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Beyond the Boundaries of the Past
The Cartography of Displacement 

A N D R E A  O ’R E I L L Y  H E R R E R A

IN A 1987 PAINTING TITLED LOOKING FOR HOME, Cuban diasporic artist Alberto 
Rey visually collapses the geographical distances that separate Havana, his 
birthplace; Mexico City, where he and his mother and sister reunited in 1963 
with their father, who had left the island ahead of the family and sought 
political asylum; Miami, where the Reys lived for a period of time as they 
made their transition into exile; and Northern Cambria (formerly Barnesboro), 
Pennsylvania, where he spent the majority of his early childhood and young 
adulthood. Like many of the works Rey produced during this period, Looking 
for Home explores the themes of rupture and displacement and possesses a map-
like, albeit abstract, quality. Rendered in a palette that progresses from darkness 
to light, the work reveals a figurative form seemingly hovering above a series 
of colourful geometric shapes outlined and demarcated by black boundaries 
and dotted lines. According to Rey, Looking for Home (as the title suggests) 
visually represents an aerial view or vantage point from which he attempted 
to reconcile his parents’ experience of exile with his own vicarious response 
to multiple displacements and the loss of nation. “During the period when I 
did the painting,” the artist told me, 

I used to have very realistic dreams in which I would float over my house; the higher I 
got, the more I could see where I was living in relationship to the many places I have 
lived since I was born in Havana in 1960. I had these dreams for about a decade.1

Looking for Home most fundamentally articulates a tendency that defines the 
art of many Cuban diasporic artists – a conscious or unconscious preoccupation 
with belonging and unbelonging, and the corresponding quest to locate a lost 
and perhaps utopian idea of home. The painting’s abstract quality suggests 
the elusive nature of memory, and the difficulty of translating into realistic, 
objective form both personal emotions and what was for Rey a second-hand 
experience of loss as he did not have actual memories of Cuba. Looking for 
Home simultaneously offers a peripatetic and itinerant aesthetic, which captures 
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371 BEYOND THE BOUNDARIES OF THE PAST

the postcolonial concept that territorial dispossession redefines the way we 
understand distance, and alters our understanding of spatiality and borders. As 
Henri Lefebvre among others observes, and Rey’s work visually suggests, any 
claim to, and identification with, particular geographical spaces is produced 

Alberto Rey, Looking for Home (1987). Oil on canvas, 36" x 48" 
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within specific social, political, cultural and historical contexts. As a result, 
the formation of identity in relation to spatiality is interactive and, ultimately, 
subjective.2  

Approached from one angle, Looking for Home suggests that when operating 
within the framework of Western modernity, one must rely on a vocabulary that 
expresses an idea of nation or homeland as a fixed and unchanging geographical 
place of origin. However, the distorted cartography articulated in Rey’s painting 
simultaneously disrupts this notion and, on the contrary, suggests that any idea 
of nation, as Homi K. Bhabha observes, any idea of home, is a constructed and 
obsolete product of a temporal process, for no border is secure or permanent and 
no nation state is a fixed or monolithic entity. “The ambivalence of the ‘nation’ 
as a narrative strategy”, Bhabha contends, ultimately “produces a continual 
slippage of [cherished] categories.”3 When approached from this latter perspective, 
the hovering figure in Rey’s painting, which provides a detached aerial view 
or perspective on the past, visually represents the concept that cultural and 
national identity transcend territorial or geographical boundaries.4

In my monograph Cuban Artists across the Diaspora: Setting the Tent against 
the House,5 I explore the paradoxically stable and unstable aspects of nationhood 
and suggest that Cuba has always been a nation in motion. Predating and 
following the arrival of the Spaniards, the island was a site of cultural exchange 
and convergences in consequence of its strategic location and its mutable 
and porous borders. As a result of its fraught political history, Cuba is “a 
traveling, prismatic site of rupture and continuity resulting from continuous 
out-migrations and scatterings”.6 Thus when speaking of present-day Cubans, 
one is referring simultaneously to those who reside on the island as well as 
to multilocal populations spread across the globe, which now include three 
generations born outside Cuba following the 1959 revolution.  

Structured rhetorically according to highly politicised, bicameral and binary 
concepts demarcating nation and home, the official annals of history on the 
island have virtually dismissed diasporic Cubans like Alberto Rey, and the 
experiences of those who were born and/or raised outside Cuba have also been 
largely dismissed by those controlling the dominant narrative in the diaspora. 
The emphasis in much dominant Cuban diasporic discourse both on and off 
the island, therefore, has been on territorial claims to both nationhood and 
culture. In the process, the misleading dichotomy of island or diaspora, of 
the here/aquí or the there/allí, has established oppositional and seemingly 
antithetical categories. Displaced diasporic subjects such as Rey, who have 
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undergone territorial dispossession and consequently have had to redefine their 
sense of belonging to their homeland, occupy interstitial zones of spacelessness 
that are neither wholly here nor wholly there.  

* * *

The quest to define and lay claim to national and cultural identity, to define 
or redefine Cubanidad, or Cubanness, during periods of displacement, 
movement and transition, reaches back to the time of José Martí. This search 
also characterises the work of generations of vanguardia or modernist artists, 
who sought to forge a set of fundamental elements and motifs in order to define 
a new national identity following the establishment of the republic in Cuba in 
1902. A parallel impulse to reclaim national and cultural identity under threat 
appears in the work of Cuban diasporic artists in the wake of the 1959 revolution. 
Mapmaking in the diaspora, artists such as Alberto Rey, Leandro Soto, and 
Baruj Salinas simultaneously signify and collapse the geographical distances 
between the here and the there, and thereby present an uncanny repetition of the 
absent island (to borrow Antonio Benítez-Rojo’s term) that defies traditional 
cartographical conventions.7 Described in general terms, the artwork Leandro 
Soto has produced outside of Cuba explores the embedded forms of cultural life, 
practices, signifiers and stable references to homeland that bind all diasporic 
Cubans together despite the categorical determinations or ideological positions 
that distinguish them from each other. Yet Soto’s art simultaneously puts into 
relief the phenomenon of cultural parallelism, similitude or recognition that 
can only occur in the context of displacement, and the consequent creative 
process of translation, reinscription and transformation. Baruj Salinas’s art, 
in the same vein, explores the themes of transcendence, detachment from life 
and from the physical world, duration, change and renewal in the context of 
perpetual movement.  

When considered collectively, Soto’s and Salinas’s art puts into relief Lefebvre’s 
concept of spatial variability with its examination of the relationship among 
historicality, sociality and spatiality.8 Producing alternative cartographies, 
embedded with personal and collective meaning, these artists simultaneously 
recreate and reimagine space and express the ways in which one reconstitutes, 
translates, integrates and transforms the self in the context of movement. In 
so doing, they replace their claim to what Bhabha terms a “purity of origins 
with a poetics of relocation and reinscription”.9  
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In a 2011 solo exhibition titled Cuba in the Southwest (which I co-curated 
with Grisel Pujalá),10 Leandro Soto addressed fundamental questions regarding 
Cubanidad, migration, inter-culturation and transculturation. Leaving Cuba 
under duress at the age of thirty-three, the artist has since resided for significant 
periods of time in a range of locations including Tabasco, Mexico; various 
locations in Spain and India; Miami, Massachusetts, upstate New York, and 
Phoenix in the United States; Barbados; and more recently, Merída in the 
Yucatan Peninsula. His work in theatre, performance, set design, installation 
and painting freely aligns African and Afro-Cuban religious symbols with 
newly acquired elements that reflect the various cultures and artistic traditions 
in which he has taken root in exile. Rather than focusing upon difference, 
Soto – like many Cuban diasporic artists – stresses the points of connection 
he has discovered during his sojourn outside of Cuba.  

Aparición de una isla en la montaňa (Apparition of an island in the mountain, 
2003) is exemplary in that Soto simultaneously integrates and recontextualises 
new elements, which correspond with overt references to Cuba and Cuban 
culture. Rooted in a trend of visual thinking that was first developed by the 

Leandro Soto, Aparición de una isla en la montaňa (2003). Oil on canvas, 72" x 96" 
From the collection of Liza and Arturo Mosquera, photograph by Pedro Portal 
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Cuban avant-garde and came to typify Cuban art, Soto introduces bright 
colours, iconic patterns and baroque visual rhythms in his paintings. Like his 
literary and visual predecessors, he also references a long-standing tradition of 
Cuban landscape art or paisajismo. For many artists, such as Victor Manuel 
García Valdéz or Carlos Enríquez Gómez,11 the Cuban landscape and pastoral 
subjects functioned metonymically as a powerful source of visual iconography 
through which to explore a new sense of national and cultural identity. In 
the case of earlier writers who had left the island – such as José Martí and 
José-María Heredia12 – the landscape functioned as a vehicle with which to 
enunciate feelings of loss or displacement. Commenting upon his residency 
in the American Southwest from 2002 to 2009, Soto observes: “Cuba is 
geographically opposite to . . . Arizona – [the island] is green and surrounded 
by water. Being in Cuba is the opposite of being in the desert. Yet . . . I was 
absolutely connected in Arizona . . . I found the island in the desert.”13 In 
Aparición de una isla en la montaňa, the stony mountains and undulating 
sand of the Arizona desert, set into motion by the shimmering heat, bespeak 
the surging movement of the ocean; the cactus and yucca blur and transform 
into waving fans; and the luminescent colours and baroque patterns at the 
bottom of the canvas suggest that particular bend of tropical light penetrating 
the depths of the sea. As one’s eye moves across Soto’s canvas, the alligator 
shape of the island gradually comes into relief like a shadowy form, a sunken 
memory at the bottom of a well. Soto recalls: 

I painted this work almost seven months after my arrival in Phoenix. As always art 
acts as a bridge between reality and the imagination. For me it was like a welcome 
from the desert . . . Something like saying: this is also your house or place where 
you belong.14 

With this observation the artist expresses an idea akin to Edward Soja’s 
concept of Thirdspace, which refers to real-and-imagined space – some interstitial 
combination of actual, perceived space and purely imagined space.15 Endowing 
the actual topography with personal meaning, and thereby putting into relief 
the points of connection Soto discovered in the Southwestern landscape, his 
interpretive rendering of the Arizona landscape functions as a kind of psycho-
geography in which the experiences of loss and rediscovery coexist, and the 
island acts as an atemporal point of reference, which is simultaneously absent 
and present.
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* * *

Like Soto, Baruj Salinas draws upon the landscape to explore themes of belonging 
in the context of displacement and presence in absence. An interest in colour 
and shape characterised his work following his departure from Cuba in 1959. 
“Nostalgia”, he recalls, “entered into the beaches and seascapes painted from 
memory.”16 Though the Cuban landscape initially functioned as a signifier of 
an idealised past, it gradually came to represent Salinas’s attempt to express the 
transcendent and the infinite – that which supersedes the past and the present.  

Upon his arrival in Barcelona, Spain in 1974, the artist’s work became vibrant 
once again with what he terms “the tropical colors of his youth in Cuba”.17 
Throughout the 1980s Salinas began to craft what he describes as a “concept of 
the language of clouds”.18 In his series El lenguaje de las nubes (The language of 
the clouds), Salinas renders the poetic in his visual articulations of the ephemeral, 
fluid quality of clouds. While works such as Shofar in the Clouds (2017) suggest 
transcendence, detachment from life and from the physical world as Carlos M. 
Luis notes, they also conjure themes of duration, for clouds are border-crossers 
and shape-shifters, driven by the fickle winds.19 They are protean reminders of 
change and renewal. Just as clouds gather in the atmosphere, a visible mass of 
condensed particles and water vapour, they sometimes get caught like gauze in 

Baruj Salinas, Shofar in the Clouds (2017). Acrylic on canvas, 24" x 30" 



377 BEYOND THE BOUNDARIES OF THE PAST

the mountain valleys and reflect and scatter surrounding light in all directions. 
They symbolise being in displacement, for they belong nowhere and everywhere 
at once. Expressing this concept, Octavio Armand observes that Baruj Salinas 
“has created a cartographic writing . . . maps of what absence means. Streets 
traveled by our memory. Ancient beliefs adhering to our skin, shortening and 
lengthening the distance at the same time.” Ultimately, Armand continues, 
we experience in Salinas’s work “landscape as fiction and as faction: distance 
as an accusation . . . Salinas,” he concludes, “is another one of our strange 
cartographers . . . thanks to [him] our absence has clouds, many clouds.”20 In 
this sense Baruj Salinas’s art embodies a fundamental concept expressed by 
José Martí in Los versos sencillos, the existential plight of the displaced everyman 
questing to capture the conundrum of non-locality and rootedness, permanence 
and impermanence: “I come from all places / And to all places go / I am art 
among the arts / And mountains among the mountains”.21

* * *

Although Rey’s, Soto’s, and Salinas’s artworks contain elements that are situated 
and contextual, thereby referencing traditional concepts of territoriality and 
spatiality, they simultaneously capture the fluid and shifting aspects of national 
and cultural identity. In producing cartographies that admit and negotiate the 
new, the resonant and the familiar, these three artists draw uncanny geographical 
parallels and, in the process, recreate or reimagine borders and boundaries. In 
this manner, they reclaim their identities as Cubans and Cuban artists as well 
as their identities as Cubands – a term (coined by me) that simultaneously stakes 
Cuban diasporic or exilic identity to an actual place, which is at once present 
and absent, yet simultaneously allows for the infinite number of ‘couplings’ 
and identifications that together constitute the various Cuban ‘presences’ 
located across the globe.22 By allowing the infinite possibility of an ‘and’ when 
referencing national or cultural identity, the “logic of coupling” as opposed to 
the “logic of binary opposition”, as postcolonial theorist Stuart Hall observes, 
avoids the “essentializing of difference into . . . mutually opposed either/ors” 
of the island and the diaspora.23

Like that of Rey, Soto’s  and Salinas’s artwork captures the fluid and shifting 
aspects of situated or contextual subjectivity rooted in the local, the geographical, 
the historical and the present. Most fundamentally, all three artists explore 
critical questions regarding the many and sometimes paradoxical ways diasporic 
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subjects self-affiliate or situate themselves in the intersecting narratives of 
displacement, border crossing, scattering, and historical and cultural erasure.  
Consciously or unconsciously they address and resolve a host of questions 
regarding national and cultural identity, such as: What constitutes a nation? 
What does it mean to be Cuban? Who is a real Cuban? Who is more Cuban? 
Who can create Cuban art? Can Cuban art only be created on the island? If 
so, does it cease to be Cuban art if it is produced outside of Cuba?

When considered together, Rey, Soto, and Salinas offer an alternative or 
altered concept of movement and nomadism – a quintessentially Caribbean 
aesthetic that simultaneously suggests what Søren Frank describes as a kind 
of weightlessness or detachment from physical spaces, at the same time that it 
allows the possibility of being rooted in multiple places.24 As Frank observes, 
“migration is the defining characteristic of contemporary life,” and “the 
migrant” is a person “without frontiers . . . the archetypal figure of our age”.25 
Frank argues that “migration literature, or Weltliteratur, cosmopolitanism, 
and Europe are all particular instances of the growing independence of 
particular spaces, but also that they are characterized by reactions of inertia 
which make them reconnect with dimensions of space”. Though he cautions 
against the dangers of detachment from history, language, and territory, Frank 
emphasises the potentially liberatory aspects of being simultaneously “patriotic 
and cosmopolitan, rooted and weightless, shaded in local colors and movable 
in global corridors”.26 The aesthetic formula of nomadism proposed in the 
artwork of Rey, Soto, and Salinas recasts any negative, Western concept of 
itinerancy, transience and non-belonging, and suggests, on the contrary, the 
possibility of fortuitous multilocality and cultural exchange. It is Taoist in its 
emphasis on detachment, especially in respect to the notion of impermanence 
or indifference to the world; yet it simultaneously admits the possibility of 
maintaining a connection to place. This approach is akin to Nicolas Bourriaud’s 
radicant aesthetic – the idea that art can spring from a central root yet adapt 
to the contours of any given surface or physical space and consequently send 
out new roots.27 It is, therefore, grounded in a concept of cultural pluralism 
that involves rooting and re-rooting, continuity and, as Frank puts it, the 
simultaneous elimination and recuperation of space. Ultimately, it permits 
a form of “rooted cosmopolitanism” (to borrow Kwame Anthony Appiah’s 
concept), which allows the diasporic subject to “transport their roots” and 
thereby remain connected to the homeland.28
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Most fundamentally, the artwork of Alberto Rey, Leandro Soto, and Baruj 
Salinas moves us away from traditional definitions or theoretical paradigms 
that regard mobility and stability as mutually exclusive terms, or that privilege 
stasis over mobility. Although the themes of rupture, displacement and loss 
fundamentally inform their work, such work simultaneously reveals the process 
of translation, integration, and transformation that every artist undergoes in the 
context of relocation and the consequent encounter with newness. According 
to this vision, instability is valorised above the structure of circumscribed or 
bounded territories. These ‘borderlines’, ‘boundaries’ and ‘borderlands’ are not 
“that at which something stops”, as Bhabha contends, but, rather, that from 
which something begins its “presencing”.29

Ultimately, the idea of being rooted but weightless – coupled with the notion 
that identity is contingent and relational at the same time that it is localised 
and positioned – acts as a kind of anecdote for the sense of non-belonging 
expressed by so many Cubands, including those born or raised outside the 
island. This approach allows the psychically or physically displaced person to 
simultaneously maintain a sense of connection with the homeland and to feel 
“at home” everywhere in the world. Like Rey’s collapsed cartography, Soto’s 
apparition of the island in the mountains and Salinas’s wandering clouds, it 
transforms the experience of non-belonging into what Lucy R. Lippard terms 
“multi-belonging” – one response to a non-linear modernity.30 

Postscript: After a courageous battle with cancer, my beloved colleague-friend and 
collaborator Leandro Soto passed away on 3 July 2022. A prominent member of the 
Cuban art movement Volumen Uno, Leandro was one of the most generous and gifted 
artists I have worked with during the course of my career. He transformed every space 
he entered and mentored countless artists, providing them with opportunities to grow 
both personally and professionally. I realise that I speak for many in saying that he will 
be missed terribly. I am grateful for his beautiful presence in my life.
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