
reinaldo arenas was born in Holguín, Cuba, in 1943. His 
first novel, Singing from the Well, was awarded First Mention 
in Cuba’s Cirilo Villaverde National Competition. It was to 
be his only book published in his native country. Both as a gay 
man and a writer, he found himself persecuted by the Cuban 
government, and had to smuggle his work out of the country 
for publication in France. He left Cuba in 1980 and settled in 
New York, where he lived until his death in 1990.

Praise for Before Night Falls

“One of the most shattering testimonials ever written on the 
subject of oppression and defiance” Mario Vargas Llosa

“Reading Arenas is like witnessing a bare consciousness in 
the process of assimilating the most universal, but powerful, 
human experiences and turning them into literature” New 
York Times

“Any attempt to reckon with Cuba’s torturous twentieth 
century will have to take into account Arenas’s monumental 
work … an essential human testimony, joyful and enraged, a 
triumph of conscience” Garth Greenwell

“A document of a particular and disturbing honesty by one of 
the truly great writers to come out of Latin America” Chicago 
Tribune

“One of the most searing satirical writers of the 20th 
century, a worthy successor to Aristophanes and Swift” Jaime 
Manrique, Village Voice
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Foreword by Garth Greenwell

There’s a beautiful moment near the end of Before Night Falls, 
when Arenas, just released after two years of incarceration, sees 
one of the friends whose denunciation sent him to prison. He 
intends to accuse this man of his betrayal, to insult him, but 
instead of invective what flies from his mouth are his two front 
teeth, part of a broken bridge. The man bursts into laughter; 
Reinaldo joins him; they embrace. “I knew I was hugging a 
policeman, an informer,” Arenas writes, “but also an excellent 
poet with whom I had shared some wonderful times.” 

Arenas’s greatness as a writer springs from a sensibility that 
rejects absolutisms of all kinds, including righteousness. His 
condemnation of the totalitarian system he fled never wavers, 
but his criticism of the individuals caught in it is constantly 
subject to revision, even to reversal. Rage is present in these 
pages, but Arenas’s deeper impulses lead him to affection and 
reconciliation, to pleasure and to the surprise that challenges 
any settled response to the world. He possesses sympathy, that 
novelistic virtue, to an extraordinary degree. Dying of AIDS 
in New York, he tries to comfort the stricken doctor who cares 
for him; captured after months of hiding in Cuba, he almost 
rejoices with “the poor soldier” who has found him, who jumps 
for joy at the thought of the promotion he will receive. Even 
performing forced labor in the sugar cane fields, under the 

v F O R E W O R D

Before Night Falls.indd   5 06/04/2017   12:48



blistering sun, Arenas is distracted from his suffering by his 
responsiveness to the beauty of the Cuban countryside. 

Arenas’s sympathies, that is to say, are all on the side of life. 
And “all affirmations of life,” as he writes, “are diametrically 
opposed to dogmatic regimes.” Life, for Arenas, is expressed 
most powerfully in two ways: the pursuit of pleasure in sex, 
and the pursuit of beauty in art. In the world of Arenas’s 
books, sex is ubiquitous, Whitmanic, in constant circulation. 
As a child his first sexual experiences are with animals, even 
plants (“It was great fun to fuck a tree,” he writes); as an 
adult, his erotic life is characterized by cruising, the mostly 
transient, sometimes anonymous sexual encounters he seeks 
out everywhere: on buses, in public toilets, on the beach. 
Cruising, depending as it does on the free circulation of bodies 
and the openness to possibility and surprise, is by its nature 
opposed to authoritarianism, which is determined to fix in 
place both bodies and what they mean. Here is a soldier, the 
State says, here is discipline and order; Arenas sees a barracks 
and imagines midnight orgies. 

Again and again in Before Night Falls, Arenas shows us how 
repressive regimes create human beings at war with themselves: 
the poet choking out odes to a dictator he despises, the man who 
gropes himself in invitation then beats any man who makes a 
pass. In an environment characterized by doublespeak and its 
crises of meaning (where “freedom” means only “freedom to 
say that there was freedom”), sex creates spaces that allow for 
authenticity. Soldiers would come to his bed, Arenas tells us, 
“and show their real selves, sometimes revealing a tenderness 
and true enjoyment such as I have not been able to find again 
anywhere in the world … they showed such fullness, such 
radiance.” 

“Sexual pleasure between two men was a conspiracy,” Arenas 
writes. Arenas suffers for that conspiracy, and yet he finds that 
even where the power of the regime is at its most concentrated 
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and absolute, queerness creates a space for defiance. He writes 
of La Condesa, “a cultured faggot” who among the brutality 
of prison life has conversations about poetry and ballet, and 
who, as he undergoes his own “reeducation” (that terrible 
euphemism), “was reeducating men in the bathrooms on his 
own while the rest were asleep.” In Havana’s notorious El 
Morro prison, where “gays were not treated like human beings, 
they were treated like beasts,” queens improvise wigs from 
pieces of rope, makeup from shoe polish and lime, insisting on 
“the luxury of being true to their nature.” 

I said that there are two domains in which Arenas finds 
manifestations of what he calls life, but really for him sex and 
literature are intertwined. As a young man from the provinces, 
he describes his first experience of wandering the shelves of 
the National Library, selecting books at random, in a way 
that echoes his accounts of cruising: “I saw, radiating from 
each book, the scintillating promise of a unique mystery.” The 
literary communities he finds are also erotic communities: the 
great queer writers Virgilio Piñera and José Lezama Lima, who 
become his mentors and who regale each other with stories 
of their erotic exploits; the group of young men who share 
vacations at the sea, cruising the beaches and then writing 
together. Even the pleasure Arenas takes in the physical act 
of writing, the rhythm of the typewriter and of the paragraphs 
he describes as ocean waves, has an erotic tinge. “That rhythm 
has always been a part of me,” Arenas writes, “even during 
periods of the most intense lovemaking or of the greatest 
police persecution. Writing crowned or complemented all 
other pleasures as well as all other calamities.” 

For Arenas, the pursuit of beauty in a totalitarian regime is 
always a kind of dissidence. This is because aesthetic beauty, 
like sex, calls to parts of the human that elude legislation and 
discipline; beauty “implies a realm extending beyond the limits 
that a dictatorship can impose on human beings.” To talk of 
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ballet in prison; to take solace in landscape while cutting sugar 
cane; to admire the beauty of a soldier—all of these are actions 
that insist on an essential freedom, a liberty of spirit; they stake 
a claim to portions of the self that resist political programs. All 
of which makes them, in the eyes of Castro’s regime, “counter-
revolutionary.” 

Before Night Falls is counter-revolutionary in another sense 
as well. In The Assault, the final volume of his “secret history 
of Cuba,” the Pentagonía, Arenas imagines a dystopian future 
in which the ultimate punishment is “total annihilation,” not 
just execution but erasure: any memory of the condemned is 
deemed illegal. And so part of the writer’s dissident work is 
to stake his claim to the territory of remembrance. Arenas’s 
book is studded with portraits, capsule biographies of friends 
he has lost, many of them to the violence of the regime, or to 
self-violence in response to humiliation and despair. Each of 
these portraits, like the book that contains them, is an act of 
protest, an assertion of real value against the proclaimed values 
of the State. 

Arenas died in 1990, three decades after Castro took power. 
Having fled the murderousness of one system, he was killed 
by the murderousness of another: the criminal negligence of 
the United States in the face of the AIDS crisis. I write this 
introduction just weeks after the death of Fidel Castro, amid 
acrimonious debates about his legacy, debates that will surely 
continue for decades. Any attempt to reckon with Cuba’s 
torturous twentieth century will have to take into account 
Arenas’s monumental work. “Although the poet dies,” he 
writes in his final novel, The Color of Summer, “the writing that 
he leaves behind is witness to his triumph over repression, 
violence, and murder, a triumph which ennobles him and at 
the same time is the patrimony of the entire species.” Before 
Night Falls is an essential human testimony, joyful and enraged, 
a triumph of conscience.
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