
 
CUBA ON THE BRINK: ARRESTED DEVELOPMENT 

 
Fifteen years ago I was privileged to travel to Cuba as part of America’s first 
photography workshop in Havana, where I studied with Constantine Manos, a 
landmark Magnum photographer and Leica Medal winner recognized for 
introducing color to street photography. Ten years later, l returned to Cuba, 
where I explored not only Havana, but Santa Clara, Trinidad, Cienfuegos, San 
Francisco de Paula and beyond with my handheld Leica camera. 
 
At a time when Russia and China have long embraced capitalism, Cuba remains a 
throwback. This largest island in the Caribbean, whose cities and people remain 
resilient yet threatened, is a still isolated communist dictatorship struggling to 
fulfill an anachronistic model of Stalinist socialist utopia. 
 
As on any island, it is instinctive when going to the sea to look out - at ships, 
sails, the horizon - looking out and ahead. But on the Malecon, Havana's haunting, 
romantic, five-mile-long harbor promenade, you invariably find people looking out 
at… nothing. The once bustling harbor and horizon is empty. Nothing to wait for. 
Nothing to expect.  
 
This all may be about to change. 
 
The last time I was there, I found a country still stuck in the fifties, poised 
between triumph and tragedy, and riven by contradiction. There was, of course, 
the much heralded universal health care, with little, however, in the way of 
medicines and equipment. People I met were articulate and knowledgeable, 
underscoring the pride in a national education system that produces a 99+% high 
school graduation rate, along with the highest proportion of college graduates in 
the world. There was, however, little in the way of a job market, with the exception 
of a thriving tourist industry (where taxi drivers and service people at hotels and 
restaurants enjoyed an income of tips and fares that earned them more in a day 
than surgeons earned in a month), and most graduates were prevented from 
leaving the country for five years due to the government's fear of a "brain drain." 
Everywhere on the street one could see joyous uniformed school children 
lovingly chaperoned to magic shows and museums, while often chanting 
government slogans. Everywhere there was an exuberant street life with live 
music spilling through a magnificent, architecturally arresting, though crumbling 
city. On every street corner a policeman assured the safety of tourists while 
routinely stopping to check the papers of its citizens. While there were and still 
are few indigenous stores and businesses (with the exception of an increase of 
government-approved private restaurants to accommodate the travel industry), 
tourists encountered a thriving black market of cigaros, CD's and tee shirts – part 
of a pervasive “shadow” economy. Most ration and grocery stores for Cubans 
remained largely bare. In the rural provinces, the extensive network of pristine 
highways that the Soviets left behind remained forlornly empty, bereft of traffic.  
Perfect for bicycling tourists. There is a lack of industrial, commercial and even 



agricultural development but the ecosystems of water, coast and land are the 
most pristine in the world. 
 
Although Cubans, due to both the continuing embargo and the continuing 
intransigency of the Cuban government, are still kept from the material embrace 
of the United States, I always encountered a warm, open, literate people – many 
of them burdened with stories of irreparable family separations - who were 
nonetheless curious about America and hopeful of normalization. People I met 
expressed pride in Castro’s outlawing of racial prejudice, bringing a new 
prominence to Afro-Cuban culture. (Draconian penalties are visited upon 
discrimination in hiring or employment - though most political leaders remain 
white and male).  
 
But although there is no prosperity in Cuba, neither are there signs of destitution. 
There are no homeless people, and though Havana is crumbling, the streets are 
clean. And everywhere, night or day, live music drifts up from hotel courtyards, 
streets and plazas to blend in with one’s dreams. Despite their struggles people 
seem to know how to live in and for the moment. 
 
As a nation, that moment is still fifty years ago. Cuba is stuck in time, like a 
museum piece. Though there is little in the way of industrial progress, there is 
also none of the side effects of “progress”: no 24 hour TV, no internet, no food 
franchises, no commercial billboards or commuter traffic, no immersion in media 
culture. What is prevalent is the kind of family and neighborhood values 
reminiscent of America in the 1950s.  
 
In my exhibition I try to capture this balance between a lack of development and 
more humane values; of government repression and an economic and health 
network - however frayed; of Cuban suffering and resilience; the struggle and the 
joy; the lack of prosperity and, yet, the pride; along with the mosaic of one 
people's inexhaustible resourcefulness in circumventing, and transcending, want. 
 
But more than a "report" there is an urgency - as expressed by many artists and 
cultural representatives I met - for such current cultural portrayals as this one. 
For the Castros are old, and America's warming attitude new. American business 
and corporations are poised for new markets as Cubans look forward to 
prosperity. Miami's middleclass Cubans, once Castro's ardent enemies and a 
significant American political influence (Florida, after all, is a swing state), are 
being supplanted by a new generation of Cuban-Americans not nearly so 
adamant about return and repossession. In this approaching atmosphere of 
"normalization" - of American influence, development and an all-embracing media 
culture - what will be in the balance is the very survival of Cuba's unique culture, 
which I herein try to capture: this warm and colorful and exotic - and hopeful - 
world just ninety miles off of Miami. 
 
 


