
MEMORIAS DEL SUBDESARROLLO
Tomás Gutiérrez Alea’s intimate and densely layered Memories of Underdevelopment is 
the most widely renowned work in the history of Cuban cinema. Left behind by his wife 
and family in the aftermath of the Bay of Pigs invasion, the bourgeois intellectual Sergio 
(Sergio Corrieri) passes his days wandering Havana and idly refl ecting, his amorous 
entanglements and political ambivalence gradually giving way to a mounting sense of 
alienation. With this adaptation of an innovative novel by Edmundo Desnoes, Gutiérrez 
Alea developed a cinematic style as radical as the times he was chronicling, creating 
a collage of vivid impressions through the use of experimental editing techniques, 
archival material, and spontaneously shot street scenes. Appearing on the fi ftieth 
anniversary of its release in a stunning new 4K restoration, Memories stands as a biting 
indictment of its protagonist’s disengagement, and an extraordinary glimpse of life in 
postrevolutionary Cuba.
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ABOUT THE 
RESTORATION
Memories of Underdevelopment was restored 
by Cineteca di Bologna at L’Immagine 
Ritrovata laboratory in association with 
the Instituto Cubano del Arte e Industria 
Cinematográfi cos (ICAIC). The restoration 
was funded by the George Lucas Family 
Foundation and The Film Foundation’s 
World Cinema Project.
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TOMÁS GUTIÉRREZ ALEA 
BIOGRAPHY
Born to a progressive family in Havana in 1928, Tomás Gutiérrez 
Alea studied filmmaking at Italy’s Centro Sperimentale di 
Cinematografia in the early fifties, returning to Cuba just before 
the revolution and going on to cofound the Instituto Cubano 
del Arte e Industria Cinematográficos (ICAIC) following 
Fidel Castro’s victory. Dedicated to revolutionary cinema, 
the ICAIC produced Gutiérrez Alea’s early narrative features, 
including 1966’s Death of a Bureaucrat and 1968’s Memories of 
Underdevelopment, the latter being the first Cuban film to be 
screened in the United States after the revolution. Gutiérrez 
Alea continued to make films throughout the following decades, 
including The Last Supper (1976), a historical drama set in Cuba’s 
Spanish colonial period in which a plantation owner forces his 
slaves to reenact the last meeting of Jesus and his apostles, and 
Up to a Certain Point (1983), a critique of machismo and socially 
ingrained gender roles. In 1993, he made his most commercially 
successful work with the international art-house hit Strawberry 
and Chocolate, one of the first Cuban films to directly address 
Castro’s anti-LGBTQ policies. Committed to the revolution but 
never afraid to be critical in order to “strengthen the reality in 
which we are immersed,” Tomás Gutiérrez Alea passed away at 
the age of sixty-seven in 1996.

TOMÁS GUTIÉRREZ ALEA FILMOGRAPHY
 
1947 La caperucita roja  
 (short)

1947 El faquir   
 (short)

1950 Una confusión cotidiana  
 (short, codirected with Nestor Almendros)

1953 Il sogno de Giovanni Bassain  
 (short, codirected with Filippo Perrone)

1955 El mégano 
 (documentary short, codirected with Julio García Espinosa)

1958 La toma de La Habana por los ingleses 
 (documentary short)

1959 Esta tierra nuestra  
 (documentary short, codirected with García Espinosa)

1960 Stories of the Revolution (Historias de la revolución)

1960  General Assembly (Asamblea general)  
 (documentary short)

1962 Death to the Invader (Muerte al invasor)   
 (documentary short, codirected with Santiago Álvarez)

1962  The Twelve Chairs (Las doce sillas)

1964  Cumbite

1966  Death of a Bureaucrat (Muerte de un burócrata) 

1968  Memories of Underdevelopment (Memorias del subdesarrollo)

1972  A Cuban Fight Against Demons (Una pelea cubana contra  
 los demonios) 

1974  El arte del tabaco  
 (documentary short)

1975  El camino de la mirra y el incienso  
 (documentary, codirected with Constante Diego)

1976  The Last Supper (La última cena) 

1977  La sexta parte del mundo  
 (documentary, codirected with García Espinosa)

1979  The Survivors (Los sobrevivientes) 

1983  Up to a Certain Point (Hasta cierto punto)

1989  Letters from the Park (Cartas del parque) 

1991  Far Apart (Contigo en la distancia) 
 (episode of the anthology series Con el amor no se juega)

1993  Strawberry and Chocolate (Fresa y chocolate)   
 (codirected with Juan Carlos Tabío)

1995  Guantanamera  
 (codirected with Tabío)



MEMORIES OF UNDERDEVELOPMENT
By Manuel Betancourt

PRODUCTION AND ADAPTATION

In 1959, along with several other young filmmakers, Tomás 
Gutiérrez Alea helped set up the Instituto Cubano del Arte e 
Industria Cinematográficos (ICAIC), a government-backed 
organization charged with producing, exhibiting, and distributing 
cinema supporting the revolutionary cause. In works like Stories 
of the Revolution (1960), the first feature film funded by the 
ICAIC, Gutiérrez Alea employed European modes of filmmaking 
to explore Cuban realities. But it wasn’t until Memories of 
Underdevelopment (1968) that he truly found a way to capture— 
and question—what it meant to create art after the revolution.

With Memories, Gutiérrez Alea set out to bring to the screen the 
1965 Edmundo Desnoes novel of the same name. (The book was 
published in English in 1967, in a translation by the author, as 
Inconsolable Memories.) Following the departure of his wife and 
family for Miami, Sergio (Sergio Corrieri), our protagonist, spends 
his days ambling around Havana, ruminating on the state of the 
country he cannot bring himself to leave. “One of the signs of 
underdevelopment,” he says in one of the film’s many voice-over 
monologues, is “an inability to establish links, to gather experience 
and grow.” Sergio understands that life as he knew it, under the 
dictator Fulgencio Batista, is over, but he can’t bring himself to 
disown the very structures and strictures that had defined his 
existence before the revolution.

Eager to capture the world of Havana as it was, Gutiérrez Alea 
freely borrowed from the language of nonfiction film, shooting 
on location and incorporating a variety of found material. 
“Photographs, direct documentation, fragments of newsreels, 
recorded speeches, filming on the street with a hidden camera  
on some occasions,” the director wrote when recalling the 
guerrilla-like process of making the film, “were resources we 
could count on and needed to develop to the fullest.” Such 
spontaneity led to many of Memories’ most breathtaking 
moments, such as when Sergio, walking the streets of Havana, 
stumbles upon a buoyant march, the flag-carrying crowd flowing 
past him in the opposite direction.

Writing in the film magazine Cine cubano, Desnoes praised 
Gutiérrez Alea’s film, for which they cowrote the screenplay, noting 
that the director had better understood the essential conflict of the 
novel: “the struggle between the best products of the bourgeois 
life—education, travel, and money—and an authentic revolution.” 
Indeed, as it charts Sergio’s increasing sense of isolation, Memories 
develops into a not-so-thinly-veiled indictment of the petit-
bourgeois sensibility he embodies. 

MEMORIES IN CONTEXT

The film’s handheld black-and-white cinematography may 
strongly evoke European trends such as Italian neorealism, 

but Memories’ restless experimentation aligns it more closely 
with Brazil’s Cinema Novo or Cuba’s own notion of “imperfect 
cinema”—Latin American movements of the sixties and  
seventies that emphasized deep cultural and social engagement. 
As Cuban filmmaker Julio García Espinosa put it in a seminal 
essay, the central question of imperfect cinema was: “What  
are you doing in order to overcome the barrier of the ‘cultured’ 
elite audience, which up to now has conditioned the form of  
your work?”

On the surface, Sergio may resemble a cool, disaffected intellectual 
straight out of a French New Wave film, but through the steady 
revelation of his misogyny, racism, and privilege, we see that 
Gutiérrez Alea has subverted this archetype in order to push the 
limits of what a politically engaged cinema can and should look 
like. In the end, Sergio’s trajectory is far from alluring: he ends 
up cooped up in his apartment, looking out into the world solely 
through the television and his window, awaiting his fate as the 
missile crisis intensifies all around him.

RECEPTION

Reminiscing in 1980 in the pages of Casa de las Américas about  
his film’s reception, Gutiérrez Alea was both blunt and 
diplomatic: “Different groups of spectators may understand  
the content in diverse ways, according to the ideology prevalent 
in each group.” He’d seen how Memories, which in 1973 became 
the first Cuban film to screen in the United States since the 
embargo, had been interpreted in the inescapable light of the 
era’s Cold War politics. For instance, critic Andrew Sarris, 
speaking at the National Society of Film Critics’ 1974 awards 
ceremony, where the group had given the film a special prize, 
argued that Memories is a “very personal and very courageous 
confrontation of the artist’s doubts and ambivalences regarding 
the Cuban revolution.”

Given its subject matter as well as its intended audience—a 
committed and engaged Cuban populace that was slowly being 
weaned off Hollywood fare—Gutiérrez Alea was right to be 
wary of effusive praise that painted his film as deliberately 
undermining the militant spirit it actually depended on. The fact 
that the U.S. State Department refused to grant the director a 
visa to attend the NSFC ceremony further underscored how the 
film’s international reception was affected by the very politics 
that produced it.

Different interpretations notwithstanding, the film remains,  
fifty years on, a document no less vital than when it first 
appeared. In Cuba, Memories is considered a touchstone of the 
kind of revolutionary cinema that the country prides itself on 
producing. And abroad, Gutiérrez Alea’s genre-bending take on 
post–Bay of Pigs Havana has only continued to grow in stature 
since its premiere.



DID YOU KNOW . . .
Writer Edmundo Desnoes was so fond of 
Tomás Gutiérrez Alea’s interpretation of his 
work that he subsequently rewrote the novel 
upon which Memories of Underdevelopment 
was based to more closely reflect the film.

Sergio’s romance with the German 
expatriate Hanna was inspired by Felicia 
Rosshandler, a woman with whom Edmundo 
Desnoes had had an adolescent relationship, 
and who had subsequently left Cuba for 
the United States. When Rosshandler saw 
Memories upon its American release, she 
recognized Desnoes’s portrayal of her, and 
over the course of the next two decades, the 
two gradually reconnected. They now live 
together in New York City.

One of Memories’ many innovations was its 
self-reflexivity, encompassing on-screen 
appearances by Gutiérrez Alea, who plays 
a representative of the ICAIC, and source 
novelist–screenwriter Edmundo Desnoes, 
who appears as a panelist at an event 
attended by Sergio.

This event—a staged colloquium on 
“Literature and Underdevelopment” 
whose participants also included Haitian 
poet and activist René Depestre; Italian 
writer, director, and ex-resistance member 
Gianni Toti; and Argentine novelist David 
Viñas—was regarded by Gutiérrez Alea as a 
particularly difficult passage to film. “I felt 
that from one moment to the next I would 
lose control of the situation,” he said.

The scene in Ernest Hemingway’s house was, 
according to lead actor Sergio Corrieri, “one 
of the most polemical things in Memories . . . 
That was Desnoes’s judgment of Hemingway, 
where he felt that Hemingway didn’t care 
about Cuba, that he used Cuba, that he was 
no friend of Cuba.” 

Prior to Memories, Corrieri had appeared in 
Mikhail Kalatozov’s I Am Cuba (1964) as a 
freedom fighter. After Memories, he largely 
abandoned film acting. He went on to lead 
theater troupes and eventually assumed 
official positions as head of the culture 
department of the Cuban Communist Party, 
vice president of the Cuban Institute of 
Radio and Television, and president of the 
Cuban Friendship Institute. 


