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Right: Havana, an
evocative mix of past
and present, has a
thriving contemporary
art scene. Below: Fidel
Castro makes a rare
public appearance for
the gallery opening of

Studio Kcho Romerillo

lobal media was abuzz in January
with the news that Fidel Castro had made
his first public appearance in almost a year.

What roused the former Cuban president

to get out of the house? The opening of

Studio Kcho Romerillo Laboratory for

Art, anew gallery in Havana, run by

acclaimed artist Alexis Leiva Machado
(known to Cubans as simply “Kcho”).

As Kcho'’s career illustrates, art plays an important part in
Cuban life. His acclaimed monumental sculptures, installations
and paintings, which use pieces of boats, propellers, driftwood
and nets to evoke life as an islander, are seen overseas as a critical
commentary on Cuba’s internal realities. At home, he is a
revered figure, who established a “brigade” of artists and
performers to bring art to the masses, and became deputy of the
Popular Power National Assembly, Cuba’s legislative parliament.
On the gallery’s opening night, Castro gave him a book inscribed:
“To Kcho, for the nobleness with which you have lived your life
and the happiness you've given us.”

Just a month later, hip-hop and afro-rock musician X Alfonso
unveiled Fabrica de Arte Cubano (FAC) with a live gig. This
public-private project is an astounding space for making cinema,
theatre, dance, music, literature, fashion, architecture, graphic
design, photography and the visual arts.

Both this multimedia venue and Kcho’s gallery signify exciting
times for the Cuban art scene—openings of new spaces are as rare
as hen’s teeth—and distil the Cuban wish to bring art to everyone.
Studio Kcho Romerillo Laboratory for Art hosts exhibitions, and
children’s and graphic workshops, as well as a museum and
community theatre. Fabrica de Arte Cubano has future plans for
a community library, street projects and a programme of
workshops to upskill the local neighbourhood.

You easily could come to Havana and enjoy the perfectly
decent, government-run galleries, or its next Biennial in 2015
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CUBAN COOL,

There is more to Havana than communism, old Chevrolets and cigars. Lydia Bell gains a different
perspective during a unique tour of the artists and galleries that give Cuba’s dynamic capital its soul
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