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Plate 1 – Havana’s ‘romantic’ weather-beaten Malecón 
(Photo: Author) 

 
Plate 2 – Life continuing amongst the ruthless subdivision 
(Photo: Author) 
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Prologue  

 

„Who would not be seduced by the pink evening light on the coral stone of the Morro Castle … or 

the sun on spray when the waves break over the Malecón.‟
1
 Cuba has forever intrigued historians, 

musicians and writers. The way the island has developed has given architects a context in which to 

form a variegated and romantic built environment. The variety of styles and regional cultural 

differences has developed with the complicated mixture of politics, economics, culture and 

environment. Time however has taken its toll on Cuba‟s heritage; abundance and lean times have 

interchanged constantly throughout its history, a consequence of which has been a gradual decay 

of its architectural glories. The island now stands on the brink of the next chapter in its history.  

 

The idea for this project was conceived during a trip in August 2007. Travel scholarships made it 

financially possible to return from October to December 2008 to Cuba. Three and a half weeks 

were spent studying Havana‟s wide range of buildings from the gritty suburbs of Marianao to the 

crumbling masterpieces of Centro Habana. In order to place the architecture in a cultural context I 

travelled from the western isthmus to the eastern extreme, examining both the major cities and the 

depths of rural Cuba, allowing first hand information to supplement book reading.  

 

I hope in this paper to explore the development of Cuban architecture with reference to the state of 

what is commonly perceived to be „romantic decay‟ and the factors that have helped shape the 

island‟s architecture. Analysis of history, politics and economics enables exploration of the depth 

and variety of decay that Cuba has really experienced, its legacy being both positive and negative. 

Cuba has in a sense been in a state of suspended animation for half a century, which facilitates a 

study of the development of Cuba‟s architecture and its subsequent distortions and 

embellishments. In the introduction I set out an overview of the island today and introduce 

references to decay and the perceived notion of „romantic decay‟ in Cuba. In the second chapter I 

explore the historical implications behind the metamorphosis of Cuban Colonial architecture. In 

the third chapter I focus in greater depth on the developments in architectural style and ideas and 

subsequent alterations to the built environment during the Republic with reference to the political, 

economic and cultural decisions that have specifically affected the built environment and has 

given rise to the notion of „romance‟ in Cuba. The final chapter uses specific examples of 

construction in socialist Cuba to explain the key ideas that shaped this period. The conclusion 

looks at the opportunities of the 1950s and considers what modern Cuba might have looked like 

had it not been for the 1959 Revolution. It also contemplates those moments in its history that 

define the architecture that is now Cuba‟s inheritance. 

                                                 
1
 http://www.cubaabsolutely.com/havana.html 
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Plate 3 – The degradation of Centro Habana’s building stock – perceived ‘romantic decay’ 
(Photo: Author) 
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1. Introduction 

 

As Cuba celebrates fifty years of Revolution and reclusive independence under the rule of the now 

aging Castro brothers, there is increasing speculation how this small island so close to the 

superpower of the United States will cope with the next half century. Cuba‟s architecture has 

decayed idiosyncratically for half a century, protected from urban developments that have 

disfigured much of Latin America. Isolationist politics and shortage of funds have had the effect of 

protecting the fascinating balance of Spanish, French and American influences on Cuba‟s complex 

history and have helped to shape the Paseo and Calle (boulevards and streets) of Cuba‟s urban 

landscape. Its geographical location exposes the island to severe environmental conditions. 

Hurricanes and lashing rain are not uncommon and have engendered self-reliance and adaptability. 

Cuba‟s politics, economics and history have combined to tell a powerful and complicated story 

and the present state of the built environment enables the architectural development of the island 

to be explored.  

 

Cuban architecture is perceived to be in a state of „romantic decay‟ by which is meant the 

picturesque and gradual collapse of graceful buildings of bygone times. I hope to explore the 

multifaceted factors of the island‟s architectural development with reference to the decay that has 

left lasting implications on its built environment. The popular romantic view of the current 

architectural decay is in fact the result of changes in economic, political and environmental 

conditions sustained over 500 years. An analysis of how it has developed, in the context of the 

historical implications and ensuing changes in architecture, is required to understand its depth and 

breadth; it is more than simply noting surface degradation exemplified by peeling paint and 

weathered cornices. It is necessary to explore briefly Cuba‟s history to understand the 

development of the vernacular architecture from which subsequent changes, distortions and 

alterations can be traced. As Octavo Paz noted, „Architecture is the incorruptible witness of 

history‟
2
. 

 

To cover the island‟s whole architectural history in depth would be outside the scope of this paper. 

I therefore intend to focus on the Cuban Republic of the first half of the 20
th

 century, as well as 

drawing examples from the period that followed the Socialist Revolution of 1959 to offer a 

counterbalance to the argument of the dominant romantic perception and address more recent 

architectural movements in Cuba. Little has been written about the link between Cuban 

architecture, its politics and economics with reference to each of the distinct periods of its history; 

Colonial, Republican and Revolutionary. Cuba is a „time capsule‟ standing on the brink of change. 

                                                 
2
 Moore, A., Inside Havana, (Chronicle Books, 2002), p.5 
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Plate 4 – The ‘time capsule’  

Rusting remains of bygone times under the dilapidating architecture. 
(Photo: Author) 
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The election of Barack Obama may signal changes even greater than a change in its own aging 

leadership. Undermining the culture or the removal of protection from capitalist exploitation could 

prove corrosive. Heavy responsibility for structural preservation as well as development lies with 

the Cuban state which can only be carried out through careful analysis of its architectural 

metamorphosis. 

1.1 Decay  

 

For much of the decay in modern Cuba, the past is caught in the present and anticipates the future. 

Often lessons from history have either not been observed or have been obscured by new thought. 

Robert Smithson, the 20
th

 century writer and prominent artist in the Land Art Movement, 

encourages the process of ignoring history which to him was no more than a „tyrannical burden‟
3
. 

However when architects fail to observe the cultural input developed through history, the quality 

of the final product suffers. Buildings are formed and reshaped by changing cultural currents from 

the first drawings to their eventual collapse.  

 

Entropy is a negative movement, it is a „sinking, a spoiling but also an irrecoverable waste‟
4
 , a 

form of erosion. Both Smithson and Yves-Alain Bois have used time as a matrix for the exploring 

of entropy. Time permits a matrix for space to be split up, in Smithson‟s words for periods to be 

forgotten and for new styles to emerge and be articulated in the built environment, thus allowing 

historical precedents to be observed. Entropy in Cuba is seen not only in the slow loss of energy 

that is exemplified in the crumbling masterpieces but can also refer to the detrimental planning set 

out during the Republic or the unsatisfactory distortion of Colonial details in modern renditions.  

Rather than simply observing that destruction follows with the passing of time, the matrix of time 

enables changes in aesthetics, concepts, functions, tastes and skills to be tracked. Marcel Duchamp 

noted „the entropic irreversibility of time‟
5
; acknowledgement of this irreversible nature is 

accompanied by realisation that the implications of an external input, negative or positive, could 

have lasting influence on ensuing architectural styles and ideas. Hegel‟s ideas of the dialectic that 

Marx and Engels developed in a materialistic development reflect similar ideas of decay that can 

be applied; as energy or matter is introduced (and in architecture this might be new cultural, 

political or economical inputs), systems change. Opposites are interdependent. A positive example 

is required to highlight subsequent failures. Lassitude can affect the built environment that may 

not be limited solely to buildings but, on a larger scale, to masterplans as successful lessons in the 

past are ignored in favour of theoretical but impractical proposals.  

                                                 
3
 (Edit.) Flam, J., Robert Smithson: The Collected Writings, (University of California Press, 1996), p.xx 

4
 Ibid, p.38 

5
 Bois, Y-A. & Krauss, R., FORMLESS; A User’s Guide, (MIT Press, 1997), p.226 
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Plate 6 – Cuartería – dilapidated rooming house 
(Photo: Author) 

 
Plate 5– Solares – tenement blocks 
(Photo: Author) 
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Alvaro Siza describes the worst examples of buildings as those that „are glued together ... until the 

first storm lays bare what could have been foreseen‟
6
 noting that through functional decay, 

resulting from badly detailed materials and the introduction of new methods and materials, bad 

buildings do not decay well aesthetically. „The erasure of one surface and the exposure of a new 

one‟
7
 could be viewed as positive decay even though examining the causes may suggest negative 

implications. In Cuba this process has led to positive decay being viewed as „romantic‟, while the 

situation of those forced to live in these conditions can only be negative. As Duchamp described it, 

„the entropic irreversibility of time‟, the negative impact of a period in history, could have 

retrospectively a positive impact on the architecture of the future. 

1.2 Romantic Decay 

 

José Maria Heredia, the 19
th

 century Cuban poet, described romanticism as the movement 

stressing freedom of expression and reliance on the imagination. This suggests an interesting 

duality that can be found in the wider world‟s perception of Cuba‟s mythical „romantic decay‟. 

The hardships resulting from the US embargo and the socialist regime are offset by the liveliness 

found in the living museum of architectural styles. 

 

Sun and salsa, communism and Castro have indeed dominated travellers‟ perception of Cuba. The 

unintentional marketing of Cuba‟s brand of „romantic decay‟, the opulent decaying remnants of 

the past intermingled with tarnished present glory, combine successfully with the mystique that 

surrounds Fidel Castro. The positive effect of this „romantic decay‟ is that it has preserved so 

many of the styles that have accumulated across the island over the last 500 years creating today‟s 

paradox of a capitalist veneer in a socialist country. The 18
th

 century palaces and soaring Art Deco 

edifices peel amongst the socialist background in a living museum to this architectural variety. The 

perceived decay has developed as the result of detrimental architectural moments in the history, 

politics and shifting cultural inputs that have shaped the island. The present state appears to sit in a 

romantic time capsule, insular and stationary; the rusting hulks of belching beaten vintage cars 

exemplify this romance that attracted 2.3 million tourists last year
8
. Sartre said of Cuba in 1961, 

‘An island, sleeping, shut off, dreams in 1960 that it is living in 1900. It wakes up to note that its 

neighbor‟s watch is going and that for his part, he is living as one ought to in 1960.‟
9
 Cuba offers a 

romance – the opportunity to wander through the chequer board of structural integrity amidst the 

evidence of effervescent life as music blares out from behind open doors. 

 

                                                 
6
 Leatherbarrow, D., & Mostafavi, M., On Weathering, The Life of Buildings in Time, (MIT Press, 1993), p. 29 

7
 Ibid, p. 64 

8
 http://www.ipsnews.net/news.asp?idnews=46218 

9
 Sartre, J-P., Sartre on Cuba, (Ballantine Books, 1961), p.81 
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Plate 7 – Building conditions in Habana Vieja 
((Edit.) Oficina del Historiador, Une Experiencia Singular, (UNESCO, 2006)) 

 

 
Plate 8 – Building conditions of Trinidad 

(Office of Conservation – Trinidad) 

 

The two maps highlight the success the Office of the City Historians have had in areas of the city 

but these maps are far from proportional to the rest of Havana or Trinidad.  
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The pleasure of a romantic forgotten „time capsule‟ is derived from others‟ despair, throwing into 

question the „romantic‟ element. Physical deterioration, a consequence of the realities of the US 

embargo, is encountered in the solares (tenement blocks) [PL. 5] or cuartería (dilapidated rooming 

house) [PL. 6]
10

 that now exist in large parts of Vieja or Centro transforming the essence of these 

architectural and social realms. Subdivision and poor standards of living, hunger and improvised 

lives are strange subjects for romance and life does continue. Housing laws introduced after 1959
11

 

are an example of a political shift that enabled people to develop a sense of pride in their dwellings 

and to undertake alterations despite financial difficulties with incredible ingenuity. Ruthless 

subdivision to accommodate the shortage of shelter has seen porticoes altered to form new 

bedrooms. Four storey solares were once colonial mansions; patios and zaguán (hall) now open 

onto a multitude of different dwellings and a new architecture has been formed from these 

historical developments.  

 

The present restoration of parts of Old Havana by the City of Historians office [PL. 8&9] led by 

Eusebio Leal, has seen fantastic work completed and yet the contrast with the larger stock of 

dilapidated buildings creates at times an unpleasant „Disney-esque‟ result. It will be interesting to 

see how this develops, firstly with the death of Fidel Castro and perhaps more importantly with the 

alterations to the economy as the country opens up to more tourists
12

. Tourism has radically 

altered the island‟s appearance since the 1930s and has been exponentially growing since the 

1990s. As the struggle begins to balance new waves of money and sensitive developments, David 

Leatherbarrow talks of the possibility of separating the sense of aging as a form of decay from the 

awareness of the potential future disillusion
13

. The capitalist lens through which most visitors 

witness the country has heightened their attention to the aesthetic degradation. This has resulted in 

a misconstrued perception about the extent and explanation for Cuba‟s decay. Politics and 

economics shape a country; even so there are other more subtle influences at work, including the 

changing cultural currents and the steady environmental battering that the island has endured.

                                                 
10

 Scarpaci, J., Segre, R. & Coyula, M., Havana; Two Faces of the Antillean Metropolis, (University of North Carolina 

Press, 2002), p.100 
11

 Ibid, p.200. See [PL. 78] in the appendix. 
12

 As a first stage, the US government have passed a law allowing Cubans to return to Cuba once a year to visit family.  

http://www.ipsnews.net/news.asp?idnews=46218 
13

 Leatherbarrow, D., & Mostafavi, M., On Weathering, The Life of Buildings in Time, (MIT Press, 1993), p. 42 
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Plate 9 – Artistic impression of an indigenous settlement  
(Weiss, J., Arquitectura colonial cubana; Siglos XVI a XIX, (La Habana, 1996), p.20) 

 
Plate 11 – A glorified bohío for tourist accommodation 
(Photo: Author) 

 
Plate 10 – A rural bohío near to Baracoa 
(Photo: Author) 



The Metamorphosis of Cuban Architecture; development, decay and opportunity 21 

 

2. The Development of a Cuban style and Colonial Cuba 

 

The years of Spanish colonial rule between 1492 and 1898 produced a metamorphosis of 

architecture and style that has formed the basis of subsequent styles. This chapter studies this 

metamorphosis with attention to the politics, economics and cultural shifts that underlay all these 

changes. The Colonial period developed for the most part with a steady unity. 

 

Columbus arrived in Cuba on 27
th

 October 1492 finding the Tainos Indians with developed ideas 

of tribal organisation. The earliest buildings, the airy rectangular bohíos, were palm roofed 

structures with openings to allow ventilation. These early settlements were made up of circular 

caney with the bohío arranged around a batey (piazza), the central cacique being the focus of 

communal activity
14

 [PL. 9]. Many of these bohíos can be found in rural settings as basic abodes, 

some distorted as beach houses for tourists [PL. 10&11]. The Spaniard Diego Velázquez was sent to 

colonise the island arriving in 1511 at Baracoa. Persistent attacks by aborigines forced into the 

mountains led to an early form of guerrilla warfare which alarmed the Spanish Crown into 

ordering the destruction of „Key Indians‟
15

. It subsequently became possible for the settlers to 

establish several strategic settlements that Velázquez presided over which became known as the 

seven original settlements
16

. The sporadic attacks held back development of these cities and forced 

Velázquez to move his capital to the more fertile and geographically strategic deep bay of 

Santiago de Cuba. By 1570 Havana could only boast sixty households
17

, demonstrating the 

singular focus on Santiago de Cuba‟s development. The colonial approach to the Indian population 

all but destroyed their culture, removing any future development of techniques vernacular to the 

island. 

 

Wealth and Spanish talent bypassed Cuba as fortunes were made in Mexico and Peru. The island 

languished, merely a launching point to South America. Nonetheless, Velázquez shrewdly realised 

what wealth was available through agriculture and cattle. Slaves from Andalusia were imported to 

work in the mines such as El Cobre near Santiago de Cuba and to help build fortifications for the 

seven settlements. By the time slavery was finally abolished in 1886 nearly a million slaves had 

been forcibly transferred, altering society, culture and economics in Cuba forever. By 1841 the 

combination of „free people of colour‟ and slaves accounted for 58% of the population
18

. The  

                                                 
14

 Weiss, J., La Arquitectura colonial cubana: Siglos XVI al XIX, (La Habana, 1996), p.20 
15

 In 1532 two leading aborigines were killed; Caguax at Bayamo and Guama in the mountains above Baracoa. 
16

 The names expressed the avowedly Christian sentiments of the conquerors; Nuestra Señora de la Asunción de 

Baracoa, Santiago de Cuba, San Salvador de Bayamo, La Santísima Trinidad, Santa María del Puerto del Príncipe 

(Camagüey), Sancti Spíritus and San Cristóbal de la Habana. 
17

 Gott, R., Cuba, A new history, p. 27 
18

 Ibid, p.47 
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Plate 12 – 16

th
 century house in Vieja  

The cuarto esquinero (corner room) was 

the first upwards development of Colonial 

houses. (Photo: Author) 

 
Plate 15 – The mezzanine level 

expressed on the facade. 
(Photo: Author) 

 

 
Plate 13 - Casa almacén in Plaza del Cristo, Havana 
(Photo: Author) 

 
Plate 14 – The introduction of the 

mezzanine level underneath the 

high patio colonnade. 
(Photo: Author) 

 

 
Plate 16 - Castillo de la Real Fuerza (1561) 
(Photo: Author) 

 
Plate 17 – Castillo de los Tres Reyes del Morro 

(1589-1630) 
(Photo: Author) 
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expansion in the number of slaves caused increasing pressure on housing within the city walls
19

 

and forced houses to expand upwards. The early developments were seen in the cuarto esquinero 

(corner room) [PL. 12]. New slaves had to be accommodated and the casa almacén [PL. 13] began its 

final stages of metamorphosis by the end of the 18
th

 century. A mezzanine level [PL. 14&15] was 

introduced within the ground floor for slave quarters and offices that allowed merchants to sell 

their goods from below their own quarters that were found on the first and second floors. Huge 

wealth was derived from increasing slavery yet the slaves managed to retain distinct cultural 

identities that have left Cuba‟s culture so rich. Whilst Smithson may have welcomed the loss of 

the burdens of historical precedents from the indigenous culture, the long lasting effects of the 

slave‟s culture has exciting implications in the 21
st
 century. 

  

The wars in Europe led to ransacking by French corsairs with hugely destructive results
20

. Political 

stimulation was given to Cuba by the ascension to the Spanish throne of Philip II in 1556. For the 

next forty years he consolidated the Spanish American colonies and left a lasting mark on Havana. 

The Castillo de la Real Fuerza [PL. 16] was commissioned in 1561, projecting the Spanish power in 

the New World and beginning the defences for Havana Bay. His organisation of the treasure fleet, 

bringing wealth back to Seville and Cadiz, allowed Havana to share the economic benefits; ships 

gathered in Havana before making the dangerous journey across the Atlantic. This was Cuba‟s 

first economic stimulant, invigorating new building commissions for banks and building yards; 

Havana became the island‟s capital in 1607. This focus on Havana left the rest of the island in a 

state of increasing decay with dramatic results to the once prosperous Santiago de Cuba whose 

development practically stopped for 300 years. The destructive influence of the buccaneers and 

privateers working off the coast of Cuba in this period created Cuba‟s first positive decay – 

positive because despite this destruction, illicit trade supported the otherwise languishing 

provincial towns such as Trinidad. 

 

The outbreak of war between Britain and Spain in 1585 became a political focus that further 

defined Cuba in this incipient stage of its development. Although Francis Drake had no success in 

Cuba it prompted an invitation to Giovan Battista Antonelli, the Italian military engineer, to 

improve the state of defences along the length of the island
21

. Under Antonelli the construction of 

roads began to link the country and an aqueduct was built providing Havana with clean water. 

These fortifications proved successful in holding back European powers out of Havana but the  

                                                 
19

 Weiss, J., Arquitectura colonial cubana; Siglos XVI a XIX, p. 28 
20

 Baracoa was plundered in 1546. Havana, in 1555, was captured by Jacques de Sores and burnt to the ground. 
21

 This resulted in further fortifications being built such as those of Castillo del Morro in Santiago de Cuba and 

Castillo de los Tres Reyes del Morro (1589-1630) [PL 17]. 



The Metamorphosis of Cuban Architecture; development, decay and opportunity 24 

 

  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

 

   

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Plate 20 – Plaza de Armas 
(Martín Zequeria, M. & Rodríguez Fernández, E., La 
Habana; Guía de Arquitectura, p.70) 

 

 
Plate 18 – The sugar plantations. 

Contained developments were surrounded by 

large fields of sugar. 
(Weiss, J., Arquitectura colonial cubana; Siglos XVI a XIX, 

p. 467) 

 
Plate 21 – Paseo del Prado 
(Photo: Author) 

 
Plate 19 – Mirador de La Loma 

del Puerto 

Watchtowers were constructed 

to survey the surrounding 

estate.   (Photo: Author) 

 
Plate 22 – Palacio del Segundo Cabo (1770-1791) 
(Photo: Author) 

 
Plate 23 – Palacio de los Capitanes 

Generales (1776-1791) 
(Photo: Author) 

 
Plate 24 – Havana Cathedral (1748-1777) 
(Photo: Author) 
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physical environment of the island meant that it was impossible to stop these stifling attacks that 

so stunted the economic development.  

 

The rhythm of the island‟s economy changed with the introduction of larger scale production of 

sugar cane and tobacco. This was the start of the architecture that dominated the rural landscape 

for the next three centuries [PL. 18&19]. Tobacco‟s increased popularity in Europe stimulated 

agricultural developments between Havana and Trinidad and architectural growth in the Pinar del 

Rio Province. The profits of this plant were used by the state to finance the garrison on the island 

but a monopoly issued by Spain in 1717 cut short the fiscal potential for another 100 years. 

 

The British continued to harass the ports and harbours of Cuba into the 18
th

 century. In 1762 

Admiral Pocock and The Earl of Albemarle captured Havana. The British presence was short lived 

but the changes made during their 10 month occupancy had lasting impact; trade was officially 

opened up for the first time and foreign commerce poured in. 1000 ships unloaded their cargos, 

including 10,000 slaves in that year alone
22

. The basis for American economic ties were laid that 

would soon dominate the country. The brief sojourn by the British stirred Spain, once again, into 

reforms. Under the enlightened disposition of Charles III, changes swept through Cuban society 

encompassing all aspects of life from Church to the land tenure system. The Marques de la Torre
23

 

developed Plaza de Armas [PL. 20] into the first civil square in 1773 and under 1776 laws the 

porticoes, that later spread across the country, were here introduced for the first time offering 

respite from the glaring sun. He laid out the first roads outside Havana‟s city walls including 

Paseo del Prado (1772) [PL. 21]. He commissioned the buildings that defined the „Cuban Baroque‟ 

style: the Palacio del Segundo Cabo (1770-1791) [PL. 22] and the Palacio de los Capitanes 

Generales (1776-1791) [PL. 23] are the finest examples of „Cuban Baroque
24

 characterised by sober 

linear designs and simple facades with Neo-Classical cubic proportions that are also evident in the 

equally splendid Havana Cathedral (1748-1777) [PL. 24]. The Age of Enlightenment influenced the 

planters and land owners who began to undertake radical overhauls of their plantations. In 1794 

steam power was introduced from England revolutionising the antiquarian sugar plantations. Cuba 

entered the modern world. 

 

The slaves‟ rebellion in Saint Dominique in 1791 heralded a major cultural moment in Cuban 

history. The ensuing immigration reverberated throughout Cuba. The influx of French landowners 

and workers brought with them the means to drive the slumbering Cuba into the realisation of its 

                                                 
22

 Gott, R., Cuba, A new history, p. 42 
23

 Marques de la Torre, Felipe Fondesviela y Ondeano, was the governor between 1771- 1776. 
24 Martín Zequeria, M. & Rodríguez Fernández, E., La Habana; Guía de Arquitectura, (Consejeria Obras Andalucia, 

1998), p.72 
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Plate 25 – Calzada del Monte, Havana 
(Photo: Author) 

 
Plate 26 – Fountain of Nobel Havana 
(Photo: Author) 

 
Plate 27 – (Left to right) – The development of the Colonial house plan from the 17

th
 century to the 18

th
 

and 19
th

 centuries. 
(Weiss, J., Arquitectura colonial cubana; Siglos XVI a XIX, pp. 89, 195, 349) 
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potential. They brought with them the culture, architecture, agricultural expertise and experience 

of foreign trade. Energy injected altered Cuba from a country of small towns to a country of large, 

semi-industrial plantations of sugar and coffee using large numbers of slaves. By 1827 there were 

1,000 ingenios (sugar plantations) and 2,000 haciendas (coffee plantations) along with the 

flourishing tobacco and cattle trade. Cuba had finally become an „agribusiness‟
25

; the sugar 

industry began to influence politics and culture on the island. The French ideology materialised in 

the agriculture of the cafetales (coffee plantations) around Santiago de Cuba and in the 

architecture of Cienfuegos. The Neo-Classical style, subsequently developed and distorted over 

the ensuing years, was introduced by Etienne Sulpice
26

. Under Antonio La Torre in 1819, plans 

were made for the expansion of the capital beyond its city walls. New calzadas [PL. 25] were 

planned and built in the Neo-Classical style following existing routes such as the Zanja Real. The 

stylistic developments of colonnades offered protection for merchants selling their wares from 

below their casa almacén creating a distinct streetscape. However there was a disparity of 

construction reflected in the increasing urban/rural divide; there were many subsistence farms and 

provincial towns only slowly adopted the new styles. 

 

The 19
th

 century was the most prosperous century in Cuba‟s history, seen from the architectural 

masterpieces that lie in romantic ruins today. The decentralisation between Spain and Cuba began 

and the effects were seen in the rival works of the Spanish Governor General Miguel Tacón and of 

the Cuban Count of Villanueva between 1835 and 1840. These two men undertook some of the 

most important urban and architectural changes to occur during this period of Colonial Cuba. 

Tacón was responsible for the improvements in the reformation and implication of the law, 

building new jails and courts. He was responsible for social improvements such as new markets, 

theatres and the sewage system. Beautification was undertaken, a series of promenades, gardens 

and fountains were added, improving the condition of the city. Villanueva was at the same time 

carrying out a set of parallel plans of public works that included the introduction of the railroad in 

1837. In ordering the construction of the Fountain of Nobel Havana [PL. 26] he put his own stamp on 

the vistas of Havana. 

 

The metamorphosis of Colonial architecture mirrored these historical events. The early colonial 

houses were mainly earth and mud constructions with a plaster layer; materials began to change to 

stone in the 17
th

 century as the country began to prosper. Insecurity during the first 300 years led 

to a conscious fortification as houses focused inwards to the patio space that allowed greater 

                                                 
25

 Gott, R., Cuba, A new history, p. 42 
26

 Hernández, J. C. P., Inside Cuba, (Taschen, 2006), p. 301. Etienne Sulpice was the architect for the original Capitol 

Building and was living in Havana in 1800. The French American émigré, Louis D'Clouet founded Cienfuegos in 

1819 bringing further Neo-Classical influences. 
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Plate 28 – Casa Diego 

Velázquez 

The tejaroz – the terracotta 

tiles and cornice is visible 

along the roof line.  
(Photo: Author) 

 
Plate 29 – techos de alfarjes  

Evident Moorish influences in the carved 

timber roofs.  
(Llanes, L., The Houses of Old Cuba, (Thames and 
Hudson, 2008), p.36) 

 

 
Plate 30 - Casa de Francisco de Basaba 

(1728 / 1841) 

The balcony stretches along the length 

of the facade as confidence of Havana’s 

safety increased.  (Photo: Author) 

 
Plate 31 – The zaguán for the Palacio del 

Segundo Cabo  
(Photo: Author) 

 
Plate 32 – The barrotes or window 

grills that developed outside the 

windows. 
(Photo: Author) 

 

 

 
Plate 33 – Persiennes and a 

mediopunto above. 
(Photo: Author) 
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ventilation and light to penetrate the houses. Buildings adapted mudéjar traditions
27

 for the local 

conditions. Roofs developed with, outside, the characteristic tejaroz
28

 [PL. 28] and, inside, the timber 

techos de alfarjes
29

 [PL. 29]. Some of the finest mudéjar examples can be found at Casa de Diego 

Velázquez in Santiago de Cuba; the mudéjar technique developed through the Colonial period with 

increasing beauty. Its influence also spread with the development of the balcony that began to 

appear on facades as these insecurities faded – well illustrated in the Casa de Francisco de Basaba 

in Vieja (1728 / 1841) [PL. 30].  

 

Ornamentation was limited to doors and windows which became progressively larger and by the 

19
th

 century often extended from floor to ceiling – exemplified in Trinidad. This was in turn 

reflected the increasing height of rooms, adapting further to climatic necessities. The zaguán, the 

entrance hall had been evolving from the late 17
th

 century, getting wider to allow for the 

developments of transport. It was first seen in Casa Obra Pía and is one particular feature that 

exemplifies the decay of detail found especially in the 1970s housing developments.  The barrotes 

and persiennes
30

 [PL. 32&33] developed, to adapt to current stylistic trends and requirements for 

security from foreign invasion. With this increased security came further developments of the 

deep, rich chiaroscuro decoration around doors and windows, the simple flat walls further 

emphasising this decoration. The beautiful mediopuntos [PL. 33] began as timber fanlights above 

openings to aid ventilation. As the centuries progressed these were adapted to include coloured 

glass maximising the aesthetic effects of the light. 

 

Ideas of independence grew throughout the 19
th

 century with opinion split between independence 

from Spain and annexation by the United States. After 100 years of prosperity, Carlos Manuel de 

Céspedes freed the slaves on his estate in October 1868 marking the beginning the Wars of 

Independence unleashing destructive decay with enough energy to change the state of Cuban 

architecture. Silver in Mexico dried up forcing Cuba to support the Spanish empire. The 

destruction of the ingenios, haciendas and any property that aided the Spanish economy left Cuba 

at one of its lowest economic ebbs. By 1878, only 1 of the 100 sugar mills operating in Camagüey 

ten years earlier was still functioning; 23 ingenios and 15 haciendas were destroyed in 1869 

alone
31

. Political energy led to further architectural changes; in Bayamo, patriotic citizens chose to 

                                                 
27

 Mudéjar is the name given to the Moors that had dominated parts of Spain for eight centuries, and describes the 

style of architecture and decoration that has strong Moorish influences. This style was prevalent due to large 

immigration from Andalusia. 
28

 Terracotta cornice with Moorish traditions  
29

 Ornately carved timber roof beams with Moorish traditions. 
30

 Adapted from Andalusia, the barred windows developed from the simple opening covers to ornate decorative 

openings that allowed ventilation and security whilst allowing passers-by to see into the houses of merchants. See [PL. 

32] 
31

 Gott, R., Cuba, A new history, p. 79 
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Plate 34 – Bayamo  

The city lacks any continuity of style in its architecture. 
(Photo: Author) 
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burn their city to the ground rather than let it be retaken by the Spanish [PL 34]. The repercussions 

are seen today in a city that lacks any unity of a style. 

 

José Martí‟s political statement in 1871 - „The hands of every nation must remain free, for the 

untrammelled development of the country, in accordance with its distinctive nature and with its 

individual elements‟
32

 summarised the sentiment of his fellow countrymen. He realised that 

America viewed Cuba as „a desirable possession‟ despite being „unruly, lazy and worthy of scorn‟. 

Spanish proposals to hand greater power to Cuba were undermined by instability in Spain. 

Destructive repression became the only way to maintain control of the island and General Weyler 

was dispatched from Madrid. The first concentration camps were introduced in an attempt to 

isolate the freedom of movement of those in the mountains. This displacement from settlements 

had longer term problems as many were forced into unprepared urban areas that soon became 

slums. Antonio Maceo was killed in 1896 and by 1897 the guerrillas were on the defensive. The 

assassination of the reformist Antonio Cánovas in June 1897 made way for a more liberal leader 

and Weyler was forced to resign. The success Spain had gained under Weyler was lost and the 

balance shifted back to the rebels. and mounting economic costs left Spain unable to fight. 

American presence had been slowly growing; the urban landscape around the ingenios in 

Matanzas displayed increasingly American characteristics in town planning. In 1898 the USS 

Maine sank with the loss of 258 American soldiers
33

 giving the US an excuse to declare war on 

Spain. Within a few weeks American intervention had achieved the decoupling from Spain for 

which the Cubans had been fighting for thirty years. The countryside lay in ruins, the economy in 

tatters. The Spanish Colony had become an American Neo-colony.  

 

 

                                                 
32

 Gott, R., Cuba, A new history, p. 84 
33

 Ibid, p. 99 
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3. 1898-1958 – The Cuban Republic 

 

Cuba increased in prosperity until the start of the Wars of Independence in 1868. Architecturally a 

balance of Spanish Baroque and the Neo-Classical had been established as the styles of choice and 

the houses followed a form that had evolved with the functionality of their times. Though of 

different aesthetics, the architecture had a continuity and reference to the city-scape. The energy 

channelled by the Wars of Independence enabled an architectural decoupling from Colonial 

developments. This chapter traces the changes from the unity established in Colonial Cuba into the 

rich range of styles that have followed. The politics and economics behind this period were 

heavily dominated by the Americans whose influence developed during the course of these sixty 

years. 

 

3.1 American Intervention and the birth of the Cuban Republic  

 

During the final half of the 19
th

 century successive United States governments offered Madrid 

risible sums for the island that had been identified as desirable for its arable riches. Following the 

successful US invasion in 1898, Cuba underwent four years of American occupation. The Teller 

Amendment dictated that the stay should not be permanent but a combination of Elihu Root‟s 

ideas and Orville Platt‟s Amendment
34

 to the nascent 1902 constitution would see Cuba tied to its 

near neighbours for the next 56 years and would humiliate Cubans long after it was abrogated in 

1934. Tomás Palma, the first Cuban President, was just one of a series of leaders in a period of 

Cuban history that was characterised by „endless violence, dramatic corruption, military revolts 

and gangsterism‟
35

. The US “liberation” of the island only strengthened social divisions, wealth 

increasing very selectively, reflected in the buildings constructed. 

  

Sartre noted in his visit to Cuba soon after the 1959 Revolution that wealth in Cuba meant the soil, 

and that it had given several families extreme wealth with virtual nobility. He went on to highlight 

the duality of a sugar monoculture and the huge dependence and poverty
36

, so characterised in the 

architectural divide of this period. The wealth accumulated by the Spanish barons of the 1800s 

was held by the Americans during the first twenty years of the 20
th

 century, particularly during the 

“fat years” of World War I as Cuban business began to be sidelined. Increased investment through  

 

                                                 
34

 Elihu Root was Secretary for War from 1899-1904. He had the idea of binding the two countries with a series of 
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Plate 35 – The Malecón  

The famous waterfront has been steady eroded by the constant barrage of 

changing weather. 
(Photo: Author) 

 
Plate 36 - Asociación de Dependientes del Comercio (1907) 
(Martín Zequeria, M. & Rodríguez Fernández, E., La Habana; Guía de Arquitectura, p.158) 
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the first half of the 20
th

 century saw the Cuban people further burdened by the US incumbency and 

the high risk policy of focussing on the production of a single seasonal crop – sugar, highly 

sensitive to external trade and environmental factors. America‟s imports of Cuban sugar rose from 

550 tons in 1910 to 3,923,000 tons in 1924, with an estimated value of $193m
37

. American 

investments into agriculture developed a superabundance of raw sugar that was not even processed 

locally leaving Cubans dependent on the quotas and investment from the US as American firms 

blocked further diversification. By 1958 essential foods accounted for 22.5% of imports and Cuba 

had a trade deficit of $43.5m
38

. The Americans did inject considerable money to develop urban 

real estate but this was done at the cost of rural communities which became workshops and 

warehouses for a foreign power. Cuban commercial and industrial activities stagnated benefiting 

little from the foreign investment. By 1920, 25% of arable land was held by foreign sugar 

companies
39

. A plantation colony had quietly been formed and Cuba had become a „diabetic 

monster‟
40

 with deep social and economic problems. The architecture of the Republic reflected 

this American domination. 

 

American engineering and development firms drove sprawling suburbanisation
41

 forward with a 

wave of new money; new monuments and developments were instigated. Work on the famous 

Malecón [PL. 35] in Havana began in 1901, now a monument to „romantic decay‟ but so nearly 

wrecked in the 1950s plans. American imported automobiles caused increasing problems in the 

old city, not designed for such transport though they were readily integrated into the new wide 

streets of Vedado and later, further west, in Miramar. Pockets of wealth were in stark contrast with 

deteriorating standards of living for the poor now occupying once opulent districts. The 

environment and the poor were exploited when there was profit to be made.  

 

In the first two decades, Cuba saw the rise of Art Nouveau, and later Art Deco. The geometric 

designs were often simplified from their European counterparts in similar fashion to the Cuban 

Baroque 200 years before. In the 1940s American influenced, proto-rationalist, Streamlined Art 

Deco was replaced by further simplification with the adaptations of the International Style. The 

Spaniards that remained tried to reassert their presence, building refined and elegant buildings that 

harked back to their former glories in the areas of the old city walls, as seen in the Asociación de 

Dependientes del Comercio (1907) [PL.36] but, following the collapse of the economy at the end of 

World War I their influence finally waned. The governments also used this interlude of prosperity  
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Plate 37 – Capitolio (1910-1929)  
(Photo: Author) 

 
Plate 38 – Presidential Palace (1920) 
(Photo: Author) 

 
Plate 39 – ‘Havana is the city of facades’ 
(Photo: Author) 
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to construct monuments within the existing built fabric; the impressive Neo-Classical Capitolio 

(1910-1929) [PL. 37] – inspired by its counterpart in Washington and adapted by Cuban architects – 

adorned the Parque Central in Havana. The new Presidential Palace (1920) [PL. 38] was constructed 

in an Eclectic style and decorated by Tiffany‟s of New York
42

. American influence was clear in 

the replication of the Capitol and through the constant use of US firms such as Purdy and 

Henderson, Walker and Gillete and others. History was beginning to be forgotten as foreign 

developers were released from the „tyrannical burden‟. 

 

The 20
th

 century witnessed the greatest amount of building in the island‟s history and with it the 

remains of the Spanish colony were left behind and forgotten. Vieja fell into disrepair as focus 

shifted away from the already overcrowded area. Much of the „romantic decay‟ therefore pre-dates 

the embargo in 1962. The University of Havana was relocated, hinging Centro and Vedado. Using 

the plan designed by Luis Yboleón in 1859, Vedado [PL.40] began to develop, emerging from the 

damaging effects of The Wars of Independence. The regulated 100m by 100m grid with 400 

blocks mapped out the area west of Centro fitting into the older urban fabric of calzadas. With 

16m wide roads and parternes this is seen as some of the best colonial planning. The broad grid 

allowed the random insertion of single houses (as opposed to the traditional developments of 

complete blocks) in an eclectic variety of styles as land was bought and developed thus avoiding 

the destructive process that was happening in parts of the historic centre. The „entropic 

irreversibility of time‟ had its effect on the merchants who, fallen on hard times, were forced to 

sell their land piecemeal causing the loss of the homogeneity and social geography that had 

developed over the previous 400 years.  

 

The nouveau riche expressed their new found wealth in an eclectic mix of styles as the old colonial 

casa almacén [PL. 13] was rejected as unnecessary. These developments in Vedado [PL. 40] signalled 

the end of the Colonial constancy that gave Vieja the homogeneity it retains today. Alejo 

Carpentier noted, „Havana is the city of facades‟ [PL. 39] and city of „estilo sin estilo‟
43

 – a city of „a 

style without coherence‟. Architecture had begun to lose its depth as displays of taste and riches 

overtook the functionality that had shaped Colonial buildings. As these areas were irregularly 

developed, the strict planning laws of 1861
44

 became increasingly relaxed. Bare partition walls 

became starkly exposed. A lassitude entered the built environment as poorer houses were masked 

behind thin classical veneers. Stylistic changes occurred in other places; Calzada del Monte [PL. 25]  
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in Havana lost its unity given by the porticoed colonnades to American-influenced concrete two 

storey buildings. 

 

Little was done to help the ever degrading housing stock of the poor. In 1910, under President José 

Miguel Gomez, 2000 houses were planned in Marianao. By 1913 only 950 had been finished; 

these lacked storm sewers and were made from flimsy materials and the area ended up becoming a 

slum notorious for its frequent outbreaks of disease
45

. The solares inhabited by the poor received 

only minimal aid to repair the decaying structures around them. Eviction laws and high rents gave 

occupants little incentive to help themselves. By October 1929 the situation for the rich had 

radically improved in stark contrast to the abject poverty of many around them, an example of an 

„interdependent opposite‟. The city was spreading outwards rapidly trying to accommodate the 

burgeoning population. The country had become irretrievably bound to the US as sugar production 

further increased
46

. 

 

The American occupation (1898-1902) carried out much needed improvements to the built fabric 

of the country. Water mains, street lights, telephone and gas systems, sewage and rubbish systems 

were all improved, many streets were paved for the first time and the electric street car was 

introduced. Although the introduction of telephones and cables saw further distancing of US firms 

who no longer needed offices in Cuban cities, foreign investment did not all slip away; railways 

and roads were extended and companies like the Hershey Company did much to improve the 

infrastructure around its investments. New materials of tile and cement were introduced and were 

to have a huge effect on the aesthetics that developed over the next fifty years with further 

detrimental effects to the consistency achieved by the Spanish. The presence of the American 

investors heavily influenced the built environment, planning and aesthetics as their money became 

the backbone of the building industry. 

 

3.2 A ‘true’ Cuban Republic 

 

As direct political power from American waned in these middle years of the Republic, US 

aesthetic and economic power remained. Land speculation increased uncertainty; sprawl and 

corruption grew. Diametrically opposed examples of consistency and quality in the built 

environment became increasingly evident. 
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Plate 40 – Vedado, Havana 
(Photo: Author) 

 
Plate 41 – Miramar, Havana 
(Photo: Author) 

 
Plate 42 – Vista Alegre, Santiago de Cuba 
(Photo: Author) 
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The economic crisis of 1920 saw sugar prices slump from 20¢ to just 3¢ a pound
47

; however by 

World War II Cuba was once again enjoying a construction boom. This rollercoaster was similarly 

mirrored in politics and society as vast changes and uncertainties were experienced. The Wall 

Street Crash of 1929 cut the value of sugar imports to just $40m by 1932
48

. General Machado, 

President from 1925 to 1933, was removed when a bus workers‟ strike escalated from a general 

strike to a coup d‟état led by the future dictator, Fulgencio Batista. Repression and violence 

became part of political life though this internal conflict passed unseen by the increasing stream of 

tourists. They in turn were to shape the island‟s architecture as greater modernism was demanded. 

Grand state projects were used to absorb large quantities of unemployed; the Capitolio [PL.37] and 

the construction of the Carraterra Central (Central Highway) were two such examples. In 

November 1939, elections were held for the Assembly and the Constitution of 1940 was 

subsequently introduced. Its progressive social-democratic content contained for the first time 

articles on urban planning and construction on a local and regional scale and gave provision for 

low cost housing and industry. 

 

The constitution forced proposals to improve the poor housing stock and some evidence of 

improvement was seen under Ramón Grau. In 1939 only $9m was spent on private housing and by 

1946 this had improved to $36m
49

. However as in 1910, public commissions once again missed 

the neediest. The quantity and quality of the low income housing progressively got worse seen in 

the proliferation of tenement blocks at Las Yaguas and La Tambora. The Barrio Residential 

Obrero de Luyanó by Mario Romañach, Martínez Inclán and Antonio Quintana had proposed 

1500 homes and eight four storey apartments with sites, services and green spaces and yet at the 

inauguration there were just 177 homes and only a few sites and services
50

. The money spent by 

Grau on the improvement of public services reached $80m per year using many of the rural 

workers during the tiempo muerto
51

. It was however mainly American firms that benefited and 

influenced these alterations to Cuba's urban landscape leaving the state of local industry and 

commerce in a state of atrophy. 

 

American influence continued to dominate the built environment. After the Depression foreign 

owned arable land rose to 78%. America invested $1.5 billion into the country but tied Cuba with 

loans to pay for improved crops. Vedado’s boom began to slow and speculation developed on land 

west of the Almendares River in the area that is now Miramar [PL. 41]. Miramar, much like 
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Plate 45 – The Bacardi Building (1930) 
(Photo: Author) 

 
Plate 43 – Hotel National, (1930) 
(Photo: Author) 

 
Plate 44 - Santísima Trinidad 

Episcopal church 
(Photo: Author) 

 
Plate 46 – Instituto de la Habana (1924) 
(Martín Zequeria, M. & Rodríguez Fernández, E., La 
Habana; Guía de Arquitectura, p.142) 

 
Plate 47 - Lonja del Comercio (1909) 
(Photo: Author) 

 



The Metamorphosis of Cuban Architecture; development, decay and opportunity 43 

 

Vista Alegre in Santiago de Cuba [PL. 42], developed a Neo-Classical style interspersed with some 

modern additions. These areas were set back further from the roads then in Vedado allowing more 

green space. However these developments encouraged the sprawl of single family residents 

straining the city‟s transport routes and diluting the polycentric nature of both cities. These houses 

often lacked the quality of those constructed 100 years before and many were stylistically simply 

transplanted from Europe or America. New commissions were awarded mostly to American 

contractors whose output frequently looked as though they would have „fitted into 1940‟s 

Hollywood‟
52

 forsaking adaption to the adverse climate. By now the counter argument to 

Smithson‟s views was beginning to manifest itself as many buildings began to look tired, suffering 

from both functional decay as these poorly detailed buildings quickly deteriorated and 

aesthetically, as designs lacked any particular style. Vedado was developing a more complex 

social structure as the poor, this time, moved into low quality buildings hidden behind mass 

produced concrete capitals and ornamentation.  

 

American architects bullied fashion and by the 1930s the influence of a „universal style‟ such as 

the Hotel National (1930) [PL. 43] by McKim, Mead & White was replacing more sensitive 

American developments exemplified the regional classicism of Bertram Goodhue‟s Santísima 

Trinidad Episcopal church
53

 [PL. 44]. The 1930s was the swansong for Eclectic architecture in Cuba 

demonstrated in new commissions. Many of the Art Deco designs elsewhere in the city showed 

exemplary adaption to the climate and needs of society and added hugely to the built environment. 

The Bacardi Building (1930) [PL. 45], built in the space of the old walls exemplified the high quality 

of construction that was being achieved in many buildings at the time. The homogeneity of the 

streetscape continued to decline and with it a greater decadence was displayed as the demand for 

private property overtook communal developments. Architecturally the language of areas began to 

deviate; the colonial houses that had slowly evolved were left to rot whilst, infilling around them, 

the government were invading this historic core with Modern and Art Deco buildings. The 

insertion of an American-style financial centre within the confines of the old city further damaged 

this fabric; Instituto de la Habana (1924) [PL. 46] and the Lonja del Comercio (1909) [PL. 47] are two 

more sensitive examples. Insensitive developments, losing historical „sentimentalities‟, continue 

through the 1950s as convents and old masterpieces such as the Tacón jail were first sold to the 

public and then left to rot. The Santo Domingo Convent was replaced by a banal office 

development
54

 and Plaza Vieja’s [PL. 48] beauty of a car park below the square. The political  
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54

 Details from conversations with Pablo Fornet at the Office of the City Historians. This was rectified in 1995 and 

now stands proudly as it did with the original fountain design in the centre. 
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Plate 48 – Plaza Vieja, Havana, pre 1995 

The car park was located beneath the square. Today a fountain has been placed in the middle and trees 

planted around the sides. 
(Scarpaci, J., Segre, R. & Coyula, M., Havana; Two Faces of the Antillean Metropolis, (University of North Carolina Press, 2002), p. 321) 
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and economic sway held by US business in Cuba underlined the growing Cuban belief that the 

American city was the paradigm of progress. 

 

Little regard was being given to the surrounding environment. As in the first decades of the 

century, developments were fragmented often failing to allow for sufficient green space. By 1958  

it was estimated that there was just 1.1m
2
 of green space per person in Havana. During the last 

fifty years this has been improved to 14m
2
 through the creation of new parks such as Parque 

Lenin, the Almendares Park and the Botanic Gardens
55

. There were efforts to improve the 

conditions in the city; under Jean Claude Nicolas Forestier the Havana Extension and 

Embellishment project (1926-1928) was proposed. His work on Paseo del Prado (1929) [PL. 21] 

improved what the Spanish had started, giving greater axial strength between Parque Central and 

the Malecón. He proposed connecting other points across the city with a series of „diagonals and 

rounds‟ and centralising government buildings at the Loma de los Catalanes [PL. 57] (nowadays the 

Plaza de la Revolution) using a series of tree lined avenues and parks to improve the deteriorating 

ecological situation. Most important was his attempt to retain something of the human scale to the 

burgeoning city. Land speculation made development difficult and much of Forestier‟s plans were 

not realised. Havana was becoming a Caribbean metropolis dominating an otherwise 

underdeveloped country.  

 

3.3 A Dictator: Fulgencio Batista 

 

The final years of the Republic witnessed corruption and decadence on a scale yet unseen, under 

the influence of a dictator and the American mafia. Monumentality in planning and construction 

displayed the increasing International Modernist influences. Political and architectural reaction – 

the search for Cubanidad begun during this period – was only fully realised in the aftermath of the 

1959 Revolution. 

 

Fulgencio Batista was at the forefront of Cuban politics for 25 years before his eventual downfall 

during Fidel Castro‟s revolution. He led the coup d‟état in 1933, worked behind the scenes with 

successive presidents and led the country as president from 1940-1944. His term from 1952-1958 

was the „most polarised, corrupt, violent and undemocratic‟
56

 term of any Cuban republican 

government. Recognized by the US and supported by the army he was able to cancel elections and 

suspend the right to strike thus rejecting the important Constitution of 1940. Amongst the political 

turmoil American banks, plantations and public service companies continued to thrive. In 1953 
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Plate 49 – The staircase to nowhere. Hotel Havana Riviera, Havana 
(http://www.havanabeforecastro.com/downloads/chpt-12-havana-riviera-pgs-182-192.pdf) 

 

 
Plate 50 – La Rampa 
(Photo: Author) 

http://www.havanabeforecastro.com/downloads/chpt-12-havana-riviera-pgs-182-192.pdf
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Fidel Castro and the 26
th

 July Movement launched the failed Moncada Barracks attack catapulting 

him into the spotlight. He defended himself with his „History will absolve me‟ speech. The speech 

identified many of the problems encountered under the Republican governments
57

. Batista‟s 

ongoing suppression saw the closure of those bodies that challenged him. Arquitectos Unidos, a 

Cuban architectural practice and forum for debate, was closed in 1955. Castro was forced to flee to 

Mexico to prepare for his Granma landing on 2
nd

 December 1956 leading to the successful 

Revolution of 1959. 

 

The mob leader Meyer Lansky lived by the motto „too much is never enough‟. The Hotel Havana 

Riviera [PL. 49] with its staircase leading to nowhere and its opulent decoration is but one example 

of the decadence that the mafia encouraged. The presence of the mafia in Havana in particular, 

under Lansky and Charles „Lucky‟ Luciano led to a moral degradation within society that was 

reflected in the new typology of architecture introduced into Cuba. Narcotics, gambling and 

prostitution became rife. Tourism increased from 20,667 in 1934 to a $51.3m industry in 1953 

attracting 191,875 people a year
58

. With it came an undesirable culture of exploitation. Even the 

music of Cuba was being invaded by the fox-trot and boogie
59

. Tourism developed too strong an 

influence not to leave an indelible print on Cuba‟s architecture. New modernist cinemas, hotels 

and offices along La Rampa [PL. 50] exemplify the range in quality of designs and construction. The 

intrusion of nondescript hotels along the white sands of Varadero destroyed the tranquil timber 

and local stone summer residences. A new typology of building was introduced; the developments 

of large decadent casinos. The mafia encouraged and ran the brothels that by 1958 covered 50 

hectares of the city
60

, often in areas that were once home to the rich, exploiting the poor and 

uneducated rural communities that had little choice other than to sell themselves or die. The levels 

of corruption increased. By the 1950s corruption was entrenched amongst developers as contracts 

became mixed up in shady deals, often bypassing architects who merely signed the necessary 

documents. This resulted in poorly constructed buildings that took little heed of historical lessons 

of design and adaption. 

 

During the 1950s the International style and the efforts of simplification of Le Corbusier and 

Frank Lloyd Wright began to develop. Modernism took over from the streamlined Art Deco and 

was particularly prevalent in Vedado. The new graduates, including Ricardo Porro, of the 

University of Havana were encouraged to reject links to history, infamously burning Vignola‟s 
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Plate 51 – Casa Schulthess 
(http://penultimosdias.com/wp-content/uploads/2008/10/casa-schulthess.jpg) 

 
Plate 55 - Casa Falla Bonet (1939) 
(http://www.arkitekturnet.dk/.../Villa_Falla_Bonet_patioen.jpg) 

 
Plate 56 - Casa Pérez Farfante 

(1955) 
(Hernández, J. C. P., Inside Cuba, (Taschen, 
2006), p.198) 

 
Plate 52 – La Focsa (1956) 
(Photo: Author) 

 

 
Plate 53 - Havana Hilton (1958)  

After the Revolution the 

building was renamed the Hotel 

Habana Libre 
(Photo: Author) 

 

 
Plate 54 - Retiro Odontológico (1953)  

The Hotel Habana Libre stands 

behind. 
(Photo: Author) 
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books as a demonstration of support for Modernism. Leading world figures visited, built and 

advised across the country. Walter Gropius visited in 1945; Richard Neutra built amongst other 

projects Casa Schulthess (1956) [PL. 51] and Mies van der Rohe had drawings on the board for the 

Bacardi Headquarters in Santiago de Cuba when the Revolution swept Cuba and altered the 

architectural language once again. Ley de Propriedad Horizontal (1952) allowed developers to 

ignore the well set out laws that had given Vedado much of its coherence and allowed a series of 

high-rises to spring up indiscriminately. The 35 storeys of La Focsa (1956) [PL. 52], the Havana 

Hilton (1958) [PL. 53] and the Retiro Odontológico (1953) [PL. 54] towered high above the Havana 

skyline, but when Havana‟s skyline was observed „the eye tried to unite them [skyscrapers], but 

they escaped. [There is] no unity, each one is for itself.‟
61

 Proposals for more skyscrapers would 

have continued (blocking essential cooling sea breezes) had it not been for the Revolution. The 

progression of modern styles had increasingly ignored the essential „three P‟ details of patios, 

porticos and persiennes that so successfully adapted buildings to the adverse climate
62

. The once 

unitary architectural image of Colonial Cuba was developing into a complex mix of styles at times 

losing Cuban identity. It was the political and ideological changes as a result of the Revolution that 

addressed this loss. 

 

There was a movement during this time that tried to rediscover Cubanidad – the essence of Cuba. 

The Creole culture, first introduced with slave imports, had had little influence on the built 

environment. However the concept of “Creol-isation” was beginning to be explored in the early 

20
th

 century in the literature of Nicolás Guillen. In the art of Wifredo Lam and Amelia Peláez the 

heritage and history referred to the common culture of Africans and Europeans. The three P‟s 

exemplified adaption to the individual nature of the island in architecture but machismo and 

guajiro (sensuality) were also important factors. José Antonio Saco (1797-1879) realised the early 

significance of Cubanidad as a way of escaping Spanish dominance and US annexation. In the 

1920s Pedro Martinez Inclán, Francisco Prat Puig and Joaquín Weiss continued the early 

preservation of Cubanidad. During the 1940s there were a series of lectures, exhibitions and 

discussions on the identification and development of this idea
63

. Ricardo Porro, although a 

supporter of modernism, viewed much of Vedado’s developments as „cocacolonialismo‟
64

 and 

sought a more regionalist architectural legacy, an „Arquitectura Criolla’ as a way of halting the 

aesthetic deterioration which resulted from the confusion of styles. There was at the same time 
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Plate 57 – The high-rise skyline of Havana with the Loma de 

los Catalanes in the foreground.  
(Photo: Author) 

Plate 58 – Further 1950s intrusions 

into the existing built fabric lacked 

any reference to the existing 

surrounds. 
(Photo: Author) 

 
Plate 59 – Sert’s ‘Pilot Plan’  

Above are the proposals for altering Vieja’s existing blocks. Below is the 

overall masterplan with the island visible to the left. 
(Scarpaci, J., Segre, R. & Coyula, M., Havana; Two Faces of the Antillean Metropolis, p.85) 
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a strain of experimental projects that explored these ideas in parallel to Modernist ideology and 

created much of the richness of 1950s architecture. Eugenio Batista at Casa Falla Bonet (1939) [PL. 

55] took highly sensitive abstractions of colonial precedents and placed them into modern 

renditions. Frank Martinéz at Casa Pérez Farfante (1955) [PL. 56] „successfully combined 

Corbusian syntax with Cuban architecture‟
65

 as louvers and glass were incorporated into the 

reinforced concrete structure on pilotis, to create a soaring central space encouraging cross 

ventilation. The organic influence of Lloyd Wright was seen in Porro‟s Casa Villegas (1954); a 

more personal expression was developed later in his work on the Escuelas Nacionales de Arte 

(National Schools of Art) [PL. 60]. 

 

In the 1950s masterplans were proposed to develop and update Havana. The construction of the 

tunnel that linked El Morro to Vieja in 1958 opened up access to undeveloped land to the east. 

Land speculation increased and with it uncertainty that stunted unified successful developments. 

The so called „Pilot plan‟ [PL. 59] put forward by José Luis Sert, President of CIAM
66

 1947-56, 

commissioned by the Junta National de Planificación (1955) only increased the detrimental 

effects of this speculation. The plan was symptomatic of the lack of understanding of what was 

required in Havana. Proposals included creating an artificial island across the Malecón housing 

casinos and hotels which would have only fuelled further land speculation and driven elevated 

rents higher. Sert‟s design was a prosaic distortion of Le Corbusier‟s Cité des Affaires in Buenos 

Aires proposing that the only way to stave off decay in the area was to return focus to the 

riverfront with an artificial island and five skyscrapers. Other proposals were to transform the 

historic core of Vieja from its homogeneity of narrow colonial streets and tranquil plazas to 

include limited highways, wide streets, artificial squares and parking garages that would have 

clashed with the traditional framework. The schemes were contrary to his message which he set 

out in The Heart of the City which emphasises the importance of traditions
67

. Once again it was 

the energy injected by the arrival of the Revolution that halted Sert‟s plans.  

 

By the end of the Republic, Cuba and Havana displayed huge disparity and contradictions. 

Suburbanisation and sprawl continued without the mandate of a masterplan. Between 1953-1958 

75% of growth was in the periphery of cities
68

. Peri-urban standards declined and shanties that 

sprung up were prone to flooding, had poor access and near to noxious facilities. Meanwhile the 

Malecón and Quinta Avenida in Miramar became wealthy attractive enclaves leaving Vieja and 

Centro to deteriorate. The urban/rural divide and the inequality between centre and periphery had 
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steadily widened throughout the Republic and was one of the first tasks of rectification carried out 

by the socialist government. By 1958 four in five rural dwellings were bohíos, there was just one 

physician to every 2550 people and only 3% of dwellings had running water. 83% of construction 

took place in Havana as opposed to just 3% in Camagüey, a city a 9
th

 of the size
69

.The economic 

bondage to the Americans had reached disproportionate levels; US interests owned 40% of the 

sugar industry, 90% of electricity and telephone companies and 50% of the railroads
70

. The 

dependence on a single crop had long since passed a sustainable level and would continue to 

cripple the economy for another forty years. 

 

The American presence had had a greater effect on the island‟s architecture than the previous 400 

years. The period ushered in new styles that diversified the urban landscape. A lacklustre attitude 

developed in the less sensitive masterplans and Modernist developments. Nonetheless there was 

evidence of successful integration of new International Modernist ideas with Cuban nuances. The 

older building stock had lapsed into a poor state of repair which contributed as much to the present 

notion of decay as the following fifty years of socialism.  
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Plate 60 – The site plan for the National Schools of Arts 
(Loomis, J., Revolution of forms; Cuba’s Forgotten Art Schools, (Princeton Architectural Press, 1999), p.25) 

 

 
Plate 61 – Bóveda catalane (Catalan vault 

construction) 
(Photo: Author) 

 
Plate 62 – School of Modern Dance 
(Photo: Author) 
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4. Revolutionary Cuba 

 

Much has been written about the events of the last fifty years. This chapter uses the examples of 

two less well explored constructions, the National Schools of Arts (“The Schools”) [PL. 60] and the 

microbrigades and prefabricated developments of the 1960s and 1970s as more recent examples to 

demonstrate the developments in Socialist Cuba. 

 

Duchamp‟s „entropic irreversibility of time‟ once again is seen in a positive light. The arrival of 

the Revolution halted the uncontrolled developments of the American engineers and architects. 

The potential destruction of the integrity of Havana and other cities across the country came to an 

end. The deterioration of the housing stock has been traced back to before the fall of Batista; much 

of the housing that the Revolution inherited was already in poor decay. 

 

The Revolution introduced new enthusiasm and a utopian vision. One of the architects for The 

Schools, Ricardo Porro, described the situation saying, „I was in love with the Revolution and it 

was this emotional response that prompted a new direction in my architecture‟
71

. The architecture 

of the Schools represents the best of Revolutionary architecture. The search for Cubanidad that 

had started during the Republic was given new validity. Porro was able to realise his two ideals for 

exceptional work, that it should have social merit and embody Cuban tradition. The first of these, 

the social merit, was impossible during the Republic due to the capitalist nature of society and 

developers‟ greed for financial return. Under the socialist government, projects benefited the wider 

community.  

 

The Schools design, a collaboration between Roberto Gottardi, Vittorio Garatti and Porro, shared 

their common aim to look for an architecture that reflected the history, politics and reformation of 

architecture – the essence Cuban architects strove for when seeking Cubanidad. Education was at 

the heart of socialist revolutionary fervour and the surviving young generation of architects rose to 

the challenge. The Revolution forced the emigration of a generation of prospering architects that 

was to have much longer reaching implications. From 1961, the architects had to find alternative 

materials owing to the lack of reinforced concrete that had driven the architecture of the Republic; 

brick and tiles were chosen. The choice of bóveda catalana (Catalan vault construction) [PL. 61] 

meant that the versatility of form so important to these architects could be realised. The architects 

explored the ideas of Cubanidad in a rich diversity of forms abandoning the strict rigours of 

history yet retaining the essential lessons learnt in design adaption. Porro‟s Modern Dance School 

[PL.62], conceived in the „romantic stage‟ of the Revolution in the early 1960s exalts the emotional  
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Plate 63 – School of Plastic Arts 
(Loomis, J., Revolution of forms; Cuba’s Forgotten Art Schools, p.59) 

 
Plate 64 – School of Ballet 
(Loomis, J., Revolution of forms; Cuba’s Forgotten Art Schools, p.149) 

 
Plate 65 – ‘Tikal of Cuba’ 
(Watercolour: Author) 



The Metamorphosis of Cuban Architecture; development, decay and opportunity 57 

 

explosion of national identity. His Plastic Arts School [PL.63] explored the multicultural heritage of 

a hybrid Cuban baroque and the more matriarchal African culture that manifested itself in the 

village type plan with a sensuality of the domes and fountains, developing the idea of patio spaces 

and cross ventilation between different parts. The School of Ballet (by Vittorio Garatti) [PL. 64] 

addressed more obvious historical precedents in a modern setting; the brick persiennes and high 

mediopuntos characteristic of Colonial construction in Trinidad allowed the flow of air and 

dappled light to filter in. The Schools conception was far from smooth; the October Crisis in 1962 

and the ensuing embargo made construction harder as labour was diverted to defend the country. 

Changes abroad in third world countries increased pressure on Cuba
72

 and forced change in its 

social priorities. Without a clear programme and without directors for certain buildings the project 

progress was slow. The Schools have remained in the same unfinished state since their 

inauguration in July 1965. The ensuing decay, a result of its abandonment and underuse, 

encapsulates further the „romantic decay‟ of Cuba. The „Tikal of Cuba‟
73

 [PL. 65], ruins of past 

glories, memorials to the passions invoked by the Revolution, stand in the wilds of the once 

opulent Country Club. The Music School and School of Modern Dance are still functional and 

children walk across the long grass between them but the remaining three Schools are found only 

by accident among the vegetation that now covers these exciting designs. 

 

The exotic decay of The Schools is in stark contrast to the realities of the socialist concrete 

prefabricated housing that developed in response to the shortage of housing as part of the East 

Havana Neighbourhood Unit Plan (1963) and, later, the Desarrollo de Edifaciones Sociales y 

Agropecuarias (“DESA”)
74

. The Republic developed a hypertension between the affluent and 

poor. Castro‟s „History will absolve me‟ defence at the Moncada trial identified failings in the 

state of housing. The Revolution ended land speculation and with it the damaging profiteering and 

disruptive developments; rents were reduced and more houses were proposed for the working 

classes. The results have blighted outskirts of major cities and rural settlements created after the 

Revolution. The strengthening of relations with the USSR saw a domination of techniques and 

ideas similar to that which the US had had only 10 years earlier. Nikita Khrushchev encouraged 

Cuba to develop mass production and standardisation in the second half of the 1960s and through 

the 1970s. The prefabrication movement in Cuba received its major kick-start in the wake of the 

destructive Hurricane Flora in 1963 when the USSR gave Santiago de Cuba a „Gran Panel‟ 

prefabrication plant.   
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Plate 66 – Alamar, Havana 
(Photo: Author) 

 
Plate 67 – The distorted zaguán can be 

seen in the right bay of this house. 
(Photo: Author) 

 

 
Plate 68 – Communal spaces have 

developed alongside the main roads. 
(Photo: Author) 

                      
Plate 69 - José Martí District, Santiago de Cuba  

The poor design and detailing become more apparent inside (right). 
(Photos: Author) 

 
Plate 71 – Arroyo Blanco, Sancti 

Spíritus province 
(Photo: Author) 

 

 
Plate 70 - San Agustín, Havana 
(Photo: Author) 
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The government undertook many of these new „self help and mutual aid‟
75

 housing projects using 

the existing labour force which was organised into microbrigades of 33 people. These people 

would come from the same workplace, would be supplied with materials from the government and 

be supervised by a project leader from the Ministry of Construction who dictated locations for 

developments. Lack of skills, due to the exodus of trained architects, and poor craft construction 

meant that the final quality often fell far below expected levels. The microbrigades absorbed some 

of the over employment that was weighing down the efficiency of Cuba‟s industry and by 1975 

there were 1153 microbrigades involved in 30,000 projects
76

. After completion the houses were 

divided by the worker collective which would decide who would be the recipients of the dwellings 

based on labour, social merits and needs.  

 

130,000 of these houses were completed in Alamar [PL. 66] as part of DESA. Other such examples 

include the developments of José Martí district [PL. 69] in Santiago de Cuba, San Agustín [PL. 70] in 

Havana and the houses of rural settlements such as Arroyo Blanco [PL. 71] in Sancti Spíritus 

province. The projects exemplify the functional decay expressed by Alvaro Siza. All are 

symptomatic of bad planning; units are arranged without reference to the landscape or the wider 

built environment. There is no firm architectural concept resulting in severe aesthetic failings, 

there is a lack of correct detailing and as a result there are areas of high humidity, thermal bridging 

and material deterioration due to inaccurate detailing [PL. 69]. The individual blocks, four or five 

stories containing thirty apartments, have no relation to those around them, are badly proportioned, 

insulated and sealed to the corrosive elements. Many have taken on Colonial house elements, such 

as the zaguán [PL. 67], but a lack of understanding of the original principles has seen unsuitable 

distortions. The intended green spaces have deteriorated into a „no-man‟s land‟ [PL. 66]. Services 

have been located in isolated buildings with social spaces few and far between [PL. 68]. These 

settlements have become „bedroom communities‟ due to the lack of industry that could have 

transformed these conceptually good ideas into civic centres. The final results, though better than 

many of their counterparts across Latin America, and indeed in Europe and America, are far 

removed from the potential of what effective socialism could have produced. 

  

These two examples show the ability of the Revolution to produce some of the best and worst 

developments of Cuban architecture. The Schools took the best of the ideas being explored at the 

end of the Republic and pushed them further. Meanwhile, the prefabricated housing failed to 

combine the „new enthusiasm‟ with the lessons from historical architecture developments in Cuba. 

Whilst they strengthen the notion of the „romantic decay‟ in different ways - the Schools adds to  
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the romance of a lost past and Alamar strengthens the notions of perceived hardships -  the 

resulting decay was the result of , respectively, unstable developments within a complex socialist 

environment particular to the time and of poor realisation of a foreign induced scheme. 
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5. Epilogue  

 

Cuba‟s variegated architectural fabric, encapsulated in the „romantic decay‟, clearly displays the 

distinct styles discussed in the three preceding chapters. The distinctions between each period can 

be directly linked to the energy that was injected into Cuba at the divide between each era; the 

Wars of Independence in 1898 and the dramatic fall of the Batista government in 1959.  

 

Colonial Cuba developed slowly and in keeping with the concurrent political, economic and 

cultural trends. The result by 1868, before the Wars of Independence, had left Cuba prosperously 

placed with a rich and homogenous development of Cuban Baroque and locally adapted Neo-

Classicism. During the Republic, increasing relaxation from historical precedents saw the 

introduction of a variety of new types and styles of building that have strongly contributed to the 

„romantic decay‟ today. As the Republic developed and Cuba became increasingly tied to the 

foreign powers of the US, the development of Cuba began to lose the sense of Cubanidad; a 

tendency mirrored in other Modernist developments around the world. The political struggles of 

the Revolution enabled Cuba to develop a pride of Independence for the first time in Cuba‟s 

history and the early developments of The Schools saw this exuberance displayed. However 

political and economic implications left Cuba without the resources to fully capitalise and as a 

result there remains a large, if deteriorating, stock of historical examples to be studied.  

 

It is interesting to continue the study of the developments that occurred during the Republican 

years by speculating what Havana would have looked like today had it not been for the 

intervention of the Revolution. There was a strong American presence by the end of the 1950s 

behind the veneer of Cuban leadership. Multi-million dollar contracts were in place with tourist 

companies encouraging increasing numbers of large scale Modernist hotels, country clubs and 

high rise condominiums. There would have been an influx of international architectural work that 

would have used contemporary styles, further diversifying Cuba‟s architecture. The balance 

engendered by the search for Cubanidad would have languished, unable to keep up with the 

current trends. It is possible that much of the cultural heritage would have been lost in similar 

fashion to Latin American cities such as Buenos Aires and Caracas and that continued 

development would have lead to a „Miamization‟
77

 creating yet another American influenced 

shoreline development such as San Juan in Puerto Rico
78

.  

 

Sert‟s „Pilot Plan‟ had huge implications. The scale of Havana would have been almost double the 
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Plate 72 – Monte-Carlo Palace (2001) 
(Photo: Author) 
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present size as development bypassed provincial towns. There would have been strips of 

modernist glass-wrapped structures, high rise luxury hotels and steel towers. Much of Havana‟s 

present beauty comes from the lack of overly dominant high rise towers. Real estate and land 

speculation would have created booms in apartment and office developments leading inevitably to 

further towers and grey areas encouraging the growth of more solares and cuarterías. The 

suburban sprawl that had begun at the start of the century would have continued. Polarisation 

between the rich developments of malls, large supermarkets and private schools on the one hand 

and the poor shanties along the side of highways would have been exacerbated. Sert‟s plans for 

Vieja would have radically altered its shape and function; the Malecón would have lost its unity. 

Aesthetic blight would have struck the pleasantly uncluttered streets with the intrusion of capitalist 

establishments such as McDonalds. Further destruction of old buildings would have been carried 

out to make way for parking lots for the growing number of cars.  

 

Cuba stands on the threshold of the global environment. Its institutions will have to be prepared 

for the new consumer society that will surely emerge as the tension of the last fifty years is 

released. A vital part of the transition will be the degree to which the essence of Cubanidad that 

has enchanted the tourist and architect alike for the last 100 years is retained. Efforts are being 

made to establish zoning laws and to realise the value of the built heritage which must be retained 

despite the need for more accommodation. The Office of the City Historian has been working hard 

with UNESCO. Universities in America and workshops and charrettes
79

 in Cuba have all been 

seeking methods to avoid the potential pitfalls of the 1950s „Pilot Plan’ and those errors realised 

by Eastern European socialist states after 1989. The transition to a socialist variant of capitalism 

has begun and already the dangers have become apparent. The Monte-Carlo Palace (2001) [PL. 72] 

has been described as a „preposterous mix of styles‟ that draws from many sources but fails to be 

Eclectic. There is an opportunity for developers to use the negative dilapidation and material 

shortages that have arrested past constructions to positive effects; the development of the bicycle 

culture and the shortage of cars and the highly educated workforce developed by the Socialist 

government could set Havana on the path towards becoming a major „green city‟.   

 

The crystallisation of earlier metamorphosis in the „romantic decay‟ provides an opportunity 

unique in global architecture of informing future developments of the process that has created 

Cuba today, and of the errors that at times were narrowly avoided; and hence of guiding Cuban 

architecture through the next stage in the 21
st
 century.
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National Artists and Writers. Individuals such as Julio César Pérez Hernández have been collaborating with students 

from the University of Havana, Harvard, MIT, Cornell University and Boston Architectural Centre in master plans 
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Plate 73 – Map of Cuba showing the location of the seven original settlements 
(Scarpaci, J., Segre, R. & Coyula, M., Havana; Two Faces of the Antillean Metropolis, p.13) 
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Appendix 

 

The following maps show the growth and development of Havana. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
Plate 74 – Havana, 1691 
(Weiss, J., Arquitectura colonial cubana; Siglos XVI a 

XIX, p.99) 

 
Plate 75 – Havana, 1798  
(Weiss, J., Arquitectura colonial cubana; Siglos XVI a XIX, p.208) 

 
Plate 76 – Havana, 1898 
(Weiss, J., Arquitectura colonial cubana; Siglos XVI a XIX, p.360) 

 
Plate 77 – Havana, Present 
(Martín Zequeria, M. & Rodríguez Fernández, E., La Habana; Guía de Arquitectura, pp.54-5) 
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Socialist developments:  

 

Law no. Date Purpose 

26 26th January 1959 

Suspend legal action against those who could not 

pay rent or mortgages or were threatened by 

evictions 

135 10th March 1959 Lower rent by 50% 

691 23rd December 1959 

Establish the forced sale of empty lots and their 

price 

892 14th October 1960 

Urban Regeneration Law: A complex doctrine 

defining the nation‟s housing policies 

Plate 78 - The housing laws of 1959 
(Scarpaci, J., Segre, R. & Coyula, M., Havana; Two Faces of the Antillean Metropolis, p.200) 

 

 
Plate 79 – Additional green spaces set out by the Socialist government.  

(Scarpaci, J., Segre, R. & Coyula, M., Havana; Two Faces of the Antillean Metropolis, p.276) 


