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Abstract
This study examines the experiences of 10 Cuban artists living in Habana, Cuba and their
meaning making as they consume and produce multimodal literacies as visual, performing and
digital artists. Using Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis’ (1994) method of Portraiture—which
means--, I worked collaboratively with each artist to extend the portraiture process, in which I
create video portraits with each artist. I immersed myself in an ethnographic study by living in
Habana, Cuba for 7 months, where I worked alongside each artist, visiting their homes,
observing their creative processes, conducted semi-formal interviews and attended their
performances. I ask: “What multimodal literacy practices are Cuban Artists living in Habana
employing, and for what purposes?”
In my analysis, I focus on emergent themes shared by each artist as I review the data and
collected through audio recordings and video documentation. I emphasize the study of the
consumption and production of multimodal literacies in the lives of Cuban artists, with the
positionality to support Cuban artists with reclaiming their stories in a historically geopolitical
complex space.
My research adopts a humanistic disposition in the research and I draw from a poststructuralist theoretical framework coupled with Lawrence- Lightfoot’s and Davis’s (1994)
methodology of Portraiture. “It [portraiture as a method] embraces both analytic rigor (a
perspective that is distant, discerning, and skeptical) and community building (acts of intimacy
and connection)” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 2005, p.12). This interdisciplinary research
illuminates the innovative potential of the collaboration of art and the social sciences. Through
the study of multimodal literacy practices and the production of multimodal texts (i.e. video
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portraiture and written dissertation) this research examines the affective and sociocultural sense
making as expressed by artists, who are identified as dynamic learning bodies, remixing
knowledge as they interact dynamically through space and place, carrying and constructing
multiple ways of knowing. This research examines the agentive role of artists as they apply
multimodality and creativity in their everyday practices within the complex sociopolitical
context on Havana in the year 2016- 2017. The combining of video and portraiture methodology
provided an opportunity for the analysis of complex relationships across modes as well as an
insiders’ emic perspectives of how producers manipulate modes to tell their own stories.
Storytelling in art also gives the artists a, as well as express a critical lens to their sociocultural
context through the employment of creativity in their everyday lives.
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PREFACE
Regla y Sus Flores
Cada flor tiene su historia, tiene su espacio, tiene su vida. La gente cree que la flor no
tiene vida, si como no. Por esto te repito que la flor es la llave de los sentimientos. Es la
llave universal. Una cosa tan delicada. Es la llave universal de los sentimientos. Una flor
puede cambiar la persona, aunque, este cambio sea en el mundo entero, en dos o tres
personas, pero la flor es capaz de hacer.
Every flower has its story, its space, its life. The people think that flowers don’t have
lives, but yes of course. That is why I will repeat that the flower is the key to feelings.
Universal keys to feelings. Something so delicate. It is the universal key to feelings. One
flower can change a person, even if that change is only in two or three people in the
whole world. But a flower has the ability to do that.

Fig.P-1. Regla’s hands preparing a bouquet in her stairwell.

Regla’s hands speak through the embrace of the flowers she gifts to people throughout
Habana (fig. P-1). Every afternoon, Regla sets up her small business at in the doorway between
the busy Street of San Lazaro and the entrance to the building where she lives. With scissors in
hand, she cleans the various types of albaca de santísimo (basil) used for religious work;
cleaning the spirit, for worshiping San Lazaro, and for flavoring food. She explains how the basil
is used as a thermometer to measure the amount of negative energy in one’s house. If your basil
wilts as soon as it enters your house, you must replace it with fresh basil until it stays alive for
days. When it no longer wilts on arrival to your space, you have cleared the negative energy.

17

She has several buckets of flowers she has arranged by flower type, red roses (príncipe),
sunflowers (girasol), naldo and susena. She greets people as they walk up and down San Lazaro,
picking up on the narrative of their last engagement. Regla explains that her relationships are
integral to her work as she supports her clients in finding the right combination of flowers to
serve the purposes of their spiritual intention.
On the same sidewalk, there is a group of older women selling small things like packets
of coffee, feminine pads and single cigars on the front steps of the middle school. Sometimes the
police patrol car comes by and parks in front of the school and threatens the older women with
potential fines if they don’t move by the next time they make their rounds. Regla listens in
solidarity as the women contest the police patrolling the area informing them that they are not
allowed to be selling things or loitering in front of the school. I watch as the women stand up
slowly acting in compliance, while the police stay parked in front of the school. Once the patrol
car drives out of sight, the women return to their spaces on the wall. They are there almost every
day. On one of the days of our interview the patrol car returned, and the women ranted about the
injustice of not being able to sell things to make ends meet. They criticized the threat of fines, as
they shamed the police officers for enforcing laws that they viewed as unfair. Eventually, I
watched as they physically gesture with their hands accompanying their verbal disapproval of the
enforcement by the police squad. Their comments could be heard by the police as they moved
slowly across the street complying with the officer’s orders. The next day they returned. I
admired these women as they stood firm in their collective Lucha/ Struggle.
Regla has a striking presence, her deep brown eyes pierce you as though she can see into
you. Her presence on the street gives it charm as she greets neighbors and visitors in the
neighborhood. I often bought flowers from her, gifting them to friends or to others in celebration
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of their faith, such as a saint’s day or the birthday of an Orisha. Many times, after work, I would
stop and talk to Regla about things, updating her on my progress when she would inquire. I
remember one day in particular, after feeling so frustrated from getting the run around for weeks
about the possibility of attending the University of Habana, I shared with her my frustration and
how I infuriating it was to navigate bureaucracy. She responded sharing the common phrase, “No
coges lucha con la lucha”, telling me that by fighting the struggle I am only hurting
myself. Moments like these are how I really gained insight into the psychological stances one
takes in order to navigate meritocracy, and how people actively choose not to resist that part of
the struggle. Her comment is a phrase that is complex to translate cross-culturally. A collective
conscious narrative not to fight with the fight, the daily struggle (which, on another level could
also be the revolutionary movement and how it is enforced in the daily lives of citizens). This
choice is an example of intentional passive resistance creating a boundary as to how much one is
willing to invest emotionally in response to the rigidity of constraints.
Regla’s body is full of expression as she describes her perception of the role of flowers
within her life and her community. She explains the significance of working with flowers as a
special gift in her life.
Las flores me habían abierto muchos pechos, muchos sentimientos, me habían abierto
muchos pechos y sentimientos. La flor es una llave, una llave en las distintas puertas de
los distintos tipos de sentimientos. Es una llave universal. Las flores son llaves
universales de sentimientos. De los distintos tipos de sentimientos. Para que sepa
manejarla. Porque todo el mundo no sabe manejarla. Todos los floreros, no sabemos
manejar esta llave tan fina, bonita tan delicada, que tenemos en la mano. No sabemos
manejar, todos los floreros no tenemos este domo. No para quiéreme hacer, simplemente
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es una realidad. Porque he visto a los otros floreros, he visto su dinámica con las flores,
su dinámica con las clientes de las flores, hasta su dinámica cuando está sola, y no hay
empatía. No hay empatía. Y para manejar esta delegada llave universal de sentimiento
tiene que haber empatía, empatía sentimental. Hay gente que están metido en esto nada
más por un sueldo, porque necesita dinero, pero no hay amor por del medio. No hay esta
pasión de lo que estás haciendo. Cuando se trabaja sin pasión y sin amor, eh un trabajo
vacío, tú lo haces mecánicamente. Porque necesitas, al fin de mes, el dinero que te da el
dueño. El fin de mes, o a la semana, o de quince días. Pero no hay pasión, esto no tiene
nada que ver contigo ni con lo que tu sientes. Entonces tú lo tiene allí, así. Yo no soy
así.
The flowers have opened a lot of hearts, a lot of feelings, they have opened to me a lot of
hearts and feelings regarding this. The flower is a key, a key in the distinct doors to the
distinct types of feelings. It is a universal key. The flower, the flowers are universal keys
to feelings. To distinct types of feelings. They are universal keys. They are universal
keys for those who know how to navigate them. Because not everyone knows how to
navigate them. Not all florists know how to navigate this this key, this key so fine, so
beautiful, so delicate that we have in our hands. They don’t know how to navigate this,
not all florists know how. Not because I want to talk myself up, but simply because it is
a reality. Because I have seen other florists and their dynamic with the flowers, their
dynamic with the clients of the flowers, even their dynamic when they are alone. And
there is no empathy. They don’t have empathy. And to be able to navigate this delicate
universal key of feelings, you have to have empathy. Sentimental empathy. There are
people that are involved in this just to get some income, because they need money, but
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there is no love in between. There is no passion for what they are doing. When you work
without passion and without love, it is empty work, you do it mechanically. Why?
Because you need to, because the end of the month, the money that your owner gives
you, the end of the month, the week, or 15 days. But this is not passion and has nothing
to do with you or how you feel. So, you have it out there. Like that. I am not like this.

Figure P-2. Photograph of Regla Mercedez Agudín as she reflects about her work as a florist

Regla’s insight is pivotal to framing the following study of the creative processes of
Cuban artists living and working in Habana, Cuba. In this short excerpt, Regla shares her
positionality as an artist and florist through which the flowers in her life mediate relationships
and spirituality within her community. In her perspective, it is through an internalization of
empathy that one is able to instigate change.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
The global political shift in the second decade of the twenty-first century towards Cuba
marks an instrumental time to do research on the perspectives of Cubans living in Habana.
Cubans have been faced with travel restriction and political barriers mainly enforced by the
United States since Fidel Castro’s revolution in 1959. Art played a critical role during the period
after the Revolution and can illuminate sociocultural issues that Cubans are facing (Benítez-Rojo
& Maraniss,1998; Casamayor-Cisneros, 2009; Fairley et al., 2009; Gonzalez, 2006; Guevara,
2005; Henken, 2002; Vaughan, 2012). This research aims to examine the various ways that
Cuban artists create their works in order to gain insight into how Cubans view a variety of issues.
In doing so, it also examines the role of art as an expression of personal stories (Brown,1996;
Fairley, 2006; Gonzalez, 1999; Hill, 1998; Vaughan, 2012). This study emphasizes the role of
these multimodal literacy practices in bringing the stories of Cubans experiences to the forefront
of this study. Identifying multimodal literacy production as a means for rewriting one’s story.
This study also examines the role of affect and embodiment as learner’s and producer’s bodies
move through learning spaces, through which they produce meaning making.
Drawing from the lens of a postmodernist framework (Binkley & Capetillo-Ponce, 2008;
Davies, 2000; Davies & Harre, 1990; Fuggle, 2013; Nemoianu, 2012; Posner, 201, Trifonas,
2004), this study views peoples’ identities as fluid and ever changing. In exploring the ways that
Cuban artists draw from their personal experience, beliefs, and their changing political
environments, this study highlights these intersections as inspiration for and representations of
artistic literacies (Posner, 2011, Saunders, 2015, 2016; Tickner, 2008). Leading researchers in
the field of education, Kress & Van Leeuwen (2006) explain that people’s literacy practices—the
way they learn to read the world-- include multiple forms of art directly linked to their beliefs,
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which they define as “multimodal literacies.” The processes of composing artistic works must be
examined critically (Leander, 2013) because they represent the individual artist’s views as well
as the artist’s role in anticipating the effect of their pieces on their desired audiences and
social/public discourse (Da Silva Iddings et al., 2011). This emotional impact of art is well
recognized, having been examined by Aristotle. The term “affect” coined by René Descartes in
his Passions of the Soul, (1649) generated Enlightenment era philosophical debate over the
“doctrine of affections” and its role in musical composition. The affective role of art has been
less thoroughly explored in the realm of education and literacy.
By engaging in video portraiture, this study illuminates the role of affect in the process of
creativity as a means of literacy practice (Almer, 2007; Holland et al., 2008; Hornberger, 2007;
Miller, 2008; Leander & Bolt, 2013). Through the data analyzed, this research proposes that we
consider the reasons why producers of texts engage in producing those texts, and how that
process of creating is critical to human expression (Manuel, 1987, 1994; Martin, 2006; Martinez,
2012; Mein, 2011; New London Group, 2000; Provenzo, 2011). Through this work I link artistic
creation processes to inform literacy research. It is to this end that I sought answers to question:
What are the multimodal literacy practices of Cuban artists living in Habana, and for what
purposes?
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework and Literature Review
In this section, I examine core theoretical and conceptual frameworks that guide this
study. First, I will explore pivotal concepts rooted in post-structuralism (Foucault, 1975; de
Certeau, 1997) that have influenced my goals as a researcher, as I seek to understand sense
making through the multimodal production and consumption of artists in Habana, Cuba. I then
provide an overview of influential readings in the field of multimodal literacies. I include studies
from alternative fields that focus on the role of music, dance and muraling to expand upon the
sociocultural significance of such modes (Berrios-Miranda, 2004; Baker, 2011; Fairley, 2006; Da
Silva Iddings & McCafferty, 2011). Next, I focus on the intersection between cultural theorist, de
Certeau’s (1984) approach to bringing to the foreground the practices of everyday life, to
illuminate my theoretical positionality that provides a framework for my analysis of multimodal
literacy practices. I focus specifically on the purposes of these practices through the eyes of the
“actors”, collaborating artists. I emphasize the difference between place and space, pulling from
de Certeau’s concepts of “urban space” and the role of power in order to provide a foundation for
the structure of my analysis.
Post-structuralism
The theoretical framework for this study is greatly influenced by core perspectives
stemming from post-structuralism, which derived from a group of French theorists in the 1960s.
One of the biggest influences post-structuralism has had on literacy is the study of semiotic
theory. This approach moves away from the structuralism paradoxes, which in turn has
transformed the emphasis of the field of study. For example, some of these changes include the
shift away from the focus of studying the relation of signifier to signified; to instead focusing on
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the process of creating meaning (semiosis) and intertextuality (Posner, 2011). According to
Posner (2011), “intertextuality is a notion which indicates the way a text reads history and inserts
itself in history” (p.22). Intertextuality directly relates to the objective of this proposed study in
which I am interested in the meaning-making process of Cuban artists navigating political and
geographical barriers. Another characteristic of post-structuralism that is relevant to the design
of this study is the unity of form and meaning, as described in the following:
Post-structuralism rejects the distinction between the investigation and its object, between
the processes of discourse analysis and the discourse being analyzed, between meta-text
and text. In post-structuralist discourse analysis, scientific reflection and everyday
behavior are deliberately mixed with the aim of freeing the latter of fictions and this
leading to change. (Posner, 2011, p.23)
This characteristic has greatly influenced the deliberate choice to engage in qualitative
research emphasizing participant-observation and methods (Lawrence-Lightfoot, 2005) where
the researcher collaborates with participants during data collection. Klages (2012) considers the
study of identity within the framework of post-structuralism, and explains that although there are
many approaches to post-structuralist thought, there are some overarching shared perspectives,
including the following points:
● The “self” is a constructed entity, not an essential core of being. A self is fluid; its
markers of identity, including race, gender, sex, and sexuality, are all socially
constructed and therefore unstable and changeable.
● What is called truth or science or fact is the product of ideology: belief systems
that are articulated within a culture and which individuals inhabit; ideology
determines all human thought and practice. (Klages, 2012)
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Klages’ summary of the concept of self through a post-structuralist approach is critical to
this study because of the subjective nature of the concept of “self.” This subjectivity affects the
approach to data analysis and the methodological framework in which literacy practices are
viewed as processual instead of static representation of one’s identity. Klages explanation of the
underpinnings of post-structuralism supports researchers to seek methodologies that are dynamic
as they investigate ideologies and explore markers of identity instead of seeking Universal truths.
Lawrence-Lightfoot’s (1997) portraiture methodology permits the inclusion of the study of
markers of subjective identities because of the relationship between those who are getting their
“portrait” done (participants) and the artist (researcher) during data collection. The ongoing
member checking done by the artist/researcher while creating the portrait allows for accounting
for the adjustment of misinterpreted data which may be due to the researcher’s personal
ideologies.
Often identity is studied as a static categorization of humans. Weir (2009) is critical about
the study of identity and compares the work of post-structuralist Michel Foucault to Modernist
Charles Taylor. The key difference between these approaches is the definition of identity in
which Taylor focuses on “first-person, subjective, affirmed identity” while Foucault emphasizes
the “third person, ascribed, category identity” (p.549). Weir explains that for post-structuralist
theorist Foucault, “freedom requires not only the permanent critique of given truths, but the
capacity to engage in the project of self-creation, self-invention, without enforced conformity to
normalizing code moralities and the identities they prescribe” (p.550). Weir proposes that neither
of these approaches is comprehensive enough to support the emergence of freedom and that
instead researchers must understand “identity in terms of critical relations with defining
communities” (p.551). Researchers working from a post-structuralist perspective engage in their
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subjects in a way that allows for creativity and the ability to question globally supported
dominant narratives. (Browning, 1995: Gee, 2000). Post-structuralism recognizes the individual
role in creating change. (Hjorth, 2005; Freire,1970, 1988, 1995; Freire & Macedo, 1987)
Through a post-structuralist framework, researchers are able to seek emergent and
multiple meanings of texts in which they are able to address issues of power through critical
analysis of idealized codes and social concepts (Erjavec & Grios, 2003; Lipstiz,1994). “Poststructuralist semiotics focuses on the interplay of differences among signifiers as well as between
the discourse and its changing contexts” (Posner, 2011, p.22) The de-ideologizing of the
relationship between a sign and the signifier is also a crucial characteristic of post-structuralism
which informs my approach to gathering data and my analysis in which I will seek multiple
opportunities to revisit the relationships between context, meaning, and interpretation being
aware of the potential for dichotomized essentializing of data. Instead of coding the data into
categories that are preconceived based off of the researcher's ideological base I will attempt to
address the issue of reducing the participant to a representation of coded texts by including their
voice as much as possible in order to gain a comprehensive understanding of their meaning
making processes through the arts. Guided by this framework, this research explores the artist’s
active engagement in the creative process as well as in their political and social worlds (Lepecki,
2006; Wong, 1998; Yudice et al, 1992; Yudice, 2001)
Cuban artists’ perceptions and modes of expression are the focus of this study because of
the arts play a prominent role in Post-Revolution Cuban political processes. The unique
geopolitical positioning of Cuba in relation to the United States may also be explored via the arts
(Miller, 2008; Moore, 2006a, 2006b; Ortiz, 1975; Perez, 1987; Scarpaci & Portela, 2009). In
March 2016, President Barack Obama visited Cuba, the first sitting U.S President in over eighty27

five years to make that overture. Although this study is not specifically about the U.S.
relationship with Cuba, it does emphasize the evaluation of borders (geographically) and
boundaries (ideologically), and in this case the U.S. embargo may be considered a major
contribution to the borders and boundaries that Cuban artists negotiate. The significance of this
research is further supported by the influence of Cuban arts and artists have within the Caribbean
and abroad, as well as the booming tourist industry in Cuba centered around arts and culture.
Although Cuban artists may inspire and be inspired by international art and artists (Negron
Muntaner, 2007; Perez, 1987, Quintero-Rivera, 201; Sanders, 2015, 2016) Cuban artists must
contend with a geopolitical situation in which mobility is restricted and the ideology of the State
is pivotal to everyday life (Brubaker, 2005; Binkley & Ponce, 2008; Duff, 2015).
Multimodal Literacies
This work is also guided by a multimodal framework that emphasizes how multiple
modes—including visuals, sound, text, and movement— are significant in meaning making
(Kress, 2010; Kress & van Leuuwen, 2001). Some of the key ideas stemming from this work are
rooted in social semiotics (Halliday,1979; Hodge & Kress, 1988) in which “multimodality is
defined as the ‘use of several semiotic modes in the design of a semiotic product or event’ (Kress
& van Leeuwen, 2001, p.20). In multimodal research, studies have contributed to investigating
the affordances of several modes as they allow for specific types of sense making and
communication specific to each mode (Kress, 2010). Also, by combining modes, the composing
of such texts provides specific forms of sense making that are unique dues to the engagement of
the author with the modes and composition processes. For the purpose of this study, literacy is
understood as the way in which people make sense of the world around them (Freire & Macedo,
1987). The recognition of literacy as a social practice is important. Historically, literacy played a
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gatekeeping role, in which the ability to read and write defined social status and place (Freire,
1995,1998). Thus, traditionally, reading and writing are often the only modes recognized as
fitting the definition of literacy. However, researchers have expanded the concept of literacy to
include other competencies and extended the argument further by exploring the concepts of
multiliteracies (Cope & Kalantzin, 2000; New London Group, 1996) and multimodality (Kress &
van Leeuwen, 2001; Kress & Jewitt, 2003; ) as a way to understand literacy practices.
Additionally, scholars have also been instrumental in advocating to the inclusion of many modes
in their role of contributing to sense making (Hull & Katz, 2006; Leander & Bolt, 2013; Leander,
Phillips & Taylor, 2010; Lenters, 2016; Smith, 2018).
Research on multimodal literacies has traditionally focused on the role of multiple modes
of sense making during composition of multimodal texts within schools or afterschool settings
(see , Smith, 2014 for a review). In this approach, there is a shift away from text and language as
privileged modes of meaning making, and a repositioning of socially and culturally constructed
(Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1991) modes as “resources for meaning making” (Jewitt, 2008, 2009;
Stein, 2008; Street,1995; Unsworth, 2006; van Leeuwen, 2005; Vasudevan, 2006, 2009 ).In the
review of research on adolescent multimodal composing, Smith (2014) recommends that
researchers develop and employ new methods of analysis, in which researchers also present and
publish on multimodal composition in ways that integrate multiple modes and also move away
from the constraints of print-centric practices. It is through this work, that Smith (2014; 2018)
suggests that not only are the perspectives of producers of texts important in the research of such
practices, but that research can also simultaneously focus on multimodal composers’ designs and
the emotional creative processes.
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A growing body of research has begun to explore how people make meaning with
multiple modes in other areas of their lives (Leander & Bodlt, 2013; Ehret, 2010; Ehret &
Hollett, 2014; Hull & Katz, 2006; Hull & Schultz, 2002; Hull & Sahni, 2010; Lenters, 2016;
Lemke,1998; Ranker, 2008). For example, Ehret & Hollett’s (2014) work extends the research of
Leander and Bodlt (2013) by problematizing New London Group’s concept of “universal design
grammars”. They make an intentional research choice to begin to theorize embodiment and
affect as critical variables in the composing process of adolescents’ multimodal text production.
In their research, they propose that literacy practices are body-centered and they include concepts
such as feeling-histories, affective atmospheres and conceptualization of time as a lived
experience in which he body feels the past in the present moment (p.434) as a means to study
adolescent’s composing with mobile devices.
The combination of affect theory and embodiment can provide much needed approaches
to the analysis of how sense-making happens as part of literacy practices. The previously
mentioned research has created a foundation for the inquiry into the intersection of affect and
embodiment, space and time for multimodal literacy producers and consumers. These works
have also contributed to thinking critically about the visceral engagements of literacy composing
(Lenter, 2016), power, storytelling and the construction of agentive selves (Hull & Katz, 2006),
and the de/territorializing multimodal literacies of youth (Lenters, 2016), through which
“becoming literate” happens as a means to inform pedagogical approaches (Akom, 2009; Alim,
Ibrahim & Pennycook, 2009; Gosine & Tabi, 2016; Hill, 2009).
Research in the field of literacy has been greatly transformed by the New London
Group’s (1996) work in which they made a case for the widening the scope of literacy pedagogy
in order to give value to multiple modes of literacy by creating a theory that included both
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aspects of design and pedagogy (Albers & Sanders, 2010, p.69). The concept of multimodal
literacy is continuously being expanded upon as researchers become more cognizant of
improvisational aspects of learning and literacy (Leander & Boldt, 2013), especially in relation
to arts and movement (Dewey,1938; Green, 1980, 1982) and also in relation to aspects of
culture, language, socio-political contexts, pedagogical practices, identity and digital
technologies (Lam, 2000,2006; Lewis & Fabos, 2005; Merchant, 2007; Ranker, 2008). In this
study, I focus on the sense making through multimodal engagements by enacting multimodal
research methodologies in which I employ the use of tools such as video, photography and audio.
I also explore the creative processes, and the composer’s reflective thinking about those
processes, to study the role of multiple modes of sense-making in the lives of artists living in
Habana; with the intention of contributing methodologically, as well as building upon the work
of several multimodal literacy scholars.
This research specifically focuses on the insight provided by multimodal experts (artists)
as they reflect upon their engagement with the creative process and the development of their
multimodal technical abilities. Through inquiry about the creative process (Glozman &
Stepanchenko, 2004; Lindqvist, 2003; Pelaprat & Cole, 2011) and sense-making experiences of
these artists, this research seeks to apply the learning from lived experiences into the field of
literacy research. Building upon the field of ethnomusicology (Abu-Lughod, 1991; Nettl, 2013;
Rice, 1987; Stock, 2001), and art education (Eisner, 1960, 1964, 2008; Gaut & Kieran, 2018;
Stoller, 2016; Simpson & Stack, 2014). I also seek to draw from research that has begun to
investigate the relations intersections between the arts and multimodality. Albers & Sanders
(2010) suggest that “Although there are technical aspects to using art effectively as a sign
system, art provides new ways of relating, being, and belonging in the world” (p.28). The
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findings of this work further suggest that instead of debating the importance of the arts,
researchers should ask what art and music allow people to emphasize the technical and relational
affordances of art, music, and dance. This means that art is pivotal to sense making in which the
focus is on the process of composing versus the product.
Music, Dance and Murals. Marisol Berrios-Miranda’s (2004), ethnographic research
points the way for my study. Her work shows the politics of Salsa dancing and the function and
significance of salsa music in the Puerto Rican communities and neighborhoods of New York
City. She finds inspiration from her personal transnational story, linking musical practices and
knowledge of her family across landscapes (New York and Puerto Rico) in the construction of an
auto-ethnographic study. Berrios-Miranda defines salsa as being a process of liberation for the
working-class public. She makes three main points as to how Salsa is used in this process of
liberation. The first point she makes is that for the working class, Salsa functions as a “refuge”
away from work in which the mind and body can find a space of freedom. Her second point is
that Salsa music is music created by and for the people and therefore challenges the oppressive
hierarchies of “cultural and musical values, as well as hierarchies of race and class” (p.162).
Lastly, she makes a connection between salsa dancing to the migration and experience of Puerto
Ricans living in the US describing it as a “way to free themselves of their dependence on the
identification with the United States, a cultural freedom that also resonated with other musicians
and audiences throughout Latin America” (Berrios-Miranda, 2004, p.162). Berrios-Miranda
extends her analysis to include the socio-cultural factors and experiences of Puerto Ricans in
relation to the larger US. By doing this, she broadens the study of dance, which is often
disregarded in other fields of study due to the places in which salsa dance is rehearsed and shared
(clubs, streets and homes). This research is another example of how art may be experienced in a
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way that crosses various constraints. Miranda’s findings demonstrate how dance music creates
networks through which participants are able to respond to social and political constraints
through the arts.
Jan Fairley’s (2006) ethnographic study “Dancing back to Front: Regeton, Sexuality,
Gender and Transnationalism in Cuba” employs the use of interviews and observation in her
study of Cuban Reggaetón and her methodology enriched the portraits created for this
dissertation. In her piece, Fairley focuses on the meaning of the dance moves and lyrics used by
Cuban nationals. According to Fairley, Reggaetón is “the first pan-Latin style of non-Cuban
origin to have a strong presence in post-‘Special period’ 1990s revolutionary Cuba” (p.471). She
first analyzes her understanding of the “body as convertible currency” in relation to the dance
moves used in Reggaetón. She describes the shift in the dance movements women used during
Reggaetón in comparison to the partner dance styles of Timba- dance music. Drawing from her
previous research about Timba dance music of the late 1990s in Cuba, she had concluded the
following:
…during this period in Cuba song lyrics for dance- music functioned like newspaper
articles and columns in other cultures. They acted as a barometer of Cuban everyday life,
an essential way of finding out what ordinary Cubans think about what is going on
politically, economically and socially particularly in the absence of any newspapers or
popular press. In the 1990s in climate of service jinetera culture, the music scene was one
of the most promising for Cubans to meet tourists and gain possible access to muchneeded hard currency” (p. 472).
Cuban timba-dance music, functioned as a text of community communication. Fairley
believed that in the 1990s women’s bodies became a special form of currency in which they
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danced out lyrics of the timba songs creating a new space of authority for Cuban women. The
role of women within the Reggaetón dance style also stems from this shift for women within the
social/political dynamics between foreigners and the Cuban locals based on the dual currency
system in Cuba. Fairley questions the meaning of the change from face to face dancing into a
musical dance style in which Cuban women dance with their backs to their partners. Her study is
an approach to utilizing popular dance styles as a means to study gender and sexuality in Cuba,
as well as the Cuban identity and global/local relations. “Dancing provides a faithful expression
of the most diverse and nuanced meanings, since it’s rules specify forms of bodily contact, and
regulating other aspects in such a way as to highlight shared ideas on what constitutes acceptable
physical relationships in the public sphere” (p.479). There is tension caused by the lyrics of
Reggaetón which are sometimes categorized a pornographic and overly vulgar. The use of the
double entendre is very common within this genre of music and therefore singing about the body
and sexual intercourse also can be connected to other socio-political contexts that are not
immediately identifiable. The characteristic of instigating pleasure and carefree behavior is itself
a response to the political constraints of citizens living within post- Revolution Cuba. In 2006,
cultural institutions had reacted to Reggaetón’s lyrics and dance movements, in response, artists
defended their intention of Reggaetón as a dance style for enjoyment (p.475).
In addition, DaSilva Iddings and her colleagues, in the article, “Conscientização
Through Graffiti Literacies in the Streets of a São Paulo Neighborhood: An Ecosocial Semiotic
Perspective,” utilize the concept of critical awareness to research meaning making outside of
school walls. The participants in this case study included community members with little
conventional knowledge of reading or writing, who resided in the Vila Madalena neighborhood
of São Paulo. The 5 participants in this study were living in the neighborhood, but were not
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living within homes and each had little formal schooling. They were interviewed about their
understandings and perceptions of graffiti within their neighborhood and the way it had
contributed to their perceptions of agency and community. In learn about the intended messages
and function of graffiti within the neighborhoods, several graffiti artists were also interviewed to
provide insight into the intentional modes through which artists used their “writings” as a
catalyst for social change. This article has been one of the most influential to my own thinking
about the potential of multimodal literacies as social action within communal spaces including
city walls and sewer gutters. Community members “were recognized as citizens, despite being
homeless, they were participating in their community through direct action involving
improvements to their community as well as through campaigning and voting for community
leaders and better conditions” (DaSilva Iddings et al, 2011, p.20). In this piece, the graffiti
created by the artists could be considered a tool for mediation in which individuals drew
meaning about their sociopolitical environment from alternative modes of “texts” such as
imagery and design. Through these images, the participants in the study were provoked to enact
their individual, and communal agency to create change within their immediate environments/
neighborhoods as a response to political and economic oppression.
The aforementioned studies (Berrios-Miranda, 2004; DaSilva Iddings et al, 2011; Fairley,
2004) are not technically representative of multimodal literacy research per se, but inform this
study in that they inspire a focus on the connections between art and socio-semiotic meaning
making. In order to learn more about artist’s production of multimodal art practices, the
portraiture methodology allows for difference and paradoxes between data. This research draws
from, and expands upon these studies by framing these connections in post-structural, and
multimodal contexts.

35

Theoretical Influences
The theoretical framework that has inspired this work directly informs my analysis.
Throughout the fieldwork, I have viewed literacy as a social act, influenced by Paulo Freire’s
(1970, 1988) and Macedo’s (1987) study and work around adult literacy and community
development. My perception of the meaning of acts, and the way I observed them were greatly
influenced by the methodological influences of Lawrence-Lightfoot (2005) as well as cultural
theorist de Certeau (1984). I have furthered my analysis of the function of literacy through the
research of multimodal literacies, in particular the work of Leander & Hollet (2017) and their
research around learner’s embodied and affective experiences, intertextuality, and the
experiences of learners in time and space. The intersection between Leander’s approach to time
and space with de Certeau’s (1984) approach to “geometric and anthropological spaces” coupled
with Lawrence Lightfoot & Davis’s (1997) narrative methodology is intentional, as I seek to
share the stories of those who travel through the spaces of the city. This acknowledgement of
plurality of a space, and the focus on the stories within those spaces is what transforms space into
place. By choosing to pull from de Certeau (1984, 1997a, 1997b), I am making an intentional
commitment to an epistemological shift in the study of culture and literacy. Specifically,
focusing on bridging the semiotic modes of literacy with the meanings within space,
transforming them into place. There is much debate over de Certeau’s intellectual contribution
to the study of culture, including the critique over his contribution being more theological and
less theoretical, however, for this work, the plurality of his approach allows for the potential for
my work to continue to extend what we call literacy studies and the understanding of the
meaning of multimodal literacy practices that happen in a multitude of spaces. However, I did
not seek data to fit a specific theoretical frame, in which theory determines data and analysis,
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instead I submitted to the stories being told in the diverse spaces of the cityscape.
Methodological plan and conceptual frame independently constructed before entering the field
are only starting points, but aspects of both are immediately transformed and modified to match
and realities of the setting (Lawrence Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p.186). Through this work I
hope to generate theoretical understandings through the practice of, and insights of those who
have participated. I looked for these stories in the cracks of the hands of drummers, in the
energetic exertion and expression of dancers and the emotional responses to music and dance as
forms of literacy. This is not an over romanticism of literacy and spaces, contrary to how this
type of science may be categorized. Similar to de Certeau (1997), this research seeks to
illuminate the modes of operation as well as the affective (Desmond, 1997; Leander & Boldt,
2013) and embodied meanings (Block & Lee, 2001; Browning,1995; Dankworth & David, 2014;
Dyck & Archetti, 2003) described by the subjects (there authors). Combined, the modes and
meaning are what intersect with the theoretical underpinnings of literacy practices and their
functions in societies. More specifically, I center this research around the affective influences of
these modes in relation to the sociocultural (Kress, 2010; Smagorinsky & Springer 2012;
Vygotsky, 2004), political context (Fairley et al, 2009; McLaren, 2000), and the approaches to
developing the techniques needed to be able to engage in this particular genre. Research
questions were constructed to learn more about the tools identified by the participants as
essential to their work, and the stories that the authors of these operations create about the
purposes of these acts. This work is rooted in diversity of thought and perception, aligning it with
the epistemological adjustments that de Certeau proposes in his work on cultural analysis in The
Practice of Everyday Life (1984).
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Although this ethnographic study did not take place within institutionalized spaces, I
accompany each artist to significant spaces of performance, creation and reflection. The
partnership with each artist provided opportunities to observe how they learn and employ the use
of multimodal literacies within their lives, while navigating a complexity of historical and
institutionalized constraints and affordances (Holland et al, 1998; Holland & Leander, 2004;
Hymes, 1996). Their memories and perceptions are communicated through their actions and
throughout the spaces they travel. Thus, the body acts as the holder of these stories, and the
spaces in which they travel are the contextual markers that provide insight into the development
of the understanding of their “operations” of daily use of multimodal literacies. My interpretation
of the maneuvering and responses comes from an examination of this intersection, focusing
specifically on the tactical maneuvers of artists as they enact their creativity in response to
strategies utilized to control power, which are informed by my reading of de Certeau’s The
Practice of Everyday Life (1984). Rather than focus on the systems of power, as Foucault (1995)
does in his book Discipline and Punish, I turn to de Certeau’s work because of his emphasis on
the exploration of the “clandestine forms taken by the dispersed, tactical, and make-shift
creativity of groups or individuals already caught in the nets of ‘discipline’. Pushed to their ideal
limits, these procedures and ruses of consumers compose the network of an anti-discipline (p.
13). In turn, the writings of Foucault (1995, 2000, 2002) and de Certeau (1984,1997a, 1997b)
both engage in the study of resistance and power, however from two different angles. Both
scholars have inspired my work, but in this particular study, I use a methodological approach that
is rooted in the intricacies of the details of the subject’s experiences, in hopes to learn about how
actors view of power and surveillance (Fernandez, 2003; Gelburd, 2009; Geoffray, 2015), but
more importantly, the beauty that is within the tactical creations of everyday life (Lawrence-
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Lightfoot & Davis, 1997), and the importance of these acts to the actors. A fundamental
characteristic of portraiture is to also be able to pull from the details of the stories told by the
subject, to be able to identify a larger significance, not totalizing actions, but a message that is
important on a macro level directly informed by the details of the portrait. “By turning from
epistemology toward the everyday world of lived experience, the radical empiricist is inclined to
judge the value of ideas, not just against antecedent experiences or the logical standards of
scientific inquiries but also against the practical, ethical, emotional and aesthetic demands of
life” (Lawrence-Ligthfoot & Davis, 1997, p.192). In order to make greater connections, yet not
universals, this particular characteristic of portraiture aligns well with the objective of de
Certeau’s study of operations, in which his focus is on the modalities of practice and not on the
subjects (Buchanan, 2000, p.91). My approach to this work was influenced by Freire’s
(1970;1987) positioning of literacy as reading the world, and therefore throughout the fieldwork,
my observations were motivated to document the actions of artists as they created in relation to
the historical and social contexts through which their creativity is enacted. It was after several
months of fieldwork, that I made the connections to de Certeau’s work, due to the exposure of
recurring dissonant voices and emergent themes that I began to identify through this
ethnographic insertion of “self” as I made sense of my embodied experience of living this
research (Holland & Leander, 2004).
In the following section, I will recount the types of engagements that developed in each
space, highlighting the stories of the artists as I focus on the use of creativity in their everyday
practices. In each chapter, I sequentially retell the development of intimacy with the artists
through space. I include this retelling to facilitate a view of the scope of this work, and the
intersection between space and place. These stories are important because it is this flexibility to
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follow the participant into their spaces, to observe and witness their processes is what is
transformative as it changes space into place, shifting away from a geographical lens, to focusing
on the stories that are remixed through lived experiences throughout the city streets. This literacy
practice is fluid and flows across space and time, similar to Hollet & Leander’s (2017) work on
rhythming bodies across learning spaces. In each retelling of the development of intimacy and
confianza, the participant collaborates in the development of their video portraiture. These
relationships and stories happen in a variety of physical spaces supporting collaboration, as we
learn from one another by co-constructing video portraits responding to the research question
guiding this inquiry.
Conceptual Framework, Space and Place
The analysis of the ethnographic data collected throughout this study is supported
through the conceptual framework from de Certeau as he problematizes concepts of place and
space not as a difference between “urban fact” (anthropological space) and the “concept of the
city” (geometrical space) highlighting the fundamental role of stories in cultural theory
(Buchanan, 2000, p.109).
It must be noted that today, while in discourse, the city acts as a totalizing and almost
mythic gauge of socio-economic and political strategies, urban life allows what has been
excluded from it by the urbanistic plan to increase even further. The language of power
is “urbanized”, but the city is subjected to contradictory movements that offset each other
and interact outside the purview of the panoptic power. The city become the dominant
theme of political epic but it is no longer a theatre for programmed, controlled operations.
Beneath the discourses idealizing it, there is a proliferation of tricks and fusions of power
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that ate devoid of legible identity, that lack any perceptible access and that are without
rational clarity – impossible to manage.” (de Certeau, p.128)
Through this lens, stories have an active role in transforming spaces into places and vice
versa. De Certeau problematizes theories of space by illuminating the critical role of stories and a
rethinking of spatiality because people’s lives cannot be mapped out in the same way that cities
are mapped out geographically. “The problem, de Certeau finds, is that the life of the city, the
constellation of lives that make a city what it is, the actual experience of the city, in other words,
is not contained in the concept of the city. Lives cannot be mapped in this way – cannot be read –
or even truly rendered readable by maps (though of course it is only through maps that they can
be read): something always slips away.” (Buchanan, 2000, p.111). This approach provides a
frame through which I have structured my analysis. This differentiation between space and
place is particularly relevant as I considered my own positionality and the use of video to
observe engagements with multimodal expression. The complex dynamic between tourism and
the gaze of the tourist’s use of photography and video footage in city streets was a concerning as
many times, the people in the streets are objectified as part of the tourist gaze and understanding
of space. Taking into consideration the complexity of the sociocultural context and the
experiences with tourism, I found it critical to work alongside artists as they identified what was
important to them and provided critical feedback as to what they wanted to include in their video
portraits. Drawing from de Certeau’s perspective, the world system cannot be mapped without
squeezing the life out of it, thus he resorts to “naming and storytelling” as “what one is reduced
to, what one does in order to make the uninhabitable immensity just that bit more livable.”
(Buchanan, 2000, p.112). It is my hope that through collaborative research methods, there is a
reclaiming and self-authorship of stories by the artists involved, as they share their experiences
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and perspectives that take place within homes, and the same neighborhoods that are “captured”
and published internationally through the lens of temporary visitors. Similarly, these stories
offer perspectives of the operations of everyday life that are not publicized and promoted through
the apparatus of the Cuban Revolution as part of institutions or state-run media, or Cuban
educational research. Due to the focus on everyday practices, the focus of this study is on the
stories that are often deemed as insignificant and thus overlooked. The stories of everyday
practices of artists, like de Certeau, emphasizes “ways of seeing” rather than “what is seen”
(Buchanan, 2000, p.112). Yet, this is where I find a vast potential, not through my own
application of a liberal ethic code, but a mirroring of de Certeau’s theorizing of space which
“posits the body (as the bearer of memory) as the necessary condition of perception (Buchanan,
2000, p.111).
Similarly, I focus on the actors of consuming and producing texts and the dialogical
relationship between creating and engaging in the sociocultural narratives. When considering the
teaching and learning of these practices, I refer to the work of research in multimodal literacies
(Bock, Pachler & Kress, 2013; Kress, 2000; Kress &Van Leeuwen, 2001; Leander & Hollet,
2017) unraveling the diverse approaches of analyzing multimodalities and the embodied
experiences of learning (Desmond, 1997; Findlen,1998; Fairley, 2006). When considering the
relationship between learning, producing and consuming texts as well as the spatio-temporal
dimensions of new learning geographies, Leander and Hollet (2017) propose we ask, “What
about the human in the spatio-temporal perspectives on learning we presuppose, and even more
directly where is the human body? (p.101) Their hope is that as researchers we may consider the
“embodied experience of time itself, and ask how understanding this experience, as it moves,
might yield insights into the broader theoretical and methodological challenges of understanding
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learning across settings. To that point, the angle of vision and feeling of the world we develop
here may be better described as the “learning body crossing settings” rather than “learning across
settings” (p.101). As this study developed overtime, this concept became even more relevant to
consider. Through portraiture the participants guided the data collection process recounting and
sharing their experiences throughout the city landscape. This embodied engagement as a
researcher helped unravel information about the plurality of spaces of learning and the values of
the producers of the texts. This literal physical accompaniment with producers through space
was essential to observing the logistical maneuvers necessary for producing texts. Through semistructured interviews the artists reflect on their development and influences overtime, mentioning
both schooling and experiences engaging in institutions of the state (military, survival courses in
the wilderness) as well as learning in the street. Each artist emphasizes the influence of social
relationships and the ability to engage in a proactive approach to literacy production, not limited
by the classroom. Leander, Phillips &Taylor (2017) take a sociocultural approach to the study of
the changing spaces of social learning and consider “disruptions and expansions of classroom as
container” (p.320) countering the dominant educational discourse of where and how meaning is
made, which they refer to as a sedimented “imagined geography” of educational research. Their
study focuses on the transformation of this dominant discourse by considering the “newly
imagined geographies of place, geography and network critique (p.330).
In this study, the inclusion of the intersection between the use of technology and the
virtual mobilities of learners are also incorporated to in order to contribute to the study of
contemporary learning, spaces of learning and opportunities to learn. This intersection is
interesting considering the research on New Literacy practices as part of the field of multimodal
literacies. As I identified the use of technology as a reoccurring theme, I incorporated this
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inquiry into my interview questions in which I asked artists about their use of technology as a
means for supporting, constructing, learning or promoting their work. Due to the sociocultural
environment and the larger contextualized use of technology within Cuba, this inquiry was
compounded by my own adjustment in terms of my personal use of technology. Furthermore, I
developed my empathetic regard and inquiry into this topic as I faced my own issues with
learning how to utilize technology within the neighborhood where I lived. In order to do so, I
needed to build relationships within the community to be able to locate where I would be able to
access the internet, whom could connect me, and what applications I could gain access to on my
cell phone. It was through this learning, that my admiration for the ingenuity of each artist
strengthened. The challenges of gaining access to media and information served as a lesson
about the State’s control of media and technology within Cuban society. This inquiry is inspired
by the intention to understand the social meaning making of these multimodal engagements.
Instead of distancing oneself from the bodies and feelings of the participants to gain an
understanding of the big picture, I focus on the details of the stories, affect and embodied
experiences of the participants to build an empathetic regard which informs my understanding of
a bigger picture of the role of multimodal literary practices in their lives.
Furthermore, through a sociocultural lens, this work takes into consideration the
historical geopolitical history of Cuba as a unique context in which we may learn from Cuban
artists as they engage in multimodal literacy practices (Baker, 2011; Benitez-Rojo 1988; BerriosMiranda, 2004; Fairley, 2006; Fernandez, 2003). Instead of focusing directly on politically
charged analysis of the Cuban state’s apparatus of power, which would be more in alignment
with Foucault’s (1995, 2000, 2002) approach to understanding systems of oppression; I take the
stance of acknowledging that oppressive acts are present in the everyday lives of Cubans and
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alternatively focus on the sense making of these artists through their reflections and
collaborations. These oppressive acts are described as strategies through de Certeau’s analysis of
cultural practices. The meaning making shared through the portraiture process, serves as a
glimpse into each artist’s lives and their intersection with power, yet I have made an intentional
decision not to directly imply a deficit or critique of the Cuban Government. Alternatively, I
accepted what was shared, and did not probe for details about the daily hardships of Cubans.
However, although I did not seek to focus on these experiences, there were many instances in
which those with whom I collaborated did allude to difficulties that they face as artists. These
comments were specifically in reference to the access of materials and the socioeconomic
challenges in relation to engaging in their multimodal literacy practices. I borrow from de
Certeau in order to make sense of these reflections as they emerged.
The traveling through space is particularly important in relation to the study of literacy
because it positions the learner/actor as having movement, through time and space, and this
aligns with de Certeau’s positioning of space and place. In his work, he references the role of
space and place as being both geometrical and anthropological. In the textual recounting of the
portraiture process, I emphasize the anthropological characteristics of this work through
engaging in the stories told by each member through the video portraiture process. I also do this
through film, as I am guided to film the artists when and where they choose, instead of focusing
on the neighborhoods, and geographical environments. I was not as interested in mapping the
spaces through which we traveled, instead turned my attention to documenting the
cognitive/affective mapping of the process of creation, the operation of practices. Although both
are needed to synthesize the data, I engaged a lot of energy in observing the processes of practice
over the direct location and description of space. I felt as though film has also been a tool
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through which I was able to support the communication of context without actually describing
the exact location down to the minute detail. The avoidance of filming in public spaces, unless
invited to do so by the artists, was also due to my own perception of the presence of tourism and
the symbol of the camera in these spaces. This collaborative decision making is based on
respecting human dignity and the values of the artists being featured. The decision of when to
film was negotiated with the artists as they communicated their perception of being filmed based
on their own desires for presence in space. I turn now to unraveling the stories told through the
video portraiture process.
One of the biggest tensions in this work is the paradox of the presence of the political
landscape in the lives of individuals and the maneuvers that artists create to be able to engage
with these realities. This is one of the reasons that de Certeau’s work is so enticing as a
theoretical framework. Initially, I did not seek to project this conceptual assumption onto artist,
and I was mindful about the research questions I had constructed. Gradually overtime, I was
able to see how the presence of the State and the cultural construction of the Revolution
influenced the narratives within the community. These narratives are what transform spaces into
places, as I attempted to study the cultural phenomena and function of creativity in relation to
literacy practices. The socio-political landscape engages with the lives of individuals as they
negotiate power and authority. I turned to de Certeau to find a fitting social theory that can help
to explain this observation through an epistemological analysis of culture. De Certeau (1958)
explains,
“Culture: like law (one of its models), culture articulate conflicts and alternately
legitimizes, displaces, or controls the superior force. It develops in an atmosphere of
tensions, and often of violence, for which it provides symbolic balances, contracts of
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compatibility and compromises, all more or less temporary. The tactics of consumption,
the ingenious ways in which the weak make use of the strong, thus lend a political
dimension to everyday practices” (p.16).
In order to expand on the study of the dynamic between the majority and minority in
terms of power, and to facilitate the mapping of the practices of everyday, de Certeau develops
the two key terms, strategy and tactics. The development of these terms are an alternative to the
term trajectory which de Certeau explains as inadequate term to be used to really describe this
multifaceted dynamic because they “obey their own logic” and can be easily reduced to “a
flattening out” of an “irreversible temporal series.” (de Certeau, 1958, p.17). As an alternative,
de Certeau (1958) suggests the term strategy as
The calculus of force-relationships which becomes possible when a subject of will and
power (a proprietor, an enterprise, a city, a scientific institution) can be isolated from an
"environment." A strategy assumes a place that can be circumscribed as proper (propre)
and thus serve as the basis for generating relations with an exterior distinct from it
(competitors, adversaries, "clienteles," "targets," or "objects" of research). Political,
economic, and scientific rationality has been constructed on this strategic model (p.17).
The reference of the presence of the Government as “The State” in everyday speech when
referring to policies that are put in place to prescribe particular behavior as part of the Cuban
Revolutionary identity is in itself an act of acknowledging the existence of the presence of a
power that effects people’s daily lives (Almer, 2007; Behar & Suarez, 2008; Baker, 2011;
Colomer, 2000). Although it is not common to explicitly and openly critique the State through
traditional texts or conversations, by turning to creative processes and popular cultural
expression, this research examines the multimodal literacies as responses to the strategies that
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are enforced by socioeconomic and political ideological policies. These responses however, are
not necessarily directly in opposition of the strategies. According to de Certeau, a tactic is,
… a calculus which cannot count on a “proper” (a spatial or institutionalized
localization), nor this on a border-line distinguishing the other as a visible totality. The
place of a tactic belongs to the other. A tactic insinuates itself into the other’s place,
fragmentarily, without taking it over in its entirety, without being able to keep it at a
distance. It has at its disposal no base where it can capitalize on its advantages, prepares
its expansions, and secure independence with respect to circumstances. The “proper” is a
victory of space over time. On the contrary, because it does not have a place, a tactic
depends on time _it is always on the watch for opportunities that must be seized “on the
wing”. Whatever it wins, it does not keep. It must constantly manipulate events in order
to turn them into “opportunities.” The weak must constantly turn to their own ends forces
alien to them. (de Certeau,1958, p.17)
Through the use of a dialectical Greima’s model, Bachanan (2000) explores the
relationship between strategies and tactics explaining that through de Certeau’s lens, these two
terms are not actually meant to be binaries, but that they are instead a dualism that “refer to a
fundamental contradiction in our culture” (p.98). Instead, the “true negative” of strategies are
another form of control, and the manipulation of belief and authority. Tactics in Bachanan’s
perspective are a “symptom of postmodernity” (p.90). He deconstructs the relation between
strategies and tactics by identifying the relational connection between the two concepts. He
extends de Certeau’s concept of tactics as follows:
…the set of practices that strategy has not been able to domesticate. They are not in
themselves subversive, but they have symbolic value which is not to be underestimated;
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they offer daily proof of the partiality of strategic control and in doing so they hold out
the token hope that however bad things get, they are not necessarily so. In other words,
tactics operate primarily on the place of belief (Bachanan, 2000, p.89)

The significance of belief is fundamental because it affords a reimagining of potential,
and a reclaiming of authority. The potential of belief is that one may imagine an alternative
reality that is contrary to the “facts”, and thus through the dialectical relationship between belief
and reality, the actor can engage in multimodal semiotics that contribute and create an alternative
experience. Similar to what Freire & Macedo (2005) call “conscientizacao” or a critical
consciousness, in that the actor can shift their experience in the world through a reflection on
authority and engaging in tactics that act as opportunities for adjusting what one understands
about their circumstance and how they view the world in which they are enacting. Although de
Certeau’s focus was not on the individual producer or operations, through video portraiture I turn
to the details of the actor’s thoughts and feelings to gain insight into how they construct and
perform the multimodal operations of their everyday.
When we privilege language over multimodal literacy practices we miss a wide range of
critical discourse that happens through a multitude of modes. Multimodal literacy practices are
innately embodied as the author of texts makes meaning through transmediation, coming from
the experiences of the learner/ author. The research question encompasses the inquiry into the
learning and teaching of the required technique and the development of skills identified by each
participant as an essential part of their engagement with each mode they employ. The
development of these skills is a phenomenon that indicates a value system that includes multiple
modes of knowing (i.e. self-teaching film, digital editing, composing, production of album
covers, dancing) as intentional acts. Throughout this research, I will continue to bridge the
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observation of the practices of Cuban artists with their stories as a means to study the purposes
of these cultural practices in the lives of each artist. Merging cultural theory with literacy
research, the methodological approach of this study is shaped by the diversity of modes and the
employment of their varied applications, emphasizing both the consumption and production of
multimodal texts.
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Chapter 3: No Coges Lucha Con La Lucha/ Don’t Fight With The Struggle
Researcher Positionality
My choice of methodological framework is rooted in my personal story as a researcher,
dancer, singer and mixed-media artist. As a young woman, I was introduced to Cuban artists
through a non-profit organization called the Sovereign Arts Society, based in Tucson, Arizona.
This non-profit group supported Cuban artists to engage in residencies in the U.S. in the 1990s,
when I was a sophomore in high school. Over the last 16 years I have continued to engage in
workshops with artists who told their stories across linguistic and cultural boundaries through the
dances they shared, and though informal gatherings we created to sing and perform. These
workshops triggered an indescribable passion in me for Cuban music and dance practices. At the
age of 16, I was not able to find a way to travel to Cuba, but these engagements inspired me to
seek a way to study abroad in Brazil. After living in Brazil for a year, I continued to be
interested in music and dance practices within the African Diaspora, traveling and studying
(formally and informally) in Senegal, Ghana, and Mauritania with the hopes of eventually doing
research in Cuba. My residencies with Cuban artists affected my life trajectory and has greatly
influenced my scholarly path. Researchers similarly suggest that:
Many applied linguists themselves began their careers through transnational (or
translocal—involving mobility within multilingual or multiethnic countries) experiences
at home or abroad. Their theoretical orientation to language learning and use, as well as
identity, often reflects those experiences and histories. Like their students and research
participants, they may have complex migratory and linguistic histories, often making
discussions about where “home” (or “homeland”) is or what one’s “home” or “native”
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language is, for example, far from straightforward and often contentious, in fact
(Rumbaut, 2002). These concepts are often connected with their own sense of identity
and ascriptions of identity by others. (as cited in Duff, 2015, p.60).
As anticipated, the U.S. embargo with Cuba is a variable that affected the logistical
design of this research as well as the relationships that I had the opportunity to create throughout
this process. Furthermore, there were also several political shifts that happened within the U.S
political environment in relation to Cuba, as well as within Cuba during the time I lived in
Habana. Some of these shifts include the ending of the “wet-foot, dry-foot” policy that began
during the Presidency of William Jefferson (Bill) Clinton in 1995. On November 25 th, 2016,
Fidel Castro died marking a huge shift in the representation of the Cuban Revolution for Cubans
as well as internationally. In 2017, President Donald Trump was elected, and has reinstated
travel and business restrictions for Americans in regard to Cuba. All of these political shifts
happened during the time of this study, however, I grounded myself in the stories and the
relationships with those with whom I worked with as a means to understand what was important
to them and why. I did this through focusing on the arts and multimodal practices because I was
aware of the possible implications of seeking to study the perspectives of politics. Alternatively,
I am influenced by the politics of the body (Foucault, 1995), rooted in the witnessing and
learning from Cuban Artists (Baker, 2001; Belghiti, 2012; Benitez-Rojo & Maranis, 1998;
Berrios-Miranda, 2000, 2004; Cabranes-Grant, 2010; Casamayor-Cisneros, 2009; Font &
Tinajero, 2014; Fuente, 2008; Guevara, 2005; Moore, 2006). The acknowledgement of my own
positionality, is an intentional act and aligns with Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis’s (1997)
methodological steps of portraiture, in which I share my analysis through the development of my
own growing transnational identity and experiences living and working across sociocultural,
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political and geographical boundaries with an intention to learn from Cuban artists. Before
starting this study, I had a very idealistic imagined reality of how the Cuban Revolution had
created equity and I was interested in finding out more about what that meant for artists and their
perspectives about their creative processes. However, after living in Habana, I grew to
understand how naïve my initial perspectives really were, and through witnessing and
collaboration with artists I gained insight into a much more complicated reality. I have been
forced to rethink the theoretical and ideological tenants of what I understood about the Cuban
Revolution, as well as what I thought I understood about the experiences of Cubans in this
globalized world. (Geoffray, 2015; Henken, 2002)
Portraiture as Methodology
Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis’s (1997) portraiture methodology directly inspired the
methods employed in for this study. Major aspects of portraiture are categorized and brought to
the forefront by examining “emergent themes, relationships, contexts, voice, and the aesthetic
whole” (p.18). This approach to research allows for a larger audience as well as an intimate
relationship between the researcher and the participants through the researcher’s engagement as a
participant-observer. Through the portraiture methodology, researchers focus on the
“complexities of participants’ lives’ through conducting lived research that seeks to forefront the
perspectives, voices, and experiences of the researcher and the participant, the portraitist and the
subject” (p.18). This methodology was meant to push the boundaries of social sciences to be one
that is interdisciplinary, in which themes emerge from the paradoxes people experience in their
daily lives (Dixon & Chapman, 2005; Dixon, 2005). Elements of portraiture are innovative, in
that they seek to expand the knowledge and audiences of Educational research, just as post-
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structuralist thought is an expansion of Modernist dichotomies. In portraiture, these paradoxes
instigate the growth of methodological and aesthetic studies.
The process of creating narrative portraits requires a difficult (sometimes paradoxical)
vigilance to empirical description and aesthetic expression and a careful scrutiny and
modulation of voice. It is a discerning, deliberative process and a highly creative one.
The data must be scrutinized carefully, searching for the story line that emerges from the
material. However, there is never a single story; many could be told. So, the portraitist is
active in selecting the themes that will be used to tell the story, strategic in deciding on
points of focus and emphasis, and creative in defining the sequence and rhythm of the
narrative. What gets left out is often as important as what gets included—the blank
spaces, the silences, also shape the form of the story. For the portraitist, then, there is a
crucial dynamic between documenting and creating the narrative, between receiving and
shaping, reflecting and imposing, mirroring and improvising . . . a string of paradoxes.
The effort to reach coherence must both flow organically from the data and from the
interpretive witness of the portraitist (Lawrence-Lightfoot, 2005, p.10).
As Lawrence-Lightfoot (2005) identifies the difficulty of portraiture, she also explains
that the balance between the researcher’s voice and the attempt to tell a story through the data is
critical. Research is never neutral, even if it is tightly controlled through methods and
procedures. Furthermore, in portraiture the researcher must exercise vigilance in data collection
and analysis because the voice of the researcher is more present than in other forms of qualitative
research and is crucial to guiding the study through inquiry and offering perspective and insight.”
(Lawrence- Lightfoot, 2005, p.12). Throughout this process, the use of impressionistic records,
filming of observations and interviews, and personal reflections, facilitated the ability to utilize
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this qualitative narrative based methodology as a means to investigate the use of multimodal
literacy practices in the lives of 10 artists living in Habana, Cuba.
Methods. My fieldwork generated several different types of data including: written
material (field notes and archival material); audio recordings (formal interviews, community
gatherings, music and dance sessions, group discussions) and visual data (videos of
performances and practices as well as family and community gatherings where arts are
performed, created or utilized). Lawrence- Lightfoot & Davis’s (2005) portraiture methodology
was employed as a framework for analyzing the data collected throughout the 12 months of
fieldwork, and subsequent 8 months of analysis and portraiture production. Lawrence-Lightfoot,
describes the intention of this methodology as the following,
I speak about portraiture as a new and path-breaking invention in the sense that it has
been a purposeful and serious attempt to push the boundaries of interpretive inquiry,
navigating borders that typically separate disciplines, purposes, and audiences in the
social sciences. (Lawrence- Lightfoot & Davis, 2005, p.7).
Through this methodology, the researcher’s position is essential because of its active engagement
in the construction of the “participants” portrait. Instead of attempting to eliminate the
researcher’s voice and history, this methodological approach identifies the researcher as an
active participant in the research process in which the researcher employs many similar strategies
to that of ethnographic research.
For Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis, portraiture rests on a search for goodness, which they
described as research that looks for the strengths of particular sites. Portraitists examine
the ways in which subjects meet, negotiate, and overcome challenges. The methodology
serves as “a counterpoint to the dominant chorus of social scientists whose focus has
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largely centered on the identification and documentation of social problems. (LawrenceLightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. xvi as cited in Dixson, A. D., Chapman, T. K., & Hill, D. A.,
2005)
Overall, my hopes for this research is to contribute to the extant literature in the field of
multimodal literacies and a deeper understanding for the contemporary experiences of Cubans.
The methodological framework of portraitist intertwines science and art which allows for this
research too to become multimodal in both the process of fieldwork as well as the analysis and
sharing of information. The number of participants is not really what drives this research, but
instead, the quality of the data. In this case, rich data developed from relationships in which
participants are able to select spaces (homes, studios, neighborhood spaces) in which they would
like to share information as sources of data. They may also choose to include film, photographs
or other forms of multimodal documentation to support telling their stories. Lawrence- Lightfoot
& Davis (2005) explains,
Portraitist seeks to document and illuminate the complexity and detail of a unique
experience or place, hoping that the audience will see themselves reflected in it, trusting
that the readers will feel identified. The portraitist is very interested in the single case
because she or he believes that embedded in it, the reader will discover resonant universal
themes. The more specific, the more subtle the description, the more likely it is to evoke
identification. And amazingly—another irony—if the portraitist is to speak to an eclectic
and broad audience, living and working in other contexts, then the piece itself must be
very specific and deeply contextual. (Lawrence- Lightfoot & Davis, 2005, p.13)
The detailed data collected about artist’s thought, experiences and processes of making meaning,
illuminated the complexity of their experiences. With the hopes that through this method, those
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who end up reading the research may be able to identify and see themselves reflected in the
work, thus contributing to the larger narrative and responsibility of literacy practices and
motivations in Academia.
Spaces of Engagement and Methodological Tools
Aligning myself with the portraiture methodology, I traveled with artists throughout their
learning and producing environments. The spaces of engagement include artist’s homes,
performance spaces and cultural invitations. Informed by the observations from different spaces,
I conducted semi-formal interviews. I also engaged in member checking after creating the first
edition of each video portrait.
While working with these artists, I employed the use of three methodological tools to
support the interview process. During my investigation, these methods were added because of
the embodied characteristics of the modes (music and dance) and the need for tools to support
the actor to reflect upon their perspectives and experiences through oral language. In order to
move past simply recording performances, I ask the collaborators to reflect upon their
experiences by reflecting upon data collected by the participant wearing a Go-Pro action camera,
as well as the use of self-selected photographs. I conducted member checking after the first
edition of each video portraiture and it became apparent I did not encompass enough about the
artist’s pasts or home life. Therefore, in response to this feedback, I invited family members to
also participate in the portraiture process. Each artist in this chapter incorporated their mothers
during their interview reflections. I also utilized a Go-Pro camera to capture the movements and
perspective of the musicians and dancers as they engaged in performances. We were able to
review this footage as a tool to inspire conversation specifically focusing on feeling. The last
adjustment I made was to ask artists to choose photographs that they felt represented something
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important in their lives, and that during our interview processes they could tell me about those
experiences.
Each artist in this chapter engaged in one or more of these methodological approaches to
facilitate the telling of their stories. The inclusion of these adjustments happened overtime as I
worked with each artist in co-authoring their video portraits. Due to the embodied qualities of
each literacy mode, these tools supported the study of affect and embodied knowledge as we
discussed their engagement with their preferred mode of expression. I employed these
approaches as a way to get closer to the concept of the study instead of focusing on solely
capturing the performances of the artists. These adjustments provided opportunities to have
important conversations about the role of art in the individual’s life, researching the processes of
the creative act instead of only focusing on the products/performing. The result of these
adjustments allows for an analysis of the affective significance of the creative process for each
artist. A summary list of techniques used is:
•

The use of self-selected personal photos or video footage as a tool for artist to
reflect on, and share their stories of meaning making through their preferred
literacy modes. This approach supports reflecting about the feeling of
engagement.

•

Inclusion of family members during interview process

•

Use of GoPro camera as a tool for documenting the actor’s positionality,
movements and relationships during collaborative creating. This footage was
used to support artists to reflect during interview processes.
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Data Collection
In order to address the research questions for this project, several sources of data were collected
including:
•

Semi-Structured Interview data (see Appendix for sample questions)

•

Written material (field notes and impressionistic records)

•

Audio recordings (semi-structured interviews, music and dance rehearsals and
performances)

•

Visual data (videos of creative spaces and performances)

Field Notes. As part of this work composed impressionistic records in which I described the
interaction, my perceptions, possible hypothesis, and steps to follow up on. I also include
photographs, audio and visual recordings.
● Descriptive: Included description of setting, people, reactions, interpersonal
relationships, accounts of events
● Reflective: Included observer’s personal feelings, impressions, comments on
research methods, decisions, problems, records of ethical issues, speculations about
data analysis.
Partially Structured Ethnographic Interviews. The area of interest was chosen and the
questions were formulated before the interviews but were modified during the process as to
engage in a conversation like process, in which the follow up questions are connected to the
responses of the interviewee. The questions were typically open-ended in order to reveal what is
important to understanding the role of multimodal literacies in the participant’s life. Asking
participants to tell a story was one of the strategies that was used to facilitate the ethnographic
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interview process in an attempt to understand the participants’ perspectives about the spaces in
which they developed their literacy, their feelings about production, and the tools that they use to
produce their art. I focused on how the artists involved think and feel about the process of
creative expression through the modes of music production and dancing.
All interviews were audio recorded. In all cases, the artist also consented video
documentation. During the 12-month fieldwork stage of data collection, I lived in Habana, Cuba
and attended community gatherings, art events, art studios, and participated in productions and
performances in collaboration with artists. The data collection was conducted in three stages
(collaborative data collection, data analysis, member checking and revisions). Fieldwork took
place in Havana, Cuba during four consecutive trips from Mexico City. These trips took place
between September 2016 to August 2017. Video portrait edits and data analysis continued while
returning to the US from September 2017- March 2018.
Collaborative Data Collection. As part of the data collection process I attended
performances, rehearsals, homes and public gatherings in which participants are involved in
order to take field notes. These invitations happened as each artist collaborated as a way to
decide what data would be allowed to be collected, and within which spaces. Artists were also
given the opportunity to review any field notes and data collected as part of the merging of
portraiture methodology with video production. Throughout the process, each member had
access to video and photography taken as part of the data collection process, as well as the first
edition of their video portrait which was constructed throughout the field research phase of this
research. In this study, several artists participated, however I focus on the data analysis of the
participants. Each artist engaged in one or more semi-formal interviews, and the time was
negotiated by the relationship and experience with the participant. Each artist requested using
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their real names as part of this project, as they expressed an interest in sharing their experiences
and perspectives through research.
Video as a Mode for Data Collection and Portraiture. Throughout the fieldwork, I
utilized film as a tool to observe and document the experiences of artist in spaces of preparation,
performance, construction and reflection on creative acts. The data collected through this
process were also shared with contributing participants as both raw data to be used for their own
archives of promotion, as well as data clips that I had edited together to construct video portraits
to be given to each artist as well as to be used as a main underpinning of this research. I worked
with film and photography to edit the interviews and observations to construct multimodal
bilingual texts that I call video portraits, because the concept stems from portraiture
methodology, but also served to include multiple modes of communication across geographical,
political and cultural barriers. This process of observation through film, documentation and the
remixing of images and sounds required feedback from participants throughout the data
collection process. In order to share these portraits with a larger audience, I also was pushed to
provide commentary and translations as part of this analysis. This process differs from a movie
making, because in this construction of video portraits, I sought the guidance of the producers of
these multimodal texts. I did not attempt to design the story I was going to “capture” to be able
to illuminate a theoretical concept. This was a challenge because I ended up not recording a lot
of content that I thought would be interesting as an outsider. This decision was intentional
because I was aware of the importance to work in collaboration with artists in which they
demonstrated that they were interested in filming, through verbal invitations, or an agreed upon
semi-formal interview structure. The rest of the data, I lived and observed without filming. I
choose to do this because of my ethical stance of working with communities. This work was
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meant to learn from these artists and my awareness of the social political context informed my
decision to only film in spaces that were identified as significant to the artist, or that were a part
of their personal story. This means that I conducted very little filming in public spaces, as it is
my hope to communicate through video portraiture the values and perceptions of the artists.
Data Analysis/ Illuminating Themes
Through the lens of post-structuralist theory, the artists and I analyzed data yielded from the
multimodal literacies (knowledge gained through dance, music and murals) consumed and
produced by artists living in Habana, Cuba. Analysis consisted of several stages of the review of
multiple sources of data, beginning during data collection and transcription in order to include
the participant’s feedback as part of the portraiture methodology and analysis. This process
allowed for individuals to consent to information that will be shared. For the ethnographic
observations, I revisited my impressionistic records focusing on any emergent themes and terms
shared by each artist, providing insight into the lives of artists in Habana and the role of their
mode of expression within their lives. This data was analyzed as each relationship served as a
possibility for further understanding in relation to my research question.
Commentary and Process of Triangulation of Data. Analysis was ongoing throughout
this project, but I conducted a very detailed engagement with the data after returning to the U.S.,
where I reviewed video footage, transcribed and translated several interviews, edited video
portraits, and engaged in readings to extend my understanding of the emergent themes that I had
identified. The intertextual rhythm of data allowed for me to deepen the analysis of my initial
hypothesis that I had taken note of in my impressionistic records.
All data, document analysis, audio/video recordings, and direct observation scripting have
been stored in a secure Drop box online. Member checks were also conducted with participants
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as part of the video portraiture process. Many of the participants were also given any video
footage taken during the portraiture process, in some cases this documentation was repurposed as
a tool for promotion or archiving an event. Being cognizant of the existence of the deficit
perspective, I take the stance that although people face socioeconomic barriers that are harsh and
may present constraints, the people living in these conditions are makers of generative texts and
meaning. It was also essential to this work to build relationships of empathy, and to not confuse
this with sympathy (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). Alternatively, I have triangulated the
data that I have had the opportunity to observe and document. The deep internalization of the
data was facilitated through the use of impressionistic records, notes and intensive video editing.
The act of video editing demanded a repetitive review of images and ideas. I worked in both
English and Spanish as I made sense of the interviews. I edited and analyzed in Spanish, while I
wrote about it in English. This cycling of language, imagery and sounds supported the
comprehension of the emic codes embedded in the data. In each portrait the emic codes
continued to emerge as I looked for the expression of dissonant voices. As time passed, and my
familiarity of the context in which I was living expanded, I was afforded alternative perspectives
grounded in socio-cultural contextual references. However, this does not mean that the resulting
interpretation of this data is the only story that can be told from this work.
The following graphic (Figure 1-1) is a visual representation of the data collection process.
Although each portraiture varied based on the interaction with the participant, these were the
main steps to be able to create a video portraiture. Throughout the whole process, data was
collected and documented through impressionistic records which were used to facilitate the
triangulation of data as a means to uncover emergent themes across the data. After completing
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the video portraits of each participant, I revisited the data by translating and transcribing
interviews in order to construct the final commentary and analysis.

1.Filming of
Observations

•Performances
•Creative Spaces
•Cultural
Engagements
•Homes
2. Filming of
Interviews

•Semi-Formal
Ethnographic
Interviews

3. 1st Edition of
Video Portraiture

•Member Checking and
review of first edition of
Video Portraiture

4. Follow up Data
(Interviews and
Observations)

•Collected additional Data
based on Participant's
feedback

5. Edit of Video
Portriature

•Edited 1st Edition of Video
Portraiture to Include
additional data

6. Commentary/
Final Analysis

•Traingulation
of Data to
complete
Commentary

Figure 3- 1 Overarching Process of Data Collection

Participation and Consenting Process
A total of 24 artists (visual artists, musicians, dancer, and actors) engaged in this
investigation. For the purpose of this study, I focus on the stories of seven artists and three of
their family members about multimodal literacy practices (Figure 3-2). Each artist asked to be
represented by their real names, as they viewed this work as potential means to communicate
with a larger audience about their work as artists. Each artist’s participation was solely voluntary.
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I contacted artists with whom I have already created relationships during my month-long visit in
2012 through email. I also asked colleagues of the artists I have met, as well as artists that have
been recommended for the project through network sampling. Network sampling is one of the
most common forms of purposeful sampling in which participants refer other potential
participants. As per IRB procedure, before collaborating with each artist, I described the nature
of the work and reviewed a letter of consent so that each artist was informed of their rights as
participants. Before filming or documenting, I received consent form each participant. I
reviewed the purpose of the study, and how the results may be used. This research does not
involve any vulnerable populations as per the Internal Review Board.
Rodney Barreto

Ines Estrada

Percussionist

El Genio & Dayroni

Maite Torriente Martinez

DJ Yeser Diaz

Daryel Mustelier
Music
Producer

Reggeaton
Artists

Rosa Barreto

Dancer
and
Singer

Dancer

Singer

Iliana Pedroza Godoy
Rodney
Barreto's
Mother
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Video
Producer

Omaida Pereira Betancourt

Ines
Estrada's
Mother

Figure 3-2 Collaborating Artists and Participants

Ex
Athlete

Maite's
Dance
Teacher
and
Collegue

Participants, Artist living in Habana, Cuba. For this study, I focused on relationships
fostered while living in Habana, Cuba. I utilized the networks that have already been created
through my personal relationships that have been formed through my previous collaboration with
international musicians, dancers and muralists. Once arriving in Habana, I continued to meet and
recruit potential subjects through network sampling, where contacts will recommend other
possible participants. For each artist, I shared the project I was working on and asked if they
were interested in participating. Most of this work was conducted in an informal fashion, in
which I visited and collaborated with musicians, dancers and muralists in non-institutionalized
spaces. Once artists understood the research commitment, I negotiated when how we might
collaborate and the interest in visiting their workspaces, homes and any public performances. For
each participant, I read the IRB form, explained my intentions, highlighted that they have the
opportunity to stop at any time. Each participant agreed, and they signed the IRB form allowing
for me to film or record their voices while interviewing and observing to be shared as part of this
project.
Organization of Analysis
First, I emphasize the places of learning, through which we shared together, grounding my
work in the eco-social landscape of their creative process. The storyline of the video portraits
was not created through storyboarding which many filmmakers often use to construct a story
before collecting shots, instead, what was filmed during this work was specifically negotiated
between the artists’ and myself as they communicated with me their perspectives of the
importance and meaning of the process of their work. The editing process propelled the creation
of a video portraits, providing glimpses into their worlds, and our process. Thus, the video
portraiture is not a chronological narrative in which time constricts the story, instead it is
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composed through the variable that guided this work; the development of intimacy. This
development of a relationship is what allowed for the vulnerability and insight through
collaboration, and is what guided the multimodal composing of video portraits as I identified
emergent themes across data sources. The identification of emergent themes was facilitated
through the editing process of the video portraits as I reviewed interviews, video footage of
observations, imagery, sound, and photography. This editing process of composing multimodal
video portraits required an intense embodied engagement with the data as I made sense of the
information that was communicated through a variety of modes (performances, spoken
reflections, self-selected photographs, and Go-Pro footage). I also utilized my impressionistic
records to support the editing process as I reviewed emergent hypothesis and my written notes
recounting my inquiries and observations at the time of documentation.
Throughout my analysis, I describe multiple engagements in chronological order,
recounting the processes of our relationships and work together, which after continual reflection
and analysis, culminated into a video portraiture of the stories of these artists. Due to the
relationship-based nature of this work, spaces of research and observation are guided by those
participating as they invited me into their spaces. These are not fixed institutionalized spaces;
therefore, each portraiture is a blending of eco-social landscapes determined by the artists. As a
researcher, this work required a lot of trust/confianza. The flexibility of sharing control about
research sites is part of my approach to participating in a reciprocal relationship, in which the
artists with whom I am working decide where we will shoot and what is useful as part of their
portraiture narratives. The “not knowing” when collecting data sometimes created difficulties
when recounting these experiences as we traveled to a variety of locations (homes, streets,
studios) that were unfamiliar to me, and also challenging to describe in terms of location.
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However, I found that focusing on our process of creation was more important than where
exactly we were in a neighborhood, or on a map. I aimed my focus on our motivation, intention
and quest for creating as we traveled. I wanted insight into the processes of creation, and the
fluidity of negotiating research spaces allowed for the possibility to experience dimensions of
this research that deepened the internalization and analysis of the meaning of this work. Through
these shared experiences, I engaged in a way where I could bring myself closer to feeling the
amount of physical and emotional energy required to produce multimodal texts for these artists.
Through accompanying artists to the places in which they create, grounding my work through
observing context and clues that added meaning to what the artists recounted or shared with me.
Being mindful of the roles of space and relationships and how they are variables that directly
contribute to the creative process. These intersections supported the investigation of the use and
development of multimodal literacies as the artists moved in space and time (Leander & Hollet,
2017), bridging their learning contexts and resources. In turn, this experience allowed for a
closer look at tactics (de Certeau, 1984) developed through transverse relationships with these
multimodal literacy practices.
In the following section, I will recount the development of intimacy with these artists,
outlining the story of our work together in hopes to provide a contextual framework for this
study. As a researcher, these shared experiences are positioned at the core of my analysis. These
developments are the foundation to understanding the role of creativity and their multimodal
literacy practices, in the lives of these artists. Through this process, emergent themes became
more evident, which extended my understanding of how multimodal literacies are developed,
and what they mean in the lives of those who practice them. Next, I will provide an outline of
the chronological process of our engagements, with the intention of demonstrating the dynamic
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between the artists and myself as we worked together in various spaces throughout Habana. I
will introduce each observation session with a map of the places where we were physically
located during our work, and our processes within those spaces which transforms them into
places of engagement, grounding the reader to the importance of context in sense making, a
pivotal variable in this decolonizing narrative-based methodology.
This study examines the artistic operations for Cuban artists living in Habana and the
meaning of these practices for the artists as an approach to the study of multimodal literacies.
The meanings observed and expressed by artists uncovers the function of these often-overlooked
practices that happen throughout spaces of learning. Drawing from the theoretical influences of
Foucault (1995), de Certeau (1984), Bachanan (2000), my positionality is shaped by seeking to
understand the complexities of the function of creativity in everyday life (de Certeau,1984).
Buchanan (2000) explores the difference in approach between Foucault’s analysis of power and
systems of oppression, in comparison to de Certeau’s positionality as a cultural theorist. He
explains,
Therefore, the truism that discipline has insinuated itself into every facet of daily life
needs to be balanced against the fact that the everyday has not been reduced to a rigid set
of regimes such as the notion of discipline implies. So, rather than extend its analyses
into new fields but along the same lines, what de Certeau proposes to do is explore the
obverse side of Foucault’ s analyses, looking not for patterns of resistance, which
Foucault postulates anyway, but subtle movements of escape and evasion. What
Foucault’s system lacks, in de Certeau’s assessment, which he then sets out to remedy
himself, is an adequate account of authority, the true obverse of power (p.93-94).
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De Certeau’s (1985) studied the operations of everyday life, which are commonly
disregarded as being passive. Through his focus on everyday operations, he opened up the
possibility to have a discussion about cultural practices as being meaningful actions within
society, and worthy of study. In his work, he focuses on the practices and not on subjects, and
therefore his work is limited in that it does not provide conclusions that can be carried out
theoretically. His work serves as a foundation for further inquiry into cultural practices that are
often disregarded as being unimportant. Although I too am interested in the practices of artists
within systems of power and the manipulation of authority, I am engaged in the stories of the
participants in this study because of my sociocultural orientation. Thus, I pull from theoretical
concepts from de Certeau, as well as the lens through which he views the operations of people
not as simply passive, and I extend this view by studying the perspectives of those who engage in
the daily practices. His work on cultural theory provides a base for this type of inquiry by
synthesizing textual analysis and behavioral analysis (Bachanan, 2000, p.92). I extend this work
by focusing on the everyday actions as literacies (Freire,1968) in which literacy is not simply an
act of reading text, but also reading the world. The dialectical nature of reading the world,
positons the actor as one who has agency and the ability to both read and create meaning though
engagement in literacy acts. De Certeau’s approach is also dialectical in nature, through which he
is able to introduce the idea of modal semiotics in order to deconstruct “the phenomelogical
divide between foreground practices and background practices” which, “in philosophy and
history at least, has led to a profound neglect of the ordinary activities of daily life in favor of socalled higher thought like political thought” (Buchanan, 2000, p. 98). In turn, his work draws a
critical eye towards what we consider as valuable types of production, “rendering logical, albeit
still paradoxical, such apparently aberrant ideas as the power of the powerless, the activity of the
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passive, the productions of non-producers, escaping without leaving and so on.” (Bachanan,
2000, p.110).
This sudy is inspired by research of literacy as a social act as well as the multiple modes
of meaning making studied in the field of multimodal and new literacies (Kress and Van
Lueween, 2001). Therefore, as an act of critical inquiry into the field of multimodal literacies, I
blend my experience and observations of living in Habana, with the stories of the artists, as I
question the function of these creative operations in relation to power.
Inspired by Lawerence-Lightfoot and Davis’s (1997) portraiture methodology, I attempt
to focus on the strengths of the research site consisting of the municipalities found within
Habana, Cuba. Although my analysis and understanding have been informed by the reading of
Discipline and Punish by Foucault (1975), I made a conscious decision not to specifically focus
on the apparatus of systematic oppression, and the political mechanisms that continue to impact
Cubans. However, the existence of mechanisms of the State and the sociopolitical constraints
were observed throughout my time living in Cuba. The practices of stop and frisk and other
political strategies of control within the community were present in the everyday experiences of
the community and I am taking a positionality that these practices exist and are part of what we
understand about the intersection between political ideologies and human experiences.
Alternatively, drawing form the work of de Certeau’s study of cultural theory and Mike Rose’s
(2004) study of the intelligence of the American working class, I shift my focus to what we may
learn from Cuban artists as they employ creativity on a daily basis. Weary of projecting a
theoretical framework into a lived context, I sought to allow for the guidance of this research to
be shared with participants as they reflected on their processes, as well as what they wanted to
share publicly. This negotiation of story is particularly critical to this work, as it aligns with my
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ethical stance towards research and decolonizing research methods (Denzin et al, 2008).
Buchanan (2000) explains how the work of de Certeau contributes to the study of culture
emphasizing the relationship of researcher and cultural practices. He writes, “The message is of
course that life is not a laboratory experiment, therefore our means of analyzing it should not
turn into one” (p.88). This research focuses on the beauty in the participants lives, per Sara
Lawrence Lightfoot’s (2005) methodological guidance, as a contribution to the epistemological
shift in literacy research. “At the center of relationships, portraitists hope to build trust and
rapport - first- through the search for goodness, second through empathetic regard; third through
the development of symmetry, reciprocity and boundary negotiation with the actors”. (LawrenceLightfoot & Davis, 2005, p.141)
In chapter 4 and 5, I will describe the portraiture process and expand upon the learnings
from, and with research participants. Each artist allowed for the development of intimacy
throughout this process, and I am forever transformed from being able to work collaboratively to
support their work as well as their stories. Overall, the emic themes identified throughout the
portraiture and analysis process afforded an opportunity to focus on the details in the experiences
of others, to be able to identify the impactful intersections that can be used to teach across
geographical, linguistic, cultural, racial and political boundaries. The focus of this work is to
contribute to the study of learning bodies, agency and the affective and embodied significance of
the active participation in literacy consumption and production.
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Chapter 4: Corría Por Las Venas De Ella, El Baile
(Dance, It Ran Through Her Veins)
Context
In this chapter, I examine the data collected through the construction of 3 video
portraitures, by collaborating with percussionist Rodney Barreto (32) and dancers, Ines Estrada
(27) and Maite Martinez (40). As described in the methods section, each artist’s portraiture
process was guided by the relationship I built with them during the year of fieldwork living in
Habana. In this chapter, I first provide an outline to the types of engagements I participated in
with each artist during the construction of the portrait. Additionally, I share a synthesis of the
emergent themes that were identified through triangulation of all data sources. In this chapter, I
recount my story of working with each artist separately, because each artist has a different
process of the co-creation of their video portraits. In the synthesis of this data, I focus on three
main themes.
•

The learning stories of each artist, as a starting point to gain insight into the lived
experiences of the actors as they move among learning spaces and employ tools
for developing their artistic expressions.

•

The use of tools and technology as part of their creation processes.

•

The affective significance of multimodal engagement for these artist as they
describe their motivations and reflect on the feeling during, before and after
creating.

Although I worked with each of these artists individually, as I engage in the portraiture
process, each of them shared a narrative that illuminated the complexities of the development of
multimodal texts, as well as the affective significance in their lives. Thus, this commentary is a
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culmination of the reflective process that has taken place by working alongside each artist as we
co-constructed video portraitures which gave insight into their personal stories, memories and
perspectives. As I worked to accompany each artist, the narratives of their lives highlighted their
development of their techniques, their motivations, and their thoughts about creating. In this
chapter, I focus on the synthesis of emergent themes identified through the triangulation of data
sources and amplified through the editing process of creating individual video portraitures,
guided by each artist.
Introduction to Artists
This chapter focuses on dance and percussion, as embodied modes of literacy production.
I draw from the data gathered from accompanying each artist to several performances, cultural
engagements, as well as conducting semi-formal interviews inspired by self-selected
photographs or Go-pro footage of performances. As I share the stories of my work with each
artist, I will emphasize the significance of their perceptions of their own learning, the tools they
employ to be able to engage in their multimodal literacies, and their hopes and motivations. As I
share my analysis and data collection process, I place geographical space in justaposition to the
stories told through our work together, in which these spaces become grounded through the
stories of place. I list the places where we engaged as part of the video portraiture process, as
Places of Engagement, in order to provide an overview of the differences in engagements of each
individual’s process due to their personal expertise and life stories. After providing and
introduction into our work together, I move into discussing the three emergent themes in
response to my research question, sharing this research story through the lens of learning spaces,
tools employed by each actor to in the development of their multimodal literacy practices, and
their affective engagement.
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Portraiture of Percussionist, Rodney Barreto & His Mother, Rosa Barreto
Connection with Artists/Background. I first met Rodney in Tucson, Arizona, while he
was on tour with Afro-Cuban Jazz musician Chucho Valdes. We were introduced by a mutual
friend, and I invited him and another percussionist to visit Club Congress in downtown Tucson,
for a night of dancing and live music. As we talked about Cuba, I mentioned that I would be
returning to do research the following year. We stayed in touch through Facebook and when I
relocated to Habana we arranged a time to meet to consider working together. Through
observations and semi-formal interviews, his unique experiences and perspectives greatly
contributed to the focus of this study. His contribution elaborates the complexities of
multimodal production by examining his engagement in spaces of learning, his use of technology
as well as the role of music and musicking in his life.
Places of Engagement.
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Introduction

Observation

•Location: Tucson, Az (2015)
•Meet while on US tour with Chucho Valdez, talk about potential collaboration

•Location: Vedado,Habana, Cuba ( Private Recording Studio)
•Rehearsal for a recording while working with artist Chila Lynn

•Location: Miramar, Habana (Abdala Studio)
•2 rehearsals preparing for Press Conference for Chila Lynn
Observation
• Performance and Press Conference for Chila Lynn

Observation

•Location: Barrio San Leopold, Central Habana, Cuba
•Rehearsal in home with Rumba Group Adonis y Osain del Monte

Observation

•Location: Casa de la Música, Miramar
•Filming of Performance with rumba group Adonis y Osain del Monte
•Use of GoPro as recording of Rodney's Solos

Interview 1

•Location: Studio Light, Vedado, Habana, Cuba
•Review of video footage from performances
•Interview 1

Interview 2

Edits of
Portrait

•Location: Guanabacoa, Habana, Cuba
•Review of Video Portrait
•Interview 2 with Rodney and his Mother Rosa
•Location: Tucson, Az
•Synthesis of Data and Video Portrait Edits
•Commentary

Figure 4- 1 Places of Engagement with Rodney Barreto

76

Figure 4-2 Geographical Map of Spaces of Data Collection with Rodney Barreto

Our Process
Over the course of this study, I met with Rodney seven times. The first several
engagements were invitations to observe as he rehearsed for performances with local artists in
Habana. Working as a free agent, he has the flexibility to collaborate with local artists in which
he represents himself. It is through these collaborations with artists and groups, that he grows as
an artist and also is able to sustain himself when he is not on tour. Collaborations also afford the
opportunity for future international tour possibilities. As part of our work together, he first
invited me to attend several rehearsal spaces. Observing Rodney during rehearsals was awe
inspiring. The rehearsals lasted for several hours, and I paid close attention to how Rodney
worked with the other musicians, and the musical directors. With the R&B artist Chila Lynn, his
rehearsals were more formally structured, with the director leading the musicians and
commenting on adjustments that needed to be made based on the synthesis of the musicians.
Each artist in the group referred to their sheet music and took notes. Rodney sometimes used a
metronome app on his phone and followed the music to contribute to the group’s goal in
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preparation for an upcoming press release. Throughout this observation, I took notes on potential
questions to ask in future interviews. The day before the release, I attended rehearsals while they
reviewed each piece. The focus required to engage in the music stood out to me, as they spent
hours adjusting specific nuances into the music texts. The director, Chila’s father, moved his
body to the music and when he heard something amiss, he stopped the group and gave feedback,
then after discussing the feedback, they would start again where they had left off. This cycle of
reviewing and editing musically was important to note as it demonstrated a shared process of
trans-mediation as part of musical production. I sat behind Rodney to film his hands as he
played with the hopes of capturing on film his body movements to use as an artifact to review
together to discuss Rodney’s physical experience when creating music. The following photos
are of Rodney at rehearsal at Abdala Recording studio.

Figures 4-3, 4-4 Rodney rehearsing for Press Release for Chila Lynn's Album Amor y Miel

Recording Studio/ Vedado, Habana, Cuba. I was invited to Abdala recording studios
located in Vedado, Habana, to attend the press release of R&B singer Chila’s album Amor y
Miel/ Love and Honey, which was an honor. Her voice is extraordinary and her story was also
interesting, but I was there to focus on Rodney’s experience as a musician. Figures 4-6, 4-7 are
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photographs of Rodney rehearsing at Abdala Studios. He uses sheet music and a metronome app
on his phone to support his musicking with the group of other musicians.

Figure 4-5 Photograph from Cuban Press, October 2016

The day of the release I arrived early and sat and watched representatives of the Cuban
Press arrive and be greeted by the director. Once it was time to start, they opened the doors for
the press to set up in a room with a full band and a grand piano. Chila sang while playing the
piano, and Rodney and the other musicians accompanied her through a few songs from her
album. After they played, Rodney sat at his drum set while Chila responded to questions from
the invited Press. Afterwards, people gathered together for cuba libres and plates with pastries
and macaroni salad, while they discussed the music and connected with one another. This
experience was interesting because it was one example of the places in which Rodney works,
demonstrating a subculture in Cuba which I would have not had access to witnessing without
Rodney’s invitation.
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The next space of rehearsal was the neighborhood adjacent to where I had been living, in
Barrio San Leopold. Rodney texted me and invited me to observe at his rehearsal with the
rumba group Adonis and Osain del Monte. As I walked down San Lazaro street, I knew I was
getting close when I could hear the music echoing off the walls of the old colonial architecture.
There was a crowd standing in the doorway of an old colonial style building form the 1920’s,
and I realized I was at the right place. I squeezed a peek into the living room and could see
Rodney sitting at his drum set across from a group of Rumberos. I joined the group of neighbors
outside of the house, listening to the powerful sounds of the drums, until they took a break, and
then I connected with Rodney about the potential of filming him as he rehearsed. He graciously
offered for me to sit next to the drums in order to facilitate documenting. I focused on filming
Rodney, as he intensely coordinated with the other musicians in the room. In the center of the
room, Adonis sang and moved his body to indicate where to place emphasis during the musical
collaboration. Rodney’s demeanor was much more expressive when he played in comparison to
his rehearsals in the more formal setting. They didn’t utilize sheet music and I became curious as
to if they are playing specific music or creating on the spot. I made a note to ask him in the
future. This engagement included the community, as people from the neighborhood danced along
the side of the room while the group rehearsed for their next show. Everyone applauded when
Rodney finished his solo, and you could feel the intensity of energy in the room as the group of
drummers exchanged their musical know-how through responding to one another. After the
rehearsal, people poured out into the street and Rodney talked to some friends as he enjoyed a
beer.
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Figure 4-6 Rodney rehearsing for show with Adonis and Osain del Monte

Observation of Performance/ Casa de la Música, Miramar. The Casa de la Música in
Miramar is one of the most well-known cultural performance spaces in Havana. It was a Friday
evening, the security at the House of Music escorted me backstage where I connected with the
Adonis as I waited for Rodney to arrive. About 15 minutes later, Rodney entered the room
backstage, and greeting everyone. You could feel the anticipation, as everyone began to prepare
for the show putting on their costumes and prepping their instruments. Rodney was casual,
wearing a hot salmon colored polo shirt and jeans and black converse. He introduced his Mom,
Rosa Barreto, to the group and they hugged as they posed for photos. After organizing with the
band, we agreed that Rodney would wear the Go-Pro during the show to potentially capture his
movements while playing, as well as his perspective on stage. Rodney played two solos and I
stood on stage as he performed, filming his movements. The house was packed, and people were
singing and dancing in the crowd. I was able to film Rosa, as she cheered on her son by dancing
in front of the stage. She danced holding her hands in the air and clapping and singing in
response to the chorus. I danced a little too while filming but went back to work backstage until
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the show was over. At the end of the night, there had been a technical difficulty with filming,
and I shared the footage with the DJ and film crew, to be used in the making of a music video for
the group. After the show, I met with Rosa, Rodney’s mother at the bar at the outdoor patio
adjacent to the theater where the musicians were celebrating their performance. We talked about
the show, and I mentioned the possibility of having time to hear more about her stories about
Rodney in the future.

Figure 4-7 Rodney performing at Casa de la Música in Miramar

Interview 1/ Light Studio, Vedado, Habana. After discussing when might be the right
time for an interview, Rodney and I met on the corner of San Lazaro and Infanta, he swung open
the door to an old Lara and I jumped it. It was dark by the time we arrived at the recording
studio in Vedado, but we didn’t expect that would be a problem. At least not until the taxi drove
away. Apparently, the studio had lost power because of an issue that a crew was trying to
resolve. Rodney met up with his friend El Negro to talk about producing digital sounds and they
had planned to work on creating beats that night. We decided to walk down the street to upscale
pizza restaurant, where Rodney pulled out his laptop as El Negro showed him his recent musical
compositions that he was producing off of his cell phone. I was surprised that he used his phone
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for this, because there is no internet connectivity unless you buy it and you are in public spaces.
Rodney tells me how El Negro is a technical genius and that he works with a variety of apps to
create digital music. They talked over dinner about music and afterwards, we head back to the
studio. We walked to the second story of the studio, using El Negro’s flashlight on his phone as a
guide. We arrived to a room with a sound board and Mac computer. The lights turned back on,
and they started to get into producing. I watched as they worked, observing the collaborative
nature of composing digital sound. Rodney sang the sounds he wanted to reproduce
electronically, pulling from his musical background as he translated his musical ideas into digital
sound. This composing is collaborative and innovative as Rodney trans-mediated his drumming
knowledge into a digital mode in order to compose a new album. El Negro has familiarity with
the computer program and supports Rodney as he communicated what he envisioned.

Figures 4-8 – 4-11 Rodney and El Negro working collaboratively to produce digital music at Light Studio, Miramar
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After a half an hour or so, the power went out again. So, we decided to do the interview
in the dark, in order to take advantage of the time we have together. I thought it was ironic that
we were in a studio called Light Studio, and that we had to do the interview in the dark. I
recorded the interview with my phone, as Rodney shared with me a little about his background
and his experiences in music school.
Member Checking and Interview 2/ Rodney’s Home Studio in Guanabacao,
Habana, Cuba. I met with Rodney again at his childhood home in the neighborhood of
Guanabacoa, in order to review the video portrait that I had put together using his interview and
the observation footage. Rodney had made lunch, and a few friends were eating at the table with
his mother. They invited me to join, and after lunch we walked to the back room of his house
that he dedicated to studying music. Due to the light being an issue in the last interview, I had
proposed the potential of Rodney and Rosa interviewing each other. They decided that it would
be better if I prompted them with questions. We spent several hours talking, and it was in this
place that Rodney shared more deeply about his experiences in schools, the sacrifices he has
made a musician, his familial connections to music and how he feels when he creates. The
majority of the conversation centered around his engagement with music overtime, and why
music is fundamental in his life.
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Figure 4- 12 Rodney and Rosa Barreto in their home in Guanabacoa reviewing the first edition of video portraiture

Commentary
Rodney’s engagement with music is integral to his life. When he is not engaged in the act
of creating music, he is listening to it as a means to study. He refers to how one of his teachers
described that one of the best study strategies is to listen to music throughout the day. Although
he started formally studying music at the age of 9, Rosa recalls how he demonstrated a musical
awareness at a young age. She told the story of how she and her bother Julio used to try to trick
Rodney when he was a little child, by playing music on the radio and asking him who the singer
or group was and how he used to always be able to identify the musical group. As Rodney and
Rosa reflect on their family’s engagement with music, several connections come to the surface.
Rosa describes their household as being a musical environment, recalling how even in the womb,
Rodney would play music by dancing around her belly. She makes more explicit connections as
she talked about her Uncle’s collaborations as a composer with the famous Cuban singer Benny
More (Bartolome Mazimillano More). She also described how before her brother, Julio Barreto,
immigrated to Europe, he used to live in the house when Rodney was younger. Julio’s presence
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in the house shifted the environment as his community would gather to play music in the same
room we were sitting in during the interview. She described how Rodney would watch Julio
practice, and when he would get up to go to the bathroom, Rodney would grab the drumsticks
and start playing what he had heard. She would often discover that it wasn’t her brother who was
playing, but it was Rodney as a child, playing with the tools of her brother.
Rodney chimed in to this part of the story and explained how his Uncle was one of his
major influences in his life. That through participating in these parties as a child, he developed
knowledge about the drum set, that he was exposed to much later in schooling.
Yes, a little older, a little older… then 3- 5 years old they would say look at the little boy
how he plays the clave. It wasn’t exact, but when I started to study music around 9 years
old around then, they had the parties all the time, and I had more musical knowledge and
I was starting to understand the theoretical part of percussion and I knew how to hold the
tempo, so the exercise that they would give me when they played all the parties, playing
my uncle, congeros, here all of the Cuban drummers used to come through, Simpson,
Ernesto Simpson, Samuel Formell, Jimmy Brandley, Raul Pinera, Frances Rodrigues,
Miguelito Valdez, Marvin Dista, the brother of Miguelito, Mariano, my uncle Tepi
Romero, Tepi, worked with Buena Vista and started to work at Tropicana, yes a lot of
musicians came through, sorry if I didn’t mention them, but a lot of them passed through.
It was my homework to play the clave when they would start to improvise, I had to keep
the clave with all of the craziness that they would create. So, yes, that was when I had 9
or 10 years old. Also, Samuel Formell has a picture, every time I go to his house, he has
a picture of me in a group of drummers, you know he has a bunch of pictures from his
life with a bunch of musicians, and there were a lot of parties here, and in one of the
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photos there is one of him sitting here next to the drum and I am sitting right behind him,
I was around 10 years old. (laughing). And every time I go to his house he says, look how
much you have grown, look at you in this photo. The candela …. Between 1- 4 years old
I only remember a few things. I don’t remember everything. (Rodney Barreto, Personal
Communication, Interview 2)
We sat in Rodney’s studio, as he cleaned the drum set, explaining that the weather had
oxidized them. He shared that this set, was actually the set that his Uncle received when he
signed with Sony in the 1990s. He reminisces about how his Uncle used to practice in the room
we are sitting in, and he described the space as a “space of creation”. I look at the posters on the
walls, celebrating the musical accomplishments of his family members. He told me the story of
how he used to practice next to Julio by playing on a practi-spot (a practicing tool for drummers)
that has part of his school curriculum. He described how he engages in the space when he is
practicing now, he said,
So, this is where I go to practice and play all of the crazy ideas that come to me,
everything that I have in my head. I come here and close myself in here. I’m not one of
those who like to close themselves in too long. Everyone who knows me knows I am a
little rare about that. There are sometimes when I don’t… (inaudible). My professor of
percussion Roberto told me the best way to study is to listen to music all the time. And I
listen to music all the time. That’s the first thing I do during the day, before brushing my
teeth, before doing things, I put music on, and from there. So, if an idea comes to me I
come here and practices or try to record, because sometimes the enthusiasm of the idea,
so I don’t forget it, I don’t stop to get my telephone, or whatever to record. Simply I
come here and practice, and if it stays in my head, in the case of when I don’t record,
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good, if not, I try something else. So, yea, this is my space, this is the place where I
forget the world. (Rodney Barreto, Personal Communication, Interview 2)
Rosa’s reflected on how she has supported Rodney as he developed his skills over time.
She explains that this type of development did not come without a cost. Rodney’s father was a
basketball player and as a young child Rodney had to choose between studying music or playing
sports. When he made the choice to study music, this restricted his ability to engage in
childhood games for fear of getting physically hurt. They mention the role of play as being an
important part of child development. Even though Rodney was engaged in a vary rigorous
academic program and music school, he thanked his mother for allowing him to have play
opportunities. Rosa reflected on how this dedication to become a musician required sacrifice
highlighting the importance of the taking breaks as part of his musical development.
The child inside of him, he couldn’t (develop), no musician or athlete can actually
develop their inner child all the way; it’s like it is cut off, because from an early age they
have to become an adult. Because in life everything has a price, maybe how you act or
push yourself. So, I can understand, because I have my childhood dreams also, and I am
an adult, and as a child I couldn’t do all the things I wanted to do, and as an adult, maybe
some of them, I still can’t do all of them. So that stayed that way, he still has them,
because it can’t be music, music, music all the time, because he gets stuck or it gets
boring. So, he has to have time to be with his friends, to go out, to watch a movie, read a
book… (Rosa Barreto, Personal Communication, Interview 2)
Throughout our conversations, Rodney expressed a critical lens surrounding his
experiences with schooling. Although he developed musical know-how from an early age by
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living in a rich musical environment, he found it ironic that he was forced to use a practi-spot at
school.
And the first year when you are studying they put you in front of a practi-spot and you
think, but hey this is not what I wanted to play. (Laughing) it wasn’t this, it wasn’t this.
You know but you have to start from there, because unfortunately, that is where you learn
technique and all the basic patterns of the instrument. But you know, equally, I was
playing in the little group at school and all those things, but I had to complete the
classical part of classical music, and I wasn’t very good, and I never use it, but I had to
complete it because it was part of the school curriculum. So that was funny to me
because I played drums in my house and when I’d get to school I had to play a practispot, so it was an abysmal difference. (Rodney Barreto, Personal Communication,
Interview 1)
He studied music from the ages of nine to fourteen at the Conservatorio Guillermo
Tomar, for elementary level music studies. Afterwards, he studied at Mayor Rodan, for middle
level and then he decided not to seek University level education because he began to play
professionally. When reflecting on his school experiences, he described his frustration with the
school curriculum. How instead of being able to play the music he heard at home, jazz and
Cuban music were not offered in the curriculum. He attributed his learning of Cuban music to
his personal dedication and interest, as he recounts how he used to be reprimanded in school for
playing jazz and Cuban music.
Because that was the class system, for example if you were playing with a group in
school (Rat tat tat), they would punish you. They punished me a lot in school, a lot of
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times for playing jazz in school. It was a crazy thing, but well, that was the
system. (Rodney Barreto, Personal Communication, Interview 1)
His rationale was that within a global market, Cubans are not strong contenders of
classical music, and therefore, the school curriculums should also support the development of
Cuban music and Jazz. I inquired more about where he thought he developed the skills to play
the musical repertoire that he plays now, even though he is classically trained. Although he
expressed gratitude for his education, he also applied a critical lens towards the school
curriculum. He recalled how shocked and disappointed he was to receive his first Cuban music
workshop when he was 13 years old, exclaiming how the irony in the paradox he experienced
between the school curriculum and his own development outside of school. He questioned why
they were studying a genre of music that does not sell. Although there was a disconnect between
his studies, and his interests and home life, he has been able to play professionally for more than
fifteen years. He draws form his technical skills for his studies, with the knowledge that he
developed in alternative spaces. By turning to alternative spaces to develop this knowledge, he
has employed tactical decision making that is historically and socially situated within Cuban
society. He says,
But thank God, we Cuban musicians, have an inclination for our own music, that we
love, that is supported by the population, we forget about all of this and go down the path
of Cuban music. That is what we want to do, and that is what we do. Not something that
we learned in school. (Rodney Barreto, Personal Communication, Interview 1)
He continued the interview by expanding that in order to do be able to develop these
skills, he repurposed spaces within school, (ie. Hallways) to be able to play and develop Cuban
music with his classmates. He states, “All of this was an evolution of years and years, out of
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school, playing in school, but out of the school curriculum. It didn’t have anything to do with
the school curriculum.” The majority of his learning he confidently contributed to collaborations
that happened in the streets. He lists off a couple of examples, emphasizing the role of jazz clubs,
and tools such as tapes and records as a way to be exposed to other sounds. Rodney described
how he did not see himself, his family and community knowledge reflected in the school
curriculum. Alternatively, he found opportunities to develop his musical techniques through
social collaborations and the study of musical sounds from cassettes his Uncle brought from
abroad, influenced his musical development of Jazz and Cuban music. He also described the
importance of playing at parties in his family home and communities as critical in his personal
developments through which he has been able to have the opportunity to play internationally,
and represent Cuban Music while playing artists such as Chucho Valdes and Omara Portuondo.
Although Rodney plays the drum set, he also is engaged in using technology to make
music. He described the constraints that Cubans face as they move towards using digital
technology to produce multimodal compositions. He identified the cost of the equipment as a
huge barrier, as well as the difficulty caused by constraints in digital infrastructure in order to
perform in a multitude of spaces. He gave the example of how although one may be able to be
creative in their development of new sound, utilizing digital technology, it is rare to be able to set
up the sufficient equipment needed to do collaborations or shows because of the lack of access to
digital tools that allow for compatibility that are critical in putting together a digitally based
show. He made it clear that he viewed technology as creating a potential for good in music as an
advancement, but also described potential drawbacks. One of these drawbacks he identified was
the change in the CD buying culture, and how rare it is to be able to make a profit through selling
them. He also described how through the use of technology, there is a change in sound. That
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through the commercialization of sound, there is a potential to lose that what makes music
special. He described this special characteristic as. “The human part of music”.
The dialectical relationship between affect and creativity emerged throughout our
conversations as well as my observations of Rodney playing in a variety of places. When Rosa
and Rodney shared their memories of Rodney’s uncle, Julio’s study of music, Rosa referred to
the perspective that music is everywhere. She described the memory of her brother looking for
inspiration from the sound of the frogs in the trees, or the way a door creeks. Rodney even
described silence as music. And that there is an important time for silence in his development of
musical understanding. When trying to describe the way he approached studying, he described
that after hours of rehearsals, his body needed a time to relax physically and mentally. He uses
PlayStation games as a way to decompress, yet instead of putting the music on from the games,
he disables it and listens to music to study. When he hears sections of music that stand out to
him as being something challenging or difficult to remember, he takes notes. He communicated
how he uses video game as a source of relaxation and study,
This relaxes you also after work, a relaxation for me. I have to listen to music and I am
also relaxing. You know when you spend 10 hours in a studio with headphones and
reading the paper, there is a moment when you, the music, you don’t hate it because I will
never hate it, but you don’t want to listen to it. At the same time, like they said in school,
silence is also music. Sometimes without hearing anything around you, absolute silence
around you relaxes you and during this relaxation the creation process can come. So
without listening to anything, you hear the music from your own head, without an
exterior interference, sounds from the street, when you are completely relaxed with your
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mind. Sometimes I am searching for this. (Rodney Barreto, Personal Communication,
Interview 2)
He also described how when he feels an inspiration he needs to play it right away. If he
doesn’t have time to record with his phone or write it down, he waits for the next time for it to
return. Rosa describes this as a muse. She explains that when Rodney is practicing, she respects
his space and also helps protect his process by telling people who call or visit that he is not
available. She commented,
I don’t let [people] bother him, the opposite, whoever can come over, or call, and I say
call back in 2 hours because he is studying. Here in Cuba we say, when the muse comes,
the muse, the mysterious imaginary thing, the people say here come the muse. The muse
is when your brain is creating things and when people ask you what time it is and you
simply doing this, you can lose the idea that you had in the head. So, since I have the
experience with my brother, where this was his place, he used to study and didn’t want
anyone to bother him. He would even say, if they come, I’m not here. If they come, wait
until I’m finished. He would study from 9-6. After 6 he wouldn’t play instruments. He
would sit and watch television, and all of his jeans would be dirty because he would play
(hitting legs). Because if he had something in his head he would play it and he would
have a paper next to him and he would write it down so he wouldn’t forget it. My brother
always studied. He studied more than him really to tell the truth. (Rosa Barreto, Personal
Communication, Interview 2)
The importance of study and the expression of a creative concept emerging from the
mind while being relaxed is a critical finding in this study. Rodney identified that it is through
this ability to find silence within oneself that he is able to connect to his creative energy to be
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able to produce. Later in our discussion he articulated the intersection between using technology
to facilitate this relaxation, and the affective rewards he gains from creating. He attributed a type
of healing quality to music, and musical production that mirrors what the musician or listener is
needing at that time. In his expression about the role of music in his life, he also defined how this
mode is different than engaging in traditional literacies (reading, writing).
I can’t live without music. The music for me, and for everyone, well, I will say as a
concept, music is a state of feeling, the music provokes a state of feeling. That is why
music exists, to provoke an emotional state. It can eradicate sadness, the same way it can
erase it, it can provoke it. The same way it can provoke happiness, it can also take it
away. You know, it is a state of feeling, through music you can resolve a lot of situations,
and if you can’t resolve it you, you can at least relax and think about how to resolve the
situation. You can’t have the same feeling with a movie, or a book. No, because with a
book, it creates some feelings but through someone else’s story. That doesn’t have
anything to do with you. That’s why movies without music don’t have any feeling. How
did the movies without words create feeling for the public, of sadness, happiness, other
than seeing the scene, how did they create that moment for the public? It was through
music. I can’t live without music. (Rodney Barreto, Personal Communication, Interview
2)
The themes of having authority over one’s own story is addressed as Rodney
differentiates between how he perceived traditional texts and the mode of music making. It is
through music that he is able to express his own story, through the development of technique and
musical genres. When collaborating he is able to express through music his creative response
within the framework that the other musicians are contributing. His focus is not on whether or
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not he makes a mistake, but how he can respond within the music, similar to critical problem
solving, he attributes an importance in the ability to recovery that is also part of the creative
process.
We utilize the footage of the Go-Pro data that was collected during Rodney’s
performances as the Casa de la Música, Miramar. He is enthusiastic about reviewing the tape.
He commented on how he had seen others use the Go-Pro to document their movements and
study, but that he had never filmed himself that way before. He watched the film intensely,
moving his body along with the footage. Afterwards I ask him about what exactly he was
focusing on while reviewing the tape. He mentioned that he first noticed that he moves a lot
while playing, and that he didn’t realize how much he moves. He then said that he wasn’t so
much focused on his movement as much as the sound. That he was listening to the footage.
I was listening because it isn’t the same as when things are hot and you are next to the
musicians and the public and the energy that is there, and all of that stays in the moment,
as to when you see it afterwards you can analyze things. This yes, I liked, because when
you are playing with all that energy, with the enthusiasm that there is, sometimes one
forgets some things. Because one has so much energy, sometimes they don’t’ look for
calmness in places where they should look for it. And they are taken away by all of that
explosion that exists. But this I liked. Imagine these guys from Osain del Monte, are very
energetic, too much, there is so much energy, drums, too much ancestors, too much
culture, too much Africa. (Laughing). So, that is inevitable, you can’t play any other way.
You have to play that way because there is too much energy. I like playing with these
guys, so that’s why we are going to keep playing together and working together. I guess
I’d say they are my favorite rumba group, Osain del Monte. They are guys with fresh
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ideas, and we have been putting together things, as much as them this way and me that
way. So, I love playing with these guys, it’s true. (Rodney Barreto, Personal
Communication, Interview 3)
Rodney identifies that through collaboration with the Rumba group, there was an
affective response during his performance, and that by engaging in producing collectively, they
created an energy that is connected to their historical knowledge and roots. He identifies that
there is a specific quality to this type of collaborative creative act in which he must meet the
other musicians with the same energy in order to maintain it. In this circumstance, as a drummer
he needed to mirror the energy of the other musicians. The potential of not connecting could
happen if he plays with less energy, and if he overdoes it, it could disrupt the energy that was
collectively created. His approach to being able to engage in this creative process is a give and
take among the musicians.
You have to share the energy that’s there, that they are giving, and at their level too,
because if you watch the video, everything is very explosive. Ahhh, It’s all very high.
And that is what I mean by saying play that way. Play this way, because also with this
music, if you don’t play that way, with energy and passion and the understanding of
rumba, it is better not to play and to stay a spectator. (Rodney Barreto, Personal
Communication, Interview 2)
In this reflection, he makes a statement about the importance of the contributing to the
collective creation produced by the musicians working in sync. I asked him how he prepares for
that type of engagement and he explains that through the study of the instrument you prepare
yourself, and then in the moment of playing you must rely on your embodied knowledge to be
able to create. He describes what comes out as a product of his inspiration. He doesn’t call this
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response an improvisation, he instead explained that it is a reaction to the energy felt by the
drums around him. He also implies that he has little control over what actually happens, whether
or not it will come out. He draws from his technical knowledge and familiarity with the genre’s
which in he is playing, but he relies on his ability to listen and respond. He comments, “I can’t
tell you specifically what technique I’m using specifically or types of hits I am using, because
you know, it isn’t written, it is in my head. It’s my head that is speaking.” Rosa interjects that
this is called a conditional reflex. They describe it as being organic. Rodney continued by
saying, “It is what you express, it is the adrenaline. It is the beat of your heart, when you are
walking normally, the heart doesn’t beat like that.”
Throughout our conversations about his experiences with music, the themes of creativity
continue to emerge. He describes the collective energy produced through collaborating with
Osain del Monte as a variable that is different than creativity. He makes the distinction by
describing the relationship between the two variables. That through the energy received through
the other artists while playing the drums, the is “transported to places very far away.” That it is
through his affective contribution and the force of that energy that his own creativity is supported
(Figure 4-15). In his approach to contributing energetically, he is pushed to figure out how to
engage in a balanced manner. He used the metaphor of a boat speeding by, that it can drag you
in and not protect anyone. So, in order to engage you have to know how to enter into the
composition with balance and that through this type of engagement there is euphoric affective
result.
This creative process is something mental, for me the creative process, goes quickly,
because the songs that I have played with them are in the air and those songs get faster
and you have to know how to lay down the things at the same time, how to dissect this,
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and maintain calmness at certain times because it is never the same, and at the same time
follow the flow because it is fast. I love playing with these guy, I love it so much.
(Rodney Barreto, Personal Communication, Interview 2)
Rodney’s differentiation between the energy felt while playing with the artists, and the
creative process, provides insight into how he interprets the affective experiences of
collaborative production of multimodal engagement through drumming.

Energy felt
through
Collaboration

Affective
Response
Critical
application of
Creativity

Figure 4- 13 Diagram of how Rodney describes his perspective of the relationship between energy felt while playing, and his
employment of creativity.

Collectively, by engaging in Rumba, he is resisting the historical dismissal of this genre
as he refers to the drums’ connection to Africa. His ability to cross genres with the drum set,
into rumba, is also innovative, as it has instigated him to think creatively about how to utilize the
drum set design, as well as his technical know-how, to engage in a Cuban genre that is not
traditionally played with this instrument, but that has served as a base for Cuban Jazz for more
than 50 years. His ability to find that space in timing and energetically, may also be categorized
as a tactical approach to creating an alternative potential for creativity. His experience with
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music he identified as having as much significance as any other basic physiological characteristic
for survival. The emotional variable of creating is essential to his everyday life.
So, if I have a problem, I forget it, if I am happy, it is double the happiness. If I feel
badly, it takes away the pain. It is incredible the power of music. I already told you, if I
could play all the time, to forget the world, it would be the best thing in the world. But
unfortunately, you have to face the real world. But when I play music I disconnect from
everything, everything is happiness. For me with music everything is happiness. There
are no problems, you don’t have to worry about paying rent, you don’t have to go buy
food or this thing or that thing, or the child is crying, no, no, no, there is none of this. No
little girl or boy, the music is just that, music. When I finish here with this, let’s see what
happens, but meanwhile when I am playing music it is a huge connection to the (dura
calidad) real quality of music. (Rodney Barreto, Personal Communication, Interview 2)
Rosa like Rodney, expresses that dance is an integral part of her life. Although she isn’t
a trained musician, she commented on how she describes her interaction with music as having to
be able to accompany her in her dancing. Through the intersection between the modes of music
and dance are felt within her body and she attributes this connection as creating a potential to
transform the person dancing. She explains that this transformation is not always what you
expect of desire. Acknowledging that sometimes music and dance can provoke feelings of
sadness and discomfort. She takes an agentive approach to dance, insisting that the music must
accompany her, in which she identifies music as being a “good medium through which you can
balance your life.” She continues her reflection on the role of music and dance in her life and
how music can not only transform you but that is also has the potential to transport you
emotionally, to a memory in time or to provide relaxation. She also described how this can
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backfire, and how music could actually take you to the space emotionally that you were trying to
forget. Although she hasn’t been able to travel outside of Cuba, she explains how she has heard
from her collaborations with foreigners that people talk about the concept of stress as a cause for
being debilitated in life.
Here, like the people in your country can’t walk around stressed. We have shortages and
a bunch of different circumstances. Here you can’t get stressed, you don’t have that
luxury. I have worked with a bunch of countries with cultural exchanges, and people say,
“I’m stressed, I can’t I have this and that and including can’t even have sex.” I look like,
what, what is this? Here, in Cuba if you live in stress in the moment, you get your
partner and say let’s go. Other counties when they are stressed they can’t even enjoy their
lives. You know this idea of stress is very wide, you see. And with music it is the same,
with some people they don’t like any music. And for me I can’t live without music and
dance. Which is what I like. They are the dreams and frustrations I have. I like all music,
African music, Chinese music, Arabic music, all types of music. Also, I was raised in a
musical family, and my brother one day told me the clave is wherever you want it to be.
Rosa makes a very explicit connection between feeling and music and dance through her
example. She highlights the positionality of utilizing the mode of music and dance as having a
agentive quality and tactical function in response to the strategies and socioeconomic landscape
in which Cubans find themselves. That instead of allowing for the constraints of their
environment to dictate their lived and embodied experiences, they employ the use of music and
dance as tools to mediate feelings and engage in a divergence of the constricting strategies that
deny the body of pleasure. In her approach, she identifies that it is up to the actor to employ their
agency to be able to enact that ability to feel freedom.

100

Portraiture of Dancer, Ines Estrada and Her Mother, Iliana Godoy
Connection with Artist/ Background. Ines is in her late twenties and dances for three
professional dance groups. I met Ines while filming Rodney’s performance with Adonis y Osain
del Monte at the Casa de la Música, in Miramar. Throughout our work together Ines invited me
to her home in Central, Habana where she lives with her mother, her Aunt, her cousin, and her
niece. Ines’s energy is contagious as she laughs with her whole body, which eased the
awkwardness for interviewing. I accompanied Ines to observe her dancing with the stilts dance
group called Danzankos de Cuba, which performs in the renovated Central Habana. In order to
be able to film her while working with this group, I needed to be inclusive and offer something
to the groups as well. After meeting with the Director, Joel Casanas, we planned to utilize the
footage from my documentation of Ines with the group as a way to support the group. As part of
this agreement, I asked the members of the group if they were interested in participating, and
also agreed to edit a promotional video and make a Facebook page (Danzankos de Cuba) for the
group. By engaging in this way, I lessened the tension with the other dancers and Ines, as I
contributed to the promotion of all the dancers, even though I was specifically focused on Ines’s
experiences and engagement with stilt dancing.
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Figure 4- 14 Snapshot of Video I produced with the street performing group, Danzankos de Cuba
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Places of Engagement

Introduction

Observations

Interview 1

Cultural
Engagements

•Location: Casa de la Musica, Miramar
•Meeting in Taxi, exchange of numbers
•Invitation to observe
•Location: Habana Vieja/ Historical Old Habana
•Danzankos de Cuba, preparation and tour of downtown while performing
•2 weeks of filming and making connections with Director and Group members of
Danzankos de Cuba
•Location: Central Habana
•Semi-structured interview 1
•Use footage from observations as an instigation for relfection
•Location: Central Habana & Cardenas, Matanzas
•Trip to Cardenas, Matanzas to engage in Rumba gathering and party
•UNIAC performance and filming at performance of Roland and Rumba Explosion
•Various Rumba shows of group Roland and Rumba Explosion

Observation &
Interview 2

•Location: Accompanied Ines to the Instituto Superior del Arte (La Lisa)
•Observation in school
•Semi-structured Interview 2 briefly conducted on campus

Review of
Video Portrait

•Location: Ines's House in Central Habana
•Member checking and sharing of video portraiture and data collected
•Semi-structured Interview 3, reflection and feedback

Observation &
Interview

•Location: Museum in Regla
•Traveled with Ines to watch her perform with (different dance group)
•Semi-structured Interview 4

Cultural
Engagement

Final Interview

Edits of Video
Portrait

•Location: Miami, Florida
•Delivery of a letter to Ines's Father from Ines and her Mother
•Location: Ines's Home in Central Habana
•Final interview with Ines and her Mother
•Sharing of photographs to instigate reflections
•Location: Tucson, Arizona & Miami, Florida
•Video edits and adjustments
•Analysis and Commentary
•Creation of Official Danzankos de Cuba Facebook Page

Figure 4- 15 Places of Engagement with Dancer Ines Estrada
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The development of the portraiture with Ines was filmed in the streets of downtown
Habana as she worked with the group Danzankos de Cuba, a street performance group that
dances to live music on stilts. As part of the process of documenting Ines’s experiences, she
wore a GoPro camera strapped to her chest, to help capture images of her movements and
positionality providing the potential of being able to understand more about how she works in
collaboration with the other silt dancers and the musicians.

Figure 4- 16 Geographical Spaces of data collection with Ines Estrada

Our Process
Observation and Interview 1: Plaza de las Armas, Habana Vieja. After getting to
know the group and explaining the intention of my work, I was able to start to film the group as
they worked. During the days of shadowing Ines dancing in the street, we decided to do her first
semi-formal interview while the group took a break in the shade of the famous Plaza de las
Armas. Ines answers questions about when she started dancing, how she learned the techniques,
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the challenges she has faced, and what inspires her as an artist. We are cut short during the
interview because the break was over, so I continue to film her performing in the street. This was
the beginning of our work together, so I did not push on the types of questions as an attempt to
build rapport and trust. However, she did wear a Go-pro camera on that day, because I thought it
would be a good way to initiate conversation about her work. Eventually, this footage was used
as the base for her video portrait.

Figures 4- 17, 4-18 Photos of Ines taken during her first interview in the Plaza de las Armas, Old Havana

Interview 2: Ines’s Home in Central Habana. After several observations and filming of
Ines working with Danzankos de Cuba, I asked Ines if she would like to review the footage and
if we could have a follow up interview. She agreed and we determined that I could meet her at
her home in Central Habana. I prepared for the interview by selecting video and photos from the
observation sessions to be used as potential artifacts to support Ines’s reflection about her
experiences. She lives on an upper floor of an older colonial style building which the
neighborhood has divided into individual homes. Ines walked up a tall staircase past a group of
religious dolls representing the Orishas, and we are greeted by her Mother. When we started on
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the interview, she discusses her development as a dancer and that she has been dancing with
Danzankos de Cuba for 6 years. Besides dancing with this group, I discovered that she also
performs with two other groups, Ensila Cheche and Eyawa. The genres she dances with these
groups include “Spiritual Congo, spiritual music working with Palo Monte, Congo, Macuta, La
Yucca and Yoruba but playing Guiro” (Ines Estrada, Interview 1). She comments that she has
only started dancing in these groups within the last year, and that she attributes her understanding
and development of rumba and folklore to her experience with the group Danche Matanzas.
Although she has worked as a professional dancer, through our conversation, she explains the
intimate relationship with her Grandmother and how it is those memories that have most
influenced her as a dancer. Her eyes well up in tears as she recounts her first memories of
dancing.
Like I was saying, my first memories of dancing that guide me are from my
Grandmother, when she used to take my cousin and I to the Conjunto Folklórico
Nacional at La Mella, and Saturdays to see the Rumba at Palenke. We used to always go
with her, and I remember we used to get scared of the little devils of Abakua, and we
were always there, and we loved to go. And sometimes, when we got older my
Grandmother would tell us how we used to go on stage and dance next to the Conga or
whatever they were playing. And when she saw us with that attitude, she took us to the
House of Culture, with the Group, Eyoroye, directed by Mismo Variento, and that is
where we started our first steps with Yoruba, and we also danced popular dances, but it
was characterized more by Yoruba and Folkloric dances. So, we would do activities in
the street, and we would dance in the street, and we would dance in places for children,
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because we were children, and we would dance in places for children and we really liked
being in the group Ayore. (Ines Estrada, Personal Communication, Interview 2)
It is as this moment that I witness how deeply Ines’s emotional state is connected to her
memories of dancing. Out of respect for her, I turned off the camera and waited until she was
ready to continue the interview. She talked about living with her cousin who also studied dance
at the University level before stopping because of a pregnancy. In her living room, there is an
altar with several pots for the Orishas. I listened as she described the intersection between her
work as a dancer and her family traditions, as well as her perspective of the relationship between
street knowledge and the connection with becoming a performer. She stated that the knowledge
from her family practices and the streets has influenced what she does as a dancer on a stage. I
moved forward with the interview and asked her about the connections she makes between what
she performs and the experiences in her family. She described the intersections she identified
between her own religious practices, dance and the relationship between the professional
folklórico groups and the development of knowledge in street spaces.
In my family, we always practiced the Yoruba religion, this comes to me from my
mother’s side as much as in my paternal side. So, it is these people who have always
practiced Yoruba religion, and a lot of the knowledge, that maybe we learn in the parties,
or in some things that we do in the Yoruba religion, in the focus religiously, one can also
bring to the artistic focus because it is how the Conjunto Folklórico started. How
everything started in the street, and the people brought with them the experience from the
street to the artistic stage. That is what a Folkloric dancer should learn and know, the
things that have to do with Yoruba and Folkloric focus, and bring it to the stage. (Ines
Estrada, Personal Communication, Interview 3)
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Figure 4-19 Photograph of statue of Caridad del Cobre, Ines’s living room

We shifted to reviewing the data from the Go-Pro, and some of the photos I brought to
share. I sat with her to watch the video footage to have a conversation about her perspectives.
She relaxed as she laughed and watched herself on film. We sat at her dining room table and
talked about what she perceives in order to clarify what she was doing. Her mother kept coming
to see the footage, and Ines teased her Mom saying that if she wanted to be filmed she could just
stay. I invited her Mom, but she laughed and stood back behind the camera as she watched the
videos of Ines dancing.
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Figure 4-20 Photograph of Ines preparing her stilts.
Figrue 4-21 Photograph of Ines preparing for work with Danzankos de Cuba group members

We reviewed some of the photos from Ines’s performances and she leaned towards the
computer and pointed, laughing, calling her Mom to come look. One of the most intriguing parts
of the observations is the process of preparation to dance in the street. During this process, there
is a transformation that takes place as Ines physically transforms herself into a majestic character
and representation of an Orisha (Oya). This transformation happened as the dancers worked side
by side in prepping their stilts, makeup and costumes. Ines gave insight into this process, as we
watched a clip from when I observed. She stated, “Well, for me everything is a ritual.
Everything organized, this on this side, this on the other, then I put on this and then that.” I
continue to probe, asking her about her first step, she extends her response telling me exactly
how she prepares her stilts.
The first is to always put on the socks, then after the socks we sit on the windowsill, then
we put on the stilts that go with the shoes, it’s like putting on your shoes, and then tie the
shoes, then I put the pillows around my feet so I don’t hurt myself, and then I tie on the
straps in the way that I myself have invented. First, I wrap it around the top, because that
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is what supports us the most, because it is a point of support. It is the strap most
important, the one at the top. The one at the top, I always put a lot of straps. I am always
used to putting one below too. But many people don’t put the strap. But I like to do it
because we need the foot to be secure. But at the top, yes, we have to put a lot of straps
to be secure.
Me: Look Yasnara also has her ritual.
Ines: Of course, we tie the stilts to the shoes because sometimes the shoe gets loose.
Me: And how many do you put?
Ines: 2, 3, 4 below 5, to be really secure.
(Ines Estrada, Personal Communication, Interview 2)
She clarified that this process is not taught, that it is something that one develops
overtime with practice. Per her description, it became apparent that each dancer is shown how to
attach the stilts, but that the process of attaching them varies based on the dancer. Through this
conversation, Ines identified that there are approaches to learning how to walk on stilts and that
although she is a trained dancer, her transition to dancing on stilts required learning how to
adjust her dance style as well as learning how to use tools to dance on stilts.
Ines: Well, they don’t teach you like that. The person who teaches you tells you, this is
how you put the straps and you need to put it around your foot. But afterwards, a person
starts creating their own way to put on the stilts. Maybe I am the person who puts the
most straps. How I like to have the stilts to be secure, there are some people who put
less, but the ones at the top are really important.
Me: Where did you get the materials to create straps?
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Ines: That stuff is from the house. We take it from things from the house, from a shirt.
These things are from when I started six years ago. We get a t shirt and make straps or a
piece of strong fabric and make a strap.
Me: And who lost the pillow?
Ines: Oh hahaha, that is an old pillow I had. I took it and took out some of the stuffing, to
make it more comfortable because pillows are a little big and I took out some of the
stuffing so that I could put it around my foot. And the others equally, from their Moms
or at the house. (Ines Estrada, Personal Communication, Interview 2)
This is an example of the repurposing of tools, like the pillow, as a way to construct tools
essential for engagement in their art form. This designing is a tactical choice in which the artists
create a profession using everyday materials, enabling them to perform for the public, and earn
an income that helps contribute to their families economically. This is an application of creativity
as the dancers design the stilts, and teach one another how to dance on them in the streets.
Review of Go-Pro Footage and Video Documentation.

Figure 4-22 Screenshot of video documentation of reviewing Go-Pro footage taken by Ines while performing in Old Habana
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We started to review the data from the Go-Pro and what that was like for her as we
watched the footage. She described the response of the crowd to recognizing that she too was
filming. What emerged from this conversation is the importance of the relationship between the
dancer and the audience as being interdependent. She also discussed themes surrounding the
concept of access to technology.
It is very interesting, how I move my hands, and the people around us. When we started
working everyone looked at us weirdly, because it isn’t common to see the silt dancers
with this. Usually it is the foreigners that have cameras. Foreigners always have these
cameras, and everyone was looking, even a foreigner pointed to me like saying, even you
are filming. (Ines Estrada, Personal Communication, Interview 2)

Figure 4-23 Photograph of Ines performing in Old Habana with Danzankos de Cuba
Figure 4-24 Snapshot from Video documentation taken with Go-Pro strapped to Ines’s chest while performing

She told me that no one in the group had ever filmed the crowd, and she liked being able
to also film those who film her. I am aware that the income she receives is divided up between
the musicians and dancers after their daily tour. I watched as members of the group work with
the crowd asking them to contribute if they have taken photos. Ines described the role of the
women who collect financial contributions as an art too, that they must engage with the audience
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and talk to people to ask them to “collaborate” financially. Ines and the other group members
asked me not to film the counting of money or dispersing it to each member after the day is over,
because it could affect their livelihood. This action is a tactical maneuver by finding an
opportunity in the intersection between the tourist economy, and performing in the street. The
group is able to survive financially through the contributions of the public. Through this
maneuvering of illegitimate space, they convert the opportunity to engaging with the public in
the streets as an opportunity for creative entrepreneurial actions. On one of the days we were
filming, a foreign man with a huge professional grade camera posted up next to me and took a
series of photographs as they performed. I could hear the camera take hundreds of pictures. He
stood behind me for a few minutes and continued to take photos. He didn’t talk to the group, he
didn’t introduce himself, and he didn’t contribute. I watched as the group members ask for a
donation, and after resisting he gave the group 5 Cuban pesos, not even enough to buy a pizza. I
was so ashamed about the behavior of this man. During our interview, I asked Ines what she
thought about that type of interaction. I inquired by saying, “How has this work affected your
perspective of the tourist?” She pauses and explained, “Well, tourists are a little complicated.
Our work is not only for them, it is also for the Cuban population and the children. Yes, but the
tourists also collaborate with our work. But sometimes some are a little difficult.” She made it
clear that her art is also for Cuban Nationals and not just for tourists. We continued with our
conversation and she described the significance of her work as they transform the street to be a
place of performance.
Well, looking from the perspective from the go pro, looking at the way we move and the
arms, and how everyone watches us. I think that, well, I do really care about my work, I
realized that it is a very serious job, even though it is in the street, we cannot mistreat our
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professionalism in our movements, to share an art that even though it is on stilts, it is a
legitimate art of the things that we are doing. Because in the street a lot of people do
know, and they are judging our work, and even though we are on stilts we have to do it
well. And I see the people watching, and it is like a sand stage, where people are
watching from all directions and you are at the center. A lot of times we focus on who is
in front of you, but not so much to the sides or behind you. And everyone is watching
your work and you have to do it well so that you can share something that is good and
interesting. The interesting, not just because we are on stilts, but because we are Dancing
on stilts. And if we are dancing on stilts, we are going to do it well. (Ines Estrada,
Personal Communication, Interview 2)
By having the opportunity to review her performances through the Go-Pro footage, she
emphasized the role of the dancer as being something that must be performed with “sincerity”, as
a responsibility to the public who are familiar with the art form. I ask her how she felt about
dancing while we watched a video clip of her from the day she was wearing her Orisha costume.
She made a case to point out how as a dancer she must be able to portray the characteristics of
the characters within the piece. As we watched the footage together, she narrated what she
thought about how she emotes the characteristics of the spiritual characters she represents
through her movements.
When I am dancing, I really like it and I try to put my whole self in it. Right now we are
dancing Ochun, a choreography of Oshun with Ogun, we are doing a choreography that is
a little longer. It is being guided by the sound of Ochun and Santo Ogun del Monte. Now
we are dancing Oya, the Orisha that I represent on stilts. This dance requires a lot of
force, and we try to do it on stilts. Look here, very serious at one minute, and when the
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next once starts, change…. laughing. (Ines Estrada, Personal Communication, Interview
2)
Ines explained how she viewed emoting emotions while dancing, she described how she
tried to feel as she identified the qualities of each dance genre, in which she described the dance
of Oya as being serious, and the engagement in Mambo as being something which she will laugh
and enjoy as she dances it. Through her performance of the dances, she described feeling the
qualities needed to be able to become the necessary emotional characteristics she perceived
define each genre in which she participates. At the end of our discussion, I ask her about how
reviewing the videos and photos has affected her perspectives of herself as a dancer. She refers
to our first interview in which she mentioned her height as being an obstacle for her future
studies in dance. I realized that the word afectado is interpreted with a negative connotation, and
I adjust the question. She responded by highlighting the affective rewards she attributes from
being a street performer.
It seems like you are referring to when I said that my size has affected my dancing. Well,
on stilts I feel really big. And the work that we do I really enjoy because we are dancing
in the street and you engage with the people, and the people watch you. And it is really
gratifying, sometimes I look at a fixed point, but a lot of times I look at a face of the
public and see them laughing or when they move their head to show you are doing a good
job. Or you run into them in the street and they and tell you that you are the best dancer,
or the one they liked the most, how good you do it. All of this is the best for an artist.
And I feel very good because I am working and enjoying my work. (Ines Estrada,
Personal Communication, Interview 2)
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The emotional feedback given by the public motivated Ines to continue to perform in the
street, while demonstrating a respect for the dance style and knowledge through intentionally
exhibiting high quality performances. At the end of this interview, I asked her if she could
describe how she feels about her art form in one phrase or word. She struggles to find the right
word and calls her Mom as a support as she reflects on art in her life. She laughs and exclaims,
Ines: How do you say the word when you feel…
Mom: When you feel how?
Ines: When you feel good…Oh…. Yeah, realized! (Kisses Mom) Yes, with my work I
feel realized!
I thank Ines for her transparency in answering the questions and we talk about the next
time we might get together. I worked on developing her video portraiture from the data collected
thus far, and we stayed in touch to plan our next engagement.
Cultural Engagements: Trip to Cardenas, Matanzas, Rumba Performances. Ines
invited me to several events to come dance and film her, I thought that this was important as it
provided an opportunity to observe and experience how she engages as a dancer outside of her
“official” performances. She introduced me to the group Ronald y Explosion Rumba and we
attended several of their shows. Initially, when I went to these spaces, I decided not to film I this
space to be able to engage in dancing and get to know the people in the community. After getting
together often, Ines’s fellow dancer, Yasnara, invited me to go to Cardenas, Matanzas to see the
group play. We traveled to Cardenas one afternoon after they finished performing downtown.
We jumped on a bus that took us from Habana to Matanzas, and from there we walked to catch a
taxi, then cart pulled by a horse and eventually we ended up walking to a friend’s house in
Cardenas. We ate lunch that had been prepared by a family in Matanzas as they hosted the
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drummers. They had made pulled pork, rice and cucumber and cabbage salad. Some of the
drummers sat in the living room and they talked and laughed while they prepped for that night’s
show. Afterwards, we had to find a place to stay which ended up being a big ordeal because I
was foreign. Because I did not have a student visa or Cuban citizenship, I was not allowed to stay
in the houses of Cuban residents, but it also became very challenging to negotiate a place where
we could all stay together. Yasnara and Ines tried to bargain with some owners of private homes
that had permission for foreigners to stay, but they hiked up the prices which made it
unaffordable for us all. They also expressed a suspicion about why we were all together. After
going to several houses, by horse and buggy, we finally found a casa particular that had two
rooms where we could stay for the night. Ines and Yasnara negotiated with the owner, while I
stayed in the buggy. We explained that I was a student, so that the owner might adjust their
suspicious gaze. This was an unexpected challenge to find a place, as I did not anticipate that I
would be asked for my passport because we had planned to stay with friends. When we were
getting settled in the rooms, the owner asked for my passport. I didn’t have it with me, but I
provided the information of my landlord in Habana to possible provide a reference check. I had
built a positive relationship with my landlord and she ended up speaking with her and confirming
my identity so that she could report me to immigration. Ines and Yasnara brushed it off and we
prepared to attend the show that we had been invited to.
We walked to the city plaza in the dark, and there were hundreds of people gathered
around the drums and a microphone set up to speakers. I was the only foreigner in that space. It
was a party for a community member and the band Ronald y Su Explosion Rumbera had been
invited to perform. Everyone danced until the early morning. I stood next to the drummers as
they played and I took cues from Ines and Yasnara about when to join in, being observant about
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being a guest in that space. After the group stopped playing, we were invited to eat in one of the
houses nearby. I was so thankful to be invited into the home. The host passed out plates of rice
and chicken, and we all crammed into a small room. After eating, Ines sat with her friends and
the older men in the room started to improvise rumba versus, laughing and telling jokes through
their storytelling and singing. I took a short video clip on my cell phone to give to Ines later and
to ask if she wanted it included in her portrait. Ines learns and engages in dance and music as part
of her community and this interaction was very significant as she continues to develop her
knowledge of rumba through her lived experiences. I watched with gratitude.

Figure 4-25 Ines singing Rumba with community members in Cardenas, Matanzas

Afterwards, we walked back to the plaza and huddled around the drums as the group
continued to play on the stairs of the neighbor’s houses, and people took turns singing
improvised versus. The artists knew who I was and there wasn’t an issue of me participating. I
was so thankful for that experience. I could feel the energy of everyone singing rumba as they
transformed the sidewalk, and the side of the house into a space for unity and celebration through
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music and dance. I didn’t record this music that was performed in the public space or take photos
because I didn’t feel as though it was respectful to do so.
The next day, we traveled back to Habana on several buses. On one of the buses we were
told to get off because the driver refused to allow me to ride because I was foreign (indicating the
strong existence of the Revolutionary ideologies). He didn’t talk to me, and instead asked the
women how they know me. They said we were friends, and he told them to get off the bus, that I
wasn’t allowed to ride it. We all dismounted, and I felt badly for causing them so much trouble
by including me. We walked a lot until we found another option, and then we rode that bus to
Matanzas. When we arrived to Matanzas we met up with the rumba group and walked
throughout the city. We waited hours to catch a bus back to Habana. It was exhausting, and a
huge test of patience for everyone. I wasn’t in a hurry and I thought that everything we were
experiencing was an opportunity to learn about what life is like for these artists. So we waited
for several hours and went into the city to get a beer. Once the bus came (three hours later), we
returned to Habana, and made a plan to meet again in the near future.
Observation of Ines at School; Instituto Superior del Arte, La Lisa. In order to
construct a holistic video portrait, I accompanied Ines to school. She was working on her 2nd
college degree and was enrolled in her 4th year at the Instituto Superior del Arte taking courses in
Folkloric Dance for people who are already working. It was the day she needed to turn in her
final exam, and she invited me to come along. We lived in the same neighborhood so we
decided to meet on Espada street, really early in the morning to be able to catch a taxi to travel to
her school. The campus is in a neighborhood called La Lisa which is about 45 minutes from
Central Habana. We had to catch two shared taxis to get to her school, and then walk about 15
minutes to make it to campus. Each taxi cost 50 cents in CUC, so the trip there and back was 2

119

dollars. This is expensive considering that the average income for a Cuban is 25 dollars a month.
We walked to the campus, which I had always wanted to be able to visit. While we waited for
her professor and classmates, she showed me footage from her exams while studying at the
school and wanted me to film some of her photos. The focus of her school project is on the
Rumba Mimetica in which she plans to do an anthropological study on the way Rumberos tell
stories through their dances. Ines believes that although she attributes a lot of her skills that she
employs as a dancer, from learning in the street, that by participating in schooling she will have
more opportunities to collaborate and work on projects as a dancer. After she shared her videos
from her exams and she met with her professor, we walked with her classmates to a local juice
stand. They talked for a while about school and work and we said goodbye and rode the taxi’s
back to our neighborhood.

Figure 4-26 Ines at Instituto Superior del Arte with classmates preparing to submit final paper for the semester

Invitation to Attend Ronald y Su Explosión Rumbera: UNEAC (Unión de Escritores
y Artistas de Cuba). Ines, Yasnara, and several of Ines’s friends and family members gather at
UNEAC to attend the performance of Ronald and Rumba Explosion. Through this invitation, I
witnessed Ines sharing the joys of dance and music within her community. This opportunity
demonstrated how Ines engages in dance in a variety of settings. And on this night, she danced
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alongside her cousin, Godmother and friends as she supported the rumba group. The way she
participated in this space was a big contrast to the roles she portrays in her folkloric
performances for an international audience, in these spaces she engages in dance with her
friends, family and community members.

Figure 4-27 Ines dancing with her cousin to rumba by Roland y Su Explosion Rumbera

Review of Video Portrait Edit 1: Ines’s Home in Central Habana. For several weeks,
I worked on compiling all the footage from our work together and after several hours of editing I
had a version that I thought was an accurate depiction of what I had observed, centered around
the emergent themes that Ines had shared through her interviews. We watched it together in her
living room. We talked about the purpose of the video and how it would be used, clarifying any
of her questions. Ines gave feedback on how she thought the portrait could be modified. One of
the things she mentioned was her desire for me to include more about her experiences with other
groups and more about her family. I offer to adjust the video. At this time, Ines’s Mom also
chooses to engage, by asking to be recorded to give feedback on the portrait. She couldn’t be
filmed because she had recently been initiated to Santeria. She sat on the couch dressed in white
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from head to toe and we watch the first edition of the portraiture, and expressed the following
sentiment after viewing the footage with her daughter.
When I saw the video, I was a little emotional because I always wanted my education, my
lucha with my children is this, for my children to have a better future. Each of my
children, from a young age knew what they wanted to be. In this case it was Little Ines,
Little Ines from 6 years old was in the House of Culture, and afterwards went with her
Grandmother to the Teatro, but everything because Ines wanted only one objective, to be
a dancer. And now she is a dancer, to me she is the best in the world, not just because she
is my daughter. I am very thankful for the video that you guys made. There are a few
things that I would have liked to have been a little longer because you know, how would
a mother feel when she sees her daughter doing what she wants? It made me emotional a
little, because if I want something in this life it is for both of my daughters to have what I
couldn’t have. A better future, a better life, because I am the fifth daughter of 6 brothers,
and maybe my Mom couldn’t give us the life that we want to give to our children. For
both of my daughters, I raised them with this base, that they have a positive outlook, and
a better future, but based on what they like. My other daughter studied Contabilidad
(Accounting) and in working in business and now works in Carlos III (Terciero). And
today is doing what she likes. And Little Ines has studied and is doing her second
bachelors, and that makes me the Mom that is the happiest in the world because I have
never known anyone who has 2 bachelor’s degrees, and much less it is my daughter
which makes me very happy. And today, Ines is what I wanted for her, she is a dancer
and I want all the best for her from this world. I have raised her with the education, the
daily education, which made her know who she is, a simple person, but also a dancer.
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When people say we are simple, that makes me sad because I don’t know, because even
though I raised my children alone, because I have raised my children for 13 years alone
without a partner because the father of my children went to the US. I was the father and
mother of my children, and now I am enjoying what I did. Do you understand, that I
raised them well for a better future, with love, principles and values. So, I am collecting
what I planted. My daughters are my ….”regocijo” of my life. That’s it I don’t want to
talk too much about it because you know. (holding back tears) (Iliana Pedroza Godoy,
Personal Communication, Interview 3)
When I shared that I would be traveling to Miami next, she asked me if I would be
willing to take a letter to Ines’s father. I agree to either drop it off or mail it to him when I get to
the US. Ines invited me to see her perform with the folkloric group Nisla Cheche before leaving
Cuba again. Her next show was scheduled for the day before I was supposed to leave to Mexico
City in route to the Dominican Republic and then Miami. We agreed to meet so that I could
include that footage in her portrait. Yasnara joined us to review the portrait and footage from the
Rumba events we attended. I had edited together some of the footage from Roland y Rumba
Explosion’s performance at UNEAC and I transferred the edited clips to a memory drive for Ines
and Yasnara to share with the group.

123

Figure 4-28 Colleagues, Ines and Yasnara Rodriguez reviewing the first edition of video portraiture

Observation & Semi-Structured Interview 5: Museo Municipal Educardo Gomez
Luaces, Regla. I woke up really early the day of Ines’ performance and we met on San Lazaro to
catch a taxi to the Habana, Vieja so that we could take a ferry to Regla. I felt sad about leaving
Habana without knowing when I would be able to return, and I was so thankful we had another
opportunity to work together before I left. Ines explained how she doesn’t dance often with this
group, but that she was looking forward to sharing how she dances with other groups, and not on
stilts. We crossed the bay in the ferry, and I watched Ines as she looked out the window across
the water. It was early, and we both felt tired, but we accompanied each other on our journey.
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Figure 4-29 Ines riding ferry from Old Havana to Regla on her way to perform with Nisla Cheche

Once we landed on the other side of the bay, we walked uphill on the main road past a
little park. There were families gathered for a dance performance, and I could see children
dressed in their costumes getting ready to perform. We continued on our walk and met up with
another member of the group who was waiting outside of the Museum. She introduced me, and
we wait. There is a little confusion about if they will be performing that day or not. After trying
to reach to director of the group, and waiting in front of the museum for 45 minutes, other
members started to arrive. After an hour or so, I meet the director of the group, Juan Manuel
Montoto Pascual. He agreed to allow me to film their performance, and we walked into the
museum while they prepared to perform for a group of foreigners. We walked inside the museum
to a beautiful courtyard, and I sat out of the way as the group prepared for the show. Employees
from the museum infrom me that I am not allowed to film inside the museum unless I pay a fee,
and the Director explained that I am working with Ines and that I am not a tourist. I interviewed
Ines as she prepared for the performance, asking if she knew what she will dancing that day and
for whom. She wasn’t sure, but eventually she walked into a back room of the museum and
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changes into a Palo costume. The transformation of Ines’s aesthetics was something that
stoodout to me, because I know her outside of the performances. It is interesting how she
transitions into her historical character, to share Cuban Folklore with a foreign audience.

Figures 4-30, 4-31 Screenshots from video footage of Interview and performance in Regla

The group prepared the courtyard by setting up plastic chairs and transformed the space
into a stage. The drums were at one end of the courtyard, and the drummers prepared a table with
flowers and perfume as a little altar. I wondered if it was a prop, or if they used it for their own
spiritual preparation. It became clearer that the group was using the altar as a blessing when each
member casually walked over after it was prepared, and they placed perfume on their bodies as
an engagement with the altar.
The audience arrived an hour late, and the artists began their performance. The audience
members are from a University in the US, a type of cultural tour. I shifted my body closer to the
drums to be able to film the dancers and musicians without the foreign students appearing in the
footage. The group performed several styles of dance, starting with Palo and moving on to
rumba. The quality of the performance was impressive as the dancers moved in sync as they
acted out a Palo ceremony. At the end of the performance, the audience is apprehensive about
engaging, and I watch as Ines moved around the crowd trying to encourage them to break out of
their comfort zones. Finally, she is able to lead the crowd in a conga type circle around the
126

courtyard. After the Americans leave, they clean up the space, and Ines and the other artist meet
backstage to talk a little. Ines changes out of her costume and we say goodbye to the Director
and other artists.

Figure 4-32, 4-33 Performing with Folclórico Group, Nisla Cheche

We walked back out into the street and down towards the ferry. We stopped because Ines
sees that there is fish for sale, and with the money she made from the performance, she
purchased two big pieces and puts them in a plastic bag. I know how rare it is to have fish, and
we talked about how she uses her funds from dancing to support her family. We walk to the ferry
and reflect about what it is like to perform in that type of space, for that audience. She
comments about how although the pay is pretty good around 10 CUC a show, they rarely
perform, and so it isn’t a steady source of income. We travel back across the bay towards Old
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Havana and say our goodbyes. She told me that she would stop by my house later to drop off the
letter to deliver to her father. Later that night, she arrived at my house and handed me a letter
folded and sealed. I tucked it away in my journal and saved it for when I arrived to Miami. I told
Ines that I would be sure to deliver it, and that we could communicate through email.
Delivery of the Letter: Miami, Florida. I traveled to Mexico City and the Dominican
Republic to visit friends before returning to the US. At this point, I was considering conducting
research in Miami, but it was too expensive and I felt as though it would shift my focus too much
to introduce the complexities between Cuba and Cuban Americans. I decided to take notes on
my ideas and save that for extending this work in the future. I stay with a friend that immigrated
from Cuba in 2000 and who was living on the outskirts of Miami. On June16, 2017, President
Trump announced a shift in allowing Americans to travel to Cuba, and I decide to return to
Habana before the restrictions are enforced. While I was in Miami, I contacted Ines’s father and
told him about the letter, and asked if he would like to meet. He thanked me, and we set up a
time. He explained that he was working construction and gave me a time to be able to stop by
his house. I borrow my friend’s car and drive to his home to deliver the letter. I did not include
this conversation in my data collection or the portrait because this engagement was very special
and confidential. The point of this interaction was to follow through with my promise to Ines’s
family. I didn’t know why they didn’t want to send the letter, but I didn’t ask until I returned to
Cuba. Ines’s Mom described how there are some things that can’t be said over the phone or a
text. Ines’s father and I visited for a couple of hours and we talked about his experience in the
US, and his perspectives about Ines as a dancer. I explained our work together and offered to
show him the portrait. He thanked me, and we said goodbye before it got too dark. I emailed Ines
and told her I had delivered the letter.
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Final Interview: Ines’s House in Central Habana.

Figure 4-34 Ines's street

In August of 2017, I returned to Habana for a month because there was a lot of
uncertainty about the political shifts that were happening between the US and Cuba and I wanted
to take advantage of the opportunity to spend time with all the people I had worked with before
there were changes made that potentially did not allow for me to return. I met with Ines and her
mother for a final interview. In this interview, Ines choose photos from her past and had a
conversation with her mother about the role of dance in her life. As she talked, tears well up in
her eyes. I apologized and asking if she wanted to stop, which I did. Once she was ready, we
started again and I ask if she can describe what she was thinking. She says,
Nos recuerda, porque son cosas que has cambiado la vida de mi familia, de mi mama y
de mi. Y como que quiera que sea nos da sentimiento, y lloramos un poco, o sea salen
algunas lagrimas porque son cosas que sentimos y cuando hablamos nos llega.
We remember, because they are things that have changed the lives of my family, of my
Mom and me. And whatever we wish for the outcome to be, it gives us feelings, and we

129

cry a little, or I mean, a few tears come out because they are things that we feel and when
we talk about it they arrive. (Ines Estrada, Personal Communication, Final Interview)
We sat in her living room and I filmed her talking with her mother about dance in their
lives. I sometimes interjected questions every now and then to try to extend on topics that
needed more clarity, or that were dissonant themes that needed more explaining. It was during
this interview that Ines’s mom started to talk about her family and how they grew up in Marianao
and the memories she had about her mother and dance. Ines comments,
Esto es muy cierto, porque hacemos como tú dices basado en toda las raíces, toda las
cosas de mi familia. A mi abuela le encantaba, que cada vez que ponía música ella
siempre me decía “Dale Ines, dale baila.” Porque esto fue lo que ella nos enseñó, esto
fue lo que ella nos hizo fue aprender de chiquita. Y ella cantaba y nos bailaba. Y para mí
el baile no es solamente una profesión. Ya el profesión es un poco más serio, como
quiera que será, una tiene que estudiar y una tiene que avanzar y desarrollarse en la
profesión de danza lo que fue lo que me cogí. Pero para mí no es solamente una
profesión, para mi la danza lo es todo, el baile lo es todo. Es una cosa que me corre por
las venas. Es lo que siento. Es lo que está en mi desde chiquita lo que visto siempre en mi
casa, en mi familia, la hora de reunirnos, a la hora, en cual que momento se formaba un
rumbón, mi abuela bailaba, nosotros bailábamos, siempre nos salimos a la calle para ver
cosas de baile. Es todo mi vida, el baile.
That is really right, because what we do, like you said, is based on all of our roots, all of
the things of my family. My grandmother loved it, and every time she would put on
music she would always say to me, “Dance Ines, get it, dance.” Because this was what
she taught us, this is what she made us learn from childhood. And she would sing and
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dance. And for me dance isn’t just a profession. Well, the profession is a little more
serious, no matter how you would like it to be, one needs to study and advance and
develop oneself in the profession of dance, which is what I chose. But for me it isn’t just
a profession, to me dance is everything, the dance is everything. It is something that runs
through my veins. It is what I feel. It is what is inside of me since I was a child,
something that I have always seen in my home, in my family, at gathering, at the time, at
whatever moment a rumba would form. My grandmother danced, we danced, we would
always go out to the street to see the dance things. It is my whole life, the dance. (Ines
Estrada, Personal Communication, Final Interview)

Figure 4-35 Ines's photograph from when she was a child, her Grandmother is sitting behind her.

Su Mama: De hecho, enferma ya, mi sobrina da unas cosas aquí que se llama violín. ¿Te
recuerda de esto? Y mi mama enferma, ya estaba flaquita, enferma, sentada ahí mismo
donde está, y mi mama se paró y bailo, y esto nos dio tremenda alegría esto, de ver mi
mama bailando, esto corría por las venas de ella, el baile.
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And even, she was already sick, my niece sometimes hosts something here called a
violin. Do you remember this? And my mother who was sick, she was already skinny,
sick, sitting right in that same exact spot where you are, and my mother got up and
danced, and this gave us such a tremendous happiness, this to see my Mama dancing, this
ran through her veins, the dance. (Iliana Pedroza Godoy, Personal Communication, Final
Interview)
The following photos Ines selected to support telling her story. I included these in the
final edit of her video portraiture. The stories helped address the research questions in a
comprehensive manner in which the actor/producer of these multimodal texts (dance) also hold
stories within their own life experiences which give meaning to dance as a mode that is valued
within her family and community.

Figure 4-36 Photographs that Ines self-selected to tell her story about dance in her life. Photograph with friend and sister during
College Graduation.
Figure 4-37 Photograph of when Ines started learning how to dance on stilts.
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Figure 4-38 - Figure 4-41Photographs Ines used to narrate her stories of dance in her life. (left-right)
Figure 4-38 Photo of Ines dancing with cousins at a family gathering.
Figure 4-39 Photo of Grandmother attending Ines’s College Graduation (Ines, Grandmother, Sister)
Figure 4-40 Photographs from studying dance in school
Figure 4-41 Photograph of community service final project in which she taught Comparsa at a neighborhood school.

Reviewing the self-selected photographs, Ines and her Mother share their memories of
the role of dance in their lives, and in their family. Ines started with photos of her as a child,
reminiscing about family parties how she used to play choreography games in the living room
with her cousins, to perform for the whole family. Through looking at the photos, Ines’s Mother
tells the story of how it was through her mother’s encouragement and behavior that she thinks
influenced Ines’s decision to become a dancer. “My mom, my sister and I would take the girls to
see the Conjunto Folklorico Nacional, even though this is in her blood, I think this influenced
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them more, to push them harder, the dance and more towards the part of folkloric.” She
continues her story by emphasizing that her Mother was a child in a family of 6, and she grew up
in Marianao. She recounts how in Marianao there is a richness of music and dance, and how her
Mother (Julia Gudoy Santiago), used to sneak out as a young child to attend religious ceremonies
and participate in music and dancing in her community. Ines’s Mom remarked that at that time
in history, within the religious community, it wasn’t viewed as positive to engage children.
Ines’s grandmother used to be physically reprimanded for participating, but she still would
attend. These acts of defiance, to be able to escape and participate in spirituality and music and
dance, are what Ines’s mom referred to when she described her Mother’s influence in Ines’s
career, as well as Ines having it “in her blood”.
Ines showed a picture of when she graduated with her first University degree. As part of
her schooling she was required to do community service for 8 years. She completed six of the 8
years and was granted permission of completion. During that time, she worked in several
community spaces teaching children dance and working with social projects. She shared a
picture of the performance that she organized while working with a children’s dance company.
As part of her teaching, she was able to borrow costumes for all the children to perform
Comparsa and Conga for their families. This was her final project for her degree as she
described it as a pivotal time in her life. Ines’s Mother described the day Ines graduated as one
of the best days of her life, saying “ …even though I was a single mother raising two children.
With strength and sometimes feeling hunger, but in the end my daughter graduated.” (Iliana
Pedroza Godoy, Personal Communication, Interview 3)
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Commentary
Through the synthesis of the rich data sources that Ines has shared as part of this research
study, several themes emerge that contribute to this analysis. Ines bridged her development of
dance technique and folkloric knowledge through her experiences learning with her family and
within her community through her participation at Houses of Culture. As a young child, her
family took her to performances of the Conjunto Folklorico Nacional at Teatro Meilla. It is the
memory of attending these performances with her Grandmother and cousin that provoked
emotional responses in Ines as she reflected upon her development as a dancer. As part of her
formal educational experience at the University of Barron, she worked in several of the Houses
of Culture teaching dance through mandatory community service as part of the requirements for
finishing her degree. Although Ines is now studying for her second degree, focusing on Folklore,
she still attributed much of her learning as coming from the street. It is through her participation
in community gatherings (rumbas) and religious engagements that she developed her repertoire
to be able to perform them within performances. Ines’s mother, described a correlation between
Ines’s success as a dancer, and her own mother’s tenacity demonstrated through her “escaping”
the authority of her father and the historical time, to participate in spiritual ceremonies with
music and dance as a child.
Additionally, Ines’s engagement in street performance is an act of reclaiming a historical
space/ location that has now become a tourist hub. By being present in these spaces, Ines and the
Grupo Danzankos de Cuba, engage in a tactical use of space in which they are able to contribute
to the local community through performance, and simultaneously engage with the tourist
economy which allowed for the group members to benefit financially from their performances.
By performing folklore in the street of Old Habana, they transformed the street into their stage,
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giving them a sense of ownership within this space. Furthermore, the aesthetic transformation
that is involved with performing on stilts is complex as the group worked together to appear
bigger than “reality”. Through the repurposing of household items they constructed tools and
design rituals of engaging in this transformation. As they performed, the deep emotional
connection to the genres is where Ines found the inspiration to emote the necessary expressions
that mirror those of the spiritual characters that she embodied as a dancer. Not only did she draw
upon her feelings to be able to perform, she also received emotional feedback from the public as
her relationship with the public is a dialectical exchange.

Figure 4-42 Ines and Yasnara Rodriguez exclaiming "This is our place" while walking in downtown Habana where they perform
several times a week.
Figure 4-43 Ines dancing with school children while performing in the street.

The affective significance that Ines defined through the interviews about her multimodal
expression is directly linked to the memories of her Grandmother. She not only finds an
immediate affective use through dancing, but she also identified how her engagement in dance is
rooted in the story and desires of her family members. Through her achievements as a dancer,
her Mother felt an extreme sense of pride. Expressing her pride of being able to support her
children to engage in the world in a respectable way. Engagement in dance is described as a
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shared family practice which is highly valued and respected. Through this development, Ines
expresses a sense of self-realization.
Portraiture of Dancer and Singer, Maite Martinez (40)
Connection with Artist/ Background. I first met Maite while working with the Rumba
group Agrupación Iyerosun. The singer Anais Abreu had taken me to EGREM (Empresa de
Garabciones y Ediciones Musicales/ Enterprise of Recordings and Musical Editions) to see the
group Iyerosun perform. When we arrived, we walked through a crowd of people to through a
side door to where the group was getting ready to perform. Anais introduced me to the group,
and I met briefly with the Director, Millo. After dancing with the group, I spoke with Millo about
the project and we agreed that I would collaborate with the group by attending performances and
conducting video documentation and short interviews. The group rehearsed in Millo’s home in
Buena Vista and I visited several times to observe the collaborative process. Every Sunday the
group also performed at the Salon de Arieto at Egrem in Central Habana, which was always an
incredible presentation of music and spirit. On the celebration of the birthday of Habana, the
group performed at The Casa de Africa in the historic old Habana, and I filmed Maite and the
other dancers as they performed a series of folkloric dance styles, including Palo.
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Figure 4-44 Maite performing with Agroupacion Iyerosun at the Casa de Africa in Old Havana

Other performances that Maite performed in were at the Asociación de Yoruba in downtown
Havana, as well as the collaboration with singer Anais Abreu in her show at the Teatro Bertolt
Bretch. It was through this collaboration that I developed a relationship with Maite and several
of the other dancers in the rumba group Agrupación Iyerosun. In order to be able to work with
any of the dancers, I felt as though I needed to create something for the whole group, and after
months of filming, observing and interviewing, I made a promotional video and gave it to Millo.
Once I had supported the group, I met with Maite to see if she would be interested in
collaborating further. After discussing the scope of this project, we planned to meet at her home
on Linea. We reviewed the video I had made for the group, as well as her performance with
Anais Abreu at the Teatro Bertolt Bretch. We planned to spend the day together so I could film
her though out her day, documenting her daily experience in the city. I was hoping that by
accompanying Maite throughout her day I could understand more about the role of the arts in her
daily life. In this section, I will briefly overview the spaces where I accompanied Maite to gain
an understanding of her engagement with dance and music. Because the majority of the data
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collected for this video portrait happened during this day in which I accompanied Maite during
her daily life, in this section I do not review each space in which I observed her perform.
Instead, I offer a synthesis of the data based off of the interviews and observations that took
place on the day which I shadowed Maite throughout Havana and the follow up meetings after
she reviews the first edition of her video portraiture.
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Figure 4-45 Geographical Map of Spaces of Data Collection with Maite Torriente Martinez
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Introduction

•Met at Empresa de Grabaciones y Ediciones Musicales, Habana, Cuba
•Danced with Agrupación Iyerosun, Explained project
•Connected with Maite through dancing

Observation

•Institución Religiosa Associación Cultural Yoruba de Cuba, Old Havana, Cuba
•Filmed and documented performance with Agrupacion Yoruba
•Asked to dance/ improvise at performance

Observation

• Museo Casa de Africa, Old Havana, Cuba
•Filmed performance of Agrupacion Iyerosun to make promotional video for
group

Cultural
Engagements

•UNEAC (National Union of Writers and Artists in Cuba) Vedado, Habana, Cuba
•Attended Rumba together
•House Parties (Birthday, religious ceremonies)

Day with
Maite/Interview
1

Review of
Portrait

•City of Habana
•Practice with National Folkloric Choir of Cuba and Teaching at Dance School
•Interview 1 with 1st dance teacher at dance school San Rafael
•Maite's Home, Vedado, Habana, Cuba
•Day in City with Maite
•Review of video portrait

•Banbaran, Club, Torreon de la Chorrera
•Filming of Maite Singing with her music teacher
Observation

Interview 2

Edit of
Portrait

•Maite's House, Vedado, Habana, Cuba
•Storytelling using self-selected photographs,
•Inclusion of Daughter and Mother in Video Portrait

•Tucson, Az
•Review of Data, Commentary and Edit of Video Portait

Figure 4-46 Places of Engagement with Dancer and Singer, Maite Torriente Martinez
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Our Process
After observing Maite perform at several events with the Rumba group Iyerosun. We
planned a day to meet to document a day in her life. We started at her home on Linea and 18th,
where she lives with her elderly mother and teenage daughter. The outside of the house is
surrounded by a lush garden and Maite greets me as she rushes around the house preparing for
the day. Her partner, Consfrance is also there and they were interested in reviewing the footage
from their latest performance collaborating with singer Anais Abreu. We put the video footage
on, using a flash memory drive, and we gathered around the TV to watch. They watched their
duet in which they had danced to the song Pintame Jose. In this duet, Maite acted out the lyrics,
evading the advances of Consfrance as he playfully acted as if he were a painter in awe of her
beauty. The song ends with them dancing rumba off the stage. They agree that the performance
was a success, and Maite moves into making coffee and getting ready to leave the house.

Figure 4-47 Maite performing with partner Consfrance during show with singer, Anais Abreu at the theater Bertolt Bretch in
Habana
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We said goodbye to Consfrance and headed out the door to catch a collective taxi
towards Old Habana. After about 15 minutes of riding through the busy city, we reached our
stop, and walked the rest of the way to her rehearsal with National Folkloric Chorus of Cuba at
the Cultural Center of Los Sitios in Central Havana. Once we walked briskly through the streets,
we arrived to the center for popular culture and waited for the other musicians to arrive. After
speaking with the Director, Maite Caballero, the group gave consent to film. I watched as the
group formed a circle with plastic chairs, and they sat facing one another to begin singing. One
of the artists, began playing the clave, to mark the time, and lead the music through call and
response. I filmed, observing Maite sway in sync with the singers who are next to her in the
circle. The music gives me goosebumps. Maite and the other singers, gave ques through their
hand and body movements, signifying their response to the music. They sang with their whole
bodies, communicating with one another through gesturing, and after each song the Director
gives feedback as to the adjustments that the group needs to make to harmonize or emphasize a
specific part of the song. There was no evidence of written materials to lead the group through
their rehearsal. Each artist sang and listened to the others around them, as they participated in a
shared collaborative creative experience.
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Figure 4-48, Figure 4-49. Maite rehearsing with members of the National Folkloric Chorus of Cuba

After the rehearsal, the group gathered to talk a little, and we walked out into the street of
Central Habana. Maite and I catched a bus from the main road to Infanta as she rushed to an
office to check in about her monthly pay from the State. Although curious, I don’t press to find
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out more about her business and the interworking’s of how she gets paid monthly. I watched as
she entered an office within an old converted mansion, and I waited while she negotiated about
her pay. We left, passing the stain glass window with colonial era imagery. Maite walked with
confidence out the front door, and we headed to lunch at the Paladar in my neighborhood. We
talked about her life as a dancer over lunch, and afterwards we walked from the neighborhood of
Cayo Hueso to San Miguel. As we walked, Maite narrated where we were and how we were
headed to the dance Studio San Miguel, where she teaches students from all ages. We walked in
the street, past the House of Rumba, and the Community House of Cayo Hueso.
Maite described how she focuses on helping her dance students improve their styling in
salsa, and all popular dance styles including folklore dances. On that day, she was doing a
private lesson with a student from Canada who agreed to participate in the study. I watched her
class as she reviewed movements of Yambu, demonstrating the intricacies of the gestural styles.
She modeled the dance, then accompanied the dancer to learn the movement, and throughout the
teaching process she communicated the story of each gesture, and the significance of the
movement within the dance. She useed this storytelling to help the dancer understand the
gestures of the movement. She explained, “This movement is about an older woman who is
dancing Yambu, she lowers herself to the ground, and when she gets up, her back hurts.”
Demonstrating across cultures and language barriers, the importance of the dancer placing the
hands on her back when coming up from the ground.
After the dance class, we moved towards the back of the house, which was on the second
floor of the 1920’s colonial style building. We met with the Director of the Studio, Omaida
Pereira Bentancourt, and they agreed to do a shared interview, reflecting on their relationship and
the role of dance in Maite’s life. Omaida first met Maite when she was 7 years old, where she
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worked in the House of Culture of Plaza. Omaida used to work with children teaching
contemporary dance and popular Cuban dances. This experience formed the base of Maite’s
dance career. Omaida described the method in which the Cultural Center worked in collaboration
with the nearest schools allowing children to come to take dance classes once a week. And
through those sessions, they would teach dance styles, choreography, and coordinate and
participate in festivals. She explained that all the schools around the House of Culture,
participated in the dance courses.
Omaida made the point to say that before Maite joined the dance classes, she used to
dance a lot, even in preschool, and that it was her Mother who noticed her affinity for dance and
enrolled her in the program. Maite reflected on her experience with joining the House of Culture
where they shared technique and rhythm exams. She remembers her first performance as a
Butterfly (Figure 4-49). She also studied popular dance.

Figure 4-49 Photographs from Maite's childhood dance performances with the House of Culture in Playa

Overtime, Maite studied modern dance and then started learning more about Folklore
dance styles. She attributed her experiences with several dance teachers as providing her with a
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base to be able to adjust her dance style and transition to Folklore. And through learning with
these teachers she developed an understanding of theater and dance in general, which helped her
define herself. Omaida gave insight into the structure of the dance, and how dancers can take
different routes as part of the institutional infrastructure. First, they are exposed to modern dance
and folklore, then the dancer chooses between contemporary dance, or dance with a folklore
group. Dancers could also decide to work in shows and dance in cabaret, or study classical
dance. Maite chose the path to do shows and also Folklore, which she does at this time.

Figure 4-50. Maite performing Palo with Agrupación Iyerosun at the Casa de Africa in Old Habana

When teaching, she based her pedagogical approach on building an emotional connection
with the student through which they can feel comfortable. Through patience and creativity, she
developed a way to work with the student as she teaches salsa and rumba to a foreign student
population. Through her work as a teacher, she has developed an understanding of how to share
her understanding of dance. One of her most gratifying experiences is when working with
147

women, and she is able to observe how they are able to transform through understanding the
dance. At times, she has to start with teaching how to walk, to connect with themselves. When
teaching she tries to break the feeling of tension, through which the dancer can feel relaxed so
that they are able to get their energy out of their bodies. Omaida and Maite agree that the point of
dance is to feel, to connect with others, and to experience joy as a tool for communication. For
example, when teaching rumba, Maite focuses on trying to share how to feel sensuality to the
dancer. She uses stories to support getting closer to the feeling of the dance guiding the dancer
to what she should think or feel. She supported the student to use an imaginary world, to help
the student to embody the feeling of the dance, and learn where the dance comes from. She
gives the examples of using the concepts of sensuality, love and affection to help the dancer
transform, explaining to the dancer that each movement symbolizes a feeling, so that the dancer
can begin to understand the gestures of the dance. Every movement has an objective and reason
and that drives the dance. Omaida made the connection between dance and language, as she
identified that through Maite’s teaching, she is sharing an understanding learned through living
the dance. Within their conversation they identified the role of dance as being a way to express
oneself. From childhood, children learn and are exposed to movement, even if they are not
dancers. Maite exclaimed, “I think dance has a lot to do with the characteristics of Cubans in
general. I think that in Cuba if there wasn’t dance, we wouldn’t be Cuban”.
Omaida agreed as she described that at any party, dance is a defining characteristic. Maite
extended her explanation of the role of dance in her life by saying, “I still don’t think without
dancing, the day I don’t dance, I don’t know what will happen.” We continued to talk about the
role of dance in her life and she shared the important role of her Mother in her life. Her mother
is elderly and is losing her ability to communicate verbally. But Maite made the distinction that it
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is through her Mother’s actions and support that she felt a connection with dance, which has led
her to where she is now. She started to cry, reflecting upon her Mother’s sacrifices to support her
to study dancing. She recalled how her Mother loved dance and her family wouldn’t allow for
her to study during her upbringing, because her Grandfather was a chauffeur for a prominent
politician, and it was looked down upon to dance. Omaida added that studying dance was a
privilege and during that time, her Mother didn’t have the same opportunities. Maite made a
direct correlation between her Mother’s persistence and dedication, with the own ability to
achieve her dreams as a dancer. I presented the question to both Omaida and Maite inquiring
about the role of art in their lives. Maite shared with us both by responding,
Si yo dijera como has sido baile en mi vida, yo decía, no sé, que sería pasión. No sé, que
has sido, el baile has sido toda una vida. Sobre todo, la pasión, mi pasión que siento
cuando bailo, la pasión que yo trato de derrocha cuando yo doy una clase. No sé, has
sido toda mi vida. No tengo otra palabra. Me siento muy bien porque me siento que
derrocho una energía, que me llena de cosas bonitas. No se. Que trato de expresar todo
de lo que yo siento, ¿entiende? Todo de lo que yo siento adentro. De derrochar, así no
se, la alegría, de cosas. Y también en muchas ocasiones, cuando estamos muy estresadas,
el baile me ayudado saltar una poca de la energía negativo también. De decir, olvidar
muchas cosas que el ser humano pasa en el transcurso de tiempo también.
If I were to say what dance has been like in my life, I would say, I don’t know, that it has
been passion. I don’t know, that his has been, dance has been a whole life. Above all,
passion, the passion I feel when I am dancing, the passion I try to share when I give a
class. I don’t know, it has been my whole life. I don’t have another word (to describe it).
I feel good because it sweeps away an energy, and fills me with beautiful things. I don’t
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know. I try to express all of what I feel, you understand? All that I feel inside myself. To
bring up, hmm I don’t know, happiness, the things. And also on many occasions, when
we have been stressed, dance has helped me to let out a little of the negative energy also.
I mean to say, to forget a lot of the things that human beings experience over the course
of time. (Maite Martinez, Personal Communication, Interview 2)
Omaida added on by sharing a common saying “When you feel stressed, put on music
and you will forget everything.” They both agree in saying that is the way it is. I am touched by
their sharing of perspectives and by now the sun has set. We talk a little off camera, and I
accompany Maite into the street.
Cultural Engagement: Maite’s Orisha Birthday Celebration in Her Home. It is the
evening of Maite’s celebration of her spiritual birthday in the faith of Santeria. She hosted a part
to celebrate, inviting her close friends and family to sing and dance. As quests arrive they offer a
gift to the altar of saints in her kitchen. I watched as Maite danced with her daughter to
Reggaetón music, and how she tried to show her how to dance salsa. The night was full of joy,
and as it progressed, the radio is turned off, and some of the guests collected instruments from
the house. They started with rumba, and as the music plays, Maite’s elderly mother, asks for
help to get up. She moved to the center of the instruments with Maite’s guidance. The music
intensified as the everyone sang around Maite’s mother. She started dancing with her whole
body. Maite danced next to her, and the other party goers comment on how beautiful it was to
see them dance together. At this moment, the music inspired Maite’s mother to move in ways
she is unable to do so without music. They danced for several songs, until the rumba calmed
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down and the room transitioned into singing boleros.

Figure 4-51. Maite dancing with her Mother at her Orisha Birthday Celebration

Maite stood next to her music teacher, as he played the guitar, and they decided what to
sing. It was late, and everyone was gathered around to sing along to the lyrics they could recall.
Maite started singing one of her mother’s favorite songs, and as she reached the chorus, Maite’s
mother started singing. Everyone listened intently to her mother, as she shared her beautiful
voice. She sang until she can’t remember the words, Maite encouraged her by singing the rest of
the song. This moment was incredible, as Maite, her mother and their community of friends
were able to connect through dance and music in ways that they are not able to when there is
silence. The music triggered memories for Maite’s mother, and she expressed her connection
through singing and dancing with Maite. When the music wasn’t playing she wasn’t as mobile.
Through music and dance she was able to participate with her family.
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Figure 4-52. Maite's Mother listening to music in their home.

Video Portrait Review and Additional Engagements; Maite’s Home. I attended her
performance at UNEAC with the National Folkloric Chorus of Cuba and we conducted a little
interview between her and the director of the group, with the idea that it might be a good fit for
her portrait. Once I was able to edit the video footage from our engagements, and interviews, I
brought it over to Maite’s house to review. Her daughter and partner gather around to watch the
video together. She watches, critiquing herself throughout the portrait and then provided
feedback as to any clips that she wanted adjusted for sound quality or image.
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Figure 4-53 Maite and her daughter watching the first edition of her video portrait.

We attempted to collect footage from performances that she had been in on Cuban
television, but we weren’t able to figure out how to reformat the files to be compatible with my
computer. She asked if I would be willing to film her singing at a performance, because she also
considered herself a musician. I followed up with her and we met for a night of singing at a bar
called Banranran near the infamous Salsa club called Jardines del 1830. We spent the night with
her music teacher, and friend at an open mic night. She was nervous, and had been practicing
with the guidance of her mentor. The lighting was bad, so the footage didn’t come out so well,
but be the experience of watching Maite sing provided an opportunity to see how she is
continuously developing herself as a multimodal artist, using several different modes to express
herself and perform within her community.
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Figure 4-54 Maite singing at local open mic night

Use of Self-Selected Photos to Narrate Reflective Memories. Through this storytelling
using self-selected photos, Maite shared moments in her life that were not as apparent through
my personal observations. After the video portraiture review, her daughter also demonstrated an
interest to participate. She helped Maite collect photos and wanted to hear her stories as I
documented them. Figure 4-66 is a photo of when Maite used to go with group from the Cultural
Houses, and they would travel to do performances in Tarara. She explains to her daughter it was
a place for children to relax. She tells her daughter that there was a pool there and a big field and
that during that time they were able to enjoy that place. She tells her daughter how things have
changed. Her daughter points to the photo and asks if the picture is of her Grandmother. Maite
confirmed that it was, and recounts her positive memories of traveling for dance perfromances
with her mother.
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Figure 4-55. Maite sharing self-selected photographs with her daughter to tell her story of becoming a dancer.
Figure 4-56. Photograph of Maite as a teenager with her Mother, performance in Tarara

By reviewing the photos, Maite talked about her experience traveling to Barcelona,
Spain. Through her development as a dancer, she was invited to teach abroad. She acknowledges
how having the opportunity to travel through dance has been life altering. It is through these trips
that she has created friendships that have lasted overtime. She described it as creating a family
abroad. She mentioned her friendships in Switzerland, where she has taught as a dance teacher.
She attributed her ability to dance as opening the doors to be able to travel and make friendships.
In the photos, she described how she always brings spiritual artifacts back to Cuba. She
shows me a statue of a Virgen, from the time she visited Monserrate. And then verbally made the
connection to her spiritual beliefs, rooted in the history of Cuba. She explained that her
spirituality has influenced her development as a dancer because of her positionality as a spiritual
person. When she dances rumba and Orisha dances, she first tries to connect to her premortal
self by first focusing on the feeling as a way to bring out her spirit. She thinks about developing
the spiritual self, and then, the movements/dance. She considered her spirituality as coming from
within herself, even though she described how she comes from a family that she thinks is more
spiritual than materialist. She pulled out a photo from when she was 15 years old, when she
worked with the Group Chararan. They used to do a lot of community work, and the photos of a
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time when she worked in San Lazaro. They assigned her the role of Yemanja, and the
photograph she described as having similar aesthetics to that of a Virgen. But in reality, it is her.
The photographer directed her to pose in a certain way, and the result was that it came out as if
she looked like a religious saint and Yemanya. She explained, that maybe that was the goal of
the photographer.

Figure 4-57. Maite sharing artifact from her trip to Monserrat, Spain
Figure 4-58. Maite dressed as Orisha, Yemaya, for a photoshoot with dance group

Although Maite has had an extensive career as a dancer, she has decided to pursue her
studies at the Superior Institute of Art to further her development. She described her perspective
of education and her hopes that by getting a bachelor’s degree in dance, she will have an
opportunity to participate in panels to discuss dance, and also increase her ability to engage in
larger conversations about dance and movement. She dedicated her development of dance to her
life experiences and her participation in the Cultural Houses. She mentioned that times have
changed, but when she was younger the Cultural Houses were the spaces where the community
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developed their dance skills to be able to be recruited to National dance groups. She recounted
how the best place to learn were through street groups that didn’t belong to any institution.
Los grupos de la calle eran muy bueno. Los grupos de la calle te preparaba muchísimo.
De un punto de vista técnico, pero también de un punto de vista también mental. De un
punto de vista de que tu coges, lo que llamamos la llamada de la calle. La llamada de
calle nosotros aqueremos lo que llamamos la llamada de calle en estos grupos de la calle
como tal. Que se dicen, que no pertenecen a alguna institución específica, ni nada. ¿Te
das cuenta? Imagínate tú, son la gente que le gustaba el baile. Que realmente estaban
allí porque lo sentía. Porque le gustaba bailar, porque lo sentía y nos llevaba en la
sangre. Entonces se aprendía algo, aprendía con amor, porque realmente le gustaba.
Entonces le ponía la atención le ponía la persistencia.
The groups from the street were really good. The groups from the street at that time
would prepare you a lot. From a technical point of view as well as a mentally. From the
perspective that you get, what we call the “Call of the street.” The call of the street we
nurtured what we call the call of the street in these groups. That you would say, that don’t
belong to any specific institution or anything. You realize that? Imagine it, they are the
people who like dancing. That really were there because they felt it. Because they like
dance and they felt it, and they carried it in their blood. So, if you learned anything it was
with love, because you really liked it. So, it gave you attention and persistence. (Maite
Torriente Martinez, Personal Communication, Final Interview)
Commentary
Maite’s development of singing and dancing as literacy modes has been through her
extensive engagement and exposure to dance through the Houses of Culture in Playa. Starting at
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a very young age, Maite’s mother would make sacrifice support Maite with following her dream
as a dancer. Maite also acknowledged one of the major contributors to her development was her
engagement in community groups that were in the streets. These community groups used
“unofficial” spaces of learning to become rich community resources which served as the
foundation for Maite’s development as a dancer which she described as learning through lived
experiences. She also learned through her work as a performer and dance teacher. As a teacher,
she has developed her pedagogical stance grounded in her awareness of the embodied
symbology of rumba. When communicating this knowledge to other dancers, she seeks to build
an emotional rapport to be able to share the stories of specific embodied gestures. Through dance
she has also gained opportunities to travel and teach abroad, which she said has changed her life
because has been able to create relationships that have lasted for more than a decade, and now
she considers those friendships to be as significant as family. Currently, Maite has decided to
attend University, enrolling in a course at the Instituto Superior del Arte. She described her
motivation for furthering her education, in which she believes that through higher education she
will gain more opportunities to participate within institutions related to dance in which she may
be able to sit on judging panels or share her perspective stemming from life experiences with
dance.
Throughout working with Maite, she has articulated the importance of the affective role
of the mode of dance in her life. She uses dance as a form of processing, as a way to “sweep”
away negative feelings and provide relief from the stressors that she faces. She has described her
experience with dance as an expression of passion, this description intersects with her
employment of agency as she makes tactical maneuvers to affectively and financially transform
situations within her life. There is also a very significant connection that music and dance

158

provided within her familial life, through which her relationship to her elderly mother is fostered.
This sharing through music and dance is also modeled to her teenage daughter through house
parties and Maite’s actions to support her daughter to develop her interests as a dancer.
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Chapter 5: Portraiture of Collective Creativity of Digital Multimodal Literacy
Production and Promotion by Reggaetoneros
Introduction
In this section I recount the stories that we experienced and that were shared by
Reggaetónero Yosvany “El Genio”, as we traveled across creative learning spaces while he
participated in social networking to compose, record, film and produce music videos. His work is
collaborative; engaging and constructing complex “underground” social networks to produce
music videos. Due to the complexity of the relationship based collective creativity that takes
place as Yosvany embarks on his goal to create a music video, I include feedback and insight
from interviews with other pivotal collaborators, DJ Yeser Diaz and video producer, Daryel
Mustelier. Figure 5-1 shows the geographical spaces where we conducted our work together.
Figure 5-2 is a recounting of our process working in those spaces.
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Figure 5-1 Geographical Map of Spaces of Data Collection with Yosvany and Colleagues

161

Introduction

•Yosvany’s Place of Work, Paladar in Cayo Hueso
•Invitation to Observe

Observation

•Recording Studio 61. DJ Yeser Diaz's Home
•Recording process and tools used
•Semi-structured Interview 1

Review

•My Apartment in Central Habana
•Review of existing Music Videos
•Semi-structured Interview 2

•Streets of Central Habana/ Yosvany and Rey Filming Trap Song
•Home of Video Producer Dayrel Muntaneir
Collaboration & •Semi-structured Interview with Dayrel about
Technology,Production & Promotion
Observation

Collaboration/
Filming

Review

•Yosvany's Nieghborhood, Municipality of Loteria, Cotorro
•Shooting of Music Video "Mejor Asi"

•My Apartment in Central, Habana
•Review of Music Video
•Semi-structured Interview about the collaboration and
production of "Mejor Asi" and Next Steps

•Streets of Habana Vieja and the Malecon
•2 days of collaboration with 8 Amateur artists from Cotorro,
Collaboration/
filming three music videos
Filming

•Home of Dayroni Mundial in Habana Vieja
•Final Semi-structured Interview with Yosvany, Dayroni and DJ
Yeser Diaz
Final Reflection
•Reflection of Process, Motivations and Hopes

Analysis

•Support with Youtube and Facebook Accounts
•Communication about plan for analysis
•Tracking of number of Views on Facebook and Youtube

•Returned to the US
•Analysis and video composing of portriature
Construction of •Writing of Commentary
Portraiture

Figure 5-2 Places of Engagement with Yosvany and Colleagues
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Our Process
The Local Paladar; Building a Connection in Cayo Hueso. Yoammy is in his thirties
and is graceful as he listens to music and takes people’s orders while they go down the menu
asking what is available that day. When he smiles you can see a fleck of gold glimmer through
his gentle disposition. He looks up and gestures to the hostess to retrieve the most current
request. I have become a regular at the local restaurant, finding it emotionally comforting to sit
with people for at least one meal a day. Yoammy smiles at me, as I take my usual spot at a
shared table where others sit eating their meals consisting of pork (bistec or fricasse) with a side
of rice and beans, spaghetti or pizza. I would see him almost every day, since he was the cashier,
and the Paladar that was located across the street from my apartment on San Lazaro. It is a busy
street that connects the University with the Malecon and is one of the main routes for the
collective Taxi’s and occasional bike tours. The paladar sits around the corner from the infamous
Callejon de Hamel and most afternoons I see the dancers who performed in that space, come eat
lunch in their sparkling costumes and crowns from their Orisha performances. The imagery of
this intersection between the performance of spiritual characters and the humanizing event of
eating together is something that always caught my attention. I admired the work of these young
artists and could see how part of their lucha is to perform for tourists at the Callejon, and around
the corner they transform into themselves and their daily grind. I found comfort in seeing them in
the neighborhood. It was always an interesting juxtaposition to witness dancers in their Orisha
costumes, with brightly colored extensions, huddled together connected to the most recent
makeshift hotspot. The human side of the Orishas, performed in our daily experiences, a
blending of spirituality and our daily hustle. I have heard that the word Paladar comes from

163

Brazilian telenovelas, and during the special period it caught on and now is accepted to mean
restaurant in Cuba. Just like much of what I learned, a lot of the experiences or information I was
given always seems to be a little diluted or mixed with myth because of the feeling of covertness
and suspicion that is felt among community members. Also, people turn to their friends and
community members to gain information, or to gather an understanding of a larger picture
because the State-run television programs are clearly positioned in favor of the State, and cable is
illegal.
After several weeks of visiting the restaurant without any other foreigner, the people
working there started to talk to me about why I was in Cuba for longer than the “average” tourist.
I explained briefly about my project, and Yoammy mentioned he had a younger brother,
Yosvany who was a singer. I listened to him talk about how they were both rappers and that his
brother also worked there during the night shift if I ever wanted to meet him. A week or so past,
and Yoammy pointed out that one of the music videos playing on the large flat screen TV
strategically placed in the corner of the restaurant was actually one of his brother’s latest videos.
I congratulated Yoammy on his brother’s success and I expressed interest in meeting. Eventually
I met Yosvany who was working in the kitchen preparing individual pizzas. We talked briefly
about the projects Yosvany was working on and he invited me to accompany him the next time
he was going to record in a studio. We planned to stay in touch until he was ready. A few weeks
later, Yosvany informed me that they would be recording that weekend and that I could come
along. I thought that was a wonderful idea and we planned to meet in front of the Paladar that
Friday.
Studio 61: Recording of “Solto el Pin 2” and Interview with DJ Yeser Diaz.
Yoammy, Yosvany and his girlfriend Taila met me in front of the Paladar. We squashed into a
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maquina (a shared taxi) to Habana Vieja where we caught a bus that took us to Cotorro (San
Pedro del Cotorro) a municipality of Habana about 30 minutes from Central Habana. We got off
the bus and walked down a narrow side street as we headed to a recording studio. I noticed how
calm the street was in comparison to the constant movement in Cayo Hueso. The houses were
newer, brightly colored and more spread out. We stopped for an ice cream for 15 cents and we
attempted to cool down before continuing our journey to the recording studio. We walked for at
least a half an hour to different homes looking for the music producer that Yosvany usually uses
when he produces. Although we made it to his house, it turned out that he was working with a
Mariachi group and wasn’t available to work with us that day. Yosvany and Yaommy spoke to
each other about what other possibilities there may be to still be able to record. I realized we
were walking so much to try to connect with people instead of calling them, probably due to the
high cost of cell service. I assured them that I was not bothered by walking more and that we
could do something else. I stayed out of the conversation of trying to plan the next steps, and we
continued down the streets that interchanged from old asphalt to dirt. I filmed a little during our
walk and Yosvany talked to the camera emphasizing that we would continue to find a way. He
walks in front of me addressing the camera and says,
Estamos en el Cotorro, el municipio donde yo me crié. Buscando un estudio de
grabación, porque donde yo grabo, el muchacho está haciendo un trabajo a algunos
Mariachis. Seguimos aquí en el camino. No nos rendimos, seguimos la lucha, la guerra,
por la música.
We are in the Cotorro, the municipality where I grew up. Looking for a recording studio
because the place where I record, the guy is doing some work with some Mariachis. We
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continue on the path. We won’t give up, we continue in the fight, the war, for music.
(Yosvany, Personal Communication, Interview 1)
What stood out to me about Yosvany’s narration of our process is how he refers to
creating music as a war and that the process of creating was linked with the concept of the
lucha/struggle, which mirrors the narrative about the Revolutionary resistance. In this case, I take
note of Yosvany’s use of this specific concept, as I have heard in a variety of context and I am
not convinced that the Lucha he was referring to is one that is part of the Revolutionary
ideological paradigm. Taila laughed, expressing her shyness in being recorded, and I focused the
camera on the houses and the street we are walking along as we continue our search. In this
moment, I felt so much gratitude to be able to witness the preparation that is required for
recording and making music. A huge amount of energy was spent on transportation (taxis, buses,
and walking) and connecting with people in the neighborhood. Knowing that the cost of
recharging cell phones was very high, I didn’t ask about why we just didn’t call someone to
check before walking the neighborhood to find an alternative. As we looked for another
recording studio, Yoammy explained how he and his brother had been teachers, but they stopped
to pursue their musical careers. This information made me curious as I made a mental note to ask
more about this later. We walked past a local elementary school, and I recorded Yoammy as he
adjusted his headphones, since he had just told me he stopped teaching to pursue music, I
thought that capturing the contrast of him in front of a school with headphones would help
symbolize his transition. We turned the corner and walked a little further, Yosvany stopped in
front of a small white house, and after calling his name several times we were greeted by Yeser
Diaz, the owner of 61 Recording Studio. Yosvany explained what we were planning on doing,
and Yeser agreed as he invited us into his home. We gathered in the backyard next to a beautiful
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garden where some men from the neighborhood were working out with makeshift weights they
had made out of concrete and metal bars. Everyone greeted each other with the usual hugs we
talked about next steps, and the intention of the project.
Yeser’s recording studio was set up in a small concrete room at the back of the house, it
was painted bright green, with a computer in the center of the room and a recording mic facing
the wall. Everyone gathered in the room and talked about their plan for the day, arranging
themselves around Yeser who was sitting at his computer next to the microphone. Before getting
out the camera and filming in the space, I talked to everyone in the room explaining the purpose
of my study and reviewed the consent forms and everyone agreed to be filmed. It felt awkward
to pull out the IRB form and have each person sign, it was so foreign in that context, but I
explained to the best of my ability why that was necessary. We moved on from the awkward
exchange of getting permission, to focusing on the creative process.
I observed through the camera for several hours as they worked tirelessly constructing the
background and beats of the song “Soltó el Pin 2”. The song is about a young woman breaking
free from the constraints of her family and the stresses of society as she smokes marijuana. From
my experience in Habana, I knew that selling cigars was a criminal offense for locals, and I
could not imagine what the punishment would be if someone was caught with marijuana. It was
even more interesting to me that they chose to sing about a young woman breaking free from her
parents, instead of about a young man.
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Figure 5-3 Yosvany recording in Studio 61

Figure 5-4 Handwritten notes of lyrics for song Solto el Pin

I found out later that this was a sequel to the first summer jam “Soltó el Pin” which was
about the dynamic between a young couple and how the young woman in this storyline wanted
to be free from her boyfriend and go to the beach with her friends. These songs mirror social
relationships and the shared image of Reggaetón as it contributes to and represents social
narratives.
The lyrics of this song were particularly interesting. Giving insight into the perspectives
and experiences of Yosvany and Yoammy as they worked together to produce their next summer
jam. In this song, Yosvany narrated the character’s experience of being villainized by the
judgement of the girl’s parents because of his assumed bad influence on their daughter. The
lyrics exemplify a twist in plot, in which the singer narrates that the only reason the daughter
likes the young man is because he has weed, and that is what she is looking for in order to
escape. The chorus repeats throughout the song saying, Let go, let go, I served her what she
asked for, and now she has turned into my patient for life. The storyline continues, as the lyrics
describe the father of the girl as being mistaken, and that the truth is that the girl only calls the
male character to gain access to the “condemned plant”, and through the combination of smoking
weed and trap music she is able to be “transported” to a different reality. Yosvany sang the
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chorus of the song into the mic, “Ella no quiere amor, anda con Mari con Juana, tiene roto el
corazón, solo el humo se lo zana./ She doesn’t want love, she walks with Mari and Jane, her
heart is broken, only the smoke heals her.” And he turns to Yeser to adjust the effects on his
voices, and add depth to the beats. I asked Yosvany to write out the lyrics, so I can have a better
understanding of the song. I was gifted the lyrics later on in our work because at this time there
wasn’t any access to more paper

Figure 5-5. Lyrics to Soltó el Pin handwritten by Yosvany
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Figure 5-6. Second page of lyrics from Soltó el Pin by Yosvany

Listening to the chorus, I am surprised that Yoammy and Yosvany sing about this
specific theme of drug use and escaping. What is even more intriguing to me is that they are
singing about a woman and her love for something other than a man. That the woman in this
storyline is leveraging her power to be able to have access to marijuana in order to be able to
transport herself, to leave behind her sadness to “partirse la cara” and “sentirse en la luna”. That
in reality, her heart is broken and the smoke from the condemned plant is what will heal her. This
is a clue into the reality of many Cubans as they seek a relief from the pressures of social and
economic stressors. In this case, the men sing about how this woman has lost hope, and even
though her family blames the man singing as being a bad influence because of her love for him;
what they don’t realize is that she is desperate to escape through smoking marijuana. I continue
to watch as they sing and produce the song. I am curious as to how this specific song was
constructed, but I watch as they work together to produce their track. I do not feel as though I
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should censure their songs or their experiences, this is a glimpse into the realities of their
environments. I stay focused on the production and logistical choices.
I thought that by focusing on tools of production, I would be able to move from a more
concrete subject (producing) to a more abstract subject of research (creativity). I also focused
specifically on personal meaning making in order to observe a wide range of the perspectives of
how people think about the role of art/creating in their lives. So, during the session in the
recording studio, I focused my attention to the process of making music and the tools that Yeser,
Yoammy and Yosvany utilized, and how they laid their tracks. Yeser composed the musical
background, while the brothers and their friend Rey rehearsed and recorded over the background.
Taila sat patiently for hours occasionally offering advice and insight as to the melody of the
chorus, singing the tune when the young men found it challenging. I watched while I filmed. I
was impressed by the collaborative nature of the music making process, and how Yeser was able
to produce a background so quickly. I have been in recording studios of other artists, and the
relationships between artists as they produce is part of my inquiry. In this case, Yosvany and
Yoammy worked together to rehearse the sections of the song. They sang each piece, and then
recorded the effects, layering their voices on top of the original tracks, giving the sound depth.
Yosvany sang his lines from memory. I noticed that while Yosvany recorded his verses,
Yoammy worked diligently composing on a piece of scrap paper and then and rehearsed out loud
as he merged the rhythm with his thoughts. Once Yosvany finished his tracks, he reviewed the
lyrics and modeled how to sing the lines, tracking the lyrics with his finger as he sang the
melody. As I observed this type of collaborative work, I focused on the approaches to
composing and producing that they employed. More specifically, I took notes on the mixing of
multimodal (oral and digital literacies practices) as well as the use of more traditional texts as
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they constructed their track. This was my first observation with everyone, and I noted that this
might be something that I could inquire about during the interview process. At this point it was
unclear as to what would unfold through our work together. Thus, I decided to dedicate the day
to whatever they shared with me to be able to learn as much as possible. Which also meant that I
would stay until they were finished for the day and accompany them back to Cayo Hueso
afterwards.
We spent the day in the studio, stopping once as the group put together their money and
bought a few ham sandwiches. As he worked, Dj Yeser, narrated a little about the context and
inspiration for their work. He described what it was he was doing, and how he builds
backgrounds from his sound library that he constructed through relationships with other Dj’s.
Before I ask anything too personal, he comments on the tools he is using to make the background
and where he collected them from. I was curious as to how he was creating the background, and
how he built his sound library. He explained to the camera,
Through different studios, I went to a friend of mine’s studio in Vedado, and he passed
me a few, and also to DJ Unic’s and he shared some. And over time as you practice, you
start making your own Dembow’s and your own things… Always with help of the
people. Always looking for it here and there, searching for a lot of friends and they teach
you. Someone always knows something you don’t know. And this little bit you have to
push yourself and try to absorb a little something from everyone. And never with a closed
mind, with the mind open, what I always say is that you have to listen and then put it into
practice. To see if it fits, if it sounds good, how it can be better. To always test it out. Test
it out always, if you like it, then it works. (DJ Yeser Diaz, Personal Communication,
Interview 1)
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I find what Yeser said about learning from others to be a potential point of reference
because he brings it up naturally in conversation. His disposition to learning was intriguing as he
alludes to his process of pulling from those who have more experience (more knowledgeable
others) as a way to develop his musical production skills. The backgrounds of artists are able to
travel across space and time as they are spread from artist to artists through the building of social
networks. The sounds he had collected are part of a larger thought collective of Reggaetón
producers in Cuba as well as artists who have been able to travel “outside” of the island. As
Yeser describe how others have already left the country, through their role as Dj’s. I think about
how the sounds are able to travel across social, political and economic boundaries, and the
concept of mobility. I listened and watched for clues as to what this meant for Yeser. Yeser
continueed by describing more about the tools he uses for creating in his studio, reflecting on
how much he paid for each piece of equipment. He started by talking about the microphone
Samsung 1, and explaining that although it is from the 90’s it cost him 70 dollars. He moved
over the computer, talking about the hard drive costing 170 CUC and how it isn’t that modern.
He pointed to the speakers and said that they are from a DVD, and that they aren’t the best
quality but that they pieced it together. All of the technology that he uses is imported from the
outside. He said it was rumored that the disk was once owned by Dj Unic and that all of the
equipment is bought second hand from people who have traveled abroad, and who have brought
the equipment with them. The reusing of tools and the ability to set up technological systems
through different technological components is also an inspiring application of creative problem
solving, and tactical decision making. As he reflected, he emits a sense of pride for having been
able to construct a studio from all these loose parts, but he also mentions this dynamic with the
“outside” world. He alludes to the stressors of limited access that create an environment in
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which they turn to those who are able to travel to bring equipment that is then passed on through
an informal market that allows for them to create the sounds, and stories that they share. Later, in
our relationship, this theme emerged again, and unraveled emergent themes as we discuss the
type of commitment required from each member as they directed their creative energy/ache
towards musical production. He explained that he learned through the internet, because he took
a course on Information Systems, and by watching tutorials he taught himself how to create
remixes and naturalize the sound to make the best recording and the best sound. Yosvany
interrupted with enthusiasm as he interjected that this ability to piece things together to create an
alternative possibility as being “Criollo”.
Como se dice aquí a la criollo. ¿Entiende? Con cosas que podemos conseguir. Nosotros
mismos no cree hasta tan cara. Porque todo este equipo, toda esta tecnología está muy
cara, y como no hay tanta recurso, se lograr lo que puede conseguirte que te sirve para
trabajar, entiende, y al mismo tiempo tenga una calidad de sonido buena. No que salir
como quiera para la calle, entiende?
The Creole way, is how they say it here. With things that we are able to get here. That
we don’t think are too expensive. Because all of this equipment, all of this technology is
very expensive, and since there are not a lot of resources, one achieves what they can get
for themselves, that serves for working, you understand, and at the same time that has a
good quality of sound. Not that you would go out into the street just like whatever,
understand? (Yosvany, Personal Communication, Interview 1)
Yosvany’s reference to Yeser’s approach to obtaining the tools needed for production and
the construction of the studio as being “criollo” is rooted in the racialized history of Cuba and is
an example of how Yosvany perceives the intersection between race and class. He gave insight
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into a shared discourse, where the word “criollo” is reclaimed as a term to describe ingenuity.
Similar to de Certeau’s concept of making due, but in this reference the emphasis is placed on the
Yeser’s leveraging of his creative application, and not a passive acceptance of the perception of a
“lack” or access. Instead, this application of creativity, is rooted in an history of resistance
through the term criollo. Yosvany described the active decision-making process as one
navigates economic constraints and accessibility. However, in this commentary, Yosvany also
alluded to simply not just making do with what one has, but that actually it is an application of
creativity that allows for circumventing constraints to be able to produce something of higher
quality, that one is able to feel proud of in the street. He articulated a sense of intentional
reclaiming of tools as part of the production process. In his description of the term, he places a
sense of pride in the action of creating as he connects it to the racialized term of being Creole. I
had never heard the word used in that manner, but I gained a sense of the pride that Yosvany
shared as he described this ability to create.
I continued to listen as Yeser talks about the difference between Cuban and Puerto Rican
Reggaeton. Despite those differences, he viewed musicians like Daddy Yankee, Farruko,
Alcangel, Osuna, Flambe, and Don Omar (from the time of when he was in secondary school) as
musical teachers for Cuban Reggaetóneros. As part of his own self-evaluation, he used the
Puerto Rican music as a tool to evaluate the quality of his sound, and the potential for success on
a global stage. However, he also makes a clear differentiation between the characteristics of
Cuban Reggaetón and his Puerto Rican inspirations. While moving his body to desmonstrate the
common Reggaetón movement, he explained,
Ya aquí nosotros le incluimos la Cubania, que es la sazón, la salsa, la sandunga, porque
nosotros le gustan bailar. Nosotros somos más calientes. Ellos son más esto (making a
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hand movement signifying calmer). Entonces nosotros metemos una salsa ya lo que
hacen que la gente bailan. Como que más perreo, ellos fue un perreo pero más tranquilo.
Nosotros perreo es más de la calle. Con menos recursos, pero la gente le gusta. El Choco
he creado todo esto, la música repartera, que hacen que la gente se mueva...
Here we include the Cubania, which is the space, the salsa, sandunga (ability to move to
music), because we like to dance. We are hotter. They are (making hand gesture to
signify calmer). So we add salsa which is what makes the people dance. Like more
perreo, they had a perreo but it’s more chill. Our perro is more from the street. With less
resources, but the people like it. El Choco (Chocolate) is the one who created all of this,
the repartera music, that makes the people move... (Yeser Diaz, Personal
Communication, Interview 1)

In this description of the defining characteristics of Cuban Reggaetón, Yeser described
the variable of movement as being a core characteristic in defining Cuban Reggaetón, and
surprisingly he did not mention specific musical techniques. As a dancer, I listen intently to hear
about how Yeser defined the imagined shared identity of what makes Cuban Reggaetón unique
to Cuba. I watched as he demonstrated the dance movements and laughed. He made a
differentiation between the dance style of perreo, and how even though it is the same dance, it is
done differently because of a strong motivation to make people dance. Once again, Yeser
commented about the dynamic between the “outside” world and the experiences of Cubans in
which he described the lack of material resources in comparison to Puerto Ricans. However, he
also positioned the affective role of dance as a characteristic that contributed to what makes
Cuban Reggaetón uniquely Cuban. Referencing Chocolate, one of the most popular Reparteros
in Cuba, as being the artist who is influencing the genre to shift to being more street. He alluded
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to the economic difference in terms of access to produce between the two countries, but through
the tactical decision of making it more street they have appeal in Cubans, because of the
characteristic and importance placed on dance. His description of street is directly linked to the
expression and style of perreo. He laughed as he directed my attention to Yosvany, who he said
was a better dancer.
He continued by describing a little about access to the internet, as well as his experience
with leaving the University in his fifth year to pursue music as a tool for potential social
mobility. He applied what he learned from his studies working in Information Systems which
gave him access to the internet, where he studied through watching tutorials on music
production. He attributed a lot of his abilities to these tutorials. Another approach to being able to
gain momentum as a producer was to collaborate with an artist that is more well-known than
him, Reggaetonero Chocolate.
We stop talking and I film him continue to work in collaboration with the group, adding
final touches to the song. At the end of recording and reviewing the song, I asked Yosvany to
talk a little about when he started singing, to describe what we were doing, and what the song
was about. He and his brother stood proudly in front of the camera and shared a little about their
lives. Yosvany puts his arm around his older brother and talks about his experiences as a teacher,
Bueno, yo estuve desde 17 añitos, ya en frente de una aula de 25 niños, yo estudie
educación primaria. De clases de primer grado, segundo, tercero, de cuarto y quinto.
Estuve 6 años, hasta 23 años estudiando allí.
Since I was 17 years old, I was in front of classroom of 25 kids, I studied elementary
education. I was in classes of 1st grade, 2nd, 3rd, 4th and 5th grade. I was there for six
years, studying there until I was 23. (Yosvany, Personal Communication, Interview 1)
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I continued by asking if anyone else in his family had also been involved in education.
He laughs and says, “Yes, my brother, and my cousin, who is like my sister because she was
raised with us. One got her degree in history and he graduated in mathematics. Here we are.” I
mention this because although Yosvany and his brother have studied at the University level and
have worked as teachers, they both have made a conscious decision to turn away from teaching
to pursue their dreams as musicians. He continues by commenting on the role of his family in
relation to his dream.
Es algo muy bonito que tu familia te apoya. Por lo menos tengo el apoyo de mi mama, y
de él, que son las familiares mío que lo más quiero. Y el de mi novia también, que allí
está, conmigo pa todos los lados. Donde quiera que voy yo, pa lla, pa ca, ella siempre va
allá atrás de mí. Ella siempre me dice, Esta canción va a pegar, Esta canción esta
bonita, Esta canción me gusta. Y son cosas que van dando fuerza...Y siempre con la fey
presente que vamos a ser alguien. Porque dicen que cuando uno se esfuerza por algo,
tiene que luchar hasta lograrlo, esto no puede fallar, hay corazón pa eso.
It is very beautiful when your family supports you. At least I have the support of my
mother and my brother who are the two people that I am closest too. And my girlfriend
too, who goes with me everywhere. There she is, with me everywhere. Wherever I go,
here and there, she says, “This song is gonna be a hit.” “This song is beautiful, I like this
song.”. And it is something that gives you strength… And always with the faith present
that you are going to be something. Because they say that when one strives for
something, you have to fight to achieve it. You can’t fail, there is heart for this.
(Yosvany, Personal Communication, Interview 1)
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Before we ended the recording session that day, I asked Yosvany what he would like to
say to people who see this work we filmed together. He mentioned the importance of learning
about Cuban street art and how they are able to apply their ingenuity, mentioning access to
resources, but also how they do not let that be a determining factor in their work.
La gente que va a ver esto le dijo que, estudió un poco más sobre lo que es el arte
Cubano. Empieza con este arte, lo que es arte callejero, que hacemos con nuestros
proprio recursos, con lo que tenemos. Que no tenemos mucho, pero con poco, hacemos
mucho.
To the people who see this, I would say, study more a little about what is Cuban art.
Starting with this art that is from the street. That we do with our own resources, even
though we don’t have a lot. But with the little we have, we do a lot.
When we started our work together, I had emphasized that I was researching about their
creative processes as part of understanding their motivations and perspectives. I did not ask
questions that were directly meant to position the artists in a situation where they would be
forced to comment on the challenges they face within their communities. However, this
narrative of access in comparison to the perception of the “outside” world, reemerged throughout
our work together. Not only as recognition of the global economic injustices that Cubans face,
but more specifically, the personal experiences as these artists develop modes through which
they are able to represent themselves simultaneously acknowledging economic hardship AND
creating. This desire to create, is at the core of this work.
We were still getting to know each other, and at this time, a lot of the conversation
seemed more of a way to promote their work. However, both Yeser and Yosvany revealed their
choices of leaving University to engage in the music field. I noted this as something that I would
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like to follow up on in the future. Due to this being the first time working with these artists and
the language and cultural barriers, I decided not to ask too many personal questions, and instead
to focus on their literal actions as they recorded their track. I spent more than 8 hours observing
them work together and finalize the recording of their song. I also was able to gain insight into
their lives and perspectives about Cuban Reggaeton. Through their sharing, I started to
understand how they viewed Rap and Reggaeton as being two separate genres. Yoammy’s
experience with Rap inspired Yosvany to engage in music, eventually Reggaeton because of its
mass appeal and larger potential for success. Yosvany describes how he views the role of art in
his life. He said,
Es todo, yo a trabajo, cuando va a trabajar, es pensando en el arte. El arte es una forma
de vida para mí, porque sin el arte, ahora mismo, yo no puedo sentarme en una casa sin
componer y sin hacer una canción. Estoy casi todo el tiempo cantando. Quiero decir,
cuando me voy a cocinar el pizza, ahí mismo me viene el arte y empiezo a componer
también. El arte, yo no puedo compartir mi vida, el arte ahora es mi vida. A mí me
fascina el arte. El arte es lo mejor que sea inventado ahora. Una forma de, como decir,
de sacarte de adentro todos los malos pensamientos de todas las malas cosas que te
pasan. Cuando tú te enfoques, tú te enfoques en el arte, te olvida de muchas problemas
que tiene en la vida. As veces los ponen ahí mismo en la música, en este caso estoy
hablando de la música. Y mucha cosa, el arte me ayudado mucho a vivir. Entiende?
It is everything, when I am at work, when I go to work, it is thinking of art. Art is a way
of life for me, because without art, even now, I can’t sit in a house without composing or
making a song. I am singing almost all the time. I mean to say, when I go to cook the
pizza, even there, art comes to me and I start to compose too. Art, I cannot divide my life,
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now art is my life. I am fascinated with art. Art is the best thing that was invented now.
A way to, how do I say, to release all of the bad thoughts about all of the bad things that
happen. When you focus, you focus on art, you forget a lot of the problems you have in
life. Sometimes you even put them in the music, in this case I am talking about music.
And a lot of things, art has really helped me to live. You understand? (Yosvany, Personal
Communication, Interview 1)
I listened as Yosvany placed his hands to his chest, as he described the role of art in his
life. His brother laughed when he mentions making pizza, and Yosvany continued. His tone
was playful and serious at the same time. I watched as he became more focused on describing
his relationship with art, alluding to the transformative quality of composing, even in spaces of
official work. He mentioned how his life becomes art as he practices in various environments.
He talked about how through having the ability to compose, he is able to escape from the things
he views as negative, and focus his energy into music.
I felt so inspired by their actions and for the invitation to observe and learn about what
they are doing. As the evening approached, Yeser accompanied us to the bus stop at the end of
his block and we hopped on the bus back to Habana Vieja. From there, we caught the city bus to
Infanta and San Lazaro and we walked back to the local Paladar. We planned for the next time
we would meet, to share the footage that was recorded. It seemed as though the group thought
that maybe the footage could be used to make a music video, as a “making of” Soltó el Pin. I
agreed that they could use the footage in the ways that they saw would support them and we
made a plan to meet to exchange data. The plan changed several times, but eventually Taila and
Yosvany came to my apartment to say hello and get the footage from the recording session.
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Mi Aquiler/ My Apartment: Yosvany “El Genio” Reflecting about Previous Music
Video Production. Taila and Yosvany knocked on my door late one evening and I invited them
into my small apartment. They sat on the beaten up old couch that I had tried to make inviting by
placing a sheet over it. It sat snug against the wall in the small room that I used as a space to eat
and study and feel connected to my neighbors through the sounds that permeated the old colonial
wood doors that blessed everyone that passed through them. Yosvany had brought with him a
flash drive to share with me some of his previous music videos. He and Talia both looked tired
and I offered them some water. I felt badly that I didn’t have anything else to offer, because I
knew it was a common act of hospitality to offer a small snack, coffee or soda. I also thought that
since the visit was unannounced, Taila and Yosvany could see how I lived, and that I wasn’t
living an extravagant lifestyle in Habana. We proceeded and as he began to share with me about
the music videos he had worked on in the past, I asked if I could record his voice. We watched
each music video on my laptop and after each one I asked him a series of questions about the
process and logistics of producing them, his aesthetic and artistic choices as well as his
inspirations for each video. He made a distinction between popular Reggaetón and the type of
Reggaetón he is producing, defining it as particularly street.
At least in this world and in this music, because this Reggaetón, if you listen to a lot of
Reggaetón you notice that it is only listened to in Cuba, and the majority of people that
are in the street. The people in show business, and that world, this type of Reggaetón they
don’t do. Some people are doing it now, some artists like El Micha, Jorgito from Los 4,
they are mixing, DJ Unic, who is one of the most famous DJ’s in this country. He didn’t
do this music, but he is using the esperar, the drums that make the sound, gun gun. The
one we put in the other video, these drums are what are real. That is what the rappers left
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us, the rappers used it with so much force, and so many people like the rhythm. This
rhythm that was invented in the street, so many people liked, that now the principal
figures of this country are using this same rhythm in their backgrounds. (Yosvany,
Personal Communication, Interview 2)
He references the popular sound of the background and how it differs from mainstream
Reggaetón. He continues to expand on his concept of characteristics that construct the image of
street according to his interpretation and expression through the production of videos. He
emphasizes how those producing in the street, who have not found international fame or success,
are the ones utilizing a specific sound, and through the use of that sound it is influencing the
masses and more commercial Reggaetón sound. He first shows me the music video that was the
original “Soltó el Pin”. The message of the storyline emerged from Yosvany’s observation of a
couple riding the bus during his daily route home. The couple starts to disagree as the young
woman explains that she wants to go to the beach with her friends. Her partner asks her how she
thinks she will be able to go to the beach if he has to work. He forbids her from going without
him. The witnessing of this tension between the couple inspired Yosvany to write the first
summer jam. In the music video they tell the story through the mixing of text, imagery and
sound. I ask about the meaning of the title and Yosvany explains that the title means when he
explains how the girl in the relationship gets frustrated about being locked inside the house. She
responds by saying “Solte el pin, me voy a ir, que pasa lo que va a passar. ya me canse de estar
aquí encerrada, entiende?/ Whatever, I’m going, let whatever is going to happen, happen. I’m
tired of being here trapped inside, you understand?” I ask about what it meant when the singers
engaged with the male actor and what the acting was symbolizing.
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Dándole, diciéndole esto te paso porque eres un tipo muy cerrado. Tienes que darle
oportunidad y darle confianza a tu mujer. Entiende, porque si no hay confianza en una
pareja, no hay nada, se escapó. Estas bobo, tu eres cabezón, no entiende las cosas. Mira
buscándola aquí en la playa, andando con sus amigas. Y esto es lo que estábamos
diciéndole allí.
We were telling him that this happened to you because you are a really closed type of
person. You have to give the opportunity and trust to your woman. You understand,
because if there's no trust in a relationship, you don’t have anything, it escapes you. Are
you dumb, you are thick headed, you don’t understand things. Look at you, searching for
her here at the beach, while she is hanging out with friends. And that is what we were
saying. (Yosvany, Personal Communication, Interview 2)

Figure 5-7 Image from Music Video Solto el Pin 1, The young girl explaining how she will “invent” a way to go to the beach.
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Figure 5-8, Figure 5-9, Figure 5-10, Figure 5-11. Images from Music Video Solto el Pin. Yosvany telling the story of how the
young man needs to trust his partner.

El video esta como si fuera una serie de una peliculita, más o menos que formamos.
Entiende? Una seria, una historia.
The video is as if it were from a series from a movie, that is more or less what we created.
You understand? A series, a story. (Yosvany, Personal Communication, Interview 2)
This video is particularly intriguing because of the way they use text and film to tell a
short story about the dynamic between the couple. Again, the storyline demonstrates a gender
dynamic in which Yosvany and Dayroni sing about the experience of the young woman in the
relationship as she “invents” a way to go to the beach with her friends even though her partner
doesn’t want her to go without him. In the video, the young woman sneaks out and joins her
friends. The video shows the young man getting upset and looking for the woman at the beach.
The two singers approach him and demonstrate that what he is doing isn’t right. That in order
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for there to a relationship, there has to be trust. Again, this video demonstrates a critical lens to
the dynamic between men and women, focusing specifically on the actions and role of the
woman as she finds a way to escape the control of an overbearing boyfriend.
We move on to watching the next video, ‘Waokeo, Waokeo” a video in which Dayroni
and El Genio are pictured singing in a rental apartment with nice furnishings, and young women
dancing provocatively in the shower and bedroom of the rental. The imagery from this video
could be easily discounted from a judgmental disposition, and I thought about how this might be
perceived in Academia, but I continued because I wanted to know what this meant and
represented for El Genio. When he made these videos what did he envision? He describes how
when he thinks of this song, he could picture people enjoying his music by dancing that he
created the word “Waokeo” to signify letting go and dancing. Again, the theme of escaping
emerges as he explores the potential of provoking dancers through a song that is made up around
a concept of dancing. He tries to start a trend through entitling the song “Waokeo, Waokeo” as a
type of dance style. I ask him about process of creating the video and he describes the logistics
and costs of renting an apartment, paying dancers from his neighborhood, and paying forty CUC
to rent the camera.
In the video entitled Son Lancha, Genio moves his body side to side in a movement
similar to dabbing. I ask him about that specific aesthetic choice. He responds by telling me that
he is inspired by a lot of American music, especially Usher and Chris Brown, and through
viewing their videos he decided to include it in his music video. He comments that by adding this
dance movement (Dabbing) to his music video, he is marking his style because most Reggaeton
singers stand still and sing. He didn’t know that the movement is called dabbing, but he did
draw from American music videos and included the embodied symbology in his own
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performance of aesthetics in his video. This song is interesting because it is a “diss” to another
artist who grew up in his neighborhood, and who is gaining popularity nationally. When Genio
reached out to him to collaborate he wanted to charge 40 CUC to record with him. In response
Yosvany created this song because he thought was ridiculous that he was asking for so much
money, since they had been friends since childhood and that they both know that trying to make
it in music is challenging. The lyrics of the song refer to the way people emigrate to the US
creating man-made rafts/lanchas. He tries to explain the metaphor he is uses to call out his friend
for trying to charge him to collaborate.
El, la canción, a la mejor no te vas a entender el coro porque son palabras de la calle,
¿entiende? El coro dice, son lancha, aquí de decir lancha es decirle, un ejemplo tu eres
una lancha, estoy diciendo que tú eres una mala persona. Una mala persona, entonces
dices, son lancha, sigaretta que se crea una avioneta. Sabe lo que es una sigaretta, una
lancha rápida, entiende. Aquí la sigaretta son estas lanchas chiquiticas que son… phef,
que mucha gente corre para ir para allá, para ir para Los Estados Unidos, en una
sigaretta…. Yo soy Repa y para que se sepa, yo no creo en tu Kung Fu karateca. En este
caso, yo no creo que tu estas pegao y que tengas ya un nombrecito aquí. Entiende
porque yo puedo hacer lo que tú haces, incluso yo puedo hacer hasta mejor. Esto es lo
que dice el coro.
The song, maybe you won’t understand the chorus because they are words from the
street, you understand? The chorus says, ‘They are rafts, here to say a raft is to say, for
example you are a raft. I am saying you are a bad person. A bad person, so it says, you
are rafts, cigarettes that think they are little planes. Do you know what a sigaretta is? A
fast raft, understand? Here the sigaretta are little rafts that are phef, that a bunch of
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people use to get over there, to the United States, in a sigaretta. I am Repa, and for you to
know, I don’t believe in your Kung Fu Karate. In this case, I don’t believe you are a hit
and you already have a little reputation here. You understand, because I can do what you
do, and I can do it even better.’ That is what the chorus says. (Yosvany, Personal
Communication, Interview 2)

He calls the other artists who he thinks are becoming arrogant and forgetting where they
are from as “Lanchas” who think they are actually airplanes. Critiquing the other artist’s
decision to charge when asked to collaborate, when they are from the same neighborhood and
have been the same level for so long. He calls out the other artist’s arrogance and exclaims that
they are from the same socioeconomic class, and that in reality the other artist is a man-made raft
that people use to escape the economic stress encountered in the country and that he isn’t an
airplane.

Figure 5-12. Snapshot from Music Video Son Lanchas in which Yosvany is using the movement observed in American music
videos
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Image, Aesthetics and Movements. We continue our conversation about the music
videos, and one of the stories he shares was particularly insightful about the acquisition of a New
York Yankees jersey that was gifted to him by his Uncle in exchange for a flash drive. He had
traveled to his hometown in the Orient, which is often described as not being as modern as
Habana. He said that he couldn’t believe it when his Uncle revealed that a Cuban America
friend from the US had given him the jersey because in Habana they cost up to 1500 pesos,
which he points out is tremendously expensive when the monthly income is about 500 or 600
pesos. He had been searching for a jersey because several artists from Puerto Rico, had used
them in their music videos. He describes the symbolic power of having a baseball jersey, and
especially one of the Yankees, as if by wearing it was sending a message of being “on the best
team in the world”. Yosvany critiques the economy through his conversation on aesthetics and
clothing. He explained that because it is a challenge to find original brands or clothing, that
people often wear the same clothes as each other. And that when things are imported, they are
often low quality generic models of brand name designs. For example, shoes, he explains that
everyone wears the same shoes and when you see them at the store one thinks that they wouldn’t
even be caught wearing such bad quality clothing. His perception of the lack of access inspires
his creative reinventing by tailoring his clothes in ways that make them look unique. He gave
the example of cutting slits in his jeans or making cut offs. He also talks a little about how people
have a new type of golden chain that has become a hit among youth because it doesn’t tarnish or
change colors with the humidity. He emphasizes the importance of aesthetics as a tool for
creating symbolic power among his peers.
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Filming in the Streets of Central Havana, Interview in Home of Video Producer
Daryel Mustelier. Yosvany and his childhood friend Rey and I, took off down San Lazaro
toward the heart of Habana, in between Chinatown and the Malecon. We decided that we would
spend our day recording to use as the footage for one of the music videos they were working on
producing. I thought it was important to invite Yosvany and Rey to have the opportunity to film.
After a brief introduction to how the camera works, Rey held the camera and started directing the
shots as he zoomed in and out on Yosvany singing in the streets. Yosvany chose some graffiti
underneath the bridge where Belasquain and San Lazaro meet.

Figure 5-13 and Figure 5-14 Yosvany and Rey filming clips to create a video trailer

We walked from Cayo Hueso into the neighborhood looking for aesthetically interesting
backgrounds. Once we found some more graffiti near a construction site in Central Havana, they
filmed for a while and then we decided to get the bus to another place that they thought would be
interesting as a background. We rode the city bus for 1 Cuban peso towards Habana Vieja. We
got out and walked to a “the best batido stand in Havana” according to Yosvany and we ordered
banana smoothies before continuing on our walk into the neighborhood. As Rey and Yosvany
continued filming shots for the track they were working on, we talked about their ideas for the
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video. I watched as they worked, adding my creative perspective when asked, but mostly
watching as they sought out visually interesting backgrounds.
Video Editing and Production: Daryel Mustelier’s House. Once we finished shooting
in Central Habana, we decided to catch another bus down 10 de Octubre to the house of Daryel
Mustelier (Koki) a local music video producer to see if he could put together a short trailer from
the images they collected that day. When we arrived in his neighborhood riding the city bus, we
walked to his house. The heat was so intense. When we arrived, we were offered some cold
water that had been frozen in recycled plastic water bottles and we all chugged the water with
gratitude. Daryel Mustelier (Koki) walked us to his bedroom that he shared with his younger
brother, where he had a computer setup. Yosvany introduced him on camera, from there he
began to describe how he approaches his work and his ideas about producing videos. Koki’s
story added another dimension to the study of the process of creating music and the steps it takes
to bring the music to the public. I watched as Koki worked on his computer, and once he took a
break, I started the informal interview, using the same general questions as a guide.
First, he introduced himself, and then we extended the interview through exploring
concepts and stories that he brought up in the conversation. He explains how he used to be a
professional athlete on the National team for Judo and that he left sports to become a singer.
Once he got into producing Reggaeton, he switched to producing videos. He uses both
Photoshop and Adobe as he works to create promotional covers for musicians and music videos.
He explains that he dedicates his energy towards graphic design, and video productions. I ask
about the tools he uses to do his work and he points to an equalizer, speakers that he added to his
computer system, and a computer with 8Gb of Ram and another video disk that is around 1 GB.
Later, he describes how he rents cameras and any other technology he needs to create effects
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when filming music videos. I notice that the programs are in English and ask if he speaks
English. He answers with a smirk and says no, that he just learns by doing it. I ask how he
usually approaches making videos as a way to find out more about his literacy process, and he
explains that he reviews the song, then storyboards the ideas before meeting with the artist and
that they go from there. His favorite part of making videos is telling a story through the images.
Due to the lack of access to multiple tools for video production, he says that he relies on
storytelling and humor as techniques to counteract the potential perceived lack of film quality
and special effects such as lighting or smoke.
A mí me gusta mucho lo que es la película de comedia, entonces yo trato de utilizar,
cuando los videos no tienen la calidad suficiente, la calidad que se quieren en la calle.
Yo trato de hacer algo que tenga que ver con la canción, pero bueno que traigo comedia
porque alguien que no tiene la calidad que le quería la gente pueda ver de una forma o
otra, aunque baja calidad, pero la gente, bueno, pueda reírse, encuentra una forma de
ver el video divertido. Y ya este mismo se encuentre para que otra persona lo pueda ver.
Que es mi objetivo mío que bastante persona vean el trabajo lo que yo quiero hacer.
Con poca calidad o mucha calidad, pero bueno es que las personas vean el objetivo mío
lo que es ver mis videos.
I really like comedies, so I try to use, when the videos don’t have the sufficient quality,
the quality you see in the street. I try to do something that has to do with the song but that
brings humor with it, because someone who doesn’t have quality that they want, the
people can see it one way or another, even if it is poor quality, well, at least they can
laugh and find a way to see the video as fun. And so, that’s what they encounter so that
the other person can see it. Which is my objective, that a lot of people see my work, what
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I want to do. With or without quality, but at least people see my objective, which is that
they see my videos. (Daryel, Personal Communication, Interview 3)
He explains a little about how he learns about the camera’s that he rents to film, by
downloading the camera tutorials online so that he can do his work. He explains that he adjusts
the aperture and F stop when there isn't access to lighting. He refers to how when he started
singing that they filmed a lot using cell phones and although the quality was poor, he used
comedy as a way to reach the public. He recounts creating a song called “Embaracutele” which
is a word that is used in his group of friends to refer to the experience of expecting a child. The
video is satirical recounting the experience of telling the character’s mother that she is going to
be a Grandma, acting out the humor of caring for the partner while she is pregnant and the
dynamic with a pregnant woman. The video was shot using a cell phone and includes images of
the expecting father scrubbing the woman’s shoes, cleaning a pig, hailing transportation to the
hospital, flirting with the doctor and getting reprimanded by the woman in labor, as well as
fainting. This video is Daryel’s example his tactical approach to counteracting the lack of access
to technology to produce high quality videos, instead he uses humor as a tool for the public to
appreciate the videos even if they are poor quality technologically.
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Figure 5-15. Screenshot from Koki's music video “Embaracutele” in which he is breaking the news about a pregnancy.

Koki (Daryel) sees his role with the multiple modes of literacy changing as he focuses on
video production. Although he has been a singer in the past, he emphasizes his current focus on
production. He comments that although he has not studied video production and does not have
access to working with television programs, he has been inspired by television programs and
thus has composed and produced a teleplay called Todo no es lo que Parece, which is about the
deception of others.
Bueno el objetivo mayor del teleplay, a ver que, hay personas que parece una cosa y no
son. O sea, el teleplay trata de un muchacho que se hace ser un amigo mío, al final el
muchacho se mete en un problema. Entonces yo, me meto en el problema por él, y el al
final muestra que no es mi amigo. Me deja solo con el problema, entonces a mí, en el
documental me da una puñalada, en el documental. Y una muchachita que está con otro
muchacho que es del barrio y todo esto, y al final resulta que la muchachita eh militar
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que trabajar por la policía. Qué bueno, todo trato de muchas cosas que sean, al final hay
personas que no son lo que parecen, son otra cosa.
Well, the main goal of the teleplay, let me see, there are people who seem like they are
one thing and they aren’t. Or, the teleplay is about a boy that becomes my friend, and in
the end the boy gets himself into a problem. So, I get myself into the problem for him, in
the documentary they stab me, in the documentary. And a young girl that is with another
young boy that is from the barrio/neighborhood and everything, and in the end it turns out
that the young girl is military and works for the police. So yeah, everything has to do
with these things that exist, and in the end there are people who are not who they seem to
be, they are something else. (Koki, Personal Communication, Interview3)
Koki’s (Daryel) is also inspired by American music videos as he expresses hopes to be
able to one day produce videos like The Weeknd, Bruno Mars, Kendrik Lamar. He mentions
Dominican music but that the videos are not as well done as the Puerto Rican videos. Although
he works as a IT person, he never studied Information Systems because he was a professional
athlete on the National Team for Judo. Instead, he took a few courses in information systems,
but working with the music videos is what taught him the skills he needs to be able to work in
IT. His father is a bus driver and Daryel attributes his success to his father’s support. We talk
for more than an hour and he shows us several of his favorite music videos that he produced in
collaboration with up and coming street artists that are building their careers. He hopes to be able
to work with more well-known artists, so that people will know his work. When I ask him to
describe his feeling about his work, he stops for a while to think and then responds saying,
If I would think of one word, it would be the word Sacrifice. And if I were to say one
sentence I would say, “With little, you can do a lot.” Because I am a person that has
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started at zero, right now I don’t have anything. To do my work I have to rent the things,
I have to work hard, but well, everything that I want to do I achieve and I have sacrificed
to a point that I have achieved things that I never imagined that I would be able to, with
sacrifice. And with little, I have always done a lot!
One of the things that I am proud about myself being able to achieve is that the major part
of what I know, I taught myself. Even though I have been around a lot of people, who in
their moment, didn’t want to help, but well, now I have the window to through my work,
to do better than them, or the same as them, or to be the same. I am proud of doing what I
do, and I like to work. I have the possibility to help a few people that are able to work
with me on these things. (Koki (Daryel), Personal Communication, Interview 3)
He plays the song Edad de Oro, and we watch the video. He describes how he produced
the video by listening to the song several times before figuring out what images to use. Due to
limited access to technology, he chose to film in his home and neighborhood, using his younger
brother as the main actor. The song is about life in the neighborhood, choices people are forced
to make due to the economic pressures they face, and the importance of friendships as a support
and accountability. I wasn’t able to get a copy of the lyrics, but I watched the film in admiration
of the way he chose angles and edited the footage to tell a story. He describes how he utilized
the light from a cell phone to illuminate the main imagery of the rapper Sandoval as he sang the
story of the young man through his lyrics. I ask why this is his favorite video that he has
produced. My favorite video that I have done is called El Edad de Oro.
Why, because it is a story of a song that I just finished doing the story. It is one of the
videos that I didn't think I was going to make. It is one of the songs that I used the camera
and made the whole story. (Daryel, Personal Communication, Interview 3)

196

Figure 5-16 Koki (Daryel) sharing the album covers he produces at his home

After talking about the videos he has produced and the tools he uses, he shows me a file
on his computer full of song covers. He describes how he uses Photoshop to create the covers
and they are used when posting the songs online. He opens up the photos taken by Rey and I
during the day and starts adjusting them. I think about the ingenuity he has applied to learning
the digital literacy skills he employs in his work. Although he works as an IT person for his day
job, he never actually studied computer sciences in a traditional setting. Through downloading
catalogues and tutorials, he has taught himself how to direct, edit and produce music videos as
well as use Photoshop as a tool for digital editing and composing of magazine like texts. His
mixture of traditional and digital literacies is impressive and inspiring. Not only does he think
about the intersections of the lyrics and imagery as a tool for storytelling, he also employs the
use of humor as a way to draw attention to the video content in which he is aware that often
times he is unable to access higher quality tools for producing. He also wrote his own teleplay
and directs videos in order to tell the stories rooted in his sociocultural context. We spent a few
hours at his house until he finished the trailer he was working on. He then walked us to the bus
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to ride back to Habana Vieja. I caught the maquina home from there. Yosvany and I agreed to
meet at the Paladar soon.

Figure 5-17 Photo of Yosvany and Dayroni in front of Yosvany’s apartment building
Figure 5-18 Koki's transformation of figure 5-14 to create Yosvany’s and Dayroni’s album cover

Shooting of Music Video “Mejor Asi”: Municipality of Loteria, Cotorro. Time
passed and Yosvany invited me to see him film a music video. We planned to meet on a
weekend and the morning of, we met in front of my apartment building on San Lazaro and
Hospital. I didn’t know what to expect this time. In preparation, I charged all my batteries the
night before so that we could film for several hours. Before venturing off into the city I offered
to buy us some tortilla (egg and bread sandwiches) because the last few times we had worked
together we didn’t eat and I knew that it was going to be a long day. We grabbed our
sandwiches and got into the old Lara that his uncle was driving, and who had been waiting for
us. It surprised me that we were picked up instead of riding the bus. To me this meant that
Yosvany had planned for something big, and that his uncle and friend were helping him with his
goal. As we drove out of the Central Habana, we talked about what we had planned for the day.
I wanted to know a basic outline for the day so I could plan when to film etc. Yosvany
mentioned that someone else would be coming to record the music video, but that they were
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having trouble connecting with that person, and that they were happy I would be there too. I
thought that I would be observing, but I picked up on the possibility that I was going to be
recording the music video. I was relieved that I had prepared enough batteries and memory discs
for that to actually be a possibility. Internally, I thought about how participating in filming the
music video would contribute to developing a greater understanding of the process. Initially, I
felt manipulated due to the lack of transparency, but I let that go as I realized that it was a shift in
what I thought I would be doing, but also an opportunity to actually engage in a way that was
meaningful for Yosvany and the other artists with whom he would be working.
We drove through the city towards a part of Havana I had never seen before, and I
realized how important it was that we had a car due to the distance. We stopped at a house and
Yosvany got out and started calling the name of his friend. I waited in the car with his uncle and
friend thinking about how planning something requires so many steps, actions, persistence and
patience. I decided not to film at this time because I did not want to alienate Yosvany’s Uncle
and friend by objectifying them during our trip. I wanted to respect the process and not act in a
way that would make the people around me feel uncomfortable by filming them. We waited
until the car got too hot, and then we all got out and sat next to the local bodega, where they had
prices of rice and beans posted. I looked at the signs paying tribute to Fidel Castro, and I thought
about how challenging food security issues were for the people in my neighborhood. We sat and
waited as we looked for shade provided by the building. Yosvany’s Uncle initiated talking about
the election of President Trump and what I thought about that change. I told him that I had been
living in Cuba during the election and that I was concerned, but that I did not have access to
much news because of the lack of access to Media from the US. I had heard about the election
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results from my friends in the streets who had access to illegal Cable from Miami, and from
banter in my neighborhood. I was still in shock.
After a while, Yosvany appeared with another singer, David 22 also known as Lobo King
Dowa and a young woman. We all piled into the back of the car, the young woman sat on Lobo
King Dowa’s lap and we dropped her off at her house. As we drove, Yosvany talked about Lobo
King Dowa’s success, and how how he had been the one who wrote the popular song and did the
background for the song Palon Divino sung by MC Chocolate. The song was played at every
party and nightclub I had attended. I congratulated King Dowa on his success, and after a bit we
stopped again and waited in the car as Yosvany and David got something from a market at the
side of the road. It had already been two hours since we left Cayo Hueso and I reflected on how
I had adjusted to the pace of working and just how difficult it is to organize all the pieces to put
together a music video. The two got back in the car and finally drove to the rental house where
we would be shooting.
The rental was an impressive two-story house with a private pool and bar. Yosvany
introduced me to the actors that would be performing in the video and started to talk to the owner
of the house. He continued by orienting everyone what they would be doing. Eventually, I asked
where the guy was that was supposed to film, and he informed me that he wouldn’t be able to
make it and that It would be great if I could shoot. I wasn’t sure if there had actually ever been
someone else to film, but I went along with the idea because I knew it would be providing access
to a camera and it would also give me a lot of insight as to how the music videos were made.
We started with shooting Lobo Kind Dowa singing the entire song, then we focused on specific
“scenes”. I had to set a boundary with Yosvany as we began, telling him that if he wanted me to
participate, that he could share with me his idea, let me shoot, then review before asking me to
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do anything else. That is what we agreed upon, and Yosvany preceded by sharing the feeling and
story line of each shoot that I intern interpreted through film, then we reviewed what I shot and
either reshot it or continued onto the next scene. Knowing that many times the videos of this
particular genre often included images of women in ways that I personally do not want to
contribute to, I communicated that do to my responsibility as a woman and scholar, I would not
be able to film anything that was degrading to women. However, I did offer the camera to be
used by Yeser for scenes that he felt were vital to the video. They were taken back for a moment
and understood the boundaries I was setting.
Shooting the scenes required to make the video took more than seven hours. We worked
the whole time, only taking breaks for costume changes or water. After we finished at the rental

Figure 5-19. Yosvany directing actors from his neighborhood to depict the story of the lyrics

house, we walked down a long lane between towards their neighborhood, Loteria. We came to a
busier road and we kept walking until we reached several multistory concrete buildings that were
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created as public housing. The sun made the walk exhausting, but I was so thankful to have the
opportunity to observe and participate in their process.

Figure 5-20. Artists and community actors planning out the next shot for music video Mejor Así

The group worked together talking about what scenes we were missing in telling the
story. We decided to stop at one of the actor’s Aunt’s houses to film the scenes that were to
represent when the young couple were in love. I was surprised as how the family reacted,
allowing a group of young people to come into the home and film in every space. The owners
finished the movie they were watching in their living room, while the eight-people working on
the film moved around the house creating scenes. We shot the young actors acting as if they
were in love while the young girl washed clothes, walked through the kitchen preparing food,
and the couple laughing together. These scenes were to be placed in contrast to the images of the
young girl shopping at the biggest mall in Habana, riding in a taxi that is usually for tourists,
shots of her getting in a new car, and hanging out in a pool. As a woman, this imagery was
particularly interesting, but I felt it was not my role to change their story, but instead to support
their production ideas through the use of my camera as well as my support as an artist.
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Figure 5-21, 5-22, 5-23, 5-24, 5-25. Photographs from creating the music video Mejor Así

The musicians and actors worked together to coach each other through the scenes. What
stood out about this process was how the people living in the house played along with the story
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being told in the video. The owner of the house was cutting hair on the porch, and the actor
started to engage him in the storyline of the video. He acts as if his ex were calling him on the
phone and engages the non-actor to comment on if he should answer. Throughout this part of
shooting, the house becomes the space for the scene, without changing the environment, they use
the house as it is. The clothes in the washing sink, they use as a prop, they walk through the
kitchen and comment on taking a shot of the “couple” as the woman cooks, they use the living
room furniture to act as if they are in a normal house and as a backdrop there is a religious altar
that was actually something significant to those who lived there. This blending of the real life
with the imagines storyline was intriguing as the actors moved throughout the spaces directing
each other about how to portray what they wanted to through their facial expressions and body
movements. I was hopeful that the shots taken would be fulfill the hopes of everyone involved.
We reviewed a lot of the footage as it was taken, but eventually the camera battery started to run
low and I wanted to make sure that we had enough for a brief interview reflection about how the
day went. Once we finished shooting at the house of a relative, we thanked them and all paraded
out down the stairwell back into the neighborhood. Everyone expressed their enthusiasm for
seeing the final product. The actors from the neighborhood said goodbye and Yosvany, Dayroni
and I walked to Yosvany’s house down a long concrete path that divided the tall concrete
apartment buildings. I wanted to film this, but I decided not to because I wanted to be respectful
to the community that I was visiting. Navigating when to film and when to appreciate the
intimacy of what people are sharing with you was something I reflected on a lot. Some things
are meant to be shared privately and introducing a camera at that time can disrupt the
relationship building and the ability to really be present and witness what is happening around
you. We decided to do a short interview in front of Yosvany’s home before going inside to meet
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his family. This is the moment when Yosvany mentioned the concept of the struggle/ luchando. I
had heard a lot of people refer to this concept throughout the several months living Habana, and I
wanted to understand what Yosvany really meant by saying that. He speaks to the camera and
says,
Ahora estamos aquí, aquí estamos en mi casa. Este es mi casa aquí, está ahora mismo es
mi casa. Aquí está mi casa, este es mi edificio. Yo vivo en el segundo piso de la escalera
del medio. Aquí están los muchachos del barrio que siguen la música de nosotros,
normalmente. Y es para adelante, Nunca Para... Se trabaja, se trabaja con sacrificio,
pero se trabaja... Y ya, luchando... Para mi luchar significa, por lo menos en este país,
Para vivir, por lo menos por las personas que no tienes esas posibilidades. Luchar
significa, aquí para mi luchar significa, a ver, sobrevivir. Porque si no trabaja aquí, si
no hace nada, ahí está embracao. Para mi luchar significa, mira trabajar, hacer lo que
te gusta, y sacrificarte para hacer lo que te gusta. Para mí eso es luchar. Cair atrás de
un sueño, que seguir un sueño, no vivir una vida sin meta, vacía, normal, yo soy un
ejemplo, un zapatero y toda mi vida soy zapatero ya se la monotonía mía. No, algo más,
yo quiero ser esto, tengo este sueño, lucho por este sueño, entiende, trabajo para lograr
este sueño, y es así. Yo era maestro, yo fui maestro de una primaria, pero yo sé, yo nací
con una estrella por dentro. No sé si es el baile, canto, el deporte, yo no voy a ser
maestro. Yo no nací para ser un maestro. Estoy luchando por la música, que se me había,
que tengo talento, soy compositor, e estoy peleando allí.
We are here now, we are at my house. This is my house, right here we are in front of it.
This is my house, this is my building. I live on the second floor of the stairway in the
center. Here are the young boys that follow our music, normally. And we are moving
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forward, Nunca Para (my nickname). You work, you work with sacrifices, but you
work. And that’s it, fighting (luchando). To me luchar means, at least in this country, to
live, at least for the people that don’t have these possibilities. Luchar means, to me, here
the struggle means, let me see, to survive. Because here if you don’t work, or do
anything, then yes, you are trapped. To me luchar means, look, to work, do that you like,
to sacrifice to do what you like. To me this is to luchar/struggle. To go after a dream, to
follow a dream, not to live a life without goals, empty, normal. I am, for example, a shoe
maker and all my life I am a shoemaker, and that it is, my monotony. No, something
more, I want to be this, I have this dream, I fight for this dream, you understand? I work
to achieve this dream and that is how it is. I was a teacher, I was a teacher in a primary
school, but I know, I was born with a star inside. I don’t know if it is dance, music or
sports, I am not going to be a teacher. I wasn’t born to be a teacher. I am luchando for
the music, they have told me that I have talent, I am a composer, and that is what I am
fighting for. (Yosvany, Personal Communication, Interview 4)
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Figure 5-26 Photograph of neighborhood of Cotorro, Habana

Yosvany introduced me to his Aunt, Niece and Mom and we had a small snack of juice
and a ham sandwich before heading back to the city. I talked for a while with his Mom and
extended the invitation to be filmed, but I didn’t push it, and instead we spent a few minutes
connecting before heading back to the city. It was dark and we had to catch several maquinas
and a few city buses to make it back to Central Habana. I sat in gratitude on the bus next to
Yosvany and Dayroni, we were all really tired, we didn’t really talk much, but I could tell we
were all happy. While we waited for one of the buses, we got a pizza from a tiny stand set up in
someone’s home. A few kids came up to Yosvany and asked him about his music. He laughed
and thanked them for listening and assured them he would be performing soon. He later
explained to me that he had recently performed in the neighborhood and that he had received a
positive response. I grew even more admiration for all the artists as we traveled back to the busy
city, realizing just how much physical, emotional and creative energy is required to be able to see
a project through to realization, and all the pieces required to do so. They walked me to my
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house because it was dangerous to walk with a camera at night and I arrived home around
midnight exhausted but completely inspired. Once I got home, I passed out from exhaustion! I
was so tired from shooting all day, but my heart was so full of happiness because I knew that our
collaboration was important to all of those involved.
The next day, I met Yosvany and Dayroni in front of the pizza parlor, and they gave me
two flash drives to borrow. I donated two of my own that I had bought as gifts for artists, and I
transferred everything over to the four drives. It took a few hours to transfer everything and I
returned to meet them in front of the Paladar and wished them luck with editing. I expressed my
interest in seeing what they create with the footage and the assured me they would get back to
me when it was finished.
My departure date drew nearer, and I was concerned that I wouldn’t be able to get to see
the final product. I would check in every now and then as I walked passed the Paladar, asking
Yaommy about Yosvany’s progress. I knew there were several factors involved, and I didn’t
want to add pressure to the process. I had let the idea that I would be able to see what they
created go as I prepared to fly to Mexico City. The night before my flight, Yosvany knocked on
my door. When I opened it Yosvany’s face was tired but he had a huge smile, he said with
excitement that Dayrel had just finished the edits to the video. Before watching the video
together, I interviewed him about what he liked about it and what his next steps would be. Once
we watched the video I pieced together what he had mentioned in his brief reflection with my
own reaction to the video. After this interview, I felt like we had worked collaboratively to create
the work vision that Yosvany was attempting to produce while we also recorded the process. I
asked Yosvany what his next steps were going to be and he described how now it was time to
promote his work in discos with DJ’s and club owners, with the weekly packet and through the

208

Bluetooth app called Zapya. He described his approach to promoting and how there is a potential
for making money through performing but in order to do so they must build momentum through
word of mouth and the street.
And what all the bosses of the discos want is do is to fill, fill the disco to make money,
you understand? And this is what I do, not simply in the weekly Paquete, but I also go to
the discos and talk to the DJ’s and say, “Look I will pay you this much to play my song
Friday, Saturday and Sunday.” If it is good and the people like it, they promote the music
every weekend. And the people are liking it. Like, most recently, I have made a lot of
songs that have a lot of success with this public here. People see me in the street and are
asking, ‘When are you going to sing? When are you going to sing here? When are you
going to come here to sing?’. You understand, so on the 7th of July, this year, next
month, I have a concert in that disco, thanks to God for this work, I am ready to do this
concert, and I have a lot of songs that the people are liking, they love it. In this case I
have “Mejor Asi”, which everyone loves. Too bad you won’t be here for the concert on
July 7th to film the concert. Either way, I will film it and upload it on social media so
you can see it. It is going to be something beautiful. (Yosvany, Personal
Communication, Interview 5)
I wished I was able to stay to find out more about how the public received the video and
to attend Yosvany’s concert at a local club in Cotorro. Instead, we promised to keep in touch
and wished each other much success in the our next step before leaving Yosvany gave me the
lyrics to both Solto El Pin 2 and Mejor Asi.
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Figure 5-27, Figure 5-28 Photographs of lyrics written by Yosvany for Mejor Así

Me envió un mensaje diciendo que todo le va
bien, Y yo vi una foto de ella publicada en
Facebook con el, pero me da lástima heee por
interesada por ti no siento nada.

You sent me a message saying that everything
is going well, I saw on of the pictures she
published on Facebook with him, but it makes
me feel sorry, because of your interest, I don’t
feel anything for you.

Coro
Mejor asi hooo, tu feliz por allá, yo feliz por
aqui.
Mejor así, hooo, tu perdiste más de lo que yo
me perdí.

Chorus:
It is better this way, you happy over there,
and I’m happy here.
It is better this way, you lost more than I did.

Rapeo

Rapping:
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Ya no me hace falta y te deseo niña sin falta
que en tu vida yo no te haga falta
Que te vaya bien, bien
Si muy lejos que te vaya bien soy mejor así tu
no lo captas, yo sigo en lo mío ahora la
música es mi novia, grabo con el Genio y con
King Dowa ya no quiero lio lo que hiciste me
supo a Gloria yo me hice grande en la
trayectoria.
Coro…
Rapeo 2
Tú me perdiste por mala cabeza
Me perdiste por lo material
Tú me perdiste por eso es que ahora tu estas
triste. Y ahora mismo ya no quiera verte que
te vaya bien te deseo suerte I’m sorry ahora
quédate con tu White que no tengo una
Reebok y unos Nike.

Chorus

Rapeo 3
Cuando te marchaste tu no pensaste
Tu no sentiste tu no me escuchaste no te
retractes y no mandes más correos que yo no
los leo yo le doy delete, tú me diste a mí la
mala, y te fuiste atrás de su dinero, ahora te
pido que te rechines y no me llames que ya no
quiero.
Hablado
Cuando tú fuiste me dejaste triste
Cuando te fuiste me dejaste en choke
Pero el tiempo lo cura todo y lo que me
hiciste ya paso,
Y si tú nos ves bajando la tiza super duro y
bajando la tiza no cojas lucha y dale pa la
orilla si no te barremos muerto de risa

I am not missing anything, and I wish you the
most, and that in your life you don’t feel like
you are lacking anything.
I hope you are well on your way
Yes, very far away, and doing well. I am
better this way, you don’t capture (my
attention) I am focusing on myself, now
music is my girlfriend. I am recording with
El Genio and King Dowa. I don’t want any
strings attached. What you did to me has
made me know glory, I have made it big in
my trajectory.

Rapping 2
You lost me because you had a bad head (bad
thinking).
You lost me and that is why you are sad now.
And right now, I don’t want to see you. I
hope you everything goes well for you. I
wish you luck, I am sorry, now stay with your
White, I don’t have any Reeboks or Nikes.
Rapping 3
When you marched out, you didn’t think.
You didn’t feel, you didn’t listen to me. You
can’t take it back, and don’t send me anymore
letters, I don’t read them, I press delete. You
told me the bad news, and you went after
money, now I ask you to repent and don’t call
me anymore because I don’t want it.
Talking:
When you left you left me sad
When you left, you left me in shock
But time cures everything, and what you
already did has passed.

Hablando

And if you see us “bajando la tiza” really hard
and “bajando la tiza” don’t fight it and get it
to your ear, if you don’t we will sweep you
laughing to death.

Coro

Chorus

Coro
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Hablando Final
Talking
Pelagato se llama nivel la diferencia entre tu y
yo, aquí la barridas son obligatorias, te
Chorus
metemos con la glock, el congo glock, te
metemos con la glock.
Final Talking
To the guy who is called Nivel, the difference
between you and I, here the sweeping is
obligated, we will get you with a glock, the
congo glock, we will get you with the glock.
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As promised, when I arrived to Mexico City, I created a Facebook page and YouTube
channel for Yosvany, and I sent him his password information through his brother’s email.
Collaboration with Several Artists from Cotorro, Habana: Habana Vieja. I left
Havana to Mexico City knowing that the work that we did together had supported the goals of
these artists as well as helping me understand more about their meaning making processes.
While in Mexico City, President Trump announced a change the travel restrictions to visiting
Havana, and I decided to return in August for a month before the changes were to be
implemented. I feared that if I did not return at that time, that I would not have the opportunity
again. So, in August I returned to Havana but instead of living in Cayo Hueso I moved to
Marianao. Living in Marianao presented many more logistical issues when trying to coordinate
with artists, but we were able to make time to work together. I sent Yosvany a text telling him I
had returned and that I was interested in a final interview. I wanted to follow up with him and
find out how things were going with the music making and promoting. Once connecting he
inquired about the possibility of shooting another video, I agreed and we set up a time. I felt as
though agreeing to shoot more video footage was an act of reciprocity, in which I was able to
leverage my personal access to technology to be able to support local art making. I also thought
that even though it is extremely exhausting, involving myself in this capacity provided
opportunities to engage in building connections that were meaningful to Yosvany, Yeser and a
few friends. It is through these experiences that I developed a deep empathy and understanding
of the meaning of this work.
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We made a plan to meet in Habana Vieja in front of the Association of Yoruba, and on
the day of our meeting I was pleasantly surprised to see Yosvany and a group of friends from his
neighborhood. They all wanted to make music videos. So, we filmed three music videos
simultaneously. We walked throughout the tourist part of Habana Vieja and they each described

Figure 5-29, Figure 5-30. Yosvany and neighborhood friends planning out where to film music videos

their ideas and I filmed each section. When we walked together through the tourist sector, I
made sure to act confident in front of police as they watched us. We walked together in a group
and I did not speak in order to soothe the suspicious gaze of the authorities. Thankfully, we did
not have any problems working together in these spaces.
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Figure 5-31. Yosvany, Dayroni, DJ Yeser and friend walking in Habana Vieja seeking places to shoot footage for music video
production

The first day we filmed for 8 hours, and at the end of the day we planned to meet on the
weekend to finish filming. Each artist had the storyline based off of their songs, and we walked
around downtown Habana Vieja as each artist choose the setting for each shot. They carried
their clothes to be worn for different scenes, and some of the artists also invited actors to star in
their videos. I did not interview all the people engaged in these videos as part of this research,
but I did see that is was an interest of each artists to be able to create a video. I felt as though
this was the least I could do, since through the experience, I too was able to learn about how they
design their videos and also to contribute. Over the weekend, we dedicated another day to
filming and we were able to finish all the shots for all four singers and their music videos. I
shared the footage to one of the artists who had a laptop while Dayroni, Yosvany, Yeser and I
prepared for our final interview.
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Figure 5-32. Yosvany, Dayroni and friend reviewing video footage to be used for music videos

Final Group Interview: Dayroni’s Home in Habana Vieja. We sat in front of an altar
in the middle of Dayron’s home where he lives with his parents. It is a three-story building that
his mother’s family shares. Both his parents work in the food service industry and have
encouraged him to do the same. We were all exhausted but agreed that it was time to reflect
together one more time before I would leave back to the US. Yosvany cracked open a bottle of
rum from the local bodega and took a few sips as he started narrating his personal decisions and
experiences with Reggaeton. I make it clear that I am interested in understanding more about
how they are able to work together and their successes thus far in order to avoid contributing to a
deficit perspective of their lives.
Perception of Creativity as a Spiritual Gift
Yeser and Dayron listened as Yosvany talked about the financial constraints he faced
during his student teaching and how he left the university to find other work to support his
dreams. He shared his hopes and was transparent as he expressed his commitment and the
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sacrifices he makes to engage in making music. He refers to his talent as if it were his “Ache”.
Even though I was familiar with Santeria and the term ache I wanted to understand what he
thought about it. When I ask him to describe what that meant by ache. He continued by making
a connection between talent and spirituality.
There are a lot of religious people, and there are some people who believe in it, and
others who don’t at all. You understand, sometimes you believe that it does exist. Ache
in other words is the idea that you have an ability or dominance that God gave you do
things easily, to have the possibility and the talent. This word that I mentioned Ache, it is
nothing more than I already said. It could be a gift, your talent. And I feel like I have it.
No, not like arrogance, (imitates bragging), I’m so talented, you don’t know, everything
is stuck. No, I like to help people because the people who want to learn about this world
of music and art, I started this way too. This is not any inspiration, no, this is the way
you do it, this is the way you rap, do it this way, to make a chorus, sing this way, it is
easier, simpler. So, I am a religious person, and that is why I mentioned this word aché.
(Yosvany, Personal Communication, Interview 5)
I am familiar with Santeria, and I don’t push the artists to teach me about their spiritual
practices, but I did think that the way that Yosvany mentioned the role of “aché” in his creative
process was significant because of how he thinks about his engagement in the arts as something
greater than himself. That his gift of being able to compose, create, produce and perform music
is part of his divine gift. He continues making a connection with the larger national identity in
which he views the majority of Reggaetoneros as Santeros. He attributes the possibility of
success to the larger narratives of spirituality and practices within Santeria.
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Some people think that if they say the hand of Orula, that your roads will open, that is
what he wants to explain you understand? That when you do Santo, everything is going
to turn out right, that if they say Ologun, you will be able to travel, the beliefs that people
have you understand? For example, all of the Cuban Reggaetoneros have become
Santos, I don’t know if you have noticed. Chacal has done Santo, Santo is that you have
to dress in white for a year like a child, you understand? El Chacal, now Micha, Jacob
Forever, Yomil, many artists have done Santo and it is to protect you from all the bad that
exists. To triumph. That is what gives you the strength. It depends on the beliefs that you
have. (Yosvany, Personal Communication, Interview 5)
Even though Yosvany did not identity as being a Santero, he contributed his commitment
to Reggaeton as his action in response to his spiritual community. According to him, this belief
is what made him decide to take on the role as singer, instead of composing for others, because
otherwise he is seen as giving away his gift from God. Immediately after talking about the
encouragement of his community to become a singer, he speeds up his speech and exclaims,
Entonces ya tomar las cosas más en serio. Porque dije bueno, yo tengo que convertirme
en alguien para yo poder salir de aquí. Puedo comprar mi proprio casa para que mi
Mama no tiene que estar, cuando viene aquí a La Habana, está en casa de una hermana,
después para la casa de una otra hermana, o ahí. No yo quiero meterme adentro de
Reggaeton, convertirme en alguien famoso y importante a ganar dinero y comprarle una
casa a mi Mama. Entonces todo el sacrificio que estoy haciendo, lo estoy haciendo con
este fin. Con el fin de salir adelante, de salir de este llueco, entiende, de ganar el capital
suficiente para poder cambiar mi vida. Para poder darle esta gira a mi vida, y ser
independiente… y pienso más en mi Mama de mí. Todo yo hago por ella, y mi. En parte
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por mí también, pero más por ella. Para que ella no tiene que estar robando aquí para
allá y nada. Y por eso me sacrifico. Con el propósito de triunfar, de triunfar en la
música, salir adelante, entiende y viajar y conocer el mundo. Quiero viajar y conocer el
mundo, quiero ir de girar a Puerto Rico, de girar a Miami, de girar a algún lugar y
conocer el mundo…. (inaudible)... porque me abrieron todo estas puertas y Dios que está
allá, (pointing to the ceiling), mirando nosotros y este sacrificio, no puede ser en vano.
So, I started to take things more seriously. Because I said well, I need to convert myself
into someone so that I can get out of here. I can buy my own house so that my Mom
doesn’t have to be, when she comes to La Habana, she is in her sister’s house, afterwards
in her other sister’s house, or over there. No, I want to get into Reggaeton, convert myself
into someone famous and important so I can make money and buy a house for my Mom.
So, all this sacrifice that I am doing, I am doing for this result. With the result of getting
ahead, to get out of this hole, you understand, to earn the sufficient capital to be able to
change my life. So that I can make this change in my life and be independent…. and I
think more of my Mother that I do for myself. Everything I do for her, and me. A little
bit for me, but more for her. So that she doesn’t have to be robbing here and there or
nothing. And this is the reason I sacrifice myself. With the proposal to triumph, to
triumph in music, get ahead, you understand, and travel and know the world. I want to
travel and know the world, I want to go on tour in Puerto Rico, on tour in Miami, to go
on tour somewhere and know the world. To open these doors and that this God that is up
there (pointing upwards), watching us with all this sacrifice, it cannot be in vain.
(Yosvany, Personal Communication, Final Interview)
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I am thankful for the transparency in Yosvany’s responses and I inquire about the
positive experiences he has had as an artist. He describes one of his biggest accomplishments as
being able to perform throughout the country and have people who he never imagined would
know who he is, sing along to his lyrics and enjoy his music.
Use of Technology as a Tool for Production and Promotion
The conversation flows as DJ Yeser comments on ideas or experiences that they can
relate to in Yosvany’s retelling of his story. Dj Yeser explains the motivation it took to be able to
put everything together and have access to being able to create. He describes how he weaves
together his financial investment in technology as a way to give himself access to producing
music.
So, you go to a studio where the people said they knew how to record and when it came
out, I spent 95 dollars on a song before, and when I listened to my music in my home, it
was garbage. And no one could understand anything, and so I felt like I spent like 50
dollars and I didn’t do anything because I couldn’t put my music anywhere because it
wasn’t good, so I decided to focus on buying my own computer and if I do some shit, I’ll
do it myself, and learn how to do things. So, I bought my computer, it cost 500 CUC,
and that was a super sacrifice of me doing hair there, I did hair until I bought my
computer and then the microphone, that was 70 CUC or 80 CUC and then the hard drive,
I had to ask my friends to borrow 100 dollars, a friend of mine Deroi, and that is how I
bought my things. And then afterwards, after buying everything, I had to learn. Because I
didn’t know anything, I didn’t know how to record or anything, so I went on the internet
and started reading tutorials on the internet, and that is how slowly I became a producer,
and people always come to your house and that is how you learn. Like Yosvany, for
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example, it’s put this here and move this like that, and they help you bit by bit. I have
been doing this for 4 or 3 years, and every day I learn something new. (Yeser, Personal
Communication, Final Interview)
He continues by giving more details about how he promotes his studio through word of
mouth and the weekly packet. He describes how it is challenging to charge people for producing
music because musicians that have money usually go to higher quality studios. Explaining how
that even though he charges 3 CUC for a song and 5 CUC for a background, when backgrounds
cost him 10-15 CUC, it is still a struggle to get clients. He attempts to keep his prices low
because he knows the challenges of being able to pay to make music, he says that even 5 CUC is
hard to acquire. He says that the majority of the people who record Reggaeton at his studio are
young people who are able to collect a dollar here and there, alluding to finding the change of
their parents and using it to make music.
DJ Yeser continues by recounting his frustrations with the limited access to technology,
such as ITunes and Amazon, and how he has personally been affected by someone capitalizing
on his work by selling his music on Amazon and ITunes without his permission or receiving any
of the capital from these sales. The topic of promotion arises, and the three discuss the function
of the weekly packet and how they navigate promoting their work across Cuba. They compare
the weekly packet to the internet for the rest of the world. They mention how they still use the
internet, but that it is not their main platform of promotion. Although the internet is now
becoming more accessible in public parks, although it is still illegal in homes. The pitfalls of the
internet connectivity speed make using YouTube almost unbearable. One strategy that Yeser
recommends is to connect during the early morning hours in order to be able to upload or view
anything on Youtube. Dayroni laughs and says “10 percent”, referring to the speed that they have
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access to in comparison to the rest of the world. They continue by emphasizing that the lack of
access, high costs for access, and the slow speeds are factors that hamper their ability to promote
themselves to an international following, in which they would be able to gain followers through
sites like YouTube or Facebook. Yosvany says that it is unfortunate because there is a potential
to be recognized as an artist and gain financial backing through the internet. He specifically
refers to Justin Bieber's story of fame through what he understood as posting online and being
discovered.
I viewed this ability to engage with using technology as an act of perseverance because of
the way the Government controlled access and gave privilege to foreigners by allowing for hotels
to control their internet accessibility by selling it at high prices. The cards used in hotels are the
same that people use when they buy cards in the street, but the hotels sell them at higher prices
and create a way to control which cards give access to internet. There is an economy created
around the hacking of internet from these hotels and business routers, as people want to use the
internet for cheaper. There are people in the neighborhoods who work in groups that can
connect you to the internet. When a group of users forms in a public space to use the internet, it
is not clear as to who has purchased a card and who is paying half price to the person in the
community who found a way to hack the system. There are cameras on street corners and police
patrols in the streets, but the hackers are still in business as people continue to find ways to
communicate and gain access to alternative media sources and social media.
Although Dayroni, Yeser and Koki have Facebook accounts, they express a frustration
with not having full access in comparison to what they perceive the internet is like for people in
other countries. Yeser extends the conversation by emphasizing the frustration of not being able
to promote on Amazon and ITunes. He recounts his experience of discovering that someone has
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posted his music on both sites and is making money off of his creations without him ever being
acknowledged or making any profits.

Figure 5-33 Screenshot of Unknown Vendor of Dj Yeser's Music on Itunes

They confirm that they are not able to sell their music online due to the inability to set up
accounts on Amazon and Itunes that can produce legal income. As a potential response to this
barrier, they allude to the tactic of collaborating with someone living abroad who can receive the
money from YouTube accounts, or Amazon, who would be willing to send the artist their
earnings through Western Union. Deferring to the role of the weekly packet as crucial for the
promotion of their work within Cuba. They describe it as the “Cuban internet”. That through
two major DJ promoters in Habana, they are able to expose the country to their music. This
informal network is created through the selling of the weekly packet to people within their
neighborhoods, as well as the sharing of content to DJ’s and club owners. Cable television is not
legal, but there was a rumor that you could pay someone 10 CUC a month to gain access to
Telemundo and other Spanish language media content from abroad. The weekly packet also
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serves as a community resource to get access to the most popular television shows, find out
about articles for sale, post a personal ad, or to promote music. The networks constructed
through the filling of portable flash drives provided the opportunity to share anything as if it is
their own channel online.
Promotion. Dayroni is studying Gastronomy and Tourism in case it doesn’t work out
with music, it is part of his agreement with his family, as they support his entrepreneurship. I
asked him about the reaction of his friends to the music video Mejor Asi. He describes how
school is an opportunity to promote and that through the use of Bluetooth he is able to spread
their work throughout the city. This type of social networking is informal and requires technical
literacy that is practiced by students and their use of applications such as Zapya, which is an
across platform file sharing app.
Yes, I got to school and commented, “Look at the video I made”, because it was a
collaboration with Lobo King Dowa, and he is one of the most well known in the genre
of Urban music. I said, look at the collaboration we did with Lobo King Dowa, look at
the video we did, and I shared it with them through Bluetooth. Besides the packet, the
best way to promote is through school, because I study in a school that has people from
all the municipalities, so the people that like the music take the music to their
neighborhoods, to Playa, and they say, look at this kid from my school, and they take it
from Playa to Marianao, Guanabacoa, and that is how it travels from municipality to
municipality. Everyone liked the video. I felt good. (Dayroni, Personal Communication,
Final Interview)
I continue by asking Dayroni where he has learned about what he does with music, a
question I have asked each of the artists. I was curious as to see if his response may differ from
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the other artists because he is still attending school. I thought that perhaps he was pulling from
his schooling experience to work with technology or compose. Instead he names various
American artists as his musical inspirations, including Chris Brown, Wiz Khalifa and Snoop
Dogg. He laughs as he reemphasizes the importance of the weekly packet as a tool that has given
him access to music videos and popular culture through the purchasing of the weekly packet. He
explains that the weekly packet is distributed by underground representatives in communities
that sell everything for 15 CUC per month, Videos for 2 CUC and movies for 15 pesos. The
weekly packet is identified as fundamental for these artists as a tool for inspiration and
distribution. These underground networks are forever shifting and function through community
members use of portable flash drives and Bluetooth. The weekly packet has been socially
accepted as a tool for communication, promotion of businesses, as well as providing access to
domestic and international media. He continues to discuss the topic of technology and the use of
cell phones. Yosvany describes how the use of cell phones is a critical part of being able to make
plans as part of his work and that it took him more than 3 months to save money to buy a phone.
Instead of purchasing from a store, he bargained with a friend and purchased a phone for 80
dollars because he describes the store prices as being too costly. Navigating the economy is
confusing, and I cannot figure out how people are able to purchase phones and pay for access to
the internet, as well as pay for weekly access to media. The monthly income from a job with the
government is equivalent to 15-20 CUC. It is difficult for me to imagine how people are able to
survive these economic constraints, but I know that there are many alternative tactics that people
employ to be able to make ends meet. This creative problem solving that is not necessarily
sanctioned by the government, is often referred to as inventando/inventing. After spending
several months living and working in Habana, I gained a glimpse into the lived realities of
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people as they apply creative problem solving to their current social realities in which they
navigate the stress of the economy compounded by the US embargo, the regulations by the State
and the implications of the revolutionary ideologies, as well as their personal aspirations.
We continue talking as the battery of my camera runs out. Ironically, I am required to
use my phone to record as we finish talking about their shared goals as artists. We thank each
other for the opportunity to work together and I ask if they would like to say anything to the
people who might see this work in the future. Both DJ Yeser and Yosvany emphasize their
interest in working collaboratively with funders or musicians abroad through what they refer to
as an intercultural exchange. Yeser mentions how frustrating it is to not have access to high
quality tools like cell phones through which they are able to film themselves singing. He
explains that if the work is not high quality, even if you are a wonderful singer, you will come
off as looking crazy. He interrupts Yosvany as he speaks and says, “We want to travel around the
world, we have talent, we just need to promote and have a little help. You are helping a lot, I
think we will have success.”
Although they each mention the financial constraints that they navigate, the stories told in
these interviews also demonstrate the complexities of their creative acts and their logic behind
their dedication and passion for producing music. These shared experiences allowed for the study
of the significance of art in their lives as it illuminated their socio-cultural experiences. The
sharing of these perspectives allowed for the unraveling of the social meanings of their
engagement in the arts and in what ways they may be identified as multimodal literacy practices.
Once I returned to the US to complete the video portraiture process and analysis, I stayed
in contact with these artists through email, YouTube and Facebook. I looked up the video Mejor
Así, which was uploaded through YouTube as part of the promotion for Lobo King Dowa. On
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their channel the video had hit more than 20K views in two months.

Figure 5-34. Screenshot of Music Video Mejor Así after being posted on YouTube

Commentary on Portraiture of the Collaborative Process of Creating Digital Multimodal
Texts
In this section, I will insert my commentary about the connections that I have made
through accompanying these artist as part of their creative process. Through the process,
Yosvany, Yeser, Dayroni and Daryel utilize multiple modes, digital and traditional texts, to push
against the constraints they feel through the “facts” reinforced through various strategies. The
fact that all members of this group of producers of literacy, have turned away from their formal
educational experiences to develop literacy skills in the streets signify the existence of a socioeconomic pressure that causes a need for seeking an alternative “potential” to the realities that
they have faced. In turn, they did not perceive the education that they have received through
schooling as providing opportunities through which they are able to change the extreme
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socioeconomic circumstances in which they face as a community. However, this does not mean
that schooling was insignificant, instead it points to tension caused by the Cuban State’s
economic system and policies as well as the effects of the US embargo. As an alternative, these
artists create opportunities through remixing several modes (sound, image, aesthetics, written
and performed texts and design) serving as texts in which each “actor” finds meaning across
multiple learning and producing contexts (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 1996, 2001;). Yosvany
perceives his ability to create, as a spiritual gift through which he finds hope by referring to
Santeria and the example of Cuban artists who have confirmed their faith publicly, by aesthetics
demonstrated in their musical productions.
Through social networking, each member of this study has demonstrated that there is an
affective motivation and return from engaging in producing. That although their bigger goals
may have to do with the potential of changing their socio-economic circumstances, it is also
about exposure. To share their videos, and also to be able to circumvent the systematic strategies
of the State to be given access to be able to go on tour abroad and to be able to support their
families. Although this is the larger goal, the acts of producing also serve an immediate function
in the lives of these artists as they face an extreme socio-political and economic context which
effects their daily experiences. These literacy acts function somewhat like the fairy tales that de
Certeau mentions in his work on tactics. He explains the roles of imagined tales and stories in
society.
Finally, in these tales themselves, the stylistic effects–devices and “figures,” alliterations,
inversions and plays on words – also participate in the collation of these tactics. They are
also, more discreetly, living museums of these tactics, the benchmark of apprenticeship.
Both rhetoric and everyday practices can be defined as internal manipulations of a system
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– that of language or that of an established order. “Turns” (or “tropes”) inscribe in
ordinary language the ruses, displacements, ellipses, etc., that scientific reason has
eliminated from operational discourse in order to constitute “proper” meanings. But the
practice of these ruses, the memory of a culture, remains in these “literary” zones into
which they have been repressed (as in dreams, where Freud re-discovered them). These
tricks characterize a popular art of speaking. So quick, so perspicacious in recognizing
them in the discourse of the raconteur and the peddler, the ear of the peasant or worker
can discern in a way of speaking way of treating the received language. His amused and
artistic appreciation also concerns an art of living in the other’s field. It distinguishes in
these linguistic turns a style of thought and actions -that is, models of practice. (de
Certeau, 1953, p.27)
Although de Certeau was not addressing the use of digital literacies, he was
referring to the role of popular culture and the ability to transform power through a
repositioning of authority (Buchanan, 2000). This repositioning of authority is what
transforms the rigid constraints (strategies) of the State to opening up to other
possibilities. The role of popular culture according to de Certeau is to push these
constraints. An example of this is the concept of “la perruque” which is the workers own
work, disguised as work for the employer (p.44). Overall, this practice is diversionary in
which the worker repurposes the time spent at work to serve their own needs. In this
study, DJ Yeser Diaz and Video Producer Daryel refer to this when attributing their
ability to learn about technology to the opportunities they had through working for Staterun companies with computers. Although the internet is not legal in homes, these artists
were afforded access to computers with internet through their roles as employees in
229

State-run businesses, where as they worked, they downloaded video tutorials and camera
handbooks that provided them the opportunity to learn about other technology. It was
through these acts, coupled with working within their social networks, that they were able
to develop the know how to be able to work with technology to create their own
businesses by employing their knowledge of computers, cameras, music making
software, adobe premiere and Photoshop. Unlike stealing, the worker manipulates time,
not the goods from the industrial space. These types of acts are defined as a type of
economic diversion that “in reality is a sociopolitical ethics into an economic system” (de
Cereau, 1953, p.45). These artists divert time to leverage access to knowledge provided
through the use of legal access to the internet, to be able to then apply this knowledge to
the development of their own businesses that support the development of popular culture
and literacy practices by employing and sharing their knowledge of these particular tools.
The manipulation of power, through these divergent actions/ tactics, provide spaces for
the repositioning of authority in which popular culture is developed. The study of
Reggaetón as an expression of sociopolitical and popular cultural ideologies has given
scholars insight into the role of this popular musical genre on a global stage (Baker, 2009;
Fairley 2006; Fairley & Fernandez, 2009; Gamez Torres 2012; Negron-Muntanier 2009;
Rivera-Rideau,1980). As I continue to develop this analysis, I turn to consider the
popular discourse within the daily narratives of Cubans that allude to the tension between
the State and the people due to sociopolitical manifestations of the economy. Yosvany
hints at this when he describes the process of searching for a space to record his music as
one of the steps involved in fighting the war for music. Implying that there is a violent
dedication to have the ability to participate in the process of creating his own narrative
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and being recognized for that by the public. Unlike the promoted image of the ideologies
of the State through the promotion of the State through propaganda in public spaces, the
creation and distribution of music videos representing a spectrum of realities and
“popular culture” is a tactical action based maneuver of transforming the authority of the
State.
The actual order of things is precisely what "popular" tactics turn to their own ends,
without any illusion that it will change any time soon. Though elsewhere it is exploited
by a dominant power or simply denied by an ideological discourse, here order is tricked
by an art. Into the institution to be served are thus insinuated styles of social exchange,
technical invention, and moral resistance, that is, an economy of the "gift" (generosities
for which one expects a return), an esthetics of "tricks" (artists' operations) and an ethics
of tenacity (countless ways of refusing to accord the established order the status of a law,
a meaning, or a fatality). “Popular” culture is precisely that; it is not a corpus considered
as foreign, fragmented in order to be displayed, studied and “quoted” by a system which
does to objects what it does to living beings. (de Certeau, 2000, p.45).
I focus on the personal experiences of these artists as well as my own, in order to make
sense of the perceptions of the artists within their socio-political and cultural context. I consider
the discourse heard on the streets and in everyday conversation in reference to the experiences of
people in the neighborhoods where I lived. It is through this language that one is able to feel
connected to a larger understanding of the manifestations of political ideologies of the State in
the daily lives of Cubans, particularly in regard to the perception and embodied experiences
caused by socioeconomics. For example, Yosvany refers to the lucha, which can be disguised as
Revolutionary rhetoric, but in his usage of this concept, he is referring to the struggle for
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personal liberation, the ability to enact one’s agency to be able to create a path in which one feels
fulfilled with their engagement as a producer within the economy. To circumvent the constraints
of the perceived reality of being complacent in being okay with being one thing throughout your
life. I asked this question when he referred to the idea, because I have heard it in so many
contexts on a daily basis. This concept is also liked to the concept of invento or inventing,
alluding to the tactical maneuvers of Cubans as they find ways to respond to the economic
constraints that are not always legal. This inventing can be the stealing of goods to resell as a
means for survival, or taking advantage of an opportunity in time, to circumvent a constraint to
be able to have access to goods or resources. This practice of selling cigars to tourists is one
example of this type of illegal “inventing”, because Cigars can only be sold from State run
businesses and factories. In some ways, this term is used as a way to describe “problem
solving”, legally or illegally. In comparison to the terms used by de Certeau, these acts would be
considered tactics. Often times this solution may refer to the giving of a “regalo/gift” as a way to
gain access to better care, medicine, job opportunities, entrance into spaces or the adjustment of
the amount of time one needs to wait to have access to services. De Certaeu also comments on
the role of gifts within this complex system, he explained,
…the politics of the "gift" also becomes a diversionary tactic. In the same way, the loss
that was voluntary in a gift economy is transformed into a transgression in a profit
economy: it appears as an excess (a waste), a challenge (a rejection of profit), or a crime
(an attack on property). (de Certeau, 2000, p.45)
The evidence of this tension between “El Estado” and the people is further expressed
through discourse heard in everyday conversations within neighborhoods. These concepts are
particular to this specific sociocultural milieu and suggest the application of creativity as an
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agentive approach to socioeconomic tensions through an adjustment of authority. Similar to de
Certeau’s concept of tactics, these conceptual references to the manipulation of authority as a
means for economic survival are important as they demonstrate a shared understanding of
approaching the political constraints in which Cubans find themselves. The following concepts
are street references that have been incorporated into everyday discourse.
Pincha: Directly translated in English can mean to prick, and in this context, it refers to a
job or hustle that is not always legal.
Trampa: a trap to engage someone emotionally or financially
Muela: the story to engage someone into the manipulation for goods or access
Entrada: an opportunity
Regalo: a gift to gain access to better quality service or an opportunity to participate
Jinetera: referring to jockeying of a foreigner as an opportunity for economic gain
In the daily experiences within the city of Habana, these terms are used to express the
ongoing desire of the ability to change one’s economic and life experiences. The production and
consumption of multimodal texts observed during this research are enmeshed in the daily
experiences of the producers within a larger socio-economic and political paradigm. However,
the engagement in the creative process, has afforded each of these artists an opportunity to
manipulate their realities, in which they transform the seemingly impossible “fact” of their
economic existence to an alternative by seizing opportunities in which they employ and develop
digital literacy practices. Furthermore, although this work provides hope for future goals such as
being well known, having access to providing housing for their families, or traveling on tour,
there is also an immediate and embodied significance in creating. Each artist directly assigns an
affective element to the mediation of feeling through the production of multimodal texts. For
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Yosvany, through his ability to compose, he is able to transform spaces within his daily
experiences (the bus ride, his job making pizzas) into opportunities for creating and an affective
and emotional alternative to his material surroundings. He describes his life as art, referencing
the dialectical relationship between his lived experiences and his process of creation through
which he transforms his reality into art and vice-verse. Yeser, Dayroni and Daryel share this
sentiment as they comment on the decisions they have made in order to gain access to the tools
required to be able to produce music and videos.
Through the use of the paquete semanal (weekly packet), and the restrictions on access to
internet, these group of artists disperse their self-authored stories that they do not see in Cuban
media. They also find inspiration through American and Puerto Rican music videos, connecting
aesthetic inspirations through movement, style and elements of video production. All of these
actions they identify as requiring sacrifice, as Yosvany says “they have heart for this”, implying
a spiritual and emotional connection to the commitment of producing, and reclaiming their
stories through the production and distribution of multimodal music videos through
“underground” systems by engaging and constructing spaces of production and distribution, that
are not legitimate through the lens of the Cuban State.
Overall, the production of these multimodal self-authored texts are examples of political
bodies enacting agency and resistance, that serve to reclaim and transform the affective realities
of the actors. This finding suggests that the affective characteristics of engaging in creating
multimodal texts, are felt throughout the creative process, applying inspiration to create, as well
as internalizing and expressing a purpose that repositions themselves within a larger
socioeconomic and political paradigm. This leveraging of literacy is dialectical in that the actors
mediate their worlds through the production of texts and receive through the transformative
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mediation of these texts. This dialectical relationship implies that the relationship between the
actor and the texts are not rigid, instead there is a fluidity of mediation, in which the actor not
only reads the world. The actors also feel the world, and it is through those feelings that they
become conscious of the role of the act of creating and engaging in texts as they assign meaning
to the experience. Their creative texts allow artists to read the world and through these same
texts, read themselves. The consciousness of these feelings is what I have focused on in this
analysis. It is not news that there exists a tension between the sociocultural and socioeconomic
environments in which the actor’s bodies and minds face a diverse range of extreme constraints.
However, the mediation of feeling through the construction of multimodal texts offer a
reclaiming of self and community within a system that appears from the outside to offer little
potential for social or economic mobility. Not only do the actions employ entrepreneurial
characteristics by creating their own small businesses and public images, they feel as though the
mode of production has also become them, describing their lives as art.
Although the actors have engaged with institutions of the State (wilderness camps,
mandatory military service, schooling) they have all turned to the “Street” as a space to act on
their beliefs of self-actualization and potential for something else. This affective role of “belief/
faith/spirituality” serves as a motivation for imagining an alternative reality, and through the
“sacrifice” of engaging in the production of texts, each actor receives a type of affective result
which motivates them to continue to engage. These engagements require economic investment
and an energetic demand of time and sacrifice. The process of creating, promoting and
distributing such texts form a larger systematic interweaving of the application of accessing tools
and engaging in complex social networks which ultimately formed alternative spaces.
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I was impressed at the amount of time spent on producing beats, filming, investing in
aesthetics to design their images, creating images to represent their brands, and the literal
physical energy required to move through space to organize around these specific goals.
Through interviews this was also expressed as Dj Yeser Diaz and Daryel described their
entrepreneurial approaches to constructing hubs of creative production (music studio and a video
editing space) within their homes. DJ Yeser Diaz draws from his emotional desire to hear his
voice recorded as a motivation to construct his own studio. He was able to do this through
setting up a barber shop in his backyard. He then purchased the tools required for digital music
production and through relationships taught himself how to use the tools. Daryel leveraged his
knowledge of computers through developing videos, teleplays and magazine like texts to gain an
IT position in a State-run business where he is able to gain access to legal internet in order to
download instructional manuals and tutorial videos to further his knowledge of cameras,
programs (Adobe Premiere and Photoshop) and other tools required for video production.
Collectively, each actors’ engagement has constructed a complex social network that
reshapes the sociocultural milieu. When we consider the intersection of place and strategies, we
must recognize the movement of the actors across space and time. I focused specifically on the
rythyming of the application and construction of texts by each actor as they literally physically
move through their neighborhoods converting delegitimized spaces of learning, into complex
systems of creation. Through these systems, there is a reclaiming of authority in which feelings
are created and expressed within the artists, as well as the public, as they respond to the texts.
Furthermore, by employing the technical knowledge of the access to internet connections,
although tightly regulated and with very slow bandwidth, these artists are able to disseminate and
promote their stories across political, geographic, linguistic and sociocultural barriers with hopes
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of international collaboration, support, and recognition. The creation of these multimodal stories
are a result of individual and collaborative emotion through which these Cuban artists employ
embodied resistance as acts of affective liberation through multimodal digital texts.
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Chapter 6: Discussion & Implications
Discussion
Drawing form Sarah Lawrence Lightfoot and Davis’s portraiture methodology, I have
merged ethnographic research with the use of film as a way to co-construct video portraits in
response to the question “What multimodal literacy practices do artists living in Habana Cuba
employ and for what purposes? In this study, I focused on the collaborations that took place with
the following artists during fieldwork conducted from September 2016 – August 2017.
1) Video Portraiture 1: Rodney Barreto & Rosa Barreto (Percussionist)
2) Video Portraiture 2: Ines Estrada & Her Mother (Dancer)
3) Video Portraiture 3: Maite Torriente Martinez & her Dance Teacher (Dancer and
Singer)
4) Video Portraiture 4: Yosvany, Dayroni, Dj Yeser Diaz, Daryel Musterlier
(Multimodal Digital Producers)
All video portraitures were composed through the filming of observations, semistructured interviews, cultural engagements and collaborative projects culminating into a
multimodal text co-constructed with each participant. Through member checking, additional
data was collected to include the perspectives that the participating artist expressed as significant
to their portraiture. Each participant was given the raw video data used to make their portrait, as
well as the first edition of their video. Thus, the data collected as part of the portraiture process
has also been used for alternative purposes based on the desires of the participants. During the
analysis stage of this study, the use of film allowed for a comprehensive review of the data in
which I triangulated emergent themes seeking to find closeness with each participant’s story.
Through the intimacy with each story, I was then able to identify overarching comprehensive
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themes that give us insight into the role of multimodal meaning making in the lives of these
artists. Each participant shared their stories of learning of the skills or knowledge required to
utilize their mode for meaning making. By examining these stories, and referring to my
theoretical framework, I identified the importance of accompanying the actor engaged in
multimodal production as they move throughout space. I acknowledge the learner’s body as
politicized, as they participate in learning and literacy acts throughout space and time. Thus,
similar to Leander& Bolt (2013) I focused on the actors as they shared pivotal memories of
moments about their learning stories, providing clues as to the key variables in their development
as artists, within a variety of spaces and over time. In the next section I will review the findings
emphasized in each chapter, and discuss the synthesis of these findings throughout this study.
Multimodal Learning Stories Extending Familial, Sociocultural and Historical
Resistance. In chapter 4, I share the collaborative process of co-constructing video portraits of
percussionist Rodney Barreto (32), and dancers Ines Estrada (27) and Maite Martinez (40). Each
portrait adds to the complexity of this study as they share insight into the affective significance
of multimodal production within their lives. It is through these stories that we learn about the
critical role of family members and community in the development of dance and musical
techniques. In each story, there is an articulation of the role of their Mothers in supporting each
artist to achieve their current successes. Furthermore, each artist also comments on the
connection between their form of expression with their cultural identities, specifically
mentioning the ancestral knowledge rooted in the cultural practices originating in parts of Africa.
Although each member does not go into detail about the historical relationship between Cuba
what they refer to as their African roots, they do refer to their motivations of multimodal
production to be connected to their racialized bodies within Cuba. The ability to create
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multimodal texts is referred to as a spiritual gift, described as “ache” or an attribute that is passed
on through generations through family practices and shared memories. The perception of
creating music and being a dancer are described as being valued and respected within each
member’s family. Each actor also has been greatly influenced by participating in community
gatherings and performances where they learned how to engage in their preferred literacy modes.
These modes (dance and percussion) are embodied and as they are enacted, there exists a type of
trans-mediation by the actor as they employ the mode of literacy. This also has an effect on the
public/audience in which the public receives through the performance.
Percussionist, Rodney’s reflection on his creative process while immersed in
conversation with Rumba drummers from the group Adonis and Osain del Monte is particularly
insightful as he differentiates between the energy he feels while playing, and his perception of
the creative process. In his perspective, the creative process is a “mental process” in which he
must be able to identity how to insert his voice within a larger conversation. It is through the
shared energy produced while drumming that he is able to reach a feeling of euphoria, but in
order to do so he describes how he gages his own energy in order to participate in the collective
construction of music. Although he has benefitted from his formal schooling in music from an
early age, he expressed a critical stance towards the school curricula that he was offered, which
did not include a focus on Cuban music or Jazz. It was though repurposing and acting in
alternative spaces that he developed his musical knowledge around specific genres connected to
what he describes as fundamental as a Cuban musician. Rodney’s active engagement and
dedication to learning Cuban music and Jazz, is an act of reclaiming institutional spaces in
school to practice music with his classmates. His musical knowledge was encouraged and
modeled through his family’s musical gatherings and parties in his childhood home where
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community musicians would challenge his musical development. His mother and her family
have played a pivotal role in Rodney’s development as an artist, and Rosa shares her perceptions
of the affective rewards that one receives through engaging in the arts. Rosa attributes her use of
dance as a tool to transport herself to emotional memories in time, or to balance out her life.
Rodney’s engagement within his community through drumming is a tactical reclaiming of his
familial roots as well as an active resistance to the privileging of classical music reinforced
through the State-run schools.
What stands out the most about each of these artist’s portraits is the affective significance
of the mode of literacy within their lives. Dancers, Maite and Ines both communicate shared
memories of dance being supported through the modeling of women in their lives. For Ines, her
Grandmother’s divergent actions were enacted through her commitment to participating in
spiritual music and dance practices, which she identified having a transformative effect in the
lives of Ines’s mother and herself. A particularly impactful memory is the experiences of going
to see the Conjunto Nacional de Folklore at the Teatro Meilla and having her Grandmother
encourage her to dance. It was through family gatherings and her participation in the Cultural
Houses in her neighborhood that she developed her dance techniques. Eventually, she studied
dance at the University level, in which she also gave back to her community through community
projects teaching dance at several schools, including Amilcar Cabral, Republica de China, and
Maria Diaz Verson. After 6 years of mandatory community service as part of her educational
requirements, she stopped doing community work and has focused on her career as a dancer and
performer. Through her work with the stilts group Danzankos de Cuba, she and her colleagues,
reclaim public space as they perform several times a week in the Old Historic Downtown.
Through the construction of stilts and the costumes utilized during performances, she is able to
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transform herself into a character that originated from shared cultural practices and spiritual
ideologies within Santeria. She expressed gaining an affective reward from the dialectical
relationship with the public in which she felt a sense of pride and responsibility to represent her
cultural knowledge to an international public. Not only does she perform her folkloric dances,
she also engages in dance in her private life, in which she learns from her community through
Rumba gatherings. It is through her engagement in the arts that she feels as though she has
reached a level of self-actualization. She continues to participate in higher education with goals
of traveling abroad or gaining recognition within institutional spaces so that she is able to
participate in forums and projects and further develop her career as a dancer.
Dancer, Maite’s story also demonstrates the importance of family and community
practices in her learning story as a dancer. Currently, she is also focusing on expanding her skills
though the study of music and singing. Her music and dance practices are rooted in her
spirituality and her mother’s support as she modeled her own love of music and dance
throughout Maites upbringing. Maite continues to share this passion with her teenage daughter
through sharing her experiences with dance and placing dance at the center of any family get
together. As part of her story, Maite emphasizes the value of learning in the street as being
something that she values because of the dedication and persistence required to learn within
community. She identifies the feeling of love as a driving factor for the engagement is
community groups producing music and dance outside of institutionalized spaces. Maite’s
employment of the modes of music and dance are characteristic that have been influenced by her
mother’s dedication and regard for such practices. Overtime, Maite was been able to maintain
her family through dance as her main career. As she combines her work as a performer and
dancer teacher, she has been able to work internationally teaching dance courses in Europe. She
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describes these experiences as changing her because of the relationships that developed through
her dance residencies.
The Collaborative Creative Process and Leveraging of Digital Tools as a Mode of
Collective Resistance. In Chapter 5, Yosvany and his colleagues utilized complex social
networks to construct and promote multimodal digital texts in the form of music videos. The
analysis that was supported by the teachings through Yosvany’s sharing of his experience, gave
way to considering the relationships between the politicized body, the production and
consumption of multimodal literacy and affect and how that interaction is informed by and
reshapes the sociocultural milieu. As these producers and consumers of texts, create and
employ tactical responses to strategies, they manipulate the authority of strategies that have been
employed to constrict the opportunities for specific types of engagement within society. The
construction and use of the digital underground is fostered and created by community networks
of neighborhood members sharing media content through community hubs located within homes
and dispersed through Bluetooth apps on cell phones. It is through the use of these technological
tactical maneuvers that Yosvany, Dayroni, DJ Yeser and Producer Koki, enact agency through
which they disseminate their self-authored multimodal digital stories within and across
communities. Additionally, with access to cell phones and state controlled internet, they publish
their multimodal text on social media sites Facebook and YouTube, to have a wider audience
and gain access to the international and Cuban transnational community without having to
physically travel. The use of social media and the international internet, is a tool that is used for
working around the sociocultural and political constrictions placed on controlling the moving of
bodies domestically as well as internationally. Through this study, the act of consuming and
producing multimodal texts is facilitated through the use of digital tools.
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Overall, the collaborative creative process is formed through complex social networking
facilitated through the use of Bluetooth and digital media centers located in people’s homes. The
production of these texts are generative and as the actors manipulated space and materials, these
artists form part of a dialectical relationship with their sociocultural milieu. Their multimodal
digital literacy production acts as tools for social change, immediately functioning as a source
for altering affect, as well as reclaiming one’s story. Through these texts, the authors grapple
with the dynamics they face within their sociocultural framework, exemplifying critical literacy
practices in action. Also, the digital tools used to be able to produce such texts are assembled
through a collective creativity in which each actor constructs a system that serves as an
entrepreneurial tactic of creating a space for multimodal production (Studios or Video
Production Spaces, as in the case of DJ Yeser and Koki).The initial affective incentive to
produce these multimodal texts also motivates the authors to learn how to use the tools
necessary to make beats and tracks as well as edit film and produce videos. As a tactical
maneuverer, these actors engage in what de Certeau calls the concept of perruque, reassigning
time spent at work for the State-run businesses as a way to connect to the internet and download
tutorials of applications to support their development as multimodal digital producers. Another
important factor in the reshaping of the sociocultural milieu is the role of social networking and
collaboration in which each artist participates. It is through these relationships that they gain
critical feedback about their work, as well as the affective momentum to be able to obtain the
possibility to perform, in turn, increasing visibility, and the potential for an economic return.
Furthermore, the overall incentive for producing multimodal texts is directly related to the
authors’ ability to express themselves as a form of affective liberation. These literacy practices
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are embodied as there is an exchange of feeling through the collective practice of creating,
actualizing subversive-transformative ideas for how to make use of strategies.

Figure 6-1. The collaborative creative process of Yosvany, Dayroni, DJ Yeser Diaz, and Video
Producer Daryel Mustelier

Yosvany and his colleagues construct complex social networking systems in alternative
“underground” spaces through which they are able to produce and publish multimodal texts as a
way to reclaim and define their self-representation within Cuban society (Figure 6-1). The figure
6-1 is a graphical representation of the collaborative process of producing multimodal digital
texts. Starting at the top, Yosvany is inspired to create music through his brother’s
encouragement. Disheartened his perception of a lack of opportunity as a teacher, he turns to
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street knowledge and aesthetics of Reggeaton, to make a tactical maneuver for changing his
personal experience within his environment. By engaging in the production of multimodal
digital texts, he draws inspiration from his experiences as well as observations from within his
community and blends it with his personal aesthetics and popular culture and music videos that
he has been exposed through the weekly paquete. It is also through the use of the paquete
semanal, that the stories that Yosvany and his colleagues co-author, transcend the physical
boundaries imposed on each actor’s physical body as they utilize social media to reach audiences
across physical, political and geographical constraints. The construction of the paquete and the
participation is distributing the digital multimodal texts (music videos) through Bluetooth and
social media, form a multifaceted tactical approach to self-authorship, critical literacy practices,
and the production of complex multimodal text in which there is a transformation of power and
an agentive approach to the limits of the physical body across spaces. Furthermore, the stories
Yosvany composes and publishes through his videos, contribute to his critical literacy practices
in which he addresses issues pertinent to his everyday observations and experiences in Havana.
As he acts as a composer of his own stories, through lyrics and aesthetic choices for selfrepresentation, he is supported by the relationships he has created throughout Habana as a way to
fulfill all the components necessary to complete the production and distribution of music videos.
Collaborations are fundamental to his process, in the figure 6-2 the collaborative actions
instrumental is creating are in the color green. By working with singer Dayroni, music producer
Dj Yeser Diaz and video producer Daryel Mustelier, Yosvany is able to complete his artistic
vision. Through the act of accompanying Yosvany to these spaces, the participation of each actor
pivotal in this process surfaced. Each artist shared their stories of their multimodal engagement,
emphasizing the significance of reclaiming and constructing spaces for multimodal production.
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By converting their home spaces into places of creativity (Recording Studio and Video Editing
Space) DJ Yeser Diaz and Dayrel Mustelier, make tactical decisions attributing to the
construction of a larger network of generative production in delegitimized “unofficial” spaces of
learning. The use of the paquete semanal, serves as an underground system connecting the
Cuban population with media sources, including American music videos AND the distribution of
their own music to clubs and into people’s homes. It is through each actor’s commitment to
producing music that each member receives an affective motivation in which they act on their
hopes, as well as navigate their emotional experiences through their music. Overall, the practice
of constructing music videos is dialectical in which the artists collectively contribute to the
reshaping of the sociocultural milieu.
Multimodal Composing as Body-Centered, Tactical and Active Resistance. The
making of video portraits alongside each artist has illuminated the tactical actions of artists as
they act as agents of resistance within their communities. It is through their stories that we are
able to learn about the role of these multimodal literacy practices within their daily lives. This
work adds to literacy research by offering these stories as a contribution to how we understand
sense making and the relationship between literacy modes, affect and politicized bodies (Figure
6-2). The actor’s trans-mediation is informed by their affective perceptions as they create
meaning through their chosen literacy modes. These modes are also are significant to the author
based on their experiences within their sociocultural framework in which they face particular
strategies as part of the institutionalization of the apparatus of power within. Through the process
of multimodal meaning making, the author also receives an affective response within the body. It
is this process of affective liberation felt by the author or authors’ involved in the production of
such texts that motivated these artists to continue to participate. Although this trans-mediation
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process is takes place within the sociocultural milieu, pulling from the historical and
contemporary resources and ideologies, it also contributes to a shift of authority by the
enactment of believing in alternative possibilities. The characteristic of self-authorship
experienced through the production of multimodal digital texts also gives way to an agentive
exploration of affect within one’s own body. Through this work, I hope to contribute to research
of literacy practices that employ decolonizing research methods which position the perspectives
of participants as subjects and not objects of research. There is a need for a comprehensive
understanding of literacy as a means for understanding the actions of communities that have been
resisting and utilizing multimodal tactical literacy practices for generations.
Mode of Literacy

Politicized
Body

Affect

Figure 6-2. Graphic of Implications of the Relationship between the Politicized Body, Mode of Literacy,
and Affect as a dialectical relationship (informed by, and reshaping) the Sociocultural Milieu
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Multimodal Methodological Approach to Data Collection and Analysis
This study employs the use of multiple modes of data collection as methodological tools
to contribute to comprehensive analysis of observations and interviews. Film and photography
coupled with participant interviews were utilized as methodological engagements to support each
artist in their reflective processes. Video portraiture also served as a tool within the member
checking process, in which each artist participated in reviewing the first edition of the video
portraitures. This step within the research process provided an opportunity for contributing artists
to give feedback about what they felt was important as well as what they identified as needing
more attention. The editing of the video portraits required remixing of images, sounds and
interview data, in order to support data analysis through which overarching themes were
identified. This multimodal data collection and process of analysis mediated a deeply
transformative process as a researcher as I engaged in both text and language based analysis as
well as multimodal composing to facilitate understanding as well as the sharing of this work.
These video portraitures can be viewed by the public at elizadesireebutler.com for both Spanish
and English-speaking audiences. It is through the collaboration of constructing video portraitures
with artists that gave way to the following findings.
Emic themes emerged from each portrait as I examined the spaces of learning, the
expressed feelings about creating and participation on collaborative multimodal productions, as
well as the use of tools and technology as part of the production process. I will first focus on
discussing the findings of each artists’ perceptions of learning as the artists reflected about their
learning stories.
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Learning Bodies in Active Resistance to Practices of Delegitimizing Sociocultural
Knowledge
-

Artists identify the role of family (Mothers) in their motivation for becoming
artists.

-

The artist’s development of their multimodal literacies are informed by social
relationships, practices of others, as well as participation in cultural
institutions (Houses of Culture).

-

Artist attributed learning to their experiences in “delegitimized spaces” which
they call the “street”.

The Role of Affective Memories of Family and Community Members. Each artist
communicated an affective memory of family and community members who they described as
playing a pivotal role in the development of mode of preference. These family members were
described as providing modeling as well as support with acquisition of tools necessary to study
their modes. In Rodney’s story, his uncle modeled studying of the drum set, exposing Rodney to
technical knowledge within his home. His uncle’s success as an artist also provided Rodney
with the opportunity to have a drum set in his home, where he is able to work in the same
creative space as his uncle. Although Rodney spoke about his uncle, his mother also plays a
pivotal role in Rodney’s development as an artist. At an early age, she helped scaffold his
learning through guiding him towards committing to his craft. She shares her perception of the
role of dance and music in her life as a tool for finding emotional equilibrium. She continues to
play a critical role in Rodney’s life as a support and by providing constructive feedback.
Ines and Maite also shared that the maternal figures in their households inspired them to
first become dancers. In Ines’s story, she identified the role of her Grandmother in exposing Ines
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to dance at an early age. Ines’s mother elaborated about how her mother turned to spiritual
music and dance practices at an early age as a tactical affective escape in response to her own
mother’s (Ines’s Great Grandmother) death at an early age. Ines’s mother alludes to a having
dance in her veins as part of the historical lineage connecting her family to their ancestors.
Ines’s mother finds great pride in her daughter’s success in schooling and within her dance
career, through which Ines is able to contribute economically to her family. Matie’s relationship
with her Mother is also central to her becoming as an artist. At the time of this study, Maite’s
mother was losing her ability to communicate through words, but through music and dance, her
mother was able to participate in family and community gatherings. Additionally, the moment in
which Maite demonstrated strong emotions about her experiences with dance was when she
reflected on the role of her mother in her early development as a dancer. It was through her
mother’s dedication to supporting Maite to engage in studying dance in cultural houses that
provided an opportunity for her to follow the path of dance.
In Yosvany’s learning story, he is motivated to succeed in music as a means to provide
for his mother. His family is from the orient, which complicates life in Habana in terms of
having permission to live within the city. In order to be able to legally live in Habana, the
government must issue a change of address which requires an inspection of the home and
approval from the State. These strategies of the State almost seem impermeable for people who
migrate from other regions of Cuba to the capital. It has been compared to the Sin Tierra
movement in Brazil. Through Yosvany’s engagement in producing music, his hope is to be able
to gain enough public support that he will be able to afford to travel on tour and buy his Mother a
home. Dayroni and Koki also speak about their family members as the main supporters of their
work as music and video producers, in which they allude to the financial and material support to
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be able to work as artists. In each story, the role of each artist’s mother has contributed to their
development as artists, suggesting a sociocultural significance to the critical role of Mother’s in
the learning experiences of each artist.
Tactical Reclaiming and Repurposing of Space & Tools for Multimodal Composing.
Community members and spaces also are fundamental to the development of their multimodal
literacy practices. As tactical maneuvering, each artist has engaged in transforming space and
time to serve the development of their literacy mode. Although each artist has their unique
learning stories, there has been an identification of repurposing public spaces as a tool for selfrealization. Within Rodney’s home, his community gathered to play music, where he became
inspired to learn how to play Cuban music and Jazz. It was through reclaiming the spaces within
school (i.e. hallways and outdoor spaces) that he built networks with other music students to
explore the sounds of jazz and Cuban sounds. He moved through legitimized spaces of musical
development by attending music conservatories where he developed his technical knowledge of
classical music. He merged that skillset with his knowledge that was informed by this collective
engagement with Cuban music in other spaces. The manipulation of space and time supported
his development as an artist, and when he was a young adult, he had already become a
professional musician traveling internationally, playing Cuban music. He turned away from the
opportunity for higher education, because of his success as a musician.
Ines’s learning story highlights the role of family gatherings, community events and her
engagement in the Houses of Culture as a way to develop her dance techniques. As she
developed her skills through community gathering, she was able to participate in higher
education as a means to legitimize her knowledge of dance. However, the spaces in which she
performs, even after receiving a degree, are within the streets of downtown Habana. As a stilts
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dancer, she and members of Danzankos de Cuba, reclaim the popular tourist spaces. This
reclaiming of space, positions Ines in the heart of Habana, where she represents her cultural
practices for a domestic and international public. Her participation in the group is also an
employment of collective creativity where she and her colleagues demonstrate entrepreneurial
attributes, transforming the street into their stage. Ines sees a connection between her family’s
spiritual practices and her success as a dancer, as she describes how as a dancer she puts her
whole self into the performances, drawing from her learning that is lived in community rumba
gatherings and celebrations.
Maite strongly expresses her pride in the development of her skills as a dancer stemming
from her participation in street groups that did not have any official institutional allegiance. Her
development as a dancer and singer relied on these community groups. She communicates that
these community groups are comprised of artist who are motivated by their love and
perseverance because there is was no binding institutional infrastructure. She does not separate
her spiritual self from her expression as a dancer, she explains that when she dances the dances
of Orishas, that she is always present as a spiritual being, and then the dance comes. She does
not think about dance as a decoding of movements. She also communicates an awareness of a
historical disdain for music and dance, as she communicated that although her mother loved
dance, she was not supported to study it. Part of this attempt to control her mother, is what
instigated Maite’s Mother’s commitment to Maite’s development as a dancer.
Lastly, Yosvany’s collaborative creation of multimodal digital texts in the form of music
videos is an extensive example of the complex networking that is required to produce such texts.
I argue that although the content of the music videos may not directly be political in nature, the
collective networking and use of technological tools such as the paquete semanal, create an

253

“underground” infrastructure through the enacting of each artists agency. The transformation of
home spaces into music and video studios is also a tactical approach to creating opportunities
that are positioned outside of the legitimized spaces of the State. The actors are not only the
artists themselves, but also the community DJ’s that produce the weekly packets, and the
neighborhood members that distribute the files to the public through the use of flash drives. This
distribution gives access to domestic and foreign media in the hands of the people, which is then
further distributed through Bluetooth apps on mobile devices. The restrictions of the internet
controlled by the State continue to be constraints, but the community members have created their
own “Cuban internet” and defer to the costly internet connection to promote their videos to an
international public. This underground collective creative process is charged, and it is through
this collective process that there is a restructuring of the sociocultural milieu.
Implications for Literacy Research
Each participant in this study has communicated an application of tactical maneuvering
as a means to develop the knowledge of their preferred mode, as well as participate in the larger
discourses surrounding their art forms. As I question the purpose of this dedication for the
development of these skills, I turn to learning from these artists about how they perceive their
own motivations and use of multiple modes in their lives. There are several tactical strategies
that emerged throughout this research in which artists repurpose materials and spaces to assign
new meanings and potential for creation in those spaces (school hallways, family homes, porches
and city streets). I also identified that the process of creating multimodal texts is dialectical in
relation to the sociocultural milieu, informed by responding to the sociohistorical actions of
community members, mass media and political ideologies. The act of creating multimodal texts
through reclaiming delegitimized spaces of learning is also created as part of the social network
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infrastructure facilitated through the by the development of the paquete semanal and the use of
Bluetooth based apps to support phone to phone transferring of media. The collaborative
creativity that artists form results in social networks that reshape their communities, providing
alternative options for economic maneuvering and entrepreneurial designing. Through the use of
tools and technology, artists are able to engage in what de Certeau calls “perrique” as a tactic to
transform time working for mandated government jobs to contribute to their learning of digital
tools. They were able to do this by taking advantage of the time spent at work to be able to have
legal access to an internet connection that is connected to a computer, and that allows for
downloading of tutorials and technological handbooks. In order to engage in constructing spaces
of creativity, artists have accumulated technological supplies through trading with other artists or
community members. Artists have also developed tools that everyday household items to be
able to support their literacy practices (Ines and the use of her pillow to cushion her legs in
stilts.) Throughout these portraits there is a strong undercurrent of tradition rooted in the
spiritual and familial practices. It is through the spiritual based music and dance practices that
Ines and Maite found their inspiration to become dancers, bridging their family histories with
their community knowledge, intersecting those skills as a way to engage in the global economy,
providing as well as a spiritual and emotional affective return through the embodied expression
of spirituality (Maite) and family practices (Ines).
In this study, each artist has communicated about the process of creating as serving to
mediate affect as part of producing multimodal texts. The mediation of affect is described as
transformative. Although each artist has articulated this experience differently, they have all
communicated that their perspective literacy mode is instrumental in alleviating difficulties
within their lives. The feelings that have been referenced include a feeling of escape, the feeling
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of being able to cope with problems, the feeling of freedom, the ability to transport oneself to an
emotional memory to revisit that event, and the feeling of self-realization. Not only did they
describe how they use the modes as a tool for affective liberation, they also articulated the belief
of the perception of multimodal production as having potential to change their socioeconomic
circumstances.
Through the portraiture process, each artist communicates that there is an emotional
motivation and effect from engaging in their multimodal literacy practice. The description of the
affordances of this mediation alludes to the tensions felt within the sociocultural landscape that
each artist faces as members of their community. However, the engagement with their
prospective modes, is an embodied experience, that each artist defines as critical for their
understanding and construction of self. Rooted in their family and community histories, these
multimodal practices are much more than isolated creations, collectively they exemplify tactical
resistance felt and processed through the body and many times with community members. Maite
describes this quality as a variable that contributes to a shared cultural imaginary, that dance is a
tool for unity of communities and finding oneself within a larger shared identity of what it means
to be Cuban.
This study is offered as a contribution to the field of literacy research. Through this work,
I have proposed full consideration of the affective experiences and creative processes that drive
people to do what they do in their everyday lives. These actions are innately political because of
the actor’s agency through which they construct alternative spaces and possibilities for selfrealization, and by constructing these texts there is an ability to create change within one’s self,
and within one’s community. The production of these multimodal texts culminates into
employing tactical changes that are dialectical in nature, and are informed by, and reshape their
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sociocultural environments by contributing to what is accepted as knowledge as well as
problematizing where that knowledge is developed and promoted, as well as who has access to
that knowledge.
The understanding of Cuban artists’ employment of multimodal literacies as embodied
throughout a variety of learning spaces, and engagement in these practices as rooted in the
historical scaffolding, can inform the work of literacy scholars. As we expand the research of
literacy practices, this study supports an understanding of learning as body-centered, countering
the conventional understanding of learning as solely a cognitive action that happens in the brain.
The identification of the affective motivation and return, received through the mediation of
music and dance, is very different than the idea that the arts are to be used as “hands on
activities” within formal learning spaces. Contrary to this approach, this study exemplifies how
these specific literacy modes are integral to the sociocultural makeup for composers of
multimodal texts within Cuban society. Although this work did not take place in the US, the
relationship between Cuba and the US continues to be intertwined through geographical
proximity, political entanglements, and a complex history of human migration, giving way to
transnational family structures. This research may be expanded upon within these transnational
pockets as a means to investigate how perceptions shift for literacy producers within complex
sociocultural paradigms. We may also take action as literacy scholars in advocating for a
decolonizing of literacy research as we consider the sociocultural significance of various modes
of sense making. This may take the form of identifying the pedagogical opportunities afforded
by the multimodal practices of Latino communities (i.e Reggeaton music videos, musical
engagements and dance practices) and students outside of the classroom, similar to the work of
Hip-Hop pedagogy scholars (Akom, 2009; Alim, Ibrahim & Pennycook, 1957; Hill, 2009;
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Gosine & Tabi, 2016). We may apply the findings from this research on a broader scale as
literacy researchers continue to develop studies of New Literacies, emphasizing the embodied
experiences of learners and their affective perceptions of learning. As researchers, we too, can
engage in tactical maneuvering that supports a repositioning of “delegitimized” spaces of
learning, and the literacy practices developed within those spaces. We can employ multimodal
methodological approaches as a means to decenter the privileging of print and language as we
work to decolonize literacy research practices and findings.
It is my hope that this work may contribute to pedagogical developments that bridge
community literacy practices with literacy teaching and learning, in which composers of
multimodal texts may employ their complex literacy practices rooted in sociocultural and
historical sense making. These findings may also contribute to an understanding of modes
developed and shared as part of popular cultural practices (dance, music and multimodal digital
literacy composing) which are understood as literacy practices that serve as intentional acts of
active resistance by multimodal composers. It is through the study of sense making of these
modes by those involved, that supports researchers’ understandings of the function of these
modes in the lives of the people and communities’. The complex multimodal engagement of the
artists in this study shared insight into the affective motivations and return, developed through
the embodied experiences of engagement in multimodal sense making. Artists demonstrated that
through the repurposing of tools, reclaiming of spaces, and collaborative practices, they were
able to develop multimodal techniques and skills. As the study of literacy continues to expand,
this research proposes that we consider the process of multimodal production of texts because of
its affective meaning to the producers and consumers of those texts. It is through this
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consideration of multimodal literacy practices, that researchers can gain insight into one of the
most important attributes of being human.
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Ortiz, F. (1975). La música afrocubana, Madrid: Ediciones Jucar. Fictions of Feminist
Ethnography, Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota Press.
Pelaprat, E., & Cole, M. (2011). “Minding the gap”: Imagination, creativity and human
cognition. Integrative Psychological and Behavioral Science, 45(4), 397-418.
doi:10.1007/s12124-011-9176-5
Perez, B. J. (1987). Political facets of salsa. Popular Music, 6(2), 149-159.
Posner, R. (2011). Post-modernism, post-structuralism, post-semiotics? Sign theory at the fin de
siècle. Semiotica, 183, 9-30. doi:10.1515/semi.2011.002
Provenzo, E. F. (2014). Multiliteracies: Beyond text and the written word. Charlotte, NC:
Information Age Pub.

270

Quintero-Rivera, Á. G. (2011). Cultural struggles for hegemony: Salsa, migration, and
globalization. Latin American Perspectives, 38(2), 58-70.
Ranker, J. (2008). Making meaning on the screen: Digital video production about the Dominican
Republic. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 51(5), 410–422.
doi:10.1598/JAAL.51.5.4.
Rice, Timothy. (1987). Toward the remodeling of ethnomusicology. Ethnomusicology, 31(3)
Saunders, T. L. (2015). Cuban underground hip hop: Black thoughts, black revolution, black
modernity (First ed.). Austin, TX: University of Texas Press.
Saunders, T. (2016). Towards a transnational hip-hop feminist liberatory praxis: A view from the
americas. Social Identities, 22(2), 178-194.
Scarpaci, J. L., Portela, A. (2009). Cuban landscapes: Heritage, memory, and place. New York:
Guilford Press.
Simpson, D. J., Stack, S. F., & Ebrary, I. (2014). Teachers, leaders, and schools: Essays by john
dewey. Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press.
Smith, B. E. (2014). Beyond words: A review of research on adolescents and multimodal
composition. In R. E. Ferdig & K. E. Pytash (Eds.), Exploring multimodal composition
and digital writing (pp. 1-19). Hershey, PA: IGI Global.
Smith, B. E. (2018). Composing for affect, audience, and identity: Toward a multidimensional
understanding of adolescents’ multimodal composing goals and designs. Written
Communication, 35(2), 182-214.
Stein, P. (2008). Multimodal instructional practices. In J. Coiro, M. Knobel, C. Lankshear, & D.
J. Leu (Eds.), Handbook of research on new literacies (pp. 871–898). New York, NY:
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

271

Stock, Jonathan. Toward an ethnomusicology of the individual. The World of Music, 43(1)
Stoller, A. (2016). Time and the creative act. Transactions of the Charles S. Peirce Society: A
Quarterly Journal in American Philosophy, 52(1), 47-61.
doi:10.2979/trancharpeirsoc.52.1.03(2001).
Street, B. (1995). Social literacies: Critical approaches to literacy in development, ethnography
and education. London, England: Longman.
Tickner, A. B. (2008). Aquí en el ghetto: Hip-hop in Colombia, Cuba, and Mexico. Latin
American Politics and Society, 50(3), 121-146.
Trifonas, P. P. (2004). Postmodernism, poststructuralism, and difference. Jct, 20(1), 151.
Unsworth, L. (2006). Towards a metalanguage for multiliteracies education: Describing the
meaning-making resources of language-image interaction. English Teaching: Practice
and Critique, 5(1), 55–76.
Unsworth, L. (2008). Multiliteracies and metalanguage: Describing image/text relations as a resource for negotiating multimodal texts. In J. Coiro, M. Knobel, C.
Lankshear, & D. J. Leu (Eds.), Handbook of research on new literacies (pp. 377- 405).
New York, NY: Routledge.
Van Leeuwen, T. (2005). Introducing social semiotics. London, England: Routledge.
Vasudevan, L. (2006). Making known differently: Engaging visual modalities as spaces to author
new selves. E-Learning and Digital Media, 3(2), 207–216. doi:10.2304/elea.2006.3.2.207
Vasudevan, L. (2009). Performing new geographies of literacy teaching and learning. English
Education, 41(4), 356–374.
Vaughan, U. I. (2012). Rebel dance, renegade stance: Timba music and black identity in Cuba.
Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.
272

Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society: The development of higher psychological processes.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Vygotsky, L.S. (2004). Imagination and creativity in childhood. Journal of Russian and East
European Psychology, 42(1), 7-97.
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