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BACKGROUND INFORMATION  
Before watching a film, it is important to know the current events and history of the country that film comes from. Learning 
about the filmmaker is also a relevant way to gain insight on the context in which the film was produced. You can learn more 
about Pavel Giroud at https://pragda.com/film/the-padilla-affair/

BEFORE WATCHING THE FILM:

INTRODUCING THE FILM  
A film synopsis is a piece of text designed to summarize the film’s narrative, genre, style, and key participants in a way that 
appeals to a wide audience. The synopsis is part of the film’s marketing process and tends to follow a traditional format. 
Read this synopsis for The Padilla Affair:

In the spring of 1971 in Havana, poet Heberto Padilla is released from prison and attends a Cuban writers’ guild 
meeting. During the gathering, he delivers what he describes as a “heartfelt self-criticism,” admitting to being a 
counterrevolutionary agent and accusing many colleagues, including his wife, of the same offense.

Just a month earlier, Padilla’s arrest on charges of endangering the security of the Cuban state had sparked a global 
response from the intellectual community. Supporters, who had previously sympathized with Fidel Castro, leader of the 
Cuban Revolution, wrote a letter demanding the poet’s freedom. Padilla’s only “sin” was expressing dissent and 
criticism through his poetry.

The Padilla Affair, punctuated by interventions from Gabriel García Márquez, Julio Cortázar, Mario Vargas Llosa, 
Jean-Paul Sartre, Jorge Edwards, Carlos Fuentes, and Fidel Castro, stands as an astonishing documentary. It provides a 
window into exploring facets of Cuba’s history that continue to resonate in the present.

From the film synopsis, can you imagine the genre and 
tone of the film? From this same text, try to identify the 
main events of the film’s plot and the socio-political 
context of the film. 

Do you think that the film will have a political message? 
Cite specific language from the synopsis to support 
your answer. 

How do the trailer, poster, and still images encourage 
you to watch the film? 

Viewing the marketing materials alone (i.e. trailer, 
poster, and still images available at 
https://pragda.com/film/the-padilla-affair/) without the 
aid of the synopsis, can you make any assumptions 
regarding what the film is about? 
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NARRATIVE

AFTER WATCHING THE FILM:

The documentary begins with one of Padilla’s poems typed on a blank screen. How does this first scene effectively 
set the tone for the film and introduce the core subject?

The filmmakers opt to provide context for the story through frames of written text. What are some other ways they 
could have gotten the information across? How would the scope / perspective of the documentary be different with 
this narrative change?

Why was Sabá Cabrera Infante’s short doc “PM” banned by the socialist
party? How Is this analogous to Padilla’s conflict?

The documentary seems to revolve around Padilla’s conference at the
writer’s and artist’s union HQ. Why do you think this particular footage
was chosen as the centerpiece of the narrative?

According to Chilean government rep Jorge Edwards, why did the
Cuban government lose its tolerance for writers and poets like Padilla?

Compare and contrast Julio Cortázar’s, Gabriel García Márquez’s, and
Jean-Paul Sartre’s philosophies on a writer’s obligations. How do each
of these philosophies weigh in on the Padilla affair?

What do the fates of Pasternak in the Soviet Union and dissidents in
other communist countries imply about the danger facing Padilla?

What does the inclusion of testimonials from Padilla’s contemporaries
suggest about the situation facing Cuban artists and writers at the time?
What does it imply about the purpose of the conference and the
organizers behind it?

The final scene shows news footage of a freedom-of-speech demonstration
by modern Cuban artists. Despite not focusing on Padilla directly, why do
you think the filmmaker chose to end the documentary on this note?
How does this final sequence resonate?
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CINEMATIC TECHNIQUES
Describe the second scene in which Fidel Castro’s speechoverlays a grayed aerial view of Havana. Why do you think 
the colors are muted in this way? In what ways does it affect how the speech comes across?

The filmmakers rely on real archival footage to tell their account 
of this event in Cuban history. How does this inspire the tone of 
the film? What does this imply about the filmmakers’ motivations 
in making the documentary? How would it be different if they 
had used actors for a reenactment?

Pay attention to the editing in the scene of Padilla’s address at 
the writer’s and artist’s union headquarters. What’s impactful 
about the images that intercut Padilla’s speech? Why do you 
think the editing smash cuts from this scene to the Guillermo 
Cabrera Infante interview?

How does the film juggle jumps in time and setting through its 
editing?



CINEMATIC TECHNIQUES continued
What do you think is the purpose of the 1967 / 1968 montage of civil unrest around the world? What’s effective about 
this editing method, and how does it fit the theme of this sequence?

Why do you think the editors interrupt Padilla’s retraction of his book of poems “Sent Off the Field” by displaying the 
poem “In Difficult Times”? How does the editing operate to draw a connection between these two frames?

Among the instances of music comes from a diegetic 
televised band performance. What role does this music 
play in the film? How does it add depth to what’s being 
shown?

Describe the use of nondiegetic music in the sequence 
where Padilla calls out Pablo Armando Fernández, César 
López, and other contemporaries. How does the music 
shape the tone of the scene? Why do you think the 
filmmakers overlaid these words in particular with music?
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THEMES
In one of the documentary’s earliest scenes, Fidel Castro claims in his speech that he is a proponent for freedom of 
artists and the press. Based on the film’s ensuing events, do you believe this was the case? How does this quote 
relate specifically to Padilla as the film’s central character?

Director Pavel Giroud has declined how he managed to smuggle the archival footage out of Cuba. Based on the 
content of the film, why do you think this is the case? What does this imply about Cuban politics in the modern day?

Reflect on the title of Padilla’s poetry collection “Sent Off the Field”. Knowing the themes of its content, what do you 
think is the meaning behind this title?

What makes poetry a worthy case study to explore themes of censorship and self-expression? What other artistic 
mediums are touched on in the documentary as being affected by the Cuban socialist party’s policies?

Talk about the role of the outside world and other “capitalist” countries in how Padilla was viewed and treated in his 
own country. In what ways did the international accolades and exposure help and / or hurt him?

In the same vein that Cuba (and other countries including Korea and Vietnam) was essentially a proxy for the 
US-Soviet Union power struggle, how is Padilla himself a sort of proxy for the conflict between Cuban socialists and 
counterrevolutionaries?

Although many of Padilla’s contemporaries faced similar oppression and were forced to give pro-revolution 
testimonies as he did, why do you think Padilla himself was the focal point of this political event?


