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Travel Report for My Four-Week Research Trip to Cuba

I am writing to thank the Society of Latin American Studies for the Postgraduate Travel Grant awarded to me for my recent trip to Cuba (September 3, 2009-October 3, 2009). Since I am a largely self-funded PhD student (I only receive a bursary that contributes towards college and university fees), it has always been very difficult for me to carry out fieldwork. The generous contribution from the Society of Latin American Studies has enabled me to carry out the trip that my supervisor has so strongly encouraged me to organise since I started my PhD in October 2007. 
This four-week trip was solely for the purpose of my PhD research into contemporary Cuban literature. I am researching the ways in which foundational Cuban literary myths concerning islandness, nationhood and the city of La Habana are re-assessed and re-written by writers born between 1954 and 1964. This decade is crucial, since the triumph of Fidel Castro’s revolution in 1959 meant that writers born during that decade – called ‘the children of the Revolution’ by the state – were to become the first generation of writers to be educated solely within the socialist regime that controls Cuba until this day.
Due to censorship and to the lack of supplies such as paper and ink, it is very difficult to access literature and literary journals written and published in Cuba after 1959 from outside the libraries of La Habana. Since I am researching contemporary Cuban literature, it was essential for me to have access to what has been written inside the island as well as what has been published outside the island by writers in exile. The time I spent in La Habana was invaluable in terms of accessing material that has given greater depth to my research. 

 As I learnt during this trip, even within the national libraries accessing material is not entirely straightforward, and it was necessary for me to devote many days during my trip just to sourcing texts that I was determined to read. During the four weeks that I spent in La Habana, I was able to cover not only texts published since 1959, but also most of the literary magazines published pre-1959; these magazines are incredibly hard to come by outside of Cuba. I am confident that this new material has broadened both my references and the context within which I will situate the writer at the centre of my investigation: Abilio Estévez.   

My trip to Cuba was also very useful in terms of my research into the life of Abilio Estévez, who went into exile in Spain in 2002. Estévez’s former home is now occupied by one of his cousins, who permitted me unlimited access to his office, his personal library, his notes and to a large collection of newspaper and journal articles that have been published on his work since 1987. This material was no less than invaluable to my investigation, and it would have been impossible to find it anywhere else than in the home of the writer himself. 

The experience of living under a strict socialist regime (which many refer to as a dictatorship) understandably infiltrates the writing of even the most politically apathetic writer, and I cannot stress how useful the time I spent in Estévez’s home, speaking with his relatives about his life in Cuba during the late 1960s and 1970s (a period of heightened state persecution of writers, intellectuals, dissidents and homosexuals) has been to my research. His family also gave me much insight into the problems of daily life in Cuba, and into the problems experienced by the country following the collapse of the Soviet Union (which had subsidised the Cuban economy since Fidel Castro announced that Cuba would be a socialist republic in 1961) in 1991. It was during the difficult ten years that followed the loss of subsidised trade that many Cubans still resident on the island, including Estévez, reached breaking-point and chose to go into exile abroad.
To understand the literature produced by a country at the level required for a doctoral thesis, I believe it is essential to be familiar with the country, with the cities inhabited by the writers, with the experiences of daily life in those cities, and with the socio-historical context that informs their writing. During this trip I was fortunate to be able to spend time with two important figures in Cuban culture. The first was the highly successful Cuban playwright and director, Abelardo Estorino. As well as being an authority on Cuban theatre, art and culture, Estorino has been close friends with Estévez for many years and has produced several of his plays and the afternoon I spent with him was very useful. I also spent two days with the writer Pedro Juan Gutiérrez, whose decision to make the dirty, poor and sordid parts of life in La Habana the centre of his writing makes his work an interesting contrast to that of Estévez. Again, the time I spent with this writer was invaluable to my research.   

 Moreover from the large amount of material I covered while I was in La Habana, at the libraries and in Estévez’s personal library, it is as a result of everything I learnt about Cuban culture and Cuban daily life that I feel that this trip has been so successful. I am very grateful to Society of Latin American Studies for its generous Travel Grant, and therefore, for making this fieldwork possible.        

