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The Bitter Trinquennium and the

Dystopian City: Autopsy of a Utopia

mario coyula

Translated by Elisabeth Enenbach

Why a Name

With the term Gray Quinquennium (1971–1976), Ambrosio Fornet condensed

not only a more expansive time period of sad memories but also a twisted

conception of the world built upon intolerance, exclusion, and the rejection of

everything new and di√erent. For Cuban architecture, this period began earlier

and some of its consequences continue today, totaling at least three quinquennia

(a period of five years). Hence my use of the term trinquennium, as nonexistent

as that place utopia, where we all want to go without knowing how. On the other

hand, flavors can be more evocative than those deceptive colors, as a brilliant

neurotic observed upon dipping a madeleine in his tea, and hence the bitter.

Writing about urbanism and urban culture entails an ever-increasing component

of imagination. Perhaps for this reason I have recently resorted to writing fiction,

a novel where I am condemned to the frustration of pursuing the most beautiful

woman in Cuba, who died before I was born.
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In the Beginning Were the Principles

In contemporary cities, as well as Cuban architecture, there appeared—with

some distinctive nuances—the e√ects of the same rigid and authoritative

cultural politics that damaged thought, literature, theater, and other intellec-

tual and artistic works in the 1970s. That persistence is largely due to the

extent, cost, social repercussions, public placement, and lasting nature of the

construction works, and above all to their ties to politics and politicians. This

last point makes criticism and debate on the subject of construction particu-

larly di≈cult. The 1970s began earlier for Cuban architecture, masked by the

nostalgic charm of the Prodigious Decade of the 1960s, and still have not

ended. The dogmatism denounced in 1962, as being consubstantial with a

Sovietizing sectarian microfaction whose flame did not last long, turned out

not to be exclusive to a determined generation or political militancy.∞

That deviation had been dismantled by a genuine, young, and iconoclastic

revolution, which had triumphed because of its transgressive and renewing

nature that had allowed it to mobilize the expectation for change that had

seemed dormant among Cubans. However, the Manichean dogmatism that

systematically erases di√erence and su√ocates individualism would continue

to survive, sealed o√ like an opportunist and recurring virus. It was associated

with a mediocrity in ascent that crushed any manifestation of creativity for

being suspicious. Just like herpes simplex, dogmatism has no definitive cure,

but there are ways of keeping it in remission.

There are essential principles for the sustainment of ecosystems that are

also valid for all human activities and institutions, such as tending to current

needs without compromising the possibility that future generations might

resolve their own, even those that are as yet unknown; remaining within the

capacity of the system to allow for its self-regeneration; or the need for one

element to be able to develop various functions, and for allowing the same

function to be carried about by various di√erent elements. All of this requires

the preservation of diversity and plurality and that the population be allowed

active and conscious participation in the identification and solution of its own

problems. Curiously, these healthy principles awoke the distrust of those who

were dogmatic.

Tolerance, that shameful variant of the recognition of diversity, was seen as

a weakness inappropriate for revolutionaries, and intransigence came to be

seen as a virtue instead of a defect. A provincial xenophobia rejected that

which was di√erent and that which came from outside the island, including

fashions and tastes that were considered too ‘‘foreign’’ and penetrated cultur-
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ally by the decadent capitalist world. Ironically, those who thought that way

tried to impose models from a much more distant, cold world—both geo-

graphically and culturally—that lasted as long as the life of a person. That

other cultural penetration, by a socialism that proclaimed itself real, has left

some dusty manuals in Cuba, a collection of conventional, grotesque monu-

ments that attempt to give homage to unconventional heroes, and many inno-

cent Ivans and Tatianas, increasingly cornered by the later hemorrhage of Yos-

vanys and Yumisleidys, where the proliferation of the letter Y reveals an

escapist air.

Long Die the Di√erence

In the second half of the 1960s, the Art Schools of Cubanacán were collectively

demonized, their creators labeled as elitist pseudo intellectuals, and their

influence considered pernicious for young students of architecture. This great

construction site, the most publicized of the revolutionary period, was cru-

cified precisely for carrying out what had initially been asked of its architects:

to make the most beautiful art schools of Latin America. Its opponents,

aligned with a technocratic pragmatism, were inclined to sacrifice beauty to

achieve technically impeccable buildings in the large quantity needed by the

country. Those people, perhaps unimaginative but technically qualified, were

later replaced by improvised builders, who were congratulated for ‘‘taking a

step forward’’ without having command of the profession. Thus, the cult of

improvisation had begun. Those who celebrated the obedient disposition of

inept subordinates in carrying out goals and directives without questioning

them, of course, were careful to seek the very best doctors when faced with the

slightest problem in personal health.

The youth who dared to wear beards, long hair, blouses, and necklaces of

seeds were criticized as extravagant, without the understanding that while the

hippie wave—a word that some, stuck in time, still use today—was associated

with soft drugs, it also upheld a pacifistic humanism that made them travelling

companions with our social project. In fact, that fashion had been imposed on

the world by the Cuban rebels of the Sierra, and the failure to recognize it was a

marketing oversight that the most obtuse capitalist entrepreneur would not

have wasted. That opposition to new fashions was part of a growing static and

curiously antidialectic mentality among some decision makers, prejudiced

against anything new and, above all, against anything they didn’t understand.

Curiously, that rejection always occurred from the point of view of a deter-

mined trend that the implacable censors had uncritically assumed in their own
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youth, as if ways of dressing, combing one’s hair, or socializing in the 1940s or

1950s were somehow, by definition, more healthy than those of the 1960s or

1970s. Those criticisms came from people who generally had a political posi-

tion that was more advanced than their cultural standards and were marked by

a provincial petit-bourgeois, machista, anti-intellectual, uninformed mental-

ity with a genetically encoded prejudice against the great capital city that had

humiliated them with its cosmopolitanism.

Up La Rampa, Down La Rampa

The creative spirit of the 1960s was condensed in La Rampa. As some contem-

porary—Paolo Gasparini, perhaps—said, ‘‘more than a place, La Rampa was a

state of mind.’’ Those few, sloped blocks formed the still brand-new physical

frame, with a vivid urban image, for a rich mixture of happenings, buildings,

and people. There impressive cultural interventions produced accompanying

events such as the Seventh Congress of the International Union of Architects,

the Cuban Cultural Exhibition, the May Salon, the World Chess Champion-

ships, or the Third World Expo. Some of the most important works of mod-

ern Cuban architecture were built in La Rampa at the time, such as the Cuba

Pavilion (Juan Campos, 1963), with a perfect urban scale, or the Coppelia ice

cream parlor (Mario Girona, 1966). Nearby in the central corner of Infanta

and San Lázaro, the first important commemorative monument since 1959

and the first abstract one (Emilio Escobar, Mario Coyula, Sonia Domínguez,

and Armando Hernández) was built in 1965–1967, dedicated to the university

martyrs; some found it too radical and hermetic.

Part of the awakening of La Rampa was also the remodeling of the old

Caballero Funeral Home in 1967 (Joaquín Rallo, Roberto Gottardi, and Mario

Coyula), turning it into a multipurpose cultural center. The work was met

with immediate success, especially among youths, and became a meeting

center for the enfermitos of La Rampa.≤ Following the old method of ‘‘getting

rid of the couch and the lover,’’ the place was closed down and turned into the

animation workshop of the Instituto Cubano de Radio y Televisión, which

was closed to the public. The ‘‘undesirables’’ could only cross the street and

stand on the sidewalk in front. Some blocks of pressed scrap metal that

formed the piece donated by the great sculptor from Marseilles, César, at the

end of the May Salon, ended up as anchors for the chains that served to

enclose the parking lot. For me, that closure symbolically marked the begin-

ning of the Bitter Trinquennium in architecture, already foreshadowed by the

paralysis of the art schools.
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The following year brought the student protests of May in France, the

Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia, and the Revolutionary O√ensive in Cuba,

which liquidated what had remained of small private businesses. However,

transitions are never black and white, nor can they be defined by exact dates.

Together with backward steps in culture, there were also good works other

than those already mentioned: 1968 was also the year of Gutiérrez Alea’s

Memories of Underdevelopment and the Command Posts of Agriculture, of

which those of Nazareno (Raúl González Romero, with Sonia Domínguez,

Rodolfo Fernández, and others) and Menocal (Roberto Gottardi) in Havana

and that of Yarey (Sergio Baroni) in Granma stood out for their good architec-

ture; while the previous year had seen the inauguration of the famous Cuba

Pavilion for Expo ’67 in Montreal (Vittorio Garatti and Sergio Baroni). In the

second half of that decade, the National Center of Scientific Investigation

(Joaquín Galván, Sonia Domínguez. and others) was built, the projects of

Lenin Park (Antonio Quintana, with Juan Tosca, Mario Girona, and others)

were also begun, while the Medical School of Santiago de Cuba (Rodrigo

Tascón) was built, and the town of Velasco appeared on the map with its

emblematic House of Culture, finished after the early death of its creator,

Walter Betancourt.

The notable emphasis on research and experimentation in building mate-

rials and technologies during the 1960s translated into works of high quality

a≈liated with the brutalist aesthetic that was in vogue around the world at the

time and that includes the master work of the Ciudad Universitaria José

Antonio Echeverría (cujae), 1960–1964 (Humberto Alonso and others). This

same time period also gave birth to a technocratic fetishism that always relied

on the latest trendy building system to resolve problems as complex as hous-

ing. This simplistic focus obviated other urban, social, economic, organiza-

tional, and cultural components that come into play in creating a strategy, in

the process of conceiving, producing, and consuming a manmade work; the

user was almost never consulted by those who presumed to already know

what was best for that unknown person. Within the state apparatus itself, the

subsequent separation of enterprises into design firms and construction com-

panies further interfered with the organic continuity between the process and

the final product. Taking the supervision of the project away from the archi-

tect is like stealing a newborn away from its mother and giving it to another

person; and supervising it only if one is hired for that purpose is like putting a

price on that maternity.

In the first half of the 1960s, the average production had reached a high level

of architectural quality that extended to new programs and spread throughout
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the country. In reality, it was the golden age of modern architecture in Cuba,

topping the mythical level of the previous decade. It is useful to underscore that

this was achieved at a national juncture even more di≈cult than the current

one, with great consciousness-raising strains and siding with political parties,

and the consequent personal and collective splits and ruptures. Along with

that came the stampede of the majority of the most renowned architects, the

widespread scarcity of materials, and an internal destabilization that included

armed aggression supported from abroad. The natural question is: if great

things were achieved then, what went wrong later? The other concomitant

question is: what can be done to regain that level of construction?

By the mid-1960s, the Ministry of Construction had absorbed other com-

peting building entities such as the National Institute of Housing and Savings

(inav) and the Department of Rural Housing of the Institute for Agrarian

Reform (inra), both having high-quality designs and execution. This process

of centralization increased with the subsequent transfer of the building appa-

ratus of the local governments (Coordination, Operations, and Inspection

Boards, jucei) and of the maintenance and construction equipment of dif-

ferent ministries. In parallel, the classification of projects into fewer building

types increased, and norms proliferated that sought standardization at the

national level as the supposed only way to industrialize construction, making

it cheaper, and achieve mass production. The authority of the architect began

to migrate from the project planner to the builders and the investors. This

shift in decision making is equivalent to letting printers determine how books

should be written.

The Arrival of the 1970s

Apart from a few good works, design in the 1970s began to lose its earlier high

standard, and the quality of construction got worse without it reaching the

quantity required. The individual authorship of projects was silenced, a cus-

tom that continues today in the mass media when they mention workers and

administrators but not the architect of a work. In this way, not only is the

creator of a project not given credit for achieving an elegant solution, he or

she is also relieved of responsibility for anything that turns out badly.

On occasion the supposed beauty and fine execution of frankly bad works

were praised publicly, which disoriented the population. This, together with

the influence of South American telenovelas and kitschy Miami architecture,

can explain the appearance of ridiculous styles that deform the urban land-

scape and distort its identities, as occurs with façades and high garden walls
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touched up with criollo tiles, low semicircular arches, and the large doors

made of nice, varnished wood that have now become a status symbol. Some-

thing similar happens with the architecture for tourism, where there is often a

vague ‘‘Cubanness’’ that fails to transcend falsified folklore to give the western

part of the country a Caribbean flavor it never had but that tourists expect and

receive.

The problems that appeared in architectural production were, at the same

time, the cause and e√ect of an excessive centralization that eliminated alter-

natives and nullified criticism and praise of the merits and defects of a work,

confusing social value with cultural significance. Fleeing this claustrophobic

framework, many good architectural designers took refuge in physical plan-

ning, the restoration and conservation of historical monuments, criticism,

and teaching. That escape changed in the 1990s, when several talents crossed

over to the better-compensated world of the hard-cash economy, while other

younger architects opted to leave the country.

More important than the individual misfortune of ‘‘conflictive’’ architects,

humiliated and pushed to the side or else given banal tasks, were the conse-

quences on contemporary Cuban architecture. With few exceptions, it has not

been possible to match the high level of quality found in the buildings that are

part of the valuable patrimony found in Cuban cities, including that of the first

years after the revolutionary triumph. The principal cause should not be

sought in the professional qualifications of Cuban architects but rather in the

conditions in which they work and especially in their loss of authority over

projects and their execution. There was even a stage during the Bitter Trin-

quennium in which the very title of architect acquired a pejorative connotation

in the jargon of camaraderie within the establishment, inserted in the tradi-

tional machista joking that classified architects as weak and untrustworthy.

A combination of anonymous egalitarianism, technocratic bureaucracy,

and dogmatism in people who deemed themselves to be repositories of abso-

lute truth imposed rigid models copied from other climatic and cultural

contexts, undermined the authority and image of the architect as creator, and

killed conceptual and formal experimentation. A few special works, promoted

by very high-level authorities, rose above that amorphous mass, but they had

little weight in the image of the city because of their inaccessibility, due in part

to subjects and users who were also special. The best architects were sought for

those works. They left their usual work and chose their own collaborators to

work in small teams with a creative liberty that others did not enjoy. The

results demonstrated that that method works when quality is truly an interest.

At the beginning of the 1970s, the School of Architecture worked inten-
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sively on projects built in conjunction with Desarrollo de Edificaciones So-

ciales y Agropecuarias (desa), although some of these projects su√ered from

changes during the construction process that were imposed by the increasing

power of the builder. Beginning in the middle of the decade, the city of

Havana benefited from the program of Urban Revival and supergraphics that

rapidly improved, and with few resources, the image of important urban hubs

that had seen better days. Two mayors with foresight supported this approach,

but unfortunately, it would later be abandoned due to the increasing fatalism

of the government.

Discrete but continuous achievements were also made in the conservation

and restoration of historic monuments. This paved the way for the impressive

work of the O≈ce of the City Historian, especially beginning in 1993 when it

was allowed to develop its own businesses as independent sources of income,

reconciling cultural and economic interests. In that way, what some had

earlier seen as a burden became valued resources. In earlier times, when

money was not important, a group of good architects that worked for the

Department of School Construction demonstrated that one could make good

architecture even with an inflexible building system as long as there was

architectural talent as well as an equally talented architect as head of the team.

They were responsible for the whole process, from design to the supervision

of works that they had planned. The paradox is that to receive support, one

must first gain it or, rather, demonstrate that one doesn’t need it.

City, Country, and Suburb

The small influence that the best works have had on the existing city was also

determined by their almost always peripheral placement. This could have

reflected a rejection, not necessarily explicit, of the traditional city—seen as a

shiny, swindling parasite plagued with vice and bad habits, as opposed to the

healthy rural world. The taste for the remote began very early on with the large

construction sites, in part justified by the need for larger areas of land. So it was

with the first apartment complex built by the revolutionary government, Unit

No. 1 of East Havana, with the cujae and the Art Schools of Cubanacán, the

Lenin Vocational School, Lenin Park, the Permanent Exhibition of the Eco-

nomic and Social Development of the Republic of Cuba (expocuba), the

Western Scientific Pole that started with the National Center for Scientific

Research (cenic), the Agricultural Command Posts, and more recently the

University of Information Science (uci). On the other hand, the plans for
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almost all of these installations were larger than necessary: since there was no

price for the land, this nonrenewable resource was wasted. Actually, while

midsize Cuban cities doubled in population, the urban surface area tripled.

The Monte Barreto complex in the western part of Havana has been a spe-

cial case, with seven hotels, eighteen o≈ce buildings and stores, and a building

of condominiums for tourists. Monte Barreto was based on a spread out model

of suburban development, dependent on private cars, which has been highly

criticized in the countries that went through this model first. This neighbor-

hood is built for a single hard currency, and for a single type of people, those

who have access to it. There is no housing for the regular population, nor the

everyday services that complement it. All of this makes the development an

enclave of wealth, cut o√ from the rest of the city, running the risk that one day

someone will decide to fence it o√.

One of the hotels in that subdivision has fixed windows that force the guest

to pop his or her head halfway out of the only available opening to smell the

ocean that faces the building. The mirrored glass façade—a fashion that has

spread like a virus among architects working in State design enterprises—also

turns the building into a huge solar heater. The same thing happened with the

façade of the beautiful bank on Fifth Avenue and 112th Street by Max Borges,

one of the best Cuban architects in the 1950s: The original large panels of

transparent glass showed the graceful structure of the columns that open like

mushrooms to form the ceiling. Those glass panes were needlessly replaced by

reflective ones that no longer allow one to see the interior structure, all because

of the same pathetic concept of prestige with which a maceta darkens the

windows of his shiny car. At the same time, the concentration of investments in

historically privileged zones reinforces the tendency toward a dual city, one

geared toward visitors and the other toward the rest of the population.

The early policy of urbanizing the countryside translated into more than

six hundred new rural towns, including the gem that is still Las Terrazas,

inaugurated in 1968. However, that was not enough to stabilize the labor force

required by agriculture. Migration was constant but no longer to the capital,

but rather it was to provincial capitals and intermediate cities, stimulated by

the erroneous strategy of building standard five-story buildings in the middle

of the countryside. With this, rural residents encountered all the inconve-

niences of living on upper floors, quite di√erent from what they were used to,

and yet without any of the advantages of living in the city. As a result, they

ended up moving to a real city. There has been, in fact, a reverse movement, as

the capital has become ruralized with guano palm shacks in a vague neo-

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/books/chapter-pdf/107128/9780822394426-003.pdf
by UNIVERSITY COLLEGE LONDON user
on 18 August 2018



40 mario coyula

Taíno style, banana trees and livestock in the front yards of many houses, as

well as barbed-wire fences, stews cooked over the fire in flowerbeds, animal-

drawn carts, and tractors running through the streets.

The considerable investments the revolutionary government made from

early on to create jobs and improve the quality of life in the country’s interior

naturally stopped internal migration to the capital, turning Havana into a

special case within Latin America. But that prioritization indirectly worsened

the already poor living conditions in the central areas of the city, which are

also the most densely populated and those with the greatest cultural value.

The physical deterioration increased with the huge crisis that followed the

collapse of the Soviet Union, cryptically named the Special Period. That time

also brought an increase in internal migration to the capital, as Cubans sought

more opportunities. The attempt to slow this phenomenon through regula-

tions instituted in 1997 has not managed to stem that flow but rather to skim

o√ the cream: the best observe the law, and the others keep arriving.

In recent years, the problem has been complicated with the decrease in and

aging of the capital’s population, which places Havana alongside the majority

of large cities in the developed world, sans the development. The overcrowd-

ing in its central areas is accentuated by the deterioration brought by time, the

aggressiveness of the environment, and the cumulative deficit of maintenance.

This bad condition began to show on the exterior of buildings and has spread

to all sorts of subdivisions, additions, and enclosures, all the reflection of a

growing lack of urban discipline that was never addressed. The policy of

taking action first on housing that was in a bad state was understandable in

terms of sentimentality, but it resulted in scant resources being utilized in

cases that were already lost, while housing that was in a normal, decent state

got worse.

Homeowners

The General Housing Law of 1984 turned 85 percent of the population into

homeowners, a radical change considering that in 1958 three-fourths of haba-

neros paid rent, sometimes up to half of their income. The law kept people in

the places where they already lived, paradoxically limiting the mobility that is

always necessary to adjust to changes in the makeup of the family nuclei

naturally produced over time and to changes in the possibilities and expecta-

tions of the residents. Those who were lucky to live in high-quality neighbor-

hoods and buildings benefited, but others were shackled to bad conditions,

depending on whether they were able to finagle a permuta (swap), an exchange
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of apartments, almost always with money passed under the table. Everyone

found themselves in the same situation of having to deal with the maintenance

and repair of their homes with their own money and without the resources

necessary to carry it out; it was impossible for the state enterprises designed for

that purpose to assimilate the enormous cumulative demand.

The conservation of existing buildings turned out to be more di≈cult in

central urban areas, where buildings are taller and of more complicated con-

struction, as well as greater architectural value. As such, the situation wors-

ened for decades because of a policy that prioritized other social and public

works programs; in terms of housing, it also prioritized new construction

over the conservation of existing structures. This policy even a√ected housing

built by the revolution. Despite a few initiatives to create new solutions,

housing continues to be a serious and unresolved problem, with the sad

consolation that the same thing is happening nearly the world over.

The Qué-Sadista Era≥

The problems in the practice of the profession also made their way to the

School of Architecture, then the only one in the country. A grotesque person-

age with an apparently lobotomized sense of humor paraded through the

cujae costumed with an olive-green uniform and a Makarov pistol at the

waist that he carried without having insurrectionary merit. Within only a few

years he accumulated an impressive history of ridiculous extremisms, such as

placing tents in the middle of the cujae to sleep there in solidarity with those

who were mobilizing in agriculture. He implanted a technical focus to the

course of study and eliminated or mutilated courses with cultural content

such as ‘‘Visual Arts and Fundamentals of Architecture,’’ replacing them with

a Third World–oriented monstrosity that students jokingly called ‘‘Under-

development I and II.’’ He also sent the teachers he deemed too ‘‘cultured’’ to

inhospitable places so that they could ‘‘put their feet on the ground,’’ or rather,

the mud; and he dedicated his scarce free time to ‘‘give attention’’ to appealing

young women with ideological weaknesses. His abuses led him to be publicly

thrown out by an absolute majority during an important assembly of workers

and teachers in an unusual act of mass public rebellion.

This same person had been as harsh as a whip with those who were

di√erent, classified as mannered, extravagant, noncommitted, pseudo intel-

lectuals, or religious believers, who were publicly summoned to the purging

assemblies held under the principle that ‘‘the university is for revolutionaries.’’

There merciless criticisms were mixed with self-criticism that was more like
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morbid hara-kiri than honest intellectual exercise. The fate of those who were

judged was generally already decided, and the presence of the public was a way

to involve the collective in the punishment: expulsion. This aberrant climate

fed o√ of suspicion, opportunism, and envy, unleashing the instinctive cruelty

of the human being upon the weak member of the tribe.

Some donned a conformist mask, leaving their religious pendants at home,

attending guard shifts and volunteer work, or making suspicious gestures

more manly for the sake of not being expelled. Other ‘‘deviants’’ willing to be

‘‘rescued’’ received the benefit of being sent to work in agriculture, as if cutting

one’s hair, wearing gray khaki, and getting blisters hoeing the fields could keep

them on track to meet the parameters that were expected of a young revolu-

tionary college man. The eventual solution of being deprived of the right to

study and pursue a career awaited the incorrigible, that expendable human

material that in every era has served as a scapegoat. Fear led to a double

standard that then spread to those who were purged and those who purged

them. It is possible that some of the proponents of that policy and even the

victims themselves were convinced that the sacrifices of a few would benefit

the whole society. In fact, atheist heterosexuals and revolutionaries were col-

lateral victims of these witch hunts because they made us worse people. I was

there, and I did not rise up to object. As did my colleagues, I weighed the pros

and cons of the great social project to which I was dedicating my life. I took

stock, and I shut up.

As is the case with any other human work, a revolution is subject to

mistakes, but when ethical and moral principles that have nothing to do with

political trends are violated, such errors turn into abuses. To profess religious

beliefs, to maintain relationships with friends and family abroad, or to have

same-sex preferences was defined at that time as a problem with one’s morals,

just as was having voted in the 1958 elections held by Batista. With time, some

of those who had been kicked out were readmitted, although others fell by the

wayside. The classificatory criteria to exclude them changed, which shows that

they were never principles, because principles do not change.

Confirming Lenin’s phrase about extremists, the lamentable inquisitor of

the cujae changed his borrowed uniform to a white robe and now is the guru

of his own sect, where he contemplates past reincarnations while he cures his

followers with holy water. Perhaps he has finally found peace with himself.

But the distrust for unpredictable architects did not disappear when this

character went o√ the map. Architecture was later subsumed into a School of

Construction at the cujae. Although it later returned to being its own school,

the other three schools that currently exist in the country still follow that
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structure, while in other countries architecture as a course of study has the

rank of an independent Superior Institute, as the youngest Superior Institute

of Industrial Design has in Cuba.

At the beginning of the 1960s, the Spanish professor Joaquín Rallo had

revolutionized the teaching of design at the School of Architecture in Havana,

amid a climate of experimentation also fostered by other outstanding teach-

ers. Rallo made important theoretical and methodological contributions with

a militant, ultra-leftist radicalism that epitomized the spirit of the era. He

attracted other relevant creators in music and the visual arts; he also attracted

the attention of the mediocre upon himself. Among those who were thrown

out the window in that cultural counterrevolution, he su√ered more than

anybody else. He was exiled to Jagüey Grande, where he lived in deplorable

conditions that exacerbated an illness about which he never complained and

that killed him at the age of forty-two. However, the moral lynchers were not

only resentful, inept colleagues or fundamentalist youth desperately seeking

their place. There were also talented architects, though few in truth, who

became oppressors of their fellows, demanding austerity, blind obedience,

and anonymity from them to atone for the sin of having once defended

beauty and personal expression. Curiously, one of the most significant of the

renegades later failed to comply with those monastic precepts and dallied in

expensive caprices that were allowed and even celebrated, demonstrating that

talent is not free from some human trivialities.

Prefabrication Takes Over

While some aspects of the 1970s were positive, they were accompanied by the

persistence of a dominant line of thought where supposedly the only possible

way to satisfy the enormous needs that had piled up was by means of a tedious

prefabrication of large panels that were put into place with large cranes to

make high-rises. Despite strong evidence to the contrary, this model was

maintained, demonstrating that mental prefabrication is more rigid and long

lasting than the technological sort. Year after year, the country became cov-

ered with repetitive projects.

The creation of the microbrigades in 1971 was an attempt to find a parallel

route to government action on housing construction, supporting the personal

motivation of those who were involved. Many were surprised when, in 1984, it

was found that two-thirds of all dwellings built since 1959 had been erected

by individual residents, despite not really having o≈cial endorsement. At the

end of the 1980s, the social microbrigade began building to fill in empty lots
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within the consolidated urban landscape. Although the technology it used

was traditional and thus more flexible, the majority of the projects dragged on

with the unhealthy inertia of the traditional box, the result of habit. The

movement was later dedicated to building social works, leaving many multi-

family buildings half-built.

Why Bother Being Architects?

In 1967 the Association of Architects had dissolved and was replaced the

following year with the Superior Technical Center of Construction; the Cuban

Union of Architects and Building Engineers (unaicc) was created in 1983,

which grouped together these professions, thus diminishing their respective

personalities. The presence of the word construction in these names estab-

lished an institutional tie and reflected the preponderance of the builder. The

Society of Architects was later created within the unaicc itself. This organiza-

tion has promoted City Prizes in di√erent categories, seeking to highlight the

good quality of both design and execution, something di≈cult to combine.

The National Prize in Architecture for Life and Work also falls under its

auspices, with the good intention of covering an extremely wide occupational

spectrum that includes architectural designers, urban planners, material and

technical researchers, project directors, teachers, theoreticians, critics, admin-

istrators, and activists. Inevitably, this goes against the idea of celebrating the

architect as creator, and perhaps there should be separate categories within

the prize. It is definitely quite interesting to compare the institutional and

popularizing relevance of these prizes in comparison with those in literature

and visual arts.

The incorporation of architects into the Cuban Union of Artists and Writ-

ers (uneac) was initially seen with contempt, not only because of the selective

nature of that organization, which revived the ghost of elitism, but also be-

cause it constituted a front that was parallel to the unaicc. The solution was

to use the name Environmental Design for that section within the Association

of Visual Arts of the uneac. Over time it has been proven that there is room

for everyone, because their interests and profiles are di√erent.

Technobureaucratic centralization replaced the always-questioning hu-

manism of the architects and imposed models that rested on structural and

constructive solutions, turning these into an end in and of themselves. The

heavy prefabrication brought from Eastern European countries, where the

cold was a good reason to produce large reinforced concrete panels in covered

structures, became widespread. With it, the best qualities of in situ concrete
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were lost from the start, its monolithic quality and capacity to adopt a variety

of shapes. At the same time, tall housing buildings became a symbol of

prestige for all the provincial capitals, without giving thought to their intrin-

sic vulnerability, their high cost and consumption of energy, and the resources

expended for their construction, use, and maintenance; their inadaptability to

traditional ways of life; and the break they made with their surroundings, as

well as with local and national cultural identity. Another egalitarian module

was the construction of Plazas of the Revolution throughout the entire coun-

try, while the one in Havana still awaits a spatial definition to di√erentiate it

from the amorphous asphalt yard inherited from the Batista period.

Cities and Citizens

After delving into the issues that concern us, it would do well to change the

focus to the problems Havana has in common with other cities of the world

and also their possibilities. Curiously, they are not so di√erent from ours.

There seems to be a consensus that cities should be able to pay for themselves,

placing value on the giant investment in time, energy, building materials,

skills, and even the expectations built up over dozens of generations. The

added value thus obtained should directly and visibly revert to the territory

and its population. Promoting stronger popular participation can contribute

to a more appropriate balance among the people who have the greatest needs,

those who think about it, and those who make the decisions. This gives more

information to citizens, so that they can choose the alternative that best suits

everyone. Theoretically, every problem contains its own solution, but finding

the solution requires a sensitive attitude with minimal interventions that

preserve diversity and respect for other existing beings and things. However,

this balanced line can also lead to a deterministic and passive position that

justifies inaction.

Globalization is a reality that is not chosen: at most, one can attempt to

steer it. On the one hand, it favors contact between peoples far apart; on the

other, it imposes increasingly similar economic, technological, and cultural

patterns. This erases particularities separated in time, favors extirpation, and

reinforces the dependence of countries on the periphery upon those in the

center. This process is accompanied by the relative weakening of nations’

economic power, while the regional groupings of countries increases, as well

as that of big cities and their spheres of influence.

The potential of public spaces to articulate the urban fabric, orient dis-

placements, reinforce a sense of place, and sustain civic culture still has not
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been su≈ciently explored. Its role in facilitating interaction among di√erent

social strata and leveling inequalities is also not understood, and this function

is increasingly important in our case. It is certain that the accelerated develop-

ment of communications and information technology does not eliminate the

vital need to see real people face to face. The long history of human dwellings

shows sad examples of flourishing cities that disappeared or fell into deca-

dence, but it also shows many other cities that have learned to adapt to change

with ingenuity and grace, following the few enlightened cities that foresaw

such change and led the march forward.

Havana Today

In the current di≈cult economic situation, with little being built, it would be

desirable for those few buildings to at least have the best design possible;

unfortunately, that is not the case. In general, there appears to be an influence

diluted from the worst commercial architecture of Miami or Cancun, pathet-

ically taken on as if it were advanced. Nonetheless, there are a few recent

projects that are quite decent, which set a high standard of quality. At the level

of urban design, Villa Panamericana (1991) was the first and, until now, only

example of New Urbanism in Cuba, an alternative to the chaos of Alamar,

Reparto Bahía, and other similar complexes that the Spanish have called sopa

de bloques (block soup). Its clear structure is in homage to the traditional city,

that which everyone recognizes; and it gallantly supports a less creative archi-

tecture, a√ected in its variety by the velocity with which it was built. It is

certain that cities cannot be built all at once, even by geniuses such as Le

Corbusier or Niemeyer.

One of the most interesting recent buildings was the expansion in 2000 of

the International Financial Bank on Fifth Avenue in Miramar, by José Antonio

Choy and team. It achieved a complex integration of contrasting styles by

framing and crowning the old classical-modern building with a contemporary

deconstructionist addition resulting in the creation of a work that seemed to

have always been like that. On a di√erent scale focusing on interiors, something

similar was attained with the restaurant A Prado y Neptuno (Roberto Gottardi,

1998), continuing the pioneering angle of integrating the old and the new that

the same architect explored in 1968 with the later very ill-treated pizzeria

Maravillas in the district of Cerro.

There is a generalized perception that good architecture is inevitably ex-

pensive. But there are fine examples all over the world built with humble
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materials, and many others that are absolutely execrable, yet built with the

most expensive materials. At the same time, the concept of expensive is rela-

tive: in its day, the No. 1 Unit of East Havana was criticized for being too

expensive. However, when the numbers are looked at today, they are laugh-

able. This continues to be the best social housing complex made in Cuba.

Almost a half-century later it remains unchanged, not only because it was well

executed but also because the residents know very well that if they do not take

care of what they have, then they will not have another chance to find some-

thing similar.

The reluctance to call for competitions of architectural designs persists,

although this selection process is used around the world; and when they do

occur, they are of limited scope—often internal competitions within state

design enterprises and without adequate rewards for the e√ort. This is most

likely due to the resistance against delegating the pleasure of deciding to a jury.

There are good plans for architectural projects, including those of commem-

orative monuments, that have won competitions and yet remain shelved,

while other, worse projects are built that have not passed through the filter of a

jury. This kills the confrontation that is necessary to raise quality and makes it

di≈cult for younger, potentially more renewing architects (or those who do

not have institutional backing) to make themselves known.

Raising the Bar

There are avant-garde works, a type of architecture for architects, that are

essential for marking patterns, setting trends, and raising the bar for average

architecture, which is definitively that which makes the city. The economic

crisis has reduced the opportunities for that type of exceptional work, and with

the few opportunities that do appear—generally financed by joint-venture

enterprises—foreign partners attempt to impose their tastes, which they often

manage to do.

Precisely because of this dependence upon a few investors, it is more

di≈cult to refuse those impositions and risks that seem insensitive to the

needs of the country. That is another of the unhealthy e√ects of a centraliza-

tion so strong that it only permits dealing with a very few foreign associates. It

also impedes the restoration of the network of commercial streets in the

central city, with its thousands of small stores side by side, now empty or

converted into caricatures of housing. Such a restoration demands thousands

of small and mid-level investors, who cannot be attended to centrally. A
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phenomenon exactly the opposite of that in Centro Havana occurs in El

Vedado and especially Miramar, where many mansions are converted into

caricatures of stores.

Many urban planners in Cuba are weakened by an informational anemia

that includes the di≈culty of obtaining decent, current magazines on archi-

tecture, as well as limited Internet access. This last point also concerns other

professionals, a√ected by an isolation based on the contempt for ideological

bombardment by the enemy. That lack of knowledge of what is going on in

the world leads them, from time to time, to ‘‘discover’’ what is already known

or to fall to their knees like gullible natives before a false, alien god when

confronted with fashions that are often already passé in the global centers

where they began. This has happened in Cuba with mirrored glass, which is

also completely unsuited for our climate.

It is interesting to compare the high national and international level reached

by visual artists from Cuba with that of its architects. Obviously, there are

essential di√erences in the products of each, but there are also di√erences in

processes, institutional frameworks, compensation, and social recognition

work. Leaving aside individual wounds, the leveling that characterized the

cultural politics of the 1970s in literature, theater, and the visual arts could be

restored, in good part, with a later opening up that included the public rein-

statement of creators who had been persecuted or removed. In the production

of the built environment, the blow was more impersonal, but it also lasted

longer. In architecture, the creator does not produce in isolation and of his or

her own accord, with the exception of multimillionaires like Philip Johnson.

The architect needs someone to commission a work, and in post-1959 Cuba

that someone has always been a government entity. Those works are large,

expensive, survive their creators, and should satisfy functional needs as well as

the expectations and, to some extent, the taste of whoever commissions them—

and these tastes do not always coincide with those of the architect. In reality, it

is a process of constant mediation that ideally culminates in a mutually agree-

able compromise. That is even more di≈cult when there are multiple inter-

mediaries and interpreters between the architect and the future user, who often

never meet face to face.

The role of the professional is, without a doubt, to make sure that the

project and the work itself turn out well, but this requires a decision maker

who is truly interested in obtaining a product of high quality. That is the

tragedy of the advisory boards, which need someone who wants to be advised

in order to function. Ironically, whoever requests advice is, in general, the
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person who least needs it. This artificial separation between the creator and

the user is complicated by the institutional separation of the project and its

actual construction.

Another quite serious problem that a√ects the urban environment is the

lack of control over its works, as much by the state as by the population. The

regulations that are in force are not applied, and if they are, they do not

achieve their objective. It is evident that the amount of fines to violators is not

enough to dissuade them, compared to the resources that are mobilized for

any building project. In reality, the uncontainable proliferation of distortions

that deform the city and make it vile are even more harmful than a few new

works that are ugly or anodyne. Those deformations waste the important

e√orts and achievements of the restoration of the patrimony of older build-

ings. It is known that the only e√ective brake is to stop the work and to

demolish projects that have been built illegally, as was done decades ago. That

demands a firm political will, convinced that harsh initial action is enough for

the message to be understood and for violations to cease.

But the zeal applied to pursuing illegalities in housing or in the acquisition

of materials does not extend to works that are also illegal and furthermore

remain for many generations. Ironically, the current strategy seems to be to

validate them and for that the Community Architects are used. Their role had

been conceived of as advising the population during interventions inside their

homes, and now they have been turned into inspector-o≈cials. A paternalistic

laissez-faire, the disempowerment of the population, and the confusion be-

tween popular culture and populism have allowed that sad mutant, the cul-

ture of aguaje—much ado about nothing—to flourish out into the street. The

citizen is crushed by amorphous junk that falls on top of him or her upon

walking through the streets and is subjected to a constant bombardment of

equally scandalous bright colors and music. This is a caged city where people

move with di≈culty between two friendly or at least known points, crossing

hostile territory dominated by marginal hustlers and their revered exemplary

model, the maceta.

The deformation of the urban image and patterns of behavior can be

attributed not only to the uprooting created by rural immigration—which

partly filled the space left by the mass exodus of the previous dominant class

that was white and urban—but a preexisting urban otherness also holds great

weight. It is expressed in ways of speaking and dressing, manners, and a certain

kind of music more aimed to fray one’s nerves than to stimulate emotions or

thought; it is also reflected in mass media. The situation is complicated by the
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kitschy contribution of a persistent petit-bourgeois provincial culture, tri-

angulated in a round-trip journey to and from Hialeah. This all comes together

with what Héctor Zumbado called the petit-proletariat.

One can observe a deterioration of civic culture, an internalization of

norms of shared living and patterns of conduct that no longer translate into

respectful use of public space. Urbanity has been done away with, along with

other traditional values that cannot be called elitist, classist, or racist. It seems

necessary to give value to values or, to articulate it more clearly, for the citizens

who practice them and incorporate them into their lives to benefit from them.

As always happens, what is important is who is in charge and to what interests

that person responds.

The city is increasingly dystopian, with a topos that is damaged, uncom-

fortable, and dysfunctional and with a corresponding loss of a sense of place.

Every day we see ourselves reflected in a cruel mirror that shows a worn face,

once animated by the utopia that called us together with its ideal non-place.

Birth, growth, maturity, aging, and death are the inevitable stages of any type

of life, including that of cities. However, just as humans do, cities should know

how to age with dignity, without wallowing in a useless nostalgia for their lost

youth, and to direct their own inevitable renovation before it imposes itself by

following the perverse laws of entropy, to introduce chaos. Architecture is not

enough to resolve these great problems, but it can help.

What Is the Purpose of Debate?

The commotion around the recent guerrita de los emilios is due to the indefi-

nite postponement of analysis that should have been done earlier, not just for

reasons of justice but also to preserve the health of the social project in which

we are all involved.∂ The idea that a problem does not exist if it goes unmen-

tioned is not only antimaterialist but suicidal. Pressure builds up and leads to

an explosion or—what is even worse—brings on disillusionment that drags

the bad in with good when it arrives and stays for a good long time. At this

point, the debate has not even transcended academic spheres. It remains a

topic for the initiated, within the conventional conception of culture limited

to art and literature, incomprehensible for those who did not intervene in the

exchange of messages. When the power of information is not shared and

socialized, there is not only a fatal backwardness of culture but also setbacks in

the economy. The future of this country does not lie in producing things with

badly paid workers, or training servants for tourism, but in producing knowl-
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edge and thus taking advantage of Cuba’s principal resource: its many quali-

fied and hardworking people.

Analyzing the problems from the past forty years should not remain an

academic exercise, or simply a liberating catharsis, or a vendetta that removes

wounds and injustices and seeks to repress old repressors. The most impor-

tant thing is to learn from these deeds and to make sure that they are not

repeated. That enormous figure of the twentieth century, Nelson Mandela,

showed the way: make o√enders recognize their abuses and mistakes and then

move forward. But other new mistakes could be made, and we should not wait

another forty years. Returning to the often forgotten principles of dialectics,

one must know how to advance by using contradictions as a starting point,

not by silencing them. We should think and act with the freshness and energy

of youth, or let them take the lead when we start to repeat ourselves. To do

otherwise leads to stagnation and regression, which is living death. I hope that

this debate both clears and finishes the path at the same time, so that one day

we can laugh at the idea that back then—now—we viewed this discussion as

something exceptional.

Making the city work and maintaining control over it require moving

forward to make change, but imagining the future is always an exercise that

can turn from something fun to something terrifying. Perhaps it is better to

concentrate on this very moment and answer this question: are we making the

kind of architecture this country deserves? From this half-century of shared

desires, dreams, and risks, I want to see from within what will happen and to

help, along with all of you, so that it turns out the best possible way.

Notes

This chapter is taken from a lecture given by the author on March 19, 2007, in the

Instituto Superior de Arte (Superior Institute of Art), Havana, as part of ‘‘The Cultural

Politics of the Revolution: Memory and Reflection,’’ a conference organized by the

Centro Teórico-Cultural Criterios (Criterios Theoretical-Cultural Center).

1. The three major revolutionary organizations that opposed Batista’s dictatorship

in the 1950s became one after the triumph of the revolution. They were called the

Integrated Revolutionary Organizations (ori). Some members of the old Cuban Com-

munist Party (Partido Socialista Popular) tried to take control, putting aside the Movi-

miento 26 de Julio and Directorio Revolucionario, who actually had carried the bulk of

the armed struggle. An ori slogan was ‘‘la ori es la candela,’’ using candela (fire) as in a

popular interpretation referring to the best.
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2. Enfermito was a pejorative term used to refer to homosexuals or youngsters who

dressed or acted di√erently and were supposed to be ‘‘sick’’ members of society.

3. Gonzalo de Quesada was the name of the director in the 1960s and 1970s of the

Higher Polytechnic Institute José Antonio Echeverría, which includes all the engineer-

ing careers plus architecture. He was a typical demanding extremist. Que-Sadista plays

with his name and refers to sadism.

4. Guerrita de los emilios is a popular name for an e-mail ‘‘war’’ that started among

Cuban intellectuals protesting against the tv presentation of three characters who had

led the repressive culture of the Gray Quinquennium. Protests reached the higher levels

of the government and public presentations were made about di√erent fields of Cuban

culture.
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