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JULIA WEIST AND NESTOR SIRÉ IN CONVERSATION WITH ORIT GAT

When I left Cuba, I thought I knew all there was to know about  
El Paquete Semanal (“The Weekly Package”); but artists Julia Weist  
and Nestor Siré proved me wrong. Their long-term interest in  
the subject will bear fruit in an exhibition opening at the Queens 
Museum on September 17.

AN OFFLINE INTERNET
THAT FITS IN A SUITCASE

The Paquete, as everyone calls it, is a collection of one terabyte of information—computer 
files of movies, TV shows, mp3s, and music videos, as well as PDFs of magazines, recorded 
sports events, games, and other forms of media—distributed door-to-door throughout Cuba 
once a week via in-person file sharing. Although the island’s government has introduced a 
number of public Wi-Fi hotspots throughout the country, Cubans still have almost no access 
to the Internet, and the Paquete serves as an offline version of the Web.

Weist’s work has previously engaged with the Internet in various ways. She manip-
ulated the Google search results for a work by artist Haim Steinbach titled and to think it 
all started with a mouse (1995-2004) as part of her project After, About, With (2013-2015). 
In 2015, she created her first public artwork, titled Reach, consisting of a billboard with 
just one word on it: “parbunkells.” It is an obscure seventeenth-century word that means 
“coming together through the binding of two ropes” (referring to two crossed ropes with 
a loop at each end), and it had never appeared on the Internet until after Weist displayed 
the word fifty feet wide on that billboard. Her work was born of an interest in how the 
Internet not only distributes knowledge but also shapes it. Her research into the Paquete 
shows a similar interest in the structures through which knowledge is presented, distribut-
ed, and consumed. Weist and her collaborator, Cuban artist Nestor Siré, traveled through-
out Cuba in search of the Paquete, meeting with Paquete distributors in every city in Cuba.  
They traced the Paquete distribution routes, from the offices where it is illegally made in 
Havana to the far ends of the country. The result will be shown at their collaborative ex-
hibition, 17.(SEPT) [By Weist_Siré Records]™ at the Queens Museum. It will include a 
presentation of Weist and Siré’s research, as well as the creation of a year-long archive of 
fifty-two weeks of the Paquete (from August 2016 to August 2017) and their insertion into 
the Paquete of a video featuring actor Mark Ruffalo using and discussing the Internet. 

ORIT GAT
Can you each tell one story about the way into the Paquete? Julia, how did your 

engagement with it begin? Nestor, you organize a folder on the Paquete presenting contem-
porary art—where and when did it start?

NESTOR SIRÉ
What we know of today as El Paquete Semanal is the result of a series of economic, 

social, and cultural processes related to the access and consumption of information in ways 
that are specific to Cuba. In the 2000s, I became interested in informal social networks and 
micro-phenomena that exist outside of aboveground public life in Cuba. As part of this 
inquiry, I created VHS Banco de Películas (2012) and Paquete de Video Reconstrucción de 
Ideología (2009-2013), two works that catalogue ways of distributing information in Cuba.
My first direct intervention in the Paquete was a work called Enlace Compartido (2014-
2015), followed by Combos de Video (2015). The Enlace Compartido project took advantage 
of the circulation capacity of the Paquete, using it to publish an open call for an art project 
in the most remote and distant places in Cuba, where there is neither national nor local 
TV, radio, or email. The most effective and widespread means of communication is the 
Paquete. At that time, I created a folder called Arte Cubano in the larger folder Interesantes 
Variados to circulate the open call for submissions to the project. This action did not at-
tempt to establish a conceptual relationship or a structural analysis of the phenomenon of 
the Paquete, but it provided an opportunity to become more embedded in the system, to 
meet Paquete managers, and to create a folder related to art in the Paquete.

Combos de Video used tools and strategies employed by the managers of the Paquete 
in order to create a new work. For that piece, I collaborated with several Paquete mainstays: 
Studio ODISEA (one of the three national creators of the Paquete); ETRES Advertising 
Agency (the first advertising agency of the post-Revolutionary period in Cuba); and the 
Digital Magazine VENUS (produced specifically for the Paquete and distributed as a 
PDF). The work focused on creative strategies for survival that are also, in some cases, 
opposed to the centralizing power of the State. Obviously, the Paquete is an important part 
of these interventions at a social level.

After all of this, I was left with a kind of debt to the Paquete, which is open to possible 
activities thanks to the inclusive nature and policy of its managers, who are interested in inte-
grating new content. This is how “!!!Sección A R T E,” the contemporary art section in the 
Paquete, developed. The folder is included in the Paquete once a month, and it follows the 
rules: it can be no larger than 5GB, cannot contain any pornography, and cannot deal with po-
litical issues. The core of this section is “la C A R P E T A =galería=(FOLDER=gallery=),” 
which functions as an independent exhibition space—an online exhibition without an Internet 
connection. The works included there must be for the “C A R P E T A” and the Paquete. 
We’ve featured artists such as Lázaro Saavedra, José Toirac, Yonlay Cabrera, and others.

JULIA WEIST
Although this project is my first time working with the Paquete, I’ve been studying 

information systems, specifically systems of circulation, for the past decade. I’m a visual 
artist, but my background is in information science. As Nestor mentions, the distribution 
network used by the Paquete has its origins in strategies developed far earlier—nearly forty 
years prior—when an underground economy for the rental of novels emerged. The ro-
mance novels and Western paperbacks that circulated in this period are considered to be the 
first entertainment materials distributed outside of government control after the Revolution. 
The Paquete cannot be understood without examining these foundational roots, although 
it’s frequently presented as an isolated phenomenon. We are interested in the macro view. 

Above - Santiago de Cuba (Mundo Digital), 2016. © Julia Weist and Nestor Siré. Courtesy: the artists 
Opposite - Pakete, 2016. © Julia Weist and Nestor Siré. Courtesy: the artists
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For Nestor and me, it’s not enough to simply analyze a network. We are compelled to par-
ticipate directly within a system, so that we may evaluate the outcomes of that engagement 
as a form of production. Nestor’s protracted involvement with the platform and the subse-
quent relationships we’ve built together are the means by which we are able to make works 
for and about this context.

OG
How did your collaboration come about?

NS
One day I received a call from Julia, who told me that she was visiting Havana and 

was interested in investigating issues that converged with my work. During our meeting, 
to my astonishment, it became clear that we had many points of contact, not only in the 
artworks that we had already created but in the way we both approach art. I believe that if 
Julia had been born in Cuba and I in the U.S. we would have produced the same works— 
the difference lies only in our formal solutions.

JW
It was truly remarkable to meet another artist with whom I so deeply share a view 

and process. I’ve never experienced that before, and it’s a wonderful thing. Many thanks to 
the writer Paula Kupfer, who gave me Nestor’s phone number! 

NS
Soon after we met, I traveled to Marseille, France, for a residency. We were able to 

Skype every day while I was in Europe, which would have been impossible from Cuba. 
Through these conversations, our ideas became increasingly complex and we realized we 
wanted to create a large-scale body of work together. Julia has a critical framework for re-
searching and building systems, and I have years of experience with informal networks in 
Cuba. Our collaboration has allowed us to dig deeper than we ever could have separately. 

JW
We try not to speak about our collaboration in political terms, but one interesting el-

ement of this project is how significantly our logistical ability to collaborate has been affect-
ed by changes to the trade, communications, and travel restrictions between our countries. 
I am American, living in New York, and when we began working together there were no 
commercial flights (for people or goods) between our countries, although there were char-
ters. On a practical level, this specific detail, which is part of the larger context of the U.S. 
embargo against Cuba, influences how we exchange equipment and materials, among other 
things. Our exploration of distribution networks has, out of necessity, expanded to include 
underground systems such as gray-market couriers, who transport shipments between the 
two countries in the suitcases of passengers traveling from Miami to Havana. 

OG
You’ve both traversed the bureaucracy around the Paquete and reached a level 

of trust and familiarity with its production, to the point that the Paquete archive is now 
being compiled concurrently with the Paquete itself. Why an archive? And how are you 
presenting it? 

Holguín (BABALAWO), 2016. © Julia Weist and 
Nestor Siré. Courtesy: the artists

Above, top - Sharknado 4 (still), 2016. 
Courtesy: The Asylum

Above, bottom - Legal Paquete USA (Friend 
Request) (detail), 2016. © Julia Weist and Nestor 
Siré. Courtesy: the artists

NS
The Paquete is completely ephemeral in its structure. Some businesses have their 

own collections of media, but those are preserved merely so that the content can be resold to 
the public. We were interested in exploring several questions: What if we could capture the 
changes in the structure and content of the Paquete for a year? What kind of information 
is circulating this time? What countries produce the content that the Cuban people see? 

JW
Also, what kind of material is embedded within the platform, such as advertisements, 

original content, and technical strategies?

NS
The answer to all of these questions is an archive of the Paquete as a complete prod-

uct over a significant span of time. We are working directly with Omega, one of the three 
companies that package the content of the Paquete. The main challenges of this project are 
technical and logistical, one of them being that Cuban customs regulations limit the impor-
tation of the required equipment.

JW
Yes, each passenger arriving in Cuba by plane can enter the country with a maxi-

mum of two hard drives only. 

NS
Similarly, copyright laws in the U.S. make it difficult for us to transport the material 

and ultimately exhibit the archive in full. Julia began investigating methods for utilizing 
copyright exceptions such as educational and non-commercial use. 

JW
We are working with a developer to build software that plays only sixty-five percent 

of any given file. By limiting the total viewing possibilities in that way, we’re able to fall into 
a “fair use” category. The archive will be installed in the museum as an interactive work. 
We’re making the hardware and mechanics fully visible, and a viewer could open any file 
from the full year’s archive. The specific answer to the question of presentation is that it’s a 
56TB, 8-port RAID array run off of a Ubuntu OS. The technical setup can be disassem-
bled and compartmentalized; everything fits in a suitcase.

OG
Ok, where does Mark Ruffalo come in?

JW
From the beginning, we were interested in producing new content specifically for the 

Paquete audience that had the potential to be massively popular. Over the course of the last 
year, we’ve met with the heads of the companies who control Paquete distribution in every 
province in Cuba, in order to understand current trends and processes on a national and local 
level. In working with the curators of the network, we were able to better understand what 
and who is popular, and sometimes also why. I am very interested in the specific aspects of 
Internet culture that are regularly featured in the offline Paquete: meme videos, Web shows, 
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makeup tutorials, celebrity clips, and so on. We wanted to create a video that integrates 
these high-interest elements with the broader aesthetic context from which they originate.  
We decided that the best way to do this was to record a celebrity browsing the Internet. 

The decision to use the vehicle of celebrity in the production of this material was de-
liberate. As Nestor mentioned, the Paquete has two rules: no porn and no political content. 
Recording raw Internet use by the Paquete audience—daily, casual surfing on a fast, un-
censoredconnection—could be seen as a political gesture. Recording The Hulk using the 
web? That’s pop culture. In this context, Ruffalo’s celebrity status depoliticizes the Internet 
browsing he’s doing. 

NS
We chose Ruffalo after a long process of evaluating the top celebrities of interest 

to a wide Cuban audience who we could also approach through our professional network. 
The Avengers series is hugely famous in Cuba, and this is the first time that a celebrity of 
this level has ever made a video specifically for the Paquete. We are very excited to see the 
response. The video will premiere as an exclusive from Omega in May 2017.

OG
There’s a visual and textual language inherent to the Paquete. Your exhibition title 

hints at this, but how are you presenting your collaborative research? In what ways does it 
conform to the Paquete aesthetic? Does it appropriate it? Do you add to it?

NS
Although the archive is the central focus of the exhibition, it alone does not present 

the full magnitude of this phenomenon. In my opinion, the most interesting part of the 
Paquete is not the information it contains, but the structures and routes that have been de-
veloped for its circulation and the micro-phenomena it produces. 

JW
Another example of our decision to participate rather than just document is our in-

volvement in the design of the exhibition. Currently, we’re collaborating with ETRES (the 
first-of-its-kind advertising agency). Since the legalization of regulated private business in 
Cuba in 2010, a new market has emerged for promotional services. Agencies have devel-
oped specifically to create ads promoting entrepreneurs to the national Paquete audience. 
ETRES is creating a visual identity for us and our work, in the style of the logos and brands 
developed for Paquete distributors. 

OG
What will the show look like? And how are you thinking of your different audienc-

es, in Cuba and in the U.S.?

NS
In order to create a more complete presentation, we’ve developed a group of works 

that will operate independently of the archive and are adapted to the laws and restrictions of 
the U.S. context. The first thing that a visitor will see in the exhibition is a video we created 
with ETRES, to present a summary of the history of the Paquete and its contemporary 
operation. The tone and content is tailored to an audience that may have never heard of the 
Paquete. Another project, Legal Paquete (2016-2017), will provide the opportunity for a 
visitor to experience the Paquete the way it’s intended to be experienced—as a download. 

JW
We have contacted the copyright holders of every file contained in each week of the 

Paquete in an attempt to secure permission to circulate the media to museum visitors free 
of charge. Some, such as the makers of Sharknado 4, have said yes enthusiastically; others 

Guantánamo (PABLO PC), 2016. © Julia Weist and 
Nestor Siré. Courtesy: the artists

declined to participate. We’re not interested in just dropping work about Cuba into a “white 
cube” exhibition space in the United States. Every part of the exhibition explores how this 
system and its presentation must be adapted to function legally and socio-culturally in this 
new context. 

OG
You’re making this work at a crucial period in the relationship between the United 

States and Cuba, following the rapprochement between the two countries during the 
Obama period. What does it mean to bring it to the Queens Museum now? 

NS
What is interesting about this collaboration is the strategies we’ve established to 

overcome the problems of distance, regulations, and the difficulty of accessing the Internet 
in Cuba. Although collaboration is common in the art world, I believe that in Cuba we 
don’t have a precedent for two artists who live full-time in the U.S. and Cuba to engage 
in a collaborative project and develop work together, nourished by the conditions of their 
respective contexts. 

When we first met, diplomatic relations between the two countries seemed to be 
improving greatly. However, since the election of the new president in 2016, a completely 
different picture has emerged. This new chapter in U.S.-Cuba relations keeps us in a state 
of perennial uncertainty. We fear that possible changes in relations will affect our upcom-
ing exhibition as well as future presentations in Cuba. Even so, we will not stop working. 
and one way or another the exhibition will open on September 17. Everything that occurs 
in the process of developing the work will be part of the work itself and will be included 
in the exhibition.

Julia Weist (1984, New York) holds a BFA from the Cooper Union School of Art and 
a MLIS from Pratt Institute. She is the recipient of the 2016 Net Based Audience 
Prize from Haus Der Elektronischen Künste, Basel, and the 2015 Media Plan Award 
from the Outdoor Advertising Association of America. Weist is the author of sever-
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About, With (2015). Her recent exhibitions include Know Yourself, The Luminary, 
St. Louis (2016), Art in the Age of…Planetary Computation, Witte de With Center 
for Contemporary Art, Rotterdam (2015), and a solo exhibition, Parbunkells, 83 Pitt 
Street, New York (2016). Weist currently lives and works in New York.

Nestor Siré (1988, Camagüey) participated in the Havana Biennial (2015), the Festival 
of New Latin American Cinema in Cuba (2013), the Oberhausen International 
Festival of Short Film, Germany (2016), and the Asunción International Biennale, 
Paraguay (2015). Siré was the winner of the 2016 “Visa for Creation” from l’Institut 
Français. He has also participated in residencies including Dos Mares in Marseille, 
France, and The Ludwig Foundation and LASA, Havana. His works has been exhib-
ited at other venues including the National Museum of Fine Arts, Havana; Hong-
Gah Museum, Taipei; UNAM Museum of Contemporary Art, México City; and 
Museum of Contemporary Art, Santa Fe. Siré currently lives and works in Havana.

Orit Gat is a writer based in London and New York. She writes about contempo-
rary art, publishing, Internet culture, and the different meeting points between 
these. Her writing has appeared in frieze, e-flux journal, The White Review (where 
she’s a contributing editor), ArtReview, Art Agenda, Flash Art, The Art Newspaper, 
Mousse, The Brooklyn Rail, Art in America, Metropolis M, Spike Art Quarterly, 
Review 31, Momus, and LEAP. She is a winner of the Creative Capital/Warhol 
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finalist for the Absolut Art Writing Award (2017).

Above, top - Mark Ruffalo con OMEGA en “El Paquete Semanal” / Mark 
Ruffalo with OMEGA in “El Paquete Semanal” (still), 2017. © Julia Weist and 
Nestor Siré. Courtesy: The Stolbun Collection

Above, bottom - Sancti Spíritus (Jose), 2016. © Julia Weist and Nestor Siré. 
Courtesy: the artists


