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Capitalising on Che
A new two-part film on Che Guevara has hit the big screen.Tanya Farber takes a look at how the image of this revolutionary has become an empty commodity

T HERE’S nothing like an
image of el Che to measure
the global generation gap.
Somewhere between the pop

art T-shirts and the extensive new
film/s is a political hero turned pop-
ular icon, and whether or not he’s
turning in his grave doesn’t really
matter: it has gone beyond him. 

His face has been stylised, air-
brushed, Andy-Warholed, mass-pro-
duced, two-toned, stencilled and
etched. That’s the two-dimensional
version. His actual life story, as one
would expect of any international
icon, has reappeared in various guis-
es across film and literature – and
it’s to these that the older Che fans
are drawn. The younger ones,
instead, unconsciously jam commu-
nism on capitalism when they tuck
their Che T-shirts into their Levi
501s before ordering a harmless with
wings from the Seattle coffee bar.

Of course, these trends can be
spotted all over the world where
local style has all but dissapeared in
favour of an array of global styles
that quickly suck up any subculture,
for department store mass-produc-
tion - but in South Africa it has a
deeper resonance. Here, the gap
between a generation  characterised
by political struggle, and a post-lib-
eration generation is all the more
pronounced. In this context there is
an extra layer of irony when the face
of Che is about connecting to the
general notion of ‘rebellion’ rather
than a struggle against a tangible
political monster.  

The beret, bold star, and 
sultry stare into the future are sim-
ply the label on the canned revolu-
tion. Even within the ranks of those
still politically minded, the iconic
status of Che brings out the going-
global-versus-local-is-lekker syn-
drome. Just last month, the eThek-
wini Municipality papered over the
cracks of its street name controver-
sy when it invited Che’s daughter to
attend the official renaming ceremo-
ny of Moore to Che Guevara Street.

Aleida Guevara told the crowd
that names “can be changed, but
remembering the virtues of this
man means that you also have them
in you”.

A barrage of outraged South
Africans said there were more than
enough local political heroes deserv-
ing street names before foreign free-
dom fighters were given that honour.

There were also complaints that
the new name was too difficult to
pronounce – and still others who
weren’t lobbying for local heroes’
names but said that Che Guevara
simply had no significance for any
South Africans. 

Professor John Daniel, a Dur-
ban-based academic and author who
once lived in exile after his anti-
apartheid activities, said he had cel-
ebrated the name change.

“I love the transformation from
the colonial name of Moore to a
global icon figure. It expresses a
sense of progressive international-
ism,” he said. 

But he added that not a lot was
known about Che Guevara, even
during the struggle in South Africa.  

“Those who were politicised
knew of his role in the Cuban revo-
lution, but few were clued up on his
departure from Cuba to Bolivia and
Africa. His courage and idealism
made him unusual and he was an
inspiration, but most people would
not have known much about him.”

Daniel described how, at the
recent Durban Film Festival, screen-
ings back-to-back of Che: Part One

and Che: Part Two (totalling
4.5 hours) drew a committed crowd
of film buffs and Che aficionados
who sat glued to their seats all
through Steven Soderbergh’s metic-
ulous detailing of events. 

“Those who came were really
interested in this particular movie
and were mostly people in their
fifties and sixties who remembered

those world events and followed
them closely,” he said. “So for us it
was a deeply moving experience and
we found it riveting.”

Today, in post-apartheid South
Africa, it seems that more people
know of him – mainly through repli-
cations of his image. So well-known
is the iconic photo that it was even
restyled with an extra layer of irony
for good measure: the star and beret
on the stylised head of not Che Gue-
vara but Hansie Cronjé.  

Alberto Korda, who took the orig-
inal photograph at a mass funeral in
Havana in 1960 and who never got
any royalties for it, said before his
death in 2001 that he didn’t mind the
photograph being reproduced by
those who “wish to propagate his
memory and the cause of social jus-
tice”, but he had to put his foot down
when a British ad agency restyled it
for a Smirnoff commercial.

Korda sued the agency for
infringement, saying he was against
the exploitation of Che’s image for
the promotion of alcohol or for any
purpose that denigrates the reputa-
tion of Che. He won an out-of-court
settlement of $50 000. True to form,
he donated the money to the Cuban
medical system. By the time he died,
the world was awash with his
famous photograph, but even he

could scarcely have imagined being
able to shop online for a plastic Che
figurine from the US, styled using
his photograph.

One doubts it would pass Korda’s
“cause of social justice” test when
the advert reads, “This 6-inch tall
plastic bobble head of the guerrilla
leader shows him in his trademark
olive-green military fatigues and
starred black beret. Take home this

controversial figure in counter-cul-
ture and secure your limited edition
item by pre-ordering today.”

A shopkeeper at a Johannesburg
store that sells retro gimmicks and
clothing said of the Che parapher-
nalia, “We’ve got all the Che stuff
because it’s in across the world, but
it has no more meaning than our
laughing monks or the Buddha for
cellphones and dashboards.

“We’ve also been pigging out on
nuns lately, with no offence intend-
ed. Even Catholic staff work here.”

She said the Che stuff “is totally
in fashion, and lots of people come
in and say ‘Who’s that dude? I see his
face everywhere, he’s cool. Can I
have one?’.”

Interestingly, coasters, shirts,
handbags and clocks bearing the
pop art version of Madiba’s face
appear in the same trendy stores –
but then they’re just a small piece of
a massive bank of images depicting
a living legend. The true test, then,
is the newly styled Steve Biko T-
shirts. These are a far cry from the
loose toyi-toyi-friendly shirts of
mass protests. They are, instead,
well-tailored, over-priced and hipper
than hip, and appear in aircondi-
tioned boutiques in upmarket shop-
ping malls. It is certainly not blue
collar workers buying them in 

memory of the late great black
consciousness movement leader.  

So, one must wonder, does Che’s
image at least strike a deeper note of

political meaning in his native
Argentina? Not really, say locals
there.

Hugo Blanco, 36, who has a
respectable job in foreign trade by
day but thrashes it out with his rock
band at night, said: “People wear his
image, but I guess few know about
his history. Today he is just a symbol
of being a rebel.”

He added: “The idea of what’s
cool is taking on a new meaning.
Yes, he is still a cultural icon, but the
anti-system stances of the nineties
no longer exist, and young idealists
who 10 years ago wore Che T-shirts
and were told by older men ‘I used to
think like you when I was your age’
today I dream about having an iPod
cellphone.”

In Cuba, where they didn’t start
the revolution without Che, things
are a little different, according to
blogger Yoani Sánchez, who has
gained an international following
detailing the absurdities of daily life
in Cuba in her blog, Generación Y. 

Last year, she was named one of
the 100 most influential people in the
world by Time magazine; so one
can’t brush it off when she says that
true counter-culture rebels in Cuba
shun the Che Guevara T-shirts that
fake rebels in the West seem so fond
of wearing. 

“I am part of the counter-culture,
which is growing, but it is very
diverse,” she wrote in her blog, “and
maybe one thing we all have in com-
mon is that we don’t wear Che 
T-shirts like foreign kids who con-
sider themselves counter-culture.

“In Cuba, Che represents the gov-
ernment. In Cuba, only tourists and
members of the Young Communist
League wear those shirts.”

But Sánchez isn’t the only public
commentator who wants to shred
the Che shirts. She shares the glob-
al soapbox with an unlikely brother-
in arms, Daniel Hannan, Conserva-
tive MEP for south-east England,
who couldn’t see the term “lunatic
fringe” stamped on his forehead
when he wrote in his blog: “It’s still
considered acceptable to wear Che
Guevara T-shirts, something which,
in my book, is in the same category
as wearing the image of Osama bin
Laden or Adolf Hitler.”

His blog then links to an image of
a Che T-shirt with the following
words written next to the revolution-
ary’s head: “Communism killed
100 million people and all I got was
this lousy T-shirt!”

● Che: Part 1 is showing in cine-

mas across the country. Che: Part II is

due to open on December 18

Benicio del Toro plays Ernesto ‘Che’ Guevara in Steven Soderbergh’s new biopic on the revolutionary.

‘Guerrillero Heroico’, Alberto Korda’s
famous image of Castro cohort Che
Guevara, was taken in 1960.

A package of napkins, one of many
products that have featured Che
Guevara’s image. 

(PAPER PRODUCTS DESIGN/ 
WASHINGTON POST)


