithography, and etehing for betwaen
$100 and $500, depending on tha
length of the course, the technigues
used, and the number of editions
made. | paid $300 to make six
two-color prints over two eight-hour
days. A sign hangs from the rafters
commemorating a2 March 2016 visit
by Michelle, Malia, and Sasha Obama,
with a signed note commending the
Taller for preserving the beauty of
Cuban artistry.

The artists working in the Taller

{Above) Cleaning the
stone of fantasmas,

or hidden images from
previous printings.

{Right, from top to
bottom) Placing an inked
leaf on the stone; drying
prints befare adding
anothar layer of color; an
artist works on a woodcut.
{Far right) The author’s
finished piace, with a
Cuban peso printed on the
bottom right.

are carefully selected and often
have well-recognized portfolios
or have earned major prizes. A
committes oversaaing the studio
considers new members only

every four or five years. The space
itself is dynamic and convivial.

One woodcut artist lays out a book
he's had made for his daughter’'s
quinceansra—festivities
celsbrating a girl's 16th birthday.
It's a cardboard holographic

photo collection of her in various
costumes: a police officer against
a New York skyline, a Southern
belle amid the vines, several
permutaticns of prom queen. These

books ara all the rage among teens
in Havana, ha says, shaking his

head. The guy who makes them
charges hundreds of dollars. He
prints tham in Miami. Now the artist
is using the book as the basis for &
woodcut.

| wheel my enormous limestone to
the huge sink in the workshop's
corner with lan Marcos Gutidrrez,
8 23-year-old printer who's been
assisting established artists in
the studio for several years. Wa
scrub the stone down torid it of
fantasmas—the ghosts of previous
artwork. Sometimes they linger
in the stone even though you
don't see them, interfering with
subsequent prints.

“| do this every day, but | don't
get bored,” lan says as he mixes

abrasive carborundio dust with
water, sprinkles it on the stons,

and shows me how to move cne
stone over another to smooth and
flatten its surface. In Cuba you

use what you have, and substitute
if something's missing. The
carborundio we're using to grind the
stone down is hard to find. The Taller
traded some goma ardbiga (gum
arabic) for this batch with a printer
in Camagiiey. If we didn't have it,
we'd find a substituts, and the work
would emerge slightly diffarent.

“Lithography is always a
fight,” lan says. "You want to do
something, and the stone wants to
do something different. it's a push
and pull” | rinse the stone off and
he smooths his hand over it. Feels
fine. So far, s0 good. But when|
read back from my notes the steps
we've taken, lan rolls his eyes. I'va
skipped things and mixed up carbon
and carborundio.

We wheel the stone to the
lithography machine, and Max
brings over a laser-printed copy
of the bank logo—the Tailer is not
opposed to mixing new techniques
with old ones. lan wipes the stone
with powders and solvents, making
sureit's wet so that its pores are
open to receive ink. Max lays the
logo facedown, covers it with a
solvent, and runs the machine
over it once, He lifts up the paper,
and | see the logo has appeared
backward on the limestone.

We bring the stone over to a
table, and Max sats down a little
cup of goma arabiga to make the
print's borders. The gum repals
ink, so anyplace | put it will stay
blank when | use the stone to
print colars. We'll print the logo in
a reddish black and s light green.
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The black comes first. lan rolls out
a slick of oil paint for transferring
images onto the stone with rollers,
then hands me some greasy
lithography pencils for drawing.
“Now you get to add to the family
history,” Max says.

| take the pencil and stare at

the stone, bewilderad. | hadn't
actually considered this part.
What right did | have to elter

the logo? Max nudges me along,
brings over some laser-printed
Cuban pesos to transfer onto the
piece. Ha cuts one out, soaks

it in salvent, places it onto the
limestone facedown, and presses
down with his hand. A mirror image
of the face of José Marti emerges
perfactly. | still hasitate.

*Got a dollar?" Max asks,
nudging me along. | pull a crumpled
one out of my backpack. Max says
wa can transfer a negative of the
dollar—Washington's faca in relief.
Ha pushes the roller back and forth
over the bill until it's covered with
toner, then hands it to me. | place
it on the stone, cover it with a
paper soaked in solvent to transfer
the ink to tha stone. We press
down with our palms and lift. It
leaves only a black box. Everybody
laughs. “Well," says Max, "it works
with pesos.” Dollars must bs better
fortified. More secure.

1 print the stone with e few more
monedas, some American quarters.
Max adds two stamps—Soy Cuba—
to either side. I'm cursing myself

for not planning better. | don’t want
to cover the bank logo in money. It
foels too literal, But 'm not a visual
artist and fes! at & loss for what

to do.

1 look up to the open-air garden
on the second floor of the studio,
where a Taller member is watering
some plants. Can | take some
leaves from there? Print the stone
with something that comes from
the placa | made it? Max nods,
and wa walk up together to pick
out leaves. | cover them inink, rofl
and press them all over the stone,
When | lift them, | see their spines
and my own fingerprints. | keep
pressing and other aspacts of the
design disappear inta the brush.

We wheel the stone back to the
lithography machine and start a
process so intricate and so quick
that I'm bound to get it wrong. |
write down steps—talc, then pine
resin, something to dissolve the
goma ardbiga—and lan demands my
notes. I'm not getting it wrong, | say,
offended. But of course | am. The
objact is to set the stone so that
some places will hold the red-black
ink I'va chosen and others will repel
it. We'll do this with the first color,
then repeat it tomorrow with a
second, securing the paper in place
over the stone and transferring
each layer to each print pracisely.

There are so many moments of
grasure and coverage throughout
tha process—Ilaying acids,
dissolving them; placing color,
rolling it away: opening the stone’s
poras and sealing them off—that
it's hatd to believe my impression
stays intact, that we can alter the
stone so much without losing the
outline. Later the naxt day, when
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Max, lan, and | are printing the green

I've covered with another layer of
leaves, lan wipes down the stone
completely and watches my face
for a reaction.

“Evarybody always thinks 'm
grasing it at this point,” he says.
“But it's still thera in tha stone.” The

Tha Taller offers classes in
woodcutting, lithography,
and atching for $100 to
$500, depending on the
langth of tha course, the
techniques usad, and the
number of editions made.

dasign isn't immediately visible,
You don't know what will come
out, what happens on the inside.
You can't sea it, Push and pull. The
relationship batwaen the work as
you imaging it and tha print that
sventually emergas is complax,
opaque—something like the cne

between the Cuba | createdin
my mind as a child and the reality
whare | now found myself.
Process is everything here, and
everything is in flux. | look around
the studio at the works mads by
the Taller artists—images of Che
and Marti, but also giant prints

of Barack Obama as Spider-Man,
swinging his way across Havana.
*The Cuban people love you,” the
inscription reads,

Tourists mill around the studio
as Max, lan, and | finish putting
the final green layer on my print.
A Dutch couple locks over my
shoulder and | joks that maybe I'll
zell a work.

“That heppens,” Max says.
For whatever reason, the Taller
has an aura that makes people
come after unfinishad pieces, as
well as ones made by students.
"Students have paid for their
whole courses that way,” says
Max. "Beginner's luck

To him, that's the essence of
what separates Cuban lithography
from other studios” approaches
to the practice—it's a little freer,
deeply committed to process but
also ready to use whatever's at
hand—quattars and leaves and,
in my case, at Max's suggestion,
some extra cigar labels we press
over the top. Alittle kitsch. | fesl
OK withit.

Here, a print completes a full
iife cycle. Unlike other lithography
studios, which keep artists’ work
on hand to meke second and third
editions, everything in the Taller
gets destroyad after its run. The
studio likes to keep each edition
completely unique, made only by
the artist, and only at the time she
first makes it. It also clears the
limastones for further use. Max
calls ma over to watch as he and
lan scrub a giant X into my print,
“canceling” it. They wheel it back

to the stone basin whera it will
ba scoured to use again, traces
of my work joining the ranks of
fantasmas. O
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TRAVEL

Esteban Montejowas

born a slave in 1860 and
raised on a Cuban sugar
plantation. He eventually
escaped and livedas a
fugitive until around 1886,
whan slavery was abolished
in Cuba. In 1963, when
Montejo was 103 years
old, Cuben ethnographer
and poet Miguel Barnet
conducted a series of
interviews with him that
Barnet later crafted into a
first-person account.

Excerpted from Biography
of a Runaway Slave, by
Miguel Barnet, translated
by W. Nick Hill, 1994,
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A slave breaks free

unaways, there weren't meny, People were afraid

of the woods. They said that if some slaves

escaped, they would be caught anyway. But for
me that idea went around in my heed more than any
other. | always had the fantasy that | would enjoy being
in the forest. And | knew that working in the fields was
like living in hell, You couldn't do anything on your awn.
Everything depanded on the master’s orders.

One day | began to watch the overseer. | had already
been studying him. That dog got stuck in my eyes,
and | couldn't get him out. | think he was a Spaniard. |
remember that he was tall and never took his hat off.
All the blacks had respect for him because one of the
whippinga he gave could strip the skin off of just about
anybody. Tha thing is, one day | was riled up, and | don’t
know what got into me, but | was med, and just sesing
him set ma off.

I whistled at him from a distance, end he looked
around and then tumed his back. That's when | picked
up arock and threw it at his head. | know it hit him
bacause ha shouted for somaone to grab me. But he
never saw me again because that day | made it into the
woods.

| traveled many days without any clear direction. |
was sort of lost. | had never left the plantation. | walked
uphill and downhill, all around. | know | got to a farm
naar Siguanea, where | had no cheice but to camp. My
faat were full of blisters and my hands were swollen. |
camped under a tree. | stayed there no more than four
or five days. All | had to do was hear the first human
voice close by, and | would take off fast. It would have
heen real shitty if you got caught right after escaping.

| came to hide in a cave for a time. | lived thera fora
year and & half. | want in there thinking | would have to
walk less and because the pigs from around the farms,
the plots, and the small landholdings used to came to
akind of swamp just outside the mouth of the cave.

They went to take a bath and wallow around. | caught
them easy enough because big bunches of them came.
Every waek | had a pig. That cave was very big and dark
tike the mouth of the wolf. [t was called Guajebén. It was
near the town of Remedios. It was dangerous because
it had no way out. You had to goin through the entrance
and leave by the entrance. My curiosity really poked me
to find a way out. But | prefarred to remaln in the mouth
of the cave on account of the snakes. The majases
[larga Cuban boa constrictors] are very dangarous
beasts. They are found in caves and in the woods. Their
breath can't ba felt, but they knock people down with
it, and then they put people to sleep to suck out thair
blood. That's why | always stayad alert and it a fire to
scara them away. if you fall asleep in a cave, be ready
for the weke. | didn't want to see a majé, nat even from
a distance. The Congos, and this is trus, told me that
those snakes lived mors than a thousand years. And as
they approached two thousand, they bacame serpents
again, and they would return to the ocean to live like any
other fish.

Inside, the cave was like a house. A little darker,
naturally. Oh, and dung, yes, the smell of bat dung. |
walked on it bacause it was as soft as amattress. The
bats led a life of freedom in the caves. Thay were and
sre the masters of them. All over the world it's like that.
Since no one kills them, they live a long time. Not as
long as the snakes, for sure, The dung they drop works
afterward as fartilizer. it becomas dust, andit’s thrown
on the ground to make pasture for animals and to
fortilize crops.

{One time that place neariy burned up. | lit a fire, nd it
spread all through the cave. The bat shit was to blame.
After slavery | told the story to a Congo. Tha story
that 1 had lived with the bats, and that joker, they could
sometimes be more jokers than you might imagine, he
said: “Listen here, boy, you know nothin’. in my country

TRAKSLATION COPYRIOHT © 1994 BY W. NICK HILL. FIRST LS. EDITION PUBLISHED BY PANTHEON BOOXS, 1968, REVISED EDITION PUBLISHED BY

CURBSTONE PRESS, 2004. NEW REVISED EDITIDN PUBLISHED BY CURBSTONE/NORTHWESTERN UNIVERSITY PRESS, 2006. AL RICHTS RESERVED

that thing what you call a bat is big like a pigeon.” I knew
that was a tall tale. They fooled nearly averyone with
those stories. But | heard it, and smiled inside.

The cave was quiet. The only sound always there
was the bats going: “Chwes, chwes, chwea.” They
didn't know how to sing. But they talked to each other
and understood each other. | saw that one would
say “Chewy, chewy, chewy,” and the bunch would go
wherever he want. Thay were very united about things.

lilustration by Edal Rodriguaz

Bats have no wings. They're nothing but & cloth with
alittle black head, very dirty, and if you get up real
close, you'll see they look like rats. In the cave | was
summering, you might say. What I really liked was the
woods, and after a year and a half { laft that darkness
behind. | took to the footpaths. | went into the woods in
Siguanea again. | spent a long time there. | took cara of
myself like a spoiled child. | didn't want to be chainad to
slavery again. ©
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Exploring the extraordinary —
and imperled-—architecture

of a sometimes surreal,
often magical city

Rie. -
A rebearsal takes place at Teatro
América, on Galiano Street in Havana.
From the outside, the theater is nothing
special, concealed behind a dull screen
of gray polygon concrete, But step inside

and you've entered the museum that is
-

Cuban arghitecture. =

u
- .“P-’
2 OSMITHSONIAN JOURMNEYS W




By Patrick Symumes
Phatography by Jodo Pina

HIGH PIECE OF wALL came down

in the middle of dress rehearsal.

The musical was Victor/Victoria, the

gender-bending comedy, and young
dancers in black leotards ran and scattered in all
directions, screaming, as the patch of plaster broke
free, plummeted down, and landed with a harmless
thud off stage right. A puff of powder marked the
strike zone, amid elaborate lighting fixtures that
run up each side of Teatro América. The big lights
were designed to frame rising rows of seating and
to illuminate the audience, not the stage, In the
Havana of the 1940s and 'sos, the people them-
selves were the drama.

Jorge Alfaro Samd, the theater’s artistic
director, didn't move. Standing at center stage, he
quickly dismissed the falling plaster as “nothing.”
The dancers returned, to nervous giggles, and then
listened to him finish reviewing their call schedule.
Entire buildings collapse all the time in Havana, so
losing a patch of wall or ceiling is routine, even in
one of the city’s most cherished and popular ven-
ues. This is a dress rehearsal, Alfaro Samd reminded
the actors—call it good luck and hit your marks,

Offstage, the director suggested that [ fol-
low him to a quieter location—presumably one
with solid walls. We climbed up the long empty
rows and crossed through the marble lobby, with
its twin sweeping staircases and fat balustrades.
Opened in 1941, the theater evokes an ocean liner,
with its lack of straight lines and a floor mural of
the Western Hemisphere wrapped in zodiac signs.
1t's all curves and soft corners; extravagant art deco
styling is squeezed into ticket booths and tangen-
tial lobby bars. Alfaro Sam4 led me through a small
office, into a smaller one, and finally into a tiny area
behind it, filled by his desk and the two of us. Like
the innermost chamber of a snail’s shell, this is the
impresario’s safe space, Photos of Latin perform-
ers who have appeared at the theater, dating back
decades, crowded the little area behind him.
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The problem of the plaster, Alfaro Samd said,
was typical of Cuba, He was determined to restore
the theater “to how it was in its golden age,” but
could do little more than repair a few details. The
space was heavily used (acts from rappers to mu-
sical theater were booked four nights a week, and
1'd once felt imprisoned here during an hours-long
rumba performance), allowing no time for proper
restoration. Maintenance of a public building is the
responsibility of bureaucrats outside the theater
anyway. “l've worked here 18 years, and in that time
we learned to work around problems,” Alfaro Sam#
said. They had patched walls and ceilings before,
and they would do it again.

N MORE THAN TWO DECADES of reporting in

Havana, I've grown accustomed to the visual
signatures of the city: grimy old buildings, rattle-
trap cars, little that is new or bright. But that is only
on the surface; in Cuba, there is always an inside,
a life of interior spaces, and this is especially true
amid the city’s hidden gems of architecture.

Teatro América is one such gem, concealed in

Opened in 1941, Teatro
América gvokes an ocaan

iner, with its lack of
straight lines and a floor
mural of the Westarn
Hemisphere. It's &ll curves
&nd soft corners. But
performers, like these
dancers on break (right),
sometimes need to be wary
of falling plaster.

ﬂ

plain sight behind a dull screen of gray polygon
concrete on Galiano Street. When the theater
opened, this part of Centro was the commercial
artery of Havana, and the marble walkways held
the names of now vanished department stores.
Galiano is still chaotic—during my visit in March,
1 was nearly flattened by a man unloading smoked
ham hocks from the trunk of a 1950s car, and had
to push aside mattress vendors to reach the theater.
But step inside and you are in the museum that is
Cuban architecture.

There is no city in the world so layered with hid-
den beauty. Yet today, as Havana opens to the world,
it is also poised at the edge of collapse. Love of the
city, which I have visited regularly for a quarter cen-
tury, brought me back looking for answers: Can a
place long known for its decay become dedicated to
preservation? What can be done to protect its archi-
tectural legacy? And how can that be accomplished
while also meeting the growing demands of Cuba’s
hard-pressed and ambitious people?

Lesson one: Keep your eyes peeled for chunks
of falling plaster.

AVANA 15 A CITY EASY to navigate, limited
by the sea and divided from its suburbs by
a river. Each neighborhood seems defined by his-
toric landmarks. Old Havana, founded in 1519,
still spreads out from the original Plaza de Armas,
the civic space of medieval Spain. Next out from
the harbor, in distance and time, is its modern
equivalent, the Parque Central district, overseen
by the National Capitol building, based on the
Panthéon in Paris {not the U.S. Capitol, as some-
times claimed). Next are the elegant and faded
apartment blocks of fin-del-siglo Centro, followed
by the Vedado business district, still dominated by
Welton Becket's 1958 Hilton hotel, a 25-floor mod-
ernist statement renamed the Hotel Habana Libre.
Beyond, there is the 2oth-century suburb of Playa,
visually defined by the spacious and arrow-straight
Avenida Quinta (“fifch avenue”), lined with the lux-
urious mansions of Cuba’s old rich and miles of
precise topiary.
Even symbols of communist power—the tower
of what was once the Soviet Embassy in Miramar,
or the barren asphalt plain of Revolutionary
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Square—have redeeming value in making orienta-
tion easy.

Then all you have to do is look up. “Havana
is a library of architecture,” says Rail Rodriguez,
a Cuban architect-in-exile with a deep passion
for Cuban history and architecture. “Every style
is well represented there, and the reason for its
magic is the tripartite culture"—African, American,
European.

From the very beginning, the city was a mix-
ture: star-shaped forts from medieval Europe,
shaded Moorish colonnades, Greco-Roman
columns, French landscaping, and the iconic
Malecén seawall built by the US. Army Corps
of Engineers. Exiled Bauhaus stars like Walter
Gropius visited Cuba during the 1940s, and with
an influx of influential Cuban architects trained at
Columbia University, the city became an eclectic
crossroads.

Various structures and styles competed for
attention. In 1930, the Bacardi family built a tower
named for themselves that mixed art deco with
eccentric combinations of etched amber and steel,
and terra-cotta bas reliefs by Maxfield Parrish.
{Ask to see the old private bar) I'm particular-
ly fond of another art deco excess, the Maternity
Hospital erected in 1940 by José Pérez Benitoa. The
gorgeous Cine-Teatro Sierra Maestra movie the-
ater, located in the Rancho Boyeros suburb, is art
deco but features a Maya-motif interior.

The layers continue through 1958, with only a
few gestures since then, notably the National Art
Schools in suburban Cubanacin. It was there thata
collective of Cuban architects turned a private golf
course into a winding campus of vaulted rehears-
al halls, terra-cotta painting studios, and elaborate
classrooms. It was a utopian dream of social prog-
ress, but by 1965 the project had collapsed and was
abandoned to the jungle. Now partly reclaimed, it
struggles along like the revolution itself, leaking
badly but still active.
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The Hotel Nacional

{sbove) is a towering
presence in the Vadado
neighborhood of Havana.
The National Art Schools
{left and below) bagan
when Cuban architects
turned a golf course into @
winding campus of vaulted
rehearsal halls, terra-cotta
painting studios, and
classrooms,

ODRIGUEZ 15 PROUD of that extensive cata-

log of eras past. But most critical to Havana's
architecture may be what has not happened
since. “There’s a crust that has developed,” says
Washington, D.C., architect Gary Martinez, “an age
of time over the entire city."

Martinez has visited Havana for 15 years, study-
ing the city’s theaters, dance studios, and other
public spaces. 1 asked him the question every visitor
grapples with: What makes Havana—dirty, impov-
erished, dilapidated—so seductive? “We are over-
whelmed by the visual complexity,” Martinez said.
“The decay. The texture. The colors, The seemingly
random organization of buildings. There's nothing
quite like it.”

He described finding an old theater with a
retracting voof. Judging from its appearance, he
expected it to be abandoned. Instead, he and some
companions discovered men repairing cars in what
used to be the lobby. Pushing farther inside, they
found a dance troupe training onstage, Thanks to
decades of improvised and incomplete repairs, the
roof still retracted—sometimes.

The past has not passed, not in Havana. It's
very much present. And yet—this is the key—so
are the Cuban people, persevering in the here and
now, against the odds and after a span of many
difficult decades. The result is a surreal overlap of
eras, atime-travel experience on every block, That s
the magic.

“They were fixing cars in the lobby,” Martinez
marveled.

I'vs HAP THAT MOMENT—that strange, surre-
al feeling—often in Cuba. It occurred the next
day when I walked the length of the Calzada del
Cerro, a neighborhood that twisted toward Qld
Havana, each house fronted by a portico, loggia,
or arched arcade that created one continuous
shaded walkway for a mile or so. The richly or-
namented 1gth-century buildings had become

dilapidated. One family invited me inside to drink
strong coffee and watch baseball on a flat-screen
TV. Rooms were separated only by towels, the
stairs were jerry-built out of concrete blocks, the
living room was now a garage, and tin roofing
kept the rain out,

“The government said it would get the tiles
we need” to maintain the historic character of the
building, “but it never comes,” said Elmis Sadivar,
the matron of the household, As we watched the
ball game, she was anxiously checking her cell
phone for updates about her adult daughter, who
had recently left for America illegally. The family
couldn't afford to fix things themselves, she said: “A
bag of cement costs half a month’s salary.”

Next door 1 found a man in his 70s trying to
build a roof for his home, which in the mean-
time had blue-sky views. A house on the corner
was similarly roofless, at least on the front side,
and a careening garbage truck had recently
taken out two of the four columns supporting
the 1gth-century arcade. People living in the
back had refused to move out of the house, valu-
ing the close-in location more than they feared
the risk of collapse.

ET THE REVOLUTION has treated some of
Yits treasures with great care. These include
homes confiscated from wealthy exiles in 1959,
many of them parceled out as embassies and cul-
tural centers. The revolutionary government
transferred the contents of those homes—a trove
of ceramics, paintings, statues, and other abjets
d’art—to official buildings and Cuban embassies, as
well as to small museums, including the Museum
of Decorative Arts in Havana,

Located in the 1927 mansion of José Gémez
Mena, whose sister Maria Luisa was a high-society
Havana hostess and patron of the arts, the musenm
is an overstuffed repository of 33,000 knickknacks
and other memorabilia. Stvres porcelain and
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Louis XV vitrines are crammed everywhere,
mounted on pedestals or encased in flimsy display
cases that look vulnerable to any tourist stepping
back for a selfie.

I'd come here to ask deputy technical director
Gustavo Ldépez about our shared passion for art
deco architecture, but he immediately clarified a
point as we sat down in his office. American-style
art deco is strong in Cuba, Lépez said, but it's not
unique; it also exists in Florida and New Zealand.
Colonial architecture is more often regarded as
“the jewel here,” he explained. And the gems of
colonial architecture are in Old Havana, the pro-
tected part of the city.

Old Havana, with its narrow streets and
centuries-old fortresses, has been largely saved
from ruin for one reason: “It had the good luck
to be inside the jurisdiction of the city historian,”
said Lépez, speaking of Eusebio Leal, an unassum-
ing but highly regarded official. Leal was given
unprecedented authority in the early 1990s to
rebuild the entire district, serving as its de facto
mayor and renovation tsar.

The best example of Leal's power and methods
may be the Plaza Vieja (“old square™), which is, as
the name implies, the oldest of Havana's original
five plazas. “l remember as a student climbing over
mounds of rubble there,” Lopez said, describing the
1980s. “You had to be careful.” Leal was allowed to
create special tourism companies, which recycled
income into new renovations that, in turn, created
more tourism revenue. The process can be sfow—
in another neighborhood, 1 watched Cuban work-
ets take more than a decade to renovate what is
now the Parque Central, the district’s flagship ho-
tel—but the improvements have been undeniable.

When 1 first saw the Plaza Vieja, in 1991, it was
a wreck of matshy sinkholes and collapsing build-
ings, the houses all around it apuntadas, or “on
points,” and braced against collapse. Today the Plaza
Vieja is filled with restaurants and shops aimed at
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tourists, butit's also populated by ordinary Cubans—
elementary school students on a class trip, young
lovers taking selfies, teenagers chasing soccer balls.
The surrounding blocks are dense with longtime
residents, “Against wind and tide, he's done it,”
architect-in-exile Rauil Rodriguez said of Leal. “He is
a hero even to Cubans who left Cuba. What he has
done is going to outlast him and us.”

But Leal's brief has mainly covered Old Havana,
and a few of the oldest historic sites outside it. In
much of the rest of the city, budgets for architec-
tural restoration are much less robust and don't
necessarily benefit from tourist revenue. Leals
team has “more resources; they have their own
methods,” Lépez said with a sigh.

Whan the suthor first

saw Plaza Vieja,in 1991,

it was a wreck of marshy
sinkholes and collapsing
buildings. Today, the aldest
of Havana's plazes is filled
with rastaurants and shops
aimed at tourists, but it's
also populated by locals.

3

W HERE NO ONE HAS the resources or per-
sonal interest to help, however, gorgeous
architecture crumbles to ruin. One elegant build-
ing at risk is the Club Nautico, This prestigious old
beach club in Havana's suburbs is an airy, ovetlap-
ping series of shells designed in 1953 by Max Borges
Recio, who also designed the Tropicana Club. The
facility has been corroded by sea spray, a huge
problem on the waterfront.

Other grand buildings have been lost in this way,
including a seaside amusement park in Miramar
called, improbably, El Coney Island. Rusted carousels
and a tiny Ferris wheel once fronted a sea-facing pa-
vilion here, but in 2008 Chinese investors replaced
it with a concrete theme park called Coconut Island.

In 2013, Camilo Valls, a Cuban arts journalist,
told me about a beautiful old Moorish theater
whose landmark bronze doors had simply disap-
peared one day—looted. By 2016 he was losing
hope: The imperiled buildings of Havana would
soon be “all gone,” he said. Valls then described
to me the new Cuban vernacular, which he called
“kitsch style.” This is the cringe-inducing tenden-
cy to rip out historic features and replace them
with new-money displays. People toss away “old”
light fixtures and install made-in-China chande-
liers and flat-screen TVs. | heard of one man who
tore the corner off his art deco house—with a bull-
dozer—to build a media room for his PlayStation,

“There will be a disaster if we don't have norms,”
Lépez told me.

NE BUILDING that epitomizes those risks is

the Lopez Serrano, an elegant tower in the
modern downtown. In 1932, the 14-story apart-
ment building was the tallest structure in Havana,
an emblem of modernism that evoked Rockefeller
Center. 1t still has great bones—the ziggurats and
shafts of the building, by Ricardo Mira and Miguel
Rosich, make it a kind of vertical art deco—but
walking up to it, I saw how badly it had aged. The
gray concrete is sweat-stained, with many of the
wooden window frames cracked and the odd piece
of glass punched out and replaced with cardboard.
Air conditioners and improvised laundry lines clut-
ter the narrow spaces overhead; rain cracks begin
near the roof and run down the facade.

“Five hundred and forty-four windows of real
wood and glass,” explained Sarah Vega, a Cuban
journalist who lives on the seventh floor. Vega
has made a short film, Deconstruction, about the
building’s history, which was designed to repre-
sent Cuban aspirations for a modern society. The
twin portals at the front door are bronzed bas
reliefs, still gleaming, and visitors pass through a
marble lobby to twin elevators divided by “Time,”
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a bas relief by Enrique Garcfa Cabrera infused
with aerial speed and futurism. An art deco clock
used to sit over the sculpture but someone stole
it. Even the light fixtures on the ceilings are
wired shut to prevent anyone from swiping the
fluorescent bulbs.

Vega gave me a tour of her apartment, which
she shares with her mother and son. The Lopez
Serrano was aimed at Cuba’s rich, but the rooms
are relatively small—the ideal customer also had
a big country house. The 1932 bylaws even banned
children—which was possible because this build-
ing was the country's first co-operative apartment
corporation, emblematic of Cuba’s turn toward an
urbanized society. The building wasn't progres-
sive—the same 1932 bylaws banned black people
from buying apartments—but the Lépez Serrano
was long associated with one of Cuba's greatest
heroes, the crusading reformer Eddy Chibas, who
kept his offices on the top twa floors. In the 19405,
Chibas railed against corruption and dictators
from an office with sweeping views of the Cuban
Republic. He shot himself while hosting his radio
program one day, a suicide-protest commemorated
with a plaque by the building's front doors.

In 'sg, the rich fled and the needy moved in.
Vega is proud that empty apartments and houses
across Cuba were handed out to the poor. But it
was a “culture change,” she noted, with many new
residents unconcerned with the Ldopez Serrano's
history or its preservation. It's a pervasive problem:
“People often don't know where they are living,
when it was built, if it was a famous architect,” said
Gustavo Lopez. “If you don't care for what exists, it
disappears.”

During the desperate economy of the 1990s,
some of Vega's neighbors began selling off elegant
fixtures and even the building's original toilets.
That's when the art deco clock over the elevator
disappeared. “It’s not just money,” she said of the
building’s problems. “It’s lack of knowledge.”
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5 IN MANY ENDEAVORS, when it came
A to preserving the Lépez Serrano, Cuban
officials had good intentions and poor execution.
Distant bureaucrats with scarce resources over-
saw the building, making sporadic and only partly
effective repairs—the massive front doors were
refurbished, but when new elevators were
installed, workers trimmed away marble detail-
ing to make them fit. For decades the government
vowed to fix the original windows but recently gave
up pretending. Residents would have to pay for the
job themselves, “That costs a lot of money,” Vega
said. “We can't afford it.”

Perhaps this is the greatest threat to the Lopez
Serrano: No one really owns it anymore. The rev-
olutionary government nationalized all apartment
buildings in 1959, but about a decade ago retreated
from that policy, returning ownership of apart-
ments to the residents. Yet the government retains
responsibility for the shared public spaces and
exteriors. That works in high-priority areas like Old
Havana, but in the rest of the city, decay is the rule,
Many buildings look substantially worse now than

Visitors to the Lépez
Serrana building {(above
left) pass through a marble
icbby (abava right) to twin

aelevators divided by “Time,”

a bas ralief by Enrique
Barcia Cabrara, An art deco
clock used to sit over the
sculpture but someone
stole it.

when | first arrived in 1991. An astounding portion
of the city’s buildings are roofless wrecks. No one is
truly in charge.

Sarah Vega's mother suggested they would
forge ahead, offering a Cuban truism: “We'll fix
what we can, with what we can get, with what we
have,” she said.

T HE ZIGGURATS of the Lépez Serrano point
to a difficuit future. If the residents there—at
least some of them more educated and historically
conscious than the average Mavana resident—are
incapable of saving their building, what of the rest
of the city, and of Cuba?

Paradoxically, there may be hope in Cuba’s eco-
nomic weakness: In a land with little money but
plenty of skilled craftsmen, simple forms of pres-
ervation are often the best option. Wealthy foreign
developers are not allowed to overwhelm whole
neighborhoods, yet Cubans, as they gradually earn
more money, can renovate bit by bit. Part of one
building becomes a restaurant, a house becomes a
hotel, and even without a master plan, the scale of a

block and the character of a district are maintained.
“Kitsch style” encroachment could be staved off by
strengthening Cuba’s historic preservation stan-
dards, particularly for exemplary buildings.

Architect Gary Martinez favors this approach.
Huge areas of the city are fallow, with buildings
either underutilized or simply abandoned, he said;
let people fix them up, slowly, on their own. “There
is so much building stock,” noted Tom Johnson,
his business partner, “that it can almost infinitely
accommodate small changes.”

There is also talk of big change—the Cuban
government has asked for investment to rebuild
the port of MHavana, with new and much needed
housing on the far side of the harbor. But Havana's
social peace will depend on keeping Habaneros
invested in the city themselves. Just as Eusebio Leal
has been able to preserve the residential character
of Old Havana as he rebuilt it, others should be
empowered to extend that model to other parts of
the city. The challenge is to accommodate the next
Havana, even while preserving all of the previous
ones. O
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Fulfilling a sacred promise

By Emilio Custo
as told to John F. Ross

rinor miracle occurred on

a dark train platformin a

provincigl Cuban townin
1981. | had been a Cuban-American
exile for two decades, and had
managed to wrangle a visa to visit
my sick mother. After seeing her,
| had traveled to the train station
with some unfinished business, The
middle-aged woman in tha black
dress behind the counter inspected
me. My stomach sank. How could
she know that | needed a ticket so
that | could fulfill a sacred promise
my mother had made 22 years
sarlier? Traveling in communist
Cuba was a bureaucratic nightmars,
tickets taking weaks or months to
obtain, if one could get them at all.
What's more, | had no [0 and was
suspiciously dressed. | felt certain
she had heard every sob story ever
concocted.

It ali came flooding out: How a
childhood condition had required
me to have leg surgery, and my
worried mother had sworn that we
would visit Cuba's patron saint—
QOur Lady of Charity of El Cobre—
upon my recovery. But we never
got to the shring outside Santiago
that houses the figurine. Shortly
befora my illness, the communist
revolution had erupted, sending

many of my high school friends

to jail. My mother knew | would

be next, so she arranged asylum
for me in America, where | would
attend Catholic University, go on
to a career in international banking,
and bacome a collector of Cuban
memorabilia,

On this trip | had only a few
precious days in Cuba. How could |
explain how much this simple trip
meant, how | had clung to the idea
of seeing Qur Lady of Charity for
more than two decades?

| don't know how much the
woman behind the counter heard,
but sha understood. ‘I have a sonin
Milwaukee,” was all she murmured.
She apprecistad the pain of exile
and dislocation, the importance
of faith. She knew! In a moment a
ticket miraculously appeared. | wil
never forget her smile and kindness.

When | finally arrived at the
shrine, in the former copper
mining town of El Cobre, | was not
disappointed. Almost lavitating
abova the altar, the small Virgin
glowed. Unlike many cther
depictions of her, this one looked
directly into my ayes, not at the
child in her left arm, giving me her
undivided attention. Sha wore a
golden dress and cape, not the
usus! blus, and the crescent moon,
often paired with the Virgin, pointed
down, not up.
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Everybody in Cuba knows
her stary: In 1612, inabay to
the north of Cuba, a 10-year-old
black slave named Juan and two
indigenous young men had found
her while rowing out to an island to
harvest salt. Despite bad weather
throughout the pravious day, the
15-inch-tall wooden Virgin figurine
bobbed serenaly upon a plank on
the sea, her dress miraculously
dry and unruffled. The story of
her discovery spread quickly. The
faithful carried the wooden figure
to the economic hub of El Cabre,
where they constructed a shrine to
hold her.

Tha Christian iconography is
hard to miss: She came to Cuba
bearing the greatest of gifts—her
own child—and appearad not to a
priest or bishop, but to common
men. She spoke not just to the
sboriginal pacple, but also to the
Spaniards, Crecles, and African
slaves. The latter would assimilate
her imags into their Afro-Cuban
Santeria faith many years later.
When Cubans fought the Spanish
for independence in the late 19th
century, she bacamea a national
symbol of the small island’s

struggle against a mighty European

superpower,
Nicknamed “Cachita,” Our Lady
of Charity evolvad into a staple

of popular cuiture, appearing on

N’l"RAl; SRA, DE LA CaRrj
ATRONA DE Cusa

IMADE; HOLY CARD FRGM THE COLLERT 10% OF EM:LIO CUETD

avarything from calendars and
jewalry to key chains and fans,
interpreted again and again by
artists, writers, dancers, and
poets. The old fisherman invoked
Our Lady of Charity in Hemingway's
The Old Man and the Sea; when
the famous writer decided to

give the madallion he received

for the 1954 Nobel Priza in
Literature to the Cuban people,

he did not choose the national
museum or prasidential palace, but
Cachita's shrine. The long period
of communism may have driven
her from view, but not out of favor
and memory. This year, Cuba is
celebrating the centennial of Pope
Benedict XV's naming of Our Lady
of Charity of El Cobra as Cuba’s
patron saint, as raequasted by the

veterans of the nation’s war of

independence.

| have traveled back to El Cobre
many times since, becoming so
interested in Cachita that | wrote
a book about her influence in art,
literature, music, film, and dance.
Through war and revolution, among
aexiles and communists, among the
rich and poor, Cachita has stood by
ail of us, no matter our diffarences.
She unites us. She is Cuba,

Last year, | crisscrossad the
nation, delivering copies of my
book to libraries and churches.

My proudast moment came when
the bishop of Santiago accepted a
copy of tha boaok on behalf of the
shrine. it now sits permanently on
a lectern there, a token of my desp
love for and abiding faith in this
extraordinary figure, which took
firm root nearly 60 years ago with
& distragsed mother's whisperad
promise, and which have grown
stronger every day since. O
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THE ICONIC CHE

FROM MAN
TOMYTH ,
TO CLICHE

By Orlando Luis Pardo Lazo

My grandmother used to light a candle to worship him, even though her
idol had been an atheist throughout his life. The memory still dances
in quivering light: When 1 was a child in the late "7os in Havana, during
the never-ending blackouts, 1 was terrified by the shadows on his face.
9 That famous face, printed on a huge poster my grandmother had
scavenged from the streets of Havana following a military parade: 1t was
heroic, seemingly immortal, and yet a decade had passed since he'd been
killed in the jungles of Bolivia,a country| couldn’t have pointed to on a map.
€ Grandma used to pray to him as “Saint Che.” She wasn't fond of the
revolution, but she did believe in strong spirits that refuse to leave this
world. For years 1 thought that his family name was Sanchez (which
Cubans pronounce SAHN-che), and that Che was a diminutive. Then in
school 1 learned that he was Emesto Guevara de la Serna, and that he'd
been given pop culture immortality by a former fashion photographer
named Alberto Diaz Gutiérrez, who'd later changed his name to Korda.

Everything about the man and the myth was always a little off-kilter.

L
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