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News & Notes
From the Decophiles

Hearing Scheduled on Plans
For Hecht Warehouse

The Historic Preservation Office (HPO) scheduled a hearing January 24,
2013, on a proposal by developer Douglas Jemal and archit@cts
tunovich Associates to redevelop the historic Hecht Company warehouse
on New York Avenue and the surrounding property. Included in the pro-
posal is the replacement of a significant portion of the glass block exterior
with casement windows.

ADSW, which sponsored the buil di ngd:i
testify in opposition to the proposal.

The Hecht Company Warehouse, one of the gems of Washington Art Deco

architectur e, is featured on t hje ¢«
1984Washington Deco: Art Deco in |the
Demol ition Planned for Lonldon
Earl 6s Court Exhibition Cente

Oliver Wainwright, architecture and design critic Toe Guardiareport-
ed November 21, 2012, that the Kensington and Chelsea boroughs had

approved plans to demolish the [Ear/|
it with thousands of homes.

Photo by Gary Weaser of
the Guardian

According to Wainwright, the ex/hibi
architect C Howard Crane, conjurer of fanciful picture palaces across

(Continudd |on p:
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America, the exhibition hall was the biggest indoor space in Europe wi

hen it

opened in 1937. A deft feat of engineering, spanning four different rail-

way tracks, the gargantuan colufnee arena was designed to seal
23,000. 0

Although the center played host to such rock groups as the Rolling
and the Spice Girls, I remember
Show.

Mullin Museum Opens Exhibit of Voisin Vehicles

Three years ago, Peter Mullin, a fan of all things art deco, opened
Mullin Automobile Museum in Oxnard, California, about 60 miles fron
Angel es. The mus ellaMiSien denVeiggays tribute to |
Gabriel Voisin with an exhibition of 17 cars that shows this genius thr
his own words, and those of his growing list of admiféis. collection of
Voisin vehicles and rarely seen artifacts will be open from November 2
through April 2013.http://www.mullinautomotivemuseum.com/
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Also on display at the museum is the exciting 1936 Bugatti Type 57SC At-

lantic.

Harl emds Lenox Lounge Cl oses

Great jazz legends |like Billie Holi
Coltrane once perfor med i n t he
Architecturally influenced by tjhe

Loewy, the Lenox Lounge was birthe
graphic signage and comprehensive d
the few original art deco structiure
Al t hough the |l ounge closed December
to reopen in March and says that he
|l ooks. o0 But, it will be renamed |the
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Deco Discoveries:
HAVANA ART DECO

by Clive Foss

With the Art Deco World Congress in Havana impending, this seen
good moment to give those who are attending a hint of the delights
await them, and the rest a taste of what they are missing, for Havana

ns a
that
can

boast one of the most spectacular treasures of Art Deco and Streamline

Moderne architecture in the western hemisphere. The city adopted
Deco/Moderne style as the symbol of modernism and used it for e

the
ery

purpose. Havana is not like Miami, with its Deco buildings concentrated in

one section, nor does it have the grand 1930s skyscrapers of New

Instead, it offers a rich abundance of egatching buildings scattered in

every district, rather |ike Los
focused on clearing slums and building rings of functional apartment b
around most large cities, but deliberately neglected the central parts
Havana, once the home of the rich and middle classes. The result

ork.

Ang

locks
of
s that

much has been preserved, even if often in a deteriorated state, in the midst
of an exceptionally attractive urban landscape, unspoiled by parking lots,

shopping centers or freeways. Faced with such abundant material, th

IS es-

say will present a few high points to give an idea of the rich Deco heritage

that awaits.

Rhyt hm, Rum and Romance was the t
I

Roaring Twenties when Americans

to escape the rigors of Prohibitio
0

Gerardo Machado, a busi ne sliseavidyrn

public works and the beautification of Havana. This was an exuberant
of great prosperity, open to new ideas. Consequently, the 1925 Paris
position of Modern Decorative Arts made a powerful impression. In
Deco, Cuban architects found a truly modern style that would represer
spirit of the age and project a new and dynamic image. They rejected
more radical “'machine worship' (as they called it) of le Corbusier, pre
ring the humanistic and adaptable Art Deco.

time
ex-
Art
t the
the
fer-

Paris inspired the first building in the new style, the house of a sugar baron,

Francisco Argielles, designed in 1927. It occupies a corner lot on the

main

street of the elegant suburb of Miramar that was being developed in the
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twenties, along the lines of the American garden city movement. The house

was directly modeled on the spectacular Galeries Lafayette Pavilion at
1925 exposition, a building that incorporated classical elements int

the
D a

radical design. Like the pavilion, the Arguelles house has its rounded en-

trance set back between two projecting wings whose large windows
flanked by fluted pilasters

D - it
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The fine abstract, floral and symbolic decor, octagonal windows and care-

ful attention to detail are typical of the French deco, where each build
was an elegant and highly individual monument.

ng

Despite this promising start, mansions rarely adopted the new style. There

are a few real gems, but most of the rich preferred more traditional (a
respectable) styles, at least for the exterior. Some houses, though,
spectacular art deco interiors which would never be imagined from
outside.

nd
have
the

Havana's greatest example of Art Deco is an office building, appropriate-
ly the headquarters of the Bacardi rum company, built in 1930 at the

edge of Old Havana, the colonial center of the city. The original pl

an

called for a renaissance style building that would fit in with the surround-

ings, but the architects made a trip to Paris. When they came back,
adopted a radical new plan.

hey
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The Bacardi building is a classic example of Art Deco. It follows the “ru

threes'- the central part projects from the flanks to make a tripartite fa-
cade, and the street level and tower are sharply differentiated from the

e of

main body. Tall projecting white pilasters adorn the facade to emphasize
the vertical aspect and draw the eye up toward the tower whose setbacks

culminate in a pyramidal roof. Everywhere, the straight line and sh
angle are dominant; the building has no curves.

arp




PAGES TRANS-LUX VOLUME 30 NO. 4

Following the French model, it employs a brightly colored applied decora-
tion, with floral designs and symbolic human figures.

And, like the highest form of European deco, it uses expensive materials:
the whole street level is sheathed in granid of it imported- and every

detail of the lanterns, window grills and the lavish interior decor is execut-
ed with great care.
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The elegant facing of the ground floor, by separating it visually from t
rest of the structure, integrates with the street, while the strong vertical
and tower combine to give the impression of a much taller building:
main block is only eight stories high. In all this, the building avoids hist
reference, making a firm statement of modernity.

If the initial impulse for Cuban deco came from France, American influ
soon asserted itself. By 1932, the Depression had hit Cuba hard,
transformed its political system. President Machado became so fond ¢
office that he wound up tuning it into Cuba's first dictatorship. Neverthe
there was still money for fine building.

Although Deco found little favor as a style for rich mansions, the builde
apartment houses readily took to it. Excellent examples can be foung
over central Havana, but the most impressive is in the district of Ved
immediately west of the traditional center. It became Havanass t
clusive residenti al di str i c tstyles,w
and a few apartment buildings, none so distinctive as the Lopez Serr
built in 1932.

he
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| 1 |

For obvious reasons, this building is known locally as the ‘edificio

sections, separated by openings that let in the light and air; and the gra
floor and tower are sharply differentiated from the main body. Tall pr
jecting pilasters that run the whole height of the building and small rece
windows emphasize its verticality and make it look much taller than

(=)

nor-

teamericano': New York has replaced Paris. It typically has three projecting

und

ssed
it is,
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while the setbacks of the tower and the cubist finial strengthen the re
blance to a New York skyscraper. Such setbacks were required in

5em-
New

York, not in Havana, where there was no danger of skyscrapers cutting off

the light of the street.

But the New York of the Chrysler and Empire State Buildings was the im-

age of modernism, and imitation of it was a strong and clear statem

nt.

This was, in fact, Havana's skyscraper; with its fourteen stories, it was the
tallest building in Cuba until the 1950's. At ground level, the openings of
the doors and windows culminate in a stepped ziggurat shape filled with

typical abstract floral elements.

Every detail is executed with care: even the flower pots have a stepped

deco design, and the lobby is richly paved with terrazzo and decorat
with a marble and a relief symbolizing speed. Here again, the straig
line, geometric step and right angle dominate; there are no curves in

ed
ht
this

building. The whole ensemble is consistent and dramatically modern. It was

the last of its kind, for Cuba was entering a new era.
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Parallel to these grand buildings was a more humble Art Deco, visible in
all parts of the city. Sometimes it took the form of small houses that incor-
porated French elements, imprinting a striking image onto a simple bunga-
low.




