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1. Cuban Cinema after 40 years of the Revolution.
Compared to many other countries of Latin America, the Cuba of the revolution has been stable and peaceful. If democracy has been absent, so has it been from Chile, Argentina, Brazil and so on for much of the period. Cuba has maintained its independence from the United States, one of its principal ambitions throughout the C20th. Illiteracy has been banished, universal education is free to all and Cuban health care is of a standard envied by most of the rest of the continent. But real dissent has been stifled, and the economy has not flourished, especially since the demise of the Soviet Union. The US embargo has continued to cripple Cuba’s attempts to pay its way. Russia had filled the gap left by these US trade sanctions  but once that support was taken away, Cuba fell on hard times and Castro instituted the “special period” – his term for everybody tightening their belts and making the best of things. 

Of course this meant that there was little money available for ICAIC, the Cuban Film Institute, and film-makers were thus forced to look elsewhere to fund film production. However by this time the radical film-making  impulse of “Imperfect Cinema” or “Third Cinema”, which in Cuba had served the purpose of instilling in the people a revolutionary consciousness had long since faded. Mundane reality (shortages, bureaucratic delay, ineffective policies) had eroded revolutionary fervour, a state that cannot exist for long without consuming itself. Besides which the cineastes and intellectuals who staffed ICAIC and made Cuba’s films, were never comfortable with rigid party discipline and always resisted the Stalinist faction’s attempts to limit their freedom of expression. After all, the greatest of Cuban movies, Memories of Underdevelopment (Alea, 1968), is more about the dilemma of the intellectual than it is about the Revolution. 

Cuban films such as Strawberry and Chocolate  (Alea/Tabío, 1994) and The Waiting List (Tabío, 2000) are in fact critical of Cuba’s shortcomings regarding attitudes to sexual difference and the problems of shortages and bureaucratic obstruction. Social critique was permitted, but not radical critique of the revolution itself.  Never-the-less there was unease among Cuban film-makers as Alea’s interview with Michael Chanan makes clear: the need to attract international capital and thus to appeal to a transnational market, presented the Cubans with an irresolvable dilemma. The films that resulted have a Cuban style and atmosphere; in Page’s terms the Nation remains the  foundation of the mise-en-scene, and social critique is present, if muted, but the overall result is a cinema of wit and charm rather than real commitment and force. Often the best cinema arises out of a sense of outrage that leads to intense drama, hilarious comedy, a sense of anger or a tragic dimension. These elements seem to be missing from the Cuban cinema of the late Revolution. 
This week’s film exhibits this double dilemma perfectly. It is a film of charm and deep humanity; it depicts a Cuba of simple lives, lived under difficult circumstances; these ordinary Cubans carry on through another ordinary day in which, for most of them, the dreams that they have will remain just that – dreams, like the Revolution itself perhaps. This portrait of the lives of Havana people is created for the transnational audience. Its warmth and gentleness are inspiring and it was very well received on the festival circuit, but it is a long way from this subtle, almost musical cinematic “suite” to the fierce revolutionary commitment of How Tasty Was My Little Frenchman, the devastating underlying  critique of the Dictators in Veronico Cruz, or, as we shall see, the hellish picture of Brazil’s favelas in City of God. Suite Habana is interesting aesthetically as it occupies an indefinable position as a kind of documentary montage that creates an overall impression, not unlike  Vertov’s Man With A Movie Camera (1929), but it is nowhere near as radical and alienated as Lucrecia Martel’s La ciénaga, nor is its social critique as severe. The question might be asked, “So where does Cuban cinema go from here?” But the same question must be asked of Cuba itself and its Revolution. 
2. This week’s Reading.

In the Chanan/Guttiérrez Alea interview the leading Cuban director of the Revolutionary period expresses his concern at the changes that have taken place and the impact that they have had on Cuba’s film-making output. He sees the way in which the need to attract a transnational audience in order to recoup finance from international sources has compromised revolutionary ideals of anti-capitalism, anti-consumerism and anti-individualism. Although Suite Habana provides us with a portrait of the daily life of the City, it does so by weaving together individual threads and by expressing the dreams of individual people. 
Elliot Young’s  essay outlines the impact on Cuban life and culture in the Special Period. He argues that this has led to an orientation towards the international market and that this has  resulted in a “post-utopian aesthetics of the everyday,”  exemplified by Suite Habana. Young’s essay is illuminating, but its essential sympathy for the Cuban situation prevent his from pointing out what we might call the “soft-centredness” of the film and others of the same period. He describes and analyses the film in some detail and provides answers to some of the questions one might be left with on a first viewing, especially as the film has no sub-titles, unimportant most of the time since there is no dialogue, but a disadvantage for non-Spanish speakers at the film’s final sequence, when brief details of the names, occupations and dreams of the characters are given in textual form. 
(There are two errors in this piece, both on p. 43:
i. the railway construction worker plays the saxophone, not the trumpet;

ii. Amanda Gautier, the peanut lady, is a retired textile worker, not a retired art teacher – the retired art teacher is Norma Pérez, Francisquito’s grandmother.)

Skidmore & Smith provide a more detailed account of the history of the period. It will be noted that all these accounts pose the question, either directly or implicitly, “What next for Cuba?” The general assumption is that change must surely come to island – perhaps when Fidel Castro dies. 

3. Reading Suite Habana.

The film is clearly ‘documentary’ in form, creating a portrait of the lives of a series of individual Cubans of the city of Havana as they go through a single day. However, a moment’s reflection will make it clear that they have been chosen to represent both the ordinary and the extraordinary, that the film’s structure is quite complex and has been thought through with great care, and that therefore what we are seeing is more than just a ‘random slice’ of Havana life. In other words this is a work of art despite its non-fictional character. 
The form of the film is that of a montage of images and short sequences that situate the overall action very clearly – Havana is immediately recognizable – but which introduces the characters without any explanation beyond their names and ages. In this respect a number of questions arise in the spectator’s mind: why is a man on a bicycle carrying a pair of extremely high-heeled shoes on his handlebars? Why is the old lady selling peanuts in the street? Why is someone sitting before the statue of John Lennon? And so on. (Even some of the images are enigmatic; the disc that seems to stand alone but yet is somehow spinning – eventually we see that it is a fan, a fact revealed only when it is switched off and ceases to spin.) Eventually the threads of these individual lives, woven together throughout the film, lead to answers to most of these questions, answers rooted in the dreams and aspirations of the people concerned. At the same time we note that some of these people are simply very old – perhaps too old to dream and able to do little but sit indifferently in front of the TV, to be cared for by a family member, to sleep. Only the John Lennon vigil remains unexplained: all Cubans, and those familiar with the city of Havana, will, however, know all about the statue. Initially the revolutionary regime banned The Beatles music as “decadent and reactionary” but music is hard to suppress, especially in the age of electronic communications. Besides which The Beatles, or at least John Lennon, established some sort of radical credentials, especially with the song Imagine, a kind of secular egalitarian anthem that expressed much of which the Revolution approved and the statue was the result. It is quite a likeness and, of course, features the wire-rimmed spectacle that Lennon wore. Revolutionary credibility gave way to fan-worship and the spectacles kept being stolen – hence the vigil, rain or shine, to prevent further pilfering. This in itself seems to express the Cuban experience – high ideals served by dedicated people, but diluted by ordinary mortals with less than “pure” ideological attitudes. 

The film might be thought of as having a number of different but inter-related and interwoven themes: the people of course – individual lives and everyday experiences, but also the collective life of the city  which forms the backdrop: then there is the city itself, by day and night. The lighthouse, the harbour, the streets, the weather. Many of the buildings, especially their homes, show evidence of Cuba’s poverty, as do the details of the people’s lives. The streets are not crowded with cars; the people walk, hitch rides, ride bicycles. And yet, for all their simplicity and poverty, the contrast with the lives of the poor of Rio or Mexico City is surely most marked. Compare what we see of Havana with the favela of the City of God in the film of that name.  Note the schooling available to all children, including the Downs Syndrome little boy Francisquito, and the medical service provided as part of the factory worker’s conditions. A further aspect of the City’s life is that of emigration: a constant stream of Cubans leave to seek opportunity elsewhere, principally the United States. The Doctor/Clown’s brother is one such. At first the regime tried to prevent this, but it proved both impractical and impolitic. Now the Island is glad to receive the remittances  sent by ‘exiles’ whose contributions help to sustain the weakened economy. Ironically, most of these come from the USA, whose embargo certainly makes the economic situation worse then it need be. Music is another theme of Suite Habana, appropriately enough given that a suite is itself a musical form. Cuban in style (apart from the ballet) it forms an aspect of several of the ‘dreams’ of which we learn. 

Overall the film seeks to create a portrait of a day in the City, from early morning  rising, through the day’s work whatever it might be, to the simple evening meal and the revealing of other ‘dream aspects’ of some of these lives – painting a picture, playing the saxophone at a concert, dancing in the corps de ballet, singing as a female impersonator while one’s wife smiles in the audience (the man with the shoes on his handlebars), caring for Francisquito and so on – and finally to night and repose as the waves crash and spray over onto the malecón and the Cubans await another day and the future of their Revolution.  
What is perhaps most significant about Suite Habana is the fact that the people’s dreams are personal – these are the desires for self-expression of individuals. The grand Revolutionary collective design and the struggle to be free of the United States are gone from this film. This is the ‘loss of values’ that Alea laments; this is post-utopian cinema made for the transnational  market and the film festival circuit. Even so, despite its warmth and charm, it does pose the serious question – what happens to a post-utopian society when the political dream finally dies?  
4. This Week’s Extracts.

(i) Start of film. Wanda Vision – source of international funding. INCAA – Cuban government funding and support. The light from the lighthouse – music – credits – Lennon and his spectacles. Montage. The City, the people and their lives. The harbour. Lennon’s statue and its watchers. Dawn – birdsong. Man on bike with woman’s shoes on his handlebars – questions: what is he about? why the shoes? 6.30 am. Francisquito – Downs syndrome boy. His name and age given. Young people, older people, old people. Houses are poor and dilapidated. Tracking shot from inside to outside – several of these – private individual lives and the public life of the City. The cobbler takes the shoes. 

(ii) The railroad worker, the peanut lady, the school, the factory – a montage of activities that are part of the life of the City – but these are shown as individual lives. Questions are posed – we shall discover the answers as the film proceeds. This is the ‘hook’ that keeps us watching and gives the film a shape. 

(iii) Aspects of Cuban culture – the Revolution has some achievements – and some of the old ways live on. Education for all children, including Francisquito; the visit to the fortune teller -  poster of the Pope, religious figures, reading the cards – the rationalist materialism of the Revolution has not succeeded in erasing all old beliefs – but the fortune telling is against the teaching of the Church also – cultural syncretism. The factory provides free medical care for its workers (but the Doctor doubles as a clown to make ends meet). The cobbler works in the old traditional manner. 

(iv) The Doctor’s  brother leaves for the US. The birds fly – the brother flies. The Doctor/Clown must perform. As the child produces the national flag from the hat the brother leaves the Island it symbolizes. The Clown is sad but has to smile. 
(v) The Dancer – a question answered. 

(vi) Night and endings – the door closes to leave the last character in her private space.

(vii) Rain, the Lennon statue again and its guardians. Stormy weather batters the City. The sea pounds the Malecón. 
(viii) The people of the film – names, occupations, and their dreams. The peanut lady has no dream. What is Cuba’s dream now? 
5. The people and their dreams.

Since there are no sub-titles the following are approximate translations of the texts for the final sequence “The people of the film.”

Francisquito Cardet: His mother died when he was three. His dream - to rise to the heights.

Francisco Cardet: Gave up his career as an architect when his wife died, in order to care for 

                             Francisquito. Now he is a self-employed builder. His dream – never to fail 

                             Francisquito

Norma Pérez: Francisquito’s grandmother. Retired art teacher. Her dream – to bring up 

                             Francisquito to be independent.
Waldo Morales: Retired professor of Marxism. His dream – to stay healthy and to go on living.

Iván Carbonell: Hospital orderly. His dream -  to perform on a big stage.

Raquel Nodal:  The partner of the transformista. Her dream – to travel and to return.

Heriberto Berroto:  Railroad worker – divorced. The saxophone player. His dream -  to play in an 

                              orchestra.

Dr. Juan Carlos Roque: Dr. in factory of catering firm and part time clown. His dream – to be an 

                                       actor.
Jorge Luis Roque: Leaves Cuba to marry a Cuba-American girl in the US. His dream – to reunite 

                              his family.

Julio Castro:  A shoemaker all his life. He understands elegant style. His dream – To wear a 

                      different suit every night.
Ernesto Díaz:  Since his father died he has supported the family. His dream – to improve the house 

                        so that his mother can live comfortably; and to be a great dancer.

Amanda Gautier: The peanut lady. Retired textile worker. She has no dream.
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