
Few forms of visual, tangible art are as intertwined 
and different in character as architecture and street 
art. One is built for permanence; the other exists 
briefly in the physical world unless the artist has 
worldwide fame, like British provocateur Banksy. Street-
art interventions are typically solo or small-crew endeavors, undertaken without 
permits, unlike buildings that must meet rigorous standards and undergo repeated 
inspections during construction and typically require a cast of hundreds (Fig. 1). 

Street art, nonetheless, depends on architecture. Though works can be produced 
on train cars, billboards, and other impermanent structures, most aerosol art—the 
moniker currently preferred by many artists—is bound to buildings.1 This begs the 
question: If architecture is integral to the existence of street art, might there be 
instances in which street art can “give back” to a building by fomenting interest in 
its survival? This paper chronicles an example of street art becoming an instrument 
of advocacy for an abandoned Brutalist building in Miami, Florida.

A (Very) Brief History of Street Art and Graffiti
Graffiti is an Italian plural noun that translates to “scratch” or “mark.” Defined in 
the New Oxford American Dictionary as “writing or drawings scribbled, scratched, 
or sprayed illicitly on a wall or other surface in a public place,” its origins are as old 
as humankind. Examples abound from the ancient world, offering, what Rebecca 
Benefiel, a professor and the director of the online Ancient Graffiti Project, refers to 
as “a window into the daily life and interests of the people who lived in the ancient 
world, especially in Herculaneum and Pompeii.”2 Unauthorized markings provide 
information about historical events and the people who experienced them. Two 
notable examples are the 1527 graffiti by one of Charles V’s Protestant soldiers on 
murals on the Hall of Perspectives at the Farnesina Palace in Rome, in which he 
brags about sacking the city and forcing the pope to flee; and pencil writings that 
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Fig. 1. Miami Marine Stadium, 3510 
Rickenbacker Causeway 33149, Miami, 
Florida, 2018. All photographs by RLA 
Conservation, LLC, unless otherwise noted.
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cover the walls of a World War II-era 
barracks at the Japanese internment 
camp at Tule Lake, California.3 

Contemporary street art and graffiti that 
produce large swaths of paint across a 
surface owe their origin to the advent 
of the aerosol spray can, specifically 
its 1949 adaptation for the purpose 
of delivering paint (Fig. 2).4 Because 
aerosolized paint dries quickly, artists 
became able to produce layered work 
in rapid and constrained conditions, 
without the need for brushes, buckets, 
and much other equipment. New York 
in the 1970s is often touted as the place 
and time when this phenomenon took 
on a deliberate, artistic, performative 
quality. Developing alongside hip-hop 
and punk-rock music, the new art form 
ranged from simple one-line tags or 
“throw ups” to larger, more elaborate 
murals known as “piece work.” New 
York Times reporters Hilary Greenbaum 
and Dana Rubinstein refer to this work 
as “an apt metaphor for rebellion,” 
which dovetailed with the zeitgeist of the 
times.5 In the 1980s, street art spawned 
artists like Keith Haring and Jean-
Michel Basquiat, whose graffiti-style 
work crossed over into commissioned 
murals and gallery representation. By the 
1990s, street art was a staple of every 
major urban center in the world. 

While this is an overwhelmingly 
truncated version of the history of street 
art and graffiti, it is intended as an 
elementary backdrop to the art form’s 
emergence in Miami in the early 1990s 
and its impact on one of the city’s most 
distinctive abandoned places.

The Stadium’s Origins and 
Early Use
Sited on the ancestral land of the 
Tequestas, the City of Miami was 
incorporated in 1896 with a population 
of 444. It grew slowly for half a century, 
primarily as a tourist destination, with 
construction booms in the 1920s and 
1950s. In 1959 the city’s character 
changed inexorably when a Communist 
revolution occurred in Cuba, an island 
nation 90 miles away. In the ensuing 
three years, approximately four 
hundred thousand Cubans immigrated 

to the United States, the vast majority 
remaining in South Florida. One of 
these was a 26-year-old architect named 
Hilario Candela. 

Miami is a city surrounded by an 
8-mile-wide, 35-mile-long lagoon called 
Biscayne Bay. In 1962, the city requested 
a master plan from the Chicago firm of 
Ralph H. Burke to create a recreational 
waterscape on bayfront Virginia Key. 
The plan was to include a speedboat 
racecourse with an oval-shaped, dredged 
basin shaped like Rome’s Circus 

Maximus (Fig. 3). Also included in the 
plan was a grandstand for watching 
races. The architectural commission for 
the stadium was awarded to the Miami 
firm of Pancoast, Ferendino, Skeels and 
Burnham. Partner Andrew Ferendino 
tapped Hilario Candela as the project’s 
lead designer. 

Though the original idea for the 
stadium was a typical steel-truss 
structure, Candela changed the design to 
accommodate his longtime fascination 
with poured-in-place architectural 
concrete. This interest began during 
Candela’s training at the Georgia Institute 
of Technology, where he studied with 
Italian architect Pier Luigi Nervi, Spanish 
structural engineer Eduardo Torroja, and 
Spanish-Mexican architect Félix Candela, 
all renowned experimenters with thin-
shell concrete structures.6 During his 
training, Candela would spend summers 
in Havana, interning at the firm of fellow 
Georgia Tech graduate Max Borges, Jr., 
designer of the Tropicana nightclub’s 
thin-shell concrete Arcos de Cristal. 
Upon graduation, Candela joined Saenz, 

Fig. 2. Dumped spray cans at Miami Marine 
Stadium, 2013.

Fig. 3. Hilario Candela at the Miami Marine Stadium during construction, 1963, private archive. 
Courtesy of the Restore Marine Stadium website, restoremarinestadium​.org/. 
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Cancio, Martin Alvarez y Gutierrez 
(SACMAG), Cuba’s largest architectural 
firm. Candela’s association with what was 
then the inner circle of Cuba’s innovators 
with concrete and expressive roof 
lines spurred him into “a lifelong love 
affair with concrete.”7 In 1962, while 
designing the Marine Stadium, Candela 
flew to Washington, D.C., and landed at 
the newly opened Dulles International 
Airport, designed by Finnish architect 
Eero Saarinen. According to Candela, 
“Dulles was like a gift. . . . The way the 
form of those columns gets to the ground 
and human beings can touch the concrete 
and feel it and be next to it. . . . This is 
exactly what I was after.”8

Designed in conjunction with Jack 
Meyer of Dignum Engineers, the Marine 
Stadium is an unpainted cast-concrete 
shell structure that sits partially in the 
water and is open on three sides. The 
building’s most dominant feature is a 
poured-in-place hyperbolic paraboloid 
roof, a surface that is a doubly-
folded plane shaped like a saddle and 
reinforced with galvanized rebar.9 At the 
time of its construction, it was by far 
the most daring building in all of South 
Florida. It remains one of the boldest 
buildings by a Cuban-born architect 
anywhere in the world.

The stadium opened with a concert on 
a floating stage on December 27, 1963, 
and quickly became the nation’s premier 
boat-racing venue, hosting every major 
race for almost 30 years.10 The building 
also served as a concert venue, where 
spectators watched events either from 
the stands or from boats in the basin 
(Fig. 4). The range of events reflected 
the multicultural character of Miami 
and included an annual flotilla to honor 
Cuba’s patron saint La Virgen de la 
Caridad del Cobre; the first Black Miss 
USA Pageant; Easter sunrise services; 
an Alan Ginsburg poetry reading that 
was shut down for obscenity; the 1968 

political rally where Sammy Davis, 
Jr., famously hugged Richard Nixon 
onstage; and concerts by the likes of 
Cab Calloway, Gloria Estefan, the Beach 
Boys, Steppenwolf, Bonnie Raitt, and 
Jimmy Buffett, whose Concert on the 
Bay was the artist’s all time biggest-
selling album.11 Despite this eclectic 
usage, the stadium was never profitably 
managed.12 By the early 1990s, the city 
was looking for a reason to shutter the 
building. 

On August 24, 1992, Hurricane Andrew 
provided the excuse. After this Class 5 
storm tore through Dade County, the 
city declared the stadium unsafe. One 
million dollars was requested from the 
Federal Emergency Management Agency 
(FEMA) for demolition. The money 
was granted, but FEMA rules required 
an insurance evaluation that included 
an engineering report to assess the 
stadium’s structural viability. Prepared 
by Simpson Gumpertz and Heger 
(SGH), the 1993 report concluded that 
the Marine Stadium’s “roof structures 
are safe, and that, with repairs to the 
cracks and the waterproofing, the [roof 
structure’s] useful life can be significantly 
extended.” The report also stated 
that there was “no direct relationship 
between the need for any of the above 
repairs and the occurrence of Hurricane 

Andrew.”13 Once the report was made 
public, the city returned the money to 
FEMA. But no restoration work was 
undertaken. The building was fenced off 
and left to the mercy of the subtropics. 

Miami Graffiti and  
the Marina Penit
Because graffiti is often an illegal 
activity, its local history can be hard to 
pin down. Books about Miami’s graffiti 
scene are limited to photo compilations 
with descriptions of the form’s 
evolution, mainly dealing with style. 
The website Miamigraffiti​.com, a self-
described “openly submittable picture 
database of graffiti history for a specific 
part of the world,” reports activity in 
Miami beginning around 1983 through 
their description of “penits”—local 
parlance for any building that becomes a 
center for graffiti.14 

Short for penitentiary, the word “penit” 
originates from a would-be penitentiary 
building in the Fontainebleau area of 
South Doral (not to be confused with 
the luxury beachfront hotel), which 
was never completed. Other penits—at 
the airport, at a cement factory known 
as the Ives Penit, and at an abandoned 
building in Hialeah known simply as 
“the Warehouse”—soon popped up 
around the city. Of the Miami Marine 

Fig. 4. View looking northwest showing the 
stadium’s roofline and the parking lot with 
boats in preparation for a regatta, 1963. 
Courtesy of the Restore Marine Stadium website, 
restoremarinestadium​.org/.
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Stadium, Miamigraffiti​.com reports that 
“the earliest piecing began in 1997, but 
it became much more popular after the 
demolition of the airport, Malibu, and 
Hialeah Penits”15 (Fig. 5). One artist 
reported hearing about a building “with 
long ramps and huge blank walls . . . 
with privacy and good shade . . . perfect 
for what we were looking to do,” 
around 1995.16 The artist Abstkt, who 
also painted at the stadium in the ’90s, 
concurred with this date. Artist Dfecs 
explained the way the artists approached 
the site in those early years: 

I did a test walk in, without spray 
paint, after [high] school, hung out, 
shouted, and no one was around, 
except some 7th or 8th graders 
from Key Biscayne who were 
skateboarding. When we realized it 
was chill, we came back as a group. 
We’d take tons of paint and park 
our cars where the jet skis would 
be and walk in through the beach. 
There was a security guard, but 
he was in front, in his car, eating 
a sandwich, falling asleep. People 
came in and out—other artists, 
skateboarders, couples who wanted 
to see the sun go down. I thought: 
this doesn’t even feel illegal. I spent 
years going there. I went into every 
single room. Some of those walls 
were clean when I painted there. 
My graffiti is still down there, where 
your feet are in the water. Towards 
my senior year I went on a Saturday 
with a whole group, and we said, 
“let’s do the whole downstairs.”17 

Dfecs explained that “downstairs” 
referred primarily to the walls facing 
the parking lot: “These were the prime 
walls, the ones where you had to bring 
your best game” (Fig. 6). Despite posted 
“No Trespassing” signs and regular 
police patrols, these artists—all in 
their teens and early twenties—covered 
Hilario Candela’s concrete expanses 
with so much paint that by the early 
aughts, the concrete of the ramps and 
coveted parking lot-facing walls was 
completely obscured.18

Advocacy and  
Preservation Efforts
In 2008 a grassroots organization called 
Friends of Miami Marine Stadium 
(FMMS) was formed under the aegis of 
Dade Heritage Trust to save the stadium 
from demolition by neglect. By then, 
the building was either an eyesore or 
a hotbed of youthful artistic activity, 
depending on your point of view. 
Founded by architect Candela along 
with University of Miami architecture 
professor Jorge Hernandez and 
community activist Don Worth, FMMS 
at first hoped to prevent additional 
tagging as it fought to prevent the 
building’s demolition by neglect. But 
even fixing holes in the fence could not 
stop graffiti artists from entering the 
penit that they had claimed as their own 
for over a decade (Fig. 7).

In 2008 the City of Miami Historic and 
Environmental Preservation Board  
unanimously approved the historic  
designation of the stadium and 
surrounding land and basin. A year 

later, the World Monuments Fund 
named the stadium to its 2010 Watch 
List, and the National Trust for Historic 
Preservation named it to its list of Eleven 
Most Endangered Sites and Buildings. 
A new engineering study, again carried 
out by SGH, reaffirmed the viability of 
conserving the stadium.19 In 2012 the 
Trust named the stadium to its National 
Treasures program, a portfolio of 
significant endangered historic places 
where the organization is dedicated to 
finding a preservation solution. A series 
of local petitions was circulated by the 
Trust, garnering over 25,000 signatures 
in support of the stadium’s preservation. 
Robert Hammond and Phil Aarons,  
co-founder and founding chair, 
respectively, of New York City’s 
High Line, made a presentation at 
the University of Miami School of 
Architecture entitled “The High Line—
New York’s Park in the Sky: Lessons 
for Miami Marine Stadium.”20 The 
transformative power of the High Line on 
New York’s West Side was posited as a 
future for a renovated Marine Stadium. 

Finally, in 2013 Cuban-American 
pop-music star, Miami resident, and 
then-board member of the Trust, 
Gloria Estefan became the stadium’s 
spokesperson. In a video played before a 
Miami City Commission meeting on July 
11, 2013, Estefan noted that the land 
for the stadium had been donated to the 
county with a stipulation that it was to 
be used expressly as a marine stadium. As 
she quoted from the deed: “’In the event 
the use of said land for such purposes 
shall be abandoned, then and in such 

Fig. 5. Early photograph of graffiti at the stadium 
by artists Dfecs, Rone, and A lot, ca. 1998. 
Photograph by Merck, courtesy of the Miami 
Graffiti website: miamigraffiti​.com/. 

Fig. 6. Graffiti writer 
working on the 
exterior walls facing 
southwest to the 
parking lot, ca. 1999. 
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event the title for said land shall revert to 
the grantors herein.’”21 After the meeting, 
the city commission approved, by a 
four-to-one vote, the FMMS-sponsored 
Marine Stadium site plan for renovation 
of the grandstand and surrounding lands 
and permission for FMMS to begin 
fundraising for the effort.22 

Leaning into the street art that made 
the stadium significant in its disused 
incarnation, the Trust deliberately 
generated opportunities to tell the story 
of the stadium in unconventional ways. 
Among those methods was securing 
American Express funding for a 2013 
exhibit at the Coral Gables Museum.23 
Co-curated by Rosa Lowinger and 
Megan Cross Schmitt, Concrete 
Paradise: Miami Marine Stadium 
highlighted two specific periods of 
significance for the building: Its original 
use as a sports and performance venue 
from 1963 through 1992 and its graffiti 
penit years from 1995 to 2013. After 
seeing the hundreds of online images 
and videos that showcased the stadium 
as a center for contemporary youthful 
expression, Candela himself began to 
embrace street art as “having kept my 
building alive”24 (Fig. 8).

After a visit to the exhibit, internet 
entrepreneur and urban-art collector 
Craig O’Neil reached out to the 
Trust and to Don Worth of FMMS 
about the possibility of leveraging the 
burgeoning interest in collecting graffiti 
art to crowd-source funding for the 
stadium. At the same time, FMMS 
was approached by an advertising firm 
representing the luxury brand Audemars 

Piguet for the purpose of presenting 
an art installation during the 2013 Art 
Basel Miami Beach, an annual December 
art show that is the winter meeting place 
for the international art world.25 Though 
unusual venues for displays of art are 
highly sought after during the fair, no 
one had ever tapped the stadium for 
this purpose. French artist duo Kolkoz 
installed a mock-Swiss chalet, made of 
printed blow-up tent fabric and called 
Curiosity, on a barge in view of the 
stadium.26 The stadium was lighted 
at night, showcasing its bold forms 
and graffiti (Fig. 9). This association 
of modern architecture, graffiti, 
contemporary art, and a luxury brand 
was reported widely in the art press. 

In the wake of this success, FMMS 
moved forward with O’Neil’s idea of 
selling images of new street-art murals 
created on the stadium’s walls to raise 
money for the stadium’s preservation—
with a strict stipulation that no 
unpainted surfaces were to be touched. 
Never before had a building’s graffiti 
been put to such use. The Trust hosted 
a community event allowing hundreds 
of local residents inside the otherwise 
shuttered stadium to watch the murals 
being created in real time. Though the 
Art History Mural Project, as it was 
called, made less money than expected, 
it cemented the stadium’s profile as 
an international street-art space and 
garnered national media exposure.27 
Reporting for the PBS NewsHour in 
June 2014, journalist Jeffrey Brown 
conducted interviews with Candela 
and several invited graffiti artists for 
a segment titled “Graffiti Art Gives 
Abandoned Miami Stadium a Second 
Life,” which aired on July 21, 2014. 
Brown asked Candela his opinion about 
graffiti at the stadium. “They have 
brought new life into the building,” 
stated the architect.28 

Correlation between the stadium’s design 
and its graffiti was further bolstered by 
the Getty Foundation’s 2014 “Keeping 
It Modern Initiative” grant awarded 
to FMMS to address the building’s 
conservation challenges. The grant 
stated that “As a result of many years of 
disuse, the building faces two interrelated 

conservation challenges: the structural 
integrity of and surface damages to the 
concrete, as well as extensive graffiti.” 
The grant also made clear that it was 
intended to “support the intertwined 
issues” of painting that “has been 
created by well-known graffiti artists 
and is now much appreciated” and “a 
comprehensive conservation strategy.” 

In addition to carrying out tests for 
graffiti removal and concrete repairs, 
Rosa Lowinger and John Fidler, the 
two lead technical specialists associated 
with the grant, led a May 11, 2015, 
symposium entitled “Layers of 
Understanding: Graffiti and the Miami 
Marine Stadium,” which aimed to 
bring local preservationists, architects, 
developers, and street artists to the table 
to discuss the future of graffiti at the 
stadium (Fig. 10). There was general 
consensus that the building’s period as 
a penit was one of significance. Ideas 
were floated about ways to feature 
graffiti in a restored stadium, while also 
recognizing that “because of the amount 
of salinity and especially harmful 
chlorides permeated within the concrete 
matrix, . . . the graffiti is likely trapping 
the salts in the surface, and it should 
all be removed to make appropriate 
repairs.”29 During the symposium, an 
idea was floated by a member of the 
audience about allowing for curated 
walls, where artists could be invited to 
create new murals. This was generally 
eschewed by the artistic community, 
citing the lack of authenticity posed 
by curated walls, and the fact that the 
spirit of the work done at the Marine 
Stadium was of a different, freer nature. 
The Keeping It Modern report codified 

Fig. 7. Graffiti on ramps and walls on the interior 
of the stadium, 2014. 

Fig. 8. Street-art mural proclaiming that the artists 
kept the stadium alive, 2017. 
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this in its conclusions, stating further 
that “the consensus for preservation of 
graffiti or murals would best be achieved 
through photographic recording and 
documentation of the artwork before its 
destruction through graffiti removal and 
concrete cleaning.” Both Candela and 
the artistic community were enthusiastic 
about this being the right approach 
to honoring the stadium’s period as a 
graffiti penit. As one artist stated, “If 
you fix the building and take care of it, 
we’ll leave it alone. But if it stays a ruin, 
then it’s ours.”30

Conclusion
Popular grassroots support for the 
building, including the visibility generated 
by its cachet as a graffiti hotspot, led the 
Miami City Commission to put out an 
RFP for architectural and engineering 
services for the stadium in 2016. The 
contract was awarded to a team led 
by R. J. Heisenbottle Architects and 
Hilario Candela. Under the Heisenbottle-
Candela team, new testing of protocols 
for cleaning the graffiti and repairing the 
concrete was carried out by Wiss, Janney, 
Elstner Associates (WJE) and RLA 
Conservation, Inc. The tests reaffirmed 
the notion that proper conservation of 
the concrete will necessitate removal of 
the graffiti. Nonetheless, both Candela 
and Heisenbottle supported featuring 
the stadium’s period of use as a penit in 

the new design. This would be achieved 
by projecting the thousands of graffiti 
images available online onto Jumbotron 
screens that will be part of the renovated 
stadium. 

Meanwhile, a $45 million special 
obligation bond to restore the 
stadium was approved by the Miami 
City Commission in 2016, and in 
2018 the building was listed on the 
National Register of Historic Places. 
Unfortunately, until recently there has 
been ongoing resistance among the 
commission members to conserving “the 
most Cuban building outside of Cuba.”31 
In 2023, the bond authorization lapsed 
amid soaring inflation and construction 
costs. However, recently the City of 
Miami released a new feasibility study 
in March 2024 advocating for the 
stadium as a one-of-a-kind destination 
venue and a Request for Proposals (RFP) 
to seek a Marine Stadium operator is 
forthcoming. Though Hilario Candela 
passed away on January 18, 2022, 
his masterpiece will likely continue to 
inspire artists around the world and the 
residents of Miami.
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