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Marilyn Solaya -

Filmmaker Marilyn Solaya screens her award-winning film about gender reassignment, "In the Wrong Body"
in Thomson Hall. 

Cuban director discusses new film
in campus visit
News

October 7, 2013 at 9:57 PM | Lillian Perry

After finding just three pages of medical literature regarding the delicate subject of gender
reassignment in Cuba, director Marilyn Solaya knew it was time the issue was explored further. After
eight years of work, Solaya is now touring the United States, including a stop at the UW on Monday,
presenting her documentary “In the Wrong Body” or “En el cuerpo equivocado” through the Americas Media
Initiative program.

This program was created by Alexandra Halkin, a fellow director whose goal is to highlight the works of
Cuban filmmakers in order to raise awareness of many of the marginalized issues faced in Cuba. Halkin’s
program has chosen films to circulate among fourteen different countries this year, and Solaya’s is an
integral part of the tour.

“In the Wrong Body” exposes the difficulties of daily life that those who desire a gender reassignment are
faced with.
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The documentary follows Mavi Susel, an individual born with male genitals who has always identified as a
woman. Through the first gender reassignment surgery in Cuba in 1988, Susel was able to make the
necessary changes so her body could fit her real identity. The surgery was even funded by the Cuban
government.

“Being a woman is more than having a vagina,” Solaya said in Spanish, as translated by Tony Lucero, the
UW chair of Caribbean and Latin American studies.

In the patriarchal society of Cuba, such a progressive decision as Susel’s is not an easy one. Post-surgery,
she is expected to fulfill the traditional gender roles of the 53-year-old woman that she is.

“Here lies the biggest problem: the construction of gender categories. Mavi is faced with the same issues
today that she would face if she had been born with a woman’s sexual organs. This is how I connect with
her not only as a director, but as a woman living in Cuba,” Solaya said.

Halkin noted the significance of Solaya’s role in the Cuban film scene.

“Marilyn is a very important filmmaker and one of the few women working in Cuba’s film industry,” Halkin
said.

Solaya explains that Cuba is becoming more accepting of the sensitive topics of transgender individuals
and gender reassignment, as many countries are, which she attributes to activists, psychologists, and
doctors. Policies are changing as people are becoming more educated, yet the long-standing prejudices are
far from completely erased.

Those in attendance for the screening responded positively toward the film, including Jeff Jordan, who said
he found the topic relevant to his life.

“[The film] is an important cultural artifact of this time, seeing as our country’s information of Cuba is
saturated with not so great opinions,” Jordan said.

Response to this film in Cuba was also positive. The film was shown in theaters for an extended three
weeks instead of the usual one week run. However, it is not allowed to air on television, which Solaya
believes to demonstrate the contradictory nature of Cuban politics. Although the government pays for the
gender reassignment surgeries, they refuse to display the film on public television.

Solaya is currently working on the sound production of her fictional film of Susel’s story, “Wedding Dress,”
which is scheduled to air in 2014.

Reach reporter Lillian Perry at news@dailyuw.com. Twitter: @lillperry
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