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The history of Havana’s Great Theater dates back to 1837 when General Tacon 
founded the New World’s’ first theater on this same site in the heart of Cuba’s capital. 
Today, despite the faded splendour of the decor and heavy dependence on donations 
as diverse as food, guitar strings, pens, fashion magazines, and magnetic tape, the 
theater in a hub of cultural life. Havanese call it the ‘Garcia Lorca’ in reference to its 
magnificent main room built at the turn of the century.

Looking at the ancient lithographs of the theater, one can have an idea of it’s former 
luxury. Before the hard times Cuba experiences today which threaten the Garcia 
Lorca’s survival, some of the most famous artists appeared on its stage, such as 
Sarah Bernhardt, Enrico Caruso, Rachmaninov, Anna Pavlova and Pablo Casals.

80 years old Alicia Alonso, founder of the theater’s resident Ballet Nacional and 
it’s most famous ballerina, embodies the revolutionary utopia. At the beginning of 
the 1960, Alicia devoted herself to the ideological line which advocated ‘Arts for 
Everybody ‘. Through her impetus, the theater, which was formely associated with the 
Cuban bourgeoisie, has turned into arts centre whose rich diversity contrasts with the 
dirth of such activities and entertainments available outside its walls.

Beside performances during the ballet and opera seasons, people come to the 
Grand Theater to study dance, small companies rehearse in the Carpentier and 
Artaud rooms, movie fans crowd into the Luis Bunuel video room and the public visit 
painting and sculpture exhibitions. The Cabaret Nacional, housed in the basement 
of the building, is one of the few popular night spots in the city which has remained 
typically Havanese.
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Garcia Lorca’s performers, despite their hard work and dedication to their art, dream 
of leaving for mythical elsewhere. When touring in western countries, the prestigious 
Ballet Nacional sees frequent defections among its dancers. Between reheasals 
young ballerinas curse the ‘libreta ‘ rationing system. Since the end of exchanges with 
the Soviet ‘elder brother ‘, this ration card cannot guarantee them enough food to eat. 
It is not uncommon for Maria Eugenia Barrios to sing Tosca with only a piece of bread 
in her stomach.

Today swans dance on a lake of indifference. While the 400 employees and artists 
work resignedly, counter-revolution is not raging in the theater. 

The Grand Theatre is a separated world, which reflects the contradictions of Cuban 
society.
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