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Supervisor: César A. Salgado 

 

 This project charts the emergence of the Cuban Theatre of the Absurd, or teatro 

del absurdo, over the course of the 1940s, 50s, and 60s, its suppression by the 

revolutionary government, and its revival during the “Special Period” of the 1990s. 

Rather than understand the category as either an extension of the European Theatre of the 

Absurd, or as the invention of scholars intent on exporting such a schematic to Latin 

America, the Cuban teatro del absurdo should be recognized as a material phenomenon 

that evolved organically within the Havana theatre community, proposed a historically 

specific Cuban absurd as its object of representation, and assumed great ideological 

importance within the cultural and political landscape of the time. Its chief pioneer and 

practitioner was Virgilio Piñera, while José Triana and Antón Arrufat produced 

foundational absurdist works of the post-revolutionary period. Their plays and critical 

essays affirm the teatro del absurdo as a site of edification for audiences because of the 

anti-ideological nature of the works performed, and the authority these performances 

bestow on spectators as meaning creators. Because the teatro del absurdo opened 



viii 

 

conceptual space for difference in reception, while also operating as a cosmopolitan 

margin where European influences were incorporated within plays that spoke to the 

absurdity of Cuba’s socio-political reality, it posed a threat to the univocal ideological 

control of the revolutionary government. The absurdo’s resonance during the Special 

Period and within contemporary Cuban theatre is a testament to its enduring viability as a 

dynamic form that allows multiple truths and voices to be heard. 

  Chapter one of the study explores the critical archive surrounding both the 

European Theatre of the Absurd and the Theatre of the Absurd in Latin America and 

Cuba. It argues that, rather than discard the category as imperfect or perpetuate a 

paradigm that privileges text over performance, critics should account for its unique 

ideological currency within the specific context of pre and post-revolutionary Cuba by 

tracking the material extension of the term and the works subsumed by it within Havana’s 

theatre and performance archive. Chapter two investigates the historical basis of the 

Cuban absurdo, localizable in the concept of choteo, and maps the concept’s valence in 

the context of 19
th

 century teatro bufo as well as Piñera’s early theatre of the 1940s and 

50s. Chapter three considers the role of the teatro del absurdo in post-revolutionary Cuba 

by examining works by Piñera, Triana and Arrufat in conjunction with their critical 

essays of the time, in order to capture the political significance of the genre as a zone of 

dissidence and opposition to the total system of the revolution. Chapter four tracks the 

revival of the teatro del absurdo as a source of endurance during the privation of the 

Special Period of the 1990s. The re-emergence of voices like Piñera’s signaled a return to 

a past of provocation and confrontation in order to generate a future in which space for 

difference would be preserved.  
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Chapter 1:  

A Critical Reassessment of the Theatre of the Absurd 

1.1: Introduction and Methodology 

  

 At the Virgilio Piñera Colloquium held in Havana in 1992, the Cuban writer 

Antonio José Ponte concluded his speech “La lengua de Virgilio” with the following: 

No sé si ustedes son capaces de enunciar sus sueños, tal vez no tengan 

nombres para ellos o andemos escasos de sueños. Dudo que un sueño 

nuestro pueda coincidir con el que los origenistas alentaron, sueño o 

espejismo. Las pesadillas, sin embargo, son en mucho las mismas y 

Virgilio Piñera supo dar con ellas. Absurdo, nada, vacío, sinsentido: 

acostumbran llamarla con algunos de esos nombres. Situaciones que 

continúan repitiéndose, pesadillas que no asustan tanto desde que podemos 

saltar gritando en la anagnórisis: "Si esto es Virgilio puro, caballeros". 

[…] Como personajes suyos hablamos en Piñera clásico, hemos caído en 

la lengua de Virgilio.
1
 

This excerpt is presented for reasons that extend beyond its literal content. Ponte’s speech 

was given in 1992, at the beginning of Cuba’s “periódo especial en tiempos de paz,” or 

Special Period, the name affixed by the government to the years of national hardship and 

                                                 
1
 Reprinted in El libro perdido de los origenistas (2004): 59. 
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economic impoverishment that followed the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1990.
2
 The 

Piñera Colloquium in which he took part marked a point of correspondence between this 

period of instability and a resurgent interest in the works of the Cuban writer Virgilio 

Piñera (1912-1979).
3
 Piñera’s oeuvre, which includes works from across the full 

spectrum of literary creation, was disregarded in Cuba for the better part of two decades, 

the 1970s and 1980s. Ponte recognized in 1992 “la lengua de Virgilio” as an idiom tailor-

made to respond to the desperate conditions Cubans faced during the Special Period, in 

part because the act of reclaiming the work of the marginalized author would give voice 

to both a silenced past as well as a dampened present.   

 Now twenty years later, the Piñera renaissance which began in the late 1980s has 

culminated in a state-sanctioned and sponsored celebration of Piñera’s career, to take 

place in Cuba in 2012, the centennial of the author’s birth. Piñera’s idiom still circulates 

fluidly in Cuban culture, and throughout all genres of expression, including that form for 

which he has received perhaps the greatest notoriety: theatre. As José Milián, the Cuban 

director, actor, and author of such plays as Vade retro (1967) and Si vas a comer espera 

por Virgilio (1998), stated in an interview via email in 2011:  

[Y]a últimamente los jóvenes han ido rompiendo esos viejos esquemas y 

se lanzan a una dramaturgia de riesgo, en todos los sentidos, no sólo en el 

contenido. Virgilio a pesar de estar muerto, está más vivo que nunca. Su 

                                                 
2
 For more scholarship regarding the cultural fallout of the Special Period, see Esther Whitfield Cuban 

Currency: The Dollar and ‘Special Period’ Fiction (Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota 

Press, 2008) and Ariana Hernandez-Reguant Cuba in the Special Period: Culture and Ideology in the 

1990s (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009). 
3
 Two fundamental works of Piñera scholarship that provide the biographical and historical context relevant 

for a more nuanced appraisal of his work are: Carlos Espinosa Virgilio: Piñera en persona (La Habana: 

Ediciones UNIÓN, 2003) and Thomas F. Anderson Everything in its Place: the Life and Works of Virgilio 

Piñera (Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 2006). For a compilation of criticism of Piñera’s oeuvre 

taken from a broad swath of sources, see Rita Molinero Virgilio Piñera: la memoria del cuerpo (San Juan: 

Editorial Plaza Mayor, 2002). 
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teatro mantiene la vigencia del contenido y de su revolucionaria forma de 

escribirlo. Todavía nos habla con un lenguaje actual. 

The “lengua actual” that Milián recognizes in Piñera’s theatre, it is argued here, has as its 

theoretical foundation the Cuban Theatre of the Absurd, or teatro del absurdo, which 

Piñera initiated and galvanized in the years preceding and immediately following the 

triumph of the Revolution of 1959.  That theatre, and the absurd as it was understood 

within the Cuba of this time, are the products of both a process of critical transculturation 

exercised by Piñera and others, as well as a process of broad politicization, as the term 

evolved away from a strictly aesthetic definition and towards one that marked it as a 

signifier for dissident discourses, “corrupted,” according to the post-revolutionary state, 

by foreign, and decadent, bourgeoisie philosophies. By positing the teatro del absurdo in 

Cuba as a critical category whose genealogy can be historically charted and materially 

defined, its status and impact as an ideological object is necessarily invoked. One of the 

chief differences between the Euro-canonical Theatre of the Absurd and the teatro del 

absurdo in Cuba stems from an understanding of the latter not simply as a hermeneutic 

category, but as a material phenomenon that manifested itself as a space of difference in 

which univocal conceptual authority cannot find traction. This project explores the nature 

of the teatro del absurdo in Cuba, as well as the interrelations and points of conflict 

between key dramatic works that fall within its terrain and the terrain of the European, 

canonical Theatre of the Absurd. In so doing it affirms that the absurdo’s chief impact, 

both fifty years ago as well as today, lies in the edifying (that is, instructively anti-

didactic and anti-ideological) force of its drama, and in its role as a site in which 

individual voices are allowed to speak.  
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 The Piñera revival is occurring contemporaneously with a critical resurgence of 

another aligned field of inquiry: that of the Theatre of the Absurd, in both Europe and 

Latin-America. This study, in essence, bridges the gap between these two trends. 

Katherine Ford’s Politics and Violence in Cuban and Argentine Theater (2010) 

documents a renewed critical interest in the absurd as it was made manifest in Latin-

America. Her work focuses on Virgilio Piñera’s Dos viejos pánicos (1968) as the 

embodiment of the edifying absurd, and reaffirms the Theatre of the Absurd within a 

Latin American context as a “site of questioning” in which the spectator is confronted 

with the hidden terms of her reality, and pushed to re-evaluate it. Michael Bennett’s
4
 

Reassessing the Theater of the Absurd (2011) re-examines Martin Esslin’s foundational 

The Theatre of the Absurd (1961) fifty years after its publication, and challenges many of 

that text’s key assumptions. Bennett presents a reading of the canonical works of the 

European Theatre of the Absurd that emphasizes their pedagogical impact on the 

audience. Bennett’s analysis of works by Beckett (Waiting for Godot), Ionesco 

(Rhinoceros), Genet (The Blacks: A Clown Show) and Pinter (The Birthday Party) 

isolates the spectator’s confrontation with logical paradox as the decisive moment of 

edification, since the spectator is obliged to resolve the paradox of absurdity and assign 

meaning as best they can. Reassessing the Theatre of the Absurd proposes eliding the 

category of the Theatre of the Absurd with that of “parabolic dramas,” an invention of 

Bennett’s that centers around a metaphoric state that borders on, but does not collapse 

into, self-contradiction, and that pushes the audience towards disorientation, inviting 

them to reorient themselves through self-confrontation. So that during a performance of 

Waiting for Godot (1952) the audience is drawn to reflect upon the constant defeat of 

                                                 
4
 No relation to the author. 
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expectations (Godot’s non-arrival being the most obvious) and reconcile the desperation 

that comes from it with the evidence of Vladimir and Estragon’s resoluteness to 

perpetuate their esixtence, bantering humorously all the while. And when confronted with 

the faulty syllogisms of Eugene Ionesco’s Rhinoceros (1959), condensed into the 

paradoxical proposition “All praiseworthy humans should be rhinoceroses,” it is the 

audience who must fabricate a right course of action, and a suitable meaning, to respond 

to the absurdity at hand. By presenting this absurdity in the form of paradoxical parables, 

the audience is instructed, not to accept a certain meaning as exclusively true, but to 

exercise their own critical agency in order to make sense of the nonsensical.  

 Bennett claims that the absurdity of these works can be recognized as the 

embodiment of Foucault’s concept of heterotopia, understood as the breakdown of 

uniformity and order in language, and the manifestation of difference in a structural way. 

The degradation in language in its capacity as an ordered and coherent vehicle of 

meaning, and verbal communication as an exercise either in futility or obfuscation, is a 

deeply-embedded attribute of the Euro-cannonical Theatre of the Absurd. Ionesco’s La 

cantatrice chauve (1950) is the epitome of this tendency, as it is densely populated with 

non-sequiturs and features a dramatic disconnect between spoken word and onstage 

gesture, a feature Esslin formalized into the basis of his categorization of the Theatre of 

the Absurd. Bennett explores the implications of this breakdown in Harold Pinter’s The 

Birthday Party (1957), reading the play as the enactment of a corrupted Oedipal 

househould where circularity and ambiguity doom the characters to mutual 

incomprehension. Epistemological uncertainty falls on both the characters onstage as 
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well as the audience; there is no context that might lend coherence to the action, or award 

it a discernible purpose.  

 In an ethical and political sense, positing heterotopia leads to participation 

through civic assembly, in which each voice is heard, and differences within order are 

accommodated. The enactment of heterotopia in the works of the Theatre of the Absurd 

takes place at the linguistic level, as words become unmoored from their traditional 

referents and lose their signifying power. However, rather than imply the hopelessness of 

Existentialism, which Bennett claims (in contrast to Esslin) is diametrically opposed to 

the Theatre of the Absurd, heterotopia in the works of these canonical authors opens a 

world of difference and possibility. Within the paradigm of the Theatre of the Absurd 

multiple worlds and meanings challenge any claim to conceptual authority or monolithic 

signifying power. Divergent truths reject “Truth”; myths are dissolved in a chorus of 

difference.  

 Taken together, Ford and Bennett’s texts signal a renewed critical interest in the 

Theatre of the Absurd that places emphasis on the edifying impact of the works 

considered, where the form provides the spectator with space in which to develop their 

own subjective authority as critics and creators. The existing scholarship on the Theatre 

of the Absurd in Latin America and Cuba is considered in general terms at the end of this 

chapter, in order to isolate the factors that led to the term’s fall from favor. While the 

criticisms in question operate under very distinct sets of assumptions, each approaches 

the Theatre of the Absurd, in Europe and Latin America as well, as a label to be applied 

to an assembled group of texts, and not as a category whose critical value may result 

from its self-conscious usage on the part of the artists involved. The ideological and 
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critical relevance of the teatro del absurdo in Cuba is not exclusive to those works that 

fall within its limits, and in fact transcends them. 

 Bennett’s use of heterotopia as a conceptual framework dovetails with Austin E. 

Quigley’s “theatre as worlds” metaphor, as put forth in his The Modern Stage and Other 

Worlds (1985). While Quigley introduces his formulation as a critique of the “Theatre of 

X” (with the Theatre of the Absurd among them) categorizing tendency common to 

theatre studies, his vision of theatrical reception as a navigation between the horizons of 

pluralist worlds contains ethical implications that are directly applicable to the Cuban 

teatro del absurdo. The Modern Stage has enjoyed less critical extension among theatre 

scholars in recent years, but the work remains an important stepping stone in the shift 

within theatre studies away from analyses that preferenced textuality (operable in Esslin’s 

book, to take one ready example) and towards an emphasis on performance.
5
  

Equally significant in the context of this study is Quigley’s nuanced critique of 

Esslin’s Theatre of the Absurd as a generalization that fails to account for both 

similarities and differences between the works it subsumes. The charge against the 

Theatre of the Absurd is developed within his larger argument against the “Theatre of X” 

taxonomical fixation. His attack on the latter is grounded in the exaggerated emphasis on 

textuality at the expense of performance, which prohibits the consideration of a theatrical 

work’s larger social function. As is the case for Bennett and Ford, Quigley’s work is 

                                                 
5
 One theatre scholar whose work is aligned with Quigley’s in their shared focus on the spectator as an 

active participant in the practice of theatre is W. B. Worthen. In his book Modern Drama and the Rhetoric 

of Theatre (1992) Worthen acknowledges Quigley’s influence in recentering the question of performance 

meaning; however, whereas Quigley grants the spectator a great degree of independent agency in their 

reception (via the convergence of the spectator’s multiple worlds within the performance space), Worthen 

posits the spectator’s reaction as largely determined by the spectacle in which they play a part. Worthen 

explores the ways in which the stagecraft affects the spectator according to the mechanics of rhetoric, 

which frames the intersection between the text, the spectator, the performance, and all the institutions that 

make that performance readable.  
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focused strongly on the audience’s reception of performance and the confrontation with 

difference that it instantiates. As I argue, the social function of Cuba’s teatro del absurdo 

is intimately connected to its classification as such; its edifying potential was in part a 

factor of the category’s evolution as an ideological object, and its performances as 

ideologically charged events. 

 In order to demonstrate this value of Cuba’s teatro del absurdo, the theoretical 

lens of historical-materialism of the Frankfurt School is employed, drawing primarily 

from Peter Burger’s Theory of the Avant-garde (1978) and the work of Walter Benjamin. 

Burger claims that the avant-garde is a historically-conscious movement dedicated to the 

synchronization of art and social practice. As such it disrupts traditional conceptions of 

art as it has been perpetuated by the “art institution,” understood as the complex of 

structural relations which determine the way art is produced, distributed, and received. It 

is the art institution which maintains the status of art as autonomous from social practice, 

an ideological fixture of bourgeois societies. The avant-garde challenges this status by 

making the institutionalized autonomy of art the content of the work itself, thereby short-

circuiting the hermeneutic circle which awards immanent meaning to individual artistic 

works. In this way the receptor of the work is shocked into a reassessment of art’s role, 

and provoked to integrate that reassessment into their wider understanding. 

 While Burger’s work is decidedly European, and written as a critique of art in 

European bourgeois society, I argue that the terminology he employs is broadly 

applicable to the evolution of the teatro del absurdo in Cuba, and that his analysis of the 

interplay of material and historical forces in the emergence of aesthetic movements, and 

their subsequent institutionalization and conversion to ideological objects, is uniquely 
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suited to the aims of this study. Chapter two, “The Absurd in Formation: Choteo and 

Universality,” examines the historical antecedents of the teatro del absurdo in Cuba, as 

well as the material conditions surrounding its manifestation, beginning in the late 1940s 

and extending to the revolution of 1959. Piñera’s play Electra Garrigó, written in 1941 

and first performed in 1948, is marked as the apex and opening salvo of Cuba’s theatrical 

avant-garde, and, following Burger, it is analyzed as a point of rupture with the past that 

submits traditional forms to interrogation, and provokes a new appreciation of theater’s 

potential from its audience. I argue that the primary form being reassessed in Electra 

Garrigó is that of choteo, understood as the aversion to all types of authority, and 

manifested in language as ironic humor. Piñera’s assessment of choteo as a touchstone of 

Cuban culture both extends and refigures that proposed by Jorge Mañach in his seminal 

work Indagación de choteo (1928). Mañach criticizes choteo as a sociological malady 

that must be cured, and that is not exclusive to Cuba, while Piñera celebrates it as a 

material Cuban phenomenon that stabilizes individuals in the face of unstable authority. 

Though Piñera never employs the term choteo in his writing to refer to the tragi-comic 

performance of individuality, it is nevertheless present in all but name throughout his 

dramatic catalogue, and highly perceptible in the prologue to his Teatro Completo of 

1960, “Piñera teatral.” The affirmative stance Piñera adopts in regard to choteo has as 

historical precedent the teatro bufo of the late colonial period. I examine the teatro bufo 

as possibly pioneering the use of choteo as a socio-political counterpoint to conceptual 

authority, one which allowed playwrights like Francisco Fernández to produce uniquely 

Cuban works like his Los negros catedráticos (1868) that spoke against Spanish colonial 

control.  
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 With these precepts established, I turn to the evolution of the absurd within the 

context of Cuba’s theatre institution, limited to the shift from the teatro de arte period of 

the 1940s to the salitas period of the 1950s.
6
 This era of institutional transition is mapped 

in conjunction with the subtle push within Piñera’s oeuvre from local specificity and 

choteo-based absurd (as manifested in Jesús (1948)) to a linguistic absurd that is more 

universal, and more directly influenced by European trends (Falsa alarma (1948) is the 

singular example of this shift). In spite of the points of variation between these works and 

Electra Garrigó, each accepts the absurdity of repetition and rejects the false resolution 

of ideologically consistent endings. This anti-telos would become a definitive feature of 

the teatro del absurdo. The plays mentioned are analyzed both as text and as 

performance; literary content is interpreted in conjunction with a consideration of theatre 

reviews of the specific performances in question, taken from Cuban newspapers, 

magazines and anthologies as available.  

 The material necessity to find and implement a sustainable theatre model, coupled 

with burgeoning creative ambition on the part of Cuban playwrights and directors, 

resulted in divergent visions of the future and purpose of Cuban theatre in the decade 

immediately preceding the revolutionary campaign of 1956-59. As I argue, the various 

perspectives expressed during this period can be read as sharing the same goal: the 

construction of a Cuban theatre audience. The positions taken by theatre and literary 

magazines (Revista Prometeo, Ciclón, and Nuestro Tiempo chief among them) define a 

spectrum of opinion regarding theatre’s preferred relationship with its audience, one that 

                                                 
6
 The monikers teatro de arte and salitas are common currency within 20

th
 century Cuban theatre studies, 

and appear to have evolved organically to denote the respective theatre institutions as they arose. The two 

principle Cuban theatre scholars/historians employed in this study, Magaly Muguercia and Rine Leal, do 

not attribute the inception of the terms to anything or anyone apart from the reality of the times.  



11 

 

the teatro del absurdo radically re-imagines. Rather than attempt to reflect the reality of 

its public as a group, the teatro del absurdo compels each individual to assume the role of 

subjective critic. This stance is embraced by the Teatro Prometeo, which has as its origin 

Revista Prometeo; it is opposed by Teatro Estudio, which originates from Nuestro 

Tiempo’s circle of theatre critics and practicioneers. Piñera’s involvement with the Teatro 

Prometeo, and the harsh criticism his work received in the pages of Nuestro Tiempo, 

suggests a sharp ideological divide between the two camps, one which directly 

anticipates the suppression of the teatro del absurdo in the post-revolutionary period. In 

both contexts, pre and post-revolution, the central dynamic is the relationship between the 

individual and the collective. The question posed is whether that relationship is a 

necessarily oppositional one, or whether a different model, one which allows coexistence, 

is available. As I argue, the heterotopia Bennett claims is implicit in the Theatre of the 

Absurd offers a possible resolution to what has been considered until now an 

insurmountable ideological conflict between two schools of thought and praxis in Cuba’s 

theatre arts.  

  Chapter three, “The Absurd in Flux: From Revolution to Crisis,” explores the 

teatro del absurdo in the post-revolutionary period, from 1960 until 1968, generally 

accepted as the closure of the movement due to the state suppression which followed the 

UNEAC (Unión de Escritores y Artistas de Cuba) awards of that same year. The new 

reality brought about by the revolution decisively altered the nature of the Cuban theatre 

institution. Extending Burger’s terminology to its limit, art and social praxis folded into 

one another, and art’s autonomous status was completely rejected. However, in the two 

years following the triumph of the revolution, marked by the lifespan of the avant-garde 
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literary supplement Lunes de Revolución and ending with that magazine’s closure and 

Castro’s “Palabras a los intelectuales” in 1961, artists enjoyed a level of security and 

stability that had previously been unthinkable. In the case of theatre, state support of 

productions, playwrights, theatres, and theatre companies initiated a boon of new interest 

and enthusiasm in theatre as a medium. It was during this period that Piñera wrote, 

published and saw staged Aire frío (1960), perhaps his most celebrated play, and 

certainly his most realistic. About the work, the author says in “Piñera Teatral”: “Con 

Aire frío me ha pasado algo muy curioso: al disponerme a relatar la historia de mi 

familia, me encontré ante una situación tan absurda que sólo presentándolo de modo 

realista cobraría vida ese absurdo” (Teatro completo 29). I begin chapter three with an 

analysis of Aire frío that establishes the play as the grounding point of Piñera’s absurdo, 

since it reveals by negation the concept’s application in his theatre: the universal and 

conceptual absurdity of Falsa alarma and La cantatrice chauve is rejected in favor of 

documentary naturalism, which reveals via choteo the reality of structural absurdity as 

lived by all those who share the space of performance. The resiliency of the characters 

when confronted with that absurdity is absurd as well, but the double absurdity does not 

lead to desperation. Instead it breeds strength and faith in the capacity of the Cuban 

people to endure the absurdity of their lives. The play embodies Piñera’s vision of choteo 

as a stabilizing force, available when authority itself is bankrupt. As will be shown, the 

force and anti-telos of choteo as Piñera defines it in Aire frío will be strongly questioned 

by the revolutionary government in the years to come. 

 Aire frío’s historical moment is, I argue, a crucial component of its significance. 

By considering that moment according to the historical-materialism of Walter Benjamin 
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the contours of not only this play, but the teatro del absurdo as it existed and would exist, 

attain new clarity. Aire frío’s gaze to the past, much like Benjamin’s angelus novus, is 

fixated on the wreckage of history at the moment of messianic intervention, when time is 

begun anew. The teatro del absurdo, it seems, is, like Burger’s avant-garde, only a 

reaction against bourgeois society’s deeper ills. The Piñera of Aire frío and the essays in 

Lunes de revolución is committed to the revolutionary project, and proclaims the role of 

the writer as historical critic, conferring upon himself a status equal to any barbudo. 

However, such status is dependent upon a level of autonomy that was not to be 

maintained. Chapter three continues with an analysis of the teatro del absurdo of the 

1960s, conceptually structured around “Para acercarse al teatro del absurdo,” José 

Triana’s prologue to the 1967 collection Teatro del absurdo, published in Havana and 

compiled by Piñera. The collection contains works by Beckett, Ionesco, Pinter and 

Mrozek; its date of publication is highly significant, as it was released two years after the 

publication of José Triana’s Noche de los asesinos and only a year prior to Piñera’s Dos 

viejos pánicos, two pivotal works of the teatro del absurdo. These plays will be analyzed 

as emblematic of the fully mature teatro del absurdo in Cuba, along with Antón Arrufat’s 

Todos los Domingos (1964), given the political consequences of their dissemination for 

each of these authors. For Triana, Piñera, and Arrufat the years to come would be 

characterized by the direct suppression of their works, coupled with Triana’s eventual 

exile and Piñera and Arrufat’s informal sentence to oblivion, anonymity, and poverty.  

 Triana’s prologue is given close attention in due to its forthright celebration of the 

Theatre of the Absurd as a revitalizing force that challenges irrational contradictions in 

society as well as within individuals. Triana’s formulation of the modern artist as 
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engaged in a historic and universal struggle to enact newness diminishes the role of local 

specifics in that struggle. The foreign influences which were perceived as a threat to 

Cuban nationalism are here brought into intimate contact within the island’s 

revolutionary circumstance, making nations and cultures intelligible to one another while 

at the same time maintaining their unique and defining differences. Revolutionary spirit 

of the type Triana describes exceeds the confinement intrinsic to monovocal authority; it 

is a collective of multiple voices all striving to speak new words. The Theatre of the 

Absurd according to Triana is heterotopic, and as such it is irreconcilable with an 

authority that seeks to eliminate discursive difference. I analyze the nature of heterotopia 

in Todos los domingos, Noche de los asesinos, and Dos viejos pánicos, and argue that 

each of these works offers space both for divergent, though non-exclusive, interpretations 

by spectators, as well as incorporate influences that exceed the paradigm of “dentro de la 

revolución todo, fuera de la revolución, nada” articulated by Castro’s “Palabras” and 

expanded upon by a variety of institutional voices over the course of the decade. While 

the heterotopic absurd functions as a space for artist and audience to enjoy multiple 

worlds of meaning, to celebrate difference at sameness’ expense, the state continued 

framing the debate as one in which the rights and privileges of the individual artist were 

in conflict with the collective good. Because the absurd sought to edify its audience by 

provoking their capacity as critics, rather than direct them didactically according to an 

ideological program, the playwrights which perpetuated the form were considered poor 

revolutionaries, if not counter-revolutionaries.  

 Dos viejos pánicos was not staged in Cuba until 1990, as the country was entering 

the economic miasma of the Special Period. Chapter four, “Endgame: The Absurdity of 
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Hope,” tracks the re-emergence of the teatro del absurdo during the 1990s, positing it as 

both a project of historical reclamation and of contemporary re-invention. The unique 

historical context of the Special Period facilitated such a phenomenon in Cuban theatre, 

not only for material reasons (the relaxation of state oversight and control of productions, 

the sharp cut in availability of other forms of mass entertainment due to economic 

instability, etc.), but for conceptual ones as well. The utopian narrative of the Cuban state 

was severely tested by the harsh realities of the times. For many artists and intellectuals 

the mythos of the revolution was exhausted, and required the infusion of alternative 

visions and voices to speak to the material present. 

 As José Quiroga claims in his work Cuban Palimpsests (2005), one of the most 

significant voices recuperated from history’s ruin during the Special Period was Piñera’s. 

This final chapter documents Piñera’s reintroduction to Cuban audiences during the 

1990s, drawing from reviews and essays published at the time. Productions and 

adaptations of Piñera’s plays, from Roberto Blanco’s Pánicos in 1990 to Carlos Díaz’s 

La niñita querida in 1993, served as points of departure for a new theatre vanguard, one 

that sought to re-establish its lines of inheritance with the previously suppressed past 

while fostering within the space of its performances the combative and provocative 

difference to which the teatro del absurdo in particular was dedicated. Joel Cano’s 

chaotic Timeball o el juego de perder el tiempo (1992) allegorizes the fluid temporality 

(or atemporality) of the Special Period in a work that forsakes linearity in favor of the 

whims of chance. The play is structured as a card game: the scenes (52 in all) are 

shuffled, dealt, and then performed according to the order in which they land. Timeball’s 

quantum instability is, ultimately, a product of insularity and historical repetition, and can 
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only be endured by a type of performative humor that binds together individuals forced to 

suffer the dissolution of the structural precepts of institutional authority, figured by Cano 

as the collapse of the limits of time and space. Such a condition engenders the trapped 

aimlessness and sense of isolation common to the Special Period. However, the will and 

capacity to laugh at contemporary chaos allow individuals to bridge the gulf that 

separates them, and forge communities that make survival bearable. This constructive 

humor, performed for the benefit of the collective, is equivalent to the choteo of the 

teatro del absurdo.  

While Cano’s play reimagines these themes in accordance with metaphors 

generated by contemporary science, the foundational concepts are present in a work by 

Piñera whose renewed circulation in Cuba during the 1980s accelerated the author’s 

renaissance: the poem Isla en peso (1943). This poem harbors the embryonic tenets of the 

absurdo within it, and stands as a point of transition for Piñera’s work as a whole; it 

rejects the myth-making poetics and the indulgence in Cuban exceptionality practiced by 

the Orígenes literary group (to which Piñera formerly belonged), and instead accepts 

history without any ideological filter that might distort material reality. The assault on 

metaphysics and ideological systems, the despair that comes from recognizing historical 

repetition and the amnesia it engenders in the collective, together with the willingness to 

speak against homogenous authority, are all present in Isla en peso. The fact that its two 

most noteworthy moments of extension within the Cuban cultural sphere are separated by 

fifty years attests to the absurdo’s deep resonance and endurance as a viable mode of 

expression. 
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Alberto Pedro’s Manteca, first performed in 1993 at the lowpoint of the Special 

Period, is analyzed as a definitive example of the legacy of the teatro del absurdo made 

manifest, not as a set of easily transferable formal attributes shared between works, but as 

a choteo-driven reaction against structural absurdity. While in the case of Pedro’s play 

that absurdity expands to include the disconnect between global capitalism’s abstract 

machinations and their human consequences, the dynamic is largely the same. As was 

true with Aire frío, Manteca marks a point in Cuban history in which the conceptual 

foundations of authority have collapsed, and a state of timelessness ensues which 

individuals must survive as best they can. Community, galvanized into being by 

something other than politics, yet still defined according to the utopian logic of the 

revolution, is the means of both salvation and defeat for the play’s three siblings, who 

look forward to a brighter future even as they sink deeper into present stagnation. The 

resonance Pedro’s work enjoyed among Special Period audiences converted the 

performances of Manteca into spaces of collective endurance, open to difference and 

hostile to telos. The play invokes the spirit of the absurd, yet refuses to enshrine its 

pioneers; instead it embodies the teatro del absurdo’s drive towards permanent 

antagonism in art, as practiced, most notably, by Piñera. 

 But in order for such an attitude to maintain its coherence, it must resist the 

temptation to engage in the myth-building of canonization. José Milián’s Si vas a comer, 

espera por Virgilio, published and performed in 1998 at the end of Special Period, 

interrogates the nature of Piñera’s newfound acceptance and acclaim by putting him on 

stage, as a material being now converted into a dramatic character. Milián’s play places 

Piñera at the dynamic edge of Cuba’s artistic present, not as a part of the nation’s literary 
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institution but as an active voice invested in disseminating new truths, as well as old 

truths only recently regained. Rather than be consigned to the vault of history and 

removed from the changing present, the Virgilio of Si vas a comer proposes revivifying 

the past in order to improve the future, even if in doing so one speaks against ideological 

authority. The creation of space for difference demands a degree of risk on the part of the 

individual, in spite of the fear it inspires. The achievements of the practicioneers of the 

teatro del absurdo came at great personal cost; in order for their legacy of sacrifice to 

truly live on, contemporary Cuban theatre must not shy away from exploring difficult 

truths.  

 Chapter four concludes by applying the paradigm of the teatro del absurdo 

constructed over the course of this study to its extension in a specific historical moment: 

the critic and activist Yoani Sánchez’s 2009 review of Samuel Beckett’s Final de partida, 

as performed by the Argo theatre. By examining the historical-material charge of the 

category as it applies to this performance, the teatro del absurdo emerges as a formative 

influence both on Cuban dramatic ensembles as well as the audiences in attendance. This 

charge extends to circumscribe text and performance, author and interpreters, the present 

and past moments of enunciation, as well as the entire trancultural archive embedded in 

the common history of these elements within Cuba. While Beckett’s categorization 

within the canonical Theatre of the Absurd is an open question still under debate, a 

performance like that of Final de partida in 2009 cannot be adequately accounted for 

without first placing it on terrain mapped and demarcated by the teatro del absurdo.  
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1.2 Critical Perspectives on the Theatre of the Absurd in Latin-America 

 

 In order to better define the relationship between the canonical Theatre of the 

Absurd and the Cuban teatro del absurdo as I present it here, it is necessary to document 

briefly the existing scholarship on the subject. This account is not complete, but it does 

register the significant shifts which occurred in the attitudes of critics regarding the 

relevance of the category for Cuba, and Latin America in general. 

 Frank Dauster
7
  and George Woodyard

8
  were among the first critics to draw 

attention to absurdist trends in Latin American theatre in the mid to late 1960s. Because 

the plays and playwrights they championed (Piñera and Arrufat among them) were 

generally unknown outside of Latin America, indicating points of correspondence 

between emergent and established dramatic movements awarded the former credibility in 

the eyes of first-world culture. As Woodyard states in the first line of his article: “The 

sophistication of the contemporary Spanish American theatre links it seriously with the 

world avant-garde movement” (183). It is significant to note that Woodyard sets as his 

critical parameter “Spanish America,” thereby consolidating under the banner of a 

common language a variety of divergent socio-historical contexts. The playwrights he 

identifies are absurdist in large part because they wish to express the metaphysical 

anguish of the Latin American individual; the techniques they use to do this correspond 

with those used by playwrights like Ionesco and Beckett, who “provided models which 

have been incorporated within a Spanish American context” (183).  

                                                 
7
“Cuban Drama Today,” Modern Drama IX (September, 1966). 

8
“The Theatre of the Absurd in Spanish America,” Comparative Drama 3.3(Fall, 1969): 183-192. 
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  The model of the Theatre of the Absurd in Latin-America that Woodyard 

proposes in his article (that of dramatists from a region in political upheaval using first-

world avant-garde methods to universalize their subjective realities) has had a lasting 

effect on critical studies of the category. While Woodyard sought to apply the category of 

the Theatre of the Absurd sweepingly across Latin America, Dauster’s initial article on 

the subject dealt specifically with Cuban theatre. As such it represents the point of origin 

for an alternative strain of scholarship about the Theatre of the Absurd’s extension in 

Latin America. The restraint Dauster exhibits in setting his parameters to include Cuban 

theatre alone anticipates the shift away from formalist comparative analysis and towards 

one that is more historically and politically grounded. Terry L. Palls directly addresses 

the political context surrounding the teatro del absurdo in his 1978 article “El teatro del 

absurdo en Cuba: El compromiso artístico frente al compromiso político.”
9
 Palls claims 

that because the teatro del absurdo privileged the individual’s subjective state over 

historical context, it was marked as anti-revolutionary by Castro’s government and 

suppressed. Whereas social realist theatre was dedicated to disseminating content that 

celebrated the Revolution, the dramatists of the teatro del absurdo were intent on 

renovating the autonomous nature of theater itself through the incorporation of new styles 

and techniques. On the other hand, Eleanor Jean Martin in her 1979 article
10

 argues that 

the teatro del absurdo is fundamentally revolutionary, according to terms that accentuate 

edification: 

The theater may be thought of as positive, for it helps man to understand 

fully what is happening to him, in a transitional society…[T]he spectator 

                                                 
9
 Latin American Theater Review 11.2 (Spring, 1978): 25-32.  

10
 “Dos viejos pánicos: A Political Interpretation of the Cuban Theatre of the Absurd,” Revista/Review 

Iberoamericana 9 (1979): 50-56. 
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feels that he is seeing the essence of his own being before him, that his 

own life is unfolding within the bodies of others. (Martin 55) 

Martin’s comments are made in reference to Piñera’s Dos viejos pánicos. Her 

interpretation holds great significance for a contemporary reassessment of the category of 

the teatro del absurdo in Cuba. Katherine Ford extends Martin’s line of reasoning in her 

work, giving emphasis to the manifestation within the play of the socio-political climate 

of fear in Cuba during the late 1960s at the time Pánicos was written. Her work explores 

the ways in which Piñera reveals and reinscribes the omnipresent fear of Cuba’s 

historical moment onstage, in order to make it bearable for the spectators offstage.  

 Woodyard’s more expansive and comparative framework saw its precepts tested 

and ultimately rejected by Latin American theatre scholars in the late 1980s and early 

1990s, beginning with Daniel Zalacaín’s Teatro absurdista hispanoamericano in 1985.
11

 

Zalacaín’s work marks the start of the shift away from a critical discourse of sameness, in 

which points of correspondence are identified between movements and cultures, and 

towards one of difference. While he surveys works from across Latin-America that 

qualify for inclusion within his paradigm of the absurd, he labels them “absurdista” in an 

attempt to distance the Latin-American absurd from the European variant. Palls and 

Martin were fundamental in establishing the terms of this difference, which is addressed 

as well by Raquel Aguilú de Murphy in her Los textos dramáticos de Virgilio Piñera y el 

teatro del absurdo (1989).
12

 Like Zalacaín, Aguilú de Murphy alters the terminology in 

order to reflect the gap between paradigms: her “teatro del absurdo hispanoamericano” 

                                                 
11

 Teatro absurdista hispanoamericano (Valencia: Albatros Hispanofila, 1985). 
12

 Los textos dramáticos de Virgilio Piñera y el teatro del absurdo (Madrid: Pliegos, 1989).  
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takes the place of Theatre of the Absurd. While she, like Zalacaín and Woodyard before 

them, expands her study to include Latin-America at large rather than Cuba in isolation, 

the intention is not to bridge dramatic movements but instead to clearly distinguish the 

political and historical realities which lie beneath them. For Aguilú de Murphy the socio-

political reality of the nation is embedded in the individual’s reality; the subjective 

expression which Palls’ claims to be intrinsic to the Theatre of the Absurd in both Europe 

and Cuba is fundamentally distinct in Latin-America. Whereas a philosophy of 

pessimism reigned in Europe, in Latin America faith in salvatory politics made it 

impossible to accept the total collapse of human potential and possibility. 

 In her work Theatre of Crisis: Drama and Politics in Latin America (1991), Diana 

Taylor severs the bridge of the absurd between Latin America and Europe conclusively 

by rejecting the term outright, insofar as it has been applied to Latin American theatre. 

The paradigmatic difference between European and Latin-American subjectivities which 

Aguilú de Murphy calls attention to is amplified by Taylor past the point of 

sustainability. The Euro-canonical Theatre of the Absurd is not applicable to a Latin-

American context because it over-emphasizes the subjectivity of crisis. Since the works 

of the absurdists (exemplified by Beckett, Ionesco, and Genet, following Esslin) represent 

the individual as uprooted and adrift in a world without meaning, the socio-historic 

context which prompted the individual’s crisis is obscured. For Taylor, the “uniformity of 

the experience of social, systemic crisis” replaces the uniformity of comparable aesthetic 

categories; for this reason she proposes “Theatre of Crisis” as a more workable 

alternative (33). The Theatre of the Absurd cannot exist in Latin-America because it was 

imported there, and did not arise organically from within. However, as will be shown in 
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chapter three as part of my analysis of Triana’s La noche de los asesinos, Taylor’s 

reading of that play corresponds with the teatro del absurdo as defined here according to 

one of its most salient features: the cultivation of ambiguity in defiance of telos and 

ideological closure. Although Theatre of Crisis ostensibly discards the label of the 

Theatre of the Absurd for Latin-America in the interest of establishing a category that 

responds directly to Latin-American reality, because her interpretation of Triana’s work 

encompasses the socio-historical context from which it emerged as well as the ideological 

valence it attained within that context as a material phenomenon, Taylor implicitly 

affirms the logic, if not the category, of the teatro del absurdo. 

 While Taylor’s work seemed to mark the close of the critical rejection of the 

Theatre of the Absurd as a workable category in Latin-American theatre and performance 

studies, recently the label has received new attention. Ricardo Lobato Morchón’s El 

teatro del absurdo en Cuba: 1948-1968, published in 2002, preserves the universalizing 

spirit of Woodyard’s work while at the same time restricting its focus to Cuba exclusively 

in the manner favored by Palls. The points of thematic and stylistic convergence between 

the canonical Theatre of the Absurd and the teatro del absurdo are upheld and defended 

vigorously, in large part as a reaction against the type of logic demonstrated by Taylor. 

Lobato Morchón denies any traction to criticism he deems overly historicist, the 

manifestation of “el multiculturalismo hegemónico” in vogue among academics, and 

which he condemns as fetishizing difference (20). At the same time, he amplifies his 

analysis of individual dramatic works with extensive historical context, delving deeper 

than any of the critics previously mentioned in his explication of the social, economic, 

and political factors which impacted the development of the teatro del absurdo in Cuba.  
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 The balance Lobato Morchón attempts to strike between local specificity and 

universal similarities is a difficult one to maintain, in light of previous scholarship and 

the state of contemporary criticism. The application of canonical, Western models to non-

canonical works or groups of works leave one open to charges of cultural appropriation to 

an extent that is problematic for one’s critical premises. El teatro del absurdo en Cuba: 

1948-1968 calls into contrast to an extent unseen in the other works of scholarship 

presented here the need to readjust the critical optic, and stop considering the teatro del 

absurdo exclusively at the level of individual works. I propose that the interpretation of 

the Cuban absurdo as simply the sum artistic output of dramaturgic contemporaries is the 

flaw that inhibits the analytical power of the scholastic archive that exists on the subject. 

Instead, the teatro del absurdo should be regarded as a socio-historical material 

phenomenon, propelled by structural conditions arising from colonial and neocolonial 

history, and made manifest as a space of critical difference within an ideological terrain 

that presumed homogeneity. The Theatre of the Absurd existed as an ideological object in 

Cuba, and is not a hermeneutic category that can be simply erased. Katherine Ford, 

whose work will be returned to in the context of Dos viejos pánicos in chapter three, 

alludes to this fact in her analysis of Taylor’s argument: 

Nevertheless, it is necessary to remember that European theater was read 

and performed in the cities of Latin America and one can see a connection 

between the themes of the theater of the two regions. This is not to say the 

Latin American absurd is an exact copy of the European or that the topics 

of Beckett’s and Ionesco’s theater will be seen unchanged in Piñera’s or 

Jorge Díaz’s work, for example. These playwrights innovated and adapted 
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the absurd to their own contexts in order to create a Theater of the Absurd 

that fit their present circumstances and contexts […] Piñera wrote from the 

period in which he lived and was influenced by the same events as the 

European absurd writers. These differences in context and years do not 

change the similarities between the European and the Latin American 

absurd nor does it conflate them into one movement. (Ford 35-6) 

 

1.3 Modern Worlds and Heterotopia: The Theatre of the Absurd and the Ethics of 

Survival 

 Given the state of the Theatre of the Absurd’s critical archive within Latin 

American studies, let us consider the category’s valence within theatre studies more 

broadly, giving special attention to the tension between text and performance and that 

tension’s relevance to the debate surrounding the category.  

 Austin E. Quigley’s The Modern Stage and Other Worlds, published in 1985, 

captures the tectonic shift in theatre studies away from text and towards performance as 

the proper object of analysis. As Quigley argues, the “Theatre of X” phenomenon 

(Theatre of the Absurd, Theatre of Protest, Theatre of Poverty, etc.) encourages textually 

based generalizations between plays that diminish the recognition and historical 

understanding of their social function, apprehensible primarily through performance. 

According to Quigley, the Theatre of the Absurd is a critical moniker which homogenizes 

a divergent set of texts according to textual/linguistic formal features, and makes no room 

for any other set of criteria.  
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 Though Quigley pushes for a refiguring of the nature of theatre scholarship that 

disrupts the “Theatre of X” paradigm, he does not reject out of hand the potential of 

generalized categories as tools for acquiring knowledge. As he says: 

[G]eneralizations function best in this field when used as measuring rods, 

as instruments of investigation that are refined and, where necessary, 

changed in the process of application. It should be borne in mind that what 

we are dealing with in every case is an emergent interpretative context, 

and not simply an inherited historical context. (201) 

In the particular case of the Theatre of the Absurd he states that “we should not overlook 

the possibility that something might be learned not only from the established features of 

the category, but also from the very modes of categorization that such experimental plays 

both invite and frequently resist” (202). The tensions which arise from the application of 

a categorical framework to a diverse group of texts make manifest points of critical 

dispute, which in turn demand critical attention. According to Quigley, the foundation for 

a legitimate Theatre of the Absurd could assume three possible forms: 1) as a mutually 

agreed upon set of guiding principles or “programme for theatrical reform” announced by 

a school of artists; 2) as a set of empirically derived commonalities between works; 3) or 

as a heuristic framework for comparison and contrast between works “which differ in 

many ways from each other but which can be significantly related by the framework” 

(202). 

  Quigley takes issue with the vagaries of the category as proposed by Martin 

Esslin, first in The Theatre of the Absurd, as well as in his later works on the subject, 

Reflections: Essays on Modern Theatre (1971) and Absurd Drama (1974). The 
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controversy that has characterized the debate surrounding the legitimacy of the Theatre of 

the Absurd is largely due, Quigley claims, to Esslin’s failure to clarify which of the three 

types of generalizing interpretative contexts the category is supposed to be. Esslin applies 

different standards in different moments, thereby opening the category to charges of 

inconsistency.
13

 Following Quigley, Esslin ultimately argues for the Theatre of the 

Absurd as a heuristic framework on grounds that are entirely empirical, based on 

delineating similarities between plays which, as Esslin admits, are very different: 

When I wrote my book I had been struck by the fact that the work of 

dramatists writing quite independently of one another in different 

countries had certain fundamental features in common…A concept like 

the Theatre of the Absurd concentrates on certain important elements in 

individual works containing a multitude of other elements that make them, 

in other respects, quite different from one another. It is a basic mistake to 

assume that all the works that somehow come under this label are the 

same, or even very similar. (Emphases Quigley’s) (Esslin, Reflections: 

Essays on Modern Theatre 183-4) 

Quigley describes the conflict revealed by this passage in terms of closure: an empirical 

generalization proposes commonalities as basic truths once investigation has been 

concluded, while a heuristic generalization functions by “linking similarity to difference, 

by guiding us beyond what [generalizations] pragmatically reveal” (Quigley 205). A lack 

of finality should be the definitive trait of heuristic generalizations, which in turn must 

                                                 
13

 See Walter Kerr, ‘Making a cult of confusion’, Horizon 5 (i) (1962):  33-41, and Esslin’s reply, ‘Walter 

Kerr and the Absurd’, Tulane Drama Review 7 (iii) (1963): 13-17. See also Letitia Dace, ‘On Jean Genet 

and Martin Esslin, or here Absurdist, there Absurdist, everywhere…’, Kansas Quarterly 3 (ii) (1971): 110-

16, and Esslin’s reply in the same issue, 116-17.  
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account for the fluidity of the works they attempt to understand and analyze. The type of 

malleability Quigley speaks to here challenges text-based hermeneutics, not simply 

because the reduction of a play to its text sacrifices fields of meaning, but because the 

product of such analysis is itself immobile and unwieldy, and ultimately insufficient to 

the demands of interpretation which seeks to account for both similarities and differences 

between works.  

 Quigley’s critique of Esslin’s Theatre of the Absurd comes in the context of 

Beckett’s Krapp’s Last Tape (1957), a play Esslin included within his absurdist catalogue 

and that Quigley contends renders evident the internal contradictions that sabotage the 

genre’s critical extension. Beckett’s play features the solitary figure of Krapp, now 

elderly, listening to recordings of himself speaking as a middle-aged man about his 

younger self. Following Quigley, Esslin’s categorization of the play as absurd hinges on 

his claim that “in Krapp’s Last Tape, the self at one moment in time is confronted with its 

earlier incantation only to find it utterly strange” (Esslin, Theatre of the Absurd, 56). 

Such a reading emphasizes discontinuity and incoherence between multiple selves as 

Krapp struggles to establish a pattern that might bind his varied experiences into a 

comprehensible whole. The desperate tension Krapp experiences between a generalized 

body of experience (his life) and the discrete and contradictory parts that constitute it (his 

multiple temporal selves) replicates, Quigley claims, the flaw in Esslin’s approach, since 

it confuses a heuristic generalization that is open to difference with an empirical one that 

is designed to link commonalities and exclude difference. An empirical generalization 

built around the demaracation of common ground, like the Theatre of the Absurd as 

Esslin ultimately claims it to be, cannot accommodate difference; it is inflexible and 
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hostile to adaptation. The “pursuit of continuity in the context of diversity,” as Quigley 

puts it,
14

 is visible in Krapp’s never-ending task to “separate the grain from the husk,” to 

cull sameness and intelligibility from the inchoate data of his life (Beckett 217). But the 

data point that surfaces most frequently in Krapp’s foray into the past (the episode with 

the girl on the punt, marked on his ledger as “Farewell to…love”) conveys a meaning that 

transcends his efforts to coallate it within a strict schematic (217). Krapp returns to it 

again and again, unable to categorize it properly because its significance shifts in relation 

to his advancing age. The episode is sentimentalistic and romantic, and so upsets the 

otherwise desolate tone Krapp strikes throughout. Its difference invites further 

exploration, further speculation; it refuses to lend itself to an overarching statement that 

might subsume it within a contiguous whole. Quigley’s contention with Esslin’s Theatre 

of the Absurd is that it evolved into an impediment to the open and dynamic pursuit of 

meaning, formalizing commonplaces (dissolution of identity, alinenation represented 

dramatically, etc.) and downgrading those elements (represented metaphorically by the 

“Farewell to…love” episode) that contradict the absurdist framework. On a categorical 

level, the validity of this charge is visible when comparing foundational works of the 

Theatre of the Absurd like En Attendant a Godot and La Cantatrice Chauve: any 

alignment drawn according to themes or formal devices common to both (the dissolution 

of linguistic meaning, perpetual repetition, absurdity allegorized and represented onstage) 

comes at the expense of points of significant difference between the two (for example, 

Godot’s vaudevillian humor and bantering dialogue grounded in Irish oratorical practice
15

 

                                                 
14

 Ibid, 205. 
15

 For more on the socio-historical roots of the dialogue in Godot and other Beckett works, see Alan 

Friedman Party Pieces: Oral Storytelling and Social Performance in Joyce and Beckett (Syracuse: 

Syracuse University Press, 2007).  
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is not equivalent to the scathing satire of the bourgeoisie in which Ionesco engages). The 

Cuban teatro del absurdo, it will be shown, is impervious to this type of charge, for the 

same reason that Krapp’s existence is itself not contingent upon the success of his 

isolating the grain from the husk: his material life lived is not reducible to the critical 

activity of deciphering its empirical value.  

  Instead of allowing critical studies of theatre to reduce plays to their texts in 

order to classify them categorically, Quigley proposes a move away from the center of 

categories and towards the horizons of worlds, towards a pluralistic vision of modern 

theatres as metaphorical worlds. Those worlds, defined according to a correlation 

between textual detail, structure, theme, performance space and social function, are in 

some cases seemingly incommensurable. Movement from one world to another obliges 

the spectator to cope with the discontinuity of new ways of knowing. In this way she 

assumes the role of subjective critic, as she recognizes and adapts to new worlds as they 

present themselves. The permeability of these worlds in the space of performance is 

analyzed in the context of Genet’s Le Balcon (1957), a play whose physical staging (a 

brothel represented by a series of studios) instantiates the dynamics of invasion between 

fact and fantasy, and the real and the symbolic (the symbology of the play is written into 

its characters: Bishop, Sinner, Judge, Thief, Saint, etc). These characters transverse the 

realm of the real and the symbolic continually, and reveal their own intermingling 

identities, and those identities’ ultimate insignificance, in doing so: the Queen and the 

Saint are both played by whores, but the symbolic power of the roles they inhabit are 

what truly matter. The line that separates the stage from the audience is infringed upon as 

well, in a literal sense, as the edge of the balcony is shifted forward during the 
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performance so as to border that of the footlights. All domains are rendered perceptible in 

order to allow for their transgression, converting their liminal spaces into something akin 

to horizons open for the spectator to pass through, on their way to a more profound 

understanding of the performance and the world beyond.  

 This “horizon adjustment” is, for Quigley, a point of edifying impact in modern 

theatre, as the spectator must resolve the clash between domains. These domains include 

the question of theatricality itself, as the tension between world of the stage and the world 

beyond it is the fundamental conflict the spectator must address. The limits between 

worlds are not impassable, since the mimetic foundation of art presupposes access and 

intelligibility between individuals and works. The insistence on difference and novelty in 

art carries implicit in it the mimetic function that makes creations knowable to non-

creators. Passage from one world to another is a mode of inquiry, not didactic instruction. 

A critical capacity is cultivated, but no explicit lesson is taught: 

What is then at issue in the multi-mimetic modern theatre is not simply an 

endless exploration of the other worlds that theatre makes possible, but 

repeated efforts to establish the kind of novelty that enables new kinds of 

continuity with preceding worlds, both on-stage and off-stage, to emerge, 

become accessible, and become usable. (Quigley 51)  

In this way, audience participation in any theatre performance is an epistemological 

inquiry which carries over to the “real” world, where it can be applied to conflicts 

between domains, systems, and worlds. 

 The pluralism that Quigley establishes as fundamental to his design establishes 

the spectator as a defined subject, while the theatre worlds themselves are only loosely 
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realized and ever-evolving. Because of the plurality of this dynamic, overt pedagogy on 

the part of the playwright is untenable. Quigley cites Eugene Ionesco’s letters to Kenneth 

Tynan of the London Observer on this point: as Ionesco makes clear, the social duty of 

the playwright is to privilege testimony over teaching, and thereby allow the spectator 

space to assume autonomy as critic, which is in turn a prelude to re-engagement between 

separated worlds.
16

 

 Ionesco’s hostility to pedagogical art, Quigley claims, is made evident in his play 

Les Chaises (1952), another canonical work of the Theatre of the Absurd.  At the play’s 

conclusion, the Orator for whom the Old Man, the Old Woman, and their invisible guests 

have been waiting to hear speak finally appears, dressed in the style of a “typical painter 

or poet of the nineteenth century” (Ionesco 154). When he is revealed to be a deaf-mute, 

desperate to make himself understood to the audience onsatage and off, yet incapable of 

doing so, the point is clear: 

What we have here is a figure of an old-fashioned author/artist come to 

deliver a message to an audience-exactly the kind of artist figure and 

artistic function that Ionesco’s stagecraft is designed to transcend. For 

Ionesco, such a figure has nothing new to say and therefore nothing of 

consequence to art to say […] the whole point of the action of this play is 

to demonstrate the necessary absence of some kind of expected presence 

in order to challenge audience expectations and reorientate the audience 

towards another kind of awareness. (Quigley 194) 

By sabotaging the didactic relationship between the artist and the audience, Ionesco 

obliges the spectator to navigate the absurd space of absence his play generates.  

                                                 
16

 See Quigley, 174-5.  
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 Quigley considers his vision of pluralist theatrical worlds in the context of Bertold 

Brecht’s Epic Theatre, claiming it provokes audience reaction by demonstrating the 

provisionality of the spectator’s world. In this way the horizons between domains that 

exceed the purely theatrical and extend into the socio-political are rendered visible, and 

the audience is encouraged to cross them. Antonin Artaud’s Theatre of Cruelty attempts 

to channel and link worlds in the theatre by transcending the theatre itself as form, the 

stage as site, and language as its principle medium. The theatre must give access to 

another world beyond the stage, and never seek to assimilate that world (understood as 

primordial and transcendent), but rather contemplate its radical otherness. Artuad’s 

Theatre of Cruelty is therefore congruent with Quigley’s vision, since in both paradigms 

the frontier between domains is paramount, and the spectator is free to pass between them 

rather than obliged to inhabit a single, homogeneous field.  

 Quigley validates Epic Theatre and the Theatre of Cruelty because in both cases 

the category originated organically with the practitioner through performance. Such is not 

the case for the Theatre of the Absurd in Europe, as has been demonstrated following 

Quigley. However, while this criticism is applicable to the European, canonical Theatre 

of the, in the case of Cuba’s teatro del absurdo the charge does not carry the same 

weight. As I will show, the teatro del absurdo evolved into a self-conscious critical space 

of coexisting worlds akin in many ways to Quigley’s paradigm, though endowed with a 

social function that became political due to the climate of its historical moment.  

 While Quigley rejects the Theatre of the Absurd as Esslin proposed it as an 

organizing tool for classifying plays, Michael Bennett affirms it through revision, training 

focus on the pedagogical aspect of those works included within its boundaries. His 
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Reassessing the Theatre of the Absurd echoes The Modern Stage and Other Worlds in the 

emphasis given to the role of the spectator as the critical subject of performance, all the 

while perpetuating Esslin’s methodology, which Quigley discards as fundamentally 

flawed. Bennett’s book strikes an uneasy balance between theatre and performance 

studies, since the disconnect which Quigley addresses between the two fields of inquiry 

(theatre studies fixates on textual typologies while performance studies focuses on 

specific situational embodiment) is here largely ignored. Bennett restricts his gaze to 

reassessing Esslin’s work on the level of content, and not of structure. The same 

unwillingness to call into question the ideological assumptions which justify a purely 

literary analysis of theatrical works is notable in the bulk of existing criticism regarding 

the Theatre of the Absurd in Latin America and Cuba.  

 While Bennett’s work is problematic for these and other issues, Reassessing the 

Theatre of the Absurd opens the door for a consideration of the category that moves 

beyond the texts themselves, and towards performance in a way similar to that explored 

by Quigley. This is achieved by exploring the spectator’s relationship to the work as an 

audience member, and not a reader. Although Bennett does not fully develop this line of 

argument in his work, by applying elements of Quigley’s text as a corrective to critical 

oversteps, and as a stimulant to latent conclusions, what emerges is a vision of the 

category that manifests the performative practices Quigley claims are endemic to theatre 

and, even more broadly, critical inquiry itself. In addition, Bennett’s incorporation of 

Foucault’s concept of heterotopia as a guiding mechanism for absurdist theatre can be 

aligned with Quigley’s pluralism in a way that subtly informs both concepts. As such the 

crucial disjunction which obtains at a structural level (simply put, Quigley does not 
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accept Esslin’s Theatre of the Absurd while Bennett does) remains unresolved. However, 

by accenting the points of congruency between the two, above all in regard to active 

edification and audience participation, the significance of the category in relation to the 

teatro del absurdo in Cuba will be rendered more legible.  

 There is no terminal point to the critical inquiry cultivated by the spectator in The 

Modern Stage and Other Worlds. For this reason there is no specific lesson to be taught, 

and so the plays cannot be awarded pedagogical status. Bennett’s Theatre of the Absurd 

is constructed as a pedagogical vehicle designed to provoke the spectator to apply 

meaning where it is lacking, and thereby close the open question of the play’s didactic 

message. These competing ideas of the type of edification demonstrated by either the 

modern theatre or the Theatre of the Absurd is a crucial one, and extremely salient for an 

analysis of the teatro del absurdo in Cuba. Bennett’s allegiance to the necessity of telos 

and logical resolution ultimately seems unwarranted, given that his defense of logical 

closure draws heavily from the work of Camus, whose theatre does not meet Bennett’s 

own criteria for the Theatre of the Absurd. A consideration of Bennett’s argument 

surrounding this point is revealing; the application of Quigley’s position allows for a 

smoother transition to the concept of heterotopia which Bennett endorses, and which 

seems innately opposed to the type of closure he otherwise champions. 

 Bennett’s  re-formulation of the Theatre of the Absurd comes in reaction to two 

key missteps he finds in Esslin’s work: “1) Esslin mistranslates and miscontextualizes a 

quote by Eugene Ionesco, which Esslin uses to define the absurd, and 2) Esslin misread 

Albert Camus as an existentialist” (Bennett 13). Instead of classifying the works of the 

Theatre of the Absurd as enactments of metaphysical anguish in light of life’s absurdity, 
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Bennett claims they are instead a “revolt against existentialism and are ethical parables 

that force the audience to make life meaningful” (13). Bennett’s dramatic realignment of 

Camus from existentialist to anti-existentialist has precedent, as well as a material base: 

the 1995 publication of Camus’ unfinished Le premier home, which led to a broad 

reassessment of his work.  

 Esslin’s definition of the absurd, Bennett claims, can be localized in a quote from 

an essay on Kafka, written in 1957 by Ionesco. The quote, as it appears in The Theatre of 

the Absurd, is as follows: “Absurd is that which is devoid of purpose…Cut off from his 

religious, metaphysical, and transcendental roots, man is lost; all his actions become 

senseless, absurd, useless” (Esslin xix). The purposelessness and absurdity of life was 

articulated earlier, in the midst of War World Two, when in his The Myth of Sisyphus 

(1942) Camus wrote: “…in a universe that is suddenly deprived of illusions and of light, 

man suddenly feels a stranger…This divorce between man and his life, the actor and his 

setting, truly constitutes the feeling of Absurdity” (xix). The condition of absurdity 

described here is the object of representation for other playwrights whose works are not 

included by Esslin within the boundaries of the absurd, including Jean Anouilh, Jean 

Giradoux, Armand Salacrou, Jean-Paul Sartre, and Camus. Esslin claims that, whereas 

these playwrights present absurdity via lucid and coherent reasoning, the Theatre of the 

Absurd functions differently. Instead of relying on old conventions to represent new 

content: “…the Theatre of the Absurd strives to express its sense of senselessness of the 

human condition and the inadequacy of the rational approach by the open abandonment 

of rational devices and discursive thought” (xix-xx). Rather than enact philosophical 

discourse, in the Theatre of the Absurd according to Esslin the aesthetic convention 
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matches the content sought to be expressed. Since what is being expressed is itself 

nonsensical, the form of the work reflects this: “By not matching what happens on stage 

with what is being said, the concept of incongruity forms the convention of the Theatre of 

the Absurd” (Bennett 6).  

 The two jumping-off points for Bennett’s correction of Esslin’s project both 

revolve around reactions to the work of Franz Kafka and the absurdity it suggests. Just as 

Ionesco’s essay about Kafka forms the basis for his famous pronouncement on the 

absurd, Camus’ appendix to The Myth of Sisyphus also deals directly with the Czech 

writer’s vision of the absurd. However, Bennett faults Esslin’s lack of context in his use 

of these two sources, which have proved to be fundamental in engendering the Theatre of 

the Absurd as it came to be understood.  He cites Esslin’s translation of Ionseco’s line, 

from “Est absurde ce qui n’a pas de but…” to “Absurd as that which is devoid of 

purpose…” as misleading due to a misapprehension on Esslin’s part of the proper 

translation of “but.” Rather than “purpose,” Bennett claims the better equivalent would be 

“end” or “goal,” which given the context of the essay
17

 seems more appropriate. In 

addition, Bennett judges Esslin’s use of ellipses in Ionesco’s quote suspect, as Esslin 

omits evidence of redemptive hope which Ionesco finds in Kafka’s work.
18

  

                                                 
17

 Ionesco’s essay is a critique of Kafka’s Armes de la ville, written about the construction of the tower of 

Babel. Since the story is about a project and its lack of completion, the use of “goal” rather than “purpose”  

is more apt: “As Ionesco says, the goal is forgotten (Le but est oublié). Because their goal was forgotten, 

humanity got lost in the labyrinth (elle est égarée dans un labyrinte)” (Bennett 9).  
18

 “…When Esslin quotes Ionesco, Esslin’s use of the ellipse makes it appear that ‘Cut off from his 

religious, metaphysical, and transcendental roots, man is lost; all his actions become senseless, absurd, 

useless,’ is a further elaboration of the definition of absurd. However, Esslin does not put this line in the 

context in which the clause appears. There are two sentences in between these clauses that state that the 

final goal cannot be found beyond history, but needs to guide human history, rather, and the goal gives it 

meaning. This view shows the profoundly religious (profundément religieux) character of Kafka in 

Ionesco’s eyes” (Bennett 10). 
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 This reading of Kafka was similar in kind to that proposed by Camus, who 

Ionesco cited as an influence on his work.
19

 Camus’ The Myth of Sisyphus posed the 

question “why not suicide?” given the absurdity of the human condition, which Esslin 

quotes and draws from heavily. Such a stance would seem understandable, given 

Sisyphus’s sentence of an eternity of pushing a boulder up a hill, only to see it roll down 

again day after day. However, as Bennett notes: 

 …the entire point of Camus’s book-length essay…is that Camus 

explicitly argues why one should not commit suicide. If we accept our 

situation as absurd, Camus argues, and do not try to believe that there is 

meaning and purpose where there is none, then we can revolt against the 

absurd and create meaning and purpose for ourselves. (11) 

The role of meaning-constructor that Camus awards to the reader can be found in the 

essay’s conclusion, which Bennett cites: “The struggle itself towards the heights is 

enough to fill a man’s heart. One must imagine Sisyphus happy” (13). This last statement 

should be read as instructive. The reader must apply the means in order to achieve an end 

in which Sisyphus, seemingly a victim of tragic absurdity, ultimately emerges as content 

with his condition.  

 Bennett’s reassessment of the Theatre of the Absurd is, in large part, 

fundamentally directed by his affirmation of the critical reassessment of Camus. His 

interest in Camus’s vision of the absurd is a product of Esslin’s initial inclusion of it in 

his paradigm, but it must be noted that Camus, for all the influence he exerted in forging 

the definition of the absurd that was taken up by Esslin, was never included in his survey 

of absurdists, and was instead grouped with Sartre as part of the camp of existentialist 

                                                 
19

 “Ionesco said in an interview, that Kafka and, perhaps Camus, were his influences” (Bennett 9). 
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playwrights. Bennett takes issue with what he sees as a broad conflation of the two. 

Camus can no longer be deemed an existentialist: “Camus believed in an inherent human 

nature that contrasted with the basic existentialist tenant that existence precedes essence” 

(14). At this point, Bennett’s argument passes over bumpy terrain which deserves a closer 

look. He claims that: 

Where existentialism works against reason (and, thus, the Enlightenment), 

Camus couched his philosophy within reason….The reason it is so 

important to differentiate Camus from the existentialists, is that, like 

Descartes, whom Beckett read avidly when he was young, the world can 

be understood through reason by, and only by, individuals. Therefore, 

meaning is drawn out from our own observations. And when we encounter 

contradictions, when we encounter absurdity, we must make a rational 

revolt and contemplate our situation. (14) 

Because Camus affirmed and embraced individual agency, here exercised rationally in 

the contemplation of paradox, he must be distinguished from existentialists, who, 

according to Bennett, work against reason. By definitively freeing Camus from any 

allegiances to existentialism, and accentuating the idealism that operates in his work, 

Bennett highlights the same hopeful vein in key plays of the Theatre of the Absurd 

already marked by Esslin, while conceding the validity of Esslin’s original exclusion of 

Camus from the field he created. As Bennett sates, “Esslin posited that Camus formed the 

backbone of the philosophy of the Theatre of the Absurd. However, like his 

contemporaries, Esslin mistook Camus for an existentialist” (8). Now that this 

misjudgment has been rectified, why is Camus’s philosophy still forming the backbone of 
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the Theatre of the Absurd, this time as defined by Bennett? There is a strange 

taxonomical play occurring here, as Bennett revises Esslin’s framework on a level that 

calls for rewording without reconstruction. The fact remains that Camus is still not a 

playwright whose works can be included in the Theatre of the Absurd because his works 

do not satisfy the incongruity convention Esslin sets forth, and that Bennett tacitly seems 

to accept. Perhaps Camus is not an existentialist. But neither is he a member of the 

Theatre of the Absurd.  

 Questions of categorization aside, Bennett’s treatment of The Myth of Sisyphus is 

highly significant for a deeper understanding of the pedagogical (or non-pedagogical) 

nature of his Theatre of the Absurd. As he states, given that we accept the world’s 

absurdity and renounce meaning and purpose (that is, telos), “then we can revolt against 

the absurd and create meaning and purpose for ourselves.” The meaning created lies with 

the creation, and not the absurd object that provokes that creation. However, Bennett’s 

analysis of the pedagogy of the absurd supports a contradictory view: that of the spectator 

applying logic to an illogical situation and thereby awarding a meaning arrived upon 

individually. The tension between these positions can be resolved, but only by accepting 

the implications of the sentence quoted above. Such a scenario leads back to Quigley’s 

nomadic critical subject, edified by theatre through the cultivation of an attitude of 

inquiry, and not obliged to definitively pronounce and apply her subjective meaning to a 

work intentionally designed, following Ionesco, to be a testimony, and not to teach. The 

fact that for Bennett it is the spectator who is teaching and not the work or the playwright 

is ultimately irrelevant: what should be rejected is the idea of a lesson in the first place, 

since a lesson is a resolution, and resolution invites homogeneity and exclusion.   
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 Bennett’s own concept of heterotopia as applied to the Theatre of the Absurd 

seems to follow just such a reading. Bennett invokes the revision of historical progress 

enunciated by the Frankfurt School by quoting Adorno and Max Horkheimer’s Dialectic 

of Enlightenment (1944), in which “progress becomes regression” in the wake of 

fascism’s intervention. This regression, Bennett argues, brought about “the displacement 

of the hope for utopia for the hope for heterotopia,” as Western Europe gradually 

embarked upon a period of collective prosperity (Bennett 25). Bennett employs Michel 

Foucault’s understanding of heterotopia, based on the ordered disorder of Borges’ 

catalogue, as it applies to the breakdown of uniformity and order in language, and the 

manifestation of difference in a structural way. In terms of the Theatre of the Absurd, the 

desire for heterotopia entailed greater expressive space for divergent artistic voices: 

Taken together with Jacque Derrida’s notion of play in language and the 

possibility of multiple truths stemming from the same words, the world of 

the Theater of the Absurd, the parable, and the parabolic drama is the 

world of heterotopias that “dissolve our myths.” (18) 

Within the paradigm of the Theatre of the Absurd multiple worlds and meanings 

challenge any claim to conceptual authority or monolithic signifying power. Divergent 

truths reject “Truth”; myths are dissolved in a chorus of difference. Such a dissolution of 

myths corresponds to the dissolution of the need for pedagogic resolution; a world of 

multiple truths is a pluralist one, nearly identical to Quigley’s. This heterotopic 

abundance of truths freed by difference has an explicit political valence in the context of 

Cuba and the teatro del absurdo, since heterotopia and the homogeneity of totalitarianism 

are fundamentally opposite terms. The issue becomes more problematic when one 



42 

 

considers whether the notion of “parabolic drama,” which Bennett proposes as a 

substitute for the Theatre of the Absurd, is fundamentally opposed to heterotopia as he 

employs the concept here.  

 As he states: 

Once this disorder [of heterotopia] is introduced into the world of the 

Theatre of the Absurd, the question of ethics, when combined with 

metaphor, produces a postmodern parable that questions, “How does one 

exist in a contradictory world?” (18) 

Given a state of heterotopia, in which stable meanings are shaken and established truths 

are dissolved, it is up to the individual to find his or her own workable meaning for the 

world through the exposure to a seemingly absurdist dramatic situation that is in fact, as 

Bennett states in his analysis of Beckett’s Waiting for Godot, “a roadmap for making life 

meaningful” (29). This meaning, in a continuation of Camus, comes in the form of hope 

for a possible salvatory future, in spite of overwhelming evidence that such a future will 

never arrive. As such it is an active waiting that Vladimir and Estragon suffer together, 

and a perpetually displaced future that never arrives, but whose absence they will share. 

For Bennett, the manner in which these two characters pass the time together is their 

mutual telos, and the lesson that is transmitted to the spectator: 

[O]nce [Estragon] meets Vladimir, he has someone who waits for him 

every morning after he is beaten. Despite the fact that he suffers every 

night, he awakes to be greeted every day by Vladimir. And the two have 

unfinished work: waiting for Godot. This is their “why” for their 

existence. Like Sisyphus, via Camus, they are still able to find purpose 
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and meaning in a repetitious world full of suffering. As soon as this is 

realized-the impossibility of replacing each other-viewers can see life 

immediately spring up. As a seemingly direct result of this realization, in 

the beginning of Act II where the potential of life is revealed, we see the 

tree reborn. (43) 

The closure Quigley rejects is, in Bennett’s work, the conceptual linchpin upon which the 

“parabolic drama” rests. Absurd drama is neither existential nor absurd; the plays Bennett 

analyzes (Godot, Pinter’s The Birthday Party, Genet’s The Blacks: A Clown Show, and 

Ionesco’s Rhinoceros) are all parabolic, and therefore pedagogical, in some central way 

that makes them meaningful. But since that meaning is singular, it is final as well, and 

therefore closes off the possibility of multiple interpretations. It seems the same critique 

that Quigley presented in the case of Esslin (the confusion of a heuristic framework with 

empirical justification) is true in Bennett’s case as well. Whereas heterotopic space is a 

space of divergence contained within a framework, and is therefore heuristic, because 

Bennett claims these dramas are parabolic the multiple worlds of heterotopia are eclipsed 

by a single, “correct” reading.  

 The absurdity of the Cuban teatro del absurdo lies in its rejection of telos and its 

refusal to align with any ideology. The paradox of this dynamic is that this anti-

ideological status became ideological in itself, due to the historical-material conditions of 

the times. Whereas Bennett’s parabolic dramas are ethically instructive because of the 

finality of their pedagogy, I argue that the lack of such finality in the teatro del absurdo 

was and continues to be edifying for Cuban audiences, and implies a critical subjectivity 

of the type described by Quigley. Such a subject can move between the multiple worlds 
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of heterotopia without rejecting those that contradict their own; an attitude of this type 

embodies an ethics of co-existence, by which a community of autonomous individuals 

might emerge.  

1.4 Peter Burger’s Teoría de la vanguardia 

 

 By considering in tandem key concepts taken from Bennett and Quigley’s work, it 

is possible to recognize the edifying potential of the Theatre of the Absurd, not as a 

delivery vehicle for a fixed meaning, but as a heterotopic space of multiple meanings. 

However, in order to apply this vision to the Cuban teatro del absurdo, a critical optic 

must be found that is faithful to Cuban theatre in its historical moment, and expansive 

enough to justify that theatre within a system that recognizes art’s value as a product of 

material conditions.  

 In his Teoría de vanguardia, Peter Burger makes the following claim: 

La ciencia crítica no consiste en concebir categorías nuevas opuestas a las 

<<falsas>> categorías de la ciencia tradicional. Más bien analiza las 

categorías de la ciencia tradicional, cuáles son las preguntas que puede 

formular a partir de sus presupuestos, y qué otras preguntas quedan 

excluidas (precisamente con la elección de las categorías) por la teoría. 

(Burger 34) 

This simple declaration of critical intent neatly encapsulates the practical extension of 

Burger’s theoretical disposition; it also highlights the utility Burger’s work offers for this 

study. Rather than propose new categories that perpetuate the fiction of a hermeneutics 

unmediated by material history, it would be more productive to analyze the material 
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history of traditional critical categories, their socio-historical extension and the particular 

tensions that arise in the process of their formation. Such a shift establishes ideologies as 

the proper object of criticism, since ideologies encompass intellectual claims as well as 

the social reality from which they emerge. Ideologies are products of human praxis, 

though the relation between the intellectual and social realities they reveal is a largely 

oppositional one. The mission of criticism, Burger claims, is to express conceptually the 

contradiction between ideological objects, along with the underlying tension that defines 

them, and in so doing open an avenue for the production of new knowledge that might 

relieve historical tensions and establish less contradictory intellectual models.  

 The relation between intellectual and social domains in the definition of aesthetic 

categories is the theoretical terrain on which Burger locates his work. It is also a 

conceptual site of extreme significance for Cuba’s teatro del absurdo. Burger’s analysis 

of the formation of the European avant-garde relies heavily on his analysis of artistic 

autonomy, and its social and critical value. The edifying component that I claim to be 

common to both the European Theatre of the Absurd and the Cuban teatro del absurdo is 

made fully evident when considered according to the terms Burger puts forth, due 

especially to his careful revision and expansion of the nature of artistic autonomy. This 

section examines the contours of Burger’s work, giving emphasis to those elements that 

most directly correspond to the Cuban teatro del absurdo, thereby establishing a 

theoretical matrix that guides the analysis to follow.  

 Teoría de la vanguardia seeks to respond to and correct positions held by the 

fellow Frankfurt School philosophers Adorno and Georg Lukacs in their debate over the 

role of artistic autonomy. Whereas Adorno and Lukacs renounce the social function of 
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modern art by affirming autonomy as a necessary condition of the same, Burger claims 

that art’s autonomy from quotidian bourgeois reality is itself functional: 

Lo social en el arte es su evolución inmanente contra la sociedad, no su 

actitud manifiesta […] Si se puede predicar una función social de las obras 

de arte, ésa es su carencia de función. (44) 

Burger accuses Adorno of utilizing the concept of art’s function as a neutral descriptive 

category, thereby restricting the affective power of an artistic work to an interaction that 

Burger labels positivist, and which roughly goes as follows: the truth of bourgeois 

society’s failure can only be expressed in isolated monads of meaning transmitted via 

individual artistic works, but which are in turn endlessly annulled by the breakdown in 

signification. For our current purposes it is necessary to make clear that, while Adorno 

limits his critical gaze to account solely for the work of art as it operates in isolation, 

Burger preserves the social function of art by engaging with the concept of artistic 

autonomy as an abstract category of thought about modern art, not as a condition of either 

modern art or artistic practice. This theoretical distinction preserves dialectical 

materialism’s feasibility within the realm of aesthetics while at the same time expanding 

its range and interpretive power: 

El modelo presenta el importante argumento teórico de que las obras de 

arte no surgen individualmente, sino en el seno de condiciones 

estructurales institucionales que establecen muy claramente la función de 

la obra. De este modo, cuando se habla de la función de una determinada 

obra, se hace en base a un discurso metafórico, pues las consecuencias 

observables o inferibles del trato con la obra no se deben en absoluto a sus 
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cualidades particulares, sino más bien a la clase y manera en que está 

regulado el trato con obras de este tipo en una determinada sociedad, es 

decir, en determinados estratos o clases de una sociedad. Para referirse a 

estas condiciones estructurales, he propuesto el concepto de institución 

arte. (47-8) 

Because the art institution in bourgeois society is relegated to a position that is wholly 

distinct from that of quotidian reality, it is impossible for critical tendencies cultivated 

through artistic contemplation to gain traction in social activity, or praxis: 

El arte permite a su receptor individual satisfacer, aunque sólo sea 

idealmente, las necesidades que han quedado al margen de su praxis 

cotidiana. Al disfrutar del arte, el sujeto burgués, mutilado, se reconoce 

como personalidad. Pero a causa del status del arte, separado de la praxis 

vital, esta experiencia no tiene continuidad, no puede ser integrada en la 

praxis cotidiana. La carencia de continuidad no es idéntica a la carencia de 

función […] sino que señala una función específica del arte en la sociedad 

burguesa: la neutralización de la crítica. (48) 

Art in bourgeois society is critically neutral because it is autonomous from vital practice, 

without which it cannot root itself in the practice of daily life. Art’s lack of social 

function functions socially to cement the categorical distance between art and vital 

praxis, a distance that is structurally reinforced by the art institution.  

 For Burger, the avant-garde is defined by its critically conscious repudiation of 

the art institution and the autonomous category of “art” itself. The avant-garde exists in 

protest of traditional conceptions of art as generated by the art institution; this is due to its 
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unique critical vantage point, from which historical movements and the tensions which 

underlay and determine them make themselves manifest. Just as hermeneutic criticism is 

ill-equipped to recognize its own mediated status, institutionalized art (that is, art whose 

function it is to perpetuate the ends of the art institution in bourgeois society) is 

preternaturally predisposed to blindness when confronted with the structural realities of 

the art institution. Only avant-garde art, fueled by its critical recognition of the tension 

between ideological objects within the art institution, is capable of producing an artistic 

work that calls into contradistinction the guiding ideology of that institution: art’s 

autonomy from the social domain.  

 The emergence of the avant-garde as the critical antidote to institutional bourgeois 

art is dependent upon the complete de-politicization of that art through the acceptance of 

its autonomy, best represented by the condition of “art for art’s sake.” In Europe, Burger 

argues, these conditions came into being at the end of the 19
th

 century with aestheticism, 

in which “el arte de la sociedad burguesa se vuelve hacia sí mismo” (69). The 

coincidence of institution and content which occurs when art turns towards itself for its 

function, and away from the socio-political realm, provokes the rupture that is self-

criticism, as exercised by the avant-garde. The crisis of institutional bourgeois art and the 

movements (Daddaism, Surrealism, Futurism, German Expressionism) that directly 

challenged it have one key element in common with the Russian vanguard that arose after 

the October Revolution:  

Lo que tienen en común estos movimientos, aunque difieren en algunos 

aspectos, consiste en que no se limitan a rechazar un determinado 
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procedimiento artístico, sino el arte de su época en su totalidad, y, por 

tanto, verfican una ruptura con la tradición. (54) 

It is because the avant-garde in general and these movements in particular displayed 

critical consciousness in regard to the traditions that preceded them that they were able to 

call attention to art’s autonomy and challenge it, both at the level of the artistic work as 

well as at the level of the conceptual category that marks it.  

 The notion of the de-politicization of art on the level of content as a necessary 

precondition to avant-garde self-criticism seems counter-intuitive, given that the goal of 

the avant-garde according to Burger is a reconfiguration of the function of art in 

bourgeois society so that vital praxis and artistic practice merge. Such a vision would 

seem to suggest the need for heavily politicized artistic content rather than the opposite. 

However, since the path to artistic renewal lies in the revelation on the part of the avant-

garde of the structural factors which maintain the relation between the concept of artistic 

autonomy and art’s lack of social function (that is, of the governing ideologies which 

dictate artistic production), the avant-garde must operate in a way that sabotages and 

exposes the ideological mechanics of the art institution. As Burger notes, the social realist 

novel of the 19
th

 century, while politically conscious, is within the self-comprehension of 

the bourgeoisie, since it perpetuates the thematic positioning of the individual within 

society, and so does nothing to disrupt the artistic institution of which it is a part.  In 

contrast, the Dadaists created artistic objects that were inaccessible according to 

traditional models of aesthetic contemplation. By exposing the limit of ideology the 

ideology itself is revealed, and the art institution, which previously existed only as an 
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invisible foundation that structured artistic production, is thrust into the consciousness of 

the receptor.  

 Aestheticism and “art for art’s sake” effectively sentenced art to exile away from 

social praxis, and artists to the role of specialists, confined to a world that excludes rather 

than includes. The avant-garde, according to Burger, for all the charges of elitism leveled 

against it, is in fact engaged in the destruction of the terms of that elitism. Those terms 

are not limited to the art institution alone, but can be extended to include all of bourgeois 

society. It is for this reason that: 

La intención de los vanguardistas se puede definir como el intento de 

devolver a la práctica la experiencia estética (opuesta a la praxis vital) que 

creó el esteticismo. Aquello que más incomoda a la sociedad burguesa, 

ordenada por la racionalidad de los fines, debe convertirse en principio 

organizativo de la existencia. (81) 

Under this rubric, the avant-garde is a protest movement whose aim is to provoke the 

creation of knowledge that transcends the ideology of autonomy and reconstitutes artistic 

production as an emancipatory vital practice. The individual avant-garde work appeals to 

no pre-existing ideology. Instead it subverts traditional critical categories and compels the 

receptor to alter his or her consciousness in order to award meaning to what, according to 

the terms of the art institution, is meaningless: 

La obra de vanguardia no produce una impresión general que permita una 

interpretación del sentido, ni la supuesta impresión puede aclararse 

dirigiéndose a las partes, porque éstas ya no están subordinadas a una 

intención de obra. Tal negación de sentido produce un shock en el 
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receptor. Ésta es la reacción que pretende el artista de vanguardia, porque 

espera que el receptor, privado del sentido, se cuestione su particular 

praxis vital y se plantea la necesidad de transformarla. El shock se busca 

como estímulo para un cambio de conducta; es el medio para acabar con la 

inmanencia estética e iniciar una transformación de la praxis vital de los 

receptores. (146) 

 Burger calls attention to the ultimate failure of the avant-garde to transcend art 

within bourgeois society. This is due to the power of the art institution to subordinate 

emancipatory vital practice to the terms of artistic production, just as the provocation of a 

Dadaist intervention, its revelatory power as an object that exceeds the category of “art,” 

is ultimately subsumed by the institution that it seeks to revitalize. Burger introduces the 

example of Duchamp’s ready mades to illustrate his point. Space was made for 

Duchamp’s production within the art institution (in this case, art museums themselves), 

and the power of his provocation was thereby muted. The avant-garde should challenge 

individual ownership of artistic works, and in so doing short-circuit the market economy 

that drives the art institution. The collective focus of emancipatory vital practice extends 

as well to artistic reception. Because artistic objects like the Dadaist poetry of Tristan 

Tzara and the automatic writing of André Breton are, following Burger, almost solipsistic 

in their practice of art as a way to explore subjective consciousness, they fail to 

accommodate the demand for collective reception that will unify artists and receptor in 

emancipatory vital practice. These failures are a product of the impossibility of the 

success of the avant-garde in bourgeois society:  
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La vanguardia intenta la superación del arte autónomo en el sentido de una 

reconducción del arte hacia la praxis vital. Esto no ha sucedido y acaso no 

pueda suceder en la sociedad burguesa, a no ser en la forma de la falsa 

superación del arte autónomo. (109) 

 Burger does not directly link this unification of art and vital praxis to the 

realization of socialist revolutions. He claims his study is restricted to art in bourgeois 

society, saying that: 

Respeto a todo esto habría que discutir, partiendo de la teoría de la 

vanguardia y contando con investigaciones concretas, en qué medida (y 

con qué consecuencias para el sujeto artista) la institución arte tiene en los 

pais socialistas un carácter social distinto al que tiene en la sociedad 

burgesa. (110) 

Echoing the cautious tone of this statement is the following, which concludes part two of 

the work, “El problema de la autonomía del arte en la sociedad burgesa”: 

Debemos preguntarnos, desde la experiencia de la falsa superación, si es 

deseable, en realidad, una superación del status de autonomía del arte, si la 

distancia del arte respecto a la praxis vital no es garantía de una libertad de 

movimientos en el seno de la cual pueden pensar alternativas a la situación 

actual. (110) 

This claim holds great significance in the context of the revolutionary government’s 

treatment of the works and practitioners of Cuba’s teatro del absurdo.  

 In order to efficiently apply the theoretical lens presented by Burger to the terrain 

of the current study, a dual critical alignment must take place. The first occurs on the 
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level of genre and individual content, with the Theatre of the Absurd as defined by 

Bennett and Quigley’s work as the object to be assessed under the optic put forth by 

Burger. The second critical space that must be brought into dialogue with Burger’s 

system is that occupied by the Cuban art institution of the late nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries, both in a general sense and as it applies to theatre specifically. As the focus of 

the remainder of this study lies primarily in documenting the formation, emergence, and 

suppression of the Cuban teatro del absurdo from a perspective that is heavily informed 

by Burger’s theory, let us first consider the principle claims of Bennett’s Reassessing the 

Theatre of the Absurd within the context of Burger’s Teoría de la vanguardia. A defense 

of the particular validity of the use of Burger’s work in relation to Cuba’s teatro del 

absurdo will follow, and is reinforced organically by the chapters to come.  

 Burger’s work is not genre specific; he incorporates examples of artists across a 

broad spectrum of artistic creation, casually introducing Joyce, Breton, Duchamp, Tzara, 

Beckett and Brecht as participants in the avant-garde, without positing a taxonomical 

difference between their productions. This is consistent with his system at large, since the 

art institution and art’s autonomous status have facilitated and naturalized just such a 

demand for taxonomy, making the concept of genre-difference in the arts intrinsic to 

bourgeois society. Because emancipatory vital practice implies the merging of divergent 

domains into a unity, the cultivation of interior difference within the arts is contrary to 

Burger’s proposed vision of the avant-garde. In addition, because he conceives of the 

avant-garde as a critique of the art institution and of the perpetuation of art’s autonomous 

status, and only considers content as a factor of these structural elements, the lack of any 

close analysis of individual works is understandable. 
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 Of the artists mentioned, however, Burger devotes more space to a consideration 

of Brecht’s work than any other, due to the German playwright’s relevance for the larger 

debate between Burger, Adorno, and Lukacs in regard to art’s social function. Adorno 

and Lukacs reject Brecht’s Epic Theatre because of its self-conscious nature: since 

Brecht’s plays have as their objective the development of historical-critical 

consciousness, they do not qualify as art according to Adorno, understood as “la escritura 

histórica inconsciente de los caracteres y los abusos históricos” (158). Brecht’s work is 

problematic for Adorno and Lukacs because it presents at the same time a particular 

artistic object as well as the critical optic by which it should be judged: “Justamente 

cuando podemos captar el significado histórico de Brecht, perdemos la ocasión de 

convertir su teoría en marco de la investigación” (259). Burger’s proposed resolution to 

the aporia Adorno and Lukacs confront in Brecht’s critically-conscious theatre is to 

situate both aspects of the work, the critical and the aesthetic, in relation to the rupture in 

the development of bourgeois art that they provoke, and formulate a new theory of 

literature as a consequence of this rupture. Brecht’s Epic Theatre, therefore, sabotages the 

totality of the traditional work of art (in this case, the Aristotelian “well-made play”) 

through a critical intervention that confronts the spectator with historical-consciousness 

that refers back to the art institution of which the work is a part. Because Brecht 

complicates the totality of the artistic work by materializing a critique of the art 

institution within its limits, his work can be considered avant-garde. However, given that, 

as Burger claims, Brecht envisioned art as an end in itself, and that he “deseó cambiar, 

pero no destruir, la institución teatro,” he cannot be fully assimilated to the avant-garde 

(160).  
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 The implication of this final point is that a truly avant-garde theatre would be 

invested in destroying the theatre institution itself. Such an end would seem applicable to 

Artaud’s Theatre of Cruelty, which sought to explode theatrical convention and impose 

an all-consuming spectacle on the audience that would serve as a metaphysical 

incantation of something approaching aesthetic idealism. The works of the canonical 

Theatre of the Absurd assume Artaud as crucial influence but do not approach the same 

level of radical theatrical re-invention he favored: works like Ionesco’s La Cantatrice 

chauve and Les Chaises revolt against the parameters of logical signification in general, 

not explicitly the theatrical form itself. This crucial distinction is a limiting condition for 

the Theatre of the Absurd as a category, as noted by Esslin in his foundational text.   

 Although the works of the Theatre of the Absurd, like Brecht’s Epic Theatre, do 

not satisfy the avant-garde requirement for complete formal self-revision, because they 

do paralyze and expose the mechanics of representation by enacting them materially on 

stage (Esslin’s stylistic incongruity), so that the traditional form of the “well-made play” 

is rendered absurd via its dependence on the logic of signification, the spectator is forced 

by contrast to confront her expectations of what a play should be. These expectations 

have been naturalized and made aesthetically immanent by the art-institution. The 

moment of confrontation forced upon the spectator interpolates her in the larger 

panorama of the art-institution, bourgeois society, and the breakdown in signification. 

This is the receptor’s shock Burger points to as the guiding purpose for avant-garde art, 

since it prompts a change of conduct in the spectator/receptor’s own behavior, manifested 

as a turn towards vital praxis.  
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 This shock can also be figured theoretically as the confrontation with heterotopia 

and the decay of conceptual authority, as introduced by Bennett, as well as the nomadic, 

critical subjectivity of Quigley. In all three systems the spectator/receptor is required to 

react to a lack of meaning in the work they are viewing in such a way that a larger change 

of conduct takes place. The correspondence between the systems on this point is 

revealing but not complete: whereas Bennett operates at the level of the individual work, 

which he conceives of as “parabolic drama” in the case of the Theatre of the Absurd, 

Quigley and Burger’s theoretic scopes expand to include genre, heuristic matrixes, and 

structural influences like the art institution. For Burger such expansion means the avant-

garde is marked as art that is both historically and critically conscious, as demonstrated 

by his treatment of Brecht. While the Theatre of the Absurd cannot be seamlessly aligned 

with Burger’s avant-garde, it does satisfy the same shock-test as Brecht’s does, although 

Brecht’s Epic Theatre in turn cannot be considered absurdist. However, they both contain 

a highly significant critical component that sabotages the presumed totality of a dramatic 

work by invoking structural forces (history, signification itself) which must be reassessed 

by the spectator, in light of the performance that reveals them.  

 In order to develop an understanding of the Cuban teatro del absurdo that exceeds 

a formalist survey of individual works, the critical component as developed by Burger in 

the context of the avant-garde must be incorporated to any analysis. Only by locating the 

works and artists implicated within a system that accounts for the tension between the 

intellectual/artistic and social domains (that is, one that allocates space for the debate 

over artistic autonomy) can the teatro del absurdo be fully deciphered. While the 

European Theatre of the Absurd and the Cuban teatro del absurdo share the same 
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edifying impulse on the level of individual works, the teatro del absurdo more fully 

embodies the type of avant-garde movement Burger describes than its Continental other. 

This is not because it sought to destroy the institution which contained it, but because the 

unique and evolving nature of that institution demanded stronger self-definition on the 

part of the artists involved. The avant-garde as Burger envisions it can be identified as 

such because the artists themselves demonstrated a heightened historical consciousness in 

relation to their works and their own larger relevance within the art institution. All this is 

to say that Burger’s avant-garde refers to a historical movement, which is by definition 

historically self-aware.  

 The teatro del absurdo in Cuba exhibits the characteristics of a historical 

movement; the European Theatre of the Absurd does not, because there is no Theatre of 

the Absurd to speak of besides that which exists as a critical concept, introduced by 

Martin Esslin and severely weakened by generations of critics afterwards, Quigley among 

them. The fundamental reasons for this divergence are located in both cases within the 

respective art institutions of each, and reflected in the differing degrees to which the 

concept of artistic autonomy had been fastened into ideology. As I argue, while the 

Cuban theatrical tradition prior to Piñera’s emergence was relatively under-developed as 

a national institution, the extent to which performance itself was related to vital praxis in 

Cuban society represents the most significant point of departure from Burger’s model of 

the avant-garde in bourgeois European society. Burger’s use of a quote from Habermas, 

included in the excerpt below, isolates this difference: 

En la sociedad burguesa (incluso antes de que la Revolución Francesa 

diera a la burguesía el poder político), el arte alcanza un particular status 



58 

 

que el concepto de autonomía refleja de modo expresivo. <<El arte sólo se 

establece como autónomo en la medida en que con el surgimiento de la 

sociedad burguesa el sistema económico y el político se desligan del 

cultural, y las imágenes tradicionales del mundo, infiltradas por la 

ideología básica del intercambio justo, separan a las artes del contexto de 

las prácticas rituales.>> (65) 

Habermas’ description of the separation of the arts from ritual practice by the ideology of 

bourgeois capitalism echoes back to Taylor’s Theatre of Crisis, and her analysis of the 

transition from pre-Hispanic performance and culture in Latin America to 

colonial/colonizing theatre. Taylor’s distinction between performance and theatre in this 

context anticipates the institutionalization latent in the latter term, and the ritual 

importance for social praxis in the former. Pre-Hispanic cultures were largely defined 

ontologically by ritualized spectacle which penetrated all aspects of social interaction in a 

way that, it seems, broadly corresponds to the closure of difference between aesthetic and 

social realities pursued by Burger’s avant-garde. The arrival of Spanish colonization 

brought about an institutionally directed campaign of reduction against ritual spectacle 

and performance. These forms were structured and contained within the art institution, 

primarily restricted to religious passion plays that resignified traditional meanings and 

used them to disseminate colonial authority.
20

  

 Cuba’s colonial and neo-colonial past oblige an expansion of the terms of 

Burger’s historical materialism in its application to the teatro del absurdo, but they do 

not render his model unusable. Because Burger’s system accentuates the potential of the 

avant-garde to provoke a rupture with tradition and history by revealing the ideological 

                                                 
20

 See Taylor, 23-4.  
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tensions implicit in art’s autonomy, it seems directly applicable to pre-revolutionary 

Cuban society and its confrontation with the works of the teatro del absurdo in general, 

and those of Virgilio Piñera in particular. Piñera’s dramatic works, from Electra Garrigó 

onwards, exhibit the kind of historical and critical consciousness described by Burger, 

and represent a point of rupture and transition in Cuban theatre, one that assimilates and 

explodes traditional forms in order to call new ones into being. Piñera’s critical essays 

concerning the state of Cuban theatre and aesthetics demonstrate his recognition of the 

need to cultivate a social function for the arts, and disable the institutionalized autonomy 

that made theatre and art in Republican era Cuba a source of disdain. Piñera’s sensitivity 

to the friction between elitist and popular forms of representation is a defining feature of 

his work, and one that should be viewed in terms of art’s autonomy. 

 These tensions, localized in Cuba’s art institution, have critical extension which 

exceeds the purely local and manifests itself in relation to the artistic movements of 

Europe and the United States. The reception of works by European artists in Cuba, 

including of course performances of plays by Ionesco, Genet, and Beckett, engages and 

exposes tensions that are unique to Cuba. In order to capture the full relevance of the 

teatro del absurdo in Cuba, its autonomy must be charted in conjunction with these 

tensions, revealed both within the spaces of its performances, as well as at the level of 

ideology. This dynamic was not negated by the Revolution, but rather evolved in a 

superficial way that did not alter its fundamental terms: ideological homogeniety and 

individual difference. The tension between these forces is the defining condition of the 

tearo del absurdo. Its history validates the concern Burger entertains in the following 

quote, already provided but reproduced here due to its profound relevance: 
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Debemos preguntarnos, desde la experiencia de la falsa superación, si es 

deseable, en realidad, una superación del status de autonomía del arte, si la 

distancia del arte respecto a la praxis vital no es garantía de una libertad de 

movimientos en el seno de la cual pueden pensar alternativas a la situación 

actual. (110) 

As the remainder of this study demonstrates, it was only once the autonomy the teatro del 

absurdo had previously enjoyed evaporated in the imposition of state-sanctioned artistic 

practice that the category of el absurdo ceased to be a conceptual category, and emerged 

instead as a space of dissidence in opposition to ideological authority. The fact that those 

who had previously called for the collusion of art and vital praxis would seek to recover 

its autonomy in order to regain the “liberty of movement” Burger describes here is a 

tragic irony.  
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Chapter Two: 

The Absurd in Formation: 

Choteo and Universality 

2.1 Choteo Revised 

 

 In the program notes, reproduced in the prologue to the 1960 edition of his Teatro 

Completo, for the debut performance of Electra Garrigó on October 23, 1948, Piñera 

claims that:  

Los personajes de mi tragedia oscilan perpetuamente entre un lenguaje 

altisonante y un humorismo y banalidad, que entre otras razones, se ha 

utilizado para equilibrar y limitar tanto lo doloroso como lo placentero, 

según ese saludable principio de que no existe nada verdaderamente 

doloroso o absolutamente placentero. (“Piñera Teatral” 9) 

This “saludable principio” is, following Piñera’s essay, a definitively Cuban one: “A mi 

entender un cubano se define por la sistemática ruptura con la seriedad entre comillas” 

(10). Though never explicitly named as such by Piñera, this “systemic rupture with 

seriousness” encapsulates the concept of choteo, most extensively treated by Jorge 

Mañach in his essay “Indagación del choteo,” published in 1928. While for Mañach 

choteo is a psychological disposition which heavily colors, though is not exclusive to, 

Cuban social interactions, Piñera’s choteo is a more historically-grounded concept that 

cannot be understood outside of a Cuban context.
21

  

                                                 
21

 Piñera’s choteo, understood as an evolution and a divergence from Mañach’s original concept, is 

illustrative of the broader historical tensions that defined the relationship between the avant-garde of 

Mañach’s generation (“la generación de 28”), localizable in Revista de Avance (1927-1930), from that of 

Piñera’s. The exchange of polemical open letters between Mañach and the writer José Lezama Lima, 



62 

 

 

The evolution and resonance of the absurdo in Cuba’s teatro del absurdo is 

closely tied to the particular valence of Piñera’s choteo. By tracking the discourse of 

choteo from Mañach’s formulation to Piñera’s re-interpretation, and then to its 

emergence in his theatre and the theatre of his contemporaries, the historical specificity of 

the Cuban absurd becomes evident. This first part of chapter two will compare the visions 

of choteo presented by both Mañach and Piñera, expanding that of the latter along 

historical lines to include evocations of the teatro bufo of the late colonial period, 

generally understood as comic revue-style musical and theatrical entertainments that 

made heavy use of blackface. I analyze Piñera’s Electra Garrigó as the point of rupture 

with historical predecessors in which his reconfiguration of choteo begins to emerge; for 

this reason the play can be marked as the inception of an avant-garde of the type 

described by Burger. The tension between choteo and ideology made manifest in the play 

established the foundation for the anti-telos of the teatro del absurdo, visible during the 

twenty years which followed the 1948 production of the play.  

                                                                                                                                                 
responding in his capacity as editor of Revista Orígenes (1944-1956), to which Piñera was a contributor 

prior to his repudiation of the group’s artistic vision and his subsequent founding of Ciclón with José 

Rodríguez Feo in 1955, is well-known and has been thoroughly documented; see for example Celina 

Manzoni, Un dilema cubano: nacionalismo y vanguardia (Havana: Casa de las Américas, 2001), Rafael 

Rojas, “Orígenes and the Poetics of History”, The New Centennial Review 2.2 (2002): 151-185, and Jorge 

Luis Arcos, “Orígenes: ecumenismo, polémica y trascendencia”, paper presented at the conference  “Un 

siglo de revistas hispanoamericanas,” in Buenos Aires, Argentina, 1997. Less well-known perhaps is 

Piñera’s 1942 exchange of letters with Mañach, which was prompted by Mañach’s reaction to an issue of 

the magazine Poeta (literary magazine published in 1942 and 1943, edited by Piñera) sent to the elder 

writer by Piñera. The letters are compiled in La Gaceta de Cuba (sept-oct 2001). Mañach expresses the 

same, albeit milder, patriarchial resentment at what he perceives as a lack of appreciation on the part of 

Poeta for his generation’s contribution to Cuban culture that he would voice more explicitly later in his 

correspondence with Lezama.  Piñera is unequivocal in his response: his generation’s duty is to 

“representar ese difícil papel de la rebeldía; del espíritu metódico y de intransigencia en un medio, que 

después de la pseudo revolución machadista, sólo quería el pesebre y el conformismo en todos los órdenes 

y en todas las esferas” (Gaceta 4). What Piñera saw as capitulation on the part of Mañach’s generation to 

the dispiriting realities of the political moment (deep instability in the decade following the collapse of 

Machado’s government at the time of writing) obliged the inception of a new avant-garde, one that was 

self-defining and self-sufficient, and dedicated to “denunciar estos hechos; ordenar el desorden; no pactar, 

no capitular; meterse de lleno en la obra es nuestra mission. La posteridad se encargará de confirmar o 

desmentir” (4).  
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 Mañach’s treatise on choteo assumes a methodological approach to the subject 

that the author describes as “psycho-social.” In essence, this stance applies a 

psychological rubric in order to explain social effects. That those effects are limited to 

Cuban society does not mean that choteo is a uniquely Cuban condition. At the same 

time, the author admits that there do exist traits unique to Cuba that facilitate choteo in 

ways that distinguish Cuba from, for example, the United States or Great Britain, where 

choteo as such is not so central to the national character, if it can be said to exist at all. 

One such trait is “la ligereza criolla,” understood as the incapacity to evaluate complex  

 ideas in profundity, and the lack of gravity which results from it (Mañach 76). Mañach’s 

use of the descriptor criolla in this instance confirms the heavy influence of ethnographic 

analysis in his methodology, an affinity which he shared with many Cuban intellectuals at 

the time of writing, Fernando Ortiz being the most prominent. Mañach grounds his study 

in the everyday interactions of Cuban society; he discounts an etymological approach to 

choteo as a term, and instead treats it as a psychological phenomenon. However, his 

reluctance to limit its extension to Cuba precludes a historical explanation, and in fact 

proposes the reverse: rather than being a product of history, choteo and the subsequent 

reactions to it are its cause. The founding of the Republic, Mañach claims, was the result 

of a controlled outburst of “rebeldía franca,” one of the two “vías de escape” for the 

“espíritu de independencia que siempre hierve al fondo del choteo” (70). The other means 

of escape for the independent spirit that is at the heart of choteo is “la adulación,” the 

celebration of authority.  Both of these manifestations of choteo are only possible when 

limits to the expansion of the individual are imposed by some external authority.  
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 However, it is the resistance to authority, and the rejection of any basis for its 

respect, that Mañach claims defines choteo. Prestige, gravity, formality: all of these 

features of a “mature” culture are, according to the author, rejected by the choteador 

because of a lack of any sense of authority. However, if, as was shown above, choteo can 

be controlled and directed by authority, should we assume that it exists beyond the simple 

definition of “una repugnancia de toda autoridad” (58)? Mañach attempts to resolve this 

apparent contradiction by claiming that “el choteo es un prurito de la independencia que 

se exterioriza en una burla de toda forma no imperativa de autoridad” (emphasis mine) 

(71). In a dynamic of opposition or oppression between ruled and rulers choteo 

encourages either revolt or total assimilation. Such a situation does not rely on the 

existence of a sense of authority in the subject; rather, the subject is controlled by force, 

as his individual liberties are limited and imposed upon.  

 The negative choteo to which Mañach dedicates the vast majority of his essay is a 

condition unique, it seems, to a society in which the perpetuation of a sense of authority 

in its citizens is a necessity. However, this prerequisite is never explicitly addressed. 

Instead the author enumerates the symptoms and possible psychological causes of the 

condition, in the constant attempt to arrive at a more complete definition of it. Choteo is, 

in succession, the enemy of order, the manifestation of a deeper resentment that attempts 

to realize a leveling effect in society, and a systematic form of Creole humor that is 

applied without discrimination and only for selfish, egotistical ends. More concretely, 

Mañach delineates two types of choteo: the light or exterior type produced from the 

incapacity to sustain one’s attention (attributed to Creole psychology), and a deeper, more 

insidiously skeptical type derived from a conscious break from authority. It is this second 
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category that Mañach claims is cause for concern, since it represents a significant 

challenge for the legitimacy of Cuban culture, and the Cuban nation itself.  

 The threat Mañach recognizes in choteo is rooted in the expansion of the 

individual ego to a point beyond its natural limits, to where it might invade and vulgarize 

the public domain of shared manners. The liberties taken by the individual in these 

contexts (for example, the desire to familiarize in exaggeration what are normally formal 

social encounters) occur because a sense of authority and respect on the part of the 

individual is not present. But is this sense absent because the individual is incapable or 

unwilling to demonstrate respect, or because a legitimizing social and political matrix 

that would implant a sense of authority in the individual, and thereby limit the 

expansiveness of his ego, does not exist? Mañach, it seems, supports the former assertion, 

though he does acknowledge the relationship between choteo and false authority, and the 

power of choteo as a weapon of dissidence: 

Cuando esa autoridad, cualquiera que sea jurisdicción, es genuina y tiene 

razón de imperio, el choteo no puede justificarse sino como un resabio 

infantil en un pueblo que todavía no ha tenido tiempo de madurar por su 

cuenta. Pero cuando se trata, como tan a menudo sucede, de una autoridad 

huera o improvisada que no se comporta como tal, el choteo es un delator 

formidable. (85) 

Following this logic, the nature of choteo depends entirely upon the authority against 

which it is defined. Choteo under a legitimate government is unjustifiable; under a false 

authority it holds the power to reveal it as such. The problem for Mañach is the former 

case: “Cuando el choteo resulta notoriamente pernicioso es cuando se convierte en 
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absoluto y habitual; cuando no es una reacción esporádica, sino un hábito, una actitud 

hecha ante la vida” (88).  As a weapon in the armory of Cuban society it is valuable, but 

it must be used appropriately, according to context. Overuse converts choteo into humor 

without any sublime sense of humanity to redeem it, and blankets all forms of authority, 

legitimate or not, within a single category of the unjustifiably serious. Instead of 

responding to context, choteo becomes the systematic expression of individuality that 

operates with total disregard for its historical moment, or, better yet, in defiance of it. In 

this way there can be no return to public dignity, since the attitude of Cuban citizens has 

hardened into cynical and historically deaf choteo.  

 It is important to note that this cynical choteo is by definition practiced by an 

individual, for his own selfish benefit, in opposition to the collective good of the society 

of which he is a part: 

Y lo que el choteador o el chota instintivamente defiende es eso, su 

libertad absoluta de antojo y de improvisación. Por eso abomina 

jocosamente de todo principio de conducta y de toda exigencia disciplinal: 

de la veracidad absoluta, de la puntualidad, de lo concienzudo, de lo ritual 

y ceremonioso, de lo metódico; en suma: de cuanto sirve para encauzar 

rigurosamente el esfuerzo del individuo o para engranar-con rigidez 

inevitable, pero eficaz-el mecanismo del esfuerzo colectivo. (71) 

The choteador lacks any external control with which to guide and direct his behavior so 

that it coincides with the collective good; his attitude, now categorical, makes it 

impossible for any such control or authority to have legitimacy in his eyes, making it 

impossible for the condition to change. A lack of institutional authority is impossible to 
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remedy if the citizens in question have adopted the unflinching attitude of the cynical 

choteador. In this context, the greatest fault lies with the citizen, since no matter what the 

government does it will always be seen through the lens of choteo and trivialized.   

 If we extend this line of thinking, it becomes clear that the condition of choteo, 

when metastasized into full-bore egotistical cynicism, traps both the individual and the 

nation in a vicious circle of repetition and ignorance. Because each is dependent on the 

other to extract them from the circle, neither is able to, and the cycle continues without 

end. However, Mañach at the conclusion of his essay makes the claim that the influence 

of choteo has begun to wane given the new dawn of Cuban culture, and the burgeoning 

legitimacy of its cultural institutions. The incipient maturity of those institutions, coupled 

with perseverance in the task of education, will free Cuba from the shadow of choteo: “A 

medida que nos hacemos más numerosos, más ricos y más refinados, a medida que 

eliminamos nuestra primitiva aldeanidad de pueblo joven, acrecentamos nuestro sentido 

de la jerarquía y disminuímos, por consiguente, las condiciones de vida del choteo” (91).  

 This “albor de madurez” that Mañach calls attention to in 1928 is a distant 

memory by 1941, the year Piñera wrote Electra Garrigó. If anything the political 

instability and disillusionment of the intervening years only strengthened choteo’s role 

within the Cuban cultural landscape. The dramatic works of Piñera, beginning with 

Electra, engage to some degree with the static repetition of choteo, and the concept as 

described here emerges as a fundamental element of the teatro del absurdo. At the same 

time, Piñera refashions it to assume a stabilizing role in the national character, in the 

absence of legitimate institutions. Invoking choteo in the context of national identity runs 

counter to Mañach’s description of the term, since according to him the attitude of the 
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choteador sabotages the process of institutionalization and legitimization by which a 

mature culture is installed.  

Choteo’s contested function as either an impediment to the emergence of a 

legitimately Cuban national identity (to dramatically condense Mañach’s postion) or as 

an expressive mode that is itself a necessary condition of that identity (to do the same for 

Piñera’s) is reflected to a degree by the ideological terrain subsumed by the teatro bufo. 

As a theatrical form heavily defined by the performance of choteo, within a space 

informed by the full panoply of socio-historical realities from which it emerged, bufo was 

and is a zone of dispute within the conflict over Cuba’s national imaginary.The form is a 

material product of its colonial context, and stages the tensions implicit in that condition. 

As Rine Leal explains in his landmark anthology Teatro bufo siglo XIX (1975), bufo’s 

Spanish language variant originated in Spain with the Bufos madrileños in the 1860s, 

after germinating throughout the European continent in a variety of antecedent forms of 

comic opera, including the commedia dell’arte and the farce.
22

 The teatro bufo cubano 

was in part an imitation of the Bufos madrileños,
23

 who toured Cuba in the mid-19
th

 

century. All of the European theatres mentioned, classifiable as bufo’s progenitors, 

channeled a shared set of emotions, following Leal: 

[P]ues la ópera bufa representaba el anticlasicismo, la antitragicidad, la 

antiaristocracia, y era sostenida por el pueblo y la naciente burguesía que 

asaltaría el poder en 1879. Ahí hallamos elementos que no debemos 

olvidar. El nuevo género en su parodia, en su mezcla de estilos, en su 

depsrecio a las unidades aristotélicas, en sus heroes reducidos a escala 

                                                 
22

 See Leal, p. 20. 
23

 The influence of the Spanish company on the Cuban derivation is defined as imitative by the Cubans 

themselves, as Leal indicates (p. 21). 



69 

 

humana, era la respuesta popular a la tragedia de heroes mitológicos con 

blasones monárquicos. Luis XIV, el rey Sol, era vencido por el 

comerciante de la feria. (20-1) 

The class dynamics present in the works of these theatres was combined with the racist 

populist agenda of the 19
th

 century North American minstrel shows, which toured Cuba 

between 1860 and 1865; as Leal says, the minstrel was a genre drowned in choteo, 

danceable, parodic, one that lowered the sacred and the past, “sin afán literario, carente 

del deseo de inmortalidad, escena más que texto, intención más que literatura” (23). The 

blackface performance tradition in Cuba predates the history of North American 

minstrelsy by sixteen years, a fact that attests to the fluid exchange of influence between 

the two.
24

 From this mix of Old World class warfare and New World prejudice emerged 

the two defining features (again, following Leal) of the teatro bufo cubano: the character 

of the comic negrito¸ the blackface protagonist performed by white actors, object of 

derision and covert emblem of colonial identity, and the language he spoke onstage, 

familiar to the audience and unique to the island: “Es ese español bozal, descoyuntado, 

ridiculizado, mezcla de jerigonza y chispa verbal, lo que definirá auditivamente al 

personaje, que por otra parte podemos remitir a Lope de Vega y Quiñones de Benavente” 

(22).  

While the negrito’s genesis can be assigned to Covarrubias, his assumption of 

center stage within the paradigm of the teatro bufo was formalized by Bartolomé José 

Crespo Borbón in his play Un ajiaco o La boda de Pancha Jutía y Canuto Raspadura, 

which premiered in 1847. Crespo Borbón’s negrito evolved into an archetype that, along 

                                                 
24

 “Por la prensa sabemos que el 14 de diciembre de 1812 y el 16 de enero de 1815 Covarrubias hacía de 

negrito, dieciséis años antes que Daniel Decatur Emmet, supuesto autor de Dixie, creara los primeros 

minstrels shows” (21). 
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with the other characters within the bufo constellation (la mulata, el gallego, el catalán, 

el chino), negatively affirmed Cuba’s emergent identity, thereby clearing a space for, and 

dismissing the idea of, Cuban national legitimacy in the same performed gesture. The 

schizophrenia shared by choteo and the teatro bufo, two definitively Cuban cultural 

modes, is reflective of an identity at war with itself, as states Inés María Martiatu in her 

work Bufo y nación: interpelaciones desde el presente (2008), a collection of essays from 

various scholars concerning the subject: 

Para el imaginario y la memoria de la nación, la imagen del sujeto negro 

ha trascendido asociada a características negativas. Pero esa dualidad del 

cubano es indisoluble. A pesar de las diferencias entre blancos y negros en 

la práctica social y de prevalecer una ideología de hegemonía racial, para 

los cubanos blancos y negros quedaron para siempre el choteo, la 

irresponsibilidad, la vagancia, la marrullería, la trampa, el engaño, la falta 

de seriedad y el irrespeto hacia sí mismos y hacia los demás. No encuentra 

otra forma de identificación para enfrentar el discurso colonial, 

hegemónico, que se le impone. Esta autodescalificación se mantendrá no 

solo ante el español, sino que sentará las bases para un reconocimiento de 

su propia subalternidad. (88-9) 

Maritau’s analysis follows Mañach’s socio-historical approach to Cuban national identity 

(she cites Indagación del choteo in a footnote within the above excerpt) in the context of 

the teatro bufo, which she marks as a vehicle for the type of self-abasement present in 

choteo. She refuses to award any anti-colonial valence to the genre, saying instead the 

bufos “si bien defienden una moral contraria a la española, a la larga esa moral le sirve al 
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colonialismo para denigrar al cubano” (13). However, as Maritau acknowledges in the 

prologue to Bufo y nación, scholars approach the subject from a variety of divergent 

perspectives; given the density of symbols and signifiers present in bufo performances, 

and the complex historical backdrop from which it emerged and which it reflected (and 

distorted), this seems only natural. The question of bufo’s significance as a space for 

either the articulation of Cuban identity, or rather for that nascent identity’s denigration, 

is still being debated. Whereas Leal and Maritau both reject bufo as generative force for 

Cuban nationhood, Jill Lane
25

 in her work Blackface Cuba: 1840-1895 argues the 

opposite.  

It is significant to note the Maritau’s condemnation of bufo as an engine for 

national identity formation is in part a product of her assessment of the genre as a carrier 

(in the sense of a vessel for an infectious agent) of choteo, and that mode’s inherent 

negative power, a la Mañach. A positive assessment of choteo complicates this critique, 

though it does not remove it. Lane’s analysis of choteo’s role within bufo is such a 

complication. Rather than affirm the dynamic between choteador and national culture as 

a one-way street, whereby the cynical individual withholds the respect necessary to 

confer legitimacy on the nation’s institutions, Lane claims that in the teatro bufo it is the 

world of the performers that is deemed illegitimate by the powers that be, 

contemporaneous with the behavior of the choteador. As I will show, this dynamic is 

roughly the same for the teatro del absurdo. The relationship these two theatre genres 

have with the epicenter of cultural institutions and cultural power is at its base defined by 

a reimagining of choteo, not as the malicious effort on the part of ego-driven individuals 

                                                 
25

 Lane’s article “ImpersaNación: teatro, raza y nación en Cuba y los Estados Unidos en el siglo XIX” is 

included in Maritau’s collection.  
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to sabotage collective progress, but as the performance of a collective identity that existed 

not to spite, but in spite of, political and cultural institutions. 

 Lane claims that the political nature of choteo is, critically, not guided by any 

affiliation to a particular party or ideology. It is dissidence and distortion for its own sake, 

without any explicit telos. This assertion is valid in the context of the teatro del absurdo 

of Piñera, as well as in the teatro bufo, as Lane notes: 

The avid celebration of humor, music, and dance distinct to the Cuban 

experience tended to align the teatro bufo with the emerging liberal view 

in politics, and its political party, the Autonomistas. Yet, as a genre, the 

teatro bufo was generally anathema to formal political affiliation. Its 

cultivation of choteo as a sense of humor and an irreverent attitude toward 

imposed order did not lend itself to representing any party line. (120) 

The bufo Lane refers to in this excerpt comes from the period following the Peace of 

Zanjón and the conclusion of the Ten Year’s War in 1878, when Spanish colonial 

authority relaxed laws regarding censorship and free assembly. During this time the 

principle performers of the teatro bufo, who had been exiled after the Sucesos de la 

Villanueva in 1869,
26

 were allowed to return to the country and recapture the success of 

the original Cuban bufos of the period preceding the massacre. The second wave of bufos 

mirrored the performance styles of the first, alternating “blackface humor with a 

widening array of African-inspired dance and music” (119). New musical genres, such as 

the guarach and the danzón, were integrated into performances that were extremely 

popular with the general public, and which had a lasting influence on Cuban culture: 

                                                 
26

 On January 22, 1869 the bufos performed a show at the Teatro Villanueva whose proceeds were in part 

destined to fund the independence movement. Members of the Spanish colonial military force in attendance 

opened fire on the audience, some of whom had come armed.  See Lane, 96-105. 
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“With its compelling combination of music, humor, and social delineation, the teatro 

bufo of this period became the foundation for virtually all popular Cuban theatre, dance, 

and music from that time forward” (120).  

 The “social delineation” Lane makes reference to is derived from the employment 

of choteo-driven humor that places bufo performance in opposition to legitimate, 

institutionalized culture: “In Cuba’s anticolonial context, the teatro bufo differed from 

other ‘national’ theatres, reveling instead in its ‘illegitimate’ status” (121). This 

illegitimacy is what cemented the genre as populist and structured by the class dynamics 

described earlier, which emanated from the anti-artistocratic wave sweeping Europe. 

Described as such, the teatro bufo seems to partially satisfy the criteria for avant-garde 

art put forth by Burger, since implicit in its content is a larger rejection of the existing 

(that is, European) art institution.  

 But the bufo of the 1880s and 90s, in the period between wars of independence, 

follows the formal tradition set prior to its suppression in 1868. Lane marks the 1860s in 

general, and 1868 in particular, as a definitive point of historical transition for both the 

Cuban nation and the teatro bufo, as Cuba moved away from colonial status and towards 

that of anticolony, borrowing the term from Partha Chatterjee. The anticolony “creates its 

own domain of sovereignty within the colonial society well before its political battle with 

the imperial power” (61). Lane describes the process by which the anticolony comes into 

existence “in Brechtian theatrical terms”: 

[T]he colonial world is defamiliarized, and loses its veneer of naturalness, 

normalcy; the social and cultural mechanisms that inform the colonial 

scene are suddenly more bare, the arbitrariness of their logic now open to 
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greater scrutiny. Knowledge and experience of the colonial world is turned 

against itself-becoming anticolonial-allowing for the imagination of other 

social worlds, and their other possible futures. (62) 

The process of anticolonialism as Lane uses the concept manifested itself in divergent 

ways, and without any single ideological attitude guiding it. The teatro bufo offered a 

space of performance in which the issues and anxieties of the time, independence and 

race chief among them, could be brought into public view. Lane’s choice of terminology 

in her description above is significant, not simply because it collapses the imaginaries of 

the theatre and the nation into a single shared space, but because it is illegitimate theatre, 

in this case bufo, which allows for the nation to be imagined, thanks to the space of its 

difference. Lane discusses this dynamic using Victor Turner’s concept of “primary 

process,” a liminal social moment that: 

‘errupts from the cumulative experience of whole peoples whose deepest 

material and spiritual needs and wants have for long been denied any 

legitimate expression’ (100-111). The 1860s and 1868 in particular in 

Cuba witnessed such a ‘primary process’ insofar as the concatenation of 

disparate elements that comprise ‘cumulative social experience’ began to 

reveal alternate coherences, alternate forms of meaningful composition. 

(62) 

The intrusion of unauthorized voices on a cultural landscape previously dominated by a 

single, “legitimate” authority expands the field of future worlds, without prescribing a 

particular one as utopic. This field is heterotopic in its fomentation of possible nations, 

imaginary but potentially viable. In order for this act of imagination to occur, a group of 
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individuals bound by a collective disregard for legitimate authority, and committed to 

preserving their own condition of illegitimacy, must perform their individuality in a 

shared space, thereby creating a collective of individuals. Such a performance is dramatic 

choteo.  

Lane’s vision of teatro bufo as a space of possibility rather than as a debilitating 

roadblock to the attainment of national identity is, as has been mentioned, a contested 

position among Cuban theatre scholars. What should be emphasized in the context of this 

project is the role she clears for choteo within her broader treatment of bufo, and the lines 

of continuity that link colonial and neo-colonial choteo, analyzed in the pages to come in 

the context of Piñera’s works. This constructive choteo is defined by its performative 

fluidity; it is not a fixed quality but instead a mode of engagement between individuals 

that claims ideological space for discourses deemed illegitimate by authority. The fact 

that it assumes an audience affirms it as a galvanizing force in the construction of a 

collective national identity that is forged, but not exclusively defined, by political reality.  

 In order to develop a more concrete understanding of this heterotopic choteo, let 

us turn to the archetypal figure of the catedrático, introduced in one of the most popular 

and significant bufo plays of the 1868 season, Francisco Fernández’s Los negros 

catedráticos. Lane’s analysis of this work tracks the dense racial coding that figures and 

disfigures the archetypal characters around which the action revolves. The manipulation 

and use of racial identity as a point of reference and provocation, either through the use 

of blackface, African-influenced music, or other charged signifiers, was a defining 

characteristic of the teatro bufo. This was not a uniquely Cuban addition, as Lane’s 

mapping of the performance of race throughout the Americas makes clear; however, 
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given the historical context, blackface in Cuba “operated as a significant counterfeit 

currency whose entertainment ‘value’ helped to forge (in both senses, to make and to 

fake) an ‘authentic’ Cuban national community during the era of anticolonial struggle” 

(61). The illegitimacy of the bufos is in part a product of their willingness to employ 

black forms and styles in their performances; however, such usage should not be 

misconstrued as proof of inclusion for blacks within the emerging paradigm of lo cubano. 

Rather than affirm black identity as a legitimate presence in Cuban public space, plays 

featuring the catedrático navigate “foreign” archetypes (both the native-born African, or 

bozal, and the native-born Spaniard, or gallego) and introduce a new one that is 

ostensibly native but fundamentally foreign in its own way: the catedrático.    

 The catedrático is black, native to the island, free and economically stable. He 

affects erudition in his speech, yet his self-conscious pomp suggests that he lacks the 

intellectual foundation necessary to back up his words, making him a buffoon, ignorant 

of his own ignorance. His ostentatiousness and extreme materialism, coupled with his 

disdain for those blacks who fail to meet his standards, makes him not a figure of racial 

solidarity, but a medium that “allowed white audiences unabashedly to project the fear of 

being African onto the African himself” (79). He is simultaneously Cuban and not-

Cuban; he parodies legitimacy in such a way that his illegitimacy is accentuated. His 

difference lends credibility to Lane’s argument that: 

 in a popular culture saturated with the notion that the future of the colony 

would be either Spanish or African, both African and Spanish had to be 

displaced to enable the emergence of the Cuban as an alternative. The 
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catedrático served as a convenient-and necessary-site for such 

simultaneous displacement.  (83) 

In order to clear space in the cultural imaginary so that a unique Cuban identity might 

emerge, the parameters of legitimacy had to be distended and distorted to their breaking 

point, in an effort to test the limits of their inclusion. Blackface proved to be a 

performance mechanism capable of supporting the convoluted architecture of Cuban 

identity because it was itself based on the notion of impersonation, artificiality, and 

illegitimacy. Yet within this divergence and difference, there existed the potential for 

collective unity: 

The Bufos Habaneros captured a style, a rhythm, a particular affect that 

was experienced by audiences as entirely new and yet utterly familiar. 

Both scholarly and popular theatre histories record the ‘birth’ of the teatro 

bufo as a turning point: it marks the moment in which audiences 

recognized themselves on stage, and in that moment of recognition, in that 

mutual gaze from audience to stage and back, recognized themselves as 

Cuban. (60) 

The phrase “entirely new and yet utterly familiar” could be applied as well to Piñera’s 

Electra Garrigó. The type of recognition Lane describes is also an immanent feature of 

the performances of that work. What serves as the bridge between audience and stage in 

both cases is the shared Cuban performance of choteo.  

  The chief catedrático of Fernández’s play is Aniceto, whose daughter, Dorotea, 

has been propositioned for marriage by José, a bozal Aniceto considers inferior to him 

and his daughter. José protests, claiming he will work hard and provide for Dorotea, but 
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Aniceto, who is purely driven in his opinions by questions of race and class status, 

refuses to give his consent to the relationship. However, Dorotea, who is actually in love 

with Ricardo, has chosen to marry José because he has been prudently saving his daily 

wages and is now a wealthy man. Once Aniceto learns of this fact he promptly approves 

of the marriage. “¡Todo cambia dinero!” as Dorotea claims, but once her son Hercules is 

born such logic seems faulty: Hercules is too African in appearance, too much a “congo” 

like his father. However, Hercules weds Tomasa, a mulata, in the final act of Fernández’s 

trilogy, thereby moving the family’s fortunes in what Aniceto considers the “right” 

direction.  

 Before delving into a closer analysis of the choteo in this play, it is important to 

address the deeper implications of the blatant racism of the blackface tradition, as it is 

represented in this play and in its function as a genre device. While it is true that in some 

significant instances the use of blackface problematized racist ideas and assumptions held 

as status-quo, it should not be lost on us that: 

Aniceto is able to voice-in sesquipedalian fashion-compelling social 

reasons that a fear of being “African” in racist Cuba would be reasonable. 

However, the white social order directly responsible for slavery, racial 

segregation, and discrimination is conveniently absent from this stage 

world. Aniceto’s terror of things “African” cannot therefore be 

recuperated as a critique of the difficulties and injustices of black life in 

Cuba. The catedrático is a ventriloquist for white racist fears of becoming 

“African,” displaced fully onto the black(face) man himself. (79) 
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In this context, the choteo that governs Aniceto’s performance delegitimizes black 

aspirations for inclusion within white Cuban society; the (pseudo-)authority being 

mocked is in part Aniceto’s, for attempting to mimic white behavior.  

 However, in addition to the racist structures and coding that proliferate, also 

present in Los negros catedráticos is a type of linguistic choteo that Lane marks as 

anticolonial, since “when Aniceto rattles off his overeducated jargon, part of the comic 

critique, it seems, is directed at the pretense of highbrow Castilian itself, and not just the 

funny ‘African’ trying to speak it” (81). Aniceto’s Castilian mimics educated speech 

through a labyrinth of circumlocution, catachresis, and grandiloquence that draws on the 

language’s Latinate base in order to prove its legitimacy. Of course, in doing so it further 

destabilizes Aniceto’s identity as cultured and intelligent, in contrast to the bozal José. 

The instructions he gives José concerning fatherhood, and José’s response, highlight this 

difference: 

Aniceto: Escucha ahora que estamos en las tinieblas de la soledad el deber 

que como padre paternal te impone la vida social para con el hijo de tu 

elocuencia. Primero: El desarrollo común didáctico y epitalámico de las 

ciencias médicas y naturales. Segundo: El mantenimiento necesario a su 

robustez abdominal. Tercero: El conocimiento de los bonomios, 

polinomios, letras, coeficientes, signos y exponentes de las cantidades 

algebraicas. Cuarto: La colocación de ese vástago en las posiciones 

comerciales, periodísticas y mercantiles; y por último el señalarlo con la 

tinta del matrimonio sin perturbar sus adoraciones amorosas.  
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José: Bueno, Ud. criba eso cosa aritméticamente pá que yo luego con 

linfáticamente lo jace uno estudiando escolápio. (Fernández 85) 

By directing the thrust of their satire at the idiomatic gravity of their colonizer, the bufos 

of 1868 employed choteo to clear semantic ground so that something different might 

come into being. “Primarily through its gleeful recourse to tropes of linguistic play, the 

blackface persona became the vehicle for the expression of social alternatives to the 

status quo, enabling the emergence of a ‘Cuban’ humor, style, and rhythm” (Lane 80). 

This new, Cuban idiom is represented in the bufo archetypes, so that to refer to bozal or 

catedrático characters is to speak not of a black persona, but of a type of verbal 

expression that operates against external authority, though not in a way that is directed by 

any specific ideology. The opposition Lane registers in the bufos of 1868 is a type of 

“anticolonial ventriloquism,” where the object of parody is not just blacks imitating 

whites, but the white, aristocratic tastes and behaviors according to which that imitation 

occurs, and that were communally recognized as distinct from those shared by both the 

performers behind the blackface and the audience watching them (81). As Lane says: 

These plays are not, for the most part, self-parodies, but rather exercises in 

self-definition by negative inference. As the teatro bufo gave shape to a 

new ‘Cuban’ reality, it defined the parameters of that new reality against 

that of its perceived ‘other.’ The comic black aristocrat dancing a 

European minuet simultaneously embodied Cuba’s internal other (blacks 

or mixed race peoples) and its external other (Spain as a European, 

colonizing power). (86) 
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Such “self-definition by negative inference” operated within a heterotopic public space, 

shared by a collective who were unified through the performance of choteo. The threat of 

the teatro bufo to colonial authority was the threat of choteo’s delegitimizing power 

wielded in a way that would draw together those individuals interested in alternative 

forms of imagining themselves and their reality.  

 Whereas Lane describes Los negros cateráticos as anticolonial, Matías Montes 

Huidobro in his annotated edition of Fernández’s work, Teoría y práctica del 

catedratismo en “Los negros catedráticos” de Francisco Fernández (1987), uses another 

term: absurd. The absurd he draws attention exists at a linguistic level, and it anticipates 

the evolution of 20
th

 century Cuban theatre away from realism and towards abstract 

intellectualism: 

Su “todo-vale” [de Los negros] es anticipo de absurdo y junto a su uso del 

lenguaje, se demuestra que la dirección no-realista en el teatro cubano 

tiene profundas raíces populares, porque tanto en lo popular como en lo 

culto […] nuestro teatro es la mayor parte de las veces una rebuscada 

aventura del intelecto. (Fernández 23)  

The intellectualism of Los negros is derived from the prominence language itself assumes 

in the play. Rather than serving simply as a medium of communication, naturalized by 

romantic customs to recede into the background, language in Fernández’s work takes an 

active, determinative role, imposing itself between concepts of legitimate authority 

(honor, fatherhood, truth, etc.) and the characters who seek to embody them. Instead of 

stabilizing discourse and legitimizing transcendental values, language revolts against 
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those who try to control it, to the extent that the characters come to inhabit a state that is 

by nature more grammatical than physical: 

Es como si la palabra se hubiera vuelto loca […] hasta el punto de hacerse 

incorrecta, ‘presopopeya’, o encerrar a los personajes en su delirio: en el 

colmo de su locura y crueldad verbal José es convertido en un ‘gerundio’ 

y Ricardo (que ha perdido en el lance de honor) no es otra cosa que ‘un 

pretérito pluscuampefecto de indicativo’. (29) 

In this way the characters undergo a process of abstraction, executed linguistically, which 

transforms them into “una expresión matemática o en una concepción gramatical” (29). 

Such dehumanization unites the bufos to the absurdists of both 20
th

 century Europe and 

Cuba: 

En cierta manera locura que nos sitúa ya en pleno siglo XX y nos hace 

pensar que el bufo anticipa terribles realidades del teatro y la vida cubana 

del siglo XX. La distorsión de la palabra adquiere dimensiones alucinantes 

en las manifestaciones más destacadas del teatro contemporáneo y sus 

antecedentes no hay que buscarlos solamente en el teatro del absurdo 

europeo sino en el bufo cubano del siglo XIX. (57) 

Montes Huidobro’s reading of the bufos as pioneers of linguistic dehumanization in 

Cuban drama, and of a line with the European Theatre of the Absurd, posits the absurd as 

a phenomenon of language that distorts reality to the point of rendering bodies invisible 

beneath an alien grammar.  

 The role of choteo in this phenomenon is central, since “la parodia del bufo es una 

consecuencia de la necesidad del choteo como expresión de la rebeldía, de la actitud 
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antijerárquica y de una concepción igualitaria de la existencia” (9). The symbolic revolt 

against Castilian Spanish that Lane calls attention to in her interpretation of Fernández’s 

work is affirmed in part by Montes Huidobro,
27

 but rather than restrict the rebelliousness 

of choteo to an explicit historical opponent he expands the field to include the logical 

foundation of language itself. Such an assault on the fabric of signification is extensively 

annotated by the author in his analysis, and can perhaps be best summarized as the 

gradual shift from verbal logic to phonetic illogic through rampant wordplay, invention, 

and signification through contrast.
28

 In addition, the variations in idiom between Aniceto 

and José (the prior being pure catedratismo, grammatical absurdity, the latter what 

Montes Huidobro calls congo-catedrático, where the most outlandish of Aniceto’s 

grammatical structures are used, often incorrectly, with strong images that challenge and 

sometimes exceed the grammatical environment in which they are presented) deteriorates 

any remaining faith in language’s ability to function as a medium to further the pursuit of 

truth, rather than its distortion.  

 The absurd Montes Huidobro marks in Los negros catedráticos is a product of his 

interpretation of choteo, not as an exclusively socio-historical phenomenon as in Lane’s 

case, but as a philosophically guided one that seeks to challenge metaphysical authority 

as well as political or cultural authority. “Lo que intenta el choteo es reducir a ‘nada’ el 

‘todo’ transcendente” (15).  It is this abstract assault on transcendental values and their 

conceptual authority that Montes Huidobro claims corresponds to the works of the 

European absurdists, and to the Cuban dramatists who share their perspective, with 
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 See Fernández, 15-16. 

 
28

 Ibid, “La distorsión matemático-gramatical del catedratismo,” 23-34. 
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Piñera chief among them.
29

 Piñera’s choteo synthesizes socio-historical elements of the 

type described by Lane with the threat to conceptual transcendence given preference by 

Montes Huidobro.  

 Nowhere is this more evident than in Electra Garrigó. The tension between 

abstract intellectualism and local Cuban detail in the play serves as fodder for the play’s 

choteo, which in turn affirms it as uniquely Cuban work. The “cubanization” of the 

classic Electra plays by Sophocles and Euripides, re-imagined by numerous playwrights 

in the past,
30

 is not fundamentally a question of changing external details (wardrobe, set, 

even idiomatic expression) to reflect Cuban reality, but of faithfully representing choteo 

in order to mutually define the audience and the play as participants in collective Cuban 

behavior. Piñera admits as much in “Piñera Teatral,” the prologue to his dramatic works 

cited at the beginning of this chapter: 

Para que Electra no cayera en la repetición absoluta, para que el público 

no se durmiese, tenía que encontrar el elemento, el imponderable que, 

como se dice en argot de teatro “sacara el espectador de su luneta”. ¿Y 

cuál es dicho imponderable? Aquí tocamos con aquello de cómo es el 

cubano. A mi entender un cubano se define por la sistemática ruptura con 

la seriedad entre comillas. Como cualquier mortal, el cubano tiene sentido 

de lo trágico. […] Pero al mismo tiempo, este cubano no admite, rechaza, 

vomita cualquier imposición de la solemnidad. […] Mañana podrá 

cambiar ese carácter, pero creo firmemente que dicha condición es, en el 

momento presente, eso que el griego Sócrates definía en el “conócete a ti 
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 Ibid, 23.  
30

 See Mourning Becomes Electra (1931) by Eugene O’Neil, Electra (1937) by Jean Giradoux, Les 

mouches (1943) by Sartre, and Elektra by Ezra Pound and Rudd Fleming (1949/1987), among others.  
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mismo”, es decir saber cómo eres. Nosotros somos trágicos y cómicos a la 

vez. (10) 

The comedic quality of the “imponderable” that is choteo is a product of its tragic 

context. For this reason Piñera’s decision to reinterpret Sophocles’ work dictates choteo’s 

central role in the product, since such an unarguably solemn play can only be received as 

Cuban if that solemnity is, at least in part, trivialized according to the logic of choteo. 

Just as the object of satire of Los negros catedráticos was catedratismo and the gravity it 

drew from Castilian Spanish, Electra Garrigó mocks the idiom of Greek tragedy via 

anachronism. And like Fernández’s play, the employment of choteo affirms a unique 

Cuban identity that is not dependent on stable, legitimate authority, be it political or 

cultural or both. Instead, Piñera locates resistance and solidarity in the collective unity 

achieved through the performance of, and participation in, choteo. There is no telos or 

political ideology being offered, only choteo for its own sake, as a means of endurance 

and, ultimately, survival: 

[Y]o escribí Electra en 1941. En dicho año estábamos bien metidos en la 

frustración, nada anunciaba la gesta revolucionaria. En ese año Fidel tenía 

quince, Batista era presidente, y la malversación, material y moral, daba su 

“re” sobreagudo. Se ha dicho, y con justa razón, que mi teatro lo es de 

evasión. Como todos los cubanos yo evadía la realidad, y no tanto le 

evadía como le hacía resistencia a través del elemento cómico apuntado. 

(11) 

 As a response to dispiriting political realities, the play’s indulgence in choteo 

created a performance space of critical difference in which authority was allowed to be 
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mocked and trivialized, and tragedy was endured collectively.  Piñera assaults melodrama 

and ponderously formal speech, distancing the referent from the local Cuban context by 

applying the framework of Greek tragedy to it. This type of distancing provides greater 

contrast, and sharper comedy, when choteo occurs in the play, as visible in examples 

indicated by Piñera in his prologue: 

[C]uando el público escucha los temores de Clitemnestra por la seguridad 

de su hijo Orestes, parecería que ella mantendrá el tono altisonante. Dice: 

“Pero mi cariño me hace ver los cuadros más sombríos: Orestes expuesto 

al viento, Orestes a merced de las olas, Orestes azotado por un ciclón”. Y 

de pronto, como para desinflar la tirada dramática, la frase cómica, que 

alivia la tensión, y desternilla al público: “Orestes picado por los 

mosquitos…” (12) 

 The plot of Piñera’s work can be briefly sketched as follows: Clitemnestra, 

mother of Orestes and Electra and wife of Agamemnon, compels her lover Egisto to kill 

her husband. Clitemnestra, fearful of Electra’s retaliation for the murder of her beloved 

father, and suspicious of Electra’s attempts to turn Orestes against her, descends into a 

state of paranoia until she is ultimately poisoned by her children, and dies. Orestes leaves 

Havana at the play’s end, while Electra remains, the sole occupant of her house, and the 

stage.  

 Electra’s permanence and presence, which is transmuted over the course of the 

play’s action into light that fills the space of the stage completely, is presented in contrast 

to the absence of any deities or transcendent values; as her training with the Pedagogo 

has taught her, and as she teaches Orestes, all that truly exist are “nada más que hechos” 
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(Piñera 5-6). Her radical materialism reaches its apex when she directly challenges the 

“no-dioses”, the “redondas negaciones de toda divinidad, de toda mitología, de toda 

reverencia muerta para siempre” to appear, knowing they will not (16). Electra’s self-

reliance is, according to the author, a reflection of the sense of abandonment felt by 

Cubans who doubted the legitimacy of their politics, and who were so jaded by this fact 

as to reject any claims to authority made by any government as bankrupt, and invest their 

faith only in themselves: 

En la época en que escribí Electra, meditaba a diario en esto: en medio de 

tanta confusión, ¿con quién contar? Y la respuesta era la reducción al 

absurdo: consigo mismo, y digo reducción al absurdo pues el ser humano 

que sólo cuenta consigo, está atado de pies y manos. (13) 

Here the full significance of a heterotopic, collective choteo, understood as performance 

shared and participated in by a community of Cuban individuals, fully emerges: rather 

than only being able to count on one’s self, one can count on a collective of other selves 

as well.  The egocentric, cynical choteador of Mañach’s essay is here part of a 

community of individuals unified by a common feeling of deception, and not operating in 

isolation. It is for this reason that Electra, strong as she may be, is the least Cuban 

character of the play, under the rubric of cubanidad understood as participation in choteo. 

Instead, it is Clitemnestra, Electra’s mother and enemy, who delivers the lines that most 

explicitly qualify as choteo humor. In addition to the “Orestes picado por los mosquitos” 

line already mentioned, Clitemnestra bemoans the fear of strangulation that has 

compelled her to wear a protective silver sleeve around her neck in a passage that 

trivializes its own tragedy: 
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Clitemnestra: Electra me tiene desesperada, no puedo disfrutar mi crimen 

tranquilamente. Me mira, y con esos bovinos ojos que tiene, me dice: No 

te cargo de remordimientos, pero morirás como el muerto que produjiste. 

He ahí el motivo de esta pieza de plata. Sin embargo, no me cae mal, y me 

hace el cuello más flexible. (33-4) 

This excerpt captures the dual tragic/comic nature of Clitemnestra the choteadora, and 

illustrates why Electra’s single-mindedness excludes her from a paradigm of lo cubano 

that is based upon choteo. The heterotopic choteo that allows subjects to perform their 

individuality within a single collective space is transposed within the space of the text in 

Piñera’s work. What is solemn is comic too, in the same line for the same character, 

making it seem as if she suffered from schizophrenia. Just as Mañach’s treatise on choteo 

establishes the circular dynamic between the choteador and the authority he trivializes 

due to its illegitimacy, since only through the individual’s faith in the legitimacy of his 

government’s institutions can respectable authority be established, Clitemnestra’s 

constant change in register from tragic to comic is a symptom of the melodramatic state 

of repetition from which she cannot escape. Her melodrama emanates from her obsession 

over Orestes’ possible departure and/or death, an outcome that in turn would oblige her to 

enact the melodramatic fantasy of motherhood she fetishizes for herself.
31

 This fetishism 

is represented dramatically in a scene that demonstrates Clitemnestra’s allegiance to the 

ideal of motherhood, her essentially performative nature, and the static condition these 

two elements impose upon her.  

                                                 
31

 See See Pilar Cabrera Fonte “‘Altamente Teatral’: Subject, Nation, and Media in the Works of Virgilio 

Piñera” (2010) for further analysis of Clitemnestra’s melodramatic state from a psychoanalytical 

perspective and its extension in Latin-American popular media.  
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 After being confronted with Orestes’ enthusiasm for traveling abroad in Act One, 

there occurs a dream-like interlude in which black servants mime both Clitemnestra and 

Agamenón’s imagined reactions upon receiving news that their favorite child, Orestes 

and Electra respectively, has died. In the didascalia the pantomimes are referred to as 

“pequeñas farsas” (Piñera 11). Clitemnestra narrates the action of her farce’s mimes, four 

black servant-girls, one of whom is dressed in clothes identical to Clitemnestra’s; she 

performs Clitemnestra’s death-performance in reaction to Orestes’ “death.” As the farce 

begins, Clitemnestra says the following, standing still as the servants mime her speech: 

“Clitemnestra. (Completamente rígida). ¿Por qué me detengo? ¿Por qué no avanzo? Por 

qué abro tanto la boca?” (11). After Agamenón engages in a similar pantomime just 

before the close of Act One, the four characters, Electra and Orestes included, intone a 

series of questions that mimic the “cliff-hanger” style of melodramatic radio programs of 

the time.
32

 The sequence of heavily stylized Cuban expression at the end of the first act 

ultimately concludes with a return to the “altisonante” idiom of the chorus, a classic 

idiom flush with romanticized language of its own.  

 Clitemnestra’s “¿Por qué no avanzo? ¿Por qué abro tanto la boca?” can be read as 

an instance of Piñera’s biting wit fully engaged. In this case the effect precedes the cause, 

as Clitemnestra’s rhetorical dependence on the melodramatic ideal of motherhood dooms 

her to a state of tragic-comic stagnation. She is neither completely tragic nor completely 

comic, but totally performative in her choteo. Her commitment to the performance of 

choteo makes her a purely theatrical phenomenon, in the same way that bufo characters 

function as verbal expressions. The fact that she acts as ventriloquist for the black mimes 

performing her own theatricality can be read as a reference to bufo, blackface, and the 
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chain of identity displacement implicit in that design. Clitemnestra is trapped in the 

circularity of choteo, between the poles of comedy and tragedy, capable only of re-

enacting her role as mother again and again without ever fully taking it seriously. The 

play’s incestuous overtones only accentuate the degradation of the image of the ideal 

mother. That this role and identity have become so dramatized that they are completely 

disassociated from the body of she who assumes it, and are instead projected onto the 

bodies of others, is a testament to the degree of abstraction and theatricality involved.  

 Electra completely rejects transcendent values and abstract idealism, and in so 

doing remakes her world in her image. The constant action she relentlessly pursues is a 

product of her single-mindedness, a state totally foreign to Clitemnestra. But 

Clitemnestra’s choteo-induced schizophrenia is incomprehensible to Electra in turn. 

Electra’s status as a revolutionary signifies a rupture with the past, and with the traditions 

and attitudes that define it; in order to reinvent Cuba, what is Cuban must be re-imagined, 

and for Piñera lo cubano begins with choteo. However, in “Piñera Teatral” the author 

seems to suggest that Electra’s extreme materialism is what prevents her from leaving her 

home at the play’s end, an act that would make her “una revolucionaria como Dios 

manda”: 

Hay un círculo vicioso. Ella dice: “He ahí mi puerta, la puerta de no 

partir.” ¿Y cuáles serán sus motivos para quedarse? La falta de alegría, la 

falta de convicciones, la falta de fe. Ya en el Monólogo, ella nos dice que 

todo en la vida es sólo hechos. (Piñera 14) 

Whereas Clitemnestra is trapped in inactivity because of her melodramatic dependence 

on irrealities, Electra’s overwhelming opposition to them pushes her to foment a 
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revolution that can never be fully realized. Piñera’s comments perhaps imply that, in 

order for Electra to truly revolt against her home and all it represents, she must first 

understand it, and that while a total lack of romantic idealism has made her capable of 

executing the actions that have led her to the cusp of total revolution, only by 

comprehending and identifying with those ideals will she be able to remake the structures 

that support them.  

 Electra’s vicious circle is Clitemnestra’s as well, only seen from the opposing 

perspective. In order for Clitemnestra to escape the trap of her endless self-trivialization, 

she must stop performing her melodrama and begin acting, concretely. Perhaps the way 

out of the feedback loop that is Cuban history and the choteo it has propagated is by 

reconciling these two characters into the same space. But how could Electra’s radical 

anti-idealism coexist with Clitemnestra’s self-trivializing melodrama within the same 

being? It seems that a possible answer, though not a definitive resolution, might lay in the 

paradox of choteo itself: it is both that which galvanizes and defines Cuban culture when 

institutions lack the capacity to do so, as well as the primary obstacle to Cuba’s historical 

advancement as a nation. It must be both embraced and escaped. Or, if not escaped, then 

re-imagined.  

 The relationship between choteo and the Revolution, like that between 

Clitemenestra and Electra, is defined by antagonism.  However, the possibility of 

reconciling the two, while not an explicit ideology, seems at least to be a space Piñera 

strives towards in his dramatic works, including those that precede 1959. His description 

of the immediate reaction to the triumph of the Revolution in Havana, captured in his 

essay “La inundación” from the January-March 1959 issue of Ciclón, retains a sense of 
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the stabilizing effect of choteo as a reassurance of the Cuban character, even in the midst 

of the chaos of revolution, when external political authority was completely absent: 

En el bar “Rock and Roll”, (calzada de Ayestarán) vi a un nuevo Atlas 

coger la caja contadora y hacerla pedazos contra el suelo. Billetes y 

monedas saltaron alocadamente, pero ninguno de esos dioses justicieros 

osó apropiárselos. He ahí la honradez de un minuto sagrado. Como el 

cubano no es solemne no pasó, por ejemplo, lo que en Argentina a la caída 

de Perón. Allí la gente se abrazaba y besaba ceremoniosamente en las 

calles. Acá la gente se quitó la losa del pecho a grito pelado y no tuvo que 

llegar al acto de abrazar y besar pues nuestro pueblo está continuamente 

abrazando y besando con la mirada. (Ciclón 11) 

Choteo’s rejection of solemnity is, for Piñera, ultimately a push for intimacy, for 

community and shared identity. Electra Garrigó is generally acknowledged as the point 

of inception of modern Cuban drama in large part because it captures the mechanics of 

choteo on stage in a way that provokes its extension off-stage, thereby making the work a 

communal touchstone in the narrative of Cuban culture. The play compels, if not a 

complete revision of the terms of choteo’s historical character, then at least a recognition 

of it as such, as a historical, Cuban reality that warrants critical reappraisal. In this way 

Electra represents a point of rupture with the ideas of the generation previous to Piñera’s, 

embodied in the work of Mañach, while at the same time aligning itself stylistically and, 

to a certain extent, philosophically, with the teatro bufo of the more distant past.  

 Electra Garrigó sounded the start of a new type of Cuban drama, one that would 

prove to be experimental, intellectual, and cosmopolitan in its form, but loyal first and 
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foremost to the spirit, style and, fundamentally, the paradox of choteo. It is this paradox, 

the “círculo vicioso” that is at the same time choteo’s celebration and renunciation, that 

makes the teatro del absurdo absurd in a specifically Cuban way. The plays that Piñera 

wrote in the aftermath of Electra each respond to the circularity of choteo as a structural 

element; however, that structure is gradually universalized rather than localized, as is the 

case in Electra. Montes Huidobro calls attention to this dynamic in his prologue to 1961 

Ediciones R. collection Virgilio Piñera: “Teatro Completo”:
33

 “Piñera ha hecho 

funcionar lo nuestro dentro de una maquinaria universal, más allá de lo nacional y dentro 

de lo absoluto […] Esta acumulación agónica por el ‘choteo’ es enfatizada en general en 

todo su teatro” (89). A consideration of the evolution of this choteo-based absurd 

throughout the 1950s, taking into account the process of legitimization occurring within 

the Cuban theatre institution of the time, the impact of works by European playwrights 

staged in Havana, and the critical reception in Cuba to both groups of experimental plays, 

will provide a more complete picture of the historical-material character of the category 

of the teatro del absurdo.  

 

2.2 The Absurd in Formation: Building an Audience 

 

 While Electra Garrigó, written in 1941 and first performed in 1948, is a distinctly 

Cuban work for the reasons mentioned above, Piñera’s dramatic production during the 

period extending from 1948 until and not including the publication of Aire frío in 1959 

                                                 
33

 “VirgilioPiñera: ‘Teatro Completo’; ediciones R. Habana, 1961,” Casa de las Américas 1.5 (1961): 88-

90.  

 



94 

 

can be broadly characterized as de-emphasizing explicit local markers in favor of the type 

of universality to which Montes Huidobro refers. This universality is itself Cuban in 

origin, since it takes choteo as its structuring idea, though in a manner that challenges the 

primacy of discernible cubanía in Cuban national theatre. By analyzing two of Piñera’s 

plays, Jesús and Falsa alarma, both written in 1948, the shift from the external, 

performed choteo of Electra to the broader absurd of Falsa alarma becomes clear. Falsa 

alarma, which premiered in 1957, is widely considered to be Piñera’s first truly absurdist 

play, and perhaps the first absurdist play ever written, as it predates Ionesco’s La 

cantatrice chauve (1950). However, the heavy influence of Ionesco’s play on the 1957 

edition of Piñera’s work is a significant point of contact between Cuban and European 

avant-garde theatre, and can be assessed by considering the muted choteo and more 

universal absurd of the play. The repetition that governs choteo anticipates the absurdity 

of Falsa alarma, though it does not fully define it. The absurdity Piñera introduces with 

the play exceeds local categories, and appeals instead to a cosmopolitan worldview.   

 While Jesús premiered in 1950, Falsa alarma was not staged until 1957. Such a 

delay between publication and performance is a common feature of Piñera’s dramatic 

catalogue, and it points to a systematic problem of Cuban theatre of the pre-revolutionary 

period: the lack of a legitimate theatre institution and the audience that would support it. 

Electra’s premiere in 1948 is a point of rupture with the past in large part because it 

expanded the field of possibility for the future, and excited the imaginations of those who 

were striving to legitimize Cuban theatre. As the critic Rine Leal notes in his review of 

the 1961 production of Electra: 
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 Cualquiera que lea con detenimiento sus obras posteriores, comprenderá 

cómo el autor [Piñera] se ha ido acercando sensiblemente a nuestro mundo 

y cómo el tiempo mostrará que su ‘Electra’ no ha sido más que el punto de 

partida de un teatro que necesariamente, como la mujer de Lot, si mira 

atrás se convertirá en una estatua de sal. (En primera perosona 131) 

Piñera in his article “Notas sobre el teatro cubano,” originally published in 1966 and 

reprinted in Tablas in 1983, echoes Leal’s assessment and describes the theatre produced 

in the period surrounding the 1948 premiere of Electra as follows: “Todo ello era la 

hermosa futuridad, esa que llega a descubrir que dentro del llamado loco, raro y extraño 

hay un ente social, pleno de juicio y de dones” (40). Following Burger’s theories already 

put forth, Piñera’s post-Electra theatre can be considered avant-garde because it radically 

revises historical conceptions of Cuban theatre’s capacity as an art form, while also 

challenging prevailing attitudes regarding theatre’s proper role within Cuban society. The 

debate surrounding that role is revelatory of the competing visions, both ideological and 

non-ideological, of the future of Cuban theatre. Piñera looms large in this debate; as a 

vocal proponent for the expansion of theatre into areas of culture dominated by popular 

mediums such as cinema, radio, and television he sought to form an audience that would 

be receptive to the types of plays he and others of the emergent avant-garde theatre 

community were attempting to stage. By emphasizing the formation of an audience, these 

artists (who coalesced and published critical essays in such magazines as Prometeo, 

Ciclón, and, in the period immediately following the Revolution, Lunes) proposed the 

foundation of a theatre that was experimental, anti-ideological, and committed to the 

integrity of unimpeded artistic creation.  
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 Such a conceptualization of theatre’s function (or lack thereof) within society 

corresponds in some important ways to that put forth by Ionesco in his essays and articles 

on the subject, chief among them those taken from the “London Controversy” involving 

Kenneth Tynan, already mentioned in the context of Quigley’s work. These ideas were in 

circulation in Cuba, as evidenced by the publication of Ionesco’s essay “El teatro de la 

vanguardia” in a 1961 issue of Casa de las Américas. By incorporating Ionesco (and 

Quigley by extension) into the discussion of Cuban theatre’s social function in general, 

and edification specifically, the emergent ideologies considered assume a value that 

aligns them either with international artistic trends or insular Cuban ones. This reference 

point is significant since the accusation of cosmopolitanism eventually leveled against the 

teatro del absurdo was ideologically charged in large part because it conveyed the sense 

that foreign influences were perverting the birth of a truly national Cuban theatre.  

 The perspective endorsed by Piñera and others contrasts sharply with the views 

voiced in the magazine Nuestro tiempo, whose adherents formed in 1958 the (still 

functioning) Teatro Estudio group. Rather than celebrate the sanctity of the artist’s 

independence, and the corresponding irrelevance of appealing to the broader public, 

Nuestro tiempo and the Teatro Estudio championed the perspective and comprehension 

of just such an audience. Their productions and writings in large part advance the cause 

of a national Cuban theatre by advocating what amounted to an ideology of insularity, 

whereby theatre would either faithfully reflect the socio-historical realities of the culture 

in which it participated, or risk marginalization. The evolution of this position was in no 

way instantaneous, and its presentation demands a more nuanced analysis. However, it is 

fair to track the burgeoning ideological tenor of Nuestro tiempo in conjunction with 
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voices like Piñera’s and Anton Arrufat’s, who embraced a position that was decidedly 

anti-ideological in nature. The contrast between these stances as they were made manifest 

in the 1950s anticipated the polemics of the mid to late 1960s. 

 Sketching the ideological, or anti-ideological, precepts of Cuba’s theatre 

community of the 1950s is a necessary feature of a historical-materialist analysis of the 

teatro del absurdo, but it is inadequate if not coupled with a consideration of the theatre 

institution itself. Just as the ideological underpinnings of Cuban theatre were in the 

process of articulation during the 1950s, the theatre institution as a material phenomenon 

was undergoing constant re-evaluation and revision during this time. The transition from 

the teatro de arte format of production begun in 1936 by Luis Baralt’s La Cueva group, 

in which plays were financed, produced, and attended by asociados of the directing 

company for a single production, to the salitas structure of the period 1954-1958, 

wherein plays ran daily in small venues for as long the paying public would support 

them, generated a great deal of the critical backlash surrounding theatre’s social function 

mentioned above. The conflict between artistic and cultural legitimacy and commercial 

success was a material reality that shaped the structure of Cuba’s theatre institution in a 

very direct way during this period. Given the centrality of questions of legitimacy for 

choteo, and its corresponding importance for the concept of the absurdo, the efforts to 

legitimize Cuban theatre not only within the nation’s borders, but internationally as well, 

and the setbacks and apathy those efforts were generally met with, contributed to a dual 

sense of possibility and hopelessness that further shook any stability the theater 

institution might have claimed. Such instability, in both the government and the theatre 

institution, coupled with the government’s unwillingness (or incapacity, or both) to 
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commit the resources necessary to make a legitimate national theatre a reality, prompted 

not only more choteo-fueled absurdist drama, but also the assumption by members of the 

theatre community from across the ideological spectrum of a more overtly critical role. In 

spite of the enthusiasm and brilliance demonstrated by Havana’s dramatic community 

during the 1940s and 50s, it was not until the triumph of the Revolution and the 

institutional transformation that came with it that Cuban theatre was legitimized in its 

own eyes. In turn, it was only after this stability was shaken over questions of ideological 

commitment in the 1960s that the category of the teatro del absurdo truly came into 

being as a space of critically-conscious difference.  

 The discourse of legitimacy is a central theme for both Jesús and Falsa alarma; it 

is in the representation of that discourse that these works differ, and indicate a change in 

approach for Piñera and Cuban theatre in general. When viewed in conjunction with 

Electra Garrigó, these three plays make manifest the conversion of choteo from a 

performed phenomenon to a structural one that rendered its perceptible markers invisible. 

In Electra the cubanía of the work is accentuated and brought into clear relief thanks to 

the tension between the classical, tragic framework of the play and the choteo that 

interrupts and disrupts it. By merging classical tragedy with contemporary attitudes 

Piñera cleared new ground for a uniquely Cuban theatre that represented national 

characteristics in a way that did not perpetuate the costumbrismo or realismo of the works 

that predate it, and instead elevated lo cubano to a more experimental, and universal, 

stage.  

 Jesús advances this process by moving from a definition of lo cubano as cast in 

relief against a foreign backdrop, to the representation of lo cubano as the extension of 
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choteo in an exclusively Cuban context, not simply as a mode of expression but as a 

structuring force that permeates every aspect of reality. Jesús takes place in Havana, in an 

undetermined time that can be assumed to be the present day of the late 1940s. Jesús 

García, an innocent and inconspicuous barber, is accused of being the new Messiah, Jesus 

Christ, by the people of his neighborhood, who then demand he perform miracles in order 

to confirm his identity. Jesús never wavers in his denial of their belief, but popular 

sentiment overwhelms logic and his inability to perform the miracles requested of him is 

interpreted, not as proof of his ordinariness, but of his stubbornness, since he refuses to 

confirm what the masses have already determined to be true. The play progresses along a 

trajectory that mixes overt parody of the story of Christ with a sense of the absurd that is 

determinative and unrelenting, and that culminates in Jesús’s murder.  

 Jesús’s divinity is legitimized by the public in spite of his best efforts to refute 

them: 

JESÚS. Yo era un simple barbero, un día corría el rumor de que hago 

milagros. He ahí el primero de los absurdos en que se me ha enredado. 

Nunca coloqué mi mano sobre la frente de nadie para calmar un simple 

dolor de cabeza […] Pero a pesar de esta lógica aplastante, el absurdo 

siguió tendiendo sus redes. Estas redes me han hecho parar en el 

antagonista de Jesús. (Pausa) ¿Cuáles son las consecuencias? El pueblo 

cree, quiere milagros, quiere que yo los haga. Que yo tenga escrúpulos, 

que me desespere, que pueda morir, eso le tiene sin cuidado. Le basta con 

creer. Si algo se opone a su creencia, lo destroza. (Piñera 66) 
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The impulse to believe in Jesús is never traced back to its point of origin, but instead is 

described almost as if it were a force of nature, a fait accompli that is never pursued, or 

even questioned. The rumors were started by the people because the people believe the 

rumors, because the people must believe something, because they no longer believe in 

anything. As the client proclaims at the play’s beginning, “ya no hay fe,” but this is not 

because the people lack the capacity for faith (42). It is that there is nothing left worthy to 

receive it. Rather than an absence of faith, there is a vacuum that must be filled, and Jesús 

is the one chosen to fill it. This dynamic is systematic and structural, and not to be 

disrupted; for this reason the church’s emissary accuses Jesús of arrogance and a lack of 

humility when he insists on proclaiming his status as not-Jesus. Jesús is persecuted and 

ultimately killed for his lack of belief in himself. It seems he would be much better off if 

he would only play along.  

 By denying the role appointed to him by the public, Jesús unwittingly converts 

himself into a figure that exists in opposition to authority. When he is accosted by police 

detectives at the end of Act One for failing to bring a woman’s dead son back to life, his 

role as dissenter and agitator is confirmed, at least in the eyes of authority:  

DETECTIVE SEGUNDO. ¿Sabes lo que te espera por haber opuesto 

resistencia a la autoridad?  

JESÚS. (Gritando.) No opuse tal resistencia; simplemente dije que no 

puedo hacer milagros. ¿Lo oyen? ¡No puedo, no puedo! 

DETECTIVE PRIMERO. ¡Habrá mayor cinismo! Pues sí, te has negado, 

y sufrirás las consecuencias! 
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JESÚS. No me negué. He tratado de hacerlo, no pude. Esa es la pura 

verdad. (50) 

It is notable that Jesús is accused of cynicism by the detective, since the more threatening 

of the two types of choteador within Mañach’s paradigm is described in the same way. 

Just prior to the passage quoted above, the police reprimand Jesús for being a joker after 

he offers them each a free haircut, claiming that such is the extent of his powers. What is 

interpreted as cynical choteo is, in reality, “la pura verdad.” Here the choteo that the 

authorities categorize as dissent is understood by the choteador as an honest assessment 

of reality. This scene speaks directly to the dynamics of choteo already discussed, and 

serves as a readable moment that brings those dynamics into clear definition.  

 Jesús’s crime is his unwillingness to participate in the structural repetition of 

choteo, where a lack of faith in institutional power makes the legitimization of that power 

when assumed by a specific party impossible, while at the same time driving the desire 

for a replacement party to arise and magically make legitimization possible. When the 

replacement is discovered to be as vulnerable to the cynicism of choteo as his predecessor 

(or as innately illegitimate, which amounts to the same thing), then faith is bankrupted yet 

again, the imposter is thrown out, and the search for yet another replacement begins 

anew. It is significant to recognize that, in contrast to Mañach’s characterization, and as 

has already been stressed, Piñera affirms choteo as a condition applicable to the 

collective, el pueblo, and not as a phenomenon that can be attributed to rampaging 

egoism or an overdeveloped sense of individuality.  

 Jesús counteracts the will of the collective in his refusal to accept their mandate to 

lead. Instead of assuming his role as the newest in a series of saviors, he stymies the 
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mechanics of choteo and legitimacy by proclaiming his own illegitimacy, thereby 

exposing the base absurdity of the situation. Because he lacks the desire to be lord and 

savior to the people, because he never wavers in his negation of popular dogma, Jesús 

sabotages the repetition of illegitimacy-legitimacy-illegitimacy and emerges as an 

inspirational figure, if only because he chooses not to take advantage of structural 

weaknesses for his personal gain. He turns back all donations in this spirit, regardless of 

their quantity or intent. His constancy attracts disciples who accept his message of non-

salvation, of what is, at heart, an anti-ideology: “JESÚS. Soy divino, lo confieso, pero de 

la tierra para acá. (Pausa) ¿Una enseñanza? Los hombres sabrán por mí que no hay 

salvadores del género humano, en otras palabras, cada hombre es Jesús o no Jesús de sí 

mismo” (66).  

 Jesús’s sincerity in the face of absurdity is interpreted by the representatives of 

authority as the cynical choteo of one who challenges the legitimacy of that authority. 

This assessment is in a very important way a fair one, since by recognizing the absurdity 

of the dynamics at the heart of institutional power in Cuba, Jesús is essentially testifying 

that the emperor is indeed without clothes, and in so doing reveals his illegitimacy.
34

 But 

the resoluteness and sincerity Jesús exemplifies are not the products of any ideology. 

They are instead an extension of his vision, and of his choteo, that binds him to the 

absurdity that finally costs him his life. What is labeled dissent and resistance by those 

seeking to preserve structural absurdity is, for the protagonist, the only means available 

for him to communicate his anti-divinity. It is through the performance of choteo, 

                                                 
34

 José Rodríguez Feo makes the same point in his article “Hablando de Piñera,” from Lunes 45 (1960): 4-

5: “Así en Jesús (1948), un hombre se niega a admitir el mandato de un pueblo que quiere convertirlo en el 

nuevo Cristo para aprovecharse de sus milagros. Es el tema tratado al revés del hombre que no quiere hacer 

el absurdo.”  
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realized in the parody of the sacraments, the last supper, and the miracles, that Jesús 

formalizes and affirms the bonds that tie his community of unbelievers together, 

converting them into a movement that exists in the face of absurdity. These parodies 

relieve the tension of the tragic through the expression of the comic, and thereby make 

life bearable in the shadow of an absurdly foreseeable death. As Jesús says: “Pensé 

ingenuamente que excitaría la fe del pueblo negando mi divinidad. En esa negación 

estaba mi fuerza y también mi muerte” (66). Thus the comfort found in Jesús’s “Oíd: 

comed de esta carne porque ella es mi pan, y bebed de esta sangre porque es mi vino”, 

and in the miracles of food coloring in water, and the nylon fish full of smaller nylon 

fishes (64, 66). The intent is not blasphemy for blasphemy’s sake, but survival for 

survival’s sake, in spite of absurdity. As Piñera states in his comments on Jesús in 

“Piñera teatral”: 

El suyo es único, prefijado, impuesto: será el No-Jesús para así hacer el 

juego trágico que las circunstancias imponen: si estamos atados de pies y 

manos, si la inanidad nos domina, sólo nos quedan los tristes goces de 

bucear en lo absurdo. (18) 

 Jesús is, ultimately, an individual willing to preserve his integrity as such in spite 

of the consequences. For that reason he is, as his assassin confirms at the play’s 

conclusion, “un diferente” (72). Piñera awards him another moniker in his prologue: 

“¿Qué representa el personaje Jesús en mi obra? Pues el anti-Fidel” (17). As Montes 

Huidobro points out in his Persona, vida y máscara en el teatro cubano (1973), this 

affirmation on Piñera’s part “equivale a afirmar nada menos que Fidel es Jesús”; such a 

stance, according to Montes Huidobro, is attributable to the political climate of post-
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revolutionary Cuba, when Piñera composed the prologue to his theatre anthology. But 

rather than categorize Piñera’s claim as an attempt by the author to confirm his 

revolutionary credentials, it seems that the analysis presented here opens up a new line of 

interpretation of this short yet provocative statement.  

 If Jesús believes in his own illegitimacy, and for that reason refuses to accept the 

role of savior, then Fidel’s status as a savior derives from his corresponding legitimacy. 

Just as Jesús brought the mechanics of choteo and legitimization to a grinding halt by 

testifying to their absurdity, Fidel’s legitimacy, so long awaited, blew apart circularity 

and ushered in a new age that was not susceptible to the repetitions of history. However, 

whereas Jesús denied ideology and embraced instead choteo-based parody as way to 

endure the absurdity of Cuban reality, the same cannot be said for Castro, since following 

the ideology of the revolutionary government, Cuban reality itself was reinvented in the 

image of the revolution; to label that reality absurd would be tantamount to calling the 

Revolution absurd as well. Piñera’s brand of anti-ideology, emanating from a 

conceptualization of choteo as a necessity for the cultivation of collective identity, would 

come to be viewed by the Revolutionary government as a threat, due in large part to their 

very different vision of choteo. What Piñera considers an honest reaction to absurd reality 

by individuals desperate for stability and community would be seen by the regime as 

something similar to what the detectives saw in Jesús’s denial of divinity: the cynical 

negation of transcendental potential by someone who prefers making jokes to making an 

ideological commitment to their nation.  

 The tension between collective dogma and individual truth is present as well in 

Falsa alarma, but only initially; at a decisive point in the drama the entire notion of truth 
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is completely re-imagined, and transcendental concepts are rendered meaningless. Falsa 

alarma consists of a single act and only three characters: a murderer, a judge, and a 

widow. The action takes place entirely within the judge’s office, where the murderer has 

come to make his plea prior to receiving his verdict. He claims he murdered the victim in 

self-defense, after entering the hotel room shared by him and his wife, now widowed, 

with the intention of robbing them. The judge counters by saying that “lo que dicen” is 

that the murderer knew the victim beforehand, that he shot the man in cold blood as a 

matter of vengeance. As was the case with Jesús, we are given to understand that what 

unknown people say is untrue, and that the individual of whom they speak is innocent of 

the charges (that is, of premeditated murder rather than self-defense) brought against him. 

The widow enters and tearfully begins fulfilling her role as melodramatically as possible, 

plaintively sobbing her dead husband’s name while bemoaning the cruelty of chance, 

since it was only because their hotel rooms were next to one another that the murderer 

chose to rob them in the first place. She demands the death penalty and the judge 

reassures here, saying that the evidence against the murderer is so damning that it will 

inevitably lead the jury to condemn him to the ultimate penalty. 

 It is at this point that the play’s logic is completely transformed, and its direction 

changes from conventional to radically new. As the judge pronounces the protocol of the 

court in the formal jargon common to that environment, the widow echoes back the final 

syllables of each sentence in a purely phonetic mimicry of the judge. All the solemnity 

and grandiosity of the court is imbued in the judge’s words, and those words are in turn 

distended and evacuated of their intended meaning by the widow, for whom they are 

intended to give solace. At this point the judge and widow leave the murderer alone in the 
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office, as the murderer looks on in confusion: “ASESINO. (Alcazando al Juez.) ¡Señor 

juez, por favor…! ¿Qué harán conmigo? JUEZ. (Abre la puerta, hace pasar a la Viuda 

primero.) Lo que ordena el código en estos casos: ¡Ajusticiarte! (Sale y cierra la 

puerta.)” (81). The judge’s advice contradicts all the formal platitudes he has just been 

heard to say, and sets the tone for the remainder of the play. When the judge and the 

widow return after a brief pause, they are dressed in streets clothes and in bright colors, 

respectively. Their formal identities and the dramatic markers that define them (stern 

legal jargon for the judge, tearful sorrow for the widow) have disappeared with the 

change of wardrobe.  

 What follows is a descent into absurdity that is completely linguistic in nature, 

since the collapse of transcendental meaning represented by the deterioration of the 

concept of justice has reduced every word to its phonetic content, and every ideal to “un 

tema de conversación como tantos” (95). The judge and the widow begin such a 

conversation upon re-entering the room, and its twists and turns, non-sequiturs and 

disparates, are perceived by the murderer as some new and terrifying form of torture 

designed to prolong his state of uncertainty, as he awaits the verdict. His position is the 

audience’s as well, since the sudden, radical transformation of the judge and the widow 

from their pre-established roles, to what can only be understood as the complete 

antithesis of the precepts upon which those roles are based, is as enigmatic and baffling 

for the audience as it is for the murderer. When he finally can take the suspense no longer 

and accuses his two tormentors of speaking nothing but disparates in order to drive him 

mad, it is the judge and the widow who are offended by his interruption, and who accuse 

him in turn: 
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JUEZ. (Al Asesino.) Creo que está equivocado de plano. Me dice usted 

<<señor juez>> y yo no tengo un pelo de juez. 

VIUDA. ¿Querrá divertirse a nuestras expensas? 

JUEZ. Nadie sabe…A mí me resultaría absurda una broma de ese género, 

pero no a él. Parece que le divierte. Dejémoslo salirse con su gusto. (87) 

Just as was the case for Jesús, the individual truth experienced by both plays’ 

protagonists is misinterpreted by those who do not share it as mockery, when in fact it is 

the recognition of the systemic and total absurdity that has become the determining 

structural force of their realities. However, while in Jesús that absurdity is choteo-based 

and Cuba-centric, Falsa alarma expands the scope of its absurdity to subsume and 

destabilize language itself, as well as its veneer of transcendental authority.  

 The key to understanding the linguistic (that is, universal) absurdity of this and, 

one may claim, all works of the Theatre of the Absurd, wherever they might have been 

written, can perhaps be located in an anecdote told by the judge in the midst of a flurry of 

other, equally unrelated remarks volleyed back and forth by he and the widow: 

JUEZ. Conocí a un hombre al que le faltaba el dedo índice de la mano 

derecha; cuando citaban en presencia suya la frase <<los diez dedos de la 

mano>>, se apresuraba a decir: <<los nueve dedos de la mano>>. ¿Se da 

cuenta? 

VIUDA. (A carcajadas.) ¡Exacto, pero cuán exacto! Tanto se había 

olvidado del dedo amputado que no tenía conciencia de la existencia del 

décimo dedo. ¡Existía con sólo nueve dedos!  
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JUEZ. Y añadía que si por algún azar quedara amputado de pies y  manos, 

existiría sin la conciencia de dichas partes del cuerpo. 

VIUDA. Muy chistoso: <<Señor X, me ha luxado el brazo…>> y el señor 

X: <<¿Qué es brazo?>> (84) 

The significance of the anecdote of the nine-fingered man is reinforced near the end of 

the play, when the judge and the widow reveal their awareness of the suffering their 

prolonged absurdity has been causing the murderer. The murderer takes their theatricality 

and capacity for deception as proof that the widow never loved her husband, a charge she 

rejects: 

VIUDA. Qué simple es usted…Lo quería, pero ya está muerto. Una cosa 

no tiene que ver con la otra.  

JUEZ. (Mostrando al Asesino nueve dedos.) ¿Se acuerda? El hombre que 

existía con sólo nueve dedos… 

VIUDA. ¡Nueve dedos! Ni uno más. (92) 

The loss of the tenth finger does not mean that the lack of that finger is present, but that 

the nine fingers that are present are lacking nothing. Existence precedes essence; the 

memory of the tenth finger, its abstract and transcendental value, is nil, and this fact 

allows the nine-fingered man to assume, in a way that is completely contradictory, that 

his nine-fingered state is universally upheld to be normal. For this reason he applies his 

individual, and absurd, reality to the rest of the world, through something as universal as 

an idiomatic turn of phrase. The loss of the object entails the corresponding loss of the 

referent, or concept, because concepts never existed in the first place except as the 
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fantasy of the materially real. The entire transcendental architecture that supports the 

ideal structure of the material world has collapsed: 

ASESINO. Si soy absuelto, quedaré en paz con la sociedad. Si soy 

condenado, habré pagado mi deuda. 

JUEZ. ¡Oh, palabras, vanas palabras! <<¿Hasta cuándo abusaréis de 

nuestra paciencia…?>> (Pausa.) Vea, amiguito: usted comete un crimen. 

Pues bien, no existe un solo hombre en el mundo que pueda juzgarlo. 

ASESINO. ¿Y los jueces? 

JUEZ. He dicho ningún hombre. Y los jueces… 

VIUDA. (Abriendo lo brazos.)…son hombres. 

ASESINO. Entonces Dios… 

JUEZ. (Cavilando.) Dios…Dios…No conozco a nadie con ese nombre. 

(92) 

The judge’s choice of citation in the above excerpt is revealing: it is an adaptation of 

quote from Cicero’s Oratio in Catilinam Prima in Senatu Habita, one of Cicero’s 

speeches given in the Roman senate denouncing the senator Catiline for plotting to 

overthrow the Roman Empire. The full quote is as follows: “How long, O Catiline, will 

you abuse our patience? And for how long will that madness of yours mock us? To what 

end will your unbridled audacity hurl itself?” By drawing an equivalency between 

Catiline the revolutionary and language, the “vain words” like justice and truth to which 

the murderer appeals, Piñera localizes the threat to transcendental order on a linguistic 

level that exceeds the purely Cuban. All ideal forms are revealed to be the products of 

wordplay and deviant language; God is just a name that one has, or has not, heard.  
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 While the anti-idealism of Falsa alarma has clear antecedents in Electra and 

Jesús, the nature of its absurdity has shifted from Cuban-inflected (choteo and the 

circular pursuit/rejection of legitimacy) to a more abstract and universal dynamic: the loss 

of a transcendental compass capable of awarding moral value to our lives and actions. 

Whereas in the previous two plays Piñera sought to build and then relieve tension in the 

audience by incorporating humor that would be recognized as such by spectators through 

the skillful manipulation of choteo as both a performance and a theme, in Falsa alarma 

there is no corresponding moment of release. Rather, the disorientation that permeates the 

play’s second half is maintained by the incoherence of the judge’s and widow’s 

disparates, some of which are explicitly funny, though never in a way that also 

incorporates cultural touchstones the audience will find familiar. The lack of resolution 

and the play’s repetition, which in the earlier works occurs at a historical or political level 

(the trapped status of both Electra and Clitemnestra, the role of Jesús as another in a 

series of potential saviors), in Falsa alarma is suffered by a single individual, whose only 

witness to the absurdity of his situation is the audience in attendance. Piñera is trying 

something in excess of staging cubanía in this work, a fact that the critic Rine Leal took 

note of at the play’s premier, along with Anton Arrufat’s El caso se investiga, in 1957: 

La semana pasada ocurrió en el ‘Lyceum’ uno de esos raros fenómenos de 

que tanto gusta nuestro teatro. Un grupo de actores sin gran relieve, 

comandados por un joven director [Julio Matas] (que ya antes había 

ofrecido en esa misma sala La soprano calvo) estrenó dos pequeños 

ejemplos de esa cosa indefinida y a ratos desconcertante que se ha dado 

llamar teatro del absurdo. Lo más encomiable de la representación era que 
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ambas piezas estaban escritas por autores cubanos […] Claro que Falsa 

alarma no es Electra Garrigó ni Jesús, pero eso no impide que su diálogo 

sea uno de los más afortunados, bellos e inteligentes instantes del teatro 

cubano, que prueba una vez más que Piñera es nuestro mejor (me atrevería 

casi a decir único) dramaturgo. […] Sin embargo, existe una pregunta que 

se cae de los labios a la salida del Lyceum; ¿Es éste un teatro cubano, 

estamos en presencia de una senda de creación nacional? (46-49) 

Leal’s question marks Falsa alarma as a point of departure for both Piñera and Cuban 

theater. Piñera’s earlier interrogations of cubanía in Electra Garrigó and Jesús delineate 

an absurd that is uniquely Cuban. The absurd of Falsa alarma obliged a reassessment of 

what constitutes “legitimate” national theatre in Cuba. It exposed and problematized the 

ideological foundation underlying such an institution, sparking a debate over the 

legitimacy of the teatro del absurdo as a Cuban expression that would continue through 

the decade to follow, and still remains unresolved.  

 The anguish of the murderer who seeks and fails to attain judgment for his crime 

aligns the play thematically with the Existentialism of, in particular, Camus and Sartre. 

Ricardo Lobato Morchón thoroughly documents the points of contact Falsa alarma 

shares with the works of these authors, giving emphasis to Camus’s Caligula 

(1938/1945) and Le Mythe de Sisyphe (1942), and Sartre’s plays Les mouches (1943) and 

Huis clos (1944).
35

 In Falsa alarma as in these works, the absence of a supreme deity that 

would ground the concept of justice in a legitimate ethical system proves to be a source, 

not of liberating freedom, but of entrapment. However, while Falsa alarma departs from 

the same set of premises as the existentialist works mentioned, it extends those premises 
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 See Lobato Morchón, 134-44. 
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to include the destabilization and deterioration of language as the fundamental generator 

of transcendental ideas, a feature more commonly associated with the Theatre of the 

Absurd than with existentialism. This correspondence is not simply, or not exclusively, 

an organic coincidence, as Piñera seems to claim,
36

 but is instead the result of Ionesco’s 

direct influence on Piñera’s play, as Lobato Morchón notes, citing the author in 

“Entrevista con V. Piñera”
37

: 

En 1948 escribí la pieza en un acto Falsa alarma, pero, no siendo 

definidamente “teatro del absurdo”, contiene empero algunos de sus 

elementos. Mi texto fue publicado en la revista Orígenes. Nueve años más 

tarde se estrenó en la Sociedad Lyceum. Como la pieza resultaba un tanto 

corta la alargué, pero como en ese momento ya había leído ‘La soprano 

calva’, fui influido por Ionesco. Si el lector compara la edición de 

Orígenes y la edición de mi Teatro completo advertirá esta influencia. 

(Lobato Morchón 138) 

The principle difference between the two versions of the play lies in the heightened 

incoherency of the later text thanks to the inclusion of more nonsensical language, some 

of which appears to have been adapted only slightly from Ionesco’s play, as Lobato 

Morchón makes clear.
38

 Such an emphasis on the linguistic manifestations of absurdity is 

                                                 
36

 “Pero, francamente hablando, no soy del todo existencialista ni del todo absurdo. Lo digo porque escribí 

‘Electra’ antes que ‘Las Moscas de Sartre’, apareciera en libro, y escribí ‘Falsa Alarma’ antes que Ionesco 

publicara y representara su ‘Soprano Calva’. Más bien pienso que todo eso estaba en el ambiente, y que yo 

viviera en una isla desconectada del continente cultural, con todo, era un hijo de mi época al que los 

problemas de dicha época no podían pasar desapercibidos” (“Piñera Teatral 15).  
37

 Conjunto 69 (1970). 
38

 “El influjo del dramaturgo rumano es, en efecto, evidente en parlamentos como el que sigue, incorporado 

por Piñera, casi con calzador, en la versión de 1957: Juez.-Eso mismo digo yo: puede vivir, puede no vivir; 

mi hermana nada tiene que ver con las batidoras, ni mi cuñado se sienta en una silla de ruedas. Viuda.-He 

ahí un pensamiento profundo. Usted es un sabio. Me gusta su musicalidad. (148) La frase del juez parece 

troquelada a imagen de algunos de los enunciados de la escena IX de La cantante calva: Sra. Martin.-Te 
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a central and defining characteristic of Ionesco’s dramatic works and those of the Theatre 

of the Absurd as it has been understood since its genesis as a category. We would do well 

to remember Esslin’s claim from The Theatre of the Absurd, cited earlier, that the Theatre 

of the Absurd “strives to express its sense of senselessness of the human condition and 

the inadequacy of the rational approach by the open abandonment of rational devices and 

discursive thought” (xix-xx). While the theatre of existentialists like Camus and Sartre 

pontificates on the condition of absurdity by employing language without calling into 

doubt its capacity to communicate the meaning of their ideas, in his Diario (1968) 

Ionesco claims to reveal the limit and failure of language on exactly these terms: 

Se entiende que las palabras no dicen nada, si se me permite expresarme 

así; todo lo más, un gesto inesperado, una imagen, un suceso, una palabra 

venida no se sabe de dónde, pueden empujarnos a la experiencia indecible. 

Que me exprese con rigor o sin él, que la metáfora sea justa o inadecuada, 

arrastrada por un verbalismo confuso y delirante, no tiene importancia. 

(124) 

Piñera attempts to achieve this type of “unutterable experience” in Falsa alarma via an 

approach almost identical to Ionesco’s, as Leal notes in his review from En primera 

persona:  

La anotación de la fecha es conveniente, porque uno no tarda en recordar a 

Ionesco tan pronto la acción comienza y tenemos ante nosotros ese 

universo sin sentido aparente en que deambulan seres que no tienen nada 

que decirse y sin embargo suelen comunicarse grades ideas. (47) 

                                                                                                                                                 
daré las zapatillas de mi suegra si me das el ataúd de tu marido. […] Sra. Smith.-Mi tío vive en el campo, 

pero eso no le atañe a la comadrona. […] Sra. Smith.-El automóvil corre mucho, pero la cocinera prepara 

mejor los platos. (Ionesco, 1992, 92)” (Lobato Morchón 138-9). 
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Leal’s description of Ionesco and Piñera’s shared desire to communicate something 

without saying anything is noteworthy because it formulates the dynamic according to the 

logic of performance and the audience’s reception of the play. In order to transmit some 

meaning to the spectators there must exist a bridge between the world of the stage and the 

world of the public, to employ Quigley’s vocabulary. In Electra and Jesús that bridge 

was humor grounded in choteo. As Leal says, the comic quality of Falsa alarma is 

limited to “humor mental”; there is no choteo to interrupt the disorientation of absurdity, 

and so the play risks incurring the incomprehension of the audience (48).  

 For Ionesco that incomprehension was not considered evidence of a play’s failure 

but of its success, since the artist should be completely autonomous. Clarity of 

communication presupposes a message that must be transmitted, which for Ionesco 

qualifies as didactic, pedagogical theatre. He rejects such theatre because it contradicts 

artistic autonomy since the author is instead directed by whatever program or ideology he 

desires to impart. For this reason Ionesco denounces Brecht so harshly in his Diaries, a 

stance Quigley considers largely unsubstantiated.
39

 However, the perceived dramatic 

contrast between Ionesco’s theatre and Brecht’s Epic Theatre allows him space to 

develop his anti-ideology argument, which goes as follows: 

A work of art cannot have the same function as an ideology, for if it did it 

would be an ideology, it would no longer be a work of art, that is to say an 

autonomous creation, an independent universe with its own life and its 

own laws. I mean that a play, for example, finds its own way, explores 

itself and must use its own methods to make discovery of certain 

realities… (Quigley 173) 

                                                 
39

 See Quigley, 174. 
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However, as the “London Controversy” between Ionesco and Kenneth Tynan 

demonstrates, such an anti-ideological stance runs the risk of lapsing into solipsism on 

the part of the artist, as well as a subsequent rejection of any possible social function for 

art, given that the “independent universe” of the work would be closed to outside 

comprehension.
40

 In order to claim social relevance for his theatre without claiming an 

ideological program for said relevance, Ionesco envisions his plays as encouraging the 

audience’s testimony of possible worlds, rather than dictating to them what the world 

should be: 

Such testimony, for Ionesco, is not solipsistic-it addresses an audience and 

sets out to ‘enrich’ that audience by ministering to its spiritual and 

epistemological needs. This may indeed be characterized as commitment, 

but it is not, for Ionesco, an ideological commitment to pre-existing belief. 

It is commitment to possibility rather than to necessity, to experimentation 

rather to conclusion, to discovery of truth rather than to pre-existing truth. 

(Quigley 176) 

Such an anti-ideological position as the one assumed by Ionesco is, according to 

Quigley’s reading, a mode of inquiry rather than an end to it. The edifying potential and 

social value of Ionesco’s absurdist theatre lies in the attitude it cultivates, and not the 

telos it prescribes.   

 The question of social relevance and audience comprehension in Ionesco’s theatre 

is translatable to the context of Piñera’s theatre and the larger landscape of Cuban theatre 

of the 1940s and 50s. It is useful to analyze the history of Cuban theatre from this period 

according to the ideologies (or absence thereof) endorsed by the various companies, 
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theatre groups, and institutions in regard to their quest to create and consolidate a stable 

audience for their productions. Ultimately these ideologies and their material 

manifestations (apprehensible in articles, manifestos, business operations, in addition to 

the works they staged) can be mapped in light of the positions they assume in response to 

the following question: should theatre form its audience, or vice versa? By phrasing the 

question this way the tension between artistic autonomy and ideological commitment 

becomes the central organizing metric of analysis; such a methodology is appropriate not 

only because the material history under investigation makes it unavoidable, but because 

the years following the revolution saw these terms become more pronounced and more 

structurally determinative. In order to understand the polemics surrounding the teatro del 

absurdo of the 1960s it is necessary to first delineate the various ideological currents 

circulating within the Cuban theatre community during the prior two decades.  

 Under this schematic there emerge three distinct ideological strains that directed 

Cuban theatre in the immediate pre-revolutionary period: that of the teatro de arte; that of 

commercial theatre, which saw its most explicit manifestation in the salitas of the mid-

1950s; and a third that can be classified as pedagogical and ideologically committed to 

the tenets that would be upheld by the revolution. Because the ideological valence of 

these categories is given preeminence, the temporal markers normally assigned to them 

are not limiting. This is most notable in the case of the teatro de arte, which is generally 

considered to have been in existence from the founding of the Cueva theatre group in 

1936 by Luis Baralt until roughly the installation of Batista’s regime in 1952. Rather than 

document the origins of each prominent group involved in this “golden age” of Cuban 
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theatre,
41

 I accept the definition of teatro de arte proposed by Anton Arrufat in his article 

“Teatro 1959”: “Este movimiento se resume en la frase: ‘el público no me interesa.’”
42

 

Arrufat cites productions from the immediate past in his analysis of the challenges facing 

the teatro de arte, and in so doing confirms the co-existence of both commercial and non-

commercial theatre in the period just prior and immediately following the revolution. For 

this reason the teatro de arte should be recognized as in function throughout the 1950s, 

operating contemporaneously within the salitas model.  

 But while productions that diverged from popular taste and experimented both 

stylistically and thematically continued occurring into the late 1950s, with Falsa alarma 

as a prominent example, the apex of the teatro de arte could perhaps be marked by the 

1948 stagings of Electra, directed by Francisco Morín and produced by the Teatro 

Prometeo. The ambition and audacity of Piñera’s work, coupled with the dearth of 

adequate resources and materials necessary to stage the play (what Piñera referred to as 

“una tremenda disociación entre los medios y los fines,”)
43

 made the two nights of the 

play’s run (October 23 and November 11, 1948) a remarkable achievement in and of 

itself, given the context: 

En [nuestra sociedad], con un evidente subdesarrollo cultural, el autor 

teatral deseoso de trasponer las fronteras del teatro de boulevard se 

encontraba con la barrera infranqueable donde sus fines chocaban con los 

medios precarios que esa sociedad subdesarrollada podía ofrecerle […] 

Habría sido muy fácil y también altamente destructivo hacer el teatro de 

                                                 
41
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boulevard, o escribir comedias radiales […] Sin embargo, estos malos 

pensamientos y estas soluciones fáciles la rechazábamos enérgicamente. 

Morir al pie del cañón, he ahí nuestra divisa; además intuíamos que el 

tiempo venidero nos daría la razón, y nos la daría porque no estábamos 

arando en el mar. (40) 

This excerpt is taken from Piñera’s article “Notas sobre el teatro cubano,” originally 

published in 1966 and re-published in the theatre magazine Tablas in 1983. The type of 

artistic autonomy Piñera memorializes in this quote is congruent with that championed by 

Ionesco, and can be located in their mutual indifference to the audience in attendance. 

This would seem to betray a lack of social relevance for their works, but as was the case 

with Ionesco we should not be precipitous in condemning Piñera to solipsism. It is 

important to note the implicit claim Piñera is making in regard to his intended audience, 

and the intended audience of all of those artists who sacrificed to pursue teatro de arte. 

Their efforts were not reducible to the immediate return they might or might not realize 

economically, but were instead directed towards a time to come when Cuban culture 

would finally recognize and celebrate their works. Such an audience is imaginary and 

perfect, and by positing it Piñera assumes his role as avant-garde artist, since he 

interpolates himself within history as a bridge between present and future. The audience 

to which he is speaking is in formation, and has not yet arrived.  

 It is fair to claim that those positions taken by Piñera following the revolution 

(and especially those coming, as this article does, from the mid-1960s) may have been 

compromised by ideological pressure from the state. Regardless, the fact remains that the 

teatro de arte as it existed required a tremendous sacrifice on the part of the artists 
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involved, as well as a source of motivation that exceeded short-term gains, financial or 

otherwise. Leal in his article “Teatro 1955” notes that the practitioners of the teatro de 

arte during its golden age of the late 1940s: 

Construyeron eficaces (y en ocasiones asombrosas) representaciones, pero 

fueron incapaces de levantar un público…y el público decretó cruelmente 

la muerte del movimiento, el más puro, honrado y bien intencionado 

movimiento escénico que hayamos poseído en época alguna.
44

  

Such purity operated in isolation from audience interest, and therefore required state 

support in order to remain sustainable; such support was not forthcoming, in spite of the 

pleas of the parties involved.
45

 Not until the establishment of the revolutionary 

government did Cuban theatre receive the institutional support it required in order to 

achieve some kind of stability and, in turn, legitimacy.  

 In the absence of government action, the teatro de arte diminished while a new 

model of theatre production, the salitas, emerged. As Magaly Muguercia notes in her 

work El teatro cubano en visperas de la revolución (1988), whereas the teatro de arte 

normally could only aspire to a single performance of each production, the salitas 

recorded a phenomenal increase in the number of performances: “Durante la etapa del 

<<teatro de arte>>-un lapso de quince años-habíamos registrado unas 400 puestas en 

escenas. De 1954 a 1958-en sólo cinco años-hemos registrado 345” (131). Though the 

production that initiated the salitas period in 1954, Sartre’s La ramera respetuosa (1946), 
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was generally considered a production of worthy of artistic merit,
46

 and the works of 

other canonical foreign playwrights, including Camus, Ionesco, Genet, and Eugene 

O’Neil enjoyed success as well
47

, in particular Caligula,
48

 as Leal notes in “Teatro 1955,” 

the quality of the plays performed was generally oriented towards attracting an audience 

and little more: 

Los directores se preocupan ahora en exceso, por buscar obras ‘que 

peguen’, con el resultado de que exaltamos lo que ayer odiamos. Incluso la 

más seria y aristócrata de nuestras entidades, presenta en la actualidad a 

sala abarrotada, la historia de una muchacha ‘preparada para el 

pecado’[…] A la buena intención ha sucedido la realidad, a la ingenuidad 

la picardía y a la pureza honrada la maldad crematística. (62) 

If the mantra of the teatro de arte was, as Arrufat put it, “the public does not interest me,” 

then the salitas represented a complete reversal of this position. It is for this reason that 

Leal reacted so strongly to the 1957 performances of Falsa alarma and El caso se 

investiga. These two plays were the products of “un teatro nada comercial (la entrada no 

se cobraba) [que] tenía lugar en medio de la baraúnda de superficialidad, ñoñez y 

mediocridad que integran el denominador común a la mayor parte de las otras salas” 

(Leal 47, En primera persona).  

 While the pervasiveness of the salitas provoked reactions that sought to defend 

the artistic autonomy of the teatro de arte, it also helped engender a camp of theatre 

ideologues who believed that drama could ennoble the public, promote virtuous ends, and 

be, above all else, Cuban. This ideological vein runs through the catalogue of Revista 
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Nuestro Tiempo, published from 1954-1958, which saw its genesis in the Sociedad 

Nuestro Tiempo and its apotheosis in the Teatro Estudio in 1958. The populist and 

insular orientation of the group is evident in the articles published during this period. One 

example is the reaction voiced in an editorial from 1955 to performances of Jean 

Cocteau’s Los padres terribles and Genet’s Las criadas of the year before. The staging of 

Genet’s canonical play would have profound influence on the Cuban dramatic 

community in general, and on José Triana in particular. However, Nuestro tiempo 

articulates its reservations: 

En cuanto a la obra, se puso de manifiesto la incomprensión del público y 

su desconcierto, conclusión que nos lleva de nuevo a insistir sobre una 

selección de obras con vistas a llegar al gran público y que sean un punto 

de partida para la creación de un teatro nuestro.
49

 

This line of thinking would be amplified by one of the central figures of the group and 

20
th

 century Cuban theatre in its entirety: Vicente Revuelta, the actor and director behind 

some of the most significant performances in Cuban theatre history. His 1955 article “El 

resurgimiento del teatro en Cuba” sketches a way forward for a Cuban theatre that would 

realize its potential as an engine of cultural progress by treating its public not as means to 

financial stability, but as the raw source material from which great art might emerge: 

Es positivo buscar al público, ya que él es el único elemento determinante 

en un teatro que aspira a vivir de sus propias fuerzas; pero necesitamos 

buscar una expresión que nazca de la investigación profunda y consciente 
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de las características y problemas vitales de ese público, de sus 

aspiraciones y deseos en el teatro.
50

  

By aligning the future of Cuban theatre with the Cuban people, Revuelta implicitly 

forecloses upon the social relevance of works by foreign playwrights performed in Cuba. 

This necessary insularity is a pre-requisite to a national theatre, and that theatre must 

advance the people it serves. Such is the underlying truth affirmed by Revuelta and re-

affirmed by Mario Rodríguez Alemán in his article “El teatro en Cuba,” who wrote: 

El momento es decisivo para rectificar muchas cosas mal hechas en esta 

lucha en pro del teatro. Debe llevarse el público a la sala por medios bien 

distintos a los presentes. Debe educarse. Educarse de arriba abajo, 

educarse de abajo arriba, educarse en fondo y en forma. […] el teatro es 

un arma de cultura que debe afirmarse y merece la pena alentarse en 

nuestro pueblo.
51

  

Such strong rhetoric is directed against the government and the Direción de Cultura, 

which Rodríguez Alemán accuses of having squandered the public’s funds and trust in 

failing to create the theatre it deserves. This position is reinforced throughout the pages of 

Nuestro tiempo; the contributors align themselves against both the decadent salitas 

system as well as the state, which does nothing to alleviate the situation.  

 Soon thereafter a new enemy is identified by Revuelta: cosmopolitanism: 

El veneno cultural del cosmopolitismo confunde y ahoga día a día todo 

esfuerzo de nacionalidad teatral. Nuestro teatro, tan escaso de 
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investigaciones en sus tradiciones, populares y nacionales, necesita una 

nueva actitud por parte de sus intérpretes: la búsqueda del autor nacional.
52

  

The audience that theatre must educate, and therefore create, cannot be influenced by 

non-Cuban works while they are in the process of formation. Of primary importance is 

the present reality shared and open to alteration by the Cuban people. For this reason a 

work such as Electra Garrigó must be kept at arm’s length, since, as Hector García 

writes in his review of the 1958 production, it represents “la evasion voluntaria de la 

realidad,”
53

 and an author like Piñera must be viewed with suspicion, if not contempt. 

Fornarina Fornaris’s review of Piñera’s short story collection Cuentos fríos (1956) 

includes the following description of the author’s work; it is cited by José Massip in his 

review of Piñera’s play La boda (1957), and used as well in reference to Falsa alarma: 

Su mundo [el de Piñera] es un espectro que agoniza bajo el signo de la 

derrota. Escuchamos aquí el bramido de la desesperación…Brama esta 

literatura su amargura y su desaliento; su lasitud y su cinismo, su 

escepticismo impenitente…mezcla de surrealismo…horror y asco [tiene] 

una predilección por los aspectos más bajos de la vida. Se recurre con 

demasiada frecuencia a términos como excrementos, masturbación, 

defecación, putrefacción, excretas, un tema sin nacionalidad definida.
54

 

(Emphasis mine)  

The genre of the literary absurd is categorized by Massip in similar terms: “Bajo la 

superficie de su desconcertante ilogicismo, una firme desesperación: la de de la 

impotencia del hombre ante fuerzas omnipotentes, que tazan sin que cuente su voluntad, 

                                                 
52

 “Notas sobre la adaptación en el teatro,” Nuestro Tiempo 3.11 (1956): 11. 
53

 “Prometeo: Electra Garrigó,” Ibid 5.22 (1958): 17. 
54

 José Massip, “Atelier: La boda,” Ibid 5.22 (1958): 18. 



124 

 

las líneas de su destino” (18). According to this reading the absurd is purely a product of 

despair; it offers nothing other than the base recognition of man’s impotency, 

helplessness, and fear. Such an orientation is incongruent with the active populism of 

Nuestro tiempo and the project (the construction of a national theatre) set before them. 

The absurd is tainted with the stain of cosmopolitanism along with Piñera and his oeuvre. 

Both are guilty of failing to appeal to the logic of nationalism, and so have no place 

within the insular universe of Cuba’s burgeoning national theatre, or at least the model 

pursued by the Nuestro tiempo group.  

 That model would find its materialization in 1958 with the creation of the Teatro 

Estudio, directed by Vicente Revuelta. The group’s manifesto makes clear their vision of 

the relationship between the public and its theatre: 

Esperamos crear de este modo una conciencia apropiada en nuestro 

público; hablar a nuestro pueblo, como él espera y tiene todo el derecho de 

exigir, de sus necesidades, de sus alegrías y tristezas, en fin, de sus 

intereses, ya que es con el con quien hemos de dialogar necesariamente.
55

  

The desire to “create an appropriate conscience in our audience” signifies an overtly 

pedagogical and ideological approach to theatre that is diametrically opposed to that 

supported by Ionesco and Piñera. As Ionesco states in his “Discurso acera de la 

vanguardia,” originally presented in 1959 at the Helsinki Meetings organized by the 

International Institute of Theatre and reprinted in the January-February 1961 issue of 

Casa de las Américas as “El teatro de la vanguardia”: “El artista no es un pedagogo, ni un 

demagogo […] Del mismo modo, la obra de arte existe en sí, y yo concibo perfectamente 

un teatro sin público” (19).  
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 Of the three ideological strains of audience interaction here presented, that 

represented initially by Nuestro tiempo, and finally by Revuelta and the Teatro Estudio, 

would assume dominance in post-revolutionary Cuba. Their glorification of lo cubano 

made insularity a defining feature of the national theatre they sought to create, and as a 

result those authors like Piñera who displayed cosmopolitan tendencies were viewed as 

illegitimate and were marginalized along with their works. However, this process of 

marginalization would not be realized until the mid-1960s. In the years immediately 

following the revolution of 1959 Cuban theatre flourished as the state supplied the 

material stability that the institution had long been lacking. The evolution of the state’s 

attitude from one that was at peace with artistic autonomy to one that interpreted such 

autonomy as a threat is considered in chapter three.  

 Falsa alarma is a pivotal work in Piñera’s oeuvre because it represents the 

synthesis of existential and absurdist themes in a Cuban play. However, the play’s 

dependence on European forms is a departure from the choteo-based absurd visible in 

Electra Garrigó and Jesús. While the absurdity of repetition is common to each of these 

works, the manner in which the audience is made aware of that repetition in Falsa alarma 

is distinct due to Piñera’s decision to de-emphasize the Cuban in deference to the 

universal. Such a desire is what invited charges of cosmopolitanism from his critics. 

However, Falsa alarma is a singular play in the entirety of Piñera’s catalogue, since his 

later works demonstrate a return to choteo and the Cuban absurd it calls into contrast. It is 

only in the context of marginalization that the teatro del absurdo, with Piñera as its 

driving force, truly emerged. This is because it became invested, not in modeling 

European ideas or forms, but in the rediscovery of choteo as both an engine of absurdity 
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as well as a means by which that absurdity might be survived: the 

performance/manifestation of critical distance within a system of ideological totality. The 

heterotopic absurd of the 1960s would become a space of non-ideology in an ideological 

age, and thereby a space of difference, of individuality that could co-exist within a 

collective unified by performance and by the tragicomedy of history.  
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Chapter Three: 

The Absurd in Crisis 

3.1 The Angel of History in Aire frío 

 

 In “Piñera teatral,” published in 1960, the author states:  

Admitamos que mi teatro anterior es teatro más o menos del absurdo. Ya 

dije que no era absurdo del todo ni existencia del todo. Con Aire Frío me 

ha pasado algo muy curioso: al disponerme a relatar la historia de mi 

familia, me encontré ante una situación tan absurda que sólo presentándola 

de modo realista cobraría vida ese absurdo. (29) 

 The three Piñera plays analyzed up to this point (Electra Garrigó, Jesús, and Falsa 

alarma) can be classified according to their engagement with the absurd, either as a 

Cuban phenomenon made manifest through the performance of choteo, or as a universal 

condition experienced as the result in the breakdown of linguistic signification. Aire frío, 

published in 1959 and first performed in 1962, represents a radical departure from the 

works that precede it as well as those that follow. It is unique among his plays due to its 

rejection of experimentation, either stylistic or thematic, in favor of a wholly realist 

approach to the story of the Romaguera family, set in their Havana home during the years 

1940 to 1958.  

 However, as the above quote suggests, it would be precipitous to discount any 

instructive relation between Aire frío and the absurd. The mechanics of repetition that are 

made visible in Jesús are wed to the tension between illegitimate and legitimate power, 

and its public interrogation via choteo. The inescapable circularity of this structural 
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condition is the defining characteristic of the Cuban absurd, and it is called into contrast 

in Jesús through the distortion of reality. However, in Aire frío that reality is presented 

unaltered. This shift is due almost exclusively to the historical moments of the two plays: 

while Jesús was written during the turmoil of the late 1940s with the entrapped present as 

its object, Air frío was published in the immediate aftermath of the triumph of the 

revolution, and functions as an act of historical reclamation of the pre-revolutionary 

period. As Raquel Carrió Mendia states in her article “Estudio en blanco y negro: Teatro 

de Virgilio Piñera,”
56

 Aire frío engages pre-revolutionary Cuba as “el universo cerrado, 

condenado a la repetición y al deterioro progresivo de los personajes, [que] se hace 

legible en sus contradicciones” (877).  

 The previous chapter explores the historical terrain upon which the Cuban teatro 

del absurdo prior to the revolution should be understood. Such a methodology takes into 

account the historically conscious nature of the category, which in turn is reflected in the 

works themselves. Peter Burger’s theoretical framework of the avant-garde renders these 

dynamics perceptible by schematizing their material manifestations. But while Burger’s 

work addresses the structural forces that operate in the emergence of the avant-garde as a 

response to the perpetuation of historically dominant ideologies, it does not delve into the 

individual consciousness of the historical-materialist seeking to break the repetition of an 

ideologically overburdened past. However, because the terms of the Cuban teatro del 

absurdo are decisively tied to the relation between the individual and the collective in a 

sense that is at once performative, ethical, and edifying, it is necessary to clear space for 

the figure of the historical-materialist as critic and creator, interrogating history through 

his activity. In addition, because Burger limits the applicability of his work to pre-
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revolutionary bourgeois societies, it is difficult to employ his model past the point of the 

emergence of vital praxis (understood as the intervention of the revolution) since the 

avant-garde presumes its own demise once artistic autonomy has been revealed as a 

product of obsolete ideologies. For this reason Benjamin’s work, and to a lesser extent 

that of Adorno and Horkheimer, will be given greater emphasis in the pages to come.  

 The departure that Aire frío represents in the context of Piñera’s oeuvre can best 

be unpacked by considering the play in relation to the absurd it renders natural. This 

approach in turn benefits from an analysis informed by Walter Benjamin’s “Theses on 

the Philosophy of History,” written in 1940 and published in English in Illuminations 

(1969). Aire frío affirms the historical absurd by negating its unreality, while at the same 

time intervening in Cuban history by invoking and rupturing that history’s homogeneity. 

In doing so the play shadows the messianic intervention realized by the triumph of the 

revolution. However, because Piñera as the individual historical-materialist is driven to 

salvage the oppressed past from the scrapheap of history, his gaze is turned backwards 

rather than forwards to the utopian present/future of Cuban autonomy. In this way he 

invariably summons to mind Benjamin’s ninth thesis, the “Angelus Novus”: 

This is how one pictures the angel of history. His face is turned towards 

the past. Where we perceive a chain of events, he sees one single 

catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. 

The angel would like to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what has 

been smashed. But a storm is blowing from Paradise; it has got caught in 

his wings with such violence that the angel can no longer close them. This 

storm irresistibly propels him into the future to which his back is turned, 
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while the pile of debris before him grows skyward. This storm is what we 

call progress. (Illuminations 257-8) 

Like the angel of history, Piñera is being blown towards the (ostensibly) utopian future; 

also like the angel, he is drawn to redeem the past.  

 This chapter will explore the consolidation and evolution of Cuba’s teatro del 

absurdo into a heterotopic space of collective individuality that stands as a rebuke to 

monolithic ideological control. If the category as it would become could be said to have a 

governing emblem, an allegorical figure under whose sign it can be said to function, there 

may be none more apt than that of the angel of history. As this chapter will demonstrate, 

the practitioners of the teatro del absurdo were unified by their collective desire to look 

beyond idealized utopia and employ the disavowed past and its forms in the service of the 

present, and, ultimately, the future. Piñera, Arrufat, and Triana, to name those 

playwrights examined here, allow other times and other voices to intercede and disrupt 

within their works any linear progress toward a utopian telos. And as chapter four will 

show, their works, with Piñera’s first and foremost, were in turn reclaimed during the 

Special Period as the material history of a repressed past, thereby positing the re-

intervention of the angel of history gazing back at itself, salvaging its anti-messiah and 

whatever hope he might have left to offer the future. 

 Hope seems impossible to retain in Aire frío, given the state of repetition that 

dominates the play’s action. Each of the three acts corresponds to three distinct periods, 

with the first scene of each corresponding to 1940, 1950, and 1954, respectively. Yet 

while time ostensibly passes and the characters age, the Romaguera’s house on Ánimas 

112, the only scene of the play’s action, remains unchanged, as do the interpersonal 
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relations that link the family members to one another. Luz Marina, the strong-willed 

daughter whose industriousness, steely sense of justice, and biting wit provide the 

emotional vortex of the family’s existence, seems doomed to die an old maid at the play’s 

beginning. By its conclusion she has married, yet her desire of attaining a fan to combat 

the Havana heat is never fulfilled; the fan brought to cool her mother’s room in the play’s 

final scene is that of her brother Enrique. Oscar, her younger brother and Piñera’s avatar 

within the drama, emigrates to Buenos Aires in Act II Scene II in order to pursue his 

literary ambitions.
57

 He returns to resume his life in Cuba in 1954 at the beginning of the 

third act with nothing to show for his time abroad, and no prospects for a stable future. 

Ángel, husband of Ana and the father of Luz Marina, Oscar, and their brothers Enrique 

and Luis, entertains a variety of foolhardy schemes to make a quick fortune and win the 

respect of his family. But in spite of his intentions his joblessness is the static truth of his 

life, and makes his flights of fancy all the more pathetic. The limit of their lives is 

represented in their home, which both contains and condemns them to an existence of 

entrapment and circularity. However, while the house holds them captive in their lives, 

those lives are, at the very least, shared with others doomed to suffer the same stagnation, 

the same repetition, and the same insufferable heat. As Rine Leal says in his 1962 review 

of the play’s premiere:  

Si se me preguntara ¿qué dice <<Aire frío>>? respondería que una 

maravillosa lección: que la vida, a pesar de todas sus miserias merece la 

pena vivirse una y otra vez. […] los personajes de Piñera, solos o 

luchando unos contra otros, nos arrojan en cara que a pesar de todo la vida 

es hermosa. (En primera persona 163)  
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 The play’s representation of the fundamentally absurd nature of the Romaguera’s 

(and, by extension, that of the Cuban middle and lower-classes) condition during the pre-

revolutionary period retroactively affirms the socio-historical base of the absurd in 

Piñera’s earlier plays. That base can be reduced to the circularity at the heart of choteo, 

and its endless tug of war between the citizen and the institutions that seek his consent in 

order to realize true authority. These are the socio-historical conditions of the Cuban 

absurd, and they are nakedly present in Aire frío. In the absence of any legitimate 

authority that would break the cyclical repetition of illegitimate messiahs and the misery 

they bring, individuals must rely upon one another as part of a collective that is 

indifferent to ideology and politics, and only concerned with survival. For this reason the 

Romaguera home, while undoubtedly serving as a prison of sorts for its inhabitants’ 

greater aspirations, is at the same time a site of community that is stable and timeless 

while governments and authorities come and go.  

 This dynamic is made clear at the beginning of Act II, Scene IV. The year is 

1952, and the family discusses Batista’s coup and his assumption of dictatorial powers: 

ENRIQUE. Nunca acabaré de entenderte. Ayer el Mulato tumbó a Prío, y 

tú como si nada… ¿Para qué vives en este mundo? 

LUZ MARINA. ¿Y a mí qué me importa si el Mulato subió y si el Lindo 

bajó? Para lo que van a darme. (Pausa.) Los presidentes entran y salen y 

nosotros seguimos comiendo tierra. […] 

ÁNGEL. (Entrando en la sala, tantea las paredes y con trabajo llega 

hasta el sillón.) ¿Qué tal, hijo? Nos cortaron la luz. 

ENRIQUE. ¿Qué tal, viejo? Francamente, se me pasó. La caída de Prío… 
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ÁNGEL. Es verdad; como hace semanas que no venías por acá…Bueno, 

tendremos Mulato para rato. (196-7 Teatro completo) 

It is significant to note that it is Enrique who seems disconcerted by Luz Marina’s 

relative indifference to the fall of Prío, as he is the only of the four Romaguera children 

(including brother Luis, who is stricken deaf by disease while living in New York) who 

does not experience the same pronounced misery as the rest of his family. He derides 

Oscar’s artistic ideals, and refuses to provide the monthly financial support to the family 

which he had previously agreed to (hence the power cut referred to in the above quote), a 

breach of trust for which Luz Marina continually criticizes him. Enrique bends with the 

winds that are blowing, moving from a bureaucratic position within Prío’s government to 

a post at an American automobile plant during Batista’s rule. He is an outsider to the 

suffering of his family; however, he is at the same time removed from the shared 

community that such suffering enables. Following Piñera’s concept of choteo, the lack of 

serious concern demonstrated by Luz Marina and Ángel in response to the change in 

government is an affirmation of their collective power to discredit the new nominal 

authority and impose a limit to its impact on their lives. In so doing they claim the space 

of their home, and of the stage, as their own.  

 This narrowing effect can be extended within the primary family group according 

to each member’s relation to the past. The divergent attitudes towards memory 

demonstrated by Luz Marina and Ángel are especially revealing in this regard, since they 

expose generational differences and tensions that can best be mapped according to the 

erosion of faith in politics’ relevance to the lives of Cuban citizens. In Act I, Scene I, 

Ángel introduces Luz Marina to the elderly Señor Miranda, a formerly wealthy land 



134 

 

owner now dispossessed of his properties by the government. Miranda is seeking justice, 

and claims that he can prove his rightful ownership of the land in question with the only 

two weapons at his disposal: “mi memoria y estos viejos papeles” (180). Ángel is 

working as Miranda’s proxy in the matter, consulting records, deeds, and surveys in an 

attempt to build a case; his reward should they accomplish their goal is to be ten thousand 

pesos, an enormous quantity that makes evident the extreme unlikelihood of it ever 

coming to pass. Ángel is united to Miranda by their mutual faith in memory. While 

Miranda’s case rests entirely on the world as he remembers it, now long obsolete, Ángel 

has a talent for remembering the specific dates and details of past events, a skill that in no 

way aids him in his quest to rebuild his self-image and his self-respect. Instead he, like 

Miranda, inhabits a world whose time has come and gone. Both are incapable of living 

successfully in contemporary society, as citizens within a government that has no use 

either for their memories or their papers, now completely outdated and legally non-

binding.  

 Luz Marina does not share her father’s facility with dates, or Miranda’s 

conviction that the past has authority in the present. But her attitude is not a product of 

indifference. Instead it is a willed rejection of the memory of suffering done in order to 

survive: 

ÁNGEL. (A Miranda.) Mi hija se me parece en lo de las fechas, sólo que 

tiene memoria de mosquito. 

LUZ MARINA. (Riendo.) Tú lo has dicho: de mosquito. (Pausa.) ¿Sabes 

qué se me ocurre? Pues que la capacidad de recordar no debería 

sobrepasar los siete días de una semana. […] 
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MIRANDA. Si usted reduce mi memoria al exiguo tiempo de siete días, 

acabará por meterme en la tumba. […] 

LUZ MIRANDA. Pues mira usted, señor Miranda: ¡Soy tan franca como 

tan fea! Yo, en su lugar, daría todo eso al olvido. 

ÁNGEL. ¡Luz Marina! Faltas respeto al señor Miranda. 

LUZ MIRANDA. No, papá; le digo la verdad. Si el Gobierno robó tus 

tierras, pues ya puedes sentarte a esperar que te las devuelva. (Pausa.) 

Dime: ¿qué pasó con nuestras caballerías en Isla de Pinos? La Santa Fe 

Land Company se apoderó de ellas. Y tú mismo te has cansado de 

decirnos que a cualquiera que intentara averiguar algo le meterían un 

balazo. (180) 

Luz Marina’s dismissive nature, her indifference to Miranda’s claims, her mocking tone, 

her choteo, is not rebelliousness for its own sake, but instead a survival strategy that has 

been cultivated over the course of many years. She has not casually forgotten the 

Romaguera’s own experience with dispossession; her amnesia is the result of conscious 

effort.  

 The dynamics of amnesia as governed by choteo are represented in Aire frío not 

only on a mimetic level as is the case in the above example. An incident that occurs in 

Act II, Scene V, set in 1953, seems to inject an element of comic theatricality that borders 

on the absurd into the play’s action, thereby expanding the mechanics of Luz Marina’s 

anti-historical stance into the realm of performance. An acquaintance from the family’s 

past in the country, Don Benigno, has a chance encounter on the streets of Havana with 

Ángel, who invites him to lunch. Luz Marina does not remember him and says so, 
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provoking him to comment on her poor memory. Then the family’s guest explains his 

business in the city: he has designed a new type of toilet, and he has come to seek a 

patent. His model is constructed to be flushed while sitting, so that the person using it 

might avoid having to “contemplar el triste espectáculo de nuestros propios despojos” 

(203). Instead of a chain, Don Benigno has incorporated a button on the floor that can be 

pressed with one’s foot, “de modo que cuando usted se incorpore de su cómodo asiento 

no quedarán rastros del pasado” (203). When Ángel inquiries about waste paper in an 

idiom that attempts to mimic Don Benigno’s grandiloquence, referring to “la purificación 

del cuerpo,” Luz Marina cannot contain herself and bursts out laughing (203). She is an 

archetypal choteadora, entertained by the absurd spectacle before her. 

 However, the choteo in this scene extends beyond the linguistic absurdity that Luz 

Marina finds so humorous. Following Don Benigno’s presentation Ángel proposes that 

the inventor present the first toilet produced to the President of the Republic. Don 

Benigno becomes indignant, claiming that “ese perro mulato” is not worthy of his 

invention (203). Ángel excuses himself immediately: “Es que siempre me olvido que 

Batista está en la silla. Tenía en mente al doctor Prío cuando formulé mi pensamiento” 

(204). Ángel’s mistake is understandable given the rapid political turnover to which 

Cubans are used to: Prío has been flushed away by Batista, who now sits alone on his 

throne. Don Benigno’s invention would make this inevitable process of transition more 

palatable simply by obscuring the remains of the past with the present, thereby making it 

seem as if the past had never occurred at all. Such a position is critically different from 

that held by Luz Marina, who avoids contemplating the past in order to survive the 

present, but who never truly discards of her memories.  
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 As was the case with Jesús, this episode allegorizes to the point of absurdity the 

cyclical nature of Cuban history, and in so doing accentuates the comic component of 

that history without attempting to mask the tragic. Luz Marina’s laughter relieves the 

tension between these two binaries; in this way Piñera indulges the immanent desire in 

his audience “para desinflar la tirade dramática” via “la frase cómica, que alivia la 

tension, y desternilla al público” (“Piñera teatral” 12). The comic absurdity of Don 

Benigno’s invention and his manner of describing it are matched by the tragic absurdity 

of Cuba’s political reality. The former exposes the latter and allows it to be mocked, 

onstage by Luz Marina and assuredly offstage as well by the audience she is intended to 

reflect.  

 Luz Marina’s seven-day memory is an unattainable luxury for her younger 

brother Oscar, the poet modeled on Piñera’s own autobiography. In Act II, Scene I, set in 

1954, Oscar has returned from Argentina to resume the pursuits of his youth, without 

steady employment or prospects of any kind. Luz Marina begins telling him the story of 

Don Benigno and his invention, then pauses to ask if Oscar remembers their former 

neighbor. “Me acuerdo de todo” is Oscar’s reply (207). Unlike Luz Marina, Oscar cannot 

claim the strength necessary to raise the shield of choteo when memory and misery 

threaten him. Such is the case with the encephalitis Luis is stricken with in New York and 

the deafness that comes about as a result, which Oscar learns of via Luz Marina: 

LUZ MARINA. ¿No es cierto que es una historia encantadora? 

OSCAR. (Ataque de risa nerviosa, se dobla de las carcajadas, fase final 

de ataque: sollozos.) Encantadora…Encantadora…Encantadora… 

LUZ MARINA. ¡La culpa es mía! Tengo una lengua que me la piso… 
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OSCAR. (Siempre sollozando.) Y yo me piso las orejas…De todos modos, 

es un cuento bien edificante. (Ríe sollozando.) Pero no vayas a creer…Yo 

también… 

LUZ MARINA. No, por favor, Oscar, no me cuentes nada… (Pausa. 

Mirando hacia el cuarto.) Mamá está al salir. 

OSCAR. Yo no he tenido encefalitis, pero he tenido… 

LUZ MARINA. (Gritando.) ¡No, no, no! (210) 

 The nature of the affliction Oscar alludes to in this scene is never divulged; Ana 

emerges from her room and the two siblings change the subject. As the sensitive artist 

who is “all ears” and remembers everything, Oscar (and Piñera by extension) is the 

repository for the accumulated miseries of his family (and of Cuba). The mix of sobs and 

laughter that he emits in response to Luis’ story reflects the tragic-comedy of its 

absurdity, since Luis’ misfortune is yet another in a never-ending series of hardships the 

Romagueras (with the exception of Enrique) continue to suffer. But as the chronicler of 

those hardships Oscar is deprived of a confidant that might relieve him of the burden of 

his secret and share its load with him, thereby making it bearable. Instead he is arrested in 

time with the rest of his family, in a state of “peligro permanente sin el menor asomo de 

recompensa” (212).  

 Oscar’ recognition of his family’s state of permanent danger is a product of his 

condition as the open repository of history’s suffering. In her article “Thought and Utopia 

in the Writings of Adorno, Horkheimer, and Benjamin,”
58

 Adriana S. Benzaquén claims 

that for Benjamin “history-writing is the attempt to preserve the past and the struggle for 

the redemption of the oppressed past” (156). Whereas historicist writing presupposes a 
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homogenous and empty space of time filled by history’s eternal image, the historical-

materialist enacts an intervention based in the present that ruptures the mythologized 

historical continuum and resurrects the past as actual. Oscar’s memory is Piñera’s as 

well, and Aire frío is his repossession of the past from a present that has been, at least 

temporarily, redeemed by the messianic intervention of the revolution. Such an 

intervention opens the past in its vast entirety to the chronicler: 

[W]ho recites events without distinguishing between major and minor 

ones [and] acts in accordance with the following truth: nothing that has 

ever happened should be regarded as lost for history. To be sure, only a 

redeemed mankind receives the fullness of its past-which is to say, only 

for a redeemed mankind has its past become citable in all its moments. 

(Benjamin, Illuminations 254)  

The immediate past in all its quotidian fullness has become citable for Piñera in Aire frío 

thanks to his position at a point of historical rupture. By interrupting the historical 

continuum and upsetting the mythology of “progress,” the revolution blasts the present 

open to the past, a dynamic Benjamin explores more fully in Thesis XIV: 

History is the subject of a structure whose site is not homogenous, empty 

time, but time filled by the presence of the now [Jetztzeit]. Thus, to 

Robespierre ancient Rome was a past charged with the time of the now 

which he blasted out of the continuum of history. The French Revolution 

viewed itself as Rome reincarnate. It evoked ancient Rome the way 

fashion evokes costumes of the past. Fashion has a flair for the topical, no 

matter where it stirs in the thickets of long ago; it is a tiger’s leap into the 
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past. This jump, however, takes place in an arena where the ruling class 

gives the commands. The same leap in the open air of history is the 

dialectical one, which is how Marx understood the revolution. (261) 

The collision of past and present renders the latter permeable to the former; the past 

floods into the present, charging its forms with a significance that collapses time into a 

singularity. This singularity is referred to by Benjamin as a monad, in which the historical 

materialist “recognizes the sign of a Messianic cessation of happening, or, put differently, 

a revolutionary chance in the fight for the oppressed past” (263).  

 Piñera registers such a recognition of “the open air of history” in the monad of 

revolution in his essay “La inundación.” The barbudos just arrived from the Sierra 

Maestra assume a historical stature that is transmuted throughout Piñera’s Havana: 

¿Qué es un barbudo? habrá siempre que insistir sobre la pregunta. Y la 

respuesta nos pasma de asombro. Un barbudo-Fidel Castro-no es ni más ni 

menos que Napoleón durante la campaña de Italia. ¿Y quiénes son Raúl 

Castro, Camilo Cienfuegos, Efigenio Almeijeiras, Che Guevara si no pura 

y simplemente Ney, Oudinot, Lannes, Massena, Soult…? […] [E]dades 

del mundo y cuadros de grandes pintores deambulaban por las calles 

habaneras. Los tiempos bíblicos con Jesús y sus doce apóstoles, juntos o 

desperdigados, podremos verlos en la esquina del Hilton. (12) 

Piñera’s reference to the biblical messiah aligns this essay with the author’s comments 

from “Piñera teatral” cited earlier regarding Jesús as the anti-Fidel.  Castro’s arrival 

signals the end of history as progress’s linear narrative; the obsolescence of this model 

means Piñera the historical-materialist can write at a moment of open dialogue with the 
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past. The historical-materialist assumes the allegorical power of the revolution itself to 

commune with history through his or her work, which is free to instantiate the unwritten 

past within the present moment of standstill.  

 However, this parallel between the revolution’s material intervention in history 

and the historical-materialist’s allegorical intervention in the past encounters significant 

tension when confronted with the teleological image of utopia. The possibility of 

realizing an ideal society in revolutionary time is the goal of revolutionary government, 

but not that of the historical-materialist critic.  As Benzaquén points out in her article, for 

Adorno and Horkheimer the historical-materialist critic criticizes but does not prescribe. 

The critic operates according to those critical categories available to him or her; such 

categories, inevitably derived from historicist thinking, are inadequate to respond to a 

truly radical future. For this reason the critic employs negative thinking (that is, the 

refusal to affirm any utopia) as a way to preserve absence as possibility, and thereby 

remain autonomous. Ultimately the messiah, and by extension the utopia he or she comes 

to usher in, is a nameless entity that exceeds analytical thought, and therefore is beyond 

the critic’s grasp. This condition defines and limits criticism, and so any honest critic 

must renounce the desire to speak to utopia and assign it a discrete value derived from 

Enlightenment thinking. “Only by refusing to write positively may thought guarantee, not 

truth itself, but the possibility of truth” (Benzaquén 151).  

 The tension between a revolutionary movement dedicated to utopian ends and 

critics who refuse to validate any end as utopian in itself is visible in Piñera’s essays of 

this period, beginning with “La inundación” in 1959, and resonates throughout the works 

of the teatro del absurdo of the 1960s. Piñera names several floods in his essay: the first 
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is the historical rupture already described; the second is “la inundación patética” which 

follows it. While the initial tide of historical interpenetration on an allegorical level 

confirmed the moment’s profound significance, the pathetic reality of transition that 

flowed in immediately afterwards dispelled, for Piñera at least, any hint of utopian 

thinking. The sudden displacement of thousands of former bureaucrats left without 

employment after the rebels’ victory signaled the potential for a new iteration of the 

familiar state of material misery: 

Este ejército encogido, este ejército con el arma precaria de la imploración 

defiende una causa, que las más de las veces, está perdida de antemano. Y 

detrás de todo esto: de la pulcritud de las ropas, lograda, Dios sabe a qué 

precio; de la falsa sensación de seguridad; de la obstinación de no darse 

por vencido, está el Hambre, el desamparo, la frustración y a veces, hasta 

el suicidio. (212) 

Piñera is still, like Oscar, the repository of his nation’s material miseries, regardless of 

ideology or telos. He is an instrument of literature, and as such he registers his foreboding 

at yet another flood: that of self-professed authors whose emergence is entirely a product 

of the triumph of the revolution, and who are committed not to the craft of writing and 

the beauty of literature, but to the ideology that freed them to speak: “Este tipo de escritor 

[…] lo es de pasada. Su verdadera personalidad habría que buscarla en el periodista o en 

el profesor. Dedicación máxima a lo uno o lo otro, y mínima al ejercicio de la literatura” 

(213).  

 Yet despite his misgivings and his unflinchingly critical gaze, at the essay’s end 

Piñera reaffirms his faith in the revolution, and defends the role of the author within it, 
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saying “el buen escritor es, por lo menos, tan eficaz para la Revolución como el soldado, 

el obrero o el campesino” (213). That faith was initially reciprocated in the years to 

follow by the revolutionary government, with special emphasis given to the theatre. As 

Piñera says in “Notas sobre el teatro cubano”: 

La Revolución tocó a todas las puertas y entre ellas a la del teatro. Esa 

puerta, que se mantuvo entornada por más de cuarenta años, se abrió de 

golpe, y automáticamente se puso en movimiento toda una complicada 

maquinaria. De las exiguas salitas-teatro se pasó a ocupar grandes teatros; 

de las puestas en escena de una sola noche se fue a una profusión de 

puestas y a su permanencia en los teatros durante semanas; […] se hizo lo 

que jamás se había hecho: dar una cantidad de dinero al autor que 

estrenara una obra. (44) 

Such a rapid transformation should be seen as nothing less than the legitimization of the 

Cuban theatre institution, accomplished practically overnight. What had previously been 

a marginalized artistic medium suddenly received the full support of the state for the first 

time in its history. The depth and variety of the government’s support included efforts to 

combat illiteracy among the public, the explosion of the number of subsidized publishing 

houses and the corresponding opportunities they offered authors who a short time prior 

had been living in abject poverty, and the simultaneous appearance of state-funded 

theatre groups and theatres.
59

 Notable achievements in the cultural arena, including for 

example the aforementioned crusade against illiteracy of 1961 and the general push to 

make culture a presence in the lives of all Cuban citizens, coupled with the relative 

autonomy allowed artists and critics during this period, made it seem at the time of Aire 
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frío’s publication that perhaps the revolution had opened the country to utopian 

possibility, even if, as a critic, Piñera could never affirm such a state. 

 However, the monadic quality of those first years after the revolution’s triumph 

would itself be ruptured by the intrusion of material history, and by the ideological 

consolidation and conformity that followed from it. The repercussions of the failed 

invasion at Playa Girón in April of 1961 would eventually render critical and artistic 

autonomy untenable in Cuba. It is within this climate that the mature teatro del absurdo 

would emerge, defined not by a gaze of reclamation into the past as is the case with Aire 

frío, but as a self-conscious space of difference that functioned according to the 

supposedly obsolete logic of Cuba’s historical absurd. That absurd was, in the eyes of the 

state, overturned by the revolutionary government’s legitimate assumption of authority. 

The messianic intervention in Cuba’s cyclical back-and-forth between citizen choteador 

and the most recent iteration of the series of (illegitimate) rulers represented the 

permanent negation of that repetitive instability. To insinuate otherwise was tantamount 

to criticizing the revolutionary project in its entirety, and carried with it severe 

consequences.  

 

3.2 Outside the Revolution: Ideological Consolidation and Confrontation 

 

 Over the course of the 1960s, the role of the intellectual and artistic critic in Cuba 

underwent a process of revision that reflected the broader phenomenon of ideological 

homogenization within the Cuban state. The diminishment of intellectual autonomy 

enacted by the revolutionary authorities was directed at a singular end: to bring Cuban 

critical practice into alignment with the dominant Marxist-socialist doctrine as it was 
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made manifest on the island. Playwrights and critics like Piñera, Anton Arrufat, and José 

Triana, who in the immediate aftermath of the revolution enjoyed a significant degree of 

critical latitude, grew increasingly concerned with the constrictiveness of their 

intellectual environment. Their essays and published statements from this period make 

clear their concern; their dramatic works, which can be marked as teatro del absurdo, 

respond to it directly, and defy the dominate voice of state authority in order to open 

space to allow different voices to emerge.  

 In order to capture the full significance of the teatro del absurdo not simply as an 

aesthetic category but as a critical one as well, the evolution of the revolutionary 

government’s stance on critical activity and critics themselves must be mapped in some 

depth. Following the schema proposed by Ángel Rama in his work Literatura y clase 

social (1983), this process can be charted linearly by isolating specific points of debate 

between the emissaries of the competing ideologies that direct and define critical, artistic, 

and (more broadly) cultural production. As will be shown, the tension explored by 

Aodrno and Horheimer that exists between the historical-materialist critic and the 

revolution whose utopia he cannot affirm would manifest itself in Cuba according to the 

logic of authenticity, and the test of ideological, as well as active, participation in the 

revolution. 

 Rama identifies two distinct attitudes towards critical inquiry assumed by the 

revolutionary government over the decade (1961-1971) considered. The first, which he 

marks as initiated by Castro’s “Palabras a los intellectuals” of June, 1961, and that 

extends until the Congreso Cultural of 1968, offers a defense of critical spirit as 

congruent with the revolutionary process, provided it does not infringe on the rights of 
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the revolution to exist and serve the people. During this initial period the careful 

ambiguity of the government’s position on creative freedom, most palpable in the domain 

of public edification and ideological formation, cultivated deep misgivings among artists 

and intellectuals concerning the revolution’s direction. The second period, which extends 

from 1968 (year of the polemic surrounding awards given by Casa de las Ámericas and 

UNEAC to works by Piñera and Arrufat, respectively, due to their ideologically 

ambiguous natures)
60

 to the I Congreso Nacional de Educación y Cultura of 1971, would 

see these anxities validated. These three years span the entirety of the infamous “caso 

Padilla,” the resolution of which conclusively confirmed the Cuban government’s 

ideological closure to difference, and therefore the rejection of sincere critical activity.
61

 

As Rama makes clear, it is important to recognize, in the context of the first phase 

mentioned, that the revolution, though inarguably socialist, was originally not wedded to 
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the explicit tenets of Marxism,
62

 and that the traction enjoyed by Marxist intellectuals 

within the revolutionary government during the regime’s initial years was slight.
63

 For 

this reason one may speak of communist writers as a small subset of the much broader 

category of revolutionary writers. This dynamic was set by Castro in his “Palabras,” and 

it was largely upheld until its revision by Che Guevara in his 1965 essay “El hombre y el 

socialismo en Cuba.”  

 It is, as Rama claims, overly reductive to distill Castro’s speech to the well-worn 

“dentro de la revolución, todo; fuera de la revolución, nada,” because this extracted 

remark taken out of context suggests the total absorption of all aspects of Cuban life by 

revolutionary ideology. In fact, Castro seems (initially at least) to be making a more 

subtle claim regarding the relation between the revolution, understood here as equivalent 

to the Cuban nation, and those individuals who harbor ideas that differ from, but do not 

oppose, the telos of the revolutionary government.
64

 Such individuals are neither 

revolutionaries nor counter-revolutionaries; they are, as Castro says, “honest people” 

who, because of their lack of total conviction on either side of the revolution, fear that the 

new regime might corral their creative liberties. The revolution should not reject those 

without conviction, but only “debe renunciar a aquellos que sean incorregiblemente 
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reaccionarios, que sean incorregiblemente contrarrevolucionarios” (Castro “Palabras”). In 

this way the revolution must adapt to material reality, rather than obligate conformity: 

La Revolución tiene que comprender esa realidad y, por lo tanto, debe 

actuar de manera que todo ese sector de artistas y de intelectuales que no 

sean genuinamente revolucionarios, encuentre dentro de la Revolución un 

campo donde trabajar y crear y que su espíritu creador, aun cuando no 

sean escritores o artistas revolucionarios, tenga oportunidad y libertad para 

expresarse, dentro de la Revolución. Esto significa que dentro de la 

Revolución, todo; contra la Revolución nada. Contra la Revolución nada, 

porque la Revolución tiene también sus derechos y el primer derecho de la 

Revolución es el derecho a existir y frente al derecho de la Revolución de 

ser y de existir, nadie.
65

 

Under this paradigm the revolution would function culturally as a heterotopia, allocating 

critical space for those who do not wish to actively support state dogma on the condition 

that their ideas do not in turn threaten the greater good of the revolution. Obviously, such 

a construction begs the question: who is to judge those threats that might arise, and how? 

 Castro provides the answer to this question later in his speech, and in so doing 

speaks to the reason behind his “Palabras,” as well as the two days of debate with the 

assembly of artists and intellectual to whom they were addressed. Earlier that same year, 

Pasado Meridiano (P.M.), a short film by Sabrá Cabrera Infante and the photographer 

Orlando Jiménez, appeared on state television as part of a weekly program under the 

direction of Lunes de revolución, the cultural supplement run by Guillermo Cabrera 
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Infante, and whose contributors included Piñera, Arrufat, and Triana. The film, which 

was fifteen mintues long, depicted in a free-style idiom a night out in Havana, complete 

with drunken dancing and street ambience. While seemingly innocuous in an ideological 

sense, P.M. was subsequently censured by the government; the artistic and intellectual 

Cuban community was scandalized, and Castro convened the June meetings in order to 

clear the air. The film’s suppression, he claimed, was simply an instance of the 

government exercising it right to eixst, which supercedes all other concerns: 

Y creo que ese es un derecho que no se discute. Hay además algo que 

todos comprendemos perfectamente: que entre las manifestaciones de tipo 

intelectual o artístico hay algunas que tienen una importancia en cuanto a 

la educación del pueblo o a la formación ideológica del pueblo, superior a 

otros tipos de manifestaciones artísticas. […] [U]no de esos medios 

fundamentales e importantísimos es el cine como lo es la televisión. […] 

¿pudiera discutirse en medio de la Revolución el derecho que tiene el 

Gobierno a regular, revisar y fiscalizar las películas que se exhiban al 

pueblo?  

Castro argues that those artistic mediums that serve as powerful vehicles of public 

edification and ideological formation (in this case, film and television), must for this 

reason be guided and informed by the revolutionary government. The state is authorized 

to intercede in the dissemination of art when the structure of dissemination assumes a 

massive audience, and when they represent a space of difference in the contest for the 

control of Cuba’s popular imagination. P.M. does not qualify as explicitly counter-

revolutionary in the manner Castro describes earlier in his speech, cited above. However, 
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because it is a film its discursive content does not matter so much as its potential for 

cultivating difference, and for the dissimenation of that difference via the edification of 

its public.  

 Within the same text Castro first defends, then negates, heterotopia as a model for 

cultural production within the Cuban state. While his concern in this speech is restricted 

to the mass mediums of television and cinema, the logic behind his explanation of the 

government’s suppression of P.M. seems applicable as well to theatre, since it too is a 

performative medium received by spectators. The contradiction at the heart of Castro’s 

position completely rejects artistic autonomy in those cases where broad public reception 

can be assumed. Under the terms put forth by Burger, the state’s position, most clearly 

decipherable through its actions regarding P.M. and Lunes de revolución later that year,
66

 

represents a regression from the bourgeois structuring of art as autonomous (and 

therefore either potentially irrelevant politically or potentially avant-garde) to an 

(implicit) condition of obligatory ideological alignment with state orthodoxy, in spite of 

the rhetorical overtures made against just such a position.  

 The allusion Castro makes to revolutionary heterotopia in his “Palabras” is in 

direct conflict with the actions taken by the state in the P.M. affair. To quote Pío Serrano,  

“junto a la ambiguedad del discurso llegaron las irrefutables certidumbres de los 

hechos.”
67

  This rhetorical ambiguity would be further resolved by Cuba’s governing 

authority in 1968. The initial period prior to overt censorship was defined by latent 
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tensions surrounding the ambiguous telos of the revolution, and the gradually diminishing 

creative space in which to explore them.    

 One of the most forceful defenses of the role of the autonomous revolutionary 

critic was penned by Piñera more than a year before Castro’s remarks. It appears in Lunes 

under the title “Pasado y presente de nuestra cultura,”
68

 and provides a useful point of 

reference to be held against the vision trumpeted by “Palabras.” Instead of the figure of 

the impotent intellectual endorsed by Castro, if not explicitly in his speech then 

concretely in the government’s actions, Piñera’s critic/writer wields significant power for 

public edification for the first time in Cuba’s history. The revolution has overturned the 

reign of the “caciques culturales,” those petty gatekeepers of institutional access and, 

most importantly, steady employment in the cultural arena of pre-revolutionary Cuba, 

and merged art and politics in a way that is highly reminiscent of Burger’s vital praxis. 

For this reason the critic/writer assumes a position of great importance as the legistalor of 

identity and the repository of the past, always in anticipation of the impending future: 

Un destino de escritor o de artista es algo más sutíl que cuatro o cinco 

demandas. Se trata en suma de dar un sentido, y un sentido nacional a 

nuestra cultura; de barrer con los viejos tabús, de decir las cosas por su 

nombre, de terminar de una vez por todas con la comunidad del respeto 

mutuo, de liquidar y hacer el balance de la generación precedente. Y si 

todo esto es irreverencia, entonces la Revolución que acaba de hacerse no 

tiene sentido alguno. (11) 

Whereas Aire frío affirms the revolutionary present by recuperating the past, Piñera’s 

essay clears the historical ground upon which such an allegorical intervention into history 
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could take place. The writer inhabits a privileged position in regard to history and the 

new, which he must synthesize in order to re-imagine Cuba and the Cuban people. The 

revolution as it is made manifest in art is in a perpetual state of discovery through its 

interaction with its audience, whose reality is the material that art molds into new forms 

with new names. It has no discrete end, no ideological point of rest, only the constant and 

unrelenting antagonism of the old and the new, the young, and the avant-garde. Revista 

Ciclón, with José Rodriguez Feo and Piñera at its helm, fought to challenge and provoke 

tradition and static culture. Piñera argues that the emerging generation of artists and 

visonaries should follow its example and refuse to shy away from polemics and 

confrontations with the forces of stagnation: 

La vieja guardia se pregunta espantada: ¿Pero a dónde iremos a parar con 

estos jóvenes airados? Y yo les contesto: precisamente, una Revolución no 

es otra cosa que una falange perpetua de jóvenes airados. Los hombres que 

hicieron posible la nuestra son jóvenes, y nunca pensaron en los paños 

tibios para barrer con un estado de cosas altamente insufribles. Que los 

jóvenes escritores y artistas de esta Revolución manifiesten su ira es sólo 

la consecuencia natural de un hecho histórico aplastante: la Revolución 

Cubana. No hay otra verdad. (12) 

Piñera’s revolutionary writer is a permanent vanguardist whose only end is constant 

motion, away from the conventional and towards the unknown. He or she is a 

manifestation of the revolution, not as an ideology but as an attitude, an energy that 

challenges all conventions. In the immediate context in which this essay was written 

those conventions were the remnants of the pre-revolutionary art institution and the 
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society of which it was a part. However, beginning with Castro’s “Palabras,” the 

revolutionary government would gradually come to assume a stance that placed it in 

opposition to the type of avant-garde revolution Piñera celebrates.  

 Piñera’s alignment of Ciclón with the “jovenes airados” of Lunes and the 

revolutionary vanguard is not achieved by explicit reference in the text. Instead, Mariano 

Rodríguez’s emblemic drawing, which appeared on the cover of each issue of Ciclón, is 

included as an accompanying illustration to Piñera’s piece. However, it is clear that 

Piñera is attempting to bridge the disjunct between pre and post-revolutionary Cuban 

culture by collapsing avant-garde and revolutionary attitudes into a shared space. In so 

doing he would retroactively validate his revolutionary credentials, as well as the rest of 

the Cuban avant-garde. Such a strategy anticipates the charges leveled against artists and 

intellectuals by Che Guevara in “El hombre y el socialismo en Cuba” from 1965, in 

which the author challenges those intellectuals who did not actively participate in the 

revolution (the honest people Castro sought to (rhetorically at least) provide creative 

space for in 1961) on the terms of their authenticity, as revolutionaries as well as good 

Cuban citizens. Piñera’s attempt to write the avant-garde into the revolutionary psyche 

would not be successful, at least at the official level. 

 However, the model of the autonomous, revolutionary intellectual presented by 

Piñera in his article would be echoed until the 1968 terminus point by two of the “jovenes 

airados” he calls attention to: Antón Arrufat and José Triana. Together these three 

playwrights would produce the most celebrated works of the post-revolutionary teatro del 

absurdo while simultaneously demarcating the critical terrain on which those works 

stand, not simply as products of creative expression unified by formal similarities, but as 
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the allegorical outposts of a space peripheral to ideological homogeneity. The same lack 

of telos for artistic creation that Piñera endorses is adapted and expanded upon by Arrufat 

in various pronouncements and articles during the period following Castro’s “Palabras.” 

In a statement read at the literary congress organized by UNEAC in Spetember, 1962, 

Arrufat made the case for art without ideology or political ends, and cited Friedrich 

Engels in defense of art’s autonomy: 

La crítica debe tener un fin a la vista. En esto se diferencia 

fundamentalmente de la creación. No niego que se pueda afirmar que el 

arte sirve fines más allá de sí mismo. Pero como afirmaba Federico 

Engels, no se exige del arte que se dé por enterado de esos fines: “Cuanto 

más se mantengan ocultas las opiniones políticas del autor tanto mejor 

será para la obra de arte”. Por lo tanto, una obra de arte se basta a sí misma 

como tal.
69

 (78) 

Rather than attempt to argue, as Piñera did, for art that is revolutionary because it is anti-

ideological, Arrufat adopts a stance that is aligned more closely with Ionesco’s moderate 

solipsism and art’s corresponding radical autonomy. Just as the work of art for Ionesco 

exists as a self-sufficient universe unaffected by exterior realities, for Arrufat said work 

should not be shaped by the consensus of critics or any legislators of taste: 

El crítico debe situarse y comprender los propósitos de una obra; y 

enjuiciar de acuerdo con ellos la eficacia y validez de los procedimientos, 

lo que se ha logrado y lo que no. Las teorías estéticas se hacen sobre lo 

que hay, sobre la obra que han realizado los artistas, no sobre lo que no 
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existe. Las teorías estéticas son a posteriori y parten de esa realidad que es 

la obra. (79) 

Arrufat’s claim here is provocative for its directness: criticism is the reaction to art and 

the “reality of the work,” and cannot appeal to any pre-existing schema that might 

interfere and distort what should be an unmediated communion with the work and its 

world. No reality supersedes that of the work itself.  

 Arrufat expands upon his opinions regarding the uneasy relationship between art 

and politics in a roundtable discussion convened on October 19, 1963, moderated by 

Piñera and dedicated to the question of contemporary Cuban theatre. The transcript of the 

discussion was published in 1964.
70

 Arrufat is joined by Triana, Abelardo Estorino, José 

Brene, and Nicolás Dorr as representatives of Cuba’s “new theatre.” These playwrights, 

all of them young enough to be considered generational peers of the Revolutionary 

period, are each given a chance to pontificate on the nature of emergent Cuban theatre, 

and then take questions by those in attendance.  

 As was the case for his remarks of 1962 cited above, Arrufat’s defense of 

experimental, anti-ideological theatre given at the 1963 roundtable is vigorous and 

forthright. While it comes in response to a question posed by Rubén Vigón, both to the 

table at large and to Triana in particular,
71

Arrufat speaks beyond the immediacy of the 

occasion and engages directly with the paradigm of politicized art as put forth by Castro 
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in his “Palabras.” In doing so he re-imagines revolutionary Cuba in a way that confronts 

and disrupts the obligatory fixation on ideological purity: 

Yo creo que si vamos viviendo todos dentro del socialismo, iremos como 

autores lentamente haciendo una obra socialista, es decir, una obra que 

refleje el socialismo. […] [L]a vida no es como un corte, que se corta una 

tela con una tijera, o como se corta así <<paf>> y se cortó el mundo 

burgués. No, el mundo burgués sigue prologándose dentro del socialismo. 

[…] [E]l pasado sigue prologándose […] [H]ay una cosa que va entrando 

dentro de la nueva sociedad. Esa cosa es la cultura, es toda una tradición 

que entra y que uno tiene el derecho absoluto de utilizar […] Hasta ahora 

no hay más que esa cultura, la que tenemos a nuestra mano, la cultura de 

la cual estamos formados y la cultura en la cual irán formándose 

generaciones y generaciones. El resto es color local. (106) 

Arrufat’s audacity continues: immediately following the above excerpt he draws a 

distinction between “la estructura del socialismo” and “la vida dentro del socialismo,” 

implying that the life lived within a socialist structure is and should be determined by 

culture that is not dependent upon that structure to exist (106). Whereas Castro awards 

the responsibility of public edification to the state, Arrufat affirms the formative power of 

culture while rejecting any push to harness that power to an ideology. Culture and the life 

lived within it are equal parts cause and effect; the dynamic that unifies them is circular, 

eternal, and open to infinite variations.  
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 The culture Arrufat speaks to is cosmopolitan and universal. It transcends insular 

tendencies in order to make differences apprehensible, while at the same time 

maintaining those differences as cultural singularities: 

[E]so que nosotros creemos ahora que está mal, esa especie de barbarie 

que entra en nuestra obra, que rompe un poco con lo que se acostumbra 

dentro de lo europeo, esa especie de barbarie que irrumpe, es nuestra 

aportación, lo que tenemos que decir. No sé si el tiempo me dará la razón, 

aunque yo creo que el tiempo nunca habla, sino los hombres. (106)  

Whereas Piñera in his 1961 article sought to synthesize revolutionary and avant-garde 

attitudes in a way that would allow the artist to retain creative control of his or her work, 

given that their worldview subsumed that embodied by the revolution (and, therefore, the 

state as well), Arrufat argues instead for the preservation of culture’s traditionally 

autonomous status.  In so doing he posits a space of cultural edification that exceeds what 

the state controls, and that is open to divergent voices and histories. Such a realm of 

universal culture, where differences are allowed the freedom to mutually influence one 

another without enforcing homogeneity and exclusion, is a clear manifestation of 

heterotopia.  

 In his 1967 essay “Para acercarse al teatro del absurdo,” José Triana expands 

upon the heterotopic nature of universal culture as recognized by Arrufat, specifically as 

it corresponds to the Theatre of the Absurd. At the same time, he aligns the genre of the 

absurd with the type of revolutionary attitude described by Piñera, thereby synthesizing 

within the category of the absurd the two strains of anti-ideological creation (permanent 

revolution and total autonomy) celebrated by his two contemporaries. More than any 
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other, this document calls into being the Cuban teatro del absurdo as a critical category 

and a space of difference by virtue of its historical context and the critical archive, briefly 

explored here, to which it refers.  

 Triana’s essay is the prologue to the collection Teatro del absurdo, which 

includes Beckett’s Fin de partie, Ionesco’s Rhinoceros, Harold Pinter’s The Guardian, 

and Slawomir Mrozek’s Karol, each selected and annotated by Piñera. Triana enumerates 

multiple strands of absurdist predecessors (among them Quevedo, Shakespeare, 

Baudelaire and Twain) to the Theatre of the Absurd in order to set the parameters of 

absurdity as broadly as possible. The cyclical quality he awards the category allows him 

to align it with moments of historical transition in the arts, when trusted antecedents are 

revealed to be false and obsolete, and new forms are discovered in the unreal and 

unknown. Triana offers a succinct definition of the Theatre of the Absurd which 

expresses this revolutionary quality: “El teatro del absurdo se nutre de lo antiguo y de lo 

moderno, aplicando un método riguroso para acercarse e interpretar la realidad en todas 

sus circunvoluciones, contradicciones dialécticas e irracionales de lo individual y social” 

(XII). Under this formulation the Theatre of the Absurd is invested with the power to 

develop critical consciousness through a confrontation with the irrational paradoxes of 

reality. 

 Beyond the explicit set of claims Triana makes in defense of the Theatre of the 

Absurd, by marking it as the product of the entirety of the Western literary tradition he 

places it in opposition to Cuban insularity in a way identical to Arrufat’s formulation of 

“culture.” The distrust of foreign intellectual and artistic trends was a prevailing attitude 

among critics from the closure of Lunes onward. As Lobato Morchón states, “emular a 
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Ionesco, a Beckett o a Genet era un signo de colonización cultural,” as well as an attempt 

to distance one’s self and work from collective Cuban reality (262).
72

 Triana addresses 

these two charges in a way that demonstrates the threat posed by the Theatre of the 

Absurd to conceptual authority. He emphasizes the revolutionary nature of the Theatre of 

the Absurd and its antecedents on the level of world history, thereby making the implicit 

claim that the artist’s role as the agent of cultural transformation is similar to that of the 

Revolutionary engaged in transforming material reality through insurgency: 

Si el presente evoluciona hay que destruir lo que trata de permanecer y es 

viejo y no funciona de acuerdo a las nuevas condiciones creadas, hay que 

eliminar las costumbres caducas, la estupidez, la mediocridad, aceptadas 

como indispensables en los mecanismos de la sociedad y del individuo. 

Las nuevas corrientes políticas, económicas, engendran siempre nuevas 

concepciones éticas y artísticas; y de ahí la razón por la que estos 

creadores buscan y luchan. (Triana XIV) 

Triana employs the absurd in a manner reminiscient of Bennett in terms of its paradox-

based edification, all the while defining it as an essentially revolutionary attitude that is a 

permanent fixture of historical culture. In this way the Theatre of the Absurd is the 

manifestation of both universal/Western and Cuban/revolutionary histories. The absurd 

bridges these two cases: what has always been radical in art has now been transmuted 
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 The views expressed by the critic Natividad González Freire in her Teatro cubano (1927-1961), 

published 1961, provide a representative example of what was common critical currency at the time: 

“Además de los autores aquí estudiados, están surgiendo otros-ya asoman en los concursos de obras 

dramáticas-que comprenden que su mejor contribución a la consolidación de la Revolución es hacer un 

teatro combative, que refleje las luchas y los anhelos del pueblo cubano. Esta actitud beligerante del 

dramaturgo no debe entenderse como intromisión política en el campo del arte, sino como el único teatro 

que cabe hacer en el momento actual. Solamente una falsa concepción estética, no ajena a los intereses que 

siempre oprimieron a nuestra patria, ha podido hacer creer que el arte es independiente de las luchas 

sociales del hombre. Nada más falso ni más maligno.” (165) 
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into the political as revolution. Triana is expanding upon Piñera’s initial hybridization of 

art and politics by applying a categorical framework to the terms involved. That 

framework is the Theatre of the Absurd. His formulation of the modern artist as engaged 

in a historic and universal struggle to enact newness diminishes the role of local context 

in that struggle. The foreign influences which were perceived as a threat to Cuban 

nationalism are here brought into intimate contact, making nations and cultures 

intelligible to one another while at the same time maintaining their unique and defining 

differences. Revolutionary spirit of the type Triana describes exceeds the confinement 

intrinsic to monovocal authority; it is a collective of multiple voices all striving to speak 

new words. The Theatre of the Absurd according to Triana is heterotopia, and as such it 

is irreconcilable with an authority that seeks to eliminate discursive difference.
73

  

 The state’s position on the issue of artistic autonomy and discursive difference, 

initially articulated in Castro’s “Palabras,” was decisively revised and unequivocably 

stated in 1968, pivotal year of the “Meditación de 68” and the re-orientation of Cuban 

culture. The Primero Seminario Nacional de Teatro (First National Theatre Seminar), 

held in Havana celebrated from the 14
th

 to the 20
th

 of December of 1967, saw the 

pronouncement of a new direction for dramatic expression. As Lobato Morchón notes: 

La “Declaración de principios” (recogida en Pianca, 1990, 343-346) 

aprobada por el millar largo de participantes convirtió en consigna, en 

doctrina official, la exigencia de convertir el teatro en “instrumento de una 
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 The revolutionary government’s antipathy towards difference was not restricted solely to the arena of 

representation, however. Homosexuality was considered a deviant and counter-revolutionary proactice and 

forcibly suppressed by the state. The infamous “Noche de los Tres Pes” of 1962 was an active push by the 

government to combat “prostitución,” “proxenatas” (pimps), and “pederastas”, according to Lobato 

Morchón (261), or “pájaros” according to Arrufat; see Carlos Espinosa Virgilio Piñera en persona (2003), 

216. Piñera was arrested and detained during the sweep, in what was a traumatizing event in his life. See 

Espinosa’s work for Arrufat’s complete account of Piñera’s experience.  



161 

 

ideología”. Así, frente a “la concepción fatalista del hombre y la sociedad, 

propia del medio burgués”-es decir, frente a la dramaturgia de cuño 

existencialista o absurdista-se proponga un teatro que, “desde una posición 

crítica-revolucionaria”, evite “las desviaciones ideológicas” para así 

“ayudar, en la medida de nuestras fuerzas, a la Revolución”. (268-9) 

 In 1968 Humberto Padilla received the UNEAC poetry prize for Fuera de juego, Arrufat 

received first drama prize for Los siete contra Thebes, and Piñera won the Casa de las 

Américas prize for theatre for Dos viejos pánicos. Each of these works was charged with 

containing anti or counter-revolutionary aspects due to the artistic liberties taken by their 

authors. Arrufat’s play, an adaptation of the classical Greek drama set within a post-

revolutionary Cuban context, did not win a unanimous decision from the judges’ panel at 

the UNEAC. The two Cubans on the panel, Juan Larco and Raquel Revuelta, sister of 

Vicente, expressed their disagreement with the judges’ decision to award first prize to 

“una obra que mantiene, a nuestro juicio, posiciones ambiguas frente a problemas 

fundamentales que atañen a la revolución cubana” in a vote published separately (271). In 

the same vein, the edition of Arrufat’s work published in November of that year carried 

with it an extensive “Declaración” as a preface: 

[E]n la que el comité director del UNEAC manifesta, también, ‘su total 

desacuerdo con los premios concedidos’ (Arrufat 1968, 7-16) tanto en la 

modalidad de teatro como en la de poesía […] y lamentan que lo ‘puntos 

conflictivos en un orden político’ que las obras presentan no hayan sido 

‘tomados en consideración al dictarse el fallo’ (7). (Lobato Morchón 271) 
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 If Triana’s “Para acercarse al teatro del absurdo” synthesizes Piñera and Arrufat’s 

positions into a coherent whole under the moniker of teatro del absurdo, then the article 

“Sobre algunos corrientes de la crítica y la literatura en Cuba,” initially published in the 

Cuban military’s weekly magazine Verde Olivo in November and December of 1968 

under the pseudonym Leopoldo Ávila,
74

 operates in a similar way, though to very 

different ends. By borrowing heavily from both Castros’ “Palabras” and Che’s “El 

Hombre y el Socialismo en Cuba,” it forges a viewpoint that is diametrically opposed to 

Triana’s, and committed to the closure, rather than the expansion, of the field of 

difference. As Rama points out, coming as it did in the wake of the UNEAC polemic, this 

essay was disseminated in other media organs throughout Cuba as well: 

Las publicaciones cubanas se mantuvieron al margen de la campaña, 

limitándose a reproducir, con unanimidad, uno de los artículos de 

Leopoldo Ávila, titulado “Sobre algunas Corrientes de la crítica y la 

literatura en Cuba” el cual atacaba la “depolitización” de la creación 

literaria y de la crítica cubanas y reclamaba una literatura militante que 

mostrara los temas de la revolución a partir de una conciencia política 

conquistada mediante la participación en las tareas de las revolución. 

(Rama 239) 

While Ávila’s essay reproduces a lengthy excerpt of Castro’s “Palabras” in order to 

reaffirm it as the point of departure for any debate over artistic and intellectual liberty 

within revolutionary Cuba, “Sobre algunos Corrientes” is more closely aligned with 
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 Regarding the true author of the article, Rama says the following: “Parte de esta serie fue recogida en 

Lourdes Casal (ed.) El caso Padilla: literature y revolución en Cuba, Miami, Ediciones Nueva Atlántida, 

s.f. La autora de la recopilación atribuye el seudónimo Leopoldo Ávila al crítico José A. Portuondo, pero 

sin dar ninguna probanza de su aserto” (239). 
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Che’s belief in the impossibility of contemporary intellectuals (those who Castro had 

called “honest people” seven years prior) ever being true revolutionaries.
75

  Following the 

quote taken from Che’s essay, Ávila makes this observation:  

No se tuvo en muchos casos una actitud revolucionaria, de autocrítica, de 

profundización en los conceptos vertidos por el Che. Hubo entonces y hay 

hasta ahora, en ciertas zonas, el vergonzoso runruneo, cuando no el chiste 

autosuficiente e irrespetuoso sobre esas afirmaciones. […] Por el camino 

del ablandamiento ideológico, de la despolitización absoluta se llega a la 

tontería, pero, a veces, a la contrarrevolución. (Revista Unión 196,  

September 1968)  

This reference to “chiste irrespetuoso” is an elaboration on a larger theme, introduced at 

the beginning of the article: “Lo que nos preocupa en la crítica literaria al uso […] no es 

sólo su despolitización (que suele ser una jugarreta política no revolucionaria) sino la 

ausencia absoluta de seriedad” (194).  

 By drawing a parallel between a lack of seriousness and the threat of counter-

revolution, the author is attacking the foundation of the teatro del absurdo: choteo. Any 

attitude that demonstrates sweeping disdain for all types of authority is inconsistent with 

the collectivist project of the revolution as defined here. Such an attitude is an 

anachronism in post-revolutionary Cuba, a remnant of the decadent past, but it is far from 

harmless. Choteo and, by extension, the teatro del absurdo on which it relies, cultivate 
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 “Resumiendo, la cupabilidad de muchos de nuestros intelectuales y artistas reside en su pecado original; 

no son auténticamente revolucionarios. […] Las nuevas generaciones vendrán libres del pecado original. 

Las probabilidades de que surjan artistas excepcionales serán tanto mayores cuanto más se haya 

ensanchado el campo de la cultura y la posibilidad de expresión. Nuestra tarea consiste en impedir que la 

generación actual, dislocada por sus conflictos, se pervierta y pervierta a las nuevas.” Ernesto Guevara, “El 

socialismo y el hombre en Cuba,” Obras (Havana: Casa de las Américas, 1970): 380.  
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behaviors the state would prefer to see extinguished forever. Because the teatro del 

absurdo stages those behaviors publicly it is seen by the revolutionary government as 

competing for ideological control of the populace’s edification.  

 The lack of seriousness that is intrinsic to choteo is associated with another 

quality, recognized by Mañach and reimagined by Piñera, one that runs counter to the 

revolution’s agenda: individualism. Ávila echoes Castro’s professed desire to see 

“authentic” Cuban writers compose works that celebrate lyrically the Cuban people and 

their nation.
76

 Instead of participating in the work of legitimization that followed the 

revolution’s triumph, artists and intellectuals are condemned for lacking the respect for 

authority such work demands, and for refusing to relinquish their claims to individual 

importance in favor of improving the communal well-being of their countrymen: 

Entre los intelectuales de este país, e incluso dentro de algunos organismos 

hay gente piñera y fraccionalista que tiende a explicar toda actitud desde 

el punto de vista que ha regido las suyas: los resentimientos personales o 

los deberes solidarios con la pequeña tribu a la que pertenecen. Nosostros 

no andamos en esos rejuegos. Nuestro grupo es demasiado grande para 

llamarlo así: lo forman el pueblo trabajador, sus soldados, estudiantes, su 

Partido, sus dirigentes. Decimos nuestras opiniones con la firmeza y la 

limpieza que creemos imprescindibles para servir a la Revolución. 

(Emphasis mine) (197) 
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 Trenchant excerpt from Castro’s quote included by Ávila: “Y dentro de treinta años quizás tendremos 

ciertos escritores escribiendo lo que pasó ahora, tiene que espabilarse e ir allí y aprender de la gente y de la 

vida, periodistas y escritores. Allí donde el drama humano adquiera su mayor intensidad y su mayor fuerza. 

En las oficinas, por aquí no se hacen esas cosas. En la rutina de todos los días no; hay que ir allí” (195).  
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The overt reference to “gente piñera” places Piñera and all those who identify with him in 

opposition to the interests of the state and the people. Intellectuals of their sort are deaf to 

the call of a higher duty, of self-sacrifice and patriotic spirit. Such a direct and personal 

allusion to Piñera is in line with another, only partially submerged theme that recurs 

throughout the article: that of homophobia. There are multiple examples in the text that 

demonstrate the revolutionary government’s hostility towards homosexuals and 

indulgence in the cult of masculinity: “Llorar como magdalenas sobre sus recuerdos, es 

arbitrario y poco masculino” (196); “…podemos librar del despeñadero esfuerzos que 

merecen mejor fin que el comadreo liberal de algunas capillas y limpiar nuestra cultura 

de contrarrevolucionarios, extravagantes y reblandecidos” (198); “Esos mismos nuevos 

creadores que hasta ahora sólo han recibido por parte de algunos falsamente consagrados, 

o el cierre absoluto, o la aceptación recelosa, o, en peores casos, el abrazo contaminador” 

(emphases mine) (198).  

 “Sobre algunos corrientes” formalizes the re-mapped Cuban imaginary. Its 

unimpeded passage to dissemenation via several literary magazines, signaled by Rama, 

affirms the institutional authority that legitimizes the power it projects. It erases the space 

afforded the “honest” critics Castro spoke to seven years before by positing one preferred 

path of artistic creation (celebratory social-realism) and liquidating all others as threats to 

the revolution. Artists who do not vociferously champion that revolution are now outside 

of it, and therefore hostile to its survival. To those like Piñera, Arrufat and Triana who 

rejected telos in the domain of aesthetics, and who endorsed the lack thereof either as the 

manifestation of revolutionary culture (Piñera and Triana) or as the preservation of 
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artistic and cultural autonomy (Arrufat), the state’s reponse was brutally clear: the only 

ideology was the revolution; the only telos was the triumph of the state it had borne.  

 

3.3 El teatro del absurdo: Culmination and Closure 

 The teatro del absurdo as it is understood in the context of this study can be 

defined according to four discernible themes and influences, each of which is figured to 

some significant degree by the historically-critical consciousness of the author 

responsible. Those themes are, in no particular order, as follows: 1) the presence of a 

cosmopolitan space of difference within the work, conceptually figured here as 

heterotopia; 2) the affirmation of history’s immutability, coupled with the denial of 

utopian amnesia of the past, generally made manifest through the incorporation of 

repetition and ritual in the play; 3) the employment and expansion of the strain of choteo 

proposed by Piñera, which challenges via performance collective sameness and 

submission to ideological purity by revealing the illegitimacy of their authority; and 4) an 

engagement in the edification of the public via an ambiguity of ends, or anti-telos, that 

obliges the specatator to critically consider ideological tensions between conflicting 

worlds, theatrical or otherwise. These elements, while distinguishable as singularities, are 

also interdependent. They are points of hermeneutic correspondence that make manifest 

the central role history plays in the teatro del absurdo, not simply as a formative matrix 

but also as a term in circulation and under interrogation within the works themselves.  

 This final section of chapter three analyzes three works of the post-revolutionary 

teatro del absurdo: Triana’s La noche de los asesinos (1965), Arrufat’s Todos los 

domingos (1966), and Piñera’s Dos viejos pánicos (1968). Each of these plays engages 
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with and dynamically expands the themes above on a textual level. In addition, their 

respective performance histories reveal the hostile ideological terrain upon which the 

works were received, and anticipate the closure of the teatro del absurdo’s space of 

divergence from ideological authority.  

 Of the three, La noche de los asesinos is, it seems, of special significance as an 

object of ideological contestation and tension. This is due in large part to the contrast in 

the public’s reception of the play inside and outside of Cuba, and a corresponding critical 

misapprehension Diana Taylor calls attention to in Theatre of Crisis: while Cuban 

commentators rejected the play as antirevolutionary for reasons that will be explored 

shortly, foreign, predominately European critics celebrated the play as a universal work, 

analyzing it in isolation from its political and historical context.  La noche de los asesinos 

occupies ground that cannot be understood as insular or universal, and instead challenges 

the underlying ideological architecture that structures these concepts. Its defining 

thematic feature is an ambiguity so pervasive it shocks the spectator into a confrontation 

with the central historical paradox of its day: that of institutionalized revolution.
77

 

 Taylor rejects applying the category of the Theatre of the Absurd to Latin 

American works, choosing instead to introduce her Theatre of Crisis as a workable 

substitute that corresponds more faithfully to socihistoric context. According to Taylor, 

whereas the Theatre of the Absurd as defined by Esslin represents a crisis ideology that 

responds exclusively to the disintegration of the individual subject, the Theatre of Crisis 

incorporates the objective facet of crisis that the canonical absurdists disregard. Because 
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 Antonio José Ponte refers to the phenomenon of institutionalized revolution in the context of the Special 

Period in El libro perdido de los origenistas: “Las revoluciones institucionalizadas son especialmente 

rememorativas. Rumian el único momento revolucionario, el del triunfo sobre el antiguo régimen. 

Revolucionan, giran alrededor de ese recuerdo” (12).  
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the Theatre of the Absurd ignores objective reality in favor of the subjective, any attempt 

to transpose such a category to a sociohistoric context in which objective reality is 

undergoing profound and systematic transformation, as is the case in a revolutionary 

society, should be viewed as ideologically charged. The Theatre of the Absurd, following 

Taylor, is guilty of perpetuating the myth of individual subjective agency, autonomous 

from history and society, and therefore incapable of enacting substantive change in either 

domain.  

 Taylor employs her Theatre of Crisis as a critical framework that can be applied 

broadly to Latin American nations undergoing deep political transitions, generally in the 

aftermath of revolutionary violence. The breadth of the category’s application sets a 

regional threshold as a necessary condition for any other category, including the Theatre 

of the Absurd: in order for such a category to have heuristic value within Taylor’s project 

it must exceed purely country-specific, local significance. By setting the parameters of 

her study so broadly Taylor has foreclosed upon the teatro del absurdo as it is developed 

here, since the Cuban valence of the category is the product of a sociohistoric landscape, 

unique to Cuba, that includes and allows for the refashioning of European theatrical 

forms and styles to represent and participate in local history, not only through the works 

themselves but also through their ideological circulation and currency. Taylor is restricted 

in her analysis by her own implicit preconditions, and is locked out of recognizing the 

historical-materialist dimension of the Theatre of Absurd, as a material object as well as a 

critical category.   

 In spite of these shortcomings, when considered according to the logic of 

Quigley’s open heuristic exploration of commonalities, Taylor’s analysis of La noche de 
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los asesinos demonstrates features that align directly with the terms put forth in this 

study. It is instructive to note that Taylor’s broad empirical point of closure (in this case, 

the proposal of the category of “Theatre of Crisis” as the definitive taxonomical model 

for Latin American theatre of this time) is what prohibits a more dynamic and complete 

assessment of the teatro del absurdo as it evolved and existed within Cuba, a fact that 

seems to validate Quigley’s paradigm. Rather than import new designations in order to 

differentiate and empirically finalize heuristics, we would be well served by remembering 

Burger’s statement concerning the material-historical value of critical categories for 

criticism, as objects that reflect the historicist nature of criticism. In Taylor’s desire to re-

appropriate Latin American cultural products from Eurocentric or Occidental models and 

position them within a categorical system that is open and faithful to a Latin American 

sociohistoric context, the teatro del absurdo, a Latin American category that puts forth a 

local meaning for a “universal” concept, is overwritten or miscast.  

 The points of alignment between Taylor’s analysis of Noche and its status within 

the teatro del absurdo as defined here are chiefly arrayed in relation to her treatment of 

the play’s ambiguity, and that ambiguity’s valence within post-revolutionary Cuba. As 

Taylor indicates, Triana’s loyalty to the revolution during its first decade should not be 

questioned, since the author was a fidelista and a prominent member of UNEAC. 

However, the vagueness intrinsic to Noche ran counter to the views of this newly-formed 

revolutionary institution: 

Assassins is a play about revolution written at the height of Triana’s 

influence in the fidelista party, yet the ambiguity of his formulation of 

“revolution” precipitated an estrangement from that movement which 
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culminated in the playwright’s exile to France in 1980. UNEAC 

considered ambiguity itself antirevolutionary, arguing that “the problems 

of our times are not abstract; they have names and are concretely 

localizable. We must define that against which we fight as well as the 

name in which we fight.”
78

 (Taylor 67) 

The state of perpetual revolution Triana celebrates in “Para acercarse al teatro del 

absurdo” seems to imply the continuous confrontation with ambiguity in an attempt to 

improve scoial reality, a drive fueled by open critical engagement. The 

institutionalization of the revolution presupposes the (always premature) resolution of 

ambiguity, and anticipates the closure of critical engagement. As Taylor claims, in 

Noche: 

Triana expresses his views on the recently triumphant revolution. The 

violent usurpation of political power did not guarantee social renovation. 

The challenge of the revolution was to create a new system of power that 

would not reproduce the oppression and dependency of the ones before. 

(78) 

Triana, it could be said, captures the depth and vastness of that challenge in the play. The 

honest ambiguity of his work was received with hostility by the revolutionary institution 

for reasons Taylor makes clear: 

In spite of the seeming impossibility of maintaining an other in a totalizing 

world, the work’s unfinished and ambiguous nature in fact points to an 

other way of being. Because it undermines frameworks that allow us to 

formulate meaning in any clear, unequivocal way, the play resists 
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 Taylor extracts this quote from Arrufat’s Los siete contra Tebas (1968): 11-12.  
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assimilation. The play is untotalizable and, as such, external to the 

totalizing world it portrays. […] The only way to be other, the play 

suggests (in spite of the many overt attacks against indeterminancy), is 

through ambiguity. Ambiguity, by nature untotalizable, threatens the very 

notion of totality. When revolution offers no possibility of critical 

distancing, when there is “nothing” outside the revolution, then the only 

other space is the area of ambiguity within the confines of the 

revolutionary frame itself. (84) 

As has been argued, that “other space,” that “area of ambiguity,” is populated and 

demarcated by the teatro del absurdo. 

 La noche del los asesinos is a two-act play with a cast of three characters: the 

siblings Lalo, Cuca, and Beba. In the introductory didascalia Triana includes these points 

of reference, among others: “ÉPOCA Cualquiera de los años 50. […] PERSONAJES 

[…] Estos personajes son adultos y sin embargo conservan cierta gracia adolescente, 

aunque un tanto marchita. Son, en último término, figuras de un museo en ruinas” 

(Triana 74). The entirety of the play’s action takes place within the confines of a single 

dilapidated room, the “museo en ruinas” Triana refers to and which is adorned sparsely. 

A door at the rear of the stage wall interrupts the sense of self-containment bordering on 

entrapment that is cultivated in the play. The door is refered to in the first line of dialogue 

(“LALO.-Cierra esa puerta” (75)) and just prior to the play’s finale (“LALO.-Abre esa 

puerta…” (128)). What ocurrs between these commands issued by Lalo, the older brother 

of the two girls, is a meta-theatrical event that either re-enacts, substitutes, or is a 

rehearsal for the murder of the siblings’ parents, by Lalo’s hand. This event takes the 
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form of theatrical play, or ritual, complete with previously defined roles that rotate and 

pass between the characters according to some commonly known order. Each character 

moves between roles (which include neighbors, figures of authority like policemen and 

judges, and finally the parents themselves), while at the same time lapsing into seemingly 

off-scripted reactions that come in excess to their game, and affirm its dramatic violence. 

It seems that the play is but a single iteration in a series of plays, given dialogue at the 

beginning (“BEBA.-[…] La representación ha empezado. CUCA.- ¿Otra vez?” (75)) and 

the end (“BEBA.- (Seria de nuevo.) Está bien. Ahora me toca a mí.” (128)) of the work.  

 The ritualistic theatricality of La noche de los asesinos can be traced to the 

formative influence Jean Genet exercised on Triana, particularly through his work Les 

bonnes.
79

 In addition, the state of entrapment within repetition that shades towards torture 

can be seen as inherited in part from Sartre’s Huis clos (1944). These works share 

significant formal and thematic features with the play, yet their points of difference with 

it are in many ways more informative, and will be considered in the pages to come. 

Another foreign influence, one that is perhaps more discernible in the domain of 

performance rather than that of the text alone, is Antonin Artaud’s Theatre of Cruelty. 

The depth of Artaud’s impact on the staging of Triana’s work is evident in the program 

from the play’s first performance in 1966. The Teatro Estudio staged the performance 

with Vincente Revuelta directing, at the Teatro Hubert de Blanck in Havana.
80

 Revuelta 

makes clear his intention to apply the principles of the Theatre of Cruelty to the 
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 For more on this see Daniel Meyran’s introduction to La noche de los asesinos (Madrid: Catedra, 2001), 

15. 
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 While Teatro Estudio was undoubtedly ideologically charged and pedagogical in intention, this did not 

prohibit Revuelta’s group from staging many, if not all, of the prominent avant-garde works of its day, 

including both Asesinos and Todos los domingos.  
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performance in a didactic section of the lengthy program entitled “Sobre la puesta en 

escena”: 

La dirreción ha utilizado algunos principios del teatro de la crueldad 

para el montaje de esta obra. Como es la primera vez que entre nosotros se 

realiza una dirección escénica de este tipo, advertimos que el teatro de la 

crueldad no es una colección de hechos sensacionalistas y morbosas, una 

reparación modernizada del “gran guiñol”- consecuencia extrema del 

naturalismo-o un repertorio de situaciones efectistas sacadas de la crónica 

roja. Se trata de algo más serio. [Emphasis in the original] (Theatre 

program, Consejo nacional de cultura, CNIAE archives) 

This introduction to the Theatre of Cruelty prefaces a more detailed explication of 

Artuad’s work and influences that expands to include the manner in which the priniciples 

of his theatre were applied to the performance of Triana’s play. Among those points 

offered as examples by the Teatro Estudio is the following: “La puesta en escena ha 

formado pequeños núcleos independientes y sucesivos, cada uno de los cuales golpea 

valores sensibles e ideológicos distintos. Tienen un valor en sí mismos. Ofrecen una 

visión múltiple de significados” (Ibid).  The ambiguity that Taylor calls attention to, and 

that threatened the ideological totality of the institutionalized revolution, is here 

formulated in a manner that clearly suggests heterotopia.  

 However, it is not clear that the Theatre of Cruelty as presented by Artaud in Le 

Théâtre et son Double (1938) is totally compatible with a performance as consciously 

heterotopic as Revuelta’s appears to have been. Rather than operate as a multiplicity of 

monadic meanings, each one challenging ideologically formed sensibilities both on its 
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own terms as well as by virtue of its participation in a larger cloud of divergent possible 

interpretations, Artaud’s Theatre of Cruelty rejects difference in favor of the unity of the 

perfect spectacle. Such a theatre avoids the fragmentation of the self by manifesting the 

return to a primordial state before language, where metaphysically complete images and 

symbols might emerge and instantiate what could be considered the ideal singularity of 

chaos-before-form.This type of gestural anarchy strives to bring forth a utopia of theatre 

through the ceremonial collapse of matter into form, real/performative image into 

intellectual/textual image. The heterotopic performance Revuelta refers to provides space 

for difference, while the Theatre of Cruelty attempts to extinguish difference 

metaphyscially.  

While Taylor does not use heterotopia as a governing concept in her analysis 

Noche, she does address the role utopia plays within Triana’s work, awarding it a dual 

function. The first encompasses the idealistic revolutionary utopia of Cuba’s first hero of 

independence, José Martí, and the play’s interpretation of that idealism’s failure to halt 

the repetition of historical despair: 

The utopia envisioned by José Martí has failed. Lalo remains trapped in a 

parental body that rejects him, locked in an annihilating family structure 

that deforms him: biology as history and history as biological process. 

Here, then, we have repetition not only as circularity and substitution but 

also as degeneration. Each new revolution bespeaks new failures, deeper 

depths of despair. (Taylor 79) 

The second conceptual function of utopia operates at the level of performance, in 

conjunction with Theatre of Cruelty. By posing the play as a possible preparation for a 
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symbolic act, a rehearsal that occurs according to previously agreed upon rules and that 

features the repetition of specific language, theatre itself emerges as a domain in which: 

[The siblings] may be able to generate a new Ideal, out of which will grow 

a new Real. This is the revolution’s utopian project. In this sense, 

revolutionaries are absolutists and romantics. This is also theatre’s utopian 

project as described by Artaud’s “life renewed by theatre, a sense of life in 

which man fearlessly makes himself master of what does not yet exist, and 

brings it into being” (Double 13). (79) 

Theatre as a space of creation becomes revolutionary, while the revolution in turn 

becomes theatrical. But, as Taylor argues, Triana problematizes the idealism inherent in 

Artaud’s logic as well, deflating the possibility of complete self-creation which, it seems, 

is the only manner one might create a truly new Real, removed from the contamination of 

cyclical history: “How can revolution create a new society without recreating the 

problems of the previous one? The roles, images, and ideas produced and reproduced in 

Assassins illustrate that without a conceptual breakthrough, progress is illusory” (81). 

Artaud’s unity of performance, his ideal theatre, is doomed to remain an abstraction, as is 

the revolution’s desire to break with history and start afresh.  

 But while the repetition of Noche seems to preclude both revolutionary and 

theatrical utopia in performance, since there is no space beyond the historical from which 

“new” images and ideals can be imported onstage to revise the real, there does seem to 

exist a margin within the reception of performance that might offer some distance from 

the violence of failed idealism, and the possibility for endurance and, perhaps, progress. 

This margin originates in the perception of the artificiality and illegitimacy of performed 
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power on the part of the receptor, prompting a phenomenon that can be understood as an 

iteration of Piñera’s choteo. Just as was the case in Jesús, the individual’s recognition of 

structural inconsistencies and the absurdities of his environment is recast by the power-

wielding collective as illegitimate nonsense. In this way Lalo’s desire to reorganize the 

furniture, which he defends as a means of exerting subjective agency on the terrain of his 

world, is disregarded by his parents in a manner that emphasizes his impotence: 

LALO.-[…] Papá y mamá no lo consienten. Creen que está fuera de 

lógica. Se empeñan en que todo permanezca inmóvil, que nada se mueva 

de su sitio…Y eso es imposible; porque tú, Beba y yo… (En un grito.) Es 

intolerable. (Persuasivo.) Además se imaginan que digo y hago disparates, 

lo que ellos estiman disparates, por contradecirlos, por openerme, por 

humillarlos… (Triana 84) 

Lalo is delegitimized and accused of contradicting the grounds of his parents’ authority. 

In order to redeem himself and assert his self-hood, Lalo must rebel against not only his 

parents, but the logic by which they operate and organize the house:  

LALO.-[…] ¿No se te ha ocurrido nunca lo que significa que tú puedas 

pensar, decidir y hacer por tu propia cuenta? 

CUCA.-Nosotros no podemos… 

LALO.-(Violento.) No podemos. No podemos. ¿Vas a endilgarme el 

cuento que me metieron por los ojos y los oídos hace un millón de años? 

CUCA.-Mamá y papá tienen razón. 

LALO.-Yo también la tengo. La mía es tan mía y tan respetable como la 

de ellos. 
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CUCA.- ¿Te rebelas? 

LALO.- Sí. 

CUCA.- ¿Contra ellos? 

LALO.- Contra todo. (87) 

But, as Lalo acknowledges, his rebellion can only occur within the confines of the family 

home that his parents created. He cannot flee and begin anew somewhere else, as Cuca 

advises him to, because he does not understand how to navigate the world beyond. He 

blames his inability to function outside of the dysfunctional system of which he is a part 

on his parents, saying: “Ellos no me enseñaron; al contrario, me confundieron…CUCA.-

Entonces, ¿cómo disponer, gobernar, si tú mismo confiesas…? LALO.-Lo que conozco 

es esto; a esto me resigno” (87).  

 Having declared his revolutionary intentions, Lalo is immediately confronted with 

Cuca’s disapproval, which hinges in large part on his radical self-aggrandizement: 

“CUCA.-Pero, ¿y la justicia no va a meter las narices en esto? ¿Y tú solo vas a poder 

contra ella?” (88). She challenges his narrative, defends their parents, and ultimately 

rejects the game they are playing and their capacity to alter their circumstances: 

“Apártate. Jamás participaré en tu juego. […] Si esta casa anda mal, es porque tenía que 

ser así” (88). Cuca’s rebellion/resignation mirrors Lalo’s, though the ends are opposed. 

She affirms linear history and the myth of progress, voicing the traditional argument for 

stasis and against radical action. In the context of choteo she echoes Mañach 

condemnation of the individual in opposition to the collective good through her attack on 

Lalo’s presumptuousness and egotism. 
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 However, once Lalo has assumed the dominant role as revolutionary hero it is 

Cuca, arguing from empathy and ultimately conceding in the face of popular opposition, 

whose views are disregarded as “disparates," and who is mocked for being dramatic:  

CUCA. -Si esta casa anda mal, es porque tenía que ser así…No, yo no 

puedo oponerme.  

LALO.-(Divertido. Aplaudiendo.) Bravo, estupenda escenita. 

BEBA.-(Divertida. Aplaudiendo.) Merece un premio. 

LALO.-A inventarlo.  

BEBA.-La niña promete. 

LALO.-Pero es una imbécil. 

BEBA.-Es sensacional. 

LALO.-Es una idiota. 

BEBA.-Es una santa. (Aplauden rabiosamente y en tono de burla.) 

CUCA.-Búrlense. Ya llegará mi hora, y no tendré piedad. (88) 

Nowhere is the relativity and performativity of choteo made more evident than here. A 

shift in the dynamics of power has elevated Lalo from the role of choteador as defined by 

the ruling authority, to the role of ruling authority who in turn assigns the role of 

choteador to an individual who questions the validity of Lalo’s power. This manifestation 

of choteo is an extension of that present in Jesús, with two crucial exceptions: 1) the 

revolutionary authorities Lalo and Beba employ choteo in order to de-legitimize the 

seriousness of Cuca’s protest; and 2) the entire architecture underlying the scene is 

overtly theatrical. Rather than viewed as authorities within the parameters of their game, 

Lalo and Beba can be understood instead as witnesses to Cuca’s divergence from the 
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script, and their choteo as a way of diminishing and defusing Cuca’s sudden emergence 

as an individual instead of an actress. Her recognition and denunciation of the game as 

such is, perhaps, as example of the type of conceptual beakthrough Taylor mentions. 

Cuca registers her awareness of the structure of power (the game is Lalo’s, after all) 

while at the same time distancing herself from the idealism of revolutionary logic, going 

so far as to affirm a vision of history that excludes the possibility of revolutionary acts. 

Her revolution is against Lalo and his cruelty; she names his weakness, cuts him down to 

size, and thereby reduces his rhetorical grandeur to objective reality.  

 Cuca’s emotional authenticity is legitimate, but since it contradicts the narrative 

Lalo has constructed it must be mocked and rejected. As specatators Beba and Lalo 

quarantine the power and authority of Cuca’s words through choteo, relegating Cuca’s 

honest pronouncement to the category of dramatic soliloquy. In this way they are 

insulated from a voice that might threaten the ideological integrity of their world. Cuca’s 

seriousness is negated; she is performing, not protesting.  

The choteo of Beba and Lalo mocks, defeats and excludes difference, thereby 

consolidating and institutionalizing their power in a way that mirrors their parents’ 

actions. However, the dynamic undergoes yet another tranformative change soon 

thereafter. As Lalo brutally subjects Cuca to his will, barely containing his violent 

impulses, Beba attempts to aid her sister, but is prohibited from doing so by her 

authoritarian brother. She is confronted with the naked truth of the source of his power: 

fear and force. This provokes, it seems, either a second divergence from the script 

following Cuca’s, or a meta-theatrical inclusion meant to prompt such an interpretation: 
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BEBA.-(Desesperada.) Ay, gritos y más gritos. No puedo más. Vine aquí 

a ayudarlos o a divertirme. Porque no sé qué hacer…[…] y esos gritos de 

los mil demonios por cualquier guanajería […]¿Por ventura no hay cosas 

más importantes? Y yo me pregunto: ¿Para qué existen las nubes, los 

árboles, la lluvia, los animales? […]Pero mamá y papá siguen gritando: 

<<Esa ventana, el polvo, el hollín…>> […] Si me pongo a cantar esa 

cancioncita que has improvisado últimamente: <<La sala no es la sala>>, 

entonces arde la casa, es un hormiguero revuelto y sigue la gritería, mamá 

y papá contra Lalo, Lalo contra mamá, mamá contra Lalo, Lalo contra 

papá , papá contra Lalo y yo en el medio. Al fin vengo y me meto 

aquí…Pero ustedes en su pugilato se eternizan discutiendo, como si esta 

casa se pudiera arreglar con palabras, y terminan fajándose también. Ay, 

no aguanto más. (89-90) 

Instead of responding with derisive mockery as he did to Cuca’s interruption, Lalo 

assures Beba that salvation is nearly theirs, and that it will come soon. She reacts with 

amazement, perhaps hopeful that he is referring to a literal escape from their entrapment. 

However, her hopes are dashed when he pulls two knives out and begins sharpening them 

against one another. Beba’s response to this gesture is one of resignation: “¿Vas a repetir 

la historia?” (90).  

 Whereas Lalo’s rebellion is against his parents, and Cuca’s rebellion is against 

Lalo, Beba’s rebellion is against linguistic violence and language in general. Her position 

is an absurdist one; the song she sings (“the living room is not the living room,” 

composed by Lalo) symbolically sabotages the mechanics of signification and recasts her 
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social context (the house itself) as an absurd space of rhetorical repetition. She is aware 

that a reliance on argumentation to bring peace to their home is an exercise in futility, and 

so she flees to the safe artificiality of the game and the stage to either help her brother and 

sister or to simply have fun. But the violence of the house is transmuted on to the stage; 

there is no relief from structural cruelty and the repetition of historical despair. That is to 

say, the world of the stage is of the world, and not beyond it.  

 It seems justified to view Beba’s interruption as a comentary on absurdism and 

the avant-garde within the landscape of the revolution. Just as is the case for the 

protagonist of Piñera’s Falsa alarma, Beba is shocked into an awareness of language’s 

inability to truly reconcile subjective worlds, and its propensity to reinforce the divides 

between individuals. However, rather than imply a direct correspondence between these 

works on the level of content, Beba’s condemnation of language’s capacity for renewal 

(social, individual, artistic, or otherwise), coupled with her subsequent realization that 

there is no transcendental or ideal aesthetic domain unaffected by the violence of her 

home to which she can escape, seems to speak to the larger critical terrain of post-

revolutionary Cuba. Under this rubric “art for art’s sake” is an untenable position; 

likewise, Ionesco’s artistic autonomy is equally nonsensical.  

 If theatre in this context cannot exist simply as an “escape from reality” (a 

common complaint leveled against Piñera) because “the real” is a closed room one may 

never leave, then what role should theatre play? Ultimately this is the question that 

perplexed Triana’s Cuban critics so acutely, and which doomed him to ostracization 

within his native land.  La noche de los asesinos problematizes theatre’s function within 
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the revolution by instantiating two distinct and contradictory designs within the same 

space. Taylor defines the question as follows:  

“Is this a preparatory (revolutionary) theatre, or a substitute for real action 

(antirevolutionary)? The ambiguous relationship between theatrical 

representation and real action in the play raises questions about the 

possibility of action (as opposed to reaction) in a closed political system. 

(Taylor 83-4) 

If the play is a call to arms then doubts linger as to whether the siblings’ intentions will 

ever be fulfilled; if instead the play provides a cathartic release then it accomplishes 

exactly the opposite goal, reinforcing the social structure and “nullifying the possibility 

of real action” (84).
81

 

 The play’s ambiguity, grounded in this unresolvable contradiction, is what 

paradoxically provides resolution to the impasse. As an anti-ideological work, Noche 

preserves the possibility of critical distancing for those “within” the revolution through 

the externalization of performance, taking the revolution itself as the object of criticism: 

“Hence, by remaining outside the revolution, the play threatens not the revolution but the 

stasis of revolution, the totalizing tendency of revolution, and provokes rather an ongoing 

dialectical process-a permanent revolution” (85). Only through contact with difference 

can dialectics continue and stasis (or institutionalization, which amounts to the same 

thing) be avoided. And it is in the theatre where such a space of difference can be 

                                                 
81

 Taylor refers to the Brazilian Augusto Boal’s work, dedicated to exploring theatre’s capacity for 

instigating social change, condensed in Theatre of the Oppressed (1979). Boal’s philosophy of theatre, 

highly influential in Latin-America, posits the necessity of converting spectators into actors through the 

destruction of the conceit of catharsis, which he claims only defuses revolutionary impulses in society. Boal 

sought to foster those impulses within the theatre, through inclusive and liberating performance based on 

egalitarian principles.  
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encountered by spectators, who are obliged to wrestle with the absurd vagaries they find, 

and whose interpretations will undoubtedly differ.  

 However, we can say more. If Noche encompasses a space of difference in which 

tensions are revealed and contradictions are brought into view for critical consideration, 

then not least among those elements revealed is choteo. In a play about the nature and 

cost of power it is the threat of dissent that consolidates authority. Mañach’s treatise on 

choteo defines it as a systematic incapacity on the individual’s part to confer legitimacy 

on institutional authority. Piñera’s reformulation posits choteo as a mechanism of 

endurance, shared between individuals, which allows for perserverance in the face of 

institutional instability. For Piñera the common undercurrent of choteo unites Cubans in a 

way that exceeds the political, by stepping beyond it and recasting it as absurd and 

therefore open to ridicule for the benefit of those who must suffer its violence. Piñera’s 

pre-revolutionary plays speak from this outside space of choteo; the teatro del absurdo 

they compose assumes the role of choteador, converting the serious into the ridiculous 

for the audience, who is always in on the joke.  

 But for Piñera the comic always maintains a tragic undertone. While institutional 

power can be mocked as illegitimate within the safe confines of the theatre, for the 

individual like Jesús García who must live the absurdity of historical repetition the 

experience inspires anguish and torment. Jesús is a tragic figure because he alone 

perceives absurdity where others see normalcy; he is a choteador because the authorities 

interpret his attitude as one of cynical disrespect rather than of frustration, despair, and 

the harrowing loneliness of his vision. Jesús the work is a comedy because it is itself a 

choteador, mocking power from the distance that theatre and art in general provide.  
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In La noche de los asesinos that distance is removed, and only the choteo-from-

power of Lalo and Beba remains. Cuca’s protest is an expression of difference by an 

ideological minority dispossessed of power; her world of historical passivity, which is 

essentially a repetition of that of her parents, is incommensurable with the world of 

Lalo’s revolution. His reaction is to mock her “scene,” to discredit her position as a 

performance, and therefore lacking in legitimate power. Yet immediately after ridiculing 

Cuca, Lalo physically assaults her, proclaiming his dominance through violence. In so 

doing he indirectly confirms Cuca’s status as a threat. As was true in the case of his 

parents, mockery masks the fear that, perhaps, those who reject the dominant party’s 

narrative of legitimacy have truth on their side.  

Lalo’s choteo-from-power is the performance of power, masquerading as absolute 

yet aware of its own illegitimacy. He and Beba assume the role of mocking spectators in 

a way that replicates the dynamic of Piñera’s theatre, imposing distance between a 

worldview that is incongruent with their own, theatricalizing the absurd in order to defuse 

the threat it contains. But whereas Piñera in his teatro del absurdo operates from the 

margins of power, speaking for the individual excluded from absurdity by virtue of his or 

her recognition of it as such, Lalo preserves the fantasy of his authority by first 

delegitimizing, then physically intimidating, difference into sameness. Beba in turn then 

realizes the rhetorical equivalency and circularity of the struggle, and of all power 

relations, and recounts her desire to distance herself from it through the 

game/performance currently underway. She seeks artistic removal, distraction from the 

violence of the real. But the real is the game/performance, which is always occurring and 

will, it seems, never finish. There is no outside space, no margins for choteo. There is 
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only the play, in which all the history of power and suffering conveges to be present 

onstage.  

The play, it seems, is history, blown open at the point of revolution, revealed as 

both cyclically self-repeating yet open to interruption, conscious of itself as represented 

by performance. It captures the dynamics of heterotopia and makes manifest ideological 

tensions in a way that eludes teleological intentions. While choteo and the dynamics of 

power that guide and determine it are conceptual objects in circulation within the 

parameters of the play, the play as a performative whole mocks any attempt to 

definitively resolve its ambiguity and align it with a source of ideological authority. Its 

choteo is not directed at a particular authority it deems illegitimate, but at the process of 

institutionalization itself, understood as a stasis-inducing push towards finality and 

epistemic closure. The play is open; the only authority it affirms is that of the audience to 

witness it, reflect upon it, and assume the critical distance it makes available to them.  

Triana disabuses that audience of fostering any hope for ideal or transcendental 

utopia. However, this does not mean he discounts hope from the world of his work. In 

fact it is the preservation of hope in salvatory social progress that distinguishes La noche 

de los asesinos from its European antecedents mentioned earlier. Both Noche and Sartre’s 

Huis clos address the eternal return to human suffering. As Taylor points out: 

Like Assassins, No Exit blurs distinctions between inner and outer: the 

characters can look back on earth from their position in hell, and hell is a 

direct consequence of their acts on earth. Hence, as in Triana’s work, the 

past is actualized in the present; only now do the characters realize the full 
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extent of the horror of what they committed in life. And all the while the 

door between the two worlds remains firmly shut. (86) 

However, the bleak existentialism of Sartre’s play relies upon the depiction of a 

permanent, structural misery that exists beyond the possibility of change. The fact that 

Sartre’s characters are dead, and are therefore doomed to revisit the past without any 

hope of revising it or the future to come, clashes with the open-endedness of Triana’s 

work, and with the role he assigns theatre within the larger revolutionary project. “For 

[Triana], theatre is not a representation of an infernal condition but a site for generating 

new, real, redemptive images” (87). Those images are not dependent on a single 

worldview, nor are they the product of a specific pedagogical program. Instead they are 

formalized by the public, within the critical distance the play conceives.  

 By employing theatre as a site for image generation Triana can be more closely 

aligned with the works of Genet, particulary Les Bonnes and Le Balcon. Taylor calls 

attention to this connection and its corollary significance for the cultivation and 

perpetuation of power: “Genet too is acutely aware of the political importance of 

spectacle in society: power is maintained through the manipulation of images-Queen, 

Bishop, Judge, General, Chief-of-Police. Political conflict, Genet perceived perhaps 

better than anyone, is a battle of images” (87). For Genet the circulation and proliferation 

of images in modern societies suggests the degradation of the traditional dichtomoy of 

real and unreal, since simulated reality emerges as the dominant power structure, as made 

manifest in the spectacle. Such a formulation renders obsolete any worldview that 

includes “objective truth” or reality, instead positioning the spectacle, and the artificiality 

that inderlies it, as the nexus around which the dynamics of power are arrayed: 
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Genet’s model, even though based on the technological production and 

reproduction of images, applies primarily (though not exclusively) to the 

advanced “societies of the spectacle” described by Baudrillard’s 

predecessor, Guy Debord (6): “The spectacle, grasped in its entirety, is 

both the result and the project of the existing mode of production. It is not 

a supplement to the real world, an additional decoration. It is the heart of 

unrealism of the real society.” (88) 

Genet’s vision is one of total simulacrum in which social transformation through the 

dialectics of critical engagement are one of an infinite series of illusions. The type of 

distance Triana seeks to call into being in Noche is unthinkable in Genet’s work since it 

implicitly affirms the possibility of the audience’s edification, and for this reason the 

possibility of social progress as well. Triana’s play is political because the world of 

which it is an extension has been consumed by the political. The fact that it struggles to 

create a space external to that politics from which it might be critically evaluated as a 

human rather than a historic phenomenon only increases the potential for its escape from 

dogmatism, and the survival of true revolutionary advancement: “Literature should not 

stay within the revolution but outside it, keeping it going, keeping it honest, leading it 

onward toward the creation of new images and constructs that it helps bring into being” 

(89).  

 Ultimately it is the audience’s reception of the play’s ambiguity as a point of 

departure for critical engagement that emerges as “real,” and as fertile terrain for hope. 

As Taylor makes clear, the socio-historical relevance of Noche distances it from 

European works that are stylistically similar, simply because Triana’s play posits a world 



188 

 

in which such relevance might exist. While universal in its treatment of violence, power, 

and cruelty, La noche de los asesinos cannot be fully appreciated in isolation from its 

muted referent, the Cuban revolution. The play seeks to rediscover a margin within the 

total system of revolution, stalled in the act of ideological consolidation. This desire for a 

space of difference is a unifying feature of the post-revolutionary teatro del absurdo, one 

that is only comprehensible in conjunction with the historical/ideological landscape of the 

time.  

 While that landscape is interrogated in conjunction with Artuad’s Theatre of 

Cruelty and the simulacrum of Jean Genet’s works in Noche, Anton Arrufat’s Todos los 

domingos, published in 1964 and first performed in 1966 by Teatro Estudio, expands the 

cosmopolitan and heterotopic critical space of the teatro del absurdo to include another 

pivotal European playwright: Samuel Beckett. Arrufat’s play perpetuates a dynamic 

similar to that employed in Noche by importing a European stylistic framework and 

provoking its fusion with post-revolutionary Cuba’s socio-historical context. Whereas in 

Noche Triana evokes Genet through the use of a character triad that serves as a 

foundation for the circulation of multiple roles and masks, Domingos is grounded in the 

relation between two characters with clearly defined, stable identities, whose relationship 

appears initially to exist within a historical vacuum, to the exclusion of the outside world. 

Such a dynamic is central to two of Beckett’s most celebrated works, both canonical texts 

of the Theatre of the Absurd: En attendant Godot and Fin de partie.  In Godot, Vladimir 

and Estragon encounter the world at a standstill, trapped in absurd repetition, and have 

only one another with whom to endure and share the monotony. In Fin de partie Hamm 

and his servant Clov face similar circumstances: a defeated world bereft (it seems) of 
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hope, perpetuating itself in the wake of history’s crescendo, now long past. The two 

principle characters, sequestered within their ruined home, demonstrate their mutual 

dependence upon one another even as they strain to escape the doom their companionship 

makes obvious.  

 These plays, more so than any other that fall within the terrain of the canonical 

Theatre of the Absurd, exhibit features that align them intimately with Cuba’s teatro del 

absurdo. This connection will be explored in chapter four by expanding the scope of 

analysis to include the Período Especial of the 1990s and the resurgent interest in 

absurdist works and authors it wittnessed, with Piñera and Beckett among them. In terms 

of shared formal and thematic elements existing at a textual level, the link between 

Arrufat’s play and Beckett’s works, and Fin de partie in particular, warrants close 

analysis. Initially Domingos seems to shadow Fin de partie in a number of obvious ways. 

As is the case in Beckett’s play, Domingos is centered on the relationship between a 

servant (Alejandrina, a middle-aged maid) and her mistress (Elvira, a wealthy woman of 

advanced age). The two live in Elvira’s home, a site, much like that described in Noche 

as a museum in ruins, which seems to exist in an ahistorical limbo beyond the reach of 

the present moment. It is a repository of memories and the remnants of a past that has 

been lost forever. Elvira is introduced in her patio, surrounded by flowers and neo-

classical statues that seem to suggest a bourgeois sensibility rendered obsolete by the 

revolution. She, like Hamm, is confined to a wheelchair, and is utterly dependent on her 

servant to help her accomplish the most basic tasks.  

 Elvira’s dependence on Alejandrina contradicts her purported authority as 

mistress, and complicates the power dynamic that governs their relationship. The basis of 
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that dynamic is the systemic submission of the servant to the master, which in turn 

perpetuates the structuring myth of class hierarchy essential to bourgeois society. 

However, Elvira and Alejandrina subvert this narrative by imposing the performative 

distance of choteo, and thereby undercut the authority of the master/servant dynamic: 

“ELVIRA: Has hecho bien. No me gusta que me hagan esperar. ALEJANDRINA: Lo sé. 

ELVIRA: (Irónica.) Veo que cumples con tu deber. ALEJANDRINA: (Irónica.) 

Gracias, señora.” (Arrufat 20-1). By charging the rote language of domestic authority 

with irony the characters perform their roles as servant and mistress rather than inhabit 

them, lending to the exchange a sense that, rather than a sincere demonstration of 

authority, it is instead an inside joke the audience can appreciate. Elvira’s authority as 

mistress comes only as a concession of Alejandrina, whose willingness to allow herself to 

be governed ultimately affirms her as the true source of power in the house.  

 While the theatricality demonstrated in this exchange is not endemic to the work 

as is the case in Noche, it serves a discrete function in Elvira’s crusade to memorialize 

and perpetuate the past. Every Sunday she stages and participates in the same scene: the 

recreation of her fondest memories of her long-lost love that betrayed her trust and 

abandoned her to a life of spinsterhood. The role of her lover is played by an anonymous 

young man who responds to an ad placed by Alejandrina in the local newspaper. The 

same actor is never used more than once; the scene is strictly regimented and the dialogue 

never varies. The performance constitutes the material preservation of Elvira’s dearest 

memory, taken from a point prior to the trauma of her disillusionment at the hands of her 

love and the subsequent destruction of her hope for the future. By replicating and 

enforcing the staging of this singularly happy moment of her life, Elvira arrests historical 
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change and over-writes past despair. She cultivates a controlled amnesiac state, but we 

are given to understand via Alejandrina that Elvira’s amnesia is a luxury that few can 

afford, and which is not a permanent condition: 

ALEJANDRINA: Usted se cuida demasiado. 

ELVIRA: No empecemos, por favor. 

ALEJANDRINA: No voy a empezar, voy a terminar. 

ELVIRA: ¿Qué quieres decir? 

ALEJANDRINA: Usted lo sabe. 

ELVIRA: Lo he olvidado. 

ALEJANDRINA: (Amenazadora.) Ya lo recordará. 

ELVIRA: Te he dicho que lo he olvidado. 

ALEJANDRINA: Cuando oiga cerrar la puerta, cuando llame inútilmente, 

cuando nadie le haga las cuentas, lo recordará. 

ELVIRA: Me cansas. (Arrufat 25-6) 

It is only by virtue of Alejandrina’s servitude that the machinery behind Elvira’s false 

consciousness, the performative repetition that protects her from historical trauma, 

continues in operation. Since the power dynamic that unites them is itself an act that has 

no essential legitimacy, Elvira’s control of the charade is tenuous at best.  

 Arrufat’s play explores the breakdown of that control. The central interruption is 

provided by the Novio (or more accurately the actor contracted for this current iteration 

of the Sunday drama), who rejects his role and declares his love for Elvira, and who is 

ultimately killed by Alejandrina in order to preserve the status quo. However, an earlier 

episode foreshadows the collapse of Elvira’s fantasy by demonstrating the immutable 
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nature of history’s forgotten voices, regardless of the effort those in power might make to 

silence them: 

ELVIRA: (Mirando a su alrededor.) Hay más flores que nunca. 

ALEJANDRINA: La florería manda siempre el mismo número. 

ELVIRA: Llévame. Quiero oler los claveles.  

(Alejandrina empuja la silla de ruedas hasta un búcaro lleno de 

claveles blancos.) 

ELVIRA: (Aspirando.) Nunca es igual este olor…Hay cientos de claveles 

y todos huelen distinto. “El hombre del clavel” se llamaba aquel cuadro 

que vimos en Berlín. Sí, fue en Berlín, pero tal vez era rojo el clavel, rojo 

o morado. ¿Existen claveles morados? (Pausa.) No me acerques tanto. 

¿Quieres ahogarme? Sepárame. Me molesta este olor. Cada domingo 

pones más flores. No, no lo niegues. ¿Crees que no me doy cuenta? El 

domingo pasado había menos gladiolos. Los conté, te aseguro que los 

conté. Cuéntalos tú misma, cuenta los de hoy. (33) 

The scent of the flowers is a variable Elvira cannot control. While the memory she seeks 

to evoke requires the presence of carnations, she cannot replicate the specific type of 

carnation needed. Instead she is confronted with the limit of her fantasy, as the class of 

carnation encompasses a diverse field of variations, with different scents that Elvira 

experiences as a threat to her purpose. Nature and difference intercede to disrupt the 

totality of the mirage to which she clings.  

 The point of divergence Taylor marks between Triana and Genet in Noche 

concerns a belief in the possibility for objective social progress, grounded in a deeper 
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commitment to objective reality as both an epistemological and ethical affirmation. A 

similar dynamic is discernible when Arrufat’s play is considered in conjunction with Fin 

de partie. The world beyond the walls of Hamm’s home seems to be truly defunct and 

exhausted. It is a hopeless place, without signs of life or reason to hope for a better future. 

The aftermath of catastrophe that seems to echo throughout Beckett’s work is a total 

effect; it is both a material and a conceptual condition that has seeped into the very fabric 

of existence.  

 Such is not the case in Domingos. Elvira’s desire to recreate the past is an 

individual one, and it is pursued in order to avoid accepting the objective conditions the 

present offers. The Novio initially accepts the terms of his role and leaves the outside 

world at the doorstep before entering the subjective space of Elvira’s home/fantasy. He 

participates in her ritual consecration of a privileged history’s stalled and ever-repeating 

memorial. This interpretation is allegorized by Arrufat in one vignette from the Sunday 

performance, in which an anonymous artist cuts the couples’ silhouette from black paper, 

thereby immortalizing absence and further fetishizing the past in order to control it.  

 The Novio’s rebellion against the script he is obliged to follow interrupts the 

ritual that dominates and defines Elvira. He ruptures the veneer of continuity Elvira has 

devoted so much time in constructing, and exposes the dialectical tensions that underlie 

her bourgeois fantasy. This pits him against Alejandrina, whose consent to be governed 

provides the sole basis for Elvira’s authority, and therefore the material basis on which 

her willful delusion rests. Alejandrina does not hesitate in calling attention to the 

objective truth that Elvira’s romantic machinations have so far hidden from view: 

ELVIRA: Mi obligación es pagar. 
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ALEJANDRINA: Además, te la ganaste. No tienes de qué arrepentirte. Le 

has dado a la lengua cantitdad. Coge, muchacho, coge. No seas bobo. 

¿Vas a trabajar de gratis? 

El NOVIO: Y ustedes se quedarán tranquilas, ¿verdad? Dirán: “era como 

todos”. “Se echo la plata y se fue”. Pues no quiero entrar en el juego, ¿me 

oyen? No quiero que se queden tan tranquilas. (85) 

The Novio rejects the logic of capitalism, revealing it to be another game, another 

performance replete with rules and roles. His criticism of the state of play represents an 

upheaval that threatens to render irrelevant the binary relation that structures the house: 

that of Elvira and Alejandrina. It is Alejandrina who provides the force that powers the 

machinery of Elvira’s illusion, and who ultimately inhabits the position of authority.  

 The Novio’s threat to Alejandrina’s power incites her to invoke class distinctions 

as a defensive maneuver: “ALEJANDRINA: (Pausa. A la señora.) ¿No lo ve? Con esta 

gente no se puede tener consideraciones. Se lo advertí, señora, se lo dije muchas veces.” 

(86). Alejandrina recommends she and Elvira take a trip and leave the house and the 

people beyond its walls behind them, forgotten. Such a trip would extend unaltered the 

master/servant ruse that binds them to one another, while at the same time maintaining 

the state of ignorance they have fought so hard to create. The Novio offers Elvira an 

alternative to Alejandrina’s lonely vision of total self-immersion: 

EL NOVIO: (Acercándose a Elvira.) Elvira, detrás de estas paredes está 

el mundo, la vida, el domingo que empieza. Salgamos. Iremos juntos a ese 

parque del que hemos hablado, aún queda un poco de sol. […] 

ELVIRA: ¿Es cierto que la gente pasea en los parques al atardecer? 
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EL NOVIO: Todos salen a dar una vuelta. 

ELVIRA: ¿Es cierto que las casas se abren y hay fiestas? 

EL NOVIO: Oiremos la música, reiremos, veremos la gente bailar. (87) 

While Alejandrina fights to preserve the insular ritual of ahistroical narcissim, the Novio 

invites Elvira to discover the collective rituals that forge community. The world beyond 

the house, described here in performative terms, exists as an “other” space that transcends 

the closed master/servant dynamic, the ego-driven logic of capitalism, and the absurd 

subjective domain of the house and its Sunday ritual. Within those walls the desire for 

individual authority manifests itself to absurd degrees, ranging from the transparent 

fantasy of servitude, to the impossible task of controlling history. Rather than withdraw 

from collective history and collective identity, one must meet them on their own terms.  

 Unlike La noche de los asesinos, Todos los domingos does not generate overt 

ambiguity concerning the revolutionary project in general; if anything, the Novio’s 

disruption of Elvira’s fantasy could be read as the rebellion of messianic history against 

bourgeois attempts to distort and constrict it. However, his murder by Alejandrina at the 

play’s end problematizes this reading. Frank Dauster has proposed that the murder of the 

Novio functions as an expiatory sacrifice meant to right the wrongs of the past, 

specifically the betrayal of Elvira by her original Novio.
82

 The chain of prior Sundays has 

served as the rehearsal for this event, unscripted but still part of the ritual, since the 

symbolic is rendered material and the performance made real. As Lobato Morchón points 

out in his work, Dauster’s interpretation is supported by an exchange between Elvira and 

Alejandrina that takes place early in the play, and that suggests that vengeance does play 
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a role in Elvira’s thinking.
83

 But, as Lobato Morchón indicates, if this reading is to be 

accepted one must also accept that the act “habría de entenderse […] como un acto 

emancipador, que redimiría del rito a las dos mujeres, arrojándolas a la intemperie de una 

vida incierta, libre” (Lobato Morchón 227). Instead of such liberation there occurs instead 

a retrenchment of the terms of repetition. The symbolic (and ideological) power of the 

ritual is consolidated by the violence used to defend and reclaim it. The Novio is killed 

not because his death would finalize the performance, but because he has interrupted it, 

and challenged it critically. Elvira is trapped by her dependence on a system of power 

that both aggrandizes and isolates her within the subjective space of her preferred 

memories. The absurdity of her condition is a symptom of her isolation; the remedy the 

Novio offers her would seek to counteract that isolation before any other.  

 While Arrufat’s play seemingly abides by a revolutionary schematic, the 

dichotomy of inside and outside aligns the work with Noche and its discourse of total 

systems, and the need for space from which to criticize them. Whereas in Noche the 

closed room of the stage comes to encompass the full spectrum of history, revolutionary 

and otherwise, in Domingos Elvira’s home is an empty, timeless space (hence the stopped 

clocks and the general abhorance of their presence). Just as in Fin de partie, the 

occupants are stranded beyond time; yet here the condition is one that is not irreversible, 

as it seems to be in Beckett’s play. There remains the possibility of moving past the self-

errected barriers of home and self, and into the present moment of history and 

community. Such a move would signify the toppling of individual authority and control 

in order to transcend the absurd repetition of self-performance, done to keep time at bay. 
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Time, coupled with love, intrude to threaten the imaginary world Elvira and Alejandrina 

have created. It is rejected, but the structural weaknesses it has exposed may be 

impossible to forget.  

 Ultimately it is Alejandrina’s class resentment that sentences the Novio to death, 

and Elvira to follow the endless chain of repeating Sundays. Just as Elvira is a slave to 

the fantasy she is desperate to believe she controls, Alejandrina is a slave as well, not to 

Elvira, but to the system that has empowered her through Elvira’s dependency. This is 

true in spite of the mocking tone she uses when demonstrating servility. The ostensible 

choteo of such a moment is undercut by the play’s final outcome, as the servant commits 

murder in order to protect her role. Her mockery will only go so far, and will never arrive 

at the point of revolt against the system that assigns her an identity. The Novio is the true 

threat because he rejects the cult of ego and bourgeois subjectivity in favor of a collective 

identity that is historically conscious. His rebellion introduces the critical space necessary 

to see the game and the system for what they are. His choteo is his unwillingness to deem 

such a game legitimate; by virtue of the distance it affords him to judge the absurdity of 

the house he is able to invite its mistress to join him outside, with those who perform for 

love and not for power.   

 The works of Triana and Arrufat presented here employ choteo at a meta-

theatrical level, against ideology and telos, as a distancing technique capable of extracting 

the spectator from systems of purported totality. The line between performance and 

reality, or illegitimate and legitimate, has been blurred or, in the case of Triana’s work, 

has disappeared completely. The prior model featuring the strict dichotomy of outside 

spectators (the people) and absurd, inside players (the authorities) is no longer valid.  
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 Todos los domingos manifests this obsolete model onstage, but rather than 

demolishing it (as would be the case were Elvira to leave with the Novio) it instead 

reaffirms its permanence. This outcome is noteworthy, given the political climate at the 

time of writing, and since it stands to reason a more triumphant outcome would have 

been well-received. However, the Novio’s murder eliminates the possibility of Elvira’s 

redemption and closes the door on the dissolution of the barriers between outside and 

inside. Here the revolution fails; the dynamic present is ignored in favor of the ideal past. 

That past is memorialized by a ritual that symbolizes history at a standstill, time stopped 

and progress halted.  

 Such a climate mirrors that criticized by Triana in “Para acercarse al teatro del 

absurdo” and Noche. Though Elvira and Alejandrina display cultural and ideological 

markers that align them with bougeoise capitalism, the stagnation in critical 

consciousness that permeates the house could just as easily be the product of any 

totalizing system opposed to difference. While in Noche Triana instantiates the revolution 

in its (near)-entirety onstage, always preserving an excess space for critical distance, one 

could argue that Arrufat proposes his own critique of revolutionary absolutism by 

masking it in the garb of pre-revolutionary decadence. In this way historical repetition is 

affirmed not as the perpetuation of ideologies, but as the continuation of systems of 

power committed to limiting and extinguishing difference. The 

stagnation/institutionalization of the revolution is its failure, since it cultivates 

dependency on a particular system for reasons that have little to do with ideals, and more 

to do with identity and authority.  
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 Taken as a whole, and accepting as valid the contention that Domingos is 

implicitly critical of the same dialectical stagnation within the revolutionary government 

as that which Triana addresses in his work, it seems as if the play embodies choteo as the 

performance of critical distance, by virtue of which an outside space to any system can be 

claimed. Since the Cuban reception of Noche proved that presuming the existence of such 

an external perspective is itself grounds for suspicion in a revolutionary society, Arrufat’s 

play subverts a storyline that is ostensibly aligned with the ideology of the state in a 

manner ambiguous enough to forestall accusations. Given his polemical past such 

precautions seem warranted. However, the work’s antirevolutionary ending compels a 

closer reading, as does the author’s choice of intended audience: the play is dedicated to 

Piñera.  

 Piñera’s Dos viejos pánicos serves as the point of closure for the post-

revolutionary teatro del absurdo, as well as the most salient example of the category’s 

threat to monolithic ideological power. The play was awarded the Casa de las Américas 

prize for theatre in 1968, the year of its publication, but it would not be performed 

publicly in Cuba until 1990, a victim of government censorship following the 

“Meditación de 68,” discussed earlier in this chapter. As was true with La noche de los 

asesinos, Dos viejos pánicos would become a critical object in circulation within the 

ideological landscape of its time, as well as of those to come. Its brazen depiction of a 

state of absurd paralysis, saturated by fear and closed to the outside world, has rung true 

for generations of Cuban audiences, up to and including those of the present day. While 

Piñera’s play transmits a profound sense of the panic that infuses every aspect of 

quotidian existence when lived in the shadow of a conceptual authority that is hostile to 
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difference and seeks homogeneity, it also presents, if not a message of outright hope for a 

better future, then at least a reaffirmation of the tenets of Piñera’s poetics of choteo, and 

of the potential it harbors for the creation of a community of survivors capable of 

enduring the depths of fear. Of the three post-revolutionary plays here discussed, it is Dos 

viejos pánicos that best articulates this ethical component of the teatro del absurdo. 

 Over the course of two acts the play documents the daily routine of Tota and 

Tabo, an elderly couple whose lives are dominated by omnipresent fear. All action occurs 

in their non-descript bedroom, bare except for a pair of single beds. In order to render life 

livable the two engage in ritutalistic play designed to allegorize fear into the material 

world, thereby making it susceptible to the type of juvenile violence they inflict upon one 

another. However, as the rhetorical intrusion of the government census or planilla proves, 

their fear cannot be materialized. The planilla answers itself, providing detailed 

information about the characters’ lives, and so it confirms their worst suspicions: 

governing authority, seemingly absent from the closed space of their pathetic quotidian 

routine, in fact permeates the stage. Their fear ultimately is made real in the form of a 

beam of light that the two try, fruitlessly, to catch. But while their attempts to trap and 

vanquish fear amount to nothing, in the process they are brought closer together. The 

bonds of companionship are strengthened even as the possibility for a future free of panic 

evaporates, and the two accept the stasis that traps them.  

 As was true for both Triana and Arrufat’s works, Pánicos incorporates formal 

features common to the plays of the European absurdists. But whereas Noche and 

Domingos give emphasis to a particular author (Genet, Beckett) or school (Artaud’s 

Theatre of Cruelty, in the case of Triana), Pánicos synthesizes stylistic and conceptual 
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innovations from Beckett, Genet, and Artaud into a whole whose inclusive 

cosmopolitanism embodies the uniquely Cuban teatro del absurdo. Since its publication, 

the play has provided ample fodder for critics (such as Woodyard, Dauster, and Palls) 

seeking either to align Cuban and Latin American theatre with potential Eurpoean 

antecedents, or clear space for Cuban and Latin American theatre to operate in isolation 

from occidental influences. As such it has provoked the kind of polemics of taxonomy 

common to debates over the teatro del absurdo, recounted earlier in this study. As has 

been suggested, by restricting the terms of analysis to the material history of Cuban 

theatre performance as it occurred within the ideological landscape of its time, one may 

avoid the pitfalls of empirical criticism oriented towards difference, and instead emerge 

with an understanding that is more comprehensive and dynamic.  

 Such a reading would diverge from that typified by Taylor’s Theatre of Crisis, 

while still allocating critical space for charges of eurocentricism where appropriate, if not 

in the immediate context of the production of the plays, then in their reception, 

dissemination, and categorization. This approach is mirrored by Katherine Ford in her 

work Politics and Violence in Cuban and Argentine Theatre (2010). Ford acknowledges 

Taylor’s charges against the extension of the category of the Theatre of the Absurd to 

Latin America, accepting that it functions at the expense of local factors such as, in the 

case of Cuba, the teatro bufo. However, she reminds us that: 

Nevertheless, it is necessary to remember that European theatre was read 

and performed in the cities of Latin America and one can see a connection 

between the themes of the theatre of the two regions. This is not to say 

Latin American absurd is an exact copy of the European or that the topics 
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of Beckett’s and Ionesco’s theatre will be seen unchanged in Piñera’s or 

Jorge Díaz’s work, for example. These playwrights innovated and adapted 

the absurd to their own contexts in order to create a Theatre of the Absurd 

that fit their present circumstances and contexts, as we can see in the 

example of Piñera’s theatre, particularly Dos viejos pánicos. (Ford 35) 

Rather than attempt to overwrite the European influence perceptible in the works of 

playwrights like Piñera, Ford encourages critics to recalibrate their schematics so that 

they better correspond to the full spectrum of the materal history available for study. In 

this way critical categories do not freeze into static ideological touchstones, but evolve 

and adapt to the evidence at hand.  

 Ford accentuates the role of socio-political context in Piñera’s work by re-

imagining theatrical performance in terms of reception and edification, a reorientation 

which she traces from Artaud’s Theatre of Cruelty to Fernando Arrabal’s Panic Theatre 

of the 1960s. Following her argument, the Theatre of Cruelty sought to make manifest a 

violent spectacle capable of shocking the audience into a state of avant-garde revolt 

against theatre convention and the conceptual authority of language. Her reading of 

Artaud’s intentions aligns with Burger’s theory of avant-garde shock already put forth, 

and affirms the Theatre of Crulety not as a vehicle of pedagogical dissemination of 

ideology from authority, but as the product of a revolution in performance, away from the 

monolithic script and towards the spectacle as received by the spectator. Ford accentuates 

the role of violence in this dynamic as a means of bridging the space that separates the 

audience from the stage, and to the world beyond: 
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The dramatic representation of violence creates a space from which the 

playwrights and the theatre community can enter into a dialogue with their 

spectators and public on the issue of violence and its place in their 

communities. (Ford 8) 

For Ford, Dos viejos pánicos makes the violence latent in Cuba’s socio-political reality 

approachable for its audiences, operating as a “ritual bloodletting” meant to raise the 

awareness of the audience and inspire an active critical engagement with the dynamics of 

violence in their own lives (55). European theatrical conventions are adapted and infused 

with a specifically Cuban valence, producing a work that is cosmopolitan without being 

imitative. 

 While the comparative elements of Ford’s analysis are centered on broader 

theatrical trends that exceed text to text comparison, Merlin H. Forster
84

 tracks the points 

of convergence between Piñera and Beckett’s plays. Forster largely extends the analytical 

optic first employed by Frank Dauster, in which the absurdist techniques of European 

stages were “ingested, digested, and transformed in keeping with a different cultural 

reality” (Forster 49). For both Dauster and Forster, this reality compelled Latin American 

absurdists to utilize the conventions pioneered by European artists like Ionesco and 

Beckett for social or political purposes. But rather than delve into the possible political 

undertones detectable in the play, Forster restricts his analysis to the use of games in the 

work, drawing parallels with similar phenomenae in Fin de partie as a demonstration of 

the kind of open-ended assimilation and transculturation both he and Dauster champion:  
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[…] I think it is evident as well that Piñera’s play is not a slavish imitation 

of Beckett or any other mode but is rather a successful use of the absurdist 

idiom in its own right. […] There is no doubt that Piñera made successful 

use of absurdist techniques, with some obvious resonances of Beckett’s 

Endgame, and at the same time his play is a superb example of the process 

of acquisition and transformation that is characteristic of Spanish 

American literature. (59) 

Forster admits a multiplicity of potentially valid interpretations of the play, and counts his 

as only one of many. He encourages an open approach to the work, claiming that such an 

attitude is uniquely suited to the play since ambiguity is one of its central features, 

present from the title onwards:  

For example, I can read “dos viejos pánicos” as “two old people, filled 

with fear and apprehension,” and thus put an initial emphasis on the 

human figures. At the same time, one might read it as “two old fears,” and 

in that way put stress on fear as an ancient emotional state related to the 

mythic god Pan. Finally, the title is also suggestive of the théatre panique 

of Fernando Arrabal and others.  (51) 

The ambiguity Forster and others
85

 have located in the play’s title provides a provocative 

example of the heterotopia of the teatro del absurdo as it functions as a space of critical 

distance. As has been discussed in the context of La noche de los asesinos, ambiguity 

itself is antithetical to revolutionary society. The fact that Piñera would infuse the very 

title of his play with an element destined to cause confusion and suspicion as a result 
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seems to confirm its confrontational nature. The play has not yet been fully encountered 

and already it has activated the critical distance of choteo, mocking those who would 

corral its meaning.  

 The games Forster calls attention to invite speculation because they are both 

allegorical and never-ending. They serve only to make existence bearable, to pass the 

time and instantiate fear in such a way that it might be rendered discrete, given form and 

therefore reduced from the level of abstraction to something real and manageable. As was 

the case in both Noche and Domingos, games and play are conflated with dramatic 

performance; the theatre is encoded within these works as a space of repetition and 

timelessness. But whereas the works by Triana and Arrufat present the theatre games 

indulged in by their characters as exceptional within the confines of the reality onstage 

because of their larger purpose (the siblings want to kill their parents, Elvira wants to 

avoid recreate and inhabit the past), Piñera’s play is purely an exercise in survival.  

 Such a claim seems contradictory given Tota and Tabo’s obsession with halting 

the encroachment of age or mimicking the release of death. For this reason Tabo burns 

pictures of young people cut from magazines in a ritual of self-preservation meant to 

combat evidence of his own mortality. When the couple plays at murder, death is 

presented as an escape from fear, understood as authority’s response to any and all 

actions on their part: 

TABO. ¿Y las consecuencias? ¿Te has puesto a pensar en las 

consecuencias? 

TOTA. Cuando uno está muerto ya no hay consecuencias. La última fue 

morirse. 
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TABO. (Mueve la cabeza.) Es lógico, lógico, pero… 

TOTA. ¿Pero qué? 

TABO. No sé…¿Y si hay consecuencias? Te consta que no quiero líos con 

la policía. (Piñera 484) 

As this quote indicates, Tabo is so saturated by fear that he cannot conceive of a state in 

which his actions are not judged and attended to by some outside authority. Even death is 

viewed with suspicion as potentially within the jurisdiction of the police. Tota ridicules 

Tabo’s naivete and his incapacity to inhabit the present, torturing him with his own 

reflection in a hand-held mirror while declaring her own ambivalence to the revages of 

age: “A mí la juventud me enternece. Además, nunca miro para atrás. Lo pasado, pasado. 

Ahora lo único que me interesa es el presente” (489). Only after enacting their deaths 

together and passing beyond the reach of governing authority is Tabo freed of his fear of 

whatever arbitrary repercussions might await him. They are liberated of the weight of 

both past and future, and so stand at a distance from their prior state of submissive 

victimhood, now clearly visible and open for criticism: 

TABO. Eso es, Tota, estamos muertos. (Ladeando la cabeza del lado de 

Tota. Pausa.) Es como tú dices. No tengo miedo.  

TOTA. ¿Ni siquera al espejo? 

TABO. No, Tota, ahora ya no soy ni viejo ni joven, ahora soy un muerto. 

(Pausa.) ¿Y dónde estarán ahora Tabo y Tota? 

TOTA. (Con el brazo extendido a todo lo largo, apuntando al fondo del 

escenario.) ¡Míralos, míralos! Tienen miedo. 
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TABO. (Echa el cuerpo hacia delante.) Sí, tienen miedo, mucho miedo. 

Ahora les toca tener miedo.  

TOTA. Eso es, se pasaron la vida metiéndonos miedo, y ahora… 

TABO. Ahora están en nuestras manos. (490) 

In a play that, one may argue, represents the zenith of the teatro del absurdo, this 

sequence is the galvanization of a broad range of pivotal elements of the category. Not 

only does the pair achieve a measure of critical distance within the total system of which 

they are a part through performance, but that performance is meant to negate the source 

of the authority that constitutes the system (i.e., fear), assaulting the legitimacy of its 

totality by escaping it via death, and thereby rendering it powerless.  

 Even without the direct overture to the audience, this sequence stands as a dense 

moment of uniquely Cuban absurdo. But by identifying the audience as an iteration of 

themselves, now expired and open to interpretation, Tabo and Tota call into being the 

“site of questioning” Ford refers to, not indirectly by perpetuating ambiguity, but directly, 

through shock and confrontation. In this way the multiple worlds present within the 

performance space (those of the spectators, the play, and of Cuba’s socio-historical 

context) converge in an edifying moment of confusion, one that prompts reflection rather 

than prescribing dogma. By directing attention to the audience’s own (potential) state of 

fear Piñera is, perhaps, attempting to speak the unspeakable and forge a community of the 

fearful within the margin offered by theatrical performance. Here the poetics of choteo 

are again in operation, striving to bring individuals together.
86

 

                                                 
86

 It is worth noting that an ostensibly similar incident occurs in Fin de partie: Clov turns the telescope 

from the window peering outward back to the audience, and makes a joke (“I see…a multitude…in 

transports…of joy. [Pause.] That’s what I call a magnifier.”) which seems to lack all spontaneity, given the 

exchange that follows (“CLOV: Well? Don’t we laugh? HAMM: [After reflection.] I don’t. CLOV: [After 



208 

 

 Tabo and Tota’s escape via the false death of theatre is short-lived; they are only 

able to de-legitimize the fear that governs them for so long. With the planilla it re-enters 

their lives surreptitiously, and in a way that returns the dynamic of authority to that of 

choteo from power. The form’s questions answer themselves, demonstrating a 

terrifyingly complete knowledge of Tabo and Tota’s habits. Its reach is total, and it 

mocks any pretense of subjective agency that might exceed its limits. There is no 

question of completing or not completing the planilla; the freedom such a form seems to 

imply is as much of a farce as Tabo and Tota’s theatrical “deaths.” It is instead another 

game, one whose rules are unknown and unimportant, and whose only objective is the 

perpetuation of fear and the submission it engenders.
87

 

 The planilla accomplishes another discernible goal in the context of the play: it 

turns Tota and Tabo against one another. But the hostility they demonstrate is short-lived 

and immediately transformed (consciously, by Tota)
88

 into yet another performance of 

death, which again enables them to proclaim themselves free of fear. Unified in their 

farce, they destroy the planillas and declare their love for another, as well as their 

happiness, speaking from the state of play: “TOTA. Me siento tan feliz que pienso seguir 

muerta hasta que me muera” (497). Ideally performance could replace reality, and the 

artificial universe they are enacting, in which fear is absent and the threat of the future is 

nullified, would perpetuate itself until death does them part. It is only after they 

                                                                                                                                                 
reflection.] Nor I.”), and which in turn only enhances the theatrical distance between stage and spectator, as 

well as the general feeling of despair (Beckett 106). This, it seems, is the opposite of the intention in 

Pánicos.  
87

 Ford calls attention to Montes Huidobro’s claim that the planilla is “un elemento totalmente absurdo” 

due to its interminability. Taken from Persona, vida y mascara en el teatro cubano (1973), p. 435. 
88

 See Piñera, p. 496. 
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acknowledge their happiness from this pont beyond life that the pair turns to the next 

game of the day: the assault on fear itself.  

 Initially this episode seems largely similar to those that come before it, insofar as 

its fictiveness is transparent. Tota and Tabo attack an empty bed, claiming all the while 

that fear lies there sleeping. They pounce, and then are dismayed to see that they are left 

holding nothing but sheets. However, it quickly becomes apparent that this game is 

unique. As the two carry out their attack the stage lights gradually begin to dim. As soon 

as the strike reaches its climax the lights are cut completely, save for a cone of white light 

located in the middle of the stage. Having failed in their first assault, Tota and Tabo’s 

spirits are renewed upon seeing the light, which they recognize as the enemy that escaped 

them, suddenly put on the defensive. They attempt to corner it, laughing with delight as it 

flees from one side of the stage to the other. The two become more and more forthright 

and courageous, but are shaken from their enthusiasm when the light comes to rest on 

Tabo’s chest; immediately thereafter an identical light falls on Tota. They valiantly 

attempt to smother their dual fears by embracing:
89

 

TABO. ¿Qué hacemos, Tota, qué podmeos hacer? 

TOTA. Hay que matarlos, tú el tuyo y yo el mío. 

TABO. ¿Matarlos? ¿Tú dices matarlos? ¿Y cómo? Trata de hacerlo. Mira 

(vuelve a poner las manos sobre el pecho), se queda tan fresco entre mis 

manos. 

                                                 
89

 This embrace described here evokes Vladimir and Estragon in Godot, and Vladimir’s “Get up till I 

embrace you,” first proclaimed at the beginning of Act 1 (Beckett 11) and repeated at the beginning of Act 

2 (“Come here till I embrace you”) (54). In Pánicos the purpose of the embrace goes beyond simple 

reassurance and affection, though, as I argue, ultimately these effects are the gesture’s true benefits. 
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TOTA. Pues entonces vamos a asfixiarlos entre nuestros pechos. 

Abrázame. 

TABO. (Se abraza a Tota.) Por ti. 

TOTA. (Se aprieta aún más a Tabo.) Por mí. 

TABO. (Se aprieta aún más a Tota.) Por ti. 

TOTA. (Se aprieta aún más.) Por mí. (503) 

Their method is a failure; fear escapes, the lights come up, and once again the stage and 

the characters are permeated by panic. The two are briefly stunned, then forced to resume 

the routine that offers them nothing other than fear and the games that make it livable: 

TOTA. (Se incorpora, toca a Tabo en un hombro.) Tabo, despierta, se 

hace tarde para tu pildora.  

TABO. (Se incorpora, se restriega los ojos fuertamente, sacude la 

cabeza.) ¿Dónde estoy? ¿Se fue, Tota, se fue? 

TOTA. Vamos, cretino, vuelve a tu materia. Ahora estamos vivos, ahora 

hay que vivir, tomar la píldora, dormir, despertar y tener miedo, y jugar, y 

volver a dormir y volver a despertar. (504) 

 It is important to read the play of lights as an exceptional moment in the work. It 

represents a point of divergence from the type of games that take place in Fin de partie, 

and from the European Theatre of the Absurd in general. Pánicos aligns with Beckett’s 

work in the context of the earlier games played due primarily to their repetive character 

and concurrent hopelessness. Like Hamm’s toy dog and never-ending story, Tabo’s 

“burning the young” and the couple’s interminable performance of death are polished 

moments of distraction, cultivated over a long period of time to support the characters’ 
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psychological architecture and keep the vacuum of existence at bay. However, the attack 

on fear and the play of lights it leads to stands apart from these other exercises in 

avoidance. If one accepts that the lights that Tabo and Tota attempt to snuff out represent 

fear, then it is a fear that has been forced to submit to their collective will, drawn down 

from ubiquity and brought forward into awareness. Suddenly the audience is presented 

with a contrast: initially the light permeated the stage, and so was taken for granted; its 

dramatic reduction to focused cones places a limit on its extension, and so shatters the 

myth of its totality.  

It is only after Tabo and Tota extract themselves from the domain of the living 

through performance that they are able to move beyond fear.While it may only be a scene 

enacted, the actions taken by the two spark real agency, which in turn pushes back 

against the light that previously overwhelmed them. Acting together the couple calls into 

question for the first and only time in the play the hegemony of fear, and opens the 

possibility of truly containing it and reimagining the world of their stage. Such a triumph 

is not to be, but the episode is significant enough to pull Tabo off-script, and compel Tota 

to call his attention to the error (“TOTA. Vamos, cretino, vuelve a tu materia” (504)). 

Tabo is able to entertain the possibility that fear has gone, a feat that in itself seems 

noteworthy given their normal state of panic.  

 By placing emphasis on collective action as a means to, if not conquer fear, then 

at least create a space in which subjective agency is allowed to reclaim itself, Piñera turns 

the spectator’s attention away from representation and towards the ethics of the absurd. 

The intention is neither pedagogical nor ideological; instead it is oriented towards 
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survival within the self-created margins of fear. As Ford says concerning the play of 

lights and Tota and Tabo’s embrace:  

This scene represents the most human moment of the play, where the two 

characters collaborate in order to look for a possible exit from the 

circularity of fear. It promises that, through their physical caresses and the 

manifestations of their love, they will find an eternal hope that will erase 

their daily fights and insults and, in the process, kill that which haunts 

their existence. In this way, the spectator can see the possibility of a way 

out of fear through collaboration and love […] (Ford 53) 

The spirit of collaboration and love Ford calls attention to in the play represents the 

fulfillment of Piñera’s poetics of choteo, within the confines of an ideological system that 

was innately hostile to it. For this reason the play was never allowed to be performed in 

Cuba during Piñera’s lifetime. Only in 1990, at the beginning of the período especial, 

would Dos viejos pánicos finally grace a Havana stage. However, as Ford notes, the work 

was given at least one, and perhaps more, clandestine dramatic readings in Havana in the 

years following its publications.
90

  As is true with so much of Piñera’s work, and with so 

much of the teatro el absurdo he founded and galvanized, it seems as if the plays are 

speaking beyond the present to a distant and imperfect future, to an audience that would 

finally be able to hear them.  
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 See Ford, p. 55. 
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Chapter Four: 

Endgame: The Absurdity of Hope 

4.1 The Second Coming: Timeball and Isla en peso 

 

Following the polemics of 1968, the critical margin cultivated by, and necessary 

for, the teatro del absurdo was annexed and absorbed by the state. Triana, Arrufat, and 

Piñera saw their works suppressed and their careers dissolve within Cuba. Cuban theatre 

was reimagined and aligned with the ideological telos of the Cuban nation. Theatrical 

companies dedicated to the dissemination of social-realist works aimed at both the 

objective representation of Cuban reality, as well as at the reinforcement of the central 

tenets of common purpose and shared sacrifice, were given government support due to 

their utility as pedagogical mediums.
91

 Ideological consolidation and intolerance would 

reach its crescendo during the quinquenio gris, the “grey years” of 1971-76, during which 

time Cuban culture was subjected to increasingly strict levels of state control. It is 

tragically fitting that the decade would end with Piñera’s death, mired in obscurity and 

almost totally marginalized, on October 18, 1979.
92

 

                                                 
91

 One of the most significant examples of this reorientation of Cuban theatre is the Grupo Teatro 

Escambray, which began as a predominately propagandist tool for the Revolutionary government and 

operated in the countryside, in an effort to incorporate diverse segments of the Cuban population into the 

theatre, as both spectators and participants; for more on this initial phase of the group, see Anne Petit 

“Teatro y sociedad en Cuba: El Grupo Teatro Escambray” Latin American Theatre Review 12.1 (1978): 71-

76. The group’s approach was drastically affected by the Special Period, as it evolved into a medium used 

to reflect the individual realities of the Cuban people; for more on this shift, see Judith Rudakoff 

“R/Evolutionary Theatre in Contemporary Cuba: Grupo Teatro Escambray” The Drama Review 40.1 

(1996): 77-97.  
92

 For a personal account of Piñera’s last days and death, see Reinaldo Arenas’ essay “La isla en peso con 

todas sus cucarachas,” reprinted in Virgilio Piñera: la memoria del cuerpo Ed. Rita Molinero (San Juan: 

Editorial Plaza Mayor, 2002).  
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 However, the 1980s would witness the (clandestine at first) re-emergence of 

difference within Cuba’s artistic community.
93

 And as was the case in the 1950s and 60s, 

the figure and works of Virgilio Piñera served as galvanizing forces that directed new 

strains of artistic output. The full and explicit recuperation of Piñera’s legacy would not 

occur until the 1990s, after the collapse of the Soviet Union and the inception of Cuba’s 

período especial, or Special Period, a time of extreme economic hardship. Such 

synchronization is not the product of coincidence. Piñera’s poetics offered an avenue of 

critical and aesthetic response to the brutal realities of the Special Period that had 

previously been unavailable. In the domain of theatre, the scope and force of his 

catalogue injected new life, and new purpose, into Cuban drama. By reclaiming his plays 

and incorporating the mechanics of the absurdo into their own works, the theatre 

community of the Special Period opened new lines of communication with a past that had 

been lost to them. In so doing they discovered a form capable of expressing a world in 

which the future never arrives, and capable as well of addressing how one might endure 

such a present.  

 The years immediately surrounding the collapse of the Soviet Union witnessed 

the convergence of a number of different factors whose simultaneity laid the foundation 

for the Cuban theatre revival of the 1990s. One set derived from a series of institutional 

reorganizations and revisions that occurred over the course of the 1970s and 1980s. As 

Candyce Leonard
94

 indicates, the state’s adoption of a more lenient policy in regard to 

censorship in 1988, coupled with the formation in 1989 of the Consejo Nacional de las 
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 For a thorough account of Piñera’s renaissance during the 1980s, see Dainerys Machado’s article “Un 

escritor que renació de una generación que nació de él”, available online at http://www.ahs.cu/secciones-

principales/critica-investigacion/noticias/un_escritor_que_renacio_de_una_generacion.html. 
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 “La Cubanía: The Soul of Cuban Theatre in the Mid-1990s,” Latin American Theatre Review 30.2 

(1997): 139-152.  
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Artes Escénicas (CNAE), expanded the field of possibility of the existing theatre 

community. Graziella Pogolotti
95

 marks the point of origin for the flowering to come 

even earlier, at the end of the quenquinio gris in 1976 and the creation of the Ministerio 

de Cultura and the Instituto Superior de Arte (ISA) that same year. She describes the 

1980s as a “period of reflection” for Cuban culture, as its chief practicioneers and 

intellectuals sought to better define the relation between artistic production and socio-

political reality, which, she argues, the theatre of the 1980s largely failed to account for: 

[La historia del teatro] ha sido contada, reconstruída con una prolijidad 

que supera la de cualquier otra manifestación artistica. Asumida como 

fuente de información, no se ha convertido en germen de auto-conciencia, 

en instrumento dinámico para la redefinición de los por qué y para qué de 

la circunstancia presente. (5) 

Pogolotti’s position concerning the disconnection between theoretical framework and 

practical application percictible on Cuban stages in the 1980s was not unique. Rosa 

Ileana Boudet points to the 1985 Festival de Teatro de La Habana as a moment in which 

the depth of the problem was brought into focus, thanks largely to the provocation of two 

successful and critically stimulative productions: Vicente Revuelta’s staging of Brecht’s 

Galileo, and Rolando Ferrer’s Lila, la mariposa, directed by Flora Lauten.
96

 As Randy 

Martin notes,
97

 by re-ordering Ferrer’s script and interpolating elements from the present 

day into the performance, Lauten attempted to address the contemporary realities of 

Cuban life by radically re-imagining the past.  
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 “El teatro cubano en visperas de una nueva década.” Tablas 33 (1991): 3-8. 
96

 See Ileana Boudet, “Pensar en el teatro de los 90,” Tablas 45(1995): 6-10.  
97

 “Cuban Theatre Under Rectification: The Revolution After the Revolution,” The Drama Review 34.1 

(1990): 38-59.  
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 Those realities and that public would be dramatically altered by the rampant 

shortages and widespread impoverishment of the Special Period. At the same time, the 

cultural landscape would be forcibly readjusted in such a way that theatre as a form of 

entertainment was made uniquely viable, for reasons Eugenio Ballou Lausell in his 

prologue to Alberto Pedro’s Mar Nuestro/Manteca (2003) makes clear: 

Hacia mediados de la década de los 90 en Cuba, años en los que faltó todo 

o casi todo, período en el que dejaron de circular las revistas culturales, y 

la television operaba con un horario muy reducido, el teatro tomó la 

palabra. Fue un momento extraordinario: las salas se llenaban y – como ha 

reseñado la crítica – se estableció con el público un elecrificante diálogo, 

una complicidad. El teatro, con su artesanía capaz de desafiar la escasez de 

medios, y armado con la fuerza de sus ritos y catarsis colectivos, ocupó 

una vez más el centro de la polis. (Pedro iii) 

Manteca, published and performed in 1993, is perhaps the pivotal Cuban play written and 

staged in the 1990s, and will be considered in depth in the pages to come. What should be 

emphasized in Ballou’s comments is the central complicity that united actors and 

audience during these performances, and the community which it presupposes. Rather 

than adopt a pedagogical or didactic mode of expression, these works were invested in 

bringing the (almost exclusively harsh) realities of the Special Period onstage, and 

thereby rendering them bearable for all. Cuban drama’s prior incapacity to speak to and 

express the present was redeemed in the theatres of the 1990s. 

 In order to express the present, the playwrights of the Special Period returned to 

the past in search of vehicles capable of transmitting their vision. Those techniques, 
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gleaned from a multiplicity of source but with special zeal from the practicioneers of the 

teatro del absurdo, were distorted and combined with other influences in a process of 

dynamic synthetization that Ileana Boudet calls attention to: 

Donde muchos han visto un repliegue de la escena de ideas, constato con 

verdadera satisfacción que se verifica una integracción de vertientes y 

cotos cerrados: lo culto y lo popular, la sociología y la antropología, el 

teatro politico y el absurdo que, al establecer una continuidad con 

esfuerzos anteriores, plantea una renovación en terminus de síntesis y 

experimentación. Los 90 son deudores de las décadas anteriores y las 

periodizaciónes, ya se ha repetido en muchas ocasiones, instrumentos para 

el studio y no demarcaciones paralizantes. (8) 

The type of temporal dynamism referred to here addresses the peculiar roles played by 

time, history, and memory during the Special Period. Because of the teatro del absurdo’s 

unique treatment of these elements, its influence was directly compatible to the realities 

of the 1990s.  

 However, the fact that Special Period drama reclaimed themes and features 

common to the teatro del absurdo of the 1950s and 60s does not entail that radical 

innovation had no place within Cuban theatre of this time. On the contrary, those 

salvaged absurdist elements in many cases served as a foundation upon which 

playwrights and directors forged works that spoke to the structural absurdity of 1990s 

Cuba in a new idiom. One notable example of such a work is Joel Cano’s Timeball o el 

juego de perder el tiempo (1992). This highly unorthodox play, which Cano presented as 

his final project as a student at the ISA, extends the anti-telos so salient in the works of 
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the teatro del absurdo to its near-breaking point, and completely upends the text’s 

authority in awarding meaning to the action onstage. Instead of the text determining 

performance by enforcing obedience to a single, static script, Timeball reverses this 

equation: the script is rearranged nightly as a component of performance, according to the 

whims of chance.  

 In the play’s didascalia Cano locates his work within the genre of “cartomancia 

teatral,” or theatrical fortune-telling (Cano 1416). Such a description is revelatory, given 

that the play itself is a game of chance designed to rupture the coherence of linearity and 

introduce the mechanics of chaos into the shared space of time and history. The script 

opens with a description of the game’s structure and a set of instructions as to how it is to 

be played. There are fifty-two scenes in the play, the same as the number of cards in a 

deck. Prior to each performance: 

- Baraje las página-cartas, desordenando, así, los nexus habituales del 

drama. 

- Reparta las cartas-páginas entre los jugadores-directores-actores. 

- En el orden que decida, coloque las páginas-cartas al centro de la 

mesa. Al hacerlo, éstas deben ser leídas. La disposición final de las 

carta-páginas será la estructura del montaje del juego. Para ello 

directores y actores deben hablar la propia lógica interna del caos. 

[…]¿Qué obtiene del Timeball? Una recreación del tiempo nuestro de 

cada día. Con él nadie sabe quién es, qué vendrá, qué pasó…Ganará 

quien logre montar el espectáculo. O quien salga del círculo lleno de 

hilos de timeball. (1418) 
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Cano’s use of the word “recreación” in the above excerpt is highly suggestive, since it 

could refer to either “recreation” understood as an entertaining way to pass the time, as 

well as the “re-creation” of quotidian time itself. In the context of this work both 

connotations are viable. The game is played within the “circle full of timeball threads,” 

the open field of random temporality, where history always (almost) repeats itself in its 

degraded orbit across space. Such a game is an exercise in survival, played to make chaos 

senisble. By playing the game, and witnessing its performance in the case of the 

audience, time is being refashioned, and space re-imagined. Reality is recomposed, 

converted into something new by revising the structural forces that undergird it, not in a 

way that necessitates exclusionary violence, but through play and performance.  

 The play tracks fours characters across the chaotic landscape of Cuban space-time 

mapped by Cano: Comodín the circus clown; Francisco Gómez, an inventor whose 

vitrola/time-machine generates a second iteration of the same character and allows for 

them to coincide in several scenes, all of which are permutations of one another; Pedro 

“Charro” Jiménez, a famous bolero singer; and Beata Korsakowicz, a Polish immigrant 

and trapeze artist who is almost entirely silent. These four characters populate three 

distinct temporal zones: 1933 (year of the toppling of both Gerado Machado and Carlos 

Manuel de Céspedes, and the installation of Ramon Grau’s government), 1970 (year of 

the disastrous zafra de los diez millones, the government’s nation-wide push to harvest 

ten million tons of sugar at the expense of the country’s natural and human resources), 

and “no tiempo,” or non-time. These zones are not rigidly defined; settings (park, stables, 

circus, laboratory) repeat themselves with no regard for the passage of time, and with 

only minute differences (added words or phrases, altered gestures, a photograph of Che 
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that replaces one of Julio Antonio Mella, for example) available to distinguish one from 

the other. Iconic figures of 20
th

 century history and pop-culture intrude anachronistically 

within scenes as well: John Lennon, Vladimir Lenin, Charlie Chaplin and Marilyn 

Monroe appear and disappear seemingly at random, functioning almost decoratively as 

specters of baroque collusion.   

This interstitiality is commented upon by the characters in several scenes, as 

history implodes on itself and repetition becomes apparent. In the scene “Límite 

Caballeriza (1970)” Francis presents the others with a photograph, taken at a student 

demonstration in 1933, in which the four of them can be clearly seen. Comodín asks the 

inventor: “¿entonces, no seremos las ideas que habitan en los cuerpos de hace cuarenta 

años?” (1434). Later the scene is doubled and distorted: in “Límite Caballeriza. (1933)” 

Francis shows them another photo, this one depicting the group at work cutting sugar 

cane. Comdín’s question upon seeing it mirrors and reverses his earlier remark: 

“¿entonces no seremos los cuerpos de las ideas que surjan dentro de cuarenta años?” 

(1454). The force of historical repetition is no longer a question of individual perception 

to be expressed allegorically onstage, as is the case for the absurdo of the 1950s and 60s. 

Here it is transmuted into physical reality in the form of spacio-temporal chaos, 

comparable to the fundamental instability of quantam mechanics, a verifiable fact that 

demands a reordering and reimagining of the world. As Laurietz Seda points out in her 

article “Ruptura y caos in Timeball,”
98

 the type of repetition explored in Timeball 

embodies the non-linear perspective of chaos theory, which in turn detaches the scenes 

from one another in spite of their near identical nature: 

                                                 
98

 Latin American Theatre Review 30.1 (1996): 5-19.  



221 

 

[C]omo dice Beata en una occasion: “Parece que la escena se repite hace 

siglos y nunca va a terminar de ocurrir” (1432). Por eso en el “Mapa 

temporal de Timeball” se muestran las diferentes escenas que se repiten 

pero no se entrelazan. Cada escena tiene vida propia, pero a la misma vez 

tiene relación con las anteriores o con las posteriores. Esta idea del 

reciclaje va de acuerdo con una de las características del caos: “los 

sistemas del retroalimentación” donde se crean circuitos en los que la 

información regresa y se convierte en nueva información. (12) 

Cano formalizes this revolution in perception with his “MAPA DE TIMEBALL 

(Isla temporal)” included on page 1441. This diagram, which connotes a sense of 

objective authority while being overwhelmingly opaque, describes the action of the play 

according to a series of concentric circles that never coincide, and are only connected by 

“agua teatral” (1441). The dual significance of the use of island as the dominant image in 

this context is crucial for the play, since it locates the action and intention within Cuba 

while at the same time proposing insularity as a universal condition, and isolation as the 

default state of human reality. The clown Comodín addresses this dynamic in his 

monologue “SOLEDAD DE COMODÍN,” in which he attempts to diagnose the 

relevancy of clowning within the panorama of individual insularity using that standard of 

any magic act, the linked ring trick, as metaphor. This scene is arguably the play’s most 

thematically revelatory, and deserves close analysis, especially given the emphasis on the 

tragi-comedy of choteo for the teatro del absurdo. 
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 Comodín’s discourse takes as a central term la burla, understood as mockery or 

the impulse to mock and, though not synonomous with choteo, closely aligned with its 

intent:  

Filosóficamente la burla nos rodea, yo puedo olerla, saber por dónde 

viene; y de tiempo está hecha, y nos ensarta como las blandas cuentas en 

el pectoral de un Dios carnivoro. Somos pues material de la burla. Hasta 

las duras estatuas terminan siendo formas que el aire desgasta, el simple 

aire. (1461) 

One can conclude from Comodín’s description that the burla that surrounds the 

characters, and which is “made of time,” is, perhaps, also equivalent to the “agua teatral” 

that appears on Cano’s map of the play. However this multi-valent concept is to be 

understood, the foundational quality of burla, following Comodín, cannot be disputed. It 

is an elemental component of human reality, and its power as such is indisputable. 

Mythos and metaphysics, heroes and monuments (“las duras estatuas”), cannot withstand 

the corrosive force of mockery. Comodín’s description posits burla as a natural agent of 

eternity, a human function capable of deflating hubris and thereby restoring balance to 

the world; in the context of the Special Period, burla as a corrective to over-extended 

ideology would prove to be highly significant. Though he does not propose it as a 

uniquely Cuban attribute, its centrality to the condition of insularity (it is the water that 

flows between islands) suggests a correspondingly central role within the Cuban 

character. Such an estimation is aligned on all these points with Piñera’s tragicomic 

choteo. 
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 The commensurability between Piñera’s choteo and Comodín’s burla extends 

beyond their shared role as the counterpunctual to heroic mythos. As the water between 

islands, burla separates individuals while at the same time providing extension that, if 

bridged, might bring about the collapse of isolation, and the free exchange between the 

closed rings of distinct space-times: 

Cada hombre se encierra en su anillo de tiempo, cualquier anillo hecho de 

barro o de oro, y muy pocos saben cómo unir dos anillos que están sin 

abertura, cómo hacerlos girar, coexistir, ensartarlos como los destinos. Y 

así chocando están los millones de anillos, rodando. A veces la casualidad 

los ensarta y provoca un milagro que a los hombres espanta. Pero 

casualidad al fin, pronto se deshace y todo resulta inexplicable a la razón. 

Sólo yo, sólo yo sé que fueron los anillos que algún día unirán de nuevo el 

tiempo para hacernos hallar nuestro reino perdido. ¿Qué es un payaso? Un 

hombre más revuelto en su destino. Pero que ríe y que conoce el truco del 

anillo. (1462) 

This passage aptly condenses the play’s chaotic time-space under the rhubric of a 

performative ethics that functions in defiance of reason, and is guided by burla as a mode 

through which one may achieve the collapse of divergent time-spaces into a single shared 

space, and thereby regain the “lost kingdom” of unified rings. Comodín’s vision of 

himself as a clown is tragi-comic, since he is doomed by his role as performer/artist, 

cursed with a heightened sensibility to the absurd, to be tossed more harshly than anyone 

by the winds of destiny. Yet as a clown he will always retain the capacity to laugh at the 
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expense of chaos. His burla (or choteo), when broadcast onstage, will continue to build 

communities of common sufferers, linked by the laughter they share.  

  The highly innovatory nature of Timeball derives from Cano’s ability to merge 

structural novelties informed by an evolving scientific worldview’s influence within the 

domain of representation (chaos theory, quantum mechanics) with elements whose 

relevance to the teatro del absurdo (choteo, anti-telos) have been confirmed. Piñera’s role 

within this synthesis cannot be overstated: not only does Comodín’s burla echo much of 

the conceptual framework surrounding choteo, but Cano’s treatment of insularity seems 

inextricably linked to one of Piñera’s most fundamental works, the re-emergence of 

which heralded the writer’s return to prominence within Cuban culture. According to 

José Quiroga in his work Cuban Palimpsests (2005), Piñera’s poem Isla en peso (1941), 

which began to be clandestinely circulated in the 1980s, incited Cuban writers and artists 

struggling to render their environment artistically to conceptualize time and history as 

material objects, open to contestation and appropriation by ideological forces. Cano’s 

play undoubtedly belongs to this category.  

Beyond the brute misery inflicted on the Cuban people, the crisis of the Special 

Period was one of conceptual exhaustion. Quiroga’s treatment of the dynamics of 

nostalgia, memory and memorialization grounds the malaise of the 1990s, at least in part, 

in the disintegration of a state-managed narrative that controlled the past in order to 

prolong the present, always perpetuating the fantasy of a victorious future that may still 

be realized: 

At some level, one could say that as a result of the “Special Period in 

Times of Peace” the present folded upon itself. It was not engaged in 
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memory, but in memorialization, while at the same time it produced the 

sense that things that had not been said before were now being said. 

(Quiroga 4)  

One of those voices that was remembered and restored was that of Piñera. The critique of 

insularity Piñera engages in, the claustrophobic helplessness that he positions as a 

geographic and existential fact of Cuban life, resonated deeply with a generation that felt 

locked out of both space and time. As Quiroga says: “Isla en peso’s temporal play, 

focusing on the individual and his or her relationship to insular space and to historical 

time, allowed artists to question the role that History had played in the revolution” (27). 

Piñera emerges here as the champion of a recovered past of confrontation that speaks 

against the present, and against the perpetually withdrawn reward of a future that will 

never arrive. 

 The future perfect tense in which Quiroga claims the Revolution has always 

expressed itself is embodied in Fidel Castro’s speech “La historia me absolverá,” 

presented in 1954 as self-defense for his assault on the Moncada barracks. Quiroga cites 

Rafael Rojas’ claim that the speech “belongs to the ‘oracular’ tradition of Cuban history,” 

a tradition that “is at once apocalyptic and prophetic, as it fashions the citizen of the 

republic as a tragic hero who can only see his or her destiny as either an enigma or an 

impossibility” (28). By establishing the revolutionary position as one that joins present 

sacrifice to a victorious historical narrative, itself a product of historiographical liberties 

taken with histories previous to the messianic intervention of the Revolution, the oracular 

tradition became official, since present suffering could only be understood when viewed 

as the precursor to an incipient utopian future, always about to rush in and fill the now. 
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Such a paradigm borrows from Benjamin’s historical-materialism already discussed, and 

represents an extension in the Cuban context from Piñera’s open moment of 

revolutionary interruption, explicit in “La inundación” and Aire frío as explored in 

chapter two, to a perpetual present over-determined by the demands of utopian ideology, 

and therefore closed to future difference. The historiography that sought to validate the 

Revolution as a historical necessity cast the past in terms of the present, thereby 

entrenching prophetic sensibility as a fixed condition of Cuban reality: the violent past 

justified the violent present, as did the perfect future, which is already written, and will 

have seen all debts paid in full. 

 As Quiroga notes, the temporal dynamics at work in Piñera’s Isla en peso, and 

Castro’s speech and larger revolutionary logic, are critically opposed: 

If distance for Piñera entailed stepping back in order to look at a past that 

would allow him to understand the present as the point of departure for the 

future, the act of stepping back promoted by Fidel forces us to look at the 

degraded present from the point of view of the heroic past of struggle. (30) 

Piñera’s poem locates subjective agency in a present moment of self-awareness, and 

projects it into a future that will be defined by individually defined distance from 

insularity, dead-ends, and hopelessness. This self-awareness is also self-punishment 

incurred by understanding history as “a negative consolation,” to use Quiroga’s phrase; 

the pain generated from awareness of the repetition of history’s reconstruction does not in 

itself offer escape, but it does offer an alternative to self-delusion.  

 Isla en peso is rooted in the present moment: the poem charts the passing of a 

single day, giving emphasis to the course of the sun’s rise and descent. At the same time, 
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these daily certainties and the rituals that accompany them are understood to be 

repetitions of an infinite series, a fact which interpolates historical conditions into 

quotidian reality. They correspond to the moments in which “la bestia” might be 

contemplated, “los cuatro momentos en que se abre el cáncer: madrugada, mediodía, 

crepúsculo y noche” (Piñera 39). “La bestia” introduced here is referred to throughout the 

poem, and suggests a correspondence to William Butler Yeats’ The Second Coming 

(1919), and its “rough beast, its hour come round at last.” While Yeats’ poem speaks to 

entropy and the intervention of transcendent history in human affairs, Piñera’s “bestia” is 

not transcendent. It is material, but hidden behind the accumulated sediment of historical 

amnesia.  

 The dynamics of sight and visibility are critically important in Isla en peso in 

terms of the discourse of historical self-awareness, and they are written into the entrance 

and exit of sunlight. The contrast between the mechanics of seeing at midday, or “la hora 

terrible,” and at twilight, reveal key schematic elements of Piñera’s “negative 

consolation” of history (Piñera 39). As daylight reaches its apex and the brute force of the 

sun is realized on the skin of the people, clarity, “la fulminante droga que puede iniciar 

un sueño mortal en los bellos ojos de hombres y mujeres,” entails (40). The condition of 

clarity is one of perpetual revelation that is repeated each day at noon, yet which 

disguises its fundamental impermanence (it only lasts, after all, a fleeting moment each 

day) by the extension from material-temporal “reality” ( time of day) to conceptual 

condition (“la claridad”): 

la claridad se golpea a sí misma, 

va de uno a otro lado convulsivamente, 
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empieza a estallar, a reventar, a rajarse, 

la claridad empieza el alumbramiento más horroroso, 

la claridad empieza a parir la claridad. 

Son las doce del día. (41) 

Whereas in Yeats’ poem it is the beast, the representation of transcendental history, 

which “slouches toward Bethlehem to be born,” in Isla en peso it is clarity which births 

itself in a chain of false beginnings. Clarity “es una enorme ventosa que chupa la sombra, 

y las manos van lentamente hacia los ojos” (40). The people are made uniform in the 

presence of the light, which evacuates shadow and the negative power it cultivates for 

difference, bringing blindness as an immediate effect. 

 If noon brings the presence of light and the dissolution of shadow spaces of 

difference, twilight brings the emergence of a negative space-time, a poetic irreality in 

which the beast might be seen clearly, and time and the future restored: 

Pero el mediodía se resuelve en crepúsculo y el mundo  

 se perfila. 

A la luz del crepúsculo una hoja de yagruma ordena 

 su terciopelo, 

su color plateado del envés es el primer espejo. 

La bestia lo mira con su ojo atroz. 

En este trance la pupila se dilata, se extiende 

hasta aprehender la hoja. 

Entonces la bestia recorre con su ojo las formas sembradas 

 en su lomo 
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y los hombres tirados contra su pecho. 

Es la hora única para mirar la realidad en esta tierra. (42) 

It is the beast who is seeing, who, it seems, is in fact the island itself, conscious of itself, 

self-aware at last of its people. Night is “sin memoria, sin historia, una noche antillana,” 

but the end of the poem brings a return to material self-knowledge, of the beast-island 

and its inhabitants: 

un pueblo permanece junto a su bestia en la hora de partir, 

aullando en el mar, devorando frutas, sacrificando animales, 

siempre más abajo, hasta saber el peso de su isla; 

el peso de una isla en el amor de un peublo. (44) 

This final reconciliation of the island and its people reflects a reality which is hidden by 

the glare of historical amnesia and repetition. The cycles of Cuban self-knowledge which 

Piñera described in his poem are themselves self-replicating, a reflection of the essential 

insularity that haunts Cuban reality, and irreality.  

 Isla en peso confounds all mythic systems whose transcendent metaphysics 

attempt to mask or poeticize Cuban historical-material reality. The poem’s popularity 

during the 1980s and 90s was grounded in the outside space it demarcated for those 

seeking to push beyond the temporality of the revolution, and into a space-time free from 

the structuring architecture of ideology. For this reason Timeball’s fluid use of history 

and place as an antidote to insularity and isolation can be seen as prefigured by Isla en 

peso. But the poem’s original impact following its writing in 1941 (the poem was 

published in 1943) would echo throughout Piñera’s absurdist theatre, and be made 

manifest in the teatro del absurdo as a whole. One could claim that the embryonic 
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absurdo is present in the poem; the fact that its two most noteworthy moments of 

extension within the Cuban cultural sphere are separated by fifty years attests to the 

absurdo’s deep resonance and endurance as a viable mode of expression. 

 Such endurance is in part a product of the recurring dynamic of mythos versus 

materialism in its various iterations across the timescape of 20
th

 century Cuba. During the 

Special Period the mythos of the revolution was the poem’s foil; during the 1940’s it was 

the metaphysics of Lezama Lima’s Orígenes group that took the brunt of Piñera’s assault. 

As Victor Fowler claims,
99

 Isla en peso represents Piñera’s rejection of Lezama’s vision 

of poetry as a myth-creating engine capable of generating a culture that would support a 

utopian nation-state. Such idealization obliges the type of historical amnesia attacked in 

the poem, since it posits a purified cubanía that is impossible to accept given the material 

facts of conquest and slavery. The poem’s second stanza is interrupted with images 

linked to Afro-Cuban culture: “Pero he visto la música detenida en las caderas, he visto a 

las negras bailando con vasos de ron en sus cabezas” (Piñera 33). Following Fowler: 

This can be viewed as an address to origenistas who would like to 

represent Cuba as a raceless spiritual Eden without violence or barbarism; 

on the contrary, any sign of black culture […] will always be a reminder 

of white/Spanish colonial violence and a sort of marker of Cuban 

historical and cultural contradictions. […] (Fowler 508) 

The “historical excavation” Fowler indicates continues in the fourth stanza, where the 

conquest of the indigenous people of the island is brought to consciousness and the 

“mythic national history” championed by the Orígenes group is sabatoged by material 
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truth. “[Piñera] points to mixtures that impede any thought of purity and cancel the 

presumption of any homogenous identity” (509).  

The type of hostility towards homogeneity perceptible in the poem would be 

translated to the stage as the heterotopia of the teatro del absurdo. So to would be the 

dynamics of historical repetition, visible to the individual, trapped within the closed space 

of insular myth-making. Isla en peso marked a zone of dissidence that stood in opposition 

to the metaphysics of Orígenes, and spoke against, and in spite of, the group’s cultural 

authority. Piñera’s audacity carried with it real consequences: the origenista Cintio 

Vitier’s harsh criticism of Isla en peso for failing to honor Cuba’s exceptionality led to 

Piñera’s exclusion from Diez poetas cubanos (1948) and Cincuenta años de poesía 

cubana (1953), two collections that “were the most serious efforts yet on the part of the 

orgenistas at creating a canon” (Fowler 510). As would come to pass roughly twenty 

years later, Piñera’s willingness to antagonize collective opinion and speak against 

authority led to the material suppression of his voice.  

4.2 La hora caníbal: Manteca’s Ethics of Absurdity 

 

The Special Period instantiated a moment of perpetual atemporality, coupled with 

a visible deterioration of state authority that in turn allowed for a margin for individuals, 

left to fend for themselves by a government that could no longer provide for them, to 

perform the subjective absurdity of their lives. The stage was set for a return to the 

dynamics of choteo within a context appropriate to it: that is to say, one of structural 

absurdity.  
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In 1989 it was announced that an expanded edition of Piñera’s Teatro completo 

would finally be published. Compiled, organized, and including a prologue by Rine Leal, 

this volume would serve as a catalyst in the transition from unofficial to official 

renaissance. By reissuing the near-entirety of Piñera’s dramatic oeuvre,
100

 a new era of 

openness was commenced. Beginning with the 1990 production of Dos viejos pánicos by 

Roberto Blanco and the Teatro Irrumpe, the play’s first-ever staging in Cuba, Piñera 

emerged as modern Cuba’s theatrical emissary from the past, capable of conferring 

meaning upon a world in crisis and trending towards absurdity. From 1990 onward, the 

production of a Piñera play has evolved from a groundbreaking and exceptional event, to 

assume its present-day status as a constant presence within contemporary Cuban culture. 

This sea-change can be mapped by identifying the pivotal moments of reintroduction of 

Piñera’s works into the public imagination, which occurred in tandem with a rush of 

original works from contemporary authors. These two trends (Piñera’s borad renaissance 

and the resurgence of theatrical innovation) should not be understood as independent, but 

instead as composed of mutually reinforcing and many times indistinguishable voices 

straining to expand and diversify Cuba’s cultural landscape, and thereby fulfill the 

absurdista’s mission to import difference into sameness.  

 When considered this way, several dominant voices within the heterotopic 

pandemonium emerge. Raul Martín’s interpretations of multiple Piñera plays (including 

El flaco y el gordo (1991), La boda (1994), Electra Garrigó (1994), El álbum (2001), and 

Los siervos (1999, 2012) has established him as one of the leading figures in the charge 
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to reclaim and refigure the past within the confines of the present. While the 1990s saw a 

full-throated declaration of unity with Piñera’s ouvre, the 1980s were not devoid of 

productions. Abelardo Estorino’s 1981 production of Aire frío reintroduced the work to a 

new generation of spectators, and opened the door, though only slightly, to the possibility 

of further stagings.
101

 In 1984 Flora Lauten revived Electra Garrigó with the Buendía 

theatre. Raquel Revuelta’s collaboration in the 1985 production of Electra Garrigó, 

coupled with her staging of El no in 1995, confirmed her as an institutional force guiding 

the Piñera renaissance.
102

 The revival reached Miami in 1987, with Alberto Sarraín’s 

highly polemical production of Una caja de zapatos vacía, a work unpublished until 

1986.
103

  

 Perhaps the most seismic and influential Piñera performance from the early 

1990’s was Carlos Díaz’s staging of La niñita querida in 1993.
104

 A previously unknown 

play that was given to Díaz by a member of Piñera’s family,
105

 La niñita was reimagined 

by Díaz and his company El Público to encompass a postmodern medley of subversive 

elements that compelled the audience to implicate themselves in the performance of 

baroque chaos: 

Una obra aparentemente menor, tildada de imposible, se convirtió a través 

del barroquismo y la desmesura en una fiesta para los sentidos y la 

inteligencia, un juego para desnudar los mecanismos de la irracionalidad 

de la conducta presentados como diversion. Ese “remiendo hecho de 
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remiendos”, ese “costurón de todo lo que asimilamos” es la actitud 

postmoderna de Díaz que hace transitar a sus personajes entre recitativos 

de Puschkin, secuencias de filmes rusos, el carnaval, el cine silente, el 

melodrama cursi, las “citas” sobre el teatro cubano y la iconografía de los 

actos públicos, en una especie de apoteosis del choteo y la cubanidad, 

transgresor y lúdico que hizo afirmar a Magaly Muguercia que hacía que 

actores y espectadores vivieran la “subversión”. (Ileana Boudet 10) 

Díaz’s production employed Piñera’s play as the ground and vehicle to support a meta-

theatrical act of historically-critical collage. It set loose a plethora of performative modes 

from diverse eras within the theatrical form, re-energizing it by colliding past and present 

without imposing any discernible telos or ideology on the audience. Such a structure 

amounted to a conceptual assault on rational logic, and a further iteration of the 

edification of the absurd through shock and disorientation. Díaz’s fusion of Piñera’s 

old/new work with a postmodern sensibility was a watershed moment in the evolution of 

Cuban theatre as it was unafraid to challenge traditional stigmas, particularly in relation 

to sexuality. Piñera’s status as an artist marginalized in part because of his homosexuality 

added another layer of meaning to the panoply already active in stagings of his work, one 

aptly explored by directors like Díaz.  

The “apoteosis del choteo y la cubanidad” which Ileana Boudet attributes to the 

production of La niñita can be viewed as the fomal reconciliation of theory and praxis in 

a performative mode that resonated throughout the theatre of the Special Period. Rather 

than explicitly address the Cuban political project in their works by invoking and 

channeling pre-fabricated ideologies, many of the playwrights of the 1990s turned their 



235 

 

focus to the nature of cubanía, not as the product of politics, but as a value that exists 

beyond the political as its messy excess. Leonard quotes Muguercia expressing this idea: 

“Todos estos directores son muy cubanos. Le rinden culto a la cubanía, todos ellos. Hay 

una onda de los años 90 que es una especie de poner los ojos no ya en un proyecto 

político sino en los valores absolutos de la cubanía” (140). Muguercia’s use of the 

descriptor “absolute” in this context is problematic, since the term is invested with a 

metaphysical value that Piñera would have undoubtedly rejected. However, the cubanía 

that Leonard recognizes is not absolute, but contingent upon material practices. She 

provides various examples of directores and theatre companies that appeal to a notion of 

cubanía that is grounded in a community formed by shared experiences, customs, and 

sacrifice, and not by political ideology or abstractions of any kind. The diaspora that 

unifies and divides Havana and Miami weighs heavily on the artists included in 

Leonard’s survey, as both a source of mourning as well as one of pride.
106

  

 All of these factors converge to share space in Alberto Pedro’s Manteca, a play 

that stands as a seminal instance of Cuban theatre’s resurgence during the 1990s. Rarely 

does a work speak so directly, and resonate so profoundly, with its audience, but the story 

of the siblings Dulce, Pucho, and Celestino shook and inspired the public from the first, 

as Ballou Lausell attests: 

En ese año terrible de la historia cubana, marcado por el colapso 

económico y por incertidumbres y carencias de todo tipo, Manteca fue 

una especie de tabla de salvación, una obra que captó parejamente la 
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realidad y el absurdo del momento, el delirio y la dura lógica de la 

supervivencia. Es ya legendario el estreno habanero de Manteca y la 

reacción nerviosa de aprobación de un público que se rió y aplaudió 

animadamente al reconocer su circunstancia en la de los personajes y al 

sentirse cómplice de los posibles signifiados que la alegoría política de la 

obra le permitía elaborar. (iii) 

Manteca sparked active participation on the part of spectators engaged in the same kind 

of self-recognition that Katherine Ford discerns in Dos viejos pánicos, and in so doing 

cleared a space for dialogue and community within the panaroma of the Special Period. 

But this dialogue was not and is not confined to the immediate contemporary moment of 

enunciation. It extends into the past as well, at once establishing and disrupting links of 

inheritance with traditional Cuban theatre. Pedro games the process of historicization 

itself, in a way that calls critical presumptions and underlying ideological predispositions 

into relief in order for them to be revised.  

 The most obvious example of this self-concious game of expectations is the 

(seemingly) direct line of influence between Manteca and Noche de los asesinos. The 

cast of both works is limited to three siblings, confined for the duration of the play to a 

dilapidated room of their home, and ostensibly contemplating murder. Whereas the 

didascalia in Triana’s work proclaims that the set should have the appearance of a 

“museum in ruins,” in Manteca: “[L]a luz sube y baja monótonamente . Da la impression 

de que el tiempo se detuvo. La música de la obra es siempre la misma, Manteca de 

Chano Pozo, en todos los planos imaginable” (Pedro 55). Apart from the incorporation of 

music, the atemporal effect cultivated by both plays is quite similar. However, while the 
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intended targets of violence in the two plays fall within the category of family, at least 

according to the protagonists, Pedro uses the identity of his victim, hidden at first, to 

differentiate his work from Triana’s. While Lalo, Beba and Cuca either have already 

conspired to murder their parents, or only aspire to do so, Dulce, Pucho and Celestino are 

racked with guilt and attempting to work up the nerve to kill a pig they have raised in 

secret in their home.  

 This revelation, when it comes, acts to defuse the tension provoked by the 

siblings’ plotting, as well as their general circumstances. All three have been doomed to 

suffer individual trials in addition to the state of economic and material want common to 

the country as a whole during the Special Period. Pucho is a former college professor, a 

frustrated writer struggling to finish his novel in the midst of shortages of all kinds, and a 

homosexual whose desire to publicly embrace his identity is causing friction and distress 

among his family and the larger community. Celestino is the suicidal ex-husband of a 

Russian woman who chose to return to her native land with their children, leaving him to 

wallow in regret. Dulce is a victim of diaspora, as her husband and two children are flung 

across the globe; her attachment to the pig is a product of displacement, and of her need 

to expand the circle of intimates that gives meaning to her life. Collectively they are able 

to neutralize their suffering with the knowledge that their broader condition is a shared 

one.
107

 Their individuality does not have exclusive claim to their identity; as Celestino 

says “Porque no somos nosotros solos. ¿Cuánta gente está en la misma situación? 

¡Sobreviviendo!” (70). 
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 The dire reality common to both audience and dramatic ensemble provides an 

undercurrent of tragedy that is a constant throughout the play, but that is consistently 

interrupted by comedic moments. This dynamic is applicable on a meta-theatrical, 

historical level as well: the revelation that it is a pig that will fall victim to Celestino’s 

knife deliberately mocks the gravity of La noche de los asesinos via association. Pedro’s 

play adeptly employs the type of choteo celebrated by Piñera in “Piñera teatral,” building 

tension to relieve it, manifesting solemnity then revising it into fodder for comedy. Dulce 

is the most frequent medium for this dynamic, assuming a function that is reminiscent of 

Luz Marina in Aire frío, a fact which seems far from coincidental. Her analysis of the 

reasons behind Cuba’s collapse, coming as it does directly after a frenzied outburst from 

Pucho that hints at desperation, deflates the immediate tension provoked by the action 

onstage by meta-theatrically mocking the absurd degree of removal that separates the 

whims of the global economy from its material fallout:  

Nunca tuvimos dinosaurios, ese el problema. Así es la naturaleza. Eso de 

que los americanos levantan el embargo ese, como lo dicen, y se arregla el 

asunto, es ignorancia de la gente. El verdadero problema no está en los 

americanos sino en la falta que hubo siempre de dinosaurios. Porque sin 

dinosaurios no hay petróleo. Lo de Jarahueca es otra historia. Sin 

dinosaurios no se puede. ¿Cuántos dinosaurios harán falta para llenar un 

barril de petróleo? Los siete países esos que siempre están volviéndose a 

reunir por allá, por Europa, deben haberse cogido para ellos solos todos 

los dinosaurios. ¡Y Arabia ni se diga! (60) 
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Manteca coincides on a number of levels with Aire frío, most significantly in its 

naturalization of structural absurdity. The fact that the absurdity in question has evolved 

from a strictly Cuban context (historical repetition facilitated by choteo) to implicate the 

global market does not change the manner in which it is processed and endured. As was 

true for Piñera’s work, structural absurdity can only be survived as a member of a 

community defined by shared suffering, through the performance of choteo in a space 

that is open to, and opened by, said performance.  

Yet Pedro’s affectation for representing the absurd exposes the conflict within this 

dynamic as well. After killing the pig the siblings are unable to bring themselves to 

butcher it, choosing instead to mourn its death and fantasize about alternative ways to 

survive, and even thrive, within the reality of the Special Period. Here the bonds of 

community preclude survival; by extending those bonds to include a pig, Pedro pushes 

Cuban intimacy to its absurd breaking point. In the conflict between survival and 

maintaining the bonds of community, community triumphs because it is grounded in a 

utopian desire for an illusory future. The death of the pig is the death of both terms, 

which are really one term: community/utopia, the shared dream of the future that might 

emerge from the ruins of a present fractured by diaspora: 

DULCE: Lo principal es la familia y ese animalito mantenía unido a lo 

que se salvó de la familia. 

PUCHO: ¡Es la diáspora, la diáspora! 

CELESTINO: ¿La diáspora o la pérdida de la utopia? 

PUCHO: La diáspora, pero sobre todo la pérdida de la utopia. (102) 
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Ultimately this is a governing premise for the play: community trumps individual 

survival. Life without utopia is impossible. Because the pig maintained the bonds of 

community stable by embodying the possibility of utopia, and in so doing kept the threat 

of diaspora at bay, its death is both a release from the obligation of utopia and a collapse 

of the binding social fabric. Represented as such, as an agent of both hope and stagnation, 

the pig can be interpreted as a (highly subversive) reference to Castro himself. However, 

such a reading is not obligatory. As is the case for the works of the teatro del absurdo 

that precede it, Manteca presents the audience with an open field of possible meanings, 

and grants the receptor the critical agency necessary to construct a subjective impression 

from those terms available to them.  

 It must be emphasized that the utopia to which Manteca refers is not a product of 

ideology, and it does not posit a fixed and determined telos. It represents a fragmentary 

desire for a future that presupposes the continuation of an inclusive Cuban community, 

and that therefore transcends the negative fallout of diaspora while refusing to neglect the 

lessons it might teach. Such a community would be built upon an ideological void, and 

guided by an appeal to difference and the defiance of homogeneity as a governing 

structure. The tension within this idea is made manifest in the political evolutions of 

Celestino and Pucho. In a fit of emotion Celestino acknowledges his ex-wife’s desire to 

return to her native land, and accepts its logic through empathy: he did the same and 

would expect nothing less. In spite of their shared politics, their communities are distinct, 

and their homes singular. Celestino exposes the paradox of a global political movement 

dedicated to popular equality when he proclaims: “Yo soy de aquí. Allá ella con sus 

mundos y sus problemas. ¡Yo soy de aquí! ¡Comunista de aquí!” (93). Celestino cannot 
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unite with the workers of the world, only with those of his native Cuba. Though he might 

ideologically affiliate himself with a politics to which difference is anathema, his 

allegiance to his material family, and to his broader Cuban family, makes communism a 

space open to the multiple worlds of himself and his wife.  

 This evolution into difference is accelerated by Pucho, who announces his own 

party affiliation following Celestino’s outburst: 

DULCE: ¿A qué partido? 

PUCHO: A un grupo que nada tiene que ver con la política […] Todos 

sabemos que es un partido, pero nadie menciona la palabra. 

DULCE: [..]¿Y qué hacen? 

PUCHO: Nada. Lecturas de textos. Fiestas de disfraces. […] Nos 

reunimos a hablar de nuestras cosas. 

DULCE: ¿Qué cosas? 

PUCHO: Nuestras cosas. Somos el lado más débil de la soga. Los negros, 

las mujeres, los maricones y los sidosos. […] Cuando llegue el momento 

tendremos que estar juntos. Cada uno en su grupo. Es la única manera de 

enfrentar la xenophobia. (95-96)  

Pucho’s anti-party of the margins rejects politics in a way that is distinctly political, and 

in so doing aligns itself with the apolitical yet politicized absurdo. It assembles the 

constituents of the impotent into one space in order to speak of “their things,” to allow 

their voices to be heard. It instantiates heterotopia, and it is a threat to homogeneity and 

the myth of totality that have previously kept them silent, in an effort to reduce the 
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possibility of difference and dissent. Pucho says as much in his novel, a work in progress 

that Celestino reads from near the play’s conclusion: 

Y entonces fue que comenzaron a desaparecer los filipinos, porque los 

negros y los gitanos no estaban de moda. Y el ultimo bosnio sobreviviente 

del gran cataclismo fue puesto bajo estricta vigilancia en el museo de 

Nueva York, porque el problema no estaba en comer, sino en la pérdida de 

la posibilidad de lo distinto. Aquello que en un tiempo se llamó sociedad 

más justa, mundo mejor y de lo que nadie se acordaba, porque había 

llegado la hora caníbal, prevista por aquel profeta que nadie escuchó. 

(103) 

 While it would amount to little more than credible speculation, it can be 

convincingly argued that the “prophet no one listened to” who foresaw the “hour of the 

cannibal” is a reference to Piñera.
108

 Regardless, Pucho’s articulation here of the 

grotesque travesties of justice perpetuated by the modern (or post-modern) world directly 

echoes Piñera’s narrative style in its detached, naturalistic representation of absurdity and 

despair. At the same time, his affirmation that the loss of difference outweighs the 

material crisis of hunger suggests the need for the type of conceptual breakthrough 

aspired to by Triana in La noche de los asesinos. Manteca ends with a regression to 

historical repetition, as the more grandiose and demanding utopian possibilities 

considered by the siblings are discarded in favor of simply buying a new pig to replace 
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243 

 

the slain one. Instead of difference there is a return to sameness. The parenthetical 

manifestation of heterotopia seems to represent a potential salvatory concept capable of 

forcing new ideas into being; the poetics of absurdity as practiced by the playwrights of 

the teatro del absurdo, and Piñera in particular, seem to support its invocation. 

 But Manteca is anything but an experiment in cross-pollination between epochs. 

Pedro captures the turbulence that results when seemingly ahistorical conceptual 

structures are grafted onto historical contexts that cannot support them. Such a reading 

would seem to challenge the validity of transplanting a phenomenon like the teatro del 

absurdo to a period thirty years after its supposed point of expiration. However, because 

the teatro del absurdo exists in excess to the content of its dramatic catalogue, invoking 

in addition a state of perpetual criticism that is historically aware and sensitive to its own 

materiality, the category is here transferable, given a base equality in material conditions 

between periods. Since the Special Period witnessed a return to both structural absurdity 

(understood temporally as epic historical and economic stagnation and conceptual 

collapse) and the freedom to interpret it (guided by a return to choteo through the 

celebration of cubanía as a quality beyond politics), the teatro del absurdo as so defined 

demonstrates critical traction within the landscape of Cuban theatre during the 1990s. In 

addition, the open-ended nature of the category, its apolitical anti-telos and its edification 

of the spectator via the cultivation of critical agency, all combine to make absurdist 

performances during the Special Period spaces of ethical enunciation. 

Implicit in the constellation of influences present in such a space is the 

overhanging necessity for self-criticism and continuous revision. The attitude of 

perpetual revolution proposed by Piñera in the pages of Lunes, then expanded upon by 
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Triana in “Para acercarse al teatro del absurdo,” obliges the absurdist to adopt a critical 

approach that aggressively questions the nature of tradition, canon, and institutionalized 

art. Pedro’s play abides by this standard: Manteca refuses to confer sacred status to any 

work or author, going so far as to take Gabriel García Márquez as the object of Dulce’s 

choteo.
109

 Just as the teatro del absurdo’s anti-telos signified a conceptual threat to total 

ideological systems, by rejecting the logic of canonization and memorialization of literary 

figures within its own terrain Manteca avoids the trap of the cult of personality, and the 

death of critical legitimacy it implies.  

4.3 A Place at the Table: Virgilio Staged  

  

The effort to resist mythos and memorialization, which inevitably come at the 

expense of living memory, encounters significant internal tension within the landscape of 

the Special Period due to the larger-than-life status conferred upon Piñera by some artists 

of the time. As an author whose cultural-historical relevance was in part a product of his 

role as an avant-garde provocateur who spoke against institutionalized art from society’s 

margins, the adoption of Piñera as an emblematic figure employed to unify and define a 

collective is by nature problematic.  

The contradiction of Pucho’s anti-political political party speaks to this paradox 

obliquely; José Milián’s Si vas a comer, espera por Virgilio, first performed in 1998, 

addresses it directly. Si vas a comer instantiates the anti-apotheosis of Piñera, not as a 

mythic signifier open to easy resignification, but as a material individual whose hostility 
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 “DULCE: Los buenos escritores siempre pasan hambre, lo dicen los prólogos de sus libros. Todos pasan 

hambre, mucha necesidad. Desde Cervantes hasta el García Márquez ese, que era de un pueblo de campo y 

que es mucho más malo que él y llegó a Premio Nobel. Tú sigue ahí, mi hermano, con tus papeles como 

hasta ahora, que en cuanto te publiquen el primer renglón te acordarás de mí” (57-8).  
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to transcendental meaning and ideological poiesis obliges contemporary audiences to 

resist the temptation to canonize, and instead approach the artist and his work on his own 

terms, fangs and all, and thereby convert themselves into individual critics capable of 

pursuing individual truths. Milían seeks to faithfully render Piñera in his full antagonistic 

splendor, transplanting him from the playwright’s memory and onto the Cuban stage of 

the 1990s. The play’s cast is limited to Virgilio, Pepe, a young writer who can be taken to 

represent Milián himself, drawn from the past he shared with Piñera, and Ella, an 

anonymous female archetype that condenses the Cuban tradition of dramatic 

choteodoras, populated by Clitemnestra and Luz Marina, among many others, into a 

single entity.  

Milián’s dialogue, which is restricted almost exclusively to the exchanges 

between Pepe and Virgilio, sketches a relationship defined by the, if not master, then 

certainly mentor-pupil dynamic. The younger artist seeks to accommodate and impress 

the elder in a variety of ways, beginning with his preparation of a meal in Virgilio’s 

honor. Lunch consists of a smorgasbord of Cuban delicacies:  

PEPE: Para Virgilio, frijoles negros, arroz blanco. (Continúa con sus 

movimientos.) Para Virgilio, ensalada de aguacates, en cuadritos con sal y 

vinagre. (El mismo juego.) Para Virgilio, picadillo criollo, no a caballo, 

que eso es un invento deformante. Picadillo criollo con papas fritas dentro. 

(El mismo juego.) ¿Yuca con mojo? ¿O boniato frito? Para Virgilio las 

dos cosas. (Milián 265) 

Pepe’s efforts do not have the desired effect. Virgilio’s first words spoken upon entering 

the scene (“¿Por qué mientes?”) upset the equivalency Pepe assumes between “el 
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maestro,” as he calls Piñera, and the banquet of cubanía he has prepared in his honor. 

Such measures are, perhaps, better suited for a figure like Lezama Lima, the “maestro” of 

Orígenes and possessor of a mighty appetite for the type of metaphysically Cuban fare 

Pepe has prepared. Lezama provides an implicit foil throughout the play, due to his own 

cultural resurgence following years of censorship and institutional suppression. 
110

The 

Piñera-Lezama dichotomy pulsates in yet another iteration, this time according to the 

terms of their canonization. From the start Virgilio compels revision, reassessment, and 

self-critique; his refusal to be easily categorized is exceeded only by his commitment to 

the truth: 

PEPE: ¿Y no vamos a comer? 

VIRGILIO: ¿Y quién dijo que no? Decir la verdad me abre el apetito. 

Claro que comeremos y te cantaré las cuarentas. Pero hablaremos con la 

verdad en la mano. Estamos aquí, en esta cafetería que nos resuelve el 

problema a los dos. Con las colas, los turnos ratificados, con las cinco de 

la mañana de ventaja para marcar... ¡Sólo la verdad! (Pausa.) ¿Y qué 

comíamos? ¿Yuca con mojo? Nada de eso. Puré San Germán. Coditos o 

spaguettis. ¡Eso! Y si vas a comer, espera por mí, por Virgilio. (266-7) 

The truth without embellishment, absent of any hint of romanticism, plain as plain pasta, 

is what Virgilio hungers for. Implicit in this idea is the rejection of collective Cuban 

identity, or any identity that might borrow from a transcendental schema that infuses 

place or culture with meaning beyond the material, and borders on metaphysics. Such 

designs are worthy of disdain; Virgilio singles out the real marvilloso of the Cuban writer 

Alejo Carpentier, as presented in his story “Viaje a la semilla” (1944): “¿Y para qué huir 
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de la infancia? ¿Por qué no seguir jugando nuestros juegos infantiles de la adultez? Yo 

siempre vuelvo a ellos, no como Carpentier a la semilla; son mis juegos infantiles de 

adultos” (268). Individual memory trumps collective identity, insulating the self from 

delusions of grandeur and drawing the truth, absurd and terrible, closer to consciousness. 

Only by returning to the innocence of childhood play, transmuted into honest creation, 

can that truth be endured.  

 The emphasis on living memory divests the historicized past of its conceptual 

power, and relocates focus onto the present, and through it to the attainable future. 

Quiroga’s historical-materialist reading of Isla en peso is applicable to Si vas a comer as 

well: once history has been demythologized and made perceptible as ideologically 

structured, the past can be made present, and put towards the future. But because the 

pursuit of truth strips the individual of an ideological matrix capable of supporting the 

delusion of transcendental history, the lone subject is rendered vulnerable, exposed via 

self and historical-awareness to absurdity. Milián’s play explores the irrepressibly human 

frailty that underlies Piñera’s mythic figure. As a material emissary of the past speaking 

in the present, not as a concept but as an individual, Virgilio refuses to fade quietly into 

the realm of the culturally lionized. Rather than immortality, memorialiation, 

canonization, he seeks extension, presence, to inhabit and speak to the Cuban present: 

VIRGILIO: Pero tú, mi querido Pepe, tienes juventud para volver a 

empezar. Yo no tengo mucho tiempo. Yo quiero que cuenten conmigo. 

Quiero estar. Quiero verme en los guajiros que pinta Servando. En los 

monstruos de Antonia. En las coreografías de Ramiro. En la verborrea de 

Lezama. En las tumbadoras del Pello. En las obras de Antón. En los 
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cuentos de Pepe. Quiero verme reflejado en las guitarras de Leo, Pablo y 

Silvio. En los boleros de Marta. En los Carnavales del Malecón. En el 

teatro que me prestó la Doña. En los conciertos del Amadeo. En Verónica 

Lynn. En la Cafetería del Capri. En las salitas teatrales, en Arlequín, en 

Talía, en Idal, en Prometeo, en Las Máscaras. En la Moderna Poesía. En L 

y 23. ¡Hasta en los discursos! Pero lo que no quiero es estar al margen. No 

quiero ser una cosa muerta. ¡Que se me tenga en cuenta! (287) 

Piñera, contemporary champion of the margins, rejects marginalization-in-life (and with 

it a future of canonization-in-death) in favor of permanent presence in a perpetual 

present, which is actually past at the time of performance. He enumerates and defines the 

cultural landscape of his Havana, demonstrating an intimate familiarity with it that is 

almost corporeal, like the body of a lover. This familiarity borders on nostalgia for his 

youth, when he and the “jovenes airados” with whom he was aligned sought to re-order 

Cuba’s cultural landscape. He wishes to inhabit the body of his city is a visceral way, not 

like a “dead thing,” but as an active member of the artistic vanguard.  

 In order to be counted as part of that avant-garde, one must display a resolute 

dedication to broadcasting truth, no matter how difficult or poorly-received. If anything, 

the more resistance one encounters, the more significant the truth being transmitted. 

Historical awareness and the recognition of absurdity imply hard truths for any 

individual, since one cannot honestly retain a metaphysical cushion to support delusion 

once the facts have been made known. Piñera freely admits his fear in the face of 

history’s void. It is for this reason that the living body must seek to work as a channel for 

the past, since no other avenue of reanimation exists to give it life. But the past should 
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not be preserved simply for its own sake. It must be rendered present in order to serve as 

ethical instruction for future action. This is the lesson, it seems, that Virgilio tries to teach 

Pepe, following the younger man’s own admission of fear, experienced within the 

turbulent climate of fevered accusations and recriminations in post-revolutionary Cuba: 

PEPE: […] También estuve en una asamblea en la que se decían nombres 

y comenzaron los gritos, los insultos, las amenazas... cada vez que alguien 

era mencionado. Y la verdad es que tuve miedo, mucho miedo. 

VIRGILIO: ¿Miedo de qué? 

PEPE: De oír mi nombre. 

VIRGILIO: ¿Y por qué no escribes sobre eso? 

PEPE: ¿De qué serviría? 

VIRGILIO: A pesar de que tengo la impresión de que ella lo está oyendo 

todo... te diré que lo escribas como una crítica al pasado. ¿No es pasado? 

Al pasado siempre podemos tirarle una ojeada crítica. ¡Ya te lo 

agradecerán! (295-6) 

The phrasing of Pepe’s admission (“…tuve miedo, mucho miedo”) is a direct reference to 

Piñera’s own declaration of fear to Castro himself, at the 1961 assemblies convened at 

the Biblioteca Nacional. The temporal play at work in this passage is highly revelatory: 

Virgilio claims that Pepe should write as if he were a critic of the past, and that his doing 

so will be appreciated in the future. As an artist-critic in pursuit of truth, devoted to 

edifying the present in order to improve the future, Virgilio’s model of avant-garde 

creation as presented by Milián is fundamentally linked to the historical-materialist 

concepts described by Burger and Benjamin. The artist does not operate in a vacuum; 
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instead, he or she speaks to, for, and against “history,” as both an ideological construct 

set to constrain newness, as well as the sole vehicle capable of correcting and redeeming 

structural absurdity. Only by speaking against such absurdity in the present can the future 

escape the past.  

 But the act of speaking for the future necessitates space for difference. Within an 

ideologically homogenous system of totality such space cannot be taken for granted. It 

must be fought for, tooth and nail, and at great personal risk to those willing to stand 

apart and be afraid: 

VIRGILIO: […] Pero se me ocurre que yo debo preguntarle algo... ¿Tú 

que arriesgas? 

PEPE: ¡No sé lo que quieres decir! 

VIRGILIO: ¿Qué arriesgas por mí? Porque yo soy un peligro. Porque yo 

soy una amenaza. Porque yo soy contagioso. Y en este lugar, tienes la 

coartada perfecta. Tú no me visitas en mi guardia. Tú comes en este lugar 

y de casualidad... Virgilio también come... ¡Casualidad! En esta relación 

no hay riesgos. Esta amistad es fácil, no contaminante... ¡Este es un lugar 

público! Sin riesgos... ¿Crees que soy la peste? ¿Por qué no vas a mis 

lecturas? Comer aquí, con Virgilio, es un acto sutil de compañerismo, una 

ceremonia de participación autorizada. En fin, aquí no hay nada que 

temer... sólo a la comida. (300) 

Virgilio accuses Pepe not of being afraid, but of being unwilling to accept the truth that 

underlies their relationship: Pepe wishes to be Virgilio’s friend in name only, and cannot 

accept the full burden of true commitment to Virgilio, as both an individual at risk as well 
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as an artist whose vision demands it. Following his example, one must be unafraid to 

show fear, and with it difference, even when such an attitude and the difference it 

presupposes have been deemed unspeakable by authority.  

 Ultimately, it is the will to be recognized as subversive, regardless of the risks, 

that Milián celebrates as Piñera’s most profound legacy for the future. In this respect 

Piñera and the teatro del absurdo converge to indivisibility: both operate as vanguardist 

engines of difference, unflinchingly expanding the limits of the speakable and 

challenging the public to approach truth individually, as critics capable of engineering 

truths that will force the future to account for the past. Such critics accept the gauntlet 

laid down by the Virgilio of Si vas a comer and by the teatro del absurdo, and choose 

active participation as voices of difference, combating ideological closure and furthering 

the cause of open-ended edification. 

 The journalist and political activist Yoani Sánchez qualifies as a spectator/critic of 

this type. Her blog “Generación Y,” along with her various contributions to global online 

and print publications such as El Pais and The Huffington Post, have given her a podium 

from which to amplify her individual critique of the Cuban state’s practices. Sánchez’s 

brief review of the Teatro Argos’ 2009 production of Beckett’s Final de partida offers an 

incisive glimpse within the machinery of the absurd in contemporary Cuba, one that 

invokes the full panoply of meanings that exist within the heterotopic space claimed and 

demarcated by the teatro del absurdo.This space does not only extend laterally to include 

contemporaneous voices speaking through allegorical content to a shared material 

condition; it encompasses as well the politicized gesture towards the past as a subversive 

subtext, and in so doing posits a new iteration of an ever-evolving historical-material 
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object. In the case of Final de partida one must allocate space for the play’s literal 

content and its significance, at a base level as gleaned from Beckett’s written work, then 

as it was interpreted and represented onstage, in the midst of a specific historical moment. 

Additionally, given its status as a foundational work of the canonical Theatre of the 

Absurd and the history of that category’s supression within the Cuban state, one must 

take into account the cultural-political charge carried by the work, the author, and the 

genre as material objects. This study has attempted to describe the genesis of the teatro 

del absurdo as a category that consciously used that charge so as to differentiate itself on 

both an aesthetic and ideological level.  

 In her reaction to Final de partida, posted on “Generación Y” on November 2, 

2009, Sánchez calls attention to the play’s extreme applicability to contemporary Cuban 

reality: 

Un anciano ciego y agonizante mantiene una relación de maltrato y 

sumisión con su sirviente, al que encierra en la rutina y el chantaje. Sobre 

una silla de ruedas, el caprichoso convaleciente quiere controlar todo lo 

que ocurre y utiliza los ojos de su súbdito para estar al tanto. Una 

enfermiza gratitud y la incapacidad de imaginar otras circunstancias de 

vida, hacen que Clov esté atado a su amo Hamm y que posponga el día de 

alcanzar su independencia. Desde una sucia ventana se ve el mar, señal de 

todo lo vedado que existe afuera, de todo lo que nos está prohibido 

experimentar.
111

 

Taken at the level of content alone, the obvious parallels that leave Sánchez and the rest 

of the audience “traspasados por el desasosiego que nos dejó la puesta en escena” 

                                                 
111

 See http://www.desdecuba.com/generaciony/?p=2418&cp=1. 



253 

 

encourage critical attention, but only insofar as the work ably reflects the context in 

which it is presented. One can argue that such synchronization is a product not only of 

those particulars that directly bind art and reality (evident here in the links Sánchez draws 

between Hamm and Castro, and Clov and the larger Cuban populace) but of a deeper 

conceptual correspondence between the temporal miasma of the Special Period and what 

Adorno frames in his essay “Trying to Understand Endgame” (1963) as the state of 

infinite catastrophe present in Beckett’s work. Following Adorno, the play dismantles the 

conceptual underpinnings of subjective identity, leaving only the empty husks of 

situations that perpetuate themselves without logic or dialectics. Just as the Special 

Period witnessed the dissolution of utopia, and with it the mythic history of the 

Revolution, Endgame makes manifest history’s collapse as an allegorical reality, an 

absurd contradiction that continues unabated, obliging the anti-subjects who inhabit its 

ruins to endure in spite of themselves. This is visible during an exchange between Hamm 

and Clov, referred to by Sánchez in the quote above, as the servant reports from the 

window ledge to his crippled master on conditions beyond the home they share: 

HAMM: And the horizon? Nothing on the horizon? 

CLOV: [Lowering the telescope, turning towards HAMM, exasperated.] 

What in God’s name could there be on the horizon? [Pause.] 

HAMM: The waves, how are the waves? 

CLOV: The waves? [He turns the telescope on the waves.] Lead.  

HAMM: And the sun? 

CLOV: [Looking.] Zero. 

HAMM: But it should be sinking. Look again. 
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CLOV: [Looking.] Damn the sun. 

HAMM: Is it night already then? 

CLOV: [Looking.] No. 

HAMM: Then what is it? 

CLOV: [Looking.] Grey [Lowering the telescope, turning towards 

HAMM, louder.] Grey! [Pause. He gets down, approaches HAMM from 

behind, whispers in his ear.] 

HAMM: [Starting.] Grey! Did I hear you say grey? (Beckett 107) 

As Adorno states: “History is excluded, because it itself has dehydrated the power of 

consciousness to think history, the power of remembrance. Drama falls silent and 

becomes gesture, frozen amid the dialogues. Only the result of history appears-as 

decline” (Adorno 125).  

 But regardless of the historical amnesia and conceptual exhaustion they are forced 

to suffer, Beckett’s characters retain their intelligibility. Though their statements and 

sentiments may be contradictory, their humanity is forever apparent, and sharpened by 

the humor that weaves through the dialogue, as is visible at the conclusion of the passage 

above. Hamm’s “Did you say grey?” deflates the despair generated by the fact of their 

entrapment, relieving the tension experienced by the audience and mocking the 

seriousness of the situation. Similar comedic interruptions abound in Waiting for Godot 

as well, though that work borrows heavily from the tradition of vaudevillian clowning. 

The humor of brute survival in the face of absurdity, central to both works, is strongly 

aligned with the tragi-comic choteo of the teatro del absurdo, as formalized by Piñera.  
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This point of convergence between Beckett’s humor and Piñera’s choteo has 

become a reality that must be taken into account prior to any translation of Beckett’s 

works to the Cuban stage. In the context of Godot, the clowning already present in the 

play’s script was expanded upon for its Cuban productions, the first of which occurred in 

1964, and the second more than thirty years later, in 1997. The director of both 

productions, and of the most recent 2012 staging, was José Milián. As Esther Suaréz 

Durán writes in her review
112

 of the 1997 production: 

La arena del circo, Vladimir y Estragón en sus personajes de clown-claves 

que guian la lectura del espectáculo-transmiten una mesurada ansiedad, 

una angustia que transcurre como fluido subyacente que asoma por 

instantes, en un discurso cuyo tono predominante es el desenfado, la 

brillantez, y en el que alcanza a percibirse-en los entresijos del texto 

europeo de la primera mitad de siglo y en la visualidad ubicua de la 

representación-el espíritu cubanísimo del choteo. (86) 

For both Suaréz Durán and Yoani Sánchez, these works, written decades before by a 

European master, for a European audience, transmit a meaning that is distinctly Cuban. 

That meaning is not solely a result of content. The anxiety registered by both critics, the 

perplexity experienced and the reflections provoked, derive also from the formative 

influence of the teatro del absurdo, felt both by the theatre companies that stage the 

works as well as the public that receives them. In this way, one could claim that the 

theatre institution and audience which Piñera aspired to see realized in Cuba have come 

to fruition.  As was discussed earlier in this study, the category of the canonical Theatre 

of the Absurd is problematic, and is potentially untenable; Beckett’s inclusion in it is 
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likewise very much debatable. However, because they have come to function as open 

receptors, and critical incubators, of the kind of historical-material charge already 

analyzed, the productions of Final de partida and Esperando a Godot mentioned here can 

be said to definitively belong to the category of the teatro del absurdo.  

 The historically charged and edifying heterotopia of the teatro del absurdo 

continues to claim space within Cuban culture. That such space is no longer so hotly 

contested at an ideological level is a testament to the legacy of its practitioners. In 2012 

the denizens of Cuban arts and letters came together to celebrate the centennial of 

Piñera’s birth, officially recognized and sanctioned by the Cuban government. The 

occasion was marked by the international conference “Piñera Tal Cual,” held in Havana, 

the release of new editions of both previously published and unpublished works, and 

performances of several Piñera plays, coordinated to coincide with the events of the 

conference.  But in addition to these productions, Milián and his Pequeño Teatro de la 

Habana presented at the same time a cycle of absurdist plays, beginning in the fall of 

2011 with Esperando a Godot, continuing into the spring and summer of 2012 with Las 

criadas asesinas, Milián’s interpretation of Genet’s The Maids, and concluding with 

Piñera’s El flaco y el gordo, the first of that author’s dramatic catalogue to be directed by 

Milián. In the program taken from a performance of Las criadas asesinas Milián reflects 

on the significance of his ciclo de teatro del absurdo, and says the following: 

Representar tres autores como Samuel Beckett, Jean Genet y Virgilio 

Piñera no es tarea fácil. Tampoco sabemos si después de más de veinte 

años de existencia, hemos alcanzado suficiente madurez como creadores. 

Pero la vida es un continuo reto y ahí vamos. Podría faltar en esta 
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selección un autor como Eugene Ionesco, quizás un Adamov, pero 

pensamos que estos tres autores comparten destinos similares. Estas tres 

obras resultan monumentales y de obligatorio conocimiento para aquellos 

que hacen del teatro una imperiosa necesidad. Sus temas han trascendido 

en el tiempo y aún nos conmueve su actualidad. No son clásicos. Son la 

vida misma. No es teatro para disfrutar, es desgarrarse ante el 

reconocimiento, es sentir al mismo tiempo que pensamos.  
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Conclusion: 

The Threat of Acceptance 

This project has attempted to recalibrate the debate surrounding the Theatre of the 

Absurd in Cuba by positing the category not as a taxonomical tool whose application is 

solely the product of textual commonalities between works, as determined by critics 

whose ahistorical distance is taken for granted, but instead as an ideologically charged 

space for difference cleared by the playwrights themselves, writing in the historical 

moment under question. As such, the term teatro del absurdo has been proposed to 

accentuate the local specificity of the category as it was introduced and as it evolved in 

Cuba over the twenty-six years bracketed by two of Virgiliio Piñera’s most significant 

dramatic works: Electra Garrigó (1941) and Dos viejos pánicos (1968). During this time 

works by Piñera, José Triana, Antón Arrufat, and others adapted elements drawn from the 

plays of the European avant-garde to a Cuban context, representing universally 

“absurdist” themes (repetition, the dissolution of language’s signifying power) within a 

framework that gave precedence to the nation’s unique socio-historical dynamics of 

political instability, via a performative mode that was historically specific to the island.  

That mode is choteo, and it seems impossible to dispute its centrality for this 

project, and the teatro del absurdo as a whole. The role assigned to choteo within this 

paradigm has compelled a subtle revision of the concept in order to reaffirm its socio-

historical grounding, first mapped out by Mañach (whose work emphasized the 

sociological and psychological manifestations of what he considered a national and 

culutural malady), then adapted and extended by Piñera. Piñera’s iteration of choteo was 

never defined as such by the author; I have compiled it by drawing from his catalogue of 
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absurdista plays, as well as from his 1960 essay “Piñera teatral.” Jesús has emerged as 

perhaps the most revelatory example of Piñera’s choteo in action onstage. It engages the 

terms of Cuba’s material history in an absurdist spectacle that dooms the individual for 

his unfiltered recognition of authority’s circularity and illegitimacy, and then mocks the 

tragedy that befalls him in a way that galvanizes and stimulates the creation of a 

community of spectators. It is the inherently performative nature of choteo, its effect 

upon the public that receives it, and its corresponding value as a mechanism for 

edification, that differentiates this vision of choteo from that proposed by Mañach.  

Contemporary criticism that centers on choteo’s role as a manifestation of Cuban 

culture has typically understood it as a linguistic phenomenon, and generally analyzed it 

within the domain of narrative; the works of Guillermo Cabrera Infante
113

 and Severo 

Sarduy have received the lion’s share of critical attention in this regard. Regarding 

Sarduy specifically, performance as it relates to choteo is considered by María Celina 

Bartolotto in the novel De donde son los cantantes (1967) as an extension of the text’s 

baroque theatricality.
114

 But interest in choteo as a performative mode is limited here and 

in general to the written page, and rarely mounts the stage. The concept’s relevance 

within Piñera’s dramatic catalogue has been signaled by Raquel Aguliú de Murphy, but 

her treatment limits choteo to a predominately linguistic significance, best understood as 

a subset of humor indigenous to Cuba.
115

 Here too the more profound relevance of the 

term as a performative mode whose socio-historical lineage (which, I have argued, 

                                                 
113

 See Miguel Gomes “La risa como sistema: Arcadia todas las noches,” Hispanófila 141 (2004): 61-76.  
114

 “Fake for its Own Sake: A Staged Peformance of Choteo in Sarduy’s De donde son los cantantes,” 

Chasqui: Revista de Literatura Latinoamericana 38.1 (2009): 16-28.  
115

 “Humor y choteo cubano en la dramaturgia de Virgilio Piñera,” Ollantay: Theatre Magazine 16.31-32 

(2008): 82-92.  
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extends at least to the teatro bufo of the 19
th

 century) endows it with a stabilizing 

function within Cuban society, is lost.  

 Choteo is the tragi-comic engine that drives the Cuban absurdo. Its embededness 

within Cuban society is a product of material and historical conditions, and so cannot be 

ascribed to any a priori immanence. However, because the conditions that reinforce 

choteo have themselves been replicated again and again, delegitimizing mockery 

performed in order to make survival bearable seems to be a component hard-wired into 

the Cuban cultural psyche. The resurgence of the teatro del absurdo in the Special Period 

only accentuates humor’s crucial role in maintaining the bonds of community and 

identity coherent and strong. Works like Cano’s Timeball and Pedro’s Manteca make 

obvious the need for communal laughter, especially at the darkest times.  

 Si vas a comer, espera por Virgilio makes clear a corollary need: that of a space 

for critical difference, and the willingness to embrace it. The legacy of the teatro del 

absurdo, and Piñera in particular, is of individual defiance of homogenous conceptual 

authority, coupled with the audacity to see it transmitted as broadly as possible. Such an 

attitude assumes and accepts very real risks, not only of ideological violence against 

artistic works, but of physical violence against material bodies. Milián’s play dramatizes 

the human truth that lies at the center of the teatro del absurdo’s struggle to be heard, and 

Piñera’s fight to remain a provocative singularity, and not a mythic icon, condemned to 

canonization and banished from the artistic vanguard. As Triana’s essay “Para acercarse 

al teatro del absurdo” claims, the absurd should be conceived as a space of 

confrontational difference, dedicated to toppling stagnant certainties and perpetually 

forcing institutional revision of art’s political and social function. This challenge is 
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ingrained in heterotopia, assuming that the larger historical context is closed to other 

voices speaking other truths. Such was the case in the post-1968 period, when the 

absurdo and its practicioners were silenced. 

 Their resurgence and (eventual) acceptance by the art institution over the past 

thirty years have served to amplify the need to reconsider the role of the teatro del 

absurdo in 20
th

 century Cuban culture and society. Ideally this project has made a case 

for the significance of that role. But it is important to recognize that, while the works of 

the absurdo have been allowed to speak in Cuba once again, the deeper call for the 

allotment of conceptual space for difference is still a contested one. Regardless of the 

stance taken by the state in regard to the ouvre of writers like Piñera, his work, and the 

works of the absurdo in general, will always play the part of the antagonist, the fly in the 

ointment that calls attention to material reality as experienced by the individual, 

unfiltered by mythos or ideology. If authority moves to silence such truths, then they only 

stand taller for it. However, if those voices are themselves institutionalized and enlisted 

as instruments in authority’s pursuit of greater ideological power, then the truths those 

works speak will inevitably ring false. To quote Antonio José Ponte: 

Porque la verdadera pérdida del libro no está en su desaparición, en su 

censura. Llega, no cuando los inquisidores ordenan la fogata, sino en el 

momento en que frases entresacadas de esos libros negados pasan a 

formar parte del sermón de los inquisidores y fortalecen la digestión de la 

ortodoxia. (13)  
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