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Beyond Pink Flamingos and Art Fairs: a brief history

By Erica Ando

.So it

History in South Florida, the saying goes, starts when you‘get (;f:‘;hiopzli?set 2o
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South Florida has been around for decades, creating an art story O .

evolutions, and constant surprises.

ing atits unique land since the 18th
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Artists have been visiting the reg 9 ELit, though, on booming post-

ury. The current South Florida art scene W ¢ I
ﬁgrtldr{Nar Il real estate development, making it possible to live here fuII-.tlme, an((ij
not just in hotels. In the 1950s, landscape artists like Frar)z Joseph Bolinger an
Beanie Backus were considered the area’s preeminent painters. Today, Backys is
best remembered as teacher to the Florida Highwaymen, a group of 26 Afncan—
American landscape artists who have been called the “last great American art
movement of the 20th century.” Self-taught and self-mentoring, .they created a
body of work of over 200,000 paintings despite facing many racial and cultur.::ll
barriers. Florida landscape painting, once derided as kitsch, added to the area’'s
tropical image (and real estate values) but also contrasted with dominant, New

York School abstract painting of the time.

With so few places to experience visual art, there's no wonder tourists returned
home to claim South Florida a cultural wasteland. Two early venues, however,
were the Miami Beach Library and Art Center (today, the older portion of the Bass
Museum of Art), established in 1935, and the Washington Art Galleries (at today’s
Wolfsonian/FIU), established in 1940, which both exhibited local art from Miami's
artist organizations. In West Palm Beach, the Norton Museum of Art opened in
1940 as one of the area's first private collector-owned museums.

Starting in the 1950s, the University of Miami enjoyed a reputation as the center
of “real” culture—as opposed to Miami Beach tourist entertainment. In 1950 art
professor Virgil Barker established the University’s gallery, later to become' the
Lowe Art Museum. The Lowe attracted national attention for its programs that
included exhibitions of French Impressionism and Renaissance painting, borrowed
from New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art. Eugene Massin was the' influential
head of the art department, educating generations of future South Florida artists
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South Florida Art: a brief slanted history since the 80s

By Sandra Schulman

Follow the artists.

That is the mantra to find any new up and coming hood, scene, movement,
money and ultimately, art history. After the crash and burn of NYC's East Village
gallery scene, where | had a gallery that showed some heavy hitters 20 years
too soon, |, like many of my restless fellow gentrified outta town art heathens,
fled the brutal winters of Avenues A through D and Streets 1st through 14th,

and landed in surreal, sunshiny South Beach. A place we had only seen sitting
huddled in front of TVs in our tenements on the neon, sockless show Miami Vice,
it looked like paradise — Art Deco buildings on the ocean with rents as low as

a few hundred dollars. An empty beach with warm, wavy water. Cheap Cuban
joints with hearty rice and bean meals that replaced the pirogues and bagels of
Alphabet City. Storefronts begging for a new start. A closed road mall that was
retro and ripe, so deserted you could roll a bowling ball down it and not hit a soul.

It was Heaven.
It was Hell.

Crime and Marielitos. No air-conditioning. Crack and dope and shadows in the
alleys. Scarface in the streets.

But... follow the artists. This is where they went. Filling up Espanola Way, taking
over space on Washington Avenue, squatting in abandoned Mediterranean
mansions on Biscayne Bay. It was a wild west for art and artists, show downs
and shoot ‘em ups were nightly Kimosabee.

- Howard Davis’ Artifacts Art Group had already staked their turf, mounting
multimedia, fly by night installations at the club Fire & Ice, the Wet Paint House,
Warsaw and Club Nu. They made parade floats out of sawed off trucks, lit

- houses on fire, decorated the discos and threw endless parties in parking

' garages. Their commotion landed them in Andy Warhol's Interview Magazine by
the mid-80s with a multi-page spread that touted this burgeoning art paradise
‘and its heat crazed, paint brush wielding inhabitants.

Lincoln Road opened their own Art Center, giving artists both communal
-exhibition space and individual studios. Some branched out into their own
larger spaces like Carlos Betancourt's Imperfect Utopia that found the stupidly
handsome, budding painter painting in the front, living in the back, and
entertaining the rich, powerful and merely curious that braved the early semi-
-mean street days of Miami Beach. Betancourt, represented in this survey and
book, has become a world class artist whose colorful, surreal, unclassifiable
‘mashup of slick photography, installations and self portraiture is collected and
exhibited worldwide.

Kevin Arrow, a New Times Mastermind Award winner, started in the Espanola
Way Art Center painting mandalas, working with Artifacts and curating space




psychedelic Rodeo, 2015, Acrylic and mixed mec

Hybrids constructing New Harvest Moon, 201



