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María Elena Díaz. 2000. The Virgin, the King, and the Royal 
Slaves of El Cobre: Negotiating Freedom in Colonial Cuba, 
1670-1780. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 464 pp. 
Illustrations, maps. ISBN: 080474713X

Books on Seventeenth and Eighteenth centuries Cuban 
history are scarce. Furthermore, most of the existing 

ones are centred in the history of Havana or the western side of 
the island. María Elena Díaz’s The Virgin, The King and the Royal 
Slaves of El Cobre constitutes a fresh contribution in both fronts. 
From the beginning Díaz takes on the early history of the village 
of El Cobre. She wades through the decades of formation of the 
village around the copper mine industry and the Virgin, before 
focusing on its further developments. By doing this she approaches 
some aged discussions and opens some new ones, drawing mate-
rial both from archival sources and up-to-date scholarly contribu-
tions. In 1670 the Crown confiscated the mines of Santiago del 
Prado, and the slaves who had worked there for over a century 
were officially pronounced ‘royal slaves’. This event triggered a 
period of negotiation and fighting that lasted for over a century 
and a half. By 1678 the King was forced to ease his position toward 
the slaves and, eventually, compelled to grant a royal recognition 
of El Cobre, giving it the title of ‘pueblo’ or town. 

While examining the developments of the local community 
Díaz paid special attention to the free coloured residents of El 
Cobre. Without forgetting the slaves, she then looked at the 
processes of integration of the free coloured population in the 
area—population that was simultaneously becoming Creole—and 
to its impact in the formation of a strong local identity that was 
ultimately shaped by its own neighbours. It is precisely the role 
of identity in the formation of communities what I consider is 
the main theme throughout this book, and, no doubt, Díaz’s 
transcendental contribution to the historiography of Cuba, the 
Caribbean, and Hispanic America. She has examined the ways 
in which social identities are created and recreated by their own 



284

Caribbean Studies Vol. 33, No. 1 (January - June 2005), 283-331

bearers with expertise. For her, in this case, these were internal 
processes elaborated inside the Spanish colonial state. This 
definition—mainly because the historical subjects of her study are 
subordinate groups—offers a fresh look to an old problem by reaf-
firming the notion that these groups were not passive spectators of 
their times, and that by exercising their rights they were capable to 
transform their own lives. Through Díaz’s book we can see them 
negotiating spaces locally and even sending agents to present their 
concerns to the Monarch; we can also observe them rebelling in 
some historically complex conjunctures; as we can also imagine 
them living their lives, day after day in the increasingly Creole-
populated village. All these forms of behaviour at length lead us 
to the same point, that of the creation of a strong local community 
with a sense of belonging that was developed and transformed 
through time by the very social subjects that constituted it. 

Díaz has also been ready to challenge and reinterpret estab-
lished categories repeated sometimes without any attached 
meaning throughout centuries of history. Among those are, for 
example, the notion of ‘captain’ (pp. 70-73), and also those of 
family, patria, and pueblo. She has also defied historically defined 
roles and activities. Thus, she discerns gender roles relating to the 
local industries, and specially that of the copper industry, offering 
some stimulating conclusions that need not to be advanced to the 
reader.

The Virgin is also a central character in the book. Díaz 
paid special attention to the image that would later become the 
‘patrona de Cuba’. She traces back her history to the moment in 
which she was found in the Bay of Nipe and accompanies her 
across different centuries, telling the story of how from a shadow 
wooden image she became the most important religious symbol 
of the Cuban nation.

It is well known how puzzling has been the identification of 
the various African nations that populated Cuba between the 
sixteenth and nineteenth centuries. Unfortunately, Díaz has not 
been able to sort out this trap. Throughout she struggles with 
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the dilemma of ethnic origins, in part due to her lack of reliable 
sources, and particularly when she studies the early history of El 
Cobre. Despite her profuse research in different archives, Díaz’s 
sources are unequal in quality and quantity for each of the many 
topics she examines. This is perhaps the only serious problem of 
this book. Nevertheless, where some other scholars have given up 
before, Díaz persevered and overcame those problems to give us 
a serious and deep study of a lengthy period. Altogether she also 
failed to add some comparative dimension to the actions of the 
slaves of El Cobre. For example, she could have paid attention to 
the similarities and differences between the revolt of the cobreros 
in 1731 and the almost simultaneous uprising occurred in the sugar 
mill of the Count of Casa Bayona near Havana in 1727. A revolt 
that inspired Tomás Gutiérrez Alea to produce one of the best-
known Cuban films of all times, La última cena in 1977.   

Surely Díaz’s book has opened the way for new inquisitive 
studies of forgotten local communities, not only in Cuba but also 
in other Hispanic American and Caribbean confines. Overall, 
Díaz has given us a meaningful and unusually intricate narrative 
in an engaging fashion. This is a book that will become an obliga-
tory reference for Cuban historians—and particularly for those 
interested in the badly studied eastern part of the island—in the 
years to come. 
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