
Freedom
TESSION
Edel Rodriguez on leaving Cuba as a little boy
and launchine a successful career as an illustrator

BY. 'OEL KELLER
Photos courtesy of Edel Rodri8uez

an uha-sfong cup of Cuban coffee.
Next to him, his wife, lennifer is
making sinserbread cookies, and his
two year-old daughtea Solia, is run-
ning arornd, playing with a favorite
toy. On this unseasonably warm
Monday afier Thanksgivin& a deco'
.ated Christmas tre€ is already up in
the livins room. ff Norman Rockwell
were alive, he'd probably wan| to
paint the scene for a magazine covex
"l'm happy with everf,thing in my life,
the way itt gone." says Rodriguez.

one can undelstand why the
native Cuban seems so contmt. Het
a lons way from when he was an
eight-year-old refugee on a ffowded
shnmp boat with 75 others seeking
io escape communism rhrough ihe
Shaits of Florida. Rodrigu€z, an
award winning illustato! has

desk, as an associate art director fbr

Wlile illustralors sweal and toil
their whole lives to rnaybe make it
into one of the publications listed
above, Roddguez, 35, simply went

STAMP OF APPROVAL Edel
Rodr iSuez!  ar twork has appeared .
ma8az.es,  i .  books,  on posters and
on th is  s tamp, which was commis
sloned by the u.5.  PostaL Serv ice
for  a ser les on Lat ln  dances.

where the work was. FIe always cre
ated illustrations that he described as
'political and seriouj' the first
things he remenbers drawing as a
kid in Cuba are tanks. When he grad
uated from hatt Institute with a finc

arts degree in 1994, he didn'! make a
$and plan lbr how to ingratiate him-
sef with art directors or nuke a
name {or hlmself at cocktail paftics.
He simply found publications where
he thouglit the black and white draw
ings hc was doing at thc time night
fit, and drcpped o his portfolio.

fl?, Nru Yol,4el was one of the
first ones to bite, and he has pub,
lished more than a hundred drawinss
Ior the magazine since 1q95. "ltt
kind of weird, because I didnt put
that much impofance into working
for Tre Nen Yolt€l. at least not as
much as I should hav€. he says.
"Now I meet people that see a lot of
weight in that, and I never really
thought much about it. It was a job
and I did it and it was fun, bul il did

wlen askcd whether he thought
he was better off not knowing that
those publications were such big
deals, he lasghs and points at
Jennifer 34, a fellow art director who
he mel when ihey were both al Prali.
"Ask my wife," he sayst 'ryou could
say he's lived his whole life that way,"
she saJS affcctionatcly.

Upstairs in his cathedral-ceilinged
studio. Rodriglez talks about his
time in Cuba without a trace oI anger
or bittemess. In fact, he remembers
his childhood in ihe counlryside lown
of El Gabriel fondly and with a
remarkable vividness- "I thn* ,,

a

del Rodrisuez is standins in ihe
kitchen of his Vctodan home
in historic Mount Tabor sipping

reached the top of his field through a
combination of persistence, luck and
a lack of seif-impoftance rarely seen
in publishing circles. His powedul
drawings, mostly pastel and oil-based
printing ink on paper have graoed
rl]e pases ot The New Yo*et,
Lsqune, The N.u Yotk Tines,
B;[boald and other top publications.
He is also on the other side of the
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Now AND THEN Lef t :  Rodr iSlez and h s w fe. le i .  fer ,  who ts  a lso an ar t  d  rector .  share thei r  love of  drawing w rh
the r  dalghter ,  Sof  a.  Ri tht :  s tandinS i .  the fore8.o lnd is  Edel  wi th h s extended fam ly  ar  a par ty  on h is  8randfather 's

bccanse [those tinres] were so differ
ent fron ihe U.S., I sort ofmade thc
division in nry head and jost remen
be.ed everaihing," he says. "li
seemed like I did somethhg io try
and remember thcsc thnrgs. because
ny best ftiends wcre there and I left
thein bchnrd."

But happl' nremories of playing
with his ftiends ai€n't the only ones
thal stuok wilh him. His fathcr,
Cesareo, was a bit ofa local enirepre-
neur, takjng on odd jobs llke renting
out his car to neighbors or doing poF
trait photography to make exira
noney. But under I'idel Castro's
rcgime, soch resourcefulncss u,as
lro$ncd upon, and eventualiy,
Rodrisuez says, his lamily was behs
watchcd by ncighborlood spies.
"You parents would have co .el.sa-
tions with yo! and sal Dont say diis
at school, " he fecalls. 'when we had
plans on leaving the country my
mom vanied me 1o knov about it,
but there was a big conversation
whdc shc said you canl talk aboul

Around the start of the Maricl
boatlift ln April 1980, Edcl and his
older sister lrma $'ere told by his
modrer Coralia, rha! lbey wer.e going

to leave ihe island on a boat that was
rented bJ an aunt in Florida. Whcn
local milirary officials got wind of
their plans. harassment followcd,
including rock-throwing and other
violencc. 'And tlen it was jusi like,
'Get in thc icep, wele oui of here,"'
Rodrigucz says of their departufe.
"T|at was lhe goodbye to mt,Ianily
and my grandparents."

Following a few days in proccssjng
centers and tc porarJ campsj they
c.owded inio lhe boat with the oth
ers. Alier an ovcmiglrt joumev on
caln scas, thelr arrived safely in KeJ

Whai Rodrisuez has been throogh
could explain wht his illustmtions,
political or drliural. carry a graviiy
that other comnercial illusfl ations
often don't. Whcthcr it's a drawing of
a dog with knivcs for legs to accom
pany a stor} on thc poliiical siluaiio.
ir Rwanda or a pofimil ofthe late
Robert Alhnan for ?l?e rYrD Yorfter,
thc bold lincs, unconvcntionnl angles
and brigh! colors that Rodriguez uses
convey an emotional comcction
bctwcen dre artist and the subjecl.

"I don't knov how else to do it
than pxtting m) Ieeling and soul into
something,' he sars. "Thatt what I

think art is. Everybody aLwal's wants
to know where ideas come from for
me, how to Lreat something...!ou iust
sori of feel i! right away '

Rodriguez and his wifc have lived
in Mount Tabor lor l0 )ears, and
they are nlvolycd in the iigh!-kni!
comnrunillr ns members of Lhe Xlount
Tlbor Historical Society. tn addition
to his magazine work, he has draNr a
slamp lbr fie U.S. Postal Servicc and
has illustrated childrcn'.\ books aboul
Muhammad Ali and Celia Cruz,

Het gone back to Cnba three
times sincc thc boadifi, but no1 since
2000r sincc Solia was bor., hes con-
cemed about being sluck down there.
either wiih his fbmily or away from
it, in ivhat hc cunently co.siders an
unstable political siiuaiion.

And while Rodriguez loves his
nalive cou.lry he realizes how lucky
he is that le doesnl live there any-
mo.c. "You sort of see t|eir life
and how different il is from mine
and what would have happened it
n]) parcnts hndn't left. That's tle
biggesl lhing I live with. And that\
$.hy I dont plan that nr]ch, because
You never know what'.s going to
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