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VIZCAYA, CASINO 
 

HABS NO. FL-608-A 
 
Location: 3251 South Miami Avenue, Miami, Miami-Dade County, Florida 
 

The Casino at Vizcaya is located at latitude: 25.743390, longitude:  
-80.211948. The coordinate was obtained in 2019 using Google Earth (WGS84).  There is 
no restriction on its release to the public. 

 
Significance: Vizcaya was conceived during the United States’ Gilded Age when industrialists built 

lavish country residences emulating the villas and gardens of the Italian Renaissance.  
James Deering’s Vizcaya is a prominent example from this era.  An enormous endeavor 
on the virgin South Florida coastline, and at one point employing 10% of the local 
population (many of which were Bahamians from Coconut Grove), the construction not 
only brought visionaries, artists, artisans, and laborers to the area, but it set Miami on 
its course as a city of builders and dreamers.  

 
The Casino at Vizcaya plays a central role in the design of the formal gardens on the 
south side of the villa.  In order to screen the sunlight reflecting off of the lagoon just 
south of the gardens and onto the south elevation of the villa, a garden mound was 
designed to accommodate mature transplanted trees and a small garden-house, or a 
Casino.  In addition to providing a visual termination to the main axis of the grounds, 
and protecting the breakfast room from over exposure, the structure also gives 
architectural definition to the land’s end. 

 
Its design is expressive of the intensity of the site’s coastal condition, reflecting the 
threshold between land and sea.  Highly sculptural organic forms are integrated to the 
refined architectural composition. Native stones appear to melt from rusticated 
architectural elements, while colossal human faces emerge from the sponge rock, as if 
from the sea themselves. 

 
While recreating a foreign fantasy by building into a unique new-world coastal forest, 
Vizcaya has since its inception set out to preserve and maintain the landscape.  
Employing the existing hardwood hammock as the backdrop to Diengo Suarez’s 
theatrical garden designs allow the natural and manmade appear to be integral.  During 
its early years a substantial part of the workforce was devoted to the maintenance of 
the grounds, ensuring the best conditions for the busy winter months.  Again today an 
enormous effort has been made to restore the gardens, as well as to tend to its regular 
maintenance, and respond to severe tropical weather events.  The stewardship of the 
landscape is of significance because it preserves what remains of a unique stretch of 
Southeast Florida’s verdant subtropical coast. 

 
Description: From the villa, the Casino is visible through the canopy of trees on axis up on the garden 

mound.  It appears as a one story pavilion but then disappears from view as one 
approaches the steps of the garden mound, only to reappear once one arrives at the 
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summit of the manmade hill.  Its stone façade has a three-bay arcuated loggia with 
engaged and rusticated pilasters, flanked by a single room to either side, and capped by 
classical entablature and statues. 

 
Inside the bilaterally symmetrical loggia there are patterned marble floors, iron railings, 
and also a restored painted ceiling, which was designed by Paul Chauflin, with the 
center panel painted by Swiss artist Paul Thevenaz and decorative border painting 
attributed to the studio of Tiepolo.  The east room contains a fireplace (currently capped 
at the roof parapet), oversized picture frames, low relief stone panels and bracketed 
wood beams at the ceiling.  The wood-paneled Tea Room to the west of the loggia has 
chamfered corners to accommodate storage spaces and a spiral stair, providing access 
down to the bathroom at the lower grotto level, and also to up to the roof, which 
resembles the stone barge with its lower central deck.   

 
Flanking the building are a pair of curving stone staircases that deliver the visitor to a 
lower water-front terrace revealing the full two-story composition of the building.  
There is a highly sculptural stone grotto directly beneath the loggia.  The vaulted space 
is decorated with sponge rock and sea shells, and it is embellished with stone fountains.  
Continuing to the edge of the water there is an undulating masonry and stucco garden 
wall which opens up on center in between tall obelisks to a boat landing with Venetian 
styled wood mooring posts and stone steps down in to the water, which have to 
withstand the ebb and flow of the tides.   

 
Original blueprints reveal that beneath the building’s stone and stucco exterior there is 
a reinforced concrete frame with brick walls and concrete slabs.  Construction photos 
show the structure only partially clad with its thick stone finish.  A combination of local 
lime rock, imported marbles, carved stone, wrought iron, and crafted wood finishes 
extend the opulence of the main villa across the gardens to the Casino.  On the east side 
one of the sponge rock panels on the tall garden mound retaining walls opens through a 
hidden door into an electrical room under the stairs. 

 
The building is intact but has exterior damage due to severe weather over the years, 
including cracked/broken moldings, sculpture, and sea shells.  It has undergone some 
stabilization efforts but the interior spaces have yet to be restored or made accessible to 
the public.  Much of the landing and its steps is covered with organic growth, revealing 
the highpoint of the water and the constant force of the natural habitat, with a 
spreading mangrove forest and rising seas. 

 
History: Agriculture industrialist James Deering met Paul Chalfin in 1910 and they begin 

conceptualizing the project on land Deering had purchased from Mary Brickell.  
Together the two of them make a European visit to begin acquiring sculpture, paintings, 
and furnishings that would be incorporated into the design.  With Chalfin as Artistic 
Director, the highly involved Deering also hired young NY blue blood Architect Francis 
Burral Hoffman Jr. and Colombian born, and Italian-trained Landscape Architect Diego 
Suarez.  Deering had a talented team to conduct a symphony of creative output. 
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The Main House was constructed during 1914-16, while construction of the Gardens 
was completed in 1921.  The general contractors were John B. Orr Company of Miami 
and Fred T. Ley and Co. of Springfield, Massachusetts.   

 
In Vizcaya’s early years Deering used the house seasonally and entertained a variety of 
prominent guests including U.S. Presidents, until he passed away in 1925.  His half-
brother, Charles Deering, owned the property for a couple years including during the 
hurricane of 1926, which effectively ended that Miami building boom, and damaged the 
buildings and grounds.  Charles’ daughters Barbara Deering Danielson and Marion 
Deering McCormick owned the property from 1927 to 1952, but in 1945 they 
transferred the Lagoon Gardens and southern grounds to the west side of South Miami 
Avenue to the Archdiocese of St. Augustine and Mercy Hospital.  In 1952 Deering’s 
nieces released themselves of the burden of maintaining the property and conveyed 
Vizcaya to Dade County for $1.4 million, opening the following year as Dade County Art 
Museum.  In 1970 it was added to National Register of Historic Places and in 1995 it was 
recognized as a National Historic Landmark.  In 1998 Vizcaya became a County Agency 
overseen by the Vizcaya Museum and Gardens Trust.  In 2017 Vizcaya’s governance and 
management transferred to Vizcaya Museum and Gardens Trust, Inc.  

 
Sources: Folsom, Merrill; Great American Mansions, Hastings House, Norwalk, CT, 1963. 

“Vizcaya Designation Report,” City of Miami, 1984 
“Vizcaya National Register Nomination Form,” Reference Number: 77843157; 1970. 
Rybczinski, Witold and Olin, Laurie; Vizcaya: An American Villa and Its Makers, University  
of Pennsylvania Press, Philadelphia, 2007. 

 
Historian(s): Sydney Matsumoto and Andrew Schneider 
 
Project 
Information: The University of Miami School of Architecture offers a Historic Preservation course that 

produces HABS documentations, ARC518/618.  In the Spring of 2018 undergraduate and 
graduate students met weekly on site to produce field drawings and then construct 
architectural drafts.  A year later two of the students from that course worked to 
complete the set and make the submission to the Peterson Prize student drawing 
competition, thanks in part to the Center for Urban and Community Design at the U-
SoA.  The instructor was Ricardo Lopez and the student delineators were Sydney 
Matsumoto, Andrew Schneider, Adrianna Rivera, Wenxin Jiang, Laura Leightman, 
Yuxuan Niu, and Kyrah Williams. 

 
Vizcaya Museum and Gardens kindly provided access to the site during the course of the 
semester and facilitated the documentation effort by sharing scans of original building 
blueprints, touring the class through the site, unlocking gates to areas without public 
access, sharing field equipment like ladders, and providing guidance and 
encouragement.  The individuals who facilitated the effort include: Jeff Guin, Director of 
Technology & Digital Initiatives; Lauren Hall, Conservator; Elaina Gregg, Collections Care 
Specialist; Remko Jansonius, Deputy Director, Collections and Curatorial Affairs. 

 
 


