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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
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of Biscayne Bay 2 years ago; defying hurricanes, floods and naysayers, bringing

in Chinese rabble rouser Ai Wei Wei as its opening act.

So what now, kids?
Follow the artists.

Don't tell anyone but they’re moving to Little River, another mean street
warehouse train tracked community ready for a new chance. The pioneers
this time include developer Avra Jain, together with her New York based
associates, who scooped up the majority of MiMo motels along Biscayne
Boulevard, including the crown jewel Vagabond Hotel with its dolphin fountain,
mermaid mural in the pool and retro, fab neon signage. Saving them all from
their trampy past as a red light drug district, Jain is invested in reshaping this
primarily Haitian community, providing an ever expanding playground of bars,
restaurants, galleries and other trendy establishments, in her words “curating the
neighborhood.” One can even eat fried grasshoppers in her restaurant.

The future’s so bright we better wear shades. And follow the ones already
packing to leave Little River.

mmzqﬂ Schulman is an arts writer and film producer. She co-founded two galleries in
NYC in the 1980s - Spiritual America and 303 Gallery, her book on Spiritual America
was released Spring 2015. She has curated art exhibitions for galleries and museums in
New York City, Los Angeles, Joshua Tree and Southampton. Schulman is currently an
Arts columnist for WPB Magazine, writes for HamptonsArtHub.com and is working as a
consultant on various art and film projects in development.

Her work has appeared in Billboard, Variety, Rollin; i
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W:_\m. The New York Daily News, Country Music Magazine, and News From Indian
v Mm:h? She was an entertainment columnist for the South Florida Sun-Sentinel for 8
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radio. Raised in New York, she has worked in NYC, Miami B
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Carlos Betancourt

Flash of Objects and Re-interpreting Shattered Color 1V, for L. K., Digital
The : nz:ﬂma with v._mamama ink on fine art paper, 64 x 51 in., Courtesy the
photograP artist and Walter Otero Contemporary

Alex Trimino

plexiglas, knittings, crochet, fibers, and found

2015, Neon lights,
objects, Dimensions variable

Totem Feast,
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