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CUBA’S EITERARY 
MIGRATION 

by Lorrin Philipson 

Cuba: the conundrum of the Caribbean still. Few 
countries its size can claim so many outstanding writ- 
ers and artists. Even fewer have succeeded in alienat- 
ing nearly all of them. Most of the best and the 
brightest of Cuba are in cxile. The exodus, begun two 
decades ago, has accelerated in the last two years. 
Three of the island’s leading writers-Guillermo 
Cabrera Infante, Octavio Armand, and Reinaldo 
Arenas-offer different perspectives on the pain and 
challenge of exile, on the Revolution, and on Cuba’s 
rich and varied contribution to the present cultural re- 
naissance of Latin America. * * * * *  

In another dream ... these alien beings were sound waves 
which mingled with us and haunted and enchanted us, like 
unseen sirens: from every corner a music gushed out that 
made men stupid, a paralyzing song ray which nobody could 
resist and nobody could in fact do anything to fight this inva- 
sion from outer space because nobody knew that music 
could be the secret and final weapon, so nobody was going to 
stop his ears with wax ... and at the end of the dream I was 
the only man on earth mvtio could realize what was actually 
happening and I tried to li/r my hands to stop my ears and I 
couldn ’I because my hands were tied. ... 

-lhree Trapped Tigers 

Guillermo Cabrera Infante, Cuba’s effervescent enfant 
splendide of letters, belonged to the generation of 
young writers affiliated with the literary weekly Lunes 
de Revolucion. Now living in London with his wife 
and two daughters, Cabrera Infante recalls his early, 
heady days at Lunes and their dispiriting aftermath. 

‘‘Lunes was given free with Revolucion each Mon- 
day. As the newspaper was politically the most 
influential and had the biggest circulation, we were 
born with quite a momentum. It was indeed a feat in 
Latin America, and probably elsewhere: a literary 
weekly that printed 200,000 copies. 

“Lunes tried not only to create a new culture in 
Cuba, but to propagate it and sometimes even to im- 
pose it. Our problem was similar to the one encoun- 
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tered by Che Guevara, who also tried to be an arbiter. 
We thought we were battling the Philistines within and 
without the Revolution, disregarding the fact, as Chc 
Guevara did, that all the time there was only one ar- 
biter and not exactly an arbiter eleganriarum: Fidcl 
Castro. Che began as a Stalinist and ended as a reluc- 
tant Trotskyite. We began by being more or less sur- 
realist and finished by advocating-against our will- 
the most hideous brand of literary Stalinism. The last 
three issues of the magazine, like the crying for help of 
a drowning man, were dedicated to literature in Viet- 
nam, Laos, and Cambodia! We began like life itself, 
full of promise, and ended, again like life, in disap- 
pointment, decay, and death. 

“...Fidel launched a literacy campaign not because 
he wanted people to be able to read literature but be- 
cause he needed to indoctrinate as many Cubans as 
possible. We believed in Culture; he needed Propagan- 
da. Of course we didn’t know this then.” 

Cabrera Infante and his associates were, paradox- 
ically, immersed in the Revolution and, at the same 
time, profoundly affected by North American culture. 

“Funnily enough, i t  all happened in 1946, when I 
was barely seventeen and about to embark on the 
hazardous adventure of writing. My copy of The Wild 
Palms was the Spanish translation of Faulkner by 
Borges. Some say it is better than the original, but for 
me it was then the original. That same year I started 
reading a few Cuban writers, like the short-story 
writer Lino Novas Calvo, Hemingway’s favorite 
translator, who translated Faulkner, Huxley, and Law- 
rence. 

“Until then all I did was see movies, mostly 
American. I also read American comics and listened 
to radio serials like “The Shadow.” I began reading 
Sherwood Anderson, Erskine Caldwell, John Stein- 
beck, and Hemingway. So you can assume that if I be- 
longed to a tradition, it was to the American one 
translated into Spanish ....” 

Cabrera Infante’s most famous novel, Three Trap- 
ped Tigers, is a mockepic set in the ’40s and ’50s 
featuring a photographer, a bongo player, and a writer 
making the rounds of Havana’s night spots. The book 
begins as a Tropicana Night Club show, a pageant of 
the Cuba behind the glitter, music, laughter, and 
culture high and low. In one incarnation Cuba is a 



whore from the provinces who has made her way to 
fame as the singer Cuba Venegas, about whom one 
character says: “...it is better, much better to see Cuba 
than to hear her ... because anyone who sees Cuba falls 
in love with her, but anyone who hears and listens to 
her can never love hcr again ....” Cabrera Infante in- 
vites the reader to listen to a collage of Cuba’s 
manifold voices. In a verbal extravaganza, or “sin et 
lumibre” show of pun piled on witticism, we hear 
Cuba through the language of ads, porn magazines, 
comic strips, barrooms, philosophy, tilms, and paro- 
dies of Cuban writers discoursing on the assassina- 
tion of Trotsky. 
. “I always write of Havana. As a matter of fact I sing 
of it ,  to it, with it. At the same time, it’s my own in- 
vention. I’ve rebuilt Havana with words, not with 
bricks and mortar. Since T. T. i7 [771ree Trapped Tigers] 
through La Hubanu Puru u11 Infante D~$rnto and now 
with Cuerpos Divinos, Havana is my muse, not only 
because she inspires me, but because, being a muse, 
she is the daughter of Mnemosifie, my memory. No 
wondcr many critics have takcn La Hubana Para 1/11 
.Infante Difunto as my memoir-which i t  isn’t. In Asi 
en la Paz Como en La Gucrra, my first book, and in 
View of Dawn.From the Tropics, there is a differcnt view 
of Cuba, the despicable violence of its bloody history. 

“I never rcally wrotc in ‘Cuban.’ 1 wrotc as I lived 
in the Havana dialects-or in some of the dialects 
spoken in Havana. All this was something of an illu- 
sion, because people in Havana never actually spokc 
as they did in T.T.T.  So in a small book called Exor- 
cismos de esti(l)o I said good-bye to thc Cuban dialect 
and, more with pity than sorrow, I left the shores of 
Threepolis [i.e., Havana] and wrote La Habana Para 
un Infante Difunto, in which you havc Havana, its old 
Habaneros, and the fragrant memory of a city; but it is 
written in Havanese. Language is still the stuff my 
books arc made of, but now the mainland of language 
is Spain. Havana sct on a floating island like Laputa, 
an impossible dream up in the sky. As you can see, I 
came to England to learn Spanish ....” 

Although Cabrera Infante continues to make his 
mark, the passage has been stormy. 

“,..Cuban history, Cuban life was a nightmarc I 
wanted to wakc up from. Right after I left I didn’t 
want to say a word; my voice was too small to cry out 
loud. Though Martisaid once that there is no voice 
too weak to tell the truth, I wanted to spell this truth 
with the largest, boldest typeface possiblc. So I bided 
my time, and when T.T.T. became a best-scller and a 
critical success, I waited a year because I knew (not for 
nothing was I born into a Communist family, not for 
nothing had I met Fidel way back in 1948, not for 
nothing was I with the Revolution even before the be- 
ginning) that I had to talk from a position of strength. 
All the while, working within me like a worm-no 
wonder Fidel ... had labeled exiles gusanos (worms)- 
was my guilt. After all, I had always been a privileged 
man in Cuba; before the Revolution as a very well- 
paid editor. Even when I fell from grace, they found 
me an elegant European job as a diplomat in Belgium, 
not well paid but at least free from daily politics and 
ideological pressures, not to mention being able to 

forget the ration card and worries about food and 
clothing. 

“Even when I decided to leave the country’for good 
in 1965, they provided me with passports and plane 
tickets for all the family. Later my books were trans- 
lated into several languages and I was well paid for 
my articles in Spain and Latin America. But guilt is a 
sticky substance. I still feit guilty about the people left 
behind, some seven or eight million, who never 
wanted to live in a Communist country,,isolated on an 
island that is to islands what Alcatraz is to prisons. 
They were trapped and I had helped to build that trap 
and gild its bars. Now the cage was rusty but it was 
more of a trap every year. That was my recurrent 
nightmare. 

“I t  was then that an interviewer from the Buenos , 

Aires magazine Printera Plana ... came to ask me ques- 
tions he had asked other writers in ‘fakc’ exile. 1 
answered him, disobeying Brccht’s cynical dictum, 
‘You can’t tell the truth to everybody.’ But I wasn’t 
being naive; I knew what I was doing: telling the truth 
to anyone with ears to hear. 

“I was not playing with words when I said in an in- 
terview that I knew I was pushing the button of the 
Great Slander Machine. From that moment on, all 
totalitarian systems were go. Fake friends became real 
enemies. Originally quiet and calm men began shout- 
ing at me sweet nothings like ‘CIA agent,’ ‘counter- 
revolutionary,’ etc. Suddenly some writers were not 
talking to me; others were writing against me .... I 
wasn’t invited to writers’ conferences held anywhere 
from Arequipa to Zaragoza. 

“Perhaps the nadir was reached when Alejo Carpen- 
tier came to Oxford and was asked about T.T.T. He 
didn’t know any book by that title, he answered. But 
of course you know the author’s name? No, said Car- 
pentier deadpan, but still with a French accent. Then 
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from the audience a Peruvian essayist said my name. 
But that man is not Cuban, said Carpentier, an incivil 
servant of the Cuban regime.” + + + + +  

Cuba present as a voice: demogogy and banter, password 
and flattery, bash and barrier. Bathetic fireworks. Verbal 
eroticism, impotence. Cuban history: that voice threatened 
by an implacabl@, deafening ocean. An empty shell. Roaring 
within, maring without. A speech on fhe sand. Castles/ 
speeches erased by the sea and repeated by the same sin or 
sea. Cuba is not that history. Cuba is that voice. I t  is not a 
presence; it is that voice. The empty shell: a bursting bubble. 
Cuba’s stature is revealed in her orafors: M a d  speaking, 
Fidel speaking. Her apogee, fhe singer. Orators clam up and 
pass fhe word to Beny More‘or Rita Montaner; words clam 
up and cede to the cry, a lobster wagging ifs giant orches- 
trated tail. 

--“Penitcncia,” Superjces 

Octavio Armand, thirty-six, is a poet and essayist liv- 
ing in New York. He has the look of an embattled 
Balzac sculpted by Rodin. But for him the depiction of 
Cuba’s history and national character belongs far less 
to a come‘die humaine than to the more explosive and 
darker world of the absurd. The youngest of three 
children of a well-todo family from the city of Guan- 
tanamo, Armand was exiled from Cuba twice-fist 
under Batista for the family’s support of the Revolu- 
tion and again under Castro, when Armand voiced re- 
servations about the new regime. Confronted with a 
world where he could not speak openly, Armand 
turned to writing. Part of the impetus for this decision, 
he notes wryly, was the punishment frequently 
inflicted on him at school: having to write over and 
over, “I will not speak in class.” But constraints upon 
Cubans do not end with their emigration. As Armand 
explains: .I .. 

“Many t u b a n  writers have experienced a ‘double 
exile’: from Cuba and from Latin American exile it- 
self. I find i t  curious that in conferences about Cuba, 
people usually emphasize Castro’s haven for Latin 
American exiles and omit the fact that the very 
system that shelters a few hundred allies has caused 
the expatriation of more than a million Cubans. It is 
possible to talk about Mario Benedetti’s residence in 
Cuba, but i t  is not possible to mention Guillermo 
Cabrera Infante in London, who was almost buried by 
a vicious campaign. Nor Lino Novas Calvo, who is 
very ill here in New York. Nor the composer Julian 
Orbon. Nor Lydia Cabrera in Miami, author of impor- 
tant studies of Afro-Cuban culture. Nor Lorenzo Gar- 
cia Vega, who wrote a difficult diary of exile, Los Anos 
de Origenes, now published, dead, and buried, whom 
no cultural bureaucracy nor university has tried to 
help. One of the youngest recipients of the National 
Prize for Literature, he has had to work as a doorman 
at Gucci’s and as a messenger boy at Abram’s. 

“I’ve come to.believe that Cuban literature has ac- 
tually been a long preparation for our own exile. Look 
at the nineteenth century. There is the poet Manuel de 
Zequiera, a surrealist avant la lettre. As a symptom of 
his madness and sense of isolation, he felt that when 
he put on his hat, he disappeared. The poet Napoles 
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Fajardo provides a more extreme lesson of in- 
visibility. One day he left Santiago de Cuba and was 
never heard of again ....” 

For Armand exile at a young age has meant 
estrangement not only from his country but from its 
spoken idiom as well. 

“One of the effects of exile so early in life was that I 
was stranded without a context, bereft of a tradition 
and a language. Since I went to American schools in 
Cuba and in the United States, and left at fourteen, 
Spanish was a mystery, not a language I could take for 
granted. My knowledge of it comes largely from books 
and conversations with older Cubans. In these ways I 
have clung to my language; I have squeezed and 
wrung out my tongue, studying it with great care and a 
sense of wonder, much like Champollion approaching 
Egyptian hieroglyphics. 

“I systematically created-and create- my own 
precursors, sensing that the literary tradition, insofar 
as it represents my own will to write, is the only alter-. 
native to an erased history. When I beg’an to write, two 
approaches to language impressed me very deeply. 
The avant-garde movements: dadaism, futurism, cub- 
ism, surrealism, and, simultaneously, the analytical 
school in philosophy, psychology, and linguistics-of 
Tzara, Reverdy, Apollinaire on one side and Sausurre, 
Freud, and Wittgenstein on the other. Poets decreed 
the death of language and engaged in a frenzy of play 
and experimentation; scientists, some sensing through 
language or in language itself the symptoms of a 
malaise, the derangement of a personality, a culture, 
or a system of knowledge, studied and explored the 
many languages of language. This convergence of 
play and analysis, expansion and contraction, is to 
this day the most decisive influence in my writing. 

“My latest work, The Phaisfos Disk-referring to 
the undeciphered tablet of ancient Crete-is an 
anthology of previous books of my poetry that con- 
stitutes a personal history. The structure of the work 
and the arrangement of words on the page contribute 
to the central image of a spiral written toward a 
center- that center being, in a way, Cuba, which is no 
longer there.” 

Armand believes that a genuine revolution in Cuba 
is impossible unlcss certain fundamental issues- 
cultural, historical, and political-are addressed. 

“Cuba is famous for its music, but I’d prefer that 
Cuba finally faced the music. We must realize how 
our music and our humor, like Castro’s beard and 
uniform, are not solely expressions of our being but 
dangerous disguises. We have to examine, for in- 
stance, the problems that come from being a mulatto 
culture. Although not explicitly or in the extreme, as 
in the United States, ours has been a racist society. For 
Cubans the gradations of skin color, the kind of hair 
you had was an obsession. We are a nation born of a 
rape by Spain; we are children of raped mothers, or of 
a white father and a black mother. One of the.ways 
Cubans cover up the pain of their origins is through 
humor. This is the famous Cuban sense of humor, and 
it’s not funny.It’s not ever funny. It provokes anger. It 
is a way of systematically failing to see, Because our 
very being arose from a sexual imposition-a cruel 



cosmic joke, if you will-anyone who tries to do 
something serious is a victim of Cuban chore0 beer- 
ing].” * * * * *  

“I am the king, and I can’t do anything for you’ ’....He 
turned and I saw him face 10 face: he was an old man with a 
wrinkled face und the wind suddenly IiJted away his 
hair. ...“ Why do you want to change the very things tha! 
have moulded you?” he said. “l can’t believe you’re so 
stupid as to think you can somehow liberate yourself. Try- 
ing to achieve such liberarion just means falling into still 
greater servitude, surely ? ” 

- Hallucinations 

Reinaldo Arenas, currently living in Manhattan, left 
Cuba in 1980. A trim, sinewy man of thirty-nine, he 
speaks in the calm, understated manner of one who 
has had to detach himself from turbulent experiences 
in order to survive them. Before emigrating, Arenas 
succeeded in smuggling out a considerable body of 
work-poetry, short fiction, and two long novels, The 
Palace of White Skunks and Old Rose. 

Arenas’s novel of 1969, Hallucinarions, is a retelling 
of the story of Friar Servando Teresa de Mier, a Mex- 
ican who wrote his own Apologia in prison in 1819 re- 
counting an extraordinary life of persecution by the 
Church, travels abroad, and escapes from numerous 
prisons. He is a real-life Candide reporting on the 
world’s marvels and miseries. Arenas’s version, a 
work in the Aesopian mode, transposes contemporary 
realities to an earlier time. His style, with its puns, 
paradoxes, deliberate non sequiturs, and incandescent 
visions, echoes what Arenas describes as the night- 
marish qualities of life in Cuba. 

Arenas managed to leave from Mariel without the 
authorities realizing he was a writer. Denied employ- 
ment for several years, he was out of work and 
therefore qualified as an “antisocial element.” He had 
been expelled from the Union of Writers and Artists 
when he finished his first novel in 1967. Since his later 
works were published abroad without government ap- 
proval-a crime in Cuba-Arenas was fired from his 
job at the National Library, jailed for a year in El Mor- 
ro Prison, and sent to a labor camp to construct build- 
ings for Soviet technicians in Havana. In 1967 
Arenas began a pentalogue, which.he is continuing. 

“in these five novels I am presenting the life of a 
man, an artist, from youth through maturity. It is a 
partial autobiography reflecting both my own progres- 
sion as a child of humble origins living in a small 
village who moves to a larger town and then to 
Havana, and the political situation of Cuba during 
different epochs. In the first novel, Celesrino Before 
Sunrise, the young boy, who lives in primitive, violent 
conditions, writes poems on trees, which the family 
cuts down. They turn the region into a veritable desert 
because the boy is writing an infinite poem. 

“The second novel occurs during Batista’s tyranny 
and offers a panorama of those times. Celestino is in 
the city of Holguin, still writing the poem that never 
ends. Thereafter he moves from the experience of a 
dictatorship of the Right to one of the Left. It is in- 
teresting to be in this country, where neither type ex- 

ists. In fact, I plan to Set a future noveljn New York. 
For me it is a marvelous city because of its variety, 
dynamism, and abundant cultural resources .... 

“The [Cuban] government has set up ralleres 
literarios, literary workshops of, say, ninety people- 
students, workers, anyone- to write poetry or plays. 
The point is to preclude any form of originality by re- 
placing the individual artist with an abstract con- 
glomerate. Lamentably, and not for lack of talcnt, in 
twenty-three years Cuba has produced only three 
not able films: Memories of Underdevelopment, Lucia, 
and The Secund Francism. The other three thousand 
films are polemics. Before each one they show a thir- 
ty-minute documentary on the latest political events, 
and then comes the film on the same subject! ... 

“As a result of the Cultural Congress in 1970 the 
state instituted la porametrizaciun of the theatrc. All 
actors and actresses were subjected to political and 
moral analysis to deterniine’if they were homosexual, 
did enough ‘voluntary’ work, practiced a religion, etc. 
Most were expelled from the theatre .... Folklore, local 
arts, and African rituals are suppressed or treatcd in a 
bourgeois way-put into a museum so to speak. The 
indigenous hrt has been wiped out because like all folk 
art, like that of ancient Greece, i t  is satirical, sensuous, 
and erotic. As Octavio Paz said, dictators are invaria- 
bly puritanical: nakedness, love, sex entcr the agenda 
of repression because they arc manifestations of life. 
Most modern literature is proscribed, and you may 
not be safe even with uncontroversial works from the 
distant past. A friend was directing a play at the na- 
tional puppet theatre- Celestina, a Spanish classic. 
Although he was faithful to the original, the commis- 
sion in charge censored it as immoral. Think of it: A 
play inadmissible in Cuba in the twentiety century 
was acceptable during the Inquisition!” [W-a 
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