The modernist sports
complex built on Havana’s
Malecén symbolises both

the ambition of the Cuban
revolution and the country’s
ongoing economic difficulties,
writes Belmont Freeman
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The thin-shell concrete
vaults of the stadium
stand (this spread) were
designed by architect
Octavio Buigas and
engineered by Mario

G Suarez - Buigas was
just 25 and freshly
graduated, while

Suarez was only 34.

The concrete has since
suffered in the tropical
maritime climate
(opposite top), but
renovations commenced
in2023. At time of
writing, these works

are partially completed
and on pause (opposite
below)
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he years immediately following

the triumph of the revolution

were a heady time in Cuba.

It was a period of tremendous
energy and optimism as the Cuban people
strove to build a new, more equitable society
after years under the brutal and corrupt
dictatorship of Fulgencio Batista. Fidel
Castro’s young government wasted no
time in delivering on the promises of the
revolution, one manifestation of which was
a broadly ambitious building programme
that kicked off within months of Castro’s
battalions entering Havana in January 1959.
The programme lasted through the 1960s,
by which time the cumulative effect of the
United States’ economic embargo and
failures of Cuba’s planned economy
strangled the flow of resources and, under
Soviet influence, diverted architectural
production to other paths.

This heroic campaign in bricks, mortar
and - mostly - reinforced concrete,
much of exceptionally high architectural
quality, focused on social programmes,
including housing, schools and healthcare
infrastructure. Also prioritised were
public recreation facilities, which involved
the construction of innumerable sports
centres in different neighbourhoods
of the capital city and in towns across
the island. The first and by far the most
elaborate was the Parque Deportivo
José Marti, which, with the urgency typical
of the moment, was designed and built
between 1959 and 1960.

The complex, which includes a stadium,
gymnasium, three swimming pools,
locker rooms, ball courts and a children’s
playground, occupies a site in the posh
residential neighbourhood of Vedado where
the elegant Avenida de los Presidentes
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meets the Malec6én - Havana’s iconic
oceanfront boulevard. Aside from the
generosity of the amenities, I have always
marvelled at the choice of site for this public
facility. Twenty years earlier, in 1940, the
newly elected - and still ostensibly reformist
- President Batista had announced plans to
build a sports complex here on the Malecon,
but they were never realised; instead, in the
succeeding decades real-estate development
in Havana became increasingly corrupt and
infiltrated by North American organised
crime.

By the mid-1950s, Vedado and the Malecén
were being transformed by the construction
of high-rise apartment buildings for the
wealthy and casino hotels for American
tourists, the most lavish of which was the
Hotel Riviera. Owned by American mobster
Meyer Lansky, it went up in 1957, not far
from what would become the Parque

Deportivo José Marti. Produced on Batista’s
request between 1956 and 1959 by New
York-based design firm Town Planning
Associates, founded by Paul Lester Wiener
and Josep Lluis Sert, the Plan Piloto de

La Habana shows the site as a park in front
of the new Ministry of State (now Foreign
Affairs) building, but I cannot imagine that
this prime oceanfront parcel was not
coveted by Batista cronies for hotel

or luxury residential development.

The revolution put a stop to all such
capitalist development and the resurrection
of this site for public recreational use was
a bold statement of the new regime’s
priorities. But while revolutionary in intent,
architecturally the buildings of the Parque
Deportivo José Marti are firmly situated in
the mid-century modernist movement in
Cuba. Thin-shell concrete construction was
a technique of eye-catching experimentation

in Cuba in the 1950s, exemplified by the
work of the brothers Max and Enrique
Borges, who on occasion collaborated with
the Spanish-Mexican architect-engineer
Félix Candela, who popularised the
hyperbolic paraboloid vault. In the stadium
and gymnasium of the Parque Deportivo
José Marti, the Cuban architect Octavio
Buigas literally took concrete vaulting to
new heights. When viewed from a moving
vehicle on the Malecén, the delicate pleats
of the stadium canopy appear to float
effortlessly above the bleacher seating.
‘While expressively plastic in form, the
structural design is quite rational; the
curvature of the concrete shells gives them
the rigidity to achieve their breathtaking
cantilever while the stepped concrete
slab of the seating braces the vaults in
triangulated equipoise.

The sports complex was an immediate hit,

not just with the Havanans who flocked to
use it, but as an emblem of the revolution’s
high architectural ambitions. The project
was featured in an exhibition as part of the
Seventh Congress of the International Union
of Architects, hosted in Cuba in 1968, and

in the related publication La Arquitectura
en los Paises en Vias de Desarrollo
(Architecture in the Developing Countries)
as a stellar example of the socialist

government’s architectural accomplishments.

‘When I first encountered the Parque
Deportivo José Marti in 1998, on my first
visit to Havana as an adult (I was the first in
my American-Cuban family to return to the
island since the revolution), the place was
a scene of lively activity; teams playing
football on the field, young people bouncing
basketballs in the courts. The complex was
decidedly run-down, but not deplorably so,
at least not in the context of general scarcity

in Cuba as it emerged from the strictures
of the ‘Special Period’ that followed the
1991 collapse of the Soviet Union and the
cessation of Eastern Bloc economic support.
As the years progressed, however, the
park’s structures steadily deteriorated.
Reinforced concrete is notoriously
vulnerable in a maritime climate, and the
rising sea and more frequent and violent
storms caused by global heating regularly
breach the Malecén seawall and flood the
zone in which the sports complex sits,
accelerating the corrosion. By the turn of
this century, the delicate lips of the canopy
had been chewed away by the atmosphere
and spalling concrete exposed areas of
rusting steel reinforcement in the structural
piers. In 2000, the sports park was officially
closed and sealed off behind fencing, though
local residents continued to gain entry to use
the grounds informally. Sporadic attempts

Despite being fenced

off since 2000, the sports
facilities remained in
informal use, and the
gates were opened again
in2022. Although
renovation work on the
stadium stand is a vast
improvement onits
previous state (opposite),
a huge amount of
refurbishment remains
to save the building for
posterity (below left

and right)
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‘It is premature

to declare that the
Parque Deportivo José
Marti has been saved’




were made to arrest the decay but to little
enduring effect. A comprehensive renovation
plan was announced in 2017, and repairs
were made in the gymnasium, but no
significant work on the stadium or other
structures was done - and without an
adequate maintenance programme the gains
made in the gymnasium slipped into reverse,
common in a tropical climate.

The declining state of the Parque
Deportivo José Marti was hardly unique
- the whole city is crumbling from lack
of maintenance - but I feared that the
neglect of the José Marti stadium might
be intentional and that the site had been
identified for redevelopment. In a campaign
to promote tourism in advance of the 500th
anniversary of the city of Havana in 2019,
the Cuban government went on a binge of
hotel building; venerable hostelries were
renovated, and historic structures were

repurposed as hotels. At the same time,
Havana’s skyline and waterfront were
blighted by the construction of several large
new hotels insensitive to the urban context
and of garishly inappropriate design.

The Covid-19 pandemic cut short the
anniversary celebrations and Cuba’s tourism
industry plunged into recession, but this did
not halt the completion of hotel projects
in the works or cancel deals already
penned with foreign hotel developers.

Quite logically, Cuban planners see tourism
as a critical component of the country’s
economic development, and - as in the 1950s
- there could be no site more tempting to
state and private developers than that of
the Parque Deportivo José Marti, which
includes the largest plot of open land on

the Vedado waterfront.

I was therefore greatly relieved when
further refurbishment was made to the

The gymnasium building
has been restored twice,
bothin 2017 and 2022.
Regardless, the paint

is already peeling in the
seaside environment
(below). However, this
is not affecting the
popularity of the space,
which is regularly used
for foothall matches
(opposite below) as well
as judo, concerts and
much more. The space
under the seating is now
awell-used training gym
(opposite top)

gymnasium in 2022, and scaffolding finally
went up around the stadium stand in 2023
for restoration work, led by the state
company Empresa de Proyectos para
Industrias Varias (EPROYIV, or
Development Company for Various
Industries). The renovation project is cause
to rejoice, not just for the preservation of
these highly significant works of architecture
but for the evidence that the Oficina del
Historiador de La Habana (Office of the
Historian of the City of Havana) - the
entity that sets the agenda for most of

the restoration work in the municipality -
at long last is paying attention to the city’s
extraordinary modernist heritage. For
decades the agency, under the visionary
leadership of Eusebio Leal, focused on the
rehabilitation of Old Havana, which was
declared a UNESCO World Heritage Site
in 1982. In a strategic joining of preservation

and economic development, the restored
historic centre and its splendid colonial
buildings have become a fecund tourist
destination. At the same time, many in the
preservation community both in Cuba and
abroad lament the official neglect of the
city’s modern architecture (buildings from
the 1950s for a long time having been tainted
by association with the corrupt capitalist
regime). This now appears to be changing;
at the Docomomo Cuba conference
(the local chapter of the international
organisation dedicated to the
documentation and conservation of
modernism) in March this year, the
rehabilitation of the Parque Deportivo
José Marti, under the direction of the
Instituto Nacional de Deportes, Educacion
Fisica y Recreaciéon (INDER), was cited
as a highly promising development.

There is criticism that the restoration
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techniques employed at the Parque
Deportivo José Marti are not up to
international best practices and that the
materials used are cheap and substandard
- though this critique is levelled against
pretty much every renovation project

in Cuba, mostly coming from non-Cuban
conservators accustomed to working

in contexts with more resources and often
tinged with a reluctance to admit that the
communist government can do anything
right. I might also point out that because
of the Unites States’ embargo, international
organisations that support historic
preservation, such as UNESCO, are hobbled
in lending material support to projects in
Cuba; US-based entities, such as the Getty
Foundation, are flat-out banned from doing
s0. I therefore consider it a minor miracle
when any significant conservation work in
Cuba gets done.

But it is premature to declare that the
Parque Deportivo José Marti has been
saved. Work on the stadium has paused,
having progressed about halfway down
the building. A contact at the Oficina del
Historiador de Lia Habana told me that this
is simply due to lack of funding and building
materials. It is well known that Cuba is in
a severe economic crisis, brutalised by the
triple disasters of the economic meltdown
in Venezuela (which had subsidised the
post-Soviet Cuban economy), Donald
Trump’s rollback of the liberal travel
and economic exchange policies of Barack
Obama’s presidency, and the Covid-19
pandemic, which ravaged Cuba’s tourism
industry. This is presumably also why the
rest of the park facilities - the swimming
pools, children’s playground and other
ball courts - still stand in a state of decay.

A cousin of mine, in his mid-fifties, grew

‘At long last the Oficina

del Historiador de La
Habana is paying attention
to the city’s extraordinary
modernist heritage’
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up in Vedado and now works at Casa de

Las Américas, a cultural institution located
directly across Avenida de los Presidentes
from the Parque Deportivo José Marti,
from which vantage point he has witnessed
its changing fortunes. He says he spent a lot
of time there as a child in the 1980s, playing
volleyball and squash with friends and,

in high school, taking physical education
classes on the playing field. He regrets that
his own sons have not had that experience;
the gates have only been officially open
again since the second refurbishment

of the gymnasium in 2022. Certainly, there
is the demand for the rehabilitation of the
sports park, if the number of people who

go there to run on the pitted track, play ball,
or exercise their dogs is anything to go by.
People in the neighbourhood fondly
remember the facility in its better days

and long for its full return.

Recent restoration efforts
are very welcome, though
the scale of the work
ahead is significant.

The surrounding park,
including swimming pools
and locker rooms (left),
remain in a deteriorating
condition. This state

of affairs is reflected in
the wider urban fabric of
Havana (opposite), which
has suffered in the face
of protracted financial
difficulty



