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EN

Cuba just before Coca Cola

Havana, the Sleeping Beauty, after over half a century of economic stranglehold by the U.S.

Brussels – The writing on the wall says that Havana, like Sleeping Beauty, will soon wake up after over half a century of economic stranglehold by the U.S.; Magnum
photographer Carl De Keyzer went there just in time to load his camera with images. He has hung the premises of the Roberto Polo Gallery with around sixty large-
format photos. His exhibition is called Cuba, la lucha, after the struggle for survival that the Cubans had to go through after the fall of the Berlin Wall.

In the middle of August last year, the U.S. Embassy in Havana opened its doors. In September, a first limited load of American tourists was allowed in. The distance
between Miami Beach and the artificial Varadero – not open to most Cubans – is about the same as the distance between Brussels and Paris.

A new era has begun. After the Cuba Libre, no coke was available for half a century. The mentirita – the 'lying drink' as the Cubans call it, will return tomorrow, as
Coca-Cola conquers its one-but-last market in the world. Together with iPhones, fashion brands, fridges, IKEA furniture and cars, "we will get two Chinese cars for
every gas-guzzling American old-timer", is what they hope. It will push the still picture of Cuba towards 'big capital vs. bigger poverty', just like in Russia, De Keyzer
already shows with his witness photos.

Petrol station

As for now, time has been undermining the carcass that is left of Havana. A lack of building materials and cash in most of the population means that the amazing pre-
1950s residences, palaces, hotels and restaurants have never been restored.

The exhibition can be read as a final tribute to an era, captured in time in a motionless image. It is also a tribute to the resilience of a people, who, in the shadow of
American brio, practically outpaced Europeans in the first half of the 20th century. The accelerated modernisation of the car pool in the fifties bears witness to that. 

De Keyzer cannot help but capture these scenes with wrecks of wonderful car models. The dashboard of a taxi, not revealing that the cabdriver is an educated man –
architect, engineer – in daily life. A petrol station that could have served as the background for James Dean or Saturday Night Fever, with an ad stating that the new
Ford '58 is an automobile that compels admiration.  And then the real communists, those who still visit the Che Guevara memorial and have a framed poster of the
man above their beds.

Diffidence

But there are also the young. An amalgam of well-educated people dreaming of America. Indeed, education is apparently free, as are medical and social care.
However, young people do not get the training they desire; enrolment systems lead to courses that are quickly full up. Moreover, medical training does cost a lot of
money, as uniforms and materials have to be bought by the students. In other words: most of them do not get any chances. The photographer shows the
disillusionment in a picture of a girl drawing her hopes from a laptop in the midst of a tangle of old printers that would be on the scrapheap in Europe. Or people who
find solace in a wedding, their only chance to show some glamour and wealth to the outside world. It looks beautiful among the other images, those of faded grandeur.
De Keyzer finds a lick of paint in Caribbean colours on the facade of crumbling houses reflected in clothing. It is the only thing, apart from the seriously polluted natural
environment, that puts some spirit into the island.

Only one feeling dominates the entire around sixty-picture photographic circuit: diffidence. Diffidence of the Cubans because of the restraints on their urge to better
themselves; our diffidence because of our tacit consent of fifty years of stranglehold.

by Jean-Marie Binst (translated by Raf Erzeel)

‘Cuba, la lucha’ is on until 15 May in Roberto Polo Gallery, Lebeaustraat 8-12, Brussels, www.robertopologallery.com, 02.502.56.50. Open Tue-Fri 2 - 6 p.m., Sat-Sun
11 a.m. – 6 p.m. Publication Cuba, la lucha, published by Lannoo, 176 pp., € 49.99.
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