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“Halfway between two shores . . . ” 
Rolando Estévez’s La silla

 

kim larson

La silla, along with several one-of-a-kind assemblages in the collection at the Univer-
sity of Missouri’s Museum of Art and Archaeology, is a complex, carefully designed work 
of literary art that invites viewers to look, read, touch, open, and unfold (Fig. 1 and front 
cover). La silla, translated as The chair, was handmade in the city of Matanzas, Cuba, in 
2008. When first encountering the assemblage, a viewer sees only a bag with the title of 
the artwork hand painted in black ink (Fig. 2). The bag is made of collaged craft paper 
decorated with blue, green, red, and yellow paint. Handles of knotted cloth are strung 
through the top edge of the bag, creating a form similar to a paper shopping bag. Inside 
the bag is a handcrafted wooden box, also bearing the title of the assemblage (Fig. 3). The 
lid of the box is embellished with paper and dried foliage. Lifting the lid reveals five loose-
leaf pages, all water colored and bearing hand-written inscriptions detailing information 
about the artwork such as the title, materials used in creation of the work, and publica-
tion date (Fig. 4). Also inside the box is a long, accordion-style folded banner measuring 
approximately two meters in length (Fig. 5). The banner features a hand written poem on 

Fig. 1. Rolando Estévez 
Jordán (Cuban, b. 
1953). La silla (The 
chair), 2008, mixed 
media: paper, cloth, 
watercolors, ink, flow-
ers, wood, and leaves. 
Museum of Art and 
Archaeology, University 
of Missouri, Gilbreath-
McLorn Museum Fund 
(2009.63a–i). Photo: 
Jeffrey Wilcox.
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Fig. 2  Rolando Estévez Jordán (Cuban, b. 1953). La silla 
(The chair), detail, bag, 2008, paper and cloth, H. 16.2 cm, 
W. 25 cm, Th. 11.5 cm. Museum of Art and Archaeology, 
University of Missouri, Gilbreath-McLorn Museum Fund 
(2009.63a). Photo: Jeffrey Wilcox. 

Fig. 3. Rolando Estévez Jordán (Cuban, 
b. 1953). La silla (The chair), detail, 
box, 2008, flowers, wood, L. 19.8 cm, 
W. 10.9 cm, H. 9.0 cm (with flowers). 
Museum of Art and Archaeology, Uni-
versity of Missouri, Gilbreath-McLorn 
Museum Fund (2009.63b and c). Photo: 
Jeffrey Wilcox. 

Fig. 4. Rolando Estévez Jordán (Cuban, b. 1953). La silla (The chair), detail, loose-leaf pages, 2008, paper, 
16.9–17.1 x. 7.9–8.1 cm. Museum of Art and Archaeology, University of Missouri, Gilbreath-McLorn 
Museum Fund (2009.63d and e, g–i). Photo: Jeffrey Wilcox.
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Fig. 5. Rolando Estévez 
Jordán (Cuban, b. 1953). La 
silla (The chair), detail, poem 
on banner, 2008, paper, 
watercolors, ink, 192.5 x 
16.2 cm. Museum of Art and 
Archaeology, University of 
Missouri, Gilbreath-McLorn 
Museum Fund (2009.63f). 
Photo: Jeffrey Wilcox.
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Fig. 6. Manuel Darío García. Emily 
Dickinson (What mystery pervades a well!) 
by Emily Dickinson, n.d., mixed media: 
photocopies on paper with watercolor 
accents, H. 24.2, W. 16.7 cm. Museum of 
Art and Archaeology, University of Mis-
souri, Gilbreath-McLorn Museum Fund 
(2009.76). Photo: Jeffrey Wilcox.

Fig. 7. Arneldy Cejas Herrera (Cuban, b. 1969). Danilo 
y Dorotea otra historia de amor . . . (Danilo and Dorotea, 
another love story. . .) by René Fernández Santana, 2005, 
mixed media: photocopies on paper with watercolor 
accents, H. 21.5 cm, W. 27 cm. (booklet). Museum of 
Art and Archaeology, University of Missouri, Gilbreath-
McLorn Museum Fund (2009.38a–d). Photo: Jeffrey 
Wilcox.

one side and a series of paintings on the other. When seen together as a collection (Fig. 1), 
all eight components of La silla are a unique complement to each other. 

La silla was designed and created by Cuban artist and poet Rolando Estévez Jordán. It 
is a product of Ediciones Vigía, an independent publishing house founded by Estévez and 
Cuban poet Alfredo Zaldívar in April 1985, approximately twenty years after the Cuban 
Revolution of 1959. Since the foundation of the press, Estévez and a team of volunteer 
artisans have been working collaboratively to publish handmade works of literary art that 
feature the work of both Cuban authors and other internationally celebrated writers.1 
Within the Vigía canon are books featuring the poems of Emily Dickinson and Cuba’s 
poet laureate Nancy Morejón, stories from Gabriel García Marquez and Cuban children’s 
author René Fernández Santana, and various works about music, theater, cooking, phi-
losophy, politics, history, and biography (Figs. 6–9). La silla differs from these books in 
that it features a poem written by Estévez himself. While Vigía publishes a wide variety 
of literature, one common thread found among most of the press’s publications are the 

moments of interaction the books offer: scrolls that 
unravel, yarn strands that must be untied, fabric 
that lifts to reveal a poem or picture, and many 
other details that require physical engagement with 
the objects. 
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Fig. 8. Laura Ruiz Montes (Cuban, b. 1966). 
Los graduados de Kafka (Kafka’s graduates) 
by Jorge Angel Hernández Pérez, 2008, mixed 
media: photocopies on paper with watercolor 
accents, cloth, and yarn, H. 27.7 cm, W. 19.9 
cm. (booklet including projecting elements). 
Museum of Art and Archaeology, University 
of Missouri, Gilbreath-McLorn Museum 
Fund (2009.85a and b). Photo: Jeffrey Wilcox.

Fig. 9. H. M. Niusha, Olga Samper, Driaxned 
Paz, Agustina Ponce (Cuban). Recetas de cocina, 
(Cooking recipes) 2007, mixed media: photo-
copies on paper with watercolor accents, H. 21.3 
cm, W. 15.4 cm. Museum of Art and Archaeol-
ogy, University of Missouri, Gilbreath-McLorn 
Museum Fund (2009.41). Photo: Jeffrey Wilcox.

When I first viewed La silla and other Vigía books in the museum’s collection, I was 
enamored by their interactivity and the challenge of discovering the objects’ secrets. They 
are playful works of literary art. Upon translating some of the texts, however, I quickly 
came to realize that these books are not simply fun to explore. While the construction of 
these objects signals entertainment, the books and larger assemblages like La silla feature 
stories and poems that, when combined with the interactive nature of the objects, create 
intricate layers of meaning and iconography that reflect the complicated post-revolu-
tionary social climate of Cuba in the 1980s and 1990s. The stories and poems published 
by the press are historical, religious, philosophical, and personal. They address subjects 
such as family, loss, loneliness, identity, and place. The writers question themselves and 
their worlds, they lament lost childhoods and broken dreams, and they celebrate family, 
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identity, and imagination. La silla offers a particularly unique view of the press and its 
place in the Cuban art and literary world since Estévez himself is writer, designer, and 
creator of the assemblage. La silla serves as a reflection of life in post-revolutionary Cuba 
on a both personal and national scale. With the text, image, and construction of La silla, 
Estévez offers viewers a deeper look into the challenges he and many others faced on the 
island following the Revolution of 1959. An in-depth analysis of La silla demonstrates 
how Estévez and the artisans at Vigía have grappled with the challenge of finding a per-
sonal and artistic identity within a country struggling to find its national identity.

Ediciones Vigía translates as Watchtower Editions and is named because of its location 
at the Plaza de la Vigía, or Watchtower Square, in the coastal city of Matanzas.2 Estévez 
and Zaldívar initially founded the collective with the intention of providing Cuban writers 
and artists with a haven, a safe and supportive place in which to gather and discuss their 
work. Though not an overtly political press Vigía has, from its beginning, been greatly 
influenced by social and political events in the decades following the Revolution.3

Ediciones Vigía grew amid the challenging social and political circumstances of the 
1980s and 1990s. The founders recognized that those local artists and writers in Matanzas 
who still believed in the value of art and literature needed a place to express themselves. 
Vigía’s first foray into the publishing world came in the form of posters advertising poetry 
readings and group meetings for writers and creators. As the collective grew, Estévez and 
Zaldívar began publishing the work of their members, other Cuban authors, and interna-
tionally recognized non-Cuban writers. Zaldívar explains in a 1994 interview:

Ediciones Vigía emerged out of the need of a group of artists of the city to see their work, 
which they valued as literature, in print. We did not have a preconceived idea about what 
the volumes would look like. Our resources were scarce: a mimeograph machine that 
someone from a press was able to lend us, and a typewriter—also borrowed—because 
we owned neither. These are the only two machines we have used in the history of Vigía. 
More than anything, we use our hands and our imagination.4

The press has since been given copy machines, which are used to produce much of the text 
and some imagery featured in the books.

Early Vigía books were more simply constructed and more traditional in their bind-
ing and layout than later editions, but since its inception Vigía artisans have found their 
artistic and publishing identity by creating books that do not conform to the typical 
twentieth-century definition of a professionally produced, printed, and circulated publica-
tion. Larger publishing houses can digitally print hundreds of copies of books on fresh 
new paper, while Vigía makes do with found materials, namely, repurposed items such as 
paper from the local butcher, yarn, fabric, leaves, and other items. The choice of materials 
is politically motivated as much as it is aesthetically motivated. Because Vigía publishes 
authors who address diverse and, in the eyes of the Cuban government, oftentimes con-
troversial subjects (such as sexuality and revolution), Vigía has consistently been under 
the watchful eye of the Ministry of Culture (MINCULT). The MINCULT was established 
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in 1976 and functions as an umbrella institution that, according to its official website, “is 
responsible for directing, guiding, controlling and executing the implementation of the 
cultural politics of state and government.”5 In order to maintain their independence, Vigía 
does not rely on the MINCULT for materials and instead uses only donated and recycled 
materials. This practice grants Vigía a degree of artistic freedom since the government has 
no ownership over the materials used to create the books and, therefore, little influence 
over published content.6 

As the first chief designer of the press,7 Estévez must carefully consider what materials 
are available before beginning a design. Once he has settled on the overall look and con-
struction of a book, he creates one copy. Volunteer artisans at the press then use Estévez’s 
original as a model to craft a limited number of volumes, a maximum of 200 issues, for 
each book.8 Because of their unique production method, the text and form of the issues are 
identical, but each object shows the hand of the 
individual maker. One book may feature yellow 
colored pencil while the next features red. If the 
artisans run out of one material, they substitute 
another. A book bound with yarn in Estévez’s 
original design may be bound with twine for the 
last dozen copies. This creative ingenuity reflects 
the Cuban penchant for reclaiming and reusing.9

The work examined here, La silla, differs 
dramatically from the serialized Vigía books in 
that only one artist, Estévez, created it, and only 
one copy exists. In keeping with the principles of 
the press, however, Estévez used only found and 
repurposed materials in the construction of his 
assemblage. Text on the fourth loose-leaf sheet of 
paper (Fig. 10) translates as “In its construction, 
the artist has used a cedar box, craft paper, bristol 
cardboard, bark paper, hand-painted pages, left-
over printer paper, croton leaves, sunflower petals, 
evergreens, the memory of his distant mother and 
the magic of this Matanzas house.” The recycled 
nature of Vigía objects and La silla is a chal-
lenge welcomed for the sake of a greater degree 
of publishing freedom, but Estévez also insists 
that “Vigía’s editorial aesthetic was not chosen in 
1985 out of material need or because there existed 
no other possibilities. . . . Vigía emerges out of 
aesthetic necessities”10—the desire to create works 
that not only preserve the stories, histories, and 
poems of Cuban writers but are also beautiful. 

Fig. 10. Rolando Estévez Jordán 
(Cuban, b. 1953). La silla (The chair), 
detail, loose-leaf page, 2008, paper, 
ink, 16.9 x 8.0 cm. Museum of Art and 
Archaeology, University of Missouri, 
Gilbreath-McLorn Museum Fund 
(2009.63h). Photo: Jeffrey Wilcox.
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La silla is an ideal example of Vigía’s goals as expressed in both Estévez’s and Zaldívar’s 
comments on the foundation of the press. First, the assemblage represents Vigía’s desire to 
publish Cuban authors, in this case Estévez. Second, it displays the need for and value of ar-
tistic community. Estévez is named as the sole author and artist of La silla on multiple pieces 
of the assemblage, but it is not a work he claims for himself. He includes the community of 
Vigía by inscribing “Ediciones Vigía” and the “magic of this Matanzas house” prominently 
in various places, connecting La silla back to the press and his artistic community. Finally, 
as a large and complicated object that took considerable time and materials, La silla reflects 
Vigía’s desire to elevate the work of Cuban authors to “literature,” in Zaldíva’s words, and not 
just as poems and stories written in private notebooks and tucked away. 

The late 80s and early 90s were not an easy time to found an artistic organization in 
Cuba, especially one that centered on the goals 
that Estévez and Zaldívar had for Vigía. In the 
midst of paper shortages, political instability, 
and mass exile, the writers and authors of Vigía 
emerged with a passion to show the world that 
Cuban culture will prevail and flourish, regard-
less of the island’s political, social, or economic 
circumstances. With their books, Vigía affirms 
that there is value in individual expression and 
communal collaboration, and that the work of 
Cuban authors and poets belongs next to the 
work of international writers who, in their own 
times of joy or trouble, have addressed many 
of the same subjects and expressed many of the 
same sentiments as the Cuban writers published 
by Vigía.

As an iconographic nod to the unyielding ar-
tistic spirit of the press, Estévez places a signature 
symbol, an oil lamp, on each object produced. 
The fifth loose-leaf page in La silla displays this 
decisive lamp accompanied by the inscription 
“Ediciones Vigía” and the publication date, “April 
of 2008” (Fig. 11). Text on the back of the page 
translates as “This oil lamp is part of the sole copy 
of the poem ‘La silla’ by Rolando Estévez.” Peggy 
Sue Dunigan states that the oil lamp “signifies its 
[Vigía’s] mission to ignite creativity even when 
threatened by extreme circumstances . . . [and] 
reminds all cultures that artistic expression and 
individual creativity can too easily be extin-
guished.”11 This remains a fitting message from a 

Fig. 11. Rolando Estévez Jordán (Cuban, 
b. 1953). La silla (The chair), detail, 
loose-leaf page, 2008, paper, watercolors, 
ink, 17.1 x 8.1 cm. Museum of Art and 
Archaeology, University of Missouri, 
Gilbreath-McLorn Museum Fund 
(2009.63i). Photo: Jeffrey Wilcox.
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publishing house that preserves and makes public the work of many Cuban authors and 
artists who would otherwise remain relatively unknown outside the island.

With a contextual understanding of the history of the press, a closer look at La silla can 
give greater insight into the personal life of Estévez and many Cubans who chose to stay on 
their island following the Revolution. Once viewers open the paper bag and the wooden 
box, and after they read the publication and construction information on the loose-leaf 
pages discussed above, they arrive at the heart of the assemblage: the poem. The English 
translation of the poem La silla, composed in Spanish, reads:

Here and there,
like north and south,
are two seasons. 
Coming and going
with the rumbling
of snails across the curtains.

For my mother,
who doesn’t live in norths or souths
but in the relative lukewarm of fallen leaves and jasmine,
snowcones upturned into a cup,
and the tapping of a fan against her breast,
here and there contaminate each other.

She’s taken their seasonal attributes
and built a chair.

Not a perfect, marketable, comfortable chair.
Not Lam’s chair, screaming from the monte
and displaying a flower vase.
Not a chair from her house, or from an old railroad platform.
Not in the middle of some constellating crowd.

Not a chair sitting all by itself,
  But rather
a chair in the sea halfway between two shores,
like a miniscule newborn isle,
a tiny land where the light of day and the light of night
fall together in the sadness of one feeble ray.

Her chair is not a compass.
Her chair is not a boat.
Her chair does not go north, does not go south.
  It does not go.
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On her chair, set in the middle of the sea,
  she sits
like a primitive Venus
carved into the rock of twilight.
Her hips hang over the edges of the seat,
her salt shoulders cling to the chairback,
and, like one more cascading wave,
her enormous round breasts spill onto her thighs
  where they
suckle fish and shipwrecked sailors.

She’s alone in her chair. She doesn’t drift.
  Doesn’t sail.
My mother, halfway between both shores.12

Estévez tells a personal story in this poem. His mother, father, and younger sister were 
among those who fled the island following the Revolution. Estévez, who was around 
fifteen or sixteen years of age at the time, was left in Cuba, perhaps because of required 
military commitments for young men. He was left under the care of his godparents with 
the hope that his family could come back for him. That hope was never realized.  

Estévez’s family and all those who fled Cuba had to leave the same way—over water. 
This has led many Cuban writers and artists of the latter half of the twentieth century to 
view the sea as a defining icon of their time, and they address that in their work. In her 
essay “Regarding Cuban Art,” Nathalie Bondil writes, “The country’s island status is a 
central theme in its art: the sea is both a boundless horizon and a boundary. While island 
dwellers are always aware of the vastness of the world, they also always have a sense of 
the physical limits of their own territory, surrounded on all sides by water.”13 For the 
thousands of Cubans who felt the pains of emigration, the sea became a symbol of both 
freedom and isolation.

The sea is a central subject of La silla in both Estévez’s poem and in his painting 
adorning the facing side of the banner (Figs. 12–14). The painting features a watery blue, 
green, and grey color palette with splashes of the same orange found elsewhere in the 
assemblage. This consistency in color helps create cohesion among the various pieces. 
The cool colors and abundance of fish in the painting suggest the woman is underwater. 
If we interpret this painting as an illustration of the poem, we can identify the woman as 
Estévez’s mother, who is twice referenced in his poem as “my mother.”

Approaching Estévez’s painting is less straightforward than approaching his poem. 
With the poem, viewers naturally begin reading at the top and work their way down the 
banner. If we follow this same path for the painting, we see at the top a crescent moon 
shape and directly below that, a woman sitting on a chair (Fig. 12). She appears anchored, 
her hair drifting slightly in front of her, perhaps grasping a plant with her right hand. Her 
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Figs. 12–14. Rolando Estévez Jordán (Cuban, b. 1953). 
La silla (The chair), detail, painting on banner, 2008, 
paper, watercolors, ink, 192.5 x 16.2 cm. Museum 
of Art and Archaeology, University of Missouri, 
Gilbreath-McLorn Museum Fund (2009.63f). Photo: 
Jeffrey Wilcox.

Fig. 12

Fig. 13

Fig. 14
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body is incomplete and hidden behind two fish suckling at her breasts as described in the 
poem. She has reconciled herself to this place, becoming one with her environment as her 
body provides nourishment to the creatures of the sea. Transitioning to the bottom figure 
is a trail of fish that seem to be swimming upward (Fig. 13). In the bottom image, the 
chair is less crucial to the composition (Fig. 14). The woman is the central focus, her body 
clearer and more complete. She sits with her arms curved above her head, her hair flowing 
up and away, in a mermaid-like position.14 She breastfeeds two individuals described in 
the poem as “shipwrecked sailors.”

The two women present the story of Estévez’s mother—and many Cuban mothers—
who took to the sea and fled their island in the hopes of providing a better life elsewhere 
for their families. Leaving the island meant leaving loved ones, leaving home, and not 
knowing when they would return. The woman featured in La silla is alone, torn between 
two shores. Instead of choosing one or the other, she builds a chair, both here and there, 
and settles in the space between. She settles in the sea.  

In addition to the figures in this painting, Estévez includes various symbols that reflect 
Vigía’s penchant for creating complex and layered iconographies. This is a characteristic 
design trait found in most Vigía publications, and it invites various interpretations of 
the artwork and literature that viewers might uncover on their own based on their own 
knowledge or backgrounds. For example, Estévez added to his paintings of his mother 
the crescent moon shape at the top edge of the banner. This moon appears in many Vigía 
publications, and it could be an indicator of the lunar cycle, or it could lead viewers to a 
more symbolic conclusion. According to Patricia E. González, the moon is associated with 
the Santería orisha Yemayá. Orishas play a major role in Santería, a syncretic Afro-Cuban 
religion. As deities associated with the natural world, orishas rule the natural elements and 
phenomena in the areas where they live. The orisha Yemayá is “the symbol of maternity 
and womanhood,” and she rules the sea, showing “tranquility but also mighty force.”15 
Perhaps Estévez is including the Santería symbol for Yemayá as a way of reinforcing his 
mother’s Cuban roots.  

Another complicating image in Estévez’s painting is the chair. In his poem, Estévez 
states his mother’s chair is “Not Lam’s chair, screaming from the monte and displaying a 
flower vase.” Lam, or Wifredo Lam, is the most recognized modern artist from Cuba. He 
was born in 1902 in Sagua la Grande, a city that, like Matanzas, sits on the north central 
coast of Cuba. After completing studies at the Academy of San Alejandro, Lam traveled 
abroad extensively, living and working in both Europe and on occasion in his homeland.16 
Because of his itinerant lifestyle, Lam has been described as a “cultural outsider” who blurs 
the line between being simultaneously Cuban and not-Cuban, both geographically and 
ideologically. Lam placed physical and emotional distance between himself and his home-
land, and as a result his relationships with other Cuban artists were sometimes troubled.17 

Edward Lucie-Smith argues in his essay “Wifredo Lam and the Caribbean” that he would 
place Lam more within the international narrative of Surrealism and American Abstract 
Expressionism than within the narrative of Cuban or Latin American art, a statement that 
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reflects Lam’s international, displaced persona.18 

Regardless of the controversy surrounding the 
“Cuban-ness” of Lam, he is above all a native 
of Cuba, and upon returning to the island after 
more than twenty years’ absence, he began to 
address native themes in his work, most notably 
Afro-Cuban themes and Santería.19

In 1943 Lam painted a work also titled La 
silla (Fig. 15). Stylistically, the painting displays 
the confluence of European cubism and Cuban 
iconography. In the center of Lam’s composi-
tion is a chair enveloped by a dense landscape 
of leaves and plants in shades of muted greens, 
tans, reds, and greys. Lam’s stylization of the 
foliage and the chair and his consistent color 
palette make the chair appear less out of place 
amid the thick vegetation. The same is true for 
Estévez’s scroll painting with its consistent black 
line work and cohesive color palette. Juan Mar-
tínez offers an interpretation of Lam’s painting 
that places the artwork within an Afro-Cuban 
context. Sitting on the chair is a vase with leaves 
or flowers. Martínez explains this somewhat 
out-of-place object by stating that the vase 
“evokes an offering to a deity or nature spirit,” 
an orisha.20 Orishas, as mentioned above, are deities associated with the natural world, in 
this case, the forest. Lam’s placement of the offering on a chair is particularly significant. 
In Yoruba tradition (the African culture that many Afro-Cubans hold ties to), the chair 
symbolizes the belief that altars are the “seats of the gods.”21

Martínez’s interpretation reveals Santería iconography within Lam’s painting, and if the 
art historian’s conclusions are applied to Estévez’s scroll painting, we see similar refer-
ences. By placing his mother on a chair, the seat of the gods, Estévez likens her to Lam’s 
vase of leaves—an offering to an orisha. Estévez’s offering, however, is not to the orisha of 
the forest but to the orisha of the sea. By depicting his mother in this way, perhaps Estévez 
is suggesting that in leaving behind her son and her homeland, his mother is sacrific-
ing herself to the sea for what she believes is the good of her family. This comparison of 
Lam’s painting with Estévez’s painting builds upon the idea discussed above concerning 
Estévez’s use of the crescent moon symbol. Estévez, like Lam, infuses his art with Afro-
Cuban iconography. Lam draws upon his European cubist aesthetic with La silla, while 
Estévez draws upon his personal story and life experiences for his La silla. Both, however, 
hold fast to their Cuban roots. In titling his assemblage La silla and citing Lam in his 

Fig. 15.  Wifredo Lam (Cuban, 1902–
1982). La silla (The chair), 1943, oil on 
panel, 111.6 x 81.5 cm. Museo Nacional 
de Bellas Artes, Havana. Gift of Lilia 
Esteban and Alejo Carpentier, 1976, Inv. 
07.296. https://theartstack.com/artist/
wifredo-lam/la-silla-1943
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poem, Estévez is aligning his work with that of the internationally recognized modernist. 
Estévez’s assemblage transcends his own time as a work that comments not only on his 
personal history but also on the history and culture of the island, integrating references to 
Cuba’s deep-seeded African roots, the state of the island following 1959, and the accom-
plishments of a mid-twentieth century Cuban artist. Estévez merges all of these influences, 
these many facets of Cuban history and culture, into one artwork that reflects the com-
plex, tangled history of the island. This layering of iconography and historical references 
is a key trait of Vigía publications, and it helps the press place itself within a larger artistic 
and cultural narrative that extends far beyond the boundaries of Matanzas. 

After viewing all parts of Estévez’s assemblage and looking more closely at the poem 
and painting that sit at the heart of La silla, a viewer comes to understand that engag-
ing with this object is not about reaching a final destination, the poem. Rather, engaging 
with this object requires an appreciation for the journey of unpacking each piece of this 
assemblage, an experience that leads to the question: what does the object as a whole say? 
While the pieces that make up this object beg to be opened and touched, the design of 
the artwork is carefully and thoughtfully controlled. The bag, box, and folded banner all 
create a physical and visual struggle for a viewer. Physically, the banner is so long that as a 
viewer begins to lift the accordion folds, they spring open as the banner tumbles down to 
the floor. Visually, the fluid text, watercolor paintings, and free-form organic nature of the 
various collaged designs are in stark contrast to the rectangular, pointed, and sharp edges 
of the bag, box, and pages, which convey a sense of rigidity and stiffness. Finally, Estévez 
plays with a juxtaposition of warm and cool colors, grounding his work in earth tone 
shades of brown, green, and orange, but adding blue, green, and grey to the painting side 
of the banner as a contrasting element to other pieces of the assemblage. Estévez instills 
in his assemblage a tone of tension and fluidity, harmony and discord. With the design 
of this assemblage, Estévez complements the feelings of inbetweenness expressed in his 
poems.

Adding to the tone of liminality in this assemblage is the idea that all the components 
that make up this artwork can pack neatly into a bag which, if needed or desired, could 
easily be toted around or carried away. The poem and painting in La silla can be viewed 
as a scrapbook or tangible memory of Estévez’s childhood, and the portability of the 
assemblage echoes that when he was a young teenager Estévez’s entire life was picked 
up, packed away, and placed elsewhere. The themes of portability and movement can be 
found throughout the work of twentieth-century Cuban artists, and La silla is not the only 
Vigía work to address the subject. Another large assemblage created by Estévez, his 2008 
work Fui llevado a un cine de barrio mientras mi madre hacia su maleta (I was taken to a 
neighborhood cinema while my mother packed her suitcase) reflects the artist’s memories 
of the day his family left (Fig. 16). 

Ruth Behar writes in her book The Portable Island: Cubans at Home in the World that in 
the decades following the Revolution, thousands of Cubans left the island, but in 1978 and 
1979, 125,000 Cubans were brought back to Cuba under a family reunification program to 
visit relatives. She goes on to clarify, 
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They weren’t allowed to stay with their families and were forced to stay in hotels. 
Then, by a strange coincidence, the same number of Cubans who returned as visitors 
was matched by the exodus of 125,000 Cubans from the port of Mariel in 1980, which 
the island viewed as a purging of the “scum” of its revolution. Again the gap widened, 
making the ninety miles of ocean border between Cuba and the Florida coast the 
longest ninety miles in the world.22 

This back-and-forth movement of Cubans and the confusion and heartache it caused 
would certainly have affected those who remained in Cuba, including Estévez, and served 
as a reminder of the instability of life and the portable nature of family, memories, and 
home. This sentiment is reflected in the construction of La silla and Fui llevado a un cine 
de barrio mientras mi madre hacia su maleta as both assemblages are built upon a portable 
foundation, a bag and a suitcase respectively.

The conscious decision to use a bag and a suitcase in the design of these two pieces 
evokes connotations associated with the word “baggage.” While many people deal with 
painful memories and difficult experiences internally, Estévez manifests his externally in 
an artistic and physical form. The memories, preserved forever in his poems and drawings, 
will always remain a part of Estévez no matter what happens to his artworks. La silla, 
however, differs from Fui llevado a un cine . . . in that the first is constructed completely 
of organic materials. There is no metal fixture holding La silla’s box together, no wire 

Fig. 16.  Rolando Estévez Jordán 
(Cuban, b. 1953). Fui llevado a un 
cine de barrio mientras mi madre 
hacia su maleta (I was taken to a 
neighborhood cinema while my 
mother packed her suitcase), 2008, 
mixed media: leather, metal, textile, 
wood, paper, paint, ceramic, 
lipstick, raffia, plastic, hemp rope, 
dried flowers, and straw, H. 55 
cm (suitcase); L. 376 cm (scroll 
unrolled). Museum of Art and Ar-
chaeology, University of Missouri, 
Gilbreath-McLorn Museum Fund 
(2009.4). Photo: Jeffrey Wilcox.
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fastening the flowers to the box or the handle to the bag, and no plastic parts. As a physi-
cal object, La silla will not last. The paper will tear, the flowers petals will crumble, and 
the box will fall to pieces, but for now we are given a glimpse into Estévez’s memory and 
the stories and struggles that have shaped his life and his country. Neither La silla nor Fui 
llevada a un cine . . . was created for a commercial market or to make a bold political or 
cultural statement, but rather, they were created with the simple message that life is fleet-
ing, painful, confusing, uncertain, and beautiful.

Estévez communicates this idea and sets the tone for viewers of La silla by using a strict 
order of organization. Each component of this artwork has a specific place. First, the bag. 
Then, the box. A wooden lid. Inside the lid, two thin sheets of paper that must be unfolded 
in order to get to the stack of papers. Then comes separating the sheets of paper and the 
banner, arranged in a specific order. The whole process of viewing this object is one of 
uncovering layers. Once all of the pieces are unpacked, the order in which to view them can 
become unclear—the arrangement can become jumbled. A viewer who first sees the object 
with everything unpacked as seen in Figure 1 might wonder: Which side of the banner 
should I look at first? Is the bag part of the artwork or simply a means of transportation 
for all the pieces? This poses many difficulties for the museum in terms of displaying the 
assemblage since it raises the question: How can viewers see the entire piece while still 
experiencing and understanding the physical nature and unpacking process inherently 
crucial to the work’s composition? When Figure 1 (the artwork unpacked) is viewed next 
to Figure 2 (the artwork with pieces stowed away), it is clear the assemblage can be either 
confusing or systematic, an artwork that allows viewers freedom to decipher meaning and 
order on their own or an artwork that is contained and methodical. The possible unending 
cycle of packing and repacking the pieces, of folding and unfolding the banner, of stacking 
and unstacking the papers, can be overwhelming. 

This cyclical style of construction is a defining characteristic of Estévez’s designs for 
Vigía, and it is a style informed by his work as a theatrical scenic designer. Theater is a 
passion for Estévez, who claims, “I consider myself a man of theater . . . [and] a man who 
tries to write poetry.”23 He continues in the same interview, saying: 

I cannot stop being a man of the theater because I think life has awarded me with 
the knowledge, understanding, and affection for people who are so complex and yet 
so simple. People who walk with a shell on their back, they sacrifice a lot, that they 
deliver to the public, leaving on the stage the best pieces of their heart. That is theater. 
When the function ends and you see the empty orchestra you have the conviction 
that at least one spectator left changed, and you cross the stage and touch the scenery 
placed there, alive, awake, even in its material sense, which a few minutes before had 
been awake in its magical sense.24

This cycle of coming alive, of feeling and sensing magic and being nudged back to 
reality, is evident in Estévez’s work at Vigía. At the theater, the scenery comes alive once 
the actors take their places and the audience arrives. At Vigía, the literature comes alive 
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in the writing, designing, creating, and reading of the books and assemblages. The objects 
do not rely on the laughter or applause of the audience, but on the life Estévez and his 
team of volunteer artisans put into them. La silla becomes a stage that presents viewers 
with poetry and art in the privacy of their own homes, not surrounded by other members 
of an audience. Viewers have the freedom to engage with Vigía works on their own time, 
ruminate on the literature, see paintings and drawings from different viewpoints, pack and 
unpack the pieces, and find meaning that speaks to them individually. In this way, Vigía 
has found a place within Cuba’s post-revolutionary culture as a medium that preserves 
history and stories for writers and recalls memories of an island facing many challenges. 
Perhaps the personal experiences, interpretations, and discoveries found by those engag-
ing with the objects is the “magic of this Matanzas house” that Estévez names in his list of 
materials used to create La silla. 

The construction, form, and content of La silla represent a tension in tone, one of 
imbalance and liminality, reflective of an unstable island and the hope of a better future 
kept alive by the unwavering artistic community of Vigía. While other Cuban publishing 
companies struggled with material shortages, government censorship, and broken spirits, 
Estévez insists that Vigía not only survived the late 80s and early 90s. It flourished “because 
independence has always been a priority. We always knew we wanted to do something that 
depended solely on us. We saw in self-management the spirit of artisanry, the spirit of art 
itself.”25 Similarly, Estévez’s personal system of independence and self-management, created 
out of private struggles as much as government constraints, has allowed the artist to survive 
and to find his place in the whirlwind known as post-revolutionary Cuba. When he designs 
for the theater, Estévez hopes at least one viewer leaves the show changed. Perhaps, though, 
with La silla, the person who leaves most changed is the artist himself.
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