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From "Cuba! Art and History from 1868 to Today" at the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts: "Salon de Mai Mural" (1967), a mural 
orchestrated by Wifredo Lam, contains the work of some 100 Cuban and foreign artists, writers, and intellectuals. (Courtesy of 

Montreal Museum of Fine Arts)  
 

MORE STORIES LIKE THIS 

THE PRESTIGIOUS MONTREAL MUSEUM OF FINE ARTS IS HOSTING THE MOST 
COMPREHENSIVE RETROSPECTIVE OF CUBAN ART EVER HELD OUTSIDE 
CUBA'S BORDERS. MORE THAN THREE YEARS IN THE MAKING, THE SHOW 
SURVEYS SOME 400 WORKS BY MORE THAN 100 CUBAN ARTISTS. MORE THAN 



HALF OF THE WORKS WERE BROUGHT FROM CUBA; THE REST ARE ON LOAN, 
LARGELY FROM PRIVATE COLLECTIONS IN NEW YORK AND MIAMI AND 
MUSEUMS, PARTICULARLY MANHATTAN'S MUSEUM OF MODERN ART AND THE 
ARIZONA STATE UNIVERSITY ART MUSEUM IN TEMPE, WHOSE HOLDINGS OF 
CUBAN ART ARE THE WORLD'S LARGEST OUTSIDE CUBA. PAINTINGS AND 
PHOTOGRAPHY DOMINATE, BUT SCULPTURE, POSTER ART, MUSIC, VIDEO, 
MAGAZINE COVERS, INSTALLATIONS, FILMS, EVEN CIGAR WRAPPERS MAKE AN 
APPEARANCE, ALL WITH THE OBJECTIVE OF CAPTURING CUBA'S ELUSIVE 
NATIONAL IDENTITY, OR "CUBANIDA." 

IT IS AN AMBITIOUS TASK. FOR HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE, THE MUSEUM HAS 
SUBDIVIDED THE SHOW INTO FIVE CATEGORIES: COLONIAL ART OF THE 19TH 
CENTURY, INTERWAR AVANT GARDE, THE POST-WORLD WAR II RENAISSANCE, 
REVOLUTIONARY ART AFTER FIDEL CASTRO'S RISE IN 1959, AND THE CAUSTIC 
CONCEPTUALIST ART THAT HAS EMERGED SINCE 1980. EACH SECTION BEGINS 
WITH PHOTOGRAPHIC CLOSE-UPS OF THE PEOPLE, CONDITIONS, AND MOOD 
OF THE ERA, WHICH IS AN EDUCATION IN ITSELF. 

MURDER VICTIMS SLUMPED ON THE STREET, AN UNSMILING ERNEST 
HEMINGWAY IN A BAR, PROSTITUTES WAITING FOR CUSTOMERS. GIRDED 
WITH THESE IMPRESSIONS, YOU THEN SEE THE PERIOD THROUGH AN 
ARTISTIC LENS. THERE ARE DARK-HAIRED BEAUTIES AND STRONG COLORS, 
WHICH YOU WOULD EXPECT IN CARIBBEAN ART. LESS PREDICTABLE IS THE 
ORIGINALITY OF THE WORK, THE RESULT, IN PART, OF THE ISLAND'S 
GEOGRAPHIC ISOLATION. THE BIG SURPRISE IS HOW GOOD IT IS. 

FOR NATHALIE BONDIL, DIRECTOR OF THE MONTREAL MUSEUM, IT WAS A 
REVELATION. HAVING ACCEPTED AN INVITATION TO VISIT HAVANA'S NEWLY 
RENOVATED MUSEO NACIONAL DE BELLAS ARTES, THE FRENCH-BORN ART 
HISTORIAN WAS ASTOUNDED "BY THE SCALE AND QUALITY OF THE ART," SHE 
SAID. ON A WHIM, SHE PROPOSED AN EXHIBIT. IN THE THREE YEARS THAT 
FOLLOWED, BONDIL TRAVELED TO HAVANA EIGHT TIMES. BUREAUCRACY WAS 
MINIMAL, SHE SAID, AS UNLIKE THE UNITED STATES, CANADA ENJOYS GOOD 
RELATIONS WITH CUBA. 

BUT THE MAGNITUDE OF THE UNDERTAKING RAISES QUESTIONS. WHY, WITH 
CASTRO AILING, WOULD CUBA ROLL OUT SUCH A CANDID LOOK AT DOMESTIC 
ACHIEVEMENTS, HOPES, AND DISAPPOINTMENTS? COULD THE REGIME BE 
LOOSENING ITS GRIP? 



THE TIMING WAS "NOTHING POLITICAL," BONDIL SAID. SHE ACKNOWLEDGED 
CUBA'S CURRENT DRIVE TO SPUR TOURISM, SAYING MORE CANADIANS VISIT 
ITS OCEAN-SWEPT BEACHES THAN ANY OTHER NATIONALITY. BONDIL'S 
MOTIVE WAS SIMPLE: TO TAKE THE LID OFF CUBAN CULTURE. TO MAKE IT 
HAPPEN, MONTREAL HAS PICKED UP THE TAB. THE MUSEUM HAS ADDED 
SEVERAL PIECES TO ITS COLLECTION AND IS KEEPING THE DOOR OPEN FOR 
FUTURE COLLABORATION.  

MEANWHILE, IT IS TURNING THE SHOW INTO A VERITABLE CUBAN 
CELEBRATION. ONGOING EVENTS INCLUDE LECTURES, TOURS, AND A CUBAN 
FILM FESTIVAL, INCLUDING "STRAWBERRY AND CHOCOLATE," AN ACADEMY-
AWARD-NOMINATED 1995 COMEDY ABOUT HOMOSEXUALITY. A 424-PAGE 
CATALOG IS BEING PUBLISHED IN ENGLISH, FRENCH, AND SPANISH. IN ITS 
FIVE CHAPTERS, SOME ARTISTS ARE GIVEN LONG-DESERVED RECOGNITION, 
LIKE MARCELO POGOLOTTI, WHO PRODUCED HAUNTINGLY COLORFUL AVANT-
GARDE WORK IN THE INTERWAR YEARS. 

AUTHORED LARGELY BY CUBAN SCHOLARS, THE ESSAYS DON'T MINCE WORDS. 
DISCUSSING A CONTEMPORARY ARTIST'S HABIT OF RIDICULING POLITICAL 
PROPAGANDA, FOR EXAMPLE, PANAMA-BASED ART CRITIC GERARDO 
MOSQUERA LAMENTS THAT POLITICAL SLOGANS "HAVE REACHED HEIGHTS OF 
ABSURDITY COMPARABLE TO NORTH KOREAN STANDARDS." 

THE SUBTEXT IS HARD TO MISS. ONE IS THE MESSAGE THAT THERE'S A LOT 
MORE TO CUBAN CULTURE THAN CRUMBLING FACADES AND 1950S-ERA 
AMERICAN CARS. THE FACT THAT CANADA IS HOSTING THE EXHIBIT AND NOT 
THE UNITED STATES, EVEN THOUGH US INSTITUTIONS HAVE LARGER 
COLLECTIONS OF CUBAN ART, IS A SUBTLE REMINDER OF THE PRICE THE US 
PUBLIC IS PAYING FOR THE EMBARGO. 

HAVANA BOASTS A WORLD-CLASS ART ACADEMY, AN ESTEEMED 
PHOTOGRAPHY SCHOOL, AND AN IMPRESSIVE, IF LITTLE KNOWN, ART SCENE. 
LITTLE KNOWN, THAT IS, EXCEPT FOR WIFREDO LAM (1902-82), WHO RANKS 
AMONG THE 20TH CENTURY'S LEADING PAINTERS. A WHOLE GALLERY OF THE 
SHOW IS DEDICATED TO LAM, A SURREALIST AND PICASSO PROTÉGÉ WHO 
DIED IN PARIS AND WHOSE PAINTINGS ARE STYLISTIC HYBRIDS REMINISCENT 
OF JOAN MIRÓ, FERNAND LÉGER, AND WASSILY KANDINSKY. 

BORN TO A CHINESE FATHER AND AN AFRICAN-CUBAN MOTHER, LAM SPENT 
MOST OF HIS LIFE DECONSTRUCTING THE AFRO-CUBAN AESTHETIC. HE LIVED 
MANY YEARS IN EUROPE, BUT RETURNED TO HAVANA IN THE 1960S. IN 1967 HE 



ORCHESTRATED ONE OF CUBA'S GREATEST ARTISTIC MOMENTS, THE 
COLLECTIVE PAINTING OF A MASSIVE PRO-REVOLUTIONARY MURAL. 

THE CANVAS, A PATCHWORK OF IMAGES RADIATING OUTWARD IN A GREAT 
SPIRAL, WAS THE HANDIWORK OF SOME 100 CUBAN AND FOREIGN WRITERS, 
PAINTERS, AND INTELLECTUALS. EACH WAS ASSIGNED A SQUARE; NUMBER 26 
WAS RESERVED FOR CASTRO, BUT HE NEVER SHOWED UP, SO THE SQUARE 
WAS LEFT BLANK. THIS IS THE MURAL'S FIRST APPEARANCE OUTSIDE CUBA. 

ONE OF THE SHOW'S BIGGEST REVELATIONS IS HOW TOLERANT CASTRO HAS 
BEEN OF PROVOCATIVE ART. THOUGH DEPENDENT ON SOVIET SUBSIDIES, THE 
CUBAN LEADER ESCHEWED SOCIALIST REALISM. AND THOUGH ARTISTS WERE 
CENSORED AND EVEN JAILED IN THE 1980S AND BEYOND, THEIR DEFIANCE 
WAS NOT QUELLED. 

"CASTRO WAS ALWAYS OPEN TO ABSTRACT AND POP ART," BONDIL SAID. "IT 
WAS COMPLETELY DIFFERENT FROM THE SITUATION IN RUSSIA." 

WHEN THE SOVIET SUBSIDIES VANISHED, LIVING STANDARDS DROPPED, AND 
WORKS OF ART BECAME EVEN MORE POLITICALLY ABRASIVE, TAKING AIM 
NOT ONLY AT CASTRO, BUT AT THE UNITED STATES, TOO. A DISPLAY CALLED 
"CUBA, ISLAND OF FIESTA AND SIESTA," PARODIES THE CUBAN STEREOTYPES 
PERVASIVE IN US SOCIETY. BUT WITH FLORIDA ONLY 90 MILES AWAY, THE US 
PRESENCE REMAINS A CONSTANT IN CUBAN THOUGHT. ALL THE MORE 
REASON TO HOPE THAT A SIMILAR SHOW OPENS IN THE STATES. 

"I MUST SAY THAT THE LENDERS HAVE BEEN ESPECIALLY TOUCHED AND 
HAPPY TO COLLABORATE WITH US ON THIS SHOW," SAID BONDIL IN AN 
INTERVIEW PUBLISHED IN THE JANUARY ISSUE OF THE MUSEUM'S MAGAZINE. 
"THE PASSION FOR CUBAN ART TRANSCENDS ALL BORDERS." 


