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tural values in face of the increasing invasion of foreignizing messages

through manipulative information multinationals, have mobilized many
scholars in Latin America and the Caribbean to question the etymological root
of terms and concepts from other latitudes, so as to adapt them to a permanent-
ly changing reality. That is, to graft them onto the trunk of the republics of Our
America, as proposed by José Marti in his historical text.

T HE DIFFERENT discourses on the claim for national and regional cul-

One of such discourses involved the discussion of whether the disciplinary
field devoted to the study of popular traditions should or should not continue
to be called folklore and its necessary replacement by a more operative category,
close to the reality of Latin America and the Caribbean.

In the case of Cuba, prestigious authors such as Carolina Poncet y de
Cardenas (1879-1969),! Fernando Ortiz (1881-1969)? and José Luciano Fran-
co (1891-1989),° to name a few, had used the term folklore in its positive sense,
as referent for the study and dissemination of different aspects of Cuba’s popular
traditions. This term was subsequently used by other renowned authors such as
Maria Teresa Linares (1920-),* Rogelio Agustin Martinez Furé (1937-)° and
Miguel Barnet (1940-),° among others, who contributed important thoughts
on the heritage value of folklore and as a substantive factor of national identity.

An important advocate, researcher and promoter of these expressions was
also undoubtedly Samuel Feijéo (1914-1992), who in 1958 took over the edit-
ing of the Islas” magazine from the Central University of Las Villas and directed
the Department of Folklore Studies, in addition to collaborating with various
periodicals. Besides his work as a man of letters and essayist, his primary relation
with ethnology and folklore stands out in the compilation of oral traditions of
Cuban peasants. He also founded and directed, since 1959, the Signos maga-
zine, which has maintained this editorial profile.®

In the late 1970s, the critic, editor and translator Desiderio Navarro
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(1948-) published an important text entitled E! folclor y unos cuantos peligros,’
in which he underscores, within the scope of the study, the dangers of empiri-
cism: the tendency of folkloric works to non-sociological and non-class-orient-
ed approximation, and the lack of historicism in conceptualizing the historical
fate of folklore. In this regard, the author adopts a circumscribed concept of
folklore that includes only “popular artistic creation whose traditions began in
pre-industrial societies and which, in many cases, remain alive to our days”.'® A
concept also used by other prestigious authors such as Gusev and Kagan, men-
tioned by Navarro. This point of view distinguishes Navarro from other Latin
American authors who use a broad category in relation to the everyday culture
of the humblest social sectors, limiting themselves to their artistic content.
Also in the 1970s, the musicologist and pedagogue Argeliers Le6n (1918-
1991), who had published several studies using this same positive concept,!!
wrote a script for the television show A7t and Folklore, in which he presented
a critical argument about the class-oriented connotation of folklore. After a re-
view of the historical origin, the considerations on the romantic curiosity of pre-
serving the folklore and features of these expressions, the author summarizes:

Folklore is nothing more than the set of cultural expressions that occur in the
dominated class, historically conditioned by the nature of the class situation (de-
velopment of class struggle and its peculiarities) and whose products (expres-
sions) because of that very class composition have a use value over the exchange
value, to the point that the latter is reduced to the first. When the exchange value
appears it is because of its often crippling use by capitalist enterprises that lead
the dominant class.'?

With this criterion the author proposes to study culture in its broadest
anthropological sense as a system of social relations at six interlinked levels: pro-
duction relations, community relations, participatory relations, circumstantial
relations and family and supernatural relations, which he explains very succinct-
ly. This general idea ranks within the category of culture that which under other
historical conditions was known as simple “knowledge of the people” and not
as knowledge that is essential for the cultural continuity of human groups; that
is, as their collective memory.

In parallel, the studies by choreographer Ramiro Guerra (1922-), dedicat-
ed to the dramatization of folklore, focus on the heritage valuation of the artistic
contents of theatrical and dance and music tradition of different expressions of
Cuban traditional popular culture in various contexts, especially those unrelated
to its usual spaces.'® In this sense, the author highlights four stages in the iden-
tification of the so-called “folkloric fact”:

e He identifies as “folkloric focus” the expression in its purest state: that

internally connected to a rite, a recreation habit, a tradition or a social
imperative;
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e In what he calls “folkloric projection”, the expressions arising from
the first are captured in their formal aspects, such as values related to
music, dance, literature and fine arts, but detached from their original
content, i.e., which have lost validity in the cultural context of the
group that exercises them or of the time that relives them;

¢ The so-called “folkloric dramatization” is a technical and specialized
activity that develops and expands, with the necessary stylizations,
folkloric expressions, without straying from the landmarks or bound-
aries that can deform it or scale the communicative focus of what is
called theatrical show; and

e It is located within the artistic creation, inspired by the national folk
language. Here the artist manipulates the folklore tradition according
to his loyal knowledge and understanding: he takes, retakes, and uses
it as the subject of the most daring musings, whose success or failure
depends on the individual talent of the creator. He can use all licenses,
but legitimacy will be determined by the ability to reinvent tradition,
reshape his standards, without getting lost in the use and abuse of
imagination (Guerra, 1989, p.5- 8).

As we can see, except in the identification of the first stage, in the other stag-
es proposed by Ramiro Guerra several levels of manipulation occur. This is valid
as a reason for artistic creation of any kind, either professional or amateur, but
the scenic result will be different. In “folkloric projection”, systematic learning is
confined selectively to values related to music, dance, literature and fine arts; i.e.,
the part one wants to project to an audience familiar or unfamiliar with the fact
of reference. In “folkloric dramatization”, stylizations are required to transform
folklore into a theatrical show, which inevitably erases the cultural boundaries that
served as its reason. In the fourth stage, the challenge is to create freely from alle-
gories that are closer to of farther from the source of inspiration.

This is undoubtedly a very delicate topic, with extremely wide variation in
results, ranging from Ramiro Guerra’s choreography or the outstanding work
of art of the Maraguan Artistic Ensemble, from Camagiiey to the performance
put on almost daily by and for international tourism in which, for example, the
ovichas (deities) stop being respectable deities to become flashy cabaret models.
This is highly questionable from the ethical point of view as regards the opinion
and feelings of believers, as many of them would not accept (and this is another
example) to see virgins and saints of Catholicism used in artistic performances
showing skin and in full lascivious commotion, naked from the waist down.'*

In this context, Revolucion y cultura magazine also offered its pages for
various works. In it a group of authors addressed the importance of valuing
traditional popular culture as a substitute for the Anglicism folklore, because of
the implications highlighted in the aforementioned text by Argeliers Leon and
in certain specific expressions.
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Authors such as Rafael Cerezo (1930-) and Martha Ezquenazi (1949-)
published the partial results of the study that was being conducted during the
first phases of the Atlas etnogrifico de Cuba, cultura popular tradicional (Eth-
nographic Atlas of Cuba, Traditional Popular Culture) in order to make these
cultural values visible to the public. Cerezo addressed the work of a popular self-
taught painter,'® while Ezquenazi took several transcriptions and examples from
the punto cubano and altar chants that would soon enrich the documentation of
the topic on music.'¢

In 1976 Dennis Moreno (1939-) published an article which, after evalu-
ating the conceptual limitations of folklore as a cultural fact and a field of study,
refers to the above mentioned study by Argeliers Leon and reflects on certain
operational aspects of research identified as “material culture” and “intellectual
culture”, two interactive subsets that provide information ranging from person-
al attire and constructions to cuisine and its knowledge.!” In this case, the most
important is the meaning of these expressions in the Cuban context. In line with
his ideas, the author has published several articles and monographs on tradition-
al popular culture in Cuba.'®

In my case, the first article published was about the “significacion de la
cultura popular tradicional,”® already related to the beginning of the prepara-
tion of the aforementioned Atlas. The intention of the article was to point out
that the category of traditional popular culture was not a mere construction of
three terms that could be arbitrarily placed in a semantic context, but that this
is the syntactic (and not another) order. This is because culture is a key noun
of the very human condition with the qualities of the popular, in the creative
aspect, and of the traditional, in the enduring aspect. This notion of culture is
not limited to strictly artistic aspects, but rather involves them, as we use in our
article the anthropological concept of culture in its holistic dimension. Accord-
ingly, we allow ourselves to paraphrase and summarize what has been said so far:

This set of created values is culture, as it fully reflects its way of life and com-
prises the totality of its expressions, that is, the various forms of its social rela-
tions; it is popular because the people is the creator and bearer of its values,
which it transmits from one generation to another, values in which it par-
ticipates, consumes and uses; and traditional because tradition is a regularity
that characterizes the endurance of cultural expressions over time, as well as
their level of development from a continuous process of assimilation, denial,
renewal and change to new traditions.

Thus, the notion of traditional should not be understood in a conserva-
tive or static way, as a return to the past or in the past, but as a dynamics that
changes over time and does not lose the essential qualities related to the mech-
anisms of transmission; i.e., it must be interpreted in its dialectical complexity.

220

The essay “Hacia un enfoque sistematico de la cultura cubana”?® summa-
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rizes the interactive relations of the various ethnic components and processes
that gave rise to the development of the Cuban nation, where the components
and processes that make up the historical genesis of traditional popular culture
are also studied, in contrast to other expressions more restricted to dominant
social sectors.?! Subsequently, in co-authorship with Idalberto Suco (1949-) we
address some key topics about El arte popular tradicional®* For example, be-
cause of the political and cultural circumstances of the time, the movement of
amateur artists was mistaken for a large number of carriers of traditional popular
culture, who were not amateurs, but precisely carriers or protagonists of cus-
tomary traditions in their daily lives. Traditions, in many cases, inherited from
the colonial or republican times.

Similarly, during the preparation of the Atlas etnogrifico de Cuba: cultura
popular tradicional, several meetings and exhibitions were held to disseminate
the new partial results of the study. In due course, the professor and researcher
Lazara Menéndez included in the already mentioned Seleccion de lecturas for
students of these subjects at the University of Havana, the text of the speech
delivered by the Minister of Culture, Armando Hart Davalos, at the closing
session of the Second Symposium on Traditional Popular Culture, which took
place during the Sixth Popular Art Exhibition in the city of Sancti Spiritus, on
September 18, 1983. In his speech, the minister evaluated positively the process
in which the research was being conducted:

The work of cultural research, by province or municipality, carried forward
with rigor, as you and your colleagues working in the Atlas have been doing,
is directly related to the work of the communities and their cultural heritage
and, finally, to the so-called traditional popular culture. This concept goes
beyond folklore and comprises all expressions of the art and culture of the
location, when presented as direct expressions of the population and influ-
ence or condition the very way of being of each one of them. This concept of
“traditional popular culture” does not express simply an idea from the past,
as it could be inferred from the term “traditional”. It is an art and a culture
immediately created by the people over a historical process which remains
subject to change, according to the possibilities of change and development
involving social goals and the very aspiration to enrich and expand art. The
foundations of this art and this culture lie on the local cultural heritage, but
not to leave it static or stratified as an item in a dead museum, but rather to
show it as museums should do it: in its vitality and with its present and future
possibilities.?

This is a key idea that should help us understand the dynamic and change-
able meaning of what we then call living cultural heritage, in clear opposition to
the expression “smmaterial cultural hevitage” or “intangible cultural hevitage”,
which in the institutional jargon is known simply as “immaterial heritage”. In
other words, there is a dangerous ablation of its core, culture, emptying the

ESTUDOS AVANCADOS 25 (72), 2011 121



concept of its main content.?* This confusion remains and will remain in many
people and institutions of good will, but who do not have anthropological or
philosophical background related to the current advances of the physical and
biological sciences.

In 1988 Signos magazine devoted a monographic issue to “La cultura
popular hoy”, which gathered various assays by renowned Latin American au-
thors such as the Mexican Guillermo Batalla Bonfill, the Spanish-Colombian
Jestis Martin Barbero, the Argentine Néstor Garcia Canclini and the Venezuelan
Tulio Hernandez, related to this problem in Latin America as part of a decolo-
nizing discourse, its conflicts, power and populism, and criticism of the “Charter
of American Folklore”, linked to the Second Technical Meeting on Traditional
Popular Culture held in Caracas on July 20-24, 1987.2° Signos magazine itself
published in 1996 another monographic issue dedicated to “Folclore: signos y
reflexiones”, in which I took part along with other Cuban authors, addressing
topics on oral traditions, festivities, games, popular medicine and religiosity.?®

In turn, Islas magazine, from the Central University of Las Villas, in Villa
Clara, published a text by Manuel Martinez Casanova, in which the author empha-
sizes the value of traditional popular culture within the scope of cultural identity.
After analyzing the dynamic and complex role of cultural identity, the author states:

Popular culture, traditional par excellence and totalizing for its extent, offers
elements capable of being shared by the members of a certain people or nation,
regardless of the differences that tend to establish social strata, living standards
and unequal education and opportunities.?”

The experience accumulated over three decades of research by the working
group of Casa Del Caribe, in Santiago de Cuba, has given rise to several inter-
esting and current studies on the subject. In 1988, Del Caribe magazine, from
the institution itself, published an article by Orlando Vergés Martinez, its current
director, on “Rasgos significativos de la cultura popular tradicional cubana.” The
article is preceded by cartographic information on 23 groups, carriers of tradition-
al popular culture, which are part of the research conducted by Casa Del Caribe.
In the text, the author reflects on the dynamics involved in the identification of
people, groups and communities that are carriers of certain cultural characteristics
susceptible of being studied in their context. The author also says:

Some indicators that facilitate recognizing carrier entities in the dynamics
of traditional popular culture:

I. The definition of carrier entities includes isolated individuals, groups
and even certain communities, as long as these communities show high
levels of integration into a socially recognized traditional conduct.

I1. In the collective expressions of traditional Cuban popular culture, the
following features are noticeable:
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Relative territorial demarcation linked to primary forms of economic

survival and to particular forms of settlement of minorities or groups,

in which the various expressions which are now considered typical of

some region, territory or community emerged.

Hierarchical structures with high levels of definition and exercise of

leadership, particularly among the expressions linked to the practice of

popular religions.

Presence of strong blood and kinship ties among the members of the

same group, as well as affinity of ethnic-cultural traits.

Affinity of interests around a particular traditional socio-cultural prac-

tice which gives it a representative meaning and an effective functional

value.?®

The text represents another breakthrough and has the explicit intention of

avoiding, as had happened before, mistaking the movement of art amateurs for
the thousands of carriers of traditional popular culture who were not amateurs,
but precisely carriers of customary traditions in their daily lives. The field work,
as rightly claimed Verges, confirmed the complexity of the topic and presented
new criteria to meet this important component of cultural heritage, especially
when it comes to an action plan to facilitate the cultural continuity of these
expressions. The same magazine published in 2000 another article by Verges in
which he analyzes the problem of traditional popular culture and its ongoing
interaction with modernity. In a fundamental part of the text, the author states:

The Revolution marks the opening of a new chapter in the relationship be-
tween tradition and modernity, which can be considered a non-adversarial
conflict, although not without some trauma.

Despite the claiming nature of the revolutionary transformations, the inclu-
sion of Cuba in the socialist camp caused tensions around the need to trans-
form the status quo on the basis of our traditions and history.

A strange tendency to social development models alien to our reality was also
felt in the exercise of a dogmatic and imitative cultural practice, which sought
homogenization and standardization at the expense of the diversity that has
characterized Cuban culture.?

This issue is central to avoid misidentifying the unity with the supposed
“uniformity” of its cultural expressions, but rather to identify it with the com-
plexity and richness of cultural diversity, as appropriately demonstrated by the
work of traditional popular culture.

In parallel, the work of Joel James Figarola (1940-20006), founder and first
director of Casa Del Caribe, pointed to the validation of traditional popular cul-
ture from its historical dimension and its instrumental use as a force in develop-
ment and change. In the text “Historia y cultura popular”, after analyzing passag-
es from the life of various protagonists of the struggles for anticolonial liberation
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such as Marti, Maceo and Gémez, the author summarizes what is needed:

Fernando Rodriguez. Mis = dioses mi familia, 1993.

To see traditional popular culture as the socially understood result of the
entire human creation, accepted as established with collective reach, without
the need for intermediation by professional resources, habits, customs and
criteria of appreciation and appropriation of reality. Likewise, we could see
popular culture as emerging from traditional culture and nourishing it at the
same time; as formed by expressions and tendencies largely shared by the
popular sectors [...]*

Although at first the author uses the concept of traditional popular cul-
ture, the operational division he makes between “popular culture” and “tradi-
tional culture” is debatable for its polysemic reach, since the former has been
largely manipulated by the mass media and mercantile system of capitalism in its
most abhorrent trivialization,* and the latter, for its meaning, can refer to either
popular or subaltern aspects, as did Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937), and to the
most elitist and exclusive traits of a social group.®

On the occasion of the sesquicentennial of the birth of the Apostle of
Cuban independence, José Marti, another interesting text by Joel James was
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published, entitled “José Marti, la cultura popular tradicional y el equilibrio del
mundo”** in which the author highlights Marti’s bonds with the traditional
popular culture of his time, both in the Cuban context and in other contexts, as
well as the reflection in his writing of works ranging from Cronicas norteamer-
icanas to Diarvio de Montecristi o Cabo Haitiano. The testimony of Marcos del
Rosario has a special symbolic meaning, as it recounts how, after landing in Play-
itas de Cajobabo, Maximo Gémez kneels and sings three times like a rooster, as
it announcing the resumption of the fight and predicting victory.

In his “Opening Words. XXVI Festival of the Caribbean”, which he left
written for a new edition of the event and, unfortunately, was unable to read,
the author again stresses the historical and patriotic meaning of traditional Cu-
ban popular culture. In a key passage of the speech the author says: “The only
way to fight against colonization is by fighting trough the expressions of our
traditional popular culture, so as to give voice, among all of us, to those who are
never heard; anonymous men and women who also make history”.**

Issue 48-49 of Del Caribe magazine, dedicated to Marti’s life and work,
publishes some synthetic “Reflexiones sobre la cultura popular tradicional”; ar-
guing that:

There is no official subject of traditional popular culture. Traditional popular
culture builds and rebuilds itself through the anonymous impulses of equally
anonymous men and women of the peoples. In strictly eidetic terms, it is a
miracle, and at the same time, a mystery. Let us welcome this miracle and
hope that it will never be discovered. To talk about all these issues, we re-
searchers and scholars gather on different occasions.

Let us continue to do that with all respect and freedom, which are determin-
ing factors of Cuban history and culture.

Individual consciousness, collective consciousness and national consciousness
are successive levels of traditional Cuban popular culture, which may reach
the stage of universal consciousness, in agreement with Marti’s statement that
humanity is our Homeland.*

This idea is essential to rethink cultural policy priorities and the proper
preservation of traditional popular culture as a heritage of the nation, as the issue
is not focused on revealing the “mystery” in all its details, but rather in enabling
the “miracle” to withstand the onslaught of time and the threat of oblivion.
That is perhaps why at the end of the text the author states: “traditional popular
culture has a raison d’étre in itself: to provide a definition of national sovereignty
and with it a resource for the defense and independence of the country”.3¢

Temas. Estudios de la cultura magazine was founded in 1983 as a body
of the Scientific and Technical Department of the Ministry of Culture. It has
published, among other texts, some of the results of various studies on tradi-
tional popular culture which later would become part of both the Atlas de los
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instrumentos de lo musica folclovico-popular de Cuba and the Atlas etnogrifico de
Cuba, which were being prepared at the time.

Among the articles published was a long text by a group of authors from
the Center for Research and Development of Cuban Music (CIDMUC in the
Spanish acronym) about music in rural areas, so as to prevent it from being
mistaken for the so-called “peasant music”, limited generally to the Hispanic
strain. In the article the authors propose taking into account the diversity of
expressions typical of the social and class structure of non-urban areas, as well as
the cultural significance of the carriers of musical expressions in relation to those
that reproduce and perform these expressions at the amateur and professional
level.?” This study served as a reference to the section on instrumental ensembles
of the Atlas de los instrumentos... and at the same time proposed a set of thirteen
recommendations to improve the cultural policy for rural areas of the country
regarding traditional popular music produced by both amateurs and profes-
sionals. In the same context the magazine also published an article by Maria del
Carmen Victori on “Fiestas tradicionales del campesino cubano”, in which she
proposes a classification that would later be systematized and expanded in one
of the topics of the Atlas etnogrifico de Cuba.3®

After the deep crisis of the 1990s, Temas magazine (Nueva Epoca) re-
emerges in a larger format and expanding its editorial profile that contributes
to the dissemination and discussion of these issues. A meeting mediated by the
magazine’ director, Rafael Herndndez, was held in 2006, with the participation
of Ariel Ferndndez, Julio Espinosa and Jestis Guanche. The various experienc-
es of the participants focused on providing brief answers to questions such as:
“What is popular culture?”; “Is it different from the concepts of folklore and
heritage?”; “Is it a sign of national identity?”; “How is it related to the so-called
‘high culture’?”; “Who creates the popular culture of a country?”; “Is it totally
spontaneous:”; “How is it influenced by cultural institutions, the media, the
school?”; “Is it discriminatory to use the term folklore?”; “Is popular creation
opposed to market?”; “Are Cubans losing their ability to create popular expres-
sions?”; “What is the role of the cultural promoter?”; “Is it possible to channel
popular culture without affecting its authenticity?”; “How to address the criti-
cism of alienating expressions that could be contained in it?”.%

It is a set of intelligent questions with a multitude of nuances that lead to
a deep reflection on the subject and bring up not only theoretical issues, but
especially the problems that still exist in addressing the proper consideration of
this “zone of culture” as a heritage of the nation, to use the magazine’s term.

The completion of the Atlas de los instrumentos de ln musica folclorico-pop-
ular de Cuba, in 1997, and of the Atlas etnografico de Cuba, cultura popular
tradicional, in 2000, marks the coming of age of these studies in Cuba, not only
for their wide application in various educational levels and multiple contacts
with Latin America, the Caribbean and Europe, but also because for the first
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time ever we had a national sampling of these popular expressions that highlight
a wealth of cultural diversity.
Notes
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order to show the buttocks of the oricha (deity) Oxum, thanks to the kindness of the
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Abstract — The various studies of traditional popular culture in Cuba have many pre-
cedents, dating from the late 19th century to the present. The development, over two
decades, of the Atlas de los instrumentos de la misica folclovico-popular de Cuba | Atias of
Cuban folk-popular music instruments| and the Atlas Etnogrifico de Cuba: cultura popu-
lar tradicional [ Ethnographic Atlas of Cuba: traditional popular culture], represent the
coming of age of such studies in Cuba, not only because they are widely applicable in
several levels of teaching and establish a multitude of contacts with Latin America, the
Caribbean and Europe, but also because, for the first time, we have a national sampling
of these popular expressions that revealed a wealth of cultural diversity. As in much of
Latin America and the Caribbean, this experience called into question the disciplinary
limitations of folklore and expanded the anthropological reach of culture.

Keywords: Folklore, Traditional popular culture, Living cultural heritage, Cultural car-
riers.

ESTUDOS AVANCADOS 25 (72), 2011 129



Jesus Guanche is a Doctor of Historical Sciences (specialized in Cultural Anthropol-
ogy), a senior researcher at the Fernando Ortiz Foundation and an assistant professor
at the School of Arts and Letters, Faculty of Philosophy and History, University of
Havana, and at the Higher Art Institute. @ — jguanche@cubarte.cult.cu

The original in Spanish — “Los estudios en Cuba sobre las limitaciones del folklore y

el alcance de la cultura popular tradicional” — is available to readers for reference at
the IEA-USP.

Received on 22 December 2010 and accepted on 20 January 2011.

130 EsTUDOS AVANCADOS 25 (72), 2011



