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INTRODUCTION: A LITERARY
JOURNEY INTO MEMORY AND
IDENTITY

In the landscape of contemporary
American literature, few novels capture
the intricate dance between memory,
exile, and family with the grace and
lyricism found in Dreaming In Cuban
By Cristina Garcia. Published in 1992,

this debut novel immediately established
Garcia as a formidable voice in both the
Latinx literary tradition and the broader
canon of American fiction. Dreaming In
Cuban By Cristina Garcia is not
merely a story about a family separated
by geography and politics; it is a
profound meditation on how we
construct identity across borders, how
memory shapes our understanding of
the past, and how the trauma of
revolution reverberates through
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generations.

The novel traces the lives of three
generations of the del Pino family, split
between Cuba and the United States.
Through a kaleidoscopic narrative
structure, Garcia weaves together the
perspectives of four women, each
offering a distinct lens through which to
view the family's fractured history. The
result is a richly textured tapestry that
explores themes of revolution, exile,
feminism, and the elusive nature of
belonging. For readers encountering
Dreaming In Cuban By Cristina
Garcia for the first time, the novel offers
an immersive experience that challenges
linear storytelling and embraces the
fluidity of memory.

As we delve deeper into the novel, it
becomes clear that Garcia is writing

against the grain of singular narratives.
She resists the temptation to present
Cuba as either a paradise lost or a
dystopian reality. Instead, she offers a
nuanced portrait of a country and a
people caught between history and
desire. This article will explore the
novel's structure, characters, themes,
and enduring significance, providing
both new readers and longtime fans with
a comprehensive guide to this
remarkable work.

THE NARRATIVE STRUCTURE: A
MOSAIC OF VOICES AND TIME

One of the most striking features of
Dreaming In Cuban By Cristina
Garcia is its narrative architecture. The
novel is composed of short, titled
sections that shift between different
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characters and time periods. This
fragmented structure mirrors the
fractured nature of memory and the
dislocation experienced by the
characters. Garcia does not provide a
linear chronology; instead, she allows
the narrative to flow according to
emotional truth rather than strict
chronological order.

The novel alternates primarily between
four female narrators: Celia del Pino, the
matriarch who remains in Cuba; her
daughters Lourdes and Felicia; and her
granddaughter Pilar Puente, who grows
up in Brooklyn. Through these voices,
readers gain access to different political
perspectives, emotional landscapes, and
personal histories. Celia, a loyal
supporter of the Cuban Revolution,
represents the ideological commitment

to the new Cuba. Lourdes, who fled to
the United States, embodies the
immigrant experience and the anti-
Castro sentiment. Felicia, the middle
daughter, spirals into mental illness and
mysticism. Pilar, the young artist,
struggles to reconcile her Cuban
heritage with her American upbringing.

This polyphonic approach allows Garcia
to explore the Cuban American
experience without reducing it to a
single perspective. The novel refuses to
take sides in the political debate
between Castro supporters and exiles.
Instead, it presents the personal costs of
political division. The structure of
Dreaming In Cuban By Cristina
Garcia thus becomes a metaphor for the
fragmented nature of identity itself,
never settling into a single, unified view



of what Cuba means.

The Role of
Magical Realism

Garcia employs elements of magical
realism in a way that feels both organic
and purposeful. Celia, for instance,
possesses the ability to see her
granddaughter Pilar across the ocean,
communicating with her through dreams
and premonitions. This supernatural
connection transcends the physical
distance between Cuba and the United
States, suggesting that family bonds
cannot be severed by politics or
geography. The magical elements in
Dreaming In Cuban By Cristina
Garcia are never gratuitous; they serve

to highlight the emotional truths that
ordinary realism cannot capture.

Felicia's storyline also incorporates
mystical elements, including Santeria
rituals and spiritual possession. Garcia
treats these with respect and
seriousness, grounding them in the
cultural reality of Afro-Cuban religious
practices. The magical realism in the
novel is not a stylistic flourish but an
integral part of how the characters
understand and navigate their world. It
reflects a worldview in which the
spiritual and the material are deeply
interwoven, and in which memory itself
can take on supernatural dimensions.

CHARACTER ANALYSIS: THE
WOMEN OF THE DEL PINO
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FAMILY

The heart of Dreaming In Cuban By
Cristina Garcia lies in its female
characters. Each woman represents a
different response to the trauma of
separation, political upheaval, and the
search for identity. Garcia grants each
character a distinct voice, with unique
syntax, vocabulary, and emotional
register.

Celia del Pino:
The Loyal

Revolutionary

Celia is the anchor of the novel, the
woman who stays in Cuba and commits
herself to the Revolution. She writes
letters to her former lover, a Spanish
soldier, that serve as a diary of her
emotional life. These letters, which span
decades, reveal a woman of deep
passion and political conviction. Celia's
loyalty to Cuba is absolute, yet she is not
a caricature of revolutionary fervor. She
mourns the loss of her daughters,
especially Lourdes, who rejects
everything Celia believes in. Celia's
tragedy is that her political commitment
comes at the cost of her family. She is a
figure of immense strength but also of
profound loneliness. In Dreaming In



Cuban By Cristina Garcia, Celia
embodies the sacrifices demanded by
ideology and the personal price of
unwavering belief.

Lourdes Puente:

The Exile's
Ambition

Lourdes, the eldest daughter, flees Cuba
after the Revolution and builds a new life
in Brooklyn. She becomes a successful
business owner, running a bakery that
symbolizes her embrace of American
capitalism. Lourdes is fiercely anti-
Castro, and her political views are
shaped by the trauma of her exile. She

represents the immigrant narrative of
hard work and upward mobility, but
Garcia does not present this story
uncritically. Lourdes's drive for success
is also a form of escape, a way to bury
the pain of leaving her mother and her
homeland. She forces her daughter Pilar
to speak English, to assimilate, to
become American. This creates a deep
rift between mother and daughter, as
Pilar feels her Cuban heritage being
erased. Lourdes's character arc in
Dreaming In Cuban By Cristina
Garcia is one of unresolved tension, a
woman caught between two worlds but
unable to fully inhabit either.
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Felicia del Pino:

The Fractured

Spirit

Felicia is perhaps the most tragic figure
in the novel. She remains in Cuba but
descends into mental illness,
experiencing episodes of psychosis and
spiritual possession. Felicia's story is one
of extreme suffering, marked by abusive
relationships, the death of her children,
and a desperate search for meaning. She
turns to Santeria and other spiritual
practices, seeking connection and
healing. Felicia's narrative is the most
surreal and fragmented, reflecting her
unstable mental state. In Dreaming In

Cuban By Cristina Garcia, Felicia
represents the psychological costs of
political and personal upheaval. She is
the family member who cannot cope,
who is broken by the forces that others
manage to survive. Her story is a
reminder that the trauma of exile and
revolution does not heal evenly; for
some, it becomes a wound that never
closes.

Pilar Puente: The
Artist in Exile

Pilar is the novel's youngest narrator and
the character closest to being a stand-in
for the author. She is a painter, an artist
who struggles to express her identity
through her work. Growing up in



FTHEMES AND<SY¥MBOhiSM INen her
mother's American ambitions and her
grandmother's Cuban dreams. She is
drawn to Cuba, to the island she barely
knows, and she resents her mother's
rejection of their heritage. Pilar's journey
is one of self-discovery, as she learns to
integrate the different parts of her
identity. Her relationship with her
grandmother Celia, conducted largely
through dreams and letters, becomes a
bridge between worlds. In Dreaming In
Cuban By Cristina Garcia, Pilar
represents the possibility of healing and
synthesis. She is the generation that can
hold the contradictions, that can be both
Cuban and American without having to
choose.

DREAMING IN CUBAN

The novel is rich with thematic depth
and symbolic resonance. Garcia uses a
variety of motifs to explore the central
concerns of memory, identity, and exile.

Memory as a
Form of
Resistance

For each character in Dreaming In
Cuban By Cristina Garcia, memory is
a form of survival. Celia remembers her
lover, her children, her past as a way to
maintain her sense of self. Lourdes
remembers the violence and loss of the
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Revolution, which fuels her political
anger. Felicia's memories are fractured
and unreliable, reflecting her
psychological disintegration. Pilar
actively seeks memories of Cuba, trying
to construct a connection to a place she
barely knows. The novel suggests that
memory is not a passive recording of the
past but an active, creative act. To
remember is to resist the erasure that
exile imposes. The structure of the
novel, with its shifts between time
periods and perspectives, enacts this
theme by refusing to let any single
version of the past dominate.

The Sea as a

Symbol of
Separation and
Connection

The sea appears throughout the novel as
a powerful symbol. For Celia, the sea
represents the distance between her and
her daughters. She stands at the shore,
looking toward the United States, aware
that the water separates her from her
family. But the sea is also a connection;
it carries dreams and messages between
Cuba and the diaspora. Celia's ability to
see Pilar across the ocean suggests that
the sea cannot truly separate those who
are bound by love. The sea is both a
physical barrier and a spiritual conduit, a



reminder that distance is both real and
illusory.

Dreams and the
Subconscious

As the title suggests, dreams play a
central role in the novel. Characters
dream of each other, dream of Cuba,
dream of escape. Dreams are a space
where the boundaries of time and space
dissolve. Celia dreams of Pilar in
Brooklyn, and Pilar dreams of Celia in
Cuba. These dreams are not mere
fantasies; they are a form of genuine
communication, a way of maintaining
connection across the gulf of exile. In
Dreaming In Cuban By Cristina
Garcia, dreaming is a form of knowing,
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a way of accessing truths that waking
consciousness cannot grasp. The novel
invites readers to consider that the
dream life of a family is as real as its
waking life, and that the subconscious is
a repository of collective memory.

Music and Dance
as Cultural
Expression

Music and dance permeate the novel,
from Celia's memories of dancing with
her lover to Lourdes's bakery radio
playing Cuban music. These cultural
forms are expressions of Cuban identity
that survive displacement. Music carries
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memory in its rhythms and melodies.
When Pilar listens to Cuban music, she
feels a connection to a heritage she has
never fully inhabited. Dance, too, is a
form of embodied memory, a way of
keeping the culture alive in the body. For
the characters in Dreaming In Cuban
By Cristina Garcia, music and dance
are not just entertainment; they are acts
of resistance and renewal. They affirm
that beauty and joy can survive even in
the midst of political turmoil and
personal pain.

HISTORICAL AND POLITICAL
CONTEXT

Understanding the historical context of
Dreaming In Cuban By Cristina
Garcia deepens one's appreciation of
the novel. The Cuban Revolution of
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1959, led by Fidel Castro, toppled the
Batista regime and established a
communist government. This revolution
had profound consequences for the
Cuban people, especially those who fled
into exile, primarily to the United States.
The novel is set against the backdrop of
this diaspora, which created a divided
Cuban community with passionate
loyalties on both sides.

Garcia does not take a simple political
stance. She presents the Revolution
through Celia's eyes as a noble struggle
for justice and through Lourdes's eyes as
a destructive force that destroyed her
family. The novel refuses to resolve this
tension. Instead, it shows how political
commitments are shaped by personal
experience. Celia's support for the
Revolution is tied to her love for her



country and her belief in social justice.
Lourdes's rejection of the Revolution is
tied to her experience of loss and
trauma. Neither perspective is presented
as the truth. Dreaming In Cuban By
Cristina Garcia is a political novel in
the deepest sense, not because it takes
sides but because it shows how politics
lives in the intimate spaces of family life,
memory, and the body.

The novel also engages with the
experience of the Cuban American
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community in the United States.
Lourdes's story reflects the immigrant
narrative of hard work and assimilation,
but it also reveals the costs of that
process. Pilar's struggle to connect with
her Cuban heritage speaks to the
experience of second-generation
immigrants, who often feel caught
between two cultures. Garcia's novel
was one of the first works of fiction to
give voice to this generational
experience
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