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Havana Revisited: An 
Architectural Heritage

David Rockefeller Center for Latin 
American Studies
1730 Cambridge Street
Cambridge, Massachusetts
February 3–June 1, 2010

This exhibition immediately brought to 
mind a great observation: “In order for 
things to remain the same, there must be 
change.” But the Havana in Cathryn 
Griffith’s images tells a different story. 
Although things have remained the same, 
there has been no change to the urban 
fabric, making it seem almost fossilized.

Griffith’s urban documentation — a 
nostalgic then-and-now comparison of 
vintage postcards with her own modern 
photographs — captures Havana as a  
living colonial museum. The photos by 
themselves would have been simple 
episodic glimpses of the city, but combined 
with the postcards, they become a 
narrative that takes us through time and 
makes us think beyond the art before us. 
The social and cultural issues plaguing 
Havana today, which created the fossilized 
city in these images, suddenly become the 
point, which remains frustratingly beyond 
the reach of this exhibition. 

Frank Valdes aia is an associate at DiMella 
Shaffer in Boston. 

The Bauhaus retains impressive cultural 
significance for an institution that 
operated for a mere 14 peripatetic years. 
When Nazi pressure forced closure of the 
school in its third and final location, many 
of the teachers and students emigrated 
westward; a few landed in Boston. 
Graduates of local architecture schools are 
the progeny of aesthetic seeds first planted 
in Weimar Germany.

The pedagogy at the Bauhaus focused 
on a potent question, one that retains 
contemporary relevance: to what degree 
should art engage technology? To draw or 
not to draw? The dense MoMA exhibition 
(still available online), packed with sketches, 
drawings, paintings, photographs, and 
objects, chronologically traces the 
Bauhaus’ relationship to industrial 
production as it shifted from a craft-based 
school to one whose motto became “art 
and technology — a new unity.” An 
example is a studio exercise in which 
students created patterns with only the 
standard keys of a typewriter. The resulting 
abstract designs (later used for factory-
produced textiles) are a wonderful 

example of how the machine can be 
harnessed for creative good. But no matter 
the cleverness evident in such techno-
forward work, it is difficult not to be 
charmed simultaneously by the 
meticulous, hand-painted color-theory 
exercises by the students of Paul Klee.

The impressively comprehensive 
exhibition features work by both 
instructors and students. The devotion of 
seminal practitioners to introductory 
teaching — among them artists Josef Albers 
and Vasily Kandinsky, architects Walter 
Gropius and Ludwig Mies van der Rohe —  
was remarkable at the time and remains  
so in retrospect. These are the figures  
who persist, and theirs are the works that 
visitors want to see; but the student work  
is equally, if not more, delightful for its 
confident, experimental exuberance. 

Christina Crawford aia, leed ap is a practicing 
architect and urban designer at Utile, Inc.,  
in Boston. She teaches at Northeastern 
University School of Architecture and serves 
on the board of the New England chapter of 
the Society of Architectural Historians.

Bauhaus 1919–1933: Workshops for Modernity

Museum of Modern Art, New York City
November 8, 2009–January 25, 2010
www.moma.org/interactives/exhibitions/2009/bauhaus/

Upward and Goldrosa, c. 1926, by Josef Albers. © 2009 The Josef and Anni Albers 
Foundation/Artists Rights Society.

El Morro, Havana. Photo (right) by Cathryn 
Griffith.
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“What if this could happen in Boston?” 
This was the question posed by 

SHIFTboston, an organization that 
challenges designers to think critically 
about the experience and environment of 
Boston. Its 2009 ideas competition 
generated worldwide attention, with more 
than 6,000 responses from more than 90 
countries, finally attracting 142 entries 
from 16 states and 14 countries. With a full 
house of 300 (mostly young designers)  
at the awards “forum” and even more 
waiting at the door, it was clear that there is 
widespread interest in the future of Boston 
and that a shift may already be underway.

The city’s renewed interest in connect-
ing residents from every neighborhood 
with the waterfront was apparent in the 
number of entries that embraced the 
waterfront as the city’s next frontier. From 

barges demarcating the original 
boundaries of the city to a kayak-sharing 
commuter system to entire parks 
suspended over the harbor, many of  
the ideas recalled Boston’s history of 
expansion into the harbor, but with a new 
twist: reclaiming it without necessarily 
infilling. The winning team, Sapir Ng of 
Tsoi/Kobus and Andrzej Zarzycki of New 
Jersey Institute of Technology, embraced  
a mostly unconsidered frontier: Boston’s 
underground. Instead of building up  
or out, their proposal, “The Tremont 
Underground Theater Space,” ventured 
into the subterranean and made use of 
abandoned subway infrastructure, revived 
as an interactive theater space. 

Other proposals took on the challenge 
of shaping attitudes instead of the 
cityscape. “Waterline” proposed a city-wide 
continuous blue line at head height — the 
presumed future water level after global 
warming. An honorable mention went to 
“What the Hell is That?” — a proposal to 
fetishize Boston City Hall as nail polish, 
makeup compacts, and other trendy 

commodities, merging architecture and 
cultural production to manipulate the 
public image of the building.

In a city that increasingly struggles to 
retain and attract talent despite the many 
world-class institutions that call Boston 
home, perhaps a shift in attitude toward 
design and development is the key. 
SHIFTboston brings to the forefront the 
argument that the city should not be afraid 
to borrow good ideas that work for other 
cities, nor be afraid of showcasing a 
willingness to experiment. As the winning 
entry highlights, Boston should likewise 
recognize, advocate, and make full use of 
what it already has.

Alyson Fletcher, assoc. aia is currently 
biking across the country with Bike & Build 
to raise money for affordable housing  
(http://bikeandbuild.org/rider/3547).  
She was previously co-chair of Common 
Boston.

Competition entries may be viewed at: 
www.shiftboston.org.

The SHIFTboston Forum

Institute of Contemporary Art 
Boston
January 14, 2010 
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