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Abstract  

 

This thesis is one of three components of the doctoral project Roots and Routes: Cuban 

Cinemas of the Diaspora in the 21st Century. The project also comprises an archive of materials 

on Cuban diasporic cinemas in the post-2000 era and a travelling showcase —animated by the 

archive— which took place in Canada in March-April, 2015. The written text is formed by six 

chapters and several attachments that present information on the films, filmmakers, program 

notes and other data relevant to the curated events. The thesis is motivated by two main research 

questions. 1) In what ways has the diaspora experience transformed Cuban filmmaking 

practices? 2) How have the aesthetic decisions and economic processes of film production in the 

diaspora placed young Cuban filmmakers vis-à-vis the hegemonic structures of the nation-state, 

both in the homeland and the host societies? In answering those questions, this study offers 

insights into the new forms of mobility, politics of place and gendered/racial identities that 

emerge in the cultural landscapes of contemporary Cuban diasporas. Since young diasporic 

filmmakers contest the previous notion of Cuban “national cinema,” the hypothesis states that 

audiovisual producers in the diaspora have indeed transformed the way in which Cuban film is 

conceived and understood today, on and off the Island. 

The project had three main goals: to gather and organize information on Cuban diasporic 

filmmaking; to promote this form of cinema among Canadian audiences through a travelling 

showcase; and to generate scholarship on this topic that had not been considered by systematic 

academic investigations to date. The research presents a model of autoethnographic curatorial 

work and considerations that may be of help to future students developing project-based thesis. 

One of the fundamental contributions of Roots and Routes… is how it transcended the borders of 

the academic context and succeeded in engaging local communities in different sites. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction  

 

1.1 Prelude 

 

It is the year 2008 and Paul is an English black man who lives in the violent Moss Side 

neighborhood of Manchester, England. On the screen, he is showing photos to an unseen person 

standing behind a camera that is filming him. In the pictures, Paul looks much younger and is 

wearing wide jeans and long dreadlocks. Years have gone by since those images were taken but 

his thin, hyperactive body moves youthfully and his mischievous, bright shine of eyes remains 

the same as in the photo. His children stand next to him in one of the photos and he tells us that 

she, her daughter, is in prison now. “I am mad at her,” he confesses. “She’s been a naughty girl.” 

With a friendly smiling face, he goes on to explain in detail how the long scar on his left arm was 

caused by a gunshot wound. Doctors had to cut him open because the bullet shattered the bone 

and surgery was necessary to clean up the mess inside. Later, he finds the papers of his ongoing 

court case and he reads them for the camera. This situation means he is at the moment in a period 

of stagnation and uncertainty, but: “Here’s how I work —he says—. If I can’t see prison in my 

mind. That means I am going nowhere.”  

On March 25, 2015, nearly 35 persons are gathered in a Concordia classroom in Montreal, 

Canada, having watched Paul’s intervention in Daniellis Hernández’s beautiful film Extravío 

(Lost, 2008). Members of the audience had already nodded in validation, smiled several times, 

sighed deeply, frowned, burst into laughter, shaken their heads in disapproval and/or talked back 

to the screen. As I see them, I think of the lovely enchantment that still happens in “the dark 

room” (not necessarily a movie theater) and how it is a magical, interactive moment even after so 

many changes in film and media exhibition and display in the last twenty years. This magic 

happens even when the screening does not feature a feature drama film, but a selection of several 
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short documentaries, some with subtitles, about the migratory experiences of Cuban young 

filmmakers in local communities of England, the United States, Spain and Switzerland. Extravío 

is one of them.1 

                                                                      * 

Two middle age women who are life partners and live in Kingston, Ontario decided to plan 

their Monday evening by going to the movies. They usually attend the local film theater and see 

that the program offers the free screening of a social justice documentary about Cuban exiles in 

Madrid. As quoted in the introduction of the film: “In 2010, as part of an attempt to show 

democratic advances in Human Rights and improve the relationship with Europe, Cuba signed an 

agreement with Spain through which 103 political prisoners were released and deported. 

Between July, 2010 and April, 2011, Spain received a total of 760 Cubans including dissidents 

and relatives” (Otra Isla / Another Island2, Heidi Hassan, 2014). The film’s main characters are 

Sabina Martín Gonzalez and her family of seven who live in a state of double homelessness: not 

being at home and not having a home. After the Cuban and the Spanish governments closed the 

aforementioned agreement, the critical economic conditions in Spain did not allow for many of 

the promises made to the refugees to come to fruition. Thus, their housing and employment 

possibilities fell through and, in protest, they camped in a public square in front of the Spanish 

Ministry of Foreign Relations for eight long months.  

As much as there is a great feeling of love, support and appreciation when friends come to 

an event you are organizing, there is huge satisfaction in the fact that someone you have never 

seen feels welcome in a space you have contributed to creating. I didn’t know these women who 
                                                                 
1 The vocabulary for this project is volatile. The terms “film,” “filmmaker,” “media art,” or “audiovisual 

production” are used interchangeably in an effort to emphasize the dynamic nature of the medium in the digital era. 
2 I will be using the word “Island” with a capital initial to refer specifically to the island of Cuba or if it is included 

in a film title or bibliographic reference where important nouns should be capitalized. The word will be written with 

a lower case “i” in reference to any other sense of the term: the island condition, the figure of the island, among 

others. 
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attended the film screening, but a dear friend who was close to them wrote to me a few days 

later: “They did not expect this. They were thrilled to be part of a ‘cultural event’ with the 

presence of the filmmaker. They were also shocked by the way in which these Cubans in the film 

were openly presented in the movie because political refugees are generally hidden or hide 

themselves from the public eye.” My friend concluded her message by saying: “See? Your 

project reached beyond the usual suspects” —and I am sure she was referring to academics— 

“and went on to engage the community and make an impact.”  

                                                                   * 

In April of 2015 during the 15th (“Quinceañera”) edition of the aluCine Latin American Film 

and Media Arts Festival, five young Cuban diasporic filmmakers and a Cuban film curator in the 

diaspora gathered in Toronto to share their cultural work and experiences of displacement 

outside of their home country. As part of a program Roots and Routes: Cuban Cinemas of the 

Diaspora in the 21st Century, the audiovisual productions of members of this generation were 

being screened together for the first time anywhere in the world. The presence of many of the 

filmmakers at the event served to connect them with each other, with the organizers of the 

festival, and with the audience that watched their work. The intensity of the moment made it feel 

like an encounter of old acquaintances although many of them had never met before. Watching 

each other’s films, having Question-and-Answer sessions that yielded conversations about their 

work with engaged viewers gave the filmmakers the opportunity to rethink the relevance of their 

effort and gain a sense of how much they were part of a community of diasporic filmmakers. 

Last-minute technology and organizational fluctuations, interviews for different media, 

affordable dinners with tables for 15 in Chinatown and Kensington Market, a trip to the 

obligatory, yet frozen, Niagara Falls and dancing and singing in the closing award ceremony of 
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the festival: these moments signified this experience for us. Many had travelled long distances to 

be there. “Thank you” was the most uttered phrase during those days and the promise of another 

creative mobilization in the near future sealed the event: “Let’s do this again.” At the end, we 

were all very tired and very happy. 

 

1.2 Project Overview and Literature Review 

 

1.2.1 Description, Process, and Thesis Organization 

 

The three short stories told above were born as a result of the contents and contexts 

generated by the research Roots and Routes: Cuban Cinemas of the Diaspora in the 21st Century. 

In September of 2011, I moved from Havana, Cuba and enrolled in the Graduate Program in 

Cultural Studies at Queen’s University, in Kingston, Canada with many practicing artists and 

social activists among its now six cohorts. The program gives students the opportunity to 

develop a project-based doctoral or master thesis. The project option helps to expand the 

research and the academic experience beyond the walls of the university and engage the 

community in different ways, thus providing the option of mobilizing knowledge. With a 

relatively small number of PhD graduates in Canada getting a job in academia (Herbert-Copley 

2013), to become skilled in project management and developing a curatorial practice seemed like 

a great opportunity for any student. Especially in what the universe of the “job market” 

envisioned, particularly for someone like me to whom that notion appeared as aggressive, 

corporatized, neoliberal, and really scary. But this I learned only much later. At the time of 

making the decision to not write a traditional dissertation, I believed that the films under 
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investigation —films made by young Cuban diasporic filmmakers in the post-2000 era— needed 

to be screened, watched, translated, analyzed, commented and reflected upon; they deserved to 

be completed by the response of an audience, the more plural the better. I felt particularly 

committed to my generation and to the diasporic condition I was also experiencing.   

One of the goals of this research was to create an archive that would be animated through a 

curatorial series in the form of a traveling showcase —a tour that could approximate the 

movement of the filmmakers and the particularities of their location. As proposed in the first 

stages of the PhD, I produced a three-city travelling showcase for Montreal, Kingston and 

Toronto in the spring of 2015. For twelve consecutive days, Cuban films were presented in 

different venues of these cities with the presence of many of the filmmakers. And special guest 

photographer and filmmaker Heidi Hassan who visited Canada for the first time, cleared her 

agenda of other responsibilities and became an artist on tour. (See Appendix 6 for exhibition 

contents, including complete filmography, promotional posters, and links to the Facebook page 

of the project). Fundraising and budget management became a significant part of this work. The 

project raised 4390 Canadian dollars (see Appendix 3) from associations such as the Kingston-

based Corridor Culture Arts Collective through the Kingston Arts Council, the Principal’s 

Development Fund at Queen’s University, the Department of Film and Media, the School of 

Graduate Studies, the Levana Gender Advocacy Centre at Queen’s and the Concordia University 

Research Chair in Transnational Media Arts and Cultures. A network of in-kind support included 

the Kingston Latino Association, and a host of individuals who I name in the Acknowledgments. 

Among the most relevant learning experiences of this project management practice has been 

to focus on process development rather than results. As an Art Historian with no experience in 

the materiality of cultural production, I had been trained to analyze the results —the “objects”— 
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of visual arts and filmmaking practices and not the contexts, processes and preconditions of 

production. In this case, I needed to account for a diversity of procedures (bureaucratic and 

otherwise) and institutional customs, as well as the lengthy process of adjustment and integration 

that implies moving to a new country and facing the challenge of language, accent, labour 

market, ethnic condition and civil status. Another element of process that deeply informed this 

project is the emotional landscape formed when filming in the diaspora, when autobiography 

turns into a critical narrative discourse. For this reason, I interviewed 27 filmmakers who have 

taught me with their stories more interesting and informative lessons than many of the theoretical 

texts I had read. Their “critical interventions” (McGuigan 2009) make many relevant 

contributions to the new host land but also to their country of origin. (See Appendix 4 for 

Research Ethics Approval and Appendix 5 for its Application Package). 

Another significant element of process is creative labour. I became fascinated with my 

newly acquired awareness of the large amount of hard creative (and often unpaid) labour that 

occurs behind cultural production and event organization. Although preparing in advance is a 

must, one needs to be aware of the constant negotiations with people and institutions and possess 

capacity for adjustability and change, multiple rejections, last-minute conundrums faced during 

the organization of an event. One must try to keep rational goals time and task-management and 

dealing with the work of others; one must mediate between the artists and the institutions in a 

program curated in different formats and responding to specific contexts. I will discuss this in 

detail in Chapter 6. 

This project also required two distinct methods of work for film programming and academic 

research and writing. The first stage requires a depth and breadth of research (developing and 

explicating a filmography and a bibliography), with voluminous amounts of reading and hours 
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upon hours of film viewing in order to answer the basic, narrow methodological questions that a 

thesis writer needs to pose her/himself: Is there a problem here? Why should anyone care? What 

does this research can add to the general knowledge? What goes where? Then comes a second 

stage of different working rationales that complement and need each other: field research and 

event coordinating for months. And finally comes the third stage where one enters full writing 

mode, again to reconcile reflections of both processes.     

The result of my doctoral project, Roots and Routes: Cuban Cinemas of the Diaspora in the 

21st Century, comprises three components: the archives, the showcase, and the written thesis, 

divided into six chapters. This introduction focusses on three basic examinations in three 

different sections that discuss the driving concepts of the research. The first is devoted to the 

exploration of the concept of diaspora in general and how it has been used and contested by 

different authors. These debates will also address notions such as exile, transnationalism, 

nomadism and translocality. The second section investigates the analysis of contemporary 

diasporas specifically from Cuba —routes followed by Cuban migrants, particularly since 1959. 

This section will set the frames of reference of post-2000 diasporas of Cuban youth and will 

establish precedents to the “Landing Zones” described in Chapter 2. A third and final section will 

connect these ideas to the realm of cinema studies. Hamid Naficy’s An Accented Cinema: Exilic 

and Diasporic Filmmaking (2001) and Laura Marks’s The Skin of the Film: Intercultural 

Cinema, Embodiment, and the Senses (2000) as well as other texts on transnational audiovisual 

production will guide the approach. Overall, the chapter will shed light on scholarly research and 

on the archival process and it will offer review of literary sources relevant to the topic as well as 

definitions of work methodologies. 
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Chapter 2 outlines multiple contexts of production of Cuban diasporic cinema today. The 

first section will be dedicated to tracing the sites of emergence in Cuba, the roots of these film 

works, while the second will concentrate on some places of arrival and insertion: the routes 

followed by these young film artists. The relevant role of institutions both in Cuba and in these 

landing zones will be taken into account in the analysis. Kinomada and KinoCuba will also be 

referred to as case studies from which these productions emerged or that were consequence of 

transnational audiovisual projects.  

Analysis on both gender issues and politics of place are present across every chapter of this 

thesis. The following two chapters investigate how identities and spaces intersect in the films 

under research. Chapter 3 focuses particularly on “first-person cinemas” by three women 

filmmakers of this generation: Heidi Hassan, Daniellis Hernández and Susana Barriga, all 

graduates from the International Film and Television School in San Antonio de los Baños. The 

gender politics of their audiovisual work, which brings affect to the forefront, also comment on 

topics such as belonging, ideology, racial inequalities and love. Chapter 4, on the other hand, 

examines different politics of place in Cuban diasporic filmmaking. I consider the thematic and 

aesthetic concerns of these filmmakers as they imagine different “global cities” such as Havana, 

Mexico City, New York, Geneva, Manchester, London and Madrid. But I will also reflect on the 

ways in which people contribute to the creation of social spaces and how local territories have 

the capacity to become global through their thematic interest and visual portrayal. The chapter 

talks about social commonalities and emotions that emerge in these spaces of resistance. I use the 

Foucauldian term “heterotopias” to critically engage with audiovisual works about “other 

spaces” (Foucault 2012 [1967]). The analysis will concentrate on some of the films that inspired 

the program “Resistance in Motion: First-person Documentaries by Cuban Women of the 
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Diaspora” exhibited in Kingston at the Isabel Bader Centre for Performing Arts and at the 

Wychwood Barns Artscape in Toronto. 

The description of different ways of being “elsewhere” will be the guiding rationale in 

Chapter 5. I will look at films by Cuban filmmakers working in the Unitd States and the 

differences between an older generation of exilic atists and a new diasporic consciousness in 

Cuban American filmmaking practice. I will also delve into the analysis of translocal or non-

national films made in Mexico and Canada. The sixth and final chapter will shed light on the 

stages of the project itself: the coordination schemes, the fundraising strategies, the subtitling and 

digitization, the creative labour that implies event organization as a migrant woman in the Global 

North. These ending segments will reflect on the act of film curating as an autoethnographic 

practice and will also propose a brief ethnography of the institutional mediations and 

negotiations that this diasporic project underwent.  

 

1.2.2 Concepts that Matter 

 

Although definitions, frameworks and methodologies are needed for the comprehensive and 

comparative stance necessary to locate the path of research, there is a somewhat overwhelming 

terminological inflation in contemporary Humanities and Social Sciences. That condition could 

appear for scholars and researchers either as a hindrance to the originality or creativity of their 

studies or as a means through which new borrowings, synergies, exchanges and appropriations 

become helpful and legitimate. That is the spirit of the conceptual conversations proposed by this 

introduction. The fluidity and heterogeneity of contemporary cultural interactions across borders 

in today’s world constantly diversify people’s ways of thinking and behaving. The concepts 
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discussed here are guided both in the selection and in the engagement by the other key elements 

of this project: the filmmakers’ interviews, the films themselves, the audience reception, and the 

historical reality of this generation’s diasporas.  

This study investigates how cultural forms intertwined with politics, particularly through the 

mobilization of identity. Identity functions not as a unitary entity but as a process; rather than a 

static cultural component, identity is in a state of constant construction, which is continually 

transformed, for example, by the intensity of the scale of travelling and movement of this era. It 

is precisely in the contexts of these enhanced mobilities —the “new mobilities paradigm” 

(Sheller and Urry 2006) of the 21st Century— that notions such as migration, diaspora, 

transnationalism, translocality and cosmopolitanism, emerge, vary, complicate and rearticulate 

identity. In the following pages I will discuss the areas of distinction and overlap in these areas 

as they pertain to contemporary Cuban diasporic cultural production and the subjects that formed 

through the processes of these generations’ mobilities. The different research questions in fields 

such as Sociology, Anthropology, Political Sciences, History, Law and Cultural Studies are 

based on various bodies of data focused on diverse variables: rights, institutions, micro or macro 

levels, processes and contexts. My research focusses on Cultural Studies literature but also draws 

somewhat on Anthropology and Sociology. The diversity of interpretations of human practices 

asserts the need to think beyond binaries and West-centered outsets to understand their 

dynamics.  

Migration, diaspora and transnationalism are all terms linked to some form of translocality. 

It could be assumed that there is an implicit, necessary transnationalism in the material practice 

and discursive experience of diaspora. Some authors advocate for an understanding of migration 

from a “transnational social field” (Levitt and Schiller 2004, Brettell and Holiffield 2008). 
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However, a migrant experience, even within the same nation —which would imply a non-

transnational movement— could generate a diasporic state or consolidate the conditions for a 

diaspora space (Brah 2004). Movements from rural areas to cosmopolitan environments and 

vice versa or settlements in cities other than the one(s) recognized as home(s) prompt new 

relocations and revisions of the notions of homing, being and belonging. The subjects of interest 

of this research will be then not only translocal but also transnational subjects (the political 

implications of the concept of nation-state being still important to the analysis) who —after 

having gone through a form of migration— will encounter and participate in diasporic 

experiences. The majority of them will be first-generation migrants that have moved from the 

island of Cuba in the post-2000 period. 

 

1.2.3 A World in Motion: Migration, Translocality and Space/Place  

 

As well as diaspora and transnationalism, migration is considered a challenge to the 

structure of sovereign nation-states. When it takes place across countries’ borders it becomes a 

form of transnationalism. Migration has been a term historically used in social sciences to define 

kinetic pathways and routes of human life and their relation to global and local economies, 

development, politics, culture, social dynamics, and so forth (Castles and Miller 2009, Faist 

2000). The concept is frequently utilized to identify demographic conditions engaging 

approaches to the variability of labour markets, trade, brain drain, e-migration, im-migration, 

out-migration, counter- or return migration: all movements from and to different places of origin 

and settlement. The term has also been accompanied by different adjectives such as the recent 

notions of diaspora migration (Shuval 2000) which principles are linked to theoretical discourses 
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on transnationalism and globalization, and transnational migration (Schiller et al. 1995, Duany 

2011) that changes univocal immigrants to multi-located transmigrants. Travel agents, lawyers, 

people smugglers, document forgers and the like are agents of the so-called “migration industry.” 

They create networks in which migrant population participate on regular basis (Castles 2000, 

272; Portes and deWind 2007, 13). 

This multiple rationale enhances numerous acts of bordering and involves different kinds of 

migrant experience: temporary, permanent, transitory, forced and voluntary. Innumerable in-

depth researches have been made on the causes and consequences of human relocations. Exiles, 

asylum seekers, expellees and refugees are migrants generally driven by political reasons. 

Economic reasons urge international workers to follow the structural demands of the global labor 

flow that produces generally new settlements in the Global North proceeding from the Global 

South. There are also, among others, sociocultural causes for the large movement of humans 

from rural areas to over populated metropolis. These displacements have increased dramatically 

in the last twenty years and bring along environmental consequences that gradually challenge the 

sustainability of the planet, occasion impact in population growth and originate changes in the 

urban fabric. Affected regions have witnessed the emergence of transformations in the cityscapes 

—such as gentrification (Lees 2008) and slumification (Davis 2004)— as well as hybridizations 

of societies, new patterns of cultural accommodation and economic developments and flaws.  

Migrant populations are marked by dissimilar forms of organization, agency, development 

and social transformation. Migration can also perpetuate inequality when influencing or defining 

statuses and class. It creates policy-making through legal apparatuses to define types of 

emigrants such as landed, unauthorized, undocumented, clandestine and illegal as well as issues 

concerning citizenship such as deportation, expatriation, and extradition. Rights and civil re-
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conceptions, new rules of border control, the proliferation of cultural diversity and formation of 

ethnic groups also occur in consequence as part of a chaordic glocal phenomenon. It is generally 

people who migrate but sometimes territorial borders do so too, as it happened with the 

fragmentation and/or disappearance of countries such as the USSR, Yugoslavia and Zaire. 

The phenomenon of migration then as a form of displacement, course or trajectory will be a 

fundamental part of my study. A main goal of this project is to illustrate that location —where 

we speak from— influences content —what we say. I will also engage with works of and by 

“imagined communities”, a notion first addressed by Benedict Anderson (1991) and later 

recreated by postcolonial anthropologist Arjun Appadurai who coined the term translocality. In 

his endeavour to go beyond nation-state margins —therefore not using it as a conceptual 

reference—, Appadurai discards the term transnationalism to utilize the concept translocality. He 

employs the more abstract, less politically loaded idea of locale as a standpoint. Interested as he 

is in the geographies of the post-national, for Appadurai the production of locality challenges the 

order and orderliness of the nation-state. As a dimension of social life, as a structure of feeling, 

the construction of locality and its material expression in lived “copresence” faces many 

challenges. The author views locality as “primarily relational and contextual rather than as scalar 

or spatial. (…) [It is] a complex phenomenological quality, constituted by a series of links 

between the sense of social immediacy, the technologies of interactivity, and the relativity of 

contexts. [The main predicate of locality as a category (or subject) that Appadurai seeks to 

explore is] this phenomenological quality, which expresses itself in certain kinds of agency, 

sociality, and reproducibility…” (1996, 178). For him, human motion in the context of the 

crisis of the nation-state encourages the emergence of translocalities. 
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Building on Appadurai’s scholarship and trying to concede an agency-oriented approach to 

transnational migrant experience, Brickell and Datta also argue that  

there is a need to understand translocality in other spaces, places and scales beyond 

the national. Thus we are interested in translocal geographies as a simultaneous 

situatedness across different locales which provide ways of understanding the 

overlapping place-time(s) in migrant everyday lifes. (…) we understand 

translocality as ‘groundedness’ during movement, including those everyday 

movements that are not necessarily transnational (4). 

 

Appadurai’s considerations on the various cultural landscapes that shape contemporary 

societies will be central to my research. His notions of ethnoscapes or “persons who constitute 

the shifting world in which we live: tourists, immigrants, refugees, exiles, guest workers and 

other moving groups and individuals…” (1996, 33) constitute my subjects of study: Cuban 

filmmakers of the diaspora. Their film works —the objects of my research— are mediascapes: 

“image-centered, narrative-based accounts of strips of reality, and what they offer to those who 

experience and transform them is a series of elements (…) out of which scripts can be formed of 

imagined lives, their own as well as those of others living in other places” (35). Both would not 

be possible without the existence of media, channels or —as Appadurai calls them— 

technoscapes: “the global configuration, also ever fluid, of technology and the fact that 

technology both high and low, both mechanical and informational, now moves at high speeds 

across various kinds of previously impervious boundaries” (34). 

Overall, I am interested in how the works of these emerging cineastes represent different 

kinds of connections to space and place according to contexts, to the particular experience of the 

filmmakers as migrant subjects and to the narratives of the films themselves.3 I seek to examine 

the ways in which these authors are indistinctly practicing translocality, transnationality and 

                                                                 
3 I will be using the words cineaste, filmmaker and film artist interchangeably. I am basing the usage on the first 

meaning of the term cineaste in the Oxford Dictionary —“a filmmaker”—, and not in the acceptation that defines it 

as cinephile —“person who is fond of or knowledgeable about the cinema.” See 

www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/cineaste for more information.  
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globality in order to either resist or raise awareness on the authority of the institution of the 

nation-state. They will do so in relation to their networks, references and multiple possibilities of 

place-making vis-à-vis a new set of economics and politics insofar as they have to physically 

move between an island nation and foreign countries. I will use the notion of translocality 

offered by Appadurai, especially when many times the filmmakers under analysis are more 

interested in the reflection on locales “here and now” than in specific, national territories. 

However, although Appadurai’s fundamental anti-statism reveals a position of resistance against 

nationalistic burdens and constraints, forms of domination and control devices it is impossible to 

overlook the relevance of government authority, power relations and hegemony when analyzing 

cultural production. Translocality does not really signify an erasure of the nation-state as its 

existence remains a bearer of power and knowledge, and a definer of collective identities with 

established rules, policies and borders.  

My analysis is contextualized by the work of several social geographers. Interpretations are 

informed by Doreen Massey’s concepts of geographies of responsibility (2004) and relational 

possibilities of the spatial (2005), Marc Augé’s idea of non-places (1995), David Harvey’s 

understandings of the right to the city (2008), and Saskia Sassen’s readings of the urban fabric in 

the global digital age (Sassen 2007 and 2008), among others. Different analysis of the production 

of locality have also been useful for my work (Conradson and McKay 2007, Hepp 2009, Brickell 

and Datta 2011, Banerjee 2011). This literature has helped me to explore the material and 

discursive dimensions of identity, i.e. the agency of place in Cuban globalized filmmaking. I 

approached these authors’ understandings of both notions of place and space, and put these 

analyses in dialogue with what is happening in the films. Reflections on space/place are present 

across all chapters. I synthesize and evaluate information acquired during the interviews that I 
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conducted to develop different aspects of the filmmakers’ forms of belonging cinematographic 

influences, and institutional settings.  

Theories that engage with the cultural scopes of the concepts “place” and “space” have 

analyzed them as two opposite dimensions. In her text Geographies of Cubanidad: Place, Race 

and Musical Performance in Contemporary Cuba, Rebecca M. Bodenheimer addresses this 

tendency. She explains that “space [has been] regarded an ‘empty,’ ‘universal,’ and sometimes 

‘alienating’ entity and place [has been] fetishized as the ‘local,’ the comforting, familiar site of 

cultural specificity” (2015). Of course, dealing with these notions as mere dichotomies of 

apparent openness and closure/globality and locality is extremely reductive. However, it 

certainly makes them easy to understand and only then one learns that the biggest mistake would 

be to overlook how these categories are mutually constitutive.  

To understand the spatial dynamics of today’s world one must acknowledge the multiple 

hierarchical scales: local, national, regional, global as well as the territorial, cultural and 

economic differences between urban spaces, national capitals, metropolitan centres, and global 

cities. I am particularly interested in how Saskia Sassen has described the latter as sites where the 

category of the national is only partially unbundling. Her approach is interesting insofar as it 

considers elements that both perpetuate localized structures of the nation-state, while recognizing 

the possibilities of the global. For Sassen, “[t]he global city is a border zone where the old 

spatialities and temporalities of the national and the new ones of the global digital age are 

engaged” (2002, 18). The author also criticizes the dominant narratives of globalization, that 

prioritize hypermobility and space-time compression, neglecting the fact that they are produced 

with “material and not so mobile facilities and infrastructures” (2002, 19). When analyzing the 

films of this study, this notion of place-unboundedness seemed to clash, if not so much with the 
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subject matters of the stories —many of them deterritorialized or denationalized—, certainly a 

lot with the economic processes involved in the filmmaking practices. How could one overlook 

the difference between producing a film in two global cities as dissimilar as New York and 

Madrid? However, Sassen considers that for those who work in what she calls the 

“microenvironments of certain forms of art,”: “[t]he new network subeconomy of a global city 

occupies a strategic geography that is partly deterritorialized, cuts across borders and connects a 

variety of points on the globe. It occupies only a fraction of its ‘local’ setting…” (Sassen 2002, 

22). This necessary balance between deterritorialization4 and locality is a basic factor that frames 

the contemporary creative industries that Cuban diasporic filmmakers are engaging with in the 

global cities they inhabit. 

 

1.2.4 The Plural Universes of Diaspora and Transnationalism 

 

The politics of most diasporic populations are based on constant practices of unlearning and 

relearning both realities and imaginaries in search for cultural accommodation. Diaspora and 

transnationalism have been studied as descriptive analytic notions, socially constituted 

formations and socio-cultural conditions (Faist 2010). Both terms are tightly linked but also 

present numerous conflicts. Transnationalism is generally related to the neoliberal hegemony of 

                                                                 
4 Deterritorialization is another important concept that readers will find frequently in this text. The term was coined 

in 1972 by Deleuze and Guattari in Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, and later utilized and contested by 

diverse authors (Appadurai 1993, Papastergiadis 2000, Cumaná and Lord 2013). Nikos Papastergiadis considers that 

deterritorialization is a cultural condition of globalization and that digital media are its preferential sources (2000). 

He notes that “[t]he deterritorialization of culture refers to the ways in which people now feel they belong to various 

communities despite the fact that they do not share a common territory with all the other members. It also refers to 

the way that national or even regional culture can no longer be conceived as reflecting a coherent and distinct 

identity” (Papastergiadis, 115-16). Deterritorialization allows for the creation of new cultural links and resist claims 

for a singular authenticity. Thus, it subverts normalized conceptions of thought and behaviour. Not unlike the 

debated meanings of “space”, deterritorialization has been understood as an alienating dimension. However, is it 

only though that abstract process of deterritorialization —commonly associated to “the global” —, that one can 

achieve a new reterritorialization —in the apparently comfortable site of “the local”. The latter, though, “is never 

complete or final, but a constant oscillation” (116). 
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economic activities and processes of the late capitalism era: an avenue of capital for globally 

operated companies and the hypermobility of entrepreneurial formations beyond national 

domains (Robinson 2000 and 2012, Brenner and Theodore 2002). Diasporas, on the other hand, 

raise questions of shared collectivity and memory. Therefore they are invocative of a common 

identity and are usually connected to the historiographies of nations. The authors Jana Evans 

Braziel and Anita Mannur 

differentiate diaspora from nationalism… in that diaspora refers specifically to the 

movement —forced or voluntary— of people from one or more nation-states to 

another. Transnationalism speaks to larger, more impersonal forces —specifically 

those of globalization and global capitalism… While diaspora may be regarded as 

concomitant with transnationalism, or even in some cases consequent of 

transnationalist forces, it may not be reduced to… macroeconomic and technological 

flows. It remains, above all, a human phenomenon —lived and experienced (8).  

 

Having recognized it as manifold, conflictive and situationally shifting, my interest is to 

approach the definition of diaspora as a concept that reveals a type of consciousness and a mode 

of cultural production related to multiple interpretations of home, being and belonging and not 

solely as a social form engaged with large-scale ethnic settlements in specific territories, 

institutional organizations or social mobilizations (Vertovec 1999, Kalra et al. 2005). I will argue 

that the Cuban diasporic experience is led principally by cosmopolitan relations and online 

networks. As it has been noticed: 

Diaspora (…) means to be from one place but of another –a point that (…) is also 

pithily summarized in the title of Paul Gilroy’s influential article ‘It ain’t where 

you’re from, it’s where you’re at’ (1991). The “where you are at” is a combination of 

roots and routes (Gilroy 1993a; Clifford 1994)…. [T]he oscillation between “where 

you are” and “where you have come from” is represented in terms of the routes by 

which you have got somewhere, and the roots you have in a particular place (Kalra et 

al., 29. My emphasis). 

 

Transnational migration is one of the many conditions for diaspora spaces to develop. And 

it seems to be in these diaspora spaces where Cuban filmmakers will cultivate their work. 
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According to Avtar Brah, “the concept of diaspora signals (…) processes of multi-locationality 

across geographical cultural and psychic boundaries” (195) and diaspora spaces are immanent 

intersectionalities of borders and multiple politics of location that constitute a multi-axial 

performativity of power. Her cartographies foreground the genealogies of dispersal with those of 

‘staying put’. Diaspora spaces mark “the intersectionality of contemporary conditions of 

transmigrancy of people, capital, commodities and culture. It addresses the realm where 

economic, cultural and political effects of crossing/transgressing different ʻbordersʼ are 

experienced; where contemporary forms of transcultural identities are constituted; and where 

belonging and otherness is appropriated and contested” (242).  

By the same token, several notions of diaspora prove inadequate to describe this research’s 

subjects and objects of study. Some authors relate diasporic populations not only to ethnic but 

also religious groups and communities (Cohen 2008, Faist 2010). Maybe due to the secular 

character of the Cuban Revolution, religious institutions do not play a relevant role in migrant 

incorporation abroad, especially for the post-2000 generation.5 Therefore these organizations are 

usually not counterbalances for neither positive nor negative receptions of Cuban migrants in 

host societies. For most of Cubans scattered in the world there are no visible “new kinds of 

organizations and collectivities that step in to fill the gap left by the changing state” (Levitt and 

Schiller 2004, 1019). I hope this work helps to make the collectivities of the Cuban diaspora —if 

they actually exist— more visible. It may also contribute to the creation of new ones.  

                                                                 
5 The Catholic Church in the specific case of the Cuban exile community in the United States did provide a space for 

incorporation and engagement in the diaspora from the 1960s through the 1980s. “Though Cuban exiles are often 

thought of as a mostly secular community, Catholicism did affect the way many thought about their experiences. IN 

recreating their community in exile, which they at first considered merely temporary, Catholics linked faith and 

nationality as inseparable aspects of their identity and viewed Christianity generally as the obvious ideological 

counterpoint to the communist regime on the island” (Poyo, 286-7). For a greater perspective on this topic, see 

Gerald Eugene Poyo. Cuban Catholics in the United States, 1960-1980: Exile and Integration. 
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If we agree on the importance of the time-dimension in the understanding of diaspora, the 

employment of the term then becomes controversial in this analysis. Diaspora generally entails 

long term settlements that involve more than one generation. The Cuban diasporic filmmakers 

that will have a leading role in this study are neither second generation immigrants nor overtly 

religious citizens. They are young adults who lived in Cuba at least until the arrival of the 21st 

Century and it is unknown whether they have gathered around philanthropic organizations, 

religious groups or associations of settled migrants. Still, due to that situation they are not 

particularly deterritorialized citizens but instead —this examination will try to sustain— delve 

into new forms of multi-territorialization.  

 If the idea of internationalism referred to a more bilateral state-to-state relation, 

transnationalism entails the transgression of state borders in a rhyzomatic manner. In certain 

fields such as Economics, Politics and Global Studies transnationalism speaks of the 

development of global-market based multinational corporations, the work of worldwide 

governmental and non-governmental organizations and the improvement of communication and 

transportation technologies (Castles 2000). This has fueled the formation of a transnational 

capitalist class and multi-countries systems of capitalist exploitation. Vertovec acknowledges 

that “nation-states have been radically challenged, if not changed, by processes and phenomena 

surrounding the emergence of complex new global economic patterns, regional pacts, 

multilateral agreements and coalition military interventions” (Portes and deWind, 157). All of 

this occurs in the realm of transnationality. However, some American scholars suggest that, even 

if they “stipulate that transnationalism is a notion underpinned by the goals of the U.S. state or 

multinational corporations, its possibilities are multiple, and so are its histories” (Briggs et al., 

627).  
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Of course, this circumstance has impacted the historiography of Humanities when posing 

another challenge: the inevitable merging in the neoliberal order that rules the world of today. It 

is a hard endeavour to escape everyday processes and models of incorporation to neoliberalism 

and to find possibilities of contestation that lead to actual decolonizing change. David-Fox, for 

example, acknowledges the limits of transnational research in the context of a socialist regime. 

For him “a focus on moments of international contact alone cannot fully inquire into how 

consumption functioned within a deep context framed in part by ‘socialist industry,’ the black 

market, popular attitudes, and the culture of shortages —in short, the space ‘between ideology 

and the everyday’ (903). This approach is indispensable to understand the Cuban context and its 

specific underlying forces and contradictions. The growing distance between the political 

discourse of a self-declared socialist government and the challenges of people’s everyday life; 

the huge constrasts between education and income; and the circumstance of being islanders who 

live in a cash economy without wide Internet access are some of the fundamental conflicts that 

Cubans face everyday.    

Although highly contested —especially by indigenous populations— it is mainly through 

transnational migration that countries such as Canada and Australia have claimed 

multiculturalism and democracy. This view is based on the approach to transnational connections 

as forged not only by business and politics but also by culture and media. Contrary to most 

visions of diaspora the realm of the transnational deals with recent migrant flows, networks and 

mobility. In this sense transnationalism fits the conceptual interest of this study. For some 

authors transnationalism is a broader term than diaspora. Thomas Faist argues that “(…) while 

diaspora studies have mainly spoken to issues of cultural distinctiveness and its relevance for 
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religious communities, nationhood and also social practices such as entrepreneurship, 

transnational studies have come to focus on issues of mobility and networks” (2010, 17).  

There have been attempts to decolonize or de-neoliberalize the term transnationalism by 

authors who —when theorizing real and imagined, geographical and ideological border-

crossings— defend genealogies that center some meanings of the transnational and displace 

others (David-Fox 2011). A different engagement with the concept is verified through its 

connections to notions such as those of migrant transnationalism (Portes et al. 2007, Vertovec 

2009), transnational social spaces (Pries 2001, Faist and Özveren 2004), grounded 

transnationalism (Brickell and Datta 2011), transnational civil society (Batliwala and Brown 

2006) and the thought-provoking cultural locations of transnationalism: minor transnationalism 

(Lionnet and Shih 2005) or transnationalism “from below” (Smith and Guarnizo 1998) both 

deployed in opposition to dominant or mainstream forms of transnationalism. In this sense, 

transnationalism can also signify a philosophical locus in opposition to the organizing power of 

the nation-state. It is not simply a category of analysis but also a type of identity, a process of 

becoming, a relational position both in terms of where one leaves and where one arrives. 

One cannot overemphasize the importance of what Appadurai (1993) calls “works of the 

imagination” in the construction of identity and communities. Influenced by the digitalization of 

media and compelled by coproduction needs, a new generation of diasporic Cuban film artists 

have managed to build networks beyond and across borders, and innovative ways to produce 

transcultural spaces. Their creative interventions in cultural contact zones away from home 

address local social articulations and dialectics of everyday life, such as the renegotiation of roles 

in family relations and circuits of professional development within the neoliberal spaces of the 
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21st Century. Their work stands for non-centralized, alternative modes of film production of 

interstitial, artisanal or “accented” filmmaking (Naficy 1999 and 2001).  

A concrete pragmatic aspect of the different spaces of translocality is the political economy 

through which Cuban diasporic filmmakers are producing work. I seek to note different scales of 

funding they are working with since budgets come from multiple sources: film and academic 

institutions, private investors, non-governmental organizations, self-financing and crowdfunding 

projects in the new localities. These funding processes will not only facilitate the production of 

the film but it will also sometimes contribute to its circulation in academic and local circuits. 

In the attempt to map these filmmakers’ imagined journeys from and to the Island I will 

engage with the notion of diasporic transnationalism (Georgiou 2006, Tölölyan 2010, Faist 

2010) which will concern both their recent rhyzomatic networks of transnational cultural 

activities and their reproductions of home and citizenship. This is a notion in which 

considerations of subjectivity play a major role in framing “an ethics, a politics, and aspirations 

that have to do with identity and the collective self (Tölölyan, 39). I will approach these artists’ 

cultural engagement not only with the triadic relation between their homeland, local 

communities in the places of settlements and other diasporic groups in host societies but I will 

also try to identify their contribution to a recent Cuban diasporic experience in the world of 

online connectivities. The multiplicity of their routes will complicate the paradigms of the 

nation-building project in an arguably post-revolutionary moment of transition for Cuban culture 

and society that now seeks to accommodate to the demands of the 21st Century transcending the 

once-inflexible borders of the state.  

I will also engage with Rossi Braidotti’s notion of nomadic subjects which she emphasizes 

as opposed to the images of both the migrant and the exile. In her conception: “[t]he nomad does 
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not stand for homelessness or compulsive displacement; it is rather a figuration for the kind of 

subject who has relinquished all idea, desire and nostalgia for fixity. It expresses the desire for an 

identity made of transitions, successive shifts, and coordinated changes without an essential 

unity” (57). This spirit of adjustability and the dynamics of integration to and rejection of 

specific spaces is crucial to understanding the forms of Cuban women’s diasporic cinema that 

will be discussed extensively in Chapter 3. 

Overall, this research will understand the notion of diaspora as a mode of resistance against 

hegemonic cultures and against the structural power of the nation-state. Diasporas, and the 

spaces they create help to subvert ethnic, gendered and racial stereotypes while they unsettle 

expectations such as that of “authenticity.” I find diasporic consciousness to be a common 

element among most of the subjects and objects of this study. The films, whether deploying 

translocality —focusing on what I will call “the nations of identity,” or identity politics as main 

topics and loci above physical geographies— or enagaging in modes of transnational filmmaking 

are also, and esentiallly, diasporic according to Hamid Naficy’s notion, to be further discussed in 

this chapter. I will use the terms “transnational” and “translocal” to refer, to the economics of 

these modes of filmmaking as well as to their aesthetic/thematic interest.  

 

1.2.5 Cuba in the Diaspora  

 

Cuba’s insularity is geographical and historical but most importantly political since it 

became the only nation with a proclaimed socialist regime in “the West” in the early 1990s. The 

country’s history is signed by colonialism and economic dependency. First, it was guided by the 

Eurocentrism of the Spanish colonizer, then by the Americanization imposed by governors 
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manipulated by the USA in the early 20th Century and later by a process of Sovietization after the 

Cuban Revolution in 1959. This process turned an anti-imperialist rebellion into socialist power 

and inaugurated a new way of Cuban nationalism with projects such as the Ley de Reforma 

Agraria (Agrarian Reform Law) in 1959 and the Campaña de Alfabetización (Literacy Campain) 

in 1961. After the fall of the Soviet bloc and its economic subsidies to Cuba in the early 1990s, 

the country delved into the so-called Período Especial en Tiempo de Paz (Special Period in Time 

of Peace). This was the beginning of a post-Cold War era of dramatic scarcity and social crisis 

characterized by an “economy of survival” and by the intensification of the US blockade which 

led to many social transformations distanced from the utopian conception that the Revolution 

envisioned for the Cuban society. The crisis turned tourism into the country’s main source of 

income and stimulated a new wave of massive exodus of Cubans.  

Tourism and dual currency created a new experience of socialism, in which the black market 

continued to coexist with private businesses and foreign investment. The legalization of the use 

of foreign money created a huge divide among those who could and those who could not access 

material goods in a currency other than the devaluated Cuban peso. Another massive migration 

followed: that of the labor forces to the tourism industry. Prostitution reached levels never 

experienced before under Fidel Castro’s regime. Social differentiation began to replace civil 

uniformity. Guevara’s ideal of the “New Man” —a model of Latin American citizenship that 

advocated class struggle and emphasized the creation of a consciousness driven by moral rather 

than material motivations (Guevara 1965)— became a notion in crisis after 1990. As it 

transformed, it provoked more than one contesting analysis of its legacy, currency and relevance 

(Berg 2004, Serra 2004).   
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If very little has been written about the Cuban diasporas by researchers and intellectuals on 

the Island, there exists a large literary corpus on Cuba’s population flow created overseas, 

particularly in the United States, and more specifically by Cuban American scholars. Cuba in the 

Special Period: Culture and Ideology in the 1990s edited by Ariana Hernández-Reguant is a 

collection of essays that offers a multidisciplinary evaluation of this time. Since there is a before 

and after this epoch in Cuban history, this text has become a fundamental reference in the field of 

post-1990 Cuban Studies. It discusses the existence of a “Special Period culture” through several 

chapters devoted to concerns linked to foreign commerce, plural notions of nationality, religious 

practices and transnational publics in music, literature, theater, visual arts and film and media. 

Cuba’s gradual opening to the global markets of mass culture in those times of difficulty affected 

artistic creation thematically and aesthetically. It also permitted the emergence of new social 

subjects that were never portrayed by previous generations of Cuban artists. The collection 

provides new possible openings to analyze Cuban cultural production in the context of the 

gradual accommodation of Cuban Socialism to socioeconomic demands of the contemporary 

globalized world, which is the context in which post-2000 diasporic Cuban cinema is conceived. 

This context might be regarded as one of confrontation between Socialism and Neoliberalism but 

the country’s many transitional stages in the slow and still ongoing processes of adjustment — 

which distance the Cuban experience from that of other Socialist nations— outline contradictions 

and pose innumerable questions that might render inadequate the term Neoliberalism to 

understand the reality of today’s Cuba just yet. (Ariana Hernández Reguant’s essay on the 

problematic of locating Cuba on the Caribbean and Latin American map will be further 

discussed in Chapter 4 of this thesis).    
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Although most of the scholarship that deals with Cuban diasporic experiences has been 

produced in the United States, for the majority of the authors writing in Damián Fernández’s 

Cuba Transnational, the sense of Cuba’s transnationality extends beyond the movements of 

people to the USA, and specifically to the state of Florida. This allows for a rupture with the 

polarized image of Cuban migrancy, even though the text was created in the context of the so-

called ‘Miami bubble’. Published shortly after, The Portable Island: Cubans at Home in the 

World by Ruth Behar and Lucía M. Suárez is authored by members of an even larger community 

that imagines Cuba not as a country but as a geo-emotional condition, a haunted space that is 

hard to let go. The figure of the island as a transportable, mobile homeland than one carries 

everywhere —a space that reiterates itself in our lives as an echo— is one of the greatest 

contributions of this anthology. Behar understands that “[i]n the twenty-first century, travel 

defines us: travelling beyond the confines of the island; staying, returning, caught in between; 

here (Cuba) and there (no longer only the United States)” (9).  

In her introductory section, “Our Memories, Ourselves,” Suárez presents a comprehensive 

overview of the different analysis of the conditions under and locations to which Cubans had 

moved in the previous nearly 50 years. She begins with the multiple waves of massive exodus of 

Cubans to the United States as she comments on the work of Cuban American sociologist Silvia 

Pedraza who defined four specific migratory waves, consistent in other literatures as well (de la 

Campa 2000, Duany 2011).6 The first one, was formed essentially by member of Cuba’s elite 

who left the country between 1959 and 1964 for their profound anti-Castro politics. She named 

them “those who wait,” since they waited for the system to be overthrown as the only warranty 

of their desired return. Something that Pedraza and Suárez do not refer to is that during those 

                                                                 
6 Not every author recognizes the 1965 Camarioca wave, but the other three are well-described in various literary 

sources. For further personal stories about these migration patterns and epochs, consult Román de la Campa’s Cuba 

on my Mind: Journeys to a Severed Nation.  
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years also the Operation Peter Pan organized by the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) caused 

the migration of over 14 thousand children from Cuba. They were sent away by their parents 

who believed the fake rumor that the Castro communist government would take away their 

parental custody. Although they separated with the promise of soon return, many never saw each 

other again.  

The second wave, “those who escaped,” consisted of Cuba’s petite bourgeoisie who went to 

Miami in 1965 from the port of Camarioca. These migrants became escapees from the “newly 

imposed food rationing and stringent government and social control, while seeking economic 

opportunities they did not feel were available to them in revolutionary Cuba” (10). From the port 

of Mariel in 1980 a third mass exodus occurred. Considered by the Cuban government as 

antisocial scum, the so-called Marielitos were more diverse groups in terms of class and racial 

identities. Many were members of the working class or released from Cuban jails and mental 

institutions. And also many more black and mestizo Cubans integrated this particular exodus. 

They comprised, according to Pedraza, “those who search” for better opportunities.7 After the 

fall of the Berlin wall, the collapse of the Soviet bloc and its economic support to Cuba, a fourth 

and final massive wave was generated. This latest exodus reached its peak with the balsero crisis 

in 1994. They were delineated by Pedraza as “those who despair” facing the conditions of the 

Special Period.8 

                                                                 
7 In the history of Cuba’s migratory waves to the United States there was a “before and after” the Mariel Boatlift. It 

is impossible to overlook the complex social discussions that this event put on the table, especially in relation to the 

gay and black communities who migrated due to repression in Cuba given the government’s attempts to achieve 

extreme equalitarianism on the Island. Gays were usually sent to Unidades Militares de Apoyo a la Producción 

(UMAP, Military Units to Aid Production) and AfroCubans were prevented from any recognition or display of their 

religious beliefs that “clashed” with the dialectic materialism that ruled Cuban society in the 1970s. The boatlift also 

affected the American economy and society in terms of demographics, class structures, labour and employment 

opportunities, and it certainly changed the “white” and “wealthy” image of the Cuban exiles from the previous 

generations. 
8 For further reference on this topic, see Pedraza’s 2007 book Political Disaffection in Cuba’s Revolution and 

Exodus and the 1996 text “Cuba’s Refugees: Manifold Migrations,” in the compilation Origins and Destinies: 

Immigration, Race and Ethnicity in America by Rubén G. Rumbaut and Pedraza herself. 
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While it is still insufficient, there is some scholarship that focuses on people’s relocations 

from Cuba to places in the world other than the United States. Although there are large groups of 

scattered Cuban population in Europe and South America, their modes of re-settlement and the 

renegotiation of their citizenship in those spaces have only recently begun to be explored. I 

discussed this literature in some depth in my Qualifying Examination where I mentioned Mette 

Louise Berg’s contribution Diasporic Generations: Memory, Politics, and Nation among Cubans 

in Spain (2011) and La diáspora cubana en México: terceros espacios y miradas excéntricas 

written (2008) by Tanya N. Weimer. Both texts focus on Cuban migration to Spain and Mexico 

respectively. In her review, Suárez also refers to José A. Cobas and Jorge Duany’s Cubans in 

Puerto Rico: Ethnic Economy and Cultural Identity and to Holly Ackerman’s “Different 

Diasporas: Cubans in Venezuela. 1959-1998,” written for Andrea O’Reilly Herrera’s key 

anthology Cuba: Idea of a Nation Displaced. With this latter text, O’Reilly proposes a collection 

of several research projects conducted also around multiple Cuban diasporas in different 

countries of the world.9  

                                                                 
9 Other scholars, though, have focused on the study of Cubans in spaces others than the United States. German-

Cuban connections are profoundly discussed by Professor Jennifer Ruth Hosek in her monograph Sun, Sex, and 

Socialism: Cuba in the German Imaginary. Cuba-USSR cultural relations are also debated in the essays of Jaqueline 

Loss’s edited volume Caviar with Rum: Cuba-USSR and the Post-Soviet Experience. For information on diasporic 

connections between Cuba and China, please, refer to Lok Chun Debra Siu’s “In Search of Latinos in Diaspora: 

Cuban Chinese in New York City” and Emily Lo’s “A Cuban-Chinese Familia,” in Andrea O’Reilly’s Cuba: Idea 

of a Nation Displaced. Also, Rosa María Brandhorst has researched on transnational families in Cuba and Germany. 

Her research analyzes the reconfiguration of power hierarchies within family members and between families. 

Another relevant anthology on the building of Cuba’s bridges beyond the borders of the Island is Catherine Krull’s 

edited volume Cuba in a Global Context: International Relations, Internationalism, and Transnationalism with a 

foreword by historian Louis A. Pérez Jr. In-depth research on the large number of Cuban actors who have migrated 

to Latin American countries, the United States and Spain to work in film and television remains to be done. 

Jackeline Arenal, Mijail Mulkay, Barbaro Marín, Tahimí Alvariño, Rafael Lahera, Rolando Tarajano, René Cruz, 

Anabel Leal, Jorge Cao, Laura Ramos, Caleb Casas, Alberto Pujols, Yarlo Ruiz, Carlos Ever Fonseca are only a few 

names among the dozens of Cuban actors who live in and wok in Colombia today. In Mexico, César Évora, William 

Levy and Francisco Gattorno have played in highly-ranked telenovelas. Laura de la Uz lived in Chile for a while 

before returning to Cuba to participate in some of the most relevant contemporary Cuba films, and Olivia Manrufo 

works currently in Lima, Perú. In the United States, specifically in New York, the three young actresses Annia Bu, 

Idalmis García, Claudia Muñiz are breaking through the theater and playwriting scenes. There, Zulema Clares has 

had a sustained career in the theater troupe Repertorio Español for several years. In Spain, Georbis Martínez, Rubén 

Cortada, Ana de Armas, Vladimir Cruz, among others, have been regularly working since the early 2000s.   
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The compilation summarizes some of the literature about this topic as well. “[T]he vision of 

diaspora I am attempting to portray —states O’Reilly in her introduction— is primarily defined 

by its heterogeneity, its diversity, and (to borrow Antonio Benítez Rojo’s term) its poly-rhythmic 

nature” (6-7). Her intention with this text was to “propose new theoretical approaches to, and 

conceptualizations of, Cuba as a transnation, and move beyond traditional isolationists or 

exceptionalist perspectives or paradigms” (7-8). In anticipation to her monograph, Mette Berg 

had a whole chapter in this anthology which is also briefly mentioned by Lucía M. Suárez in her 

summary. Berg discussed diasporic generations that take into account not so much the age of the 

person at the moment of departure from the Island but it focuses on the historical moment in 

which they leave. These generations, she states, can appropriately be called “the exiles” [who left 

in the 1960s], “the children of the Revolution” [who left during the Mariel Boatlift in 1980], and 

“the migrants” [who fled the economic crisis in despair during the early 1990s]. Something 

relevant that Berg’s text highlights as well is an interesting reflection rarely found elsewhere. In 

general, Latin American exiles in the 1960s and 1970s fled from military regimes and violent 

dictatorships due to their left-wing socialist activism. In the case of Cubans, migrants tended to 

be right-wing who stood in opposition to the pro-communist reforms of the Castro government.  

For a long time the extent to which the Cuban diaspora could actually change the functions 

of the state on the Island was limited. To migrate implied a dramatic rupture: a separation that 

entailed radical political opposition or, even worse, forced cultural detachment. Although 

travelling can be a burden or a necessity for people in other parts of the world, Cuba is a complex 

example of how the Global South mobility can be a form of agency.10 The militarization of the 

travel and emigration system, visa restrictions and exit permits reaffirmed the authority and 

                                                                 
10 Authors such as Sinclair and Cunningham have regarded migrancy as a form of agency and reject the image of the 

migrant as a cultural victim (2000). 
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centrality of the nation-state as a control strategy necessary to maintain the regime. Since the 

government still does not recognize dual citizenship, the loss of legal rights in the birthplace — 

i.e. ownership, suffrage and possibilities to run for public office— also distanced those Cubans 

who decided to leave. This position affirmed the absolutist notion: “within the Revolution, 

everything; outside the Revolution, nothing” proclaimed by Fidel Castro in his 1961 speech 

“Words to the Intellectuals”. However, the Cuban Revolution has been for a while now in a 

process of reformulation of its main discussions. Even the political leader of the nation 

recognized the disfunctionality of the economic model (Milke 2010). The new migratory 

regulations proclaimed on October 16, 2012 allow Cubans to travel abroad without requiring exit 

permit from the government is a step towards a more flexible transnationalization of the Cuban 

migratory experience. Perhaps a moment will arrive in which notions such as defecting and exile 

will no longer be applicable.  

 In my work I will address the issue of how diasporic transnationalism alters the notion of 

the “authentic” Cubanness being possessed by Cubans on and off the Island. Looking at the 

nation as historical and political narration, this thesis also aims to explore “the correlative myth 

of authenticity, which determines who can and cannot speak about exile and loss” (O’Reilly, 5). I 

will notice the many dilemmas around the levels of proximity to Cubannes and the locatedness 

of nationalism usually defined by links of blood, birth, citizenship and lived experience under 

Cuba’s political administration. But more importantly, I seek to explore the itineraries that 

precede and follow the mediated spatialities of diasporic filmmakers, how they become members 

of the ‘digital’ diaspora developed through media technology and online networks (Georgiou 

2006, Everett 2009, Brinkerhoff 2009). 
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Identity in relation to gender, race and social class are a fundamental part of what diaspora 

is. I am interested in the many tensions of identity that happen because of the migrant experience 

and I attempt to engage with how gendered spaces and performativity connect with the idea of 

diasporic consciousness. I also wonder how people are racialized differently in Cuba and 

elsewhere and what films are doing about the expressive dimensions of race and racial meaning 

in the different locations they re-create. I will attempt to trace some of the manifold paths of 

Cuban network-based cinematographic authorship and its political economy beyond the limits of 

the Island by outlining the politics of place as a guideline for analytical discourse. I plan to 

investigate the new social characters populating the films and to scrutinize the audiovisual 

translations of the foreign cityscapes encountered by Cuban cinematographic eyes –which have 

oftentimes been represented in contrast with their own visions of Havana. 

I agree with Stuart Hall’s recognition “that we all speak from a particular place, out of a 

particular story, out of a particular experience, a particular culture (…). We are all (…) ethnically 

located and our ethnic identities are crucial to our subjective sense of who we are” (1996, 447). 

However, the multiplicity of our roots, the hybrid nature of who we are advocates for a more 

inclusive understanding of our personal and collective identities. In the section “Los factores 

humanos de la Cubanidad” [“The Human Factors of Cubanness’] of the book Cuban 

Counterpoint, Tobacco and Sugar, Fernando Ortiz defined the neologism transculturation. A 

notion that seems to remain the most valid concept to “express the highly varied phenomena that 

have come about in Cuba as a result of the extremely complex transmutations of culture that 

have taken place (…) [on the Island], and without a knowledge of which it is impossible to 

understand the evolution of the Cuban folk, either in the economic or in the institutional, legal, 

ethical, religious, artistic, linguistic, psychological, sexual, or other aspects of its life” (1995, 98). 
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Today the new cultural subjects presented by Cuban filmmakers who engage in forms of 

diasporic transnationalism become as multiple as the sundry spaces they have inserted 

themselves in. Their history and genealogy will be rooted in Cuba but they will produce real and 

imagined geographies specific to the new contexts.   

 

1.2.6 Exile, Diaspora, Transnationalism in the Movies 

 

This section will comment on how the diasporic experience has been analyzed by different 

scholars in the field of Film and Media Studies. It will also refer to the work of the few authors 

who have written about Cuban contemporary cinema from an exilic point of view. An essayist 

whose work will be a sort of spinal column throughout my whole thesis is Hamid Naficy, a 

diasporic Iranian film critic, researcher and archivist. In his critical book An Accented Cinema: 

Exilic and Diasporic Filmmaking (2001) Naficy outlines the difference between three kinds of 

accented films and filmmakers that compose diasporic, exilic and ethnic cinemas. Although the 

characteristics of these three modes of filmmaking are not all-encompassing and can be easily 

interchanged, he notices how ethnic filmmaking is, generally, the result of the cultural work of 

second generation migrant film artists who engage ethnic communities in the new hostlands. The 

myth of authenticity and the insider/outsider approach become a particularly interesting scope 

from which to approach these kinds of films as they can generate heated controversy among 

diverse ethnic spectatorships. Mira Nair’s Salaam Bombay! (1988), for instance, produced 

contrasting opinions upon release. Western audiences regarded the film as a true portrayal of 

Indian marginal street children’s lives while Indians, both at home and in the diaspora, criticized 

it for “not sufficiently presenting the ‘good’ India or the whole of India to outsiders… Having 
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faced historical discrimination, hostility, and stereotyping, ethnic communities are highly 

sensitive to how they are represented by both outsider and insider filmmakers. They often feel 

protective and proprietary about their ʻimage,ʼ sometimes even defensive…” (Naficy 2001, 69 

and 64) The cases of Vietnamese American filmmaker Trinh Minh-ha’s documentaries 

Reassemblage: From the Firelight to the Screen (1983) and Naked Spaces: Living is Round 

(1985) about Senegalese rural communities and Mira Nair’s parody film The Pérez Family 

(1995) about Cuban immigrants in the United States starring a full cast of American actors such 

as Marisa Tomei, Alfred Molina, Anjelica Huston and Chazz Palminteri are some of the 

examples discussed by Naficy. He concludes that “accented filmmakers are structurally 

outsiders, however much they desire to be considered insiders, either within their own native 

culture or in the host societies” (70). 

Exilic filmmaking, on the other hand, is more traditional in terms of aesthetics and story 

lines and there is an obsession with the homeland as the filmmakers face the impossibility of 

and, therefore, an intense desire to return. Their relationship to the homeland occurs, then, in 

strictly political terms and it engages with issues where duality and polarity have main relevance. 

Narratives of retrospection, loss and absence and the filmmakers’ tendency to represent the 

homeland and other people more than themselves is often found in these movies. The resulting 

films also tend to be long features11 made with bigger budgets by older, more established 

filmmakers. Conversely, diasporic cinemas are usually more experimental, broad in scope and 

they focus on the plurality, multiplicity and hybridity of mobility and networks. The filmmaker’s 

                                                                 
11 Short, medium-length and feature films are defined by their duration. Some films festival, such as Sundance, do 

not recognize the medium-length film anymore, defining anything under 50 minutes as a short film and over 50 

minutes, a feature. See their 2015 call for submissions here: 

http://www.sundance.org/pdf/submissions/2015_Submissions_FAQ.pdf. However, as I do in this thesis, events such 

as the Visions du Réel – International Documentary Film Festival do acknowledge the medium-length film. Their 

international competition section accepts short films (of up to 30 minutes), medium length films (between 31 and 60 

minutes) and feature films (60 minutes and more). See http://www.imdb.com/news/ni57762740. 
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homeland will be expressed mainly in suggested ways and the process of filmmaking will be 

necessarily collective in both its origination and destination, nurturing a sense of communal 

memory. Inasmuch as diasporic consciousness is horizontal and multi-sited, Naficy’s cinemas of 

the diaspora will involve not only the homeland but also the compatriot communities elsewhere. 

Also, narratives of introspection and self-representation strategies will be regularly used to 

highlight the first-person, authorial stance of the audiovisual product. Naficy writes that 

diasporic filmmakers’ “work is expressed more or in strictly artisanal than in political terms. 

Their films are accented more fully than those of the exiles by the plurality and performativity of 

identity. In short, while binarism and substraction in particular accent exilic films, diasporic 

films are accented more by multiplicity and addition” (14).  

A different category created another crossroad for this research. To begin with, a look at 

non-Cuban examples of filmmakers in the diaspora first could be useful to later focus on the 

Cuban case. If, according to Naficy, “accented cinemas” are generally outside of the dominant 

modes of production and are low-budget, non-commercial, interstitial films, how to define, for 

example, cases such as that of some Latinos in Hollywood? Are the so-called Mexican “three 

amigos”, award-winning Alejandro González Iñárritu, Alfonso Cuarón and Guillermo del Toro 

as well as the Brazilian filmmakers Walter Salles and Fernando Meirelles accented, diasporic or 

ethnic? They have all made films outside of their country of origin and their recent topics are 

rarely related to their homeland. How do their film productions beyond the borders of Mexico 

and Brazil connect with the three notions defined by Naficy? Further literature was useful for the 

purpose of clarifying this question. In their text “Concepts of Transnational Cinema: Towards a 

Critical Transnationalism in Film Studies”, Will Higbee and Song Hwee Limb define three 

modes of transnational filmmaking. The first one “focuses on the national/transnational binary, 
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which sees the national model as ‘limiting’, while the transnational becomes a subtler means of 

understanding cinema’s relationship to the cultural and economic formations that are rarely 

contained within national boundaries. Such an approach tends to focus on questions of 

production, distribution and exhibition...” (9). According to the authors, this notion tends to 

obscure imbalances of power and the politics of difference created in spaces such as the diaspora. 

The second approach supports a reflection on the transnational as a regional phenomenon. It does 

so by scrutinizing national cinemas and film cultures concerned with geo-political borders and/or 

common cultural heritages. Chinese, European and Nordic cinemas are the examples used in the 

texts quoted by the authors. Finally, Will Higbee and Song Hwee Limb observe a third approach 

that prioritizes Hamid Naficy’s (2001) and Laura Marks’s (2000) theorization on diasporic 

cinema.12 Naficy and Marks  

appear reluctant to employ the term ‘transnational’, preferring to think of these films 

and film-makers as ‘inter-’ (intercultural or interstitial, respectively) rather than 

‘trans’. (…) Naficy settles on ‘accented cinema’, jettisoning his earlier formulation of 

‘independent transnational genre’ (Naficy 1996). (…) [B]oth Naficy (10) and Marks 

(18) locate diasporic and postcolonial cinemas firmly on the margins of 

national/transnational cinema production in both artistic and economic terms. This 

deliberate focus on experimental and interstitial film-making (…), while reflecting the 

fact that ethnic minority and diasporic filmmaking continue to be marginalized within 

the West, cannot account for the recent mainstreaming of diasporic or postcolonial 

filmmakers such as Garinder Chadha in Britain or Merzak Allouache, Rachid 

Bouchareb and Djamel Bensalah in France” (Higbee and Limb, 13).13  

 

In the following chapters, I will be engaging essentially with Higbee and Limb’s third mode 

of transnational filmmaking. Although with a focus on Naficy’s notion of interstitial, authorial 

filmmaking practice this research attempts to include all exilic, ethnic, transnational and accented 

cinemas made by Cubans living off the Island in the 21st Century, inside the consideration 
                                                                 
12 Laura Marks’s text uses a Deleuzian framework to develop the term intercultural cinema made with scant 

financial resources by filmmaker in the diaspora. Her reflections concentrate on the sense knowledge that is 

transformed upon movement between cultures. She advocates for a multisensory, affective cinema involved with the 

memory of things, images, touch and sense above the essential ocularity privileged by the Western hegemonic 

culture. 
13 Insterstitial filmmaking can certainly not account either for the work of the “Three amigos”, Meirelles and Salles. 
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“cinemas of the diaspora.” For the most part these could be also considered as accented cinemas 

of the Cuban diaspora, student films, or films made with low budget, non-commercial, with little 

or no distribution. In this sense, my thesis will be exploring Cuban accented cinemas whether 

they deal or not with metanarratives of the nation. I will also be using the term non-national to 

analyze films that not only have transcended the borders of a specific national territory, but also 

where no nation-state is defined whatsoever in straightforward attempts to denationalize their 

narratives. Places are not named and borders are not referred to in those films. The stories are 

engaged in globality by erasing physical location from the cinematic discourse. I believe that a 

deterritorialized way of cultural production that is not representative of the homeland is also a 

way of positioning oneself as a citizen in relation to the nation, to a region, to the planet. Those 

are the new forms of spatial political identity that I will attempt to reveal in each segment of this 

thesis according to what the films show and what the filmmakers say when asked the question: 

do you consider yourself a Cuban filmmaker? To understand this matter one must take into 

account “[t]he diversity and asymmetrical power relations or indices of differentiation (…) that 

exist among the various groups and generation within the Diaspora” (O’Reilly, 3). 

 

1.2.7 Cuban Cinema Studies in the Global North 

 

Cuba’s cinematographic tradition after 1959 is based on the principles of Third Cinema, 

strongly influenced by the Italian Neorealism and the French Nouvelle Vague. Third Cinema 

narratives and aesthetics began on the Island with the creation of the Instituto Cubano de Arte 

Industria Cinematográficos (Cuban Film Institute, ICAIC)14, supported by Julio García 

                                                                 
14 The first time that I refer to Cuban intuitions of film and media in every chapter, I will state their name in Spanish 

and then provide the English translation and initials by which I will continue to interchangeably nominate them 
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Espinosa’s manifesto “For an Imperfect Cinema” (1969), a filmmaking practice that “finds a new 

audience in those who struggle, (…) rejects exhibitionism [and] (…) is no longer interested in 

quality of technique” (Espinosa, 80, 81 and 82). The 1960s was the era of the film manifestos in 

Latin America. Also in 1969, Fernando Solanas and Octavio Getino published “Towards a Third 

Cinema: Notes and Experiences for the Development of a Cinema of Liberation in the Third 

Word” in Argentina. And earlier in the decade, Glauber Rocha, leader of the Cinema Novo in 

Brazil, had written “Aesthetic of Hunger” (1965). These three texts advocated for a form of 

filmmaking that had a Marxist, anti-colonialist and anti-imperialist core stance. Connected to this 

new cinema of the “Third World” or “Thirdspace”, as Edward Soja would put it, a few years 

later Jorge Sanjinés, founded the cinema group Ukamau as well. The indigenous collective 

highlighted the issue of first nation’s cultures particularly in Bolivia and reflected on the 

“Problems of Form and Content in Revolutionary Cinema” (1979). This low-budget mode of 

filmmaking was not only political but ideological and emphasized the relevance of the notion of 

authorship by challenging linear narrative structures. It had a truly anti-Hollywood spirit and 

proposed an alternative to Eurocentric theories.15 The continuities of and the ruptures with the 

legacies of the generation of Cuban filmmakers who engaged in Third/Imperfect cinema practice 

in the 1960s through the 1980s will be examined at different points throughout this text. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                               
throughout the section. For example, I use Instituto Cubano de Arte e Industria Cinematográficos (Cuban Film 

Institute, ICAIC) in my first reference and then I will use both Cuban Film Institute and ICAIC when referring to 

this institution.  
15 To date, Unthinking Eurocentrism: Multiculturalism and the Media (1994) by Ella Shohat and Robert Stam is one 

of the most relevant contributions to Third Cinema theory. The book weaves the historiography of the movement 

and its expansion to other areas of world cinema. It also brings about the “miserabilism”, as Stam nominates it, of 

the first films produced by the early generation of “Thirdworldist” filmmakers. Also, their texts in Rethinking Third 

Cinema edited by Anthony R. Gunerarte and Wimal Dissanayake (2003) shed light on the aesthetics of hybridity, 

the sort of syncretism or aesthetic transculturation that occurs in movement with a younger group of more global 

cineastes (Stam) and on the gendered experiences and discourses that function as counternarratives of the nation 

(Shohat).  
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A whole body of literature by scholars in the Anglophone academy has focused on Cuban 

cinema post-1959. First published in 1985 under the title The Cuban Image, Michael Chanan’s 

Cuban Cinema is the first English-written monograph on the history of national audiovisual 

production since the 1930s until the 1990s. It combines an overview of sociological and political 

contexts in Cuba with analysis of mainstream cinema. The cultural policies of the Cuban Film 

Institute and the importance of the Havana Film Festival as a space of cultural promotion and 

exchange are also explained in detail in Chanan’s research. As well as feature films, this edition 

scrutinizes Cuban documentary movies like those produced by the Noticiero ICAIC 

Latinoamericano (ICAIC Latin American Newsreels) a vital component of the so-called Escuela 

Documental Cubana (Cuba Documentary School) that emerged in the 1960s led by filmmakers 

such as Sara Gómez, Nicolás Guillén Landrián and Santiago Álvarez.  

More recently, the significant studies On Location in Cuba: Street Filmmaking during Times 

of Transition (2009) by Ann Marie Stock, Digital Dilemmas: The State, the Individual, and 

Digital Media in Cuba by Cristina Venegas and Laura Zoe Humphreys’s PhD dissertation and 

upcoming book Revolutions Within: Criticism and Ambivalence in Post-Soviet Cuban Cinema 

focus on contemporary Cuban audiovisual production made principally on the Island. Drawing 

on extensive scholarship, ethnographic fieldwork and interviews with filmmakers, all three 

researches scrutinize modes of production of young cineastes who work outside the state film 

industry in the era of late socialism. They also question the transformation of Cuban identity 

after the Special Period. Stock does so by historicizing Cuban cinema and ICAIC’s production in 

contrast with the post-2000 generation. Venegas’s work studies the challenges of Internet 

connection, democracy and its complex role in Cuba’s public sphere. And Humphreys examines 

aesthetic ideologies and the process of transition of Cuban audiovisual production from national 
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state patronage to a decentralized mode of film production enabled by new state policies 

international coproductions and digital technologies. Ruth Goldberg’s sustained study of the 

work of graduates from the Escuela Internacional de Cine y Televisión in San Antonio de los 

Baños (Cuban Film and Television School, EICTV) and Susan Lord’s gendered approach to the 

work of Cuban women filmmakers will also be substantial references for the analysis proposed 

by this research.  

Two Cubans living both inside and outside of the Island have engaged critically with the 

work produced by Cuban exile cineastes who emigrated before the year 2000. Ana López’s 1993 

article “Cuban Cinema in Exile: The ‘Other’ Island”, extended later in “Greater Cuba” for her 

compilation The Ethnic Eye: Latino Media Arts, co-edited with Chon Noriega defines several 

generations of film artists who emerged in different waves according to the moments of 

migration and to their affiliation with ideological positions facing the Cuban government. As 

López historicises this forgotten part of Cuban cinema, she recalls the heterogeneous nature of 

these filmmakers’ practices and the complexities around inserting their production in the 

American film scene. “On the one hand, the politics of the Cuban exiles, especially their anti-

Castroism, challenged the pro-Cuban Revolution feelings of most people involved in 

independent/alternative practices [in the United States]; on the other, as yet another 

exile/Hispanic minority group, they have few opportunities to ‘make it’ in the entertainment 

mainstream defined and controlled by Hollywood” (López 1996, 40). Then again, Juan Antonio 

García Borrero’s chapter “La otra orilla del cine cubano” —“The Other Shore of Cuban Cinema” 

— in his 2009 book Rehenes de la sombra: ensayos sobre el cine cubano que no se ve discusses 

Cuban cinemas of the diaspora as another form of filmmaking included in what he has called 

cine sumergido or submerged cinema. Although neither of these works focuses on the particular 
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generation of cineastes that is crucial to my study, they will be further explored as an obligatory 

reference, in the section on Cuban youth cinemas in the United States. For time constraints, this 

research will not delve into the study of Cuba’s cinema of exile in the pre-2000 period. I will 

take it into account as a precedent of my more contemporary subject of study but deep 

engagement or comparative reflections will not be part of the analysis.  

 

1.3 Methodology 

 

During the research process I utilized multiple tools offered by discourse analysis, 

Semiotics, Historiography of Cultural Studies, Social Geography and references to Diaspora 

Studies and to the history of both World and Cuban cinema. As I mentioned earlier, I was able to 

engage in the study of how politics of place and diasporic consciousness influence the thematic 

and aesthetic choices of these filmmakers’ works, their notion of Cubanness and their insertion 

or lack thereof in global/local film circuits. To accomplish this objective, I reviewed literature on 

the main theoretical questions that guided this exam and worked on a significant compilation of 

bibliographic sources related to the subject matters that this project engaged with.  

I also looked at a wide range of film works to carefully select and organize the ones that 

finally became part of the exhibition series. I reviewed and annotated the chosen movies, and 

even some that did not end up in the showcase but that are included in the written component of 

the thesis. Internet, as I will explain in Chapter 6, has become the largest archive of Cuban 

diasporic youth cinemas, so this work implied multiple explorations, connections and online 

searches. In the process of data collection and analysis, I consulted film archives that deal with or 

were made by Cuban migrant subjects and gradually completed full filmographies and created 
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short biographies of the filmmakers. In order for the films to be broadly understood by Anglo-

Canadian audiences I made sure that all the audiovisual works selected for screening in 

Montreal, Kingston and Toronto had English subtitles. Most of them —due to their participation 

in international film festivals— had already been subtitled but in the cases where they were not, I 

committed to collaborate with the artist in this process in preparation for the exhibitions. (Heidi 

Hassan’s Miserere and the final part of Daniellis Hernández’s Extravío were screened in Canada 

with my translation).  

Furthermore, since this domain is still unexplored, narrative biographical interviews were a 

very helpful method that enhanced the analysis throughout the research. I conducted these 

interviews during several editions of the Havana Film Festival in Cuba and during periods of 

field work in Toronto, but the large majority happened via Skype.16 Most of them became really 

long conversations guided by a questions and answer dynamic that flowed in both directions, 

from the interviewer to the interviewee and back. Although I didn’t know many of the 

filmmakers and had never done interview-based research, instead of formal scrutiny, the 

experience was enriching for everyone involved and became a process of learning and 

collaboration. Many filmmakers appreciated the possibility to be confronted to those queries, 

narrate their stories and reflect on their filmmaking. The dialogues showed the true 

autoethnographic nature of this study. These exchanges shed light on many aspects not yet 

explored in the historiography of Cuban cinema. And so did the final piece of my methodology, 

directly related to my work as a curator and displayed in detail in Chapter number 6 of this 

thesis. There, I reflect on the processes involved in the project’s curatorial work based on my 
                                                                 
16 The semi-structured interviews consisted of three sets of questions. The first one, inquired the filmmakers about 

their experience as mobile audiovisual artists and diasporic subjects. The second set of questions dealt with 

filmmaking practices and the influence of the diaspora experience in the contents and aesthetic value of the 

interviewees’ work. The third and final section referred specifically to the films that the artists had made in the 

diaspora. (For further information on the questions designed for the interviews, please see the General Research 

Ethics Board application package in the appendixes section). 
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own positionality as a diasporic subject and the intellectual and organizational challenges of 

cultural production in the diaspora from a first-person perspective.  

These methodologies were all essential in examining the creative practices of Cuban 

diasporic filmmakers in the context of their diaspora experience. The following chapters are a 

translation of these processes of interaction with the literature, filmmakers and films that these 

methodologies allowed me to explore. The upcoming sections are organized according to certain 

objectives giving an exegetical, textual analysis of films and drawing recurrently from the 

interviews. Each chapter also engages critically with diverse bibliographic sources relevant to the 

topics under investigation. The reflections are also connected to the contexts of production that 

are central to the cultural work of Cuban diasporas in the world.  
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Chapter 2. Contexts of Production17  

 

Since the year 1959, the production of Cuban cinema on the Island has been centralized by 

the Instituto Cubano de Arte e Industria Cinematográficos (Cuban Film Institute, ICAIC). Its 

foundational Law 169 stated, firstly, that cinema was “an art form” that could also “contribute to 

deepen and purify the revolutionary spirit and sustain its creative impulse” (Ley 169, par. 1 and 

2). The input of ICAIC on Cuba’s participation in the Latin American Cinema Movement is 

invaluable as it became a significant site of production of audiovisual works aligned with the 

principles of the emerging “Third” and “Imperfect” cinemas. Through one of its most important 

projects, the Noticiero ICAIC Latinoamericano (ICAIC Latin American Newsreel), the genuine 

popular mobilization caused by the Cuban revolution in its early years was documented and 

archived.  

In the post-1980 era, other film platforms were created such as the Taller de Cine y Video 

(Film and Video Workshop) of the Asociación Hermanos Saíz (Saíz Brothers Association, 

AHS), the Sección Fílmica de las Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias (Film Section of the 

Revolutionary Armed Forces, FAR), and the Fundación Ludwig de Cuba (Ludwig Foundation of 

Cuba). These efforts certainly paved the way for the emergence of what Ann Marie Stock has 

called “Street Filmmaking” in Cuba, led by “audiovisual artists navigating the waters between a 

state-controlled system and a market mechanism” (Stock, 27). However, after so many years of 

ICAIC-centrism, Cuban filmmakers of the 21st Century are claiming the legalization of new 

structures of production, and the creation of spaces that support them in developing networks and 

                                                                 
17 The portion of this chapter devoted to the international Film and Television School in San Antonio de los Baños 

was previously published in the anthology New Documentaries in Latin America, edited by Vinicius Navarro and 

Juan Carlos Rodríguez. New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2014, 199-217.  
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access funding opportunities. In different capacities, Cuban diasporic filmmakers could 

contribute to and benefit from these potential transformations. 

One of the main characteristics of this generation of post-2000 Cuban filmmakers is the 

multiplicity of their new localities and expanded mobilities to different sites. This chapter 

attempts to map some of their sites of emergence and landing zones in the diaspora. This 

research deals with filmmakers who are first-generation migrants, the vast majority of whom 

were taught in educational institutions in Cuba before migrating to foreign countries as young 

adults. The new places to which they arrive and the new institutions that they engage with will 

also certainly influence their modes of production. The result of their work tends to be a 

combination of what has been learned at home and the experiences lived in the diaspora. The 

following reflections pay special attention to the role of educational institutions and transnational 

events that have influenced this audiovisual production. What are the institutions that have 

contributed to the development of a Cuban diasporic cinema? Where have these filmmakers 

landed? These are questions that help to reveal how diasporic cinema has changed how we 

understand “Cuban cinema” and how these films are also contributing to new configurations of 

the host society. 

 

2.1 Sites of Emergence (Roots) 

2.1.1 EICTV and FAMCA: Learning Filmmaking in Cuba 

 

In 1986 the Escuela Internacional de Cine y Televisión in San Antonio de los Baños (Cuban 

Film and Television School, EICTV) was established in Cuba as a new space of cinema making 

—the “Utopia of the Eye and the Ear of the School of Three Worlds,” as Fernando Birri called it. 
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Weathering the Special Period, bureaucracies, and blockades, the EICTV has graduated some of 

the most inventive and committed filmmakers from Latin America, Cuba, and elsewhere. It has 

been the most welcoming place in Cuba for young women filmmakers, providing 

encouragement, connections, and mentorship that were difficult to find in the more traditional 

environment of ICAIC. As this text was born, the writing referenced an institution with a 

vigorous past and future through which one would be able to trace and track the development of 

young Cuban filmmakers, particularly women and those who found themselves living outside of 

Cuba. However, in July 2013 the EICTV was hit with a set of very serious conflicts with the 

Cuban authorities, leaving its future uncertain. As Michael Chanan (2013) and others have 

reported,18 the conflict stems from a system of self-financing (the selling of beer for profit) and 

resulted in the resignation of the school’s Director, the imprisonment of personnel from the 

financial office of the school, and the suspension of the then coming year’s admission. Why 

these measures were enforced at that time, when the practice had reportedly been going for 15 

years, was anyone’s guess. But that it happened during the early years of the new economic 

reforms—of the cuenta propista (private entrepreneurs)—was a terrible irony, for the “no small 

beer” economy, as Chanan calls it, permitted the EICTV to finance its way through the Special 

Period, making it a place of international collaboration, friendship, and creativity like nowhere 

else in the world. With no intention to dwell on the scandal, this event highlights the 

                                                                 
18 Michael Chanan, “No small beer at Cuba’s Film School,” posted on the Putney Debater blogsite. 

 http://www.putneydebater.com/2013/07/30/no-small-beer-at-cubas-film-school/. Accessed July 30, 2013. 

For other related stories go to: “En prisión tres trabajadores de la Escuela Internacional de Cine por negocios 

ilícitos.” http://www.diariodecuba.com/cultura/1372978162_4076.html 

“La Escuela Internacional de Cine y Televisión (EICTV) de San Antonio de los Baños ha comunicado a los 

estudiantes recién admitidos para el curso regular 2013-2016 que no podrán iniciar sus estudios.” 

http://www.diariodecuba.com/cultura/1373162203_4117.html 

“El Estado cubano seguirá respaldando y estimulando a la Escuela” 

http://www.lajiribilla.cu/articulo/5154/el-estado-cubano-seguira-respaldando-y-estimulando-a-la-escuela-que-

fundaron-fidel-y-g 

http://www.lajiribilla.cu/articulo/5252/fundacion-del-nuevo-cine-latinoamericano-ratifica-la-larga-vida-de-la-eictv 
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precariousness of even the most apparently protected spaces of creativity in the face of political 

power and economic patterns. Additionally, and for the context of this analysis, given that the 

EICTV is also an international space through which filmmakers can make connections otherwise 

very difficult to forge, the precariousness has a dimension beyond the borders of the physical 

space.19 

In the following reflections, the school will be discussed as a space of creation for 

filmmakers who represent a generational consciousness about belonging and displacement. The 

arguments focus on the idea that the Cuban filmmakers who studied at the EICTV have more 

than just access to international filmmakers and circuits; they also develop a transnational or 

translocal aesthetic that, in the cases of many filmmakers in this research, is articulated through 

the production of onscreen spaces of intimacy and thresholds of belonging. Working with the 

idea of the EICTV as the first step for most filmmakers toward transnational cinema production 

in Cuba— an intense cosmopolitan hothouse mirroring something of the early years of the 

ICAIC, the chapter describes vectors of internationalism in relation to instruction, distribution, 

and production through the analysis of the politics of the institution and its alumni, sponsors, 

program of studies, publications, etc. Examples of this transnational idea will be analyzed in 

detail in Chapter 3 through biographical notes and textual examination of films by graduates of 

the EICTV such as Heidi Hassan, Daniellis Hernández, and Susana Barriga. Their explorations 

pose questions about diaspora, intimacy, territoriality, space, and belonging for this generation. 

                                                                 
19 Fortunately, after this moment of crisis the EICTV was able to reopen its doors in the academic year 2014-2015 

under the new direction of Gerónimo Labrada, one of its few remaining founding members and the long-term chair 

of the Sound Department. By September 2014, 841 students had graduate from the school. A crowdfunding 

campaign took place via ulele.com to support the enrollment of two students from Costa Rica and Mexico. Such 

events have created a stronger sense of community among young “EICTVian@s” (EICTV graduates) across the 

world. For more information, check the sites http://www.eictv.org/noticias/comenzara-el-nuevo-curso-escolar-en-la-

eictv and http://es.ulule.com/apoya-la-eictv. 



  
  

48 

  

The internationalism of the school then supports transnational practices of the filmmakers and 

that transnationalism is expressed through multiple translocal imaginaries. 

  

2.1.2 From the School of Three Worlds to the School of All Worlds 

 

The Escuela Internacional de Cine y Televisión is considered one of the most prestigious 

film schools in the world for several reasons: the reputation of the founders of the school who 

were active members of the New Latin American Cinema Movement, the low price of tuition 

compared to other institutions of its sort, and the way through which its graduates have changed 

the panorama of Latin American cinema in the last 25 years. And while the school’s first 

directors were Fernando Birri and Julio García Espinosa, the new policy is that graduates from 

the school should now become leaders of the institution in periods of four years. The case of the 

EICTV is a great example of how spaces—made by collective human agency in the forms of 

institutions, social action, and political mobilization—contribute to the formation of identity. 

The EICTV started as “The School of the Three Worlds” in 1986, and by 2000 it had 

become “The School of All Worlds.” The utopian dimension of the early project was expressed 

by Fernando Birri: “so the place of Utopia, that by definition is nowhere, will be somewhere … 

[We are about to initiate] the Utopia of the eye and the ear of the School of Three Worlds” (Birri 

2005, 121). When it began, students had free education since the “three worlds” referred to the 

students of the Third World who participated in a tuition-free two-year program that included 

room and board. Numerous changes in the global and national finance-scapes, including the 

crisis of the Special Period, made it impossible to sustain this utopian impulse. EICTV was 

renamed “School of All Worlds,” and an economic differential was introduced. Now all students 
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pay tuition —even Cubans, although they pay only a token fee. There are two types of expensive 

post-graduate international workshops offered only to people not in the regular program; and the 

program is now three years long. 

Important migrant filmmakers such as Heidi Hassan and Sandra Gómez graduated from the 

International Film and Television School in 2001 and 2003, respectively. They both studied there 

to become directors of photography. Susana Barriga finished her courses in 2006 and so did 

Daniellis Hernández, Patricia Pérez, Tamara Segura, Jorge de León and Miguel Coyula. They all 

then graduated from the “all worlds” version of the school and were raised during the Special 

Period of the post-1989 crisis. Therefore, these young filmmakers are not part of the initial 

nation-building process of the Revolution and have used cinema and the EICTV as spaces for 

distance and criticism. The EICTV itself can be used as a weathervane of changes in the politics 

and social value of “internationalism.” As Nicolas Balaisis suggests, the EICTV became “more 

generic and less overtly political … more easily absorbed by international students … pursuing a 

career in a global industry, and not necessarily committed to political cinema and Third World 

solidarity” (196).  

In the last 20 years the school has had over 600 students from over 20 countries in the 

regular program. In 2013, out of its 616 graduates, only 39 were women, but 31 of those 

graduated after the year 2000, which could indicate a slow transition toward an epoch of 

increasing gender equity in the last decade. This analysis is reinforced by the appointment of the 

first female director of EICTV, alumna Tanya María Valette Castillo from the Dominican 

Republic, who was the school’s leader between 2007 and 2011. While 93 of the graduates at the 

time were Cubans, at least 30 percent of them currently live abroad. 
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Included in the cultural program of the Cuban Revolution as the academic project of the 

Fundación del Nuevo Cine Latinoamericano (FNCL or Foundation of New Latin American 

Cinema), EICTV is a school that has transnational engagement as one of its defining principles. 

For example, there cannot be two students from the same country in any of the departments, a 

rule that creates multinational classrooms. This engineered diversity generates a space for 

cultural exchange, where different nationalities, accents, creeds, and cultures—and aesthetic 

influences—coexist. International workshops and talks are given by filmmakers,20 and the 

inauguration of a new faculty specifically for TV and new media in the academic course 2012–

2013 has expanded the learning possibilities of the students, who can now delve into the 

audiovisual universe of global social networks and online platforms. 

While the school works closely with ICAIC, it mainly runs several projects of exchange 

with international institutions and associations that sponsor thesis projects and academic 

exercises. Students can raise funds to produce their film thesis if they exceed the budget limit set 

by the school. But for a number of years they have been financially supported by several 

institutions such as UNESCO, the Sociedad General de Autores y Editores (SGAE), 

IBERMEDIA (a program that supports film projects from Latin America, Spain and Portugal), 

the regional project CINERGIA (a fund for the promotion of Central American cinema), the 

Cuban and Brazilian Ministries of Culture, and Cinecolor (a postproduction studio in Mexico), 

just to mention a few. 

The students’ funding is provided through scholarships, film materials, and the satisfaction 

of other production and post-production needs. The school also takes part in multicultural 

projects such as “Ser un ser humano” (“To be a human being”), an internationally funded film 

                                                                 
20 Joel Coen, Francis Ford Coppola, Peter Greenaway, Carlos Reygadas, Lucrecia Martel, Steven Spielberg, Steven 

Soderbergh, Pedro Almodóvar, Oliver Stone and Constantin Costa-Gavras are only some of the worldwide known 

transnational filmmakers who have visited the school and exchanged with the students. 
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venture that gathers students from six film schools in various continents to create documentary 

portraits of local communities. Agreements were made with international workshops and film 

festivals, as well as academic exchanges with universities. Collaborations with workshops such 

as the Sector Industria, the Doculab, and the Talent Campus—all sections of the Guadalajara 

Film Festival—included students as well as alumni within five years of their graduation. 

Coordinated with the support of the Berlinale Talent Campus, the Guadalajara Talent Campus is 

a training event for emerging filmmakers, film critics, and actors from Mexico, Central America, 

and the Caribbean. During its celebration, the participants are offered a networking space to 

foster creative exchange among them. Sector Industria, on the other hand, helps young film 

producers to develop film projects in pre- and post-production status through the Guadalajara 

Film Market and Producers Network. Doculab has become an inspirational learning experience 

that brings together documentary makers in a sort of laboratory where works in progress are 

shared, “dissected,” and discussed among peers. “Nuevas Miradas” also emerged as an idea of 

the film school to provide a forum to discuss works in progress during the Havana Film Festival. 

At first, it included EICTV students’ projects as well as alumni’s, but now it is open to Latin 

American film producers in general. 

Academic exchanges have been made with Woodbury University in Los Angeles, the film 

school in Oporto (Portugal), the Universities of Guadalajara (Mexico), and Santiago de 

Compostela (Spain), among others. As a result of this learning experience, new films have been 

produced in the host countries. The documentaries Extravío (2008) by Daniellis Hernández and 

The Illusion (2007) by Susana Barriga, funded and coordinated by Salford University, in 

England, are examples of this opportunity to share knowledge and experiences, and build new 

visions of space from different perspectives. As an extension of Cuba’s Department of Foreign 
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Relations, the Office of Film Festivals coordinates the participation of film works made by 

students in national and international film gatherings, showcases, homages, etc. A committee of 

experts selected by the school meets regularly to vote on the best shorts produced by EICTV 

every semester, and then translators and technicians from the postproduction department work in 

the subtitling of those materials into English. The Office of Film Festivals has a database of 

nearly 700 film-related events around the globe and it applies to many of them on behalf of the 

students. EICTV films have been shown at Cannes, the Berlinale and in the San Sebastián, 

Cartagena, and Clermont-Ferrand film festivals. Because of these institutional policies, the 

EICTV has become a platform for the international visibility of its students and alumni. And 

while this may seem normal elsewhere in the world, it is rare in the Cuban context and has 

positive impact on the professional lives of the Cuban graduates. 

At the same time, the school introduces a differential economy of cultural education that did 

not exist in Cuba before. It responds to the flows of international economies more than to those 

of the national economy of the Island, and it is the only institution in the Cuban education system 

where students have to pay to learn. Regardless of the many sacrifices of the EICTV community, 

it has become a privileged space for its students in relation not only to other college students in 

the general educational structure in Cuba but also to other film students in the country who 

graduate from the Facultad de Arte de los Medios de Comunicación Audiovisual (FAMCA) at 

the Instituto Superior de Arte (ISA). The school is a special zone —an island within the Island—

outside of “national” curriculum and expectations, potentially distancing the student from the 

pedagogical and institutional spaces of nationalism. 

 

2.1.3 FAMCA. “Thinking Cinema” 
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EICTV’s national counterpart is the Facultad de Arte de los Medios de Comunicación 

Audiovisual (Faculty of Audiovisual Communication Media Arts, FAMCA). The school is a 

department of the Instituto Superior de Arte (Cuba’s University of the Arts, ISA). Founded in 

September 1988, FAMCA has suffered from the isolation of not being in the cultural hive of the 

other departments at ISA whose emblematic main campus is located in the western area of the 

Playa municipality in Havana. Initially, the university grounds developed as a social and 

architectural project in 1961 when Fidel Castro and Che Guevara came up with the idea of 

turning a pre-revolutionary golf club into an art school.21 A more modest building several miles 

away hosts the film and media department. And, for a long time, it taught only part-time students 

who were already experienced audiovisual producers at the Cuban Film Institute (ICAIC) or the 

Instituto Cubano de Radio y Televisión (Cuban Institute of Radio and Television, ICRT) and 

who wanted to obtain a Bachelor’s degree. 

Totally free of charge for the students, as is most post-secondary education on the Island, 

FAMCA is also disconnected from the only other film school in the city, the multi-national 

EICTV. Not having enough technology or their own studios to film at is a hindrance. In the face 

of these difficulties, FAMCA’s new board of directors is expanding the spectrum of the film 

students and developing an integrated curriculum of film studies and practice, rather than 

reducing their instruction to the technical norms of the trade. Comparing the level of 

transnational connectivity, working conditions and unequal privilege of the two institutions is 

something that would be worth looking at in an extended research of its own. It would make a 

great case study to measure the degrees of difference between local and global institutions on the 

                                                                 
21 The documentary film Unfinished Spaces (Benjamin Murray and Alysa Nahmias, 2011) tells the story of the 

emergence, decay, survival and rebirth of the nearly forgotten ISA project.  
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Island and it would necessarily include reflections by diasporic youth on the quality of pedagogic 

environments at home.  

There is hardly any bibliography available about FAMCA in either print or online sources. 

Several conversations with the current Department Head Marta Díaz, active since 2009, were 

central to understand the dynamics of the school. In these conversations I learned how the 

current curriculum, taken by many of the filmmakers in this research, was established in 2002 as 

a radical departure from the previous structure. With this transformation in the academic 

program, the number of disciplines and subjects increased in a substantial manner. Faculty also 

expanded considerably in both qualitative and quantitative terms, for they had to be instructors 

who were artists and/or professionals with technical expertise but also professors with 

pedagogical aptitudes to teach young students who have no previous experience or skills in the 

field. The new relationships and collaborations that started to be built between students and 

teachers and among students themselves at different levels also gave a new face to the school.  

Díaz explains that when ISA was envisioned, designed and finally inaugurated in 1976, a 

Department of Film and/or TV was not taken into account. Neither were these departments 

common in Latin America at the time —and they remain a rarity nowadays. Also, “one should 

not overlook the fact that the educational system of the arts in Cuba does not include middle or 

elementary levels in the field of Audiovisual Communication Media. This is a challenge for 

FAMCA to overcome when compared to other departments at ISA (Music, Visual Arts, Dance, 

and Acting) that have previous and longer pedagogical traditions in the country, starting at lower 

educational levels” (Díaz 2015). Although the department offers a large number of courses in 

sound and radio broadcasting, the majority of the students are more inclined to work in film and 

television, and less in radio. In 2014 FAMCA introduced a new program that incorporates the 
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filming of a 1-minute short movie in the first academic year, a 3-minutes one in second year, a 

documentary film in third year and the adaptation of a work of literature in the fourth and final 

year of the program.22 “Inspite of these positive changes,” Díaz further comments, “if you ask 

me if there should be more practical training, I would say yes. But we would need to have the 

required material conditions to do so, such as proper equipment and access to studios. We are 

still lacking those.” 

Several interviews with some of FAMCA’s diasporic graduates reveal interesting opinions 

about the department. During our conversation, US-based filmmaker Milena Almira mentioned:  

I have nothing to reproach FAMCA for. Maybe the program was not the best in terms 

of design, but the different chairs have done their best facing the lack of material 

resources we had. The main problem was that the students were hardly ever able to lay 

their hands on a camera because there weren’t any. However, the essential thing for us 

was the people that we met: Gustavo [Arcos], Dánae [Diéguez], Molina [Jorge]23 

whose films you may or may not like but who said to us one day: “So, you guys have 

no idea how to make a movie. That’s ok, let’s get started then!” And with that impulse 

is how we ended up making our first 1-minute long and 3-minutes long films (Almira 

2015). 

 

Jorge de León and Tamara Segura had the possibility to learn at both FAMCA and EICTV. 

Given this difference between both institutions one would think that, when put in a balance, 

EICTV would garner all the compliments. However, de León comments:  

EICTV exposes you to the world. It opens your perspectives in every sense. Theory is 

left aside there. They make you feel like you can really be a filmmaker. But there is a 

kind of magic in FAMCA that EICTV doesn’t have. At ISA, filmmaking is understood 

as an art form. There are more defined methodologies and the intellectual depth is 

                                                                 
22 For more information on the new program of studies, please consult “Actualiza Facultad de Arte de los Medios de 

Comunicación Audiovisual plan de estudios” at 

https://isauniversidaddelasartes.wordpress.com/2014/07/16/actualiza-facultad-de-arte-de-los-medios-de-

comunicacion-audiovisual-plan-de-estudios. 
23 Film scholars Gustavo Arcos, Dánae Diéguez, Jacqueline Venet (mentioned later in this text), as well as 

filmmakers Jorge Molina, Enrique Colina, and television director Madga González Grau have been regular 

instructors in FAMCA since the early 2000s. Other well-known film researchers and producers such as Mario 

Masvidal, Alejandro Ramírez and Inti Herrera have also taught several cohorts. For opinions on some of these 

instructors’ experiences as faculty in FAMCA, as well as comments of former students about their academic 

expectations, see Paquita Armas Fonseca’s “La Facultad de Radio, Cine y Televisión del ISA: Ejercer el arte en toda 

su plenitud.”  
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bigger. One has more time to prepare a project. We end up filming less but we are 

constantly working on our senses, our emotions. EICTV had an ambience that was 

more industrial than artistic. Maybe that is the difference between a university and a 

film school (de León 2015). 

 

Similar to Almira, Tamara Segura recognizes the work of film scholars who have been long-

time instructors in the department. “In both institutions there were great professors such as 

Gustavo Arcos, Enrique Colina, and Jacqueline Venet [who now lives in Spain]. At FAMCA we 

learned about conceptual matters. We learned how to justify the work we do, something relevant 

to the grant writing culture in the diaspora. It has helped me to find funds in Canada. At EICTV, 

the learning was more practical but we also had fantastic instructors” (Segura 2014). According 

to these graduates FAMCA somehow taught them to “think” cinema while EICTV taught them 

to “make” cinema. That is probably the best possible combination of approaches to the 

filmmaking practice.   

 

2.2 Landing Zones (Routes) 

 

What happens, then, when these filmmakers leave their home island? How was it possible 

for them to continue to film outside of their comfort zone? What were the gains and the 

shortcomings of their physical and social re-placement as cultural producers? It would be 

impossible to answer these questions by laying out the multiple landing territories of every 

Cuban filmmaker who lives in the diaspora today. But I will briefly refer to some of those 

arrivals because the relevance of their new localities of settlement in the processes that compose 

their audiovisual work should not be overlooked. It is also important to unpack those new 

geographies by thinking in terms of regions and countries but also in terms of cities.  
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Multiple reasons caused these filmmakers’ relocation to foreign countries. A large number 

of them emigrated for personal motives such as marriage or family reunions and later found 

employment opportunities or earned scholarships to continue their education abroad. Their drives 

were not different than those of other migrants: more access to mobility, diversity of choices and 

better income, freedom of expression or a stilling fear of censorship or self-censorship. Nearly 40 

percent travelled overseas for a visit and requested political asylum upon arrival. Some 

filmmakers held passports of nationalities other than Cuban which granted them the possibility to 

move more freely beyond the borders of the Island and have citizenship rights in other nations. 

For a few filmmakers, permanent migration was not an initial plan. Now living in Canada, 

Tamara Segura and Jorge de León never imagined leaving Cuba for good. At first, they thought 

that it would be a temporary experience. Their decision to make it long-lasting was made based 

on the circumstances of the transition between being a student and a young professional, going 

from finishing higher education to facing the limitations of the job market in Havana.    

As with most diasporic persons, Cuban filmmakers had to go through the same conflicts of 

adapting to life in new social and cultural systems. Dealing with language barriers, or even the 

barriers of the accent in Spanish-speaking countries, is one of the first struggles upon arrival. 

Underemployment is another issue that affects the agents of creative industries all over the 

world. So having multiple jobs aside from their filmmaking practice is almost always customary. 

In the first years of adjustment, filmmakers have worked in the service sector as clerks, waiters, 

bartenders, babysitters, etc. Many have engaged also in freelancing and self-employment and 

developing a technical skill in a special area of audiovisual production has granted them jobs 

related to their field. Although they have directed their own movies, Ismael Gómez III and Tané 

Martínez, for example, are day-to-day editors in the tri-state area of metropolitan New York. 
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Heidi Hassan is a cinematographer who has worked as Director of Photography in many projects 

by different filmmakers. Paola Magrans and Carlos Rafael Betancourt work for a television 

channel in Los Angeles, while they use their spare time to plan more personal film projects. 

Rudy Riverón who lives currently in Leeds, England, has produced and directed a strong 

portfolio of music videos. In Miami, Magdiel Aspillaga works regularly in publicity and 

advertisement and so does Orielvis Padrón in Seoul, South Korea. A graduate from the Instituto 

Superior de Diseño Industrial (Superior Institute of Industrial Design, ISDI) and an animation 

artist in Cuba, Padrón is now the co-owner of Giant, a digital agency created in 2014. 

Specializing in social media content production, Giant also engages in web development and 

graphic design and works regularly with the Seoul Broadcasting System (SBS) among other 

major companies.  

Many filmmakers also found a space in academia. Laimir Fano completed an MFA in film at 

the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee in 2015. Susana Barriga is doing a PhD in Philosophy at 

the Complutense University of Madrid where Alejandra Aguirre enrolled for two years in a PhD 

program of Hispanic Literature. Heidi Hassan, Yanay Penalba and Gretel Marín pursued further 

education in foreign institutions. Marín finished an MA in Film Directing at the Sorbonne, 

Penalba finished a program at the Toronto Film School and Hassan graduated from Film 

Directing at the Geneva University of Art and Design. Malena Barrios is finishing the Radio and 

Television Broadcasting program at Miami Dade College. Aram Vidal and Jessica Rodríguez 

also obtained master degrees in Mexico and Spain respectively. And Vidal went on to pursue a 

PhD in the Faculty of Social and Political Sciences at the National Autonomous University of 

Mexico (UNAM).  
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The multi-sited geography of this generation is defined by their relocation in different 

countries beyond the “home.” As EICTV students, Susana Barriga and Daniellis Hernández both 

travelled to England on academic exchange for a period of three months. But today, they live in 

Germany and Spain respectively. Heidi Hassan went from Geneva, Switzerland to Madrid, Spain 

and Gretel Marín moved from France to Angola. After undertaking filmmaking studies in 

Mexico for two years, filmmaker Tané Martínez moved to the United States. She finished a short 

fiction film at the Centro de Capacitación Cinematográfica in Mexico City and then joined her 

brother in New York where she is now rooted. Milena Almira and Ernesto René Pérez left 

Montreal for Minnesota and then relocated to New York City and finally Ohio. Resettlement in 

different cities inside of the same country is also very common. Alejandra Aguirre and Patricia 

Pérez tracked opposite paths in Spain. After living in Madrid for a few years, Pérez moved to 

Galicia where she stayed for five years to later return to Spain’s capital again. Contrarily, 

Aguirre left Madrid permanently for A Coruña in 2010. Tamara Segura quit Montreal for St. 

John’s, Newfoundland, cinematographer Gilliam de la Torre went from Miami to New York City 

and film editor Joel Prieto Toropchanin left Guatemala City for Tijuana and then Mexico City. 

Moving from Cuba is certainly not the end of these young artists’ extended diasporic itinerary. 

 

2.2.1 Patterns, Trends and Numbers 

 

 In the last four years I have tracked down more or less extensively the paths of Cuba’s 

young diasporic filmmakers. To date, I have located a total of 82 filmmakers living permanently 

in the diaspora.24 All but six of them were born after 1975. Forty-nine of them have directed at 

                                                                 
24 I am not including the diasporic experience of those filmmakers who haven’t directed films outside of Cuba. 

Although I take their work into account, I am not including cineastes who filmed movies abroad and returned home, 
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least one film in the diaspora (24 women and 25 men) and 32 work in the different technical 

specialties —cinematography, editing, script writing and sound design—, 14 of which are 

women and 18 are men. A large majority of these filmmakers are from Havana. Only 12 were 

born in other Cuban provinces and four were born abroad for specific circumstances related to 

their parents’ jobs at the time. Thirty-four of these filmmakers are EICTV graduates while 27 are 

from FAMCA (note that some graduated from both FAMCA and EICTV) and the rest are self-

taught artists or alumni from other institutions such as the University of Havana (mostly Social 

Sciences and Humanities), six of them are actors turned into filmmakers who studied at ISA 

(Superior Institute of the Arts, BA level) or the Escuela Nacional de Arte (ENA or National 

School of Arts which is a high school level), the Superior Institute of Industrial Design (ISDI) or 

the San Alejandro Arts Academy. I have interviewed 27 filmmakers and the film archive consists 

of 59 films made off the Island after the year 2000 by Cubans under 40 years of age.25  

Close to 30 percent of the filmmakers have relocated to the United States (22) but only 

seven of them are in Miami, three are living and working in Los Angeles, one undertakes 

graduate education in Milwaukee, two are in Tennessee and nine are residing currently in New 

York City, which promises to become a new Cuba cultural hub for Cuban diasporic cinema in a 

few years. The second largest number of Cuban diasporic film artist is living currently in Spain 

(17) dispersed between Madrid, Barcelona, Valencia and Galicia. There are six in Mexico, three 

                                                                                                                                                                                                               
with the exception of Miguel Coyula. For example, actor Raúl Capote made a film in México as a result of a 

Kinomada workshop but he is permanently based in Havana. The same happened with Arturo Infante who finished 

the short experimental film Flash Forward, 2005 in Hungary during a fellowship of the Ludwig Foundation of Cuba 

but he resides on the island permanently. Animation artists Ramiro Zardoya (Havana, 1982) and Ivette Ávila 

(Havana, 1977) lived and worked for a while in Cuenca, Ecuador but now have resettled in Cuba. Actress Camila 

Carballo, as well as filmmakers Damián Saínz, Carlos Lechuga and producer Claudia Calviño have spent periods 

abroad while keeping permanent residence at home. 
25 This number does not take into account projects that still are at different stages of development such as the 

documentaries Me, Japanese (Magdiel Aspillaga and Malena Barrios), Garage Rendevouz (Tané Martínez), 

Barcelonnabis (Andros Barroso and Vanessa Batista), the long feature film Final de Sábado (End of Saturday) by 

Magdel Aspillaga, among others. 
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in England, Germany and Peru respectively; two in France, Ecuador, Argentina and Chile 

respectively and one in each of the following countries: Brazil, Sweden, South Korea, Russia, 

Hungary, Poland, Belgium, Costa Rica, Angola, Switzerland and China. Many of them changed 

localities throughout their professional lives, some have made films abroad and had the 

possibility to return to Cuba, others have moved from one foreign country to another following 

professional and/or personal paths. 

For the sake of time and concretion, I am leaving outside of this initial part of the project a 

large number of film cinematographers, editors, producers, screen writers and sound designers 

who live in the diaspora. Many of them have had a central role in several films included in the 

archives that this research gathered. I included them in the statistics but I did not interview them 

or delved into their practice as diasporic subjects and film artists. Restrictive as it is, I preferred 

to focus on finished works by film directors because I am able to better comprehend the impact 

of the routes and roots of their production and reception. I am also not analyzing films made in 

Cuba with diasporic communities on the Island as central topic —Todas iban a ser reinas (All 

Were Going to be Queens, Gustavo Pérez, 2006), The migrar (Mayvis Valls, 2008), Las 

colmenas (The Beehives, Alejandro Ramírez, 2007)— neither I am considering the work of 

diasporic filmmakers who after settling abroad return to Cuba to film. That is the case of Sandra 

Gómez, for example, who has been living in Zürich since 2004 but whose entire professional 

documentary production —Las camas solas (The Lonely Beds, 2006), El futuro es hoy (The 

Future is Today, 2009), and Claroscuro (Chiaroscuro, 2013)— has been made in Cuba.  

Also due to methodological constraints, I decided not to focus in the many routes back home 

tracked by a considerable number of filmmakers. After living for many years in New York City, 

Miguel Coyula has relocated in Cuba where he finished the short film Psique (2015) and is 
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currently filming his third movie, the sci-fi story Corazón Azul (Blue Heart). Jessica Rodríguez’s 

first feature film Espejuelos oscuros (Dark Glasses) was shot entirely in Havana. Alejandra 

Aguirre is in the process of editing Fuera de escena (Offstage) a documentary made in 

collaboration with Danza Contemporánea de Cuba. Similarly, Vanessa Batista, Laimir Fano, 

among others have returned to Cuba to shoot there.  

Three of the filmmakers who settled in Canada arrived initially to the Province of Quebec. 

Some were enrolled in the program for Emerging Leaders in the Americas Program (ELAP), an 

agreement between Canadian and Latin American Universities. The winners are granted a 

fellowship for 7200 Canadian dollars for postgraduate studies during a four month period for a 

short research project.26 Concordia and EICTV have a regular academic link via this program so 

many graduates such as Marcel Beltrán, Damián Saínz, Diana Montero, producers María Carla 

del Río and Viana González, just to mention a few, have been to Montreal on exchange. This 

program also granted entrance to Canada to Jorge de León and Tamara Segura.  

 

2.2.2 New Production Companies 

 

This representative group of Cubans does not escape the issues that affect independent 

filmmakers everywhere today. There are plenty of difficulties for alternative cinemas to insert in 

professional exhibition and distribution circuits. Ramon Lobato theorizes the distribution 

processes of marginal films or “subcinema” as he calls telemovies, straight-to-video releases, 

cult movie markets, diasporic media, popular video industries, pornography and special interest 

cinema. Thus, Lobato researches the least studied, yet most profitable segment of the film 

                                                                 
26 Becas ELAP – Convocatoria 2015. http://beta.udep.edu.pe/internacionales/becas/becas-movilidad/becas-elap-

convocatoria-2015. Accessed June 23, 2015. 
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industry, which also frames reception and “inscribes cultural difference [as] it circulates cultural 

capital unevenly” (116). Although there are opportunities to build new online networks, inserting 

their work in exhibition circuits while in the diaspora is still a challenge for diasporic 

filmmakers. Most of those who have participated in the Muestra Joven and those who graduated 

from EICTV recognize the importance of these institutions in supporting and expanding their 

films’ exhibition ventures. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, the EICTV sends many of its 

students’ works to film festivals. As it established itself as a regular film event, the Muestra 

Joven also contributed Cuban film programs to festivals such as Clairmont-Ferrand in France, 

the Havana Film Festival New York, the Festival Cine Cuba in Toronto, among others. Filling 

out forms, going through long processes of scouting, exhibition is achieved essentially through 

individual management.  

Another interesting aspect of Cuban accented cinemas —and of Cuban youth cinema in 

general— is the ways in which filmmakers have associated to produce their work. Without 

having yet produced their own documentaries or feature films abroad, Los Angeles-based 

filmmakers Carlos Rafael Betancourt and Paola Magrans created Anolefilm, a film company that 

they promote through the website anolefilm.com. Together with Oscar Ernesto Ortega, 

Betancourt was one of the founding members of “El Central”, an independent production group 

that supported many projects in Cuba with equipment and technical support. An American 

citizen on his father’s side, Betancourt had privileged possibilities of mobility since birth as the 

holder of a US passport. He was able to import equipment which he later shared with other 

Cuban filmmakers of his generation. This way, he owned probably some of the most updated 

filmic equipment on the Island. “El Central” took its name from the popular Cuban saying: 

“Quien tiene amigos tiene un central” (Those who have friends own a sugar mill), an allegory to 



  
  

64 

  

the wealth in Cuba’s plantation economy based on the sugar cane industry. It survived 

financially off and gained experience by shooting commercials, music events and foreign 

documentaries. They worked in projects by the Red Bull Media House in Cuba and other 

Caribbean countries. This kind of commissioned work paid for the expenses of their more 

authorial films. According to the information on their website, Anole films’ main goal is to 

create “a platform for production in the United States and Cuba, in order to develop and 

exchange Film, TV and Media content.”27  

On the other hand, in collaboration with her brother, Tané Martínez created colorbox.tv in 

New York City in 2009 and Rudy Riverón Sánchez founded Almostfilms productions in Leeds, 

England. These production companies specialize in the making of music videos, feature films, 

corporate videos, documentary productions, commercials, “athlete profiles” for sports shows, 

educational audiovisual materials, motion graphics and animated films both in the United States 

and England.28 These filmmakers are aware of their need to have an online presence in order to 

gain exposure, develop networks and make a living. Also, based in Lima, Peru, Minkaprod is an 

audiovisual production and communication enterprise formed by Cuban FAMCA graduates, 

Quito-born film director Adrian Hartill Montalvo, film editor Yaima Bacallao Freeman, and 

cinematographer Danil Massip. According to the online statement of their company, they are 

committed to using “communication and art as a tool for development and they [w]ork in 

                                                                 
27 This statement appears in Anole’s website http://www.anolefilm.com (Accessed October 6, 2014) 
28 Colorbox.tv is creative studio specializing in editing, motion graphics, visual effects, and sound formed by four 

Cubans in New York. The group has worked for clients such as MTV, Toyota, Samsung, Air Wick, and CubaLlama. 

They have also collaborated in all three music documentaries directed by Tané Martínez. Almostfilms has made 

music videos for English bands such as Tigers that Talked and The Travelling Band. More information at 

http://colorbox.tv and http://www.almostfilmpro.com. 
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different areas of production (…) in the Latin American audiovisual market, especially in 

Bolivia, Cuba, Ecuador and Peru.”29  

Many accented cineastes that I interviewed do not recognize the existence of large Cuban 

communities in their new places of settlement. They argue that the Cuban population tends to be 

scattered and they feel that there are not enough social formations, i.e. institutions that support 

them as an ethnic or diasporic group. However, it is not unusual that they collaborate with other 

Cubans in the diaspora. According to Tané Martínez, these associations happen naturally for the 

comfort and commitment generated by the act of working with people from one’s own country. 

Her latest documentary, Garage Rendezvouz, had over five Cubans involved in the artistry and 

production of the film (among them cinematography, sound recording and editing). Likewise 

directors/producers Malena Barrios and Magdiel Aspillaga invited cinematographer Gillian de la 

Torre to film Me, Japanese. Patricia Pérez’s Piscina municipal was written, directed, 

photographed and edited by Cubans in Spain. Also, in Valencia, Ana Victoria Pérez (Bebé) and 

her company Besafilms collaborated with director Manuel Marzel for the upcoming fiction film 

Last Christmas I Gave You my Heart in which she stars in the lead role.30 Contrarily, Rodrigo 

Barriuso, Aram Vidal and Gretel Marín, just to mention a few have worked with more 

multinational crews. Those collaborations have proved to be contextual.  

More often than not, Cuban filmmakers with possibilities of mobility and settlement abroad, 

live in foreign countries temporarily while maintaining close links to the homeland. This is an 

effective way to build their transnational networks in film festivals and market events and to 

connect with distributors and foreign producers willing to invest in Cuban cinema. The matter of 

                                                                 
29 This quote was taken from the website of the company, available at http://www.minkaprod.com/index.php?pid=20 

Accessed October 13, 2014. 
30 With of a goal set at €2 500, their Verkami crowdfunding campaign for this project raised €2 800 in 2014. See 

http://www.verkami.com/projects/7453-last-christmas-i-gave-you-my-heart (Accessed June 29, 2015) 
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funding is a complicated one for these independent production companies. So, they raise funds 

abroad and go home where they have another network of talented and creative people happy to 

be offered employment opportunities that pay hard currency. That is the current situation, for 

example, of Ivonne Cotorruelo who has been living between Cuba and the United States in the 

last two years. A historian turned into film producer, she has worked in several films made in 

Cuba by filmmakers in the diaspora. Interactivo, la película (Tané Martínez, 2011) and the 

upcoming Espejuelos oscuros (Dark Glasses, Jessica Rodríguez) and El vientre de la ballena 

(The Belly of the Whale) by Brazil-based Horizoe García are only a couple of them.  

  

2.2.3 Kinomada and KinoCuba as Case Studies  

 

The Kinomada and KinoCuba events were contexts that principally favored transnational 

film productions among Cuban young filmmakers in the 21st Century. Kinomada, in particular, 

became a gateway for the beginning of many diasporic journeys. Through their participation in 

the event, over 12 Cuban filmmakers arrived in the Canadian province of Quebec and remained 

there or moved to different cities in the United States between 2012 and 2013. Yolyanko 

William, Liliana Viera, Laura Verdecia, Milena Almira, Ernesto René, Israel Consuegra and 

Lester Harbert started their lives in the diaspora via Kinomada Quebec.  

A new form of “microcinema,” the Kino movement emerged in Montreal among young film 

students who wanted to produce movies but for whom insertion in the industry had become a 

conundrum. Kyle Conway conceives the Kino movement as a paradigm of “small media” —an 

alternative, anti-hegemonic practice— in terms of technology, distribution, modes of production, 

and local impact in comparison to the corporate, large-scale scope of the “big media” produced 
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by transnational companies. “Since its foundation in 1999, the freshness of Kino’s approach has 

been so compelling, in fact, that it has spawned the creation of Kino ‘cells’ (cellules in French) 

not only within the city of Montreal and the province of Quebec but around the world, too” (65). 

Conway further explains the key role that Kino —now a more established initiative for 

alternative cinemas— has played in “small media” distribution across borders. Correcting the 

deficiency and disregard of traditional distribution channels, Kino cells have an online space 

where Kino films can be accessed. They exchange film collections with different institutions and 

organizations and sell DVDs with compiled audiovisual works created by the filmmakers 

involved.    

Kino Kabaret was a main project of the collective, where filmmakers were given 48 hours to 

finish a short film in groups and present it to an audience. So, the conception of filmmaking that 

this mode of production is favoring, distances itself from the grand narratives of traditional 

cinema. Instead, it allows for experimentation and improvisation. This kind of spontaneous 

cinematographic experience had a workshop or atelier format and engaged collective discussion 

and preparation in a limited, short time. Kinomada’s filmmaking process is then signed by 

immediacy and time constraint. Short audiovisual works are made quickly. The spectators and 

even the filmmakers themselves may think that their works lack rigor or significance. Relevant 

to this notion are Yanick Nolin’s viewpoints about how films should be made.  

Filmmaking is a process through which one grows as a human being. Kinomada 

defends the notion of learning by doing. Over 300 short films have been made by 

Kinomada filmmakers. Some of them have been officially selected for competition 

in film festivals. Today the film world is a fight of David against Goliath. I started 

Kinomada because I don’t like the way in which cinema is made today. Directors 

hover up there and become inaccessible. I don’t want to be part of a filmmaking 

practice like that. We privilege a non-competitive environment, an ambiance of 
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exchange. It is a transcultural initiative, a platform for visibility and a vehicle for 

production.31 

 

Yannick Nolin had become part of the Kino movement in 2002 and he created Kinomada as 

“a non-profit organization founded in 2009 and incorporated in 2010, working in production, 

creation and distribution of international short films.”32 Kinomada proposed an extension of the 

48-hours long limit to a period of five to seven days. Innovative and collaborative, this project 

advocates for a form of filmmaking where those involved can sort out technical and 

organizational difficulties as a group. It is an experience more centered in the process of 

cooperative creation and in the relational work of film artists than in the actual audiovisual result. 

The workshops generally end with the free projection of the films in a local movie theater. 

Participation happens through an open call and interested filmmakers send a letter of intention, a 

copy of their CV and a sample of work to be considered in the project. 

Kinomada draws from the social work Nolin made while travelling in Latin America. His 

interest in transnational community work also led him to frequent visits to the region. That is 

how the first Kinomada edition took place in Iquitos, a rural town in Peru in 2008. There, he had 

engaged with high school students, adolescents from the community between 14 and 16 years of 

age. He has organized Kinomada projects three times in five years in that place. One of the final 

results in one of the editions was a TV show for children by children about healthy behaviors and 

other public service advertisements. The materials were even screened by a Peruvian television 

                                                                 
31 Cuatro Lunas (Sergio Tovar Velarde, 2014), produced during Kinomada, was in the official competition of the 

Guadalajara Film Festival. Other short films have participated in the following events: Festival Off-Courts de 

Trouville (France), Festival International de Cine de Toluca, Festival International de cine de Morelia, Guanajuato 

International Film Festival (Mexico), Festival du court métrage Interfilm de Berlin (Germany), FEST2014 Festival 

Novos Cineastas (Portugal), Festival Cinematográfico del Uruguay, Unframe in Argentina and the Festival Cinéma 

dans la rue de Barranquilla (Colombia). In Canada, they have screened Kinomada works at the Documentary Films 

Festival Hot Docs and the Festival International du Court Métrage de l'Outaouais. In Cuba, the Muestra Joven and 

the Havana Film Festival have also included Kinomada-produced films in their programming. 
32 This information appears in the official website of the project available at http://www.kinomada.org/kinomada/a-

propos (My translation from French). 
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network. Later he had the idea of inviting a Quebecois group in 2009 and in just one week they 

made 15 short films.  

The adventure had already started and Nolin was later invited to Guanajuato, Mexico where 

the government of the region showed interest in supporting these kinds of projects. Overall, 

Kinomada has been celebrated 18 times: once in Peru, Chile, Belgium, El Salvador and Cuba; 

three times in Mexico (once Durango and twice in Guanajuato), twice also in Nicaragua (Iquitos 

and Isla do Metepe) and eight times in Quebec City. Between 15 and 30 film projects are 

finished during every event. In terms of genre, and according to the localities of the events, more 

documentaries are produced in Cuba and Nicaragua while Mexico and Chile have a more 

balanced production with a larger number of fiction films. 

The small coordination team of three people has their headquarters in Quebec City and is 

supported by the government of the province. Two people assist with the annual funding 

applications and take care of the visuals of the event. So far, the city of Quebec has been the 

main sponsor as it pays for the filmmaker’s transportation, accommodation, meals and 

equipment, although there are technical sponsors that help with the required filming gear. The 

event has no script; its main limitation is funding. That affects, for example, their capacity to 

have a larger staff and a distributor. They rent an office and have some film equipment: a 

camera, a tripod, the basics. But generally the participants bring their own. Kinomada also has an 

online presence through a website and links to many of the films created in the workshops. The 

government of Quebec created a webpage called La Fabrique Culturelle33 that supports them and 

                                                                 
33 As the website explains: “Fabrique Culturelle was born from the will of the Quebec Broadcasting Corporation 

(Télé-Québec) to offer a unique and original video platform for cultural diffusion. A hybrid project between a web 

magazine, a video broadcasting chain and a social network specialized in culture, Fabrique Culturelle is primarily an 

extraordinary tool for the influence of Quebec culture across disciplines and regions” (My translation from French). 

More about this initiative at http://www.lafabriqueculturelle.tv/a-propos (Accessed June 29, 2015). 
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adds two Kinomada short films to their online archive every month.34 They also use Facebook, 

Twitter and film festivals’ websites to reassure their digital networks.  

Nolin included Cuba as a destination by chance. As many Canadians do every year he spent 

holidays in Havana once and started working with Cuban filmmakers right away. He met a large 

group of young cineastes who wanted to make films but lacked the financial possibility and 

material resources. So he coordinated with the staff of the Muestra Joven the participation of 

nearly 40 young filmmakers in Cuba’s Kinomada. The Cuban Film Institute (ICAIC) helped with 

the meeting space and projection rooms. “15 Quebecois filmmakers arrived in the city with 

cameras and we had a really great studio in the headquarters of ICAIC”, Lester Harbert explains 

(2014). Although only one workshop was celebrated in Havana, this was the beginning of the 

recurrent participations of Cubans in different Kino projects. According to the online 

Kinomada’s archives, almost 35 short films have been made by Cuban filmmakers that have 

participated in the workshop in Mexico, Canada and Cuba. Raúl Capote and Lester Harbert went 

to Kinomada editions in Mexico. Maryulis Alfonso and Milena Almira went to KinoSesion –

Bordeaux, France in 2012 where they produced short films. To date, their Kino-produced works 

are the only films they have been able to direct outside of Cuba. 

About her involvement in Kinomada Quebec, Almira mentioned:  

I enjoy improvisation. We took the camera and started working on the sensations that 

the collective moment provoked in us. Although I find inspiration in and feel 

influenced by written texts, I hardly ever have a strict script when I make a film. And 

the less people I have in a shooting set, the better. It is also very interactive to travel 

and meet different people. In Quebec, I felt that I could really do something even with 

minimum resources. It is great to live and work in a community and see the result of 

the work projected at the end. Kinomada Quebec also happens in March. It is still 

winter time in Canada, it snows. For us that was like a supernatural experience. We 

                                                                 
34 Corte (Cut, 2011) a Havana-made film by Radhanatha Gagnon and Retina (2013), a Quebec-set film by Cubans 

Milena Almira and Ernesto René Pérez among other films produced by other Kinomada participants are linked to 

that webpage.   
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made 21 shorts in four days. And although, many ‘Kinomads’ speak Spanish, we were 

able to worked across language barriers (Almira 2015).   

 

The program Cuban Diasporic Filmmakers in Canada of the travelling showcase Roots and 

Routes… included three short films made in the context of Kinomada Quebec by Milena Almira 

and Ernesto René, Lester Harbert and Jorge de León. More influenced by direct documentary 

styles, they were predominantly experimental films, not very commonly seen in contemporary 

Cuban cinema. Lester Harbert’s La boîte (The Box) is a three-minute long animation piece in 

which the filmmaker also starts. Harbert studied Acting in Havana at the University of the Arts, a 

career choice that he considers has been highly influential in and useful for his current passion 

for filmmaking. His always fictional films are very theatrical, although his stories are simple and 

imaginative. The filmmaker is fond of storytelling and naïve cinema. Harbert also produced the 

fiction short films Me gustas cuando callas (I Like You When You Are Quiet, Mexico, 2011), 

Le sens de la vie (The Sense of Life, Quebec, 2012) and Le prince et le pauvre (The Prince and 

the Pauper, Quebec, 2012). On the other hand, Retina (Milena Almira and Ernesto René Pérez, 

2013) portrays the filmmakers in black and white visuals. Almira and Pérez also co-directed 

Perdus á Quebec (Lost in Quebec, 2012), Traverseés (Crossed, 2012), Él y ella (He and She, 

2013) and Reflexión (Reflection, 2013). Jorge de León was already in Montreal enrolled in the 

ELAP program at Concordia when he was invited to the fourth edition of Kinomada Quebec. His 

experimental short, Improvisation (2012) was created in that context. 

The Kino movement developed Kino cells all over the world and Cuba did not escape this 

experience. Kinomada was the inaugural impulse of the two KinoCuba events that have taken 

place in Havana. Nolin was also somehow involved as participant or consultant. Inspired by their 

Kinomada experience, Cuban filmmakers on the Island started to develop the project KinoCuba 

with the support of Asociación Hermanos Saíz (AHS), ICAIC’s Muestra Joven and Kinomada 
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Quebec. The principal organizer was Milena Almira. An award-winning young female 

filmmaker, Almira had directed in Cuba the controversial short fiction films Alina, 6 años (Alina 

at 6, 2006), El grito (The Scream, 2008) and Quorum (2011) as well as the documentary Uno al 

otro (One Another, 2012).  

In consecutive years, the two editions of KinoCuba, in 2012 and 2013, occurred under the 

lead of Almira and her team. For them, the first KinoCuba project united many people. They 

worked on the idea of friendship as a starting point and moved from there without too many 

preconceived viewpoints. “The film theater chosen for the screenings was the Infanta cinema 

with 23 shorts presented in the first edition and 35 in the second one” (Almira 2015). With 

participants from Tunisia, Chile, Colombia, México, Norway and Canada, the second edition 

involved more filmmakers than the first one and there were people from every province of the 

country. Almira comments in an interview  

In this edition we had nearly 40 participants: nine foreigners, 16 Cubans from different 

provinces and the rest were residents of Havana. Our initial idea was to celebrate this 

edition in Santiago de Cuba, but after hurricane we had to do it again in the capital. I 

don’t like the idea of celebrating KinoCuba in Havana again because this encounter is 

devoted to filmmakers from the provinces. But nature was not on our side this time. 

Next year we will meet in Holguín, during the Romerías de Mayo (Martín Pastrana, par. 

2).  

 

But the Holguín event never took place. Unfortunately, since Milena moved to Canada and 

later to the United States, the KinoCuba projects are experiencing a long hiatus. 

By exploring the two main Cuban educational institutions for filmmaking studies: EICTV 

and FAMCA, the first segment of this chapter focused on the sites of emergence of a large 

number of Cuban young cineastes. Access to both equipment and international funding 

differentiate the economic conditions of these schools and the priorities of their programs of 

study. Those difference have influenced the discursive and visual concerns of a large number of 



  
  

73 

  

the film artists included in this research. As a new generation of cultural producers in the 21st 

Century, their learning experience contrasts with that of previous cohorts of cineastes instructed 

abroad before 1959 or who learned to make movies empirically in the context of ICAIC.35 The 

chapter explored multiple paths tracked by these Cuban filmmakers in their diasporic journeys 

and displayed some statistic information that emerged from the study of the research’s archive 

materials. Kinomada and KinoCuba were described as transnational events that played an 

important role in the promotion of diasporic cinema both inside and outside of Cuba while they 

also contributed to the filmmakers’ transnational experiences as cultural producers. Overall, 

Chapter 2 laid some necessary grounds to comprehend the analysis related to politics of place 

and identity that will be discussed in the upcoming segments. 

 

  

                                                                 
35 Tomás Gutiérrez Alea and Julio García Espinosa studied film directing at the Centro Sperimentale di 

Cinematografia in Rome in the early 1950s. At the time, Gabriel García Márquez —founder of the Foundation of 

New Latin American Cinema in Havana and of the International Film and Television School in San Antonio de los 

Baños—, and Fernando Birri, the first director of EICTV, were also students of that institution. Key Cuban 

filmmakers such as Santiago Álvarez, Sara Gómez, Nicolás Guillén Landrián, Sergio Giral, Fernando Pérez and 

Humberto Solás never attended a film school and “learned by doing” as assistant directors of ICAIC-produced 

documentaries in the early 1960s. 
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Chapter 3. Small Cinemas by Cuban Women: First-Person Films of Resistance in the 

Diaspora 

In a world where dominant historiographies and uneven distribution of wealth mark 

unequal power and exchange, migrant communities are subject to designations that come 

from a history of colonial administration underpinning the current global economic systems. 

Their experiences are long processes of unsettlement and recombination, and the tensions of 

identity in relation specifically to gender are a fundamental part of the discourse of diasporic 

consciousness. In the public space of the image, in the context of Cuba, the appearance of 

women as social and political subjects has often symbolized certain victories within a 

national-revolutionary narrative. The intimacies afforded by intersecting questions of gender, 

race, family, private space, and so forth with narratives of homeland, nationhood, and national 

identity offer women filmmakers and their audiences a complex threshold of citizenship. This 

chapter will focus on works by three filmmakers —Daniellis Hernández, Susana Barriga and 

Heidi Hassan— whose films are central to this new formation of citizenship in the era of 

globalization.36 

The social production and construction of gender in the field of cinema studies was critically 

explored by Laura Mulvey in her 1975 ground-breaking essay/manifesto “Visual Pleasure and 

Narrative Cinema.” In this text, the author states that woman “stands in patriarchal culture as 

signifier for the male other, bound by a symbolic order in which man can live out his phantasies 

and obsessions through linguistic command by imposing them on the silent image of woman still 

                                                                 

36 Several other female cineastes whose work I have engaged with during this project have also made first-person 

films. Tamara Segura’s beautiful short movie Song for Cuba (2014), Milena Almira’s experimental film Retina 

(2013) and Yanay Penalba’s two-minute long powerful piece Meaningful Things (2012), display multiple forms of 

self-inscription via voice-over narration or by having the filmmakers themselves become characters in the films. 

Due to time constrains, I have not included these filmmakers and films in the current chapter. But all three of these 

works were made in Canada so they were included in the travelling showcase with the presence of Segura and 

Penalba —Almira relocated to the United States in 2014. 
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tied to her place as bearer of meaning, not maker of meaning” (343). Decades have passed since 

that statement was written and still it resonates with many of today’s experience among women 

cineastes in the world.37 However, this chapter attempts to analyze the work of three women who 

have been able to position their work against that dominant notion.  

Mainly based on different depictions of altered cities and fragmented subjectivities, the 

films that I will examine here offer alternatives to the ways resistance can be understood in a 

context in which the media and the use of public space are strictly controlled by the state. 

They constitute a fight for a space of expression for these decentered figures and become a 

platform for their more profound research and, perhaps, for their gradual recognition within 

diverse cultural systems. They propose a profound rethinking of the social and spatial 

constructions of difference, articulate renewed and more appropriate politics of the subject’s 

representation, and slowly take the first steps toward what could turn out to be a cinema 

without borders.  

In this chapter I seek to argue that, in the space of the diaspora, women have been able to 

subvert the patriarchal predicament of Cuban cinema. In doing so, I explore the works of 

emerging Cuban female diasporic cineastes and how their works signifies their relations to 

physical and imagined spaces and their specific experiences as migrant women, and how these 

connections are translated in the narratives of the films they are making. I consider diaspora as 

an analytical tool to understand how particular types of social formations can challenge 

                                                                 
37 There is a large body of literature on women/gender and film in contemporary international frameworks. Rather 

than referring here to 40 years of feminist scholarship, I prefer to recommend recent publications, not referenced in 

the body of this text, but which I find most useful to provide a solid base to investigate this topic. Women’s Cinema: 

the Contested Screen (Alison Butler, 2002), Women and Media: A Critical Introduction (Carolyn M. Byerly and 

Karen Ross, 2006), Women’s Cinema, World Cinema: Projecting Contemporary Feminisms (Patricia White, 2015) 

are great sources for their intersections of both women’s and world cinema. Angela McRobbie’s The Aftermath of 

Feminism: Gender, Culture and Social Change (2009) is a ground-breaking book that helped understand the de-

politicizing dangers of post-feminism. The entire references of these texts can be found in the bibliography of this 

thesis. 
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modernity’s attempt to integrate differences through ideology, citizenship and the nation-state 

(Bhabha 1990, Gilroy 1993, Brah 1997). I am particularly interested in understanding these 

diversities as they are “written” in the films. Rather than focus on one particular identity, I want 

to draw attention on the contexts in which multiple identities are defined, subverted and 

rearticulated. Meaningful to this is the reproduction of misrepresentations and stereotypes. I plan 

to examine the ways in which these women are dealing with a transnational set of economics and 

politics, especially when it is revealed in relation to their mobility, networks, references and 

diverse possibilities of place-making. I consider their attachments to and detachments from home 

through the dynamics of their family relations, self-referentiality and self-representation, as well 

as ways in which they relate to the host societies across their gendered positionalities and their 

own displacements and reterritorializations. The works by documentary makers Heidi Hassan, 

Susana Barriga and Daniellis Hernández are exemplary of these issues and processes, and for 

this reason they form the core of the chapter. I open with a brief introduction to relevant topics of 

gender politics related to Cuban cinema production since the 1960s.  

 

3.1 Contexts: Gender Politics, on and off Screen 

 

Since the foundation of the Instituto Cubano de Arte Industria Cinematográficos (Cuban 

Film Institute, ICAIC) in 1959 the patriarchal dominance of the country’s mainstream 

cinematographic institution has been a subject of critical debate on and off the Island.38 The 

                                                                 
38 Film critic and ISA Professor Dánae Diéguez has been an advocate for and historiographer of Cuban women’s 

cinema in the post-revolutionary era. She is one of the main organizers of the Festival “Ellas crean” (“Women 

create”), celebrated around International Women’s Day every March since 2013. A Spanish initiative that extended 

to Cuba, the event is a platform to discuss and promote the cultural work of Cuban and Spanish women. Writer 

Isabel Moya, director of the journal Mujeres (Women) and of the Cátedra de Género “Mirtha Aguirre” of the 

International Institute of Journalism José Martí and filmmaker and activist Marilyn Solaya have also done excellent 

work in Cuba, none of which has found a space in Anglophone publishers to date. Ana M. López, Catherine 
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underrepresentation of women in Cuban cinema ruled by hegemonic masculinity is still a 

challenging issue to overcome today.39 According to Catherine Benamou, by the early 1990s 

some “factors delaying the accession of women to the field of film production include[d] the 

absence (…) of opportunities for formal film study outside ICAIC in Cuba and the need for a 

costly technical infrastructure along with proximity to laboratory and distribution facilities, 

which have contributed to the concentration of production in centralized state institutions (with 

varying degrees of autonomy) located in the nation’s capital” (63). This situation has changed in 

recent years. The scope for women’s inclusion in the panorama of Cuban cinema has opened as a 

result of a number of initiatives, as I discuss in the previous chapter, such as the foundation of 

the International Film and Television School (EICTV) in 1986, and the Faculty of Audiovisual 

Communication Media (FAMCA) of the Higher Institute of the Arts (ISA) and its affiliated 

departments around the country. Regional schools for local filmmakers have been inaugurated in 

central and eastern Cuba. Also events such as the Muestra Joven and the emergence of 

independent forms of filmmaking have increased women’s participation in Cuba’s audiovisual 

world. However, many challenges remain, starting with the apparent responsibility or burden for 

filling the long-standing gap of Cuban film production by women. Yet, Cuban young female 

cineastes, perhaps even unconsciously, adhere to Marguerite Duras’s idea that “the women who 

                                                                                                                                                                                                               
Benamou, Susan Lord, among other scholars, have written about Cuba cinema by women from different North 

American academic institutions but research results in this field are still scant and dispersed as a profound study on 

Cuban diasporic women filmmakers has yet to see the light. 
39 In the history of Cuban cinema only four Cuban women have been able to direct a long feature film on the Island. 

Sara Gómez directed De cierta manera (One Way or Another, 1974) which she could not bring to completion due to 

her premature death at 31. Only 25 years later, Carolina Nicola made Así de simple (That Simple) in 2001, the first 

independent film ever conceived by a Cuban woman. In 2009, Rebeca Chávez followed with Ciudad en rojo (City 

in Red). Marilyn Solaya released Vestido de novia (His Wedding Dress) in 2014 and Jessica Rodríguez just finished 

shooting Espejuelos oscuros (Dark Glasses) to premier probably by the end of 2015. The documentary Deja que yo 

te cuente la historia (Let Me Tell You the Story, 2010) by EICTV graduate, Peruvian filmmaker Milagro Farfán is 

an interview-based film that complicates the outlook on the access of women film directors to develop their practice 

in Cuba. 
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can get beyond the feeling of having to correct history will save a lot of time” (1991, qtd. in 

Braidotti, 137).40    

The documentary genre has been a sustaining platform for female auteurs’ engagement and 

resistance. Considered by the mainstream film industry as an undermined cinematic form in 

Cuba and elsewhere, documentaries, unlike fiction films, have been the category by which 

alternative filmmakers have found opportunities for experimentation. In the Cuban case, most 

female filmmakers were allowed to finish their first documentary works while training as 

assistant directors of male cineastes who by and large were making feature fiction films. For a 

young generation of women filmmakers in the diaspora, documentary making is bringing new 

light into the question of mapping Cuban current “accented cinemas.”41 The contradictory 

conditions of multiculturalism in their host societies, the gender perspectives connecting the 

notions of nationalism and diaspora are some of the concerns of these cineastes in filmic 

processes through which they negotiate their identities and that of their films’ characters or social 

actors. Different forms of domination and post-colonial practices, the memory of slavery, and 

ritual spaces of religiosity are also addressed and debated by these women. The way these 

filmmakers criticize not only the hegemonic masculinity but also the machistic character of the 

nation-state as an institution is already a form of contestation. In their representations of the self 

through first-person cinemas, they are giving space to gendered experiences that are much larger 

than their own. Building on arguments by Levinas and Butler, Alisa Lebow states that “the self is 

always a relational matter, never conceivable in isolation. First-person film merely literalizes and 

makes apparent the fact that self-narration —not to mention autobiography— is never the sole 
                                                                 
40 Duras’s expression is a smart critique to how the very act of “correcting” as a form of punishment implies some 

extent of resentment that hinders many equity seeking groups from creating new forms of social and cultural life. 
41 According to the Iranian scholar Hamid Naficy, these forms of cinematic display are ways of translating personal 

experiences of postcolonial displacement into films. Not only are they created by cineastes who produce their 

audiovisual work in sites where they or their films’ characters speak with an accent but also the works share 

commonalities in terms of their alternative modes of production, emergent styles and social effect (2001). 
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property of the speaking self. It properly belongs to larger collectivities without which the maker 

would be unrecognizable to herself, and effectively would have no story to tell” (2008, xii). As 

Lebow further states —and as I purposely relate to these Cuban cineastes—, they are able to 

transform “the work from autobiographic (a study of one’s own culture) to ethnoautobiographic 

(a culturally grounded study of oneself)” (151).  

 Heidi Hassan, Susana Barriga and Daniellis Hernández are helping to reshape belonging by 

mapping “Variations on Cubanidad” in locations other than the ones Cuban writer Víctor Fowler 

has interpreted (2002). In his analysis, he suggests some variants of “what is Cuban” mainly in 

the United States and more specifically in Miami, with various degrees of alienation, implication 

and even complex of blame. He sees the exile-diaspora as a pedagogical project, by which he 

understands “an ordered and reasoned articulation of experiences to transmit a precise cultural 

heritage” (110). While memory appears as an act of self-preservation of identity, Fowler argues 

that identity there, “more than a matter of culture, places itself on the terrain of the ideological 

with a strong class-based component” (110). 

In the foreword of the compilation Cubana: Contemporary Fiction by Cuban Women, the 

Cuban American anthropologist Ruth Behar was encouraged to answer a question regarding the 

nature of Cuban feminism. She replied by paralleling her response to the verses of Geography 

(1938) by female Cuban poet Dulce María Loynaz: “Question: Define: Island. Answer: An 

Island is an absence of water surrounded by water: An absence of love surrounded by love.” 

Thus, Behar responded: “Cuban feminism is a paradox: there are no feminists in Cuba and yet 

the island is surrounded by feminism” (viii). “Why are there no feminists in Cuba?” is probably 

the question I struggled the most while writing this chapter. After several readings, conversations 

and phases of enthusiasm and paralysis, I thought that perhaps the problem could be lying in the 
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affiliation with the fixed categorical realm of “feminism” itself and/or with the understanding of 

gender in relation with the nation-state.  

Although inclined to empower female subjects, the history of women’s activism in Cuba —

largely driven by the Cuban Women Federation founded and directed by Vilma Espín for almost 

40 years— is not directly related to Feminism with a capital F as an ideology or movement of 

resistance. Feminist postulates and their emergence in capitalist societies were not an immediate 

frame of reference for the newly revolutionary Cubans of the 1960s. For many years, the 

political project of the 1959 Revolution became la medida de todas las cosas or the measure of 

all things. The ideals of feminism and its principles —not unlike racial, sexual and religious 

diversities— defined forms of “difference” that were not welcomed by the egalitarian norms 

inspiring and regulating social change. It was assumed that the activist struggle for women’s 

rights existed in societies where there were problems that the revolutionary process “had 

eradicated” on the island. In her prologue, Behar goes on to assert how Espín repeatedly stated 

that “the federation is a ‘feminine’ and not ‘feminist’ organization: an organization of women 

committed to a revolution that already speaks in their name... With the state providing all women 

with free education, healthcare, birth control, access to abortion, nutritional support for pregnant 

mothers and young children, day care, the freedom to divorce, and the unequivocal defense of 

women’s sexuality in its own right, who needs feminism?” (Behar 1998, ix-x). 

This situation is also noticeable in Cuba’s education system today. Very few classes in 

universities along the country at both graduate and undergraduate levels are devoted to Gender 

Studies or Women’s Studies, let alone Feminist Studies. In addition, and maybe also as a 

consequence, very few Cuban women scholars or cultural producers who live and work on the 

island have the possibility to debate their positionality regarding feminism due to the 
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overwhelming masculinism of public intellectual life that causes women’s and feminists’ voices 

to be drowned out. Still today, fear of the radicalization of feminism and insufficient 

understanding of its proposals have affected young Cuban women’s affiliation with the term 

even when their ways of thinking and daily-life practices are deeply associated with their own 

liberation and enfranchisement. Of course, this is a global issue not at all privative of the Cuban 

reality. 

Patriarchy reveals itself in Cuba not through income inequality or deficiency in the fairness 

of laws, but in, for example, the normalized heterosexual street harassment and especially in the 

“double shift” that Cuban women experience at home and at work, bearing most of the 

responsibility for domestic labour and the care for the children and the elderly.42 Their 

professional development has not reduced their leading role in the household. Women are also 

still a minority in decision-making positions even though Cuba proclaims a more balanced 

proportion between men and women in the workforce.43 The vast majority of single parents are 

                                                                 
42 Gendered and domestic violence is another issue that women face on daily basis in Cuba and the world and that is 

frequently addressed in contemporary films by women. Movies such as El pez de la torre nada en el asfalto (The 

Fish from the Tower Swims in Cement, Adriana F. Castellanos, 2007), Mírame, mi amor (Look at me, my Love, 

Marilyn Solaya, 2002) and Jessica Rodríguez’s El mundo de Raúl (Raúl’s World, 2010, co-directed with Horizoe 

García) and Tacones cercanos (Close Heels, 2008) deal with cases of sexual harassment and physical violence 

suffered by women and queers respectively. Jessica Rodríguez’s first diasporic documentary Crac! (Crack!, 2013) 

narrates the story of two Spanish middle-aged women who were victims of domestic violence by their male partners. 

The challenge that this experience posed in these women’s lives and the way in which it transformed their social and 

private behaviour are heartbreakingly depicted in the film. Made in Newfoundland with funds from the RBC 

Michelle Jackson Emerging Filmmaker Award, Tamara Segura’s second short film Before the War (2014) tells a 

similar story. A future extension of this chapter must include analysis of film that reflect critically on gender 

violence and violence against women in particular. For more information about this topic in Cuba see Julio César 

González Pagés’s. Macho varón, masculino (2010) and Por andar vestido de hombre (2012) both published by 

Editorial de la Mujer. For a sociological perspective, consult Selección de lecturas de Sociología y política social de 

género by Dr. Clotilde Proveyer Cervantes who has also published regularly about this issue. 
43 Anuario Estadístico de Cuba 2011. Oficina Nacional de Estadística e Información. Accessed July 8, 2015. 

http://www.one.cu/aec2011/esp/03_tabla_cuadro.htm 
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female and although both fathers and mothers have access to parental leave, this is a benefit that 

fathers almost never make use of.44  

Demographics are revealing of gendered realities. The increasing aging of the Cuban 

population is a result of a massive youth diaspora that started in the early 1990s and of the 

decreasing tendency in birth rates. This circumstance has been attributed to the difficult 

economic conditions experienced in the country but also to the high levels of professionalization 

and empowerment of women in a place where the rights for free clinically assisted abortion, free 

contraceptive acquisition as well as social assistance for family programming have existed for 

decades. Having autonomy over their bodies, Cuban women on the island are avoiding having 

children under such harsh economic conditions. Likewise, Cuban women living abroad are 

delaying motherhood as the processes of adjustment and settlement in the new societies take 

additional time and effort. Without a recognized system of either domestic or transnational 

adoption in Cuba maybe this is the moment in which changes towards family sustainability will 

begin to occur.   

Given this status quo then, what is the panorama of Cuba’s film scene by women and how 

has diaspora complicated this gendered approach? In their processes of identity construction and 

representation of “Cubanness,” womanhood, and migrancy, the triad of filmmakers studied in 

this chapter have expanded beyond the national border, examining intersectionalities of sex and 

gender, racialization and migration. It is important to notice the role migration played in re-

envisioning gendered issues in their cases. Where EICTV brought selected parts of the world to 

these filmmakers during their student years, in their migration experiences the world’s screens 

become available to them to select from, learn from and see themselves in or not.  

                                                                 
44 For more on this sociology of gender inequality, consult Women’s Work: Gender Inequality in Cuba and the Role 

of Women Building Cuba’s Future. Centre for Democracy in the Americas. 2013. Accessed July 8, 2015. 

http://democracyinamericas.org/pdfs/CDA_Womens_Work.pdf 
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These artists’ journeys could be even read as nomadic routes. Heidi Hassan goes from 

Havana, Cuba to Geneva, Switzerland and then to Madrid; Daniellis Hernández moves from 

Havana to Manchester, England and then to Berlin while Susana Barriga travels from Santiago 

de Cuba to Havana, then to London and finally settles in Spain. However, the physical 

movement is not enough to argue for the travelling nature of these women. Rosi Braidotti’s 

notion of nomadic subjects notes a definition more attuned to their migrant practices when she 

states that “nomadic consciousness consists in not taking any kind of identity as permanent ….” 

The nomad has a sharpened sense of territory, but no possessiveness about it” (64-5). More 

importantly: “[t]he nomadic subject is not always in motion or fleeting —she also requires 

periods of rest or stasis. Periods of recollection and temporary stability are necessary to produce 

the kind of syntheses and associations that allow for a sustainable notion of nomadic 

subjectivity” (65). The three filmmakers of this chapter found these periods of stasis when they 

were international film students in Europe. 

The films analyzed in this chapter are short feature documentaries made by young, Cuban, 

female graduates from the prominent International Film and Television School in San Antonio 

de los Baños (EICTV), the institution I discussed in Chapter 2 and which I have elsewhere called 

“the first step for most filmmakers toward transnational cinema production in Cuba” (Lord and 

Zarza, 200). At the time that Heidi Hassan was doing her MA in the Haute École d’Arts et 

Design (HEAD) Geneva, Switzerland, Hernández and Barriga respectively filmed Extravío 

(Lost) and The Illusion while they were on exchange in the UK as part of the agreement between 

EICTV and the English University of Salford. Theirs is a first-person way of filmmaking that 

engages in a cinema of affect, a process that involves the non-cognitive rooted in one’s 

psychological self. Therefore disturbance, distress, disappointment, frustration, anxiety, and grief 
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in addition to desire, anticipation, joy, and fear (i.e. affects and emotions) take precedent over 

rational knowledge. Their narratives are those of observation and intuition “centered … on 

‘intimacy’ as a chosen space for women’s communication and growth …. [T]his area of film 

practice tends to be defended as a ‘front’ to be fought within a larger struggle to decolonize the 

screen, taking its cue from the organized political efforts to improve the status of women, rather 

than as an oasis of personalized, politically noncommittal expression” (Benamou, 66).  

In a key analysis of Sara Gómez’s film Mi aporte (My Contribution, 1970), Susan Lord 

unpacks some theoretical interventions on documentary practice that could also be helpful to 

understand the work of the women filmmakers of the post-2000 generation. She recalls how 

modes of “interpreting” documentary practices that emerged in the Global North need to be 

rearticulated to analyze Latin American cinema productions and their reception by “northern 

viewers” (Lord 2003). Bill Nichols’ renowned “modes” of documentary —reflexive, expository, 

observational, interactive, poetic and participatory— were only a great start point for Julianne 

Burton and Michael Chanan to develop what are considered the “Latin American modes.” One 

of the main achievements of these new articulations was the elimination of the ahistorical, 

omniscient and authoritarian male narrator —the so-called “Voice of God”—, to be replaced in 

the case of Gómez for her own voice and/or image or that of her characters. Susan Lord goes on 

to notice how “[t]he issue of voice-over and its function as a trace of the presence of the 

disembodied patriarchal authority has long been the subject of feminist and feminist-postcolonial 

critique” (256). 

Influence by Gómez’s legacy, Hassan, Barriga and Hernández have also rejected the “Voice 

of God” and have placed their own instead. While they could be considered unrelated in terms of 

content or cinematic strategy, they share, to say the least, a common “structure of feeling [that] 
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corresponds to the dominant social character”45 they grew up with. They partake in a 

generational memory, a collective consciousness of a past marked by the Soviet Cuba of their 

childhood, the temporary bonanza of the 1980s, and an adolescence signalled by the beginning of 

the post-Cold War life in Cuba. They lived the scarcity of the Special Period after 1990, the dual 

currency, the renaissance of the industry of tourism, and the increasingly perceptible segregation 

between the “haves” and the “have nots.” Their mutual lived culture is also one of broad 

transnational movement in the 21st Century when the pain of family separation and the fact of 

being young migrant women in Europe will be central.  

 

3.2 Heidi Hassan 

3.2.1 A Woman/Two Worlds. Tierra Roja (Heidi Hassan, 2007) 

 

Tierra roja (Red Land, 2007) by Heidi Hassan proposes a revision of the experience of a 

diasporic woman of colour in a white-dominated community. She depicts the female subject 

under the light of a new migratory context influenced by domination, power relations, and 

alienating circumstances. In Tierra roja the protagonist is a nameless young female emigrant in 

Geneva trying to adapt to the new foreign environment. She is also a single mother. The structure 

of the film alternates between that of an epistolary novel composed by the letters she writes to 

her parents and daughter still in the “homeland” and the self-reflections of the protagonist —a 

voice-over monologue in the form of whispers as if the character would not be allowed or would 

not want to speak out loud; as if she were fully aware of the silenced subaltern subject she has 

become. The woman on the screen could also be considered a sort of alter ego of Hassan, who 

                                                                 
45 The term was coined by Raymond Williams in the mid-1950s. “It suggests a common set of perceptions and 

values shared by a particular generation, and is most clearly articulated in particular and artistic forms…” (Taylor, 

1997) The concept has been also used by Jin Feng (2013) to analyze diasporic Chinese literature. 
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has been living first in Switzerland and later in Spain since 2002. As many women filmmakers, 

she approaches female identity through autobiographical films. Yet, in a circumstance that would 

encourage physical deterritorialization, the psychological utterance of the character is that of a 

continuous contact with her homeland. The bureaucratic laws that used to run the migratory 

policies of the Cuban nation and the family-based sense of the island’s culture reinforce the 

drama of distance and adjustment.  

The reflections of this woman speak volumes to the physiological, social and physical 

transformation that the diasporic condition entails. In her first interior monologue, she says: 

You look weird, although no one can tell. People only notice that your hair is shorter or 

that you have lost some weight. But nobody really knows you, to see that you have 

changed, that you are not the same as when you arrived. Again, you fear the emptiness 

that surrounds you. You feel a vertigo caused by the fact that no word triggers a memory. 

The path towards integration is much longer than it seems. You had heard about the cold 

weather, about illegality, but no one mentioned that once you feel comfortable speaking 

this new language, you are under its power to share everything with the people around 

you. For a while, it was nice to stop talking about survival, about times of difficulty and 

the myriad of problems that form vicious circles in your country. But you cannot escape 

from poverty by taking a plane. It accompanies you from your dry skin to the preference 

for the greasy meals you are so familiar with. You would have given anything to hear 

again a repeated story, a joke told a thousand times, because, at the end: What do you 

know about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, about Anna Gavalda, about the Rwandan 

genocide, about ecotourism? Nothing! You left your topics of conversation there. To 

translate them is worthless. It will take much longer to feel again the pleasant sensation of 

having an opinion.46  

 

Every time the protagonist talks to herself, even if it happens through a discourse 

developed in a space of intimacy and self-narration, she does so by using the second person 

singular, as if she were talking to another self, as if her “self” from the past condemned her 

“self” from the present. The consequences of her decision to stay abroad cause a feeling of 

guilt that leads to the use of language as a palliative or source of relief. Throughout the film, 

her behavior is never staged for the camera. She doesn’t speak to the audience or to the 

                                                                 
46 All translations of literary references, films’ fragments and filmmakers’ interviews in the Spanish language are my 

own unless otherwise indicated. 
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filmmaker as imagined others. Hassan simply observes her. Although it becomes the 

performance of her identity away from home, her gestures, movements, and dressing patterns 

are far from only reproducing signs of the authentic. They are more likely a form of self-

determination even when her own diasporic condition constrains her performance. 

In the contemporary contexts of global flows, connections with the birthplace are 

established through the convergent and divergent interactions with family, tradition, and 

culture. Halfway between the individual and the communal, the intimate realm of families is 

the main instance around which culture is organized. “As families move to new locations, or 

as children move before older generations, or as grown sons and daughters return from their 

time spent in strange parts of the world, family relationships become volatile, new commodity 

patterns are negotiated, debts and obligations are recalibrated, and rumors and fantasies about 

the new setting are maneuvered into existing repertoires of knowledge and practice” 

(Appadurai 1996, 43–4). In Tierra roja, the care of the woman’s aging parents, her daughter’s 

first love experience, and her friend’s problems are not hers to share anymore. As a mother 

and daughter in the diaspora, she has to constantly negotiate the status of her affective 

relationships, her parents’ emotional support, and her child’s confidentiality. From a distance 

she tries to intervene in her daughter’s curfew; through her sister, she found out the teenager 

has a boyfriend; and she keeps on asking about the results of her father’s medical tests. 

Halfway between pragmatism and grief, the character states in another whispered monologue: 

Do you really think you will recover the time you have lost? … Those days do not 

belong to you anymore … Your daughter had her first love affair with a boy of whom 

you will know only the name. Someone else will comfort her. Your parents will get sick 

and you will arrive only for their funeral, but no one will judge you because thanks to 

the money you sent they have lived decently. 
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Her “difference” as a place of contestation and struggle helps the viewer to recognize 

identity as no longer a unitary entity but a process of constant building and transformation. The 

lead role of Tierra roja portrays Stuart Hall’s “recognition that we all speak from a particular 

place, out of a particular story, out of a particular experience [and] culture …. We are all … 

ethnically located and our ethnic identities are crucial to our subjective sense of who we are” 

(Hall 1996, 447). The space she moves in is completely anonymous. It is a non-place since the 

film never shows physical signs that make it distinguishable. Both Cuba and Switzerland as 

physical locations are never mentioned and there are no references to the date when actions 

occur, which delocalizes and detemporalizes the narrated experience. As a voyeur from the 

street, the camera captures her in the balcony while she cleans up windows or does her laundry. 

The woman is never shown in her domestic space, maybe as a sign of her lack of one she can call 

home. 

In her correspondence, the protagonist uses expressions such as “I’m so sorry,” “forgive 

me,” “promise me,” “don’t forget me,” and “don’t stop loving me.” She trades and pleads but 

never demands. Curiously, not once does one hear back directly from her parents or child. So 

her channels of communication are unidirectional, which accentuates her loneliness. There is 

also a contrasting ambivalence between the verbal discourse and the visual image. Sometimes 

her letters are calm and she is in distress, other times she laughs wide and loudly while her 

thoughts are quiet and hopeless. In several occasions the camera drifts away from her when 

she is actively exchanging with the environment in which her “‘full’ self (and its underlying 

history) will never be present” (Shome, 709). 

Her identity shapes not only through language but also through the politics of the body, 

the physical expression and style, because the textures of individuality can be outlined by 
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different affective modes of bodily experience. But Hassan avoids any form of fetishism when 

utilizing the character’s attributes as a manner of cultural defense. The way she moves 

spontaneously and talks and feels with and through her body; the way she looks and the bright 

colors she wears (red, green, blue), her curly, natural hair falling on her shoulders or picked 

up in a ponytail, her red necklace made of tropical red seeds and long earrings—all this 

reaffirms her Caribbeanness. She looks good but not at all does she use Western codes of 

representation in the lived materiality of her body. Her dry colored skin does not acclimatize 

to the cold weather; her wide hyperbolic laughter causes disturbance; her only close female 

friend is a black woman with whom she finds a bit of herself at home, a place where she says 

“time does not go by, a bitter-sweet land.” 

It is too obvious to ignore the use of colour as a discursive visual tool. Red is certainly the 

predominant one: present from the title —Red Land— to appearances in every scene of the 

film. It might have been the symbol of Communist ideals present on the political landscape of 

the filmmaker’s island for so long. But also because of its relation to blood, passion, and 

strength, it could be a sign of potential emancipatory hopes as well as daily-life struggles. The 

woman’s skirt and shoes, necklace, cardigan, and hoodie are all red in many of the shots. In 

the only sequence where all seems gray inside the frame, she finds a small red board among 

some debris as an iconic figure to hold on to. She is looking for second hand furniture to 

supply the future bedroom of her daughter that she plans to bring with her. Trained as a 

cinematographer, Hassan is particularly careful about her visual choices. Thus, colour is also 

a medium in her work. In its aesthetic form, red is a symbol of vibrancy, the color of the 

powerful orisha Changó, and when associated with land, in Cuba, the meaning of a fertile 

soil. 
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Although a certain longing displayed in this film defends the existence of ideas, 

identities, and communities beyond physical cartographies, the reproduction of local cultural 

practices and a certain longing for specific places and imaginaries persist sometime in the 

narrative. Those cartographies, however, are linked to the family, the neighborhood and the 

character’s new city that is never mentioned. At the end of the story, Hassan goes back to 

whispering on behalf of her character. And because sounds transcends frontiers more than 

images do, due to frames’ constrains, the interiority of the act —she whispers to herself— 

also signifies a conversation across borders. As Imre Szeman would put it, “the transnational 

opens up new conceptual and theoretical spaces for imagining … social formations and 

cultural practices which (at least potentially) might exceed what many feel to be the 

parochialisms and paternalisms of the nation and the politics of the nation-state era” (200).  

Only several years after watching Tierra roja for the first time in Havana and many months 

after re-encountering and falling in love with it as an international student in the diaspora, I 

interviewed Heidi Hassan. Thus I learned that its plot had been the fictionalization of the story of 

her mother who left Cuba when the filmmaker was a teenager and who had not seen her daughter 

for five years. The filmmaker was the child to whom the letters in the film were written. And the 

audiovisual piece —articulated around a continuing absence— was the way she found to make 

more sense of her lived experience and “observe” it from a distance.47 What seems to be 

anticipation in the film is nothing but Hassan’s recreation of her own memories: a flash back. In 

Tierra roja, the narrator —the filmmaker’s evoked mother performed by her daughter’s 

(Hassan’s) voice— speaks in future tense, as she is foretelling hers and her daughter’s future 

                                                                 
47 Argentinian filmmaker Albertina Carri uses a similar strategy in her acclaimed documentary Los Rubios (The 

Blonds, 2003). Carri hired an actress —Analía Couceyro— to play herself telling the story of her parents who went 

missing during the military dictatorship. For her part, Hassan worked with the Ghanan-Canadian actress Mariama 

Sylla who embodied the filmmaker’s mother.  
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experience in the diaspora. In this form of autobiography, the goal was never to reproach the 

decisions of her mom but essentially to think them through now as a young adult in her work. 

Hassan considers Tierra roja as a truly egocentric film for that matter but has also realized it has 

a broader reach, an effect than she could have ever imagined.  

 

3.2.2 Fragments of the Self: Orages d’été (Heidi Hassan, 2008)  

 

A woman walks on a bridge overlooking the city. It is night time and she has been out for 

the evening. Very soon she removes her high heels and walks with bare feet on the concrete. It is 

breezy and chilly out and the wind blows her hair and her scarf. From the top of a small bridge 

she contemplates the river, the traffic, the street lights. Although peaceful, the urban space seems 

to reject her as she rests her head on the cold metallic structure of the bridge and massages her 

neck like it is sore from carrying a heavy burden. She is alone and her name is Heidi Hassan.  

So begins the fourth short film this Cuban diasporic artist made during her time in 

Switzerland: an audiovisual work where Hassan will place herself in front of the lens for the first 

time and, with the use of a subjective camera style, she will also be the spectator of her own 

reality becoming both mind and body —also subject and object—of the gaze. An urban poem, 

Heidi Hassan’s autobiographic Orages d’ été (Summer Storms, 2008) is an internal journey, a 

coming-of-age film about a woman at the edge of turning 30. Thus, it deals with questions that 

the filmmaker is posing herself as she falls in love with musician Léonard Plattner who has been 

her partner in life ever since. In the film, Hassan discussed topics related to her individual 

experiences regarding the increasing transformations of her now more mature body, the 

memories of her childhood and adolescence in another land, the evocation of past love stories, 
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and the intimidating possibility of motherhood. Many scenes in Orages d’ été are related to 

Hassan’s photographic series Retratos íntimos (Intimate Portraits) and Autorretratos (Self-

portraits), exhibited for the first time at the Isabel Bader Centre for Performing Arts as part of the 

travelling showcase Roots and Routes…48 About the conceptions of her work with both still and 

moving images, she stated: “Initially for me there is a snapshot because still photography is what 

first came into my life. Then I became a cinematographer and then I got to filmmaking. When I 

took pictures it always felt like I remained wanting more but I think that the photography gives 

value to what you want to say” (Hassan 2013). 

Being a filmmaker who constantly questions her work, these photographic self-portraits 

have helped her to stay active in cultural production and train her gaze when the reality of 

participating in a film shooting is not current. It is a sort of method that allows her to exorcize 

emotions. “I use cinema —she mentioned during our conversation— as a therapy to have a 

dialogue with myself without feeling alone or lonely in the solitude of a project, in the 

unconsciousness of a creative process.” Maybe foreseeing her future moving from Switzerland to 

Spain, in Orages d’été Hassan dreams about being a nomad and recommence. She talks about 

how she might eventually “meet new people, and share their petty problems, learn the names of 

the streets [of a new city], decide on her favorite bakery and maybe one fine day, resume the 

path” (Orages d’été ‘11:00-‘11:33). 

Her work reminds us that maybe instead of lamenting the diasporas, we should always 

recognize the political potential of social change that the diasporic experience entails. Although 

it is almost imperceptible Heidi (the filmmaker/the character) has an accent, dances salsa and 

eats a fried egg on white rice as it is common in Cuba. At some point, she will recall “her 

childhood sea” and “that sun” of her home with nostalgia, but the poetics of this film is not that 

                                                                 
48 The photos are also available online in the filmmaker’s professional website heidi-hassan.com. 
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of the diasporic subject in an obvious manner, and certainly it does not represent direct 

individual reaffirmations of nationality or ethnicity. She does not hide her Cubanness but it is 

also not obvious in the story. The “imaged” home is perceived only at certain moments and will 

remain in the space of memory through evocative language.  

Most of Hassan’s work belongs to a cinema of gestures and silence where body politics are 

relevant. Still, only fragments, excerpts of the body, are always visible as if the graphic 

representation would symbolically demonstrate the decentred and insecure nature of the 

diasporic female subject. The Cuban film critic and researcher Dánae Diéguez has included one 

of the scenes in this movie among the most erotic moments in the history of Cuban cinema 

(2012, par. 38). “She films him with tenderness and curiosity, capturing the novel expressions of 

a face still almost unknown. Then the images become confused and all that remains is a play of 

lights, until the screen becomes a kaleidoscope ….” (“Orages d’été”, par. 2). The sequence of 

their sexual encounter is so personal that it engages a global language about the physicality of 

love suggesting “the way vision itself can be tactile” (Marks, xi). The lovers’ self-made scene 

with a plethora of separated skin, arms, feet, legs, muscles, bones, veins, wrinkles and beauty 

marks proves the intimacy of the gaze.  

Not unlike in Tierra roja, in Orages d’été Hassan engages again in the act of whispering for 

most of the tale and uses a voiceover or voice off screen that evokes her inner thoughts as she 

would be talking to herself. Once more, Hassan is fictionalizing many aspects of her own life. 

She suggested a role play in the movie in order to understand the first steps of her relationship 

with Léonard. The characters are all real but many of their attitudes were changed. Differently 

from the film’s depiction, in “real-life” she was the one who constantly asked him to stay and 

sleep over and always called him the day after their encounters longing for some level of 
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persistence on his side. The male partner was the one who had a hard time committing at the 

beginning of their liaison. Even as an unconscious act, by “tricking” her reality on the screen the 

filmmaker participated in a very thought-provoking gender role-switching where new dynamics 

of difference are revealed and which worked for her to secretly and maybe inadvertently disrupt 

the hegemonic positionalities prevailing in our male-dominated societies. This way the 

filmmaker combines reality and fiction in a cathartic manner and prompts us to think about the 

endless power and outreach of one’s imagination. Any woman in the world could be Hassan 

getting hit and unsettled by those very same summer storms as she constructed a filmic space for 

global female emancipation.  

 

3.3 Daniellis Hernández 

3.3.1 In and Out: the Borders of Race. Extravío (Daniellis Hernández, 2008) 

 

Extravío (Lost, 2008) by Daniellis Hernández is a translocal ethnographic documentary in 

which Hernández addresses the problem of class difference within race. In the film, she portrays 

different stories of first and second generation Black Anglo-Caribbean and African migrants in 

Manchester, England. Extravío was directed by an Afro-Cuban woman who portrayed racial 

standpoints on religion, labour and racialized urban mapping. In this era of surveillance, where 

the limits of private and public spaces are blurred, the film deals with some of the contradictory 

conditions of interculturation. As Hernández mentions in the film, she feels weary of her lack of 

freedom to film people in Manchester. Under the pressure of the camera lens, the inhabitants of 

the city, and even the police, tell her frequently to ask for permission and turn off her device. 

This required a constant process of negotiation between the filmmaker and the subjects of her 
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documentary. In the initial scene, the monumental cathedral of Manchester is presented in a low-

angled shot expressing the immensity of an overwhelming city with constant rain, cold climate, 

and buildings with glass windows. This was the first time that Hernández was outside of Cuba. 

According to her voice-over confession, time seemed to go faster in that new scenery. Thus, the 

cineaste emphasizes the different pace with which black people live their lives “in the North” 

and the changes of rhythms and variety of responsibilities that the new habitat entails. 

Some Cuban films made on the Island have openly tackled issues around Blackness in the 

21st Century.49 In the last 30 years, a central figure of filmmaking by and about Afro-Cubans has 

been Gloria Rolando. Member of the Movimiento Nacional de Video (National Video 

Movement), Rolando created the collective “Imágenes del Caribe” (Caribbean Images) in the 

late 1990s in order to produce films that dealt with Afro-Cuban historical events, oral traditions 

and stories of migration. In her struggle to represent multiple forms of spirituality in Cuba, the 

filmmaker has also fought to translate the different ways in which people engage with religion 

and the phenomenon of the intra-Caribbean diaspora. Rolando’s work is an example of cultural 

resistance against the hegemonic amnesia of the official discourse. Her historical approach in the 

three chapters of the documentary Voces para un silencio (Breaking the Silence, 2012) about the 

massacre of the Independent Party of Color in 1912 highlights the contributions of Cuban black 

intellectuals to the cultural life of the nation in the 100th anniversary of the event.  

Among a younger generation of Cuban filmmakers Eric Corvalán has also emphasized this 

subject. His film Raza (Race, 2010) is perhaps the only one made on racialized discrimination 

and misrepresentation by a young independent filmmaker. This is the consequence of the 

                                                                 
49 ICAIC-produced period drama Roble de olor (Scent of Oak, 2003) by Rigoberto López and Jorge Luis Sánchez’s 

musical Irremediablemente juntos (Hopelessly Together, 2012) dealt with the varied hurdles of interracial couples at 

two different times in history. But, although the relevance of the topic was unquestionable, both movies were 

welcomed neither by film critics nor by the general audience. 
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conditions that defined the racial debate —or lack thereof— in the country. After 1959 the 

Cuban government implemented equality at the level of policy and at the level of institutional 

order —a potentially liberating process. But it also implied that there would be no discussion of 

racism for many years. It became almost a moral imperative not to speak about race. However, 

contemporary debates overtly demonstrate resistance to homogeneity and question the way in 

which racial discrimination was written out of the narrative of the Revolution, as well as the 

racialized tourist industry, the connections between skin color and class status in the new private 

economies, and the discussion and representations of stories of black people in education and the 

media. As Susan Lord has explained, the history of Afro-Cubans struggle for citizenship is part 

of a “silencing history as a practice not only of racism but of racialization and nationalism.”50 

Roberto Zurbano’s text “Para los negros en Cuba la revolución no ha terminado” (“For 

Blacks in Cuba, the Revolution Hasn’t Finished,” 2013) translated by the New York Times as 

“For Blacks in Cuba, the Revolution Hasn’t Begun” generated a heated discussion around anti-

Black racism in Cuba. It was the cause of national and international controversies and, 

consequently, Zurbano was dismissed from his position as Editorial Director of the Department 

of Publications in Casa de las Américas one day after publishing the article on March 24, 2013. 

Knowing that racial discrimination goes against the ideals of social justice promoted by the 

Cuban Revolution, Zurbano affirms that "[r]acism in Cuba has been concealed and reinforced in 

part because it isn’t talked about. The government hasn’t allowed racial prejudice to be debated 

or confronted politically or culturally, often pretending instead as though it didn’t exist” (2013). 

The aftermath of this event, which incited dozens of critiques and defenses indicated the still-

                                                                 
50 Paper: “Chronicles of Belonging: Gloria Rolando’s Diasporic Ethnographies” presented as part of the panel 

Documenting Afro-Cuban History: The Films of Gloria Rolando, in Berkshire Conference on the History of 

Women, Toronto, Saturday, May 24, 2014. 
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weak sense of solidarity and need for more diverse and respectful spaces of dialogue between 

many Cuban intellectuals of color.   

But Zurbano’s is not the only voice in the study of Black cultures in Cuba. Esteban Morales’ 

long history of commentary on racism also merits mention as does his long-term labour of 

teaching generations of young students at the University of Havana. His translated collection 

Race in Cuba: Essays on the Revolution and Racial Inequality (2013) and his discussions in his 

active blog estebanmoralesdominguez.blogspot.ca are worthy of consult. Also significant, is the 

work around politics of race and gender that the black cyberfeminist Sandra Abd’Allah-Álvarez 

Ramírez has developed in her blog negracubanateniaqueser.com now updated frequently from 

Hannover, Germany where she has the diasporic privilege of Internet access that allows a more 

systematic updating of her significant online space.  

In this context, Daniellis Hernández reveals herself as a noteworthy cultural producer of her 

generation by bringing to light some of the issues commented above. As a documentary student 

at EICTV, she directed El fanguito, veinte años después (El Fanguito, Twenty Years Later), a 

second version of the classic El fanguito (1990), a documentary by black Cuban filmmaker Jorge 

Luis Sánchez that portrays the harsh living conditions and marginality of the inhabitants of the 

namesake neighborhood in the heart of Havana. She also made the documentary Safari 

documental in Cuba’s Island of Youth about a pregnant Ethiopian woman, an unconscious 

homage to Gloria Rolando’s documentary work about the presence of Caribbean diasporas in 

Eastern Cuba and their influence on Cuban cultural practices. Arriba de la tierra (Above the 

Land), on the other hand, was her second-year final exercise about a black gravedigger in San 

Antonio de los Baños and for years she has been thinking about making a project related to 

Cuba’s involvement in Angola’s liberation war following the steps of Rigoberto López when he 
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was a correspondent during the African conflict. Therefore, her connection with the work of 

black Cuban filmmakers has been consistent and wide ranging. 

Once in the diaspora, Hernández continued to nurture her research topic. Extravío is a 

personal discovery in which the director contrasts her original expectations of people of African 

descent living in the UK with the actuality she encounters. Transgressing national boundaries in 

a process of cross-fertilization, this Cuban black woman, lost in the cold streets of Manchester, 

tries to find warmth and, as she states in the film, “the comfort of the known” in those with her 

same skin color, believing she might identify with them. But reality will change that search into 

further questions, and her quest will be more exhausting than she could have ever foreseen. In 

the film, she narrates her “accented cinema,” not unlike Heidi Hassan and Susana Barriga do in 

Tierra roja, Orages d’été, and The Illusion, respectively.  

During the film, Hernández struggles to locate herself as a black Cuban woman: extraviada, 

lost in the new space where black people like herself are her only reference. These trans-national, 

trans-state and trans-local relations become vital when measuring and analyzing the impact of 

the displacements, relocations, departures and arrivals of information, human beings and capital 

on contemporary Cuban cultural identities. With her film, I would argue, Hernández engages in 

an unconscious act of media citizenship (Rennie 2002, Yu 2006, Flew 2011) as she uses the 

acquired information to deploy a critical thinking about empire, condemning hegemonic 

structures of civil participation and implied violence. Her first-person film is also a socially 

engaged practice. She criticizes the colorblind colonial discourse of the stories told at the 

People’s History Museum where blacks are erased from the institution’s narrative on the 

“working people of Britain.” Only images of submission and slavery are presented in the 

discourse obliterating the recent history of blacks in the UK.  
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Throughout the film, Hernández maintains a position that is both empathic and distant. She 

identifies with the subject of her documentary in an autoethnographic study “concerned about the 

cultural connection between self and others representing the society” (Chang, 207). However, 

her tone and approach are always from the perspective of a participant observer in the conflated 

dyad of both bearing witness and giving testimony. The academic background of the cineaste is 

noticeable in her work: she finished her BA in Sociology at the University of Havana in 2005. 

Therefore, perhaps her personal or intimate connection with the subject matter is less significant 

than it is with Hassan, for example. Instead, she has the training to register or document from the 

“scientific” point of view of a researcher.  

Turning individual experience into necessary scholarship, Hernández portrays several social 

classes and genders among the black population in the city. The leader of worship, an African 

young woman who strives to find personal, professional and spiritual satisfaction, introduces the 

idea of success, a similar concept to that of “the American dream.” From that moment on, 

Hernández approaches the notion critically, indicating its falseness and how it is manipulated to 

import cheap labour forces from unequally developed locations in the world. She interviews both 

recent emigrants and English natives: the supposed “successful” Nigerian lawyer who has a 

house, a car and a “good life,” the working-class émigré striving for economic improvement, and 

the inhabitants of marginal neighborhoods. She also visits Paul, perhaps the most interesting 

character of all, an Afro-English who lives in Moss Side awaiting a court case and whose 

teenage daughter is in prison. He shows Hernández pictures of his children and himself during 

his youth when he wore long dreadlocks, and comments on the huge scar in his arm as a 

consequence of a gunshot wound. Ironically and amid giggles, he says he lives now as a good 
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man, as a Christian. Paul, who was born and raised in England, had a life that was far from the 

stereotype of success.  

According to authors such as Avtar Brah “discourses about the body have been crucial to the 

constitution of racisms” (3) and the politics of hair in Black culture is one of the most contested. 

So it is not a coincidence that Hernández films in an “ethnic hair” saloon where a Black woman 

comments on the need to ask for her permission to film her hair even if it is impossible to 

identify her on screen. Being the woman who holds the camera and interviews people on the 

streets, the process of collecting information is constantly gendered. She is in a regular process 

of exchange with people she doesn’t know and probably will never meet again. The man in the 

coiffeur asks the filmmaker whether she would take the male barber to Cuba with her; the lawyer 

mentions how he misses the obviously masculine “brotherliness” of African societies; the older 

man who approaches her in the park with unfriendly manners demands vigorously that, yet 

again, she turns the camera off. 

The racial segregation of communities in the city and the overall white supremacy of 

England are also addressed. At some point, the filmmaker is stopped by the police and prevented 

from filming in the streets of Moss Side. “We live in a state of mental slavery,” says a middle-

aged African woman referring to the threat that the mechanisms of state control find at seeing 

Black people hanging out on the streets. “We come from a place where there is open land,” she 

insists. And she mourns for Africans who feel trapped while living under Manchester laws. 

Suddenly, diegetic music starts playing from a car speaker. Gene Rondo’s beats of “A Land Far 

Away” resonate. And the tune connects the characters with a sense of belonging to Africa. 

Stereotypes and misconceptions are also described and contested. There is no balance in the 

foreign representation of Africa as the media fails at showing “the true nature of Africans,” 
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according to an African man who refuses to accept the stereotypical colonialist image of his 

continent, thus resisting the notion of victimization.  

Extravío leaves the viewer with a dual feeling. If on the one hand there is a sense of 

community among black people in the religious context and in the neighborhood’s collective 

way of life, on the other hand one can also appreciate what bell hooks states early in her book 

Writing beyond Race: “…class difference disrupts notions of racial unity. And yet today, class 

differences coupled with racial integration have created a cultural context where the very 

meaning of blackness and its impact on our lives differs greatly among black people. There is no 

longer a common notion of shared black identity” (2). And Hernández is well aware of that 

reality when she declares:  

I am as lost as I was at the beginning. Every black face I see has a history I don’t 

know. Who are they? Where do they come from? What do they believe in? Who do 

they love? What do they dream about? There are no certainties anymore. I find out that 

none of them is as close to me as I thought but somehow they all are. It is not enough 

to look alike. It is not enough to have the same skin. Because three months later my 

skin is not the same and three years later who knows how it will be (Extravío ’19:08-

‘19:38). 

 

The filmmaker refers to the changes of her skin color as a symbolic way of noticing the 

transformations of her personal and social life. The texture and tone of her identity, which 

she defines as her blackness, have modified in the new diasporic condition as a symptom of 

her altered consciousness. 

 

3.4 Susana Barriga 

3.4.1 Wrong Kinds of Politics? The Illusion (Susana Barriga, 2008)  
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The Illusion is a film that represents one of the most radical forms of exilic experience. In 

this documentary we are reminded about political paranoia and the issue of family separation due 

to deep ideological differences when the 26-year-old filmmaker Susana Barriga visits her father 

who is a political refugee in London, England. A long-delayed reunion between the director and 

her father will be filmed under odd conditions. This is the first time she sees him since her 

childhood years and, due to their estranged encounter, the contrast between the father she had 

imagined and the real person becomes evident. Again, Barriga, the filmmaker, narrates and 

performs in her documentary, hence making the “first-person” approach, the discursive 

foundation of the film.   

The Illusion could be read as a manipulative and opportunistic film where the filmmaker 

overtly uses her father’s interventions to validate the paranoia of the Cuban exile community. 

Viewers, and even Susana herself, question her ethics in the documentary as she mentions she 

never told her father she was filming. She fears to have become a spy or, at least, to have 

engaged in a form of espionage, recording him without his consent. However, this occurs not on 

behalf of the political system he hates so much, but for a daughter’s settling of all matters with 

her father, and what he represents in her memory and affect. This conflict of ethics and 

authorship invites reflection on the contradictions of first-person modes of filmmaking that 

include not only the filmmakers themselves but their family members and the people who are 

closest to them. That preoccupation can certainly transcend the editing room and affect the 

exhibition choices for the film. That was the reason for the absence of The Illusion in the 

travelling showcase Roots and Routes… 

Due to the personal implications of this story for Barriga, the filmmaker has decided not to 

show it again outside of academic contexts. In the framework of contemporary Cuban youth 
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cinema, this is a very important, award-winning documentary that I watched multiple times and 

reviewed extensively. This particular case of self-censorship transformed the whole curatorial 

idea of one of the programs in the showcase —the project was conceived for public viewing by 

an extended audience. I was faced with the decision of limiting the public in attendance or let the 

film go. I chose the latter.  

It could be argued that The Illusion complies with the degraded image that the Cuban 

government gave to the post-1980 exiles, the allegedly “lumpen” or right-wing gusanos —

worms— who disagreed with the government. However, we are also challenged to believe there 

are strong reasons behind the father’s misbehaviour. Through his comments in the story, we 

witness a family cycle of oppressive father figures representing the masculine nation-state and its 

political and social system as well as the forced, mandatory nature of the Revolution even for 

those who never felt part of it and who experienced the impossibility of “leaving” because they 

were probably, as Barriga’s father, a non-white person from a working class family in eastern 

Santiago de Cuba. Revelations about el padre’s past allow us to also recognize his need for 

affection. As a teenager in 1961, he was threatened with reprisal by his strict father should he 

desert the Literacy Campaign that he was forced to participate in as a brigadista (volunteer 

teacher). Obviously, he did not feel connected to this project at the time. He was hurt by his 

father’s fanaticism and pressured by the fear of failure, so he had to take the so-called “step 

forward” to prove his masculinity at age 14. The abuelo was blinded by the new Revolution that 

defined severe borders between its supporters and detractors. Che Guevara’s ideal of the New 

Man also settled at the time a notion of Cubanness where any love other than amor por la patria 

(love for the homeland) seemed unworthy. These multilayered inter-generational conflicts vis-à-

vis Cuba’s political leadership are registered in the story and, whether consciously or 
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unintentionally, the documentary criticises both extremes and portrays the legacy and 

consequences for future generations.  

The burden of the past weighs on both Susana’s and her father’s shoulders. He lives alone 

with a dog in London, isolated from the world, suspicious of everyone and obsessed with the 

ghost of the Cuban regime which shows up everywhere, intervening with their communication. 

“When a family member leaves the country, you have to forget about their existence,” reminds 

the father. His false accusations of his daughter’s collaboration with Cuba’s state security are a 

sign of the remaining hatred and distress with which some political refugees still live. He 

requires Susana’s passport as proof of her identity, and even blames her for wanting to go back 

to Cuba and not staying in London with him. The Argentinean columnist Quintín has written 

about The Illusion: “the film reveals something deep: a degree of violence of no return. Indeed, 

there might not be a more powerful testimony about the impossibility of reconciling the two 

sides in which Castroism divided Cuba” (2008). The movie can be interpreted as a dream of her 

expectations as a child. “How is this film similar to my dream?,” asks Susana as she recalls and 

narrates through excerpts of the letters that her father had written to her years before.  

The formal innovation is essentially geared by the camera shooting conditions: the recording 

device is hidden in her bag for most of the film —in the apartment and on the street— and it is 

hand held by Barriga the rest of time in the London tube. The focus comes and goes and 

sometimes the lens only finds a dim corner or a street light. Being that the visuals are indistinct, 

since the movie is shot with a hidden camera in a very dark and blurry place, sound plays a 

central role. Different stages of surprise, suspicion and denial are transmitted by the characters 

voices and the movements of the camera weaving, spinning and shuddering. It is particularly the 

voice of the visually fragmented and blurry father that most clearly defines him when we notice 
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the longing and waiting behind the question: “Will I die here or will I die in my country?” The 

difficulty or impossibility of return and his dream of homecoming “when there is democracy, 

when there is political amnesty, when that regime has disappeared absolutely,” is a common 

remark in the global experiences of exile.  

Although the film is more about the homeland and its implications in family ties than it is 

about the new context, the London experience for Susana is also connected to the city and the 

people who move in it —even the impersonality of the non-place which is the London tube 

where pedestrians rush pretty much disconnected from each other in a gray-scale image that 

seems distant and unsympathetic for the newcomer. We only perceive fragments of turning heads 

and of hands holding onto umbrellas, newspapers, and pipes. As in Hernández’s Extravío, in The 

Illusion many pedestrians do no let Barriga film and they question her right to use their images 

without their consent. Also, again there is fear of surveillance, but this time it takes an 

unexpected direction. A man in distress verbally and physically attacks Susana as the scene is 

recorded. She is genuinely scared and confused and she asks security to call the police.  

The film contrasts the experience of the historical exile against the daughter’s new diasporic 

subjectivity. For Susana, the idea of her father was all in her imagination, a memory or un-

memory full of forgiveness and curiosity. Happiness was only possible before the encounter 

when her father was an illusion that eventually turned into tangible reality. The Illusion becomes 

dis(illusion). Susana states: “I myself believed I had arrived at some place in the present but we 

only existed in the past or at least in a time that I had avoided in order to be able to get there and 

then return to non-remembrance” (The Illusion, ‘17:30-‘17:48). Of course, the documentary 

would have been different if the father would have responded to her visit in another way. As she 

reads from one of his letters: “He needed some time.” But that time turned into forever. Suddenly 
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he was the distant man standing in a street corner and Susana, just a “woman who filmed him 

with a camera” (The Illusion, 2008: ‘22:04-‘22:08). 

 

3.5 Women beyond the Nation    

 

Explorations of the self in first-person documentary are more common so far among 

diasporic women than among their male colleagues. Distanced from the structures of media 

power and showing both vulnerability and courage these stories are everything but spectacle. 

There is an underlying solemnity in them even if these types of documentaries could be, as Bill 

Nichols suggests: “characterized by a romantic individualism and a dramatic, fiction-like 

structure” (19). These films make us reflect on the negotiation of gendered and racialized spaces 

among the Cuban diasporic youth moving from a civil and political structure of late socialism to 

contexts of post-industrial capitalism. Therefore, their poetics could also be traced back to Afro-

Cuban Sara Gómez’s documentaries Guanabacoa, crónica de mi familia (Guanabacoa, 

Chronicle of my Family, 1966) and Mi aporte (My Contribution, 1972) where the cineaste 

centers on untold race and class-based stories of her family and herself. Her legacy among the 

younger generation of Cuban female filmmakers has been explored by a few authors,51 but much 

remains to be interrogated in regards to the multiple elements of continuity and rupture between 

the different generations of Cuban filmmakers in the post-1959 era. 

When asked about it, many Cuban female filmmakers in the diaspora feel there is evidence 

of a feminine sensitivity at the center of their work because of the subject matter of their films 

and the fact that the documentaries were made by women. However, although standing against 

                                                                 
51 See Susan Lord and Caridad Cumaná (2013). The scholars have also co-edited with Víctor Fowler the upcoming 

anthology Images of Utopia, Documents of Belonging: Sara Gómez’s Contribution to Cuban and World Cinema. 
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cultural logics of normativity, many of them are still reluctant to identify as feminist. To be a 

feminist is maybe a question that should not be validated in this context in the first place. Why 

label the multiple forms of affiliation and understanding of community available for those who 

grew up in an environment where women’s struggle for equal rights and empowerment did not 

have this particular name? Perhaps, for them, to embrace feminism would mean to engage in its 

mainstream Western white liberal perspective which would not be pertinent to their experience. 

Still, their “shared meanings of womanhood” are consistent in the complicated process of 

unlearning machismo and voicing their concerns. These presumptions are evident in their work.  

These women nuance the discussion of the nation from a positionality that is not as 

ideological as it is emotional. A type of public intimacy is revealed through these cinematic 

journeys of the self that have dealt with racial discrimination, colonial power and stereotyping; 

female subjectivity, embodiment and nomadic selfhood; political paranoia, memory as illusion; 

and the “personal and family upheaval that results from the experience of migration and exile” 

(“Women at the Edge” par. 1). Hassan, Hernández and Barriga were the camerapersons of their 

films, so they were mind and body but also eyes and voice of these audiovisual pieces. In every 

case, their processes of migration were connected to institutional links. So, their film-school 

experiences abroad might have worked as a trampoline enabling a smoother readjustment and 

integration into their new surroundings. Their affective belonging is connected to a subjectivity 

that embraces the collective. Hailing diasporic subjectivity and family relations in a sort of 

visceral narrative, the films acquire a confessional tone that digs deep into these women’s 

psychic landscape. The three filmmakers analyzed here emerge then no longer in the dichotomy 

creative subject/represented object but as represented subjects under construction so much so that 
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more than representing themselves, each of them will be “making” herself in the search of an “I” 

that is also an “us”. 

Many similar elements define the commonality of Tierra roja, Extravío and The Illusion. 

The images are produced in situ with no use of archival material —a practice which is dear to the 

most traditional forms of documentary making. Contrarily, they pursue an engagement with the 

city and the materiality of space since the filming subject is exploring visual and soundscapes of 

the new contexts which are still somewhat unfamiliar to them in their recent diasporic 

conditions. Orages d’eté, in the reflection of a woman who is already adjusted to her diasporic 

condition and now other issues —love, maternity— come to the forefront and the city is less 

explored physically than in suggestive, emotional terms. These four films are first-person texts 

told by the voice-over narration of the filmmakers themselves. They are, literally, the tellers of 

their own stories. References to the home as “imagined” in an important place of memory are 

present although tangential while self-representation and affective engagement through bodily 

experiences are fundamental given that each filmmaker physically performs a character in every 

case. They cope with the responsibility of putting themselves in front of the camera. Sometimes 

it happens only through the voice and the subjective camera as in The Illusion and most of 

Extravío. The vocal inflexions, tone and pace also become part of their represented selves. They 

will all be living in a constant state of lack, sharing their individual anxieties in their self-

reconstruction but also unaware of their privileges. 

In Hamid Naficy’s essay, “Between Rocks and Hard Places: The Interstitial Mode of 

Production in Exilic Cinema,” the author explores the masked non-centralized, interstitial modes 

of film production of exilic, artisanal filmmakers. Emergent in opposition to hegemonic cinema, 

he argues that this mode of filmmaking will be driven by “the style’s textual richness and 
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narrative inventiveness, that is, its critical juxtaposition of audiovisual and narrative elements, 

discontinuity and fragmentation, multifocality and multilinguality, self-reflexivity and 

autobiographical inscription, historicity, epistolarity … and resistance to closure ….” (131). To a 

certain extent, Tierra roja, Orages d’été, The Illusion, and Extravío share each and every one of 

these commonalities in a cohesive and affective manner. Also in both Extravío and Orages d’été 

there are excerpts of images taken by the characters in the documentary: Léonard shoots his 

lover as she wakes up in the morning and Paul films his neighbor’s little girls to whom he acts as 

a father figure now that his kids have grown up and are estranged. This manoeuvre informs the 

collectivity of the making in a more plural, shared and participatory audiovisual scape where 

several protagonists have not only the word but also the camera.  

As I finished writing these considerations in the summer of 2014, I found out about an 

exhibition entitled “Women at the Edge of an Island/Mujeres al borde de una isla.” It had opened 

at the headquarters of the Aluna Art Foundation in Miami. This is the first art exhibition ever 

made about all female diasporic artists from Cuba. Sixteen years after the publication of Cubana: 

Contemporary Fiction by Cuban Women, a collection of texts by Cuban and Cuban American 

poets and writers, the visual arts expands in scope to include 23 women, the majority of whom 

live in the United States while the remainder live in Spain and Colombia. If all goes well, 

another 16 years will not go by before another event involving all-female Cuban diasporic 

subjects takes place. Hopefully it will have the creative field of film and media at the centre and 

it will consider the Cuban diasporic experience of women in its truly diverse and multi-located 

dialogic dimensions. The first humble attempt is the film showcase Roots and Routes… to be 

discussed in Chapter 6.  
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As I have stated earlier, the works of these filmmakers represent different links to place, 

depending on contexts, the specific experience of the filmmakers as migrant subjects, the 

narrative structure of their films and/or the use of the documentary form. The language is 

tempered so as to reflect these differences: the authors are practicing translocality as part of a 

transnational set of economics and politics as they have to physically and legally move between 

nation-states. In this case, their transnationalism is understood as the actual fact of border 

crossing and their translocality in relation to their networks, references, and possibilities of 

place-making. These modes of place-making and the ways in which the filmmakers are framing 

the cities of their routes are explored at length in the following chapter.  
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Chapter 4. On Location in the World: the Politics of Place 

 

This chapter is guided by questions concerning the correlation between the physical/material 

and imagined spaces inhabited by these filmmakers. As stated in the reflections of Chapter 3, 

these correlations are also always gendered, racialized and collectively constructed. In the 

context of Cuban contemporary film and video production, diasporic cinemas explore multiple 

imaginaries of globalization. Urban by majority as this thesis has evidenced so far, many of the 

audiovisual narratives of Cuban youth diasporic cinema have moved cityscapes and 

cosmopolitan contexts and relations to the foreground of their storytelling. As part of this 

imagination, the city of Havana has been reconstructed, reinscribed, forgotten and compared to 

the new locations where diasporic films are made. These locations are considered as foreign and 

detached landscapes of alienation for some cineastes and, for others, they will be challenging and 

seductive spaces to explore. The rest, probably after a longer period of settlement in the new 

cities, will already feel “at home” and project the environment in a manner informed by 

understanding and familiarity. It is worth exploring, then, the multiple kinds of geographies that 

the films are evoking. How do spaces influence the new identities produced in the diaspora? 

How are these filmmakers framing the city?   

The analysis proposed in this section, however, attempts to go beyond the mere cinematic 

representation of urban contexts. Although cities are dominant settings for contemporary Cuban 

diasporic films, the formation of spatiality in cinema transcends what is expressed in the limits of 

the screen frame. For that reason, I will devote the last two segments of the chapter, to look at the 

politics and emotions of place —frustration, anxiety, hope, inspiration— that the filmmakers 

explore in their landscapes of both estrangement and belonging. So, by examining films by Heidi 
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Hassan and Patricia Pérez, I will study contexts that combine “the abstraction of space with the 

deeply felt emotions of place” (Cresswell, 141). Those deterritorialized geographies —a 

borderland and the enclosed location of a swimming pool in its apparent liminality— propose 

reflections on new configurations of the social and the spatial in the diasporic world, i.e. 

encounters, transitions, safety issues, isolation and mobilities. As Edward Soja puts it, I will be 

looking at “the spaces that difference makes” (1996). 

 

4.1 Cosmopolitan Spaces and Cinema 

 

Multiple spaces of human interaction contribute to the cultural construction of individuals, 

groups and communities. Economics, geopolitics, architecture and human flows determine the 

civic and cultural behaviour of a city as well as its rhythm. The material and discursive spatial 

dimensions of any specific location can bring up questions of belonging, engagement and 

identity because of the multiple positionalities that the metropolitan fabric allows. According to 

Doreen Massey this framework is an appropriate context for non-fixed ongoing “relational 

identities” (2004). Cities have been regarded as organisms, stages, machines and studios for the 

experience of communality and intimacy of dwellers and visitors. Cities are observed, detected, 

interpreted, compared, designed, dissolved and rationalized (Frisby 2001). Their transformations 

are usually represented in literature, arts and media and they have a main role in contemporary 

attempts to reinvigorate citizenship.  

Although one of the essential projects of nation-building has been to dismantle the 

historic primacy of urban citizenship and to replace it with the national, cities remain 

the strategic arena for the development of citizenship. … [T]heir concentrations of 

the nonlocal, the strange, the mixed, and the public, cities engage most palpably the 

tumult of citizenship. Their crowds catalyze processes which decisively expand and 

erode the rules, meanings, and practices of citizenship. Their streets conflate 
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identities of territory and contract with those of race, religion, class, culture, and 

gender to produce the reactive ingredients of both progressive and reactionary 

political movements. Like nothing else, the modern urban public signifies both the 

defamiliarizing enormity of national citizenship and the exhilaration of its liberties 

(Hoston and Appadurai, 188).  

 

Authors such as Arjun Appadurai and Paul Gilroy attempt to unsettle boundaries of the 

nation-state in their reflections on globalization and the hierarchies it produces. Gilroy, 

particularly, defends the notion of diaspora as a broad experience that problematizes cultural and 

historical mechanics of belonging. While he criticizes the ontologization of place or power of 

territory to determine identity, Gilroy also mentions that “the concept of space is itself 

transformed when it is seen in terms of the ex-centric communicative circuitry that has enabled 

dispersed populations to converse, interact, and more recently even to synchronize significant 

elements of their social and cultural lives” (2000, 129). Doreen Massey, on the other hand, 

advocates that it is impossible to detach individuals’ and groups’ dynamics from their 

physical/social spaces of development, but recognizes that “places are also the moments through 

which the global is constituted, invented, coordinated, produced. They are ‘agents’ in 

globalization” (2000, 11). What could seem as divergent in these two positions actually reconcile 

in the understanding of space as a coming together of heterogeneous and dynamic trajectories in 

relation.  

Since the late 1990s, different authors have advocated for a spatial turn in theoretical 

constructions of history and society. Multiple approaches to the idea of cosmopolitalism have 

since then been utilized as historical and theoretical devices to articulate a discourse on citizen’s 

intersectional practices and embodiments. Defined indistinctly as “rooted,” “universal,” 

“visceral,” among other adjectives, cosmopolitanism has been considered as “a set of projects 

towards planetary conviviality” (Mignolo, 721), “a way of being in the world, … of constructing 
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an identity for oneself …; the idea of belonging to or devotion to or immersion in a particular 

culture” (Waldron, 227). It has also been regarded as “a principle of intervention to try to make 

the world (…) something other than what it is (…), a political project of transformation of living 

(…) and becoming....” (Harvey 2000, 564).  

Nonetheless, there are multiple critiques to the notion of cosmopolitanism. In 

“Cosmopolitanism and its Predicaments,” Leszek Koczanowicz describes three of its mains 

shortcomings. In his mind, cosmopolitanism is a position doomed by elitism and it could 

potentially become the domination of one system of universality that would benefit only a 

chosen few. Another element that he recognizes as a challenge is “the old antinomy between the 

universality of rights and values and the locality of national culture… If the modern organization 

of society is a nation-state, how is it possible to have the same kind of emotional attachment to a 

widely accepted set of values at the cosmopolitan level?” (143) This position particularly 

compromises the question of identity. Lastly, cosmopolitanism is also assumed to be an 

ideological cover against “true pluralisms” in a time when radical politics usually generate 

polarized positions and divides. “However, —Koczanowicz continues— these objections should 

be a beginning of the discussion on the idea of cosmopolitanism rather than its closure” (146-7). 

In the context of these discussions, I attempt to recognize the ways in which the recreations 

of relational spaces are explored by contemporary diasporic subjects. The films under 

examination are not only movies where cities become a center of attention (Patricia Pérez’s 

Piscina municipal (2013) is filmed in a single in-doors location, for example). Instead I will look 

at audiovisual works that explore emotional geographies of being, represented through the 

interactive possibilities of space-sharing. 
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4.2 Havana on the Screen 

 

A large number of films are known for generating spaces of attachment, and feelings of 

nostalgia for places the viewers may have never been to. “There is (…) a cinematic city of the 

imagination that we inhabit and which inhabits us. Through the close affinity of the city and the 

cinema we not only live in the real bricks and mortar of the city, we also live its imaginative 

promise through the movies” (McLoone, 41). Cuban filmmakers have turned their gaze upon the 

city not only as a backdrop but as a central figure for the cinematographic creation of meaning. 

An emblematic text in this sense is Tomás Gutiérrez Alea’s city-film Memorias del 

subdesarrollo (1968). 

The filmic imagery of Havana and its iconic spaces is composed by countless films 

produced with the support of ICAIC. The colonial Havana and specifically the Plaza de la 

Catedral (Cathedral Square) have main roles in Cecilia (Humberto Solás, 1982), adaptation of 

the Cuban literary classic Cecilia Valdés o La loma del ángel written by Cirilo Villaverde in the 

19th Century. Las doce sillas (The Twelve Chairs, 1962) —a smart comedy by Tomás Gutiérrez 

Alea— also depicts unforgettable scenes in the beautiful Cementerio de Colón. Vampiros en La 

Habana (Vampires in Havana, Juan Padrón, 1985), an animated movie about vampires 

somewhere between political satire and anthropological review also locates Havana as a 

symbolic, ideological spot where colonial European and American powers clash. In La vida es 

silbar (Life is to Whistle, Fernando Pérez, 1997), the civic plaza Revolution Square and the 

Capitol are both sets and co-stars of characters who undertake both urban and interior journeys to 

try to find each other and themselves. 
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Later on, coproductions with international and/or independent film companies kept on 

portraying the city in diverse ways. Cosas que dejé en la Habana (Things I left in Havana, 

Manuel Gutiérrez Aragón, 1997), Habana Blues (Benito Zambrano, 2005), Habanastation (Ian 

Padrón, 2010) and 7 días en la Habana (7 Days in Havana, Benicio del Toro/Pablo Trapero/Elia 

Suleiman/Juan Carlos Tabío/ Laurent Cantet/Gaspar Noé/Julio Medem, 2011) are only a few 

examples of the multiplicity of approaches to this Caribbean urban space. A before and after this 

recent film historiography of Havana was set by Fernando Pérez’s Suite Habana in 2003 since 

no film has yet been able to narrate the deep life of a city and its inhabitants with such binding 

level of poetics and realistic naturalism.  

Many “people describe Havana as a time capsule, [but still] it feels cosmopolitan” (Turner, 

3). Artists, musicians and filmmakers have been profoundly inspired by the city52 but the filmic 

imagery of Havana has increased particularly in the post-2000 film production for a number of 

interrelated reasons. Many young filmmakers, with a firm transgenerational connection to their 

predecessors have become new developers of the way of filmmaking that Julio García Espinosa 

proposed in his manifesto For an Imperfect Cinema. Nevertheless, filmmaking in the heat of the 

Cold War generally advocated for “class struggle and armed resistance, [whereas today] the 

postcolonial cinematic imaginary is highly sensitive to the tendency of opposition to succumb to 

binarism” (Ponzanesi and Waller, 6).  

This centralization of imagery also rests on other reasons but I will focus on internal 

migration in this case. As a global consequence of urbanization, technological development and 

unequal distribution of wealth, internal migration is a recurrent issue of which Cuba is not an 

                                                                 
52 Havana’s soundscapes and the history of the city has also been explored and told through music. Countless songs 

were created for Havana: Habáname (Carlos Varela, 1999), Hoy mi Habana (Xiomara Laugart, 1982), La Habana 

está de bala (Frank Delgado, 2000) Habana (Fito Páez, 1999), Cuando salí de la Habana and La Habana a todo 

color (Habana abierta, 2003), Habana 8:00pm (X Alfonso, 2008) among others.  
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exception. Therefore, there is an evident centralization of the cinematographic representation of 

urban life in Cuban films. Constant movements from the countryside to big cities and mainly to 

the capital are interpreted in films such as Buscándote Habana (Searching for Havana, Alina 

González Abreu, 2007) and Adónde vamos? (Where Are We Going?, Ariagna Fajardo, 2009).  

Through their work, Cuban filmmakers have become not only practitioners of the city life 

but thinkers and re-creators of the urban text. As visual arts critic Orlando Hernández states: 

There are at least 4 or 5 Havanas and probably more. What we really have are 

multiple, plural Havanas. There is one Havana next to another and often one Havana 

within another. There are impoverished and rustic Havanas like country towns, and 

sophisticated and luxurious Havanas like foreign cities. There are 2 or 3 well-groomed 

Havanas made up for the tourists’ camera flashes, and on the other hand, the ill-

tended, grimy Havanas only witnessed by their oppressed residents (…) There is the 

secret Havana, the conceited Havana, the tolerant, indulged, and spoiled Havana, and a 

guilty, penalized, punished Havana. (21-2) 

 

This rich mosaic is precisely the one that many authors of Cuban young cinema have chosen 

to portray. The cinematic quality of the city has also been exploited by this new wave of 

audiovisual artists focused on the polis and its dynamics with films such as Havanaver.t.a 

31Kk/seg (Javier Labrador and Juan Carlos Sánchez, 2009), Calle G (Aram Vidal and Erick Coll, 

2003), Close up (Damian Saínz and Roger Herrera, 2008) Revolution (Maikel Pedrero, 2010) and 

Hogar dulce hogar (Home Sweet Home, Hansel Leyva and Christian E. Torres, 2009), etc.  

Although with more flexibility than before, there is still nowadays a firm separation between 

the notions of “inside” and “outside” in Cuba defined by the country’s insularity. Links with the 

“outside” become then necessary and tourists turn into predators of the city while they also bring 

Cubans access to the world. But the attachment to the space is not just related to matters of 

territorial locality or mobility but to tradition, communication, cultural memories and family 

relations. They are the main principles of Cuban rootedness; for these reasons it is still possible 

to perceive a strong sense of proximity, community and even solidarity on the Island. 
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Due to the assumption of the socialist character of the Revolution and the intensification of 

the US embargo and blockade, Cuba remained for many years a place of majoritarian cultural 

flows with nations under a socialist political regime. The country’s gradual opening to more 

global markets expanded the cosmopolitan margins over the physical borders of the nation-state 

after the fall of the Soviet bloc in the early 1990s when Cuba experienced the collapse of imports 

and exports. The margins of society widened and the previous uniformity slowly turned into an 

asymmetry that invigorated individualism. When facing this complicated panorama, new 

generations of artists and filmmakers who work outside of the Cuban mainstream decided to 

recall intellectual and civil attention on marginalized subjects that were never directly portrayed 

by the official media or by the institution-based cinematographic discourse in Cuba.  

The persuasive capacity of these audiovisual works reaffirmed the influence of new media in 

the recognition of the Cuban contemporary citizenship and many of its symbolic forms of 

resistance. This whole process allowed the recognition and portrayal of social subjects with more 

explicit marginal and subaltern experiences in the contemporary constraints of the public sphere. 

Also in this period, Cuban audiovisual culture developed through media technology and new 

digital networks in film, photography and graphic design. After many years of working mainly 

with 35mm film, from the late 1980s on, Cuban filmmakers learned new codes specific to the 

expressive language of video, which possibilities have increased over time, through the 

development of digital systems. Although it is possible to identify a critical cinematographic 

tradition with the members of the so-baptized Escuela Documental Cubana or Cuban 

Documentary School from the 1960s, these movies raise awareness on social and political issues 

in Cuba in a way that mainstream cinema had never done. The films also do not present epic 

themes anymore but daily realities of contemporary marginalized subjects little observed in the 
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Cuban public sphere by articulating new forms of postcolonial critique. They have no 

commercial purpose and are produced with low budgets.53 And, more importantly, some of them 

have even encouraged policies’ transformation to a certain extent.  

Following these premises I will present an overview of post-2000 films produced by young 

Cuban filmmakers who work outside the institutional mainstream. Most of the analyzed films 

have participated in the former Muestra de Nuevos Realizadores, today Muestra Joven. I will 

examine the movies Tierra roja (Red Land, 2007) by Heidi Hassan, Voces de un trayecto 

(Voices of a Journey, Alejandra Aguirre, 2007-9), De generación and Ex generación (Aram 

Vidal, 2006 and 2008, respectively) and Memorias del desarrollo (Memories of 

Overdevelopment, Miguel Coyula, 2010) to refer to the multiple representations of space and 

spatial subject in Cuban diasporic film and video production. What are the new shapes of 

citizenship that the filmmakers are trying to reveal? What are the aesthetic decisions though 

which the authors explore identity? Taking into account that representation is never neutral, what 

kind of new cities are these filmmakers framing and proposing? For sure, a very intriguing 

question could be: what happens beyond the city? Where does the gaze go outside of Havana? I 

address that matter briefly when analysing Piscina Municipal, but that should be a theme for a 

future study that engages the work of filmmakers outside of the urban space. 

 

4.3 Home and Everywhere else: Films of Urban Displacement 

                                                                 
53 Although they participate in sub-economy and/or new forms of cultural capital and hardly any of these films has 

been sold or represented direct financial benefit for the authors many of them have been realized with the economic 

support of foreign film producers. For example, the project of Extravío (Lost, Daniellis Hernández, 2007) was the 

winner of a scholarship at Salford University in England; Ex-generation was financed by the Fondo Nacional para la 

Cultura y las Artes and the Agencia Española de Cooperación Internacional para el Desarrollo (AECID); Peacock 

film, a Zurich-based film company, payed for El futuro es hoy (The future is today, Sandra Gómez, 2009) and so did 

Producciones Atalaya from Spain for Voces de un trayecto (Voices of a Journey, Alejandra Aguirre, 2007-2009). 

Both of the movies directed by Heidi Hassan were also produced with resources from the Haute École d’Art et 

Design (High School of Arts and Design) in Geneva. More about the political economy of diasporic audiovisual 

production by Cubans has been discussed in Chapter 2 of this thesis.   
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Most of the contemporary film and video production in Cuba reflect what Ann Marie Stock 

has called “street filmmaking” a representation of the development of identities through different 

phases of cosmopolitanism because the dynamics of the physical space —mainly the city of 

Havana— condition ideas and behaviours. When referring to the work of Cuban young cineastes 

the author refers to how “they are rethinking conceptions of home and the world and reflecting 

on their connection to both spheres” (Stock, 16). 

De generation is a film developed in Cuba’s capital, and its protagonists are young people 

born in the late 1970s and early 1980s. The movie shows the discourses of the state in the way 

nation is constructed and the many uneasy experiences of a generation that questions its own role 

in society. It also acknowledges how the official speech is tracking paths different from the 

tensions in the reality of daily life in the country. The author proposes a game with the words 

written on posters of political propaganda; the new significations he creates define a counter-

discourse. The problem of the two currencies in the country is also critically addressed in the 

film. Black-and-white images of almost empty stores using moneda national contrast with 

colored images of shopping centres where people pay with convertible unit currency CUC, 

equivalent to 25 Cuban pesos. The ideas of consumerism and abundance, and the influence of the 

culture of capitalism —mainly represented by Cubans in Miami— remind the viewer about the 

lack of material goods that conditioned the life and the way of thinking of most Cuban youth at 

the time.  

The documentary starts with children’s drawings made in black and white that recreate 

impersonal neighborhoods in Cuba constituted by uniformed buildings made of reinforced 

concrete such as Alamar, San Agustín and Reparto Eléctrico. The Soviet typography of the title’s 
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design refers to the childhood cartoons of the author’s generation. One of the interviewees 

comments how Cubans now have the syndrome of materialism because ideas didn’t yield 

people’s expectations. They discuss the disenchantment, apathy and conformism that 

characterises the youth today and establishes comparisons with the “lost” generation of their 

parents who trusted a social project that was never consolidated.  

The film is essentially urban since the author exploits the visual dimension of Havana. He 

locates some characters on rooftops so aerial perspectives of the city are present during the 

whole film. There is a sequence in which a moving landscape is represented upside down as a 

signifier of the idea of the camera obscura or inverted lens of ideology. It could also be read as a 

metaphor of the Cuban political and economic overturned project. The streets and stores are only 

the reflections of distorted images on glass windows. The illustrious edification of the fortress El 

Morro and the Havana bay and port are “head over feet.” The Malecón, a sea sidewalk that 

functions as physical border —a place where the city opens onto the horizon— reminds the 

islanders their condition of insularity and the influence of this circumstance in the formation of 

Cuban national identity.  

A second part of this movie entitled Ex Generation was shot by the filmmaker in Mexico 

City. There, he decided to record conversations with a group of Cubans who explained their 

reasons for leaving the Island and their obstacles to return. Due to the country’s former inflexible 

migratory regulations, the characters narrate their stories with deeply critical opinions about 

bureaucratic legal processes. They also convey experiences of their nostalgia and memories of 

home which turns the films into an almost exilic narrative. The Mexican mega polis in Vidal’s 

imagery is a place where people hastily move in the markets and the metro. These images of 

impersonal reflections of mobility and traffic alternate with fragments of Havana’s altered 
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structures: TV antennas, crumbled trees and rubbished buildings. At times the characters move 

backwards as if they would have their feet in Mexico but their minds were still in Cuba, as if 

leaving physically would condemn the departed to constant psychological and emotional return. 

Ex Generation shows Cuba’s capital as a perpetual presence in the life of the film’s characters. 

One of the protagonists even has a picture of the Malecón as a screen saver in his laptop. These 

dynamic, contrasting forms of representing places reveal Vidal’s consciousness about the 

uncertain future of his generation. 

Then again, Voces de un trayecto directed by Alejandra Aguirre portrays Spain’s capital 

city, Madrid, and its growth and transformation, as well as the multiculturalism it witnesses 

nowadays due to a wide range of Third World migration mainly from Latin America. Mostly 

based on interviews, the filmic text exposes the environment with a very classical narration and 

cinematography. The representation of the colorful diversity and crowded environment of the 

urban space goes beyond location as physical territory to reflect issues of cultural 

accommodation and false liberties and expectations because the protagonists feel both embraced 

and rejected by a context that interpellates them. In their declarations one of the actors is longing 

for the relaxation of being oneself, of belonging to some place. They do not have the problem of 

the language barrier but they will always have an accent that distorts their self-recognition and 

identification as Cuban art professionals in Spain. The actor Vladimir Cruz acknowledges he has 

turned into a privileged spectator with the chance to compare both times and spaces: those of 

home and abroad. He is someone who doesn’t face daily life on the Island but who still returns 

frequently and is, therefore, able to notice social changes without directly experiencing them. He 

is still someone who hasn’t compromise his right to return.  
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The protagonist of Tierra roja (Heidi Hassan, 2007) is a woman in her thirties who settles in 

Geneva and tries to adapt to the foreign environment. The bureaucratic laws that use to run the 

migratory policies of the Cuban nation, the lack of technology that causes communication issues 

and the family-oriented base of its culture reinforce the drama of distance and adjustment. The 

nameless woman on the screen could also be regarded as a sort of alter ego of the filmmaker who 

has settled both in Switzerland and Spain since 2002. Typically characterized by 

disenfranchisement, the politics of most diasporic populations are based on constant practices of 

unlearning and relearning both realities and imaginaries in search for cultural accommodation. 

Balanced between the “here and there,” the “then and now”; far beyond a plain territorial 

geography but never totally divorced from the cultural foundations of the nation-state, emigrants’ 

histories many times converge in narratives of dispossession, spaces of exclusion and a lack of 

synchrony since identities endure in formation within new cultural landscapes. 

The character in Tierra roja is generally outdoors, influenced by the movements and sounds 

of the city, either riding her bike or the bus. When she’s indoors it is either at the supermarket, in 

the international calling center or having fast food in a cafeteria. Whenever she is depicted in a 

borrowed household washing glass windows or hanging out the laundry, the camera becomes a 

voyeur that frames her from a distance, from the street as if it reminds the spectator that this 

woman is not home. She wears a mask while her non-fixed, new identity incarnates the widest 

sense of displacement, “a trying to be but never will,” an almost the same but not quite. She is 

defending the impossibility to forge resistance without inscribing the past. In essence, she seems 

to be defining herself as a form of politics, using it as a way of cultural resistance. In the 

anonymity of an unknown city, surrounded by a palimpsest of walking images of people 

projected on glass windows, in a city full of street lights, posters, advertisements, glasses, 
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cleanness and rapidness, the protagonist in her new context seems to be as isolated by her 

perpetual insularity as she used to be back home.  

While the European cities of London and Geneva in Tierra roja and The Illusion (Susana 

Barriga, 2007) are depicted through fragments with the use of experimental photographic 

techniques, the capitals of Voces de un trayecto and Ex generation are panoramic and aerially 

framed. Unlike the protagonists of the latter movies, the female characters of Hassan’s and 

Barriga’s subjective films have to overcome the language barrier and the harsh weather 

conditions. So, the uncomfortable relations they sustain with their environment are expressed 

through distorted and out-of-focus images. Decentered individuals and communities still long for 

imagined spaces beyond the local and the homogeneous. Interestingly, many of these films have 

attempted to establish dialogues between the dynamics of the physical contexts and the thoughts 

and desires of the represented subjects. Thus, the city of Havana has become an obligatory 

reference for Cubans living on the Island and for all of the diasporic population whose current 

settlements are manipulated, readjusted and set in contrast with their previous location. Private 

and public, intimate and communal, domestic and institutional, personal and depersonalized 

places converge in conceptual and aesthetic discourses on constructed Cuban identities.  

Another city-filmmaker of this generation is EICTV graduate Miguel Coyula. A hypertext of 

a previous film directed in 1968 by Tomás Gutiérrez Alea, Coyula’s Memorias del desarrollo 

(Memories of Overdevelopment, 2010), narrates the alienation of a subject who is incapable of 

emotionally relating to society. With a new diasporic Sergio who has settled now in New York, 

the film explores topics such as US and Cuban politics, family relations, emigration and 

homosexuality. Coyula’s experimental exercise reveals the last fifty years of the relation between 

Cuba and the United States as “a trajectory of mutual deceptions where both regimes have 
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created a space that leaves affected people in a sort of limbo, of hopelessness and 

disillusionment.”54 In many scenes, the movie utilizes theatrical representations and filmic 

artifice as metaphors of political and civil artifice. 

In Memorias…, Coyula profusely uses examples of the so-called Cuban epic photography 

from the 1960s which, at the time, functioned as political propaganda and documented this 

historic moment as perhaps no other had been registered before. The central character builds 

multiple collages where he uses archival images mixed, juxtaposed and reunited with pictorial 

representations of other sorts. Thus, the protagonist constructs his own, very personal imagined 

version of Cuban and US history through documentary footages suggestively linked to one 

another. Coyula uses the same resources managed by the exponents of the so-called Cuban 

Documentary School —Santiago Álvarez, Sara Gómez, Nicolás Guillén Landrián—, namely 

repetition, zoom in on photos, forgery of still images, animated fragments and the integration of 

didactic texts. Photos operate as a surrogate for statements that the silent character hides in his 

daily life. The constant manipulation of the object functions as if it would be possible to distort 

history by cutting, pasting and burning it at will. Hence, the filmmaker plays with notions like 

parody, pastiche, meta-language and concepts such as the death of art, the death of the author 

and the end of History.  

Pointedly iconoclast, Memories of Overdevelopment alters any assumption of “political 

correctness.” Within the framed face of the most famous photo of Che Guevara, the filmmaker 

will place symbolic images of the most vicious side of the Yankee culture: Cokes, American 

flags with pictures of Uncle Sam, scenes from a porn movie, the figure of Superman and a video 

game. The filmmaker inserts the last image of dead Guevara in the space of the screen in a movie 

                                                                 
54 Shown at the Sundance Film Festival in 2010, the movie was also awarded the Havana Start Prize for Best Film at 

the Havana Film Festival New York. For further consultations, see “HFFNY 2010 Havana Start Prize Competition” 

Accessed 29 June, 2015. http://www.hffny.com/2010CA/films/havanastar.html. 
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theater while Fidel states in a recorded voice over: “Hoy todo tiene un tono menos dramático 

porque somos más maduros.” (Today everything is less dramatic, because we are more mature.) 

As Coyula’s keen eye disapproves of the absolutism, centralization, censorship and bureaucracy 

of the Cuban government, he also condemns American unjust history against Indigenous 

populations, slavery, racial discrimination, state coercion, and the murders of left-wing political 

leaders with the same firmness.  

The creation of atmospheres is based primarily on the particular use of colour in every 

scene. In the character’s Cuban past, expressed through several flashbacks throughout the film, 

the narrator, Sergio, himself is at times a childhood photo in sepia pasted on a frame; at other 

times the narrator is a a subjective camera take. As if he was never physically in Cuba, the 

protagonist seems to want to delete his body from his own memory. The monochromatic tone of 

the past scenes contrasts with the wide range of shades of the present time. Red filters define his 

encounters with Deirdre, a young communist admirer of Guevara’s ideals. A gray pallet is 

noticeable in the moments spent with his former wife, as a sign of the deterioration of their 

relationship. And, at the end of the film, the metallic blue tone denotes the social death of the 

character unable to understand the human universe. 

Sequences from Sergio’s brother’s film Towards the Sea, constructed by fragments of films 

and TV news that reported the migratory burst through the port of Mariel in 1980, recurs with 

depictions of the waterfronts as both physical and allegorical frontier of the islanders. Crossed by 

anonymous people in overloaded boats, the sea signaled the rupture and forced silence between 

both the Cuban and the American shores. The sequence speaks to the new generations’ relative 

ignorance about this reality —a harsh historical passage in Cuban history— and the definite non-

return of the protagonist. On the other hand, Sergio observes the landscape from a binocular that 
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focuses on the Statue of Liberty. Far from Havana, New York City is now the photographed 

urban space par excellence. This Sergio is a flâneur, a “city stroller” of the 21st Century. Alone, 

the character walks overwhelming metropolitan streets as a voyeur, watching the behavior of 

pedestrians in Central Park and commenting on their actions and attitudes. He even witnesses the 

fall of the World Trade Center towers in 2001. In the scenes that recreate his past in Havana, the 

abandoned city to which he will never return, is a melancholic universe portrayed through 

memories of his dead aunt, his sick brother and the adult daughter he doesn’t know. After 

visiting Las Vegas, Tokyo, Paris and London he abandons himself to the solitude of the natural 

desert apart from all the nausea of Capitalism. 

 

4.4 Heterotopias: On Other Spaces/on Spaces of Others 

4.4.1 Heidi Hassan’s Exile (2007) and Miserere (2005): Crossings Borders  

 

I will use the concept of heterotopias to introduce the following reflections on Heidi 

Hassan’s films Exil (Exile, 2007) and Miserere (2005) and Patricia Pérez’s Piscina municipal 

(2013). In many of Heidi Hassan’s films processes of movement and border crossing experiences 

are crucial, while Pérez works with territorial constrains to talk about the emotions of location. 

Defined by Michel Foucault in 1967 as counter-sites or “other places” in the margins of societal 

mainstreams, heterotopias are defined by principles of juxtaposition, accumulation, opening and 

closing of possibilities, isolation and penetrability. He seizes these loci in contrast with the 

concept of utopia which are “sites with no real place” (Foucault, 75). Frequently understood as 

sites of resistance (Saldanha 2008, Topinka 2010), heterotopia is an ontological concept that 

does not refer to a particular “here or there”. It is a notion that inheres different forms of 
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deterritorialization. “The heterotopia is thus more of an idea about space than any actual space. It 

is an idea that insists that the ordering of spatial systems is subjective and arbitrary in that we 

know nothing of the initial totality that it must presuppose. It is an idea which consequently 

produces/theorizes space as transient, contestory, plagued by lapses and ruptured sites” 

(Genocchio 1995, qtd. in Saldanha, 2089). Excerpts from interview materials will support the 

analysis in this section.  

Hassan’s experimental short film Exile (2007) is composed by two visual, sonic and 

thematic avenues. In the first minutes of the story, there is an interesting juxtaposition of Cuban 

streets’ soundscapes noises, timbres, spoken and shouted words in Spanish, the sound of the 

ocean and Afro Cuban music with images of empty, narrow, inhospitable streets and alleys of the 

European city where the filmmaker lives. The cleanliness of the ocular perception contrasts with 

the baroque auditory medleys. While the visuals represent her current dwelling space, the sounds 

are indicating memories of her past. It is only possible to hear the weighty steps of the subjective 

observer —Hassan herself— once the external resonances become silence. Tectonic walls and 

dark tunnels seem to be the bearers of many centuries of architectonic and cultural mainstream 

history in the filmed location. However, as the camera moves indistinctly it is possible to 

imagine how the person who holds it is drifting in a space that is still foreign to her. Empty park 

banks and monochromatic images reveal a certain personal detachment between the subjective 

viewer and the depicted space. She is an alien that wanders in a place where aiming a fixed, 

sharp spot both visually and audibly is still an immense challenge. 

There is very little human interaction in the film until a second new sequence reflects a get-

together with friends over snacks, wine drinking and cooking. People chat and smile in the scene. 

They all indistinctly speak French and the light is poor; the picture of the filmed characters who 
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act inattentive to the camera is very hazy as if the filmmaker could not see them well and the 

others would totally ignore her existence. Among slurred laughter and clatter of cutlery, Heidi 

Hassan is there, yet again, an outsider. She was so too in the gatherings and concerts filmed in 

her later works Tierra roja and Orages d’été, where the presence of the main characters seemed 

at times imposed or artificial in the physical —also emotional— spaces she occupied. There are 

no definable narrative connections in the story. Not unlike when one could hear her hefty steps in 

the first half, in the new context her heavy breathing in an auditory vacuum will be the only sign 

of both her presence and her remoteness. Something contextual puts her under pressure as well 

as it stimulates her vital signs.  

In this film Hassan recalls the exilic condition not in reference to the origins of her 

migratory experience but especially in regards to her unfamiliar place of settlement. She is 

exactly in that position of “in-betweenness” Homi Bhabha refers to in his text The Location of 

Culture (1994). Neither here nor there. In this sense, physicality and territoriality become also 

temporal dimensions. She is alienated from the homeland and alienated from the host society but 

also she is an exile from her past as well as from her present.  

This short film was presented during the panel “Cuban Women Filmmakers in the Diaspora” 

celebrated as part of Roots and Routes… on April 2, 2015 at TIFF Bell Lightbox in Toronto. 

After the screening, Hassan commented on how the goal of this academic exercise was to make a 

self-portrait. She used to make self-portraits in photography, but had never done it in a film 

before. The 16mm technology used for shooting allowed her to create suggestive textures. She 

also applied filters and diffusers to the footage to produce an aesthetic of chromatic 

impressionism. In Exile, she mentioned during the panel, “music functions as a bait that guides 

the character in her search for familiarity and references in that city. She is a sort of rabbit from 
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Alice in Wonderland that, following the sounds of Havana, falls in a hole that brings her to a new 

universe” (Hassan 2015). 

Shot several months earlier, Heidi’s first diasporic short film Miserere (2005) dealt with the 

risks and challenges of migrancy in a context of survival. The extreme story describes the fears, 

vulnerability and deprivation that emerge at the moment of an illegal trespassing of frontiers. 

The characters reflect the uneasiness of literally running for their lives. If Miserere would not 

have been made three years earlier one could think that it draws from Frozen River (Courtney 

Hunt, 2008) because of its similar plot regarding people smuggling across frontiers. Both movies 

also share the same sense of stark dramatic realism. Nameless characters overcome natural 

obstacles in an illicit migratory process dealing with the hostility of the landscape: the cold 

weather, a river to traverse and the woods as main set. Carefully narrated and photographed, 

Miserere was shot in only one location. Hassan’s story is depicted through the use of a recurrent 

hand-held camera and no additional music is utilized. In every other work directed by Hassan she 

also functions as the screenwriter and DOP but in this case someone else took care of both the 

script and cinematography. “It was the first time I directed a film with such large number of cast 

and crew members,” Hassan mentioned. “And I did not want to let out the extremely meticulous 

cinematographer that I am to be in order to focus on my job as a director. I have never again 

filmed under those circumstances” (2013). 

 

4.4.2 Piscina municipal (Municipal Swimming Pool, Patricia Pérez, 2013) 

 

Probably one of the most important films to understand the relevance and dual character of 

location in Cuban diasporic filmmaking is Patricia Pérez’s Piscina municipal (Municipal 
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Swimming Pool, 2013). Pérez’s work stands at such balance between the first-person and the 

interview-based documentary, the issue of global concern and the extreme local narrative in a 

territorially circumscribed story that she makes up for a very particular case study. This time the 

filmmaker is locating the self by re-placing the city. Her production of “spaces” shifts from 

urban cosmopolitanism to a sort of spatial frontier. 

As a film student and recent graduate of the EICTV in the early 2000s, Patricia Pérez was 

recognized in Cuba for her documentary Otoño (Autumn, 2001) and her short fiction Hay que 

saltar del lecho (You must Jump out of Bed, 2002). They are the result of her academic journey 

at the School and transmit the same anxiety about the contemporary individual and his/her 

inability to change the state of affairs that stuns them. Hay que saltar del lecho narrates the story 

of a woman at the edge of depression. Her boring daily routines and solitude have led her to a 

form of self-ostracism. The film was shot in Alamar, presented as a monotonous and hostile 

living space of constructive uniformity and precarity in the outskirts of Havana. The socialist 

realist architecture of this “dormitory city” conjugates with the day-to-day tedium of the 

protagonist. Bored and miserable by the monotony of the landscape and having lost any sense of 

responsibility and self-awareness, she finds it extremely hard and challenging to get up every 

morning and start the day. Wake alarms and the “Buenos días” —“Good morning”— TV show 

seem as ironic as her single bed, her lonely unsatisfactory breakfast and the repeating leaks in her 

washroom.  

The film is an homage to the literary work of Cuban writer and dramatist Virgilio Piñera and 

his poem La isla en peso (The Whole Island, 1943) where he refers to the islanders’ condition —

or curse— of being completely surrounded by water. She apparently subverts the words of the 

poet who writes how this state “makes you want to jump out of bed convinced that your teeth 
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have grown, that at any moment your heart will leap from your mouth” (Piñera, 13).55 Once 

again, Patricia works with cinematographer friend and colleague Heidi Hassan to depict a 

woman who feels she is carrying “the whole Island” on her shoulders. Although no word is 

pronounced throughout the short film, multiple sounds invade the frame. Her idling body 

collapses on the bed, on the chair, on the toilette seat. Towards the end, she is lifted by a crane 

that comes to life, breaks the bedroom’s glass window like a wrecking ball and rescues the girl 

from her automatism and lack of enthusiasm for life. Just as the crane does, this major force from 

“above” provides her with a file of documents as she stands up, wears her glasses and runs to 

catch a packed bus to work.  

Pérez’s second film, Otoño, documents one day in the life of abuelas and abuelos in a 

retirement home and verifies the solitude they experience in their quotidian activities. An old 

farmer, a wanderer, a singer and a couple are some of the characters who breed their chickens, 

help each other in their crafts and have breakfasts and lunches in a place of confinement when 

empowerment seems to have long disappeared. Shot in a hot autumn day in the outskirts of 

Havana, the film’s title is also a metaphor of the end of the lives of its protagonists. As the night 

falls, there are moments of extreme silence, cigarette smoking and TV watching. Then, they all 

go to bed. The sense of isolation of the space and the physical state of the characters, some with 

disability, help us raise awareness on the taken-for-granted presence of elderly people. It is also 

an audiovisual critique of their poor life conditions in the retirement home.  

Pérez recurrently films stories that may seem attached to local contexts but that also could 

belong anywhere. Not unlike in the films she made in Cuba, her latest Galicia-based 

documentary Municipal Swimming Pool also makes of “place” an essential analytical category 

and raises important questions both its possibilities and constrains. The film is another 

                                                                 
55 Mark Weiss’s is the only available English translation of this pieces so far. 
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heterotopic story. Shot entirely without budget, the production was made only with resources of 

the crew: a group of four Cuban film-related friends currently living in Spain. Not only is the 

filmmaker Cuban but so are the editor, sound engineer and cinematographer. In this “do it 

yourself” movie about identity, they achieved a socialist mode of production in a capitalist 

country (Humberto Solás’s low-budget cinema manifesto56). This is the first film authored by 

Patricia in the ten years she has lived abroad. When asked about the reasons for this long term 

separated from authorship, Patricia answered: “One has to be truly aware of the pace one feels 

comfortable working with. I try to always respect that. I think we have to learn to distinguish 

between what culture is and what life is. One thing is what they want us to do and another is 

what we want to do.” During our interview, Pérez also stated:  

I think that what I have in my way of filmmaking that reminds me of Cuban cinema 

is the freedom that I believe we enjoy as Cubans of not having to copy or necessarily 

inherit from anyone, but enjoy the feeling that we can simply create. This happens 

because we do not need to meet the obligations of an industry or be liked by anyone. 

At least when I made films in Cuba it was hard to make a living as a filmmaker 

anyway, so we did it for the sake of art (Pérez 2013). 

 

Municipal Swimming Pool depicts one day at a public pool in the rural area Cabana de 

Bergantiños, a municipality of the Province A Coruña, in the northwestern Spanish autonomous 

community of Galicia. The whole movie is confined to an enclosed but lively space where 

people go to disconnect from all the anxiety of their different types of problems related to health, 

jobs, schools and housework. They also gather there to exercise, have fun, search for 

entertainment, socialize and learn. The town’s mailman, farmers, sailors and fishermen, as well 

                                                                 
56 Humberto Solás’s “Manifiesto del cine pobre” is available online at 

 http://www.cinefagos.net/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=432:manifiesto-del-cine-

pobre&catid=30:documentos&Itemid=60 (Accessed August 2, 2015). Although I am critical of the very notion of 

manifesto, a modern restrictive concept with dogmatic structures, I believe the politics of this document have a 

strong resonance with the work of contemporary migrant filmmakers. The manifesto understands that cine 

pobre/low-budget cinema does not mean cinema devoid of ideas or artistic quality. It refers to a type of cinema of 

restricted economic possibilities that is made in both less developed or peripherals countries, as well as within 

economically and culturally independent companies. 
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as politicians, housewives, forced retirees; people with disabilities (a girl with Down syndrome 

and a woman with mobility issues) as well as swimming instructors speak about their hopes, 

their routines and discuss sports, pop music, economics, politics and religion. They all share their 

prospects and perspectives of their community as human beings and citizens.  

The traditional binary: city stress versus quiet rural life is recurrently addressed in the film. 

To complicate the subject of study, the case of Patricia Pérez is one of a rare reverse migration. 

Having lived previously most of her life in Havana and almost five years in Madrid, she went 

from this blooming metropolis to a very small town in a deindustrialized area. She is among the 

very few film authors who moved from a metropolitan space to a rural area and speaks from 

extreme localism, without fear. Going to live in the Spanish countryside was a need for her to be 

away and explore. In our interview on July 31, 2013 she mentioned her love for the rural space: 

“I have an induced love for the countryside. I think there we are closer to life while in the city we 

are closer to the artifices we have created.” Somehow, her documentary supports the conclusion 

that, in rural contexts, people tend to have more settled trades, habits and desires and connect 

with one another in a more personal way. One of the characters states: “I like the countryside. I 

like to look at things,” as if only in the tranquility of the non-urban space one could actually 

develop the ability to observe what surround us.  

The film conveys a sense of extreme Galician localism combined with global matters that 

could affect any community anywhere. There are no visible boundaries between the characters 

and the assumed foreign eye of the filmmaker who even communicates in a different language. 

What could seem to be extremely local or even parochial is addressed from so many multiple 

angles that highlight the human that anyone could feel identified with what happens to those 

people in that particular region of the world. The fact that a lady refers to A Coruña as a country 
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is the perfect example of how generally localities are more central to peoples’ practices, 

imaginaries and affects than nation-states are. The inhabitants of Cabana de Bergantiños relate 

more clearly to their specific region and locality as homeland than to the particular notion of the 

Spanish nation-state. This regionalism, coming from people who live in one of the poorest 

provinces in the country, is emphasized when the interviewees notice: “I am Spanish, but I am 

mainly Galician. There is no place like Galicia: the food, the ambience, the wine… The links to 

the land are very important and the place where we are born is fundamental.” This denationalized 

reality has historical roots in the multicultural Spanish autonomous communities and the struggle 

of Galicians, Catalans and Basques —who have lived under the same Castellan-dominated 

nation-state mandate for centuries— to recuperate their idioms, their traditions and their relative 

sovereignty. This form of resistance and daily life patriotism attracted Pérez in her new place of 

settlement. She is so far, the only Cuban diasporic filmmaker of her generation who has 

personally and directly stated in her film how much she enjoys being in the host local society 

unlike Madrid and other larger cities. It is a place where the filmmaker feels at home: “I love 

Galicia. I have always felt in a familial place. I have never felt foreign” —she mentions at some 

point in the film. 

During the swimming lessons, the pool is a large room of intimacy where the dynamics 

between classmates is documented. The pool is also the space for the catharsis of social subjects 

in a country in crisis and the documentary became the right mean for them to obtain or recover a 

space of free expression. It is almost impossible to avoid the story’s connection with the sea, the 

importance of swimming for the practicality of a coastal village but also the act of swimming as 

an act of liberation, something that you can do in your agency as an individual in a relaxed, not 

competitive ambiance. In this specific context hierarchical places seem to be clouded. Even the 
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mayor of the community José Muíño Domínguez swims in the pool and is filmed and 

interviewed for the documentary. He tells, as many other characters, about the pros and cons of 

his current administrative position. He had been a veterinarian years ago and now yearns for 

those days when he delivered new-born calf and shared a special moment of happiness with 

many families. 

In the documentary there is a constant dwelling on the body. This moment of being in and 

around the pool is explored as a time in which bodies are not old, aching or damaged. And if 

they are, the gaze only guides us so we perceive mainly the beauty in them. Gray hairs, extra 

kilos and wrinkles do not matter and if they exist that is exactly the context where they are 

shown regardless, without shame. People’s movements: short steps, slow and fast strokes, 

elegant and unpolished dives and details such as a nice foot tattoo, a scar, a beauty mark are part 

of the storytelling of these bodies. The semi-naked characters could appear more vulnerable and 

unmasked but due to the careful treatment of the images what is generally considered physical 

defects and sings of aging are borne here as insignia.57 One cannot help but adverting the 

importance of the water as an element of cleansing and healing that allows the swimmers’ 

relationship with each other. Not only do we see the water but also we listen to it always in the 

background while being cut through by heads and arms and legs, irrigating and draining from the 

tubes, dripping from the floaters and bathing suits.  

Interested in haiku poetry and Buddhist philosophy, Pérez is attentive to improvisation, 

catching a moment and not controlling the story but letting it slowly hold the reins of the work. 

                                                                 
57 At the end of the screening of Piscina Municipal in Kingston a woman in the audience asked Hassan whether 

during the filming process the film crew were also wearing bathing suits. She mentioned that it could seem like an 

irrelevant question but in a space where people’s bodies are exposed to strangers, this point actually gained great 

meaning. How democratic was the process of intervening others’ space with a camera? Heidi responded, “The 

pictures of the shooting were actually really funny. We were all carrying around heavy equipment… our cameras 

and booms. And all while wearing our swimming suits. At the end of filming almost every day we would go in for a 

dive. So nice!” (April 1, 2015)  
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“I like documentaries that allow us a pause to advert the quotidian. I like films that remind me of 

theater plays, actions that occur on the same day in the same place and moment. I like 

documentaries because the crew is small and then our relation is closer and we are able to build a 

space in which everyone participates creatively.” Her passion for swimming was clearly an 

inspiration for the documentary which she decided to make after spending a few weeks 

observing the routine of the pool. Patricia is also a character in her film. And again a female 

diasporic Cuba filmmaker engages not only in auto-referentiality but also self-representation. A 

postcolonial subject herself, she is the only Spanish-speaking person in the story. But, as her 

subjects, she will refer to the particularities of her job as a filmmaker and expresses her notions 

of what it means to live in Galicia. As well as other young characters who in their childhood 

were exiles in Switzerland, maybe due to the Franco dictatorship, she mentions her diasporic 

experience not in reference to the nation but also in reference to the city-countryside duality.  

There are no on-camera interviews. The commentaries flow organically as a result of a 

careful slow tempo editing and responsible sound engineering process. Every sequence was 

filmed using natural sun light and long shots, to engage the characters’ voices with their images. 

What is most impressive is the way in which Pérez managed the interviews presenting only the 

clear voice-overs of the characters and escaping the so-called “talking heads” style of many 

contemporary documentaries. At times there is a symphony of voices telling intersecting stories 

through whispers and vibrations and when everyone is talking at once the camera remarks 

multiple details as fragments of a very rich and varied whole. The soundscape is then constant 

and as vivid and central as the images. This discursive strategy turns us into witnesses of a film 

of thoughts, a reminder of how while people swim their mind are going elsewhere, probably 

remembering, imagining and hoping. 
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 Although she has maintained the same special sensitivity to portray everyday life in films, 

something obviously has changed in the way Patricia Pérez sees and communicates the world. 

Leaving Cuba and facing the difficulties of an illegal migratory status, under- and un-

employment and her self-defined lack of expediency transformed the way she understood herself 

and her work. With Municipal Swimming Pool, she conveys the work of a more mature woman 

and author: from a world of decay and monochromatism in her previous films in Cuba she now 

makes a documentary in Spain that praises sense of humor and tenderness as much as the 

naturalness and naiveté of ordinary characters. A more nuanced and colorful environment and a 

reinvented energy are revealed in her work as time went by. She depicted the beauty of a cultural 

site in a restricted room without showing a single street, building or landscape. For her too, the 

pool was a meeting place where both the simplest and the most essential human issues were 

discussed. The film shows the most intimate side of a public space from the point of view of 

everyday people and after watching it, one might never go to a pool again without wondering 

what the stories of those who swim are. 

 

4.5 Re-interpreting Place 

 

“As a language, as an economic and cultural institution, a way of picturing and reframing 

the world, cinema contributes to the making of the visualscapes, soundscapes and culturalscapes 

in which we move. As such it is also a ‘repository of our knowing and our memory’” (Chambers, 

230). Cuban filmmakers have created a fertile cinema of postcolonialism when portraying 

metropolitan landscapes in which their intention of documenting depicts crisis of citizenship, 

problematizes social conflicts and comments on decentralized levels of access to consumerism. 
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Their cosmopolitan works are guided by the globalizing impulse of world cinemas or cinemas of 

decolonization.  

Although global political discourses and consciousness defend the display of ideas, identities 

and communities beyond the nation, the reproduction of local cultural practices and constant 

national longings for spaces and imaginaries persist among diasporic populations. In the era of 

mass migration, globalization of the economy and intercultural exchange, Cubans abroad try to 

insert themselves in an international flow of goods, images, ideas and persons. In the movies of 

the Cuban diaspora Havana is mainly related to other cities by contrast or presented as an 

alternate place. According to the musician Pavel Urquiza in Voces de un trayecto: “the hardest 

difficulty [to accommodate to the new contexts] is inside oneself.” He refers to Guevara’s ideal 

of the New Man when he states: “We are the prototype of the ‘New Man’ (hombre nuevo), but of 

a totally defective one because at the end, in the praxis, which is the real world, that notion is 

worthless.”  

It used to be recurrent that documentaries by Cuban young filmmakers revealed critiques to 

the paternalism of the Cuban state. For many interviewees in Voces de un trayecto and Sandra 

Gómez’s El futuro es hoy, Cubans have an involuntary unpreparedness to experience global 

culture. Its dynamics become a trauma, a whiplash of market-oriented economies, and a 

syndrome of “too much information.” The characters in those films were shocked by their own 

illiteracy in matters of commerce, multi-tasking and mobility. In the words of Israeli theoretician 

Ariella Azoulay they had become post-crisis “rehabilitated citizens,” newborns diasporic 

residents of the postcolonial world, away from the paternalism of the state. Their films made at 

home and abroad help to define a path into an even deeper understanding of the way the new 

Cuban filmmakers are engaging with the city. Where the state has held up Havana as a space of 
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freedom for the Third World, the new filmmakers are critical of the idea of glossy postcard-like 

cosmopolitanisms and touristic politics. 
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Chapter 5. Ways of Being “Elsewhere”: Authorship in the Diaspora 

 

In the 21st Century, Cuban youth diasporic cinemas seem to stray both from a tradition of 

exilic cinema associated primarily with Miami-based documentaries by Néstor Almendros 

and Orlando Jiménez Leal and also from the cinematic internationalism of Cuban cineastes 

such as Santiago Álvarez. In contrast to the anti-Castro exilic cinema of the 1980s, many new 

films by a young generation of Cuban audiovisual artists can be seen in Cuba today, although 

in limited events organized by the Instituto Cubano de Arte e Industria Cinematográficos 

(National Film Institute, ICAIC). A sustained argument in this thesis is that young Cuban 

diasporic filmmakers have a different claim on nation, ideology and belonging and do not 

experience the burden of “defection” and “dissidence” as an essential part of their migratory 

journeys. In the following pages I will focus on the analysis of two different fashions in which 

young Cuban filmmakers in the diaspora have produced audiovisual work. Two 

reterritorialized forms of belonging will guide the examinations: the transformation of the 

film practices of Cubans in the United States in the 21st Century, and the particular narratives 

of what I have called the “non-national condition.”  

Cuban diasporic subjects’ encounters with globality and their experiences of re- and de-

territorialization have contributed to shape multiple “ways of being elsewhere.” The arrival of 

filmmakers in global cities —Miami, Mexico City, New York, Toronto—with access to new 

forms of financial capital but also the reproduction of foreign national spatialities and 

temporalities as Saskia Sassen reminds us. These temporalities are an important element that I 

deal with in the first sections of this Chapter as I briefly historicize the paths of some 
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cineastes of exile to argue in favour of the “ideological turn”, or better said, emotional turn 

that this new generation of filmmakers puts on the table.  

 

5.1 From Exilic to Diasporic: New Cuban Cinemas in the United States 

 

The diaspora space has been one of the most relevant cultural realms to interrogate the sense 

of Cubanidad and map contemporary notions of Cuban nationalism and ethnicity. Islanders, 

children of the early and late socialist stages of the Revolution, Cubans on and off the Island, the 

ones who left and the ones who stayed, have lived complex ideological processes facing the 

experience of leaving “home.” That relation was and still is emotionally, economically and 

politically affected by migrant experiences to and in the United States in particular. In this sense, 

it is important not to overlook the reasons of the massive routes to this country since the Cuban 

Adjustment Act established in 1966 privileges Cuban citizens to request political refuge and 

become permanent residents only a few months after stepping on American soil. This situation 

contrasts with the less privileged realities of other Latino communities. 

However, a new era of relations between both nations has recently begun. And although the 

future of our cultural exchange is still only hypothetical, what has happened so far remains also 

underresearched. For that reason, this chapter seeks to investigate the study of Cuban 

independent diasporic cinemas in post-Cold War USA. Reterritorialized forms of belonging 

guide the narratives of these filmmakers as a response to the historic tensions between the 

homeland and the new host society. For this analysis, I have taken into account films produced 

by Miguel Coyula, Laimir Fano, Aram Vidal, Tané Martínez and Magdiel Aspillaga between the 

years 2010 and 2014.  
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To date, a wide range of literature has dealt with the Cuban diasporic experience in the 

United States. Some of it was discussed already in Chapter 1. Exploring the multiple 

intersectionalities between gender and migrancy Mirta Yáñez, Dick Cluster and Cindy Schuster 

edited the compilation Cubana: Contemporary Fiction by Cuban Women in 1998 to gather a 

number of texts by Cuban and Cuban American female writers and poets. Also, with the goal of 

multiplying the voices of the Cuban diaspora, Andrea O’Reilly also edited Cuba: Idea of a 

nation displaced where she gathers essays by many Cubans and Cuban Americans who seek to 

uphold the right to take part in the process of redefining Cuban transnational identity. In the 

introductory note, O’Reilly states: “Although the Cuban Diaspora serves as the connecting 

tissue, the collection reveals the nuances, complexities, and the oftentimes antagonistic and 

contradictory cultural and political debates and positions that coexist within the Cuban exile 

population” (6). 

As I mentioned earlier, several recognized massive migratory waves have shaped Cuba-USA 

relations in the post-revolutionary period: one took place from 1959 to 1962 (from the success of 

the Cuban Revolution to the Missile Crisis); another occurred in 1980, known as the Mariel 

Boatlift; and the third happened in the early 1990s due to the fall of the Berlin wall, the 

disappearance of the Soviet bloc and the end of its trade and industrial relations with Cuba. This 

latest exodus reached its peak during the so-called balseros crisis in 1994. However, migrancy is 

shaped today under new conditions58 and the filmmakers whose work are discussed in the 

following pages all reached the United States after the year 2000, during a fourth migration 

                                                                 
58 As it has been stated elsewhere in this research, the different waves of migration that occurred in the 20th Century 

expressed issues about race and class social dimensions that were different at times. The white upper-class diasporic 

generation of the 1960s is usually contrasted with that of the “Marielitos” in 1980 and the balseros of the 1990s. 

Today, the new economics that allow for moneyed Cubans in the USA and other countries to sponsor families and 

family businesses on the Island, the proliferation of Spanish passports, among other forms of investments and 

mobility, make the diaspora a much more dynamic experience. This economic context is raising questions on class 

division in Cuba like never before since 1959.  
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wave, yet to be unpacked. The lack of massive departures from Cuba to the United States in the 

21st Century and the fact that some Cuban migrants today can use safer mechanisms to enter 

American territory in order to request political asylum have made the continuously growing 

population of Cubans in the USA not as apparent and more dispersed. The border-crossings have 

gradually become less evident and distressing. This does not imply that fewer Cubans resettle 

regularly on American territory by crossing the Florida Strait in dangerous conditions or by 

making their way to the Canadian and Mexican borders. But, there are other legal procedures, 

available for those who can afford them, to explore the possibility of living abroad.  

These new conditions were defined by migratory regulations proclaimed on October 16, 

2012 and active since January 2013. The recent policies allow Cubans on the Island to travel 

abroad without requiring an exit permit from the Cuban government, a giant step towards a more 

flexible transationalization of the Cuban diasporic experience. The relatively new Law 52/2007 

from December 26, that allows claims for EU citizenship to grandchildren of Spanish nationals, 

known as the “Historical Memory Act” (González 2012), has also permitted thousands of 

Cubans to obtain Spanish passports and travel to countries without a visa requirement (the 

United States being perhaps the most visited). Also, starting in August, 2013 Cubans can finally 

be granted multiple —instead of the previous, always single— entry visas to visit the United 

States. Links with the diaspora have become stronger as well. Consequently, the support to 

family members via remittances and investments in small business has increased dramatically in 

a moment where the crisis of the Special Period experiences a relative alleviation. 

In view of how cultural production is contextual and placed, one could not overlook the 

material conditions under which filmmaking practice occurs. The United States and specifically 

the states of New Jersey (Union City) and Florida (Miami) are the principal base of a large long-
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term settled community of Cuban migrants.59 Cubans are the fourth largest Hispanic community 

in the country after the ones from Mexican, Puerto Rican and Salvadorian origin (López et al., 

2013). And even if they still hold a status as political refugees upon arrival in the USA today, 

Cubans emigrate for reasons other than ideological. Economic motivations and even more so 

aspirations to a wider mobility and hopes to develop global connections are the principal engine 

that guides the departures.  

Facing this panorama, Cuban cultural producers, and especially filmmakers, in the United 

States find a particularly complex destination context due to the historical hostile relations 

between both countries. For Cubans who live in the USA understanding that place in its 

ideological dimension is essential. To be at the heart of the ideological conflict and try to be non-

national is a challenge and a political stance. These contextual positionalities differentiate 

diasporic from exilic conditions according to the subject’s moment of departure from the Island, 

whether they are first or second generation migrants, what the number of close family members 

is left at home, among other reasons. Several authors recognize a change that relieved the radical 

politics that estranged both nations and their citizens. In her doctoral research, Laura Zoe 

Humphreys notes that “the state and intellectuals also cooperated in a series of conciliatory 

gestures towards the diaspora in the 1990s” (285). She quotes Ariana Hernández-Reguant’s 

analysis of an as-early-as-1994 state conference entitled “La nación y la emigración” (The 

Nation and Migration) in which she points out that even the reference to the diaspora as 

emigrants rather than exiles was a significant departure from previous state policy” (2009, 75-

                                                                 
59 Union City has been nicknamed “Havana on the Hudson” and Miami has a neighborhood called “Little Havana” 

where diverse cultural features of Cuba’s capital are imagined and reproduced. Although these were key locations 

where émigrés from the island settled since the 1960s, other US states have increased their Cuban population in 

recent years. For example, the majority of green cards granted in Kentucky in 2012 were for Cuban migrants. For 

more about the topic, see 

http://www.slate.com/articles/arts/culturebox/2014/05/immigration_map_what_are_the_biggest_immigrant_groups_

in_your_state.html, and https://share.america.gov/havana-on-hudson-union-city-n-j. 
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76). Also Jorge Duany’s scholarship on Hispanic Caribbean diasporas to the United States 

considers the Cuban case. In a recent interview he mentioned how “one cannot dismiss the ‘anti-

Castro’ component that ‘glues’ the majority of Cubans abroad together, although this is no 

longer the unique identifier element of the historical and long dispersion of this population” ( 

“Uno de cuatro cubanos…” par. 4). In “The End of Exile or Latinization? The Transformation of 

the Cuban American Community,” he also stated: “[t]he recurring problem with Cuba’s 

exceptionalism, in Migration Studies is that it tends to isolate the object of analysis from its 

broader context. However, the contemporary Cuban exodus is part of regional and global trends” 

(136). In Duany’s view, a second generation of Cubans born in the United States would distance 

itself ideologically from their parents instead of reproducing the dominant currents of the exile 

community. They would also identify by and large with the Democratic Party and with the 

experience of other ethnic minorities in the country.60  

 

5.1.1 The Filmmakers of Exile 

 

A brief panorama of pre-2000s Cuban exile cinema is necessary to understand recent 

diasporic cinemas. As it was noted in Chapter 1, Cuban exile filmmakers had a difficult ride 

when it came to making movies in the United States. This is a situation that affects most 

independent foreign artists but according to Ana López’s article “Cuban Cinema in Exile: The 

                                                                 
60 The Antonio Maceo Brigades brought a large contingent of Cuban Americans back to their homeland for the first 

time in 1978 and began setting the foundations for a historic dialogue. Cuban Americans for Engagement (C.A.F.E.) 

is formed by younger generations of Cubans in the United States who continue this legacy and oppose the radical 

ideological positionalities regarding stereotypes of the Cuban people and government in the United States. They are 

interested in transmitting “the very important message that the Cuban-American community is not monolithic and 

that many voices exist within this community that favor a policy of more engagement with Cuba, including [at the 

time] the end to the travel ban for all U.S. citizens.” See “Cuban Americans for Engagement (C.A.F.E.) visit 

Washington, DC.” April 25, 2012. Accessed June 17, 2015. http://lawg.org/action-center/lawg-blog/69-

general/1009-cuban-americans-for-engagement-cafe-visit-washington-dc#sthash.QiorMPyL.dpuf.   
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‘Other’ Island,” it was particularly complex for Cubans as they were deemed as probably among 

the most pro-capitalist migrants in the world. Operating outside of the mainstream system, first 

generation exilic filmmakers displayed a very strong anti-Castro discourse in their work. They 

also adopted documentary as their most direct way to narrate the exilic experience. The film 

Conducta impropia (Improper Conduct, 1984) by Néstor Almendros and Orlando Jiménez Leal, 

for example, deals with the coercion of queer intellectuals in the early years of the Cuban 

Revolution while Nadie escuchaba (Nobody Listened, 1988) by Jorge Ulloa and Almendros 

became a critique of the controlling and absolutist policies and forms of repression of the Cuban 

government. Their impossibility of return is perhaps what constantly makes them look back at 

the politics and society of the original homeland.  

León Ichaso is maybe the most thought-provoking diasporic Cuban filmmaker of his 

generation as well as the most global. I consider him a diasporic artist of the exilic era as he has 

recognized the obsolescence of the confrontational exile community and the very thin, naive 

notion of America as the “land of freedom.” His first work, El Super which he co-directed with 

Orlando Jiménez Leal in 1979 is based on Ivan Acosta’s play of the same name. Produced on a 

very low budget it portraits the life of a Cuban migrant family in New York during the blizzard 

of 1977. The main character is Roberto, a superintendent who refuses to learn English and lives 

in a basement in a large tenement on the Upper West Side. “Roberto thinks of his life as being a 

sort of long, boring, nonstop flight from Cuba that will eventually circle back there, while 

Aurelita [his daughter] and a number of their friends are losing no time in assimilating” (Canby, 

par. 4). A classic of Cuba’s exile cinema, this film is still to be screened in theaters on the 

island.61  

                                                                 
61 Despite not being shown in official spaces, the circulation of images of diaspora through non official means is a 

regular occurrence in Cuba. Many people on the Island, for example, have been able to watch El Super and other 
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Ichaso also directed Azúcar amarga (Bitter Sugar) in 1996 and more recently Paraíso 

(Paradise, 2009), which explores generational and class divides within the Cuban exile 

community in southern Florida. It is a provocative Cuban exile drama framed around the story of 

Ivan, newly arrived by raft, and his adjustment to life in Miami’s exile community. But Ichaso 

has also engaged in stories not connected to Cuba, thus becoming a more transnational 

filmmaker of his generation.62 Ana López (1996) considers him emblematic of a crossover 

phenomenon in the second generation of Cuban exilic filmmakers: born in Cuba but trained in 

the United States, cohering in in-between spaces. Often engaged with the notion of Latino more 

than with that of Cuban Americans, Ichaso directed the biopic Piñeiro in 2001, about Miguel 

Piñeiro, a poet, actor and playwright of the Nuyorican Movement. Later in the decade, he also 

finished El cantante (2006) about the life story of the Puerto Rican salsero Hector Lavoe, 

starring the global Latino stars Jennifer López and Marc Anthony. 

Exilic filmmaking has been another form of audiovisual production that Cuban critic and 

researcher Juan Antonio García Borrero has deemed as cine sumergido or submerged cinema. 

However, in the chapter “La otra orilla del cine cubano” (“The Other Shore of Cuban Cinema”) 

from his book Rehenes en la sombra, García Borrero considers that there is no such thing as 

                                                                                                                                                                                                               
exilic films as part of “El paquete semanal” of “The Weekly Package”, an alternative source of media distribution 

that emerged in Cuba in 2014. Another feature of the country’s informal economy, “El paquete” is an information 

package including music, films, music, videos, TV shows, digital magazines, want ads and literature that is 

delivered every week by illegal distributors for the price of 2 Cuban convertible pesos. The content of the package is 

making up for the lack of Internet and the programming options of the national television networks that do not 

satisfy the majority of the population. International news in media censured by the Cuban government also circulates 

via “El paquete.”  
62 Ichaso has worked extensively on television, directing a number of TV movies and several episodes for series 

such as Miami Vice (1986-1988), Sins of the City (1998) and The Cleaner (2008-2009). The production company 

Greene Street Films, based in New York City, financed his film Piñeiro. Nuyorican Film Productions, owned by 

Jennifer López, produced his commercial success film El cantante (2009). However, his Cuban trilogy El Super 

(1979), Bitter Sugar (1996) and Paraíso —made in 2009 with a budget of only 30 thousand American dollars—, 

were independently produced by the filmmaker. Although critically praised, his Cuban-themed films have been non-

commercial movies that have had a tough time finding financial support. Even if the Cuban is one of the most 

powerful Latino communities in the United States, not unlike it happens to many other diasporas, it becomes 

extremely hard for Cuban cultural producers to undertake projects with secure funding that address “ethnic” themes.    
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Cuban exile cinema in the USA. He defines most of the documentary works by the 

aforementioned filmmakers not as cinema but as “cinematographic journalism” and thinks that 

their production in general “does not have a personality that allows them to take credit as an 

authentic and robust movement” (83). With the exception of Ichaso, whose work García Borrero 

praises, it is clear that the critic is understanding film production in terms of certain essential 

aesthetic considerations or production values of an audiovisual piece. Thus, the contribution of 

these cineastes is undermined for the lack of a specific type of quality of their work and a 

deficient structure or cohesion. In times when the ideas of “movement” —as coordinated group 

action— and authenticity are in crisis, this last argument is at least debatable. I rather see this 

phenomenon as Hamid Naficy does, so that these filmmakers’ works stand for non-centralized, 

alternative modes of film production of interstitial, artisanal or “accented styles.” These films, 

then, will be “driven by their own limitations, that is, smallness, imperfection, amateurishness 

and the lack of cinematic gloss” (2001, 45). 

Sergio Giral has developed a body of work in the United States since his arrival in the 

1990s. He has devoted most of his career in film to the recognition of Afro-Cuban and Caribbean 

history and culture. Giral recognizes today a new wave of Cuban American cinema — una nueva 

ola del cine cubano americano. In La alcancía del artesano, a blog run by Cuban diasporic 

filmmaker Magdiel Aspillaga, he wrote:  

Several Cuban filmmakers [and films], I think, integrate this new form of film 

expression: “Balseros” [Rafters] by Carlos Bosch and Josep Maria Domenech, 

“Cercanía” [Closeness] by Rolando Díaz, “Celia, The Queen” by Joe Cardona and 

Mario de Varona, and more recently “Memorias del Desarrollo” by Miguel Coyula, 

“Neuralgia” by Magdiel Aspillaga and Danny Jacomino, “Dos Veces Ana” [Twice 

Ana], by Armando Dorrego and myself, and many more that I am omitting due to lack 

of information. I propose to open a space for its recognition here. Initially, the theme 

of exiles and their feelings prevailed: the breakdown of the family for political 

reasons, existential angst after leaving the homeland, the manipulations of the regime 

against the population and the individual; escapism, distance, memory. Slowly and in 
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a rugged, independent manner these filmmakers created a thematic basis that enabled a 

new way of approaching the issue from other angles. Their eyes now observe the 

surrounding environment; its peculiarities and how those affect them (Giral, par. 1-2). 

 

Former director of the Cuban Film Institute, Giral is known for his Cuba-based trilogy of 

films on slavery —El otro Francisco (The Other Francisco, 1973), Rancheador (Slave-Hunter, 

1975) and Maluala (1979). A filmmaker in exile since 1992, certain possibilities that ICAIC did 

not permit became available for him once in the diaspora. Participating more actively in raising 

awareness on the relevance of queer cinemas was only one of them. Mainly composed by men 

who started their careers in the phallocentric Cuban Film Institute, the older generation of exilic 

filmmakers also comprised fewer women; only recently more female cinematographers, editors 

and film directors have been able to develop their practice. To analyze some of the works 

included in this new wave of Cuban-American cinema, I will devote the following reflections. 

 

5.1.2 Multi-sited Narratives beyond the Ideological Divide  

 

The multiple routes tracked by Cuban filmmakers in the USA in the last decades are almost 

impossible to capture in writing. Miami, Los Angeles, Wisconsin, Washington, New York, Ohio, 

Virginia and many other cities and states have become relevant diverse locations for this post-

2000 generation of audiovisual producers. Although many of them are now American citizens, 

they were permanent and temporary residents, exchange students, and even long-term visitors 

who went back to permanently live and work in Havana. Some of their films attempt to reach 

beyond the exceptionalism and its traditional narratives of exile that has signified Cuba for so 

many years.63   

                                                                 
63 A central aspect of this exceptionalism includes the lack of Internet access that restricts communication 

possibilities between Cubans on the Island and Cubans in the diasporas. Regular Skype meetings, Whatsapp audio 
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Laimir Fano is, without a doubt, a remarkable example in this context. After making the 

successful documentary Model Town (2006) and his EICTV thesis, the award-winning short 

feature Oda a la Piña (Ode to the Pineapple, 2008), Fano left Cuba in 2009 to present his work 

at the Tribecca Film Festival. During his trip, he decided to remain in the United States and by 

now he has completed an MFA in film and media at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee. 

His short fiction film, Esperando a Berta (Waiting for Berta, 2012), was funded by the Borscht 

Corporation, an institution that attempts to forge a cinematic identity of the city of Miami. And it 

does so by supporting “films created by emerging regional filmmakers telling Miami stories that 

go beyond the typical portrayal of the city as a beautiful but vapid party town” (Castillo, par. 1). 

Esperando a Berta humorously describes Fano’s impressions of the time he spent in Miami, 

“a place of many tensions where some people are carrying a past full of conflicts and regrets 

from which they cannot detach themselves” (Fano, 2014). Surreptitiously, the story looks back at 

the chaos that the Revolution represented at the time. The protagonists are two elderly women 

who re-encounter in Miami after having met in Havana before 1959. Their confrontation is based 

on their racial, class and ideological divides, plus the fact that they seem to have fallen for the 

same man in their early youth. The animosity between the characters is then both personal and 

political. The filmmaker’s aim was to represent the dysfunctional purpose of executing revenge 

no less than fifty years later. Thus, Fano uses generic elements such as comedy, car chases —as if 

the audience was assisting an action movie— and gestures to western cinema to reflect on the 

clashes between pro-Castro Cubans and older members of the exile community in the United 

States. He places the final scenes in the restaurant Versailles, a sort of temple of the Cuban exile 

                                                                                                                                                                                                               
messages, Facebook chats and even emails are either impossible or difficult to achieve. Calling Cuba from a place as 

close as Miami —only 90 miles away from Havana— is more expensive than calling any other area across the 

globe. Under these difficult conditions of communication, distance truly dilates and family separation gets a more 

dramatic tone. 
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population. There, he ironically creates a whole sequence where the film imagines the reaction of 

Miami’s exile community to the breaking news of Fidel’s death. Towards the end, as if she was a 

daydream of her rival during the whole story, Berta disappears. And thus, her character remains 

in a subjective level which reminds the viewer about the utopian dimension associated with the 

ideals of the Cuban Revolution. Berta is the Revolution as imagined by Fano. 

Similarly, Mexico-based filmmaker Aram Vidal’s storytelling preoccupations transformed 

due to the experience of diaspora. His translocal Bubbles Beat (2012) is the third and final part of 

a cosmopolitan trilogy of documentaries preceded by Degeneration (2006) and Ex-generation 

(2009). In these films, Vidal has moved his gaze from Havana, to Mexico City and then to 

Washington, Richmond, Miami and New York. Starting with a look from within the local 

context of Havana’s youth in Degeneration to the diasporic experience of Cubans migrants in 

Mexico’s capital in Ex-generation, the filmmaker goes on to engage again with young people in 

multiple American cities. As a temporary international student in the United States, supported by 

a scholarship from the College of William and Mary in Virginia, Vidal decided to ask American 

students about the role of their generation in contemporary American society. The interviewees 

talk about their expectations and the re-evaluation of their own development as citizens and 

human beings. They discuss issues such as privilege, consumerism, capitalism and frustration 

and refer to the difficulty of relating to each other in this era of impersonal digital social media 

and the inherent selfishness of the American way of life.  

In his exploration of Miami’s youth in particular one would expect Vidal to delve into the 

Cuban exilic/diasporic experience of the city. How could he not, after filming a documentary 

such as Ex-generation, about the many challenges faced by Cuban migrants in Mexico City? 

However, he decides to broaden the scope of the topic and look at the context from a more global 
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perspective. No sign of Cuba is clearly displayed in the movie. Both English and Spanish of 

different accents are spoken in the Miami sections of the film. Only Mike, a Latino who 

mentions parties, drugs and alcohol as a dangerous part of the city’s culture is acknowledged in 

the credits. Although highly verbal, no one speaks to the camera. The voice-over narration is 

imaged by scenes of the interviewees’ daily activities such as playing basketball, biking, 

strolling, walking back home from school or during a social gathering. Max, who lives in 

Washington D.C., admits the serendipity of his privilege as a white middle-class able-bodied 

man. An African American with a family-oriented upbringing in Richmond, Virginia discusses 

the setbacks of unemployment and the fallacy of the image of success. A diasporic young woman 

from India recognizes both the magic and destructiveness of New York City, a place from where 

she could never escape now. As they all refer to their disorientation and disconnection between 

beliefs and actions, the filmmaker concludes that both here and there, some kind of 

disappointment is uniting todays’ American youth.  

Also based in New York, former actress Tané Martínez has been living and making 

documentaries in New York City since 2005. Even after ten years of settlement abroad she is still 

strongly connected to Cuban colleagues and Cuban cinema. Her body of films includes three 

documentaries on Cuban music Tengo… lo que tenía que tener (I Have…What I Had to Have, 

2008) about the New York City-based Cuban black singer Xiomara Laugart; Interactivo, la 

película (2011), produced with the support of Havana Cultura,64 and Caminando Aragón (2012) 

about La Aragon, a Cuban popular music band from Cienfuegos. All but one film in this musical 

trilogy were shot both in New York and Cuba. Because of her work as an editor Martínez is 

                                                                 
64 Havana Cultura, sponsored by Havana Club, is a global initiative to promote contemporary Cuban culture. Its 

website contains over 80 artists profiles in visual and performing arts, music, film, design and literature. They 

provide grants for emerging Cuban artists, visual arts support project. They also develop events across Europe and 

Latin America to promote Cuban culture in the world beyond the usual stereotypes. For more information, see 

havana-cultura.com 
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trained in how to narrate a story. She hardly knew anyone in the city, and making documentaries 

was cheaper for her than producing a fiction film. The project Garage Rendezvous (2015) is her 

first film spoken totally in English with a New York theme. During our interview, the filmmaker 

coined the humorous, but accurate term “todóloga” to define when you do todo (everything) —or 

almost everything: production, script, camera, sound and editing— in a film project (Martínez 

2014). Other women filmmakers who arrived recently in the United States such as Alina 

Rodríguez, Milena Almira and Laura Verdecia have yet to direct their first film in the diaspora.  

 

5.1.3 Filming Genre at the Margins 

 

Genre movies are becoming increasingly popular among Cuban young film artists in the 

diaspora. They are subverting the paradigm of the majority of Cuban and Latin American 

audiovisual productions that follow the principles of Third Cinema.65 In Cuba, genre cinema is 

pretty much diluted, besides the classic comedies and melodramas. “Although Cuban 

filmmaking has evolved in a number of different directions since 1959, and unarguably 

represents a range of practices including farce and fantasy, the national cinema of Cuba 

continues to be a contemplative cinema and to utilise the strategies of realism as a central 

tendency” (Goldberg, 82). Probably the only cineaste that cultivates it in a sustained manner on 

the Island is Jorge Molina whose work, alternative to Cuba’s mainstream cinema, is halfway 

between sci-fi, horror and gore. Ruth Goldberg has written largely about his fascinating career in 

the history of the country’s film industry. She mentioned how his film Molina’s Test was 
                                                                 
65 Musical, crime, western, horror, adventure, fantasy, mystery and science fiction films are not majority in the 

region. Only a few exceptions make it to the mainstream industry such as Mexican Guillermo del Toro with the 

movies The Devil’s Backbone (2001) and The Pan’s Labyrinth (2006), among others. Due in part to the anti-

Hollywood, non-commercial notion of “Third World Cinema”, “horror and fantasy films remain conspicuous in 

their absence from mainstay histories of Latin American cinema” (Syder and Tierney, 36). Therefore, little 

scholarship has been devoted to the study of genre cinema other than melodrama and comedy in the continent. 
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“yanked from competition in the prestigious international Festival of Latin American cinema in 

Havana when a special committee deemed the film to be ‘not representative of Latin American 

cinema’” (81). Also, it is noticeable that genre films are cultivated essentially by men both inside 

and outside of Cuba. An exception is Hilda Elena Vega, a Camagüey-based FAMCA graduate 

who directed La bestia (The Beast), a 13-minutes long horror film, in 2007. 

The 2003 sci-fi drama Cucarachas rojas (Red Cockroaches, 2003) by Miguel Coyula filmed 

in New York City and the 2010 psychological thriller Neuralgia by Madgiel Aspillaga made in 

Miami are two generic films with no visible link to the homeland and no reference to their 

author’s diasporic condition whatsoever. “Produced for a total budget of $2000, short entirely 

(…) in the English language, and featuring a surreal, futuristic and passionate story that has 

nothing to do with Cuba, Red Cockroaches is the oddest example of ‘Cuban’ cinema. But it is 

perhaps the work that best exemplifies the challenges and possibilities of ‘cinema’ in the global 

world” (López 2007, 194). About the film, Cristina Venegas has written:  

The new generation of filmmakers does not work only in Cuba. Working both in 

and outside his home country, Coyula essentially launched his career in the ʻmicro 

cinema movementʼ in the United States. Richly textured, his first feature, Red 

Cockroaches (2003), has the feel of a low-budget Blade Runner (Ridley Scott, 1982), 

the classic postmodernist, science fiction film. The signature incest plot in 

Cockroaches is a throwback to Cuban radionovelas (radio soap operas) of the 1950s. 

But its narrative texture, borrowing from the steamy and baroque science fiction 

artistic design of the 1980s, illustrates a depleted, environment where acid rain falls on 

New York City, a viral epidemic encroaches, and red cockroaches represent nothing 

unusual to beleaguered citizens (151). 

 

Magdiel Aspillaga is one of those filmmakers who was eager to explore genre movies since 

he was still in Cuba. After departing from Havana, he lived for almost one year in Los Angeles 

and then moved to Miami in early 2009. He spent six years without going back to the Island. 

During our conversations last year, Aspillaga mentioned that Miami was a hard place for a 

filmmaker to live due to the lack of development of its film industry. However, he managed to 
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finish Neuralgia (2010), a story that explores the narratives and aesthetics of the psychological 

thriller. The movie is also one of the few genre feature films made in the diaspora by a member 

of this generation of Cuban filmmakers. With a drive for fear and anxiety, high degree of 

anticipation, allegories to the suspended expectation of film noir and the extreme nature of gore, 

the movie revolves around its characters’ unstable emotional states.  

The film’s choral narratives focalize not on one but on several main characters. Shot almost 

completely at night in the streets of Miami, Neuralgia is a production without explicit 

connections to Cuba except for its whole cast of Cuban actors in the diaspora who were very 

well know at home due to their regular work in cinema and television. To see these actors 

performing in a movie about mental instability, Ouijas and mysterious car crashes is a whole new 

approach to Cuban filmmaking in the United States. Jorge Luis Álvarez, Ivette Viñas, María 

Isabel Díaz star in the film with special appearances of the renowned Ramón Veloz and Laura 

Castellanos. An interesting element of this casting decision is that the “other” then will be the 

occasional American guy that intervenes erratically in the story. 

The film is eclectic in many senses. The hyperbolic features of some of the storylines 

generate excitement, suspense and tension while others make use of humorous strategies to 

amuse the viewers and incite their laughter. They all connect somehow as the movie advances, in 

the tradition of the fragmented narratives cultivated by filmmakers such as Alejandro González 

Iñárritu and David Lynch. The film begins with a town’s local news reporting a car crash from 

which two bodies are being rescued. The first main character introduced to the viewers is a 

middle-aged woman who has created a parallel world in her house. She calls someone constantly 

for help as she fears the presence of an intruder at home.. Another overplayed red-haired lady is 

filmed in wide close-up shots. Later, we recognize that she is fruit of the main character’s 
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imagination. They have dinner and play Ouija in a rainy evening. At some point, the female 

ghost starts to tell the theatrically conceived story of a child’s death. When playing hide and seek 

with his father, the kid had gotten locked up in a freezer in the basement of the family home and 

was never able to get out.  

Another story of a young writer begins 20 minutes into the movie. He takes pills for his 

frequent anxiety attacks caused by a childhood trauma. Numerous flashbacks to his early years 

unveil what at first appears to be his Oedipus complex. But the conflict actually reveals the story 

of his mother, her lover and her abusive partner (probably the child’s biological father) that ends 

up killing her and is later taken to prison. As an adult, the young writer is unable to engage in 

any relationship. He regularly watches soft porn and suffers from hallucinations where he sees 

his late mother. One day in a bar he meets a seductive woman. He has sex with her only to 

tardily learn that she is also the lover of the Mafia man to whom he owes a film script. A fourth 

character that appears far ahead is a porn-movies voice actor. Although he had an affair with his 

boss and his marriage in going downhill, he finds himself attached to his wife due to her mental 

illness and suicidal tendencies. Later on, a couple on the verge of divorce, that struggles over 

selling their matrimonial bed in a flea market and share the costs, gets back together after having 

sex in an abandoned bus. A less-developed, fifth storyline involves a pregnant woman of a 

married man who has decided to keep the child against the will of the father-to-be.  

As the tragic finale of the film approaches we learn that the voice actor and the scared 

woman in the mystery house are married and are also the parents of the child who died while 

playing hide and seek. The husband finally gets home to find that his wife has committed suicide 

by drowning in the bath top. It also becomes clear that that the young writer and his new lover 

had died in the terrible car accident covered by the news report at the beginning of the movie. 
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Their death had been briefly anticipated in the plot but the viewers were most likely unaware of. 

Their storyline is then a recollection of the days prior to their passing. 

Although very effective at times in the weaving of the narrative, the movie plays constantly 

with many common places of thriller films. The bizarre, over-the-top tale of the man who used a 

living turtle with the purpose of masturbation as well as the repeating image of the dangerous 

thug dressed as a cowboy that appears several times in the film are just two examples of some 

shockingly absurd stories and characters. The multiple suspended actions, the ambiance of the 

vicious bar night life and sex in public washrooms all attempt to thrill the viewer. Provocative 

spaces and extra diegetic music in the form of a suggestive soundtrack of suspense are also 

relevant to the film’s multifarious narratives. Aspillaga portrays the mysterious urban landscape 

of Miami at night in manner that is not frequently found in the work of Miami-based filmmakers. 

He shows invisible locations of a fragmented city such as nocturnal palm trees and the express 

highway. The “haunted” house with big clocks hanging on the walls all set at different times, the 

heavy rain and thunders effects, and the use of slow motion and shadows and diagonal camera 

shots are all elements conceived to thrill and unsettle the viewer.  

For Hamid Naficy “genre designation is an important marketing strategy by which 

alternative, minor, or accented films are reinscribed in recognizable cinematic forms to attract 

larger audiences” (57). However, Aspillaga’s thriller achieved little to no success in terms of film 

festival selection. To find financing possibilities for films like this is also rare. Aspillaga created 

the independent production company Ouija films and made Neuralgia with hardly any money. 

He counted only with the help of friends and collaborators while he did and continues to do 

publicity and commercial adds to pay the bills. When asked about the privileges that Cubans 

could have in the “capital” of their diaspora, he states:  
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Powerful Miami Cubans are in the senate. There are many Cubans living here but I 

don’t know any Cuban institution that supports the artists’ community. If they exist, I 

neither know nor visit them. In this city I don’t see the difference between people from 

Cuba, Colombia or elsewhere. If you are Cuban, there are privileges in terms of 

migratory status but not particularly in terms of grants, education or institutional support 

for the community (Aspillaga 2014). 

 

About the difficulty of producing this particular film, the director also commented: “To be 

Cuban in Miami, or anywhere else in the Unites States, can become a conflict. I shot this film in 

Miami, spoken completely in Spanish, starring Cuban actors, and with a theme that is not 

connected to Cuba. And that movie ended up not being well-suited for any kind of festival. I 

have sent it to several and it didn’t fit the programmers’ expectations of a ‘Cuban film’” 

(Aspillaga 2014). This situation raises the issue of authenticity in the diaspora: the difficulty to 

place oneself and one’s work in that in-betweenness. He continues to declare that there is 

evidently an exotic factor that works in film distribution in the festival circuits. And that affects 

the exile communities from Cuba and elsewhere.  

Not being in Cuba, or being a Cuban exile makes you less Cuban in the eyes of others 

and that leads you to a dead-end street which is to make American cinema. That is my 

goal right now. To make a movie from an exilic point view, with my “touch” and my 

roots but that responds to a more global culture, to an open country instead of an iron 

community. Somehow my upcoming documentary Me, Japanese, is dealing with this 

sentiment. It’s a film about the Jewish Cuban-American writer and poet José Kozer, 

co-directed with Malena Barrios and currently in post-production process. Kozer is in 

no man’s land which is what being in Miami means to me (Aspillaga 2014). 

 

The filmmaker observes a degrading political consciousness in our generation and he thinks 

that the Cuban diaspora has never been driven only by an economic reason but by a need to 

escape from a somewhat closed society. His upcoming Final de sábado (End of Saturday), 

another long feature film, attempts to be a more ambitious project than Neuralgia. Among other 

conditions, he promised himself not to start shooting until he has guaranteed distribution for the 

film. About the American context as a place to live and work, the filmmaker commented: “What 
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I don’t like about the American society is that everyone is basically living to work and not 

working to live and people live precluded in strict timelines, schedules, and plans. The priority is 

not to feed one’s soul but to feed one’s stomach… There is also a heavy problem with social 

security and with many other human priorities that this country is not focusing on” (Aspillaga 

2014). 

 

5.2 The Non-national Condition 

 

Different expressive dimensions of diasporic consciousness are usually related to a condition 

of being where home, longing and belonging or lack thereof are inseparable. But as there are 

multiple categories of migrants, there are also diasporic cultural producers whose work is less or 

apparently not at all linked to the homeland and, therefore, raises significant questions about how 

national identity is understood within diaspora discourses. As noted in the introductory chapter 

while rephrasing sociologist Paul Gilroy, a significant percentage of Cuban contemporary 

diasporic filmmakers reflect on place in relation to “where they are at” and not exclusively 

“where they are from.” Their routes are more influential than their roots. This condition 

encourages to think about new institutional contexts of production for Cuban cinemas and the 

new aesthetics prompted by these contexts. In this sense, the work of these filmmakers is a 

consequence of diaspora as a space of opening the possibilities of the global, and the refusal or 

disregard of “the national” is a natural result of this process.66 The representation of these 

multiple levels of rootlessness sometimes distinguishes one artist from the other but it also 

frequently varies in films created by the same author. I am interested in narratives that renounce 

                                                                 
66 For the specific study of the films in this section, I am employing the notion of “non-national cinema”, instead of 

that of transnational or translocal cinemas, as I am interested in describing the oppositional stance of the filmmakers 

vis-á-vis the structural definition of the nation.  
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to hold a localized citizenship or look back at the absent home-place. How do the filmmakers 

represent themselves and/or their milieu in these deterritorialized films? How do these 

filmmakers connect with notions such as postnationalism, “long distance nationalism” and 

patriotism? How do they resist the uninhabitable “anywhere” of globalization’s cultural economy 

and its aesthetics of banal, ever-the-same industrial standardization? 

In a close examination of the term postnationalism Arjun Appadurai argues: “while nations 

might continue to exist, the steady erosion of the capabilities of the nation-state to monopolize 

loyalty will encourage the spread of national forms that are largely divorced from territorial 

states” (1993, 421). The films of the following analysis are exemplary of this disconnection. 

They imply acts of de- or re-territorialization, or better yet as Cuban ethnographer Fernando 

Ortiz puts it the phenomenon of transculturation when the encounter of cultures produces a “new 

cultural product” that unsettles stereotypes and invigorates new forms of identity politics. These 

film authors reject national identity not in a sense of critiquing it but just of ignoring it. They 

become examples of a “new here” and not of the “not there.”  

If Cuba is acknowledged as a very particular space because of the political system that has 

ruled on the Island for over half a century, its polemic localization goes far back to the colonial 

and neocolonial periods of the country’s history. In a very compelling essay about the 

exceptionality of the Cuban case, author Ariana Hernández-Reguant discusses Cuba’s alternative 

geographies and the dilemma of locating the Island in the Caribbean. Hernández-Reguant 

acknowledges Cuba’s commonality with other Caribbean cultures by referring to the experience 

of slavery and plantation economy. She also recognizes the historical connection of the Island 

with the Latin American context through the Spanish colonial past and the influence of the 

Cuban revolution in the contemporary imaginaries of the continent. However, “Latin 
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Americanists are not willing to let go of a general focus on peasants and indigenous peoples, 

while Caribbeanists—dominated by scholars of the British Caribbean—have only very timidly 

begun to open their arms to the former Spanish colonies in the region” (Hernández-Reguant 

2005, 276). 

Bringing the study of migration into dialogue with media studies, one wonders what the 

elements that mobilize Cuban diasporic population are. For many years, the Cuban people made 

their criticism based on a scale of values that was set by the Revolution. Of course those 

principles shifted after the 1990s, during the Special Period and are even more blurry in the post-

2000s. Those transformation of the political and social fabrics have, of course, influence cultural 

production. Away from the official paternalism of the Cuban government, the consciousness of 

national achievement and uniqueness has yielded both praise and critique among Cubans and 

foreigners. The sense of rootedness in relation to Cuba is diverse among the filmmakers 

interviewed for this study. One of the reasons for their disconnection from the homeland is the 

location of close friends or family members in different places of the world. Many of them also 

lack a sense of belonging to a cohesive Cuban cinematographic group or movement. After the 

years in which a utopian set of ideas designed the Cuban regime, today the self-sufficiency of the 

Revolution has been frequently questioned. What happens then when the homeland in its 

instability is no longer a frame of reference and meaning?  

Diaspora reconfigures class and status but also politics of racialization and gendered 

identity. When transgressing state borders, cultural producers are also dodging the rooted 

tradition of “national cinemas” in Latin America,67 rupturing physical and territorial isolation 

and breaking with stereotypes. This allows the avoidance of national chauvinisms and the 

                                                                 
67 For more information, see Michael T. Martin’s two-volume title New Latin American Cinema: Studies of National 

Cinemas. Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1997. 
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engagement in a new cinema of auteurism and experimentation apart from the previous over-

ideologization of national cinema. The Cuban diaspora is helping in the “struggle so that 

mobility and new settlement does not become an exception to the rule of sedentariness that the 

nation-states impose” (Wimmer and Glick Schiller, 310). Cross-border migration appears as an 

anomaly to national subjects, a problematic exception to the rule of people staying where they 

‘belong,’ that is, to ‘their’ nation-state” (Wimmer and Glick Schiller, 311).  

I seek to understand identity as a production constituted within and never outside 

representation. We all write and speak from a particular place and time, from a history and a 

culture which is specific. What we say is always positioned, in context, and all discourse is 

placed. The necessity for a spatialized reading then becomes central. Examination of individual 

perspectives in the works of these filmmakers will help the understanding of a shift away from 

“methodological nationalism” as Andreas Wimmer and Nina Glick Schiller put it. “The 

formation of migrant selfhood is more closely related to localities within nations than to nation-

states” (Conradson and McKay, 169) —and productive of emotional geographies.  

 

5.2.1 Gendered Perspectives on Place 

 

As mentioned in previous chapters, the films Tierra roja by Heidi Hassan, The Illusion by 

Susana Barriga and Extravío by Daniellis Hernández deal with visible questions of home, 

belonging and identity. Identifiable by self-representation and intimate visual and soundscapes, 

they are subjective and personal audiovisual works that represent the experience of Cuban 

migrant subjects in this period. The films explore the encounters of the filmmakers with their 

new spaces of settlement in Geneva, Switzerland and London and Manchester, England, 
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respectively. Tierra roja deals with the matter of adaptation, the renegotiation of family relations 

in the diaspora, the difficulty of the insertion in a new milieu and the pain caused by distance and 

self-recognition. The Illusion is a first-person reflexive documentary about the filmmaker’s 

journey to London where she re-encounters her father for the first time since he left Cuba when 

she was a child. Extravío, on the other hand, is an ethnographic documentary that addresses, 

among others, the problem of class difference within race. The filmmaker delves into the 

multiple worlds of black people in Manchester and questions contemporary notions of post-

colonial domination and racial stereotypes. 

Although equally emotional and thought-provoking, the narratives presented by the films I 

will analyze in this chapter have a different scope, both aesthetically and in terms of territory, to 

what these women were addressing. One important element that serves as a context of 

emergence of what I refer to as “Cuban non-national diasporic filmmaking” are the conditions 

under which the migration of the filmmakers occurred. Unlike the temporary visitor status that 

Hernández and Barriga held while making their movies, Rodrigo Barriuso relocated to Toronto 

permanently and subsequently received a Bachelor in Film and Media at Ryerson University. 

Meanwhile, Aram Vidal moved to Mexico City without immediate plans to return to Cuba and 

subsequently started his MA in Communication Studies at the National Autonomous University 

of Mexico (UNAM). Vidal had graduated in Communication Studies at the University of Havana 

and started his career as a writer, winning several literary awards. Since they had the chance to 

continue their studies in their new countries of residence, they experienced an institutionalized 

entrance into those new spaces of permanent settlement. Equally important is the fact that they 

are white males from Havana —an identity position that affects both their development in their 

new contexts and their gaze.  



  
  

165 

  

Another element that distinguishes the works by Hernández and Barriga analyzed in Chapter 

3 and Vidal’s and Barriuso’s films discussed in this chapter is that the latter movies are not 

documentaries but fiction films. Although a debatable notion, it is not rare among filmmakers to 

sense that certain cinematographic genres —fiction, experimental— allow them more “freedom” 

to express themselves and imagine stories about more global topics. Vidal stated this clearly in a 

recent interview when he said: 

 [t]he last documentary I made was El latido de las burbujas (Bubbles Beat), which won the 

prize of the Brownstone Foundation at the Muestra Joven in 2013. Somehow with that film I 

closed a cycle. This doesn’t mean I won’t ever make documentaries again. I will make them as 

part of my professional performance here [in Mexico], but in my personal work, marked by my 

look and my intention as an artist, I’m totally focused on fiction (Polanco, par. 10).  

 

When analysing Cuban diasporic films, one of my main research questions has been: how do 

the new politics of place that the diaspora produces transform practices of cultural citizenship? 

So I am curious about how living in global cities such as Toronto and Mexico City has affected 

their film work. Vidal’s and Barriuso’s arrived in the world of online connectivity by landing in 

a global city of nearly nine million inhabitants and in Canada’s economic capital, one of the top 

financial centres in the Global North respectively. Those new contexts with creative industries 

topping the manufacturing sector, may have detached their gaze from the national past and locate 

it in a cosmopolitan present. In the Mexican context, Vidal did not experience the language 

barrier but the accented one. However, he has lived a side of Mexico that inspires him to state: 

“In this country the government supports culture. Mexico City is a place where many members 

of the artist community can live off of their art” (Vidal, 2013). Obviously, Vidal was taking into 

account the material incentives that he could not have when he was filming back home in the 

early 2000s. He has applied for and successfully received two grants from the Fondo Nacional 

para la Cultura y las Artes (National Fund for Arts and Culture, FONCA). Barriusos’s film For 
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Dorian68, on the other hand, was his BA thesis from Ryerson University, funded by donations of 

the Down Syndrome Association of Toronto and numerous contributions from private donors 

through the crowd-funding platform indiegogo.com.  

Through the analysis of Aram Vidal’s films Recursivo and Relevo (2013) And Rodrigo 

Barriuso’s For Dorian (2012), I will examine how the filmmakers have elaborated short feature 

films with homosexuality at the center of the narrative, one from the point of view of the female 

universe, the other from the perspective of a person with disability, both topics of global concern. 

And these explorations are made while portraying spaces of intimacy that explore the human 

condition with no referenced to territorialized national citizenships. 

 

5.2.2 Aram Vidal and Rodrigo Barriuso: Dialogues on Queerness and Disability 

 

Recursivo (Recursive, 2013), a surrealistic sci-fi/fantasy short film, is Aram Vidal’s first 

fiction movie after a steady career in documentary making. The poetics that he engages with in 

this piece are very dissimilar to his previous realist films. The plot tells the non-linear story of 

two young women who wake up not knowing where or who they are after spending the night 

together. Every image in the film is manipulated through the use of distorted lenses, overexposed 

illumination and colour adjustments. The film’s fragmented structure stimulates suspense and the 

dialogues are exploring narratives of irrationality. The blogger of Onemovieeachday commented 

on the film: “Aram Vidal primarily uses a hand-held camera that slips in and out of focus, 

creating a dreamlike atmosphere of confusion and doubt, however he occasionally cuts to a hard-

                                                                 
68 For Dorian (2012) has been screened in over 30 film festivals in more than 15 countries. It won the Best 

Canadian Film Award at the Inside Out, Toronto LGBT Film Festival of 2013 which earned Barriuso a nomination 

for the Iris Prize, the biggest prize awarded to an LGBT short film worldwide. In April, 2014 it was awarded the 

Best Short Fiction Film, Best Script and Best Male Actor (Dylan Harman) at the 13th Muestra Joven in Havana.    
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camera observing the room slightly from above, infusing the dreamlike world with a note of 

paranoia or danger. … Recursivo is not a movie that really makes a statement, it’s provocative 

but it’s not going to challenge anyone’s beliefs” (“Recursivo, par. 7 and 9”). Shot in a single 

location, the film defines no specific geographical setting. It develops in a closed room where the 

two characters talk about an imagined “out there” they both fear and long for but that the 

audience can never recognize. No names, contexts or other characters will be described 

throughout the film. Energies, sensations and questions are given priority. 

The apparent alienated narrative of the film allow for multiple interpretations. A possible 

reading could be related to the ostracism of Lesbians in traditionally patriarchal societies: the 

locked room as a spatial metaphor of the “closet” and the “out there” as the ideal space where 

discrimination against same-sex relations don’t exist. It is impossible not to notice the characters’ 

different understandings of their sexual positionality. One accepts it and realizes that the “out 

there” is beautiful and should be fought for, while the other one feels threatened and hurt and has 

a desperate need to wake up from her dream. There is an obvious influence of the parallel 

universe lived by the lead characters of David Lynch’s Mulholland Drive (2001). But 

placelessness as one of the most relevant features in this movie supports the argument on “non-

national” cinematic discourses that this section focuses on. 

In his second short fiction film Relevo (Relief, 2013), Vidal works again with Recursivo’s 

actress Gimena Gómez and producer Thalía Castillo. This time, the filmmaker is concerned 

about the topic of disability. In a recent interview, Vidal states: “Short films have many 

advantages, firstly they are cheaper than long features so you can self-finance them… Relief is 

part of a trilogy of shorts with a circular structure. ... [They] all involve loss and search for 

freedom…” (Polanco, 2015). In this story, a couple goes to a picnic on a lake in an undetermined 
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place. The male character has suffered an accident and is using a wheel-chair. His partner feeds 

him and offers him wine that he sips with a straw. There is no mobility in his upper body 

whatsoever. The couple looks at each other in a very affectionate way before an equally divided 

screen shows his immobile saddened face on the left side in contrast with her agile body moving 

and dancing in the bush on the right side of the image. They go home later and she slowly helps 

him in the toilet and bathes him with tenderness. They both share the tub before going to bed. It 

is almost impossible not to feel their profound love.  

The next morning arrives and suddenly he opens his eyes, jumps out of bed and starts 

making breakfast. As he cooks the pancakes and scoops the jam, we still wonder whether this 

new scene is just a dream or if we, the viewers, have been lied to the whole time. How is this 

man now able to move? He comes back to the bedroom and wakes her up with a kiss. She is still 

lazy and won’t move just yet. Then, to our surprise, we realize that she is the one paralyzed in 

this second segment of the film. He carries her to the wheel chair and star feeding her breakfast 

with a smile. The camera slowly zooms in her face and the image fades to black.  

Although confusing at first, an idea persists in this movie’s narrative. How great would it be 

if people who deeply love each other could take turns to “relief” each other from their pain, any 

kind of pain? This could become a problematic theme for some viewers, though, when it comes 

to issues of embodiment, caring and responsibility. Is Vidal victimizing the character with 

disability? Why is this visceral sadness connecting the protagonists? Is that sadness just the 

representation of a strong, profound critique to the social norms that define able bodies as the 

dominant form of empowerment? In posing these, among other questions, the film reflects on 

“the mobility of disability” which implies not taking bodies’ ability for granted but viewing it as 
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a temporary condition subject to change anytime. Again, Relevo moves beyond matters attached 

to physical location and focuses on the body as territory of the global. 

If Aram Vidal makes two different films to address queerness and disability, Rodrigo 

Barriuso combines the two in a single piece of work. His film For Dorian deals with the 

ostensibly homosexual awakening of a teenager with Down syndrome and the relationship he 

develops with his father during this moment of personal and social transformation. A single, 

overprotective parent, the strict father was resistant to the idea that his child was multiply 

“different,” —both gay and disabled. The film is set primarily in the domestic space and 

neighbourhood where the two-member family deals where the father is the main care-giver. Not 

unlike Vidal who never mentions Mexico City as a located geography in his film, Barriuso 

decides to not overtly contextualize his story in Toronto. The weather report is the only reference 

to a physical placement somewhere in Southern Ontario.  

In only 16 minutes, Barriuso exploits the purity of the cinematic image. He deploys a 

minimalist decoration, with spotless walls, plain sceneries and monochromatic environments all 

over the film. The calmed editing rhythm and the unadorned soundscapes are also discreet while 

potent and compelling. The latter led by a solo piano piece composed by musician Michael 

Vincent. The art direction features the works of many Cuban visual artists such as Glenda León, 

Carlos Garaicoa, Roberto Diago, Elsa Mora, Esterio Segura, among others —maybe the only 

visible evidence of a Cuban connection in this piece. The refinement of these aesthetic choices 

indicates rigour in a process of extremely careful filmmaking that focuses, in essence, on the 

story.  

Different levels of intimacy develop in this text’s narrative. There is no manifest “coming 

out” process in the film. Though recurrently addressed in almost every scene, Dorian’s sexual 
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orientation is portrayed in an implicit, untold manner: through his infatuation with the 

weatherman or with the presence of Marco, a new friend —suggested real object of desire— who 

requites his affection and is also a boy with disability. The teenager re-discovers his new-found 

sexuality through his body and his physical changes and the camera beautifully explores this 

realization. It does so always as a respectful and sensitive observer who witnesses a 

transformative process. Also, the monotonous life at home is disturbed after the private act of 

masturbation interrupted by the father who only then acknowledges his son’s coming of age. 

Details of the small family’s strict routine, such as the complains for leaving the TV on while no 

one is watching or the absence of the mother referred to on a framed photograph in the house, are 

revealed throughout the film. When asked about whether his mom left while he was a child 

because of his dad or Dorian himself, the boy answers: “She left because of her...” With his film, 

Rodrigo fights against the usual misconception of asexualizing a person with disability and 

clarifies that the disabled category becomes an increasingly problematic issue the more society 

continues to impose it on others. When dealing with this global matter Rodrigo turned into a film 

activist by creating a piece that shows both the multiple complications of disability and queer 

identity and helping advert common misconceptions and stereotypes. 

Recursivo, Relevo and For Dorian are beautifully made films, showcasing the craft of 

filmmaking. They have participated in numerous film festivals in locations as distant as Australia 

and Russia. In not one of these films there is a visible sense of nostalgia or yearning for the 

homeland. They present examples of how the issue of diasporic transnationalism alters the 

complex notion and traditional markers of “authenticity.” In the spring of 2013, I had the 

opportunity to interview both filmmakers. When asked about the “non-national” condition of 

their latest shorts Aram Vidal argued:  
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To try to make Cuban cinema or Latin American cinema is not my goal… I do not like 

and attempt not to engage with Latin American realism or Neorealism. I do not want 

to make movies that only show everyday reality. I am interested in the subjective and 

in my works of fiction I push that interest to the extreme. I like thrillers, fantasy, 

eroticism, emotions and the surreal… In Recursivo there was a Cuban writer/director, 

an Italian cinematographer, a Mexican actresses and a Honduran camera operator… 

The good side of globalization in today’s world is the access to multiple options, 

aesthetics and forms to see the world (Vidal 2013). 

 

Rodrigo also stated: “For Dorian was made by a crew from Cuba, Canada, England, India 

and other places. So to say that For Dorian is Cuban cinema just because its writer/director is 

Cuban would be an unfair appropriation. Cuban cinema has very particular characteristics which 

I have not used so far, not because I do not admire them but because the opportunity has not 

arrived… I am Cuban but I do not make Cuban cinema outside of Cuba [I] rather understand 

myself as a ‘concerned filmmaker’, someone who uses films as a way to reach out to people.”69 

The theme of disability will also continue to unrest Rodrigo’s filmmaking as one of his 

upcoming projects deals with the stories of two disabled mothers, one in Cuba and one in Canada 

and how they live under the care of their daughters in both countries. A comparative approach 

would shed light on a similar experience in two countries with contrasting living conditions. That 

particular narrative, as far as this research concerns, has never been explored by diasporic Cuban 

cinemas before. Different kinds of placelessness distinguish the work of these two filmmakers 

living in global cities with capital flows, digitized economies and hectic labour markets. They are 

producing their films, however, with minimum budget and they are talking about issues of 

identity that matter to marginalized subjects. Vidal and Barriuso have no intention to make profit 

from the relevant stories they are telling. In this sense, I think that the humanism of their films 

                                                                 
69 Barriuso’s response reminded me of something I had read before regarding Iranian filmmaker Amir Naderi. The 

diasporic cineaste told scholar Hamid Naficy in an interview: “I don’t want to be related to Iran. I want to be a great 

filmmaker, period” (Naficy 2012, 507). 
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distinguishes them from the banal globalization cinema essentially interested in Hollywood 

models of entertainment and commercial success.  

 

5.2.3 Looking Forward: the Nations of Identity  

 

The end of 2014 became a turning point in the history of Cuban-US affairs. On December 

17, Raúl Castro and Barack Obama made public announcements to restore diplomatic relations 

after over fifty years of antagonism. Supported by the Canadian government and the Pope, both 

presidents had been in conversations for eight months already before media declarations were 

made. The theater of public policy continued later in April during the summit of The Americas in 

Panama City when the leaders met and held hands for the first time. Cuba was taken out of the 

list of terrorist countries and Americans were allowed to visit the Island without special 

permission from the Department of the Treasury. As a consequence, the number of tourists is 

expected to break records in 2015. The agreement began by negotiating the release of the 

remaining three prisoners of the known as “Cuban Five,” incarcerated in penitentiaries in the 

United States. “As part of that shift, Alan P. Gross, the American contractor detained in Cuba in 

December 2009 on accusations of being a spy, also returned home ….” (Robles and Davis, par. 

9). Many people hope that economic and cultural exchange will be advantageous for both 

nations. Nonetheless, the embargo persists as well as the fear that massive capital investment will 

benefit only a few and that social differences, are already visible in the Cuba of today, will grow 

even bigger. Other changes in the process of re-establishing diplomatic conversations will 

require future congressional action.     
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As it was mentioned in the introduction of this chapter, Cuban youth diasporic cineastes 

of the 21st Century have a different relation to ideology and nation than exile filmmakers. 

Today, many young cultural producers confront and debate tensions, conflicts and 

resentments between pro-Revolution Cubans on the Island and the historic exile community. 

Since they are not part of the initial nation-building process of the 1959 Revolution —and its 

detractors—, they have allowed themselves distance to criticize that divide. Their arguably 

less committed political filmmaking that understands and represents “home” and “abroad” in 

a different way has been affected by Cuba’s transition towards a market economy and recent 

changes in emigration policies and political relations between both countries. These could be 

read as postures towards a complete reconciliation in the future and maybe a moment will be 

reached in which notions such as defecting and exile are no longer applicable. 

For these filmmakers, the aesthetic and thematic decisions of not representing homeland 

does not make them unconcerned cultural producers, or artists who blindly cater to the demands 

of the audiovisual market as if they were following the Pied Piper of Hamelin. Regardless, they 

are experiencing the agency of filmmaking without the burden of representations linked to the 

nation-state. In this sense, Appadurai recommends to rethink patriotism beyond the hyphen 

between nation and state and allow the environment, abortion, race, drugs as well as women, 

queer people, people with disability, the unemployed and other “nations of identity” to become 

“social groups and ideas for which we would be willing to live —and to die. … [T]hese new 

sovereignties are inherently postnational. Surely, they represent more humane motives for 

affiliation than statehood or party affiliation” (427). Under this scope, the notion of patriotism 

itself could then become more plural, serial, contextual, and mobile.  
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In exploring the works of Cuban contemporary diasporic filmmakers, I have encountered 

two main narratives that trace seemingly oppositional paths. The first one includes films that 

visibly look back at elements of the past, the yearning and nostalgia for the “homeland” as a 

consequence of a repositioning migratory practice. This longing, however, has not prevented the 

filmmakers from explicitly question assumed notions of Cubanness. Their reflection is not 

backwards. That is, it is not a reflection of absence but of a different type of presence marked by 

a distance from the heavy burden of nationalism, the secluded condition of former islanders and 

the concrete reality of being minoritized.  

The second group of cinematic narratives looks at the present or better yet, at the future, 

engaged in the insertion in globality and distancing themselves from “ethnicity.” Both positions 

are consequence of the syncretic practices that emerge from a new contextualization where 

reterritorialized imaginaries develop. These non-national cultural producers are engaging also in 

a retelling of the past and an imaginative rediscovery of the self, a form of becoming insofar as 

identity is not a straight unbroken line. My goal in this analysis is to try to find “an imaginary 

coherence of the experience of dispersal and fragmentation” (Hall, 224) that the totality of these 

filmmakers undergo as a whole. It would appear as if these two trends assume antagonistic 

positions but Stuart Hall helps us understand the relationship differently. He reminds us that 

“identities are the names we give to the different ways we are positioned by and position 

ourselves within the narratives of the past” (Hall, 225). The history and genealogy of these 

audiovisual producers will be rooted in Cuba but they will create real and imagined geographies 

specific to the new contexts. Their intense personal and social learning will encourage their new 

placed identities. In their recent chances towards a broader mobility and their self-recognition as 

new post-colonial subjects, these emerging film artists are part of the making and remaking of 
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the Cuban geography. Using the Caribbean identity as a paradigm of sameness and difference, of 

continuity and rupture as unity as well as dispersal and fragmentation. “Cultural identity, in this 

second sense, is a matter of ‘becoming’ as well as of ‘being’. It belongs to the future as much as 

to the past” (Hall, 225). 

The propensity to overlook national identity could be then a strategy to lighten the heavy 

burden of clichés or stereotypes related to ethnicity and the nation-state but it could also stand as 

a way to support these film artists’ claim for full autonomy as cultural producers. They are 

resisting an alleged obligation to be the citizen of a particular space. One could also argue that 

among Cuban youth, there is a sort of will or necessity of pretending to be and also declaring 

oneself “apolitical” or not being overtly, outspokenly political in order to detach oneself from the 

constant politization of daily life experienced in Cuba for so many years.  

In late November of 2013, Rodrigo wrote: “For Dorian will be at the Havana Film Festival 

in December, in the showcase of Canadian cinema. It is just what I was saying in our 

conversation: neither here nor there. I find it funny to participate in the Havana Film Festival for 

the first time, but representing a Canadian film. Anyway, I think that it is always valid and I am 

happy to bring my work home” (Barriuso 2013). Arguably, for his film to be diasporic, the topic 

does not have to be overtly about a diasporic subject matter and it should not become an 

obsession for either passive or active viewers to try to find traced of Cuba in it. Maybe it is time 

for the bet to be on the larger significance of a cultural identity rather than a specific national 

one. 

Cuban non-national filmmaking is then also a form of agency and resistance in this 

translocal map. In the words of Michael Peter Smith: “the local site of translocal processes 

matter. Different ‘sending’ and ‘receiving’ localities offer migrants dissimilar contexts of exit 
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and reception, and thus dissimilar political and economic opportunities and constraints” (18). 

Theirs is not a counter-nationalist position but a claim for the need to think themselves beyond 

the nation and a great example of “the extraordinary range of ways in which people in different 

locales imagined, contested, and lived the ‘global’” (Dubinsky et al., 4). 
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Chapter 6. Conclusion: Steps and Stumbles from the Archive to the Screen  

 

 This concluding chapter of my thesis is inspired by my experience of archiving, curating, 

organizing and writing this doctoral research Roots and Routes: Cuban Cinemas of the Diaspora 

in the 21st Century. As I mentioned in Chapter 1, the project’s essential aim was to develop an 

archive of these audiovisual works and —drawing from it— to curate an itinerant film showcase 

that could travel to different cities. In the spring of 2015, as planned, the showcase took place in 

Canada, in Montreal, Kingston and Toronto. Challenging the top-tier film festival framework in 

this so-called post-movie-going era, the screenings engaged a large diversity of films, locations, 

contexts and spectators, building on personal diasporic experiences and works by young 

cineastes. The multi-location of the showcase tested the adaptability of the project and connected 

the cities in institutional and spatial ways. It also helped to establish a dialogue about the 

difference of these places in terms of audiences.  

 In this chapter I will refer to the many steps and stumbles towards the creation of a platform 

for the visibility of these filmmakers and their contested forms of cinematic display while 

attempting to historicize Cuban diasporic youth cinema. Considering the act of curating as an 

event that occurs in the public sphere and the curator as a figure of power, I argue that my 

practice and decision-making in this first curatorial gesture are based on a self-reflexive, 

autoethnographic process. As an international student, a diasporic subject, a young Cuban 

woman in a foreign country, my task as film programmer was twofold. I became both, as Cuban-

American Jewish anthropologist Ruth Behar would put it, a “vulnerable observer” (1996) by 

location and an active participant with substantial authority over what is being screened. Under 

this premise, I explore the challenges of assuming both positions of insider/outsider while 



  
  

178 

  

unlearning and relearning the conflicts between objects and subjects of the gaze. How to keep 

critical distance from something that is so close to yourself? How to make proper decisions about 

where to screen the films of my project and what films to include according to the contexts? I 

also wish to question the elements that shaped the first-person curatorial motions of this event 

(its omissions, inclusions, and organizing rationales), the potential audiences in mind and the 

possibilities of making these digital film archives accessible and progressive in the future. These 

reflections on process and practice form the Conclusion of the thesis because the showcase itself 

consolidates the research, has a future beyond these pages and, as an act of research-creation, the 

curatorial process bridges academic and community forms of knowledge. This Conclusion 

provides reflections on my curatorial practice as ethnography and on the “nuts and bolts” of the 

arts management as process and practice, including recommendations for the institution and 

students who undertake projects of this nature. The Conclusion ends with a summation of the 

main contributions this project makes to Cuban and diasporic cinema at this pivotal moment in 

my generation’s history.  

 

6.1 Why Autoethnography? 

 

 The affective nature of many of the diasporic narratives in first-person films made by 

women made me identify particularly with them. These filmmakers generally relate personal 

stories and practice numerous forms of audiovisual self-inscription by placing themselves in 

front of the camera or using their voice-over narration as a diegetic mechanism. This tendency 

towards auto-representation creates a sense of intimacy that could potentially connect any 

viewer, anywhere, to their stories. Also, as I watched the films, I found myself reflecting on my 
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own positionality as a diasporic subject: my ethnicity, my generation, the people who were in my 

very same state of in-betweenness or double consciousness —as Paul Gilroy refers to in his 

research on the history of the Black Atlantic (1993). I would amplify this state by naming it one 

of multi-consciousness if we take into account the mobile paths of these artists.  

Oftentimes, one can identify more with the personal story of an individual than with a film 

about a community as one is prompted to think: “this could also be my story”. Thus, to create 

personal stories is a great way to generate forms of collectivity. With these filmmakers —I 

argue— I share the same “structure of feeling” that Raymond Williams hypothesized: 

[T]he term is difficult but ‘feeling’ is chosen to emphasize a distinction from more 

formal concepts of ‘worldview’ or ‘ideology’. It is not only that we must go beyond 

formally held and systematic beliefs, though of course we have always to include 

them. It is that we are concerned with meanings and values as they are actively 

lived and felt, and the relations between these and formal or systematic beliefs are 

in practice variable… We are talking about characteristic elements of impulse, 

restrain and tone; specifically affective elements of consciousness and 

relationships… of a present kind, in a living and inter-relating continuity (132).  

 

 The filmmakers and I were all grandchildren of the Cuban Revolution who lived their 

childhood and teenage years in Cuba through the crisis of the Special Period after the fall of the 

Soviet bloc. Therefore, we had a different relation to the homeland than the historical Cuban 

exile community in the United States and elsewhere, as our “meanings and values” were 

“actively lived and felt” in a dissimilar way. 

I was also inspired by Ruth Behar and the ideas she explored in The Vulnerable Observer: 

Anthropology that breaks your Heart. In her book, she argues that “Devereux, an ethno-

psychiatrist, believed that observers in the social sciences had not yet learned how to make the 

most of their own emotional involvement with their material. What happens within the observer 

must be made known, Devereux insisted, if the nature of what has been observed is to be 

understood” (6). She later argues: “in anthropology everything depends on the emotional and 
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intellectual baggage the anthropologist takes on the voyage” (8). Both Devereux and Behar 

contemplate the relevance and risks of engaging affect in the rational scholarly work that one 

does, especially when attempting academic ethnographic work. According to Behar, Susan 

Rubin Suleiman considers that “her essays […] are not ‘straight autobiography’, but ‘mediated 

autobiography’, where the exploration of the writer’s self takes place indirectly, through the 

meditation of writing about another” (30). In my doctorate, I too was re-cognizing myself in 

many ways through the act of writing about others.  

 This became a rich way of doing autoethnography. It also helps to explain why 70 percent of 

the audiovisual works that were screened and discussed in the travelling showcase are directed 

by first-generation Cuban diasporic women in their thirties who are currently living in the Global 

North. A central task in my research has been then not only to ethnographize their work but also 

to propose an institutional ethnography of arts management pertinent to diasporic curators, 

programmers and others in the creative industries. Thus in this conclusion, I reflect on the 

programming efforts specific to this project which could also be transferred to other curatorial 

endeavours.  

 

6.2 Archives of the Past. Archives of the Future 

 

Archival work was essential in this project. My first encounter with many of these films was 

through attending the Muestra Joven, a Havana-based film festival that has become a platform 

for the promotion of Cuban youth cinema. Many filmmakers living abroad have been interested 

in screening their films in Cuba, and submitting them to the Muestra was a great way to do so. 

Some films included in these programs were directed by graduates from the International Film 
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and Television School in San Antonio de los Baños (EICTV) who had filmed their thesis abroad 

as exchange students in foreign schools. So, I investigated the archives of the Muestra Joven and 

the EICTV for information about the filmmakers’ productions and routes. However, the largest 

archive of Cuban diasporic cinema today is the Internet. Most of the films of the Cuban diaspora 

are somewhere online: encrypted or for public viewing in Vimeo, uploaded on YouTube, 

included in the websites of the institutions that produced them, posted on the personal or 

professional websites of the filmmakers or linked to their Facebook pages. The difficult question 

was then to make distinctions in that sea of information that had become invisible by virtue of 

dispersal. Facing this panorama, I understood the importance of creating a record that was as 

inclusive as possible and that had the potential capacity of growing in time. The archive could 

become a sort of reservoir of identity, memory and practice, built up initially for this thesis via 

word of mouth, emails and interviews that tracked down the journeys of these filmmakers. In this 

circumstance, the task of the archivist was inherently connected to the task of the curator: to 

organize and make publicly accessible that scattered information in an orderly way by finding 

organizing principles for it. One must see through that extended universe of possibilities and 

generate programs that take contexts and spectators into account. The archive is, in fact, broader 

than the curated series; for the post-doctoral project, I will build a website where all the 

information can be featured. The curated series is also, therefore, a way of animating the archive. 

During its first steps I foresaw this research developing into a postdoctoral project in the 

form of a web database. This large online archive would become a platform for the visibility and 

interconnections of Cuban diasporic filmmakers: an online contact zone that would bring 

together their disseminated audiovisual works. It would feature the filmmakers’ biographies, 

links to publications on their films and news about their works in progress as well as their 
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contacts and other data. In the interim, the Facebook page “Cuban Cinemas of the Diaspora” 

(www.facebook.com/cubancinemasofthediaspora) is already sharing information concerning 

diasporic audiovisual production by Cuban filmmakers, connecting over 400 users in the social 

networking service.70 Although this space does not allow for the accessibility of the whole 

archive, beyond the catalogues produced for the exhibitions, it works as news source and will 

continue to update information about the work of diasporic filmmakers. 

The archive also grew considerably after the showcase ended as the documentation of the 

events was added to the previous information. That way, it included the records —the 

memories— of the Question and Answer discussions, photos, news reports, posters, images, and 

catalogues.71 A significant element that will give further accessibility to the archive is the 

participation of a part of Roots and Routes… in the Digital Resource Hub of the TIFF Higher 

Learning Program. The documented panel on Cuban Women Filmmakers in the Diaspora, filmed 

and edited by the institution, including a selected bibliography and a filmography on Cuban 

cinemas of the diaspora in a research package with footage for public consultation online that 

will be available in the fall of 2015 in the URL http://tiff.net/education/events/cuban-women-

filmmakers-diaspora. Links to the films exhibited —Exile (Heidi Hassan, 2007), Meaningful 

Things (Yanay Penalba, 2012) and Song for Cuba (Tamara Segura, 2014)— and some additional 

resources such as relevant sites of reference are also included.  

                                                                 
70 Although the creation of the Facebook community “Cuban Cinemas of the Diaspora” was supposed to be used at 

the beginning as a research tool to connect with and map the journeys of the filmmakers of this thesis, I created it 

later in the project to promote the screenings of the Canadian events and to continue to advertise the work of the film 

artists later. I used more conservative communication strategies at first such as word of mouth, email, phone and 

direct one-on-one conversations to call out for participants whose work I had already explored to a certain extent. In 

this sense, I was able to account for the paths and work of many filmmakers but to focus only in some of the most 

relevant ones at the early stages of the research. 
71 In Montreal two of the screenings appeared in the SCMS catalogue and in Toronto, an exhibit, a panel and three 

programs were featured in the aluCine Latin Film and Media Arts Festival. 
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Promotion materials for the whole project comprised digital and printed version of the 4 

posters of the project (a version per city and a general version), an edition of the Diverse-city 

show for local COGECO TV in Kingston and a short promotional advertisement publicizing the 

events. In Montreal, I was interviewed for the radio shows Latin Music Mondays and The 

Wednesday Morning After at CKUT, and that was the reason why several community members 

attended the screenings and the panel at the SCMS conference. Detailed information about the 

program of events developed during the first iteration of Roots and Routes… can be found in 

Appendix 6 of this document. Documentation of other promotion efforts of the project: 

newspapers clips, online announcements in the three cities, television reports, among others, are 

also archived online and can be accessed upon request.  

 

6.3 Institutional Ethnography of Arts Management 

 

I will devote this section to the autoethnographic reflection of coordinating the showcase in 

Canada. Due to the scattered locations of Cuban young diasporic filmmakers around the globe 

and the reduced distribution of their non-commercial audiovisual productions I had, so far, been 

unable to witness audiences’ responses to these little-circulated, independent films. That’s why 

every screening in the showcase was programmed to have a Question-and-Answer session where 

most of the guest filmmaker/s and the programmer were present. During the sessions, I was able 

to engage in critical analysis of the project’s reception. 

The demographic dimensions of the selected locations were also taken into account. 

Montreal and Toronto are large cosmopolitan, multicultural cities with vast diasporic 

communities from the Caribbean, Latin America and many other regions in the world. It is 
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significant to note that, as Michele Henry has stated: “Decades of strangled relations between 

Cuba and the U.S… have helped make Canada home to the world’s third-largest Cuban diaspora. 

[Only in Toronto, t]he GTA’s roughly 7,300 residents of Cuban origin have laid roots wherever 

‘they find work!’” (Henry, par. 7) Also, 3,780 people had declared Cuban ethnicity in the 2006 

census conducted by the Government of Quebec.72 Several Cuban filmmakers currently live and 

work in those locations. So, the screening of their films is not only an excellent opportunity for 

them to develop connections with other filmmakers —from Cuba and elsewhere, which could 

evolve into future audiovisual collaborations— but also a chance to see their films in 

conversation with each other and share them with local viewers. Although smaller than Toronto 

and Montreal in size, Kingston has a lively growing Latino/a community and a project of this 

sort provided a context for these three diverse cities to connect via a translocal cultural corridor. 

The screenings, talks, panels and media arts exhibitions were held in artist-run centers, university 

campuses, art galleries, and local movie theaters. They were presented as collateral events of a 

major conference on film and media and included in the programs of a Latin American film 

festival. That diversity was only achieved by “moving” the art works from one space to another 

as the migrant filmmakers themselves have done.  

Pragmatically, as a curator, I negotiated a series of issues such as copyright, film festivals 

exhibition requisites, loss of original film footage, different video and audio formats needed for 

diverse venues, etc. These concerns populated my Inbox every day for months as this work 

included three cities of display, 16 shorts and one feature film made by 13 filmmakers, eight 

different institutions, two panel discussions, two artists’ talks and two art exhibitions. The 

smallness, imperfection and exhibition difficulties that Hamid Naficy explores in his artisanal 

                                                                 
72 For more information on the Cuban population in Quebec, see “Portrait statistique de la population d’origine 

ethnique cubaine recensée au Québec en 2006.” Accessed August 1, 2015.  

http://www.quebecinterculturel.gouv.qc.ca/publications/fr/diversite-ethnoculturelle/com-cubaine-2006.pdf 
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“accented cinemas” (2001) were easily applicable to the conditions I faced, for example, when 

negotiating with venues that required HD quality films in their screenings.  

As I mentioned earlier, politics of place, potential publics and financial constraints had a 

huge impact in the shaping of this travelling showcase. A relevant example in this sense are the 

programs “Cuban Diasporic Filmmakers in Canada,” curated for the Toronto-based film festival 

aluCine, and “Cuban Diasporic Filmmakers in the Francophone World,” that was presented at 

the artist-run center Espace Cercle Carré in Old Montreal. How did politics of place affect the 

decision of including these two lineups in the showcase? The answer is easy: I was in Canada 

and so were many of the young cineastes included in the programs. From the start I was firm 

about the idea that the filmmakers needed to be present in the screenings and live that reception 

experience as part of a shared yet dissimilar diasporic discourse. By staying local, it was possible 

that all but one filmmaker in the Toronto program were present in the Question-and-Answer 

session at the Jackman Hall Theater of the Art Gallery of Ontario. As I wrote in Chapter 1, this 

was the first context in which so many Cuban film artists living in Canada were together in the 

same room, showing their autobiographical films and collectively commenting and interpreting 

them with an audience.  

The Montreal context inspired the possibility of curating a program of Cuban filmmakers in 

the Francophone world. Previous to living in Canada, I always thought about this country as a 

bilingual place. I started living here and soon realized that there is, as the phrase states, “two 

solitudes”: Anglophone Canada and Quebec. I felt this space as being yet another island in my 

scope. It was like going “from the Island of Cuba to the Island of Quebec.” In the program notes 

I wrote:  

Set in Paris, France; Geneva, Switzerland and Quebec, Canada, these films propose 

conversations about the recent movement of Cuban film artists to Francophone 
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territories of the Global North, the multiple relationships they establish with the 

homeland and host lands and their processes of insertion and accommodation in those 

new locations of settlement. Their experiences as international film students and 

participants in the project of collective cinematographic laboratories Kinomada will 

shed light on the analysis of Cuban diasporic spaces, identities, subjectivities and 

modes of cultural production. (See Appendix 6 for reference). 

 

What roles, then, did financial constraints play in this game? My process of work, I believe, 

became very similar to the making of a movie. Unlike many filmmakers in my study, I was not 

“pitching” a script in the industry section of a film festival, finding ways to produce it, shoot it, 

and circulate it via sources of distribution. But I tracked an analogous multi-tasking path when 

curating the travelling showcase. Relevant to this feature is that, due to rules set out by the 

Ontario Government, one cannot charge admission for research undertaken for the PhD. Free 

consumption of cultural products is something I strongly believe in but it definitely restrained the 

economic possibilities of the project, and increased the need to seek funding from various 

sources. I lived the struggles of fundraising —which meant applying to bits and pieces of money 

here and there. In total I raised 4390 Canadian dollars through sources such as the Principal 

Development’s Fund, the Society for Graduate and Professional Students and the Levana Gender 

Advocacy Centre at Queen’s University (See Appendix 3). In some cases, I applied for or 

approached funders independently. In other cases, I worked with organizations such as Corridor 

Culture who applied for the funding and managed the grant from the Kingston Arts Council. I 

was also mentored by fellow graduate students who had applied to funds at the University, and I 

look forward to sharing that mentoring with others. While I was in charge of promoting the 

screenings and coming up with an image for the project, which needed the effort of five 

enthusiastic designers both paid and voluntary at different times73, I had a variety of community 

                                                                 
73 The photo that was used as the main image of the project was created by Havana-based photographer/designer 

Orlando Gorris. Lázaro Bermúdez in Toronto and especially Yadira González in Kingston contributed to the 
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based and institutional collaborators that helped with publicity, permitting me to not have to pay 

for advertising.  

With the support of my supervisor and travel grants, I also did extensive fieldwork by 

participating in film festivals and conferences that I considered fit the work I attempted to do. 

Before the showcase took place, I participated in the 2013 and 2014 editions of the Society for 

Cinema and Media Studies annual conference in Chicago and Seattle respectively. In this latter 

event I had my first meeting with Theresa Scandiffio, responsible of the TIFF Higher Learning 

Program. I attended the aluCine edition of 2014, in which my supervisor Susan Lord was a jury 

member. During the “Symposium on Decolonial Aesthetics” celebrated at the University of 

Toronto in October, 2012 I visited the Unpack Studio Gallery jointly owned by a Cuban and a 

Barbadian visual artists. I also participated in the Cine Cuba film festival in March, 2014 and 

subsequently had email exchange and a meeting with its director in an unfruitful search for 

financial support. I had the chance to experience the dynamics of those events and the 

institutions that generated them, to determine if they worked for the purposes of the project. I 

communicated with people who represented those institutions and with whom I connected 

personally or through written, oral and audiovisual channels such as email, Skype, phone, 

Facebook, WeTransfer, Dropbox or Mega. The Society for Cinema and Media Studies 

conference celebrated in Montreal in March 2015, although unable to provide financial support, 

was willing to include the screenings as affiliated events in the conference program. I also 

benefited from the support of a scholar at Concordia who trusted the project and supported it 

financially with a research grant. The Toronto International Film Festival’s Higher Learning 

                                                                                                                                                                                                               
different versions of the poster. Jamie Fok briefly gave a hand with formatting. The catalogues with program notes, 

information of the films and biographies of the filmmakers were put together by Denise Arsenault and myself.  
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Program offered reimbursement for travel expenses and honoraria for the panel “Cuban Women 

Filmmakers in the Diaspora” at TIFF Bell Lightbox.  

Other elements of the economic platform of such a project have to do with institutional 

constraints, mandates and capacities. For example, a Montreal film collective that could have 

hosted one of the screenings in the city considered the proposal appealing but the films just did 

not fit their mandate. A film festival I approached in Toronto for a special presentation was 

expecting to have the films show in November 2015, too late to be included in the doctoral 

project. I proposed the program “Cuban Filmmakers in Canada” to a local film festival in 

Kingston in 2014. But one of the filmmakers respectfully declined from participating as her films 

needed to fulfill the “major festival circuit” before being presented in a small Canadian town. A 

Studio Gallery in Toronto was unable to waive rental fees that this project could not afford.  

Many of the institutions that supported the project offered in-kind services and spaces. 

aluCine, for example, did not have resources to pay the filmmakers and was unable to contribute 

to their travelling expenses. However, they wrote an invitation letter that supported Tamara 

Segura’s application for a travel grant from the Canada Arts Council. At the time she was the 

only person living outside of Toronto who was already a Canadian resident, therefore, eligible 

for these funds. The festival also financed the printing and framing of Hassan’s photography 

exhibited as Mi propia piel (My Own Skin) at the Beaver Hall Gallery. They also coordinated 

and rented the space of the Jackman Hall Theater at the Art Gallery of Ontario. 

I conceive of this research and exhibition as another step in the mobility and fluidity of 

communication in the diaspora. The curated project was aimed to let the aesthetic and 

communication values of cinema be a force in understanding what film production in the 

diaspora is and to highlight the role of cultural work in creating meaning and making more 



  
  

189 

  

comprehensible what this experience entails. The curatorial project supported the expansion and 

visibility of Cuban filmmakers’ networks and, while doing so, it gathered and organized 

dispersed information that was available both online and in these filmmakers’ personal archives. 

The research also generated new archival information in the form of interviews, media 

promotion, posters and press clips that can potentially be edited for online sharing. Most of the 

films selected are available for public free viewing on the Internet, dispersed in postings on 

YouTube.com, Vimeo.com or on the filmmakers’ own websites.  

Although it was necessary to make curatorial choices for the purpose of the travelling 

showcase, I have kept open the possibilities for a flexible, gradually inclusive audiovisual 

program. It was not my aim to develop a single curatorial methodology or a particular exhibition 

practice. I am interested in the multiple potential curatorial choices that the inclusion of these 

multi-located works might offer as materials for a constant thematic and aesthetic renegotiation. I 

was always eager to count on the freedom to rearrange the showcase according to the 

characteristic of venues, audience and timing. Many of the films that I have included and 

organized thematically in the attached filmography fit the profile of different subject matters. 

Connections to the nation-state are explored in “Northern Exposures: New Cuban Geographies 

of Citizenship.” Women’s cinema is central to the retrospective series by Heidi Hassan and the 

screenings of “Resistance in Motion: First-person Documentaries by Cuban Women of the 

Diaspora.” Also, two location-based programs —“Cuban Diasporic Filmmakers in the 

Francophone World” and “Cuban Diasporic Filmmakers in Canada”— propose conversations 

about specific, but heterogeneous, territorial and cultural spaces where Cuban filmmakers have 

relocated.  
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These were main intersecting thematic areas that one could filter the films through. Then 

again, the programs were be contextually driven and curated in relation to venues, spectators and 

cities in a fluid and mobile way so that conceptual dialogues were established between the 

different categories. One of the interesting aspects of doing a research that extends in time, 

especially one that implies event programming is noticing how priorities transform after 

fieldwork and sustained engagement with the subjects and objects of study. As expected, many 

of the programs included in the initial program proposed to the committee changed after three 

years of further research. The groupings, originally conceived in a different manner included 

new recent films while other were eliminated for various reasons. Also, I took into account the 

work of novel filmmakers who became a creative part of the analysis. In addition, a whole series 

that dealt with diasporic communities that had emerged in Cuban was not included in the final 

project, due to time and methodological constrains. Some of these transformations that reveal the 

dynamic nature of community-based projects were fully discussed in the final chapter. Doing this 

as a non-Canadian myself especially when only a few institutions will fund student projects also 

meant to learn the difference between “the dream” and “what is feasible on the ground”. 

I end this section with a series of recommendations for doctoral students undertaking a 

cultural production as a project. Some recommendations are directed at Cultural Studies, some at 

the students themselves—and some are self-direct.   

Recommendations to peer graduate students:  

1. To create a collaborative network with other students and cultural producers to help 

each other by working together for fundraising, promotion strategies and other 

management challenges such as the coordination of venues, catering, honoraria, the 

purchase of travel tickets and housing of guest artists. The solitary work of writing a 
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dissertation is in counterpoint to the collaborative work that is needed when doing 

community and cultural projects. Curating a project implies the responsibility of not 

only “thinking” or designing intellectually a series of events. Multi-tasking, meeting 

deadlines and developing strong communication skills are central to the success of these 

negotiations along the road.  

2. Contact professionals (gallery directors, curators, film programmers) well in advance 

in order to get advice on curatorial and arts management processes to develop workflow 

and prepare for deadlines and contingencies. 

Recommendations to the Cultural Studies department: 

3. To provide clear guidelines about funding possibilities available to students engaging 

in art/community projects.  

4. To create a template for project funding, management, and organization that works as 

resource guide for the Cultural Studies community. The template could list contact 

information of potential off-campus venues and community organizations willing to 

support student projects. This infrastructure —that could be in the form of a data base— 

should be dynamic so that different cohorts of students can add relevant information and 

experience of the processes of cultural production to it. This shared platform could be 

useful for future generations of students as they are doing their projects. 

Recommendation to School of Graduate Studies: 

5. To consider the Research Travel fund to be used for travel related to the doctoral 

project. Events related to project-based thesis tend to materialize after an important part 

of the research is accomplished, but they also become contexts in which essential 

questions are posed, challenged, rearticulated. They are a critical part of the research 
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itself. At the moment, this fund is designed to support only the students’ research travel 

and not the travel expenses of the research subjects.  

 

6.4 Final Considerations  

 

The various dimensions and understandings of the experience of diaspora and the multiple 

contemporary forms of mobility have affected the Cuban film production of the third 

millennium. This type of project-based PhD allows for the mobilization of scholarly work within 

and beyond the academic context. The written thesis has contributed to previously unresearched 

areas of diaspora studies and cinema studies in Cuba by arguing that the visual and networked 

culture and the associated economic flows of this generation of diasporic subjects significantly 

transforms the way we understand migrancy and national cinema. In fact, what the filmmakers 

teach us is that the discourse of migration, which was applied to the movements of Cubans from 

previous generations and largely only to those who migrated to the USA, does not describe the 

experience of this generation. Also, “diaspora” is a term that needs “screening” in multiple 

senses of the word: it needs to be intersected, filtered, and particularized.  

This doctoral project investigated the politics of place that 21st Century Cuban filmmakers 

living off the Island engage with and produce in their media artworks. The project included the 

following components: a film exhibition series, a comprehensively annotated filmography, and 

an extensive analytical text that complemented the exhibition components. Part of the annotated 

filmographies were used as program notes for the catalogues. All of this material also formed the 

basis for an online database that will function eventually as a virtual contact zone for producers, 

viewers and scholars. The curatorial essay provides a historical and theoretical overview of the 
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experience of mobility, the intersections of identity and the politics of place expressed in Cuban 

artisanal, diasporic cinema of the 21st Century. Informed by interviews with the filmmakers and 

analyses of the films, the essays argued that the language of cinema, the changes in aesthetics, 

and sensibility in the filmic discourse have contributed to the ways in which concepts such as 

diaspora, translocality and transnationalism are understood. I am interested in the dialogues and 

networks that are formed as a result of the new places of relocation of these filmmakers. Hence, 

through film analysis as well as research about the contexts of production and reception, for a 

period of four years, I watched for new influences and contexts of production that emerged as a 

result of the new spatial relations developed by these film artists. This added to an understanding 

of Cuban diasporic audiovisual works in the context of World Cinema. 

In my research I explored the following questions: in what ways does the experience of 

diaspora define new social imaginaries, unsettle the sense of national belonging and create 

different performances of identity among young Cuban filmmakers in the 21st Century? That is, 

how does being abroad intensify or redirect the affect of belonging to a national space? How is 

locatedness in a diaspora space —in relational terms as their being away from “home” but also 

noting the particularities of their specific place of settlement— reflected in their experience as 

filmmakers and in their audiovisual works? My hypothesis supports the idea that the new politics 

of place that the diaspora produces has actually transformed these filmmaker’s cultural practices. 

As I attempted to answer these question, I tried to identify how central transcultural relations and 

online connections are to the development of a Cuban “diaspora space” among young diasporic 

filmmakers (Brah 1997). 

Many of the films included in my corpus of study have been presented in the Havana-based 

independent film showcase Muestra Joven, celebrated annually since 2001. The Muestra has 



  
  

194 

  

become the main cultural space for the promotion of independent films in Cuba. Throughout the 

thesis I referred to works that have participated in the Muestra Joven as I am interested in 

highlighting the importance of the event especially for this younger generation of filmmakers. 

The showcase has turned into a space of transnational cultural dialogue and using it as a central 

context of reception and connection has also permitted me to underscore the importance of, and 

transformations to the discourse of “Cubanness” as it intersects with other elements of identity. I 

investigated the significant role of the Escuela Internacional de Cine y Televisión de San 

Antonio de los Baños (EICTV) as a particular transnational institution which has become the 

first step towards a Cuban filmmaking experience beyond the borders of the island. And I 

brought the Faculty of Audiovisual Communication Media (FAMCA) to the conversation on 

diaspora and institutional power in Cuban film education. I also established comparisons 

between the work of these younger filmmakers and the works of previous Cuban cineastes to try 

to set elements of continuity and rupture between both generations. Some of these young artists I 

had the privilege of working with embrace the legacy of Cuban filmmakers of the 20th Century 

such as Sara Gómez, Nicolás Guillén Landrián and Santiago Álvarez. Others work in forms that 

drift away from this national cultural heritage. As part of the generation of the post-2000s, these 

filmmakers also differentiate themselves from the previous cohorts of Cuban exiles, specifically 

in the United States.   

Cuba is experiencing today one of its most significant moments of transition since the 

Revolution of 1959. On December 17, 2014, the governments of Cuba and the United States 

declared their willingness to re-establish diplomatic relations after decades of sustained political 

hostility and economic embargo. In this context, a high level of expectation and speculation is 

booming worldwide about the future of both nations, and especially the consequences these 
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changes will carry for Cuba’s late socialism. Slow transformations in cultural policies and 

practices, that unsettle the verticality and centralization of the country’s political and economic 

design, start to become apparent on the Island. Film and media production, distribution, and 

consumption are strong indicators of these changes. 

If filmmaking has been central to defining Cuban nationalism for decades, today, it is 

becoming a crucial realm to understand Cuban transnational experiences and practices. Digital 

technologies have had a democratizing effect on audiovisual production, which is now less 

dependent on state institutions than ever before. New film coproductions and crowdfunding 

campaigns supported by foreign capital are expected to increase in this new scenario. The 

panorama of new economies must include not only the cultural productions themselves (cinema, 

music videos, new media) but also new mobilities, such as the impact of tourism and the role of 

diasporas, as well as distribution networks and events, such as the Havana Film Festival and the 

Muestra Joven.74 This context could also generate potential change in the gendered, thematic and 

aesthetic discourses of Cuban diasporic cinema. Discourses that are still operating in somewhat 

traditional gendered ways in terms of both dominant and interstitial economic/institutional 

settings. A considerable group of men, still behind the camera, are conducting their work 

towards more commercial genres such as thriller, horror, and sci-fi —cinematic genres that 

function in contexts of financially powerful industrial cinemas. Meanwhile, women film 

directors, who place themselves also in front of the camera, are engaging in first-person, self-

representational and more artisanal modes of audiovisual production. 

I would like to highlight how managing the writing and the curating of Roots and Routes… 

in a transnational framework has helped me interrogate the ways in which multiple texts can be 

                                                                 
74 A future, extended version of this text will have to include profound analyses of the dynamics of these festivals in 

which Cuban youth cinema is reflected upon. 
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expressed and consumed across borders. Although it was impossible to have all the filmmakers 

of this project in Canada this spring, face-to-face modes of interaction is what the curatorial 

project aimed for. This way we were able to reach out to community members and build new 

doors in the sometimes circumscribing walls of academic knowledge. Because of it, my 

scholarly work is now deeply committed to engage the university and the community through 

cultural projects that reach broader audiences in order to diversify experiences and extend 

disciplines. The work developed during this PhD research also made me understand my role of 

cultural promoter as a part of this generation of film and media artists.  

Ruth Goldberg has been studying Cuban youth cinema for a several years now. I 

particularly enjoy her understanding of what she has explained as “the Cuban filmmakers in 

movement.” A movement that is not always physical but that involves, above all, the act of 

pushing boundaries. Reflecting about the post-2000 generation of Cuban cineastes on and off the 

Island, Goldberg writes: “The uniformity implied by a single aesthetic or strategy or political 

commitment […] is unlikely to emerge from a generation that has firmly rejected the idea that 

there is only one way to do things —the official way, as represented by ICAIC [the Cuban Film 

Institute]. Thus, where film scholars look for a movement, there is simply movement, and in 

many different creative directions at once” (2014, 62). That diversity of paths and approaches, 

those irregular patterns of mobility and varied thematic decisions are what made this project 

appealing and inspiring. At times storytelling was connected to the homeland, and other times to 

host countries, engaging in a more global understanding of filmmaking practices —apparently 

divorced from the tradition of Latin American Third Cinema. I think these varied roots and 

routes will make sense particularly if this PhD research becomes only one of the many steps to 

be taken towards the facilitation of more plural exchanges between the members of this growing 
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community of Cuban diasporic filmmakers and their potential links beyond it in order to develop 

more compelling, exciting and plural film and media art works and networks.  
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Appendices 

Filmography 

Appendix 1. Filmography75 

 

1. Miserere (Heidi Hassan, 2005) 

Switzerland / Fic. / 13 min. / Beta SP 

Producer: École Supérieure des Beaux-Arts de Genève (ESBA) 

Production: Tareq Daoud 

Script: Heidi Hassan 

Cinematography: Grégory Bindschedler 

Editing: Heidi Hassan 

Sound: Carlos Ibañez 

Art Direction: Heidi Hassan 

Cast: Coralie Desbrouses, Michel Barras, Roman Bevierre, Raphael Frutaldo  

Synopsis: A story about the experience of violence, hope, love and pain involved in border 

crossings unfolds when a guide leads a group of illegal immigrants into a forest towards an 

uncertain future. 

Available online at https://vimeo.com/119297458 

2. Exile (Heidi Hassan, 2007) 

Switzerland / Experimental / 5 min. / 16mm.  

Script: Heidi Hassan 

                                                                 
75 This filmography contains all the information of the 59 films I explored in my research. Although they are all 

included in the archives, not all of them were studied, in depth, in the written component and only the 17 films with 

bold titles were part of the travelling showcase. I worked on the synopsis of most of the films in collaboration with 

the filmmakers. Most translations from English and French are my own. 
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Cinematography: Grégory Bindschedler 

Editing: Heidi Hassan 

Sound effects: Adrien Kessler 

Sound archives: Michel Favre 

Synopsis: This experimental short presents multiple impressions of a city that both connects and 

rejects the person holding the camera. The viewer is invited to question the meanings of exile. 

What are we really exiled from? 

Available online at https://vimeo.com/76864650 

3. Tierra roja (Red Land, Heidi Hassan, 2007) 

Switzerland / Fic. / 18 min. / DVCam 

Producer: Ecole Supérieure des Beaux-Arts de Genève (ESBA) 

Production: Tareq Daoud 

Script: Heidi Hassan 

Cinematography: Gregory Bindchadler 

Editing: Heidi Hassan 

Sound: Cedric Fluckiger 

Art Direction: Heidi Hassan 

Cast: Mariana Sylla 

Synopsis: Between the past and the present, here and elsewhere, a young migrant mother 

wanders in Geneva. The film is both about the space of representation of her new city and the 

medium of immersion into the psyche of the diasporic subject. 

Available online at https://vimeo.com/79208328 

4. Orages d’été (Summer Storms, Heidi Hassan, 2008) 
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Switzerland / Doc. / 25 min. / DVCam  

Producer: Geneva University of Art and Design (HEAD) 

Script: Heidi Hassan, Patricia Pérez 

Cinematography: Heidi Hassan 

Editing: Patricia Pérez Fernández 

Sound: Heidi Hassan 

Cast: Heidi Hassan, Leonard Plattner 

Synopsis: The beginning of a love story inspires the filmmaker to put herself in scene. She 

reveals her intimate life and private moments as she speaks about her doubts and desires facing 

the new relationship. A coming of age story  

Available online at https://vimeo.com/118621400 

5. Otra Isla (Another Island, Heidi Hassan, 2014) 

Spain / Doc. / 67 min. / HD 

Producer: ALVA FILM and LIGHT NIGHT 

Cinematography: Heidi Hassan 

Sound: Heidi Hassan 

Production: Geneviève Rossier 

Script: Heidi Hassan, Patricia Pérez Fernández 

Sound effects: Sergio Fernández Borrás 

Sound Mix: Carlos Ibañez Diaz 

Music: Marc Ribot 
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Synopsis: A Cuban family, trapped in an unfortunate contest of political circumstances find itself 

in Madrid. While waiting to be listened to, they live on the streets, making the Provincial Square 

their home for eight long months. 

6. Les Touristes (The Tourists, Heidi Hassan, 2015) 

Switzerland / Experimental / 15 Min. / HD 

Producer: Samuel Torello 

Production: Samuel Torello 

Script: Heidi Hassan 

Cinematography: Heidi Hassan 

Editing: Heidi Hassan 

Sound: Heidi Hassan 

Synopsis: A winter hotel in the mountains of the Valais Alps in Verbier, Switzerland is the set of 

this experimental film. The old walls whisper dreams of the hundreds of tourists who have stayed 

in there: nocturnal visions, passengers’ memories, and childhood moments in the snowfall. The 

fragmented narrative is inspired by the sounds, shadows, cracks and corridors of this “haunted” 

space. 

7. Extravío (Lost, Daniellis Hernández, 2008)  

England / Doc. / 21 min. / HDV 

Producer: EICTV (Cuba), University of Salford (England) 

Production: Flora Fashann 

Script: Daniellis Hernández 

Cinematography: Daniellis Hernández 

Editing: Daniellis Hernández, Nico Meissner, Andrew Connor 
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Sound: Angie Hernández 

Sound design: Daniellis Hernández, Andrew Connor 

Synopsis: A Cuban black woman, lost in the cold streets of Manchester, England, tries to find 

warmth and comfort in those with her same skin color, believing she might identify with them. 

But reality will change that certainty into questions, and her search will be more exhausting than 

she could foresee. 

8. Piscina Municipal (Municipal Swimming Pool, Patricia Pérez, 2014) 

Spain / Doc. / 38 min. / HDV 

Producer: Patricia Pérez, Heidi Hassan 

Script: Patricia Pérez, Dull Janiel Hernández  

Cinematography: Heidi Hassan  

Sound: Patricia Pérez, Sergio Fernández 

Editing: Dull Janiel Hernández  

Synopsis: Dealing with politics, the weather, sports, cooking habits, dreams and much more, the 

film explores the lives of multiple characters of different generations that work and visit a public 

swimming pool in Coruña, Galicia. 

9. The Illusion (Susana Barriga, 2008) 

England / Doc. / 24 min. / HDV 

Producer: EICTV 

Production: Lloyd Peters, André Leão, Susana Barriga, Caterina Da Via, Dave Rugby 

Script: Susana Barriga 

Cinematography: Susana Barriga 

Editing: Susana Barriga, Mariana Oliveira 
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Sound: Nicolás Tsabertidis, Angie Hernández 

Synopsis: After 26 years of picturing her father in her imagination, Susana travels from Cuba to 

England to see him for the first time since her childhood. Now, she tries to recall his face, but all 

she has are a few hazy images secretly recorded.  

10. Meaningful Things (Yanay Penalba, 2011)  

Canada / Fic. / 2 min. / HDV 

Production: Anthony Palmer  

Script: Yanay Penalba 

Cinematography: Yanay Penalba 

Editing: Yanay Penalba 

Sound: Yanay Penalba 

Art direction: Daymí Coll Padilla 

Cast: Daymí Coll Padilla, David Araújo 

Synopsis: One way or another, migration is part of every Cuban’s life. In this short video the 

filmmaker shows how diaspora affected her romantic relationship, being not only part of her life 

but also transforming. 

Available online at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vsnzJvJzZ08 

11. Kiki (Yanay Penalba, 2012)  

Canada / Doc. / 10 min. / HDV  

Production: Yanay Penalba 

Script: Yanay Penalba 

Cinematography: Yanay Penalba 

Editing: Yanay Penalba 
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Sound: Yanay Penalba, David Araújo 

Art direction: Yanay Penalba 

Synopsis: Kiki is a busker, a teacher and a mother of three in Toronto. In this documentary Kiki 

reveals why music is her passion and how she manages to balance her busy work life and her 

personal one. 

Available online at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KBk0_W3W-5o 

12. Song for Cuba (Tamara Segura, 2014) 

Canada / Fic. / 7 min. / HD 

Producer: National Film Board of Canada 

Production: Annette Clarke 

Script: Tamara Segura 

Cinematography: Justin Simms 

Editing: Lawrence Jackman 

Sound: Mark Neary, Lori Clarke 

Art Direction: Kelly Jane Bruton 

Cast: Tamara Segura, Gustavo Valoyes 

Synopsis: Fiction inspired on a true story about memory and music that follows a young Cuban 

couple charting new courses for their lives on another island of the North Atlantic. 

Available online at https://www.nfb.ca/film/song_for_cuba 

13. Before the War (Tamara Segura, 2014) 

Canada / Fic. / 6 min. / HD 

Producer: RBC Michelle Jackson Emerging Filmmaker Award, Blue Pinion Films 

Production: Ruth Lawrence 
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Script: Tamara Segura 

Cinematography: Svetoslav Mihaylov 

Editing: Justin Simms 

Sound: Lori Clarke 

Cast: Paul Wilson, Doug Boyce, Jenina Macgillivray, Emma Jane Donnan. 

Synopsis: A man returns home from being a soldier in the war. The military experience left such 

a print on his life and his family’s that their relationship will never be the same. 

14. Le myrte dans la vallée (The Myrtle in the Valley, Gretel Marín, 2013) 

France / Doc. / 13 min. / HD  

Producer: Gretel Marín 

Script: Gretel Marín  

Editing: Gretel Marín, Pierre Ledoux, Cayetano Espinosa 

Sound: Pierre Ledoux 

Cinematography: Cayetano Espinosa 

Synopsis: Next to the Eiffel Tower in Paris, there is a small shop of Iranian flying carpets. A 

woman approaches the door to accompany one of her clients. She is an upholsterer. She repairs 

carpets and cares for them. It is said that people come to see her to recover from a misfortune or 

to forget. 

15. For Dorian (Rodrigo Barriuso, 2012) 

Canada / Fic. / 15min. / HDV  

Producer: Toronto Down Syndrome Association 

Production: Rodrigo Barriuso, Davina Rimmer 

Script: Rodrigo Barriuso 
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Cinematography: Kelly Jeffrey 

Editing: Michelle Szemberg  

Cast: Ron Lea, Dylan Harman 

Synopsis: A father fears the sexual awakening of his disabled son, a teenager living with Down 

syndrome, and struggles with the notion of letting him grow up. 

16. Ex-Generación (Ex Generation, Aram Vidal, 2009) 

Mexico / Doc. / 25 min. / MiniDV  

Producer: Fonca, Generación Films 

Production: Eugenia Meyer 

Script: Aram Vidal 

Cinematography: Aram Vidal 

Editing: Aram Vidal 

Sound: Cristian Galarreta 

Synopsis: Ex-Generación delves into the migratory wave of young Cubans to Mexico. It is an 

exploration of their trajectories, life experiences, responsibilities, hopes, insecurities, and 

achievements as new settlers of a megacity. 

Available online at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0NmXC_Ssed8 

17. El latido de las burbujas (Bubbles Beat, Aram Vidal, 2012) 

United States / Doc. / 17 min. / HDCAM 

Producer: Kastalya, SWEM Media Center 

Production: Ann Marie Stock, Troy Davis 

Script: Aram Vidal 

Cinematography: Randall Taylor, Vanessa Vallejo 
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Editing: J.R. Alex 

Music: Christian Galarreta  

Art direction: Thalía Castillo 

Synopsis: During his time in the United States an exchange student, the filmmaker interviews six 

young residents of Washington D.C., Richmond, Miami and New York City about the role of 

their generation and about personal and collective notions of citizenship.   

18. Recursivo (Recursive, Aram Vidal, 2013)  

Mexico / Fic. / 19 min. / HDV 

Producer: Thalía Castillo 

Cinematography: Sara Purgatorio  

Editing: Aram Vidal 

Art Direction: Laura Barragán  

Cast: Bianca Flores, Gimena Gómez  

Synopsis: A strange surreal semi-erotic short film about two girls waking up trapped in a room 

with no memory.  

19. Relevo (Relief, Aram Vidal, 2013) 

Mexico / Fic. / 15 min. / HD 

Producer: Thalía Castillo 

Executive Producers: Mario Loría, Aram Vidal, Cara de Nada 

Script: Aram Vidal 

Cinematography: Ricardo Estrada. 

Editing: Aram Vidal 

Music: Giovanni Tria. 
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Cast: Mario Loría, Gimena Gómez. 

Synopsis: Sometimes you carry the burden, other times you are the burden. 

20. Un día de Julián (One Day for Julián, Aram Vidal, 2010) 

Mexico / Doc. / 10 min. / HDV 

Producer: Thalía Castillo. 

Script: Aram Vidal 

Editing: Aram Vidal 

Cinematography: Aram Vidal 

Cast: Julián, Manuel, Laura 

Synopsis: Julián is a young man who reads Tarot cards for free in the streets of Mexico City. 

This documentary depicts excerpts from his life on a rainy day. He talks about his ideas on faith 

and love. 

21. Retina (Milena Almira and Ernesto René Rodríguez, 2013) 

Quebec / Fic. / 7 min. / SD 

Script: Milena Almira, Ernesto René 

Producer: Kinomada Quebec 

Production: Milena Almira, Ernesto René 

Cinematography: Jhonatan Molina, Ernesto René 

Editing: Ernesto René, Milena Almira 

Sound: Ernesto René, Milena Almira 

Cast: Milena Almira, Ernesto René 

Synopsys: One town, two people, and an incomprehension marked by loneliness and isolation. 

Available online at http://www.kinomada.org/media-gallery/mediaitem/387-retina 
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22. Perdus á Quebec (Lost in Quebec, Milena Almira, Ernesto René, 2012) 

Quebec / Fic. / 13 min. / MiniDV 

Script: Milena Almira, Ernesto René 

Producer: Kinomada Quebec 

Production: Milena Almira, Ernesto René 

Cinematography: Jhonatan Molina, Ernesto René 

Editing: Ernesto René, Milena Almira 

Sound: Mathieu Hiebel, Milena Almira 

Cast: Maryulis Alfonso, Alexandre Berthier, Rozenn Potin, Lester Harbert, Laura Rohard, 

Ernesto René 

Synopsis: Cuban visitors interact with locals in order not to feel so “Lost in Quebec”.  

Available online at https://vimeo.com/60571766 

23. Traverseés (Crossed, Milena Almira, Ernesto René, 2012) 

Quebec / Fic. / 7 min. / MiniDV 

Script: Milena Almira, Ernesto René 

Producer: Kinomada Quebec 

Production: Milena Almira, Ernesto René 

Cinematography: Ernesto René 

Editing: Milena Almira, Ernesto René 

Sound: Milena Almira 

Cast: Audree-Alexandrine, Michael Pineault 

Synopsys: A young Quebecois couple of parents-to-be discusses the pros and cons of moving to 

Cuba.  
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Available online at https://vimeo.com/54335753 

24. Reflexión (Reflection, Milena Almira, 2012) 

France / Fic. / 6 min. / HDV 

Production: Kinomada, KinoBourdeaux 

Producer: Milena Almira 

Script: Milena Almira 

Cinematography: Yannick Nolin 

Editing: Milena Almira 

Sound: Carlos G. García 

Cast: Isabelle Montoya 

Synopsis: A young woman looks for her car in a parking lot while she talks on the phone with 

several persons. Her story is a reflection on the alienation produced by technology in today’s 

world.  

25. Improvisation (Jorge de León, 2012) 

Quebec / Experimental / 9 min. / 8 mm. 16 mm. HD 

Script: Jorge de León 

Producer: Kinomada Quebec 

Production: Jorge de León 

Cinematography: Jorge de León 

Editing: Jorge de León, Manuel AC 

Cast: Audrée Alexandrine 

Music: Uberko “Sea belt”, Patti Smith “Tarkovsky (The Second Stop Is Jupiter)” 

Synopsys: A film about impressions of past and present experiences of travel and movement.  
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Available online at https://vimeo.com/76238205 

26. La bôite (The Box, Lester Harbert, 2013) 

Quebec / Fiction-Experimental / 3.48 min. 

Script: Lester Harbert 

Producer: Yannick Nolin and Laura Vardecia (Kinomada) 

Cinematographer: Stephane Burgois 

Editing: Lester Harbert 

Art Direction: Eddy Tostado 

Cast: Lester Harbert 

Synopsis: Synopsis: Starring actor and filmmaker Lester Harbert, this film reflects on the 

ideological upbringing and the current civil life of a Cuban émigré who is born again after 

moving to a new country. The film was produced during the 2013 edition of the project 

Kinomada Quebec, in Quebec City, Canada.  

Available online at http://vimeo.com/101367541 

27. Me gustas cuando callas (I Like it when you are Quiet, Lester Harbert, 2011) 

Mexico / Fic. / 10 min. / HD 

Cinematography: Ana Patricia Angulo 

Music: Edesio Alejandro 

Producer: Paco castillo 

Sound: Christian Pereza 

Production manager: Julieta Perales 

Art Direction: Claudia Deschamps 

Cast: Isabel Guzmán, Pablo Alberto Ruíz  
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Synopsis: Isabel feels the urge to talk with someone that she can never hear. This becomes her 

daily obsession in her life. 

Available at https://vimeo.com/76770691 

28. Le sens de la vie (The Sense of Life, Lester Harbert, 2012)  

Quebec / Experimental / 11 min. / HD  

Production: Kinomada. Producciones Abril 

Producer: Diego Ramos y Yannick Nolin 

Script: Lester Harbert 

Cinematography: Stephane Bourgeois 

Editing: Lester Harbert 

Music: Joel Gabriel Reyes y Fabrice Tremblay 

Cast: Diego Ramos 

Synopsis: A man loses the sense of life and starts looking for it as if it was an object.  

Available at http://vimeo.com/60873631 

29. Le prince et le pauvre (The Prince and the Pauper, Lester Harbert, 2011)  

Quebec / Fic. / 5 min. / HD 

Production: Kinomada. Producciones Abril 

Producer: Yannick Nolin 

Script: Lester Harbert 

Cinematography: Stephane Bourgeois 

Editing: Lester Harbert 

Music: Joel Gabriel Reyes 

Cast: Antoine Olivier Raymond and Laura Rohand 
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Synopsis: Two men wish to change their destiny. They come up with a brilliant idea to make that 

happen.  

Available at http://vimeo.com/55062442  

30. Mémoires d’une Famille Cubaine (Memories of a Cuban Family, Yan Vega, 2007)  

France / Animation / 16 min. / HD 

Script: Yan Vega 

Producer: Memoire Magnetique, Hélène Levi, Eric Darmon 

Production: Eric Darmon  

Editing: Orian Patterson, Michelle Darmon  

Sound: Shinya Kitamura, Amelie Canini 

Special effects: Orian Patterson 

Synopsis: At the beginning of the Cuban Revolution, Pedro, a young member of the Communist 

party, falls in love with Tatiana. He marries her and they have two children, Valentina and 

Ernesto whom they raise in an atmosphere of love, happiness and revolutionary ideology. After 

the fall of the USSR, Pedro fell ill and died suddenly. In Cuba, the situation worsens. Valentina 

fled to Miami and Ernesto, who became a taxi driver, goes to Paris with a French passenger. 

Tatiana remains alone in Cuba. This short fiction is designed from the photo album of a Cuban 

family whose destiny is intertwined with the history of the Cuban Revolution, from 1959 to the 

present.  

Available online at https://vimeo.com/42965789 

31. Happy Slapping Mutant (Yan Vega, 2008) 

France / Fic. / 6 min. / HD 

Script: Yan Vega  
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Production: Mélodie Boileau, Nathalie Roth 

Editing: Ael Dallier  

Sound: Abel García Lanz, Peter Hughes 

Visual effects: Diego De Paula 

Cast: Ael Dallier, Jean-Bernard Foulquier, Penda Houzangbe, Marie-Philomène Millat 

Synopsis: A high school student is a victim of “Happy Boys” who practice “Happy Slapping”. 

They commit acts of violence which they film and broadcast on the Internet. 

Available online at https://vimeo.com/88346362 

32. Waiting for Berta (Laimir Fano, 2012) 

United States / Fic. / 14 min. / HDV 

Producer: Borscht corp. 

Production: Arly Montes, Jonathan David Kane 

Script: Laimir Fano 

Cinematography: Daniel Fernandez 

Editing: Laimir Fano 

Cast: Magaly Boix, Olga Flora   

Synopsis: Two old ladies reencounter after many years living in Miami’s Little Havana. A secret 

from the past remains and their meeting becomes a tragic comedy of exile. 

33. Red Cockroaches (Miguel Coyula, 2003) 

United States / Fic. / 82 min. / MiniDV 

Producer: Pirámide 

Production: Suzana Dejkánovic, Steve Pieczenik 

Script: Miguel Coyula 
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Cinematography: Miguel Coyula 

Editing: Miguel Coyula 

Sound: Miguel Coyula 

Art direction: Miguel Coyula 

Music: Miguel Coyula 

Cast: Adam Plotch, Talía Rubel, Diane Spodarek 

Synopsis: In a New York ravaged with acid rains, a man in his twenties meets a mysterious, yet 

familiar young woman who disrupts the banality of his day-to-day existence. Together, they will 

embark on a surreal journey with a devastating climax.  

34. Memorias del desarrollo (Memories of Overdevelopment, Miguel Coyula, 2010) 

United States / Fic. / 113 min. / HD  

Producer: Producciones Pirámide 

Production: David Leitner 

Script: Miguel Coyula 

Cinematography: Miguel Coyula 

Editing: Miguel Coyula 

Sound: Miguel Coyula 

Art direction: Miguel Coyula 

Music: Dika Durbuzovic, Hayes Greenfield, Miguel Coyula 

Animation: Miguel Coyula 

Cast: Ron Blair, Eileen Alana, Lester Martínez, Susana Pérez, Reb Fleming, Jeff Pucillo, Kathia 

Rodríguez, Dayana M. Hernández, Jorge Alí, Wanda O'Connell 
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Synopsis: What happens when a socialist revolutionary intellectual asserts creative freedom? In 

Memories of Overdevelopment, ideological clashes and contradictions explode and fragment 

within a Cuban émigré while they spurt across the world stage. 

35. Voces de un trayecto (Voices of a Journey, Alejandra Aguirre, 2007-9) 

Spain / Doc. / 42 min. / MiniDV 

Producer: Producciones Atalaya 

Production: Alejandra Aguirre, Sebastián Losada 

Script: Teresa Delgado, Alejandra Aguirre 

Cinematography: Raúl Bartolomé, Sebastián Losada, Alejandra Aguirre 

Editing: Kiko Gutiérrez, Alejandra Aguirre, Leonardo Pérez 

Sound: William Roblejo 

Music: William Roblejo 

Synopsis: A group of musicians and actors living in Madrid recount their experiences as migrant 

artists in a cosmopolitan city. The film addresses the issue of migration from the point of view of 

its protagonists, located outside of the Island. 

Available online at https://vimeo.com/11488025 

36. Paquete Familiar (Family Package, Tané Martínez, 2004) 

Mexico / Doc. / 12 min. / MiniDV 

Producer: Centro de Capacitación Cinematográfica 

Production: Tané Martínez 

Cinematography: Tané Martínez 

Editing: Tané Martínez 

Cast: María Antonia Plasencia, Eliseo Alberto Diego 
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Synopsis: Family separation is one of the most difficult consequences of the diasporic 

experiences. Paquete Familiar is a nuanced approach to this issue in the case of a Cuban family.  

37. Malos días, mi amor (Bad Morning, my Love, Tané Martínez, 2006) 

Mexico / Fic. / 9 min. / MiniDV 

Producer: Centro de Capacitación Cinematográfica 

Production: Marie Benito, Paloma López 

Script: Tané Martínez 

Cinematography: Abril Schmucler 

Editing: Tané Martínez 

Sound: David Michan 

Audio Post and Mix: Rocío García Pazos 

Music: Pérez Prado 

Art Direction: José de la Torre, Zulema Clares, Tané Martínez 

Cast: Zulema Clares, Hector Kotsifakis, Montserrat Marañón 

Synopsis: María and José are in love. One day, José gives a turtle to María that changes the 

couple’s sexual dynamics. The unexpected visit of an inspector interrupts their conjugal 

harmony. 

38. Tengo… lo que tenía que tener (I have… what I had to have, Tané Martínez, 2008) 

United States / Doc. / 29 min. / MiniDV 

Producer: Anís Producciones 

Production: Tané Martínez 

Script: Tané Martínez, Zulema Clares 

Cinematography: Tané Martínez 
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Editing: Tané Martínez 

Audio Post and Mix: Rocío García Pazos 

Cast: Xiomara Laugart 

Synopsis: An approach to the life of Cuban singer Xiomara Laugart. She resides in New York 

but was born in Guantánamo. She was a member of the Nueva Trova movement and is 

considered internationally as one of the best voices in Cuban music. Xiomara converses about 

music, women, emigration and family. 

39. Caminando Aragón (Timeless Journey: Orquesta Aragón, Tané Martínez, 2012) 

United States/Cuba / Doc. / 52 min. / HD 

Producer: Colorbox Productions, Metropolitan Pavillion 

Production: Ivonne Cotorruelo, Zulema Clares 

Executive Producers: Helene Boss, Alan Boss 

Script: Tané Martínez, Zulema Clares 

Cinematography: Nicolas Ordóñez, Javier Labrador Deulofeu, Giuseppe Malpasso, Mathew 

Hanlon 

Editing: Tané Martínez 

Sound: Juan Carlos Herrera, Kyle Porter 

Audio Post and Mix: Rocío García Pazos 

Music: Orquesta Aragón 

Colorist and VFX Artist: Inti Martínez 

Graphic Design: Idania del Río 

Still Photo: Veronica de la Torre 

Cast: Orquesta Aragón 
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Synopsis: The 72-year-old Orquesta Aragón, one of the jewels of Cuba’s musical heritage starts 

a musical journey. La Havana, Cienfuegos and New York are its main stages during two concerts 

in 2011. Well-known as the “Kings of Cha Cha Cha” in the 1950s, the Aragones enjoy sharing 

unforgettable moments with their fans as a classic group of popular Cuban music. 

40. Garage Rendezvous (Tané Martínez, 2016) 

United States / Doc. / 75 min. / HD 

Producer: Colorbox Productions, Annex Markets 

Production: Inti Martínez, Tané Martínez 

Executive Producers: Helene Boss, Alan Boss 

Script: Tané Martínez, Zulema Clares 

Cinematographer: Gilliam dela Torre 

Camera Assistants: Liliet Rosa Reyes, Hensel Guerra 

Editor: Tané Martínez 

Audio Post and Mix: Rocío García Pazos 

Sound Recordist: Rocío García 

Original Music: Roberto Carcasses 

Colorist and VFX Artist: Inti Martínez 

Graphic Design: Idania del Río 

Still Photo: Liliet Rosa Reyes 

Synopsis: Garage Rendezvous tells the story behind the Antiques Garage Flea Market, which 

closed in 2014 after more than 20 years in Chelsea, New York City. The connection between 

vendors, shoppers and merchandise in this location weekend after weekend turned this place into 

a cult culture of the city. 
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41. Ellas (Women, Vanessa Batista, 2012) 

Spain / Doc. / 3 min. / HDV  

Production: Elena Frez 

Script: Vanessa Batista 

Cinematography: Andros Barroso 

Editing: Andros Barroso, Vanessa Batista 

Sound: Esteban Bruzón  

Synopsis: Focussing on the actual triple challenge of being an artist, immigrant and a woman, in 

times exacerbated by the economic crisis, and model changes within industries, this film is a 

dialogue between women artists from different cultures who settled down in Barcelona since a 

decade now. Independent electronic music, traditional African dance, photography and 

audiovisual productions, are the activities of these women who give their points of view on 

different issues. The film does not ignore the benefits of living in a city like Barcelona, 

considered a cultural reference in Spain and Europe. 

Available online at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n-PDSyxg3Bg 

42. Lula (Vanessa Batista, 2013) 

Spain / Fic. / 7min. / HDV  

Producer: Crowdfunding 

Production: Elena Frez 

Script: Vanesa Batista 

Cinematography: Guillermo Barberá 

Art direction: Yaneys Cabrera 

Sound: Esteban Bruzón, Alí Arang 
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Editing: Aron Freller 

Music: Alí Arango 

Cast: Miriam Marcet, Noa Gutiérrez  

Synopsis: Lula is five years old and she asks her mother about war. Their conversation becomes 

a poetic reflection on the challenges of asking from the point of view of a young single mother 

and her daughter.  

43. Crac! (Crack!, Jessica Rodríguez, 2013) 

Spain / Doc. / 19 min. / HDV 

Producer: Jaime de los Santos, Miguel Burgos 

Distribution: Jaime de los Santos 

Cinematography: José Manuel Alguacil 

Editing: Miguel Burgos 

Sound:  

Nicolás Tsabertidis, José Luis Canalejo, José Luis Martínez 

Art Direction: Shaza Moharam 

Synopsis: Almudena and Mar are living in Madrid. They don’t usually go to the same places, 

they have opposing political points of view and they have grown up in a very different way. But 

they have one thing in common: Mar knew Alfredo at University while Almudena knew Pedro in 

the small village where she spent her youth.  

44. Ahlam (Shaza Moharam and Jessica Rodríguez, 2014) 

Egypt / Doc. / 52 min. / 5D 

Production: Clorofila Producciones 

Producers: Shaza Moharam and Jessica Rodríguez 



  
  

243 

  

Script: Shaza Moharam and Jessica Rodríguez 

Cinematography: Susana Ojea 

Editing: Juan Manuel Gamazo 

Sound: Shaza Moharam and Jessica Rodríguez 

Synopsis: Ahlam is an Egyptian woman who lives in Alexandria. To earn money, she belly 

dances at a club disguising her identity. Along with her best friend, Ahlam longs to join the 

masses and rally for democracy and freedom in Egypt in the context of the Arab Spring 2013 

protests. 

45. ¡Que valga la alegría! (It’s Worth the Joy!, Denise Guerra, 2009) 

Chile / Doc. / 27 min. / MiniDV 

Script: Denise Guerra 

Producer: Canek, Ideacción 

Producer: Denise Guerra, Alejandro Ramírez 

Cinematography: Alejandro Ramírez 

Editing: Marcos Louit 

Music: Bárbara Llanes 

Synopsys: A documentary about the life and work of the filmmaker’s father, Chilean actor Jorge 

Guerra. For more than 40 years, Guerra contributed his art to the children of several Latin 

American countries, especially Ecuador and Cuba. His character, Pin Pon, created in 1965, 

helped to train several generations of Chileans and is now a fundamental part of the cultural 

heritage of the country. Guerra, who died in Santiago in 2009, was an exile of the Pinochet 

dictatorship. 

Available online at https://vimeo.com/111179146 
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46. Anima (Ana Victoria Pérez, 2010)  

Spain / Fic. / 10 min. / HD  

Producer: Besafilms 

Production: Toni Viñas 

Cinematography: Nacho Ramírez Antón. 

Editing: Nacho Ramírez 

Sound: Jorge Flor, Leti Argudo 

Makeup artist: Eva Ferrandis. 

Costume design: Mamen de La Fuente 

Cast: Ana de Armas y Leandro Espinosa. 

Synopsis: Julieta takes her cello to the workshop of a luthier. Noting the man’s hypnotic 

handling of the damaged instrument, she feels she should take this opportunity to have her body 

healed.  

Available online at http://vimeo.com/26176230  

47. Lejos de La Habana (Away from Havana, Maikel G. Ortiz, 2013)  

Spain / Fic. / 96 min. / Full HD 

Producer: La Cocina Films 

Production: Ricardo Becerra, Maikel G. Ortiz 

Script: Maikel G. Ortiz 

Cinematography: Ricardo Becerra, Maikel G. Ortiz 

Editing: Ricardo Becerra 

Sound design: Sergio Fernández 
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Soundtrack: Ossiel Fleitas 

Cast: Yansamill Núñez, Ricardo Becerra, Maikel G. Ortiz 

Synopsis: Three stories of emigration are depicted from an outsider’s point of view. Yolanda, 

William and Paul, are the characters whose lives are narrated with a sense of longing and a 

strong desire to return home.  

48. Écoute (Listen, Pedro Alexander Bravo Lavin, 2013) 

Belgium-Germany / Fic. / 10 min. / HD 

Producer: Producciones Camarote 

Producción: Raúl Pelayo Jiménez 

Script: Pedro Alexander Bravo Lavin 

Cinematography: Flore Bleiberg 

Editing: Guillermo Badilla Coto 

Sound: César Fernández Borrás,  

Cast: Nadia Bègue, Cédric Le Goulven 

Synopsis: The sound of music fills the room. She is finishing her shift at the bar. Taking a 

whiskey shot and a beer, she walks over to the table to talk to him.  

Available online at https://vimeo.com/80632441 

49. Él y ella (He and She, Maryulis Alfonso, 2012) 

Quebec / Fic. / 6 min. / HDV  

Producer: Kinomada, KinoBourdeaux 

Production: Maryulis Alfonso 

Script: Maryulis Alfonso 

Cinematography: Yannick Nolin 
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Editing: Maryulis Alfonso, Yannick Nolin 

Sound: Carlos G. García 

Cast: Nolwen Daste, Mikael Dumonsaud 

Synopsis: This film portrays the routine of a couple so challenged by miscommunication that 

they are no longer able to engage with each other in any way. 

50. No Limits (Juan Carlos Alom, Armando Suárez Cobián, Ismael de Diego, 2013) 

United States / Doc. / 26 min. / HD 

Production: Cypress Art Projects 

Producer: Armando Suárez Cobián 

Script: Juan Carlos Alom, Armando Suárez Cobián, Ismael de Diego 

Cinematography: Juan Carlos Alom 

Editing: Ismael de Diego 

Synopsis: The film examines the relationship between architecture and power, covering the 

entire process of fabrication and installation of these monumental sculptures that reference ten of 

New York City’s most iconic buildings.  

51. Till Salu (For Sale, Leydis Manso, 2010) 

Sweden / Fic. / 5 min. / HD 

Producer: Martin Zettersten 

Production: Leydis Manso, Denis Gómez 

Assistant Director: Magnus Bunnskog 

Script: Leydis Manso 

Cinematography: Leydis Manso 

Editing: Martin Zettersten 
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Synopsis: A man wants to sell his car for an exorbitant price despite the bad conditions of the 

vehicle. He finally finds a buyer that arouses his sympathy and the car salesman regrets his 

decision. While the owner struggles to overcome his remorse, the car breaks down and the buyer 

ends up helping to push. 

Available online at https://vimeo.com/20874452 

52. De Mantilla a Barcelona (From Mantilla to Barcelona, Andros Barroso, 2010) 

Spain/ Doc. / 20min. / HDV 

Producer: Sublevao Film, Andro Barroso 

Production: Kumar Mora, Andros Barroso 

Script: Andros Barroso, Kumar Mora 

Cinematography: Joe Wentrup 

Editing: Andros Barroso 

Music and soundtrack design: Kumar Mora 

Synopsis: Tale of the migratory experience of the Cuban musician Kumar, since the moment he 

leaves his home town, through many of his tours and festivals until the preparation of his most 

recent album Patakín. 

Available online at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vqWCqsB0OJA 

53. Flash Forward (Arturo Infante, 2005) 

Hungary / Experimental / 10 min. / Beta SP  

Producer: Ludwig Fundation of Cuba 

Script: Arturo Infante 

Cinematography: András Kramly 

Editing: Miklos Falvay 
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Synopsis: This experimental short film made in Hungary presents a futuristic vision of the city of 

Havana in 2026. 

Available online at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PSgvLS-Sj2o 

54. Beyond Reach (Rudy Riverón Sánchez, 2009) 

England / Fic. / 3 min. / HD  

Production: Johnny Whiles  

Music: Rudy Riverón Sánchez  

Cinematography: Daniel Onyia  

Editing: Robyn Henderson  

Makeup: Jo Sweeting 

Script: Paul Dixon  

Cast: Niall Keames, Jacqui Foley, Keir Brown, Hilary Whiles  

Synopsis: In Edwardian Britain, parallels exist between earth and dreams. A child is on a journey 

where his innocence is caught between time, love and death. 

Available online at https://vimeo.com/9320723  

55. Je suis dystopian rhapsody (I am Dystopian Rhapsody, Boris Prieto, Olivia Villagi, 2010)  

France / Experimental / 3 min. / HDV 

Producers: Olivia Villagi, Boris Prieto 

Cinematography: Julie Chevalier, Eric Durst  

Editing: Olivia Villagi, Boris Prieto 

Music: Robin Ngi, Hélène Irdor 

Synopsis: A modern city is emptied form everything human. The present lives of its last 

survivors are biased by technology. 
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56. Anáhuac: Los antropólogos antiguos y modernos (Anáhuac: Ancient and Modern 

Anthropologists, Raydel Araoz, 2009) 

México / Doc. / 30 min. / MiniDV 

Producer: Raydel Araoz 

Script: Raydel Araoz  

Cinematography: Raydel Araoz 

Editing: Raydel Araoz 

Sound: Alejandro de Icaza 

Synopsys: Critical filmic recreation that addresses the otherness of modern Mexico. It takes as a 

building narrative impulse the journey from Havana to Mexico City by nineteenth century 

anthropologist Edward Burnett Taylor. The film also pays tribute to Cuban writer Samuel Feijóo. 

57. Otomíes en el Valle de los espejos (Otomi People in the Valle de los Espejos, Raydel Araoz, 

2013) 

Mexico / Doc. / 36 min. / MiniDV 

Production: Leif Korsbaek 

Cinematography: Raydel Araoz 

Editing: Raydel Araoz 

Camera men: Raydel Araoz, Aldo Pérez Ramiro, Antonio García Estrada 

Sound mixing: Laura Camacho 

Synopsis: This interview-based documentary offers an approach to the life conflicts of Otomi 

communities in the Municipality of Acambay, Mexico. 
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58. Une identité pour nous (An Identity for Us, Laura Verdecia, 2012) 

Quebec / Doc. / 7 min. / HD  

Production: Kinomada 

Producers: Pammela Bisson, Laura Rohard  

Camera: Andre Lugo, Lucho Cifuentes, Pierre Marc Lauberte, Jasmine Robitaille   

Sound: Jasmine Robitaille, Lucho Cifuentes 

Editing: Aurelien Boule  

Music: Incubation 

Synopsis: A group of graffiti artists in Quebec talk about their constant negotiations with 

government and community to be able to express their art.  

Available at https://vimeo.com/133813523 

59. The maji-maji readings (Ricardo Bacallao and Elvira Rodríguez Puerto, 2006) 

Germany / Doc. / 14 min. / HD 

Script: Ricardo Bacallao and Elvira Rodríguez Puerto 

Production: Ricardo Bacallao and Elvira Rodríguez Puerto  

Cinematography: Ricardo Bacallao  

Editing: Elvira Rodríguez Puerto 

Synopsys: Based on interviews to members of the Abok Ensemble, a prominent Afro-German 

theater group in Berlin, the documentary comments on the status of black people in today’s 

German society. 
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Appendix 2. List of Cuban Diasporic Filmmakers76 

 

Film Directors: 

 

1. Alejandra Aguirre (Quito, 1980) Coruña, Spain 

2. Gretel Marín Palacio (Camagüey, 1988) Paris, France-Angola 

3. Susana Barriga (Santiago de Cuba, 1981) Spain 

4. Tamara Segura (Holguín, 1984) Newfoundland, Canada 

5. Jorge de León (Cienfuegos, 1980) Montreal/Toronto, Canada 

6. Laimir Fano (Havana, 1981) Milwaukee, USA 

7. Aram Vidal (Havana, 1981) Mexico City 

8. Daniellis Hernández (Havana, 1976) Berlin, Germany 

9. Heidi Hassan (Havana 1978) Madrid, Spain 

10. Jessica Rodríguez (Havana, 1985) Madrid, Spain 

11. Lester Harbert (Havana, 1980) Montreal, Canada 

12. Magdiel Aspillaga (Havana, 1977) Miami, USA  

13. Malena Barrios (Havana, 1983) Miami, USA 

14. Miguel Coyula (Havana, 1977) New York City, USA – Havana, Cuba 

15. Milena Almira (Havana, 1985) Cleveland, USA 

16. Patricia Pérez Fernández (Havana, 1978) Madrid, Spain 

17. Rodrigo Barriuso (Havana, 1988) Toronto, Canada 

18. Sandra Gómez F (Havana, 1976) Zurich, Switzerland  

                                                                 
76 This list of Cuban diasporic filmmakers is a work in progress. Some filmmakers’ birthplace, date of birth and 

current city of residence are missing. Due to time constrains I was not able to contact each of them individually. 

That data will be updated when the website is finished.  
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19. Vanessa Batista (Havana, 1983) Barcelona, Spain 

20. Yanay Penalba (Havana, 1982) Toronto, Canada 

21. Tané Martínez (Havana, 1980) New York City, USA 

22. Andros Barroso (Havana, 1977) Barcelona, Spain  

23. Orielvis Padrón (Havana, 1983) Seoul, South Korea  

24. Denise Guerra (Havana, 1984) Santiago, Chile – Havana, Cuba  

25. Raydel Araoz (Havana, 1974) Mexico City – Havana, Cuba 

26. Ernesto René (Havana, 1967) Cleveland, USA 

27. Boris Prieto (Havana, 1973) Paris, France  

28. Yan Vega (Havana, 1976) Paris, France – Miami, USA 

29. Adriana Fernández Castellanos (Havana, 1982) Warsaw, Poland 

30. Ana Victoria Pérez (Havana, 1976) Valence, Spain 

31. Carlos Rafael Betancourt (Havana, 1985) California, USA 

32. Alina Rodríguez (Havana, 1984) Miami, USA 

33. Yolyanko William (Havana, 1975) Miami, USA  

34. Adrian Hartill Montalvo (Quito, 1983) Lima, Peru 

35. Horizoe García (Havana, 1985) Rio de Janeiro, Brazil  

36. Maikel G. Ortiz (Havana, 1979) Madrid, Spain 

37. Pedro Alexander Bravo Lavin (Havana, 1978) Berlin, Germany 

38. Alejandro Brugués (Buenos Aires, 1976) California, USA  

39. Manuel Zayas (Sancti Spíritus, 1975) Madrid, Spain 

40. Arturo Infante (Santiago de Cuba, 1977) Budapest, Hungary – Havana, Cuba  

41. Rudy Riverón Sánchez (Holguín, 1976) Leeds, England  
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42. Maryulis Alfonso (Ciego de Ávila, 1988) Quebec, Canada – Havana, Cuba 

43. Leydis Manso (Manzanillo, 1981) Stockholm, Sweden 

44. Jesús Miguel Hernández (Camagüey, 1984) New York City, USA  

45. Laura Verdecia (Havana, 1985) Montreal, Canada – Miami, USA   

46. Rubén Consuegra (Havana, 1984) Los Angeles, USA 

47. Manuel Marzel (Santiago de Cuba, 1967) Valence, Spain 

48. Ricardo Bacallao (Havana, 1972) New York City, USA 

49. Elvira Rodríguez Puerto (Havana, 1964) Germany 

 

Technical Film Specialties:  

 

50. Yassel Iglesias (Havana, 1988) Editor. New York City, USA 

51. Geraldine Orta (Havana, 1985) Producer. Mexico City  

52. Viana González Delgado (Havana, 1986) Producer. Mexico City  

53. Claudia Olivares (Havana, 1984) Producer. Santiago de Chile, Chile 

54. Sebastián Barriuso (Havana, 1984) Producer. Toronto, Canada 

55. Gillian de la Torre (Havana, 1983) Cinematographer. New York City, USA 

56. Sergio Fernández Borrás (Havana, 1983) Sound engineer. Madrid, Spain  

57. Asori Soto (Havana, 1980) Producer. New York City, USA 

58. Ivonne Cotorruelo (Havana, 1983) Producer. Miami, USA 

59. Paola Magrans (Havana, 1987) Sound engineer. Los Angeles, California, USA 

60. Carlos Ibáñez (Havana, 1975) Sound engineer. Madrid, Spain 

61. Alejandro Labrada Fernández (Havana, 1979) Salamanca, Spain 



  
  

254 

  

62. Alicia Alén Novás (Havana, 1977) Sound engineer. Madrid, Spain  

63. Joel Prieto Toropchanin (Havana, 1975) Sound engineer. Miami, USA 

64. Juan Miguel Salas Rodríguez (Havana, 1976) Editor. Germany  

65. Raquel Casado (Miami, USA) Producer. Miami, USA 

66. Yasef Ananda (Havana, 1975) Cinematographer. Beijing, China  

67. Raúl Pelayo Jiménez (Havana, 1976) Editor. Brussels, Belgium 

68. Yanelvis González Marín (Havana, 1978) Cinematographer. Mexico City 

69. Danil Massip (Havana, 1984) Cinematographer. Lima, Peru  

70. Luis Enrique Valdés García (Havana, 1978) Screen writer. New York City, USA 

71. Valeria López Mancheva (Cuba-Russia) Sound engineer. Mexico City  

72. Roberto Jiménez Sorokhtin (Havana, 1977) Editor. Florida, USA  

73. Vanessa Lejardi Mesa Producer. Buenos Aires, Argentina 

74. Boris Luis Heredia Abrahantes. Screen writer. Spain 

75. Bilko Cuervo. Cinematographer. Miami, USA  

76. Omar Moreno Arias (Santa Clara, 1975) Editor. San José, Costa Rica 

77. Elvira Peña (San Petersburg, 1985) Sound engineer. Saint Petersburg, Russia  

78. Ricardo Becerra (Camagüey, 1980) Editor. Miami, USA 

79. Maykel R. Ponjuán (Pinar del Río, 1980) Screen writer. Mexico City 

80. Jorge Nhils Herrera Ortiz (Havana, 1981) Editor. Montevideo, Uruguay 

81. Lily Suárez Rodes (Matanzas, 1970) Cinematographer. Buenos Aires, Argentina  

82. Yaima Bacallao Freeman (Havana, 1985) Editor. Lima, Peru 
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Appendix 3. Information on the Budget 

 

The estimate cost of this project was 6390 CAD. Funds raised for the project were 4390 

CAD. An estimate of an extra 2000 CAD were saved through donations and free contribution to 

venue rentals, printing services and by billeting the guest artists. 

Funds raised:  

Contributors  Amount 

Levana Gender Advocacy Centre 300 

Social Justice Projects Fund PSAC901 300 

 Department of Cultural Studies 250 

Department of Film and Media 200 

Department of Languages, Literatures and Cultures (LLCU) 100 

Department of Art History 100 

Kingston Arts Council via the Arts Collective Corridor Culture 1000 

Principal Development’s Fund 1750 

Grant from the Society of Graduate and Professional Students (SGPS) 390 

Total 4390 

 

Contributions to filmmaker’s honoraria came from the TIFF Higher Learning Program.  

Partial accommodation in Montreal was covered by the Concordia University Research Chair in 

Transnational Media Arts and Cultures.  

The Queen’s University Integrated Learning Fund paid for service expenses at the Isabel Bader 

Centre for Performing Arts. 
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The Film and Media Department at Queen’s University contributed further to the printing services 

and poster design.  

 

Project expenses were distributed as follows: 

Transportation (airfares, trains, taxis, bus) 
 

1772 

 Accommodation and Meals 1200 

 Catering Services 

 

488 

Venue Rentals  

 

550  

Filmmakers’ honoraria  

 

1700 

Poster design and printing services  

 

460 

Rental of equipment for digitization/ Subtitling 

 

220 

Total  6390 
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Appendix 4. Research Ethics Approval 
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Appendix 5. General Research Ethics Board Application Package 

 

 INFORMATION LETTER 

 

 

 

Project: “Roots and Routes: Cuban Cinemas of the Diaspora in the 21st Century.” 

Date: 2012-2015 

ZAIRA ZARZA BLANCO 

PhD Candidate Department of Cultural Studies 

Queen’s University 

Kingston, Ontario, Canada  

zairazarza@gmail.com 

Phone: 613-766-6781 

 

Dear Participant, 

 

I am a PhD student in the Cultural Studies program at Queen’s University in Kingston, Canada. 

By this letter, I invite you to participate in the project “Roots and Routes: Cuban Cinemas of the 

Diaspora in the 21st Century” about Cuban contemporary diasporic cinema.  

 

This project will result in a film exhibition series with a comprehensively annotated filmography 

as well as an analytical interpretation of the object of study in the form of a theoretical essay. 

The annotated filmographies will be used as program notes for the exhibition and a substantial 

text about theories of migration and politics of place will function as the catalogue’s introduction 

for the showcase. I propose to have three main groupings of curatorial screenings of the films 

thematically organized. I will show the audiovisual works in non-profit institutions in the cities 

of Montreal, Kingston and Toronto, Canada. To this end, I will approach Corridor Culture in 

Kingston, the event Alucine and the TIFF Higher Learning Program in Toronto —an institution 

trying to use their space as an educational venue— to engage them as possible hosts.  

 

The main objectives of this curatorial project will be to promote Cuban contemporary cinema 

and expand young Cuban diasporic filmmakers’ networks among Canadian audiences. In order 

to do this, I will interview young filmmakers who currently live outside of Cuba and produce 

audiovisual works. 

 

Because you are an artist and your work is known, I am inviting you to participate in a one-on-

one interview and seeking your permission to use information provided by you to be included in 

my research. With your permission, I will use some of the information from the interview to be 
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included in my future research paper and curatorial project. I do not believe that there are major 

risks to your participation in this research project.  

 

However, some questions concerning sensitive or personal issues may be asked during the 

interview process. Please, know that I will not inquire information that visibly exposes your 

privacy. You will also have absolute freedom to leave any question unanswered. Please know 

that your participation is absolutely voluntary. You can stop the interview at any time, stop the 

audiotaping at any time or refuse to answer any questions which are objectionable or which 

make you feel uncomfortable. You will have up to four months after study participation to 

withdraw from this study. If you decide to do so your data will be removed from the project’s 

archives within a week after you communicate your decision. All participants who engage with 

the project until its completion can also request for a final removal of their information from the 

project’s archives after August, 2015.       

 

By signing the consent form and checking the statements you agree with, you are agreeing to 

participate in this project. If you change your mind about your participation in this project you 

may request that all images and voice recordings be destroyed. Some of your works may become 

a necessary component of this project as it develops. By this document I also seek to obtain your 

formal permission to utilize your films in Canadian non-profit venues and only with promotional 

purposes. My final research document may be published and/or presented in public venues. I am 

asking for your consent to utilize images (moving and/or still), voice recordings and quotes from 

the interview to publication or future presentations. Only I will have access to the information 

displayed in the interviews, which will be secured in my personal archives. They will not be used 

for any other purpose without your written permission.  

 

This study has been granted clearance according to the recommended principles of Canadian 

ethics guidelines, and Queen’s policies. Any questions about study participation may be directed 

to the research investigator Zaira Zarza at email zairazarza@gmail.com and phone 1(613) 613-

766-6781or in Havana 53 (5) 363-8312. Any ethical concerns about the study may be directed to 

the Chair of the General Research Ethics Board at chair.GREB@queensu.ca or 613-533-6081.  

 

Thank you for your consideration.  

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

 

Zaira Zarza  

PhD Candidate  

Queen’s University 
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CONSENT FORM 

 

Project: “Roots and Routes: Cuban Cinemas of the Diaspora in the 21st Century.” 

INTERVIEW OF: ______________________________________ 

INTERVIEWER: _______________ZAIRA ZARZA BLANCO_______________ 

DATE: ____________________ 

LOCATION: _______________________________________ 

I ________________________________________, have read the letter of information which 

explains the purpose of this research. I understand that I will be providing information for a 

project called “Roots and Routes: Cuban Cinemas of the Diaspora in the 21st Century.” I have 

also had this letter explained to me in person.    

I fully understand the terms under which I will participate in this project, and I understand that to 

sign this form and check statements means that I agree to participate in this project. I know that I 

can contact the following persons and institutions if I have any questions or concerns:  

Zaira Zarza, principal researcher. Email: zairazarza@gmail.com Phone: 1(613) 766-6781 or in 

Havana 53 (5) 363-8312 

Dr. Susan Lord, supervisor of this research and Head of the Film and Media Department at 

Queen’s University. Email: lords@queensu.ca Phone: 1(613) 533-2178 

Department of Cultural Studies at Queen’s University. Email: cultstud.admissions@queens.ca 

Phone (613) 533-3432.  



  
  

261 

  

General Research Ethics Board at Queen’s University: chair.GREB@queensu.ca Phone (613) 

533-6081 

 

I am fully aware that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any time. 

My questions concerning this interview have been answered to my satisfaction. _________ 

(initial) 

 

I HEREBY AGREE THAT THE INFORMATION OBTAINED FROM THIS INTERVIEW 

CAN BE USED FOR THE PURPOSE OF RESEARCHING THE PROJECT “Roots and 

Routes: Cuban Cinemas of the Diaspora in the 21st Century.” 

 

Date: ___________________________  

Signature: ___________________________  

 

Please write YES or NO for one or more of the following statements: 

 

_______YES or NO:  I grant permission to audio record my voice during the interview only. 

_______YES or NO: I grant permission to archive my recorded interview in Zaira Zarza’s  

             personal research archive.  

_______YES or NO: I grant permission to use my films in the curated screenings organized for  

              this project. 
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INTERVIEW GUIDE 

 

Project title: “Roots and Routes: Cuban Cinemas of the Diaspora in the 21st Century.” 

Principal Researcher: Zaira Zarza Blanco 

 

The semi-structured interview will include questions such as: 

  

Filmmakers as diasporic subjects 

 

1) What is your current country of residence? 

2) What is the date of your arrival in your current country of residence? 

3) How old were you at the time of arrival? 

4) What is your migratory status today in your current country of residence and in Cuba? 

What was it at the time of arrival? (i.e. marriage, international student, landed emigrant/ 

Permiso de Residencia en el Exterior P.R.E. —permit to reside abroad—,  definitive exit, 

Permiso de Viaje al Extranjero P.V.E. —permit to travel—, institutionally supported 

trip) 

5) Do you have close family members in Cuba?   

6) What did you study in Cuba? Did you study Film and Media or any other career in your 

current country of residence? 

7) How many films had you made in Cuba before living abroad? How many films have you 

made since you have been abroad? 

8)  Do you have any other job apart from filmmaking? 

9) Do you know more Cubans in your current place of residence? Do you consider there is a 

Cuban community in your current place of residence? 

10)  From your experience, what is the professional skill or instruction —if any— that grants 

Cuban diasporic subjects a well-paid job in your country of residence? 

11)  Do you use any online network to promote your work or connect with other Cuban 

diasporic subjects? Please, mention some of those networks. 

12)  How have you been able to insert your work in international circuits of production and 

distribution of filmmaking?  
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13)  How have your gender, race and ethnicity affected this insertion? 

 

Filmmakers as cultural producers 

 

14) Briefly describe the process of your filmmaking.  

15)  Are you interested in discussing issues of gender and race in filmmaking practice? 

Why/Why not? Does any of your works deal with those issues?  

16) Are you interested in representing elements that you consider as belonging to Cuba in 

your work? Are there traits of Cubannes showing in your work? 

17) What are the films and filmmakers that you think influence you work? How do you 

understand those influences in terms of Cuban and international film history?  

18) How do you understand your aesthetic in relation to your current possibilities of 

mobility?  

19) Do you consider yourself a city-filmmaker? How does your aesthetic relate to the way 

you frame the urban space?  

20) How do you get funding to produce your work? Consider mentioning institutions —

whether related to film or not— that have supported your film production in your current 

country of residence.   

21)  How is the collaboration with non-Cuba crews? How do your ideas resonate in the new 

contexts? 

 

(Other questions relevant to the filmmakers’ diasporic work were asked to personalize the 

interviews.) 

 



 

 

 

  

 



  

 



  

 



 

  

 



 

  

 

 

Roots and Routes: Cuban Cinemas of the  Diaspora in the 21st 

Century 

  

(Travelling Showcase of Cuban Diasporic Film + Media Arts. Montreal/Kingston/Toronto, Canada, 2015) 

  

Diasporic cinemas are a central part of Cuban culture on and off the island in the post-2000 era. Cuban film and media production today is shaped by diasporic experiences, 

identities and multiple forms of contemporary mobility. The act of moving homes defines new constructions of social imaginaries and alters feelings of national belonging as well 

as practices of citizenship. Today’s young Cuban filmmakers in the diaspora unsettle former notions of exile. They look not only at their roots but also at the numerous routes 

within which their work circulates.  Plural, contextual, and mobile senses of nationalism, feminism, cosmopolitanism and racialization characterize their audiovisual practice. 

  

The histories of cinema and diaspora have both shaped the expanded geographies of Cuban culture. The Cuban Film Institute (ICAIC) was the first cultural institution founded 

after the Revolution of January 1st, 1959.  This institution defined the importance of audiovisual production on the island and created the basis for the imperfect cinema 

movement that emerged in the 1960s, which was appropriated and contested by following generations of filmmakers. Political and economic transformation in the country 

caused different moments of massive migration. Three recognized migratory waves have shaped Cuban exilic history: one that extended from 1959 to 1962 (from the success 

of the Cuban Revolution to the Missile Crisis), a second one in 1980 known as the Mariel Boatlift and a third one in the early 1990s due to the fall of the Soviet bloc and its 

economic subsidies to Cuba. This latest exodus reached its peak with the balsero (rafter) crisis in 1994 a time when the country lived its worst economic situation. The 

filmmakers that participate in this project lived their childhood in Cuba in that era of scarcity and creativity euphemistically called “The Special Period.” Currently, they are part of 

the over 100 Cuban filmmakers who live and produce audiovisual work in the diaspora. 

  

This project aims to contextualize the recent Cuban experience of what Hamid Naficy has called “accented cinemas” by coordinating a curatorial series that will promote, in 

Canada, the work of young filmmakers who live or have lived temporarily or permanently off the Island. The films in these programs explore different aspects of the filmmakers’ 

politics of place in terms of their cinematographic influences, modes of production and discursive inclinations. In both explicit and implicit ways the movies discuss the 

challenges of insertion and accommodation of these artists in their host societies and their different expressions of personal and collective belonging. Some look at home and 

the past with nostalgia, others connect critically with their “here and now” in a global, re-territorialized manner.   

  

One of the main characteristics of this new generation of “filmmakers in motion” is the diversity of their location and the variety of their storytelling. They work in cities as diverse 

as New York, Mexico City, Berlin, Paris, Luanda, Seoul, Geneva, Toronto, Montreal and Madrid. Also, their films span experimental narratives, to first-person affective 

documentaries; from two-minutes-long fiction academic exercises to genre feature length movies. As a result, their work contributes to the eclectic and heterogeneous 

mediascape, a fragment of which features in the programs below.  

  

Community outreach is relevant to this series that hopes to appeal to Latin American, Caribbean and other diasporic communities in Toronto, Kingston and Montreal.  But it 

especially seeks to engage a broader community of local cultural producers: artists, film and media curators, students, professors and active movie-goers in general. 
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Roots and Routes: Cuban Cinemas of the                             

Diaspora in the 21st Century 

(Every event is free and open to the public) 

  

Program 1: Montreal March 25 

  

Affiliated event at the Annual Conference of the Society for Cinema and Media Studies. 

  

 

Title: “Northern exposures: new Cuban geographies of citizenship.” 

Running time: 93 min. (followed by Q and A with Heidi Hassan and the program curator) 

Date and time: March 25, Wednesday, 8:00pm 

Venue: McEntee Reading Room, H 1001.01 (10th floor of Henry F. Hall building)  

Concordia University, 1455 de Maisonneuve Blvd. West. 

 

 

Summary:  

For a young generation of Cuban filmmakers in the diaspora, non-fiction modes of filmmaking are shedding light on the question of remapping Cuban 

current audiovisual production. The local/global networks developed both at home and abroad by these cultural producers who share a common structure 

of feeling have had a central role in this emergence. Their work is translating personal and collective experiences of postcolonial displacement into films 

that present new forms of understanding Cubanness today. Emotional geographies of citizenship are presented through the resistance of their diasporic 

cinemas made in multiple latitudes of the world. In their representations of the self through first-person films, they are giving space to experiences and 

subjectivities that are much larger than their own. Thus, rather than focusing on one particular identity, the work of the filmmakers included in this program 

draw attention to contexts in the Global North where multiple identities –diasporic, gendered, racialized- are defined, subverted and rearticulated. This 

selection of short films -reflexive, performative, and interventional- features the diasporic work of Cuban filmmakers exposing northern geographies from 

different cities in the United States, Manchester, England and Geneva, Switzerland.  

  

 

Films in the program: 

Extravío (Lost, Daniellis Hernández, 2008)     

 El latido de las burbujas (Bubbles Beat, Aram Vidal, 2012)                                                                                                                      

Tierra roja (Red Land, Heidi Hassan, 2007)                                                                                          

Piscina Municipal (Municipal Swimming Pool, Patricia Pérez, 2014)  



 

Information about the films*: 

                                              Extravío (Lost) 

 

Extravío (Lost, Daniellis Hernández, 2008)  

England / Doc. / 21 min. / HDV 

Producer: EICTV (Cuba), University of Salford (England) 

Production: Flora Fashann 

Script: Daniellis Hernández 

Cinematography: Daniellis Hernández 

Editing: Daniellis Hernández, Nico Meissner, Andrew Connor 

Sound: Angie Hernández 

Sound design: Daniellis Hernández, Andrew Connor 

Synopsis: A Cuban black woman, lost in the cold streets of Manchester, England, tries to find warmth and comfort in those with her same 

skin color, believing she might identify with them. But reality will change that certainty into questions, and her search will be more exhausting 

than she could have ever foreseen. 

El latido de las burbujas  

Synopsis: During his time in the United States as an 

exchange student, the filmmaker     interviews six young 

residents of Washington D.C., Richmond, Miami, and New 

York City about the role of their generation and about 

personal and collective notions of citizenship.  

 

 

El latido de las burbujas (Bubbles 

Beat, Aram Vidal, 2012) 

United States / Doc. / 26 min. / HDCAM 

Producer: Kastalya, SWEM Media Center 

Production: Ann Marie Stock, Troy Davis 

Script: Aram Vidal 

Cinematography: Randall Taylor, Vanessa Vallejo 

Editing: J.R. Alex 

Music: Christian Galarreta  

Art direction: Thalia Castillo 

  

  
* For information about films previously featured 

in the catalogue, please, refer to the first and 

only time a full description is provided.  



 

 

  Tierra roja  

 

 

  

  

Tierra roja (Red Land, Heidi Hassan, 2007)  

Switzerland / Fic. / 18min. / DVCam 

Producer: Ecole Supérieure des Beaux-Arts de Genève (ESBA) 

Production: Tareq Daoud 

Script: Heidi Hassan 

Cinematography: Gregory Bindchadler 

Editing: Heidi Hassan 

Sound: Cedric Fluckiger 

Art Direction: Heidi Hassan 

Cast: Mariana Sylla 

  

Synopsis: Between the past and the present, here and elsewhere, a young migrant mother wanders in Geneva.  

The film is both about the space of representation of her new city and the medium of immersion into the psyche of the diasporic subject 

  

  

  

 

 

 

 

Piscina Municipal (Municipal Swimming Pool,  

Patricia Pérez,  

2014)  

Galicia, Spain / Doc. / 37 min. / HDV 

Producer: Patricia Pérez, Heidi Hassan 

Script: Patricia Pérez, Dull Janiel Hernández   

Cinematography: Heidi Hassan  

Editing: Dull Janiel Hernández   

 

Piscina Municipal  

Synopsis: Dealing with politics, the weather, sports, cooking habits, dreams 

and much more, this documentary explores the lives of multiple characters of 

different generations who work and visit a public swimming pool in Coruña, 

Galicia, Spain. 



 

  

Roots and Routes: Cuban Cinemas of the                        

Diaspora in the 21st Century 

Title: “Another (repeating) Island: Heidi Hassan’s first-person cinema of we.”   

Running time: 67 min. (Followed by Q and A with the filmmaker) 

Date and time: March 26, Thursday, 8:30pm 

Venue: York Auditorium, EV 1.615, Concordia University, 1515  Ste-Catherine St., W. 

Summary: 

Heidi Hassan is a fundamental figure in the current panorama of Cuban youth cinemas in the diaspora. Hassan’s experiences as a racialized female migrant filmmaker 

resonate with those of diasporic citizens around the globe. Most of her affective, first-person filmmaking consists of personal self-reflexive audiovisual works that she 

narrates and stars in. Her politics of self-inscription underwent an apparent transformation in her first documentary feature Otra Isla (Another Island, 2014). In the film, she 

places herself behind the camera to document the life of a family of Cubans living in a state of double homelessness, both unable to return to the homeland they have left 

as political refugees and living now on the streets of their host country, Spain. An excellent piece in its own right, the discursive and aesthetic result of the documentary is 

as relevant as the inspiring and challenging process of its making. Visceral and probing, political and gendered, Otra Isla reflects on familial love, principles and 

responsibilities as well as on the failures of nation-states’ policies and their citizen’s constant search for place and enfranchisement.  

  

Affiliated event at the Annual Conference of the Society for Cinema and Media Studies 

 

Program 2: Montreal March 26 

 

 

Otra Isla (Another Island, Heidi Hassan, 2014)          

Spain / Doc. / 67 min. / HD                                                                            

Producer: ALVA FILM & LIGHT NIGHT                                                        

Cinematography: Heidi Hassan                                                                           

Sound: Heidi Hassan                                                                                         

Production: Geneviève Rossier                                                                    

Script: Heidi Hassan, Patricia Perez Fernández                                            

Sound effects: Sergio Fernández Borrás                                                       

Sound Mix: Carlos Ibañez Diaz                                                                      

Music: Marc Ribot 

Synopsis: Spain 2012. A family of Cuban political refugees is trapped in an unfortunate context of political circumstances. Expelled by their government and then 

abandoned to their fate by the country that has taken them in, they have been camping for eight long months in a public square in Madrid. In the past, they were 

dependent upon the centralized regime that moulded them through both its achievements and failures. Now, they must make a rude apprenticeship of a capitalist 

system that they had once dreamed of. 



 

  

Roots and Routes: Cuban Cinemas of the                            

Diaspora in the 21st Century 

Program 3: Montreal March 29 

 

Title: “Dedans et Dehors/ Dentro y Fuera: Cuban diasporic filmmakers in the Francophone world.”  

Date and time: March 29th, Sunday, 5:00pm.  

Venue: Espace Cercle Carré 36 rue Queen, # 002  

(Followed by Q and A with filmmakers Heidi Hassan, Jorge de León and Lester Harbert) 

Running time: 86 min. 

  

 

Summary:  

This selection of short films explores the works of Cuban first-generation migrant filmmakers, all born after 1975, who have made films off the Island in the post-2000 era. 

Set in Paris, France; Geneva, Switzerland and Quebec, Canada, the films in this program propose conversations about the recent movement of Cuban film artists to 

francophone territories of the Global North, the multiple relationships they establish with the homeland and host countries and their processes of insertion and 

accommodation in those new locations of settlement. Their experiences as international film students and participants in the project of multi-sited collective film laboratories 

Kinomada as well as their comments on identity building and politics of place will shed light on the analysis of Cuban diasporic spaces, subjectivities and modes of cultural 

production. 

  

 

Films in the program 

 

Mémoires d’une Famille Cubaine (Memories of a Cuban family, Yan Vega, 2007) 

Le myrte dans la vallée (The Myrtle in the Valley, Gretel Marín, 2013) 

Improvisation (Jorge de León, 2012) 

Retina (Milena Almira and Ernesto René Rodríguez, 2013)   

La bôite (The Box, Lester Harbert, 2013) 

Miserere (Heidi Hassan, 2005) 

Orages d’été (Summer Storms, Heidi Hassan, 2008) 

 

Cuban Diasporic Youth Cinema evening at the artists-run centre Espace Cercle Carré 



 

  

 

 

Mémoires d’une Famille Cubaine (Memories of a Cuban Family, Yan Vega, 2007)  

France / 16 min. / Animation / HD 

Script: Yan Vega 

Producer: Memoire Magnetique, Hélène Levi, Eric Darmon 

Production: Eric Darmon  

Editing: Orian Patterson, Michelle Darmon  

Sound: Shinya Kitamura, Amelie Canini 

Special effects: Orian Patterson 

 

 

 

Synopsis: At the beginning of the Cuban Revolution, Pedro, a young member of the Communist party, falls in love with Tatiana. He marries her and they have two 

children, Valentina and Ernesto, in an atmosphere of love, happiness and revolutionary ideology. With the fall of the USSR, Pedro falls ill and dies suddenly. In Cuba, the 

situation worsens, Valentina flees to Miami and Ernesto becomes a taxi driver and goes to Paris with a French passenger. Tatiana remains alone in Cuba. Short fiction 

designed from the photo album of a Cuban family whose destiny is intertwined with the history of the Cuban Revolution, from 1959 to the present.  

Le myrte dans la vallée  

 

Le myrte dans la vallée  

(The Myrtle in the Valley, Gretel Marín, 2013) 

 

 

France / Doc. / 13 min. / HD 

Producer: Gretel Marín 

Script: Gretel Marín  

Editing: Gretel Marín, Pierre Ledoux, Cayetano Espinosa 

Sound: Pierre Ledoux 

Cinematography: Cayetano Espinosa 

  

Synopsis: Next to the Eiffel Tower in Paris, there is a small shop of Iranian flying carpets. Simine, a middle-aged woman living in the diaspora, owns the shop. 

But her careful artisanal work with textiles is not exactly what has turned her into such a significant person for her community. Her place has become a sort of 

confessional spot for women in the neighborhood. It is said that people come to see her to recover from a misfortune or to forget.  

 

 



 

  

Synopsis: By contrasting images from family videos of the filmmaker’s family in the 1950s and footage shot by de León in the Quebec City of 2012, the fragmented 

narratives of this experimental film explore impressions of past and present experiences of travel and movement.   

 

Improvisation (Jorge de León, 2012)  

Quebec / 9 min. / Experimental / MiniDV 

Script: Jorge de León 

Producer: Kinomada Quebec 

Production: Yannick Nolin  

Cinematography: Jorge de León 

Editing: Jorge de León 

Cast: Audrée Alexandrine  

Music: Uberko “Sea belt”, Patti Smith “Tarkovsky (The Second Stop Is Jupiter)” 

 

 

 

Quebec / 7.45 min. / Fic.  / SD 

Script: Milena Almira, Ernesto René 

Producer: Kinomada Quebec 

Production: Milena Almira, Ernesto René 

Cinematography: Milena Almira, Ernesto RenéReti 

Editing: Milena Almira 

Sound: Ernesto René, Milena Almira 

Cast: Milena Almira, Ernesto René 

Synopsis: One town (Quebec), two people (Almira and Pérez, both behind and in front of the camera), and an incomprehension marked by the 

loneliness and isolation of the diaspora is the context that prompts this film made during the collaborative cinematographic workshops 

developed by the Kinomada project in Canada.  

na (Milena Almira and Ernesto René Rodríguez, 

2013)   

 

 

La bôite (The Box, Lester Harbert, 

2013)  

Quebec / 3.48 min. / Fiction-Experimental 

Script: Lester Harbert 

Producer: Yannick Nolin and Laura Vardecia (Kinomada) 

Cinematographer: Stephane Burgois 

Editing: Lester Harbert 

Art Direction: Eddy Tostado 

Cast: Lester Harbert 

 

  

Synopsis: Starring actor and filmmaker Lester Harbert, this film reflects on the ideological upbringing and the current civil life of a Cuban émigré who is born again after                                  

moving to a new country. The film was produced during the 2013 edition of the project Kinomada Quebec in Quebec City, Canada. 

 



 

  

 

 

          Miserere (Heidi Hassan, 2005)  

Switzerland / Fic. / 13min. / Beta SP 

Producer: Ecole Supérieure des Beaux-Arts de Genève (ESBA) 

Production: Tareq Daoud 

Script: Heidi Hassan 

Cinematography: Grégory Bindschedler 

Editing: Heidi Hassan 

Sound: Carlos Ibañez 

Art Direction: Heidi Hassan 

Cast: Coralie Desbrouses, Michel Barras, Roman Bevierre, Raphael Frutaldo 

 

 

Synopsis: A story about the experiences of violence, hope, love and pain involved in border crossings unfolds 

when a guide leads a group of illegal immigrants into a forest towards an uncertain future. 

 

 

Orages d’été (Summer Storms, Heidi Hassan, 2008)  

Switzerland /Doc. / 25min. / DVCam  

Producer: Geneva University of Art and Design (HEAD) 

Script: Heidi Hassan, Patricia Pérez 

Cinematography: Heidi Hassan 

Editing: Patricia Pérez Fernández 

Sound: Heidi Hassan 

Cast: Heidi Hassan, Leonard Plattner 

  

  

Synopsis: The beginning of a love story inspires the filmmaker to put herself in scene. She reveals her intimate life and private moments as she speaks about her doubts 

and desires facing the new relationship. A coming of age story where the narrative becomes a poetic portrait of memory and affect. 
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Roots and Routes: Cuban Cinemas of the             

Diaspora in the 21st Century 

  (Every event in this city is free and open to the public) 

  

 

Kingston March 30- April 1 

with Visiting Artist Heidi Hassan 
  

 

Program 1 

Title: Screening of the documentary Another Island (Heidi Hassan, 2014) 

Running time: 67 min. (Followed by Q and A with the filmmaker) 

Date and time: March 30, Monday, 7:00pm 

Venue: Screening Room, 120 Princess Street 

  

Program 2A 

Kingston March 31 

Title: The infinite box (Media arts exhibition by Heidi Hassan) 

Date and time: Tuesday, March 31, 5:00pm. 

Venue: Isabel Bader Centre for Performing Arts, 390 King St W. 

Art + Media Lab: Room 124A 

  



 

  

Curatorial statement of The infinite box: 

  

Heidi Hassan’s audiovisual work is triggered by the image. Her explorations of still photography and her subsequent experience as a 

cinematographer for film and television encouraged her to become also a storyteller. The aesthetics and poetics of her very personal, almost 

intimate, oeuvre demonstrate diverse strong levels of association between autobiographical snapshots and motion pictures.  

  

The infinite box is a selection of digital moments and objects created and connected by the artist from 2000 to 2015. The art works that intervene 

The Isabel’s Art + Media Lab describe the processes of her imagined journeys, the works in progress of an artist who faces hard decisions 

around the questions of why and where to place the camera. As she does in her films, Hassan portrays herself in diverse scenarios where 

women’s stories of identity, performativity, domestic life, gender violence, power relations, memories and family are central. The small format of 

the non-digital pieces featured in the exhibition contests the functionality of the gallery space as an institution of grand narratives and elitist 

artistic discourse. In contrast, the large format of the still and animated photographs that are projected digitally reflects on the distance that 

immaterial digital technology implies for cultural producers today. Yet, it presents the closeness in the gaze when the artist takes her own body 

as a subject of research.  

  

The series Intimate portraits (2011) digs inside the purses, bag packs, knapsacks and pockets of several female friends of the artist. Hassan 

carefully spreads and arranges the content of those carry-on gadgets to reveal the personal worlds of these women. Condoms, books, make up, 

pregnancy test kits, concert tickets, sunglasses, sanitary pads, umbrellas and other different object tell us about what these women have chosen 

to bring with them at given moments. This way we connect with the internal world of these women. They are no longer unknown characters for us 

as we recognize the knitter, the asthmatic, the smoker, the reader, the fashion queen, among others.  

  

Bestiary (2015) emerges from different practices of association and appropriation in which the artist accumulates and interprets ready-made 

objects. The resulting works are sketches of an affective, intriguing conversation between human and animal life constructed with basic tools: 

postcards of fine arts masterpieces and miniatures in the shape of animals. The instantaneous nature of the connection established between 

these objects, helps the artist to create symbolic meanings from knowledge and intuition. But they essentially develop from a sincere will to share 

a state of mind, a mood, an impulse. Going, back to the materiality of objects that she can touch, crop and move about grants her also the 

chance to connect with the sensibilities that artisanal work inspires. About these pieces, Hassan comments: “although my body is not directly 

reflected in them, my feelings and my thoughts are. Bestiary is a playful delight where I channel myself, of course, but where I can take a break 

from myself at the same time.”  

  

The Art + Media Lab will become an archive of personal and collective memories of female diaspora experiences. Unlike her audiovisual work, 

Hassan’s photographs have not been publicly exhibited in the last 15 years. Used so far essentially as a way to workshop her films ’ imagery and 

deeply examine her own questions about citizenship, history and female subjectivity, these pieces will be publicly presented in Kingston for the 

first time. The small stories told by Hassan though the art included in this show will hopefully encourage conversations about the relevance of 

understanding creative processes as routes though which cultural producers construct and represent themselves and their communities.  
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Countdown  

(16x14x2.5cm) 

Reproduction of "Orchid and Hummingbird near a Mountain Waterfall" (Martin 

Johnson Heade, 1902) Cat 

  

Still life with artichokes, flowers and geese  

(Variable dimensions) 

  

Reproduction of “Still life with flowers, artichokes and glassware" (Juan van der 

Hamen, 1627) 

Reproduction of “Dogs on a leash" (Francisco de  

Goya, 1775) 2 Geese / Box 

  

Snail 

(Variable dimensions) 

Reproduction of "Airstream" (Ralph Goings, 1970)   

Elephant / Nuts, screws and chain 

  

Stranded  

2015 (variable dimensions) 

Reproduction of "Rio de Janeiro Bay" (Martin Johnson Heade, 1864) Whale  

  

Inequality  

(Variable dimensions) 

Reproduction of "Bull’s Head" (Pablo Picasso, 1942)  

Cow 

  

Zodiac 

(Variable dimensions) 

Reproduction of "Gemini, Celestial Atlas" (Alexander Jamieson, 1822)   

Horse, Tiger and Goat (all Female) 

  

Giraffe eating at sunset  

(Variable dimensions) 

Reproduction of "Earth & Green" (Mark Rothko, 1955)  

Giraffe 

Self-portraits (digital projection) 

Rota (Broken, 2006) 

Podré quitarme la vida pero no la rabia (Anger, 

2002) 

Doméstica (Domestic, 2012) —- pictured 

Nexo (Nexus, 2011)  

Viento seco (Dry Wind, 2012) 

Cuando mamá no esté (When Mom is Gone, 2011) 

Evolución de una idea infértil (Evolution of an 

Infertile Thought, 2011) 

Susurro (Whisper, 2011) 

Aún puedo escucharlos (I Can Still Hear Them, 

2012) 

Éxtasis (Ecstasy, 2013) 

Abril (April) 2006 
El disfraz (The Costume) 2000 
Julio (July, 2006) 
Cuando tú quieres (Whenever You Want, 2006) 

S/T (Untitled) undated 
  

Animated photography (digital projection) 

Enmarcada (Framed, 2005) 

Convivencia (Coexistence, 2011) 

Poseída (Possessed, 2011) 

  

The infinite journey (2014) Object 

30x38x11cm 

Photo, paper, cotton, drawing suitcase 

  

Intimate portraits series (2011) Installation 

Collection of photos (7.5x11cm) and purse handle 

Bestiary series (2015) 

Insomnia 

(15x15x13cm) 

Reproduction of "Reading" (Julio Romero de 

Torres, 1901) 

Reproduction of "Untitled Anthropometry" (Yves 

Klein, 1960)  

Black sheep / Box 

  

 



 

  

Program 2B Kingston March 31 

 

 

 

Title: “Where is home? Identity, Intimacy and Belonging in Diasporic Filmmaking.” A selection of short films by Heidi Hassan. 

Date and time: March 31, Tuesday, 7:00pm 

Venue: Isabel Bader Centre for Performing Arts, 390 King St W. Film Screening Room 222  

Running time: 61 min. (Followed by Q and A with the filmmaker) 

Summary: 

Heidi Hassan’s first-person, “accented cinema” style develops interstitials modes of filmmaking through which affective and self-reflexive audiovisual works 

emerge. Hassan explores different politics of place that reflect on the forms of citizenship, being and belonging faced by a racialized migrant woman filmmaker in 

the diaspora. Her presence as a guest artist in Kingston will allow diverse audiences to engage in conversations about multiple constructions of diasporic identity. 

The notions of home, borders and intimate spaces are essential in this program of autobiographical short films, some of which the filmmaker narrates and stars 

in.  

  

Roots and Routes: Cuban Cinemas of the             

Diaspora in the 21st Century 

 

 

 

 

Exile 

Films in the program: 

Miserere (2005)  

Exile (2007) 

Tierra roja (Red Land, 2007) 

Orages d’été (Summer Storms, 2008) 

Exile (Heidi Hassan, 2007)  

Switzerland / Experimental / 5 min. / 16mm. 

Script: Heidi Hassan 

Cinematography: Grégory Bindschedler 

Editing: Heidi Hassan 

Sound effects: Adrien Kessler 

Sound archives: Michel Favre 

  

Synopsis: This experimental short presents multiple 

impressions of a city that both connects and rejects the 

person holding the camera. The viewer is invited to 

question the meanings of exile. What are we really exiled 

from?  

Roots and Routes 



 

  

 

Program 3 Kingston April 1 

Roots and Routes: Cuban Cinemas of the            

 Diaspora in the 21st Century 

 

Title: “Resistance in Motion: First-person Documentaries by Cuban Women of the diaspora.”  

Date and Time: Wednesday, April 1, 7:00pm.  

Venue: Isabel Bader Centre for Performing Arts, 390 King St W. Film Screening Room 222  

Running time: 59 min. (Introduced by the programmer Zaira Zarza and guest filmmaker Heidi Hassan) 

  

Summary:  

Documentary has been a recurrent genre for independent female film authors’ engagement and resistance around the globe. Largely ignored by mainstream 

film industries, documentaries, unlike fiction films, have been the genre by which alternative filmmakers have found more opportunities for aesthetic 

experimentation, ethical interrogation and political contestation. For a young generation of Cuban women filmmakers in the diaspora, non-fiction filmmaking is 

shedding light on the question of remapping Cuban current audiovisual production overseas and translating personal experiences of postcolonial 

displacement into films. In the space of the diaspora young women have been able to subvert the patriarchal predicament of Cuban cinema; and the 

International Film and Television School (EICTV) has had a central role in this emergence. In their representations of the self through first-person films, they 

are giving space to gendered experiences and subjectivities that are much larger than their own. Rather than focusing on one particular identity, then, these 

filmmakers draw attention to contexts where multiple identities –diasporic, female, racialized- are defined, subverted and rearticulated. This program features 

the diasporic work of two Cuban women filmmakers who are graduates from the EICTV in San Antonio de los Baños, Cuba.  

  

  

  

 

 

Films in the program: 

Extravío (Lost, Daniellis Hernández, 2008) 

Piscina municipal (Municipal Swimming Pool, Patricia Pérez, 2014)  

  

  

Roots and Routes 

 



  

 

Roots and Routes 

Roots and Routes: Cuban Cinemas of the            

 Diaspora in the 21st Century 

 

Toronto April 2-5 

 

 

Program 1 

 

Higher Learning Program. Toronto International Film Festival (TIFF)  
  

Panel title: “Negotiating Identities: the Roots and Routes of Cuban Women Filmmakers in the Diaspora.” 

Panelists: Heidi Hassan, Yanay Penalba, Tamara Segura.  

Date and time: Thursday, April 2, 2:00pm-3:30pm  

Venue: TIFF Bell Lightbox, Reitman Square, 350 King Street West. 

Chair/Moderator: Zaira Zarza 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Summary: 

This panel discussion brings together three Cuban women filmmakers to consider notions of belonging and citizenship in diasporic cinema. They will consider features of their 

local/global contexts of production, ties or lack thereof to the homeland and the challenges that insertion and accommodation in host societies poses to racialized women who are 

cultural producers in the diaspora. Their interventions will seek to shed light on issues such as gendered and racialized spaces and practices, new forms of mobility and different 

expressions of both nostalgia and re-territorialization.  

  

Hassan, Penalba and Segura - women of the same generation- left the Island and moved to Spain and Canada respectively in the 21st Century. Heidi Hassan will discuss her first-

person and autoethnographic cinema while commenting on her new documentary project Una habitación compartida (A room of our own) in collaboration with fellow Cuban 

diasporic female filmmaker Patricia Pérez. Her routes from Havana, Cuba to Geneva, Switzerland and later to Madrid, Spain will also inform her presentation. Hassan will screen 

the short experimental film Exile (2007). Tamara Segura will talk about her instruction as a scriptwriter and her institutional connections with Concordia University in Montreal, the 

Canadian National Film Board and her recent independent audiovisual work in St. John’s Newfoundland. Both filmmakers will draw on their experiences as graduates of the Escuela 

Internacional de Cine y Televisión –International Film and Television School- (EICTV) in San Antonio de los Baños, Cuba. Finally, Yanay Penalba, a former actress and graduate of 

both Havana’s University of the Arts (ISA) and the Toronto Film School, will discuss her practice as an emerging independent filmmaker in Toronto. The similar generational 

perspective of these women in contrast with Cuba’s masculine, patriarchal mainstream cinema as well as their multiple forms of belonging according to the moment of departure 

from the Island and the places of arrival will provide a very fertile framework for discussion.  

 

Meaningful things (Fiction, 2 min. 2012) directed by Yanay Penalba  

Exile (Experimental, 5min. 2007) directed by Heidi Hassan  

Song for Cuba (Fiction, 7min., 2014) directed by Tamara Segura  

   

(Free event. Open to the public) 

  

  

  

 



  

Roots and Routes: Cuban Cinemas of the            

 Diaspora in the 21st Century 

          Program 2  

 

Roots and Routes 

 

Alucine Latin American Film + Media Arts Festival 

  

  

Media Arts exhibition by Heidi Hassan  

Title: My own skin / Mi propia piel 

Venue: Beaver Hall Artists Gallery. 29 McCaul St. 

Opening Reception: Thursday, April 2, 6:00-8:00pm  

  

Anger (2002) 30x40cm —pictured 

Broken (2006) 30x40cm (pictured) 

Nexus (2011) 80x100cm 

Domestic (2012) 60x150cm 

Printed Photos: 

Open until April 17, 2015 

Animated photography (digital projection) 

Enmarcada (Framed, 2005) 

Convivencia (Coexistence, 2011) 

Poseída (Possessed, 2011) 

  



   

Program 3 

Roots and Routes 

 

Roots and Routes: Cuban Cinemas of the            

 Diaspora in the 21st Century 

 

Alucine Latin American Film + Media Arts Festival 
  

Title: Cuban diasporic filmmakers in Canada.  

Venue: Friday, April 3rd, 6:00 pm. Jackman Hall Theatre AGO, 317 Dundas Street West. 

Running time: 50 min. (Followed by Q and A with the filmmakers)  

  

Summary:  

  

Over a million Canadians visit Cuba every year being the nationality that vacations the most on the Island. Thus, many of their perceptions of Cubanness are 

linked to tropical stereotypes related to the commercial tourist industry. Also, via the Canadian immigration system thousands of Cubans have become 

permanent residents of Canada in recent years. Located in regions as diverse as Montreal, Toronto and St. John’s Newfoundland, Cuban filmmakers have 

produced films in collaboration with institutions such as the Toronto Film School, Ryerson University, the National Film Board of Canada and the collaborative 

cinematographic project Kinomada Quebec. The low budget-short films included in this program expand from fiction to experimental and animation; some 

connected to the homeland and others engaged in a more global understanding of the art and industry of filmmaking.  

  

  

  

Films in the program: 

  

For Dorian (Rodrigo Barriuso, 2012) 

Meaningful things (Yanay Penalba, 2011)  

Improvisation (Jorge de León, 2012) 

Retina (Milena Almira and Ernesto René, 2013) 

La bôite (The Box, Lester Harbert, 2013) 

Song for Cuba (Tamara Segura, 2014) 

Before the war (Tamara Segura, 2014) 

 

  

  
 



  

Synopsis: A controlling yet loving father fears the sexual 

awakening of his son with a visible disability. The teenager, 

who lives with Down syndrome, faces personal and social 

transformations as he nears adulthood while the father 

struggles with the notion of letting him grow up. 

Information about the films: 

For Dorian (Rodrigo Barriuso, 2012)  

Toronto/ 15min. / Fic. / HDV  

Production: Rodrigo Barriuso, Davina Rimmer 

Script: Rodrigo Barriuso 

Cinematography: Kelly Jeffrey 

Editing: Michelle Szemberg  

Cast: Ron Lea, Dylan Harman 

    For Dorian  

 Meaningful things 

Meaningful things (Yanay Penalba, 2011)  

Toronto / 2 min. / Fiction / HDV 

Premier in North America 

Production: Anthony Palmer  

Script: Yanay Penalba 

Cinematography: Yanay Penalba 

Editing: Yanay Penalba 

Sound: Yanay Penalba 

Art direction: Daymí Coll Padilla 

Cast: Daymí Coll Padilla, David Araújo 

  

Synopsis: One way or another, migration is part of 

every Cuban’s life. In this short video the filmmaker 

shows how diaspora affected her romantic relationship, 

being not only part of her life but also transforming it. 

 

 

Roots and Routes 



  

 

  

  

Song for Cuba  

(Tamara Segura, 2014)  

St. Jonh’s, NF, Canada / Fic. / 7 min. / HD 

Producer: National Film Board of Canada 

Production: Annette Clarke 

Script: Tamara Segura 

Cinematography: Justin Simms 

Editing: Lawrence Jackman 

Sound: Mark Neary, Lori Clarke 

Art Direction: Kelly Jane Bruton 

Cast: Tamara Segura, Gustavo Valoyes 

  

Synopsis: The ties to home can be overwhelming in both their 

strength and fragility. Newly immigrated to Canada, a young 

couple weigh the effects of their continued connection to 

Cuba. Half way between fiction and documentary this film 

about memory and gender roles features the original music of 

Patrick Boyle and the songs “Preferi Perderte” by Benny Moré 

and “Suavecito” by Ignacio Piñeiro. 

 

 

Before the War  

(Tamara Segura, 2014)  

  

St. John’s, NF, Canada / Fic. / 6 min. / HD 

Producer: RBC Michelle Jackson Emerging 

Filmmaker Award, Blue Pinion Films 

Production: Ruth Lawrence 

Script: Tamara Segura 

Cinematography: Svetoslav Mihaylov 

Editing: Justin Simms 

Sound: Lori Clarke 

Cast:: Paul Wilson, Doug Boyce, Jenina 

Macgillivray, Emma Jane Donnan. 

  

 

Synopsis: A man returns home from being a 

soldier in the war. The military experience left 

such an incisive print on his life and his 

family’s that his relationship with his wife and 

daughter will never be the same. 

  

 



  

 
Roots and Routes 

Films in the program: 

Miserere (2005)  

Exile (2007) 

Tierra roja (Red Land, 2007) 

Orages d’été (Summer Storms, 2008) 

Program 4 

 

 

Title: “Resistance in Motion: First-person Documentaries by Cuban Women of the diaspora.”  

Date and Time: Saturday, April 4th, 2:30 pm. 

Venue: Art Scape/ Wychwood Barns- Theater Direct, 601 Christie Street. 

Running time: 59 min. (Introduced by the programmer Zaira Zarza and            

                          guest filmmaker Heidi Hassan) 

Roots and Routes: Cuban Cinemas of the            

 Diaspora in the 21st Century 

  

Program 5 

 Retrospective solo show: “Where is home? Identity, intimacy and belonging    

                                     in the work of Heidi Hassan”  

  

Date and Time: Saturday, April 4, 4:00pm.  

Venue: Jackman Hall Theatre AGO 

Running time: 61 min.  

(Followed by Q and A with the filmmaker)            Films in the program 

      Miserere (2005) 

      Exile (2007) 

      Tierra roja (Red Land, 2007) 

      Orages d’ete (Summer Storms, 2008) 

 

 

 

Films in the program: 

Extravío (Lost, Daniellis Hernández, 2008) 

Piscina municipal (Municipal Swimming Pool, Patricia Pérez, 2014)  

Films in the program: 

Miserere (2005)  

Exile (2007) 

Tierra roja (Red Land, 2007) 

Orages d’été (Summer Storms, 2008) 

Films in the program: 

Miserere (2005)  

Exile (2007) 

Tierra roja (Red Land, 2007) 

Orages d’été (Summer Storms, 2008) 



 

 

 

 

                                       

             

             

             

           

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Aram Vidal (Havana, 1981) is a Cuban writer/filmmaker who has lived in Mexico since 2008. 

Vidal’s documentary De-Generación (2006) deals with the new Cuban generation who grew up 

in the shadow of the economic crisis. He continued to explore this theme with Ex-Generation 

(Mexico, 2009) and Bubbles Beat (USA, 2012), with which he closes his documentary trilogy 

about young people in the new millennium. His short films Recursive (2012) and Relay (2013) 

are his first foray into the fiction genre. They show a penchant for surrealism and suspense. He 

has twice won the Mexican Fund for Culture & Arts (FONCA).  

 

Photos and biographies of the filmmakers: 

   

 

Heidi Hassan (Havana, 1978) is a Cuban photographer, cinematographer and film director who entered the film world 

through the still image. After obtaining a Diploma in Photography Direction at the International Film and Television 

School in San Antonio de los Baños (EICTV) in 2002 she enrolled in a Film Direction course at Geneva ’s Superior 

School of Arts and Design (HEAD). She has developed a personal ouvre as a filmmaker and cinematographer, with 

numerous collaborations as DP in short and feature fiction and documentary films. Heidi has filmed in countries such as 

Switzerland, Spain, France, Italy, Venezuela, Colombia and Cuba. Her works Tierra Roja (2007), Orages d’eté (2008) 

and Otra Isla (2014) have been exhibited in prestigious film festivals such as the Journée Suisse at Cannes, the Locarno 

Film Festival, Visions du Réel-Nyon, Clermont-Ferrand, the International Documentary Film Festival Amsterdam and the 

IBAFF. Her upcoming project Habitación compartida (A room of our own) is a first-person documentary feature co-

directed with long-term friend, collaborator and colleague diasporic Cuban filmmaker Patricia Pérez. Heidi currently lives 

and works between Madrid, Spain and Geneva, Switzerland.  

Web: heidi-hassan.com 

  

  

 

 

Daniellis Hernández (Havana, 1978) holds a BA in Sociology from the University of Havana. In 2008, she graduated 

from the International Film and Television School of San Antonio de los Baños as documentary filmmaker. She went on 

exchange to the University of Salford (Manchester, England) and then to the University of Baden-Württemberg Film 

Academy (Ludwigsburg, Germany). She has directed, among others, the documentary films Volver a El Fanguito (2006), 

Arriba de la tierra (2006) and Tema y variación (2007). Hernández has been living in Berlin since 2009.  

  

  

  

 

         

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Patricia Pérez (Havana, 1978) graduated in Dramatic Art, specializing in Direction, at Havana’s Higher Institute of Art 

(ISA) in 2000. Two years later she graduated as Director of Cinema and Television at the International Film and 

Television School of San Antonio de los Baños, Havana (EICTV). In 2003 she won a scholarship for a postgraduate 

degree in script writing at the School of Cinema and Audiovisual of Cataluña (ESCAC). Since then, she has been 

residing in Spain. She has directed Otoño (Autumn, 2001), Humo (Smoke, 2002) and Hay que saltar del lecho (You 

have to jump from the bed, 2002), among other short films.  
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Gretel Marín Palacio (Camagüey, 1989) studied film direction at ISA (Higher Institute of Arts) and graduated with the 

documentary Pero la noche (2011), which earned a special mention during the Young Filmmakers’ Showcase in Havana and 

was selected to compete at the Havana Film Festival. Her short films have also been presented in the Festival del 

Movimiento de Video where she won an award for Best Screenplay for La Muerte es sueño (2009). For obtaining her Master 

degree at Université Paris 7 Diderot, France, she made the short documentary film Le myrte dans le vallée (The Myrtle in the 

Valley, 2013). 

  

  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Milena Almira (Havana, 1986) graduate from Film Direction at the Higher Institute of Art (ISA) in 2008. She has directed the 

films Alina, 6 años (2006); El grito (2008) and Quorum (2011). In 2011, she received the Brownstone Foundation’s Noemi 

Prize at the 10th Festival of Young Filmmakers, Cuba and also a special mention for her documentary Uno al otro at the 

Biarritz Festival, 2012. In 2011-2012 she directed the project KinoCuba: Cine en Movimiento in Havana. Her films have been 

exhibited in the United States, France and Canada in events coordinated by Kinomada, the Kino movement and the Cuban 

Women Filmmakers Network. 

  

  

 

 

 

  

 

 

Jorge de León (Cienfuegos, 1980) obtained degrees as film director from both the Higher Institute of Arts (FAMCA) and the 

International Film and Television School of San Antonio de los Baños (EICTV). With a focus on experimental cinema and 

connected to the audiovisual legacy of Cuban filmmaker Nicolás Guillén Landrián, he has directed the fiction shorts Retablo 

(2008) and El bosque de Sherwood (2008); and the documentaries La niña mala (2011) and La Felicidad (2012). De León 

lives currently in Montreal where he finished Improvisation (2012) during his intervention in Kinomada Quebec 2012. In 2014 

he was selected to participate in the Leaders in the Americas Program (ELAP) at the Mel Hoppenheim School of Cinema, 

Concordia University, Montreal.  

  

  

  

  

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Lester Harbert (Matanzas, 1980) graduated in 2006 from Cuba’s Higher Institute of Arts. He majored in Performing Arts and 

since he has combined his work as an actor and cast director with his interest in photography and independent filmmaking, 

especially in animated shorts. He was a member of Teatro El Público in Cuba and has been a recurrent invited filmmaker in the 

Kinomada projects in Cuba, Mexico and Quebec. His work features the music video Maria, the animations La Gorda and 

Comunidades modernas. 

 

  

Yan Vega (Havana, 1976) studied at the International Film and Television School of San Antonio de los Baños and at the Higher 

Institute of Art (ISA) from 1999 to 2004. After working in the making of the film Miel para Oshun (Humberto Solás, 2001) and finishing 

several award-winning music videos, he directed the short film La antenna in 2002. Three years later, he moved to Paris and 

completed the short film Malecon Beach, an independent production shot in Cuba. In France, he has made, among others, the 

animated short Mémoires d’une Famille Cubaine (Memories of a Cuban Family, 2007) and Happy Slapping Mutant (Yan Vega, 2008). 

 

Rodrigo Barriuso (Havana, 1988) moved to Toronto in 2006 in order to pursue higher education in film at Ryerson 

University’s School of Image Arts. As part of his degree, he was selected for an exchange in the School of Media, Art 

and Design at the University of Westminster in London, U.K. where he worked as a producer and art director during 

2011. His final academic exercise at Ryerson, the award-winning short feature film      For Dorian (2012) has been 

screened in over 30 film festivals in more than 15 countries such as Canada, England, Cuba and Australia. Barriuso 

is currently developing and financing two new film projects to be produced in 2015 and 2016. 

 



  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

Tamara Segura graduated with honors from the Higher 

Arts Institute in Film Direction and later specialized in 

Screenwriting at International Film and Television School 

of San Antonio de los Baños, Cuba. Her works Cocuyos 

and El Último Taxi were awarded internationals film 

prizes in Spain, Costa Rica, Cuba and Mexico. In 2010 

Tamara Segura was chosen for a fellowship under the     

Leaders in the Americas program (ELAP) to conduct a 

research about female sexuality and motherhood as 

social constructions at the Mel Hoppenheim School of 

Cinema, Concordia University in Montreal. Currently, 

Tamara is based in St. John’s, Newfoundland where she 

won the 2013 RBC Michelle Jackson Award with the 

script Before the War. Her short film Song for Cuba was 

produced by the National Film Board of Canada in 2014.  

Yanay Penalba (Havana, 1982) graduated in Dramatic Art 

with a profile in Acting at Havana’s Higher Institute of Art 

(ISA) in 2005. As an actress, Penalba won several awards 

in Cuba: the Adolfo Llauradó Prize in 2006 together with 

fellow performers Tamara Venereo and Beatriz Viñas and 

the following year the important Caricato for Best          

Performance in a Television Drama for her role in Esta 

vez es la vez (Pablo Javier López, 2006). In 2011 she 

enrolled in the Toronto Film School to become a Film 

Director. At the moment she lives in Toronto, Canada. 

 Roots and Routes 



 

 

 

 

The project Roots and Routes: Cuban Cinemas of the Diaspora in the 21st Century  

is forever grateful to the sponsors who made this journey possible.  

 

Thank you to: 

  

The wonderful, hard-working and incredibly professional teams at the TIFF Higher Learning Program  

and the aluCine Film + Media Arts Festival in Toronto.  

  

Queen’s University’s Department of Film and Media, Cultural Studies, Art History and Languages Literatures and Cultures,  

as well as the Principal’s Development and the Integrated Learning Funds. 

 

The Levana Gender Advocacy Centre, the Society of Graduate and Professional Students (SGPS) 

 and the PSAC 901 at Queen’s University. 

 

The fabulous Arts Collective Corridor Culture, the City of Kingston, the Kingston Arts Council and local TVCOGECO.  

 

And to everyone at the Kingston Latino Association for their in-kind  

contributions along the way. 

  

The Concordia University Research Chair in Transnational Media Arts and Cultures 

 and the artists-run centre Espace Cercle Carré in Montreal. 

 

Also to the Society for Cinema and Media Studies and its Latino Caucus  

for their in-kind support.  

  

Thanks to the staff in our venues at Concordia University and Espace Cercle Carré in Montreal;  

the Isabel Bader Centre for Performing Arts and the Screening Room in Kingston;  

and the TIFF Bell Lightbox, Beaver Hall Gallery, Artscape Wychwood Barns (Theater Direct) and the         

Jackman Hall Theater at the AGO in Toronto. 

  

Thank you, especially, to the extraordinary filmmakers who joined this adventure and to the family and friends  

who supported us through the challenging experience of living in the diaspora.  

  

Curated by Zaira Zarza 


