The Most Famous Stranger in the World

There is a face that more people can recognise than can name. It has been put on T-shirts,
stenciled on walls in cities its subject never visited, printed on mugs, lighters, phone cases,
bikinis, and even one brand of beer. Inquire of those wearing it as to the actual man's actions and
the answers thin out: a revolutionary, a Cuban thing, something to do with the sixties, a vibe. The
photograph is Guerrillero Heroico, a 1960 image of Ernesto "Che" Guevara by Cuban
photographer Alberto Korda, which is often referred to as the most reproduced photo in history.!

The man in that frame was an Argentine physician who abandoned a medical career to
fight alongside Fidel Castro, served as a revolutionary minister in Cuba, and died in the Bolivian
jungle at thirty-nine, executed by the army he had come to overthrow. I have been given the
question to ask: does Che "deserve" it? "Deserve" sneaks in a premise: that the shirt is a sort of
judgment, a posthumous medal pinned to Guevara's chest, and that the job is to figure out if he
earned it. Balance the idealism against the executions and call out the score. But the shirt isn't a
verdict on Guevara. It stopped pointing at him decades ago. What it signifies now is the person
who wears it, and behind that person, a whole culture's attitude to conviction, to danger, and to
the past. A picture is not a man's portrait. It is an amnesiac mirror, which means "deserve" is the
wrong verb. There is no way to earn a reflection. The task, then, is not to weigh the man but to
understand what the mirror reflects, and why we keep looking into it.
A photograph that outran its subject
Detachment is not a later corruption of the icon, but rather the birth condition of the icon. Korda
took the frame on 5 March 1960, at a Havana memorial for the victims of the explosion of the
French freighter La Coubre the previous day, which had killed scores of dockworkers as it
unloaded munitions; Guevara stepped to the front of the platform for a few seconds; Korda fired
two frames, and Che was gone.? After that, the photo did nothing. It ran quietly in the newspaper
Revolucién and was ignored by the publication that could have made it famous, and for about
seven years, it was just one of many hundreds of photos Korda had of the revolution, hanging on
the wall of his studio.?

Death saved it from the wall, and a publisher. When Guevara's capture in Bolivia
appeared imminent in 1967, the Italian publisher Giangiacomo Feltrinelli purchased the photo
and reproduced it in huge numbers. The image was everywhere the next day, posters were seen

all over Europe and a huge print hung over Havana. Guerrillero Heroico became globally legible



at the precise moment its subject lost the ability to speak, to qualify, to object. The image became
noisier, the man grew silent, and it has never needed his presence since.

How entirely it got away from him is demonstrated by Korda himself. Even the author of
the image had no control over where it travelled or what it was used to sell: after Cuba refused to
recognise international copyright he was paid no royalties for decades, and intervened only once,
in 2000, when he sued the advertising agency Lowe Lintas and the picture agency Rex Features
over their use of the image in a Smirnoff vodka campaign. The case was settled out of court for
$50,000, which Korda said he would donate to buy medicine for Cuban children.* By the time
anyone thought to ask whether the icon honoured the man, the man himself had been gone a long
time.

The bestseller who wanted to abolish the market

Guevara's economics, whatever one ultimately decides to make of them, were unambiguous
about the enemy. In his 1964 speech to the United Nations Conference on Trade and
Development, he insisted there was "no other definition of socialism valid for us than that of the
abolition of the exploitation of man by man," and his vision of a self-sacrificing "New Man" was
meant precisely to replace material incentive with moral incentive.> The face attached to that
doctrine is now one of the most efficient commercial templates ever produced. It has sold liquor,
fronted album covers, appeared in fast-food and fashion campaigns, and moved oceans of cotton.
The market did not pay homage to the man who wanted to abolish it. It did to him what it does to
everything: metabolised him, made him stock, sold him at a margin.

Read as a tribute, the image's commercial ubiquity is a scandal of hypocrisy: the anti-
capitalist as capitalism's reliable bestseller. But read as a mirror, it is not surprising, and the
reason is worth stating exactly. A faithful image limits its own market: one cannot sell an escape
(a holiday, a drink, or a good time) with a picture of famine. (One can sell a donation, but that is
a different transaction.) The Guevara image does not sell a donation; it sells an aesthetic. That
Guevara's face glides frictionlessly onto a vodka bottle is itself the evidence, because a symbol
that sells this well has, by definition, been emptied of the content that would make selling it
controversial. The demand to end private profit cannot be mass marketed; a striking face that
says "rebellion" in the abstract, with the specifics filed off, very easily can. There is no longer

any relationship between the image and the ideology. The commerce is not hypocrisy laid over



meaning. It is evidence that the meaning has been leeched out. That emptiness is not the icon's
flaw but its engine, as what the image leaves out will show.

Both ledgers, and a mirror that wipes out each

It is about here that the standard essay tips the scales: idealism on one side, executions on the
other, verdict at bottom. If the exercise is carried out honestly, it demonstrates that the scales are
weighing the incorrect object. Whatever falls on either pan does not fall on the shirt.

Let's start with the idealism, fresh and full-strength, so no one can say this is a hatchet
job. Even his most critical biographers concede Guevara was an ideologue rather than an
opportunist, a man who gave up ordinary safety for a liberation beyond national boundaries; his
"Socialism and Man in Cuba" and "Message to the Tricontinental" set out a coherent, if deeply
contestable, anti-imperialism.® In his farewell letter to his children he told them to "feel deeply
any injustice committed against any person in any part of the world."” Does the teenager in the
Che tee know that sentence, or mean it? Almost never. None of the internationalism, none of the
self-abnegation is passed on by the shirt. His most reproduced image is devoid of the most
flattering aspect of the man.

Between the bloody tribunals of 1959 and his final capture in Bolivia eight years later,
Guevara served as Cuba's minister of industries, attempted to export revolution to the Congo,
and returned clandestinely to Latin America, where his guerrilla campaign in Bolivia failed
spectacularly. Those eight years, the very period in which he wrote his most idealistic
manifestos, were also the years in which his commitment to revolutionary violence never
wavered. Now the darker pan, handled with the care the figures deserve, since they are genuinely
contested and politically charged. The death toll from his command can be believed in inverse
proportion to the confidence with which it is asserted. In the first months of 1959, as military
commander of the fortress of La Cabafia, Guevara presided over revolutionary tribunals that had
Batista officials and suspected counter-revolutionaries shot, often after abbreviated trials that
would have been laughable as due process anywhere else.® The compilations crafted from
documented names fall under two hundred; a defecting Cuban prosecutor has spoken of about
four hundred; declassified American cables mentioned "over 500"; and the highest count, seven
hundred, rests on the most partisan chain of sourcing with the least support.” Guevara wrote the
coldest line himself, in the "Message to the Tricontinental": hatred is a part of the struggle, and it

makes a man "an effective, violent, selective, and cold killing machine."!?



This is also erased by the shirt. The student wearing it does not necessarily endorse
summary execution, nor do they endorse proletarian internationalism. The conviction and the
cruelties, the whole moral burden of a real human being, hang out of the picture. As a method,
the ledger goes wrong: we were asked to weigh the man and make a judgment about the shirt;
and the shirt does not provide the weight of the man on either pan. It was never hooked up to the
scales.

The objection speaks for itself: some wearers are undoubtedly aware of what Guevara
did, and wear the face anyway, the committed revolutionary who has read the Bolivian Diary and
accepts the executions as the price of liberation. Doesn't the shirt have a precise significance for
them? Yes, but it is not a deal-breaker. This wearer has added the meaning from elsewhere; the
image does not provide it. Take away what they brought and the same cotton sits unchanged on
the next chest, meaning something else entirely; the meaning was never in the cotton. The shirt is
the constant; the meaning is the variable. That is the definition of a mirror, not a portrait.

The empty space is not a fault but a function

The same picture is happily worn on the chest of a dedicated Marxist, an "anti-establishment"
fifteen-year-old and a graphic enthusiast who appreciates the high contrasts. For the Marxist, the
shirt signals solidarity with an unreconstructed anti-imperialism; for the teenager, it signals a
generic distrust of authority; for the designer, it is simply a masterclass in chiaroscuro and
composition. Three different readings, none of which depends on the historical Che, and all of
which are therefore compatible with the same piece of cotton. A symbol with all three meanings
has been emptied of all three. The obvious conclusion is: it's a failure; it's a betrayal of the true
Guevara; it's a flattening; it's a lie wrapped over a complex corpse. The opposite is the case. That
emptiness is not a fault on the part of the icon but, rather, the way by which the icon lives.

Invent a picture that actually embodied the entire man: medical idealism and the cold
killing machine, the New Man and the tribunals, the courage and the dogma, all in one sight.
That picture would be unwearable, and not for looks. A symbol that forces its content on you
demands a response; you have to endorse it, reject it, or qualify it, and most people, facing the
tribunals, would reject or qualify it. Nobody could mount such a representation without adopting
a stance he would then have to justify. The Korda crop is the opposite. It makes no promises. It
provides the look of conviction, the jaw, the beret, and the eyes set on a horizon you can't see,

with the convictions themselves gone. The market industrialised this property but did not invent



it; Korda's framing did most of the work in advance, lifting a single face out of its crowd to gaze
past the viewer at something permanently offscreen. The photograph started blank, and then
became a product. An image that repels half its viewers cannot become the most reproduced in
photography. The blank that repels no one can.

That is where the word "deserve" goes astray. To deserve something is to have earned a
response that tracks what you are. Nothing, not Guevara's ideals, not his victims, not his
contradictions, is recorded in the shirt. It can neither reward nor punish him, since it is not
directed at him. The reflection is not a judgment he passed or failed, but a fact about the mirror,
and about whoever stands in front of it.

Rotate the mirror around

If the image measures the wearer and not the man, then the honest subject of inquiry was never
Guevara. It's us, the culture that has given the most recognisable face on earth a face it can't
explain. The Che shirt is a testament to a desire for rebellion in the mannered sort of way: the
glamour of denial, the iconography of danger, and conviction repurposed as a marketable
product in three colours. We wear belief the way we wear the logo of a band we don't know, as
an indicator of a self we would like to be assumed to have, free of charge and free of risk.

None of that is a fact about a deceased Argentine doctor in whom blood and idealism
flowed in about equal proportions. It is a fact about a present that finds the texture of radicalism
beautiful and its content unimportant, that keeps a martyr's face in rotation for sixty years while
everything he believed, and everything he did, drains out of the frame until only the cheekbones
remain. The shirt will never tell us whether Che was worthy of his fame, because worth and
desert apply to persons, not to mirrors. It tells us why we no longer ask what the face on our own

chest is supposed to mean.



Endnotes
1 The Victoria and Albert Museum describes the image as among the most reproduced in the
history of photography; the Maryland Institute College of Art has called it the world's most
famous photograph. See PopSpots, "Portrait of Che Guevara: Guerrillero Heroico, Alberto Korda

(1960)," popspotsnyc.com/che/.

2 "La Coubre explosion," Wikipedia, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/La_Coubre explosion. The freighter

exploded on 4 March 1960 while unloading munitions, killing an estimated 75 to 100 people,
with the memorial held the following day.

3 Mert Oktay, "Guerrillero Heroico by Alberto Korda," Medium, 13 January 2024; "Guerrillero
Heroico (1960): Alberto Korda's Che Guevara Portrait That Became Revolution's Face,"

aestheticsofphotography.com, 1 December 2025, which notes the years the print spent essentially

unpublished on Korda's wall.
4 On Cuba's non-recognition of international copyright and Korda's 2000 lawsuit, see
marketinglaw.osborneclarke.com, "Korda wins damages in Smirnoff/Guevara ad settlement," 18

September 2000; NPR, "Che Guevara Picture," 7 August 2000; and Wikipedia, "Alberto Korda."

Korda sued Lowe Lintas and Rex Features, not Smirnoff directly; the out-of-court settlement was
$50,000, and Korda stated he would donate it to buy medicine for Cuban children.

5 Ernesto Che Guevara, speech to the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development,
Geneva, 25 March 1964; reprinted in Che Guevara Speaks: Selected Speeches and Writings
(New York: Merit Publishers, 1967).

6 Ernesto Che Guevara, "Socialism and Man in Cuba" (1965) and "Message to the
Tricontinental" (1967), collected in Global Justice: Liberation and Socialism (Melbourne: Ocean
Press, 2002).

7 Ernesto Che Guevara, farewell letter to his children (1965), widely anthologised; see Global
Justice (Ocean Press, 2002).

8 "La Cabafia," Wikipedia, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/L.a_Cabana; see also the PBS American
Experience profile, "Che Guevara (1928-1967),"

pbs.org/webh/americanexperience/features/castro-che-guevara-1928-1967/.

9 The figures and their provenance are surveyed in Alvaro Vargas Llosa, "The Killing Machine:
Che Guevara, from Communist Firebrand to Capitalist Brand," Independent Institute, 11 July

2005, which reports Armando Lago's documented-name research (179 names), the defector José


https://popspotsnyc.com/che/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/La_Coubre_explosion
https://aestheticsofphotography.com/
https://marketinglaw.osborneclarke.com/media-and-ip/korda-wins-damages-in-smirnoffguevara-ad-settlement/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/La_Caba%C3%B1a
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/castro-che-guevara-1928-1967/

Vilasuso's figure of around 400, the American embassy's "over 500," and the figure of 700
attributed by biographer Jorge Castafieda to Father Ifiaki de Aspiazu. The PBS American
Experience profile gives approximately 500 "under his watch" for 1959—1963. Because the range
is contested and the higher totals rest on weaker sourcing, this essay deliberately cites the range
rather than a single figure.

10 Ernesto Che Guevara, "Message to the Tricontinental" (1967), in Global Justice (Ocean Press,
2002).



