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ScholarshiponCubanvisualartsandculturalpoliticshaslargely

overlookedthecountry’slongtraditionofsalonculturebeforeandafter

the1959revolution.1Contemporaryartexhibitsheldinhomesnotonly

participateinthispractice,theyalsorespondtoconcretespatialecono-

miesthathavebeenatworkfromthe1990sonwardinCuba.Iargue

thatthehome-basedartexhibitsIexamineherebringintorelief

notionsofpublicspacethatcompetewiththoseputforth,incomplic-

ity,bythemarketandthestateintheCubanpost-socialistmilieu.

Cuba’spresentcanreadilybeseenaspost-socialistassoonas

thetermisnolongerunderstoodatfacevalue,asatemporalmarker—

namely,asthatwhichcomesaftersocialism.Post-socialismmustbe

understoodinatleasttwoothersenses.Inthepolitico-economicsense,

itdenotesthecoexistenceofnewandaggressiveforeignmarketswith

theagingbureaucraticorder,smallandlargeprivatizationsspear-

headedbythestateapparatusandtheCommunistParty,andthe

A R T I C L E

1 ByfocusingonlyonHavana’surbaninteriors,intheinterestofbrevityandcogency

Isidestepapproachesthathavefocusedonartsinpublicspaces,includingseminalper-

formancesinopenandpublicspacesbyCubanartistsinthelate1980sandearly1990s

thathavebeenthesubjectofseveralscholarlyessaysandmonographs.Home-basedcul-

turalscenesoutsideofHavanaarealsonotdiscussedhere.Thiswouldrequireattention

tothespecificitiesofnonurbaninformalculturesandtotheeffectsofHavana-centrism

inthestudyofCubanartsandculture.Unlessotherwisenoted,alltranslationsfrom

Spanisharemine.
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substantialretreatofpublic,state-managedgoodsandservices.2The

secondmeaningofpost-socialismregistersthelossofhegemonyofthe

socialistimaginary:themoment(s)ofirreversibleriftbetweenthehori-

zonofsocialismasradicalcritique,ontheonehand,andthehistorical

experiencesthatusurpitsname,ontheother.Inthissense,post-

socialismstandsforthesymbolicandideologicaldimensionsofactu-

allyexistingsocialismthatareculturallyandsociallyexperienced.A

post-socialistaestheticordispositioncould—andoftendoes—predate

thenominaloractualdissolutionofsocialismasapoliticalproject.3

AfterthedissolutionoftheSovietbloc,Cubanartistsfacedstate

institutionsscramblingforpoliticalsurvival,whileentranceinthe

globalmarketusheredincircuitsofexchangeandvalorizationprevi-

ouslyabsentfromtheculturalfield.TheinauguralexhibitsofEspacio

Aglutinadorin1994,theoldestandbestknownofHavana’sindepen-

dentartspaces,explicitlytargetedthesehistoricalcoordinates.When

EzequielSuárez’spersonalexhibitattheGalería32yL,ElFrente

Bauhaus(TheBauhausFront),wascanceledbyauthorities,itreopened

inwhatwouldlaterbecomeAglutinador—theresidenceofSuárezand

cofounderandartistSandraCeballos.Suárez’sdisplacedsoloshow

featuredposter-inspiredpaintingsthatmarshaledconstructivist

themes,parodyingthegovernment’spenchantforgrandstanding

slogansinthemidstofanationwideeconomiccollapse.(Ubiquitous

referencestoCubaas“thelastbastionofcommunism”and“thelast

bastionoftheColdWar”werecommonintheearly1990s.)InMay

1994,asecondAglutinadorevent,ArteDegeneradoenlaEradel

Mercado(DegenerateArtintheEraoftheMarket),washeldinparallel

withaFifthHavanaBiennialshroudedincontroversyandsuspicion.4

2 Allthreeoftheseelementshavebeenwell-documentedcharacteristicsoftheCuban

realitysincethemid-1990s,intensifyingunderRaúlCastro’sgovernmentandthepost-

normalizationimpetus(2006–14).

3 RecentworksthathavemadesignificantcontributionstoCubanstudieswithinthis

paradigmincludeRachelPrice’sPlanet/Cuba(London:Verso,2015);JacquelineLoss’s

Dreaming in Russian: The Cuban Soviet Imaginary(Austin:UniversityofTexasPress,

2014);andArianaHernández-Reguant’s“Cuba’sAlternateGeographies,”Journal of Latin 

American Anthropology10,no.2(2005):275–313.

4 TheHavanaArtBiennialopenedin1984asashowcaseforartfromtheGlobalSouth—

thatis,primarilyfromcircuitsotherthanWesternEuropeandNorthAmerica.Yetits

claimasanalternativeforumforartisticprojectsinvestedinpostcolonialandcapitalist

critiquehasbeencomplicatedbyfrequentallegationsofgovernmentcensorshipandby

itsgrowingprofileasyetanotherlayoverinthetransnationalitineraryofartbuyers.See

LuisCamnitzer,“TheFifthBiennialofHavana,”Third Text8,no.28–29(1994):147–54.
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Similaropenconfrontationsbetweenvisualartistsandthestate’s

culturalinstitutionshadbeenamplyrehearsedinthe1980s,though

theywerefollowedbyinternationaldeparturesen masseandawave

ofhighlypublicizedactsofcensorshipbyculturalofficialsin1990

and1991.5Assuch,neithercritiquingtheburgeoningartmarketnor

recastingthehomeasanalternativetoinstitutionalspaceswasaprac-

ticeunfamiliartoCubanartists.Butatthetime,EspacioAglutinador

wasuniqueinitsinclusivecuratorialcriteria(conveningartistsboth

youngandestablished,livinginCubaandabroad),inemphasizing

receptionasthedecisiveinterfacebetweenartworksandvisitors,and

inpresentingitselfasapermanentcityfixtureopentothepublic.

LikeAglutinador,thehome-basedartexhibitsIexaminehereare

partofaresilientbutdiverseresidentialculturalscene.Morethantwo

decadeslater,thehistoryofthesepracticesandtheirtransformation

underchangingpoliticalandmaterialconditionsremainsunexam-

ined.Asissuggestedbythetermscenes—fortheyaremultiple—they

arespacesthatconvenealooselyknitsocialnetworkhostingmusic

andpoetryjams,theaterplays,filmscreenings,community-oriented

initiatives,artworkshops,andliteraryreunions.Some—forinstance,

TaniaBruguera’sCátedra de Arte de Conducta(2002–9;BehaviorArt

School)andLaAzoteadeReina(poetReinaMaríaRodríguez’sroof )—

havebecomemandatoryreferentsforanyculturalmappingofpost-

socialistHavana.

Heirstoastrongnationaltraditionoftertulias(salons)hostedby

artistsandwriterssincethe19thcentury,thesespaceswereinevitably

shapedbythenetworksofbootlegcirculationandclandestinegather-

ingsthatshoredupthephenomenonofanundergroundcultureinthe

earlydecadesoftheCubanRevolution.Theyarethereforelinkedto

comparablephenomenain(post-)socialistcultures,suchastheSoviet

“kitchenculture”ofthe60sand70s,andtheformaltheorizationof

thehomeasanexhibitionspaceintheearly80sundertherubricof

5 Mostnotably,thisincludedtheincarcerationofperformanceartistÁngelDelgado

andthecensorshipofthefilmAlicia en el pueblo de Maravillas.Fortheemergenceof

thisradicalaestheticintheCubanvisualandperformingartsofthe1980s,seeGerardo

Mosquera,“NewCubanArt,”inPostmodernism and the Post-socialist Condition: Politicized 

Art under Late Socialism,ed.AlešErjavec(Berkeley:UniversityofCaliforniaPress,2003),

208–46,andRachelWeiss,To and from Utopia in the New Cuban Art(Minneapolis:

UniversityofMinnesotaPress,2011).
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“apartmentart.”6Yet,despitethecomplexbutconstitutiveroleof

theSovietmodelinCuba’srevolutionaryexperience,Cubancultural

studieshasbeenslowtodefineitsresearchagendainrelationtopost-

socialiststudies,partlybecauseCuba’sCommunistPartyisstillin

powerandthecountryremainsconstitutionallysocialist.

Theconditionsunderwhichartisproducedandexhibitedincon-

temporaryCuba,however,resistanycursoryreadingoftheresidential

culturalsceneasbeingeitherinsimpleoppositiontoofficialstate

institutionsoraformofindividualistretreatintotherealmofthe

private.Infact,thehome-basedartscenesIdiscussherebelongtoa

broadersetofinformalandlive-workartistcommunitiesthataccom-

panytheproliferationofalternativepracticesfortheproductionand

exhibitionofartbeyondMFAprograms,museums,andgalleries.They

attendasmuchtotheriseofparticipatory,performance,andinstalla-

tionartfromthemid-20thcenturyonwardastheyindicatesurvival

strategiesbalancingtheimpactofnewartmarkets,gentrification,

andrealestatespeculationinurbancentersaroundtheworld.

Beyond a SemioticS of the home

Abriefaccountofhowrevolutionaryhousingpoliciesanddomestic

imaginariesshapedHavana’sculturalscenescanbetterconnectthe

ideologicalandaestheticdebatesintheCubanRevolutionwithitsspa-

tialpolitics.Thecornerstoneofthesespatialpoliticswastheallocation

ofphysicalsitesmeanttosubsidizewidespreadaccesstoculture:cine-

mas,theaters,libraries,andartschoolsweretopopupacrossthecoun-

try.Withinmonthsoftherevolutionaryvictory,suchinvestmentstook

placeinconcertwithintensepolemicsaboutthepoliticalvalueof

popularculturalparticipationandofspecificartisticprojects.

Nonetheless,theprivatespherewithinthehomewouldremain

ahighlycontestedsiteofsocialmeaning,insofarasthehomewascon-

ceivedasthelast,andarguablythedefinitive,frontiertobeconquered

intheideologicalwarsofthe20thcentury.Amicrocosmof20thcen-

turymodernizationutopias,bothreallyexistingcapitalismandreally

6 See,forexample,BorisGroys,History Becomes Form: Moscow Conceptualism (Cambridge,

MA:MITPress,2010);SusanBuck-Morss,Dreamworld and Catastrophe: The Passing of 

Mass Utopia in East and West(Cambridge,MA:MITPress,2000);SvetlanaBoym,

Common Places: Mythologies of Everyday Life in Russia(Cambridge,MA:Harvard

UniversityPress,1995);andMarinaGržinić,“Synthesis:Retro-Avant-Garde,or,Mapping

Post-SocialisminEx-Yugoslavia,”ARTMargins Online,September27,2000,www.art

margins.com/index.php/8-archive/258-synthesis-retro-avant-garde-or-mapping-post-

socialism-in-ex-yugoslavia.
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existingsocialismbidheavilyonthehomelife,andbyextensiononthe

privatesphere,whethertoromanticizeordemonizeit,toprofitfromit

ortoneutralizeit.SusanBuck-Morsshasconvincinglyarguedthatthe

earlySovietimaginarywageda“waragainstdomesticity,”seekingto

negatethecapitalistotherviathelatter’sconceptionofdomesticspace.7

Thisprocesshadanaffirmativedouble,aswell—thatis,awarfor

domesticity—thatpervadedthepublicdiscourseabout,andcultural

representationsof,domesticspace:azero-sumcampaigntoconquer

“theheartsandminds”ofthepeople.Theprivacyofone’shomeand

theobjectsandroutinesthatconstituteditasaspace—theradio,the

TV,domesticlabor,genderroles,familyvalues,gatheringsamong

friends,personalpossessions—wereunderstoodastheultimate

battlegroundsofcomprehensivesocialandpoliticaltransformation.

TheCubanRevolutionof1959prioritizedgoalsofeconomic

nationalizationandsocialjusticeoverthekindofrapidindustriali-

zationcharacteristicofSovietmodernizationinthefirsthalfofthe

20thcentury.InCuba,forexample,theendoftheprivatesectorand

theriseofagrarianandurbanreformswerenotaccompaniedbyforced

masscollectivization.Ingeneral,state-sponsoredinitiativesforurban

reformtendedtobehighlyparticipatory,whileurbanreformlaws

retainedaspectsofbourgeoisnotionsofprivateproperty.8Stillthe

Revolutionarygovernmenttraffickedintheenforcementofhousing

policy:housingredistribution,normsofoccupancy,andtheactivities

itshelteredwerefrequentlyinstrumentalizedforthepurposeofgrant-

ingpoliticalfavors.Inothercases,onthecontrary,theuseanddistri-

butionofhousingbecamethesubjectofgovernmentalscrutiny.New

massorganizations—mostnotablytheComitésdeDefensadela

Revolución(CommitteesfortheDefenseoftheRevolution),created

in1960—weredesignedtointerveneonthestreetandinthehome

bysurveilling,reporting,andsteeringmattersofsexualorientation,

politicalopinion,bannedreligiouspractices,andculturalconsumption

habits.Hithertounderstoodlimitsbetweenthepublicandtheprivate

werepartiallyredrawn,alongwiththejurisdictionoftherevolutionary

statetoregulatepublicandprivatebehavior.Thesepracticesdrew

Cubaclosertoaframeworkwherethehomewasconceivedasasuspi-

ciousshelterofbourgeoisimproprieties,apotentialincubatorof

7 Buck-Morss,192.

8 LeyGeneraldelaVivienda(1984),Gaceta Oficial de la República de Cuba,accessed

September25,2016,https://www.gacetaoficial.gob.cu/html/leygeneralvivienda.html.
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counterrevolutionaryintrigue.InthefirsttwodecadesoftheCuban

Revolution,bothrealandsymbolicprocessesconstruedthehome

asanonprivatespace.

AfterCuba’sstate-backedpluralisticanddaringculturalexperi-

mentsintheearly1960s,thisgraduallygavewaytosterner,more

centralized,pedagogicapproachestoculturalandideologicalmanage-

ment,largelyunderSovietaegis.Evenafterconscriptionintoagricul-

turallaborforso-calledsocialmisfitsended—MilitaryUnitsforAidin

Production,orUMAP,wereactivefrom1965to1968—playingrock

music,displayingsexualorreligioustraits,orsharingideologically

objectionablewritingsandbookscouldbecostlypoliticalerrors.

Homesservedassurrogateheadquartersforculturalorsocialpractices

displacedfrompublicviewbytherenewedorthodoxsensibilityofthese

years.Awell-knownexampleisthatofServandoCabreraMoreno,

whosesimultaneouspursuitofrevolutionaryanderoticthemesbecame

increasinglyproblematicforculturalauthoritiesinthe1970s,but

whosehousewasasiteofpilgrimageonSaturdaynightsforartistsand

intellectuals.Thesesemiclandestinemicrocosmswerereplicatedin

manymoreanonymoushomesandroofsinthecity,hostingfamiliar,

everydayinformalnetworkswhereculturalartifactssmuggledfrom

abroad,orproducedandexhibitedunofficially,wereenjoyedamong

friendsandfamily.

Tobesure,thekinshipoftheCubanrevolutionaryprocesstothe

1960sNewLeftsensibilitymitigatedtheSovietizationofmanyaspects

ofgovernmentandculturallife,evenattheheightofSovietinfluence

inCubainthe1970s.Cubanartistsandyouthpartookinthecounter-

cultureofthe1960s,andthe1959CubanRevolutionwasitselfpartof

theglobalimaginaryofthedecade:socialisthumanisms,thecritique

ofbureaucracy,andtheemancipatorypowerofculturewereelements

oftheofficialpublicdiscourseaswell.(ElsewhereinLatinAmerica,

wheremilitarycoupsandparamilitaryviolenceplayedtheirpartinvar-

iousColdWarproxyfronts,youthcountercultureandleftradicalpoli-

ticswereunambiguouslyinimicaltostateapparatuses.)Accordingly,

nationaldebatesaboutaestheticsandideologywereattentivetothe

Sovietexperience,whileremainingoverallsuspiciousofSocialist

Realismandkindredorthodoxies.Broadlyspeaking,thismeantthat

theculturalfieldwasmuchmoreheterogeneous,andcomparatively

moreautonomousfrompoliticalsociety.

Inthissense,evenunauthorizedculturalpractices(e.g.,thoseto
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whichtheresidentialculturalscenesinwhichIaminterestedmightbe

saidtobelong)cannotbereadonlyastherejectionofattitudesassoci-

atedwiththebureaucraticculturaladministration:ideologicalpater-

nalism,aestheticorthodoxy,andartificiallyproducedscarcity.The

principlesofself-organization,andtheclaimstoaccessuponwhich

theseunofficialculturalpracticesrelied,belongedtotheverysame

democratizationofcultureinauguratedbytherevolution,albeitunder-

minedbyitsownstateapparatus.Inotherwords,thesehome-based

culturalinterventionssharedapointofdeparturewiththerevolution-

aryordertheyalsoseemedtoantagonize:thesymbolicandmaterial

conditionsforalltoenjoyandproduceculture.Thedemandforand

democratizationofaccesstoculture,thevalueofpublicinvestmentsin

developingamasstasteforhighculture,thedisregardfornonengaged

art,theinterestinprocessoverfinishedartworks,andthecritical

reflectiononart’ssocialfunctionandonartistsasproducerswere

valuesthatoftenconvergedinbothgovernmentalculturalpolitics—at

leastintheory—andtheinformalculturalscene.9

Inaddition,Havana’salternative,home-basedculturalsceneshave

followedtheirowntimeline.Thisperiodizationisofvitalsignificance:

bythe1990s,whenthesecircuitswereopenedtowiderpublics,they

wereconfrontingnotonlytheresidualpatternsofrepressivecultural

institutions,butthedollarizationofthedomesticeconomyandCuba’s

growingparticipationintheglobalmarketaswell.10Theresulting

economicenvironmentdemandedtransformationsinspatialpractices

andculturaldisseminationalike.Individualartistshadbeenselling

theirartworkopenlyontheglobalmarketsincetheearly1990s,

thoughthestatekeptsharesoftheprofitsandwieldedagreatdeal

9 Thesevalueswouldremainpointsofreferenceforhome-basedandothercultural

alternativestoofficialcultureinthefollowingdecades—forinstance,inVictorVarela’s

TeatroObstáculo(ObstacleTheater)(1985)heldinitiallyinhishome,andinthegroupof

artistsandintellectualsPaideia(1988–89),whoseprojectedpublicationwasaptlytobe

titledOIKOS,Greekfor“home”or“family.”Amongotherthings,intheself-described

“GeneralProjectforCulturalAction”Paideiacalledfor“overcomingthefalsedichotomy

official-marginalintheculturalfield”(n.p.).PAIDEIAV,Paideiadossier,Cubista 

Magazine(Summer2006),accessedSeptember25,2016,http://cubistamagazine.com/

dossier.html.

10 MarioBellatin’sstory“Canonperpetuo,”inPájaro transparente(BuenosAires:Mansalva,

2006),imaginativelyre-createsoneofthesesemiclandestinescenes.Inthisdarkly

humoroustext,setintheHavanaoftheearly1990s,apoetryreadingisinterruptedby

politicalparanoia,ablack-markettransaction,andthediscomfortsofthehostfamily’s

livingarrangements.
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ofinfluencewithregardtoresourcesandpromotion.11Musicians,

artisans,culturalpromoters,improvisedmovietheaters,andmultime-

diacontentproducers,alsoheadquarteredinprivatehomes,gradually

joinedthegrowingcommercialcircuitsofCubancultureoverthenext

twodecades.

Beginningin2011,manyofthesepracticeswereformallylegalized

asaresultofeconomicreformsthatfurtherincreasedthenumberof

professionscoveredundersoletradinglicenses,knownasthecuen-

tapropistamodel.Itisworthnoting,however,thatthelimitedforms

ofself-employmentencouragedbythesereformscontinuetorequire

grayandinformalmarketsofculturalandeconomicproduction.For

example,nostipulationsallowforprivateartgalleries,butavenuein

anacceptedcategory,suchasabarorcafé,canbecomeanartpubor

gallery-café.Similarly,althoughindividualartistscanorganizeonly

informallytoselltheirworkcollectivelytoanindependentcuratoror

artbuyer,alicensefor“familyphotography”cancoveranindependent

audiovisualproductionagency.Makeshiftresponsestorealestate

shortages,aswellasthecriticalconditionofurbaninfrastructure,have

helpedtomakeresidentialurbaninteriorsthephysicalcentersofthis

newmarketeconomy.Thenewlyacquiredeconomicroleofthehome

thuscompoundsitslonger-standingsocialfunctionasabattleground

foreverydaylifeundertheRevolution.

homeBound

Inthisnewlandscape,anappealtodefytherecommendeditineraries

oftheXIHavanaArtBiennialyetagainbegancirculatingonline,by

email,andbywordofmouthinMay2012:“Weareinvitingyouto

visit(MayandJuneandnowJuly)ourunofficialspaces(oralternative

spaces)—galleries,studios,workspacesandheterogeneousplaces—

whichwillbeopentothepublicwithfresh,dynamicandagglutinating

samplesofArt....Don’tbeguidedonlybygovernmentalprograms

andtestalsotheexcitingresult(orbenefit)oftheexploration!!!!”12

WrittenbyartistandcuratorSandraCeballos,theinvitationincluded

11 Visualartistswereamongthefirsttosellandpromotetheirworkabroad,bypassing

directministerialinvolvement,afterthe1988DecretoLey106andthedollarizationof

theeconomyin1993.

12 Theirtranslation;theoriginalinvitationisgiveninbothEnglishandSpanish.Lia

Villares,HechizamientoHabanémico(blog),May23,2012,http://habanemia.blogspot.

com/2012/06/muestras-privadas-en-estudios-galerias.html.
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aprofileofhomegalleriesandamapofHavanapinpointingtheirloca-

tions.Thiscartographyofindependentartspacesinthecity,parallelto

theoneprovidedbytheBiennial’swell-oiledpublicitymachine,again

calledintoquestiontheBiennial’sidentityasanalternativeforum.

Inthe21stcenturyitisincreasinglydifficulttodistinguish

betweenwhatisconsideredofficialandwhatisunofficial.Ingeneral,

theterm“official”includesactors,institutions,andspacesthatanswer

to,andareeconomicallydependentupon,Cuba’ssingle-partystate

institutions.Buttheterm“unofficial”nolongeridentifies,asitonce

did,aestheticandphilosophicalpositionsanathematoastipulated

officialdoctrineandsubjecttoconcreteformsofreprimand.There-

fore,thequestionof“towhat”or“withrespecttowhom”aspacelike

Aglutinadorisalternativeorindependentisnotalwaysclear.However,

becausetheseinitiativesarehostedinprivateresidences,theycanstill

claimtobeunofficialspacesofculturalproductionandcirculation.

Since1994Aglutinadorhasbeenknownforgatheringestablished

andnewartistswithinasinglespace,andithaslongbeenrecognized

asalaunchingpadandlaboratoryformanyemergingvisualartists

whowouldlaterachievenationalandinternationalrecognition.

Nonetheless,aswewillseebelow,Aglutinadorandsimilarspacesare

notprivategalleries.Theydonotparticipateinthelicensedorgray-

marketcircuitsofartcommerce:theexhibitioneventisnotaprelude

toasale,evenifitaccruessomeformofcommercialvalue.Theunas-

sumingnatureofresidentiallocaleslikeAglutinadoralsofacilitates

collaborationsbetweenprofessionalandnonprofessionalartists,and

betweenthevisualartsandotherdisciplines.Inconcertwithglobalart

trendsbutattunedtothelocalpoliticsofspaceandspeech,highlypar-

ticipatoryformsofspectatorshipandproductiondominatethescene.

Forinstance,inthelastdecade,Aglutinadorhashostedmanycross-

disciplinaryprojects,attractingsocialactorsbeyondtherelatively

smallcirclethatsurroundstheInstitutoSuperiordeArteandthe

SanAlejandroAcademyoftheVisualArts,thetwomainartacademies

inthecapital.

ThiswasthecaseforCuradoresgohome!(2008),anAglutinador

exhibitthathighlightedboththeinternalchallengesfacedbycollabora-

tionsbetweenartistsandnonartistsandtheresidualpoliticalmine-

fieldsoftheunofficialculturalcircuits.Curadoresgohome!putthe

informalartsceneincontactwithsocialactorsfromamorevocally

antiofficial,politicallyactivescenethatincludedbloggersandmusi-
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13 ClaudiaCadelo,OctavoCerco(blog),October17,2008,http://octavocerco.blogspot.

com/2008/10/nota-del-consejo-nacional-de-las-artes.html.Thesamecouncilwouldlater

encourageTaniaBrugueratoholdhermuchdebated,cancelledperformanceofTatlin’s 

Whisper #6inalocalethatwasnottheonechosenbytheartist(RevolutionSquare),

ostensiblysothatparticipantscouldbeprescreenedandthedurationoftheentireperfor-

mancelimited.Asaresult,Bruguerawasarrestedanddisinvitedfromthe2015Havana

Biennial,andherpassportwasconfiscated,withlegalactionrepeatedlythreatenedfor

severalmonthsafterward.

14 Ameasuredflirtationwithpoliticsandsocialcritiqueisthehallmarkofmostofthe

CubanartshowcasedattheHavanaBiennials,andthesamecanbesaidofmanyofthe

best-knowncontemporaryCubanartists,suchasCarlosGaraicoa,YoanCapote,Loscar-

pinteros,RachelValdés,Kcho,andsoforth.Whilethistrendhastodowiththelanguage

ofcontemporaryartasmuchaswiththeglobalartmarket’sexpectationsconcerningthe

thematizationofthelocal,theconfrontationaltoneofthemoreradicalaestheticexperi-

mentsofthelate1980sandearly1990sisseldomvisible.Thischangewasaccompanied

byagovernmentalstrategyshift,fromovertsuppressiontodisciplinarymotivation.Fora

historyofthisperiodintheCubanvisualarts,seeWeiss’sTo and from Utopia in the New 

Cuban Art.

cianscriticalofthegovernment.Sincesomeoftheparticipantswere

black-listedaspoliticaldissidents,theNationalCouncilfortheVisual

Artspushedtosuspendtheevent,describingitas“apropagandashow

whosemainparticipantsincluderepresentativesofthegenocidalBush

governmentandknownmercenaries.”13Aftersomeback-and-forth,the

2008showatAglutinadorwouldgoon,butwithouttheparticipationof

themostpoliticallycompromisingpieces—forinstance,amultimedia

projectaboutthelegalcaseofadissidentpunksinger,PornoPara

Ricardo’sfrontmanGorkiÁvila,preparedbythen-independentblog-

gersYoaniSánchezandClaudiaCadelo.

Theseroutineinterferencestypifytwoaspectsofpost–ColdWar

Cubanculturalpolitics.First,along-standingcontradictionhas

enduredinthelogicofculturaldemocratizationoftheCubanrevolu-

tionarygovernment.Whileofficialdiscourseencouragescriticallycom-

mittedart,thestate’sveryownappendageslimitart’ssocialimpactby

managingaccesstopolemicalworksandcurtailingthedissemination

ofnationalculturalproductioninmainstreammedia.Second,political

censorshipisselectivelyenforced.Itislessconcernedwithwhatis

saidthanwithwhoisspeakingandinwhichcontext.Infact,state-

sanctionedplatformsforthepromotionofnationalculturehavedem-

onstratedthatthenewpoliciesofthemarket-friendly,single-party

statenotonlysanctionaestheticsofdissent,butevenpromotethem.14

Theseconcertedeffortstoshowcaseamoresociallyandpolitically

criticalartcharacterizedAbelPrieto’stenureasCubanMinisterof
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Culturefrom1997to2012andprovedtobeanapproachascommer-

ciallyattractiveasitwaspoliticallyexpedient.InitiativeslikeArtex

S.A.—thestate’scommercialagencyfornationalculture,createdin

1989—suggest,asartcriticIvándelaNuezputsit,thatFidelwent

“from[being]SupremeLeadertoSupremeDealer.”15Thisapproach

alsobecamepartofamoregeneralmove,involvingpopularmasscul-

tureaswellasthefinearts.Whenformerculturalexchangeswithin

thesocialistworldgavewayinthe1990stoindividualandstateactors

tradinginculturalcapital,governmentpoliciespursuedadoublestrat-

egy:Cubannationalculturewastobecomebothatouristdestination

andalucrativeexport.16

Inthissense,residentialculturaleventsproblematizethepost-

socialistCubanlandscape,wherestructuralremnantsofideological

orthodoxyandbureaucraticoverreacharestilloperative,butcultural

producersmustpartnerwiththestateinordertogaingreaterdomestic

internationalvisibilityandtofetchhighercommercialpricesfortheir

work.TheposterforCuradoresGoHome!isfitting,inthisregard:a

remakeoftheWorldWarIISovietposterMotherland Calls!(1941),in

whichared-clothed,sternfemaleinanepicposeholdsinonehanda

paperwiththeRedArmyOath,andwithasecond,raisedhanddirects

thegazeoftheobservertowardageometricallyorderedgatheringof

bayonetsinthebackground.InAglutinador’sversion,theCubanflag

15 IvándelaNuez,Inundaciones: Del muro a Guantánamo. Invasiones artísticas en las fron-

teras políticas, 1989–2009(Barcelona:Debate,2010),54.Arecurrentsubjectinwritings

onCubanartisthewaysthatvisualartistshaveexploredtheeffectsofthiscommercial-

ization,andinparticularthepressuretoincorporateinternationalaestheticlanguages

andexpectationsinordertosell.SeealsoGerardoMosquera’s“NewCubanArt”and

RachelPrice’sPlanet/Cuba,aswellasEricaSegre’s“‘Elconvertiblenoconvertible’:

ReconsideringRefuseandDisjectaAestheticsinContemporaryCubanArt,”inLatin 

American Popular Culture: Politics, Media, Affect,ed.GeoffreyKantarisandRoryO’Bryen

(Woodbridge:Tamesis,2013),109–38.

16 ThiswasanimportantmomentforthereflectionandcommercializationofCubancul-

turebothabroadandathome.AnchoredinthemarketingofCubaaseitherarepository

of1950snostalgiaorabeleagueredsocialistsurvivor,itsiconswereoldAmericancars

andtheBuenaVistaSocialClub,aswellasagingmuralsandfadedsymbolsofboththe

ColdWarandtheRevolution.Thisperiodalsosawincreasinginternationaltoursof

nationaltimbamusicbands,thehighprofileofso-calleddirtyrealisminliterature(by

writersmostlyresidinginCubabutpublishinginSpain),ongoinginvestmentinthe

reconstructionofthecolonialdistrictofOldHavanaasatouristdestination,andthe

reincorporationofculturalproducersfromtheCubandiasporainthenationalcanon.

SeeEstherWhitfield’sCuban Currency(Minneapolis:UniversityofMinnesotaPress,

2008);RafaelRojas’s“SouvernirsdeunCaribepost-Soviético,”Encuentro de la Cultura 

Cubana48/49(2008):18–33;andAbelPrieto’slecture“Cultura,cubanidad,cubanía,”

inConferencia “La nación y la emigración”(Havana:EditoraPolítica,1994).
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hasbeenpastedonthebackground.Thepaperheldbythecenterfig-

ure,nowempty,pointstoanideologicallyhollowcall,totheabsenceof

aconcreteaestheticdirective,thoughthepresenceofanauthoritative

figureremains.Inturn,theexhibit’sname,CuradoresGoHome!,

invokestheclassicLatinAmericananti-imperialistslogan“Yankeego

home!”Thepostercallsupontheviewertomakesenseofmixedsig-

nals,wheretherejectionofthecuratorandtheplayonSovieticonogra-

phyhighlightthecoexistenceofseeminglyinimicalbutnowcomplicit

powerfigures.Inthissense,consumption(intheartmarket,embod-

iedinthefigureoftheforeigncurator)andauthoritarianism(inthe

stateapparatus,representedbythepoliticalicons)arerecognizedas

partofthesameorderthroughgraphicjuxtaposition.Incontrast,

theexhibitpromisestoreorganizetheseestablishedtermsofengage-

mentbyinvitingallparticipantstobecurators,artists,andspectators

simultaneously.AnalternativeinterpretationofCuradoresGoHome!

asaninvitationtogoandcuratethehome—perhapsinspaceslike

Aglutinador—addsasecondlayerofmeaning.Insteadofadismissal,

thisreadingofthephraseenvisionsthespaceofthehomeasasiteof

aestheticactionandechoesanearlyAglutinadormotto:“Cadacasa

unagalería”(Everyhomeagallery).17

In2009,Aglutinadorconvenedanotherexhibitdevotedtothe

commercializationoftheHavanaArtBiennialandofCubanartin

general.Inparticular,ittargetedtheabsenceofversatilemechanisms

forartcollectionandownershipwithinCuba,andthereforethelackof

aCubaninfrastructureforthemodelofprivatelysupporteddomestic

artmarketsthatprevailsinmuchoftheworld.Thetitle,PerraSubasta

(BitchAuction,2009),playedonCubanuseoftheadjectiveperra,the

nounforafemaledog,whichwhenusedasanadjectivemeans“huge”

or“intense.”Itsmottowas“Artistasdela10BienaldelaHabana,

2009:¡Avenderrrrrrrrrrrrrrr!”(“Artistsofthe10BiennialofHavana,

2009:Selllllllllllllll!”).Itwassimultaneouslypresentedasavirtual

exhibitinLizabelMónica’sblogpalaDeOindDeleiteandonAglutina-

dor’sownwebsite.Thecatalogconsistedofaseriesofquestionsabout

theartmarketposedtoanartprofessor,adealer,anartist,aforeign

collector,aforeignartphilanthropist,andanitinerantegg-seller.These

17 Found,forinstance,inEspacio Aglutinador: Un lugar de emergencia, 1994–2004,ed.

SandraCeballosandRenéQuintana(Havana:EspacioAglutinador,2004),exhibition

catalogandarchive.ProvidedcourtesyofSandraCeballos.



Po
st

er
 fo

r 
C

ur
ad

or
es

 g
o 

ho
m

e!
, 2

0
0

8.
 Im

ag
e 

co
ur

te
sy

 o
f S

an
dr

a 
C

eb
al

lo
s.



d
u

o
n

g
  

| 
 h

o
m

e
b

o
u

n
d

: 
t

h
e

 a
r

t
 o

f
 P

u
b

l
ic

 s
P

a
c

e
 i

n
 c

o
n

t
e

m
P

o
r

a
r

y
 c

u
b

a

41 

interventionscommentonanotherrecurringmotifinrecentartistic

production:howtheopeningofaculturalmarketcanbeperceivedto

bethearrivalofanaestheticfreedom,butisveryquicklyrevealedto

beanythingbut.

TheexhibitsheldattheXohohomegalleryin2008,2009,and

2015furtherexploredhowdifferentkindsofculturalagentsmake

senseoftheirownrelationshiptothefieldofartwhentheyaretaken

outoftheirnaturalhabitats:biennials,galleries,museums,grants,

academia,andauctions.Xoho’sexhibitsandtextsstressadesirefor

greaterhorizontalityandtransparencyintherelationshipbetween

curators,artists,works,andthepublic,throughaconceptionofthe

artexhibitmoreakintoapartythantoasoberdisplayofworks:

“Xohoisanalternativeandindependentculturalspacethatseeks

topromoteartistsinshowswheremusic,visualarts,audiovisualand

performingartsarewelcome....Itsobjectiveistogatherdifferent

artisticmanifestationsineachevent,fosteringexchangeamong

differentpublics.”18Moresignificantly,theprincipleofeclectic,equal

participationforartists,amateurs,andspectatorsaliketurnsthe

authorshipoftheentireevent-spaceovertotheparticipantsasa

collective.AlternativearteventssuchasthoseheldatAglutinador

andXohoexplicitlyorimplicitlyrejectthespatialandcuratorialbound-

ariesputforthbystateculturalgatekeeperssuchastheNational

UnionofWritersandArtistsinCubaortheNationalCouncilforthe

VisualArts.

The2009exhibitElMaluarteCubano(CubanBadArt)calledon

participantstosubmitanoriginalartworkthatansweredthefollowing

questions:“Enoughfailedattemptsinsearchforbeauty,forsubjectiv-

ity,fornon-art,fortrade,insearchofmarkets,ofwinningcompetitions

andbiennials,inshort,oftryingtomakean‘oeuvre’(obra)....Ask

yourselfifyourworkisbadenoughtoparticipate.Askyourselfifyou

arecapableofmakingareallybadartwork.”IntheoriginalSpanish,

thetitlemaluarte(acontractionofthewordsbadandart)isaplayon

wordsthatsoundslikebaluarte(bastion).Intheabsenceofindustrial

modernizationcapabilities,nationalculturalproductionandother

intangiblegoalsofthewelfarestate,suchaseducation,sports,and

publichealth,becamethebenchmarksofsocialismasanalternative

18 “ProyectoXoho”documentation,digitalarchivecourtesyofRubénCruces,Xoho’s

creator.
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pathtomodernityandwereofferedbytheCubanrevolutionary
governmentastestamentsofitssuccess.Xoho’swordplaymocksan

obsoleteandoppressiveconceptionofartandcultureasnationalassets.

ThelogicofprojectslikeXoho,Aglutinador,FanguitoEstudio,and

CristoSalvadorGaleríafavorsmoreexperimental,lo-fiaesthetics;

foundobjects,collages,andephemeralinstallationssharethewalls

withdoodles,drawings,andpaintings,andcoexistwithvariegated

performances.Here,thematerialandsymbolicconditionsofthehome-

basedartexhibitgainprecedenceovertheexhibitedartworks,while

theindividualworkstendtobelesscompellingthanthewholethey

becomepartof.Whereasexhibit-goersatagalleryopeningcansocial-

izeamongthemselvesinadditiontointeractingwiththeartworks—or

not—theveryactofattendingahome-basedexhibitispartoftheexpe-

rience.Thismeansthattheaesthetic

dimensionsofapartmentart—aspace

whoseraison d’êtreisthecritiqueofexhi-

bitionpractices—cannotexcludetheir

socialdimension,asascenewhosecondi-

tionsofreceptionandparticipationare

informedbyaspecifichistoricaland

politicalcontext.Theinteractionamong

participantsisascentraltotheexperi-

enceas,ifnotmorecentralthan,theinteractionbetweenparticipants

andartworksalone,andthesamecanbesaidforthecontextinwhich

theseinteractionsbecomemeaningful.These“alt”happeningscan

alsobesaidtorekindlethesocialsignificanceofla fiesta(thehouse

party)intheorganizationofyouthcounterculturesthatreject,lack,or

areexcludedfrommainstreampublicspaces.Thehousepartyfunc-

tionsasbotharecurringtropeandacloakingdevice.Deploymentof

thestatement“butwewerejusthavingaparty”becomesacomplicit

codeofcollectivedissimulation,astrategicretreatfromthepullofpost-

revolutionaryCubanpublicspacestowardmuseologicalfestivity.19

19 Thehousepartyisanimportantsocialspaceforyouthwithfewaffordableandrelevant

nightlifechoices,aswellasanorganizingtacticforotherunsanctionedculturalactivi-

ties,suchashomeartexhibits.Thepracticealsocriticallyaddressesselectiveeffortsby

stateinstitutionstorevampconsumercultureandnightlifeinpartsofthecitytoattract

touristsandnewlywell-to-doCubans,mostnotablyinthecolonialneighborhoodofOld

Havana.CubanwriterAntonioJoséPontehasdescribedthegovernmentstrategyto

capitalizeonHavana’s1950sreputationasatropicalplayground,whichresurrectsand

managesleisureandentertainmentpracticesformerlyvilifiedinearlierdecades,as
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Theephemeralandsometimespoliticallycompromisingnature

ofthisinformalartscenerendersacomprehensivecatalogofthese

spacesapracticalimpossibility,thoughsuchanaccountisstillneeded.

InadditiontospaceslikeAglutinador,Xoho,elCírculo,Fanguito

Estudio,orGaleríaCristoSalvador,whichmaintainorhavemain-

tainedanongoingidentityasmeetingandexhibitionspacesforper-

formanceandvisualarts,therearealsomanyotherhomesthathave

donesoonlyoccasionallyandthatincludetheparticipationofboth

professionalandoccasionalartists.Forexample,LaPajaRecolds,the

homerecordingstudioforindependentbandscreatedbyPornoPara

Ricardo,heldavisualartexhibitandpartyin2010,tauntinginits

posterthelocalchapteroftheCommitteesfortheDefenseofthe

Revolution(CDR).Theexhibithadnootherlogicthanthatofitsown

happening,titledLaPajaRecoldsPresents:ExpoColectivaPusimosel

CuadroyQué(CollectiveExhibitWeHungthePainting,NowWhat?).

Theexhibit’sposterreworkstheofficiallogooftheCDRasawatchful

giantoverthecityskylinewithaspeechballoonthatreads“Notone

paintingmore,”whileahandprotrudingfromoneoftheapartment

buildingwindowsflipsitoff.Here,too,professionalandnonprofes-

sionalartistshungworksonthewallwithoutdifferentiation.These

examplesjointhehomesofahostofestablishedartists,including

ServandoCabrera,GlexisNovoa,PedroPabloOliva,andTania

Bruguera,thathavebeenusedasheadquartersforparticipatoryand

collaborativeprojectsorasthesubjectsofsite-specificworksand

exhibits,andnot(only)—asisusuallythecasewithhomestudios

inHavana—asashowcaseforfinishedproductsaimedatforeignart

buyersandcurators.

Insteadofbelongingtoastrictlyundergroundsystemofcultural

circulation,artistsnowopenlyidentifythemselvesandinvitethe

broaderpublictotheirhomestudiosandexhibitions.Aswesawearlier,

despitetheechoesofglasnost,holdinganunofficialbutorganized

eventinone’shomewasstilluncommonwellintothe1990s,aswas

publicizingsuchaneventbeyondone’simmediatecircleoffriendsand

colleagues(especiallyifitcouldbe,evenremotely,politicallymisunder-

stood).Theculturalpoliticsofselectivetoleranceandthedeepeco-

 anation-wide“supervisedparty.”AntonioJoséPonte,La fiesta vigilada(Barcelona:

Anagrama,2007).ForanEnglishtranslation,see“TheSupervisedParty,”boundary 229,

no.3(Fall2002):215–24.
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nomicandideologicalcrisisofCuba’srevolutionarygovernmentin

the1980sand1990sopenedaspaceinwhichartistsandintellectuals

begantorehearseatimidversionofalternativeculture.Thismeta-

phoricalspaceofdissentlaiditsconcreterootsinsomeofthecity’s

residencesduringthisperiod,cementingsuchvenuesasanintegral

componentoftheurbanculturalfabric.

Surelywecannolongertalkaboutthesephenomenaasbeingpart

ofaclandestineartscene,eventhoughtheyarecalledalternative,inde-

pendent,andautonomousspacesbyparticipantsandobserversalike,

andthoughtheyarestillsubjecttopressurefromofficialcultural

institutions.Itmaywellbethecasethat,inthetraditionofsalon-style

culture,socialandculturalcapitalisstillbeingaccumulatedbythe

figureoftheundergroundordissidentartist.Inaddition,amuddled

pictureoffundingandsustainabilityloomslargeoversomeofthese

spaces.20However,amidsttheproliferationofhome-basedsmallbusi-

nessesandcorporatepartnershipsbetweenartists,investors,andthe

state,thesegatheringsadvancenocleargoals—commercially,politi-

cally,oraesthetically.

Inaddition,thesewidelypublicizedinvitationstotheresidential

artcircuitraiseasmanyquestionsabouttheiraudienceasaboutthe

mediathatdocumentandextendthereachoftheseeventsbeyond

thecity.Digitalmediatechnologieshavechangedtheecologyofthe

unofficialartworldsignificantly,especiallyinHavana,whereInternet

penetrationandtheuseofdigitaltechnologiesisrelativelyscarce,

thoughconsiderablymorefrequentthaninotherpartsofthecountry.

Therefore,theactionofopeningone’shometothepublicisextended

andlivesindefinitely—evenaftertheexhibit/partyisover—inthevir-

tualhubsthatpromote,document,andcommentonthegatherings.

Onceithastakenplace,anevent’ssphereofactionisamplifiedand

expandedontheInternetandinfragmentarypersonaldigitalarchives.

Eventsarenolongerconfinedtothespaceandtimeofthehappening,

furtherupendingtheprivate-publicthresholdsthathadonceturned

homesintoclandestineculturalhubs.Oncedifficult-to-findperfor-

mances,publications,andhappeningsfromthe1980sand1990scan

20 Supportforthesespacesisbasedlargelyonthepersonalresourcesofartistsandcollabo-

rators,andtoasmallerdegreeondonationsorgrantsforspecificeventsawardedby

variousforeigninstitutionssupportingculturalinitiativesinHavana,suchasthe

Amsterdam-basedPrinceClausFundandtheNorwegianEmbassy(alsoasponsorof

theHavanaBiennial).
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nowbefoundonlineorindigitalarchivesthatcirculatefromperson

toperson.Contemporaryartspaceshaveattimesrecuperatedandpre-

servedsuchworksaspartofanalternativeculturalmemory,aswas

thecasewitharetrospectiveofexperimentalandbootlegpublications

fromearlierdecadesheldatCristoSalvadorGaleríainMayof2013.

Beyondtheillicitcircuitsofdisseminationamongclosefriendsthat

characterizedtheunofficialculturalscenesofpreviousdecades,digital

documentationhasmadebothsystematicandmoreephemeralefforts

atpreservationmorecommon.Assuch,multimediaplatformsof

dissemination—includingwordofmouth;artisanal,samizdat-style

materials;born-digitalnetworksofpublicityinblogs,websites,and

socialmedia;andmultimediaauto-ethnographicdocumentation—

whichinvitevirtualparticipationfromabsent,secondaryspectators

viatheInternetandsocialmedia,arenotancillaryelementsofhap-

penings,butpartandparceloftheirconstitutivelogic.Nonetheless,

thoughamplifiedandexpandedinthedigitalera,thismediapresence

remainsascontestedandunofficialasitsequivalentinphysicalspace,

insofarasitisneitherrecognizedbynorgrantedaccesstothemain-

streamnationalmedia.

ThemapoftheCubanartalt-scenemaysoonbecomemore

crowded,asothertypesofspacesemergeinthecity.Forinstance,ini-

tiativessuchasKcho’sMuseoOrgánicodeRomerillo—acommunity

center,artiststudio,andgalleryfoldedintoone—andthehomegallery

ElApartamento—openedin2015,withanelegantwebsitethatenables

patronstocontactartistsdirectlyandinquireabouttheirwork—are

gainingtractionwithbuyersandvisitorsboth.Unlikethehome-based

exhibitsdescribedabove,however,thesemarket-savvyvenuesretain

thespatialorderingofmoretraditionalartspaces.Bodies,artworks,

andgazesarenot“outofplace”;exhibit-goersinteractwithartworks

butnotnecessarilywitheachother,andartisreducedtowhathangs

onthewall.Still,theseotherspacesalsotakeadvantageoftheinevita-

bleconsumerexpansionintothenow-trendy“independent”and“alter-

native”labelsthatthey,too,use,andcapitalizeontheMadeinCuba

craze,fueledbythere-establishmentofdiplomatictiesbetweenthe

UnitedStatesandCubain2014.Thesetensions,withtheirimpacts

onartistsandexhibitionpracticesalike,arelayeredontothesocial

significanceandbackstoryofthehomeasacontestedspaceforcul-

turalaction.

Reflectingonthesechangingconditions,SandraCeballos’snote
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21 SandraCeballos,“ArtistacontraArtista(II),”inHechizamientoHabanémico(blog),

January3,2016,http://habanemia.blogspot.com/2016/01/artista-contra-artista-segunda-

fase.html.

ofJanuary3,2016,titled“ArtistacontraArtista,”lamentsthedivisive-

nessandself-policingintroducedinthenationalartscenebynew

materialstratifications,andtheaestheticandpoliticalstringsthat

comeattachedtothem.Comparingthecarefullyselectedandhigh-

yielding“farándulaoficialfolklóricaeinternacional”(folkloricand

internationalofficialscenesters)withtheupstartaffluenttaxidriversof

refurbishedoldAmericancars,Ceballosrecognizesthetemptationof

movingAglutinadorfromhertinyapartmenttoaplacewithoutwater

leakage,sickdogs,andpeelingwalls.Ultimatelyshesettledforstay-

ing—anostalgicexercise,butalsoanaestheticdecisioninfavorofthe

“oppressivediscomfort”ofthecheapalcohol,crammedsweatybodies,

andfloatinglayerofcigarettesmokethatarevitalelementsoftheexpe-

rienceherlocationaffords.Shearguesthatwhatdefinedanddistin-

guishedAglutinadorwasafunctionofthearchitectonicsetupasmuch

asofthehistoryofnoncompetitive,improvisedsociabilitiesthatthe

spaceproduced:“thechaosateachopeninggeneratedbythesmallness

ofthespace,themodestyoftheplace,andtheexcessiveattendanceof

aneclectic,nonselectivepublic,isalmostaperformance,oranacciden-

tallynaiveludicaction.”21

Theseclaimsdonotintendtopreservespacesofsacredinteriority

fromthepoliticalandthesocial.Accordingtoconventionalwisdom,

theprivateandthepublicrealmsofbourgeoissocietystandinopposi-

tiontoeachother.Theprivaterealmisthesphereofpropertyrelations

(fromwhichallotherindividualprivilegesandexclusionsarise),and

thepublicistherealmoftheirprotection,adjudication,andregulation

(withthemodernstateasrepresentativeandexecutoroftheseaggre-

gatedemands).Notwithstanding,competingnotionsoftheprivateand

publicpredate,coexistwith,andarisecountertothesehistoricallycon-

tingentforms.Therefore,thematerialandsocioculturalcontextsin

whichthesenotionsaredeployedmustbeconsidered,alongwiththeir

correspondinglegalorpoliticalarticulations.Fromastrictlymaterialist

perspective,actuallyexistingsocialismsfellshortofproducingnew

meaningsoftheprivateandthepublic,effectivelydenyingbutthereby

acceptingtheterms’bourgeoismeanings.HenriLefebvreaddresses

thisveryequivocationwhenheasks“Whatofsocialism—or,rather,
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22 HenriLefebvre,The Production of Space,trans.DonaldNicholson-Smith(Oxford:

Blackwell,1991),54.ForthecontributionsofLefebvre’sworktocontemporarystudies

ofspace,andofpublicspaceinparticular,seealsoDavidHarvey’s“SpaceasaKeyword,”

inSpaces of Global Capitalism(London:Verso,2006).

23 ForanoverviewofCuba’schangingeconomiclandscapeaftertheColdWarandthe

1990scrisis,seeJorgeI.PérezDomínguez,OmarEverlenyVillanueva,andLorena

Barberia,The Cuban Economy at the Start of the Twenty-First Century(Cambridge:

HarvardUniversityPress,2004),andSergioDíaz-BriquetsandJorgeF.Pérez-López,

Corruption in Cuba: Castro and Beyond(Austin:UniversityofTexasPress,2006).

whatofwhatistodaysoconfusedlyreferredtoassocialism....Has

[it]producedaspaceofitsown?”22Instead,theuseofaprivatehome

asanopenspaceforartallowsustoconsiderapoliticsofpublicspace

beyondbourgeoisdivisions,bycombiningtwomeaningsoftheword

“public”:thepublicasaudience,andthepublicastheres publica,or

publicthing.

Assuch,inadditiontoblurringthelinesoftheofficialandthe

unofficial,home-basedexhibitsfurthercomplicatethedistinctionoper-

atinginthepost-socialistcontextbetweenwhatispublicandwhatis

private.Sincethepost-socialist-cum-neoliberalpopularimaginaryis

pronetoconflatethatwhichispublicwiththestateapparatus,and

theinstitutionsthatmanageitwiththerulingpartydu jour,theword

“public”isinvokedalmostasabadword.Byaccommodatingmeanings

ofpublicspacethatdonotmaterializeelsewhereinthecity,theseprac-

ticesrefractthedefiningaspectsofcontemporaryHavana’smakeover:

thecommercializationofresidencesassmallbusinesses,theausterity

measuresofeconomicrestructuring,andtheprivatizationofpublic

spacefortourismandforeigninvestment,withstateinstitutionsas

theirmaincommercialpartner.23Inthecontextofatransformedmedia

ecologyandincreasedgovernmentaltoleranceofcriticismandaes-

theticexperimentation,thesespacesrespondtothecommercialization

ofnationalartassymboliccapital,aswellastothedefactoprivatiza-

tionofthestate-managed,nominallypublicspacesinwhichthatartis

produced,exhibited,consumed,andenjoyed.

of inStallationS and aSSemBlieS

Writersandvisualartistshavesystematicallyreadturn-of-the-century

Havanaasacitywidemuseum—Pontehascalledit“aColdWartheme

park”—duebothtothecity’sdeteriorationafteryearsofisolationand

badinvestmentandtothegovernment’sastutemanagementofCuba’s

lingeringsocialistidentity.Therefore,iftheentirecityhasbecome
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amuseumofsorts,thesealternativespacesconstituteaspecialkind

ofinterventioninspace:theentirehomefunctionsasaninstallation

inthecitygrid.ThiswouldbeawaytoreadAlexandreArrechea’s

2004AglutinadorinstallationDos nuevos espacios(TwoNewSpaces).

Arrechea’sworkconsistedofadollhousereplicareferencingthe

constructionofbarbacoas,anillicitbutwidespreadCubanpractice

ofbuildinginteriorsubdivisionswithgrid-likeconcreteorwooden

plankswithinalargerspace,aimedatovercominghousingandcon-

structionmaterialshortages.Moresignificantly,thepieceshowcased

thesubdivisionsthatallowedAglutinadortofunctionononesideasa

gallery,andontheotheraslivingquarters.Itsuggestedthatspaceslike

Aglutinadorinstallthemselvesandtheirparticipantsinthecartogra-

phyofthecitybylinkingtheideaofaninformalculturetobothpoli-

ticsandart-making,insofarasthesespacesforciblycarveoutnew

publicspacesforcultureinacityincreasinglystrippedofthem.As

reappropriatedspaces,theireffectisthatofasite-specific,large-scale

participatoryinstallation.Becausehome-basedculturalgatherings

convenetheworksexhibited,butalsoarrangeparticipantsasbodies

assembledwithintheinstallationitself,aestheticpleasureisderived

aswellfromtheunsanctionednatureofthatparticularspatial

arrangement.

Thesehome-basedculturalsitesaretheinteriorcounterpartsto

thevisibleemptiness—realandsymbolic—ofotherprominentHavana

exteriors,suchasRevolutionSquare.Thisisamotifrecentlythema-

tizedinthemultimediaworksofartistswithamuchhigherinterna-

tionalprofile:CocoFusco’s2012La plaza vacía(EmptySquare),an

audiovisualmeditationonRevolutionSquareasabarrenspacesporadi-

callyfilledwithcoercive,ritualisticmobilizations;thehauntinglyspec-

tralvideoloopsofLiudmila&Nelson’sphotographicseriesAbsolut 

Revolution 1ro de Mayo(2002–15);theeerilydesolate,ominouslymonu-

mentalcitiesofGlexisNovoa’spaintings.Moreover,thearrestsand

legalaftermathofTaniaBruguera’sforcefullycancelledrestagingof

Tatlin’s Whisper #6inDecember2014poignantlyreintroducedtheidea

ofpublicspaceinCubaasaheavilydisputedterrain,andasahistori-

callypregnantsiteforartisticaction.(Tatlin’s Whisper #6installsa

podiumwithamicrophoneopentoanyoneforaminute,flankedby

actorsdressedinmilitarygarbthatallocatespeakingtimeandprotect

theaudiences’performanceoffreespeech.)Cubanauthoritiespreemp-

tivelyarrestedBrugueraanddozensofotheractiviststhatwerelikelyto
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participate,closedmuchoftheaccesstothearea,andinsistedondraw-

ingadistinctionbetweenanartperformanceandapoliticalprovoca-

tion.Bruguera’s2009performanceofTatlin’s Whisper #6attheCentro

deArteContemporáneaWifredoLamelicitedcompellinginterventions

bytheaudience,butthesecondperformanceachievedsuccessby

defect:bybeingpreventedfromhappening,theperformancerecruited

theparticipationofthepoliticalandculturalauthoritiesinsteadofthat

ofthepublic.

Incontrasttotheseexamples,duringexhibitsprivatehomes

becomeconcreteembodimentsofapublicspaceunderdispute.The

home’sdoublefunctionasbotharesidenceandanartgallerytempo-

rarilyturnsanurbaninteriorintoapublicspace.Assuch,itdiffers

fromtheprivatizedspacesthatbenefitandprotectthenewinvestments

ofapost-socialisteconomy,fromprivatebeachesandforeignland

developmentstosmallbusinessesbasedinfamilylivingrooms.As

large-scaleinstallationsinthecity,moreover,theseinteriorsreference

openurbanspacesthatarepublicinnameonly,eitherbecauseofdisre-

pairandabandonmentorbecauseofthekindsofactivitiesthatarepro-

hibitedinthem,suchasprotests,impromptugatherings,andart

performances.Consequently,home-basedexhibitsaskspectatorsand

artiststoparticipateinapotentiallyriskyenterpriseinwhicharttem-

porarilysuspendstheexteriorpoliticalorder,reframingthediscussion

ofwhat“public”maymeanintherapidandopaqueprocessofeco-

nomicprivatization.


