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Enrique Serpa’s brilliant portrayal of the tumultuous and wretched world of Havana in the twenties. Published in 
1938, Contrabando is a masterpiece of Cuban contemporary literature. 

 
 

The narrator of this story is the owner of Buena Ventura, a fine schooner that alas, doesn’t 
bring in as much as it used to. Since fishing is no longer profitable, he turns to his seasoned 
skipper, Shark, to come up with a new idea… 

Very soon the two men are engaged in a fascinating one-to-one combat. The ambiguity of 
their relationship is the very essence of Contrabando. The narrator, a coward and a mythomaniac 
worn out by debauchery, admires the sailor. That’s why he calls his bluff when the latter makes a 
proposition: with the US in the grip of prohibition, smuggling alcohol would be much more 
profitable than fishing sea bass. The ship owner abandons his fishing business to undertake a 
perilous expedition whose preparations and execution hold the reader in breath-bating 
suspense… 

 
The Author:  

Enrique Serpa (1900-1968) was born in Havana. A journalist, his first literary venture 
came in 1925 with the publication of Felisa y yo. In 1938, Contrabando brought fame and 
recognition by winning the National Prize for a Novel. A tireless reporter, cultural attaché of the 
Cuban Embassy in Paris between 1952 and 1959, Enrique Serpa was soon forgotten after the 
advent of Castro’s revolution, and his work has never really made its way out of Cuba. Today we 
discover with joy a great writer whose evocation of Havana during the interwar period is 
unrivalled.    
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CONTREBANDE 
 
 

–  PRESS –  
 
 
 
 
 

“You are Latin America’s finest novelist; you should give up everything just to write novels.”  

Ernest Hemingway to Enrique Serpa. 

 

********* 

“Written in 1938, Contrebande is a rare book. It evokes brightly coloured atmospheres and 
ambiguous, even contradictory sensations. Warmth, cold, laughter, sorrow… Enrique Serpa 

lovingly and sensually sets the scene for his town and his compatriots in this human 
– oh so human! - tragicomedy.” 

 
Martine Laval, TÉLÉRAMA 

 

********* 

“What a pity that a director like Ford or Curtiz never drew on this literary treasure! Published in 
1938, Contrebande is a virile, heady novel, today snatched from the waters of oblivion (...). Aboard 

the Buena Ventura, there is fear, the hardness of men of the sea, but also their vulnerability.” 
 

Anne de Saint-Amand, LE FIGARO MAGAZINE 
 


