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Learning from Havana 

HAVANA, as I d iscovered on a recent t r i p to 

l u l i . i , is un l ike any o ther large ci ty in the 

western hemisphere. Con t ra r y to its pop-

ular image as a city on the verge of r u i n , 

suspended in t ime somewhere before 

I 9 6 0 , the ci ty has a wholeness of grace 

and beauty that can hard ly he found any-

where else in N o r t h or South Amer ica . 

The pauci ty of new development since the 

19 s'1 revo lu t ion has presei ei d this 

( ar ibbean city as a masterpiece of arch i -

tecture and urbani ty . Hut Havana is not 

stagnant either, and cont inues to evolve 

as a delicately kn i t ted fabr ic that incorpo-

rates centuries o f bu i l d ing g r o w t h in to a 

\ i r tual ly seamless who le . 

The last half o f the 20 th century has 

not been so k ind to N o r t h Amer ican 

cities. Ylega-developmcni and redevelop 

meat projects, products o f rampant specu-

la t ion and commerc ia l i sm, abetted by an 

ever expand ing and indi f ferent u rban free-

way system, have fractured the cohesive 

fabric o f cit ies. Cent ra l and Smith 

American cities increasingly are experienc-

ing s imi lar d isso lu t ion ; moreover, these 

cities struggle w i t h heavily popula ted 

communi t ies , impover ished, neglected and 

barely integrated in to their host cit ies. 

Such is not the ease w i t h Havana . 

Imagine a a t ) w i t h o u t mul t i - lane frec-
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ways a rb i t ra r i l y cu t t i ng one part o f the 

ci ty f r o m another, where one era of 

bu i l d ing melds in to the next w i t h i i i I I I 

al ly every th ing st i l l there, per iod by 

pe r iod , place by place. Imagine a c i ty 

where d is t inct ive bu i ld ings I ron i the 

past surv ive no t as isolated monuments 

but as parts of a r ichly in t r icate u rban 

who le . Imagine this, and von can begin 

t o visualize Havana . 

Clearly, I lavana has been lucky. 
I'idel Cast ro was never par t icu lar ly fond 

o f c i t ies, and after the revo lu t ion invest-

ed far more in the rura l areas of Cuba . 

He never bui l t monumen ts t o h imsel f , 

nor d id he teel moved to wipe out the 

arch i tectura l evidence of the co lon ia l 

pe r i od , the per iod of the so-called 

republ ic , or the o f f ic ia l ly v i l i f ied years 

of Batista. I le s imply left it a l l a lone. 

There never was a wholesale p rog ra m 

in erase the past, .is sometimes hap 

petted in o ther commun is t capi ta ls , such 

as Bei j ing or Bucharest. In 1 lavana it 

was s imply a case of benign neglect, and 

for the most parr , the government left 

Havana's bu i ld ings to deter iorate. 

Mov ies such as The Buena Vina Social 

( lull and Strawberry and Chocolate 

evocatively capture the image of a 

c r u m b l i n g , romant i c c i ty, w h i c h shows 

up again in Robert Polidori's seductive 
photographs o f Havana's decaying Beaux 

Ar ts and A r t Deco mansions and t o w n 

houses. 

But I lavana is not a rel ic, no r is it 

complete ly c r u m b l i n g . Perhaps the most 

p rom inen t preservat ion project in the 

western hemisphere can lie found in 

Havana Vieja — the area that adjo ins the 

po r t and is most associated w i t h the co lo-

nial pe r iod , wh i ch lasted un t i l the end of 

the 19th century. In 1982, U N E S C O 

declared Vieja a Wor l d 1 leri tage Site, but 

restorat ion lagged un t i l the 1990s. A l te r 

the collapse o f the Soviet U n i o n , l i d e l 

and company, badly short o f cash, resort-

ed tn a capital ist ploy, By encourag ing 

foreign investment that inc luded the 

expansion of t ou r i sm, the government 

was able t u direct f und ing to the restora-

t i on ot i lavana Vieja. This w o r k has been 

entrusted to the ci ty h i s to r i an , Kusebio 

Leal , w h o directs a large team o f arch i -

tects and has v i r tua l ly un l im i ted power t o 

set the d i rec t ion ot Vieja's res tora t ion . 

l e a l also runs the s tate-owned com pa in 

I labaguanex, w h i c h restores and cont ro ls 

endangered bui ld ings that have been 

given new life as hotels, restaurants, 

shops, ,wu\ businesses — most ly cater ing 

to tour is ts . H a l l the income f rom these 

propert ies suppor ts Vieia's ongo ing 

restoration. 
I lavana, t h o u g h , is much more than 

Vie ja. f r o m its co lon ia l heart , the c i ty 

grew wel l in to the f irst hal f o f the 20 th 

century, h i the sp raw l ing ne ighborhood 

o f Vedado, the heart o f 1 lavana in the 

20 th century, one st i l l f inds lushly planted 

boulevards w i t h an eclectic arch i tectural 

m ix of large houses, apar tment bu i ld ings , 

and elegant re inforced-concrete off ice 

bu i ld ings dar ing f r o m the 1940s and '50s. 

Wel l in to the '50s, Havana cont inued to 

fan out w i t h suburban ne ighborhoods 

that m i r r o r the p lann ing and archi tecture 

of Amer ican cities such as t.os Angeles, 

M i a m i , and H o u s t o n . These neighbor-

hoods are replete w i t h extraordinary-

examples o f m o d e m design, a l l st i l l 

s tand ing, i f a bi t ta rn ished. 

Unfor tunate ly , l.eal's vast ne two rk o f 

restorat ion does not go beyond 1 lavana 

Vie ja, for obv ious economic reasons and 

po l i t i ca l reasons that are not qu i te as 

clear. Bur others are ca l l ing for ac t ion . In 

part icular , scholar I '.duardo Luis Rod r i -

quez, au thor o l The Havana Hiiide: 

Modern Architecture ll>2^-li>i^. has 

made a s t rong case for the restorat ion o f 

Havana's 20 t h century legacy. 

It can be argued that the Amer ican 

t rade embargo , a policy that effectively 

keeps I'idel Cast ro in power by keeping 

ou t s igni f icant Amer ican inf luence, on ly 

hur ts the Cuban people. Bui i ronical ly , 

this estrangement ma i be al l that stands 

m the way ot .^ti invasion ot Amer ican-

style development . Already, investment 

f r om Canada and Kurope has in t roduced 

unat t ract ive hotel bu i ld ings , and more are 

p lanned. A n d what it the I'.S. eventual ly 

ends iis absurd pol icy ot embargo and 

isolat ion? W i l l a f lood of Amer ican 

investors, inc lud ing Cuban exiles in south 

I loHda, sweep away who le neighbor-

hoods for b locks ot commerc ia l ami resi-

dent ia l u rban renewal? Th is need no l be 

the inevi table conc lus ion . The ( uban 

government should stay in the dr iver 's 

seat, and set in m o t i o n a comprehensive 

plan to protect and restore Havana — a 

revival s imi la r to that in I lavana V ie ja , 

on ly on a c i t y -w ide scale. 

In m a i n ways, H o u s t o n and Havana 

are opposi tes, but closer exam ina t i o n 

reveals s imi lar i t ies . H o u s t o n was bo rn 

o l a I9 th -cen iu ry laisse/ lane cap i ta l i sm 

and st i l l embraces its pr inc ip les ot unreg-

ulated g r o w t h . I lavana began as a 

co lon ia l c i ty, but in the 20 th ceiUury ils 

g r o w t h was not un l i ke that o f I lous ton 's , 

spurred by capi ta l investment to become 

the v ibrant commerc ia l and po l i t i ca l cap-

i ta l o f C u b a . Un t i l l % 0 , the same k inds 

of marke t forces and commerc ia l inter-

ests that domina te H o u s t o n d o m i n a t ed 

the deve lopment o f I l avana , and in al l 

p robab i l i t y the c i ty w o u l d look ver j d i l 

ferem today it I'idel had not come into 
power. Over the 40 years that Cast ro has 

domina ted his coun t r y , Hous ton hai l its 

most extensive per iod of g r o w t h , and it 

was du r i ng those w a r s tha i the c i ty 

changed most dramat ica l ly . Today, the 

t w o cities represent radica l ly d i f fe rent 

systems o l c i ty government . In I l avana, 

decisions come f r o m the t o p , f r om a g o \ -

e rnmen i l i gh t l y con t ro l l ed by a few. 

Hous ton 's government is democrat ica l ly 

elected to represent its c i t izens, bu t in 

real i ty business interests dom ina te the 

dec i s ion -mak ing process. The results are 

obv ious . Hous ton 's lack o l zon ing , its 

weak preservat ion o rd inance , and leaders 

w h o have p r o m o t e d road -bu i l d i ng over 

a l ternat ive t ranspor ta t i on systems have 

alt taken their t o l l . As a result , we are 

left w i t h a f ragmented ci ty where 

mediocre commerc ia l and resident ial 

deve lopment sur rounds sh r i nk i ng islands 

of u rban i ty , and where no tewor thy . i ic In 

tecture and protected ne ighborhoods are 

increasingly threatened. 

I louston could learn from I lavana, in 
particular, a lesson thai places equal value 

mi the past as it does on the future, and 

where the sanctity Ol established neighbor-

hoods is respected even as development 

encroaches. I'usehio I eal and his group 

prove that p lann ing and preservation can 

be sources of renewal and capital g r o w t h . 

We learn that unregulated development can 

and must be balanced w i t h planned devel 

opment and a comprehensive vision o f 

place. Though ir is impossible to turn back 

the clock M\J revive the city we have lost, 

we learn f rom I lavana how graciousness, 

vibrancy and a sense o f history are cond i -

tions of urbanity. Above a l l . we learn about 

respecting the delicate threads that ho ld a 

si t \ together in both t ime and place. • 


