
Amada

Set in Havana in 1914, an important period in the history of Cuba as it moved from
feudalism to a new society that would be forever marked by other significant
worldwide events and the growing influence of the United States, Amada’s
portrayal of the downfall of the wealthy Villalosa family has a great deal of
potential for political and personal intrigue – mixing romantic passions and
impossible love with greed and naked ambition into an explosive combination. Its
period classicism and depiction of an aristocracy that is caught up in its own
intrigues, unaware of the real social changes going on in the world outside
inevitably evokes De Sica’s The Garden of the Finzi-Continis, but the film strives also
for the decadent character of Visconti’s L’Innocente. Whereas Visconti’s treatment
of Gabriele D’Annunzio’s literary classic simmered with its repressed emotions and
a sense of a wider impending tragedy in its personal melodrama, Humberto Solás’s
bodice-ripping Mills and Boon treatment of these issues in Amada however feels
faintly ridiculous and unbalances the underlying social context of the film that
should underpin it.

Cuba | 1982 | 105 minutes

The Villalosa family’s wealth has been founded on slave trading, but since
the death of her father, Amada’s aging, blind mother has allowed their
Havana estate to slip into decline, failing to collect the rent from their
impoverished tenants. Amada’s husband Dionisio, a Liberal politician
seeking candidacy from his party, has his grand ambitions however and
relies on her family’s name and money to further his career. Together with
his secretary, with whom he is having an affair, and the complicity of the
family’s housekeeper, Dionisio plans to convince the old woman to sell off
the estate to American interests. Amada is under no illusions about her
husband – it is a loveless marriage – but social rules and expectations
prevent her from responding to the advances of her handsome cousin
Marcial, a revolutionary journalist who plans to expose the whole corrupt
system of the society they live in and take Amada away from it all.

That, as I’m sure the outline indicates, should be a fairly explosive mix of love and life, of blind idealism on one side and lying duplicity
on the other, of political ambition and principles running up against social realities. The production values at least match the content
– their wealth founded on a dark secret past, Amada and her family live in the family’s mansion of a fading glamour that is shrouded
in darkness, the light and realities of the outside world barely piercing the gloom. Into this enclosed world, rotting in it own corruption,
unable to see beyond and escape the bonds of its past, Marcial represents the revolution that is going to sweep through it. The problem
with Solás’s treatment of this however is that all this is explained to you in florid, declarative, heavy-handed, expositional - or simply
just bad - dialogue. You don’t need to work any of this out or attempt to understand the characters or what they represent, since they
are more than happy to tell each other and by extension, the viewer; Amada bemoaning her fate – “You don’t know what it is like to
be a woman – a slave to the whim and will of others. No life of her own. She can only escape within her mind. In her fantasies”; and
Marcial explicitly revealing his role stating that, “I propose anarchy, so that humans are freed from their chains, from paternalism,
from oppression”. When all they really want to do is get it on with each other, these kinds of declarations - accompanied by agonizing
looks, furtive grappling and a sweeping score - comes across as quite laughable.

Consequently, there is rather more telling than showing here, no more so than in the film’s failure to give adequate attention to the
social realities endured by the ordinary people. Caught up in the lives of this small wealthy
family and their intrigues, there is little indication of the supposed chaos, inequities,
starvation and deprivation endured in the outside world by the poor people on the streets
of Havana. They fleetingly make an appearance in a pitifully brief venture into daylight
when a flu epidemic is shown afflicting the populace, though even this seems to be more
of interest for setting up the film’s tragic finale for the aristocracy rather than showing
the conditions endured by the ordinary people. The final frames of the historical social
uprising seem furthermore to come out of the blue in the context of all the flowery
romance, secret love letters, tearful lying around on the bed in a swoon and dreamy far-
away gazes out of lacy-curtained windows that precedes it.

- Noel Megahey 
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