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THERE is always a great puzzle, when talking about cinema in national terms, over where the national lies and what it comprises, because cinema is the most international of the arts, and has been so since it began. Although truth to tell, this is a paradoxical assertion. Most of the cinema which dominates most of the screens throughout the world is in fact American—that is, North American, Hollywood cinema—and in Hollywood they think the cinema they make is universal, whereas in fact it’s the national cinema of the USA. Notwithstanding, any film made anywhere has the potential to achieve a worldwide audience, and every film-maker measures themselves up not just against their domestic cinema but also international cinema, cinema from anywhere else in the world.


In the case of Latin America, this puzzle takes on interesting forms because of the special tension that exists between national identity and Latin American identity. And when it comes to Cuba, we get the added tension of an island which in 1959 was turned from the gem of the Caribbean into embattled isolation, because they challenged and insulted the hegemony of the empire in the north. What you then begin to see on the screen, as a new cinema rapidly emerges—the creation of the film institute, ICAIC, was the first cultural decree of the new regime—is among other things what we might call the reconstruction of the collective—or social— memory, which is always already bounded by national experience. 


This approach is to follow Maurice Halbwachs, who argued that memory is socially constructed, because it is always generated and sustained within the context of social groups, including the family, social class, religion, and people or nation.
  The memory of the group realises and manifests itself in individual memories, but individual memories only become intelligible and get taken up through social discourse. Since the individual belongs to several different social groups at the same time, on different levels, this is a subtle and complex process of psychic negotiation—and some of these levels are more widely reinforced than others. On this reading, and like every medium of cultural expression, cinema is memory in active form, as what Derrida called ‘spontaneous, alive and internal experience’,
 operating on a level that addresses the national collective. Intentionally or unintentionally, the institution of cinema is frequently given over to affirming established versions of the past, but we know that it is capable of recovering hidden memories, and of forging new ones. Both things have happened in Cuban cinema. 

The words ‘screen memory’ inevitably invoke psychoanalysis, and indeed there are certain similarities. Behind every screen memory in the cinema are other memories which are hidden but liable to be invoked by the manifest content of what is seen. The film, in other words, is not a place of dormant remnants of the past, but a space of flux, a necessarily unfinished process, and a collaboration between past experience and present consciousness. Not only both individual and collective, but also dialectical and dialogical. Cuban cinema has been exactly this kind of open and shifting space since the Revolution of 1959; especially given cinema’s popularity at that time—in the early 1960s Cubans went to the cinema with greater frequency than in the UK.
 It still retains something of this quality today, but in very different circumstances, since the economic crisis of the 1990s destroyed much of the infrastructure of exhibition as cinemas closed down and the film institute was no longer able to afford to release the same number of new films as before. The result has been a change in the shape of Cuba’s film culture, with films circulating increasingly, like everywhere else, on video cassette and now DVD,
 and with the creation of small scale regional festivals to satisfy the hunger of aficionados—which is also evident in the continuing success of the Havana film festival every December. Yet somehow, film has kept its prestige as the dominant and always potentially most socially unifying of all art-forms. (Perhaps only music is more potent, but then it’s also easily subsumed by cinema.) 


Memory, like history, with which it overlaps, depends on the telling, and the telling depends on the social and cultural setting and the historical situation, as well as the medium. Cuba in the 1960s was like a testing laboratory for new wave cinema. This was something of a reversal over the preceding years, when it was treated as an offshore test lab by US media corporations directing their expansion towards Central America.
 But setting and situation are not static constructs, and in Cuba they respond to the accelerated changes brought about by the Revolution, which over nearly fifty years has passed through several stages, and importantly for us, several generations. Because if social memory exceeds the time-span of individual memory, it does so, as Halbwachs insists, primarily through oral transmission across the generations.  This occurs in the family setting, where it not only passes from parents to children but also from grandparent to grandchild. Similarly, it passes from teacher to pupil. And it also operates through the movies. And in that case, what we see in Cuba and its cinema is the result of an acceleration of the generations produced by the Revolution. 

What we shall find, to evoke another theoretical paradigm, are certain changes across successive generations of Cuban film-makers in what Bourdieu called the habitus, or roughly speaking, the feel that a person has for the rules of the game and the way they fit in among the tendencies of the day. These generations, however, are not to be defined according to age but in filmic terms: the first generation I equate with those who made their first feature films in the 1960s, and were generally founder members of the film institute, or joined very soon after its creation in 1959. The second generation made their first features in the 70s, and the third came along in the 80s. There is now a fourth generation, but here I shall only get as far as 1989. And obviously this rather too neat looking schema should not be taken too strictly.
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THE first generation of Cuban directors had a certain shared experience of both cinema and revolutionary struggle. Several of the founder members of the ICAIC came to cinema before the Revolution, and had strong links with Italian neorealism, and in the case of Alfredo Guevara, with Luís Buñuel, who also had a strong influence on T.G.Alea. Julio García Espinosa and Tomás Gutiérrez Alea both studied film-making in Rome at the Centro Sperimentale in the early 1950s; Alfredo Guevara worked in Mexico as assistant to Buñuel’s producer Manuel Barbachano Ponce. All of them also participated in the urban underground of the 50s. Alea includes a photograph in Memorias de subdesarrollo of himself in a police line-up after being arrested; he told me he did not know who the others were.
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Alea is second from right
Several films were produced in the first few years which reconstructed episodes in the revolutionary struggle.
 Being made so close to the events, they function like the preservation of oral lore, and with all the freshness of the neorealist aesthetic. 

In 1968, however, a film appeared which completely upset these conventions, and helped turn Cuban cinema in a new direction. Significantly for us, the word ‘memory’ appears in the very title – this is Memorias de subdesarrollo. 
[image: image2.jpg]



Here, instead of going back before 1959, the film recalls, for the first time, the Cuba of the ‘heroic’ early years of the Revolution, but only to picture it from an oblique and very unheroic position. The result is a paradigm of the cinema of deconstruction, which also corresponds to what García Espinosa called ‘imperfect cinema’ in a famous manifesto of the following year (Por un cine imperfecto). Especially the idea that what counts is not aesthetic perfection which lulls the viewer into a kind of passivity in front of the screen, but a texture which is open and invites the viewer’s participation in constructing its meaning. 


As Cuban cinema found its feet and became bolder, it also reached further back in history,  beginning with a group of films promoted by the film institute to celebrate a century since the beginning of the War in Independence in 1868. These films are examples of what is known in Latin American film criticism as cine rescate: films of historical recovery, like Lucia (1968) 
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and La odisea de General José (Jorge Fraga, 1968).
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Then in 1972, right in the middle of what Ambrosio Fornet has famously called the quinquenio gris, Alea made his most experimental film, Una pelea cubana contra los demonios (1972), a delirium for the camera which goes back almost to the conquista itself, in other words further back than anyone in Latin American cinema had yet attempted (except Nelson Pereira dos Santos in Brazil, who made Como era gostoso o meu Frances at exactly the same time). The quinquenio gris (which in some accounts lasted longer than in others) resulted from the turn towards cultural populism in the early 1970s, when as Fornet has put it, ‘a vain attempt was made to implement, along with the Soviet economic model, a sort of criollo socialist realism.’
 But there were several film-makers who resisted, protected by the film institute’s relative autonomy. The main effect of the populist pressure seems to have been to discourage for a few years the treatment of contemporary subjects; Sara Gómez’s De cierta manera is the main exception, until 1979 when the gates are opened again by Pastor Vega’s Retrato de Teresa (for which Fornet wrote the script). 
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De cierta manera
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Retrato de Teresa
More serious, perhaps, was the effect in curbing investigative reportage in newsreel and documentary (which prevented Sara Gómez from making a projected trilogy of documentaries which touched on the excesses of machismo and the persistence of racism). And yet the shared characteristic of all the films I’ve mentioned here, except Teresa, is their deconstructionism, the way they play with or even abandon the conventions of the genre movie. (Lucia does the former, three times over in its three episodes, which each invoke different stylistic models; Una pelea does the latter, abandoning genre cues altogether.)


Formal experiment is also a characteristic of Cuban documentary, especially the feature-length documentaries which began to appear in the late 60s, at a time when almost no-one else was making them anywhere in the world. The experimental spirit is brilliantly manifest in La primera carga al machete (1969), 
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La primera carga al machete
a film by Manuel Octavio Gómez which fits the bill as a dramatised documentary but with a twist: like Peter Watkins’ Culloden (1964), it recreates a battle as if it were a contemporary documentary of the event. The effect is not so much to transport the viewer into the past as to bring the past into the present. This is the opposite of the conventional historical movie, which tends to create an illusion of distant times which are finished and closed off, and thus capable of providing a vehicle for escapism or nostalgia, especially in the so-called heritage genre. Such films misconstrue the past in order to shore up the present status quo. The problem for Cuban cinema was that they had every reason for considering the historical past as over and done with, transcended by the Revolution, and this indeed was the orthodox and populist view, but here is a film which shifts the habitual perspective of such historiography, and thereby displays a continuity of struggle between past and present with a real sense of urgency.


Another tack is represented by Pastor Vega’s ironically titled Viva la república (1972), a compilation documentary which juxtaposes a wealth of found material – newsreels, photographs, political cartoons and similar stuff – to trace the history of Cuba from the Cuban-Spanish-American War of 1898 to the eve of the Revolution. Several tropes in this film, including the style of the commentary and the inclusion of off-cuts (discarded material found in the archives), combine to provide not a repetition of old history lessons but a retelling of the history which recovers half-forgotten memories for a new generation of viewers, the altered perspective of an audience which is now living the triumph of the Revolution. Two years later, Manuel Herrera’s Girón (1974) continues the deconstruction of screen conventions, or as Julianne Burton put it, ‘simultaneously imitates and subverts the blood-and-guts war movie’,
 by adopting the format of a wide-screen epic to present the testimonies not of experts and analysts but of ordinary people who made their contributions on the day and then returned to their regular lives. Their contributions are shot in the real locations of the events, and the film reconstructs their stories behind them as they speak. The result is a novel version of documentary as historical testimony, with its special capacity to bridge the individual and the social, because this is where individual memory becomes socialised, and enters public discourse. 

3
THE 70s brings another wave of cine rescate, this time reaching back to the history of slavery and black rebellion, whose last survivors were still alive at the time of the Revolution. Some of them were the subjects of documentaries which thereby kept alive the social memory which they inherited. In the domain of the feature, the flagship films are Sergio Giral’s trilogy and Alea’s La ultima cena (1976). Giral is one of the first directors of the second generation, along with Sara Gómez, and significantly, both of them black. Sara Gómez would take forward the experimental cross-over between fiction and documentary in the portrayal of contemporary reality which Alea initiated in Memorias. Giral opted for historical subjects, and except for the first of the trilogy, adopted a less challenging narrative style. El otro Francisco (1975), however, is full-scale piece of deconstruction of its source, a romantic abolitionist novel of 1839 by Cirilo Villaverde; not so much an adaptation as the product of a careful analytic operation which critiques historical melodrama by interspersing its dramatisation of scenes from the novel with a parallel version which offers a more studied version of the historical setting. Villaverde based his novel on the diary of a certain Francisco Estévez, a hunter of runaway slaves in the pay of the landowners, to which Giral returns for the second film of the trilogy, Rancheador (1975). Here he pictures Estévez as one of the bloodiest and most ambitious of mercenaries, and the film adopts some of the tropes of an epic western. But it also imbues the narrative with both a dialectical analysis of the historical forces involved, and the potent Afrocuban symbolism of the myth of Melchora, the legendary woman leader of the runaway slaves. This is also a strategy adopted in Maluala (1979), which deals with the least-documented area of the history of slavery. The film’s title is the name of a palenque, a settlement of escaped slaves, one of several in the eastern, mountainous part of the island, though exact time and place remain unspecified. Taken together, the trilogy shows a development of consciousness from singular to collective, from individual resistance to collective struggle, from suicide to battle. 

In the fourth of these films, La ultima cena (1976), 
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Alea (who also contributed to the script of El otro Francisco) returns to the beginning of the period, the aftermath of the revolution in Santo Domingo, for an allegorical tale about Christian hypocrisy. This is a particularly good example of a film which, in the process of cine rescate, sets up a dialogue between past and present. According to Alea himself, ‘what you see in La Ultima Cena is the manipulation or utilisation of an ideology based on a humanist attitude of improvement, in order to justify a state of submission. That is, a distortion of an ideology, whose outcome is the subjection of some people to others.’
 In other words, the film is not only a recovery of black history, but also, through its critique of dogma and its hypocrisies, offers a metaphorical dialogue with the Revolution, or rather, certain regressive tendencies within it. If this is not the kind of discourse which could be openly articulated, nor is it to say Alea was a dissident of the kind he was thought to be by various film critics in places like New York. On the contrary, he was a non-aligned critic from the left, who declined to join the Party because he believed the artist’s responsibility was to maintain a distance from power precisely in order to be able to speak freely.

Among emerging second generation directors, there appeared an understandable tendency to play safe by resorting to the re-enactment of the heroism of the struggle, especially in the Revolution’s early years. Members of this group included Manuel Pérez—a Party member—with films like El hombre de Maisinicú (1973), which celebrates the secret agents who defeated the counter-revolutionaries. Another example is El brigadista (1977) by Octavio Cortázar, about the literacy campaign. Even Jesús Díaz, also at that time a Party member, followed this pattern in his first feature, Polvo Rojo (1982). (Díaz, despite his late fiction debut, is a second generation director: he had already made two of the best feature documentaries of the 70s, 55 hermanos and En tierra de Sandino.) These are all tremendously well-made films which ignore the critique of ‘imperfect cinema’ by committing precisely the error which it warned against, of going back to the formulae of genre cinema, even if what they did in the process was to swap the baddies for the goodies. Or in Díaz’s case, by centering the story on the ‘good’ American. 

Díaz began to depart from this stance, however, with his second feature, Lejanía (1985), the first fiction film to touch on one of the most traumatic aspects of the Revolution, the emigration which caused difficult divisions within so many families but which remained excluded from public discourse. Lejanía is a bridge to the third generation, who not only look back on the Revolution as a foundational moment in the nation’s modern history, but also see it as an unfolding process, with its twists and turns, and its own forms of amnesia (like the crazy aunt in the attic who everyone knows is there but nobody’s prepared to mention) It is not, I think, an accident that the 1980s was the decade when the youth began to refer to Fidel by a new nickname—abuelo (grandfather).  An ambiguous moment has arrived: in street culture, political discourse is beginning to be seen as teque, or empty rhetoric; at the film institute, where García Espinosa has taken over as president, there is encouragement for innovation, and a new genre emerges—what I’ve called the critical social (or socio-critical) comedy, which uses humour and even satire to raise the kinds of issues which those who practice teque  believe in keeping quiet about.

This of course includes episodes in the recent past they would rather gloss over. But freeing things up also created a space for a more reflective kind of film, like Lejanía, or at the end of the decade, Papeles secundarios (1989) by Orlando Rojas. 
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Here, in the enclosed world of a theatre company, memory is invoked across all three generations. The company is managed by an ageing star, whose career goes back before the Revolution; its director is making a comeback after several years spent in the provinces where he was banished for ideological misdemeanours; the younger actors question the relevance of a play dating from 1960 about the 1900s to the lives of their own generation. The tale revolves around the remembrance of moments of loss that the actors have experienced in their own lives, in the passage from youthful and perhaps naive optimism to their present existential knowledges of life. And at the heart of the film is a scene of great stillness and power, where Mirtha recounts the story of her erstwhile lover, a young poet forced to abandon the country for writing 'existential' poems that officialdom judged as decadent. 
As Paulo Antonio Paranagua put it, this bravura piece of acting by Luisa Pérez Nieto exposes a wound that is both individual and social. Its power is in large part a function of the highly exposed narrative point of view of a character who speaks at the same time for herself and for a whole generation. The paradox of this film is that it was virtually ignored by the critics, who didn’t know how to handle it (the same thing happened in the case of  Lejanía) but after it, Cuban cinema would never be the same again.
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