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I decode within a cultural context.
I can’t help it. Cuba made me so.

—Edmundo Desnoes1

Homage

In 1988, the Cuban collective ABTV engaged in the first of several acts of
art-historical homage.2 The act was quite simple: ABTV photocopied reproduc-
tions of Sherrie Levine’s After Series, the now-canonical work of postmodernism
in which Levine photographed reproductions of a selection of photographs by
America’s white male modernist masters. In After Walker Evans, for example,
which she began in 1981, Levine photographed reproductions of some of
Evans’s most recognizable photographs, including his 1936 portraits of Alabama
tenant farmers. Levine then framed and exhibited these reproductions as her
work. ABTV worked both like and on Levine. They copied Levine’s copies of
Edward Weston’s evenly toned torsos and Evans’s sun-drenched farmers. They
also authored their reproductions. Yet, in working like Levine, ABTV also
worked differently. This was not only because they worked collectively. It was
because, unlike Levine, ABTV acknowledged the “original” works’ sources—the
magazines in which Levine’s work had circulated in Cuba in the early 1980s.
With the US embargo on all imports to the island, access to American art in
Cuba had been available almost solely through the media, through magazines
and journals passed among artists.3 ABTV copied the magazine page, not “the
Levine.” With After Sherrie Levine, we see and read captions, and we note the lay-
out as well as the discolorations of the handled and printed page. In these

* Many thanks to Devin Fore for his early comments on this essay. Thanks as well to George
Baker for his editorial insights and for engaging with this history of photography.

1. Edmundo Desnoes, “Cuba Made Me So,” in On Signs, ed. Marshall Blonsky (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1985), p. 392. 

2. ABTV is an acronym for the group’s four members: Tanya Angulo, Juan Pablo Ballester, José
Ángel Toirac, and Illeana Villazón.

3. The US government imposed an embargo on all imports to Cuba on February 7, 1962. 



Cuban copies, copying is thus redoubled through a coy play on mediation and
editorial work. 

To begin to make sense of this appropriation, we have first to ask if that
loaded term is an adequate description of After Sherrie Levine. It would be better
perhaps to take a page from Craig Owens’s seminal study of appropriation and
Levine and consider ABTV’s work as an act of “expropriation.” Addressing
Levine’s decision to work on the icons of modernism or, more exactly, on the
institutionalization of Evans and Weston as America’s modernist masters, Owens
explicitly differentiated between these two acts. “Levine’s disrespect for paternal
authority,” Owens argued, “suggests that her activity is less one of appropriation—
a laying hold and grasping—and more one of expropriation: she expropriates the
appropriators.”4 Here Owens differentiated, overtly and forcefully, between a
Heideggerian, i.e., modern, transformation of the world into a picture—“repre-
senting is making-stand-over against, an objectifying that goes forward and
masters”—and the contemporary or postmodern crises of authority.5
Postmodernism, for Owens, as for many others in the 1980s, was defined by an
acknowledgment of “our,” the West’s, “loss of mastery.”6 Levine’s attention to,
even liberation of, representations of women and unpaid workers, of “others” who
had been and still were being mastered, was understood to be both a mark and a
manifestation of this loss.7

In short, through Levine, Owens mapped postmodernism as the expropria-
tion of modernism’s greatest myth: originality.8 After all, as Owens argued, even
Weston’s photographs of his son’s beautifully modeled torso were copies from the
Greek “original.”9 Levine expropriated his appropriation. She undressed the mod-
ernist myth of originality as she undid the conventional meaning of the
art-historical designation “after,” which was traditionally understood as a sign of
deference, as in “to work in the manner of.” Levine rejected this protocol as well
as its associations with modernism’s supposed adherence to patrilineal legitimacy
and teleology.10 The After Series explicitly reversed that temporal logic. The origi-
nal work, “the Weston,” as Howard Singerman outlined, “appears as original, as

4. Craig Owens, “The Discourse of Others: Feminists and Postmodernism,” in The Anti-Aesthetic,
ed. Hal Foster (Port Townsend, WA: Bay Press, 1983), p. 73.

5. Ibid., p. 66. Owens was quoting Martin Heidegger from his “The Age of the World Picture,”
in The Question Concerning Technology and Other Essays, trans. William Lovitt (New York: Harper and Row,
1977), pp. 115–54.

6. Ibid., p. 67. 

7. Howard Singerman argued for this reading of Levine’s series in his “Seeing Sherrie Levine,”
October 67 (Winter 1994), pp. 93–96.

8. For the collection of essays that established this analysis of postmodernism, see Rosalind
Krauss, The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1986). 

9. On this aspect of Levine’s work, see also Douglas Crimp, “The Photographic Activity of
Postmodernism,” in On the Museum’s Ruins (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1993), pp. 118–19. 

10. For a study of modernity’s temporal logic addressing the fraught relationship between pater-
nity and the copy, see Kaja Silverman, “The Twilight of Posterity,” in The Flesh of My Flesh (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 2009), pp. 133–67. 
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before, only when it is called on to defend itself from its double—only after
Levine’s work has come after it.”11 Taking a line from Roland Barthes’s 1967 inves-
tigation of authorship, Singerman concluded that Levine worked negatively. She
worked in the critical space opened up by the “death of the author.”12 Loss of mas-
tery bred the proliferation of copiers and copies.

Is this a fitting story to tell about Cuban artistic practice in the 1980s, of the
emergence of postmodernism in the post- or neo-colony? To pose this question
differently, is After Sherrie Levine evidence of Cuba’s Americanization or a critical
expropriation of the northern master?13 Is it—can it be—both? ABTV’s copy cer-
tainly enacted what Fredric Jameson once dubbed the “antimonies” of
postmodernism.14 Their articulation of uneven global circulation networks
squarely questioned the celebration of reproduction and circulation at the center
of our histories of postmodernism and photography. However, in what follows, I

11. Howard Singerman, “Sherrie Levine’s Art History,” October 101 (Summer 2002), p. 98.

12. Singerman, “Seeing Sherrie Levine,” pp. 81–82. Levine, Singerman noted, put it thus: “The
birth of the viewer must be the death of the painter.” See Roland Barthes, “The Death of the Author,”
in Image, Music, Text, trans. Stephen Heath (New York: Hill and Wang, 1977), pp. 142–48.

13. Gerardo Mosquera posed similar questions in the late 1980s following the emergence of
what he named “New Cuban Art” in the first years of the decade. See, in particular, his “Bad Taste in
Good Form,” Social Text 15 (Autumn 1986), pp. 54–64, and “New Cuban Art: Identity and Popular
Culture,” Art Criticism 6, no. 1 (1989), pp. 57–65. See as well Catherine Davies, “Surviving (on) the Soup
of Signs: Postmodernism, Politics, and Culture in Cuba,” Latin American Perspectives 27, no. 4 (July
2000), pp. 103–21.

14. Fredric Jameson, The Seeds of Time (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994). See also his
“Notes on Globalization as a Philosophical Issue” in The Cultures of Globalization, eds. Fredric Jameson
and Masao Miyoshi (Durham: Duke University Press, 1998), pp. 54–77. 
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want to consider another history of art’s geopolitics—one in which the prefixes
post and neo carry little or no charge. It is hardly an exaggeration to suggest that
since the late 1980s the study of contemporary art has become inundated, even
obsessed, with investigations of the critical, temporal, and performative dimen-
sions of the designation post: post-Soviet, postcolonial, post-history, post-human,
post-political, and, of course, post-revolution.15 I am not suggesting that art’s histo-
ries should be rid of this temporal category, of the temporal category for
periodizing the relationship between aesthetics and politics since the 1960s.16
Rather, I am suggesting that this temporality needs to be measured against
another—the temporality of revolution. 

Revolution, as numerous historians of both the concept and process have
noted, offers a new conception of time.17 In the Marxist critique of postmodernism,
it designates a mode of time devoid of a “post,” devoid of the repetitions of an eter-
nal return and the supposed serenity of the “end of history.”18 In revolution, history
does not—cannot—end; nor does it, can it, simply start over. Revolutionaries stop
the clocks, tear down the monuments, and rewrite the calendar in order to re-script
the past in accordance with an open future. As Walter Benjamin wrote of these acts
in the fifteenth thesis of his “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” “The awareness
that they are about to make the continuum of history explode is characteristic of the
revolutionary classes at the moment of their action.”19 In other words, in revolution
and for revolutionaries, history does not dissolve, nor does it become fiction. Rather,
it is made after the fact. It is—or was—always provisional. “¡Hasta la victoria, siempre!”
(Until victory, always!) was one of the most popular slogans of the Cuban Revolution

15. For a rigorous and historically driven account of the uses and misuses of this prefix, see
Hannah Feldman, From a Nation Torn: Decolonizing Art and Representation in France, 1945–1962 (Durham:
Duke University Press, 2014), pp. 1–16. 

16. Another seminal text by Frederic Jameson mapped this sea change: “Periodizing the 60s,”
Social Text 9/10 (Spring–Summer 1984), pp. 178–209. Significantly, Jameson marked the beginning
of the ’60s with “the great movement of decolonization” in the last years of the 1950s and, more
specifically, with the Cuban Revolution of 1959. See as well the debates around the use of the term
postcolonial in the same journal in the early 1990s, specifically the double “Third World and Post-colo-
nial” issue from 1992.  

17. See, in particular, Reinhardt Koslleck, Future Past: On the Semantics of Historical Time, trans.
Keith Tribe (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1985).

18. Owens took Jameson to task in exactly these terms in “The Discourse of Others,” pp. 66–67.
Noting that Jameson was still attached to Marx’s master narrative of “mastery,” Owens added, paren-
thetically: “For what is the ‘collective struggle to wrest a realm of Freedom from a realm of Necessity’ if
not mankind’s progressive exploitation of the Earth?” “Jameson’s desire to resurrect (this) narrative,”
Owens concluded, “is a modern desire for modernity.” (Emphasis in the original.)

19. Walter Benjamin, Illuminations: Essays and Reflections, ed. Hannah Arendt and trans. Harry
Zohn (New York: Schocken, 1968), pp. 161–62. Benjamin closed this thesis with the following image:
“On the first evening of the fighting it turned out that the clocks in towers were being fired at simulta-
neously and independently in several places in Paris.” In Cuba, in March 1957, several students raided
Radio Reloj (Clock Radio), hoping to stop time, while others attempted to assassinate Fulgencio
Batista. Noted in Elvis Fuentes, “A Timely Introduction,” in Killing Time: An Exhibition of Cuban Artists
from the 1980s to the Present (New York: Exit Art, 2008), p. 7.
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of 1959. In revolution, history is made after history, but, importantly, there is no his-
tory after revolution.20

In 1986, the Cuban public experienced one such reimagining of the past
when Fidel Castro wiped the calendar clean, announcing, as he had almost every
year since the triumphant culmination of the rebels’ march from the Sierra
Maestra to Havana on January 1, 1959, a new battle. Nineteen sixty-one had been
the “Year of Education”; 1968, the “Year of the Guerrilla Fighter”; 1986 began the
“Process of Rectification of Errors and Negative Tendencies.” The “negative ten-
dency” to which Castro referred, his “error,” was his embrace of the Soviet Union
in the late 1960s. In 1968, with his support of the Soviet invasion of
Czechoslovakia, Castro slowly began to reverse his earlier rejection of Soviet-style
socialism and his commitment to a domestic, anti-imperialist revolution, the two
pillars of the Cuban Revolution since 1961.21 The means for rectifying this error
was to return to the past, to the successes of the early 1960s and, more specifically,
to the lessons of Ernesto “Che” Guevara.22 Che never supported the island’s
Sovietization. He had been committed to the Tricontinental, the organization of
three worlds—Asia, Latin America, and Africa—in anti-imperial struggle. In his
1987 speech “Che’s Ideas Are Absolutely Relevant Today,” which he delivered at a
ceremony marking the twentieth anniversary of Che’s death, Castro promised to
“rectify” the “shoddiness and mediocrity that is precisely the negation of Che’s
ideas, his revolutionary thought, his style, his spirit, and his example.”23 Exhuming
Che’s teachings in the late 1980s, Castro retrofitted the guerrilla fighter’s home-
grown militancy for the new day.24

Always a master of stagecraft, Castro conveniently, cunningly announced the
end of Cuba’s Sovietization at the very moment that Sovietization was ending.
Nineteen eighty-six was also the year Mikhail Gorbachev publicized glasnost and
perestroika, the opening up and restructuring—the undoing—of the Soviet state sys-
tem. If Gorbachev’s announcement appeared to mark, at least for the Western

20. For an examination of this aspect of Cuban historiography, see Nicola Miller, “The
Absolution of History: The Uses of the Past in Castro’s Cuba,” Journal of Contemporary History 38, no. 1
(January 2003), pp. 147–62. See also Louis A. Pérez, Jr., The Structure of Cuban History: Meaning and
Purpose of the Past (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2013).

21. Castro announced that the Cuban Revolution was socialist in April 1961. 

22. For a recent study attending to the social ramifications of Sovietization and Rectification
on cultural production in the 1970s during what became known as the “gray years,” see Rebecca
Gordon-Nesbitt, To Defend the Revolution Is to Defend Culture: The Cultural Policy of the Cuban Revolution
(Oakland: PM Press, 2015). 

23. Quoted in Rachel Weiss, To and From Utopia in the New Cuban Art (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 2011), p. 80. Weiss’s discussion of the Rectification campaign frames her analysis of
the work of ABTV.

24. For just one description of the Rectification campaign highlighting the temporality of revolu-
tion: “Everything new is suspiciously reminiscent of something we have already tried that didn’t work.
And then we tried the opposite, and that didn’t work either.” Quoted in Carollee Bengelsdorf, The
Problem of Democracy in Cuba: Between Vision and Reality (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), p. 142.
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media, a victory for capitalism in the Cold War, Castro’s suggested that the war was
far from over. He returned Cuba and Cubans to the most embattled and heady
days of the revolution—or at least he tried to.25 When reporters asked Castro why
perestroika had not reached Cuba, he responded, with a nod to the parochialism of
the question: “The Cuban Revolution is not obligated to copy anything from any-
body.”26 The year 1986, Castro argued, would be another beginning, another Year
Zero. Turning his homage to the Soviets on its head, Castro, once again, edited
history. If to work “after” is to work negatively, to work in the critical space opened
up by the master, that master was not necessarily America. After Sherrie Levine is a
not-so-polite homage to the revolution and Castro. 

After Che

One year after After Sherrie Levine, ABTV, perhaps not surprisingly, turned their
attention to Che. Or, to be more exact, they turned their attention to the icon that
had returned to Cuban media with the “Process of the Rectification of Errors and
Negative Tendencies”: Alberto Korda’s Guerrillero Heroico. ABTV reproduced the
famous photograph, which had been shot in 1960, as a mass-produced poster. They
had hoped to sell it at their Che Shop, one part of their exhibition at the Castillo de la
Real Fuerza, Homenaje a Hans Haacke. Significantly, however, ABTV did not copy
Korda’s photograph. They copied the copy that sparked the photograph’s fame and
transformed it into a global icon of and for revolution.27 In 1967, as the story goes,
the Italian publisher Giangiacomo Feltrinelli appropriated Korda’s photograph of an
ethereal Che and disseminated it, without credit, as a poster.28 Printed and sold as
part of Feltrinelli’s effort to raise money for his publishing venture and international
awareness about Che’s captivity in Bolivia, the poster appeared too late. By the time
Italian students took to the streets of Milan with the larger-than-life representation of

25. Bengelsdorf also offers a useful account of Castro’s rejection of perestroika. For Castro, she
argued, the breaking apart of the bipolar world did not promise a “new future.” It promised the status
quo. After all, in the future, Cuba—as well as much of what had been characterized as the Third
World—would continue to run in the shadow of the northern colossus. See Bengelsdorf, The Problem of
Democracy in Cuba, pp. 134–55.

26. Unsigned, “Castro Cited on Perestroyka and Rectification,” Paris AFP, July 24, 1988,
http://lanic.utexas.edu/project/castro/db/1988/19880724.html. Castro continued, “And since it is at
the doors of ‘imperialism,’ it cannot commit ‘strategic errors’ such as ‘using capitalist methods’ in
socialism.” 

27. On the origin and proliferation of the Che icon, see Trisha Ziff, ed., Che Guevara:
Revolutionary & Icon (London: V&A Publications, 2006). Importantly, as Ziff explored, the Cuban press
did not immediately prize the photograph. It was not published in Cuba until 1961, and it circulated
without much fanfare. 

28. The poster circulated with the Libreria Feltrinelli copyright. Much has been made of the fact
that Feltrinelli “stole” the image and profited off this “theft,” suggesting that both acts were anathema
to the revolution and Che’s values. It almost goes without saying that this is a naive reading of social-
ism. For a historical study of copyright and authorship in Cuba as it pertains to Korda’s photograph,
see Ariana Hernández-Reguant, “Copyrighting Che: Art and Authorship Under Cuban Late Socialism,”
Public Culture 16, no. 1 (2004), pp. 1–29. Weiss considers this aspect of the historiography in her discus-
sion of ABTV’s homage in To and From Utopia, p. 83.
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Che in their hands, the guerrilla fighter was already dead. Protests against Che’s cap-
ture dovetailed with protests against his murder. Feltrinelli’s poster, along with the
version produced by the Irish artist Jim Fitzpatrick and those printed under the aus-
pices of the Organization in Solidarity with the People of Asia, Africa, and Latin
America (OSPAAAL), commemorated Che’s death and precipitated the global dissemi-
nation of the image of the Heroic Guerrilla as a symbol of the New Left.29 One of the
many faces among the student riots in May 1968, the Heroic Guerrilla also joined the
civil-rights movement in the US as well as protests against the Vietnam War around
the world. Eventually Korda’s—or Feltrinelli’s—Che also became the face of the
Cuban Revolution. In 1987, at a commemoration of the twentieth anniversary of
Che’s death, Castro broadcast the icon to a crowd gathered in Santiago de Cuba. Che
as the Heroic Guerrilla flickered on a television screen behind Castro’s podium, pro-
ducing, for all those photographers on site, a brilliant, shimmering double portrait.
Visage and voice fused, as did past and present. In revolution, the double image
seemed to say, martyrs not only live on in the present; they are present. In revolution,
as the first Cuban revolutionary, José Martí, put it, “Death is not true.”30

29. On Feltrinelli’s use of Korda’s photograph and its tour of the globe as a protest poster, see
Michael Casey, Che’s Afterlife: The Legacy of an Image (New York: Vintage Books, 2009), pp. 110–17. See
also David Kunzle, Che: Icon, Myth, and Message (Los Angeles: UCLA Fowler Museum of Cultural History
in collaboration with the Center for the Study of Political Graphics, 1997). 

30. Quoted in Timothy Bernard, “Death Is Not True: Form and History in Cuban Film,” in New
Latin American Cinema Volume 2: Studies of National Cinema, ed. Michael T. Martin (Detroit: Wayne State
University Press, 1997), p. 147. Importantly, Castro codified the revolution’s temporality through his
homage to Martí, insisting that his rebel movement was the continuation, even the culmination, of the
independence struggles of the 1890s. See Fidel Castro, “History Will Absolve Me,” in Fidel Castro: The
Declarations of Havana (London: Verso, 2008), pp. 1–78.
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ABTV. Che Shop, Homenaje a Hans Haacke. 1989.
Photograph by ABTV. Courtesy of José Ángel Toirac.
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Hoping to sell their poster
for three pesos—the three-peso
bill carried an image of Che as the
Heroic Guerrilla—ABTV offered a
not-so-subtle commentary on the
economic transactions buttressing
the transformation of politics into
media and vice versa. These trans-
actions were, of course, at the cen-
ter of the work of the artist to
whom ABTV sought to pay tribute
at the Castillo de la Real Fuerza:
Hans Haacke. Active in New York
since the 1960s, the German-born
American artist had made a name
for himself in the 1980s with a
series of works interrogating the
mythic powers of images and
icons. Take, for example, Haacke’s
own tribute to the Belgian artist
Marcel Broodthaers, which he
installed in 1982 at Documenta 7.
For Ölgemälde, Hommage à Marcel
Broodthaers, Haacke paired a metic-
ulously painted and lavishly
adorned portrait of President
Ronald Reagan with an oversized
photomural of a street demonstra-
tion in Bonn protesting Reagan’s
lobbying for the deployment of US
cruise missiles on German soil. A
plush red carpet connected the
two parts of the installation, which faced each other across the gallery. As Douglas
Crimp has argued, Haacke’s parody of the museological trappings used to imbue
this talking head with prestige and piety would have been particularly legible and
biting in the early 1980s as museums and galleries throughout Europe had come
to announce their rejection of critical art like Haacke’s with the promotion of
Neo-Expressionism.31 Neo-Expressionism reinstated exactly what Haacke and his
contemporaries, including Levine, had aimed to demythologize: the affiliation of
art’s value with originality and autonomy, here inscribed, anachronistically, as skill

31. Douglas Crimp, “The Art of Exhibition,” in On the Museum’s Ruins, pp. 236–81. See also
Rosalyn Deutsche’s discussion of the rise of Neo-Expressionism in the 1980s in Evictions: Art and Spatial
Politics (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1996), pp. 109–58.
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and mastery.32 The hand had reemerged; it now complemented and affirmed the
symbolic value of the frame, the picture light, the velvet ropes, etc. Reagan perfect-
ly represented the economic manifestation of this aesthetic politics. His fiscal poli-
cies tied the pursuit of personal freedom to free trade. Haacke’s Hommage, in turn,
perfectly defused this equation. This is not simply because political action, the
“free expression” of people in the streets, faced, quite literally, the symbolic order
of privatization. It is because by the 1980s—or after Che—free expression in the
streets had been co-opted and mediated. The enlarged sprocket holes on the over-
sized photograph of the Bonn demonstration point both to the veracity of this
image (no cropping and cutting here) and to its institutional mediation as an
image, on display, speaking “the truth.” Capitalism’s power to recuperate anything
and everything is the critical venture of this homage.33

32. The homage is anachronistic because Haacke did not fashion a Neo-Expressionist portrait.
His Reagan dredged up the language of neoclassicism and the romantic individualism of a bygone era.
On this aspect of the homage, see “A Conversation with Hans Haacke,” October 30 (Autumn 1984);
reprinted in Hans Haacke, October Files 18, ed. Rachel Churner (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2015),
pp. 51–53. Yve-Alain Bois, Rosalind Krauss, Douglas Crimp, and Haacke discuss Hommage on the occa-
sion of the installation of Taking Stock (unfinished), which included a neoclassical portrait of Margaret
Thatcher, at Tate Britain in 1984.

33. Yve-Alain Bois addressed Haacke’s work in these terms in “The Antidote,” October 39 (Winter
1986); reprinted in Churner, Hans Haacke, pp. 73–89. 
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Death. Fidel Castro at the TV, Santiago de Cuba. 1987. 

© Rene Burri/Magnum Photos.



Addressing the transformation of Che and the revolution into a mass-mediat-
ed image, ABTV framed Homenaje a Hans Haacke with the following slogan: “Every
artist has to find his own formula to express the Revolution.” The slogan certainly
mimed Haacke’s critique of humanist values as well as the ways in which, under
the conditions of global capital, icons and slogans come to express almost any-
thing—or nothing. Yet this slogan also mimed the words that framed almost every
debate about freedom of expression in Cuba since the first days of the revolution:
“With the Revolution, everything; against the Revolution, nothing.”34 Castro
uttered these words in his 1961 speech “Words to Intellectuals,” his response to a
series of public debates that had followed the censorship of a short documentary
film about Cuban nightlife. Shot with a handheld camera, PM (Pasado Meridiano),

34. Fidel Castro, “Words to Intellectuals,” in The Revolution and Cultural Problems in Cuba
(Republic of Cuba: Ministry of Foreign Relations, 1962), p. 18.
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which was screened on Cuban television just a few weeks following the Bay of Pigs
invasion, recorded the seamier side of Cuban nightlife, what those supporting cen-
sorship of the film called prerevolutionary mores.35 Taking stock of the hostile
responses to the censorship of film among those artists and intellectuals who
feared the growing influence of the Communist Party on their revolution, Castro’s
speech masterfully sidestepped the debate. While acknowledging that not all
artists or intellectuals are—nor need to be—revolutionaries, he banned all artistic
acts “doubting” the revolution.36 “Nothing against the Revolution,” Castro
explained, “because the Revolution has the right to exist, and no one shall oppose

35. Discussions of the censorship of PM (dir. Sabá Cabrera Infante and Orlando Jiménez-Leal)
frame almost every study of cultural policy in Cuba in the 1960s as well as during the “gray years” of the
1970s. For just one important study, see Desiderio Navarro, “In Medias Res Publicas: On Intellectuals
and Social Criticism in the Cuban Public Sphere,” boundary 2 29, no. 3 (Fall 2002), pp. 187–203. 

36. Castro, “Words to Intellectuals,” p. 14.
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the right of the Revolution to exist.”37 The
revolution, in short, subsumes the “rights of
man.” In fact, as we shall see, it challenges
the very validity of that concept, the sup-
posed universality of that subject. 

ABTV addressed the debate about how
to “express” the revolution in the exhibi-
tion’s other installations, including The Smile
of Truth.38 Here, the collective paid tribute to
another artist, the Cuban painter Orlando
Yanes. Yanes specialized in neoclassical por-
traits, the most famous of which was his ver-
sion of Korda’s Guerrillero Heroico. The Smile of
Truth highlighted the similarities between
the celebrated painter’s portrayals of
Fulgencio Batista and Fidel Castro. Placed
side by side in a vitrine, the portraits were
remarkable for their lack of any marked dif-
ference. The Smile of Truth, in turn, offered
another way for ABTV to ask the questions
posed by their Che Shop and by Haacke: Is
there a difference between capitalist and
socialist modes of representation? If so, is
that difference formal? How should an artist
“express” the revolution? That ABTV posed
these questions in 1989, the year the Berlin Wall came down and the Cold War was
supposedly ending, made their homage all the more provocative and problematic.
Anticipating that the exhibition would be censored, the collective installed the
show, photographed it, and dismantled it before it opened.39 ABTV preempted
the debate about freedom of expression and avoided the deliberations about the
ethics of censorship by turning their homage into media. 

37. Ibid., p. 18.

38. ABTV also recalled the revolution’s “right to exist” in another, uncompleted installation for
Homenaje a Hans Haacke. The collective had planned to restage, as a performance, the burning of
Cuban painter Manuel Mendive’s El pavo real. In 1988, José Juara, a Cuban exile and parachutist during
the Bay of Pigs invasion, burned the painting, which he had purchased at auction in Miami. Juara then
published his justification in Opiniones, a Miami-based newspaper. ABTV rewrote Juara’s text and
planned to print it as a newspaper article to be handed out at the exhibition. As with their Che Shop,
with this performance ABTV sought to engage the revolution’s “right to exist” through its mediation.
See the discussion of this installation in Camnitzer, The New Cuban Art, pp. 253–54. 

39. The collective’s appropriation of the threat of censorship formed part of the homage to
Haacke. As Camnitzer argues, the exhibition demonstrated “empathy for art that criticizes art’s mecha-
nisms without being coopted.” Camnitzer, The New Cuban Art, p. 254. Weiss has offered a different story
about the exhibition and its censorship, noting that the curators demanded changes to the exhibition
and the artists refused. Weiss, To and From Utopia, p. 84. 
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If ABTV worked like Haacke, their tribute was not about or “after” Haacke. It
was about and after Che. In 1965, in his now famous letter to the editor of the
Uruguayan journal Marcha, Che had addressed the very crux of ABTV’s homage.
Commonly known by the title “Socialism and Man in Cuba,” Che’s letter set out to
correct the assumption that the revolution called for the abolition of the individ-
ual. The revolution, Che argued, did not negate individuality. Rather, it negated
the privileging of bourgeois conceptions of individuality in which the struggle for
liberation is personal, not collective.40 With socialism, Che continued, the individ-
ual would not disappear. There would be no “death of the author.” The individ-
ual—the New Man, to use Che’s parlance—would, rather, be reborn out of condi-
tions devoid of the imperatives of capitalism.41 Hardly a “new” subject, the New
Man was simply not “old.” Like the many “New Men” before him, Che’s modeled
a shift in social consciousness prescribed by and productive of the futurity of revo-
lution.42

With the New Man, opportunities would replace imperatives. Man’s goal
would not be freedom of expression but “freedom from necessity,” to borrow the
now colloquial shorthand for Karl Marx’s theory of labor value.43 Castro too out-
lined the difference between these freedoms on numerous occasions, including in
his historic 1977 interview with ABC News anchorwoman Barbara Walters.
Responding to Walters’s sanctimonious questioning and criticism of press censor-
ship in Cuba, Castro explained: 

We do not have your perceptions. Our concept of freedom of the press
is not yours. I say this very honestly. I have nothing to hide. If you ask if
a newspaper can appear against socialism, I can say very honestly, no, it
cannot. In that sense, we don’t have the freedom of the press that you
possess in the United States, and we are very satisfied about that.44

Interrogating, and asking others to interrogate, the naturalizing logic of the con-
cept of universal freedoms, Castro, like Che, made clear that the differences

40. Che Guevara, “Socialism and Man in Cuba,” in Manifestos: Three Classic Essays on How to
Change the World (Melbourne: Ocean Press, 2005), pp. 147–68.

41. For a study engaging the conjunction between the announcement of the “death of the
author” and the invention of the New Man, see Kristin Ross, Fast Cars, Clean Bodies: Decolonization and the
Reordering of French Culture (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1995), pp. 157–65.  Discussing the French con-
text—the writings of Franz Fanon, Roland Barthes, Claude Lévi-Strauss, and Louis Althusser—Ross
concludes: “Precisely at the moment that colonized peoples demand and appropriate to themselves the
status of man … French intellectuals announce the ‘the death of man’ ” (p. 163).

42. Che’s debt to Lenin’s revolutionary subject is evident throughout the letter. Others have
noted Che’s interest in the work of the Argentine Marxist Aníbal Ponce, who wrote of the New Man in
1935. See Ana Serra, New Man in Cuba: Culture and Identity in the Revolution (Gainesville: University Press
of Florida, 2007).

43. Karl Marx, Capital, vol. 3, trans. David Fernbach (New York: Penguin, 1992), p. 954.

44. Quoted in John P. Wallach, “Fidel Castro and the U.S. Press,” in The Selling of Fidel Castro:
The Media and the Cuban Revolution, ed. William E. Ratliff (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Books,
1987), p. 134. 
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between capitalist and socialist modes of representation were not formal. They
were—are—historical. Given this, it perhaps comes as no surprise that Che’s
sketch of the New Man doubled as a negative evaluation of the Cuban appropria-
tion of “socialist realism.” Appositely, Che did not capitalize the term, nor did he
define the aesthetic.45 For Che, Socialist Realism was less an aesthetic platform or
program than a cipher for the failure of artists to work historically. It was “old.” It
was imperial or hegemonic.46 With the adoption of Soviet-style “socialist realism,”
Cuban “culture,” Che argued, would be “reduced to assimilating the socialist pre-
sent and the dead past.”47 In other words, much like the “natural” appropriation
of bourgeois notions of humanism, the appropriation of “socialist realism” would
produce, Che argued, bad—because ahistorical—copies. 

Presented in the wake of Gorbachev’s perestroika and Castro’s retrenchment,
ABTV’s homage could be read as the acknowledgment of the failure of Che’s pro-
ject—and the revolution. Like the icon they reproduced and hoped to sell back to
the Cuban public, the revolution, especially in the media, increasingly appeared to
be empty and fetishized. It looked like a bad copy. For many both on and off the
island, the Sovietization of Cuban culture throughout the 1970s permanently
marred the development of the New Man and the promise of socialism without
Stalinism.48 And yet to accept this line of critique, to insist that ABTV’s homage
was parodic, is to argue from the vantage point of “the end,” despite the revolu-
tion’s remarkable survival. To be clear, my point is not to suggest that the Cuban
Revolution is or was successful; it is to mitigate the collapse of the examination of
cultural activity in Cuba into the accounting for the success or failure of the revo-
lution, in order to think, as ABTV did, historically. 

Writing from “the end” ignores the specificity and value of critical activity in
revolution. It also assumes that critical activity everywhere is a matter of decapitat-
ing the author or the master. Appropriating models of critical art practice devel-
oped under advanced capitalism, ABTV did not confirm the revolution’s failure—
that it was co-opted and for sale. Illuminating capitalism’s drive to co-opt revolu-
tion, they interrogated and paid homage to the very means by which the revolu-
tion made history happen over and over again: media. If postmodern histories of

45. As numerous scholars of the “style” have noted, Socialist Realism was never fully defined or
codified. See Régine Robin, Socialist Realism: An Impossible Aesthetic (Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 1992). 

46. Castro famously confirmed Che’s charge in the context of a debate about abstract poster
designs for OSPAAAL, noting: “Our enemy is imperialism, not abstract art.” Quoted in David Craven,
“The Visual Arts Since the Cuban Revolution,” Third Text 6, no. 20 (September 1992), p. 80. See as well
Craven’s more in-depth analysis of the “threat” of Socialist Realism in Cuba, Art and Revolution in Latin
America, 1910–1990 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), pp. 75–116.

47. Guevara, “Socialism and the New Man,” p. 162. 

48. See Maurice Halpern, “Culture and the Revolution,” in The New Cuba: Paradoxes and
Potentials, ed. Ronald Radosh (New York: William Morris, 1976), pp. 190–210. Like many of the essays
in this volume, Halpern’s stands as a testament to the New Left’s disillusion with the revolution in the
wake of the island’s Sovietization. An important document here is Chris Marker’s 1977 film Le fond de
l’air est rouge.
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the cultural processes of decolonization have ignored this move, it is not because
Western histories of art, despite the celebration of the West’s “loss of mastery,” are
still paramount. As we shall see, Cuban aesthetic practices and cultural program-
ing were never anything but Western. It is because postmodern histories of art’s
geopolitics fixate on a history of modernism in which the contestation of originali-
ty, not the contestation of media, is paramount. With this myth in place, the end is
always nigh.

Underdevelopment

If Che portrayed and personified socialism’s New Man, Castro left it to a
handful of photographers—most famously, Korda, Osvaldo Salas, and Raúl
Corrales—to popularize and represent him. Throughout the revolution’s first
years, these three photographers produced countless “epic” photographs of
Cuba’s new heroes and leaders.49 Their traditional frontal portraits of young men
and women donning berets and slinging guns are now all too familiar. Much like
the Heroic Guerrilla, the young revolutionaries, typically shot from below, loom
large as they poignantly look towards a distant horizon. These monumentalizing
portraits perfectly complement the numerous high-angled landscape shots of
teeming crowds gathered before a wildly gesticulating Castro. Here individuals
confront their leader as a mass, enacting Che’s characterization of the relationship
between Castro and the public as wholly productive. “[O]ne can observe,” wrote
Che, “something like the dialogue of two tuning forks whose vibrations interact,
producing new sounds.”50 In these views, which are framed to be overstuffed, the
crowd is both reproduced and doubled. The crowd beyond the crowd is always on
the horizon, figuratively seen. 

As ABTV’s Che Shop proposed, these epic photographs have come to stand in
for the revolution, have come to make the revolution over as an iconic image. Yet,
as Castro was well aware, the production of a revolution and its revolutionaries
would require much more than the organization of a monumentalizing iconogra-
phy. It would require an iconographic media. After all, the revolution’s icons were
not conceived of as singular photographs. Like the photographs by Evans that
Levine copied, they were conceived for and through the pages of the illustrated
press.51 Cropped, framed, and stretched, the revolution’s icons were produced
through myriad graphic signs: other photographs, captions, headlines, slogans,

49. For an overview of photographic production during the revolution’s first years, see the
Arpad S. Busson Foundation, Cuba in Revolution (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2013). On the use of the
term epic, see María Eugenia Haya, “Sobre la fotografía cubana,” Revolución y Cultura 93 (May 1980),
pp. 41–60.

50. Che, “Socialism and Man in Cuba,” p. 152.

51. Evans shot his iconic photographs of Alabama tenant farmers on assignment for Fortune mag-
azine. Never appearing in the magazine, they were first published as a portfolio of photographs in
James Agee and Walker Evans, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1941).
Postmodernism’s histories of photography rarely acknowledge this “master’s” work in or as media. 
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editorials, etc. Take, for example, the reverse landscape shot of the heaving mass
opening one of the extended photo essays published in the May 1960 issue of the
journal of the Instituto Nacional de Reforma Agraria, INRA. Despite the monthly
magazine’s origins as the mouthpiece of the Institute of Agrarian Reform, it was
one of the most important platforms for the circulation of photography in the
1960s.52 Along with Revolución, the first official magazine of the rebel movement,
INRA configured the revolution and its revolutionaries through an avalanche of
pictures. Numerous shots of freewheeling and organized masses celebrating the
anniversary of Cuban independence fill six pages of INRA’s May 1960 issue.
Abundance and diversity—of people and photographs—evidence the existence of
enthusiastic shouting and marching publics, but the photo essay works by the jux-
taposition of proximity and distance. With these pages in hand, the reader is
simultaneously close up, on the scene, and at the back of the lively crowd.
Importantly, the essay’s opening page makes space for the reader, not Castro.
Absent, though implied, in the first spread, he is multiplied in the second. Six por-
traits of Castro, all shot from below, repeat along the central axis of the page and
the essay. Each offers a slightly different portrayal of the man—of this man. Castro
is simultaneously singular and not. Donning a straw hat and unshaven, he is both
leader and peasant. This is a collective portrait of the New Man. The collective
embodies the nation—patria o muerte, as the revolution’s other popular slogan
announces—on the page and through the organization of a participating, reading
public. The icon always needs its page (or pages), its history.53

Though most studies of photographic culture in Cuba during the first years
of the revolution have focused on the proliferation of monumental, iconic shots,
the organization of this reading public through print was at the center of the revo-
lution’s cultural program.54 Evidence of this drive can be found in a singular study
of photography published in Havana in the late 1960s: Edmundo Desnoes’s “The
Photographic Image of Underdevelopment.” First published in 1966, Desnoes’s
study builds on his better-known 1965 novel, Memories of Underdevelopment.55 The

52. INRA covered a wide range of topical subjects, from contemporary cinema and Soviet sport
to mining projects and literacy campaigns. Several issues also included editorials on everyday life in the
US, including racism in the “land of Lincoln” and the rise of juvenile delinquency in American cities.
Raúl Corrales edited the magazine in the early years.

53. See Robert Hariman and John Louis Lucaites, No Caption Needed: Iconic Photographs, Public
Culture, and Liberal Democracy (Chicago: University of Chicago, 2007). 

54. For one study that does account for the centrality of the page to the development of photo-
graphic culture in Cuba in the 1960s, albeit with a focus on named authors, see Tim B. Wride, ed.,
Shifting Tides: Cuban Photography After Revolution (Los Angeles: LACMA, 2001). 

55. See Edmundo Desnoes, Memories of Underdevelopment, trans. Al Schaller (Pittsburgh: Latin
American Literary Review Press, 2004). See as well Memorias del Subdesarrollo, dir. Tomás Gutiérrez Alea,
Havana, 1968. This film greatly popularized Desnoes’s work and his study of the cultural logic of under-
development. Set in the wake of the revolution, in the midst of the Bay of Pigs invasion, the novel
develops its narrative around a middle-class furniture salesman’s lament for the underdevelopment of
his fellow Cubans, which he defines as their inability “to make connections between things, to accumu-
late experiences and evolve” (p. 34). The protagonist’s lament refracts his own underdevelopment: his
alienation from his fellow Cubans and his contempt. The double use of the term underdevelopment is
also the crux of Desnoes’s history of photography.
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economic concept framed
Desnoes’s extended exami-
nation of the emergence of
the revolutionary subject as
well as his exploration of
why “Cuba made me so.”
Covering a range of print-
based practices—from pho-
tojournalism and fashion
editorials to advertising and
exhibition design—
Desnoes’s essay opened with
a clarification or a definition
of its subject. “Photog -
raphy,” Desnoes announ -
ced, “is not a direct experi-
ence but a cultural event
within a context.”56 This was
a declarative statement as
much as a rhetorical con-
ceit. By stripping the photo-
graph of its referent,
Desnoes set the scene for his
review of the very context
within which he developed
this thesis: his own personal
encounter with photograph-
ic representations of Cuba
and Cubans circulating in
the mainstream press in the
1950s. “A Cuban Way with
Styles,” an editorial on the
latest Cuban fashions, shot
by Gordon Parks and pub-
lished in the May 5, 1958,
issue of Life, was one case in
point. On the pages of the
most popular illustrated
magazine in the US, slender
white beauties in Panama
hats and chemise cocktail
dresses enliven the “backwa-

56. Edmundo Desnoes,
“The Photographic Image of
Underdevelopment,” Jump Cut 33
(February 1988), p. 70. 
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ter” of Trinidad, a former colonial settlement.57 Colonial ruins, Desnoes recalled,
were safely romanticized. On the page, they became ornament, a backdrop for
commerce. Summing up his experience as a member of this reading public as well
as the cultural logic of underdevelopment, Desnoes explained: 

Everything becomes subordinated to the right to consume (produc-
tion) and to enjoy (profit). Capitalist laws and institutions favor current
production and search out potential consumption. And the Third
World seems a world to be used—an available pleasure, a product.58

Desnoes reanimated his reading experiences through a review of numerous
other examples of ad campaigns and editorials chock-full of bearded revolution-
aries and “native” color  (“tobacco brown,” “Daiquirí white,” “revolutionary red,”
etc.) in order to highlight the ways in which the foreign press sold Cuba as its
beaches, its beauties, its rum, and its revolution. The hunger, the crumbling
buildings, and the “parasites in bodies as well as in governments and
economies,” he noted, were hardly pictured.59 There was little on view to blight
the scene of commerce and development. Returning to his opening gambit, the
severing of the photograph from direct experience, Desnoes concluded, “The lie
is now complete.”60 This was Desnoes’s coming of age. This cultural context, this
Cuba, “made [him] so.” 

Desnoes’s conclusions were not reserved for the commercial press. He wrote
his essay about and for the revolution’s media machine. He did not, that is, have
a habit of taking sides. Accordingly, the binary logic between fantasy and fact,
between primitivism and imperialism, framing his account of photography’s work
on the pages of the illustrated press belies the full sting of this study of photogra-
phy. Desnoes certainly did not set out to instruct his readers that neither photog-
raphy nor the media should be trusted. His message was not that photographs lie.
Even his contribution to the catalogue for the 1965 exhibition Foto-Mentira
(Photo-Lie) did not recognize that as the “truth” of photography.61 Rather, build-
ing on his claim that “there’s no con game more persuasive than photography,”62

Desnoes explored what his contemporary Roland Barthes had recently defined as
the photographic paradox: the generation of a message from a “message without
a code.” “[W]hen we want to be ‘neutral, objective,’” Barthes explained in his

57. Unsigned, “A Cuban Way with Styles,” Life, May 5, 1958, p. 64.

58. Desnoes, “The Photographic Image of Underdevelopment,” p. 71. 

59. Ibid., p. 72.

60. Ibid., p. 71. 

61. For a brief discussion of the exhibition and Desnoes’s contribution, see Eugenio Valdés
Figueroa, “The Other Face of Cuban Photography,” in Utopia/Post-Utopia: Conceptual Photography and
Video from Cuba, ed. Helaine Posner and Eugenio Valdés Figueroa (New Paltz: Dorsky Musuem of Art,
2003), p. 21.

62. Desnoes, “The Photographic Image of Underdevelopment,” p. 70. 
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seminal 1961 essay “The Photographic Message,” “we seek to copy reality meticu-
lously, as if the analogical were a resistance factor against the encroachment of
values.”63 And, as if describing the very same processes of underdevelopment to
which Desnoes would refer, Barthes further defined the photographic paradox as
“the naturalization of the cultural.”64 Like Barthes, and with Barthes’s semiology
in mind, Desnoes offered his readers a lesson in literacy, not iconography.65 The
“death of illiteracy” may have been the goal of 1961, “The Year of Education,”
but, according to Desnoes, Cubans were still far from sufficiently literate. “The
photographic image of underdevelopment,” Desnoes reminded his readers, 

constantly meshes with our own experiences and has become a decisive
ingredient in how we view the Third World. We live in that world yet
hardly realize how we have been conditioned by the photographic view-
point of the other world. We often base our own self-image upon jour-
nalistic advertising, fashion, or art photography which presumes to
express our milieu. Photography is a much more influential and perva-
sive cultural ingredient than most people can discern.66

The skill of “how to read” in Cuba, by Cubans, Desnoes insisted, was wanting,
underdeveloped. Cubans, as well as other Third World publics, were prone, as he
so pointedly put it in another essay in which he also took up the cultural logic of
capitalist economies, to “mimicry.”67 Conned by photography, Cubans produced
and lived through false—ahistorical—copies. 

63. Roland Barthes, “The Photographic Message,” in The Responsibility of Forms: Critical Essays on
Music, Art and Representation, trans. Richard Howard (New York: Hill and Wang, 1985), p. 8. 

64. Ibid., p. 15.

65. Desnoes did not directly acknowledge his debt to Barthes until his 1985 essay “Cuba Made
Me So,” which is a rereading of “The Photographic Image of Underdevelopment” almost twenty years
on. Quoting his 1966 essay in 1985, Desnoes added a line to the close of the essay’s first section: “The
visual code—and here one can only agree with Barthes—depends on language. And language in its
turn on social action, without separating us from certain fundamental Marxist formulations.” See
Desnoes, “Cuba Made Me So,” p. 386. Curiously, this line does not appear in the English translation
printed in Jump Cut or in the publication of the essay in Desnoes’s collected essays, Punto de Vista. See
Edmundo Desnoes, “La imagen fotográfica del subdesarrollo,” in Punto de Vista (La Habana: Instituto
del Libro, 1967), pp. 61–93. 

66. Desnoes, “The Photographic Image of Underdevelopment,” p. 70. Notably, at another point
in the essay, Desnoes added, “And this image of underdevelopment does not just come from the
Western countries. We ourselves fall victim to the form in which others see us. Thus we often lose our
own perspective and we corrupt our own image of ourselves so that we live out a lie instead of under-
standing it as a projection. We see ourselves as others from industrial countries see us, or as they want
to see us” (p. 72).

67. Quoted in Al Schaller, “The Pursuit of the ‘New Man’ in Edmundo Desnoes’s Memories of
Underdevelopment,” Hispanófila 155 (January 2009), p. 93. The full line, which is taken from Desnoes’s
“The World on Its Feet,” reads as follows: “We must decolonize and assert our standing on the world.
Expose the dangers of mimicry, delve into conduct in all its aspects, understand our social, racial and
sexual prejudices, consider the individual while the political leaders are preoccupied with the whole of
society, live to explore and not to sloganeer.” See Edmundo Desnoes, “El mundo sobre sus pies,” in
Punto de Vista, pp. 99–105.
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Despite this conclusion, Desnoes’s assessment of photographic culture was
far from dire. There was, he proposed, the possibility of a release from this night-
mare of history—from underdevelopment. There was, in other words, no need to
live through the copy. As his repurposing of the conventional understanding of
underdevelopment suggested, Cubans, Desnoes argued, must learn instead to co-
opt the hegemon’s language and forms. This is also a means of paying homage. “If
we use photojournalism as a language,” Desnoes concluded, “as a form of a dialec-
tical argument, we would enrich our world,” adding: “Such photography would
not deceive but rather it would function as an instrument for intellectual labor.”68
Identifying ideology or the enemy (be it Castro or capitalism) is never enough; it is
not enough, nor is it possible, to “correct” the lies. Likewise, the promise of devel-
opment is also insufficient. For the underdeveloped, Desnoes suggested, it is nec-
essary to “play the game” and pay homage. Not surprisingly, this was also Barthes’s
most enduring lesson, before, at least, his call for the “death of the author.” As he
argued in “Myth Today,” his extended 1957 essay on “the naturalization of the cul-
tural,” “the best weapon against myth is perhaps to mythify it in turn, and to pro-
duce an artificial myth: this reconstituted myth will in fact be mythology. Since myth
robs language of something, why not rob myth?”69 Neither a sham nor a ruse,
something to debunk, the con game is incredibly productive. It decolonizes histo-
ry—and histories of photography.

Literacy

Castro certainly set out to develop his own reading public with this con in
mind. Acting quickly, within three months of the rebels’ triumph in January 1959,
he began to shut down all independent press and media outlets still paying alle-
giance to Batista and Wall Street’s commercial interests. He also buried the dead.
Diario de la Marina, the island’s most conservative newspaper, saw its demise, after
128 years of publication, with a mock funeral at the University of Havana.70
Curiously, the pages that arose from the ashes of this past, so to speak, were hardly
revolutionary—in either the political or the popular sense of the word. As the
story goes, Castro brandished a copy of Life magazine in front of Carlos Franqui,
the director of Revolución, and insisted, “I want something like this.”71 Castro’s
model was an American copy—American (editorial) copy. As Desnoes had hinted,
revolution is often or necessarily a doubled act. Acts of censorship are also acts of
revolution. Likewise, acts of revolution often pay homage to the very thing that is

68. Desnoes, “The Photographic Image of Underdevelopment,” p. 76.

69. Roland Barthes, Mythologies, trans. Annette Lavers (New York: Hill and Wang, 1972), p. 135.
(Emphasis in the original.)

70. For an overview of Castro’s nationalization of the press, see Roger Reed, The Cultural
Revolution in Cuba (Geneva: Latin American Round Table, 1991), pp. 46–55.

71. Quoted in John Mraz, “Cuban Photography: Context and Meaning,” History of Photography 18,
no. 1 (Spring 1994), p. 88. 
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or was censored. The evidence here is historical, not formal. In other words, there
is no need to compare pages or aesthetic forms, Life to INRA, for example. Not
because of, but in spite of, any formal similarity between their pages, it is always
necessary to historicize.

Life, of course, was not just any illustrated magazine. Launched in 1936 by
Time Inc. media mogul Henry Luce, Life forever altered the shape, look, and
pace of photography at the close of the medium’s first century. In its pages, pho-
tographs were not organized to illustrate editorials by supplementing or corrob-
orating the magazine’s words. As Wilson Hicks, the executive editor of the maga-
zine in the 1940s, outlined in his Words and Pictures (1952), Life produced a new
mode of communication: photojournalism. Photojournalism, Hicks stressed,
amounted to more than the combination or even the savvy juxtaposition of the
two media. Using the yin-yang symbol to depict graphically the new relationship
between words and pictures, Hicks explained: “The very foundation of the form
rests on its extraordinary ability to induce a phenomenon wherein the total of
the complex—that is, the pictures and the words together—becomes greater
than the sum of its parts.”72 This production, Hicks insisted, took place off the
page. It took place in the mind of the reader. Hicks’s concern for or attention to
the reader’s work did not devalue the work on or off the page, though it did,
importantly, revalue the work of the photograph. On the pages of Life, pho-
tographs did not compete with words, but neither were they privileged above
words. The prospectus drawn up for one of the many Life prototypes counters
that mythology of modernism: 

These pictures have been selected and arranged experimentally to
demonstrate our conviction that, while the camera has achieved high
efficiency as a reporter and recorder of our time, a journalistic job
remains to be done in articulating a language of pictures.73

Photographs have no words, Hicks likewise argued; it is the public that serves as
the means of communication. 

For Hicks, it was what Life had to communicate off the page and through its
new reading public that mattered. As Desnoes would argue and as Castro must
have been well aware, the magazine’s promotion of “the language of pictures”
seamlessly doubled as a promotion of American “development.”74 To use Luce’s
terminology, Life magazine promulgated the “American Century.” The title of an

72. Wilson Hicks, “What Is Photojournalism?,” in Photographic Communication: Principles, Problems
and Challenges of Photojournalism, ed. R. Smith Schuneman (London: Focal Press, 1972), p. 23. This is an
excerpt from the first chapter of Hicks’s “bible,” Words and Pictures: An Introduction to Photojournalism
(New York: Harpers, 1952). 

73. Quoted in Loudon Wainwright, The Great American Magazine: An Inside History of Life (New
York: Knopf, 1986), p. 35.

74. On the magazine’s diplomacy, see Terry Smith, “Life-Style Modernity,” in Looking at Life
Magazine, ed. Erika Doss (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 2001), pp. 25–39.
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editorial Luce published in February 1941, “The American Century” was Luce’s
own designation for a “new time.” Addressing the rise of Fascism and the war rag-
ing in Europe, Luce, once a staunch isolationist, insisted that it was now time for
Americans to step into history—into the world. Americans, wrote Luce, 

have failed to play their part as a world power—a failure which has had
disastrous consequences for themselves and for all mankind. And the
cure is this: to accept wholeheartedly our duty and our opportunity as
the most powerful and vital nation in the world and in consequence to
exert upon the world the full impact of our influence, for such purpos-
es as we see fit and by such means as we see fit.75

Luce’s new time was also quite old, a matter of advancing, of enlarging and inten-
sifying, the previous century’s insistence on the nation’s manifest mission to
expand across the continent in the name of liberty. Yet if Luce’s forefathers imag-
ined this mission spatially, as being enacted through continuous movement in the
indeterminate, always open space of the frontier, Luce latched on to the pull of
time. He inaugurated a new century, not a new empire. The difference, as the geo-
grapher Neil Smith noted, paradoxically prefigured the rhetoric of globalization
and the “end of history.” “Whereas,” to quote Smith, “the geographical language
of empires suggests malleable politics—empires rise and fall and are open to chal-
lenge—the ‘American Century’ suggests an inevitable and undying destiny.”76 In
Luce’s world, global dominance was the natural result of historical progress and
development. Fatefully, this progress was already present and accounted for on the
pages of Life. “Once we cease to distract ourselves with lifeless arguments about
isolationism,” Luce concluded, 

we shall be amazed to discover that there is already an immense
American internationalism. American jazz, Hollywood movies,
American slang, American machines and patented products, are in fact
the only things that every community in the world, from Zanzibar to
Hamburg, recognizes in common.77

This America was the Cuba that “made” Desnoes “so.” 
Castro’s decision to model the revolution’s publicity machine on one of the

most cogent and popular instruments of US cultural imperialism compels us to com-
plicate our assumptions about the revolution’s anti-Americanism. How else can we

75. Henry Luce, “The American Century,” Life, February 17, 1941, p. 63.

76. Neil Smith, American Empire: Roosevelt’s Geographer and the Prelude to Globalization (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2003), p. 20. As many historians have noted, the use of the term empire
fell in and out of favor as a characterization of US hegemony over the course of the twentieth century.
Yet, for Smith, Luce’s decision to call for a “century” as opposed to an “empire” prefigured the celebra-
tion of “the end of geography” coincident with the rise of postmodernism. For Smith, this celebration
was no less worrisome, no less liberal, than the celebration of the “end of history.”

77. Luce, “The American Century,” p. 65.
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make sense of this appropriation? One way to unpack this conundrum would be to
point to the fact that Luce’s publicity machine was hardly “American.” Neither Luce
nor Life, that is, invented photojournalism. Luce, too, paid homage to another’s
model: the new illustrated magazines shaping and reshaping the German public in
the late 1920s. In fact, it was the exiled editor of the Berliner Illustrirte Zeitung, Kurt
Korff, who provided Luce with a model to copy.78 It was Korff who instructed Luce’s
editors to pursue the “language of pictures.”79 This lineage in no way mitigates Life
magazine’s work as a beacon of American propaganda. Nor does it suggest that the
editors at Life did not, as Hicks argued, produce a novel media platform. What it
does do is stress the way in which Castro’s homage makes clear that anti-
Americanism is never just a geopolitical problem. It is historical, and, like the estab-
lishment of an embargo on the circulation of iconic platforms such as Life, mired in
contradiction. As Greg Grandin explained in his study of US foreign policy in Latin
America since the early nineteenth century, the term anti-Americanism was an
American invention. US foreign-policy officials invented and mobilized the concept
in the hopes of simultaneously justifying continued intervention in the region and
denying the existence of established anti-imperialism.80 Whereas anti-Americanism
was deemed pathological and thus treatable, anti-imperialism suggested the exis-
tence of rational thought—or, something more dangerous, an alternative model of
history. Americanization and anti-Americanism are both engines of the revolution.
The model, it seems, is not always a copy.

This slippage is perhaps seen nowhere more clearly than in a photo essay pub-
lished in the March 1962 issue of Cuba magazine.81 Titled “Fidel en la Sierra
Maestra,” the essay is filled with a selection of seemingly candid shots of Castro with
his signature beard and army fatigues at the site of the guerrilla stronghold. Shot by
Korda, the photographs record Castro trekking through the mountains, interacting
with the local population, and contemplating future struggles atop a high mountain
peak. The magazine’s editor orchestrated a tight narrative line in which the comman-
dant’s efforts on behalf of the people appear to be both arduous and unlimited.
Notably, these spreads lack all of the fanfare of the revolution’s already conventional
iconography. There are no guns, nor are there other members of the rebel forces on
the scene. Castro is portrayed as a lone revolutionary. He reads. He treks. This is
“Fidel” in the Sierra Maestra. Castro is alone, as he seemed to be when he appeared
coming through the vines on the front page of the February 24, 1957, edition of the
other celebrated American news platform, the New York Times. A “ghost” in the jungle

78. See C. Zoe Smith, “Germany’s Kurt Korff: An Émigré’s Influence on Life,” Journalism Quarterly
65, no. 2 (Summer 1988), pp. 412–19. 

79. For Korff’s challenge to Luce and journalism, see Kurt Korff, “The Illustrated Magazine,” in
The Weimar Republic Sourcebook, ed. Anton Kaes, Martin Jay, and Edward Dimendberg (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1995), pp. 646–47.

80. Greg Grandin, “The Narcissism of Violent Differences,” in Anti-Americanism, ed. Andrew Ross
and Kristin Ross (New York: NYU Press, 2004), pp. 17–31.

81. Cuba was the new face of INRA. The magazine changed its name in 1962. 
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was the description Desnoes would use to characterize how Castro appeared in the
US press and to underscore the “con game” taking place in the news.82 Seve ral arti-
cles an noun  cing Castro’s death preceded the publication of a single photograph of a
bearded man looking out from the vines. Here he was blurry but alive. He was obdu-
rate and indestructible. The article both an nounced and allow ed Cas tro to perform
his “second coming.” Cas tro had invited the Times correspondent into the mountains
to find and record him.83 The con, in other words, was also his.

In March 1962, the ghost march ed across the page again. This time he
reversed course. Castro walks into the jungle. In the opening spread of the Cuba
photo essay, Castro is shot from behind. Surrounded by foliage and deep in shad-
ow, he is both camouflaged and made present. Readers do not need to be able to
see or even to make out Castro’s face in order to identify this man. Now his profile
was enough. As Castro surely understood, his beard would do all the work. It had
become iconic. “The symbol replaced the man,” as Desnoes put it, “his political
reality.”84 Like the February 1957 shot of the “ghost” in the jungle, this spectral
photograph of Castro was also clearly staged. In 1962, Castro had asked Korda to
accompany him to the Sierra Maestra in order to record the first days of revolu-
tion again, after the fact. In the wake of the Bay of Pigs invasion and the establish-
ment of the US embargo, Castro decided to look back—though not with the aim
of measuring the revolution’s progress or development, its accomplishments. He
looked back so that he could make history happen again as if for the first time. In
revolution, the past is continuously, over and over again, made present. Or, as
Martí taught several generations of revolutionaries, it is present. Castro made this
the truth. On the page as well as in the mind of the reader, history happens again
and again. Proximity is a spatial as well as a temporal problem.

It is not the charade, the staging, but the play with time that is both the con
and the critical boon of photojournalism. Photojournalism, as Hicks explained,
“makes space do the work of time.”85 Though it is rarely noted, Walter Benjamin
came to the same conclusion in his history of photography. It was part and parcel
of his now famous discussion of mechanical reproduction and what the postmod-
ernists called the “end of authenticity.”86 “The overcoming of what is unique in

82. See Desnoes’s discussion of the way the US press portrayed Castro in Edmundo Desnoes,
“Will You Ever Shave Your Beard?,” in On Signs, pp. 12–15. Desnoes’s title refers to the question
Barbara Walters posed to Castro at the end of the above-noted 1977 interview. He responded that he
might shave “in exchange” for the ending of the blockade, explaining to a quizzical Walters that
Gillette razor blades would then be available. 

83. See William E. Ratliff, “The New York Times and the Cuban Revolution,” in The Selling of Fidel
Castro, pp. 1–38.

84. Desnoes, “Will You Ever Shave Your Beard?,” p. 12.

85. Hicks, “What Is Photojournalism?,” p. 23. 

86. Benjamin’s discussion of the role photography played in overcoming what was deemed
unique was central to the formulation of photography as the engine of postmodernism and postmod-
ern histories of art more broadly. The examples are numerous, though in the context of this essay, see
Craig Owens, “The Allegorical Impulse: Towards a Theory of Postmodernism,” October 12 (Spring
1980), pp. 67–86; and Douglas Crimp, “The Photographic Activity of Postmodernism.”
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every situation by means of its reproduction” must be measured, Benjamin argued,
against the dissolution of the “strange weave of space and time” or “the semblance
of distance.”87 As he explained, with the proliferation of the illustrated pages and
newsreels in mind:

Now to bring things closer to us, or rather to the masses, is just as pas-
sionate an inclination in our day as the overcoming of whatever is
unique in every situation by means of its reproduction. Every day the
need to possess the object in close-up in the form of a picture, or rather
a copy, becomes more imperative.88

The end of authenticity must be confronted on the page and through the
demands of a reading public. The failure to grasp this, as Benjamin concluded
and Desnoes repeated, is a form of illiteracy.89 It suggests an inability to navigate
the signs: to think and work and live historically. If Castro conned the public, it
was not because he told lies or falsified history. It was because his homage to
American media scripted a revolution. 

After Castro

ABTV disbanded in 1989, after not exhibiting Homenaje a Hans Haacke.
Several members of the collective continued, in pairs or independently, to work by
paying homage.90 In 1995, for example, Toirac painted himself after Korda’s pho-
tograph of a pensive Castro on the mountaintop from the Cuba editorial “Fidel en
la Sierra Maestra.” Toirac’s self-portrait did not pay homage to Korda—or not
directly. It paid homage to the German painter Albrecht Dürer. Toirac completed
Autorretrato: Homenaje a Durero when he was twenty-eight years old, the same age as
Dürer when he painted himself after Christ. This homage points to the peculiar
place of Christian iconography in the revolution and its media campaigns. The
ultimate homage—picturing yourself as and after your master—is also the ultimate
sacrilege: The artist as imitator stands in place of, displaces, the leader as father.

87. Walter Benjamin, “A Small History of Photography,” in One-Way Street and Other Writings,
trans. Edmund Jephcott and Kingsley Shorter (London: Verso, 1979), p. 250. 

88. Ibid. (Emphasis in the original.)

89. Ibid., p. 256. Benjamin begins the final paragraph of his text by castigating Baudelaire for his
failure to grasp “the lessons inherent in the authenticity of the photograph” and concludes by quoting
László Moholy-Nagy’s claim that “the illiteracy of the future will be the ignorance of not reading or
writing but photography.” 

90. For example, Ballaster and Villazón worked “after” Louise Lawler for the 1990 exhibition
Kuba o.k. organized at Kunsthalle in Düsseldorf. See Kuba o.k.: Aktuelle Kunst aus Kuba/Arte actual de
Cuba (Düsseldorf: Städtische Kunsthalle, 1990), pp. 142–43.
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With this homage, Toirac offered
the Cuban reading public an alle-
gory of iconicity writ large.91 The
revolution’s con is neither exposed
nor undone. It is simply doubled,
again.92

“Post” as an aesthetic or
descriptive or temporal assessment
of Toirac’s homage and ABTV’s
work is not sufficient. It tells us
nothing about critical activity in
revolution and after. This is not
because another history of aesthet-
ic practice in Cuba needs to be
told, one in which the role of the
Third World, as opposed to the
Old or the New World, is para-
mount. Such reversals of agency
more often than not reproduce
hegemonic structures, underdevel-
opment.93 ABTV’s work teaches us
to write new myths, not new histo-
ries. Now, after the “post,” it is time
to recognize that since the 1960s,
critical aesthetic practice in Cuba
has been bound to its double—the
United States. The revolution exac-
erbated this dynamic rather than
mitigating it.  To celebrate (or
mourn) the successes or failures of
the Cuban revolution is to turn a

blind eye to this “memory of underdevelopment.” It is also to turn a blind eye to
what could be one of the most important lessons to be gleaned from critical art

91. My analysis here is indebted to Joseph Leo Koerner’s discussion of allegory in Dürer’s Self-
Portrait in The Moment of Self-Portraiture in German Renaissance Art (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1997), pp. 71–79.

92. See as well Toirac’s 1996 series Tiempos Nuevos, in which he painted the iconography of the
revolution (Castro atop a horse, for example) into ad campaigns for well-known US brands, such as
Marlboro cigarettes. Castro as the Marlboro Man is surely parodic. Yet Toirac’s painting pays homage,
as the title of the series suggests, to both the illustrated press and the “new time” of revolution. 

93. On this methodological point, see Feldman’s introduction to her “decolonization” of French
art of the 1950s, From a Nation Torn, pp. 7–8. 
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practice as diplomatic negotiations between Cuba and the US seem to suggest
that the Cold War with Cuba might be ending: Working “after” is a historical
proposition. To put it bluntly: To continue to write the history of aesthetic poli-
tics from the point of view of the end, from the perspective of the perfectly craft-
ed but never-ending “end,” is to continue to forget history. Evidence that this is
happening is appearing over and over again in the media. According to main-
stream media outlets, the pressing question in Cuba today is still about the possi-
bility of freedom of expression. Or, to be more exact, the pressing question
about Cuban culture today voiced in the press is still about the possibility of free-
dom of expression.94 In this mediascape, the revolution is not a failure; it has
been displaced. The master is back; the individual has replaced the icon. There
is no public on the page or in the press. The “old” new man swiftly buries the
intellectual labor of learning how to pay homage—of learning how to read,
write, and decolonize history. 

94. For a summary of these debates and a call for historical analysis, see Coco Fusco, “The
Revolution Is Dead—But Long Live the State!,” http://supercommunity.e-flux.com/texts/the-revolu-
tion-is-dead-but-long-lives-the-state/. 
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