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‘Un mito es una imagen participada’: Che Guevara in Lezama Limaaéxpresion americana

La realidad y la irrealidad estan tan entrelazadas que apenas distingo lo sucedidme s sgtual

y las infinitas posibilidades del sucedéosé Lezama Lima

Following a series of lectures in Havanal®b7, José Lezama Lima published the essays in
La expresion americandrom these essays we can arriva dheory of history that is both
epistemological, in that it concerns the iptetative process by which we understand history,
and socially pragmatic, in thatetaborates a vision of historyahleads to a sense of cultural
identity. In establishing the historicalgtlorm upon which his theories are based, Lezama
explored a handful of key figurae American (of the Americas) history as representative of
key movements in American hisical identity, ranging fromnca mythical figures through
baroquemestizoartisans, the romantic figures ofayrServando and Simén Rodriguez, José
Marti, Melville and Whitman. Lezama propostiat history is understood through the mytho-
poetic image, and that such a vision of theage serves as the foundation for culture and
cultural identity.

Since publication this slim volume has gemedaa steady flow of critical appraisal,
positioning the work within the extensive canorLafin American essays concerning Latin or
Pan-American identity, charted by Irlemari&@hpi as: ‘de Sarmieata Marti, pasando por
Bilbao y Lastarria, en el siglo XIX; dedd6 a Martinez Estrada [...] de Vasconcelos, Ricardo
Rojas, Pedro Henriquez Urefia y MariatiegChiampi 2001: 9). Scholarly works oba
expresion americandave been concerned primarily tiviexplaining and interpreting the
overall meaning of the essays. This is upssing owing to the dct that the language
employed by Lezama is characstically dense, pithy with nt@phor, replete with allusions
and references from a variety of locations argddnical periods, and above all, complex in its

argumentation. It is not the intéon of the present study to atlwthe healthy body of research



concerning the essentiaheaning of the essays. What appedesking in an appraisal of
Lezama’s essays is the following questiernf the theoretical implications dfa expresion
americanaconcern the interpretation and understandihyistory, and theestablishment of a
sense of cultural identity, can we see suchearttical design as beirgpt or accurate in an
understanding of modern history? Does Leaamemphasis placed upon ‘la imagen’ and ‘el
mito’ serve in any pragmatic function whese address Cubanu@utionary history?

In order to address these concerns this article exarhamespresion americanaxploring
the proposed theory of cultural history, befoneving the focus onto the figure of Ernesto
Guevara, examining in certain key areas botiniwithe context of Cuban history and without,
how the character defined by luistity has been imbued with a mytho-poetic image akin to the
model found in Lezama’s work. This will lead @#oconsideration of the myth-making process
as similar to the process of ‘mythologisation’ outlined by Roland Barthes, and will inevitably
lead to an appraisal of the figuof Guevara as a product of such a process. As a result, it will
be possible to reconsiden expresion americanfrom a greater social perspective than has

hitherto been undertaken.

The date of the delivery and pidation of Lezama’s essays @ important and yet often
overlooked factor in an understanding of theicisbimportance. To summarise briefly, José
Lezama Lima, editor of the important artistic jour@aigenes and key figure in the assembly
of cultural figures whoantributed to the journdldelivered the first of the lectures in February
1957, just one month after New York Times joalist Herbert Matthews had clandestinely
interviewed Fidel Castro in the Sierra Maestral had awakened excitederest in the rebel
leader and his group not onlytime US, but, importantly, in Haua; and just one month before
Directorio Revolucionario Estualntil, led by José Antonio Echeverria, led the storming of the

presidential palace in Havana. This was the sggaethat Cintio Vitier was to deliver and later

11[...] entre los cuales se cum Cintio Vitier, Eliseo Diego, Angel Gatzelu, Fina Garcia Marruz, Amelia Pelaez,
René Portocarrero, Mariano Rodriguez, Julian Orbén [...]" (Chiampi 2001: 12).



publishLo cubano en la poesiautlining some similar carerns of the importance & poesia
in cultural history. 1957, moreoreand significant for this gty, was the year that Roland
Barthes published the collecteslsays concerning the semiologipabcess of myth creation in
contemporary society entitlédythologies

Although a number of scholargidress the historical positioof Lezama’s lectures and
publications, and although certaoholarly attention has been drawn towards the revolutionary
(in political terms) concerns dhe essays, there is a tendency to decontextualise the works
within a poetical, aesthetic, non-historic time at once conducive to the poetical language of the
essays. This, as stated, is both necessemy understandable, avwg to the dominant
epistemological concerns that Lezama plagpdn the aesthetic — concerns that reach their
‘summa’ in his poetic noveParadisa® Furthermore, beyond the poelamguage, the essays of
La expresion americanalso analyse artistic figures more than the political or military,
culminating a discourse that has absorbeisirtircumference Columbus, Eliot, Kondori and
Marti in a discussion of Picasso, Stravinsky, Joydartin Fierro, Whitman, Melville and
Kafka.? Furthermore, Lezama’s critical and thearatisources are drawn predominantly from a
European past, described by Rafael Rojas (19%4)la escuela anten, es decir, a la
morfologia de las culturas ptammda por Jacob Bukbardt, Oswald Spengler, Arnold Toynbee
y Alfred Weber'.

Within the development of the Latin Amegin essay as a cultural phenomenon, Lezama’s
essays occupy a hazy position that are neithesdbially pragmatic essays of, say, Sarmiento,
whose works mirrored if not fuetlieboth initiatives ofimmigration and ethniderritorial wars;
the mobilising Marxist works of Mariategui,gtethnographic focus of Fernando Ortiz, or the
post-revolutionary works of, for example, Retamar, wh@sdiban has, in many respects,

served as the cultural/politicahanifesto of the Cuban Revolutioba expresion americana

% Lezama, in Fossey 1969: 17

% Although Fray Servando and Simén Rodeguare political figures, they appearlia expresiéon americana a
mythical time that figuratively allies them to pre-Coluembmythological characters of Xibalba and others of the
Popul Vuh



with its prodigious bounds back into mythicalassical, pre- and pos@e®mbian history, and

its essential poetic langge, is harder to position withimd in relation to particular social
movements. Critical attention has addrestee social/political possibilities dfa expresion
americanaonly, it would seem, in passing. Irlemar Ghja explores the political climate into
which the essays emerged, concentrating on the mobilised yet non-militant position of the
Origenesgroup, and in particular on thegwocative use othe adjectiveamericanain an
ambience of US-Cuban hostility (2001: 12-13). Tdmslysis is repeated (essentially verbatim)
in Mataix (2005). Livon-Grosman’s introductorgssay to a selection of translations of
Lezama’s work concentrates on the possible parities betlaesxpresion americanand
Revolutionary thought, suggesting thdta‘expresion americanaan at times be read as a
precedent to the Revolution’s model, and perhaps it even helped to negotiate his [Lezama’s]
relation with the revolutionargstablishment’ (2005: xx). EmiliBejel, meanwhile, projects the
theoretical framework ofa expresion americanapon the Cuban Revolutio ‘en el sistema
lezamiano, la Revolucion Cubana de 1959 canati otra gran era de la imagen en
Latinoamérica’ (1991: 136). This &n intriguing perspective thagquires a fuller and more
thorough investigation. Furthermore, any attempinterpret the sociaimplications of the
essay with relation to biography is inevitably fraught with the gmlkic of the polarising bias
characteristic of texts dealingith the Cuban Revolution. Cabrera Infante, for example, in the
section Vidas para leerlasof the collectionMea Cuba and with an outspoken anti-
revolutionary agenda, depicts a wretched Lezam@gling not least to vite but to survive in
post-revolutionary Havana (1992: 346); wher€aban novelist and jonalist Lisandro Otero
(2001) depicts a grateful Lezama whosgeolific creativity and limitless publishing
opportunities owe everything toetbounty of the Revolution. A motmlanced approach can,
however, be offered by Salvador Bueno (19®8)3intio Vitier (inSanti 1984: 180-182), and
Bernaldez (1976: 660-662). Indedte ties (and lack of) beegn Lezama and the Revolution

are a fascinating and scarcely explored area, but which fall outside the remit of this current



study. In sum, therefore, numerous forces work up@rexpresion americanto ensure that
scholarly attention remains focused on the aesthabetic concerns dhe essays, and not on
the social and the political.

However, a general consensugnofical views of the essays has succeeded in teasing out an
essential working theory that, although stiilsgening with a poetic sheen, can be examined
practically within a cultural andocial context. Julio Ortegaasids as one of the first to
appraiseexpresionas forming a more pragmatic ‘filosa de cultura’ (1979: 66). Indeed
Ortega’s brief yet brilliant study identifies honly the epistemological dimension of the
essays, as ‘una forma de conocer’ and asdisourso de discursos’, but, moreover, their
practical socio-political perspecéwas an issue that ‘perteneceayatro discurso: el del destino
socio-politico de una comunidad hispanoamesdcde naciones, dentro de las pautas del
colonialismo y la dependencia’ (1979: 67). Tiesan interesting lineof analysis, as the
interface between what is commonly viewedaasessentially poetic discourse and a working
theory of culture is brought infocus, revealing that the two ppestives are indeed part of the
same process. Primarily thisdse to the fact thdtezama, in narrating events and characters of
American history, is declarinthat the individual and the cotitve understanding of history
are based upon a process of interpretation. Tdardoe no history without someone to interpret
the history. In this sense, it becomes clearlthagxpresion americanforms an integral part of
Lezama’ssistema poéticavhich, as he describes to Fossey (1969: 17), finds its most resolute
exploration in the noveParadisa This inevitably aligns the diearse of history with that of
fiction, described by Ulloa & Ulloas ‘borrar las barrerantre lo historicy lo ficticio’ (1998:

378) — a problematic issue when oneanfronted with establishing theuth of a historical
event. Yet this is precisely the philosophiaad epistemological platform upon which Lezama
bases his poetic concerns of history, and pe@pective that Lezamaasks in many respects
with Borges. This poetic perspective of history shifts the focus away from the concrete

historical event onto the procestnarrating and readg — that's to say, history moves from



historicity to the transfer of message, and thus it becomes a semiotic process. Of course, with
this attention shifted onto the signifying proces® historical text can be manipulated by the
addresser in order to influence the receptiontheftext by the addressee — a process that in
political contexts could be deemed propagah8ach manipulative designs are not immediate
concerns of Lezama. Instead, as Chiampi detaggama explores the creative, generative

perspective of the &iorical process:

Si la imagen patrticipa de la historia, si ésta halelerminarse como un tejido entregado por la imagen,
Lezama debera asumir necesariamente que ella seuoanficcion del sujeto y no una exposicidn objetiva

del hecho americano. [...] Lezama no pretende dewmealifa veracidad de la imagen sino traer el
historicismo al plano del lenguaje. [...] Lezama invocara que todo discurso histérico es, pgrida pro
imposibilidad de reconstruir la verdad de los hechos, una ficcién, una exposicion poética, un producto
necesario de la imaginacion del historiador.eBeuentra afectado, podriamos decir, por aguéton
pseudoso yerro fundador de todo acto historiante que consiste en valorar el pasado con los puntos de vist
del presente. Asi, si la historia y la poesia sewat®n en la misma “mentira poética”, ¢qué puede restar

verdad a la operacidn del logos poético? (Chiampi 2001: 16-17)

The answer to Chiampi’s question lies in faet that Lezama is not proposing a cultural
theory to be enacted — there ismanifestoor call to arms outlined ibha expresion americana
The essential drive is the description of the proesss happensin this respect, the essays of
expresiondemonstrate that the process of interpi@tais the same whether one is presented
with a historical or a poetic xe— as in both cases the meaning of the text becomes, in a basic
semiological process, an interiact between the text and the interpretative spirit of the reader.
Lezama himself recognises that the emphasis that he places upon the process and not the
content of knowledge can be equated with #pestemological concerns of Structuralist

thought:
He sido un lector voraz y simpatizo mucho con la afirmacion de los estructuralistas — que dice que en todo
lector existe la posibilidad y el deseo de escribir la @jue lee. De tal manera, y eso es lo maravilloso de

la cultura, una obra tiene infinidad de autores. (in Bianchi Ross 2001: 130)

4 See: Rowlandson 2007.



This ‘sympathy’ that he recognises with Structuralism opens the scopeprdsioninto
wider disciplines, as Lezama views the interpretatf all texts, of angiscourse, as being the
same process; and he boldly explains thisgss@s the opening lines of the first essay, ‘Mitos

y cansancio clasico’:

¢qué es lo dificil? [...] Es la forma de devenir en que un paisaje va hacia un sentido, una interpretacion o
una sencilla hermenéutica, para ir después hacia su reconstruccion, que es en definitiva lo que marca su

eficacia o desuso, su fuerza orderistaco su apagado eco, que esisidn historica. (Lezama 2001: 49)

Emphasis is placed here not upon the histogeaht, but upon the interpretation of it — its
reconstruction — and as Lezama explains, it isithépretation that wildetermine its ‘eficacia
o desuso’. Periods of histothat fail to awaken ithe interpreter the awe ¢d imagofail to
achieve the poetical resonance that we seeactaised in the histmal reconstruction ofa
expresion americana Similarly, la imagoitself becomes thanimisticheart of the poetic (and
historic) moment: ‘La fuerza de urdimbrg la gravitacion caracterizan ese espacio
contrapunteado por limagq que le presta laxtensionhasta donde ese espacio tiene fuerza
animista en relacién con esas entidades’ (2001° Bd)thermore, it is not simply the historical
moment that becomes the interactiegt to be interpreted; a similargnifying processakes
place converting the ‘espacio gnosticbiat is ‘naturaleza’ intahe defining text that is
‘paisaje’.

Much has been written on thisocess of transformation fromature to landscape, so some
brief summarising points will be sufficient to explat. Nature itself is the unwritten text that
awaits the creative participation of the subjectramsform it into a meamgful entity, and by
extension into a cultural construct. In the esSapfluenciasthe final of the 1970 publication

La cantidad hechizadd.ezama outlines this process of interaction:

® ‘Sj una cultura no logra crear un tipo de imaginacigineso fuera posible, en cuanto sufriese el acarreo
cuantitativo de los milenios seria toseante indescifrable’ (Lezama 2003: 58).

® Although Lezama’s use of the teiimago can be interpreted through the psychological framework of Jung’s
treatment of the term, insofar as the emphasis is plagend the subject endowingetlperceived object with a
determining value or meaning, let itfice here simply to label Lezamaimagoas the poetic image.



¢, Qué es la sobrenaturaleza? La penetracion de l@nngamgla naturaleza engendra la sobrenaturaleza. En

esa dimension no me canso de repetir la frase dalRpgcfue una revelacién para mi, “como la verdadera
naturaleza se ha perdido, todo puede ser naturaleza”; la terrible fuerza afirmativa de esa frase, me decidio a
colocar la imagen en el sitio de la naturaleza pemidasa manera frente al determinismo de la naturaleza,

el hombre responde con el total arbitrio de la imagdefrente al pesimismo de naturaleza perdida, la
invencible alegria en el hdare de la imagen reconstruida. [...] Nomsanifiesta la sobrenaturaleza tan sélo

por la intervencion del hombre en la naturaleza, tahbmmbre como la natuesda, cada uno por su propio

riesgo, concurren a la s@maturaleza. @70: 441-2)

Herein lies the epistemological dimensiontleé creative interpretian of both landscape
and history. The subjective imgetion with nature becomes a hermeneutic process — one of
interpreting — and such a process is intdgrihked to the processes by which we gain

knowledge. This epistemological perspeetis detailed by Gustavo Pérez Firmat:

This opposition between nature and culture is mediated by a thirdpeisaje (landscape). Landscape is

the product of the subject’s intervention in nature, an intervention that is not necessarily physical or
material. Indeed it seems primarily perceptual, foroimsists of an act of apprehension, of framing, of
fitting objects and events into a cognitive field that renders them suitable for human consumption. [...]
Landscape is a second nature constituted by theitpatifivthe metaphorical subject and which includes
both natural phenomena and cultural facts. [...] The purpose of herticenparations is to fabricate
nature, and fabricated nature is second nature or, siapy, landscape. Landscape in turn creates culture.

(1990: 319/20)

With this emphasis placed upon the creativedaof interpretation upothe historical and
the geographical process, and with these cersibns explored above, how do we shift
attention from the abstract theorising to a more pragmatic view of culture? In order to address
this question, the figure of Ernesto Guevara barcalled into focus in order to analyse the
degree by which readers/interpreters of the @raebiography follow a similar path of creative
transformation that we have seen outlined by Lezarha iexpresion americana

Julio Ortega describes Lezama’'s process: ‘[la] historicidad se revela mejor en este
mecanismo de desconstruccion de los cédmdairales hegemonicos. Nuestra cultura, por

ello, estaria siempre elaborandasomo el discurso que sefieee a si mismo al producirse



como tal’ (1979: 69). Cultural identity isn sujet en procesdetermined by the subjective
creative interpretation of history and geograjmyhe affirmation of the cultural narrative —
and as Lezama explores in grelgpth, one integral feature tfis affirmation is the mythic
narrative. Lezama clarifies myth essally as the extended vision laf imagen a more rotund
assertion of the raising of a lesical moment into the collecgvimagination: ‘Un mito es una
imagen participada y una imagen es un mito que comienza su aventura, que se particulariza
para irradiar de nuevd'.lt is upon this very concept of myth that we can find the clear
crossover between the theoretiaapect of Lezama’s work and the historical figure of Guevara.
As such, the clearest point of departure woog to look at Lezama’s own brief writings on
Guevara. In the eclectic musings bezama edited by Ciro Bianchi Rosbpagen y
posibilidad® Lezama focused on the figure of Guevara with customary poetic flair,

transforming the historical figarthrough his own artistic processo a mythic, heroic figure:

Ernesto Guevara, comandante nuestro

Cefiido por la ultima prueba, piedra pelada de los comienzos para oir las inauguraciones del verbo, la
muerte lo fue a buscar. Saltaba de chamusquina para arbol, de alquileida caballo hablador para hamaca
donde la india, con su cantaro quegula los suefios, lo trae y lo lleva. Hombre de todos los comienzos, de

la dltima, del quedarse con una sola muerte, de particularizarse con la muerte, piedra sobre piedra, piedra
creciendo el fuego. Las citas con Tupac Amaru, lasreteras bolivarianas sobre la plata del Potosi, le
despertaron los comienzos, la fiebos, secretos de ir quedandose paemnpre. Quiso hacer de los Andes
deshabitados, la casa de los secretos. El huso deduran, el aceite amaneciendbcarbunclo trocandose

en la sopa magica. Lo que se ocultaba y se dejaba ver era nada menos que el sol, rodeado de medialunas
incaicas, de sirenas del séquito de Viracocha, sirenas con sus grandes guitarras. El medialunero Viracocha
transformando las piedras en guerreros y los guerreros en piedras. Levantando por el suefio y las
invocaciones la ciudad de las murallas y las armadiasvo Viracocha, de €l se esperaban todas las
saetas de la posibilidad y ahora se eg@ar@odos los prodigios en la ensofacion.

Como Anfiareo, la muerte no interrpm sus recuerdos. La aristia, la proteccién en el combate, la tuvo

siempre a la hora de los gritos y laegiada del cuello, pero también let@ia, el sacrificio, el afan de

" Gaceta de Cubé76), September 1969, pp.14-15 pReduced in Lezama 2000: 309.
8 A new edition of this work (with a larger run of pnthan the Letras Cubanas 1981 edition) would greatly
facilitate access to Lezama’s ma@ially focused writings.



holocausto. El sacrificarse en la piramide funeral, pero antes dio las pruebas terribles de su tamafio para la
transfiguracion. Donde quiera que hma piedra, decia Nietszche, hayumagen. Y su imagen es uno de
los comienzos de los prodigios, del sembradio en lagied decir, el crecimiento tal como aparece en las

primeras teogonias, depositando la region diedeza en el espaci@cio. (1981: 22-23)

This stirring text is highly revealing dhe mythical process expressed by Lezama, and
brings into the field of investigation wider appiches to theories of myth. Guevara the hero,
his final ordeal, the last step of the quest whereat he will find death, assisted by the dead rebel
warrior Tupac Amaru, transformed into a newadiocha, seeking the litaion of his people,
protected by a god-given spell in battle, a fiek@grior, leading to his ultimate sacrifice on the
funeral pyramid — these features remove @Guavirom historicity and place him within a
mythic non-time akin to those narragis/ explored by Joseph CampbellTihe Hero with a
Thousand FacesLezama even crowns the text with the declaration that Guevara is now
himself a poetic image, thus incorporating haithin the pantheon of figures exploredlia
expresion americana

Importantly, though, Lezama is not alone inrquing this transformative assessment of
Guevara. It is important to note that wherzéma describes the tramshation of historical
images into the poetic in an overdytistic fashion, the same procassemployed strategically
in a political, cultural fashion. Antoni Kapci@escribes this procesaking place in Havana

immediately following the death of Guevara:

In terms of myth, the result was immediate, both spontaneously and deliberately — a public and popular
mythification of Che the fallen hero — with the following yeaeing re-named th&/ear of the Heroic
Guerrilla’ and with the famous Kordasortrait (with it appropriately visinary gaze) reproduced throughout

Cuba, on posters, in newspapers and, most impressively, hung on the walls of many Cubans’ homes. The
new myth was immediate and organic, since it referred most directly to the Cubans’ lived and shared
experience -Che had been Cuba, fighting alone in a hostile world, and his sacrifice had been theirs, and
would, presumably, be the ashes from which the new struggle would be born. As one writer expressed it, he
became ‘an adopted patron saint of the Cuban goverraftenhis death’. As yet, however, there was little

positive about the myth, with a sombre and somewhat pessimistic mood. Within a year, hGevwers

10



being enlisted effectively as a symbol to drive fard/the faltering campaign for the 1970 harvest and to

revolutionise the economy in the appropriately named ‘Revolutionary Offensive’. (2000: 189)

Within this brief description it is again clear how the figure of Guevara is removed from a
possible objective historicity and thrust into arative of the mythic image. Kapcia argues that
there is an organic (by which wean understand ‘authentic’) quality this mythic narrative,
owing to the fact that it originated in Cuba aethted directly to the lives of the Cuban people.
This being the case, it is also true from the dp8on that there is aertain inorganic quality
insofar as this narrative is malleable, versatiled adaptable to changing social and political
circumstances and differing users of theraiive. It thus appears that a certaupture has
been described between the historical figuregi@rtg to a historicateality, and a mythical
figure pertaining to the user. Of course, thipriscisely the process that Lezama was describing
in essentially poetic, aesthetic terms, but fosus on the social and political bears a closer
relation to the theories of Roland Bamhe&oncerning the mythologising process as a

semiological social process. Barthes describes this process:

In myth, we find again the tri-dimensional pattern: [...] the signifier, the signified and the sign. But myth is
a peculiar system, in that it is constructed fraisemiological chain which existed beforetits a second-
order semiological systenthat which is a sign (namely the asstie@total of a concept and an image) in
the first system, becomes a mere signifier in the seddiedmust here recall that the materials of mythical
speech (the language itself, photography, painting, posters, rituals, objects, etc.), howevet diftare
start, are reduced to a pure signifying functios@sn as they are caught by myth. (1993: 114)

The importance of considering Barthes in this argument is due to the emphasis that he places
upon the ‘natural relationship’ (131) between digdi and the signified — one that occurs not
through the obvious semiological pess of equivalence that onewld expect of a symbol. In
this respect the figure of Guevara, although syliolio certain dimensions, becomes mythic in
the Barthean sense through the ‘natural’ signifyiatye that he, as a historical figure and as a
visual image, conveys to the pigb This becomes starkly appatevhen considering again the

historical process outlined above by Kapcia. Tthage of Guevara — we obviously refer to the
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famed Korda portrait — in addin to its symbolic value, hake mythic value of the second-
order semiological system. That's to say the ptaagmifiesat the iconic level the historical
personage of Ernesto Guevara, but that this first-order signification is wrapped into the second-
order level of, in the first instance, the strug@lene in a hostile world [...] sacrifice [...] the
ashes from which the new struggle would bmen’ (Kapcia 2000: 189)and in the second
instance, a mobilising force of energy and sacrifice identifiable with the Revolutionary
Offensive. Kapcia further pursues the variancéstary-line’ beneattthe Guevara legend into
the 1970s, where thegoes without sayirig(Barthes 143) signifying value of the Guevara
history and image served in corgrdo its earlier value, to become that of a ‘a more static
“model for being” rather than the more chalieng “model for action” [...] as a hero of the
past — of the present order’sréphistory”, alongside Marti anather historical figures’ (Kapcia
2000: 197). Thus the mythic level of signifieatiwas clearly manipulated from the ‘organic’
value of the present to that of the past — frammarrative initially related to revolutionary
fervour to that of uncomplaing and submissive self-sacrifiggholly commensurate with the
austerities of the ‘Quinquenio Gri$’And yet, as Kapcia indicatethe contiguity between the
image and the ‘story-line’ isy no means overt and obvious, andhis the process explored by
Barthes is brought into sharp relief:

[W]hat allows the reader to consume myth innocently is that he does not see it as a semiological system but
as an inductive one. Where there is only an equivaldreees a kind of causal process: the signifier and

the signified have, in his eyes, a natural relationship. This confusion can be expressed otherwise: any
semiological system is a system of values; now ththrognsumer takes the sification for a system of

facts: myth is read as a factual system, whdatesdut a semiological system. (Barthes 1993: 131)

This ‘natural relationship’ is precisely the motive for the criticism that Barthes levels against
the bourgeois society that he sees as redpentir the generation and consumption of such

mythic narratives. In this sense the mytkalue embodied within th semiological system

*Referring to Cuba’s cultural and intellectual life during those years, my friend Ambrosio Fornet coined the
phrase “the Gray Quinquenniumguinquenedsic] gris)’ (Retamar 1996: 181). For a historical re-evaluation of
this term, see Fornet 2007.
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becomes more important than the original datia¢ meaning of the sign — and Barthes’ two
best-known examples are the African boy salutifepotingnothing more than an African boy
saluting but signifying at a mythic level ‘that Fcanis a great Empire, that all her sons, without
any colour discrimination, faithfully serve under her flag, and that there is no better answer to
the detractors of an alleged colonialism than the zeal shown by this Negro in serving his so-
called oppressors’, and the Lajprase whose first-level sigrotion ‘my name is lion’ is
subordinate to the mythic meaning of ‘Il am argmatical example meant to illustrate the rule
about the agreement of the predicate’ (1993: 1h6he case of Guewvas image within 1970s
Cuba, a similar process subordemthe denotative value — Ernesto Guevara de la Serna — to
the mythic value — moral not material rewards, hard work, discipline, etc. And similar to
Barthes’ criticism, we can see this processipene result of a congmis, manipulative design.

Here the links with the semiological procesd.ezama are also apparent, as the characters of
La expresion americanare removed from specific historicity and are endowed with mythic
value akin to the process bned by Barthes. Aleijadinh@nd Kondori are now no mere
sculptors from a particular timend place, but are mythic figes of the American baroque
‘contra-conquista’ — they bedhe weight of their African (Rijadinho) and Inca (Kondori)
heritage to the extent that thegcomethose cultural forces, fusing with the Hispanic in the
forceful assertion of an Americaxpression. In this respect wan clearly see that the process
outlined by Barthes has different objectives ia tontext of Lezama’s essays to those of the
Cuban political administration — butelsemiological process is the same.

Similarly, one can establish the theoretical libk$ween the Lezamianew of myth and the
Barthean according to this process. Returninth¢oearlier analysis, we recall that the essence
of ‘el mito’ for Lezama was the elevation to ttalective level of the peeption of ‘la imagen’
in history. That's to say, when a character, ¢wrperiod of history isnterpreted collectively
(socially/culturally) as mthical, it is due to the procesd interpretation that endows upon it

such a mythical image. As a result, thestbwicity of the character or event becomes
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subordinate to its newly endowed mythic meaningnd as such the narrative is reduced to a
simple series of cultural markers. MytHigures can accordinglipecome undisputed (‘goes
without saying’) paragons of virtue, strength, d¢hwsheroism, wickedness, etc. As we have
seen within Kapcia’'s historical analysi)e figure of Guevara in 1960s and 70s Cuba
underwent such a mythic procetbgt created ‘a causal pr@se[...] a natural relationship’
(Barthes 1993: 129) between thatbrical figure and the vario®cial messages. In a fashion
similar yet less politically motivated, Lezama muieets the historical figure of Guevara with
natural relationship to established mythicgufies, creating a causal process that binds to
Guevara virtues of courage, self-sacrifiepport of the gods, etc., positioning Guevara
alongside other ‘actores’ (Ida & Ulloa 1998: 368) of.a expresién americana

Clearly, however, the focus cannot remain esislely on the political arena of Cuba. The
figure of Guevara has undergone similar mythémgformations in a great diversity of cultural
environments and for a wide nety of social, political, everartistic objectives. A detailed
history of the impact of Guevara upon differiglpbal communities is evidently not to be the
purpose of this study, but it is pertinent to #iguments in question to perceive the theoretical
design both of Lezama and of Barthes in application when concerning the figure of Guevara.

Martin Ebon’s 1969 studZhe, the making of a legengrovides an interesting perspective
on the crossover between thetmadarly Cuban and Latin Amexan context of the Guevara
narrative into the global contexfhe myth of Che Guevara &&et off a responsive vibration
among thousands who see himthe gallant revolutionary — a symbol of rebellion against
hypocrisy, injustice, human suffering, and a sbcwithout soul’ (1969: 8). Importantly, Ebon
identifies a further semiotic value of the Guevara myth — the symbol. Barthes is very clear in

maintaining the distinction between thetimg form and the symbol, arguing that:

The form of myth is not a symbol: the Negro who salutes is not the symbol of the French Empire: he has
too much presence, he appears as a fudlly,experienced, spontaneous, innocémdjsputableimage. But

at the same time this presencdamed, put at a distance, made aimmansparent; itecedes a little, it
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becomes the accomplice of a concepiclltomes to it fully armed, Frendmperiality: once made use of,

it becomes artificial. (1993: 118)

The symbol, similar to the metaphor, simp&places denoted meaning with a new meaning
in a process whose success aelseupon its evidence. The Afan boy saluting could be easily
contested or rebuked were he to be a symbdhasnplementation ahe new signification is
deliberate and evidentind therefore open to dispute.itih the myth, the second-order
signification emerges not only disguised and chveut indeed takesubtle precedence over
the denoted value. And herein perhaps lies thveepof the Guevara imagit operates both as
mythic formand as symbol. As analysed earlier, fheage of Guevara operated according to
the mythic process in Cuba insofar as thealde and persuasive narratives apportioned by the
image were present and yet not whaligible, insofar as ‘the pictumrgaturally conjured up the
concept, as if the signifiggave a foundation to the signifie@arthes 1993129). And yet the
image is also symbolic, which in this case does not discredit the mythic value. The vast two-
tone representation of Guevara at the Plaza BevValucion, in its rigid fity, departs from the
mutable ‘story-line’ (Kapcia) or mythic narraéi(Barthes), to become a pure, overt symbol of
the Revolution. In examining théevelopment of a number of thyc narratives within the
context of revolutionary Cuba, Kapcia examities changing usage and attributed meaning of
the Guevara image as both myth and symbdljning a distinction that matches closely the
perspective of Lezama: ‘Myth cahus be sees as the elevatafna symbol into a narrative,
and a symbol therefore as the germ of a mythsthge before organic mythification has set in’
(2000: 25). Both within and outsidg Cuba, therefore, the imagan be analysed as similarly
both myth and symbol. Guillermo Cabrera Infantethe 1970 interview with Rita Guibert,

explores one possible mythic narrative assed with the figure of Guevara:

El mito Guevara es un mito adoptado por los jévénegueses de los paises occidentales y americanos, en
especial de estudiantes hijos de padres mas o menos acomodados, que expresan asi la necesidad de

oponerse a sus padres y de paso quitargarga de culpas adolescentes. (371-375)
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In this respect, Cabrera Infante identifies ttieg history of Guevara is ruptured from the
image, and a new mythic narsadi is evoked to supplant the historical narrative. As he
describes the process, wealiWestern youth apply to the imagéGuevara a mythic narrative
to substantiate their owparticular sense of rebellion; andtwcustomary cynicism he deplores
the manifest irony of such attr@ution of meaning. In a similar process yet watleontrasting
attitude, John Lee Anderson, biographer of Guevatpresses to Abel Posse that Guevara is a

globally recognised and valuable symbol:

[Anderson] Es increible el poder de Guevara como simbolo mundial.

[Posse] ¢,Simbolo de qué? ¢Qué es lo que repaieselbgo Guevara, con su boina y esa extrafia
mirada capturada por Korda, en lejano mitin en La Habana?

[A] Es el espiritu de rebeldia. Puede quéate de algo inmanengela condicién social.

[P] Alguien reclama el simbolo, alguien necesital@sina con esa estrefla.]. (Posse 2004: 159)

With these two citations we cantearly see that one essehtiéfference between the usage
of myth and symbol is the extent of tmarrative; where Cabrera Infante recognises an
extensive ‘story-line’ assigned to the image of Guevara, Anderson identifies a simple, single,
conceptual meaning: ‘rebeldia’. The bindifgctor between these twprocesses is still
integrally linked to the semiological system outlined by Barthes: ‘we can say that the
fundamental character of thmythical concept is to bappropriated (1993: 119). With the
appropriation of the image, the assignatiomafaning becomes depenti@ot on the signifier
itself, but on the user. Clearly, then, the gssd meaning can be extensive and subtle, as
identified by Cabrera Infantey overt and resolute, as iddrm@d by Ebon and Anderson; and in
being appropriated, the possibds of meaning are endless. aig we can see that what is
described as nefarious by Barthes, and as paptigositive by Lezama, is very much the same
semiological process, as in both cases a rupoers between the historical ‘truth’ of, in this
case, the person, and its newly assigned mgadobhn Lee Anderson charts this very process
yet identifies yet a third signifying feature thie Guevara image, the icon. Anderson describes

the famous Korda photograph: ‘Che appearsthes ultimate revolutionary icon, his eyes
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seeming to stare boldly into the future, higywéace symbolizing a vile embodiment of
outrage at social injustice’ (1997a: 465). Agaihe process of intemgtation privileges the
interpretative will over concretastoriography. Indeed we can see how similar a process this is
to that described by Lezama, that Anderson describes ansensus of interpretation that
raises the image of Guevanato that of an icon. The an itself must be understood not
according exclusively to a semiotic perspectiva signifier that resembles its signified — but
also from a religious and soocigjical perspective. Kapcia examines the ambiguity of the term
within these contexts, identifying the level of veneration that an icon commands from its

perceivers.

The difference between myth and either symbol or vere lies in the ‘story-line’; a myth needs one, to
remain as a living, adaptable and meaningful guideab collective action, parallel to the society’s self-
image, while both a symbol and an icon lack a ‘story-line’ and thus remain more static, the latter more as a
model for perfect being, almost certainly on an individual rather than a collective level. [...] It should,
however, be said that the use of the term ‘icon’ can be misleading, and even loaded and anitbiguous.
Protestant societies, icons are usually seen essentially negatively and as equivalent to idolatry, while
Eastern Orthodoxy, for example, sees icons not as objects for an alienated veneration but, rather, as

accessible representations of an urdatable abstraateity. (2000: 28/9)

Where Anderson notes the ‘iconic image’ he evokes this degree of veneration that is
addressed towards the image of Guevara, ditiad to recognising both the symbolic value:
‘youthful defiance’, and the mythic: the ‘more learn behind that imagelt is precisely this
versatility of sign functions ahyth, symbol and icon that appamis such weight and power to
the Guevara image: to some he represents a mythic narrative, to others, a symbol and yet to
others an icon — indedte image may flow freely from one the next within the same usage.

This is of immense importance when addressiveyemployment of # Guevara image in a
staggeringly wide range of cultural contextsr Emample, both Cabrera Infante and Anderson
recognise the importance of &wara in youth culture — Calma Infante referring to the

Western 1960s, Anderson to the 1990s. Alvelargas Llosa (2005), meanwhile, creates a

17



detailed and lengthy list of West celebrities, Latin Americaooliticians, actors, singers and
footballers who ‘have all recently brandishedinvoked Guevara’s likeness as a beacon of
justice and rebellion against the abuse of powef Once again the mytfs firing up people
whose causes for the most part represenexaet opposite of whabuevara was’. Without
entering the dense and heated delzmncerning the merits oribsvof such manifestations of

the Guevara image, it is important to question whether there emerges ‘the impoverishment of
meaning’ that Barthes identifies within the migtiprocess, or whethéhe process of rupture

and appropriation detailed both by Barthes &edama in actuality rescues such use and
possible abuse from irony. To address this goresbnce again the considerations of John Lee

Anderson can be examined:

If anything, | see Che’s appeal to Gen-X'ers as ranfof symbolic identification with a rebel figure,
someone critical of the status quo. Wearing Che’s faggmonT-shirt is a way of saying: “I am a rebel in
spirit; 1 don’'t accept what #h Establishment stands for.” For shothis essentially aesthetic, non-
threatening form of revolt will fade as they graduaten college, get their first jobs, and begin families —
along with their nose rings and bleached hair. But for the meantime, it is imperative that society allows
them the room to broadcast their inconformity with Weey things are, just as it is necessary that society

tolerates their hopes of making a future difference. (1997b)

With no critique of the rupture between Guevas a historical figure and Guevara as a
symbol, Anderson identifies the crucial issue that Guevara, in so many social contexts, no
longer pertains to any historical reality, butthe@ users of the imag@nderson sees no irony
here, as he equates the imagésokvara with other social siglike nose rings and bleached
hair. Where both Cabrera Infantand Alvaro Vargas Llos#ighlight this rupture and
appropriation as an insidious or merely disgAg act, Anderson perceives it as a natural and
healthy ‘non-threatening form of revolt'. It aggrs that the issue upon which this divergence of
opinion rests is the ‘organic’ aglity expressed by Kapcia. If éhevocation of Guevara is at
once contiguous with the ‘empiri¢dlistorical figure, is it morevaluable than when it is used

symbolically for newer and contextually divergent purposes?
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It precisely upon this very dichotomy that we can approach the image of Guevara globally,
insofar as the image is appropriated by such dewassortment of social groupings that the
meaning can at times be starkly contrastingewtine banner with Guevara’s image flies above
an anti-globalisation demonstiat, do we need to search for the historical links between
Guevara’s anti-imperialist writings and actions in order to justify the use of the ithaeén
flown at the immigrant workerdemonstrations in March 20@@ross the US, does Guevara
here stand less for anti-impergt and more for his Latino idéty, converting his image into
a totemic rallying point of cultural identificaticagainst the essentially non-Hispanic enemy?
Does Guevara’s bellicose biography positiom hineasily alongside Ghandi, Lennon, Marley,
Martin Luther King, Ginsberg, as iconic champiarigpeace or social gtice of the Twentieth
Century? When badges, T-shilt®rets, pencils and pahsharpeners are kbin a stationary
shop in a regional town in the UK, do such iterearta different message to when they are sold
in a market of Old Havana? And does sucterchandise represent a valid form of
rebelliousness as identified by Anderson,i®rit merely a faslin accessory? When, for
example, Aleida Guevara explains to a Sparesidership of El Pais: ‘No es una imagen vacia,
un icono pegado a la pared. Es un ser humanoaompleto que ojala pueda ser imitado por
muchos otros seres humanos en el planataBéuza 2007), or whe@uban school children
declare ‘seremos como el Che’, what elemehthe historiography of Guevara is to be
appropriated and imitated? Clgarh 1970s Cuba it wasn’t therlg hair or criticism of the
Soviet Union - therefore again we can gedve the Barthean process of rupture and
appropriation that determine the thni¢c narrative as operating upon tmeaningof Guevara in
varying social contexts.

Again, we can return to Lezama. Brett Levingamtinently suggests that ‘history, according

to Lezama, begins by decomposing and rqmmsing itself (“el hecho de descomponer en

19Che is watching over us. He is our secular saint. Besfi the paraphernalia, he comes back. Thirty years after
his death, his image cuts across generations, his myth hovers over neoliberalism’s delusions of grandeur.
Irreverent, a joker, stubborn, morally stubborn, unforgettable’ (Taibo Il 1997: 586-7).
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imagenes”). That is, the act of construction vieanithage is always a reconstruction that “wipes
out” (substitutes for) what it reconstructs [...ethfilling in the empty space’ (1993: 61). This
is the very process of rupture and apprdrathat we witness operating upon the Guevara
history. The Korda image of Guevara asnan-aggressive symbadf teenage rebellion
alongside ‘nose rings and bleached hairngarson 1997b) has been removed from its
historical source and thrust into a new discoulhsg may have little onothing in relation to
the historical Ernesto Guevara. Therefore qoestion remains as to whether the rupture has
been so complete that all traces of contigbiggween the image and its historical denotation
have been removed, so that the image islamger the historical Gavara, but is now a
nameless, history-less symbol of rebelliousn¥ss.this particular meaning is merely one of
many — the sheer versatility ofeaning attributed to Guevaisastaggering — and, without the
space here for further analysis, it is worth mentioning a few of these narratives in which
meaning is ascribed to Guevara at kb symbolic and the Barthean mythic.

Guevara as the Hero has in many discourses been moulded immtioenythsteps of
heroism as examined by Joseph Campbell, aimyidrrative reinforced by his official Cuban
title of ‘Guerrillero Heroico** Guevara has been thrust into narratives that make him appear
almost archetypal: as martyr; as secularts@iaibo); as a modern Quixote (Posse 2004); as
Christ (numerous sources testify to the ‘passiof Guevara in Bolivia, and the Christ-like
pietaof his corpse); as a modern Trotsky to Cast8ialin; as a modern Marti; as an American
Beat alongside Kerouac and Cassadyndaative borne duby Salles’ filmThe Motorcycle
Diaries); as a Romantic (Cabrera Infante [1972] egsdnis life and death to a romantic model
established by Byron); as a Renaissance Man; as the swarthy Latin; and as the Villain (Fontova

2005). What is important about these different neveatis firstly their degree of connection to

' The journey of the Hero can be briefly summarised as the following: ‘The Call to Adventthe unexpected
call to action. Supernatural Aid — The helper figure thapares the hero in some way for the trials to come. The
Threshold — The point in the story where the hero stands poised to enter a mysterious new world|SFh& fiei
trials and ordeals the hero must endure. The Return — Having completed the trials thringerback a boon to
his society’ (Joseph Campbell Foundatitp://www.jcf.org).
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or separation from the historibadefined Ernesto Guevaran@ secondly, their sheer diversity.
This powerful versatility of both image andrrative must in many respects account for the
ubiquity of Guevara in contemporary culturefeature reinforced byike Gonzalez in his
recent study: ‘The image of Che does not belong $tate, any state, but to the movement that
has discovered him’ (173). Here Lezama'siom of history is defiantly activated.

Returning, therefore, to the initial analysi this study, we have identified that Lezama
suggested inLa expresion americanghat an event, person or period of history can be
perceived as embodying a spirit of poetic image that can raise it to the level of ‘mito’,
eventually forging ‘una era imaginaria’. Imparntly, this power of ‘magen’ and ‘mito’ is a
quality that is conferred upon théstorical moment by the poetic will. In this, as discussed, the
interpretation of history becomes an act ateonomparable to the interpretation of a poetic
text. History is thus appropriated by the interpreter. Here the crossover to the perspective of
Barthes is striking, who arguedaththis very appropriation dfistorical (or contemporary)
narrative becomes the essentéglture of the myth proce$SAs briefly outlined, the historical
figure of Ernesto Guevara has undergone a greatyaf adaptationsral appropriations in a
great variety of social and cultural contexts over the last fortysy@aa process that is at once
akin both to Lezama’s vision of history and tldtRoland Barthes. And yet the questions
remain as to whether this rupture and appadion ‘suppresses and impoverishes the meaning’
(Barthes 118) — a feature iddéied by many; or whether this process enriches and awakens
new and fertile meaning — a feature identified by Anderson, Taibo Il and others. ‘El horror
vacui’, Lezama declared on many occasions,dejarse sin imagenes’ (1970: 444). Lezama
further declared that Guevara filled the void wahmagen ‘depositando la region de la fuerza

en el espacio vacio’. Has Lezaim declaration become prophetic?

12 this sense, we can say that the fundameiaracter of the mythical concept is toampropriated (Barthes
1993: 119).
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