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Dreaming In
Cuban Cristina

Garcia

Unveiling the Layers of
Memory and Exile: A
Deep Dive into
Dreaming in Cuban by
Cristina Garcia

Few novels capture the complexities of
diaspora, revolution, and familial loyalty
with the lyrical precision of Dreaming
In Cuban Cristina Garcia’s acclaimed
debut.  Published  in  1992,  this  novel
remains a cornerstone of contemporary
Latina  l iterature  and  a  powerful
exploration of what it means to belong to
two  worlds—and  to  none.  For  readers
seeking  a  narrative  that  transcends  a
simple family saga, Garcia’s work offers
a  rich  tapestry  of  magical  realism,
political  upheaval,  and deeply personal



reckonings.  This  article  provides  a
comprehensive  look  at  the  novel,  its
themes, its characters, and its enduring
legacy,  offering  both  new readers  and
seasoned scholars a fresh perspective on
a modern classic.

The Heart of the Novel:
A Family Divided by
Revolution

At  its  core,  Dreaming  In  Cuban
Cristina Garcia tells the story of the del
Pino family, a Cuban clan splintered by
the  1959  Cuban  Revolution.  The
narrat ive  unfo lds  across  three
generations and two continents, moving
between the island nation and the United
States.  Garcia  masterfully  weaves
together the perspectives of four central
women:  Celia  del  Pino,  the  matriarch
who  remains  in  Cuba  and  fervently
supports  Fidel  Castro;  her  daughters,
L o u r d e s  a n d  F e l i c i a ;  a n d  h e r
granddaughter,  Pilar  Puente.  Each
woman’s  voice  represents  a  different
response to the revolution, exile, and the
search for identity.
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The novel is not told in a linear fashion.
Instead,  it  floats  through  time  and
memory,  mirroring  the  fragmented
experience  of  those  who  have  been
displaced. Celia’s letters to her Spanish
lover,  Gustavo,  written  over  two
decades, serve as a haunting backbone
to  the  story,  revealing  her  emotional
evolution  from  a  passionate  young
woman  to  a  hardened  revolutionary.
Meanwhile,  Pilar,  who  grows  up  in
Brooklyn, yearns for a Cuba she barely
remembers, embodying the immigrant’s
persistent  tug  toward  an  idealized
homeland.

Who is Cristina Garcia? The
Voice Behind the Story

Understanding  the  author  provides
crucial  context  for  the  novel’s  depth.
Cristina  Garcia  was  born  in  Havana,
Cuba, in 1958, just one year before the
revolution her characters grapple with.
Her  family  left  Cuba  when she  was  a
young child, settling in New York City.
This personal experience of exile informs
the authenticity and emotional weight of
Dreaming In Cuban Cristina Garcia
created.  She  does  not  write  from  a
detached  academic  perspective;  she



writes  from  the  marrow  of  l ived
experience. Her narrative voice is both
intimate and expansive, allowing her to
cr i t ique  the  revo lut ion  and  i t s
consequences  while  simultaneously
honoring  the  resilience  of  the  Cuban
people.

Garcia’s literary style is often compared
to that of  Gabriel  Garcia Marquez and
Isabel  Allende,  thanks to  her  seamless
integration  of  the  magical  and  the
mundane.  In  her  world,  ghosts  can
communicate  with  the  living,  dreams
offer visions of the future, and the sea
holds  memory.  This  magical  realism is
not merely stylistic; it is a structural tool
that  allows  Garcia  to  explore  the
psychological  landscape  of  her
characters. For Pilar, painting becomes a
way to reclaim a lost past. For Felicia,
madness  becomes  an  escape  from  a
painful  reality.  Dreaming  In  Cuban
Cristina Garcia’s  literary achievement
lies in her ability to make the surreal feel
utterly believable.

Major Themes That
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Resonate Across
Generations

The  enduring  power  of  Dreaming  In
Cuban Cristina Garcia is rooted in its
universal  themes.  While  the  novel  is
deeply specific to the Cuban experience,
its explorations of family, memory, and
belonging speak to anyone who has ever
felt caught between cultures.

The Politics of Home and Exile

The  Cuban  Revolution  is  the  tectonic
event  that  shifts  the  ground  beneath
every character’s feet. Yet, Garcia avoids
simplistic  political  propaganda.  She
presents  a  balanced,  nuanced  view.
Celia, who stays in Cuba, represents the
hope  and  eventual  disillusionment  of
revolutionary ideals.  She sacrifices  her
personal  happiness  for  the  collective
good, yet she is not depicted as a saint.
Lourdes,  who  flees  to  New  York,
becomes a fervent capitalist, running a
bakery  and  embodying  the  American
Dream.  She  is  bitter,  overweight,  and
fil led  with  rage,  but  she  is  also  a
survivor. Dreaming In Cuban Cristina
Garcia  refuses to pick a side. Instead,



she shows how political ideologies warp
and  shape  intimate  relationships.
Lourdes’s  hatred  of  her  mother  is  as
much political as it is personal. Celia’s
love for her country is intertwined with
her abandonment of her children.

Memory, History, and the
Revision of the Past

Memory is unreliable in this novel, and
that is precisely the point. Pilar dreams
of Cuba as a paradise of tropical flowers
and warm beaches, a stark contrast to
the  gray,  industrial  Brooklyn  she
inhabits.  However,  the  reader  knows
that Cuba under the revolution is also a
place  of  shortages,  surveillance,  and
loss. Garcia suggests that memory is not
a record of what happened, but a story
we tell ourselves to survive. The act of
d r e a m i n g — l i t e r a l  a n d
metaphorical—becomes a way to reclaim
a  lost  homeland.  For  Celia,  dreaming
becomes a form of resistance against the
drudgery  of  her  old  age.  For  Pilar,
dreaming  is  the  bridge  between  her
American present and her Cuban roots.
Dreaming In Cuban Cristina Garcia
uses the title itself as a thesis: to dream
is to create, to remember, and to hope.
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Feminine Identity and the
Struggle for Autonomy

The novel  is  a  powerful  exploration of
womanhood in a patriarchal world. Each
woman in the del Pino family is fighting
for  control  over  her  own  body  and
destiny. Felicia, the middle daughter, is
perhaps  the  most  tragic  figure.  She
marries  an  abusive  man,  is  diagnosed
with schizophrenia, and ultimately finds
solace  in  Santeria.  Her  story  is  a
heartbreaking look at how mental illness
is  treated  in  a  society  that  values
stoicism  and  silence.  Lourdes,  on  the
other  hand,  channels  her  pain  into
productivity and control, dominating her
husband and her daughter. Pilar is the
hope of the new generation. She rejects
her  mother’s  materialism  and  her
grandmother’s ideology, seeking instead
to create her own identity through art.
Dreaming In Cuban Cristina Garcia
gives  each  of  these  women a  distinct,
unfiltered  voice,  allowing  them  to  be
flawed,  contradictory,  and  utterly
human.



Character Analysis: The
Four Pillars of the

Narrative

To fully appreciate Dreaming In Cuban
Cristina Garcia,  one must spend time
with each of its primary narrators.

Celia del Pino: The
Revolutionary Matriarch

Celia is the anchor of the novel. She is a
woman  of  intense  passions  and  fierce
loyalties.  After  a  broken  heart  in  her
youth,  she  throws  herself  into  the
revolution, becoming a watchwoman for
the state. She patrols the beach, looking
for invaders, but she is also looking for
meaning.  Celia’s  letters  to  Gustavo
provide the novel’s emotional foundation.
In them, she is vulnerable, romantic, and
honest. In her present life, she is rigid
and often cold. Garcia shows us a woman
who has sacrificed her personal desires
for a political cause that ultimately does
not  fulfill  her.  Celia’s  final  act  in  the
novel is both a surrender and a triumph,
a  ambiguous  ending  that  leaves  the
reader  quest ion ing  the  cost  o f
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conviction.

Lourdes Puente: The Bitter
Exile

Lourdes is the character many readers
find challenging to  love.  She is  obese,
loud,  and  constantly  hungry—both  for
food  and  for  revenge.  She  embraces
American  capitalism  with  a  zeal  that
borders  on  parody.  She  names  her
bakery “Yankee Doodle” and insists on
speaking  English  in  her  home.  Yet,
Garcia shows us Lourdes’s trauma. She
was  raped by  revolutionary  soldiers,  a
violence that fuels her hatred of Castro
and her mother. Her obsession with food
and cleanliness is  a coping mechanism
for the chaos she experienced. Lourdes
represents  the  immigrant  who  rejects
the  old  country  entirely,  but  her
rejection  is  never  complete.  She  is
haunted by Cuba, and her anger is proof
of her deep, unhealed wound.

Felicia del Pino: The Tragedy of
Madness

Felicia is the dreamer who succumbs to
the darkness. She is associated with the
Santeria  deity  Yemaya,  the  goddess  of



the  sea  and  motherhood.  Her  descent
into  madness  is  portrayed  with  both
horror  and  beauty.  She  hears  voices,
burns  her  husband,  and  eventually
commits suicide. Felicia is the character
who  re fuses  to  con form  to  any
role—mother,  wife,  revolutionary.  She
slips  through  the  cracks  of  history.
Garcia  handles  Felicia’s  story  with
profound  empathy,  showing  how  a
sensitive  soul  can  be  destroyed  by  a
world  that  has  no  place  for  her.
Dreaming In Cuban Cristina Garcia
uses  Felicia  to  explore  the  edges  of
reality, where magic and psychosis blur.

Pilar Puente: The Artist
Searching for Roots

Pilar is the narrator who comes closest
to being the novel’s protagonist. She is a
rebellious teenager growing up in 1970s
Brooklyn.  She feels  alienated from her
mother’s American Dream and yearns for
the Cuba she knows only through stories.
Pilar is an artist, and her paintings are
her attempt to reconstruct a lost world.
Her journey back to Cuba at the end of
the novel is the emotional climax of the
book. She goes hoping to find belonging,
but  instead  finds  a  country  that  is  as
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foreign  to  her  as  Brooklyn  once  was.
Pilar’s  final  realization is  that  home is
not a place, but a state of being. She is
the  synthesis  of  the  novel’s  central
conflict—she is neither fully Cuban nor
fully American, and she learns to be okay
with that.

Narrative Structure and
Stylistic Brilliance

One  of  the  most  striking  features  of
Dreaming In Cuban Cristina Garcia is
its  structure.  The novel  is  divided into
four  dated  sections,  but  within  each
section,  the  narration  shifts  between
characters  without  warning.  This
polyphonic  approach  creates  a  rich,
multi-layered  reading  experience.  The
reader  is  never  given  a  single  truth;
instead,  we  are  offered  a  collage  of
perspectives.  Garcia’s  prose  is  poetic
without  being overwrought.  She writes
with a journalist’s precision and a poet’s
sensibility. Descriptions of food, weather,
and bodies are sensory and immediate.
The novel moves fluidly between English
and Spanish,  often without  translation,
forcing  the  reader  to  inhabit  the
bilingual reality of the characters.



Literary Reception and
Enduring Legacy

Upon its release, Dreaming In Cuban
Crist ina  Garcia  was  met  w i th
widespread  critical  acclaim.  It  was  a
finalist for the National Book Award and
won the Janet Heidinger Kafka Award for
Fiction. It was praised for its innovative
structure  and  its  complex  portrayal  of
the  Cuban  diaspora.  The  novel  was
groundbreaking for its  time,  offering a
female-centered perspective  on a  story
that  had  often  been  told  by  men.  It
helped  pave  the  way  for  the  Latin
American literary boom of the 1990s and
remains a staple in university courses on
Latinx literature,  women’s studies,  and
postcolonial fiction. For modern readers,
the  novel  feels  remarkably  timely.
Conversations about immigration, exile,
and fractured identity are more relevant
than ever. The novel does not offer easy
answers,  but  it  does  offer  profound
understanding.  Dreaming  In  Cuban
Cristina  Garcia  wrote  a  book  that
honors complexity, insisting that there is
no single story of Cuba, no one way to be
Cuban.
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Symbolism and Motifs:
The Language of the
Unspoken

Garcia  uses  a  rich  symbolic  language
throughout  the  novel.  The  sea  is  a
constant presence, representing both the
barrier  between  Cuba  and  the  United
States and the unconscious mind. Celia
watches the sea,  waiting for  her  lover
and  for  invaders.  The  sea  is  memory,
desire,  and  death.  Dreams  themselves
are the novel’s central motif. Characters
dream of each other across continents.
Dreams  are  a  form  of  communication
that transcends distance. They are also a
place  where  the  dead  can  speak.  The
motif  of  food  is  also  signif icant.
Lourdes’s  bakery  is  a  temple  to
American abundance, while Celia’s meals
in Cuba are sparse and rationed. Food
becomes a marker of  political  ideology
and emotional state. Pilar’s art is another
powerful  symbol.  She  paints  what  she
cannot  say,  using color  to  express  the
inexpressible. For Dreaming In Cuban
Cristina Garcia, these symbols are not
decorative;  they  are  the  language
through  which  her  characters  speak



their  deepest  truths.

Conclusion: Why
Dreaming in Cuban Still
Matters

Dreaming In Cuban


