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Handmade in Cuba: Rolando Estévez and the Beautiful Books of Ediciones Vigía 
is the first anthology to bring together a broad framework of personal and 
scholarly perspectives on the handmade books of Ediciones Vigía in Cuba, 
addressing the central role that book artist Rolando Estévez played in creat-
ing its unique visual poetics. As our society moves toward digital books and 
the idea of the book as virtual rather than tactile, the existence of handmade 
books is a fascinating phenomenon, transforming how we think about liter-
ary texts. Ediciones Vigía, an artisanal press conceived and put into practice 
in Cuba, has been deeply implicated in these conversations about the future 
of the book. One of the most visible and renowned projects to merge art 
and literature, in dialogue with a complex history of the written word, and 
echoing classical forms of bookmaking, from biblical scrolls to medieval illu-
minated manuscripts, Ediciones Vigía offers a range of ways to think about 
and produce beautiful books in the age of technology. Writers and scholars 
from Cuba and the United States have come together in this anthology to 
celebrate, analyze, and comprehend the major contributions that Ediciones 
Vigía has made, with limited resources but with enormous creativity and 
inventiveness, to keep the book alive as a cultural and artistic form. In par-
ticular, we focus on the work of Rolando Estévez Jordán, one of the most ex-
citing book artists of our time, whose exuberant designs for Ediciones Vigía 
brought their bookmaking to the attention of the world.
 A pioneering, independent bookmaking enterprise, Ediciones Vigía was 
established in 1985, at a time when little money was needed to be happy 
in Cuba, as people often say on the island. The libreta, or ration book, pro-
vided enough food for the month, as well as clothing, shoes, and cigarettes. 



2   •   RU T H  B E H A R

Before the fall of the Soviet Union in 1989, the Soviets paid inflated prices 
for Cuban sugar and gave Cuba all the oil it needed, plus black tea, canned 
meat, and clunky shoes. These subventions made possible a system of free 
health care, free education, and free outdoor concerts. Trading and sharing, 
rather than buying and selling, defined everyday life. During that last fading 
moment of socialist utopianism, Ediciones Vigía came into existence.
 Ediciones Vigía was the brainchild of two idealists: the poet and writer 
Alfredo Zaldívar Muñoa, its founding editor, and the poet and artist Ro-
lando Estévez Jordán, its founding artistic director. Zaldívar was born in 
Holguín but has lived in the provincial city of Matanzas since he was sev-
enteen, and Estévez was born and raised in Matanzas. Both prefer to be 
called by their patronymic last names alone, Zaldívar and Estévez. They 
had an ambitious dream of merging literature and art, while on a more 
prosaic level they wanted to create a forum for young poets and writers in 
Matanzas to share their work with local audiences.
 Achieving literary recognition in Cuba was extremely difficult in the pre-
internet era, when publication could be attained only through official gov-
ernment institutions. To forge an alternative literary space was no easy task. 
Seeking to offer an elegant way of drawing people to their events, Zaldívar 
and Estévez came up with the idea of creating handmade invitations an-
nouncing upcoming poetry readings in Matanzas, which were accompanied 
by a musical recital and refreshments. They had no paper to make the invi-
tations, so they went to the local butcher shops in Matanzas and asked for 
donations of the brown paper used to wrap meat. This was how they began: 
making beautiful invitations on butcher paper with hand-drawn lettering 
and hand-painted illustrations. Those invitations inspired the idea of mak-
ing beautiful books, incorporating a few poems and a few illustrations and 
binding the two together, using that same humble brown butcher paper. Hi-
erarchies had been overturned by the Cuban Revolution. In the late 1980s, 
Cuba was still a world where butchers and artists had things in common. 
The humble brown paper became the trademark of Ediciones Vigía. Made of 
bagasse, a fibrous byproduct processed from sugarcane pulp, it was a quint-
essentially Cuban form of paper. Sugar, the island’s major crop throughout 
its history, was the backbone for the handmade books.
 It is significant that Ediciones Vigía emerged in Matanzas, a provincial 
city that stands in contrast to La Habana, the grand metropolis and port 
city, which is only fifty miles away. Matanzas is a city branded with the most 
terrible of names. The definition of the city’s name is literally “Slaughters.” 
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There are those who say it commemorates the massacre of Spanish coloniz-
ers by Native Americans. Others say it recalls the destruction of indigenous 
Taino and Arawak communities in the early days of conquest. Many claim 
the name recalls the deaths of the West African slaves brought to work in 
the sugar plantations, in such large numbers the region became known 
as “little Africa.” Yet despite being marked by a violent name, Matanzas 
also became known in the nineteenth century as the “Athens of Cuba,” re-
nowned for its poetry and music, and for being the city where the dance 
form, the danzón, was born. Still, the horror of the name lingers. Rolando 
Estévez is one of the most outspoken activists in Matanzas calling for the 
name of his hometown to be changed to Bellamar, “Beautiful Sea.”
 The emergence of Ediciones Vigía in the city of Matanzas gave this 
unique publishing venture a sense of purpose. Matanzas is only a half 
hour away from the famed seaside resort of Varadero, known for its ho-
tels and pristine beaches. To reclaim Varadero for the revolution, it was 
from there that the literacy brigades of 1961 were launched. This proxim-
ity to Varadero has led the citizens of Matanzas to forge a quite different 
sense of their own identity as inhabitants of a provincial city with a liter-
ary, musical, and artistic culture. Ediciones Vigía borrowed its name from 
the Plaza de la Vigía, the Watchtower Plaza, located on the historic plaza 
where the city was founded in 1693. Historically, it was a strategic point 
where ships and boats entering the Bay of Matanzas could be observed and 
action taken swiftly if pirates or corsairs threatened to attack. The notion 
of being a “vigía,” a lookout point from which to observe and participate in 
the world, was a concept Zaldívar and Estévez took to heart.
 When La Revista del Vigía, the magazine they produced, first began in 
1989 (plates 1a, 1b), the back pages often included manifestos that articu-
lated the ideals of the founders. One of the early manifestos called atten-
tion to the way that “Vigía was born from watchful waking and also from 
dreams, but even more from everlasting tossing and turning, among pieces 
of brown paper, brushes and watercolors, bits of canvas, jute fibers, glue, 
and hands ready to rip and tear until they turn out the most human publi-
cations in the world” (La Revista del Vigía nació de la vigilia y también de los 
sueños, pero aún más del eterno duermevela, entre papeles de estrazo, pinceles y 
acuarelas, retazos de lienzos, hebras de yute, pegamentos y manos dispuestas a 
rasgar, hasta armar los impresos más humanos del mundo) (plate 2).
 These were “the most human publications in the world,” because they 
were made by human hands, rather than by machines. At the same time, 
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the next paragraph of the manifesto alludes to “the magical wheel of a 
mimeograph” (el mágico ruedo de un mimeógrafo). Ediciones Vigía initially 
used a borrowed typewriter and an ancient Soviet-made mimeograph ma-
chine to produce copies of the books—always 200 copies, because that was 
the number of legible copies that could be made from a single stencil.
 As Ediciones Vigía grew, its goals became more ambitious, seeking to 
bring to light a range of literary works that were unknown or not widely 
circulated in Cuba. The same manifesto states, “Texts unpublished in Cuba 
or unpublished altogether will have their place here” (Textos inéditos en 
Cuba o totalmente inéditos tendrán su sitio aquí).
 The manifesto closes with a reiteration of the idea of being a “vigía”—
“to protect, raise spirits, and provoke, and once more keep a lookout and 
safeguard” (que . . . proteja, anime e incite, y otra vez vele, y resguarde). In 
the last sentence, the founders define their mission in more general terms, 
drawing on a play on words that they often used, spelling out the word arte-
sano (“artisan” or “handicraft”) as two separate words, arte sano (“healthy 
art”). This redefinition of the handmade books as central to the health of 
art gives their mission an ethical goal: “Our noble, friendly, and laborious 
undertaking is the ARTE SANO (Healthy Art/Handicraft) of giving” (Es 
nuestro noble empeño, amable y laborioso, el ARTE SANO de entregar).
 The crucial closing word of the statement is la entrega, “giving” or “the 
gift.” The gift was at the center of Ediciones Vigía’s philosophy when first 
imagined by Zaldívar and Estévez in the waning days of socialist utopia-
nism of the late 1980s, a philosophy that would be challenged after Cuba 
was pressed into entering the global capitalist economy following the col-
lapse of Soviet communism.
 Ediciones Vigía set up shop in what had been La Casa de la Trova, a 
space for musical performance, which then became La Casa del Escritor, 
the Writer’s House. Initially, they had only a small room in which to work, 
but eventually the entire sprawling two-story house became the headquar-
ters of Ediciones Vigía. In that mansion overlooking the Río San Juan, the 
river and sea breezes flowed in and out through tall wooden shutters. Day-
time events were held indoors, offering shade from the bright sun, while 
the outdoor courtyard became the setting for evening presentations held 
under the stars. There was a ritualistic aura about these events. Authors 
saw their books for the first time on the day of the launch, so they could be 
surprised and awed. After their reading, they signed books for members of 
the audience and signed all remaining books as well.


