HAVANA – A HOMOEROTIC CITY 

THE CUBAN GAY EXERIENCE
Moshe Morad 2007 (An article for “Attitude” magazine, UK. Published edited)

 “We have a saying here - In Cuba always try to enjoy yourself, never try to understand” tells me Lazaro, a 30 year old choreographer.  Cuba is full of paradoxes and trying to understand the logic behind things might indeed prove to be a difficult task. Enjoying yourself in Cuba is much easier…

The Cuban Paradox 

    Gay clubs or bars or any kind of gay gathering or organization are strictly prohibited in Cuba. Yet, Havana the capital, is heaving with homoerotic tension, activity and cruising. Walking in the heat of the day in old Havana, or between Parque Central and the Capitolio, you are bound to catch a pair of piercing dark eyes staring at you followed by a lovely smile. I was once told by Abel Sierra, a young Cuban researcher in the national anthropology institution who is researching (with the blessing of the government) homosexuality and transvestism in Cuba: “In Havana there is no gay scene, but there is a strong homoerotic ambience”.  
    Like any other Latin American country, Cuba is a machoist society, with the “added value” of the revolution’s ideology of creating a “new man” – macho, virile, a hard worker, farmer and fighter. The corrupted and decadent city life and homosexuality in particular were strongly condemned in the first years of the revolution.  Yet, in some areas you encounter a much higher tolerance of the society towards gays than in the US and Europe.  For example, in Santería, the Afro-Cuban religion, the most widely popular religion in the island, effeminate passive homosexuals are not only accepted, but have a major role in the rituals, especially in trance and spirit possession, where they are considered to have a clear advantage over straights, as their natural tendency to be penetrated makes them more open to be “ridden” by the Orisha, the possessing god, during the spirit possession ceremony. 
   Traditional Latin and Cuban concepts of homosexuality are different to “euro-centric” ones. Only passive homosexuals, who are penetrated, are marginalised. There is no prejudice against “the penetrators”, in fact fucking a woman or a “maricón” (“faggot”) carry the same kind of macho/conqueror prestige. I counted more than 20 different words for “faggot” in Cuba, most of which are for passive gays.  The most common ones are “maricón” (semi-derogatory, but also the most commonly used by gays themselves) and “loca” (crazy woman) for a “raving queen”. 

   In Havana the new generation of homosexuals has already adopted the new global “gay” terminology and identity (not differentiating between sexual activities, but between choice of partners and cultural identity), but many Cubans still use “maricón”. Cuban homosexuality is in fact a mixture of “gay” and “maricón” , combining global and local points of view and attitudes. 
   The “Cuban gay paradox” extends further into the regime’s attitude.

Fidel Castro, the ailing old leader has changed his tune a few times in regards to homosexuality.  In 1965 he said:“...we would never come to believe that a homosexual could embody the conditions and requirements of conduct that would enable us to consider him a true revolutionary …homosexuals should not be allowed in positions where they are able to exert influence upon young people.” 
In 1992, in response to a question about homophobia in Cuba he said: 

“I've never felt that phobia and I've never promoted or supported policies against homosexuals …I don't consider homosexuality to be a phenomenon of degeneration. I've always had a more rational approach, considering it to be one of the natural aspects and tendencies of human beings, which should be respected… I am absolutely opposed to any form of repression, contempt, scorn, or discrimination with regard to homosexuals “ 

  Never has Castro been  known to change his mind so abruptly as in the case of the attitude towards gays. This was probably due to pressure from international intellectual groups who support the Cuban government against the US blockade, but are concerned with human rights issues.
   Many Cuban gays claim that Fidel’s successor and already the country’s leader de facto, his brother Raul, is homosexual himself. They call him “La China” (the Chinese woman) referring to his slanted eyes. Not surprisingly, he is also known to be one of the biggest homophobes in the regime, and the one who initiated the infamous UMAP (“military units to promote production”) in the 70’s, which turned to be concentration and hard labour camps for homosexuals “and other degenerates”, as described in “Before the Night Falls” Reinaldo Arena’s memoires, turned into a successful film. Cuban gays are worried about what will happen when Fidel dies. “Raul is going to be worse for us” many say. Raul’s daughter, however, Mariela Castro, is admired by homosexuals – The head of the national sex education centre, she openly fights for gay rights and leads a campaign to give transvestites who live with their male partners full social and “matrimonial” rights. Fidel and Raul’s revolution buddy, Alfredo Guevara, the head of the prestigious Latin American film festival in Havana is now openly gay. 

   In the world of literature –Cuba’s three most important writers, José Lezama Lima, Virgilio Pinera and Reinaldo Arenas were homosexual and wrote some remarkably daring homoerotic literature. 

    In the world of cinema   - Cuba’s biggest “claim to fame”, the most internationally successful Cuban film ever is “Fresa y Chocolate” (Strawberry and Chocolate), which describes a relationship between a gay intellectual and a young communist youth.   

Not only internationally was “Strawberry and Chocolate” a hit, but also locally - cinemas in Havana have never seen such long queues as when the film had been first screened.  You can easily spend half a day in Havana in the footsteps of “Strawberry and Chocolate” -  from a drink in “Café Fresa y Chocolate”, the official bar of ICAIC, the national film institute (Calle 23 entre 10 y 12), via the “Coppellia”, the famous ice cream parlour where the film’s heroes meet (Calle 23 y L), on to a delicious meal at “La Guarida”, Havana’s most famous “paladar” (privately-owned restaurant) where the film had been shot. Nowadays it is better known as “Fresa y Chocolate”, and a favourite hangout for international celebs including gay Cubanophiles such as Pedro Almodovar and Jean Paul Gautlier. (Concordia entre Gervasio y Escobar. Tel 86249400. Must reserve and even then be prepared for a long wait).
Cruising the Malecón 
    The Malecón is Havana’s miles-long seaside promenade. The section of the Malecón close to calle 23 (near the Hotel Nacional) is the main gay cruising area of the city. 
  Unless there is a hurricane or a police “cleanout” during international committees in the nearby Hotel Nacional, on weekend evenings the place is packed with gays, some dressed to kill, sipping rum from bottles, laughing, gossiping, and cruising for action. If the Malecón section is flooded by big waves from the ocean, which is often the case, or by rain, or is disturbed by heavy police harassment, the action moves swiftly to the nearby “Bim Bom” ice cream stand, and further up calle 23  to the “23 y P” cafeteria . Both places are known as hang-out places for gays. But things can change. A few years ago the main hang-out spot was “Café Fiat” nearby in the Malecón, but as soon as it became populated mainly by gays and  was mentioned in an international article  as Havana’s main gay meeting spot, it was closed down by the authorities. Hopefully this article will not be the last nail in the coffin of the Bim Bom.  “We won’t be surprised if one day there will be a ‘closed’ sign on the Bim Bom ice-cream place”, tells me Adrian (23) “there were already many blackouts here recently and the place was closed for the night…”. “Luckily they can’t close down the Malecón”, adds his mate Carlos with an engaging smile.  
Illegal “Fiestas”
   Further up calle 23, in the junction with L street, the Yara  cinema , just outside Habana Libre hotel,  is  another main cruising area and the starting point to the weekend “fiestas”. Friday and Saturday evening from around 10pm the place is packed with Cuban gays waiting to be taken to “the party” (“la fiesta”). Weekends are party-time in Havana, but the main question is “where is the party?”.  Those who know the answer are taxi drivers and private drivers who hang around the Yara asking you if want to go “to the fiesta”.  The gay fiestas are clandestine illegal parties in open spaces, fields or car parks, usually in the outskirts of  Havana.  In the past the police used to raid these parties, not so much recently. Nowadays for quite a while the main weekend fiesta takes place in “Parque Lenin”.  The drivers waiting outside the Yara charge 10 CUC for the long ride there. Each car waits to take in 5 party goers paying 2 CUC each, or, usually, tourists who pay for the whole car ride, while Cubans climb in join the ride to the party. 
   When you get to the place in the middle of nowhere, you will be surprised to find a great party, hundreds of people, cheap rum, loud Reggaeton, Salsa and international pop music and many sexy Cubans who become even sexier when they dance.  Flirting is the easiest thing on earth here, many times leading to passionate snogging and even full-blast sex in the dark corners.  It is rare to find yourself returning to your bed alone. 

Other illegal gay fiestas, smaller, are arranged in alternating locations in different houses on Fridays, Saturdays and Sundays. To find out where the fiesta is taking place, call this number: 2081626. A brief recorded message will give you the address line of today’s party.  You better ask a Cuban friend to listen to the message, as it is brief and unclear. 

Cruising in the National Ballet

  In the absence of gay bars or clubs, an alternative to cruising the Malecón and the Parque Central (a small cruising park, just outside the Inglaterra Hotel) , which some of the more “arty” gays try to avoid, is cultural events –theatre, film festivals , art exhibitions, and the ballet. One of the well-known cruising places in Havana is the Garcia Lorca Theatre, the hall of the famous Ballet Nacional. Already in the queue the gaydar sends strong signals. During the intermission, the theatre bar becomes a non-official gay bar. 
   Ballet has been appropriated by the revolutionary regime since the early years of the revolution, many say – thanks to the personal friendship between Alicia Alonso, the great diva of Cuban ballet, and Fidel Castro. Another fascinating paradox is the  fact that Fidel,  while discouraging homosexuality and “feminine attitudes” among young Cuban males and encouraging the macho image of “the new man” -  has also initiated the establishment of government ballet schools in all towns and even rural areas, encouraging young Cuban males to become ballet dancers. 
   Tomy has been a ballet teacher for many years. Famous Royal Ballet dancer, Carlos Acosta, was one of his students. With long golden fingernails, tons of jewellery, a bright red robe and a smile flashing golden teeth, he welcomes us to his villa - a magical temple of camp and kitsch in the midst of Havana’s poor and crumbling centre.  The villa is cramped with antiques and memorabilia – anything from a wall covered with an English tea cup collection to a display of Spanish thrones, Italian masks, and Christian and African saints. Pictures of Tomy with young sexy Acosta and with Cuba’s top dance divas cover the walls. There are a few heavily decorated rooms to rent (“to friends”), and a rooftop terrace with painted murals dedicated to Oscar Wilde, where Tomy hosts many “private fiestas” to Havana’s ballet and art crowd. Cute boys coming in and out the house, helping Tomy with cooking and cleaning and running to the kiosk to buy cigarettes. Where else in the world would you find such an extravagant and flamboyant queen living in peace in his palace of camp right in the poor urban centre of the city. The neighbours respect their local “queen” and don’t complain to the police about the many “parties” in his house. A local taxi driver tells me with admiration: “Tomy? He is a great guy. Do you know he has been living with HIV for 25 years now ? He is a miracle of our great health system”.
Machos on High Heels – Havana’s Fabulous Drag Queens

   Now another person living for nearly 15 years with HIV is Samantha de Monaco, the famous host of Havana’s drag show fiesta.  When she was diagnosed positive her colleagues dedicated to her a melodramatic song from a popular TV soap opera “Vivir” (“to live”). This song has since become one of the most popular anthems in drag shows, dedicated to those who are HIV + .  Samantha is alive and healthy and one of Havana’s most famous drag queens. 
   Beatrice, Amanda and Fifi – three beautiful Mulatto transvestites are walking along the Malecón on high heel shoes. They complain to me about police harassment and sexual abuse, but from what I witness, the policemen stop more young gay guys (especially if they are dark-skinned) than trannies who walk by.
   Some drag show joints have been closed in the last few years, but one remained open for many years – every weekend in a “casa” rented by flamboyant Rojelio Conde there is a “drag fiesta” hosted by Samantha de Monaco(Calle A entre 15 y 16).  Every night six beautiful drag queens  perform in front of an audience that  take the show very seriously,  sit around tables, drink rum and watch the drag divas perform to romantic heartbreaking boleros and soap opera songs. 

   Some of the performing divas are “half way” with hormone treatment tits, but others are nothing but cute cool macho-looking streetwise boys who dress up as women for the performance only. Omar (23) tells me: “Every weekend I come from my village in the other side of the island to perform here. It is a 10-hour-trip by train, but I can make good money here with tips, sometimes between 50 to 100 CUC a night . (a teacher in Cuba earns 15 CUC per month!). When I am desperate for money I dress up as a woman and go to the rich neighbourhood of Miramar and stand on the street. There are many straight men, including police officers and government people, who love getting fucked by a guy dressed up as a woman. It is risky, but it is good money…  by the way, when you come next time to Cuba, can you bring me a pair of boots? I need them for my Whitney Huston number….” 

How to avoid Cuban tourist segregation and how to avoid a broken heart  (some personal tips to the gay tourist) 

Now here is another Cuban paradox. In order to “protect” the tourists, Cubans are prohibited from entering hotel guest rooms. If you want to spend the night or even an hour with a Cuban friend you will have to find a “casa particular” (private room) for the night(anything between 20-30 CUC). Better off anyway is not to stay at a hotel at all, but to book (via internet) a “casa particular” at reasonable prices. These are legal and controlled by the government. Officially, a Cuban family cannot let the whole flat, but just one room or two in their home. Many of these rooms, however, offer complete privacy and the owners are cool about bringing in guests of both sexes. Feel free to ask in advance, don’t be shy. You will be surprised at the openness and good nature of most Cubans when it comes to sex, whether heterosexual or homosexual. Casual sex in general doesn’t bare the heavy “guilt feeling” here, as in other societies. This is one of the good results of the non-catholic atheist society created by the revolution. Some “casa” owners find ways to go around the owner/resident requirement by going to sleep “at mother’s place” when you are there. In this case the coded term used is “casa indepiendente” (independent house, i.e. all yours). You can even find some gay-owned and gay-friendly “casas” on the web, but I would say most “casas” in Havana are gay-friendly without advertising it. Some tourists who do not wish to give up the convenience of a hotel and still want the freedom to bring locals to their room, will rent both a hotel room, and a 20 CUC a night “casa particular” room nearby. 

   My best advice to travellers to Cuba is “go private” – if you don’t dare doing it with accommodation, do it with food - eat at a “paladar” (privately-owned small restaurant) and not in the official state-run restaurants. The food is cheaper and much better.

    If you have a local partner – for the night or for the whole vacation, you’d be expected to pay for everything – meals, accommodation etc. there is nothing wrong with it and this should not be taken as “gold digging”. A local teacher or doctor earns the equivalent of 10 pounds per month, and this is the price of an average meal in Cuba. You most probably will find yourself at the end of a holiday romance, as genuine as it is from both sides, paying for clothes, shoes, mobile phones, and maybe even a monthly allowance in Euros or a one way ticket to what they consider to be  freedom. 

    There is a thin line between a genuine Cuban lover who needs the support and one who does it as a profession. The latter is known as “Jinetero” (derives from the world Jinete = “a horse rider”) and “Pinguero” (derives from the world Pinga = “dick”), a local version of semi-prostitution. Prostitution is illegal in Cuba, so they will never ask money in advance but will soon charm you into getting rid of your CUCs. As part of my PhD research I interviewed David, a 27 years old jinetero who explained his philosophy in full honesty: “there is nothing wrong with what we do. It’s a game of give and take. You tourists are coming here for an adventure, to enjoy yourself, not really to find a genuine lover for life, although you say it sometimes when the rum goes to your heads. You pay for everything – for the hotel, for the flight, for the food, for the drinks. Why shouldn’t you pay for the sex?  For you it is an adventure, not real love, for us it is the same – an adventure and a way to make money  We both play a game and we both enjoy it – you tell me after a bottle of rum that you’ll love me forever, I tell you the same – we both know that we don’t really mean it.” 

   At the end of the day whether you are looking for fun or for the love of your life, you’ll need to trust your feelings and “follow your heart”. Sometimes this might lead to tears, but tears are shed easily in Cuba, just like any other expression of feeling.  If you want to avoid it, just adopt Lazaro’s advice: “always try to enjoy yourself, never try to understand”.  

