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Cuba, Then & Now
Sous Les Etoiles Gallery 
560 Broadway #603 
212-966-0796 
Through Aug. 8 
A few days after President Kennedy’s 1962 television address disclosing the presence of
Russian nuclear missiles in Cuba, I was flown into Guantanamo Bay Naval Base to
coordinate radio frequencies to be used by the surveillance planes that overflew the
freighters removing the missiles. I was the Air Intelligence Officer aboard the Naval
Station in eastern Puerto Rico, and planes under my operational control accompanied
the freighters halfway across the Atlantic. Because of my involvement, I read about Cuba
and know it was a prosperous island, with a per-capita GDP about equal to Canada’s,
before the Castro brothers subverted the liberal, democratic intentions of the young
revolutionaries. The dramatic photographs by Ernesto Bazan and Magdalena Solé at
Sous Les Etoiles show the poverty Communism brought to the Caribbean island.

Bazan (b. 1959, Italy) took black-and-white 35mm pictures in the 1990s, mostly of
Cubans in motion. The upturned eyes of the “Devotee offering candles to Saint Lazarus,
Santiago de las Vegas” (1995) express his fervor. The emaciated couple “Waiting for
coffee, Regla” (1995) remind one of Dorothea Lange’s impoverished migrants. There are
pictures of children playing with soap bubbles, playing with balloons on a squalid street,
and jumping off rocks into the ocean. The two candles on the “Santeria altar, Havana”
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By WILLIAM MEYERS

A few days after President Kennedy’s 1962 television address disclosing the presence of Russian nuclear missiles in Cuba, I was 
flown into Guantanamo Bay Naval Base to coordinate radio frequencies to be used by the surveillance planes that overflew the 
freighters removing the missiles. I was the Air Intelligence Officer aboard the Naval Station in eastern Puerto Rico, and planes 
under my operational control accompanied the freighters halfway across the Atlantic. Because of my involvement, I read about 
Cuba and know it was a prosperous island, with a per-capita GDP about equal to Canada’s, before the Castro brothers subverted 
the liberal, democratic intentions of the young revolutionaries. The dramatic photographs by Ernesto Bazan and Magdalena Solé at 
Sous Les Etoiles show the poverty Communism brought to the Caribbean island.

Bazan (b. 1959, Italy) took black-and-white 35mm pictures in the 1990s, mostly of Cubans in motion. The upturned eyes of the 
“Devotee offering candles to Saint Lazarus, Santiago de las Vegas” (1995) express his fervor. The emaciated couple “Waiting for 
coffee, Regla” (1995) remind one of Dorothea Lange’s impoverished migrants. There are pictures of children playing with soap 
bubbles, playing with balloons on a squalid street, and jumping off rocks into the ocean. The two candles on the “Santeria altar, 
Havana” (1995) are burning beside a photograph of Fidel.

In the early 2000s, Bazan returned to Cuba to take a series of panoramic pictures displayed here as 13- by 20-inch prints. They 
highlight his talent for juxtaposing elements—as in “Tu aporte es decisivo, Havana” (2003), a young couple necking on a bench 
behind a billboard with the government slogan “Your contribution is decisive.”

The color photographs Magdalena Solé (b. 1958, Spain) took in the 2010s are coolly analytic. The empty “Swimming Pool, 
Cienfuegos” (2011) was shot at dusk; although once luxurious, it has not been used for some time. The aged “Typewriter at 
Department of Agriculture, Santiago de Cuba” (2013) is so worn the paint is coming off the metal. There is a television set on a 
table in the “Waiting Room at Bus Station, Trinidad” (2011) and 31 photographs of Che Guevara on the wall.
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Ten years ago, Jane Fulton Alt followed the coverage from Chicago as Hurricane Katrina 
devastated New Orleans, and said she was struck with a “profound sense of helplessness.” Six 
weeks later, the photographer and clinical social worker left for New Orleans to volunteer her 
skills on a team of mental-health professionals.



She was assigned to a program created to serve people from the city’s poverty-stricken Lower Ninth Ward in 
which mental-health professionals accompanied evacuated residents on their first, and sometimes last, visits to 
their homes in the aftermath of the storm. The experience was both physically and mentally taxing, leaving Ms. 
Fulton Alt wondering what more she could do to help.

“Within an hour of returning to the hotel room, something within me shifted and I knew I needed to do more,” 
she said. “I decided to photograph what I was seeing, with the hope of helping in a more concrete way by giving 
others visual access to my experience.”

Those images would eventually be published in her photography book Look and Leave: Photographs and Stories 
of New Orleans’s Lower Ninth Ward. But her connection to the city didn’t end there.

A decade later, the photographer continues to return to New Orleans, with her most recent series depicting the 
Ninth Ward at night between 2013 and 2015. She said she felt that the city “summoned” her, that she was “called 
back by lingering ghosts of that devastation to mark the Lower Ninth’s slow and heroic transfiguration.”

In many images, homes are still and quiet, overgrown with vegetation and in disrepair. But in another, a porch 
light illuminates a group of people enjoying an evening on the front porch.

“Where house after house once bumped shoulders in raucous juke-joint jamborees, many now stand solitary, as 
if wallflowered,” she said. “But the fabric of community that remains, after being darned and patched, speaks to 
the enduring mystery and tenacity of a singular place and people.”

The project is a personal endeavor, shot at night to capture the photographer’s own sentiment about the 
neighborhood. The late hour, she said, “offers a particular kind of light and atmosphere that speaks more clearly 
about the ghostly quality of the Lower Ninth. There is an absence of a once dynamic, thriving, multigenerational
neighborhood.”
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