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ABSTRACT 

 
Author:   Erica Ando 
 
Title: Decade of Progress: Origins of the Pérez Art Museum 

Miami 
 
Institution:    Florida Atlantic University 
 
Dissertation Advisor:  Dr. Susan Love Brown 
 
Degree:   Doctor of Philosophy 
 
Year:    2014 
 
 
  This dissertation reconstructs and investigates the origins of the Pérez Art 

Museum Miami. In 2013, the museum re-opened in a new, county-funded building to 

great acclaim and international attention, but the museum’s origins in the 1970s have 

been largely forgotten. A result of the 1972 “Decade of Progress” bond vote by county 

taxpayers that allocated funds to build a new art museum, the museum opened as the 

Center for the Fine Arts in 1983 as a non-collecting institution dedicated to displaying 

traveling exhibitions. The new institution represented the combined efforts of local 

government, business, and art to construct not only a place in which to view art but also 

as part of an overall plan to create a great metropolitan area.  

The history of the founding of the institution begins with other efforts to create art 

museums in Miami from the 1950s to the lavish inaugural exhibition in 1984. In the 

conclusion, the history’s long-term consequences are investigated. In tracing the history, 

consideration is paid to the museum’s relationship to the public, its architecture and 
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location, and governance and funding. These factors reveal Miami’s civic power structure 

and the motivations of the civic elite in founding the museum.  

The historiography is framed by discourses that concern the social role of art, the 

relationship of various publics to art museums, the use of art museums in urban 

regeneration efforts, and the ethical responsibilities of museums. 
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1  INTRODUCTION: 

 
THE PÉREZ ART MUSEUM MIAMI IN RETROSPECT 

 

Every December since 2002, the international art world has descended upon 

Miami for a frenzied, weeklong bacchanalia of art buying and partying, centered on the 

art fair called Art Basel Miami Beach. The art fair itself has become only a portion of the 

scene, with satellite fairs and ancillary events that are blogged about and reported 

internationally. Alongside these activities, Miami museums, galleries, and artists vie for 

attention, often programming their most significant exhibitions during this time in the 

hope of attracting wide attention. In 2013, of all the events surrounding the art fair, the 

most eagerly awaited was the opening of the Pérez Art Museum Miami, a $220-million 

building designed by the internationally renowned firm Herzog & deMeuron (which had 

designed London’s Tate Modern and the “Bird’s Nest” of the Beijing Olympics), set on 

Biscayne Bay at Museum Park. With tropical plants woven around hanging pillars on its 

exterior, the museum building synthesized Miami’s image of lush tropicality with the 

iconography of traditional museum architecture. The Pérez Art Museum Miami (PAMM) 

was hailed as a “model for the future,” referring to the overt internationalism of the 

exhibitions, display techniques (labeling in both English and Spanish), and an overall 

perspective that did not “lose sight of the fact that the global is now the local….”1 

                                                

1. Robin Cembalest, “Miami Finally Has the Art Museum it Deserves,” ARTnews, December 5, 
2013. http://www.artnews.com/2013/12/05/miami-finally-has-the-art-museum-it-deserves/ 



 2 

The small international art world community was well aware of local 

controversies surrounding PAMM’s new building. A major issue had been the renaming 

of the Miami Art Museum (established in 1996), to that of a private individual who had 

donated $35 million in cash and art works, including many pieces of Latin American art. 

The new PAMM building was erected on City of Miami-owned land and with $100 

million county taxpayer funds and $120 million in private donations. Besides this 

significant outlay, Miami-Dade County has consistently been the single largest donor to 

the museum. (This fiscal year 2014-15, the county is providing four million dollars to 

help pay the museum’s fourteen million dollar operating costs.) Mary Frank, president of 

the Miami Art Museum and one of several board members who resigned over the 

renaming, took out a full-page advertisement in the Miami Herald, writing, “The name of 

the museum was never for sale because it already belongs to the people of Miami. . . . 

The citizens of Miami-Dade paid for this museum, and it should bear the name of this 

community.”2 The negative reactions prompted the donor Jorge Pérez to respond with 

claims of “racism” (Pérez is Cuban American), referring to the dominance of white, 

“Anglo” culture in Miami despite the appearance of Latin, and especially Cuban, 

influence.3 

While Frank made a reasonable-sounding argument for naming rights based on 

the largest donation, the real issue here was the questionable public nature of a public 

institution: Whom does the museum serve? To whom does it belong? Examples of this 

ambiguity appear often in the national news—in the art section of the newspapers, surely, 
                                                

2. Mary and Howard Frank, “A Letter to the Citizens and Taxpayers of Miami-Dade County,” 
Miami Herald, November 30, 2011, 19A. 

3. Amanda McCorquodale, “Miami Art Museum Spurns Taxpayers, Sells Naming Rights to 
Developer Jorge Pérez,” Huffington Post, December 2, 2011. 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/12/02/miami-art-museum-perez-_n_1125922.html 
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but also in the “news” section, showing that this issue transcends the small circle of art 

professionals and enthusiasts typically associated with museums. For example, at the 

time of this writing, the Detroit Institute of Arts faces possible deaccession of parts of its 

world-famous collection, which the Michigan governor has referred to as among 

Detroit’s “assets,” valuable if liquidated in helping to pay off the city’s massive debt. The 

question of whether the city of Detroit owns the museum and therefore has the right to 

sell the collection is central to the legal outcome of the case. And recently, Miami has 

experienced another controversy over the public nature of a public museum. At the 

Museum of Contemporary Art North Miami, a museum surrounded by a largely working 

class, Haitian community and also internationally recognized for its contemporary art 

exhibitions, the board of trustees broke away from the museum, located in a building 

owned by the City of North Miami, taking a number of art works and forming a new 

“Institute of Contemporary Art” in the City of Miami, a separate municipality within the 

county. The legality and ethics of the board’s actions are in question vis-à-vis its 

relationship with the community. In all of these cases, the disputes address whether the 

museum is owned by and serves “the people,” the government, the private individuals 

who donate their time and money to ensure the survival of the institution, or the nonprofit 

organization that administers it. 

 

The “public” in the field of museum studies 

The question of art museums and their relationship to the public infuses the 

scholarly field of museum studies, a discourse that grounds this dissertation. Within this 

field, several aspects are especially relevant to this project and illuminate how people 
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working inside the museum conceive the public: architecture, location, funding, and 

governance.  

Throughout the history of public art museums during the age of Enlightenment in 

Europe, changing institutional aims have reflected the study and revision of museums by 

people working directly to make them more effective. More recently, the study of 

museums by scholars working outside of their walls has been especially critical since the 

1970s, coinciding with museums’ increased popularity, and therefore, increased social 

importance. Within the field of museum studies, which has developed as a subfield of art 

history, art historians, art critics, cultural historians, anthropologist, sociologists, 

economists, and others have approached museums from various perspectives, reflecting 

the interdisciplinary nature of the problems posed by them. At the same time, the 

relatively small field of museum studies remains embedded in the field of art history, 

demonstrating the potent problems particular to art museums. (Note, for example, that the 

science museum being built next door to PAMM has been renamed the Patricia and 

Phillip Frost Museum of Science, with the name eliciting no protests.) 

In the mid-1960s, American art museums were perceived to have achieved 

success in educating the public, mainly because their originally stated objectives included 

an educational component. For example, Germain Bazin, former chief curator of the 

Louvre Museum, praised the American museum as “a university for the general public—

an institution of learning and enrichment for all men.”4 In the 1970s, however, as art 

historians increasingly scrutinized the ways in which various contexts could infuse 

meaning in art works, they criticized museums for their exclusivity, recognizing that the 

                                                

4. Germain Bazin, The Museum Age (New York: Universe Books, 1967), 261. 
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general public did not understand (and often did not care about) the coded messages in 

museums taken for granted by the initiated.56 Influenced by the works of philosopher 

Michel Foucault and sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, scholars questioned museums’ 

traditional functions (to collect, preserve, interpret, and display) and also the people who 

governed them. These two strains of inquiry are apparent in a 1971 special issue on 

museums in Art in America (later published in 1972 as Museums in Crisis, edited by 

Brian O’Doherty).7 Written by politically inclined scholars such as art historian Linda 

Nochlin and art critic Max Kozloff, the essays demonstrate the general public’s alienation 

from museums while pointing to the “crisis” faced by museum staff and trustees. Thus 

essays titled “The Museum and the Democratic Fallacy,” “Art and the Mass Audience,” 

share space with “The Beleaguered Director,” “The Dilemmas of the Curator,” “Under 

the Corporate Wing,” and “Power and Esthetics: The Trustee,” in attempts to understand 

this modern predicament.  

Scholars have studied practically everything apparent to museum visitors in order 

to identify how the public receives the implicit messages conveyed by the museum, 

silently operated by staff and trustees. Art historians Carol Duncan and Alan Wallach (in 

collaboration and alone) have been central in investigating representations of elite power 

in museum architecture, collections, and display techniques. These visible aspects, they 

show, provide not just an aesthetic experience; they also provide a social one that 

reinforces the ideologies of the elite ruling class that governs and funds museums. They 

write, 

                                                

 
6. Carol Duncan and Alan Wallach, “The Museum of Modern Art as Late Capitalist Ritual: An 

Iconographic Analysis,” Marxist Perspectives 4 (1978), 28.  
7. Brian O’Doherty, ed., Museums in Crisis (New York: George Braziller, 1972). 
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The museum’s primary function is ideological. It is meant to impress upon 
those who use or pass through it society’s most revered beliefs and values. 
Past societies devoted substantial wealth to constructing and decorating 
temples and cathedrals. Similarly, our society lavishes enormous resources 
on creating and maintaining museums of art. The museum’s physical 
prominence and monumental appearance signal its importance. Absorbing 
more manual and imaginative labour than any other type of architecture, 
the museum affirms the power and social authority of a patron class.8 
 

They analyze both the art and the architecture of the museum as parts of a larger whole, 

treating, as Duncan writes, “this ensemble like a script or score—or better, a dramatic 

field. That is, I see the totality of the museum as a stage setting that prompts visitors to 

enact a performance of some kind . . .”9 For Duncan and Wallach, the role that the visitor 

plays is predetermined by the conceptualization of the museum by those who have 

directed it.  

Like Duncan and Wallach, cultural historian Tony Bennett views museums 

through a class-based lens and considers them a “narrative machine or performance” that 

is enacted around visitors.10 In Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics (1995), he 

situates museums within a broad social context and relates them to other kinds of 

institutions and entertainment such as amusement parks and fairs and also, citing 

Foucault, prisons. He shows that, despite the apparent autonomy of high culture, 

museums developed under the same cultural circumstances as seemingly unrelated 

institutions. Bennett borrows Foucault’s ideas of behavior control to describe how elite 

classes use museums to shape a cultured and more manageable society through the 

perceived uplifting effects of art.11 

                                                

8. Carol Duncan and Alan Wallach, “The Universal Survey Museum,” Art History 3 (December 
1980), 449. 

9. Duncan, Civilizing Rituals (London: Routledge, 1995), 1-2. 
10. Tony Bennett, Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics (Oxon, UK: Routledge, 1995), 179. 
11. Ibid., 18-24. 
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Scholars studying museum architecture have recognized that the same design 

devices used in ancient ceremonial monuments were employed in traditional, Beaux Arts 

museums to symbolize political authority and adherence to Greco-Roman values of 

objective knowledge. The field-wide reference to museums as temples, churches, or 

palaces in recognition of their authority has been supported by thorough studies on how 

classical architecture has been re-contextualized to assert modern authority based not on 

religion or monarchy but on democratic principles. For example, Ingrid Steffensen-Bruce 

has shown how art museums were used to influence the morals of nineteenth-century 

American citizens by referring to ancient Greek civilization.12 Duncan and Wallach have 

also shown that such forms as the Greco-Roman temple front used on prominently 

located museums function as a symbol of the state and equate “state authority with the 

idea of civilization.”13 Columns, domes, and massive staircases engage museum visitors 

by overwhelming them with symbols of a cultivated past.    

Although modern museum architecture seemed to liberate the public from 

dominant ideals mired in history, Duncan and Wallach have asserted that it represented a 

different ideology that was no less authoritative. By institutionalizing the subjective and 

the industrial, modern museums—with their modern art and modern architecture—

intended to replace traditional ideologies with a sanitized future of efficiency and 

functionality. In their study of New York’s Museum of Modern Art (MOMA), they write,  

MOMA presents a cool face to the outside world: impersonal and silent—
a wall of glass. . . . It addresses us not as a community of citizens but as 
private individuals who value only experience that can be understood in 
subjective terms. MOMA has no message for a “public” world. The 

                                                

12. See Ingrid Steffensen-Bruce, Marble Palaces, Temples of Art: Art Museums, Architecture, and 
American Culture, 1890-1930 (Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell University Press, 1998). 

13. Duncan and Wallach, “Universal Survey Museum,” 450. 
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individual will find meaning only in the building’s interior. The blankness 
of the translucent exterior wall suggests the separation of public and 
private, external and internal.14 
 

As they indicate, the image that a museum presents through its architecture sets the stage 

for the public’s reception of the contents of the museum, requiring visitors to adopt 

specific attitudes. Wallach goes a step further in his revision of his and Duncan’s earlier 

critique, asserting that in order for visitors to comprehend the break that MOMA’s 

building made with traditional architecture, “a massive restructuring of the viewing 

subject” had to take place.15 According to him, changes in the museum’s architecture, in 

the form of renovations and expansions, marked shifts not in terms of functional needs 

such as space requirements, but in terms of shifting ideologies and consequently, in 

society’s comprehension of those ideologies.  

For art historians and art critics, the question of how the museum’s architecture 

affects the display of art—and therefore its reception by the public—is a salient one. In 

recent years, the opening of the Frank Gehry-designed Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, 

Spain (1997) has inspired much literature concerning the tension between museum 

architecture and its art. For example, art critic Peter Plagens writes,  

The genuinely newest work of art of 1997 sat on a riverbank in the ancient 
Basque city of Bilbao Spain. . . . Oddly, a museum built specifically to 
accommodate outsize contemporary art will likely end up helping—by 
comparatively emphasizing its inherent inertness—to make it obsolete.16 
 

As much as the Guggenheim Bilbao has contributed to this discussion, scholars such as 

museum historian Andrew McClellan and utopian studies scholar Nicole Pohl have 

                                                

14. Duncan and Wallach, “Museum of Modern Art,” 31. 
15. Alan Wallach, “The Museum of Modern Art: The Past’s Future,” Journal of Design History 5:3 

(1992), 209.  
16. Peter Plagens, “Déjà vu All Over Again,” Artforum International 36 (December 1997), 25. 
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shown that museums have not always had a clear relationship with its contents. They cite 

imaginary museums in utopian texts and paper projects from the Renaissance that did not 

consider the contents of the building as if, according to McClellan, the “flawed 

contingency [of real objects and specimens] would compromise the expression of the 

ideal.”17 The contest between the building and the art has long been evident to critics 

beginning with the 1793 opening of the Louvre Museum, considered to be the first truly 

public art museum. As McClellan points out, the Louvre’s immense galleries contrasted 

with early modern European private galleries in which attentive, secluded viewing was 

considered to be the ideal condition for viewing art, a contrast that was very much 

apparent to critics at the time.18 Much more recently, New York Times art critic Roberta 

Smith has commented, “Buildings don’t make museums; art and only art does,”19 a point 

of view that continues the criticism made by those early critics and that is shared by 

current art critics such as Jed Perl, Hal Foster, and Deborah Solomon as well as museum 

professionals such as James Cuno, James N. Wood, and John Walsh. For example, Wood 

claims that the authority of grand museum buildings “flows from the fact that they 

symbolize a promise to the public that was made good many times over, rather than a 

mere architectural statement in their own right,”20 putting forth a positive relationship 

between authority, museum architecture, and the public. 

                                                

17. Andrew McClellan, The Art Museum from Boullée to Bilbao (Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press, 2008), 56. See also Nicole Pohl, “‘Passionless Reformers’: The Museum and the City in 
Utopia,” in The Architecture of the Museum: Symbolic Structures, Urban Contexts, ed. Michaela 
Giebelhausen (Manchester University Press, 2003), 127-43. 

18. McClellan, The Art Museum, 63-4. 
19. Roberta Smith, “Memo to Art Museums: Don’t Give Up On the Art,” New York Times, December 

3, 2000.  
20. James N. Wood, “The Authorities of the American Art Museum,” in Whose Muse?, 117. See Jed 

Perl, “Welcome to the Funhouse: Tate Modern and the Crisis of the Museum,” New Republic, June 19, 
2000, 31; Hal Foster, “The ABCs of Contemporary Design,” October 100 (Spring 2002), 191-99; Deborah 
Solomon, “Forget the Art—It’s All About the Building,” New York Times Magazine, December 9, 2001; 
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The “Bilbao Effect,” the trend for cities to use landmark architecture to attract 

tourism and bolster failing economies, has been condemned by many of these same 

critics, who view the popularity of museums with suspicion. To them, the crowds of 

people flocking to see the latest architectural trends compromise the focused viewing of 

art necessary to have ideal aesthetic experiences. This was apparent to the architecture 

critic Paul Goldberger who wrote that the Santiago Calatrava-designed Quadracci 

Pavilion at the Milwaukee Art Museum (2001) “has nothing to do with the display of art 

and everything to do with getting crowds to come to the museum.”21 In the same article, 

Goldberger noted an exception to this phenomenon, the Pulitzer Foundation for the Arts 

in Saint Louis, which had been criticized as elitist for its limited opening hours and lack 

of gift shop and café.  

While the critics who contextualize their analyses of the Bilbao effect in terms of 

exposing the crass commercialization, or “Disneyfication,” of museums, other ways to 

consider it come from urban sociologists such as Beatriz Plaza, who has argued that the 

Bilbao museum was intended, from the beginning, to tackle serious urban problems that 

have been addressed in more ways than expected. Plaza analyzes statistical data to 

quantify the museum’s far-reaching impact on such factors as tourism and employment.22 

In contrast, Maria V. Gómez has claimed that despite the increase in tourism and greater 

attention given to the city of Bilbao, the actual Bilbao effect has not been as successful in 

                                                

James Cuno, “Against the Discursive Museum,” in The Discursive Museum, ed. Peter Never (Vienna: Hatje 
Cantz, 2001), 51; John Walsh, “Pictures, Tears, Lights, and Seats,” in Whose Muse?, 90-1. 

21. Paul Goldberger, “Art Houses,” New Yorker, November 5, 2001, 98. 
22. Beatriz Plaza, “The Return on Investment of the Guggenheim Museum Bilbao,” International 

Journal of Urban and Regional Research 30:2 (2006). 
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reviving the city’s industrial base as urban planners have maintained.23 A major critic of 

the trend to use culture in the redevelopment of urban centers, Sharon Zukin addresses 

how the commercialization of culture has taken on greater significance in the experience 

of cities. She investigates the ways in which private companies have come to manage 

seemingly public spaces, affecting public interaction with those spaces.24 

Considering the great number of high-profile museum expansion and building 

projects underway in recent years, the long-standing contest between providing a means 

to promote civic utility and providing a space that allows visitors to have ideal aesthetic 

experiences is not likely to subside any time soon. In the section that follows, this contest 

is discussed from an angle that considers the museum as an organization that must make 

practical decisions that ultimately determine the public nature of a public museum. 

 

Museum operations 

At the heart of discussions about the art museum and its public is the inherent 

contradiction between two ideals—to provide public access, on the one hand, and to 

preserve objects for posterity, on the other. This tension has given rise to a rich 

theoretical literature by Bennett, Duncan, Wallach, and others, who consider the museum 

symbolically to explore power relationships. The difficulty of reconciling the two 

separate ideals of public access and the preservation of art becomes especially 

pronounced when we look at museums as organizations that must be governed, 

administered, and funded. The name of the Pérez Art Museum Miami reflects this tension 

                                                

23. María V. Gómez, “Reflective Images: The Case of Urban Regeneration in Glasgow and Bilbao,” 
International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 22:1 (March 1998), 106-121. 

24. Sharon Zukin, The Cultures of Cities (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1995).  
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by simultaneously announcing two distinct and conflicting intentions—deference to a 

private sponsor and dedication to public responsibility.  

Beneath the criticism that museums do not provide adequate access to the public 

is the assumption that art museums are public institutions that are of the people and serve 

the people. Museum historian Jeffrey Abt credits this assumption to the historical 

conflation of the distinct concepts of “public” and “art museum” that began in the mid-

seventeenth century and was realized with the establishment of the Louvre Museum 

during the French Revolution. The Louvre’s transformation from royal collections to 

civic space deliberately symbolized the transfer of sovereignty from the monarchy to the 

people. In so doing, it defined the modern public museum—a public institution in which 

accessibility equals ownership and entry is not so much a privilege as it is a right. Abt 

asserts that the assumption of public ownership has remained ever since, resulting in 

misperceptions about the public nature of museums: “Public museum must be one of the 

most commonly used and least-questioned expressions in contemporary museological 

discourse.”25 What Abt questions are the organizational and financial aspects of 

museums, which determine how museums reach their stated aims. 

The French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s landmark study of the relationship 

between art museums and the public, The Love of Art (published in French 1966 and in 

English 1990), conducted with statistician Alain Darbel and fellow sociologist 

Dominique Schnapper, concluded that lower classes were alienated from museums not by 

policy but through upbringing and educational background. As a Frenchman, Bourdieu’s 

questioning of accessibility was correct—France’s liberal cultural policy ensures the 
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funding and governance of a significant network of state-owned museums.26 To 

Bourdieu, the public status of art museums was unquestionable. His study has been so 

influential that scholars from around the world cite it as a matter of received wisdom 

concerning the contradictory nature of art museums. But American art museums came 

into being under vastly different sociopolitical and economic conditions and have been 

funded and governed, for the most part, by private enterprises (which I will discuss more 

fully in the next chapter). 

The funding and governance of the French public museums of Bourdieu’s study 

supply further meanings of the word “public.” These are the meanings that receive little 

attention, perhaps because they concerns fields of study (economics, public policy, 

nonprofit studies) not yet fully integrated into museum studies and that treat museums 

similarly to other cultural institutions such as theatres and orchestras. As economist Peter 

Temin points out, however, art museums operate differently from other cultural 

institutions. Accountable to two separate budgets—the art budget, used to purchase or 

maintain works of art, and the operating budget, used for all the other expenses—

museums demonstrate a paradox in which they are simultaneously rich and poor.27 

The fact that most American art museums are private, nonprofit organizations 

with a public mission separates them from their European counterparts upon which they 

were modeled. Sociologist Paul DiMaggio’s research has shown how nonprofit 

organizations came to be used in the formation of high culture institutions. His study of 

                                                

26. For a discussion on the ownership and funding of museums in France, see Felicity Bodenstein, 
“National Museums in France,” Conference proceedings from EuNaMus, European National Museums: 
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27. See Peter Temin, “An Economic History of American Art Museums,” in The Economics of Art 
Museums, ed. Martin Feldstein (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), 179-194. 
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nineteenth-century Boston shows that upper class Brahmins organized themselves to 

develop institutions such as the Museum of Fine Arts and the Boston Symphony 

Orchestra, using nonprofits to create a deliberate distinction between high and popular 

cultures: 

The culture of an elite status group must be monopolized, it must be 
legitimate and it must be sacralized. Boston’s cultural capitalists would 
have to find a form able to achieve all these aims: a single organizational 
base for each art form; institutions that could claim to serve the 
community, even as they defined the community to include only the elite 
and the upper-middle classes; and enough social distance between artist 
and audience, between performer and public, to permit the mystification 
necessary to define a body of artistic work as sacred.28 
 

According to DiMaggio, the nonprofit corporation governed by a self-perpetuating board 

of trustees (as opposed to a for-profit corporation or an artists cooperative), achieved 

these goals—because it was a familiar form that had been effective in higher education 

and health care; governance decisions were entrusted to those who were committed to 

ensuring financial support so that the organization was insulated from the pressures of the 

market; the socially well-regarded trustees could govern without interference; the 

stability necessary for defining art and its institutions was made possible by relying on 

the elite; and the goals of charitable corporations were ambiguous enough to 

accommodate a range of purposes that could be conflicting.29 Following this example, 

most American museums have been founded as private, nonprofit organizations.  

This particularly American form of museum governance and finance has been 

shown not to be a mere silent background from which a museum’s various goals are 

achieved. Sociologist Vera Zolberg has shown that implementation of aesthetic goals 
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(such as collecting and display) is influenced by the operational goals of the nonprofit 

museum. Like Bourdieu’s concept of “field,” Zolberg’s investigations suggest “that the 

world external to the museum plays an important part in setting limits to, as well as 

creating opportunities for, working out internal processes.”30 Zolberg’s sociohistorical 

study of the Art Institute of Chicago shows that the balance of forces within museums 

(between trustees, museum directors, and curators), as well as from outside the museum 

(from government funding that demands accountability and greater public access), 

describe the pluralism of contradictory intentions with which museums must contend.31 

As private organizations, museums in America accomplish public objectives that 

are institutionalized through regulations. Attorney and former director of the Field 

Museum in Chicago Willard L. Boyd discusses the accountability of museums to the 

public, which is comprised of “visitors to the museum; donors; peers; other museums; 

regulators, including the state attorney general, the legislature, and the IRS; cultural 

groups; employees; and the community at large.”32 This definition of the public includes 

funding and regulatory sources, further expanding what is meant by “public.” For Karl E. 

Meyer, whose book The Art Museum (1979) was written as a report for the public policy 

research institution the Twentieth Century Fund (today the Century Foundation), the 

contention that the owner of the museum is the “public” is often undermined by museum 

directors and trustees who appear to exercise rights of ownership33, complicating the 

question of whom the museum serves (as demonstrated by the Miami controversies).  

                                                

30. Vera Zolberg, “Conflicting Visions,” Theory and Society 10:1 (January 1981), 104.  
31. Ibid., 119-21. 
32. Willard L. Boyd, “Museum Accountability,” Curator: The Museum Journal 34:3 (September 

1991), 166.  
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As to people who actually use museums, empirical studies by sociologists such as 

J. Mark Davidson Schuster have concluded that in American museums, visits increase as 

education and income levels increase, confirming Bourdieu’s findings in France.34 Paul 

DiMaggio and Francie Ostrower have shown that in America, middle-class blacks 

become dually engaged in Euro-American as well as Afro-American art forms, thereby 

splitting their support between institutions.35 Additionally, DiMaggio claims that there 

are various publics for museums: 

The first, and in some ways most important, consists of patrons: wealthy 
individuals with a strong commitment to the visual arts, often as 
collectors, who are, or give some promise of becoming, committed to the 
museum as an institution. . . .  
 
The second public comprises the many visitors who do not collect art, will 
never have the wherewithal or commitment to make major gifts, but who 
nonetheless visit museums, pay their admissions, patronize museum 
shops, possibly take out a membership, and account for the lion’s share of 
attendance figures. . . . 
 
The third public is less tangible and more difficult to define than the other 
two, but no less important. In a sense, it can be said to consist of the sixty 
percent of American adults who neither visit museums nor want to, and 
who, by virtue of this omission, are believed by some to constitute a silent 
reproach to the art museum in its current form. Yet it is this sixty percent 
that is notable for its disengagement and thus cannot be called a public in 
the usual sense.36 
 

DiMaggio further claims that the service of these various publics by different segments of 

staff expose hierarchies within the museum: curators and development staff serve the 

patron, wherein “the museum’s relationship to this public is concrete, personal, and often 

intimate”; marketing staff serve those visitors who generate income from admissions and 
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shops, perceived “abstractly as consumers”; and education and outreach staff serve 

“groups that are viewed as disenfranchised.”37 

 The empirical studies by Dimaggio, Useem, and Schuster find class divisions 

within various publics and note the homogeneity of boards of trustees, confirming the 

theoretical findings of scholars such as Duncan, Wallach, and Bennett. While the 

composition of elites who form organizational boards may change according to time and 

place, museums nonetheless reflect the efforts and desires of the individuals who sit on 

boards. Additionally, the recent controversies mentioned above demonstrate that tensions 

between museum trustees and government continue to exist and to mold the futures of 

public art museums. In these controversies, the general public (meaning those directly 

outside of discussions) seems to be both innocent victim and bystander. However, as 

Willard Boyd asserts,  

[the fiduciary responsibilities of trustees and staff] are fashioned by public 
inquiries and reports as well as by cases and statutes. On the negative side 
of public scrutiny is the possible overreaction to isolated cases resulting in 
unrealistic and unnecessary demands on board members and staff. On the 
positive side is the impetus for codes of ethics and sound practices and 
procedures for museums.38 
 

Controversies played out in the public eye function to draw attention to the 

responsibilities of museums and ultimately, may determine how they operate. Boyd 

suggests here that the general public has the potential to wield power over operational 

decisions usually entrusted to people working within the museum.  

 In America, the assumption that art museums are public—because of their 

policies of public access—disguises other meanings of the term. These other meanings 
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greatly influence the extent to which ideals of public access are supported or discouraged 

through important relationships between government and the private sector. By 

investigating specific, local relationships, we can have a better understanding of the 

ideologies and purposes underlying a particular museum’s practices. In this dissertation, I 

study the various relationships and circumstances under which the Pérez Art Museum 

Miami came into being in the 1970s and investigate the intersections between the myriad 

goals the museum was originally meant to fulfill. As museum historian Eilean Hooper-

Greenhill points out, “Museums, in common with all other social institutions, serve many 

masters, and must play many tunes accordingly. Perhaps success can be defined by the 

ability to balance all the tunes that must be played and still make a sound worth listening 

to.”39 The beautiful sound of success, however, is a balancing act that only momentarily 

washes over the nagging ambivalence of the notion of a public art museum, an 

ambivalence that occasionally erupts into front-page controversy.   

 

The Center for the Fine Arts 

The debates surrounding the new PAMM echoed past squabbles, less apparent to 

Art Basel Miami Beach attendees in 2013. There had been fierce local debates about the 

institution’s mission, architecture, and role within the community when the Miami Art 

Museum’s predecessor, the Center for the Fine Arts (CFA), was founded in 1983. Shaped 

by those debates, the Center for the Fine Arts opened as a kunsthalle, a non-collecting 

institution devoted to the display of temporary exhibitions; in 1996, when it became the 

Miami Art Museum, the institution began to assemble an art collection. The three-time 
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naming of the institution within its short history implied desires to change identities, to 

wipe the slate clean and start fresh. These cyclical reinventions further implied a history 

of disruptions, shifts in purpose, and a changing cast of characters.  

A search for information about the CFA, however, yielded little information, as if 

it was something hopefully forgotten. There was also little written about Miami’s art 

scene before the mid-1980s. Current art writers outside of Miami tend to think that its art 

scene began with Art Basel Miami Beach, or the recent proliferation of art collector-

owned personal museums (called the “Miami Model”), or the rise of Cuban-American art 

in the 1990s. The difference between such scant attention in the 1970s and international 

art world interest in the 2010s, or even the 1990s, seemed vast.  

This dissertation attempts to fill the gap of inattention given to the founding of the 

institution, which has risen to prominence and visibility in its current version as the Pérez 

Art Museum Miami. When it was developed in the 1970s, the CFA was a concerted 

attempt by the county government, businesspeople, and art enthusiasts to create a major 

metropolitan art museum. In focusing on the founding of the CFA, I show how the 

concept of a “public art museum” evolved in Miami. The success of this county-initiated 

project depended not only on governmental support but also on corporate, private 

individual, and community support, with common interests as well as opposing ones 

shaping the outcome.   

What I mean by “the founding” is not a simple event but rather a process 

spanning the years from 1972, when the county voted for the “Decade of Progress” bond 

issue that would finance a new art museum, to 1984, the opening of the lavish inaugural 

exhibition. The Decade of Progress in the dissertation title begins with that bond vote, a 
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watershed moment in the intersection of art and government in Miami, and includes some 

years before and after that vote. This dissertation will show how, through the tortuous 

process of developing plans for the CFA, the inability to define a clear mission was 

evidence of ambivalence towards the function and meaning of a public art institution. 

Ideas of public service, which set the “public” CFA apart from the other art organizations 

in Miami, had to be defined in order to create a workable mission that would inspire 

county officials, museum founders, and citizens to support the new museum.   

 

Reconstructing history 

Histories of museums informed this project. In particular, the excellent study by 

Andrew McClellan, The Art Museum from Boullée to Bilbao (2008), in addition to being 

a rich source of information, provided a way to classify the issues involved in the study 

of museums. Historiographies of specific American museums include accounts of the 

motivations and debates surrounding their initial development, such as Calvin Tomkins’ 

Merchants and Masterpieces: The Story of the Metropolitan Museum of Art (1970) and 

Walter Muir Whitehill’s Museum of Fine Arts, Boston: A Centennial History (1970).40 

Histories that focus on a narrower aspect of the museum, such as Jeffrey Abt’s A Museum 

on the Verge: A Socioeconomic History of the Detroit Institute of Arts, 1882 to 2000 

(2001) and Vera Zolberg’s the Art Institute of Chicago: The Sociology of a Cultural 

Organization (1974), showed how the ideological origins of those institutions palpably 
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affected their futures.41 All of these studies strengthened my inclination to investigate 

PAMM, a much younger institution but one that apparently aspires to the greatness of 

museums whose histories have been written. Of particular interest was Winifred E. 

Howe’s A History of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, written in 1913, which began with 

the following lines: 

Any real understanding of the circumstances included in the inception and 
growth of an institution such as The Metropolitan Museum of Art must 
come from a knowledge of a long list of events antedating its actual 
incorporation. To record the efforts of earlier generations toward the 
establishment of permanent institutions of art in New York City is also but 
simple justice, for undoubtedly upon their failures as well as upon their 
successes have been builded the achievements of our day.42 
 

Written just over forty years after the Metropolitan’s founding, this history provided a 

model for situating the Center for the Fine Arts/PAMM within the history of other 

attempts to create art museums in Miami.  

Lacking a written history about PAMM, it was necessary to reconstruct one, and 

the bulk of the project involved this work. Many museums contain an archive of 

institutional records in order to further an understanding of the museum’s history. 

Unfortunately, there was no such official archive at the Miami Art Museum/PAMM. 

Despite the museum’s acceptance of public funds and the CFA’s beginnings as a county 

department, Sunshine Laws intended to provide public access to these public records did 

not seem to be in effect. I was told that such records, if they existed, were in the “County 

Vault,” an inaccessible black hole of documents. There were institutional papers 

pertaining to specific exhibitions in the museum’s possession, but the staff’s formidable 
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task of moving the museum from its former site at the Cultural Complex to the new 

location at Museum Park made them inaccessible until very recently. I was fortunate to 

gain access to those documents, which formed a small portion of the history; the work 

involved in organizing the Center’s inaugural exhibition, In Quest of Excellence, was 

well documented in the files. However, information that may have been helpful to this 

project, such as meeting minutes and correspondence (apart from the exhibition), were 

absent. 

I owe much of the impetus to reconstruct this history to the Vasari Project, an 

archive of Miami-Dade’s art history from 1945 to the present, located at the Miami-Dade 

Public Library’s Main Library branch. Helen L. Kohen, former art critic for the Miami 

Herald, and Barbara N. Young, the library’s Art Services Manager, established the 

archive in 2000. Kohen, indefatigable in her quest to establish Miami’s art history in its 

early years and acknowledged by many in the Miami art community to be a trove of 

knowledge about its history, was keen that I have the information I needed. At the time of 

this writing, an unfortunate series of county budget cuts have rendered the archive 

inaccessible; Kohen ensured that I have access to the archive. Unpublished texts found at 

Vasari were particularly helpful in establishing a general history of art and art museums 

in Miami: Kohen’s notes from a lecture on the history of Miami art museums given at the 

Miami Art Museum in 2010 and a timeline of visual arts events assembled by the Art 

Services Department of the library in conjunction with “Miami Thriving Change 1940-

1990,” a series of library exhibitions to document the arts, publishing, and business that 
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were mounted in 1991.43 In addition, several collections within the archive helped to 

formulate the history; in particular were the papers of Kohen, Ruth and Richard Shack, 

and Brenda Williamson. 

Miami art journalism was a major source of information in recreating this history. 

Newspaper exhibition reviews and articles about art tend to be derided as lukewarm and 

non-serious in comparison to scholarly art criticism and art magazine criticism,44 an 

opinion that is reinforced by the non-inclusion of such texts in library databases that 

digitize academic journals. The art writers who covered the topic of this dissertation from 

various angles became major sources of knowledge through their daily and weekly 

articles: Miami Herald art critics Griffin Smith (1966-76), Ellen Edwards (1977-79), and 

Helen Kohen (1979-95); architecture critic Beth Dunlop (1979-93; James Roos, music 

critic who wrote about arts funding; Laurie Horn, dance critic who wrote about Christo’s 

Surrounded Islands as well as the opening of the CFA; Miami News art critics Nellie 

Bower (1949-69), Lillian Dobbs, and Paula Harper (1982-87). In their day, these writers 

played an important role as conduit between the discussions and decisions about the new 

art museum and the public, keeping art in the general public’s consciousness. It is a role 

that has become less and less available; despite the large number of art critics working 

today, the tradition of a familiar voice, writing about art for a broad audience in a widely 

read newspaper or magazine, has largely disappeared. Internet bloggers and art magazine 

critics do not have the same connection to a general audience as these writers once did. In 

addition, John Arnold, Frank Greve, and Fredric Tasker of the Miami Herald, and Anne 
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Freedman, Morton Lucoff, and Mitch Lubitz of the Miami News occasionally covered 

cultural topics as a matter of local interest.  

Several local archives contained unpublished institutional documents that related 

directly to the founding of the CFA. Documents from the archives of Vizcaya Museum 

and Gardens detailed efforts of the museum—a Dade County facility—to expand its 

operations in the 1960s, leading to its inclusion in the Decade of Progress bonds. 

Documents from the now-defunct Metropolitan Museum and Art Centers, an 

organization that opposed the founding of the CFA, held in the Special Collections of 

Florida International University’s Green Library, helped to recreate an early history of 

that institution and to establish the extent of its opposition to the new county museum. 

The Lowe Art Museum, the museum of the University of Miami, had been the main art 

institution in the area since the 1950s. Its archives are located in Special Collections at 

the University of Miami Library.  

Archives outside of Miami were also important sources of information. The 

Department of Rare Books and Special Collections of the Princeton University Library 

contains papers of Thomas Hoving, former director of the Metropolitan Museum of Art 

in New York, and consultant for the CFA. His meeting notes, project notes, calendars, 

and information about his consulting firm were vital in establishing a timeline of events 

and in providing a sense of the original ideas for the CFA’s programming, directorship, 

and even name. At the Archives of American Art of the Smithsonian Institution in 

Washington, DC, the papers of Jan van der Marck, who was employed 1980 to 1985 as 

the first director of the CFA, added to my understanding of the organization’s early days. 
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In addition, his early work offered an interesting view of the differences between 

American and European museums.   

In addition, I conducted with various members of the Miami community who 

gave life to the texts and a sense of the ambiance of the time. The following people held 

their posts during the time frame of this project’s inquiry: County Commissioner Ruth 

Shack, County Manager Merrett Stierheim, art critic Helen L. Kohen, CFA/Miami Art 

Museum director Suzanne Delehanty, CFA Manager of Public Affairs Brenda 

Williamson, Metropolitan Museum and Art Center acting director/assistant director and 

artist Tom Schmitt, Center of Contemporary Art North Miami founder and artist Lou 

Anne Colodny. In addition, artists Adalberto Delgado and Jacqueline Lipsky, José 

García, PAMM Director of Government Relations, Lowe Art Museum director Brian 

Dursum (1990-2013), and historian Paul S. George provided additional information. 

In order to contextualize the founding of the CFA, several excellent books and 

articles on various aspects of Miami history contributed to my understanding of the social 

context in which the CFA was founded. The work of urban historian Raymond A. Mohl 

(a former history professor at Florida Atlantic University), was invaluable in setting the 

economic, social, and political context of Miami before 1980. In addition, of the 

numerous books and articles on Miami history, a great portion concerns ethnic and racial 

tensions, centering on the effects of Cuban immigration, the unparalleled success of 

Cuban immigrants, and causes of race riots. Most helpful in forming the opinion that 

Cuban and minority voices were largely unacknowledged in the founding of the CFA was 

the work of anthropologist Alex Stepick, whose work in immigration studies has 

investigated the power relationships between immigrants and established residents in 
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Miami. For example, his City on the Edge (1994, written with Alejandro Portes) and This 

Land Is Our Land (2003, written with Guillermo Grenier, Max Castro, and Marvin 

Dunn), provided connections between the white corporate elite and downtown 

revitalization efforts that ultimately influenced the location of the CFA.45 This work also 

provided a way to understand the chronology of increasing Cuban influence in Miami 

and to place it in context of the CFA’s founding.  

Art histories on Cuban-American art in Miami are numerous and of very good 

quality. So rich is this literature that one has the impression that the only kind of art in 

Miami is  Cuban-American. For a history of the Miami Cuban-American art scene, 

particularly in the 1960s, Lynette M. F. Bosch’s Cuban-American Art in Miami: Exile, 

Identity and the Neo-Baroque (2004) provided an intimate view of how the exile artistic 

community interacted and supported itself. Some of these early activities occurred during 

the time of the founding of the CFA, indicating the deep separation between the Cuban 

and “Anglo” art worlds as well as differing attitudes towards art between the two 

cultures.46 

The importance of architecture to Miami is reflected in the excellent collection of 

essays in Miami Modern Metropolis: Paradise and Paradox in Midcentury Architecture 

and Planning (2009), edited by architect and architectural historian Allan T. Shulman and 

published in conjunction with the exhibition at the Bass Museum of Art, Promises of 

Paradise: Staging Mid-Century Miami (2008). These essays not only helped to situate the 
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importance of architecture and planning in Miami’s social history but also gave 

significant expression to that history.47 

 

Chapters 

The dissertation’s chapters divide the founding of the Pérez Art Museum Miami 

into themes that roughly follow a chronology. Chapter 2 traces the history of American 

art museums as a background to explain how museums have been used to represent the 

cities and people that have developed them. Chapter 3 discusses the growing awareness 

of art in Miami up to 1972 that coincided with the growth of the metropolitan area. The 

conditions in Dade County that led to the Decade of Progress bond vote are outlined. 

Chapter 4 follows the art community’s reaction to the passage of the Decade of Progress 

bonds, including proposals by existing art institutions to become the new museum. Visits 

by nationally prominent arts professionals inject new ideas and a sense of urgency to the 

project. Chapter 5 discusses the selection of the new museum’s location, a politicized 

problem that involved downtown revitalization efforts. Chapter 6 follows the controversy 

that erupted over the architectural design of the museum, revealing the degree to which 

the image of Miami was at stake in the design. Chapter 7 discusses the role of Thomas 

Hoving, former director of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, in the 

formation of the CFA, the selection of the new director, and the formation of the board of 

trustees. Chapter 8 focuses on Cuban immigration, an increasingly powerful social force 

that takes place at the time of the opening of the CFA but is an ignored factor. Chapter 9 

discusses the opening of the CFA and its very first exhibition, James Rosenquist’s Star 
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Thief, and its grand inaugural exhibition, In Quest of Excellence, as examples of how art 

was shown in the new facility. Chapter 10 is a conclusion that also includes the years 

following the opening of the CFA.  

 

About terms 

“Art Museum”: In the 1972 Decade of Progress bond vote, an “art museum” was 

proposed, implying, in accordance with the traditional definition, that the institution 

would own a collection. The decision to create a non-collecting kunsthalle occurred in 

1978, and the Center for the Fine Arts received its name in 1979. Because the matter of a 

collection was an area of contention, I use “kunsthalle” when it was decided to that it 

would be one. However, I use “art museum” alternately in order to remind readers of the 

connection between the present-day PAMM and the kunsthalle, the CFA. Today, the term 

“museum” is used much more loosely than it once was. For example, the Aspen Art 

Museum is technically a kunsthalle, displaying only temporary exhibitions.48 Depending 

on the context, I alternately refer to Center for the Fine Arts (CFA), Miami Art Museum, 

and Pérez Art Museum Miami (PAMM) as the same institution. 

“Miami”: Rather than thinking of it as an official geographic area, “Miami” is 

best understood as a construct. “City of Miami,” “City of Miami Beach,” “City of Coral 

Gables,” and “City of North Miami” are all separate municipalities of Miami-Dade 

County, which, during the years of founding the Center for the Fine Arts, contained 

twenty-seven municipalities. The Center for the Fine Arts was a county-supported 

institution, not a municipal one. I use “Miami” to informally refer to the whole 
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metropolitan area in the same way that people usually speak of “Miami.” Whenever a 

specific municipality is mentioned, I use “City of” to make this clear. Throughout the 

dissertation I refer variously to “Dade County,” “Metro Dade County,” and 

“Metropolitan Dade County,” but they are all the same. The county was renamed Miami-

Dade County in 1997 in order to reflect an identification with the internationally 

recognized name “Miami.”   

 

This project looks at the origins of today’s Pérez Art Museum Miami, origins that 

have been forgotten because of institutional, social, artistic, and political developments 

that have occurred in the ensuing years. By looking at the constellation of factors 

involved in the founding of the Center for the Fine Arts, this project aims to illuminate 

the past in order to conceptualize the present. 
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2  AMERICAN ART MUSEUMS:  
 

BACKGROUND TO THE CENTER FOR THE FINE ARTS 
 

Miami’s Center for the Fine Arts was conceived at a time of restless soul 

searching in the museum world. From the late 1960s through the 1970s, museum 

professionals sought to define the role that art should play in society, a problem that 

reflected the questioning of authority being played out in established institutions 

elsewhere in government, universities, and churches. Art museums, once uncontested as 

temples of treasures where the public could experience the beauty of carefully preserved 

objects, came under attack. The idea that art museums were sites of elitist activity, rather 

than being the “public” institutions they were supposed to be, led some museums to 

pursue more populist methods to reach a wider audience. Museum shops and restaurants, 

blockbuster exhibitions, and heavy marketing were condemned by much of the old guard 

of the museum profession as cheapening art works and detracting from the real tasks of 

the institution—to collect, preserve, exhibit, and interpret those objects held in the 

highest esteem. The indisputable fact that populist strategies brought large numbers of 

people to museums satisfied funding agencies, which demanded proof of a museum’s 

social worth. Museum directors who attempted to focus on the institution’s 

responsibilities to the public were also contented. Other museum directors, such as 

Sherman Lee, director of the Cleveland Museum of Art from 1958 to 1983, argued, 
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however, that “an art museum’s a place for looking at works of art.”1 Conflicts between 

these two main ideologies of art museums, their aesthetic role and their civic role, were 

argued back and forth during the 1970s in the debate that art critic Grace Glueck called 

“The Ivory Tower versus the Discotheque.”2 

 

Origins of public art museums: Europe vs. America 

As the possibility of Miami’s new art museum was being discussed in local 

circles, emerging debates in the museum world reflected deeply rooted contradictions in 

the concept of the art museum itself, contradictions inherent in the first public museums 

founded in Europe during the late eighteenth century. Developed from previously private 

and royal collections acquired through military conquests of other lands or from 

acquisitions purchased by the aristocracy or the court, European museums such as the 

Louvre and the British Museum made those collections accessible to the public as an 

expression of revolutionary politics. Upon the opening of the Louvre, for example, labels 

beneath paintings informed viewers about who had previously owned them, signifying 

the Revolution’s power to liberate culture from royalty and religion. New nations, built 

on democratic principles, followed the Louvre’s example of forming their cultural 

identity and developing national pride around collections of historical artifacts and works 

of art displayed in publicly accessible museums. By exhibiting “classical” art—that is, 

Greek, Roman, and Renaissance art—nations displayed their adherence to civilized 

values. Furthermore, by integrating native artists into the displays, nations injected their 

                                                

1. Quoted in Grace Glueck, “The Ivory Tower versus the Discotheque,” Art in America 59:3 (May-
June 1971): 81.  

2. See Glueck, “Ivory Tower,” 80-85. 
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own traditions into this mix of high cultural standards. In the early nineteenth century, 

national museums modeled on the Louvre opened throughout Europe, evidence of a shift 

towards democratic ideologies.3 

Unlike European governments, which considered culture to be a source of 

national pride, the United States government in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 

did not believe their immediate concerns should be to provide art for its citizens. 

Reflecting the attitudes of leaders as well as the population, government efforts focused 

on achieving basic political, economic, and social stability, while attention to the arts 

would have to wait. As John Adams famously wrote, 

I must study Politicks and War that my sons may have the liberty to study 
Mathematicks and Philosophy. My sons ought to study Mathematicks and 
Philosophy, Geography, natural History, Naval Architecture, navigation, 
Commerce and Agriculture, in order to give their Children a right to study 
Painting, Poetry, Musick, Architecture, Statuary, Tapestry and 
Porcelaine.4 
 

Adams’s sentiments not only justified the inaction of the American government with 

regard to art and culture, but also exhibited a belief that the arts belonged to an idealized 

future, made possible by the heroics of present-day politicians and soldiers.  

While European museums had developed from established collections, American 

museums began with neither buildings nor collections, but rather, as an ideal. In the late 

nineteenth century, as liberal-minded reformers sought to counter urban social problems 

such as crime, prostitution, and drunkenness, art was looked towards as a panacea for 

                                                

3. Andrew McClellan, The Art Museum, 20 (see chap. 1 n. 16). The following are just some of the 
museums that opened in Europe between 1800 and 1860: Royal Museum, Brussels (1803); Rijksmuseum, 
Amsterdam (1808), Vatican Pinacotheca (1816), Rome; Accademia, Venice (1817); Brera, Milan (1818); 
Glyptothek (1815), Pinakothek (1836), Munich; Prado, Madrid (1819); National Gallery (1824), British 
Museum (rebuilt 1823-47), London; Altes Museum, Berlin (1830); Hermitage, St. Petersburg (1852). 

4. John Adams to Abigail Adams, post May 12, 1780 [electronic edition]. Adams Family Papers: An 
Electronic Archive. Massachusetts Historical Society. http://www.masshist.org/digitaladams/ 
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those problems and a way to socialize the lower classes. Art was thought “to humanize, 

to educate and refine a practical and laborious people,” according to a Metropolitan 

Museum of Art founder Joseph C. Choate.5 A darker interpretation suggests that the elite 

was becoming increasingly apprehensive of the growing industrial laboring class. The 

elite not only broke strikes and busted unions, but also hoped that public education would 

allow the lower classes, consisting of laborers and immigrants tending towards socialist 

ideologies, to adopt their tastes and political outlook. Thus, whatever the motive, art and 

education were part of the same social reform movement from the very first art museums 

in America.6 

During “The Museum Age” of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in 

America, art museums were built at a rapid pace, including those considered to be the 

most important today like the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, the Museum of 

Fine Arts in Boston, and the Art Institute of Chicago. According to Paul DiMaggio, in 

order to create institutions of high culture, several factors had to be present: elite 

entrepreneurship, the creation of private, nonprofit organizations, which would insulate 

the organizations from the market and government, and clearly defined boundaries 

between art and entertainment, with art being clearly the realm of the elite who controlled 

the institutions.7 

The concern that Americans were thought to be culturally inferior led to an 

emphasis on art museums rather than on other types of museums. In America, local 

communities, rather than the national government, were responsible for developing art 

                                                

5. Quoted in Calvin Tomkins, Merchants and Masterpieces, 16 (see chap. 1, n. 39). 
6. Peter Temin, “An Economic History of American Art Museums,” 181 (see chap. 1, n. 26). 
7. Paul DiMaggio, “Cultural Entrepreneurship in Nineteenth-Century Boston,” (see chap. 1, n. 27). 
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museums, expressing their desires and ambitions to distinguish themselves from other 

cities. As would happen a century later with the founding of Miami’s art museum, the 

concern over cultural inferiority, intermingled with the desire to raise the cultural 

sophistication of the city, propelled the development of art museums by local politicians, 

businesspeople, and art supporters. At the 1870 founding of the Metropolitan Museum of 

Art in New York, founder George Fisk Comfort exhorted his fellow New Yorkers:  

In the year 1776 this nation declared her political independence of Europe. 
The provincial relation was then severed as regards politics; may we not 
now begin institutions that by the year 1876 shall sever the provincial 
relation of America to Europe in respect to Art?8 
 
Most art museums founded during the Museum Age followed a similar pattern: a 

small group of enthusiasts formed a private, non-profit organization, with a board of 

trustees comprised of business, civic, cultural, and educational leaders in the local 

community who ran the museum. Local philanthropy thus drove the founding of 

museums. “Philanthropy was one behavioral pattern which defined the upper class. . . . 

Philanthropists founded museums . . . not only to improve the general welfare but also to 

claim leadership positions in urban society.”9 Cultural philanthropy was one way in 

which nouveaux riche families could integrate themselves into the upper classes. The 

contradiction inherent in European museums was transferred to American ones as 

members of the elite sought to separate themselves from the lower classes by donating 

money and art to public art museums. Notions of the public and public service were often 

                                                

8. Quoted in Howe, History of Metropolitan Museum, 112-13 (see chap. 1, n. 41). 
9. Thomas Adam, “Philanthropy and the Shaping of Social Distinctions in Nineteenth-Century U.S., 

Canadian, and German Cities,” in Thomas Adam, ed., Philanthropy, Patronage, and Civil Society: 
Experiences from Germany, Great Britain, and North America (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
2004), 27. 
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lost (as they are today) amidst the competition among individuals to move upward in 

society.  

Art museums were often conceived even before a collection was established. 

Collections were accumulated by private individuals—merchants, industrialists, and 

financiers—especially during the late nineteenth century. The government had no interest 

in collections, and museums amassed their holdings through private collectors, who often 

dictated the conditions of their donations. Art museums, hungry to fill their walls and 

coffers with collections, focused on attracting the rich to donate their works. The notion 

of the public museum masked a reliance on private individuals to donate their time to 

serve on boards that ran the museum; to donate their money and art works. As Paul 

DiMaggio found in his study of nineteenth-century Boston, the form of the nonprofit 

organization fit the needs of the elite to govern museums.10 Even though, over the years, 

the structure of governance and financing would be altered, the patterns of founding of 

the early art museums in America would become the blueprint by which future art 

museums would develop.  

 

Democratization and elitism 

From the first art museums founded in America, the idea of establishing an 

educational, democratizing institution was forcefully pursued. The founders of the two 

most important museums at the time, the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston and the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, both established in 1870, were highly 

influenced by the South Kensington Museum in London established in 1854 (now the 
                                                

10. See DiMaggio, “Cultural Entrepreneurship.”  
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Victoria and Albert Museum)11, a museum of applied and decorative arts. By exhibiting 

samples of domestic goods (in metal, glass, ceramic, etc.), and by catering to the working 

classes, South Kensington intended to provide popular recreation that countered the 

social problems of modern, urban life. The museum was located in the heart of the West 

End with the purpose of serving the area’s predominantly lower class residents. Gas 

lighting enabled the museum to be open at night to provide “practically what hours are 

most convenient to the working classes.”12 In addition, the museum served an economic 

function by exhibiting exemplary samples of domestic goods to modern-day 

manufacturing. In keeping with its populist stance, it also boasted “refreshment rooms,” 

the first museum restaurant in the world.  

The American elite travelled widely throughout Europe, studying various types of 

institutions (such as social housing projects and hospitals in addition to museums) not 

only in order to become more sophisticated but most of all, to bring home European 

organizational structures and methods. To the Americans, the populist ideology of the 

South Kensington Museum dovetailed perfectly with the democratic outlook in America. 

Charles Perkins of Boston was so captivated by the socially useful aspect of the London 

museum that in the original proposal for the Museum of Fine Arts he urged “the 

establishment of a Museum of Art of the character of that at South Kensington.”13 

Perkins was ambitious for the museum to function on many levels to mirror the intentions 

of South Kensington:  

                                                

11. The South Kensington Museum originated from the Great Exhibition of 1851, became the 
Museum of Manufactures in 1852, and then was renamed the South Kensington Museum in 1854. 

12. John Physick, The Victoria and Albert Museum: The History of its Building (Oxford: Phaidon, 
1982), 35. 

13. Quoted in Whitehill, Museum of Fine Arts Boston, 9 (see chap. 1, n. 39). 
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Their humblest function is to give enjoyment to all classes; their highest, 
to elevate men by purifying the taste and acting upon the moral nature; 
their most practical, to lead by the creation of a standard of taste in the 
mind to improvement in all branches of industry, by the purifying of 
forms, and a more tasteful arrangement of colors in all objects made for 
daily use.14 
 
The Museum of Fine Arts began as an outgrowth of the Boston Athenæum, which 

had been conceived as a comprehensive library, art gallery, collections of coins and 

objects from nature, and laboratory. The separate art museum, established in 1870, drew 

mostly from the Athenæum’s growing collection of American paintings and sculptures as 

well as plaster casts of Greek statuary.  

By the end of the nineteenth century, however, the South Kensington model fell 

out of favor as American collectors developed greater wealth and a greater appreciation 

for art. Additionally, a war-depleted and increasingly impoverished European aristocracy 

began to sell its collections, making it possible for American collectors to purchase works 

considered to be of the highest quality. Becoming more culturally aware and at the same 

time becoming more aware of the power of their wealth, American collectors began to 

collect more and more European art, which they considered to be the most outstanding. In 

addition, the 1909 Payne-Aldrich Tariff Act reduced previously high taxes on imported 

art to zero, allowing collectors to bring their objects to America instead of keeping them 

in their London or Paris homes. American collectors amassed collections so great that the 

director of the Kaiser Friedrich Museum in Berlin predicted that American museums 

would eventually “equal or surpass the great museums of Europe. . . .”15 

                                                

14. Ibid. 
15. Wilhelm von Bode, quoted in Marjorie Schwarzer, Riches, Rivals and Radicals: 100 Years of 

Museums in America (Washington, DC: American Association of Museums, 2006), 75.  
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By the turn of the century in America, the prevailing European and American idea 

that only the greatest works of art contained sufficient beauty to impart universal truth 

overtook the notion of an idealized classicism, which would have been sufficiently 

represented by copies. Despite a shift in focus from the applied and decorative arts to 

masterpieces of high art, however, the primary importance of art’s social value remained. 

The spirituality of high art now provided an antidote to moral corruption in modern 

society. In 1906, the English art critic Roger Fry was hired by the Metropolitan Museum 

of Art as curator of paintings to create a collection comprised of what Fry called 

“exceptional and spectacular pieces,”16 a practice that continues to define the aims of that 

museum today. Fry’s tremendously influential writings on formalist methods of art 

appreciation, which emphasized the compositional elements of art rather than their social 

or historical content or context, would also continue to resonate more widely through the 

generations. His curatorial program was justified as having great social utility; the 

extreme beauty found in masterpieces was to transform individuals of all classes.  

The transformative function of beauty was also promoted by Benjamin Ives 

Gilman, long-time secretary of the Boston Museum of Fine Arts, who wrote, “The 

problem of the present is the democratization of museums: how they may help to give all 

men a share in the life of the imagination.”17 To Gilman, who saw no contradiction 

between high art and its popularization, the way to democratize museums was through 

education. His innovative education programs were ambitious and wide reaching. He 

established the first museum education programs in the country, including a “docent” 

                                                

16. Quoted in Tomkins, 107. 
17. Benjamin Ives Gilman, “The Copley Square Museum,” Bulletin of the Museum of Fine Arts, 

Boston7 (December 1909), 44, quoted in McClellan, The Art Museum, 169. 
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program in 1896 (in effect at almost all public museums today), which led free tours 

throughout the year and to people of all ages and classes. The museum offered teacher 

training without charge and accommodated school children. The museum staff also 

visited every school in Boston and distributed 25,000 reproductions for use in classrooms 

in 1916.18 The exceptional educational offerings at the Museum of Fine Arts and at other 

art museums of its time are thought to be as good as, if not better than, what museums 

offer today.  

Meanwhile, another model of democratization in museums provided an 

alternative to the high aestheticism of the Boston and New York museums. John Cotton 

Dana, director of the Newark Museum (1909-29), advocated for museums to serve their 

communities through active, everyday involvement. Dana had been a librarian and, as 

director of the Denver Public Library, pioneered the system of open stacks, which would 

allow patrons to browse rather than require them to ask for librarian permission of 

particular titles. Committed to making institutions relevant to the daily lives of citizens, 

Dana criticized art museums for their separation from the community except for wealthy 

patrons, which provided “another obvious method of distinguishing their life from that of 

the common people.”19 He believed that a museum should be located within the 

community it served, rather than in a park located far from the city center. Instead of 

exhibiting works of high art, with its “undue reverence for oil paint,” his Newark 

Museum exhibited “objects which have quite a bearing on the daily life of those who 

support it . . . from shoes to sign posts and from table knives to hat pins.” One of the 

                                                

18. Andrew McClellan, “A Brief History of the Art Museum Public,” in Art and Its Publics: Museum 
Studies at the Millennium, ed. Andrew McClellan (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003), 19. 

19. John Cotton Dana, The Gloom of the Museum (Woodstock, VT: Elm Tree Press, 1917), 8. 
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museum’s exhibitions was of “Inexpensive Objects,” objects available for less than fifty 

cents at the local dime store. A placard in the exhibition stated, “Beauty has no relation to 

price, rarity or age,” exemplifying the Newark Museum’s commitment to commonplace 

objects.20 While Dana’s populist ideas were increasingly displaced by the reverence for 

high aestheticism after the turn of the century, they were to experience a revival in the 

early 1970s. 

According to Tony Bennett in The Birth of the Museum, the emergence of 

amusement parks during the same period as America’s Museum Age signified not a 

contrast to museums but the same trajectory of values. Both museums and amusement 

parks were developed in America through the influence of the World’s Columbian 

Exposition in Chicago (1893). The Midway (the popular fair zone of the exposition) had 

featured the first Ferris wheel and mechanical rides, modernist symbols of speed and 

technology. Like art museums, amusement parks encouraged good conduct; early studies 

showed that crowds in amusement parks were well behaved.21 Bennett suggests that the 

dichotomy between high art and popular entertainment was not as strong as we would 

think today. 

 

In time, art museums and amusement parks appeared to have nothing to do with 

each other. As wealthy individuals could afford higher quality works of art and as 

museums were increasingly directed by professional art historians (usually trained at 

Harvard or Princeton), a turn towards scholarly reflection marked museums. Paul Sachs, 

                                                

20. See illustration in McClellan, The Art Museum, 31. 
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who established the famed “Museum Work and Museum Problems” course at Harvard’s 

Fogg Museum, which he taught from 1921 to 1948 and that trained many future museum 

directors, believed that aesthetic judgment and connoisseurship were the marks of a good 

scholar. Furthermore, as a founder of the Museum of Modern Art (MOMA) in New 

York, Sachs’s influence was even greater. At the opening of the new MOMA building 

(1939), Sachs said, 

Let us be ever watchful to resist pressure to vulgarize and cheapen our 
work through the mistaken idea that in such fashion a broad public may be 
reached effectively . . . . In serving an elite it will reach . . . the great 
general public by means of work done to meet the most exacting standards 
of an elite.22 
 
Sachs’s attitude towards connoisseurship and aesthetic taste influenced not only 

museum professionals; collectors increasingly gained importance within museums. As 

arbiters of taste in their own right, collectors could act not only as distant patrons of the 

arts but also as trustees of the museum who oversaw museum operations. American 

collectors continued to amass art works with a wide range of styles, eras, and media.  

During the world wars, the role of art to uplift society became even more 

pronounced. Art came to be seen as a balm for cruelty and technological materialism. In 

1916, Charles Hutchinson, president of the Art Institute of Chicago, claimed, “Art for 

humanity and service of art for those who live and work and strive in a humdrum world is 

the true doctrine and one that every art museum should cherish.”23 During World War II, 

art museums contributed to the war effort by holding exhibitions relevant to the war. Two 

weeks after the surprise attack on Pearl Harbor, a meeting at New York’s Metropolitan 

                                                

22. Paul Sachs, “Why is a Museum of Art,” Architectural Forum (September 1939): 198.  
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Museum took place in which museum directors discussed how their institutions could 

contribute to the nation’s morale.24 

A changed world emerged from World War II. New York in particular was 

transformed into the world’s financial capital and selected for the United Nations 

permanent headquarters. It became, according to writer E. B. White, “the capital of the 

world.”25 The artistic center of the world, which had been Paris for over a century, shifted 

to New York as a generation of American artists, including Jackson Pollock, Robert 

Motherwell, and Helen Frankenthaler, conceived a distinctly “New York School” of art. 

With this increasing importance of American contemporary art, collectors could purchase 

works by living artists for a fraction of what their values would become in a short time. 

Thus private collectors would begin to influence the direction of museum collections to 

include not only American, but contemporary art.  

In the postwar years, the founding of museums leapt from about one hundred 

institutions in 1950 to almost 550 in 1987.26 They were increasingly based on private 

collections that had been compiled over years, such as the Amon Carter Museum of 

American Art, Fort Worth, TX (1961); the National Museum of African Art (1961), the 

collection of Warren M. Robbins, which the Smithsonian acquired in 1978; the Timken 

Museum of Art, San Diego (1965), based on the collection of Amy and Anne Putnam; 

and the Kimbell Art Museum, Fort Worth, TX (1972). Some art museums were founded 

in the former homes of the collectors, such as the Reynolda House Museum of American 
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25. E. B. White, Here is New York (New York Review of Books, 1949; New York: Little Bookroom, 
2000), 55. 

26. Karl E. Meyer, The Art Museum, 271-84 (see chap. 1, n. 32).  
 



 43 

Art (1965), home of Katharine Smith Reynolds and R.J. Reynolds; the Dixon Gallery and 

Gardens, Memphis, (1976), home of Margaret Oates Dixon and Hugo Norton Dixon; and 

the Hillwood Estate Museum and Gardens in Washington, DC (1977), home of Marjorie 

Merriweather Post.  

As they had in Europe, collections of high art pieces were seen as instrumental in 

creating civic pride. As former Secretary of the Smithsonian S. Dillon Ripley wrote, 

“Culture creates collections; collections create culture.”27 As repositories of great works 

created by great civilizations, museums, it was said, “build collections because we strive 

to keep and preserve evidence of human continuity, and in order to sustain remembrance . 

. . .Cultural institutions hold artifacts and their legacies, when our memories as humans 

cannot.”28 

 

Late 1960s: unrest in the museum world 

In the late 1960s and 1970s, organized protests by artists and intellectuals 

threatened to disturb the idea of collections as evidence of great civilizations. The rarified 

gentility that art museums had coveted was also under attack. Artist groups such as the 

Art Workers’ Coalition (formed in 1969, emerging from protests against exhibition 

policies of the Museum of Modern Art), Women Artists in Revolution (which split off 

from the Art Workers’ Coalition), and the Black Emergency Cultural Coalition (formed 

in response to the exhibition “Harlem on My Mind” at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 

briefly discussed later in this section) took to the museum’s sidewalks to fight for greater 
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representation. Women, ethnic groups, and racial minorities made it clear that museums 

did not answer their needs. As the black poet June Jordan demanded:  

Take me into the museum and show me myself, show me my people, 
show me soul America. If you cannot show me myself, if you cannot teach 
my people what they need to know . . . then why shouldn’t I attack the 
temples of America and blow them up?29 
 
Revisionist art history, reflecting the influence of the civil rights and feminist 

movements, forced museum professionals to either defend or attack previous museum 

practices that were critiqued as disengaged and socially irrelevant. The hegemony of art 

history that excluded racial minorities, ethnic minorities, and women, were exemplified 

by collections that exalted a narrow view of art. Instead of the autonomy that art was 

proclaimed to have and the accessibility that public museums were supposed to provide, 

art was seen to be inherently political and elitist, reflecting the propagandistic intentions 

of the establishment class. Pierre Bourdieu and Alain Darbel’s study of European art 

museum audiences, The Love of Art (1960), argued that aesthetic taste and judgment were 

the product of class stratifications.  

[By charging no admission, museums practiced a] false generosity, since 
free entry is also optional entry, reserved for those who, equipped with the 
ability to appropriate the works of art, have the privilege of making use of 
this freedom, and who thence find themselves legitimated in their 
privilege, that is, in their ownership of the means of appropriation of 
cultural goods.30 
 

Playing a part in inciting the Paris student riots of 1968, The Love of Art laid the 

groundwork for the creation of the multi-disciplinary, populist-leaning Centre Georges 

Pompidou, founded in 1977 in Paris. 
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In addition, increased federal funding in the 1960s and 1970s through the 

National Endowment for the Arts required art museums to provide access to a wider 

audience. The charge that museums were elitist institutions led to various solutions to 

increase attendance and to offer a wide range of programs. Scholarly interest in 

collections gave way to education of their various publics. These were not simply 

ancillary programs, however; they created a significant shift in the mission of the 

museum. For example, the Metropolitan Museum of Art claimed in 1971 that “The 

period of quantitative amassment has closed; the epoch of education and communication 

has opened in earnest.”31 In effect, the mission of the museum transformed from 

scholarly studies of collections to educational enlightenment and entertainment. 

Behind the Metropolitan Museum’s shift in mission was director Thomas P. F. 

Hoving, who would directly impact the direction of the new art museum in Miami, as 

will be seen in later chapters. A Princeton-trained art historian, Hoving, director of the 

Metropolitan from 1967 to 1977, was the first museum director at a large, encyclopedic 

museum to address the criticism of elitism. He was widely credited with popularizing 

blockbuster exhibitions that were seen to be at odds with the curatorial prerogatives that 

had dominated museum practices during the postwar years through the mid-1960s.32 

Hoving organized exhibitions with broad popular appeal, marketed them with 

advertisements containing quotes from critics that said “Sensational! Unbelievable!”, and 
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hung flashy banners from the sedate, neo-Classical facade of the museum (now an 

accepted practice).33 

Yet commercialism for its own sake, according to Hoving, was not his sole 

motive. The controversial exhibit “Harlem on My Mind” (1969), for example, was a way 

to relate the museum to “practical life.”  

“Practical life” in this day can mean nothing less than involvement, an 
active and thoughtful participation in the events of our time. For too long 
museums have drifted passively away from the center of things, out to the 
periphery where they play an often brilliant but usually tangential role in 
the multiple lives of the nation.34 
 

The exhibit was controversial on several fronts, but mainly because the Metropolitan had 

gravely misunderstood the Harlem community. The exhibition led to widespread 

criticism because of major flaws, such as the publication of an essay written by a black 

Harlem schoolgirl that contained perceived anti-Semitic comments. In addition, decisions 

to reject Harlem residents from the planning and to exclude artwork by Harlem’s artistic 

community led to angry criticisms by the Harlem community. The exhibition became a 

site for racial politics and debates about the differences between art and culture, 

foreshadowing the issues raised in the 1980s and 1990s regarding multiculturalism. 

Following the debacle surrounding “Harlem,” Hoving refrained from mounting such 

“socially conscious” exhibitions again. In the museum world, the exhibition brought out 

the fear that the art museum’s traditional roles of collecting and preserving were being 

challenged by increasing popularization. Art writer Katherine Kuh responded to “Harlem 
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on My Mind” with an article titled “What’s an Art Museum For?”35 Museum 

professionals such as Sherman Lee, director of the Cleveland Museum of Art (one of 

very few wealthy, financially secure museums), criticized the idea of popularization:  

I part company with the concept of a museum as an instrument of mass 
education. . . . Modern Western man has developed a complex and high 
art—one meant to be contemplated in the same way that one contemplates 
a poem or a play. . . . An art museum’s a place for looking at works of 
art.36 
 

For Hoving, however, museums had to be active, participatory, and populist. He wrote,  

An art museum today can neither afford to be, nor will it be, tolerated as 
silent repository of great treasures. . . We intend to shake off the passivity 
that renders too many museums unresponsive and by default almost 
irresponsible.37 
 

Instead of being compared to marble palaces, museums could become accessible, 

dazzling centers of entertainment, inviting Glueck’s comparisons of the museum as either 

ivory tower or discotheque.  

 

Museum finances 

The ambition to create a new art museum in Miami was developed during this 

time of social unrest, both within museum walls and outside of them. The financial 

demands placed on museums to provide experiences similar to the “discotheque”—large, 

splashy exhibitions held in a spacious, exciting environment—exacerbated the crippling 

effects of a faltering national economy. Massive inflation accompanied the recession of 

the 1970s, incurring mounting budget deficits for museums nationwide. 
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The irony that art museums, wealthy beyond the imagination through possessing 

priceless works of art but, ironically, lacking in day-to-day operating funds, led Peter 

Temin to claim that a “paradox of American museums is that they are both rich and 

poor.”38 A strict division in accounting, between funds used for art acquisitions and funds 

used for operating expenses, meant that monetary donations for art could not be used for 

the daily administration of the museum. The sale of an artwork had to be used to 

purchase more art. For donors who wished to have their wealth validated through the 

permanence of art objects, a donation for operating expenses was a much less prestigious 

option.  

This inviolable division between acquisition and administrative budgets has 

always been a problem for art museums. Early museums often received land and perhaps 

a building from local governments, but not operating expenses. American art museums 

were established as private, nonprofit organizations, administered by a board of trustees, 

much like a private corporation (an exception was the Smithsonian Institution, which is 

administered by the federal government). Continuous funding came from this small group 

of elite citizens. Thus while the idea of public accessibility and education guided the 

development of art museums, museums were not “public” in the sense of being 

financially dependent on public funds, whether federal, state, or municipal. As Jeffrey 

Abt has pointed out, the “privatization of public” was present from the first art museums 

in America because of the nature of American democracy and the American legal and 

economic systems. “Public museum,” Abt writes, “must be one of the most commonly 
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used and least-questioned expressions in contemporary museological discourse.”39 The 

nonprofit status of public art museums requires that they exist for the public good, but the 

governance and financial structure of art museums question that requirement. Abt 

suggests that art museum finances are ambiguous because various sources share the 

burden of support. While it is usually accepted that American philanthropy constituted a 

unique form of museum support, it has been shown that American elites travelled to 

Europe and modeled their philanthropic activities on those of European upper class 

society, particularly in Germany and England.40 

Depending on the museum, the balance of public and private support differed, 

with overall financing comprising a patchwork of disparate sources. Apart from state 

laws that allowed institutions to attain non-profit status—which gave them the rights to 

acquire land, construct museum buildings, and establish endowments without paying 

taxes like ordinary corporations—government provided little financial support. Local 

assistance was the most prevalent form of government funding, but it only covered a 

small fraction of operating expenses, and was almost never used to acquire a collection. 

What is considered common practice today—a local government owning and controlling 

the museum’s land and building, and the board of trustees owning and controlling the 

contents of the building—was a new idea in municipal government when trustees of the 

Metropolitan Museum and the City of New York compromised on the question of who 

would pay for the construction of the building and who would own the museum’s 
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assets.41 This governmental support of building construction became the norm in almost 

all major American art museums.  

Federal policies that were to provide funding for art museums (and the arts in 

general) were formulated during the Cold War, during which time American art was 

exhibited abroad to attest to the superiority of American culture. The politicization of 

federal funding recalled the demonstration of cultural superiority of European nations in 

the nineteenth century: Nelson Rockefeller, serving as Franklin Roosevelt’s coordinator 

of Inter-American affairs, organized exhibitions of American art in Latin America, so that 

Third World nations could understand that “their best interests and opportunity for the 

future are identified with our country and our way of life.”42 Rockefeller (who had been 

president of the Museum of Modern Art in New York and whose mother, Abby Aldrich 

Rockefeller, had been a founder of the museum) convinced American corporations to 

donate funds to Latin American governments to enable cultural exchanges. Rockefeller’s 

attempts to gain federal funding for culture was deemed too expensive by Dwight D. 

Eisenhower, although he eventually supported the arts by establishing an arts advisory 

council to the president. Although Eisenhower’s actions on the cultural front were 

meager, his support encouraged conservative politicians to endorse government aid to the 

arts, a crucial factor in solidifying Congressional bipartisan support during the Kennedy 

and Johnson years.  

In 1963, August Heckscher, Special Consultant on the Arts under John F. 

Kennedy, submitted a report on “The Arts and the National Government,” which 
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recognized “the growing awareness that the United States will be judged—and its place 

in history ultimately assessed—not alone by its military or economic power, but by the 

quality of its civilization.”43 The report argued that while there was an increased interest 

in the arts in America, inadequate support was being given to cultural institutions. The 

combination of a growing public interest in the arts and a lack of financial resources 

resulted in weakened and unstable arts institutions. As a result of Heckscher’s report, the 

President’s Advisory Council on the Arts was established in 1963 (this was the 

predecessor of the National Council on the Arts).  

President Kennedy’s arts policies were continued by Lyndon Johnson, under 

whom the National Endowments for the Arts and Humanities (NEA and NEH) were 

established in 1965. While attempts to establish a national arts policy had failed in the 

past, the Johnson administration combined arts with humanities as a way of pushing the 

concept of a liberal education, thereby making the legislative package easier to pass. 

Johnson’s Great Society, with its focus on national education, proposed a balance of 

science studies, which had flourished during the Cold War, with studies of the arts and 

humanities. Upon signing the bill establishing the National Endowments, Johnson 

claimed, “Art is our nation’s most precious heritage, [for] it is in our works of art that we 

reveal to ourselves and to others the inner vision which guides us as a nation. And where 

there is no vision, people perish.”44 Johnson’s rhetoric of the uplifting power of art was 

well received by Congress and by the public, as it (purposefully) deflected attention from 

the president’s unpopular policies on Vietnam.  
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Another telling statistic: From 1950 to 1979, more than 100 American art 

museums added more than ten million square feet of new space to their existing 

buildings. It was noted that this amount of new construction equaled about fourteen times 

the total space of the Louvre.45 Along with larger facilities came an expansion in 

programs and staffs. As a result of this expansion, museums incurred greater and greater 

fixed costs, requiring increased funding to maintain them.46 

From the time of its inception in 1965, the NEA provided support to art museums 

with funds for the direct purchase of contemporary American art works and, indirectly, 

by individual states, whose arts councils determined how the funds should be allocated. 

Funding for the NEA increased tremendously in 1971 under Richard Nixon, normally a 

fiscal and social conservative, who used the arts to shift focus from unpleasant news of 

the Vietnam War, recession, and civil unrest.47 Surprising liberals, the Nixon 

administration not only continued but surpassed liberal support for increased federal 

funding for the arts, a move that was intended to show the international community the 

superiority of the American quality of life. In arguing for the arts to reach “all 

Americans,” Nixon asserted that 

The full richness of this nation’s cultural life need not be the province of 
relatively few citizens centered in a few cities; on the contrary, the trend 
toward a wider appreciation of the arts . . . should be strongly encouraged, 
the diverse culture of every region and community should be explored. . . 
.48 
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At the same time, he argued for limited federal support and encouraged increased support 

by private and local sources, claiming that “the federal role would remain supportive 

rather than primary.”49 New state and local public funding agencies were established as a 

result of the NEA, making most of the distribution of its funds the responsibility of local 

agencies. A separate Museums Program implemented within the NEA granted over 

$900,000 to art museums nationwide. In practice, this was a small sum when divided 

among organizations, but with state and local government funding and private support 

required to match the federal grant money, dollar-for-dollar, museums were more able to 

fund exhibitions and add to their collections of contemporary American art.50 

In addition to all this largesse, corporations began to fund the arts more noticeably 

during the late 1960s to 1970s. In 1965, for example, the New York Board of Trade 

founded an Arts Advisory Council, and in 1967, the Business Committee for the Arts was 

established by David Rockefeller in order to stimulate corporate philanthropy. The 

increase in corporate patronage for all the arts was extraordinary, from $22 million in 

1966 to $436 million in 1981.51 Such donations were seen as a good way to conduct 

public relations by showing that corporations were sensitive to the arts and culture. 

Corporations tended to fund exhibitions whose audiences were broad and were potential 

customers. Increasingly visible corporate sponsorship prompted criticisms of 

commercialization and undue influence. The idea that focus was shifting from scholarly 

studies of collections to populist commercialism was indeed further exaggerated by this 
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type of funding, which tended to steer exhibitions toward easily digestible, unchallenging 

themes.52  

While corporate sponsorship and new public funding grew, the dominant role of 

local elite patrons and municipalities began to diminish. In the 1970s, the national 

economic crisis caused municipalities to decrease funding for basic operations while 

inflation eroded the value of endowments. The absence of a stable source of revenue 

forced museums to develop alternative ways of financing operations and pushed them to 

become retail operations in themselves, marketing blockbuster exhibitions that audiences 

would pay high admission fees to see, selling a wide range of merchandise in expanded 

museum shops, and serving lunches at attractive museum cafes. Instead of relying on 

donated income, art museums came to focus more on sources of earned income that could 

make them self-sufficient commercial enterprises. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 

under Hoving’s directorship, was the leading institution in this regard. Its  profits from 

blockbuster exhibitions and their related merchandizing programs were so strong that 

operating deficits were controlled and a reliance on endowment and municipal funds 

diminished.53 

 

Location and city planning: park, uptown, and downtown 

The museum’s physical location within the city could symbolize its function. 

Almost all museums built during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries had 

been built in or near a park. Their usually glorious Neo-classical Beaux Arts buildings 
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were thus separated from the busy, dirty commercial districts whose demoralizing 

influence the museums were intended to neutralize. Rather than being intrusions into a 

pastoral setting, the massive, white marble buildings were welcomed as a symbol of the 

civilizing effect of art set within the salubrious country air. The combination of museum 

and park were thought to improve the moral environment of the city.54 

A museum’s location reflected efforts by urban planners, museum trustees, 

politicians, and business people. In the case of the Metropolitan Museum, the uptown, 

Central Park location was primarily the choice of Andrew Haswell Green, president of 

the Central Park Commission, despite opposition by the museum’s trustees. In keeping 

with their original populist mission, the trustees had wanted to locate the museum in 

Reservoir Square (known today as Bryant Park), which was closer to downtown and 

therefore far more accessible to immigrants and the working classes. In 1859, a New 

York City law was passed, allowing for bequests to establish museums within parks. 

Green envisioned Central Park as a cultural center, and since the land and the $500,000 to 

construct the building came from the Central Park Commission, the trustees relented.55 

The municipal parks movement and the development of comprehensive city 

planning came about almost simultaneously as it became increasingly obvious that 

growth in the cities needed to be controlled. The same problems of urbanization that had 

spurred the Museum Age led to the placement of art museums in a park. Before 1900, 

many art museums left downtown, as in the case of the Museum of Fine Arts, which 

moved to Copley Square (a mile west of downtown Boston).  
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The City Beautiful movement, which flourished for a short time between the 

1890s and 1900s, inspired tighter city plans and the attitude that an art museum was a 

classical monument and educational institution that should be incorporated into civic 

centers rather than a remote temple in a park. After 1900, however, museums left 

downtown for affluent neighborhoods, reflecting a shift in mission and outlook. For 

example, the Baltimore Museum of Art moved to Homewood, just adjacent to Johns 

Hopkins University, and the Detroit Institute of Art was built on Woodward Avenue, two 

miles from downtown. While there were exceptions, such as the Art Institute of Chicago, 

the trend was for art museums to distance themselves from downtown. The large sums of 

money spent to construct grand, architecturally significant buildings required land, 

expensive in downtown areas, as well as space around the buildings so that the 

architecture could be appreciated for its aesthetic values.56 

In 1939, the opening of the new Museum of Modern Art building in New York 

signaled a modernist turn in architecture and also a radical departure in its location—a 

commercial and residential city street. The museum’s modernist program included 

exhibitions not just of fine arts such as painting and sculpture, but also of industrial 

design and architecture, as well as film screenings. While a city street would imply a 

tendency towards populist notions of a museum (like John Cotton Dana’s Newark 

Museum), its midtown location and site of former residence of John D. and Abby 

Rockefeller suggested a private, subjective world exemplified by avant-garde art such as 

Dada and Surrealism. Although the Whitney Museum of American Art was also built on 
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a New York city street, its entrance a short distance from the sidewalk (compared to 

MOMA, which had its entrance very close to it) suggested the museum did not want to be 

so closely related to the street. 

While in the post-WWII years American suburbs developed more than four times 

as fast as central cities, threatening to challenge the notion of downtown as a place of 

culture, this trend began to be reversed in the 1970s, when urban planners began to see 

museums and cultural centers as a means to revitalize downtowns. At the same time, 

tourism brought visitors to the more accessible museums and partially offset economic 

looses from declining industry. Between 1960 and 2001, 116 cities developed cultural 

districts to serve citizens, attract tourists and revitalize communities.57 This pattern of 

planners and business leaders working together to bring museums downtown was evident 

in discussions about Miami’s new art museum. Tourism, in particular, motivated the 

selection of a suitable site. 

 

Architecture: temples and storefronts 

Carol Duncan and Alan Wallach observed that early museum architecture 

“deliberately recalled past ceremonial architecture….(evoking) temples, palaces, 

treasures and tombs.”58 More than any other building type, the art museum symbolizes a 

society’s cultural sophistication, commitment to public institutions and education, and 

accessibility to the public. For early art museum founders, “the art museum not only had 

to house paintings safely and efficiently, but it also had to communicate the importance 
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of culture itself,” noted Ingrid Steffensen-Bruce.59 As discussed earlier, art museums 

were thought not only to reflect the high level of culture of a society, but also to have a 

civilizing effect on their communities. The building of the Museum of Fine Arts reflected 

the influence of the South Kensington Museum. Like the London museum, the original 

MFA building (designed by John Hubbard Sturgis and Charles Brigham, 1872-76, 

destroyed 1909) was designed in the Gothic Revival style, reflecting Ruskin’s preference 

for “wildness of thought, and roughness of work” that characterized the dignity of Gothic 

architecture as opposed to the repressive standardization of classicism.60 

As the South Kensington model became outmoded at the end of the end of the 

nineteenth century, so did the Gothic architectural style. The Metropolitan Museum of 

Art purchased a major collection of works from the Bronze Age to the end of the Roman 

period in 1874-76, establishing the museum’s reputation as a repository of classical 

antiques. Along with the turn to high art came the architectural turn to classicism, a style 

imbued with history and culture. When their former South Kensington-inspired buildings 

became inadequate to accommodate their growing collections, the Museum of Fine Arts 

and the Metropolitan Museum of Art both replaced the buildings with a grand Beaux Arts 

building. Classicism symbolized an adherence to high culture and civilization, explained 

in the museum’s bulletin:  

The exterior should convey the positive assurance that that which is to be 
seen within shall be the best that men have imagined and have wrought 
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with their hands. For such a conception the architectural style at once 
suggested is the classical.61 
 
Thus the classical Beaux Arts style was adopted by museums built in the Museum 

Age, an easy symbol of the importance of culture combined with the power, knowledge, 

and civilization of the city that it represented. The new classical style buildings 

represented a departure, not just architecturally but also in the mission of the museum, 

from the glorification of unknown craftsmen to the appreciation of classical, high art. 

Many of the most important American museums were built in this style, including the Art 

Institute of Chicago, the Baltimore Museum of Art, and the Corcoran Gallery of Art.  

The Great Depression halted the construction of Beaux Arts-style museums, 

which began to be criticized for their lavishness and for their political significance. Lewis 

Mumford called Beaux-Arts museums “imperialist facades” that were “loot-heap[s] . . . 

for plunder.”62 Meanwhile, the grand art museum was considered to be detrimental to 

public access. Philip Youtz, director of the Brooklyn Institute (the Brooklyn Museum 

today) argued for “accessibility and propinquity [which were] as vital to museum 

attendance as collections or exhibitions.”63 In 1935, Youtz ordered the removal of the 

immense staircase outside the main entrance of the building, which had been intended to 

function symbolically as a slow procession, elevating visitors both physically and 

mentally as they climbed the stairs. The entrance was relocated to street level, signifying 

entrance to an experience closely related to daily life. The National Gallery on 

Washington’s Mall, built in 1941 when Modernist buildings were becoming the preferred 
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style, seemed anachronistic in its heavy Beaux Arts style. Its prominent place on the Mall 

showed how power could be aestheticized, confirming Duncan and Wallach’s assertion 

that “the museum’s primary function is ideological. It is mean to impress upon those who 

use or pass through it society’s most revered beliefs and values.”64 

In the early part of the twentieth century, museum curators, who increasingly 

gained power within the museum’s hierarchy and who considered their job to be 

dedicated to the care and display of objects, began to privilege such qualities as display 

conditions, public education, visitor comfort, and adequate storage. At the same time, 

modernist architecture encouraged museum curators to regard the architectural space of 

the museum in terms of efficiency and function. Le Corbusier’s description of houses as 

“machines for living” were translated into “educational machines of service,” in the 

words of Richard Bach of the Metropolitan Museum.65 The contents of the museum were 

seen to be more important than displays of power and high culture seen from the street.  

The increasingly professionalized museum staff also contended with temporary 

exhibitions and loan exhibitions, which necessitated flexible spaces. For this, heavy 

walls, columns, and unnecessary decoration got in the way.  

In 1932, the New York Museum of Modern Art’s exhibition, “Modern 

Architecture: International Exhibition,” organized by Philip Johnson and Henry-Russell 

Hitchcock, inaugurated the term “International Style,” an assertion of modernist 

architecture. The exhibition was so influential that it has been credited as the single event 
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that most profoundly influenced twentieth-century architecture.66 MOMA’s role as a 

pioneer in architecture necessitated that its building epitomize its direction and interests. 

The high Modernist aesthetic, utilizing glass for the façade, steel and concrete for 

support, seen in skyscrapers, was exemplified in the Philip Goodwin & Edward Durrell 

Stone design (1933-39). 

With its audacious departure from the traditional Beaux Arts building, MOMA 

announced itself as modern and technological, becoming a gleaming model of the utopian 

project it aimed to construct. The glass door, street level entrance was more reminiscent 

of a department store or office building than the typical museum. Grand interior 

staircases were replaced by elevators. The totally undecorated exterior of glass had none 

of the grand monumentality of Beaux Arts museums. The flexible spaces and the 

galleries of the museum were open, flexible, and unadorned, creating ideal conditions for 

curators, who had to deal with changing exhibitions of art. Rather than mimicking the 

inside of a ceremonial temple, the galleries of MOMA were intimately scaled to 

encourage private contemplation, institutionalizing the domestic experience of art 

collectors.67 Its simple, geometric lines stood in sharp contrast to the Victorian 

nineteenth-century brownstones on the midtown street it occupied.  

Founders of the Guggenheim Museum in New York were challenged to establish 

a museum that fostered community through the shared experience of art. Frank Lloyd 

Wright’s design (1943-59) for the building, with its soaring rotunda and programmatic 

spiraling route, called for a utopian space of communal gathering in which community 
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would be built through the shared experience of the museum’s space. Wright returned to 

monumental museum architecture, issuing a challenge to the curator-friendly, “white 

cube” Modernist museum.  

Privileging the architecture over the art has been a criticism raised time and again 

about museum design. The ongoing tension between curatorial objectives (dedicated to 

the care and display of collections) and civic prerogatives that looked to spectacular 

museum architecture to push a political, educational, and social agenda infuse 

controversies over such lavish buildings. Architecture has become the art, shown by the 

1989 opening of Peter Eisenman’s Wexner Center for the Arts, which became the 

inaugural show itself.  Monumental architecture such as the Guggenheim building and 

museums designed by Mies van der Rohe, such as the Brown Pavilion of the Museum of 

Fine Arts in Houston (1973), incited a backlash of overly neutral white cubes, such as 

Philip Johnson’s Neuberger Museum in Purchase, New York (1974). But these purposes 

did not have to be in conflict. As art museums gained attention for innovative 

architecture, with that attention came focus on the art collections within. New buildings 

designed by internationally famous, progressive architects, such as the Denver Art 

Museum (Gio Ponti, 1971) and the Museum of Contemporary Art in Houston (Gunnar 

Birkerts, 1972), were praised for their dramatic styles and visitor-friendly interiors.68 In 

particular, the Kimbell Art Museum in Fort Worth, Texas (Louis Kahn, 1972) was 

internationally acclaimed as a masterpiece. The building and its collection, a small but 

carefully selected trove of masterworks, altered not only the local image of Fort Worth, 

but, according to journalist Michael Ennis, “transformed the psyche of the entire state.” 
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Accusations of provincialism that had persisted for generations were supplanted by a 

small museum that was not just world class, but “was in a class of its own, a world-

beater.”69 While New York art museums had long gained the respect of architecture 

critics, museums outside of the center were noted for their ample square footage, 

dramatic outdoor spaces with views of surrounding mountains—features impossible to 

find in New York. These new museums showed that it was possible for museums outside 

of New York to gain attention and to bring interest to the city as a cultural destination. 

For Miami in the 1970s, where enormous population growth after World War II made it 

into the center of a potentially important metropolitan area and where tourism was the 

main industry, a new museum could bring new prestige and attention.  

The centrality of a museum’s architecture has always been present. In the 1970s, 

as charges of commercialism were being leveled at museums for detracting from the 

purpose of the museum to provide an intimate experience with art, dramatic architecture 

was also charged as guilty of the same crime. Inevitably, the founding of the Center for 

the Fine Arts must be understood in the context of these tensions and disputing tastes.
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3  ORIGINS OF A COUNTY ART MUSEUM, 1896-1972 
 

 In Miami, there had been attempts by local elites and art supporters to establish a 

major art museum in the past, but the key endeavor to create a museum came from the 

local government. In November 1972, Dade County voters approved the massive capital 

improvements bond package called the Decade of Progress, within which was tucked in a 

relatively tiny allocation for the construction of an art museum. The bond package 

represented the area’s growth within a short time. Miami was barely eighty years old and 

yet the metropolitan area had become one of the largest in America, leading to 

overwhelming needs for capital improvements. That there even existed an idea of a 

county art museum represented a significant change in the cultural landscape of Miami. 

Motivating county officials to develop the arts was the desire to propel Miami into a 

prominent national and international position, and a major art museum fit its new image 

as a vital metropolitan area.  

Over the years, Miami had developed a number of art institutions that had varying 

degrees of success in bringing “high art” to the area. Several of the institutions would 

have a role in the formation of the new Dade County art museum, with some of them 

contentiously competing to become it.  

 

Art in early Miami 
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Contrary to the notion of Miami as a “young” area, about 2,500 years before the 

founding of Miami in 1896, the Tequesta Native American tribe inhabited the Biscayne 

Bay area. Along with the Calusa, Timucua, and Apalachee tribes, the Tequesta lived in 

the southern part of Florida. Ponce de Leon’s arrival in Florida in 1513 began conflicts 

that virtually eliminated the native tribes from Florida. Beginning in the 1830s, efforts at 

settlement and farming as well as three Seminole Wars marked activity in the area. As 

Miami was incorporated in 1896, bearing little resemblance to the major cities that had 

established art museums more than twenty-five years before, such as New York, Boston, 

or Chicago. In that same year of Miami’s founding, Henry Flagler extended his railroad 

southward from Palm Beach to the Miami River, bringing vacationers to the place that, in 

the eighteenth century, the naturalist William Bartram had claimed was “. . . a blessed 

unviolated spot of earth . . . [a] blissful garden.”1 

Within two short decades, Miami’s legendary image as a tropical winter paradise 

emerged, responsible for creating tourist and real estate industries in South Florida 

alongside agricultural enterprises. In order to cater to wealthy Northerners who 

vacationed in Rhode Island or the Upper Hudson Valley in the summer but for whom the 

popular warm resorts on the Riviera and in Italy were too distant in case of an emergency 

at their New York offices, resort owners promoted Florida as an alternative winter 

vacation area.2 In addition, builders and developers capitalized on the dreams of those 
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who succumbed to the slogan, “It is always June in Miami”3 by transforming swamplands 

into a place that existed first in the imagination. A full-time resident population was 

growing and by 1925, the Florida boom was well under way, with almost 1,000 

subdivisions under construction. In five years, from 1920 to 1925, the population grew 

from 30,000 residents to 200,000.4 

As the Florida boom brought the “idle rich” to the area, an interest in the arts 

followed. In 1921, the Miami Conservatory was established, presenting music and ballet 

performances; in 1926, the Coconut Grove Playhouse was founded. That same year, the 

University of Miami was established, along with its symphony orchestra and an art 

department.  

One of the earliest ideas for an art museum in Miami came in the 1920s from 

George Merrick, the developer of Coral Gables. Merrick’s City Beautiful community, a 

tropical utopia carved from citrus groves outside of the city of Miami, was one of the first 

planned communities in America, featuring Mediterranean Revival-style buildings, 

bubbling fountains, and tree-canopied streets with Spanish names. Original plans for 

Coral Gables included a large, open-air university, within which would be an art 

museum, housed in a grand, neoclassical building. According to plan, the University of 

Miami would be founded, but the art museum, to be called the Art Institute of the 

University Group, did not materialize.5 
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The devastating effects of the 1926 Hurricane, said to have inflicted more 

property damage than Hurricane Katrina in 2005, led to the quick collapse of the Florida 

land boom and a shrinking of the population by more than a half. As a consequence, 

Florida faced the effects of the Great Depression three years earlier than the rest of the 

country, which proved to be nearly financially disastrous to the City of Miami. Over the 

years, the City had accumulated bond indebtedness for capital improvements made 

during the 1920s land boom. The City, having expanded rapidly to cover 43 square miles, 

de-annexed territory in the 1930s in order to cut back its budget, decreasing its size to 34 

square miles. Even with this reduction, however, the City of Miami had trouble providing 

services and improvements. As historian Raymond Mohl observes, “as early as the 

1930s, Miami’s central city status had begun to wither, and local power was drifting from 

city to county.”6 The concept of a center city, or downtown, never took root in the 

Greater Miami area as it had in cities established earlier in the nineteenth century, a 

condition that would affect the selection of a suitable location for the new county art 

museum in the 1970s. 

In the 1930s, tourism lifted the Miami area out of the Great Depression as Miami 

Beach emerged as a glittering resort. A municipality separate from the City of Miami, 

Miami Beach became the image of “Miami”—tropical, opulent, and decadent—an image 

carefully planted and pruned. Even the notion of “tropical” Miami was constructed; the 

technically subtropical climate was made hotter and more exotic through the importation 

of palm trees. The promotional genius Carl Fisher razed mangrove hammocks and filled 

in beaches with sand, transforming the swamps into a luxury resort area.  
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In those early years, there were some attempts to create opportunities to view the 

visual arts such as the Miami Beach Library and Art Center (established 1935) and the 

Washington Art Galleries in Miami Beach in the Washington Storage Building 

(established 1940).7 Seasonal exhibitions chose works from Miami’s artist organizations 

such as the Miami Art League (founded in 1930), the Allied Arts League in North Miami 

Beach (founded prior to 1940), and a Florida branch of the New York Studio Guild. 

These activities, modest in comparison to the Broadway-type shows and Las Vegas-style 

entertainment in the resort hotels featuring famous celebrities, contributed to the 

perception that Miami was a cultural wasteland, a characterization that Miami fought 

well into the later part of the twentieth century. 

During World War II, Miami’s growth halted but activity increased as the area 

became a training ground for the military, with swarms of servicemen training on the 

beaches and living in the hotels-turned-barracks. In the postwar years, Miami’s image 

continued to be defined by Miami Beach as a place of glamour, sun, and fun, where 

celebrities, politicians, and mobsters converged. Elvis cavorted with the Rat Pack at the 

Fontainebleau Hotel, Bob Hope and Jayne Mansfield frequented clubs with exotic-

sounding names like the Neptune Lounge and the Black Magic Room, and “Winston 

Churchill [visited] in a North Bay Road home not far from Al Capone’s Palm Island 

refuge.”8 Miami’s association with glitzy entertainers furthered the perception that there 

was little serious culture in the area. In the 1950s, visual art was shown and sold through 

interior decorators or galleries set up in hotels that catered to tourists and entertainers. 
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Dorothy Blau, longtime gallery owner in Miami, directed the Huber Gallery at the 

Deauville Hotel and recalled selling art to entertainers such as Sammy Davis Jr., Frank 

Sinatra, Nat King Cole, and Mel Tome.9 

For years, the performing arts were considered the primary forms of art (and 

entertainment) in Miami while the visual arts played a secondary role. Doris Reno of the 

Miami Herald was principally a music critic but served a dual role as art critic from 1940 

to 1972. The Opera Guild of Greater Miami was founded in 1941 by Arturo di Filippi, “a 

man born to wear white tie and tails, a showman, a lover of the grand gesture and the 

sweeping statement,” fitting in well with Miami’s flamboyance.10 In 1971, the Dade 

County Planning Department issued a report that found of thirty-five cultural facilities in 

the county, twenty-six were either public auditoriums or theaters. 

In the postwar years, fun and sun brought growing numbers of tourists and winter 

residents to the area, but the full-time population of Dade County grew astronomically as 

well. Sacrifices that Americans had made during the Great Depression and World War II 

gave way to individual indulgences as increasing postwar wealth encouraged people to 

live out their dreams. Attracted by the region’s warm climate, low cost of living, and 

federal mortgage policies, people migrated to the area to be on vacation all year round. 

Many GIs, recalling their training days in Miami, settled throughout the area after the 

war, using Federal Housing Administration (FHA) and Veterans Administration (VA) 

home loans to secure mortgages. Many older Americans also migrated to the area, 
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contributing to the perception that Florida was mainly a retirement community. The 

unincorporated area of the county, the area not governed by a municipality, swelled with 

newly constructed houses in sprawling developments accessible only by car.  

The population of Dade County exploded, increasing over eighty-five percent 

every decade. In 1945, Dade County’s population was approximately 300,000 and in 

1962 it officially reached one million. Only several years later, in 1970, with a population 

over 1,267,000, the County was the eighteenth largest urbanized area in America. Even 

with a large, full-time residential population, however, the image of Miami as a rest stop 

persisted, an idea supported by almost 600,000 Cuban exiles who came to Miami 

between 1960 and 1975 but never thought of staying forever.  

Dade County emerged as a major, sprawling metropolis, largely uncontained and 

unplanned throughout 2,500 square miles.11 With such growth came problems including 

inadequate hospital facilities, lack of public transportation, insufficient sewage and trash 

disposal systems, poor housing, an archaic waterport system, and on and on. In addition, 

there were insufficient facilities to support a large, demographically diverse population—

few libraries, public buildings, parks, recreation, and cultural facilities.12 In a short time, 

the Dade County government would play a key role in the formation of a major art 

museum, but throughout the 1950s and 1960s, the government was focused on providing 

adequate basic services. As it will be seen later in this chapter, art centers and museums 

were founded primarily by private groups and individuals, and the government had little 

knowledge about how to provide support. 
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The central City of Miami, never a strong locus of activity in the area, began to 

lose even more power as the county grew. Dade County began to provide more services 

to its residents, taking away control from municipalities. For example, the county 

established a health department (in 1943) and a school system that consolidated ten 

separate school districts (in 1945). Increasingly undertaking functions that twenty-six 

separate municipal governments could not manage on their own, Dade County was able 

to lessen the burden on cities. The consolidations began to make some politicians believe 

that the Dade County government could serve as a single, metropolitan, super-

government. Beginning in the 1940s, several plans to merge the municipalities were 

defeated, but in 1957, despite strong opposition from “localists,” the “consolidationists,” 

appealing to the idea that a county government would decrease taxes, were able to ratify a 

two-tier governmental system in Dade County. As the nation’s first metropolitan 

government, Dade County took up certain metropolitan functions while the separate 

municipal governments were preserved. The opposition between the localists (which 

included the wealthy municipality of Miami Beach) and the consolidationists persisted so 

that many of the municipalities refused to cooperate with the new county government. 

According to Raymond Mohl, “political controversy has surrounded Miami’s Metro 

government from the very beginning.”13 Additionally, municipalities struggled with each 

other to receive more services or a greater share of the budget. The inequity produced by 

the allocation of county expenditures benefitted some areas, such as the unincorporated 

area and the City of Miami, while others suffered. As a result, the ideas of planning, land 
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use and development always led to controversy in Dade County.14 The competition 

among municipalities to receive a greater share of the budget and to contain major 

services would affect the selection of the location of Dade County’s new art museum 

(Chapter 5). It would even affect its name (Chapter 7). 

 

While it was true that there was some art activity in the area, any visual art scene 

in postwar America paled when compared to New York, where, after World War II, the 

cultural center of the West shifted from a war-torn Paris. The ascendancy of New York as 

the center of art was ignited by the “triumph,” as it was repeatedly called, of American 

painting, as if a symbol of American military conquest.15 “The most concerted 

accomplishments of American art occurred during precisely the same period as the 

burgeoning claims of American world hegemony,” writes Max Kozloff.16 Described as 

the inevitable culmination of abstraction, the “New York School” of American abstract 

expressionism became representative of Western culture, exemplifying American 

freedom with its “‘purely American’ standards of violence, force, greatness, spontaneity, 

and nonfiniteness.”17 The image of laidback, tropical Miami (equally cultivated), 

characterized by sentimental images of palm trees and sunsets, were at odds with Jackson 

Pollock’s somber-colored paintings that mainstream Americans saw reproduced in Life. 
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The “brooding rebelliousness” of Pollock himself, dripping paint chaotically in his 

studio, prefigured the “screen personas who were to burst into the national consciousness 

a few years later, actors like Marlon Brando and James Dean, down and dirty American 

existentialists.”18 While a community of artists working in a modernist vein lived in 

Miami, particularly in the Coconut Grove area,19 the leisurely pace and tropicality of the 

area could not accommodate the concept of a brooding, existentialist art. The charge that 

Miami was a cultural backwater was most likely exacerbated by the influx of visitors and 

new residents from New York to the South Florida area who compared Miami’s meager 

cultural offerings with that of “home.” 

In the 1950s and 1960s, as Miami’s role as a tourist destination declined in the 

postwar era in relation to other economic sectors, its growth in manufacturing and the 

beginnings of international trade and banking brought more full-time and part-time 

residents who demanded better and more permanent cultural offerings. As a result, 

museums and art centers with wider perspectives and grander ambitions than Miami had 

seen previously were established in attempts to elevate culture. The museums and art 

centers discussed below—Villa Vizcaya, Lowe Art Gallery, Miami Museum of Modern 

Art, Bass Museum of Art, and Miami Art Center—were attempts to bring art to Miami, 

that is, they strived to formulate an aesthetic awareness of “high art,” with each 

introducing a different set of standards. The founders and administrators of these 

organizations, many of whom had relocated from elsewhere, brought with them a 

hierarchical sense of culture and art as well as concepts of philanthropy, organization, 
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and excellence. These institutions had varying degrees of success in actualizing their 

ambitions of establishing aesthetic standards, and they all played a part in determining the 

outcome of Dade County’s new art museum. 

 

Villa Vizcaya  

In 1947, Florida law authorized Dade County to “acquire and construct museums 

and to finance the actions by issuing revenue bonds,”20 enacting the law that would one 

day make the construction of the Center for the Fine Arts possible. In accordance with 

that law, the county purchased in 1952 Villa Vizcaya, the former vacation estate of the 

industrialist James Deering, for one million dollars. Completed in 1916 and designed in a 

deliberate pastiche of Mediterranean and Renaissance styles, the seventy-two-room 

mansion featured a trove of decorative and fine arts purchased in Europe. In 1953, the 

estate was opened to the public at no charge as the “Dade County Art Museum.”21 With a 

stunning view of Biscayne Bay and surrounded by tropical sculptured gardens and 

mangrove hammocks, Vizcaya became a major tourist attraction, adding luster and a 

sense of history to Miami.  

However, Vizcaya was not considered a true art museum but, rather, a historic 

home; it did not exhibit art in the form of gallery displays but showed its collection of art 

as furnishings in the estate’s rooms. Unlike “period rooms” in art museums, in which all 

of the objects in the room conform to a specific era, Vizcaya had been deliberately 

decorated in a medley of styles to “create the impression of a residence which was 
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occupied for a span of 400 years.”22 Additionally, its collection was the original one 

Deering and his designer Paul Chalfin had amassed and the museum had no clear 

collecting policy. 

As a Dade County facility, Vizcaya’s operations were totally funded by the 

county government. As it will be seen later in this chapter, this arrangement, in which the 

county totally owned and totally controlled both the house and its contents, was 

financially inadequate to maintain Vizcaya. As the Dade County Art Museum, however, 

Vizcaya’s relationship with the County would push Vizcaya representatives and county 

officials to develop the art museum concept, directly involving Vizcaya in the Decade of 

Progress bond proposal.  

 

Lowe Art Gallery 

By midcentury, the main cultural institution (according to some, the only cultural 

institution) was the University of Miami, which had flourished and become the only 

center for higher education in the Miami area. Although the university was a private 

institution, the community at large took advantage of its offerings to experience classical 

music, dance, and theater. These activities offered high culture antidotes to the more 

“popular” offerings geared towards tourists in the nightclubs and hotels in Miami Beach. 

The School of Music was one of the original schools of the university, and it contributed 

to a high-quality program of classical music concerts. According to art critic Helen 

Kohen,  
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[The University of Miami] was truly the source of cultural life in the 
city…[and] the community used it well, taking piano lessons on campus, 
spending summers on university-sponsored trips, and learning about art 
and art history from the UM faculty. Works by members of that art faculty 
were part of the décor in near every Miami home with intellectual 
pretensions; Gene [Eugene] Massin paintings; woven hangings by Ken 
Uyemura; eventually, ceramic sculpture by [Christine] Federighi.23 
 
In 1950, people in the community suggested the establishment of a legitimate, 

non-commercial art exhibition space at the university. Chair of the Art History 

Department Virgil Barker oversaw exhibitions held in several classrooms on the second 

floor of the Merrick Classroom Building, officially establishing the University Gallery—

a modest start compared to George Merrick’s 1920s plan for a Beaux Arts-style 

museum.24 Later that year, in a gesture that would have wide-reaching effects on the 

growth of art in Miami, Joe and Emily Lowe donated $150,000 to build a freestanding art 

gallery on campus. Like many Miami philanthropists, the Lowes had relocated from 

elsewhere, and were unlike “the usual robber baron iron and steel millionaires . . .” of 

more established cities. According to Kohen, “Philanthropy (in Miami) was to be sought 

from less substantial bases, if not from frivolous ones.”25 Joe Lowe had made his fortune 

by owning the rights to the Popsicle, Emily Lowe was an artist, and they had moved to 

Miami Beach from New York. In 1952, the same year that Dade County acquired Villa 

Vizcaya, the dedication of the Joe and Emily Lowe Art Gallery signaled a cultural 

maturation for the area. The event was celebrated by tremendous local media coverage 

(mostly in the society pages of the newspapers) and visits by nationally prominent art 
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professionals; in attendance were Robert Hale, curator of American paintings at the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; Ward Eggleston, director of the Ward 

Eggleston Galleries in New York; Leslie Cheek, Jr., director of the Virginia Museum of 

Fine Arts; Ralph Norton of the Norton Gallery in Palm Beach; and Willis Woods, 

director of the Norton Gallery.26 The popularity of Joe and Emily Lowe with the art 

world was due to their philanthropic efforts, not only in Miami but elsewhere in the 

country. For example, that same year, another Joe and Emily Lowe Art Gallery opened at 

Syracuse University, where they had donated $150,000 for the construction of the School 

of Art building.27 

The exhibition program of the Lowe Art Gallery was wide-ranging with a quality 

of art works that the area had not seen before. Allan McNab, who took over the 

directorship in 1950, was praised for his efforts in making “our new gallery one of the  

most significant in the country.” Doris Reno of the Miami Herald wrote, 

Miami’s sincerely art-minded citizens who have been patting each other 
on the back recently over our new upsurge of “real” exhibitions in the 
community can pat twice as hard now. For this week finds in mid-stream 
one of the “realest,” heartiest and healthiest exhibitions we’ve ever had 
here.  
 
Three years ago we’d not have dreamed it possible to get down here, so 
far from New York, such a large, comprehensive, solid, strong, absolutely 
top-quality show as “Modern American Painting,” now in the University 
of Miami’s Lowe Gallery on main campus.28 
 
For the director McNab, the program of the Lowe revolved around educating the 

public. His manifesto was “Do not IMITATE Europe’s museums of yesteryears; do 
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create to EDUCATE for today’s museum and tomorrow.”29 In its opening year, the Lowe 

exhibited “Seven Cuban Painters,” including works by Cundo Bermudez, Rene 

Portocarrero and Amelia Peláez, foreshadowing the importance that Cuban artists would 

have in the Miami art community. The Lowe also implemented art instruction programs 

for both adults and children, evidence of commitment to community involvement. 

“Studio Nights,” for example, provided a live model from which both professional and 

amateur artists could draw. On Friday evenings, one of the main galleries of the Lowe 

was converted into a drawing and painting room.30 

Over the years, the Lowe increased its collection in quantity and scope. In 1954, 

the Lowe was selected to become one of eighteen regional or educational museums 

throughout the United States to be given works from the Samuel H. Kress Collection, 

known for its major Italian works from the thirteenth to the early nineteenth centuries.31 

The Kress gift increased Miami’s prestige in the museum world and contributed a 

historical aspect to the Lowe collection. In 1958, the Barton Collection of American 

Indian Art opened in its own addition to the gallery.32 The Lowe provided a 

comprehensive, if eclectic, view of the history of art, shaped by the particular interests of 

subsequent directors. For example, Clay Aldridge’s background in anthropology opened 

up the focus to ethnology and the art of non-European cultures, and Gus Freundlich, an 
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American art specialist, assembled a collection of California modernist paintings.33 In 

1968, the Joe and Emily Lowe Art Gallery was renamed the Lowe Art Museum. In 1972 

(the year of the passage of the Decade of Progress bonds), it became the first museum in 

Dade County to receive accreditation by the American Association of Museums (today 

the American Alliance of Museums), giving credibility to the institution on the national 

level.  

For years, “the Lowe was the only place in town,”34 the only place where art 

aficionados could view art. The Lowe attracted art enthusiasts, some of whom came 

together to form other art groups. As it will be seen later in this chapter, the Miami Art 

Center grew directly from the Lowe and flourished to the point of competing with it as 

the main art institution in Miami. It will be shown in later chapters that as the concept of 

the county museum developed, the Lowe Museum would seek to maintain its once 

indisputable position as the only art institution in town. 

 

Miami Museum of Modern Art 

The Miami Museum of Modern Art would also contend to become the new 

county art museum, though due not to its popularity but because of its founder’s 

ambitions and his inclusive tastes in art. Bernard Davis, an “eccentric”35 with a larger-

than-life personality and “an ego that filled every room,”36 attracted art enthusiasts and 
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brought a new level of consciousness about art to Miami. Additionally, he gave many 

Miami artists opportunities to exhibit their works when there were few such venues.  

In 1959, an exhibition space calling itself the Miami Museum of Modern Art 

(Miami MOMA) opened at the Dupont Plaza Hotel. The naming of the museum 

displayed an ambition to copy the revered original Museum of Modern Art in New York 

and, at the same time, signified Bernard Davis’s aspirations and audacity. Davis was a 

textile millionaire, art collector, and art philanthropist who had founded the National 

Philatelic Museum in Philadelphia and had been a major contributor to Temple 

University.37 In 1960, Davis moved Miami MOMA from the Dupont Plaza to a large, 

three-story house on Biscayne Bay where he also lived. 

The museum exhibited a “mixed bag of artworks—African, American, European, 

Oriental, new works and old, from here and there . . . . Miami Museum of Modern Art 

showed a great variety of work—of a great variety of quality.”38 Additionally, Davis 

supported contemporary artists, including Miami-based artists, when other venues in the 

area did not, “open[ing] doors for hundreds and hundreds of artists.”39 For example, in 

1967, Duane Hanson, the local sculptor known for his life-size figures often dressed in 

real clothes, entered his graphically explicit “Bloody Motorcyclist” into an exhibition at 

the Bacardi Gallery, the exhibition gallery of Bacardi Imports.40 The gallery rejected the 
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piece as being gory and inappropriate, prompting Davis to display the piece at Miami 

MOMA. In a letter to Hanson, Davis claimed,  

At this time I feel it is incumbent upon me to state that the subject of your 
sculptures, tragedy of death, will be extremely controversial . . . . We feel 
however, that art must portray life no matter how gruesome it may appear. 
Miami Museum of Modern Art wants to express what is in life, good, bad 
or repulsive . . . .”41 
 
While Bernard Davis’s show of support may have resonated with some art 

supporters, Hanson’s work was generally not well received in Miami in the 1960s. It is 

worth discussing here the extent of the resistance to his work to show how art was 

perceived in Miami in the mid- to late-1960s. Hanson had arrived in Miami in 1965 at the 

age of forty to teach at Miami-Dade Community College. In 1966, at the Sculptors of 

Florida show at the Bacardi Gallery, he exhibited “Abortion,” a small work of a dead, 

pregnant woman covered entirely by a sheet. Hanson’s expression of social 

consciousness was lost on critic Doris Reno of the Miami Herald, whose words continued 

to sting Hanson more than twenty years later:  

This we do not consider a work of art, since we inevitably consider all 
such objects and such treatments as outside the categories of art . . . . We 
find the subject objectionable and continue to wish that such work which 
merely attempts to express experience in the raw could be referred to by 
some other term.42 
 
In addition, at the 1969 Sculptors of Florida exhibition, Hanson exhibited 

“Trash,” a model of a dead baby in a trashcan. In protest, forty artists withdrew from the 

exhibition. Following these string of protests, Hanson was banned from using the studio 

at Miami-Dade Community College where he taught, where he had been observed 
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working, using students as models. The vice president of the college claimed that 

Hanson’s materials, polyester resin and fiberglass, were dangerous, explosive materials, 

though it was conjectured that he actually objected to the subject of the art itself. In order 

to continue making work, Hanson found a studio in Opa-Locka, in northwestern Dade 

County, and created disturbing sculptures that dealt with themes of everyday, ignored 

violence and gore (more explicit than his later work for which he is famous). These 

sculptures attracted the attention of important galleries in New York, where Hanson 

moved in 1969. In trying to tempt Hanson to relocate to New York, Ivan Karp, director of 

Leo Castelli Gallery, took jabs at provincial Florida: “The new work looks splendid. 

Accident may be a master work . . . I think perhaps, you’re a little too good for the 

Florida State Fair.”43 

In moving to New York, Hanson became one of a handful of Miami artists to 

move to New York because of the lack of opportunities in Miami and the more 

intellectually stimulating environment in New York.44 He returned to South Florida in 

1973 after being diagnosed with cancer. Hanson went on to become an internationally 

recognized sculptor—his 1978 solo exhibition at the Whitney Museum of American Art 

in New York set a yet-to-be-surpassed attendance record for the museum. The artist was 

honored with the proclamation of Duane Hanson Day in Broward County in 1987 and 

was inducted into the Florida Artists Hall of Fame in 1992. 

 

Back to Bernard Davis—who not only supported Hanson, but also “was a very 

good friend to the artists,” becoming one of the first to exhibit other Miami-based artists. 
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For example, he displayed the work of Purvis Young, the celebrated, self-taught, African-

American painter, whose collages and murals reflecting socially conscious themes 

pointed out the violence and hypocrisy of daily life. Among the many anecdotes about 

Davis includes a story of how he helped release Young from jail after the artist threatened 

to kill President Nixon.45 Davis also exhibited Miami artists such as Sebastian Trovato, 

(whose sculptures were usually slick, commercial works, but “Bernard was able to find 

the other end of him,”46) Eleanora Chambers, Dorothy Gillespie (who had a solo 

exhibition at Miami MOMA in 1962), and Jack Hopkins. Davis, it was said, “was not 

replaced in [Miami] for 30 years. He was well ahead of his time here but it took that long 

before institutions in Miami recognized the talents of local artists.”47 Unlike the Lowe, 

which was the main art institution in the area, Miami MOMA exhibited local art in 

earnest, becoming an important exhibition space for Miami artists. Moreover, Davis 

exhibited Latin American art, enlisting José Gómez-Sicre, the highly influential Chief of 

the Visual Arts Unit of the Organization of American States (OAS), to curate exhibitions 

for Miami MOMA.  

Although the museum attracted few visitors, Davis was well respected in the 

small art community for his wide range of tastes and ready willingness to give artists 

opportunities. Davis mailed catalogues of Miami MOMA exhibitions “all over the world” 
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to show that his museum was in a class with the best museums.48 Davis relished his role 

as an art expert and spread his influence and knowledge by teaching those who were 

willing to listen. Collectors Ruth and Richard Shack claimed, for instance, that “Bernard 

Davis at the Museum of Modern Art just opened our eyes to just about everything that we 

own.”49 Although Miami MOMA was not popular outside of a small circle of art 

enthusiasts, Davis was ambitious for his museum to reach a wider audience, as it will be 

shown in later chapters. Through the “mixed bag” of art that he exhibited, the art scene in 

Miami inched towards self-acceptance with Davis’s injection of openness and ambition. 

 

Bass Museum of Art  

 The Bass Museum of Art, also the product of a single person’s vision, became 

South Florida’s first municipal art museum. Located in the City of Miami Beach, the 

entertainment center of Dade County, the opening of the Bass Museum in 1964 was seen 

by city officials as a step towards turning Miami Beach into a cultural center as well. The 

museum, however, was beset with controversies even before it opened. By the time plans 

were underway to create a Dade County art museum, the Bass Museum’s mission and 

governance structure, widely reported in the news, had been discussed so often that they 

helped to understand the issues involved in creating government-supported museum, 

particularly with regard to ownership, its relationship to the government, and the power 

wielded by trustees. The Bass Museum’s poor reputation also motivated art professionals 
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in Miami to improve the stature of art in the area by adhering to national standards of 

excellence.  

 In 1963, the City of Miami Beach, long known for its beaches and resorts but not 

its art, was offered a spectacular art collection. John Bass and his wife Johanna, New 

York collectors and part-time Florida residents, proposed to donate a collection of 114 

works, including sculptures, vestments, two very large tapestries, and sixty-three 

paintings attributed to Rembrandt, Hals, Vermeer, Rubens, Botticelli, Goya, van Dyck 

and El Greco. According to John Bass, a retired sugar baron from Austria, Miami Beach 

was the perfect place to donate his collection because of the scarcity of art there.  

Miami Beach has everything but culture. People are more interested in 
horse and dog racing than they are in paintings and music. I toyed with the 
idea of giving the collection to several institutions in New York City but it 
already has most of the art in this country. Miami really needs it.50 
 
While the City Council of Miami Beach congratulated itself for receiving such a 

trove, it was disclosed that the Basses had consigned the collection to the Parke-Bernet 

auction house in New York a year earlier and that officials at the auction house had 

questioned the validity of many of the paintings, including a “Vermeer Self-Portrait.” 

Apparently, Bass believed that Miami Beach officials would not be deterred by such an 

allegation. Despite warnings by the Art Dealers Association of America (ADAA)51, 

which had been hired to authenticate the Parke-Bernet paintings, and against the advice 

of the Music and Fine Arts Board of Miami Beach (a citizens committee led by board 
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member and local activist Lois Dobrin, who claimed that the City of Miami Beach would 

“take anything but a hot stove”52), Mayor Elliott Roosevelt and the City Council entered 

into an agreement with Bass without ever having seen the art works. The conditions to 

which the City Council agreed were highly unusual for a government-supported museum. 

The museum was established with a five-member board of trustees that named John Bass 

and Johanna Bass “for life,” to be succeeded by one of their three sons; the other trustees 

were “term of office” for the City Manager, Chairman of the Library Board, and the 

President of the Miami Beach Chamber of Commerce. Besides the Basses, no citizens 

from the city were included in the trustees, nullifying any community involvement. In 

addition, the Bass collection would be maintained intact in perpetuity, and only those 

works from its own collection would be exhibited. Only John Bass himself could add to 

the collection, which could not be weeded out. It seemed the City Council did all it could 

to accommodate the Bass gift, including agreeing to spend $160,000 to refurbish the 

Miami Beach Public Library and Art Center, a historically significant building which had 

been designed in 1930 by Miami architect Russell Pancoast (grandson of John Collins, 

one of the founders of Miami Beach).53 

Despite opposition in the community, the museum generated great excitement at 

its opening in 1964 and became the only municipally operated art museum in South 

Florida. The museum’s three exhibition rooms included a lavish “Red Room” in which 

plush red carpets muffled visitors’s footsteps and red velvet drapes hung over windows. 

A giant white circular couch adorned the center of the room over which hung a custom-
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designed, six-foot-wide Venetian glass chandelier. Green and gold velvet served as a 

backdrop for the paintings in the two other exhibition rooms. One painting that drew a 

great deal of attention was a Mona Lisa that John Bass claimed was the original by 

Leonardo daVinci, and the Louvre Museum’s, a forgery.  

Enthusiasm for the Bass Museum waned as new local squabbles arose—two 

members of the City’s Fine Arts Board resigned over the terms of the contract, the City 

Council threatened to dissolve the Fine Arts Board, and John Bass threatened, in 1966, to 

remove his collection from the museum if the city did not accept an additional $750,000 

worth of art, claiming he had been “grossly insulted.” Two years later, Bass once again 

threatened to take back his collection and donate it to another museum when he learned 

that the City Council had agreed to an investigation of seventeen paintings questioned by 

the Art Dealers Association of America and the Miami Beach Fine Arts Board.54 During 

the late-1960s, the Art Dealers Association became further involved in questioning the 

validity of the art works, attacking the Miami Beach City Council’s rejection of attempts 

to obtain expert opinions as “a shocking display of civic irresponsibility” and reporting 

that the Bass collection comprised “the most flagrant and pervasive mislabeling by any 

museum known to this association.”55 The result of a 1969 appraisal by the Art Dealers 

Association—at no cost to the City of Miami Beach—was that out of 500 works of art, 

fifty-nine percent were considered to be either wrongly attributed or outright fakes. 

Included among the fake works was a pastel drawing attributed to Pablo Picasso. A 
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photograph of the work was sent to the artist who returned it with the forged signature 

crossed out and “faux” written below the name.56 

These incidents were not only reported in the local papers; the national media 

seized upon the story. Time called the private collection-turned-public museum “no 

longer a private vanity but a public disservice”; Life ran a two-page spread that included 

photos, chiding city officials for putting up with fakes; Robert Hughes of the New York 

Times compared the Bass Museum to the Frick Collection in New York, noting that while 

the Frick had “only masterpieces,” the Bass contained “little but rubbish and disputed 

attributions.”57 The New York Times, especially, was interested in the continuing 

controversy, covering the story numerous times over the next several years and 

contributing to the perception that Miami was a cultural backwater.  

This lamentable opinion was acknowledged by Miami Beach Councilman Herbert 

Magnes, who commented that “the art world has been laughing at us for years.”58 Art 

professionals in South Florida claimed that the negative press was impeding the 

development of art in the area, impelling them to work towards gaining legitimacy and 

respect. Museum directors in the area offered to curate the collection, free of charge, and 

art critic Griffin Smith wrote a two-part guide in the Miami Herald advocating for the 

forty-one percent of the collection that was deemed by the Art Dealers Association to be 
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legitimately attributed works.59 These attempts, however, could not overcome inaction on 

the part of the museum’s trustees and the City Council.  

In 1971, the City Council was persuaded to send two paintings from the Bass to 

the International Foundation for Art Research, a nonprofit group associated with New 

York University. At a cost of approximately $1,500 per painting, the foundation 

determined that the paintings were copies, findings that John Bass refused to accept. In 

1973, the museum was shuttered by the City Council for six months in order to “‘settle 

once and for all’ the most unhappy cultural experience this city has had in its 58-year 

history.” The estimated cost to test the authenticity of the entire collection would be 

$42,000. In response to the closing of the museum and the challenge to the art works’s 

authenticity, John Bass filed a lawsuit.60 

In 1974, John Bass and the City of Miami Beach attempted to settle the dispute 

through the American Arbitration Association. Contending that all the art he had donated 

to the museum had to be displayed and not even stored (including works that Bass or his 

friends had painted), Bass argued that, as the main donor, he had more power over the 

museum than its other trustees. During the hearing, he repeatedly referred to “my 

museum,” although, by then, the City had paid about $700,000 for renovations and 

$50,000 a year for maintenance. The Arbitration Association ruled that all the trustees, 

including Bass, had equal power to manage the museum, and that the trustees could hire a 

curator, determine the authenticity of works once and for all, and confine fakes and 

copies to a study collection. The following year, Bass, unhappy with that ruling, brought 
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the matter to the Circuit Court of Dade County, which approved the decision of the 

Arbitration Association.  

In 1979, a year after Bass’s death, the City Commission approved changes to the 

contract that gave the city authority to remove the disputed paintings. Two additional 

members were added to the board of trustees, City of Miami Beach Cultural Affairs 

Supervisor Joseph Sumrall and president of Friends of Bass Museum (a group formed in 

1979 to revitalize the museum) Helene Owen, a non-voting member. The Commission 

also agreed to pay the Bass family $43,000 to settle three suits filed against the city when 

it was temporarily closed. Additionally, Vizcaya Museum director Carl Weinhardt was 

retained an unpaid director of the Bass Museum for three months.61 Weinhardt closed the 

museum and supervised the reattribution of the collection by bringing in art historians. 

He removed more than 150 works from the collection, placing questionable works in 

storage and reinstalling works in the galleries. Over-attribution claims were revised, so 

that, for example, a painting was attributed to the “School of El Greco” instead of to the 

master.62 The cleanup of the museum was considered to be a success.63 

The controversies at the Bass Museum, which began in the mid-1960s and 

continued to 1980, were active throughout the development of Dade County’s new art 

museum.64 In 1973, as the Decade of Progress bonds had just passed voter approval and 
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the future art museum was being discussed, Lois Dobrin, the activist who had fought 

against the Bass collection from the beginning, said,  

We want a museum that is viable for this community. A museum is 
needed here. We would like to see a museum that would hold loan 
exhibits, and show the work of local artists and the things belonging to 
local collectors. It might even have an art school connected with it. These 
things could happen if the board of trustees were enlarged to represent all 
segments of the community, including people like art teachers and art 
patrons. A representative, responsive board of trustees could hire a 
professional curator, and could stand behind him. The museum already has 
many assets—a building, a central location, and city financing. With some 
reorganization, Miami Beach could have a museum that everyone in town 
would be crazy about.65 
 
The disputes at the Bass Museum showed the community that a true public 

institution was needed, one whose obligations were to the public rather than to a private 

individual. The use of public funds necessitated a fully vetted collection and a board of 

trustees that represented the interests of the public. The controversies also showed that 

government officials, if not supporters of art, could seriously undermine efforts to 

develop a respectable museum. While the ongoing controversies made the Bass Museum 

unlikely to be the basis of the new county museum, the emergent issues helped to clarify 

to the community what would comprise a desirable art museum.   

 

Miami Art Center66 

 While the Bass Museum struggled with its reputation, the Joe and Emily Lowe 

Art Gallery at the University of Miami increased in scope, attracting art enthusiasts and 
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becoming the main art institution in the area. What began modestly in 1960 as a way of 

increasing membership at the Lowe splintered off and transformed, by the early 1970s, 

into a serious effort to become the main art museum in South Florida and the basis of the 

new Dade County museum.  

Elizabeth Upham Davis, an artist who had moved to Miami in 1948, taught 

painting to adults in her studio and continued to refine her painting techniques through 

workshops and courses in New York.67 Davis and one of her students, Allie McDanald, 

who was membership chair of the Lowe Art Gallery, worked together to bring artists to 

the Lowe to conduct workshops. Although the gallery could not afford to underwrite the 

fees for the artists, director Clay Aldridge offered space at the Studio Workshop of the 

Lowe Gallery.  

In the first year of activity, there were a total of five workshop sessions. The first 

was held by Xavier Gonzalez, a charismatic teacher known for his painted murals, whose 

workshop Davis had attended in New York. Later, Davis, McDanald, and Kay Clark, 

whose husband, John Clark, was president of Hialeah Race Track and a trustee of the 

University of Miami, organized a workshop taught by the abstract artist James Billmyer. 

These visiting artist workshops were so successful that both Gonzalez and Billmyer were 

invited back to the Lowe several times. The finances were handled through McDanald’s 

personal checking account, demonstrating that although these activities were conducted 

at the Lowe, they remained separate from it. Through these workshops, the Miami 

community were able to experience the quality of instruction found in New York. 
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  Realizing that the organization was outgrowing the constraints of the Lowe 

space, McDanald made a proposal to her friend, the aluminum-manufacturing tycoon 

Arthur Vining Davis, known in the South Florida area as a real estate investor for his 

extensive holdings of Arvida Corporation, which, at one time, covered one-eighth of 

Dade County. As a result of McDanald’s proposal, the group was given use of a former 

pineapple packing plant at the Arvida Nursery on North Kendall Drive for a dollar a year, 

which the group named the Miami Art Center. 

In 1961, McDanald and Davis established the Arts Council, Inc., and in 1962 the 

organization received tax-exempt status. The Miami Art Center was governed by the Arts 

Council, which was intended to act as a coordinating council through which art groups in 

the county would work together. Over the next few years, workshops were offered by 

visiting artists Robert Motherwell, Dong Kingman, James Brooks, Ludwig Sander, 

Phoebe Flory and others—Billmyer gave a total of seven workshops—who not only 

taught but also gave public lectures and exhibited their works at the Miami Art Center’s 

gallery space. Art historians such as Sam Hunter and H. H. Arneson gave lectures. In 

addition, University of Miami art and art history faculty members Eugene Massin, 

Clayton Charles and Virgil Baker gave workshops and lectures. The Miami Art Center 

initiated and arranged a National Painting Exhibition that was co-sponsored with the 

department store Burdines.68 As the Miami Art Center’s activities increased, it became 
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evident that the Art Center was becoming an important cultural hub for the community. 

The workshops, in particular, attracted a steady following.69 

Allan McNab, former director of the Lowe Art Gallery, visited Miami in February 

1963. Since having left the Lowe in 1955, McNab had served as advisor to the City of 

Oakland, California, overseeing the building design of the new museum complex, and 

was now the Administrative Director at the Art Institute of Chicago. He was enthusiastic 

about the Miami Art Center’s plans but cautioned McDanald to seek the cooperation of 

the Lowe and to create programming that complimented the university gallery’s 

activities. McNab offered to assist the Art Center but made it very clear that he would not 

be able to do so unless the University and the Lowe were in support of them.70 McNab 

understood that because audiences were attending Art Center events, it appeared as if the 

community was shifting its attention away from the Lowe.71 In a letter to McDanald, he 

wrote, “ . . . if you confine [the program] to a series of visiting artists giving classes, 

lectures and instruction to adults, it could serve a very real purpose . . . ” In other words, 

as long as the Miami Art Center continued its program of lectures, workshops, and 

classes and did not assemble a permanent art collection, it would complement the Lowe’s 

program. 

Over the next couple of years, McNab gave advice and encouragement to the 

Miami Art Center, which, by 1965, had expanded its plans. Observing that Dade County 

was the only metropolitan area in the U. S. with a population of over a million that did 
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not have a major art center, the Art Center began to plan a comprehensive, multi-function 

arts facility. Contained within it would be an art museum with an emphasis on Latin 

American art, capitalizing on Miami’s unique reputation as the hub of the Americas, a 

precursor to the Latin American art market boom that would occur in the late 1980s. The 

museum would serve as a teaching aid and would develop programs for the public school 

system as well as for the University of Miami and adult enrichment. Additionally, there 

would be a teaching center for fine and applied arts, taught by prominent artists, possibly 

prominent Latin American artists who could be brought on a cultural exchange with 

government support. In order to attract winter visitors, short-term workshops would be 

offered. Art studios would be made available to visiting artists to attract them to the area. 

A lecture hall would provide space for presentations of special arts programs.  

In 1965, the Arts Council purchased their buildings and land from the Arthur 

Vining Davis Estate. That year, McNab visited from Chicago again to speak at an Arts 

Council meeting. He encouraged the community to create an art museum as Los Angeles 

had done with the opening of the Los Angeles County Museum of Art. In exhorting 

Miami to raise the money to create its own museum, McNab exclaimed,  

If all of those . . . homeowners in Los Angeles can raise among themselves 
the sum of thirteen and half million (the cost to construct LA County 
Museum building) I see no earthly reason why you cannot do the same. I 
suggest to you in all earnestness that you go out and raise the money that 
will be necessary to maintain this Arts Council—that you do it now—and 
without further discussion or delay!72 
 

Moreover, in stressing that it would be impossible to acquire a collection to rival New 

York, Boston, or Chicago, McNab told Arts Council members that their most important 

                                                

72. Allan McNab, Lecture notes, Arts Council meeting, February 1965, Metropolitan Museum and 
Art Center, Box 13, Met History file, emphasis in the original. 



 96 

task was to enlighten the citizens of the community and to sharpen “their awareness and 

their sense of values.”  

In June 1966, the Miami Art Center formed a Board of Trustees, naming McNab 

Chairman of the Board (in the end, McNab did not go to Miami as planned), Allie 

McDanald, president of the Miami Art Center; Paul Helliwell, vice-chair; Alfred Barton;  

J. Deering Danielson, Elizabeth Davis, Maurice Gusman, Beulah Landon (called “B”), 

Samuel Levenson, Leonard Wien, Mrs. Mitchell Wolfson, and Mrs. Nicolas Schenck. 

Over the next several years, the board gained substantial financial backing, including a 

bequest from Grace Cornell of $200,000, which provided for annual funding for a major 

exhibition; a Miami Art Center Helpers group of 100 members, and income from an 

active art school that provided instruction to people of all ages.  

The main function of the Miami Art Center, at that point in time, was to provide 

practical art instruction to children and adults, teaching “painting, ceramics, design, 

enameling, drawing, composition, photography, camera and darkroom techniques, film 

making, silkscreen, etching, basic printmaking, children’s art, collage, plastics, interior 

design, sculpture, Chinese brush techniques, weaving, photo image, kiln construction, 

personal expression, introduction to the arts, fabric construction and fabric decoration, 

and a workshop for retarded children, for members of the community of all ages and at 

the many levels of experience.”73 In order to distinguish itself from the Lowe, the Miami 

Art Center taught to “the rawest neophyte to the professional practicing artist. [The 

Miami Art Center] enjoys a freedom that is denied to the formal institutions of higher 

                                                

73. Mission Statement, Miami Art Center, included in “The Metropolitan Miami Museum of Art: A 
Center for the Visual Arts to be Located at the Vizcaya Cultural Complex,” circa 1973, Metropolitan 
Museum and Art Center, Box 13, folder 28. 
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learning in that it is not a degree-granting body and hence is, as stated, in a truly unique 

position.”74 The Art Center worked with schools and universities by sponsoring an annual 

Dade County School Art Exhibition and also cooperated with Florida International 

University to present a Student and Faculty Exhibition. School classes visited the Art 

Center to view exhibitions throughout the year.  

The Miami Art Center exhibited Miami artists at a time when there were few 

opportunities for them and being a Miami artist was not considered to be prestigious. “33 

Miami Artists” (1971), an exhibition juried by Robert Doty, Curator of the Whitney 

Museum of American Art in New York, became a source of pride for the Miami art 

community.75 The show included such Miami artists as Juan Gonzalez, Robert Huff, Sal 

La Rosa, Joan Lehman, Marilyn Pappas, Robert Thiele, Sebastian Trovato, and others. 

Doty encouraged Miami artists and addressed New York’s grip on the art world:  

I think we have got to get over the idea of New York being ‘the big art 
scene.’ . . . We are locked into this idea of New York being the yardstick. . 
. . Maybe Miami is a little more isolated [than other communities in 
America]. If so, perhaps it’s been a good thing, because here I have a 
feeling that people are working out their own ideas, and they are working 
out their own solutions to those ideas. . . . The artist may emerge stronger 
in the long run because, by virtue of his isolation, he is forced to rely more 
on his own resources to make his work come strong and true.76 
 

The Miami Art Center clearly thrived as a community art center, providing instruction, 

occasional exhibitions (especially of local interest), and events that involved the active 

participation of audiences. The Miami Art Center operated as a private, nonprofit 

organization, paying for operating costs through private donations, memberships, and 

                                                

74. “The Miami Art Center, Inc.,” undated, Metropolitan Museum and Art Center, Box 13, Folder 28. 
75. James Couper, “Vasari Chat II” (panel discussion transcript notes, Miami-Dade Public Library, 

October 17, 2002), Vasari Project. 
76. Quoted in Miami Art Center, “A Taped Dialogue,” 33 Miami Artists (Miami: Miami Art Center, 

1971), 3. 
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tuition fees from students taking classes. By the time the Decade of Progress bonds were 

approved in November 1972, the Miami Art Center was a flourishing art school with an 

exhibition center, boasting an active membership and an ambitious board of trustees that 

strived to grow it further into a major center for art.  

 

Mayor Jack Orr 

The election of John B. Orr, Jr. to the post of Dade County Mayor in 1972 

changed the county government’s involvement in art, which had been all but absent to 

that point. While past attempts to form a large, important museum had been disregarded 

by the county, officials, and particularly Jack Orr, began to think about how an art could 

be worked into the county’s overall growth. 

Earlier in 1972 during a visit to Honolulu, Orr was struck by the success of the 

city’s public art program, which had received one of the first Art in Public Places grants 

by the National Endowment for the Arts for a major work by sculptor Tony Smith, The 

Fourth Sign. The Dade County Commission quickly passed Orr’s Art in Public Buildings 

bill the following year, requiring that one and a half percent of the cost of each new 

county building be designated for the acquisition of art. The numerous construction 

projects that would result from the Decade of Progress bonds meant that county 

government buildings, libraries, community health and day care centers, the airport, the 

seaport, the zoo, and mass transit stations would all become venues for art works. In 

1976, with Barbara Neijna’s “Bridge,” a sculpture integrated into the exterior of the Palm 

Springs Recreation Center, the program became one of the first in the nation to 

commission artists to create site-specific works in conjunction with building projects. 
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Other projects would include ceramic murals by both Christine Federighi and Apple Vail 

at the Women’s Detention Center (1976); Peter Kuentzel’s “Watercourse” (1977), a 

sculptural fountain at the Haley Sofge Towers (a Department of Housing and Urban 

Development (HUD) public housing project); a children’s playground by Rolando Lopez-

Dirube at Perrine Gardens (1978), and many, many others.77 

The quick implementation and flourishing of the Art in Public Places program 

contrasted with the length of time and amount of energy that would be expended in 

establishing the new art museum. Art in Public Places, a novel idea in government 

administration at the time, featured, for the most part, commissioned works by living 

artists. While such forms as monuments and memorials had existed before, government-

supported contemporary public art programs were relatively new (an indirect result of 

civil rights movement’s claims on public space). There were few precedents for such a 

program and no profusion of ideals by which the Miami program could compare itself. 

Contemporary art, so new that there were few standards by which to judge it, was able to 

exist within Dade County’s young public art program. Moreover, since “most public art 

slips into the urbanscape without a ripple, often ignored by its immediate audience or 

used according to their everyday needs,”78 the public art remained inconspicuous and 

therefore, allowed to remain. Until controversial selections were made (as it will be seen 

                                                

77. To date, the program has purchased or commissioned over 650 works of art. For an early history 
of the program, see Cesar Trasobares, “Public Art Process: An Exhibition of Drawings, Models and 
Photographs: Metro-Dade Art in Public Places Collection 1973-1985” (North Miami Museum and Art 
Center, 1986). The catalogue accompanied an exhibition. In particular, see the informative essay by Cesar 
Trasobares and Mary Hoeveler, “Public Art Process: From ‘Plop’ to ‘Site-Related”; see also David Joselit, 
“Public Art & The Public Purse,” Art in America 78 (July 1990), 142-51, 183. Also see the website of 
Miami-Dade County Art in Public Places, which contains a catalogue of the works contained in the 
collection. http://www.miamidadepublicart.org.  

78. Harriet F. Senie, “Reframing Public Art: Audience Use, Interpretation, and Appreciation,” in 
Andrew McClellan, ed., Art and Its Publics: Museum Studies at the Millennium (Malden, MA: Blackwell 
Publishing, 2003), 185. 
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in Chapter 9), the art professionals who comprised the selection committee could quietly 

introduce innovative contemporary art into the public sphere, offering opportunities to  

local as well as national and international artists. Art in Public Places, a program to foster 

a sense of art throughout the county, grew quickly in Dade County because of its relative 

newness as a form. An art museum, on the other hand, would have to contend with 

centuries of ideals and paradigms by which to measure itself.  

In addition to the Art in Public Places program, the county government, and in 

particular Mayor Orr, continued to pursue art as a way of gaining prominence for Miami. 

Art had become a national agenda. Lyndon Johnson’s rhetoric that art enhanced 

American quality of life and that art was a mark of a “great society” had created a 

challenge to local government officials to develop the arts in order to prove their 

American values. The establishment of the National Endowment of the Arts in 1965 was 

eyed by local governments as a possible funding source. As Miami quickly grasped, 

however, the promise of federal grant money yielded to the realization that most of the 

recipients of NEA grants were from New York.  

Because smaller metropolitan areas across America were attracting attention with 

new art museums, building a major museum was a viable way of gaining prestige. While 

they still could not compete with New York as the cultural capital of the world, small 

cities like Denver, Colorado and Fort Worth, Texas gained cultural status. In Fort Worth, 

for example, the Kimbell Art Museum quickly gained a worldwide reputation for its 

masterpiece of a building, designed by Louis Kahn, and its small but powerful permanent 

collection. The transformative effect of the Kimbell Museum on Fort Worth spread to 
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other cities in Texas, which, in the 1970s, began to shed its image of cultural 

backwardness.  

 

Vizcaya as the Dade County Art Museum 

Officially, the county already had an art museum—Vizcaya. Established in 1953 

with a vast collection of European decorative arts, the “Dade County Art Museum” was 

the county’s most celebrated building and collection. It was not, however, an art museum 

in the sense that it displayed individual objects from its collection for their aesthetic 

value; James Deering’s collection had been used to furnish his home.  

In the mid-1960s, Vizcaya had begun to reevaluate its mission as accumulated 

debt from the original purchase of the estate amounted to over $1.5 million in 1966. The 

debt reflected Vizcaya’s lack of a sound financial plan that, moreover, was not on par 

with those of national museums. A 1963 report by the American Association of Museums 

showed, for example, that museums with similar budgets to that of Vizcaya derived fifty-

two percent of their income from endowments, contributions, and memberships, and 

thirty-five percent from government—findings noted by Vizcaya director Jefferson 

Warren.79 Income and revenues were credited to a “Dade County Museum Revenue 

Fund” from which operating costs were paid.80 The Dade County Park and Recreation 

Department paid for two salaries and some publicity, but the main source of income was 

admissions fees and sales from its gift shop, which totaled just over $330,000 in 1967-68, 
                                                

79. American Association of Museums, “Sources of Income for Art Museums,” 1963, quoted in 
Jefferson T. Warren, “Vizcaya’s Remarkable Record and a Plan for the Future,” December 1966, Vizcaya 
Museum Records—Curatorial—Reports—“Long Term Plans” (1965-1975), Vizcaya Museum and Gardens 
Archives. 

80. Harold Lewis Malt Associates, Dade County Manager’s Office, and Dade County Parks and 
Recreation Department, Dade County Art Museum: Development Guidelines and Site Selection (Miami, 
FL: 1975), 6. 
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and was used for day-to-day operations.81 Dade County totally owned and controlled 

Vizcaya; there were no board of trustees and no memberships to generate income. The 

Vizcayans, a group of volunteer citizens, raised private funds, mainly for restoration and 

for some operations. In the space of seventeen years, between 1957 and 1974, more than 

$350,000 had been raised by the group82—an impressive number but not enough to cover 

operational costs. No county government funds were allocated for much-needed 

conservation to the estate’s buildings and its contents, which sustained continual damage 

by hurricanes, winds, and the bay’s salt water.  

The notion of establishing a museum at Vizcaya was suggested by Miami Daily 

News writer Jack Roberts when Allan McNab spoke at the Arts Council meeting in 1965 

to urge Miami to build a museum to rival that of the Los Angeles County Art Museum.83 

Talks about creating more exhibition halls at Vizcaya had been held since 1966, but the 

seriousness of talks escalated in 1970, when the Park and Recreation Department 

submitted a budget request for a multi-purpose arts building to be constructed at 

Vizcaya.84 The Vizcaya property contained other organizations—the Museum of Science, 

the Historical Museum of Southern Florida, and the Player’s Theatre—all together 

forming a museum and cultural complex. In order to gain financial support, perhaps 

National Endowment for the Arts grants that would in turn prompt local donations, 

Vizcaya administrators and County Park and Recreation officials created proposals to 

                                                

81. Warren, “Vizcaya’s Remarkable Record.” 
82. Malt, 38. 
83. Jack Roberts, “Art Museum,” Miami Daily News, April 20, 1965. 
84. W. J. Beauregard, “Proposed Building at Vizcaya,” February 5, 1970, Vizcaya Museum 

Records—Curatorial—Reports—“Long  Term Plans” (1965-1975), Vizcaya Museum and Gardens 
Archives; “Background History Relating to the Development of the Downtown Cultural Center,” Thomas 
Hoving papers, Box 48, Folder 1, Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, Princeton University 
Library, Princeton, NJ. 
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fulfill Vizcaya’s function as an art museum. The plans included establishing a permanent 

collection of decorative arts separate from the Deering collection. “. . . An expanded 

collection of the decorative arts representing the world’s great cultures in their 

chronological sequences” would help fulfill the art museum concept.85 A collection 

“based on the history of art would include, for example, Near Eastern faience, Classical 

pottery, Byzantine ivories, Medieval reliquaries, illuminated manuscripts, Renaissance 

enamels, Venetian Glass, and other objects illustrating artistic development in the 

civilized world.”86 In purchasing Vizcaya’s furnishings, Deering’s designer Paul Chalfin 

had not acquired the pieces within what James Clifford called a “taxonomic, aesthetic 

structure”87 that would give purpose to the totality of the objects. Rather, the objects, 

which included many examples of Rococo and Neoclassical works, had been 

accumulated to decorate an eclectically styled vacation house.  

Other plans for the new art museum at Vizcaya included mounting temporary 

exhibitions and providing a comprehensive cultural program of lectures, films, 

demonstrations, concerts, and dance performances. Lack of space at the “palace,” as it 

was called, necessitated the construction of an auxiliary building, which would be “in a 

simple Italian style harmonizing with the palace” that would contain a meeting hall, 

exhibition gallery, offices, storage, and restaurant. In addition, more parking spaces 

would have to be built in order to accommodate the extra flow of visitors.88 

 
                                                

85. J. T. Warren to Louise Drake, memorandum, “Re: Proposed Multi-Purpose Arts Building at 
Vizcaya,” February 5, 1970, Vizcaya Museum Records—Curatorial—Reports—“Long  Term Plans” 
(1965-1975), Vizcaya Museum and Gardens Archives. 

86. Warren, “Vizcaya’s Remarkable Record.”  
87. James Clifford, The Predicament of Culture: Twentieth-Century Ethnography, Literature, and Art 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988), 219. 
88. Warren, “Vizcaya’s Remarkable Record.”  
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Decade of Progress bonds 

The new art museum at Vizcaya was to be part of necessary capital improvements 

in Dade County, talked about by county managers since the early 1960s. In 1969, an 

exhaustive survey of future county needs called for $3.5 billion in spending, including 

critical projects such as sewers and transportation facilities. In 1971, Dade County 

Manager Ray Goode created a General Bond Issue Task Force in order to identify 

priority items. Working with powerful businessmen such as Alvah Chapman, president of 

Knight Newspapers, and Harry Hood Bassett, chairman of the board of Southeast 

Banking, Goode pushed the agenda to make heavy investments within the County.  

Three months before the November 1972 vote, County Manager Goode unveiled 

a proposal for “A Decade of Progress,” a record $634 million bond package. Goode 

argued that the bonds would cost “the average homeowner 37.5 cents a week, or far less 

than the price of a pack of cigarets [sic].”89 In a county known for rejecting all instances 

of taxation, the proposal seemed unlikely to succeed. The decade to which Goode 

referred came from the assertion that the program could be funded and either be fully 

constructed or at least substantially completed within a 10-year period. Goode argued, 

moreover, that by spreading the cost over 25 years, some of the financing would be 

placed on future residents for whom the facilities were being built.90 

Objections to the Decade of Progress bonds were immediate, reflecting insecurity 

about cost projections and interest rates. Various proposals were criticized as favoring 

certain groups or municipalities. The Cuban community complained that libraries were 

                                                

89. Quoted in Fred Tasker, “Record $612-Million Bond Package is Urged for ‘Decade of Progress.’” 
Miami Herald, August 13, 1972, 1C-2C. 

90. Quoted in Morton Lucoff, “Bond Issue May Go on Ballot in November; Hearing Tomorrow,” 
Miami News, September 26, 1972, 5A, 10A. 
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being planned for the Model City neighborhood, a predominantly black area, while none 

were being planned for Little Havana. “If we’re going to vote for your bond issue, Mr. 

Goode, we need to know if our Spanish-speakers are going to get equal service from 

county government,” said an audience member to Ray Goode at a meeting between Latin 

community activists and county government representatives.91 In addition, members of 

the black community, such as Nick Washington, leader of Power For The South Dade 

Black Community, said that specific issues, such as the widening of arterial roads, did not 

offer much to the black community.92 Ethnic and racial minority voters, particularly, 

voiced objections to the countywide improvements. Throughout the county, voters 

objected to Proposal Six, which called for the construction of a Downtown Government 

Center and Downtown Courts and Administrative Building (it also included the 

construction of day care centers, which was criticized as having been deliberately placed 

into the category of public buildings so that the proposal would pass). The Downtown 

Government Center had been discussed since the 1960s as part downtown revitalization 

efforts and was conceived to provide federal, county, and city services in a concentrated 

area of downtown. Located in the City of Miami, downtown services would be of little 

use to the thousands of residents living in the outlying suburbs. This opposition to 

downtown as the center of countywide activity would have significance for the location 

of the new art museum (as it will be shown in Chapter 5).  

Despite some initial opposition, the County Commission unanimously voted to 

put the package of ten bond proposals on the November ballot. Commissioner Harry P. 

Cain justified his support, saying,  

                                                

91. Roberto Fabricio, “Cubans Explore Bond Issue,” Miami Herald, October 13, 1972. 
92. John Camp, “Ray Goode Defends Expansion,” Miami Herald, September 19, 1972, 1B, 2B. 
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Unless we move forward consistently and aggressively to accomplish 
most of the intentions and plans within the several pending bond issues, 
Dade County may become within the next decade or two, or perhaps 
sooner, largely an unfit place in which to live. It can happen 10 years or so 
from now, or quicker, that a citizen’s need in Dade County to breathe, 
move, see and hear freely and fully will be so restricted as to become an 
intolerable burden.93 
 
On November 7, 1972, the voters of Dade County approved $553 million in tax-

supported bonds for nearly 200 programs in eight out of ten proposals. Proposal Eight,  

for “Recreational and Cultural Improvements and Facilities,” proposed nearly $75.8 

million in bond funds. While the bulk of the funds were to pay for fifty-two park projects 

throughout the county and ten miles of beach restoration, a tiny, almost negligible line 

allocated $2 million to 

Construct multipurpose arts building, offices and additional parking at 
Vizcaya. The Vizcaya Museum is rapidly becoming the hub of a cultural 
center with the addition of the Museum of Science and more recently the 
South Florida Historical Society’s Museum. The [Miami] Museum of 
Modern Art and others have expressed a desire to also be included in the 
complex. This proposed addition will allow staff to be moved from the 
Historic Mansion releasing other rooms for display. In addition, a proper 
display area for travelling exhibits of the decorative arts will be provided 
as will staff parking and visitor convenience facilities. 
 

Additionally, one million dollars would be allocated to “construct double deck parking 

facility at Vizcaya Museum.” Additionally, the Museum of Science and Planetarium, also 

part of the Vizcaya complex, was considered for $4 million for additions to its building.94 

The inclusion of an art museum in the Decade of Progress bond package 

represented a conception of Miami’s future as a place where art and culture were as 

necessary as roads, sewers, and mass transit. Vying to become that county art museum 
                                                

93. Quoted in Fred Barger, “Approval by Metro Unanimous,” Miami Herald, October 5, 1972, 1A, 
23A. 

94. Harold Lewis Malt Associates, Malt, Dade County: County Manager’s Office and Dade County 
Parks and Recreation Department, The Vizcaya—Museum of Science—Historical Museum Complex: 
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were Vizcaya, the Lowe Art Museum, the Miami Museum of Modern Art, and the Miami 

Art Center. Orr proposed building “the best cultural center in the country,” and had 

guaranteed that money for the establishment of a museum would be part of the Decade of 

Progress bond issue.95 When Proposal Eight passed, art lovers of Dade County felt they 

had been given a blessing to construct a new art museum. 

                                                

95. “Tribute to Jack Orr,” Miami News, February 10, 1984.  
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4  “DECADE OF PROGRESS” BONDS AND  
 

THE ART MUSEUM CONCEPT 
 

Approval of the Decade of Progress bond package and the promise of a new 

county art museum excited government officials and the art community. It quickly 

became apparent, however, that Vizcaya’s grounds could not accommodate a new 

building. Restrictions written into the building and land deeds meant that no new 

construction could take place that would alter its character. Competition among art 

institutions in Miami had always been present, but a new museum would amplify 

rivalries for audiences and interest and, most significantly, for donations of funds and art 

works. The Miami Art Center and the Lowe Art Museum, both of which relied most on 

donor generosity and community validation, would struggle to assert their importance, 

taking proactive measures to ensure the certainty of their status. The question of what to 

put in Miami’s new museum loomed large, a question that could be addressed even 

before the museum had settled on a location or a new building. A collection of art 

representing the community’s highest values and its ideologies concerning art’s social 

worth would be symbolized by the collection.  

A visit by Thomas Hoving, director of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New 

York, would galvanize civic leaders to make a serious push to establish the new museum. 

In taking the first steps towards creating the new museum, the community would clarify 

issues most important to itself. 
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Imagining the museum 

Not long after the Decade of Progress bond proposal passed, in February 1973, a 

group of Miami museum directors representing not only art museums but also science 

and history museums, the Museum Directors Council of Greater Miami, prepared a 

statement approving the formation of a major metropolitan art museum in Miami. The 

group urged the county to make a comprehensive study to establish clear objectives and 

an effective organizing committee. In addition, the council urged the county to work with 

nationally recognized consultants, “those experienced in the challenges and problems of a 

municipal art museum, professionals familiar with a viable and dynamic relationship to 

government and the arts.”1 By issuing this statement, the committee referred to the 

potential of receiving federal funds and also of the troubles at the Bass Museum, which 

had caused embarrassment to the arts community but at the same time had instilled a 

standard of institutional excellence. The new museum would be held to the highest 

criteria, in which all parties involved appreciated excellence, authenticity, and a canonical 

understanding of art befitting a true public museum. Any artwork entering the museum’s 

collection would have to be fully evaluated. 

While the protests of the late 1960s concerning the narrow-minded collecting 

practices of art museums had forced a questioning of values (in New York museums, by 

and large), small, regional museums still clung to the notion of the art museum as a 

                                                

1. Memorandum, Museum Directors Council of Greater Miami, “Museum Directors Favor Miami 
Municipal Museum,” February 9, 1973, in “The Metropolitan Miami Museum of Art,” Metropolitan 
Museum and Art Center, Special Collections & University Archives, Green Library, Florida International 
University. Members were Grover Cole, Miami Art Center; Thomas Baker, International Oceanographic 
Institute; John Baratte, Lowe Art Museum; Jefferson Warren, Vizcaya; Bernard Davis, Miami Museum of 
Modern Art; David Alexander, Historical Museum of Southern Florida; H. Lewis Dorn, Museum of 
Science; Gordon Hubbell, Crandon Park Zoo; John Popenoe, Fairchild Tropical Garden. 
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repository of works illustrating a Western art historical canon defined by key artists. To 

counter the stigma of provincialism, regional collectors “settled for second-rate work by 

big-name talents, … some of the worst examples of Impressionism or Abstract 

Expressionism . . . .”2 However, the opening of the Kimbell Art Museum in Fort Worth, 

Texas, only a month before Dade County’s Decade of Progress bond vote, had shown the 

world that a small museum could aim to represent art history through rare masterpieces of 

such high quality that they could represent an artist’s career or even an entire period. The 

large, encyclopedic museums were a thing of the past—the National Gallery in 

Washington, D.C., completed in 1941, was the last such museum built in America. 

Regional museums, without the resources to build an encyclopedic collection, would 

have to feature smaller, focused collections.  

Significantly, the Museum Directors Council meeting that precipitated the 

statement of professionalism took place at the Miami Art Center. Miami Herald art critic 

Griffin Smith, writing about the proposed new art museum, claimed that “the dream of a 

Metropolitan Museum of Miami could become a reality” due, in large part, to the Miami 

Art Center, whose permanent collection had surprisingly grown to “museum caliber.” 

Considered to be mainly a school of art, the Miami Art Center also had a permanent 

collection, including antique Persian and Chinese textiles donated by Elizabeth Dent, 

thought to be the largest textile collection in the South, and a large collection of Asian 

sculptures donated by Cornelius and Audrey Ruxton Love (a Guggenheim heiress). 

Additionally, the Art Center’s collection also included several Benin bronze heads of 

Obas, Chou bronzes, and a small group of contemporary graphics and ceramics. Grover 

                                                

2. Michael Ennis, “Change of Art” (see chap. 2, n. 69). 
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Cole, director of the Center, referred indirectly to the problems at the Bass Museum when 

he talked about the need to have the Dent textiles appraised by the National Textile 

Museum in Washington, D.C. and defended Ruxton Love, who “was not a helter-skelter 

collector.” Realizing that the Miami Art Center’s collection would come under scrutiny if 

the organization became the nucleus for the new county art museum, Cole saw the need 

to have the current collection authenticated. In thinking aloud about what would be an 

ideal collection for a county museum, he said, “It is ridiculous to think anybody is going 

to present us with a collection of ‘Old Masters.’” The notion of an encyclopedic 

collection containing Old Master works had to be dispensed with, and specialized 

collections that told a portion of the story of art could more realistically be put together. 

Cole said, 

. . . I am astounded at what we have in the way of Asian sculpture. Do you 
realize that we are missing only Ceylon, a portion of the Northern 
provinces—Ulan Bator, Nepal, Tibet—and a straight Chinese piece, to be 
able to put together the entire story of the stylistic development of the 
Buddha?3 
 
Built around a concept of the history of art, Cole’s ideal museum collection would 

also include nineteenth- and twentieth-century American paintings and sculpture, “ethnic 

art,” and most of all, Latin American art. In Cole’s opinion, a county art museum also had 

the duty to support local artists, especially those who had been nationally recognized, 

naming such Miami artists as Duane Hanson, Michael Bakaty, Martin Hoffman, and 

Robert Huff.4 

                                                

3. Quoted in Griffin Smith, “Miami Has What It Takes for a Metropolitan Museum,” Miami Herald, 
February 4, 1973,1G. 

 
4. Smith, “Miami Has What It Takes.” 
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Cole’s interest in Latin American art coincided with a boom in Latin American 

tourism. In 1973, one million tourists visited the United States, with roughly one third of 

those visitors in Miami. Since 1970, Latin tourists to the United States had nearly 

doubled. The Dade County Chamber of Commerce claimed that Latin tourists were their 

number one target.5 

The Miami Art Center’s transformation into the Dade County Art Museum was a 

realistic proposition. Around this time, the Art Center signed an agreement with Bernard 

Davis’s Miami Museum of Modern Art (Miami MOMA), entering a joint undertaking to 

ultimately create a “Metropolitan Miami Museum of Art.” The new entity would 

consolidate efforts to obtain financing and acquire an appropriate site to build new 

facilities.6 With their combined collections, existing memberships, and dedicated 

audiences, the Miami Art Center and Miami MOMA would form the nucleus for the new 

county museum. While the Art Center had ambitions to become a major art museum, it 

was primarily a school, albeit one with a large organization behind it. Its exhibitions 

primarily featured its membership’s works or its permanent collection; occasionally it 

mounted exhibitions of local and regional significance. Bernard Davis’s reputation for 

mounting wide-ranging exhibitions compensated for any of its shortcomings. 

Over the years, Davis had actively sought to expand Miami MOMA and to find a 

more central and suitable location. Davis had met with Arthur Peavy, director of the Park 

and Recreation Department, during discussions about creating a new art museum at 

                                                

5. Roberto Fabricio, “One Million Latins Boost Miami Economy,” Miami Herald, February 25, 
1974, 1B. 

6. Agreement, Miami Museum of Modern Art and Miami Art Center, February 26, 1973, 
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Vizcaya for the Decade of Progress bond proposal.7 Earlier, in 1966, Miami MOMA had 

been recognized as the area’s most serious art institution in the Doxiadis Plan (see 

Chapter 5), an urban plan that focused on downtown redevelopment. Davis’s ambitions 

also included turning over Miami MOMA’s permanent collection to the City of Miami, 

although this was never put into writing.8 

The passage of the Decade of Progress bonds amplified competition between the 

Miami Art Center/Miami MOMA and the Lowe Art Museum of the University of Miami. 

Dade County Manager Ray Goode noted the race to create proposals for the new 

museum: 

The County’s determination to move carefully on the cultural programs 
has been misinterpreted in some quarters. Some groups and leaders have 
assumed that they are in competition with other groups and leaders—that 
all are competing for the same resources—and that the “winner” will be 
whomever produces a development plan at the earliest date.9 
 
The Lowe took the public position that it was sufficient as Dade’s only art 

museum. It was apparent to insiders that if a county museum were established, the Lowe 

would have to share the community’s donations of both art and funds. The competition 

was apparent even before the possibility of the new art museum arose. Although the 

Lowe was a university institution, its status as the main art institution in town had been 

challenged in the past by the Miami Art Center, which was perceived as exciting and 

new. The Miami Art Center, in turn, positioned its mission in contrast to that of the 

                                                

7. Bernard Davis to Arthur Peavy, September 18, 1973, Vizcaya Old Files Director’s Office, 
“Vizcaya—Planning—Consultants 1973,” Vizcaya Museum and Gardens Archives.  

8. When Davis died suddenly in December 1973, he unfortunately left an array of debts totaling 
$200,000. Davis’ collection, with most of the better pieces having been sold, was stacked in the attic of the 
museum and considered to be comprised of “junk.” 

9. R. Ray Goode to Arthur P. Smith, Jr., June 12, 1973, “Vizcaya—Planning—Consultants 1973.” 
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Lowe, which was a “degree-granting body” that did not enjoy the “freedom” to educate 

“the public in the visual arts through all possible means . . .”10 

But the Lowe Art Museum and the Miami Art Center, two very different 

organizations, competed, they thought, for the same audiences. While the Lowe had been 

the “only place in town” throughout the 1950s and 1960s, it was an institution that 

received support from the university—a private university—and whose primary 

commitment was to the university community. The success of the Miami Art Center, 

particularly its school, showed the need for art instruction that the Lowe could not 

provide. But the Center, while it had an exhibition space and a small collection of some 

good works of art, did not have, up to this point, a clear collecting policy. The concept of 

an art museum would have to come from outside the Miami arts community. 

 

Philip Johnson 

As a result of quickly assembled proposals and discussions in the arts community, 

County Mayor Jack Orr invited the celebrated modernist architect Philip Johnson to give 

his opinions on the establishment of the new museum. In July 1973, Johnson toured 

Miami to evaluate possible sites (discussed in Chapter 4). He also suggested building a 

center for various cultural programs: 

For Miami, I would envision a more twentieth century approach than the 
usual static monumental building. . . . A minimum program of exhibition 
rooms, auditoria, library, archives, cafes, and the like, . . . at the moment 
there are no large collections that need housing. . . . Judging, however, 

                                                

10. “The Miami Art Center, Inc.” Proposal to Arthur Vining Davis Estate (undated, probably 1974), 
Box 13, Folder 28, Metropolitan Museum and Art Centers, Special Collections & University Archives, 
Green Library, Florida International University. 
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from older museums, the needs will grow as Miami grows and becomes 
developed both in sheer numbers and in cultural interests.11 
 
As he would with every visit to Miami, Johnson (who would be commissioned to 

design the new art museum several years later) brought with him the most current trends. 

In 1971, he had been part of the jury to select the architect for the Centre Georges 

Pompidou in Paris (which would open in 1977), which would feature an iconoclastic 

design for the museum, mirroring a revolutionary concept for a cultural institution that 

would include the national modern art museum, a public reference library, spaces for 

contemporary art exhibitions, a performing arts space, a cinema, and a research institute 

for contemporary music, along with cafes and restaurants. The government-sponsored 

multi-arts center was conceived in reaction to the 1968 student demonstrations in Paris 

(largely influenced, it has been said, by the writings of Pierre Bourdieu) and intended to 

affirm the government’s commitment to the public.12 By combining spaces of high art 

with those of popular culture, Centre Pompidou was an attempt to create a new common 

space in which divisions between classes, education and entertainment, and high art and 

popular culture would be eliminated.  

In alerting the Miami community of a “more twentieth century approach,” 

Johnson shifted Miami’s concept of an art museum from one that focused solely on its 

collection to a total cultural experience that included “cafes, and the like.” He was 

foreshadowing the turn towards populism that art museums would take during the 1970s. 

                                                

11. Philip Johnson, quoted in Memorandum, R. Ray Goode to Honorable Mayor and Members, Board 
of County Commissioners, August 30, 1973.   

12. The jury that awarded the Pritzker Prize to architect Richard Rogers (who designed Centre 
Pompidou with Renzo Piano) in 2007 declared that the Pompidou “revolutionized museums, transforming 
what had once been elite monuments into popular places of social and cultural exchange, woven into the 
heart of the city.” Robin Pogrebin, “British Architect Wins 2007 Pritzker Prize,” New York Times, March 
28, 2007.   
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Instead of building a repository of art from past civilizations, the recommendation to 

construct an interactive, popular, multi-disciplinary space shifted the notion of how art 

was to be experienced. The ultimate “stampede” of people to a museum was expressed by 

Jean Baudrillard, who commented about Centre Pompidou thus: “They are summoned to 

participate, to interact, to simulate, to play with the models . . . and they do it well. They 

interact and manipulate so well that they eradicate all the meaning imputed to this 

operation and threaten even the infrastructure of the building.”13 Baudrillard’s charge that 

the social aspect of Centre Pompidou overtook the building and its contents articulated 

the stance that art was no longer of primary importance to the aesthetic experience.  

In Miami, the concept of a comprehensive cultural center expanded the notion of 

the art museum in a way that appealed to government officials. Mayor Orr was 

particularly captivated by the idea and pressed to create a center that was inviting to 

many segments of the public. As Orr conceived it, the cultural center would include the 

art museum, the Museum of Science, the main library, a historical museum, and 

eventually, a Miami Philharmonic and opera concert hall.14 

 

Planning Department study 

In order for government to become more actively involved in the cultural life of 

the community, the county’s Planning Department conducted a planning study,  

“Proposed Cultural Facilities and Activities Plan for Metropolitan Dade County, Florida,” 

with the intention of creating a cultural master plan for the county. The study, funded by 

                                                

13. Jean Baudrillard, “The Beaubourg-Effect: Implosion and Deterrence,” trans. Rosalind Krauss, 
Annette Michelson, October 20 (Spring 1982): 7.   

14. Anne Freedman, “Institutions Cool to Watson Island Plan,” Miami News, November 20, 1973, 5A.   
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the National Endowment for the Arts and begun in 1971, was unofficially released in the 

fall of 1973. Ongoing criticisms in the community stalled the Planning Advisory Board to 

ratify the report. As a sign of the contentious competition between arts organizations and 

the Planning Department’s reluctance to become involved in local battles, Planning 

Board chairman Joe Turturicci required that the report have a five-inch wide 

“PROPOSED” stamped across its top, presumably to stave off further criticisms.15 As a 

further sign of the convoluted disagreements within the arts community, the formation of 

the arts council—which would decide the direction of the art museum—although 

recommended in 1973, would not be decided until 1976 (see Chapter 7). 

The report acknowledged the lack of funding and organizational support on the 

local level and recommended establishment of a county cultural affairs office, which 

would promote cooperation among cultural interests, lobby government, and pursue 

funding for the arts. An arts council, made up of “consumers, providers and patrons of the 

arts, managers and minority groups,” and advised by a “Congress of Artists,” would set 

policy for the cultural affairs office.16 It was expected that the arts council would be 

responsible for deciding the direction of the new museum.  

While most people in the arts community agreed that a coordinating cultural 

affairs office was needed, many took issue with the Planning Department’s report, which 

had recommend that members of the proposed arts council should surrender or suspend 

any offices or board memberships held with arts organizations. The Cultural Executives 

Council, a professional group of local museum directors, countered that the arts council 

                                                

15. Frank Greve, “Taking the Conflict Out of Culture,” Miami Herald, December 30, 1973, 1G, 9G.   
16. Dade County Planning Advisory Board, “Proposed Cultural Facilities and Activities Plan for 

Metropolitan Dade County Florida,” 1973, 5. 
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should consist strictly of arts-related members who should not have to relinquish their 

positions or memberships with their home organizations.17 While the Planning 

Department had intended to nullify potentially fractious allegiances, the Cultural 

Executives sought to place professionals on the arts council to ensure that high standards 

would be maintained. 

 

Thomas Hoving 

 The direction of the future of the art museum took another turn when Thomas 

Hoving, the controversial director of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, 

visited Miami in June 1974 with Metropolitan Museum Design Director Stuart Silver. 

The two inspected the existing art facilities for possible exhibition sites where works 

from the Metropolitan’s collection could be shown. Not finding suitable conditions at the 

Miami Art Center, the Lowe Art Museum, or the Bass Museum, Hoving encouraged 

community leaders, including Congressman William Lehman, a longtime supporter of the 

arts in Miami; sculptor Joan Lehman (Lehman’s wife); County Manager Ray Goode, 

lawyer Dan Paul; Artforum publisher Charles Cowles (son of Jan Cowles); Park and 

Recreation director Arthur Peavy; Miami Mayor Maurice Ferré; and Miami Beach City 

Manager Frank Spence, to improve existing facilities so that the Metropolitan could loan 

exhibitions to them. The Metropolitan’s strict rules concerning loans necessitated that 

                                                

17. Cultural Executives Council, Inc., “Memorandum: Recommendations Regarding Proposed 
Cultural Plan for Dade County,” December 13, 1973, 1, Box 7, Metropolitan Museum and Art Centers, 
Special Collections & University Archives, Green Library, Florida International University. 
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objects would be cared for properly and exhibited under suitable conditions with 

adequate fire protection and security.18 

More importantly, Hoving was enthusiastic about Dade County’s plans to 

establish a major art museum and offered the Metropolitan’s services to help create 

programming. Once the new museum was built, he promised, the Metropolitan would 

inaugurate it with a major exhibition of masterpieces from its collection. The 

Metropolitan would also loan the new museum a semi-permanent collection that would 

change every few years. Hoving was assuring the community that Miami’s new museum 

would exhibit works of indisputable quality. His promises were in keeping with the 

Metropolitan’s large-scale lending program, which loaned more objects than any other 

American museum to both domestic and international institutions. The museum not only 

lent works of art but also shared the knowledge and technical experience of the museum’s 

staff, especially in the launching of new museums. For example, in 1971, twenty-eight 

American and European paintings went to the Rotunda of the Bronx County Courthouse 

as the inaugural exhibition of the Bronx Museum of the Arts. The design, selection and 

installation of the exhibition were all executed by the Metropolitan. The museum had also 

just sent eight American paintings for the inaugural exhibition of the new Lightner 

                                                

18. At any given time, as many as 7,500 objects were out on loan. In 1974-75, a total of 179 
institutions borrowed 1,843 objects. Long-term loans were granted on a renewable basis of one to five 
years. During the early years of the Metropolitan Museum of Art its lending activities were restricted 
because of the fear of damage to works. The change in policy occurred in 1940 when it was seen that 
lending a bequest of contemporary American paintings to other museums would be “a source of goodwill 
and good publicity because of the rising interest in contemporary art around the country…” Regional 
museums and their communities benefited greatly from the loan programs, which were described as 
“virtually small museums in themselves.” Francis Henry Taylor, quoted in “Lent by the Metropolitan,” in 
Annual Report of the Trustees of the Metropolitan Museum of Art 105 (July 1, 1974 – June 30, 1975), 16. 
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Museum in Saint Augustine, Florida.19 Thus the Metropolitan’s influence was far-

reaching in ways that were invisible to the general public.  

Hoving’s presence and enthusiasm energized the meeting: the civic leaders 

embraced his urgency in establishing a museum worthy of the Metropolitan’s collection. 

They discussed establishing a temporary museum until a new building could be 

constructed, either at the Bass Museum or the Miami Art Center.20 Miami Beach City 

Manager Spence was in favor of creating a temporary county museum at the Bass, even 

though many thought that the controversies surrounding the Bass’s collection made the 

museum inappropriate for housing county exhibitions. The idea to use the Miami Art 

Center was equally discouraged by County Manager Ray Goode, who claimed that its 

remote location in Kendall and small size made it unsuitable as a temporary museum.21 

A week after the “breakfast meeting” between Hoving and the civic leaders, the 

Miami Art Center made a significant proposal to County Manager Goode: the 

organization would turn over its buildings and land to Dade County for use as a 

temporary facility while the county constructed the new museum of art. The Miami Art 

Center would change its name to the “Metropolitan Museum of Art” and become the 

basis of the new museum. In an agreement that would combine public and private 

ownership and control of the museum, an expanded board of trustees—based on the 

current board of the Miami Art Center—would be responsible for the contents of the 

museum, that is, the collection and the salaries of professional staff; the county would be 

                                                

19. “Lent by the Metropolitan,” 14.  
20.  June Kronholz, “Art Museum Planners Seek Stop-Gap Quarters,” Miami Herald, June 8, 1974; 

Griffin Smith, “Dade’s New Art Museum Dilemma,” Miami Herald, June 16, 1974. 
21.  Kronholz, “Art Museum Planners.” 
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responsible for the land, buildings, and non-professional staff.22 In making the proposal, 

the Miami Art Center was fulfilling a decade-long ambition to become a nationally 

recognized art center. Government involvement would provide the means to accomplish 

that ambition, which had slackened without greater backing. 

After receiving the proposal, Goode toured the Kendall facilities with Arnold 

Lehman, the new director of the Miami Art Center, and Joe Harrison, president of the 

board of trustees, and seems to have been convinced that it was viable. It was apparent 

that the organization was positioning itself to achieve success on a grand scale. It had just 

hired Lehman, who brought exemplary credentials to Miami—art history degrees from 

Yale, a fellowship in twentieth-century art at the Metropolitan Museum of New York, 

and an executive directorship at the Parks Council of New York. Impressed with the 

facilities and mission of the Miami Art Center, Goode drafted a counter-proposal, which 

was accepted by Miami Art Center trustees.23 

Goode’s office quickly issued a report recommending that the county take over 

the Miami Art Center to use as an interim art museum and to rename it the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art. Planning of the new museum would begin immediately and funding for 

it would be included in the next Decade of Progress bond sale. Goode wrote, “Movement 

toward the construction of a new, permanent, modern museum facility . . . reflects a 

responsiveness to the need for a wide variety of opportunities for the community to 

                                                

22. “The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Dade County, Florida: A Proposal,” June 14, 1974, Box 7, 
Metropolitan Museum and Art Centers; Draft, Minutes of Board of Trustees Meeting, June 24, 1974, 
Metropolitan Museum and Art Center, Box 7. 

23. Office of the County Manager, “The Metropolitan Museum of Art of Dade County, Florida,” July 
8, 1974, Metropolitan Museum and Art Center, Box 7. 
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express itself, and enjoy itself.”24 Clearly, the new art museum was a priority of the 

county government and the Miami Art Center’s practical solution offered an immediate 

means to achieve instant cultural distinction.  

The counter-proposal drafted by Ray Goode’s office agreed with most of the 

terms of the Miami Art Center’s proposal but inserted into it more governmental power, 

such as the county’s right to restructure the new museum’s operations as needed. It also 

accounted for a reworking of the board of trustees, which would be subject to new by-

laws and terms. These counterproposals seem to have been acceptable to the Miami Art 

Center, because a contract between the Miami Art Center and Dade County was 

prepared.25 It was never signed, however. Momentum towards establishing a county art 

museum with the Miami Art Center as its governing body slowed as the Dade County 

Commission postponed action. 

Opposition came from the Lowe Art Museum and the Bass Museum, who argued 

that a board of trustees of a county museum should have broader community 

representation than that of the current Miami Art Center. Senator William Lehman 

claimed that the participation of other institutions was necessary for the success of the 

museum, as resistance from the other art institutions was eroding support for the county 

art museum.26 Other possible ideas, such as a county-appointed board, or a museum 

                                                

24. Memorandum, County Manager R. Ray Goode to Honorable Mayor and Board of County 
Commissioners, Subject: Action Program Re Metropolitan Museum of Art, July 30, 1974, Metropolitan 
Museum and Art Center, Box 7. 
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26. William Lehman to Board of County Commissioners, December 9, 1974, Metropolitan Museum 
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administered by the County, were debated as it became clearer that the managing board 

of the county art museum would need effective county representation.  

Acting as representatives from the Miami Art Center, Charles Cowles and Dan 

Paul, along with City of Miami Mayor Maurice Ferré, were scheduled to appear at a 

meeting of the Board of County Commissioners on July 30, 1974, to discuss the proposal 

for the “Metropolitan Museum of Art” and the resolution approving the agreement with 

the Miami Art Center. Ferré had reason to protest the location of the interim museum, 

since a move to Kendall, located in the unincorporated area of the county, would detract 

from his seat of power. At the July 30 meeting, County Manager Goode would present 

the proposal to the County Commission; he would also seek approval to finalize the site 

selection process for the new museum, to include design funds in the next bond issue 

sale, and to begin the architecture design selection process. Under Goode’s supervision, 

the new museum seemed to be racing towards construction. “It is possible,” Goode wrote, 

“to have the project under design before the end of calendar 1974.”27 In fact, the design 

would not be approved until 1978.  

The discussions concerning the museum’s board, along with other 

considerations—its mission, finances, location, and governance—created a complicated 

picture of the issues underlying the establishment of a new art museum. As the parties 

involved prepared for the July 30 County Commission meeting, Goode recommended 

separating the issues of the Miami Art Center’s short-term involvement as an interim 

museum and a “longer-range proposal to construct a new Metropolitan Museum of Art at 

                                                

27. R. Ray Goode to Arnold Lehman, July 10, 1974, Metropolitan Museum and Art Center, Box 7. 
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some yet-to-be determined location.”28 The Commission agreed that a more systematic 

study of the art museum had to be made and retained University of Miami urban planning 

professor Harold Lewis Malt and Associates, who was in the process of preparing a 

report on the complex of museums “Vizcaya, Museum of Science, Historical Museum,” 

to conduct an in-depth study on the “Dade County Art Museum.”29 While the County 

Commission waited to receive the results of Malt’s study, discussions with the Miami Art 

Center stalled and the meeting at the County Commission was deferred repeatedly.30 

 

Metropolitan Museum and Art Center 

The Miami Art Center, growing impatient with Dade County to make a decision 

about the Kendall facilities, decided to take matters into its own hands. It was clear to the 

Center that it had gained influential support from politicians not only in local circles but 

also on the state level for its conversion into the Metropolitan Museum. Among 

supporters were Congressmen William Lehman and Claude Pepper.31 Following the 

stalled meetings with the County Commission, the Art Center renamed itself the 

“Metropolitan Museum and Art Center” and signed an agreement with the City of Coral 

                                                

28. Malt Associates also conducted a study on the Vizcaya Museum complex, concluding that 
construction of a new museum building should not take place there. See Malt Associates, The Vizcaya—
Museum of Science—Historical Museum Complex (see chap. 3, n. 94).  

29. Minutes of the Dade County Commission, July 30, 1974, Miami-Dade County Clerk of Courts, 
Clerk of the Board Division; Minutes of the Dade County Commission, September 3, 1974; Malt 
Associates, Dade County Art Museum (see chap. 3, n. 80). Malt was retained by the County Commission in 
June 1974 to conduct the Vizcaya-Museum of Science Complex report (Resolution R-607-74) and was 
retained to do a “conceptual and locational study for a County Museum of Art” in September 1974 
(Ratification Agenda R-5(f)14). 

30. R. Ray Goode Honorable Mayor and Members of Board of County Commissioners, 
memorandum, “Subject: (1) Deferral of Public Hearing on Art Museum, (2) Recommend Next Steps in 
Planning Process,” September 3, 1974, Metropolitan Museum and Art Center, Box 7.  

31. William Lehman to Board of County Commissioners, December 9, 1974, Box 7, Met History; 
Claude Pepper to Arnold Lehman, November 22, 1974, Metropolitan Museum and Art Center, Box 7; 
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Gables to rent the Biltmore Country Club for $10 a year.32 Saying that selling bonds to 

build a museum during a time of financial difficulties was politically unappealing, the 

trustees anticipated that the beautiful building and surroundings of the Biltmore would 

entice county officials and art supporters to work together to create a county art museum. 

The formerly glorious building, built in 1926 as part of the Biltmore Hotel complex and 

an important part of George Merrick’s City Beautiful plan, had in its heyday hosted 

European royalty and Hollywood celebrities such as the Duke and Duchess of Windsor, 

Ginger Rogers, and Bing Crosby. The 30,000 square foot, crumbling premises would not 

only have to be modernized but also restored in order to uncover original handcrafted 

features that had been covered through its uses as a United States military hospital during 

World War II, a Veterans Administration hospital, and a laboratory of the University of 

Miami Medical School. 

Historically speaking, the new Metropolitan Museum and Art Center (MMAC) 

did what other museums have done to create “public” art museums—it formed a private, 

nonprofit organization that owned and controlled the contents of the building and worked 

with local government that agreed to pay for the building and land. This relationship 

between a private organization and local government, although the precedent for many 

public art museums across the country, was highly unusual in Dade County. Vizcaya was 

totally public in the sense that it was owned and controlled by the county. The 

beleaguered Bass Museum was owned and controlled by the City of Miami Beach 

(although if John Bass had thought of it, he would have maintained some ownership of 
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the art). The misperception that “public” museums are truly public exists, however, 

because the arrangements between private enterprise and public administration are for the 

most part kept out of the public eye. A private organization receiving any form of 

government subsidy must perform a public service. In the case of the MMAC, the 

obvious and unseemly way in which it attempted to gain control of the proposed new art 

museum, along with Dade County’s history of not sharing responsibility with private 

interests in its art institutions, made it appear that the MMAC was attempting to influence 

the county for support.  

It was apparent to those with museum administration experience that an 

arrangement with government was necessary in order to create a major museum. Lee 

Hills, chairman of the board of Knight-Ridder Newspapers (owner of the Miami Herald) 

and former chairman of the Founders Society of the Detroit Institute of Arts, wrote to 

MMAC president Joe Harrison: 

As you know, I do have an interest in seeing a major central museum 
created in the Miami area, but I also have strong reservations about the 
possibility of this being done without a substantial, on-going commitment 
of public funds which would take care of building facilities, maintenance, 
guards, etc. Otherwise, I think we will be resigned to continuing in the 
minor leagues because there is no way to raise the kind of money needed 
from private sources.33 
As administrators of the most popular visual arts organization in the area, the 

trustees of the MMAC felt they should manage the new art museum. They also felt this 

could be accomplished by renaming themselves. Director Arnold Lehman claimed, “To 

all intents and purposes, it is a fait accompli. We have a metropolitan museum.”34 The 

Metropolitan planned to restore the country club to its original grandeur, and within 
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eighteen months, offer exhibitions, art classes, and lectures. There were plans to create an 

auditorium, a children’s museum, and an enormous gallery in the former ballroom. In 

keeping with its mission as an art school, the MMAC would build facilities for textile, 

jewelry and enameling workshops, ceramics studios, sculpture, printmaking and painting 

studios. In order to finance these renovations, the hope was that Dade County could 

assume the obligation for the renovation in exchange for the Miami Art Center’s property 

on Kendall Drive, or the Art Center could privately sell its property. The MMAC began a 

fund drive, and there were also plans to receive funds from agencies like the National 

Endowment for the Arts and the National Trust for Historic Preservation.  

While the MMAC planned to expand its operations, the costs of renovating the 

Biltmore spiraled out of control. While the City of Coral Gables had been awarded three 

million dollars by the federal program called the Economic Development Administration 

to make structural repairs, the museum had been rejected in its application to receive a 

$1.7 million federal grant through the Public Works Employment Act. A spokesperson 

for the Department of Commerce, which administered the act, said that the high per 

capita income of Coral Gables was a major factor in the rejection of the application. 

MMAC president Joe Harrison said that additional money for the renovation would come 

from approximately $650,000 cash and pledges from past fund raising activities, which 

included a $71,000 grant from the National Endowment for the Arts. In addition, the City 

of Coral Gables agreed to match a $15,000 grant from the National Parks Service 

Department of Historic Preservation.35 
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The new MMAC obviously had the ambition to become the new county museum, 

creating an expanded version of what it already was, a community art center. Financially, 

the organization was in trouble, most of all from moving to the Biltmore and building 

new facilities from scratch. The expectation was, however, that the county would take 

control of the building’s expenses and possibly the operations. The expensive move made 

it crucial to gain sustained, major support to compensate for its expenses. The 

organization was already a successful art center but also needed a collection to achieve 

status as an art museum.  

 

Lipchitz sculptures: basis of a museum collection? 

In 1976, the MMAC received the pledge of an important donation of 150 to 200 

plaster sculptures created by the famous Cubist sculptor Jacques Lipchitz. The sculptures 

were offered by the artist’s widow, Yulla Lipchitz, who also promised to loan bronze, 

marble, or aluminum works on a long-term basis. Some of Lipchitz’ papers and 

memorabilia, along with a portion of his personal collection of primitive and early 

sculpture from all over the world, would also be loaned to the center.36 Yulla Lipchitz 

promised to donate the plasters, which were studies for the sculptor’s finished works, on 

the condition that each piece be properly displayed. President of the MMAC Joseph 

Harrison apparently assured Yulla that the Miami community could build a new museum 

with Lipchitz sculptures as its core. The museum at the Biltmore location would have a 

major gallery devoted to his work. According to Yulla, “I was promised everything,” 
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including being able to choose the architect for a new, special gallery and having a 

special curatorial staff to install the exhibition. The community and Dade County Mayor 

Steve Clark courted her, giving her a key to the county. In a letter, Clark wrote to her, 

“You can be assured that I will be working with Joe to see that our community responds 

in an appropriate way to this very special opportunity, for which we are most pleased and 

grateful.”37 

In November 1976, by which time the county art museum had been given a 

downtown location (see Chapter 5), trustees of the MMAC proposed the possibility of 

placing a Lipchitz sculpture center at the new downtown site on the condition that the 

Metropolitan would manage the future museum. Attempting to leverage the management 

of the new downtown facility through the acquisition of the Lipchitz collection, the 

Metropolitan made a public presentation about the Lipchitz center. One of the features of 

the center was an interactive computer system on which a visitor could punch in a 

question about Lipchitz and receive a reply from Jacques Lipchitz himself, taken from 

200 hours of film footage. Miami Herald art writer Griffin Smith, who had become a 

harsh critic of the MMAC, attacked the Lipchitz Sculpture Center as “low priority,” and 

objected to the organization’s undisguised motives. She wrote that the MMAC “is a 

private organization. . . . There is no connection with the proposed new downtown 

museum except the financially troubled Metropolitan’s desire to control the new county-

funded facility.” Smith contended that the downtown museum faced real urban outreach 
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needs while a study collection of a single artist was more appropriate at the Biltmore, 

which was close to University of Miami and its scholars.38 

A major effort to raise funds for a Jacques Lipchitz Sculpture Center was then 

initiated by a special committee of MMAC, including co-chairs Martin Z. Margulies and 

Richard J. Haft, and members Norman Braman, B. Landon, and Norman Blankman. The 

special committee planned to raise, for example, $100,000 in six months to pay for the 

casting of a ten-foot bronze sculpture, “Tree of Life,” Lipchitz’s last work. Despite the 

collaborative fundraising effort, few of the things the Metropolitan Museum and Art 

Centers promised to Yulla materialized, and after attempting to cancel a contract, she 

filed a lawsuit for the return of the plaster sculptures. The MMAC had accumulated 

heavy expenses from the storage and shipment of the works. With $1,500 a month in 

storage and insurance fees plus $15,000 for shipping the sculptures from Italy, $80,000 of 

the $105,000 that had been raised for the Lipchitz center had been spent.39 Besides the 

financial difficulties, the problems concerning the donations caused embarrassment to the 

Metropolitan, especially to the members who had pledged funds and had solicited funds 

from others.40 

This episode exhibits the Metropolitan’s misunderstanding of the role of a county 

museum, as Griffin Smith pointed out. The trustees of the Metropolitan, acknowledging 

the need for a strong art collection, did not see that an unwieldy collection of 200 

plasters, all permanently displayed, would not leave room for much else in the new 

museum.  

                                                

38. Griffin Smith, “Lipchitz Center: Why the County?” Miami Herald, November 7, 1976, 2H. 
39. Carter, 54. 
40. Richard J. Haft to Arnold Lehman, November 30, 1978, Metropolitan Museum and Art Center, 

Box 13, Special Collections & University Archives, Green Library, Florida International University. 



 131 

Branch museums 

Joe Harrison, president of the MMAC, was candid about the center’s intentions. 

“We definitely would like to be the new county museum,” Harrison said, adding, “We 

already are from a geographic point of view,” referring to the museum’s attempts to 

branch out and establish regional outposts in North Miami and Miami Beach. For 

instance, the Metropolitan collaborated with Lou Anne Colodny and Peggy Hurst of the 

Society of the Arts in North Miami to open a branch in a former Water Department 

building as the “Metropolitan Museum and Art Center North Miami Branch.”41 This 

facility was so successful in invigorating its neighboring community that the City of 

North Miami and Colodny received the Governor’s Awards for the Arts in 1976. Around 

the same time, Harrison negotiated with the Bass Museum of Art to take control of the 

troubled museum. The trustees of the Bass voted to enter into a management services 

contract with the MMAC. Arnold Lehman, its director, claimed, “…under the guidance 

and control of the board of trustees of the Bass Museum, we will now be able to bring an 

enrichment in the visual arts to the people of Miami Beach, which they so much 

deserve.” Despite the interest by the Bass trustees, negotiations fell through.42 By 1978, 

in addition to the North Miami branch, the MMAC would operate a Miami Beach branch 

on Pine Tree Drive, further spreading its influence throughout the county. 

While the public was not aware of the MMAC’s dealings in attempting to become 

the new museum, its renaming promoted the misconception that the organization was part 
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of the county’s museum system. During negotiations, for example, the Bass Museum was 

seen by the Miami News as getting a “helping hand from the county.”43 The error was 

swiftly corrected by Griffin Smith of the Miami Herald, who wrote,  

Despite its name, the Metropolitan Museum and Art Center is a private 
organization. . . . There is no connection with the proposed new downtown 
museum except the financially troubled Metropolitan’s desire to control 
the new county-funded facility.44 
 

By renaming itself, the MMAC hoped to identify with the county government.  Smith, 

who had previously been supportive of the Miami Art Center and had thought the 

organization would make an ideal nucleus for the new county museum, harshly criticized 

not only the renaming but also the move to the Biltmore. She called the new Metropolitan 

“the expensive plaything of amateurs,” and wrote that its insufficient exhibition program, 

“. . . if repeated, could spell the death of our fondest aspirations.”45 

 

Not to be outdone in efforts to spread countywide influence, the Lowe Art 

Museum also made efforts to establish branch museums. According to director John 

Baratte,  

Have the major center, but have small centers in the community, too, even 
if they have to be storefronts. . . . It brings about a coordinated system by 
which we’ll begin to intermingle as a community and then maybe a few 
years from now we can say we’ve got a personality that is whole for the 
city in which we live.46 
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In 1977, with the help of Miami Mayor Maurice Ferré and City Manager Joseph Glassie, 

Baratte worked to expand the museum’s activities to downtown, opening a branch in the 

1925 Art Deco Dallas Park Hotel, old Miami’s first luxury hotel and high-rise. For both 

the Metropolitan and the Lowe, older architecture imparted a sense of historical grandeur 

and therefore, of authority. It was around this time, too, that historic preservation 

movements were becoming more prominent. In 1976, as part of the federal Tax Reform 

Act, Congress provided tax incentives for rehabilitating older buildings. In Miami, the 

appreciation for Art Deco buildings was growing due to Barbara Capitman’s outspoken 

efforts to preserve and revive interest in the Art Deco buildings in Miami Beach.47 

Mayor Ferré’s and City Manager Glassie’s assistance in establishing a museum 

downtown pointed to fears that the new county museum would be located away from the 

city center in a fast-growing suburb, siphoning development and finances from the City 

of Miami. The idea that a county art facility could be established away from downtown 

indicated the increasing strength of the suburbs and the diminishing power of the City of 

Miami. Called the “Miami Center of the Lowe Art Museum,” exhibits of art works from 

the Lowe’s collection, lectures, concerts, arts and crafts demonstrations, and guided 

walking tours were planned in order to “take art appreciation out of the museum and into 

the neighborhoods.”48 

Almost as soon as the Miami Center of the Lowe Art Museum opened, however, 

the plaster and stucco facade of the old hotel began crumbling into the street, forcing the 

Lowe (as well as city offices and forty-five long-time tenants) to vacate. The Lowe’s 
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aspirations to operate a downtown branch disappeared with the bulldozing of the old 

hotel on January 22, 1978, while a crowd of five hundred people watched.49 

Conscious of the criticism that a county museum had to address the various 

communities within the county, efforts by the (now-called) Metropolitan Museum and 

Art Centers and the Lowe Art Museum attempted to create a countywide network of 

municipal branches with a central, flagship museum at its core. The idea to operate art 

centers to reach disparate areas of the county was, in some ways, appropriate for 

sprawling Dade County, but financially unfeasible. As organizations that had, through the 

years, worked in their communities and had offered valuable public services, they had a 

different relationship with the public than the Miami elite who would eventually develop 

the museum. 
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5  LOCATION: THE DOWNTOWN GOVERNMENT CENTER 
 

 While the newly self-anointed Metropolitan Museum and Art Center and the 

Lowe Art Museum challenged each other by spreading their operations throughout the 

county, plans for the new art museum was approached from another angle. The Dade 

County government, which had initiated the idea for the new art museum, began 

discussions on the matter of the museum’s location. For the county government, the new 

museum provided a way to represent Miami’s progress and cultural maturation, a part of 

its new image as an international center of banking and business. It was important, 

therefore, for the new museum to have a prominent civic location. Additionally, to satisfy 

the area’s leading industry, the museum would have to be located in a place easily 

accessible to tourists.  

At the same time, as a county-supported facility that received taxpayer dollars, the 

museum was obligated to serve the population of the entire county. In order to choose a 

site that reconciled the paradox that Allan Shulman observed of Miami as a “leisure city” 

and a “working city,”1 a central, accessible location would be needed. In sprawling, 

divided Dade County, however, notions of centrality and accessibility were challenged by 

a downtown that had never truly functioned as the heart of the county despite continual 

efforts to strengthen it.  
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Downtown Miami was an obvious choice for a centralized location, since art 

museums across the country were featured in downtown revitalization plans. One of the 

problems with Miami’s downtown was its inaccessibility from the suburbs, which 

contained many underrepresented racial and ethnic minority groups. A mass transit 

system was being planned as a result of the Decade of Progress bonds, but years of 

suburban development had created well-established pockets of dense residential and 

commercial areas outside the city center. The issues raised in determining a suitable 

location for the new museum were indicative of the planning problems facing Dade 

County. Downtown would come to be seen as the project of the “native” Miamians—the 

“Anglo” businessmen who controlled local politics. The process of choosing a site for the 

new museum would continue to 1976 and would involve the input of consultants, art 

professionals and art supporters, but it would ultimately be determined by politicians and 

the business community, with little voice being given to the various publics of the county.  

 

Philip Johnson on location 

 According to the Decade of Progress bonds, the art museum would be located at 

the Vizcaya complex. A report issued by the Dade County Planning Department shortly 

after the bond passage, however, recommended halting new construction at Vizcaya until 

a detailed master plan could be prepared.2 

Recall architect Philip Johnson’s visit to Miami in 1973 (Chapter 4). Johnson, 

who had suggested the construction of a multi-arts cultural center rather than a stand-

alone museum, supported the Planning Department’s recommendation to not construct an 
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art museum at Vizcaya. He had toured Miami to assess several potential art museum sites 

at the invitation of Dade County Mayor Jack Orr. After visiting Vizcaya, Johnson 

claimed that a new, modernized building would disturb the unique character of the estate. 

“Nowhere else in the United States is there preserved an example of this kind of life that 

is so well designed and so beautifully maintained,” he rhapsodized, claiming that 

Vizcaya’s fragile ecology of mangrove hammocks would be spoiled by new construction. 

During his twenty-four-hour visit, Johnson (who, as previously noted, would be 

commissioned to design the art museum building several years later) toured not only 

Vizcaya but also the marina complex Dinner Key, Watson Island in Biscayne Bay, and a 

downtown site at the corner of Seventh Street and Brickell Avenue. Upon viewing Miami 

from a helicopter, he claimed that Miami was “a water city, and any cultural institution, 

especially for the arts, should have closeness to the water.” He was the most enthusiastic 

about building a cultural center on Watson Island, an undeveloped 102-acre island in 

Biscayne Bay that easily connected to the mainland and South Beach by MacArthur 

Causeway. To Johnson, one of the island’s advantages was its visual accessibility from 

the city center, from where it could reveal itself as a symbol of culture in Miami. “In my 

opinion,” Johnson said, “[Watson Island] is the finest site for a cultural center in any city 

I am familiar with. A center here would change one’s total mental picture of Miami and 

make a permanent focal point, to say the very least, for your visitors.”3 Johnson may have 

had in mind a distinctive design for a cultural center along the lines of the Sydney Opera 
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House which was opening that year and, despite its numerous construction delays, 

transformed the cultural image of Sydney and of Australia. 

Watson Island also had the advantage of being close to the central business 

district, because, as Johnson said, “. . . art centers, to generate enough traffic to be useful 

to the majority of the citizens, must be located near the center. Suburban or remote art 

centers tend to become precious showcases empty of people.”4 Johnson’s concept of 

downtown, however, did little to match the reality of Miami’s central business district, 

which was run-down and empty of visitors. The promise of future development, 

exemplified by construction projects and plans to revitalize the area, may have convinced 

him that downtown would one day teem with activity. As such, he gave little 

consideration to the downtown site at Seventh and Brickell, which was not on the water’s 

edge and would most likely be in the shadow of future construction. 

Johnson, who “didn’t like long, drawn-out studies, but . . . preferred initial 

impressions,”5 concurred, perhaps unknowingly, with the main concept behind two major 

urban plans of the 1960s, the Magic City Center Plan for Action (1960) and the Doxiadis 

Plan (1966-68), both of which had sought to identify Miami with the bay and had 

proposed to create a closer relationship between downtown and the waterfront. 

Accordingly, both of these plans had envisioned an art museum on the water. The first, 

the Magic City Center Plan, had been the result of a joint study of the central business 

district by various departments of Dade County and the City of Miami, including 

engineering, traffic and transportation, planning, and zoning. The study addressed 
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downtown’s postwar stagnation, characterized by traffic congestion and declining 

property values, which posed “a most serious threat to the well-being of the entire Dade 

County Metropolitan Area,”6 and which therefore necessitated an all-out effort by both 

public and private interests to revitalize the area. “The cheap unattractive appearance of 

downtown is literally driving people away,”7 the study cautioned, referring to the people 

it wanted most to attract—tourists and middle- and upper-class shoppers.  

The Magic City Plan recognized the scattering of museums and theatres in Coral 

Gables, Coconut Grove, and Miami Beach, but noted that there was no centralized 

cultural facility in the county. One way in which downtown could regain prestige was by 

building an attractive cultural and trade center on the water, at the Port of Miami. It 

would be built around a lagoon that would connect with Biscayne Bay. A group of 

buildings, including an art museum and a music hall, would be clustered around a large, 

circular public plaza.8 Although the Magic City Plan directed downtown development 

from 1960 to 1966, support for it languished and the “decided honky-tonk appearance”9 

of downtown remained.  

In 1966, the Downtown Development Authority, established in 1965 to revitalize 

a still decaying downtown, commissioned the internationally renowned urban planner 

Constantinos Doxiadis to develop a new master plan for the central business district. The 

hiring of Doxiadis (for $205,000, a large sum), whose influence was acknowledged in 
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Time magazine, pointed to the high aspirations of Miami leaders.10 In keeping with the 

image of Miami as a place of recreation, his plan focused on the beautification of 

Bayfront Park and Biscayne Bay, and proposed to infuse the area with new residential 

buildings and new businesses.11 

The Downtown Development Authority’s concern that there were few cultural 

activities to “provide Downtown with the image of the cultural and social hub of the 

metropolitan area”12 was answered by Doxiadis’s adaptation of the Magic City Plan’s 

ideas for a convention and cultural center on the water. “There is need for cultural 

facilities which by location and design can help to encourage direct participation in arts, 

music and drama,” he wrote.13 He noted that, besides Coconut Grove and Coral Gables 

and to some extent Miami Beach, most of the metropolitan area lacked art exhibition 

facilities. Another instance in which Bernard Davis’s Miami Museum of Modern Art 

(Miami MOMA) would make an appearance in plans to create a large, important 

museum, Doxiadis claimed that Miami MOMA was the only museum “to be seriously 

considered as the nucleus for a new museum in downtown Miami. ” In order to “enhance 

its usefulness and utilization,” the museum should relocate to the new Bayfront Park 

location. An originally designed, three-level museum building was to function as “an 

aesthetic landmark,” and would provide a home for permanent and special exhibitions.14 
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Sculpture gardens would provide public spaces. An estimated 75,000 square feet would 

be built for exhibition spaces, offices, and storage.15 

Doxiadis’s plan to place the convention and cultural center in Bayfront Park 

meant that 365 feet of Biscayne Bay’s shore would have to be filled out, a plan supported 

by the Downtown Development Authority but strongly opposed by others. In particular, 

attorney Dan Paul advocated for a site at the foot of MacArthur Causeway, a property 

bought by the State Road Department for the eastern terminus of the East-West 

Expressway, as an alternative to the Doxiadis plan.16 Members of the South Florida 

Chapter of the American Institute of Architects also opposed the Bayfront Park site, 

adopting a resolution that would preserve the green areas of the park and would keep 

Biscayne Bay from being filled any further. Like the Magic City Plan, the Doxiadis Plan 

failed to press government officials and developers to take action. Amidst controversies, 

support for the proposal deteriorated.17 

 

Watson Island 

Like the Magic City Plan and the Doxiadis Plan had before him, Philip Johnson 

recommended placing an art museum on the bay, supporting the concept of Miami as a 

city of leisure characterized by its unique natural beauty. County Mayor Orr supported 

Johnson’s idea, but was even more intent to develop a comprehensive, centralized 

cultural center. Orr wanted to move the art museum, the Museum of Science, the main 

library, a historical museum, and eventually, a Miami Philharmonic and opera concert 
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hall to Watson Island. While the Miami Art Center (which at this time was being 

considered as the basis for the county art museum) and the historical association were 

eager to be involved in the plan, opposition came from the Museum of Science, which 

preferred to remain in its present place near Vizcaya, and from the Dade County Library, 

which had planned to relocate from its Bayfront Park location to the proposed Downtown 

Government Center. Additionally, the Greater Miami Chamber of Commerce objected to 

the Watson Island location, arguing that the cultural center should be built downtown 

where it could stimulate development in the area. Not surprisingly, City of Miami Beach 

officials were enthusiastic about the plan because of Watson Island’s proximity to their 

city.18 

 

The Malt Report 

It became clearer, however, that the issue of location encompassed more than the 

aesthetics of the site. Harold Lewis Malt Associates, the consulting firm of the urban 

planning professor from the University of Miami, had been hired by the Dade County 

Commission in 1974 to do a complete study of the proposed art museum (see Chapter 4). 

Malt’s findings, reported in a 108-page book and released in 1975, made comprehensive 

assessments concerning the location, finances, governance, potential users, the museum’s 

program, the acquisition of the collection, and other factors.  

To conduct the study, Malt Associates consulted with national art professionals, 

including museum directors and curators19; local arts professionals20; and members of the 
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community affiliated with the arts. Additionally, in seeking community participation and 

input, Malt Associates and Dade County officials held a public meeting at the Dupont 

Plaza Hotel in December 1974 to discuss the need for the art museum, suggestions for 

sites, and proposed museum activities. More than 250 people attended—including 

museum professionals, museum supporters, artists, educators, donors, members of the 

business community, and county officials—and more than forty organizations were 

represented. Clearly, the proposed art museum had great significance to the community, 

and for various reasons. Organizations not connected to the visual arts, such as the 

Greater Miami Philharmonic Society and the Museum of Science attended, perhaps out 

of interest in how the county would provide support to the new art museum. Racial and 

ethnic minorities were also represented; the Cuban Museum of Art and Culture and the 

Miami Black Arts Workshop, for example, were among the attendees. Representatives 

from the Lowe Art Museum and the Metropolitan Museum and Art Center were also 

present—in order to voice their opposition.  

To Malt, the important questions were “Who will be the audience? What publics 

will be served by the museum?”21 Acknowledging that the museum’s location related to 

the potential users of the museum, he concluded that, in order to justify county support of 

the museum, the facility had to be accessible to as many county residents as possible. 
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Noting that existing art organizations primarily drew from “the culturally advantaged, . . . 

their impact on the community at large is limited.” He concluded that the new museum 

should “attract a much broader group of local users and participants, including Black and 

Latin, and substantial visitation by tourists.”22 

The report formulated goals, “which the citizens of Metropolitan Dade County 

seek to achieve through the establishment and support of the type of museum under 

consideration,” to guide the study: 

1. To provide for those who live in or visit Dade County, experiences in 
the visual arts on a level of excellence appropriate to a metropolitan city… 
 
2. To provide an inspiration to the people of Dade County to preserve and 
develop their cultural heritage and to maintain a visual symbol of what is 
outstanding in civilized metropolitan life… 
 
3. To provide a setting and an environment which will serve as an 
incentive to those who have acquired important fine art collections to 
make those collections available to the people… 
 
4. To develop a basis for financing a county art museum which will 
preserve a proper balance between public and private support, which will 
provide sufficient funds for elegance, but no extravagance, and which will 
assure a balance between capital and operating expenditures.23 
 
In order to counteract the competition between organizations and to serve 

communities throughout the vast county, Malt recommended the formation of a “Dade 

County Art Confederation,” in which the new art museum would become the central 

facility and would take in associate organizations. These associates would maintain 

autonomy but use the central facility for services that community art centers and 

museums would not be able to provide. This idea was modeled on the acclaimed Virginia 

Museum of Fine Arts whose thirty affiliate organizations drew upon the central museum 
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for exhibitions and assistance (Virginia Museum director Brown was one of those 

consulted for the Malt study). According to the Confederation idea, membership and 

fundraising efforts could be coordinated, collections could be rotated, exhibitions could 

be shared; in general, cooperation would exist between institutions.  

The Malt Report is significant for several reasons. One, it makes a concerted 

attempt to understand the various potential users of the museum. By attempting to 

pinpoint, for example, whether a possible site was close to public transportation, the 

study made clear that the practical realities of visiting the museum were important and 

that it was necessary to consider visitors’ needs. In contrast, Philip Johnson’s cursory 

assessment of possible sites had not considered audiences except in the abstract. Two, the 

study consulted art professionals, both national and local, to determine the concerns of 

area art organizations (such as the Lowe Art Museum and the Metropolitan Museum and 

Art Center) and requirements for the new museum. By balancing local concerns with 

national standards, Malt was able to recommend solutions to problems of funding, 

governance, location, and facility requirements.  

Malt’s general conclusion was that, given the dispersal of resident and school 

populations throughout the county, one central facility was needed but that museum 

extension programs might service the various neighborhoods.  

 

Malt on the art museum’s location 

Noting that the resident population was heavy throughout the county, the Malt 

report recommended, “This makes it important, from the standpoint of accessibility, for a 
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museum to be centrally located, . . . “24 In conducting feasibility studies of various sites, 

Malt and his associates limited potential sites to the “Central Sector of the County,” 

which included downtown Miami, Coral Gables, and Dadeland (an edge city containing 

the neighborhoods of Kendall and Pinecrest) in order find a site most accessible to the 

largest number of people living in the county. The Central Sector also contained Miami 

International Airport and Dodge Island Port, an important consideration given the 

significance of tourism to South Florida.  

Malt’s report assessed seven sites that had “merit and staunch supporters in the 

community,”25 including four on waterfronts—Watson Island, Bayfront Park, 

Bicentennial Park, and Margaret Pace Park—as well as the proposed Downtown 

Government Center, the Biltmore Country Club (for the sake of the new Metropolitan 

Museum and Art Center), and a Biscayne Boulevard location somewhat close to the 

water. For Malt, the ideal site would not only be located downtown at the city’s edge on 

the water, but would also be publicly owned and available for use, be in a spacious, park-

like setting, and be convenient to tourists and the majority of county residents. In its 

assessment of potential sites, the Biltmore was considered to be inappropriate because of 

its inaccessibility and the upscale neighborhood of Coral Gables because it had long 

fought against the development of public transportation and thus was unlikely to be 

accessible to tourists or to regional residents. Malt recommended, in order of preference, 

Bicentennial Park, Margaret Pace Park, and then Watson Island, reiterating the opinions 

of past urban planners to locate an art museum on the waterfront.  
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Overtown and downtown 

The racial and ethnic minority populations of Dade County, including significant 

numbers of blacks, Cubans, and other groups, were not consulted or considered much in 

the formation of the new art museum. This failure to include minorities in planning was 

the result of a long history in Dade County in which the needs of minority groups had 

been ignored. According to urban historian Raymond Mohl, this “hidden history” was 

concealed behind Miami’s public image of perpetual sunshine and sandy beaches.26 The 

following discussion about blacks, who historically lived on the edge of downtown, 

illustrates the importance of downtown to businesspeople and politicians throughout 

Miami’s history, a factor that would be important when considering the location of the 

new museum.  

Throughout the county’s history, the growth of sprawl had followed racial lines. 

According to urban historian Raymond Mohl, New Deal-era policies to segregate housing 

and neighborhoods were implemented in Miami starting in the 1930s in what were the 

first housing projects in the South.27 The white civic elite at the time wanted to expand 

the boundaries of Miami’s downtown business district, but the black neighborhoods of 

Overtown, known then as “Colored Town,” encroached upon this expansion. Because of 

local racial zoning laws, blacks were heavily concentrated in Overtown, which abutted 

downtown to the north and west of the central business district. In 1933, Franklin D. 

Roosevelt authorized the construction of the first housing project in the South, Liberty 
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City (originally named Liberty Square). In a move supported by some of Miami’s black 

leaders in order to improve living conditions, part of Overtown was moved from 

downtown’s edge to Liberty City, which was in an area of the city six miles from 

downtown. In 1937, George Merrick, chairman of the Dade County Planning Board, 

proposed a “complete slum clearance effectively removing every negro family from the 

present city limits” in order to achieve the goals of the planning board, which aimed to 

develop the downtown area.28 Merrick, praised as the developer of Coral Gables and the 

founder of the University of Miami, continued to promote the image of Miami as a place 

for tourists and white, middle-class residents at the cost of dislocating black families.  

Despite Merrick’s proposal and others to create a “new negro village,”29 plans to 

totally eliminate Overtown in order to create an expanded downtown were unsuccessful 

throughout the 1930s and 1940s. By the 1950s, Overtown was not only a thriving 

neighborhood but was considered to be the “Harlem of the South,” emerging as one of 

the centers of jazz and rhythm and blues music in America. It was a second home to 

many famous black entertainers and athletes such as Cab Calloway, Lena Horne, James 

Brown, Aretha Franklin, Sam Cooke, Joe Lewis, and Mohammed Ali.30 

But, similar to many “blighted” areas in the inner cities throughout America, 

Overtown would be destroyed in an attempt to expand downtown and to make it more 

accessible to suburbanites. In the late 1950s, the program to construct I-95, the federal 

interstate highway, was perceived by Miami’s white leadership as a building project that 
                                                

28. George E. Merrick, Planning the Greater Miami for Tomorrow (Miami, 1937), 11, quoted in 
Mohl, “Whitening Miami,” 323. 

29. Miami Herald, April 5, 1945; Dade County Planning Board Minutes, August 27, 1936, Box 2, 
George E. Merrick Papers, HistoryMiami Archives and Research Center. 

30. C.W. Griffin, “Overtown: A Musical Heyday Recalled,” video documentary, 2008, 
http://overtownmusicproject.org/videos/overtown-in-its-heydey; see also the Overtown Music Project 
website, http://overtownmusicproject.org 
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could not only revitalize the central business district and allow for future development 

but also provide a new opportunity to raze Overtown.31 In fact, the 1956 expressway 

plan, backed by the Chamber of Commerce, routed it straight through Overtown. I-95 

was completed in the mid-1960s, tearing through the center of the neighborhood and 

eliminating its bustling business and cultural center. The interchange between I-95 and I-

395, for example, destroyed a twenty square block of land and housing for approximately 

ten thousand people. An example of the failure of the Miami civic leadership to treat 

blacks and black heritage with decency, the thriving neighborhood was eliminated in 

order to make way for a highway leading to an expanded downtown, part of a decades-

long attempt to invigorate a weak central area. Along with the destruction of Overtown 

went its vital music scene. Meanwhile, the Liberty City housing project became a fast-

growing, sprawling, fifteen-square mile black ghetto, fed by the displacement of 

Overtown residents.  

In 1968, violent rioting broke out in Liberty City on the eve of the Republican 

national convention held in Miami Beach. Although the riot began during a civil rights 

rally protesting Republican Party racial policies, the Miami Times claimed that, “The riot 

last week came as no surprise to us. It should have not surprised any of you either, if you 

had only looked around you and seen the results of social injustice and inequality, surely 

you would have seen the disturbance coming.”32 While Miami Beach had always 

welcomed celebrities to its hotels and nightclubs, until 1965 a City ordinance allowed 

blacks to work in Miami Beach but prohibited them from staying overnight. Famous 

                                                

31. Mohl, “Shadows in the Sunshine,” 72-3. 
32. Miami Times, August 16, 1968. On the 1968 riot, see Raymond A. Mohl, “The Settlement of 

Blacks in South Florida,” in Thomas D. Boswell, ed., South Florida: The Winds of Change (Miami: Annual 
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entertainers such as Ella Fitzgerald, Louis Armstrong, and Count Basie performed in the 

Miami Beach nightclubs but returned to Overtown after their gigs, entertaining black 

audiences well into the night in the neighborhood where they were allowed to sleep. The 

decades-long motivation to revitalize downtown was directly related to the poor 

treatment of blacks by white civic leaders, which destroyed the social fabric of Overtown 

along with its nationally recognized music scene. The downtown revitalization effort 

would also be a large consideration in the selection of a site for the new art museum. 

 

Racial and ethnic lines 

It has been agreed that no other event has dramatically affected the recent history 

of Miami as has Cuban immigration after 1960. Yet the role of Cubans and Latins, who 

comprised 23.6 percent of the total population in Dade County in 1970 (83 percent of 

whom were Cubans)33 in the founding of the Dade county art museum was minimal 

(discussed in Chapter 8). Latins resided throughout the county, in residential areas that 

tended to be confined according to race and ethnicity. During the 1960s and 1970s, the 

incoming Cuban population settled in what is known today as Little Havana (between 

Southwest Eighth Street and Flagler Street), where a small number of Cuban refugees 

already resided.34 The growing Cuban population spread to adjoining areas, to the west to 

West Miami and Sweetwater, to the east limited by the central business district, to the 

south by Coral Gables unless they were affluent enough to live there, and to the north by 

the black neighborhoods of Miami Springs and Hialeah. Hialeah, in particular, was an 

                                                

33. Thomas D. Boswell and James R. Curtis, “The Hispanization of Metropolitan Miami,” in Thomas 
Boswell, ed., South Florida, 140-143.  

34. Cuban refugees emigrated to Miami following the 1933 revolution in Cuba. 
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area that saw an explosion in its Cuban population—in 1960, it contained just about four 

percent of Hispanics; in 1970, Cubans constituted 42 percent of Hialeah’s population; 

and in 1980, Cubans were the overwhelming majority, accounting for 75 percent of the 

city’s residents.35 While the Latin population in Dade County was diverse in 1970, there 

was an overwhelming percentage of Cubans. Certain municipalities were known to be 

dominated by one race or ethnicity. In 1980, non-Latin whites were the main residents in 

the cities of Bal Harbor, Bay Harbor Islands, Miami Shores, and Surfside; blacks tended 

to reside in Opa-Locka and Florida City, as well as in Miami; Hispanics tended to live in 

Hialeah, Sweetwater, and Miami.36 

The City of Miami, where downtown, Little Havana, Overtown, and Liberty City 

were located, was predominantly non-white: 56 percent Hispanic, 24 percent black, and 

the remaining 20 percent white.37 With its largely non-white residential population, 

downtown was perceived to be overrun by immigrants who had “introduced poverty and 

crime” to a downtown that had once been “all quite unplanned and casual and lovely”38: 

Fidel Castro drove hundreds of thousands of people from Cuban, all of 
them awkwardly dislocated, many of them poor and jobless. The black 
urban presence increased greatly, as elsewhere. And as elsewhere, came 
the awful threat of crime in the streets. Almost overnight, pleasant Miami 
was being hailed as one of the most dangerous cities in America.39 
 
 

Downtown 

As early as June 1973, only several months after the Decade of Progress bond 

vote, County Manager Ray Goode questioned whether the art museum would not be 
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better suited to the proposed downtown Government Center (although this center had 

been denied the use of Decade of Progress bonds by voters), which might “hold promise 

for a direct relationship with new cultural facilities.”40 Goode had worked with influential 

businessmen such as Alvah Chapman and Harry Hood Bassett, major players in county 

capital improvement and downtown revitalization efforts, to bring about the Decade of 

Progress bond proposals. But despite key efforts of the past, downtown was an unlikely 

place to attract visitors, perceived as it was to be slum- and crime-ridden, dirty and 

depressed. Downtown had always competed with Miami Beach, which drew most of the 

tourism in the county with its hotels and flashy entertainment. “Historically, downtown 

Miami has been a footnote,” wrote architecture writer Beth Dunlop.41 Although 

downtown Miami seemed to follow the national pattern of failing downtowns, it was in 

even worse shape from never having developed the public spaces and cultural institutions 

that would contribute to a unique civic identity. For example, Miami’s City Hall had 

moved out of downtown in 1954 to Dinner Key in Coconut Creek, contributing to the 

opinion that downtown was not a place that even residents would go. As downtowns 

throughout America faced a similar plight resulting from exodus to the suburbs, art 

museums were featured in downtown revitalization in order to attract tourists and 

businesses.  

Starting in the early 1970s, a severe economic recession and a still-decaying 

downtown led to major efforts to create a new Miami, “the next super city of the 

                                                

40. R. Ray Goode to Arthur P. Smith, Jr., June 12, 1973, Vizcaya Old Files, Director’s Office, 
“Vizcaya—Planning—Consultants 1973,” Vizcaya Museum and Gardens Archives. 

41. Beth Dunlop, “A Big, Booming Jigsaw Puzzle: Downtown Miami Needs a Plan,” Miami Herald, 
January 25, 1981, 1L-2L. 
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world.”42 Key to these efforts was a new breed of business and civic elite that was not 

content with the laid-back attitude that characterized earlier leaders who simply “played 

golf, went fishing, and made money.”43 These new leaders, having relocated from 

elsewhere, transformed the “relatively narrow and ineffective traditional elite, akin to an 

old-boy network,” of the 1960s into a “still narrowly-based but effective, organized, 

corporate, modern elite.”44 

Led by Alvah Chapman, president of Knight Newspapers (owner of the Miami 

Herald), the business elite worked with politicians to revitalize downtown and to build 

Miami beyond its image as a tourist capital.45 Chapman, a Citadel-trained, World War II 

squadron commander in the Army Air Corps, “ran both the Herald’s parent Knight-

Ridder and the civic community of Greater Miami . . . ,” it was said.46 In 1968, he led the 

reorganization of the Chamber of Commerce and served as the new body’s first president, 

forming action groups that produced plans for the rapid transit system, Miami-Dade 

Community College, and other large capital plans that became the basis for the Decade of 

Progress bonds several years later. In 1971, Chapman and Harry Hood Bassett, Chairman 

of Southeast Banking Corporation,47 secretly organized an informal alliance of Miami’s 
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most powerful business, political, and civic leaders to develop a comprehensive plan for 

the city’s future.48 Informally called the “non-group” (so-called in order to not attract 

attention), the group of white corporate elites mapped out an extensive plan of private 

construction in the downtown area—hotels, residential and commercial buildings, a 

beautification program for the waterfront, and a comprehensive government center 

including state, county, and local offices. The Non-Group sought to revive downtown not 

only for tourists and the rich but also for racial and ethnic groups and for the elderly. The 

Miami-Dade Community College campus would be built near Overtown, offering 

educational opportunities to blacks and the growing immigrant population of Miami. 

Next to the college, a new public housing building serving the elderly was constructed. 

Chapman boasted that the Non-Group was so powerful that he once raised $3.5 million 

for a redevelopment project in Liberty City in seven phone calls.49 The group became less 

of a secret with investigative reporting by the Miami Herald starting in 1976.50 

The Non-Group included bankers, developers, corporate leaders such as the 

former astronaut and chairman of Eastern Airlines Frank Borman,51 businessmen such as 

Hank Meyer, whose public relations firm had persuaded Jackie Gleason to move his TV 

show from New York to Miami Beach, and lawyers Bob Traurig and Martin Fine.52 

Slowly, Latinos became part of the elite. One of the first Latinos in the Non-Group was 
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Armando Codina, a Cuban exile who had arrived in the United States at the age of 

fourteen in 1962.53 He would become a member of the first Board of Trustees of the 

Center for the Fine Arts. Codina had grown up in New York, outside of the Miami Cuban 

enclave. By 1980 he owned one of Miami’s biggest real estate companies and later 

became the first Latino to chair the Miami Chamber of Commerce. The Non-Group also 

included Maurice Ferré, the first Hispanic mayor of the City of Miami, who had been 

born in Puerto Rico but grew up in Miami. These Latino leaders used their experiences of 

not growing up in the Cuban enclave to create bridges between Latinos and Anglos. 

Besides Chapman, nationally prominent attorney William Colson, the president of 

the Downtown Development Authority (and, later, a trustee of the Center for the Fine 

Arts), was credited as being a major catalyst in downtown’s revitalization. Colson had 

gained a reputation for community service, for example, in his effort to gain federal 

funding for Miami-Dade Community College. He notably claimed, “Miami had its birth 

in this century. It suffered its growing pains in this century and it will reach stardom in 

this century.”54 

 

Downtown Government Center and the art museum 

The idea of a government center in downtown, in which county, state, and city 

government offices would be in one place, had been recommended by both the 1960 

Magic City Center Plan and the 1968 Doxiadis Plan. One of the projects of the Chamber 

of Commerce and the Non-Group was to actualize Doxiadis’s concept of the downtown 
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government center, which became part of Proposal Six of the Decade of Progress bonds. 

In 1972, voters rejected that $70.9 million Decade of Progress proposal for public 

buildings, including $30 million for a new courthouse building to replace the old one and 

a comprehensive county, state, and city office building. The rejection of the proposal 

reflected the disconnect that citizens throughout the sprawling county felt towards 

downtown, suggesting the emergence of a new politics that took attention away from 

downtown. 

Earlier in 1972, the Coral Gables firm of Connell, Pierce, Garland, and Friedman 

had been commissioned to create a master plan that included a Downtown Government 

Center (DGC) as suggested by Doxiadis. Commissioned by the Downtown Miami-Dade 

Government Center Policy Committee, a joint committee of the county, state, and city, 

Connell, Pierce, et al issued an “Interim Master Plan” in 1973, “Milestone Report One” 

in 1975, “Milestone Report Two” in January 1976, and the final “Master Plan” in May 

1976.  The last two were completed in conjunction with the firm Connell Metcalf & 

Eddy.55 The Master Plan featured easy access to rapid transit and an elevated people 

mover system that would connect the DGC buildings; these and a pedestrian quarter to 

which traffic would be closed. The DGC was envisaged as a thirty-nine-acre environment 

integrating government offices and civic amenities, becoming “a landmark and a major 

determinant of the new Miami Skyline.” The DGC was designed so that from any form of 

transportation that would pass by it, the public would be awestruck by the extraordinary 

vistas created by the buildings of the DGC. 

Driving on I-95, the motorist will get a spectacular vista of the DGC with 
the County tower serving as the focal point. Patrons on the proposed east-
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west transit line will be provided with an equally dramatic view of the 
DGC as the train curves down into the DGC station. Similarly, north-south 
transit patrons will get a spectacular view of downtown Miami, 
accentuated by the DGC buildings.56 
 
Besides providing efficient and functional services, the DGC had larger, more 

representative purposes—to “create a symbolic public center in downtown”57 and a 

source of pride for Dade County citizens.58 One way in which to achieve this was to place 

the art museum within the new scheme (see Figure 1). 

By placing the new art museum and county library together in the DGC, they 

would “form a unified downtown cultural center. . .”59 The study claimed that “although 

(the art museum) facility would be an asset in any one of numerous locations in the 

County, it is particularly beneficial to the vitality of downtown Miami.” Symbolizing the 

unification of county, state, and municipal government, along with business, culture, and 

education that exists for the civic good, the DGC expressed the ideology of the new 

Miami. The articulation of power in the DGC included a concept of art that was still 

undetermined. The art museum in this Master Plan was an ideal, developed from an 

alliance of government and private business interests, and intended to function as a 

symbol of culture.  

 

Consultants over the years had recommended placing an art museum by the water; 

museum professionals in Miami had attempted to reach diverse audiences with art centers 

and branch museums; Vizcaya had been the original site of the new museum because of 
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its existing relationship with the county. However, given the powerful civic leaders who 

created the plan for the Downtown Government Center, the inevitable site of the new 

museum was exactly where Connell Metcalf & Eddy had drawn it in the Master Plan.  

In June 1976, the County Commission authorized the sale of Decade of Progress 

Bonds for the construction of a County Art Museum to be located in the Downtown 

Government Center60, after almost four years and contentious planning discussions that 

had nearly threatened to derail all efforts to create a new museum.  
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6  THE MUSEUM’S ARCHITECTURE: THE IMAGE OF MIAMI 
 

With the downtown location chosen, the next–– and most lively and public–– 

debates would be about the architecture of the new art museum. As the symbol of culture 

in the civic life of the county, how would its architecture identify Miami in its starring 

role as “The New World Center”? Supporters would want this utopian-sounding, new 

Miami to incorporate the image of tropical leisure, international business, and culture into 

the art museum building, which would set the aesthetic tone of the Downtown 

Government Center.  

In the mid-1970s, new art museum buildings opened conspicuously throughout 

America, bringing attention to culture in metropolitan areas outside of major cities. This 

new attention signified the beginnings of a shift of the cultural capital of America from 

New York to other cities and the growing importance of regional areas as cultural 

destinations. Even in “Cow Town”—Fort Worth, Texas, a place known for its stock 

shows and rodeo—the new Kimbell Art Museum (1972), designed by Louis Kahn, was 

considered to have been partly responsible for dispersing the seat of serious culture from 

New York to remote parts of the country. In accordance with this trend, Miami’s new art 

museum building, the first county-funded building in the Downtown Government Center, 

would set the tone for the entire area; with its design, Miami would be propelled onto the 

world stage as the “New World Center.” 
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The controversy over how this image would be conveyed revealed small-town 

insecurities and Miami’s desire to be pushed into its new role in part through its 

architecture. The debates would also extend beyond Miami as the international 

architectural community made its assessments about the design. The architecture of the 

new art museum signified an awkward turning point in the shift from modernist to 

postmodernist approaches to architecture, prompting both praise and criticism. Across 

America, buildings designed by big-name architects were garnering attention and were 

being credited with regenerating cities, influencing the museum building committee to 

choose a celebrated, out-of-town architect. Miami was to receive attention for 

commissioning an internationally famous architect to design a major building, although 

not in the way it had hoped.  

 

Request for proposals 

The art museum was to be part of a “cultural ensemble” that also included the 

public library and the historical museum (which had joined the ensemble by this time). 

Although the three buildings would be designed together in a comprehensive plan, the art 

museum building attracted the most attention even before it was designed.  

[The art museum building] should play an important role in establishing a 
standard of excellence in architectural terms, worthy of its name and 
purpose . . . Furthermore, the new Dade County Museum should be a 
valuable addition to the lengthening list of American Museums which are 
highly functional works of art in themselves as examples of great 
contemporary architecture.”1 
 

                                                

1. Dade County Manager’s Office, “Request for Proposal: Urban Library–Museum Complex,” 
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Art museums across America, transformed cities into cultural destinations through their 

distinctive architecture.2 In Miami, there was little original architectural precedence for 

art museum architecture. One building constructed for the purpose of being a space for 

art was the University of Miami’s Lowe Art Gallery building (designed by Robert Little, 

1952). It was modern in design and modest, having been designed and constructed for a 

mere $150,000. Architectural Forum praised the new gallery building for its “shrewd 

informality, in span it is clear, without columns . . . ”3 The Miami Museum of Modern 

Art was located in a private home; the Bass Museum had repurposed the Art Deco, 

Russell Pancoast-designed Miami Beach Public Library and Art Center; and the 

Metropolitan Museum and Art Centers was renovating the Biltmore Country Club, 

originally designed by Leonard Schultze and S. Fullerton Weaver, known for their 

designs of luxury hotels in the 1920s and 30s. 

The new art museum, in contrast, was to be designed according to its needs and 

the role it would play within the county. The Ad Hoc Museum Committee of the newly 

formed Dade County Council of Arts and Sciences (see Chapter 7) reiterated the points 

made in the Malt Associates’ report with respect to the initial purpose of museum to only 

display temporary exhibitions, but also added that the design of the art museum, science 

museum, and library “should be unified in design.”4 In October 1976, the office of 

Special Assistant to the County Manager Dennis Carter issued a request for proposals for 

the “Urban Library – Museum Complex,” the first county-funded construction in the 

Downtown Government Center. The $14.25-million art museum, library, and historical 
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museum complex was to be located on approximately 3.3 acres on Flagler Street and 

Northwest First Avenue, as determined in the Downtown Government Center Master 

Plan. The largest building would be the library, roughly 225,000 square feet, with a 

construction cost of approximately $11 million. The museums would each be 

approximately 35,000 square feet for a combined cost of $3.25 million. All three 

institutions would have to be designed for future expansion.  

The Request for Proposals articulated the seriousness of the county’s intent with 

the art museum design. In borrowing language from the Malt report, it was envisaged that 

it “should provide experiences in the visual arts on a level of excellence appropriate to a 

metropolitan city. . . . ” The art museum design was seen as having “key leadership 

potential (that) is further enhanced by the physical location of the museum site within the 

larger complex.” Included in the Request for Proposals packet was a copy of Connell 

Metcalf & Eddy’s Downtown Government Center Master Plan. The Master Plan 

proposed the “cultural ensemble” as a “pedestrian forecourt between Flagler Street and 

the government offices to the north.”5 (See Figure 2) 

Despite the importance purportedly given to the art museum design, the building 

was imagined as a 

“non-building” . . . that permits people to walk through it and over it to get 
to other destinations such as the various Government Center offices and 
the Library. The concept is similar to the design of Mall shopping centers, 
where smaller tenants are located along walking routes to major 
department stores, which draw the most people.6 
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6. Ibid., 59. 
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The “non-building” described was hardly the image of cultural authority. The art museum 

was “not expected to attract as many visitors as the Government Center offices or even 

the Library,”7 and therefore, was not given much space or importance (see Figure 3).  

Contradicting the importance Malt had expected of the art museum, Connell Metcalf’s 

proposal relegated it to the role of an insignificant shop on the way to something more 

vital. By comparing the Downtown Government Center to a shopping mall, it is apparent 

that planners had conceived of the area as an attraction and entertainment, and at the 

same time, a controlled space designed to inspire awe at the Government Center  

buildings. Visitors would enter the plaza on the Southwest corner of Flagler Street via a 

long ramp.  

Access to the controlled urban space connecting Flagler Street and the 
government buildings originates at the southwest Courthouse corner on 
Flagler Street. The axis shifts diagonally northward at approximately 45 
degrees through the use of a gradual ramp, slopes up, and terminates at the 
raised plaza level. The arriving pedestrian is presented with a vista of the 
Government Center buildings to the north, access to the Library and entry 
into the Art Museum. . . .8 
 

By raising the plaza level, visitors arriving from a People Mover would easily be dropped 

off or would board it to go to other buildings in the Downtown Center.  

One of its essential design functions is to gradually raise the pedestrian 
level from existing street grade at Flagler Street to the proposed 20 foot 
People Mover level that interconnects with all the government functions to 
the north. This raised pedestrian level will also allow pedestrians to safely 
cross over N.W. First Street, which is expected to carry relatively high 
future traffic volumes. . . .9 
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Visitors to the Art Museum would enter at the plaza, which was conceived as a large, 

amenable gathering place. By planning landscaping and fountains on the plaza, a 

simulacrum of a City Beautiful park was to function as the entrance to the museum.  

The Art Museum is planned to have its main public entrance on the raised 
plaza level. The main central Museum space is planned as a large urban 
plaza containing landscaping, fountains, public benches, and appropriate 
outdoor sculptures….Additionally, the Art Museum is expected to have 
several sculpture gardens that would contain permanent or changing 
displays of outdoor sculpture. . . .10 
 

Despite the raised plaza, service areas would have to be at street level.  

Service requirements for the Art Museum will be accommodated by a 
street level service court that would also be utilized by the new Main 
Library.11 
 
In keeping with the Malt Associates’ report, it was recommended that the art 

museum would open without a collection and would eventually expand roughly three 

times the original size in subsequent phases of construction. The plans accounted for a 

museum collection to develop at some point, so museum spaces such as storage and 

increased office spaces would become necessary. The raised, outdoor plaza was to play 

an important role in the community by being accessible all year round with a variety of 

related activities. The plaza would provide activities, food service, and a place for 

outdoor sculptures which would, in effect, extend the interior galleries to the outdoors.12 

To assure that the art museum would become a symbol of Miami’s cultural and 

civic importance on a national scale, attorney Dan Paul, a member of the Downtown 

Action Committee of the Greater Miami Chamber of Commerce, convinced the County 

Commission to amend an ordinance so that the design competition could be advertised 
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nationally. A wide range of architects could compete for the contract, a departure from 

the old practice of having applicants screened only by County employees, which tended 

to favor local architects. By opening up the process, the Commission was assured to 

receive national attention for the design.  

County Manager Merrett Stierheim named a seven-member citizens committee to 

review potential architects. On the committee were Tina Hills, chair of the Dade County 

Council of the Arts and Sciences; Arthur Rosenblatt, vice director of planning and 

architecture at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York; Randy Nimnicht, president 

of the South Florida Historical Association; Edward Sintz, director of Dade County’s 

Department of Libraries; Helen Muir, of the Library Advisory Board; attorney Dan Paul; 

and news anchorman Ralph Renick. The committee’s task was to recommend three firms 

to the county manager, who would choose one.13 

Public hearings to select an architect were held in March 1977. The eight finalists 

were actually combinations of firms that had formed according to a “Joint Agreement” in 

which a national firm, usually from New York or Chicago, teamed up with a Dade 

County one, although the national firm would get the design credit. The list of finalists 

sounded like a Who’s Who of American Architecture—I.M. Pei and Partners/Edward 

Durrell Stone, Jr. and Associates (as landscape architects); Edward Larabee Barnes; 

Skidmore Owings and Merrill; Johnson-Burgee Architects; Harry Weese and Associates; 

Sert, Jackson and Associates; Marcel Breuer and Associates; and Mitchell-Giurgola 

Architects. Meeting at the Dade Courthouse County Commission chambers, the architects 

each had an hour to describe their concepts (but not actual plans) for the complex. After 

                                                

13. “Metro Seeks Architect For Museum,” Miami Herald, February 6, 1977. 
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two days of these public hearings, the firm of Johnson-Burgee (Philip Johnson and John 

Burgee) who had teamed up with Connell Metcalf & Eddy, the Coral Gables firm that 

had written the Downtown Government Center Master Plan, was given most first place 

votes and selected to design the Cultural Center.14 

 

Philip Johnson, again 

Philip Johnson was the most recognizable of the team, and, as the designer, the 

face and spokesperson for the project. He was familiar to Miami public officials, too, 

having visited in 1973 to give advice on the new museum (see Chapter 3 and 4). Johnson 

was considered to be responsible for having introduced modernist architecture to 

America—he and Henry Russell-Hitchcock had organized the historic “Modern 

Architecture: International Exhibition” at the Museum of Modern Art in New York 

(1932) and had coined the term “International Style,” introducing an emerging 

architectural style and its architects such  as Le Corbusier, Walter Gropius, and Mies van 

der Rohe, to an American audience. Johnson had become director of the Department of 

Architecture at the Museum of Modern Art and was closely identified with the museum’s 

modernist program. Some of his most notable architectural design work included his 

residential Glass House in New Canaan, Connecticut (1947-49), and his work with Mies 

van der Rohe on the Seagram Building in New York (1954), both of which were hailed as 

apotheoses of modernist architecture in America. His art museum designs included the 

Amon Carter Museum (1961) Fort Worth, Sheldon Museum of Art in Lincoln, Nebraska 

                                                

14. Ellen Edwards, “Choosing Culture Center Architect Moving Step Ahead of Planning,” Miami 
Herald, March 10, 1977; Ellen Edwards, “Panel Endorses 3 Firms to Design Museum,” Miami Herald, 
March 20, 1977.  
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(1963), and the Art Museum of South Texas, located on Corpus Christi Bay, Texas 

(1972). His more recent work included Minneapolis’s IDS Center (Investors Diversified 

Services, 1972)15 and Houston’s Pennzoil Place (1975), towering glass and steel 

buildings so spectacular that County Manager Stierheim was convinced to award Johnson 

the contract.  

The selection committee was obviously impressed with Johnson’s ability to 

design a striking building but was perhaps even more taken by his growing reputation as 

an architect who could create prestige for cities, especially those just beginning to 

develop their identities. Johnson had been central in shaping Houston, having designed 

the first International Style building in that city, a residence for John and Dominique 

deMenil (1949) of the Menil Collection—one of the largest private art collections in the 

United States,16 along with much of the campus of the University of St. Thomas in 

Houston (beginning in 1954, where the deMenils were major benefactors). So influential 

was Johnson in bringing the International Style to Houston that he would be called the 

“Daddy” of the Houston skyline, punctuated with glass-and-steel rectangular modernist 

buildings.17 New York Times architecture critic Ada Louise Huxtable (who had been 

Johnson’s assistant at the Museum of Modern Art) admired Houston’s architecture such 

that she claimed the city to be “the city of the second half of the 20th century. . . . the 

American present and future.”18 With the design of Pennzoil Place, however, Johnson 

                                                

15. Today, IDS is Ameriprise Financial, Inc., a spin-off of the American Express Company. 
16. The collection was opened to the public in 1987 in a building designed by Renzo Piano. The 

Menil Collection is famous for its Rothko Chapel (opened 1971), featuring fourteen black paintings by 
Mark Rothko. Philip Johnson, the project’s first architect, clashed with Rothko and was subsequently 
replaced with Howard Barnstone and then Eugene Aubry.  

17. Nicholas Lemann, “The Architects,” Texas Monthly, April 1982, 147. 
18. Ada Louise Huxtable, “Deep in the Heart of Nowhere,” New York Times, February 15, 1976, D1, 

D36. 
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broke with the modernist tradition he had been so influential in bringing to the city. 

Huxtable praised Pennzoil Place for its iconoclastic design, a skyscraper with trapezoid-

shaped twin towers separated by a mere ten-foot-wide slit. 

Pennzoil Place was not just architecturally successful; “Houston’s Towering 

Achievement, ” was a “highly profitable investment” that “successfully marries the art of 

architecture and the business of investment construction—a union essential to the 

American economy and the urban environment.”19 The easily recognizable building had 

been commissioned by Houston real estate developer Gerald Hines, who claimed that the 

building’s unique design achieved an immediate status that translated to a long-term 

investment. Johnson had been known previously for his extravagantly designed 

architecture which he considered works of art rather than practical buildings. For 

Pennzoil Place, however, he worked closely with Pennzoil board chairman Hugh Liedtke, 

who made it clear that Pennzoil “didn’t want ‘just another building,’ particularly a 

modern wedding cake or a cigar box”20 and the pragmatic developer Hines, who 

persuaded Johnson to make the project low cost as well as fit into the requirements of the 

speculative office market. The partnership between the three would reflect the ambitions 

of Houston to be at the forefront of business, design, and culture.21 

 

Johnson’s design 

                                                

19. Ada Louise Huxtable, “Houston’s Towering Achievement,” New York Times, February 22, 1976, 
D1. 

20. Peter C. Papademetriou, “Pennzoil Place, Houston: Is ‘Wow!’ Enough?” Progressive Architecture 
58, no. 8 (August 1977): 66.  

21. See Larry Speck, “Pennzoil Place,” Landmarks of Texas Architecture (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 1986). 



 169 

With Johnson’s success in Houston and his partnership with the local firm 

obviously favored by Downtown Government Center planners, it is little wonder that he 

received the commission for Miami’s art museum. That building, which would establish 

“a standard of excellence in architectural terms,”22 would translate into dollars and 

international renown. Johnson raved, in his characteristically enthusiastic manner, that 

Miami’s Downtown Government Center plan was unique to America. Combining the 

cultural center, the government center, the central railway station, the rapid transit 

system, the courthouse, and the main shopping street, the plan was unparalleled as a 

tightly knit, comprehensive central city area. “ . . . There is no city in the world where 

that all happens in one place, and today our cities are in decline, . . . ” he said. “It’s like 

mixing Grand Central Station and Wall Street and Central Park and Fifth Avenue 

Shopping all in one place, and Miami is just the right size to do this.”23 The proposed 

Downtown Government Center represented several large future commissions (perhaps 

for Johnson) and promised to rival rapidly developing metropolitan areas such as 

Houston. Anticipation and eagerness greeted the choice of Johnson, whose ardent support 

for the county’s plans and his idea that Miami represented the future excited local civic 

leaders. 

But when he unveiled his proposal for the Cultural Complex a year later, in 

March 1978, Johnson shocked his Dade County sponsors. Instead of a sleek, 

sophisticated glass-and-steel structure that his reputation had promised, he proposed a 

loosely historical, Spanish-Italian-Mediterranean design, in a style he dubbed “Florida 

Regional.” Massive, nearly windowless walls of “keystone” coral rock surrounded a vast, 

                                                

22. County Manager’s Office, “Request for Proposal,” 10. 
23. Ellen Edwards, “Architect For the Arts,” Miami Herald, April 3, 1977, 1L, 2L. 
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central plaza that would occupy a block-long section on Flagler Street. The plaza, 

elevated fourteen feet above street level, was to resemble “an intimate Mediterranean 

town,” and would feature heavy landscaping, fountains, arcades, and benches. Johnson 

intended that the plaza would bustle with activity and function much like a square in a 

medieval town as the center of daily life. Squat, opaque-white buildings would flank the 

patterned, terracotta-tiled plaza—the large library on one side (large enough, it was 

pointed out, to house four simultaneous football games) and the art and history museums 

on the other side. Spanish barrel-tile roofs would be a “deep, rusty Moroccan brown.”24 

The outcry from local politicians was candid. “ . . . All Mr. Johnson’s schematic 

drawings needed,” said one County Commissioner, “was a camel.” Those who had 

expected “the graceful, the light, the airy and exciting in this cultural centerpiece of 

Miami’s future will be getting, instead, something resembling an Italian fortress.” 

Another County Commissioner remarked, “It wouldn’t even make a good motel.” 

Miami’s new image as the “New World Center” was being undermined—by a prominent 

outsider, no less. The perception of Miami as traditional and regional—in short, 

provincial—amounted to “an aesthetic slap in the face,” according to County 

Commissioner Harvey Ruvin. “It’s as though he’s saying we’re not sophisticated enough 

to step into our own future.”25 The new image of Miami as a powerful, worldly, cultured 

place—an image that Johnson had seemed to understand—was neutralized by the chunky 

white buildings he proposed. 

                                                

24. Ellen Edwards, Miami Herald, May 4, 1980. 
25. John Arnold, “This Design is No Joke to Metro,” Miami Herald, March 24, 1978; Quoted in Ellen 

Edwards, “Architect Will Present Defense on Center Plan,” Miami Herald, April 4, 1978. 
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Johnson explained that he was inspired to turn to a Mediterranean theme by the 

climate and history of Miami. He had toured Miami with Carl Weinhardt, the project 

coordinator for the new museum and director of Vizcaya. Weinhardt, an architectural 

history specialist, introduced Johnson to various sites in Coral Gables and Vizcaya as 

well as to the work of architect Addison Mizner, who had initiated a Mediterranean 

revival in the 1920s and 1930s (though mostly in Boca Raton and Palm Beach).26 

Johnson had been impressed with The Village at Vizcaya, comprised of several small 

buildings on a central courtyard. He had also visited the Biltmore Hotel and Freedom 

Tower, which further informed the Spanish-inspired design.  

You don’t want a glass building in Miami. Not with this sun. . . . Why 
should Miami look like Boston? The palm trees, the climate, they cry out 
for covered walkways and a Mediterranean tone. . . . What more beautiful 
material is there than barrel-tile roofs? What more beautiful material for 
the outside of the building than native keystone?27 
 

Why doesn’t Miami appreciate its own culture and history, he seemed to say.  

Moreover, Johnson referred to recent architectural trends that called for a return to 

historical sources of architecture, such as the preservation and ecology movements. He 

credited the controversy over his design to an awareness of modern architectural history 

but an ignorance that architecture was shifting its focus. Johnson had just recently 

unveiled his design for the AT&T building in New York, a skyscraper topped with an 

ornamental “Chippendale.” On the cusp of what would be considered a postmodernist 

                                                

26. Carl Weinhardt, active and well-regarded in the Miami art community, had also served as 
temporary director-curator of the Bass Museum of Art to oversee the parsing of its collection. He was 
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movement in architecture, he alluded to regionalism and an acceptable hybridity of 

historical styles. 

Johnson’s explanation did little to placate objections, especially from local 

architects. While a similar debate over the stylistic and philosophical differences between 

modernism and postmodernism was occurring in the international architecture world, 

Miami’s architectural community was, in effect, defending its own brand of modernism. 

Unlike the rigidity of modernist architecture “up north,” Miami’s form of modernism was 

developed by architects who had been trained in the International Style and had translated 

it to fit the climate and clientele of Miami.28 Alfred Browning Parker’s designs for 

private residences, Igor Polevitzky’s “Birdcage” houses, Morris Lapidus’s luxury hotels, 

and courtyard and garden apartment buildings, were some examples of buildings that 

were loosely based on modernist ideas.29 Glamour and fun were embedded in the stark 

efficiency of typical modernism, resulting in architecture that was quintessentially 

Miami. As Allan T. Shulman writes,  

Opposing the oppressive objectivity of modern architecture, . . . Miami 
demonstrated a critical and subjective, philosophically ‘postmodern’ 
approach to architectural modernism that cultivated paradox and 
sponsored a specifically local and popular modernism. Out of this 
emerged inventive, hybrid, playful and environmentally acculturated 
architectural forms and expressions.30 
 

Miami modern architecture, created to satisfy the image of leisure, fantasy, and comfort, 

and at the same time, to address the heat, had predated the call for postmodern 

architecture. 

                                                

28. See Eric P. Nash, Randall C. Robinson, Jr., MiMo: Miami Modern Revealed (San Francisco: 
Chronicle Books, 2004). 

29. For numerous examples and discussions, see Allan T. Shulman, Miami Modern Metropolis. 
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Johnson’s criticism of the International Style (which he had previously worked 

hard to promote) as “boring, totally lacking in richness, totally wrong”31 revealed, 

perhaps, his own “regional” understanding of modernist architecture. 

The International Style paid no attention to the context of the town, to the 
other buildings around it, to the tastes of the people using the building. 
Yes, in the past our beliefs in the International Style were very, very 
strong and were quasi-religious. . . . What we’re doing is trying to make 
contact and context with the city that’s there.32 
 

Considering his extreme view of modernist architecture, it is easy to surmise that Johnson 

would have thought of Miami’s version of modernism as a type of frivolous, 

misunderstood modernism. Like him, contemporary architects worldwide were beginning 

to reject the abstraction of modernism, which they regarded as elitist and out of touch. 

The architect and theorist Robert Venturi had begun to question the rationalism and 

unforgiving purity of modernism in the 1960s in his seminal Complexity and 

Contradiction in Architecture (1966), adapting Mies van der Rohe’s famous “Less is 

more” to “Less is a bore.”33 Venturi, along with Denise Scott Brown and Steven Izenour 

in their influential book, Learning from Las Vegas (1972), had pointed out the 

vacuousness of modernist architecture and called for signs and imagery, rather than form, 

to drive architecture. These ideas, calling for a deliberate mix of styles and periods, were 

blasphemous in the architectural field that had been strictly dominated by modernism 

since the 1930s.34 In turning away from the bland, boxy modernist building, postmodern 

architecture gave rise to “iconic” architecture that was highly visible and readily 
                                                

31. Quoted in Paul Goldberger, “The New Age of Philip Johnson: Architecture’s Elder Statesman Is 
Now Reshaping the American Skyline,” New York Times, May 14, 1978, SM7. 

32. Quoted in Murry Frymer, “The Man Behind the Dade Design,” Miami Herald, May 4, 1980, 1L. 
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identified with its place through image and symbolism. Iconic architecture also gave rise 

to the “starchitect” phenomenon, which made architects into celebrities for their unique 

designs.35 

But however innovative Johnson’s design may have been, local architects were 

not convinced that his solution represented Miami’s history or its future. Charles Pawley, 

president of the local chapter of the American Institute of Architects, said, “I think it’s a 

disappointment to have a Mediterranean style imposed on that site. I think the 

commissioners were expecting something like the Guggenheim.” Another Florida 

American Institute of Architects architect, George Reed, said, “I think it comes as a 

shock and surprise.”  There is little doubt that the Miami architects were defending their 

own territory and that professional jealousies came into play. Most vociferous was the 

architect Lester Pancoast, who had been raised in Miami and whose family were Miami 

pioneers.36 “Miami should know that it is a contemporary city, not a theme park for left-

over stage sets,” he claimed.  

Johnson’s project introduced Miami to the national trend for big-name architects 

to receive credit for commissions while local firms were pushed aside, or, at best, named 

project associates. Local architects increasingly received smaller, less conspicuous 

commissions. Lester Pancoast, along with the architectural firm Sert, Jackson and 

Associates, had been commissioned to design the City of Miami’s administration 

complex in the Downtown Government Center. Pancoast unveiled his plans for the $4 
                                                

35. Johnson’s design for Pennzoil Place, a deciding factor in being awarded the first Pritzker Prize in 
Architecture in 1979, is considered to be the first skyscraper designed in postmodernist style. 
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was John Collins, who had cultivated Miami Beach; his father, Russell Pancoast, was an area architect 
known for having designed the Miami Beach Library and Art Center (now the Bass Museum of Art), a 
building considered to be the first example of Art Deco on Miami Beach. 
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million complex just two days after Johnson, proposing a light tan, five-story, L-shaped 

building that would be set off dramatically by a ninety-foot-tall orange “silo.” He claimed 

to object not to Johnson’s design but to the incompatibility of their visions. Pancoast 

ceded that different style “languages” could work together within the Government 

Center, but hinted that Johnson’s “language” was a failure.37 Dade County Chief 

Architect Alf O. Barth concurred, saying, “We tried to maintain coordination. Frankly, I 

don’t know what’s going to happen now.”38 The County Commissioners approved 

Pancoast’s plans with some enthusiasm, but although City of Miami Mayor Ferré was 

eager to move the plans along, he acknowledged that “It’ll never win any architectural 

awards.”39 

In defense of Johnson’s design, Executive Editor of the Miami Herald John 

McMullan pointed out that “Sometimes it takes outsiders like Mr. Johnson . . . to remind 

us of our heritage.”40 Others, like art writer Ellen Edwards, supported Johnson on the 

grounds that having a world famous architect design a major building contributed to 

Miami’s sophistication:  

It is not every week that a community gets the chance to climb up from the 
cultural basement, to sit in the living room with other communities of 
cultural significance. . . . Why then, just as the butler seems ready to 
announce the formal entry of Dade County into the ranks of distinguished 
and active cultural areas, does it seem that some people would rather stay 
in the basement after all?41 
 

                                                

37. Frederic Tasker, “Can Cultural Center Come Together When Architects Are Drifting Apart?” 
Miami Herald, March 29, 1978; Frederic Tasker, “New City Center Will Have ‘Silo,’” Miami Herald, 
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Throughout the month-long debate that took center stage in the newspapers, Edwards 

championed Johnson’s design through articles intended to educate the Miami public 

about regionalism and postmodern architecture, explaining the architect’s concerns to 

reinvestigate the past, build on a human scale, and become more involved with the people 

who use the buildings than modernist architecture had done.42 County Manager Goode 

echoed Edwards, saying, “it would be the ultimate community insult, in terms of our 

national image, if we selected a nationally famous architect and rejected his work.”43 The 

support for Johnson’s design revealed, painfully at times, Miami’s insecurities about its 

national image, knowledge of cultural matters, and marginal status. 

 Both the design and the controversy attracted national attention, in professional 

architectural journals as well as in the popular press. Architects from outside of Miami 

weighed in. Robert Stern said, “Johnson’s project for Miami sounds like a major event. 

It’s a unique chance for Miami. And it’s not just images and styles, but energy. It’s 

irresponsible to use glass.” Arthur Drexler, director of the design department of New 

York’s Museum of Modern Art, said of Johnson’s Mediterranean-inspired design, “It is 

not a surprise,”44 substantiating the hunch that the Miami community was not as 

sophisticated as it would hope.  

For Miami supporters of Johnson’s plan, the possibility that the project would be 

scrapped seemed inevitable. Shortly after the drawings were unveiled, Johnson met with 

County Commissioners to discuss his design. The commissioners were charmed by the 
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enthusiastic architect, who elicited applause from the audience at the end of his 

presentation. Johnson himself seemed delighted by the controversy, calling it a “delicious 

uproar.” He said, “I’ve never in my life visited a city so interested in architecture. I enjoy 

it more than I can say.”45 His plan was then was overwhelmingly endorsed by the County 

Commission, ending a month of controversy and debate. This decided, once and for all, 

the design of the new art museum.  

 

In April 1978, County Manager Stierheim recommended that the County 

Commission authorize the start of the design development phase.46 A technicality, 

however, threatened to upend progress. According to a 1973 Florida amendment, all 

parties of an architectural joint venture, instead of just one member, had to be registered 

to work in the state. While John Burgee of Johnson-Burgee was registered, Johnson was 

not.47 Dennis Carter, special assistant to the county manager, said that dozens of public 

buildings had been erected in Florida since 1973 in disregard of the state law, but the 

State Board of Architecture informed the county that it would have to comply with the 

law after complaints from local architects. At one point, Johnson’s application to register 

was rejected by the state architectural board because of a mix-up with the mail. He was 

finally issued a license in June 1978 after he appeared before the State Board of 
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Architecture. He said, “It has been a humiliating experience. I’m licensed in more than 

forty states, but this was the first time that I had to appear before a board, and apparently 

only to be lectured.”48 While board members insisted that Johnson was treated the same 

as other license applicants, others alleged that Florida architects were trying to make it 

difficult for non-local architects to compete for large projects.49 The jealousies of local 

architects was a byproduct of Miami’s increasing significance and the consequence of the 

global “starchitect” phenomenon. 

 

The building design as experienced 

The construction of the building (and its difficulties) will be described in Chapter 

9, but it makes sense to discuss here how the architecture was perceived once it was built 

and opened to the public. One of the main differences between the schematic drawings 

and the actualized complex was the effect of the fourteen-foot walls that comprise and 

enclose the buildings. These high walls were interpreted by one critic as “stern, even 

somewhat ominous,”50 and as “somewhat foreboding”51 by another. Johnson turned  “the 

building away from the city, and he did so to an extent that the sidewalk suffers. . . ,” 

wrote architecture critic Beth Dunlop. The inward-looking design, she argued, was 
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uninviting to passersby and potential audiences who, if they did not know a museum 

existed there, would not have known it from the street. The main entrance to the Cultural 

Center features a long, covered ramp that gradually leads the visitor to the elevated plaza. 

Dunlop was ambivalent about the design, though understanding its purpose (see Figure 

4). “The essential statement here,” she wrote, “is that this Cultural Center is an escape 

from the city, a place of erudition or of reflection or even of celebration, but one apart 

from the mundane workaday world.”52 Unfortunately, she claimed, instead of being 

understood as a civilizing haven of high culture, the new museum and Cultural Center 

were shut off from the life of downtown. The Cultural Center would ultimately fail to 

function as a Lincoln Center-type center of activity as originally planned.53 

Additionally, the “landscaping, fountains, public benches, and appropriate 

outdoor sculptures”54 as proposed by the local architects Connell Metcalf & Eddy as well 

as by Johnson never materialized due to costs. The cost cutbacks resulted in a loss of load 

bearing capacity so that sculptures could not be placed on the plaza. The Mediterranean 

City Beautiful plaza, with its fountains and sculptures, had been intended to provide a 

park-like setting from which the art museum (and the library and history museum) would 

be entered. With its diagonally patterned ground tiles conveying a sense of infinite, 

perspectival space, the lack of planned ornamentation results in a disembodied, lonely 

feeling of a deChirico painting (see Figures 5 and 6). 

There is a misconception that the elevated plaza, the ramp, and the street-level 

service areas were all Johnson’s ideas. In fact, the Master Plan for the Downtown 
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Government Center had outlined these elements clearly and were demanded to be 

adhered to. In a July 1977 meeting with the County Manager’s office, Kaiser Transit 

Group (responsible for designing the transit system), and others, both Johnson and his 

partner John Burgee questioned the planned twenty-foot main level of the Downtown 

Government Center with Johnson suggesting “that the Government Center Complex be 

rethought.” The County Architect Alf Barth responded to the suggestion by standing up 

for the plan, saying that “the Master Plan concept was reasonable and defendable. Much 

effort went into this concept.”55 

The most common criticisms of the design—the inaccessibility of the museum 

due to the elevated plaza, the thick, foreboding walls, and the long, sloping walkway to 

the plaza—were prescribed by the Master Plan. While the controversies over the design 

had been about style, once the complex was built the new criticisms were about 

accessibility and usability, reflecting the shift that occurs when plans become built 

reality. (One criticism, that there were no restrooms on the plaza, was met with County 

Commission approval to build two restrooms for $94,988 on the plaza.56) Of course, 

Johnson’s design was one possible interpretation of the requirements and, as the designer, 

he is ultimately responsible for it. But the community has been content to blame all of the 

design problems and the resulting failure of the Cultural Complex on Johnson, even 

though he worked within the limitations he had been given.  
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The debate over Johnson’s controversial design “was probably one of the most 

invigorating things that could have happened in the community,”57 according to art critic 

Ellen Edwards. The discussions demanded that the community focus attention on art and 

architecture and make an assessment that would have far-reaching consequences. The 

impassioned debates developed Miami’s deepening interest in architecture, and forced 

the city to see itself from the point of view of an outsider who had been entrusted to 

represent the cultural aspirations of the community. The professional jealousies of local 

architects represented Miami’s growth from small-time, tropical vacation destination to 

major metropolitan area. Notwithstanding the outcome of the design, growth resulting 

from painful self-examination occurred in the acceptance of Johnson’s proposal about 

Miami’s aesthetic identity.  

His design, however, ultimately failed to deliver what Miami desired—

architectural prestige, consequent international respect, and financial rewards. It also 

failed to give Miami what it needed—a place that was accessible, physically and 

psychologically, where art could be properly displayed and would foster an 

understanding of art as it related to Miami’s civic life. Much of the design, however, had 

been predetermined two years earlier by the Master Plan for the Downtown Government 

Center, a plan that had relegated the art museum building to the status of a “non-

building.” 
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7  SOLIDIFYING THE MISSION 
 

The county government’s active role in developing the museum and its rejection 

of private organizations to run it meant that a new group would guide the direction of the 

museum. The Dade County Council of Arts and Sciences, which had formed following 

three years of debate, would be central in establishing the mission of the new museum.  

As of 1976, there was still no overriding mission for the museum. One thing was 

clear, however—certain civic leaders wanted a facility that would have been able to 

accommodate the blockbuster exhibition Treasures of Tutankhamun when it toured the 

United States throughout the 1970s. The Malt report’s recommendation to initially 

display temporary shows would be adopted and developed with the help of Thomas 

Hoving, former director of New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art. Dade County 

would retain Hoving as a consultant with the expectation that he would shape a nationally 

(if not internationally) recognized, financially solvent institution.  

 

Dade County Council of Arts and Sciences 

The idea of a countywide arts council was recommended back in 1973, when the 

Dade County Planning Department issued a report on the state of the arts in the county 

(Chapter 4). The report had recommended forming an arts council, made up of 

“consumers, providers and patrons of the arts, managers and minority groups” and 
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advised by a “Congress of Artists” that would set policy for the cultural affairs office.1 

Subsequently, the arts council’s formation had been described by journalist James Nolan 

as having an “almost byzantine complexity that has been characterized by some 

participants as either a clash of egos between some of Miami’s richest and most 

influential names and institutions, or, more significantly, a struggle for control of a 

multimillion-dollar local industry—the cultural arts.”2 The three-year debate had 

involved about seventy cultural groups, representing orchestras, opera, ballet, art and 

historical museums, all attempting to gain representation on the council. As the umbrella 

group for cultural organizations in Dade County, the council was intended to serve all the 

municipalities of the county and be responsible for advising the County Commission on 

expenditures of public and private funds.  

 The struggles to gain representation on the Arts Council involved Dade County 

Mayor Steve Clark’s office, which had wanted to disqualify any salaried manager, 

administrator or director of a cultural organization from being a member of the council, 

and the Cultural Executives Council, consisting of directors of cultural organizations 

which vehemently opposed the mayor’s position. Eventually, in July 1976, the politicians 

and businesspeople prevailed in establishing the seats on the council with non-

professional citizens with interests in the arts. 

The fifteen members of the Dade County Council of Arts and Sciences were then 

appointed, with ten of them having an affiliation with (though not as employees of) the 

Metropolitan Museum and Art Center (MMAC), prompting criticisms by the Lowe Art 

                                                

1. Dade County Planning Advisory Board, “Proposed Cultural Facilities and Activities Plan,” 5 (see 
chap. 5, n. 2). 

2. James Nolan, “Metro Seeks Order From Arts ‘Mess,’” Miami Herald, June 27, 1976, 1D. 
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Museum. The members included MMAC president Joseph Harrison, Jr., board members 

David Blumberg, Polly Davis, Joan Lehman, trustee and executive committee member 

Melvin Jacobs, members Judith Arango, Daniel Neal Heller, and attorney Parker 

Thomson. Other Council members were Judy Bettendorf, associated with Vizcaya; David 

A. Doheny, a Philharmonic board member, Tina Hills, a member of the Opera Guild and 

MMAC; James Merrick Smith, interior designer and president of Grove House; Maria 

Elena Torano, co-chairperson of the Museum of Science Latin Advisory Committee; and 

Roland Woods, Jr., the president of the Black Arts Council of Miami.3 Peggy Hurst was 

the Administrator of the Council until 1978. 

As had been planned, one of the first tasks of the Arts Council (as it came to be 

known) was to decide the direction of the new county museum. To this end, an Ad Hoc 

Committee was formed with Tina Hills as chair. Sub-committees were formed to 

evaluate: other communities’ experiences in creating a museum (on the committee were 

Robert Hurwitz, Griffin Smith, and Carl Weinhardt), the downtown location (Daniel 

Heller, Constance Borgschulte, Ana Alvarez), the relationship of the art museum to the 

historical and the library (Judith Arango, Grover Cole, Lou Anne Colodny), the 

relationship of the art museum with the downtown community (Joan Lehman, Ronald 

Frazier, Carl Weinhardt), and the proposed museum’s relationship with existing museums 

(David Doheny, Mercedes Ferré , Marie Swenson).  

The committee’s first project had been to organize the selection of the museum’s 

architect (see Chapter 6). Now it had to define the mission of the museum.  
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Help would come from Thomas P. F. Hoving, former director of New York’s 

Metropolitan Museum of Art. Hoving had encouraged the Miami community to establish 

a major art museum when he visited in 1974 (see Chapter 4). While at the Metropolitan, 

Hoving’s untraditional methods, which had transformed the museum from a dusty “ivory 

tower” to a popular “discotheque,” had altered the missions and operations of American 

museums forever. One of the ways that he had countered the charge of elitism and 

disrupted notions of art museums’s traditional missions was by popularizing blockbuster 

exhibitions—splashy, large-scale temporary exhibitions—accompanied by media hype 

and commercialism. Hoving and the Metropolitan became so associated with the 

blockbuster phenomenon that they were both said to have institutionalized the 

blockbuster. From 1972 to 1981, the widely publicized exhibition, The Treasures of 

Tutankhamun, featuring relics from the tomb of the Egyptian pharaoh, travelled to 

museums throughout the world, including the British Museum, the Hermitage Museum, 

the National Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C., the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the 

Art Institute of Chicago, and others. The King Tut exhibit, as it was commonly called, 

was organized for American audiences by the Metropolitan Museum, bringing Hoving 

widespread notoriety. According to him, President Nixon requested to show the King Tut 

exhibition in America in order to outdo the Soviet Union, which had shown some fifty 

pieces from Cairo’s Egyptian Museum in 1973. The exhibition was thus thought to be a 

vital part of the Middle East peace process and the United States’s future relationship to 

Egypt. Hoving recounts that the Metropolitan initially took on the organizing role 

grudgingly, due to the enormous responsibility, but feared losing future federal grants.4 
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The exhibition had famously resulted in millions of dollars in revenues for hosting 

museums and cities as people flocked to see it—more than 1.3 million paying visitors 

attended the exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum in New York. Hoving had negotiated 

with the Cairo Museum to make molds of original jewelry and sculpture, which were cast 

into merchandise to be sold in the museum gift store, bringing in additional millions of 

dollars. The exhibition was accompanied by the kind of media hype usually reserved for 

rock concerts (“Scalpers Hustle King Tut Tickets”5) and fashionable trends (“I think it’s 

more than a Hula-Hoop,” said the owner of The Tut Shoppe in Los Angeles, “Tutmania 

is going to go on for years.”6) Reports of visitors standing in line for eight hours to view 

the exhibit made headline news. 

Throughout the 1970s, such blockbuster exhibitions became more commonplace 

as they drew large crowds of people to once quiet museum halls. Museum administrators 

welcomed the resulting much needed and quickly raised revenues. The considerable 

expense of organizing such an exhibition—curatorial staff time, packing and transporting 

expenses, and insurance fees—meant that organizers usually tried to share the costs with 

other museums. By putting the exhibition on tour, the organizing institution would gain 

revenues by collecting a participation fee from host institutions.  

There was no denying that Hoving had vastly improved the economic position of 

the Metropolitan Museum. In 1965-66, before he became director, a good portion of the 

museum’s income came from the endowment’s interest (sixty-seven percent) along with 

the city’s contribution (twenty-five percent). In contrast, toward the end of his tenure in 

                                                

5. Bill Kaufman, “Scalpers Hustle King Tut Tickets,” Newsday, December 19, 1978, 6C. 
6. Frederick Cole, quoted in Marilyn Chase, “Museum Show Inspires Tutmania,” New York Times, 
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1975-76, fifty-nine percent of total revenues came from museum operations—admissions 

charges, membership dues, shop sales, royalties and fees, restaurant and parking 

charges—while only 20.6 percent came from endowment income and ten percent from 

the city.7 These numbers show how dramatically the importance of endowment interest 

declined and operations revenues increased. They also show a decline in the percentage 

of municipal support.  

Hoving’s achievements at the Metropolitan included preparing a comprehensive 

architectural plan that considerably increased the square footage of the museum, raising 

funds for the construction of the plan, developing product lines of reproductions and 

replicas, increasing the annual net profit of this program from $100,000 in 1967 to 

$1,700,000 in 1977; carrying out international exchange programs of art exhibitions with 

governments of foreign countries; doubling the museum’s membership; increasing annual 

attendance; formulating a plan for increased state and federal aid from less than $100,000 

in 1968 to $2,000,000 in 1977; initiating a program of public relations so that the 

museum achieved the status of number one tourist attraction in the city of New York; 

replacing operating deficits with balanced budgets or surpluses; and planning the 

acquisitions of high profile works of art.8 

In effect, Hoving had turned the Metropolitan into a large corporation, 

introducing marketing strategies and publicity schemes in order to attract diverse crowds. 

Generous and conspicuous corporate sponsors supported the large exhibitions, furthering 

the museum’s image as a giant corporation. All of Hoving’s actions attracted attention, 
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purposefully and not. In the museum world, his activities raised ethical questions, for 

example, about the creation of “fakes” that would be sold in the museum gift shop, and 

about programming influenced by corporate sponsorship. According to traditionally 

minded museum professionals, these commercial activities distracted from the museum’s 

mission, which should be to focus on the collections and their care, study, and display.  

Since having left the Metropolitan in 1977, Hoving had formed Hoving Associates, an 

independent consulting firm specializing in museum and cultural affairs. With his wife 

Nancy, whose background included fundraising and public relations, he conceived the 

firm to advise cultural nonprofit institutions how to become profit-making enterprises. 

Some of Hoving Associates’ projects were consulting the Greek government on product 

development for the exhibition Age of Alexander, consulting the Israel Museum, and 

developing a cultural master plan with the New York State Council on the Arts.9 

 

Thomas Hoving, again 

In October 1978, Hoving Associates was retained as a consultant to Dade 

County.10 It was expected that they would help solve the main issues regarding the new 

museum, especially the question of funding.  

From the beginning, the issue of financing the museum was a problematic 

concern for the Miami community. The Decade of Progress bonds had ensured that 

financing would be available to construct the new museum building, but significant 

additional funds had to be secured to purchase a collection and to pay for day-to-day 
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operations. In the 1970s in Miami, funding for cultural institutions could not keep pace 

with the ambitions of arts advocates: federal, state, and local government funding were 

scarce; many wealthy private individuals were part-time residents who donated art and 

funds to their “home” institutions; and corporate funding, which was just beginning to be 

considered a potential source of income, was a compelling idea to only a handful of 

companies. As a result, Miami art institutions competed aggressively for much-needed 

support. This competition would characterize not only the pursuit for finances, but, more 

significantly, would shape the future of the new museum as well as the futures of existing 

art institutions in Miami.  

The problem of financing was not Miami’s alone. During the 1970s, art museums 

across America faced near-crisis difficulties in raising funds, as had been predicted in the 

1960s by various studies. A Rockefeller Brothers’ study, “The Performing Arts: 

Problems and Prospects” (1965) and the Baumol-Bowen report (1966) had both predicted 

a tremendous gap between earned revenue and expenditures. Inflation and rising 

institutional costs worsened the situation. The Rockefeller study asserted that federal 

support was crucial to the future of the arts in America.11 The Belmont Report (1969), 

federally commissioned by the American Association of Museums to investigate the 

financial state of museums, found that almost all museums were “in serious trouble” in 

facing budget difficulties.12 

Private philanthropy alone, the traditional means of financing art museums, could 

not keep up with skyrocketing institutional costs and could not compensate for the effect 
                                                

11. Rockefeller Brothers Fund, “The Performing Arts: Problems and Prospects” (New York: 
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on endowments of the ongoing recession and inflation. Museums were forced to look 

beyond the wealthy individuals who had been the traditional source of raising revenues. 

The National Endowment for the Arts, established in 1965, attempted to infuse the arts 

with funds, but the actual dollars provided by a grant was comparatively small; the 

prestige of being awarded a federal grant was expected to earn matching funds from local 

sources. Corporate philanthropy began to emerge as a means to fill funding gaps, adding 

to the growing perception of the museum as a commercial enterprise. For art museums 

throughout America, an annual museum budget cobbled together funds from government 

grants, endowment interest, memberships, admissions, shop and restaurant sales, and 

individual and corporate sponsorships. A study conducted by the National Research 

Center of the Arts (1973) found that private sector support was the greatest source of 

funding of operating expenses in art museums. From the private sector, the greatest 

support came from individuals (forty-six percent), compared to foundations (twenty-three 

percent) and corporations (four percent).13 From year to year, depending on government 

budgets, interest rates, and grant application decisions, American museums were (and 

are) in an insecure financial position that had to be reworked each year.  

 

During the well-publicized run of the King Tut exhibition in America, Miami’s 

leadership regarded the exhibition as a lost opportunity to generate tourist dollars. The 

only institution in the South with adequate facilities to accommodate the exhibition had 

been the New Orleans Museum of Art. Seven years after the exhibition there, David 
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Kraslow, publisher of the Miami News,14 said, “It is impossible to estimate the millions of 

dollars that the exhibition brought into New Orleans. . . . I was in Washington for the 

King Tut thing. It’s like having a dozen Orange Bowls.”15 The New Orleans exhibit drew 

a staggering 900,000 visitors, generating $70 million in tourist revenues for the city.16 

The Miami leaders who pined for a King Tut-accommodating exhibition space made 

obvious their desired audience.  

The 1975 Malt Associates report had introduced the idea of an exhibition space 

“offering special loan exhibitions rather than initially providing extensive permanent 

galleries.”17 The expectation that “the high purchase cost of art acquisitions makes 

unlikely a substantial collection within a few years” made such a proposal practicable. 

Another consideration had been the importance of tourists to Dade County. While he 

acknowledged the National Research Center’s findings that museum directors, by and 

large, believed their main purpose was to provide educational experiences for the 

public,18 Malt concluded that for Dade County, where tourism was its main industry, the 

idea of providing entertainment and creating an attraction would be appropriate.19 While 

he recommended opening the museum without a collection, he predicted that in time, a 

substantial collection would be assembled. Malt recommended building the museum in 

two phases, so that by the end of the second phase, the total space of the museum would 

more than double the initial space.  
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Malt’s recommendations were taken up the Arts Council and resoundingly 

endorsed by Hoving, who identified the idea as a kunsthalle, a facility dedicated to 

showing only temporary exhibitions and that did not have a permanent collection.20 

Scarce funds would not go towards purchasing a collection, thus freeing up funds for 

exciting programming. Importantly, the other collecting institutions in the area such as 

the Lowe Art Museum and the MMAC would be satisfied, since the downtown facility 

would not compete with them to receive donations for collections. The competition 

between the institutions, perceived as a major deterrent to achieving cultural progress, 

could be eradicated if the county-supported facility would not be involved in those 

rivalries.  

The kunsthalle concept excited the museum committee of the Arts Council. As 

attorney Dan Paul said, “That would solve all the political problems.” The new facility 

could serve as a nucleus of a countywide museum system that would incorporate the 

other art institutions, especially the Lowe Art Museum and the MMAC. Tina Hills, head 

of the museum committee, hoped this idea would serve as a national prototype for 

museum systems.21 Dade County’s kunsthalle was envisioned as a national center for 

major exhibitions, fully competitive with other major cities in bringing great travelling 

exhibitions to Florida. Hoving, champion of the blockbuster, believed that such a facility 

could be financially solvent “if done right,” referring to the kinds of marketing techniques 

and commercial activities that he had implemented at the Metropolitan Museum. 
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It is important to understand that the concept of a temporary exhibition facility 

originated with Malt and was enthusiastically supported by the Dade County Arts 

Council, even if it was Hoving who introduced the word kunsthalle. The reflexivity of the 

Miami community to its needs and desires rather than the overlaying of an untried 

concept by an outsider demonstrates how the institution developed not through a 

universal concept.  

 

While the Metropolitan had achieved great success with blockbuster exhibitions, 

the kunsthalle was an unproven idea. Kunsthalles were more common in Europe, where 

there were no tax incentives for collectors to make donations to public institutions, unlike 

in America. Additionally, without having a collection, it would be difficult to barter with 

museums for art works. Blockbusters, it would be cautioned later in the 1980s, were “not 

for every museum. . . .The blockbuster requires exceptional facilities; an administration 

that can really plan; a gifted, experienced museum staff; and patient, sympathetic and 

sophisticated trustees who will raise and risk lots of money.”22 While Miami’s new 

facility might very well have these attributes, the type of institution to successfully mount 

blockbusters was one like the Metropolitan, a large, encyclopedic museum with a display 

of its permanent collection that could be relied upon to balance the risk of an unpopular 

blockbuster.   

Historically, the Museum of Modern in Art (MOMA) in New York had been 

initially conceived as a kunsthalle to combat the contradiction of a repository containing 

the most current art. The collection was deliberately limited and collecting policy 
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mandated that any works more than fifty years old would be sold, a policy revised in 

1953. (MOMA sold some “classics” to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, including 

Picasso’s Woman in White.) The moment that MOMA turned from a kunsthalle to a 

deliberately collecting institution came about as, according to Alan Wallach, the 

museum’s projection of a utopian future “was replaced by nostalgia for an outmoded 

utopia—or rather, for the time when belief in a utopian future was still credible.”23 

MOMA’s transformation from kunsthalle to collecting institution indicated an attachment 

to the past, rather than a monocular view of the future. The notion of a permanent 

collection as memory of past greatness was lost upon Miami, which regarded itself as a  

young town currently creating the greatness upon which the future would stand. 

By not “acquiring, preserving, and providing access to works of art,” which James 

Cuno claims, “is the basis for an art museum’s contract with the public and the 

foundation of the trust that authorizes that contract,”24 Miami’s new kunsthalle would be 

unable to provide the knowledge and deeper appreciation for art that Cuno thinks ought 

to be the mission of the museum. For Cuno, former director of the Harvard Art Museums 

and the Art Institute of Chicago, the difference between displays of a permanent 

collection and a temporary one lies in the ability to repeatedly visit and appreciate 

individual works of art without the hype of the blockbuster experience. Temporary 

exhibitions tend to illustrate an overarching theme that creates a narrative from the 

assembled objects rather than encouraging sustained appreciation of individual works. 

The hyped-up atmosphere of a blockbuster was criticized by similarly traditional museum 

                                                

23. Alan Wallach, Exhibiting Contradiction: Essays on the Art Museum in the United States 
(Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press), 80. 

24. James Cuno, “The Object of Art Museums,” in James Cuno, ed. Whose Muse? (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2004), 52. 



 195 

directors who argued that a blockbuster could not offer a meaningful aesthetic 

experience. For example, Joshua C. Taylor, director of the National Collection of Fine 

Arts of the Smithsonian Institution, wrote,  

What really happens when a person who has waited in line for an hour to 
see a multimillion-dollar painting finally sees it? The moment could 
hardly be one for savoring deep-rooted human and artistic values. 
Probably out of a mixture of envy and wonder, a kind of respect emerges 
for the fact that such an object should and does exist. But this could hardly 
be judged an artistic experience.25 

 
Blockbusters, with masses of people converging and crowding upon objects, would make 

the already difficult task of engaging with objects in a gallery setting almost impossible. 

Miami’s decision to create a kunsthalle was a decision to provide a specific kind of art-

viewing experience. As the Malt report suggested, “providing entertainment” was not to 

be ruled out in Miami. 

Hoving envisioned the new facility’s exhibition program to be a combination of 

blockbuster shows on the order of “King Tut” or Peruvian Gold—traveling exhibitions 

curated by prestigious institutions such as the Smithsonian, the Museum of Modern Art, 

and the Metropolitan Museum of Art—and exhibitions curated by the staff of the 

kunsthalle that would be drawn from local, national, and international collections. By 

presenting a continual series of changing exhibitions drawn from existing collections in 

America and throughout the world, the Miami community would experience an 

“inexhaustible visual encyclopedia dealing with creative history and civilization.”26 
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Hoving’s history of art and civilization broke down into chronological, 

geographical chapters: 

1. In the Beginning. 
Earliest art: Altamira, Lascaux, Stonehenge, the Dolmens, the Sahara, Pre-
Dynastic Egypt. 

 2. The Ancient World.  
 Crete, the Dorians, Mesopotamia, Mycenae. 
 3. The Triumph of Greece and Rome.  
 4. The Emerging Orient. 
 5. Vanished Civilizations. 
 Etruscan, Scythian, Aztec, Maya, Inca. 
 6. Early Christianity. 
 7. Islam. 
 8. The Unknown World. 
 American Indian, Africa, Micronesia. 
 9. Romanesque. 
 10. The Gothic Genius. 
 11. The Majesty of China and Japan. 
 12. The Waning of the Middle Ages.  
 13. The Renaissance. 
 14. The Reformation. 
 15. The Age of Enlightenment. 
 16. The Industrial Age. 
 17. Today and Tomorrow.27 

This list demonstrates that while Hoving may have pushed the concept of temporary 

exhibitions, he did not lose sight of the larger concept of the history of art. And while his 

concept may be mired in a narrowly defined version of art history, this concept was part 

of the ideology of the kunsthalle. One might say that his list of art historical styles and 

periods demonstrates a replication of the story told by the encyclopedic museum in an 

abridged version. Desiring peace in the community and place to show King Tut, the 

county art facility would attempt to replicate the story of art in the manner of the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, but without the collection.  
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Government funding  

 The kunsthalle concept was linked to issues of funding, which was scarce in the 

late 1970s. Federal funding through the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) was tied 

to individual states, each of which was required to establish a state arts council to 

disperse the funds to local agencies. Under the Federal-State Partnership Program of the 

NEA, the fifty states and five territories received equal funds. The Fine Arts Council of 

Florida (originally named the Florida Arts Commission) was created in 1965, the year the 

NEA was established. In the three years between 1967 and 1970, the states received 

roughly $34,000 per year. In 1971, the amount more than doubled to $75,373; in 1972, 

states received $101,320; in 1973, $127,250. These figures were not large by any means. 

When divided among local cultural organizations—including orchestras, dance 

companies, and theatres—the amounts would hardly sustain whole organizations. For 

example, the only Dade County groups to receive funds in 1971 were the Miami Art 

Center ($4,400) to develop new materials and techniques in the graphic arts and the 

Miccosukee Tribe of Indians ($1,974) for workshop projects to develop new skills in 

handicrafts and native art. The Dade County Planning Board warned arts groups that  “ . . 

. Federal funding assistance to the arts should not be regarded as a solution to the 

financial problems being faced by local arts groups,” and encouraged them to seek 

alternate sources of funding.28 

The NEA grants were intended to stimulate private funding as well as state and 

local government funding. The Fine Arts Council of Florida required that any 

organization seeking funds under the Federal-State Partnership Program provide 
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matching funds through local or private sources. Most states provided matching funds, 

but the state of Florida provided little financial help; the Florida State Legislation 

allocated just $20,000 to the whole state in 1971. The following year, Florida provided no 

financial help at all, becoming one of only four states providing no direct support for the 

arts despite its ninth place ranking in population.  

By the later part of the 1970s, as discussions about Miami’s new museum (now, 

in effect, kunsthalle) took place, Florida’s government funding still lagged behind other 

states but was gaining, ranking forty-fourth in the nation. According to the American 

Council for the Arts, the state spent just $430,249 (6.3 cents per person) in 1977 and 

$516,600 (7.6 cents per person) in 1978.29 Of those funds, Dade County organizations 

received $300,000 in 1978 and $417,000 in 1979.30 The Lowe Art Museum received 

$26,000 for various programs and the MMAC received more than $12,000.  

The Lowe Art Museum, one of the opponents of the new county kunsthalle, had 

large expenses for a museum of its size during the early 1970s; in fiscal year 1973-74 the 

budget was $625,000 which did not even include funds for acquisitions. Exhibitions were 

expensive, costing roughly $50,000 each. While the University of Miami covered twenty 

percent of the funds, the remaining eighty percent—a substantial amount—was raised by 

volunteer groups and private sources. It is obvious, from these numbers, why the Lowe 

Art Museum would oppose formation of a new downtown facility. 

Partial funding for the new kunsthalle would come from a strengthening arts 

lobby in Florida, indicating an increasing professionalization of the arts and a growing 
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awareness of politics in arts funding. In January 1978, daylong hearings were held as 

twenty-one Florida arts professionals gave testimonies to the U.S. House Subcommittee 

on Select Education, held at Miami-Dade Community College. The consensus among arts 

people was that the arts in Florida were in great need of funds and that the federal 

government should provide it. Margarita Cano, Art Reference Librarian at Miami-Dade 

Public Library, spoke about the need to increase art education in the public school 

systems. “Government must stop regarding the arts as a ‘frill’ and lose the fear that its 

constituents will feel the Administration is being frivolous for publicly supporting the 

arts,” Cano said.31 Chair of the Dade County Council of Arts and Sciences Parker 

Thomson criticized the imbalance of NEA awards given to certain states, saying,  

However the endowments dispense money, the dispensations are political. 
. . . And those political decision have, to date, done a major disservice to 
the southern region of this country, including this county. . . . The per 
capital contribution of the Endowment to the southern states has, far and 
away, been the lowest of any region.32 
 

Thomson’s claim was accurate: of the 287 panelists in the NEA who decided grantees, 

only twenty-eight were from nine Southern states, compared to more than one hundred 

from the Northeastern states, where most of the money was awarded.  

The lobbying by arts professionals paid off. During the second half of the 1970s, 

there was a sharp increase in Florida state funding for the arts as allocations jumped from 

$400,000 in 1977 to $1.5 million in 1978 and nearly $2 million in 1979. The State 

Senator from Miami George Firestone had introduced legislation to increase state funding 

to the Fine Arts Council of Florida and attributed the concerted lobbying efforts of arts 
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professionals to the increased funding. Firestone claimed that arts professionals, who had 

“in the past . . . not involved themselves in the political process, ” were discovering that 

“the funding of arts and cultural activities is a political process,” similar to funding for 

social services or the school system.33 As a result of the increased allocation, Florida’s 

forty-sixth place ranking in the nation in arts expenditures rose to sixteenth.34 

 

Resort tax 

Paralleling the increasing political importance of the arts on the state level, a 

growing arts lobby in Miami would also impact funding for the new kunsthalle. In 1978, 

Dade County Mayor Steve Clark proposed a two percent surcharge on hotel rooms aimed 

at raising money for a new football stadium. Called the “hotel bed-tax,” or “resort tax,” 

the surcharge was intended to promote sports in Dade. Cultural groups, however, led by 

the Cultural Executives Council and the County Council of the Arts and Sciences, 

mounted an effort for the arts to receive some of those tax revenues. Ray Hanley, 

president of the Cultural Executives Council, in addressing the Tourist Development 

Board, spoke of tourists flocking to other cities for culture. Referring to the Tutankhamun 

exhibit at the New Orleans Museum of Art, he said, “That exhibit drew more visitors to 

New Orleans than three Super Bowls. It filled hotels for weeks.”35 

Arts organizations and their volunteers also made a massive effort to promote the 

resort tax, sending out 100,000 newsletters and drumming up support at concerts and 

exhibitions. As a result, voters passed the Tourist Development Room Tax that would 
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allocate twenty percent of hotel tax revenues “to promote Dade County tourism by 

sponsoring tourist-oriented culture, cultural and special events such as visual and 

performing arts . . . ”36 It was estimated that $875,000 would be available to Dade County 

culture groups in the first year. While those funds could not be used for day-to-day 

operating expenses, they could be used for such tourist-attracting events as exhibitions 

and festivals. The resort tax signified the increasing power of the arts in Miami as various 

arts groups came together to lobby for a general cause. Miami Herald columnist Charles 

Whited noted the emergence of  “a new era for the arts in Miami.”37 

 

Two boards—two sources of funding 

On July 18, 1978, County Commissioners heard impressive facts and figures on 

art museum attendance in 1978, particularly to blockbuster exhibitions. Besides drawing 

over 900,000 visitors to New Orleans, the King Tut exhibition raised attendance at the 

New Orleans museum by 600 percent per month in the period following the exhibition. 

“Treasures of Tutankhamun,” “Archeological Treasures of the Peoples Republic of 

China,” and “Paintings from the Hermitage” were mouth-watering examples of 

successful exhibitions.38 “Pompeii A.D. 79,” it was noted, drew an average of 6,000 

people per day during a three-month period at Boston’s Museum of Fine Arts. The 

dazzling facts justified the terms of the Ordinance, which stated as the initial objective a 

display of major exhibitions loaned by other institutions. Moreover, it stated that “the 

Institute shall initially discourage any permanent collection,” leaving open the possibility 
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that the initial objectives could be revised. At the hearing, the County Commission once 

again heard arguments against the construction of the new facility from MMAC president 

Joseph Harrison, who said, “We feel that this is going to hurt us grievously,” referring to 

expected cuts in contributions. He claimed that tourist tax monies being distributed to the 

new Dade County kunsthalle should be given to the MMAC and the Lowe Museum as 

well. The budgeted fundraising effort of $50,000 a year and a goal of $100,000 in annual 

membership fees for the new art institute could have a “very serious and potentially 

destructive impact,” Harrison said. 

Despite Harrison’s presentation, the Commissioners approved the Ordinance to 

establish the Metropolitan Dade County Institute of Art at Miami (a department of the 

county government) and the Art Institute Association (a private, nonprofit organization 

associated with the Art Institute). By creating two organizations that would work 

together, the county would not have to shoulder all the expenses. The county would pay 

for staff and services while the Association would pay for exhibitions and programming. 

This plan, while idealistically viable, would prove to be difficult to manage.  

The Boards would reflect the sources of support for the new art institute. The 

five-member Board of Governors would serve as a conduit between the county 

government and the museum; the eighteen-member Board of Trustees would monitor 

day-to-day operations, enact bylaws for the operation, governance, and maintenance of 

the Art Institute, as well as be in charge of appointing the director. The trustees would 

include three members nominated by the Arts and Sciences Council to ensure that various 
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artistic, cultural and ethnic interests within Metropolitan Dade County would be 

represented.39 

In April 1979, the Board of Governors was appointed by the County Commission. 

The Board was to be chaired by Harry Hood Bassett, chairman of Southeast Banking 

Corporation, with attorney Bill Colson as vice-chair. Other Board members were 

Governor Reubin Askew; Armando Codina, a Cuban-American businessman and real 

estate developer; Rosalind Jacobs, wife of Burdine’s department store chain president 

Melvin Jacobs; and County Commissioner Ruth Shack as an ex-officio, non-voting 

member. The appointment of Bassett as chair reflected significant corporate support.  

The Board of Trustees elected David Kraslow, publisher of the Miami News, as 

chairman. Other members were Inez Andreas, philanthropist and wife of Dwayne O. 

Andreas, CEO of Archer Daniels Midland and a major (and sometimes unlawful) 

political campaign donor to both Democratic and Republican candidates; Guillermo 

Bermello, general manager of Editorial America; Jan Cowles, “veteran of philanthropic 

boards in New York”40 and wife of Gardner Cowles, head of a communications empire 

that included Look magazine; Richard Furman, George H. Greene, Lee Hills; Cuban-

American businessman Frank Mestre, Sr.; Roch Mirabeau, dean of Arts and Sciences of 

Miami-Dade Community College; real estate developer Stephen Muss; Carol Otto, wife 

of Thomas O. Otto, III; William Ruben, chairman of Jordan Marsh department stores; 

Miami Herald Senior Editor Don Shoemaker; Frank Soler, founding executive editor of 

the Spanish-language El Herald; Marie Swenson, a founder of the Ransom Everglades 
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School and sister of Harry Hood Bassett; attorney Parker Thomson; and founding 

president of Air Florida Eli Timoner. By the time the CFA opened, the Board of Trustees 

would be expanded to include attorney for the Miami News Joseph P. Averill; attorney 

Joseph A. Fleming, head of the board’s development committee; real estate developer 

Joel Friedland, Mrs. E. M. Papper, wife of noted anesthesiologist and dean of University 

of Miami’s School of Medicine Emanuel M. Papper; Willie Robinson, president of 

Florida Memorial College, a private, four-year “black” college located in Miami. 

 

The name 

Naming the facility would reveal just how political the new art institute could be. 

The original concept of the “Dade County Art Museum,” a vague notion in the Decade of 

Progress bonds, had transformed into a coherent program through the consultants Harold 

Lewis Malt and Thomas Hoving. An “art museum,” however, was typically an institution 

whose activities revolved around a permanent collection, which the new Miami facility 

would not have, at least not initially. This significant change in expectation, from 

collecting museum to non-collecting institution, was reflected in its naming. 

The official name of the facility was registered in 1978 as the “Metropolitan Dade 

County Institute of Art at Miami” to reflect its non-collecting nature but the name 

presented problems. In June 1979, Hoving met with Bill Colson, who had temporarily 

taken over as Chairman of the Board of Trustees from Harry Hood Bassett, who was ill. 

Colson told Hoving that certain names created problems. “Metropolitan” was considered 

a “bad word” because of countywide opposition to the Metropolitan Dade County 

government. The idea that taxpayer dollars were funding a central facility downtown was 
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thought to be politically insensitive. Likewise, “Downtown” and “Government” would 

not work because people in “Miami Beach or Hialeah” did not approve of funding the 

“downtown” concept. “Institute” had connotations of a teaching and learning center, 

which it would not be. Other potential names were discussed and discarded, such as the 

“New World Art Center” and the “John B. Orr, Jr. Fine Arts Exhibition Center.”41 These 

possibilities, discussed and discarded, indicate the politically sensitive nature of naming 

the art institution. 

In July 1979, the official name of the new facility was changed to the “Center for 

the Fine Arts.”42 

 

The director 

A five-member committee of the board of trustees, consisting of Carol Otto, 

Francisco Mestre, Jan Cowles, Roz Jacobs, and Ruth Shack, was elected to search for an 

executive director of the museum.43 

In April 1979, Nancy and Thomas Hoving, Cowles and Jacobs met at Cowles’s 

residence on Fifth Avenue in New York City to discuss the qualifications for the job of 

director. Several candidates emerged from the meeting, with Cowles suggesting John 

Hightower of the South Street Seaport and formerly of the Museum of Modern Art, 

Jacobs recommending Jan van der Marck of the Dartmouth College Gallery and founding 

director of the Chicago Institute of Contemporary Art, and Hoving naming Jim Pilgrim of 

the Metropolitan and Brett Waller of the Ann Arbor University Museum, both formerly 
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of the Metropolitan’s Education Department. Hoving assigned Cowles and Jacobs the 

task of consulting with various museum professionals, whom he called “sages,” 

important contacts from the art museum world. Hoving’s circle of contacts included Otto 

Wittman, former director of the Toledo Museum; Larry Sickman, former director of the 

William Rockhill Nelson Gallery in Kansas City, Perry Rathbone of Christies and former 

director of the Boston Museum of Fine Arts; Philippe de Montebello of the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art; and Dillon Ripley of the Smithsonian Institution.44 

In the end, the candidates for the position were Wilder Green from the Museum of 

Modern Art, Stephen Prokopoff, Assistant Director at Phoenix Emmanuel, and Jan van 

der Marck. From the beginning, van der Marck was considered to be a strong candidate, 

“even in Jan Cowles’ eyes.”45 In choosing a director, it was important to select a “mature, 

experienced person rather than a young, new talent, [one who] has contacts in the 

museum world on a senior level.”46 

Thus in 1979, the fledgling Center for the Fine Arts hired as its director, Jan van 

der Marck, a Dutch-born art historian who had earned his doctorate in 1956 from the 

University of Nijmegen in the Netherlands with a dissertation on nineteenth-century 

Belgian book illustration. Van der Marck had traveled to the United States as a 

Rockefeller fellow in 1957, studying the relationship between American art museums and 

the public. He had been a curator at the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis, was the 

founding director of the Museum of Contemporary Art in Chicago, and had been director 
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of the Dartmouth College art museum. He had also been the project director for the artists 

Christo and Jeanne-Claude’s Valley Curtain project (1970-72).47 

The study he conducted during the Rockefeller fellowship in his postgraduate 

years, “The American Art Museum in Contemporary Society,”48 based on surveys and 

interviews of museum professionals throughout America as well as studies of American 

culture, established the basis for van der Marck’s future role as an American museum 

director. In seeking the relationships between American art museums and the public, he 

had learned about the inner workings of American museums and had had the opportunity 

to meet many influential museum directors and curators, including James Rorimer of the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, James Sweeney of the Guggenheim Museum, Perry 

Rathbone of the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, as well as many others.  

It is worth discussing the Rockefeller study here, not only because it gives an 

impression of the kind of museum director he was to become, but also because van der 

Marck’s clear opinions about American art museums were developed from a comparison 

to European museums, with which he was thoroughly familiar. Accordingly, he made 

comparisons between American and European museums throughout the report. 

Understanding that “the heart of the museum is its collection,” he believed that a museum 

was obligated to the public to assume responsibilities inherent in possessing a collection. 

Despite his directorship at the Center for the Fine Arts, which would be one of the first 

non-collecting art institutions in America, van der Marck maintained this position 

throughout his tenure there. From interviews and surveys he conducted, he recognized 
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that many American museums visitors attend because they wanted to “get something out 

of it.” To him, the task of the American museum curator was to progressively turn those 

instrumental goals into a true museum experience. He wrote, 

It is better to have the public come in order to pick up a few ideas for a 
house-decorating job or to make sure that they have a topic for next day’s 
cocktail conversation, than not having them at all. It is too bad that art not 
yet offers sufficient enjoyment to stand by itself, at least not for the 
majority of people. But instead of passively resenting this and blaming the 
public, let’s teach the visitor gradually to substitute their taste for 
instrumental values by a taste for goal values.49 
 

Populism, he believed, was a necessary path to higher aesthetic experiences. Van der 

Marck seems to have implicitly recognized the Bourdieusian assertion that the ability to 

have an aesthetic experience with art in a museum comes from acculturation and 

education. For him, as it is for museum educators, the task of the public museum was to 

introduce the tools to achieving an aesthetic experience worthy of great art.   

Van der Marck recognized the wealth of art treasures found in American 

museums that sometimes outranked the best European museums. Display techniques and 

publicity used in American museums were ahead of those used in Europe, he thought, but 

“perfection in presentation may reach a point where the staging is better than the play,” 

resulting in a lack of balance in form and content. Museum curators, he wrote, had 

complained to him that they were “forced to become showmen.” He challenged them: 

“Let them be showmen caring for the play as well.”50 He draws no clear lines to 

distinguish between scholarship and showmanship, believing that they can aid one 

another. 
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To van der Marck, the tendency in American museums to demonstrate interest in 

community service projects dissipated the energy of the museum staff, leaving little time 

for scholarly work. In this observation, he demonstrated a commitment to scholarship and 

an argument against providing too many ancillary programs and events. Furthermore, he 

recognized the growing number of community art centers that served as “school, public 

library, theater, convention hall, country club, exhibition gallery and recreation center all 

at once”51 that would fulfill these needs so that museums would not have to.  

Further, van der Marck wrote,  

It is wishful thinking to pretend that museums can be made effective for a 
full 100%. However, it is an obligation for museum management to find 
out which parts of the population that do not yet use the museum can be 
introduced to it. The most intriguing group in this respect is the middle 
and lower middle classes for theirs is the largest share in the increase of 
income and leisure. . . . Those who are enjoying a new and bountiful 
standard of living tend to express their prestige strivings in the 
materialistic stereotype of commodity purchase. The museum has to 
compete in the prestige market with convertibles and deep-freezers.52 
 
Van der Marck’s continued research into museum planning, evident from his 

lectures and proposals for art museums, such as “Have Museums Outlived Their 

Usefulness?” (undated) and “Proposal for a Museum of Contemporary Art in Seattle” 

(1970-71), reveal perceptive observations and persistent questions concerning the social 

value of art and art museums.53 In addition, his commitment to making museums have an 

impact on their communities had been evident while he was the director of the Museum 

of Contemporary Art in Chicago. In 1968, he collaborated with the CVL (“The 

Conservative Vice Lords”), a newer, tamer version of the Vice Lords, a notorious street 
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gang, to aid the founding of an arts center. Called “Art & Soul” and located in the heart 

of Lawndale, one of the poorest neighborhoods in the West Side of Chicago, the 

neighborhood art center sought to connect the black ghetto with downtown cultural 

institutions.54 Art & Soul was conceived as an art center run by community members; the 

museum saw itself as a facilitator, rather than “setting up a branch location, or dispensing 

charity.”55 Community members were initially suspicious, criticizing the use of 

storefronts for the art center, which was associated with churches, neighborhood clubs, 

and generally poorly financed, faltering operations, and wondering whether “’you white 

people all want to make your mark in the Lawndale area to get into the news?’”56 The 

success of Art & Soul, though short-lived, was an experiment that sought to close the gap 

between the art museum and communities that do not normally feel served by the 

museum.  

 Van der Marck also showed his willingness to exhibit radical contemporary art by 

commissioning artists Christo and Jeanne-Claude to install “Wrapped Museum of 

Contemporary Art, Chicago,” (1968-69), in which the artists wrapped the building and its 

galleries with 10,000 square feet of tarpaulin and 4,000 feet of rope, the artists’s first 

“wrapped” work in America (others include “Pont Neuf Wrapped, Paris” (1985) and the 

well-known “Wrapped Reichstag, Berlin” (1995)). Through an introduction by van der 

Marck, the artists would bring to Miami their famous “Surrounded Islands, Biscayne 

Bay, Greater Miami, Florida” (1983).  
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During his interviews for the directorship of the Center for the Fine Arts, van der 

Marck had told Center for the Fine Arts trustees that “what this community needed was a 

more traditional museum [than a contemporary art center].” He added, 

[Miami needs] an institution capable of setting certain norms and 
standards and laying the groundwork for whatever could then develop and 
grow spontaneously in a well-nurtured soil . . . we could have a museum 
built with other people’s treasures for temporary periods of time . . . we 
could see if it wouldn’t be possible to attract some of the big traveling 
exhibitions and to organize a few shows ourselves and in that way give the 
community a thorough education.57 
 

From the beginning, he believed that the Center for the Fine Arts should be as broad as 

possible in its programming in order to attract the broadest public following and interest. 

With a well-defined mission, a new director with a broad vision and community interest, 

and the support of important Miami citizens, the Center for the Fine Arts was ready to 

break ground, which would take place in May 1980.
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8  EXILES AND IMMIGRANTS 
 

Anyone with a remote awareness of Miami’s modern history might wonder how 

the famously powerful Cuban exile community fit within the founding of the Center for 

the Fine Arts. The simple answer is that it did not. Nor did other ethnic and racial 

minorities. This chapter, which investigates how Cubans in Miami organized a separate 

art scene, is deliberately set apart from the other chapters to signify the insularity of the 

exile community. Chronologically, the increasing visibility of Cubans in Miami civic life 

falls within the same time frame as the construction and opening of the Center for the 

Fine Arts. The reactions from Anglo Miamians to the 1980 “Mariel” boatlifts, a mass 

immigration of Cubans, spurred Miami Cubans to become more involved in local 

matters. An ambivalent integration of the Cuban art community with the “mainstream” 

art scene and institutions will be shown in the last chapter, a process that would reflect 

further expansions of the concepts of art and museums. For now, however, the discussion 

focuses on alternative ways of regarding art and art institutions that Cuban immigrants 

brought to Miami.  

 

Waves of immigration 

Despite Miami’s reputation as a place of Cuban immigration starting in 1959, 

significant Cuban immigration to the United States began in the nineteenth century. By 

1870, there were almost 100,000 Cubans living in the United States. Similarly, Cuban 
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political exiles did not start arriving in Miami simply as a result of Fidel Castro’s 

overthrow of the dictator Fulgencio Batista in 1959; from the 1930s until 1959, many 

new arrivals to Miami were political exiles. The more than 500,000 Cubans who arrived 

during the 1960s and 1970s held onto the hope that they would return, focusing on Cuban 

politics with the aim of recovering the homeland and not engaging in local politics. 

Cubans built a tight enclave that had its own economy in which Cubans sold services and 

goods to primarily to each other.1 

Shortly after the arrival of more Cubans in 1960, exiles who had been art dealers 

initiated an informal market of Cuban art that frequently took place in private homes. 

Most often, they sold small paintings, drawings, and watercolors of the “Vanguardia” 

generation—Wifredo Lam, Carlos Enriquez Gómez, Amelia Peláez, Fidelio Ponce de 

León, and Victor Manuel Garcia—Cuban artists who had broken with an academic 

tradition in the mid-1920s.2 These modernist artists had travelled and studied in Europe 

during the 1920s and 1930s, sojourns that had prompted them to define “Cubanness.” 

Synthesizing a viewpoint honed by a temporary leave of the island with an artistic 

vocabulary influenced by European innovations such as cubism and surrealism, these 

“first modernists” created a progressive vision of Cuba that embraced an image of its 

heritage as primitive, exotic, simple, and sensual, a vision that resonated with Miami 

exiles. Sales of art, often by an owner who needed to raise money to another member of 
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the exile community, meant that the art stayed within the Cuban community. Collecting 

Cuban art was considered to be a means of preserving Cuban culture that was a vital part 

of the exile experience, called a “nostalgic gesture” by gallerist Gustavo Godoy.3   

Private homes were also the sites of salon-type gatherings in which exiles would 

discuss art, music, and literature. Among the exiles were a second generation of modern 

artists now known as La Vieja Guardia (The Old Guard), such as Cundo Bermudez, 

Enrique Gay García, Rene Portocarrero, Baruj Salinas, and Raphael Soriano, who had 

established successful careers in Cuba and became celebrated figures among the exiles.4 

At such informal gatherings, collectors could meet these artists, ensuring a continuity 

between artists and patrons—a condition that mainstream (“Anglo”) Miami artists did not 

enjoy.5 Art critic Helen Kohen points out that Cubans’ relationship to art differed from 

their Anglo counterparts. “Reared with an Old World reverence for culture,” she writes, 

“the Cuban community is especially supportive of the visual arts and also tolerant of the 

artistic ambitions of its sons and daughters.”6 The Cuban exiles’ interest in art, thus, was 

culturally ingrained. 

The Cuban art “boom” in Miami of the late 1960s and early 1970s started with 

those exiled artists who had already established reputations in Cuba. Their art had its 

roots in the School of Havana and the Vanguardia movement, distinctly Cuban versions 

of modernism that belied conformity to Paris- and New York-style modernism. 

According the art historian Ricardo Pau-Llosa, the long tradition of art in Havana had 
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fostered an attitude that art could “serve as a vehicle for expressing a group’s cultural 

identity, and by extension, its power.”7 Where overt political expression had been erased 

in American abstract art, Cuban artists were not simply aware of the political implications 

of their art; to them, art had the power to express political views and to enact social and 

political change.   

The early Cuban exiles’ motivation to collect cultural objects differed from those 

who collected the works of Cuban-born artists in the 1980s, for example, who purchased 

art as a status symbol rather than as an expression of nostalgia and identity.8 The early 

collectors were acutely aware that they were shaping the future through their collecting 

practices, holding on to the hope that future generations would experience the Cuba they 

had lost. Among those collectors was Mignon Medrano, who, upon hearing that the 

Castro government was conducting public auctions of Cuban cultural items in North 

America, established in Miami the Cuban Museum of Art and Culture in 1973 (at the 

same time that discussions about the new county art museum occupied mainstream 

Miami art advocates). The museum exhibited “without walls” in banks and libraries for 

nearly ten years until the City of Miami gave it a space in which to exhibit, a former fire 

station building in Little Havana.9 The Cuban Museum was evidence of the need to 

acknowledge and preserve Cuban art. It also continued the separation of Cuban culture 

from that of the Anglo community.  

Meanwhile, throughout the 1960s and 1970s, Cubans built up their Miami-based 

businesses, seeing little contradiction between being successful in Miami and waiting to 
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return to Cuba. “American white leaders kept waiting for Miami’s Cubans to assimilate, 

to become like them so that the newcomer Cubans could then be gradually admitted to 

the organizations and committees that exercised local power and influence,” writes Alex 

Stepick, whose research on immigration focuses specifically on the interaction between 

immigrants and established resident Americans.10 As Cuban business leaders gained 

more success, they did not join mainstream American business organizations such as the 

Greater Miami Chamber of Commerce, but, rather, joined the Camara de Comercio 

Latino (CAMACOL).  

In 1973, a few months after the Decade of Progress bonds vote, the Dade County 

Commission passed a resolution declaring the county to be bilingual and bicultural, an 

effort spearheaded by County Mayor Orr. Elevating the official status of Spanish to equal 

English was seen by blacks and non-Latin whites as evidence that Latins, and especially 

Cubans, were trying to control Miami. By the end of the 1970s, through the increasing 

power of Cubans , a new politics of ethnicity slowly began to replace municipal and 

county politics.   

 

Mariel immigration 

Throughout the month of May 1980—the same month of the ceremonial 

groundbreaking of the Center for the Fine Arts—there was continuous news coverage of 

Cubans arriving in Miami in boats from the Cuban Port of Mariel after the Castro 

government had announced that anyone who wanted to leave could do so. That month, 

almost 87,000 Cubans arrived in Miami; between April and October that year, almost 

                                                

10. Alex Stepick et al, This Land is Our Land, 34-5, 38. 
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125,000. Castro had responded to the boatlifts by including on the boats not only the 

relatives of Miami Cubans but also hardened criminals and mental patients who would 

commit violent crimes reported worldwide as sensational news. Although the portion of 

true “undesirables” was only about 10 percent, their presence “stigmatized the entire 

exodus and, in the view of many, adversely affected not only the reputation of Cubans in 

the United States but also Miami’s allure as a tourist destination.”11 In addition, images in 

television and films, such as Brian De Palma’s 1983 film Scarface, about a Mariel 

immigrant who becomes a wealthy, violent, cocaine-snorting Miami gangster, furthered 

negative perceptions about Cubans in Miami.12 The exiles arriving shortly after the 1960s 

had focused on the idea of returning to a liberated Cuba, but the negative press 

surrounding the Mariel exodus convinced the established Cuban community that it was 

not as integrated and as welcomed in the white American community as it had believed. 

The Cuban elite, which had previously remained quiet and therefore had been ignored by 

the local, white elite, became involved in local and national politics, emerging “as a 

visible force that could no longer be ignored.”13 The Cuban community also began to 

look upon their exile as a condition that seemed increasingly permanent.  

 In 1984, “The Miami Generation,” an exhibition of young Cuban-American artists 

born in Cuba but who grew up in Miami was held at the Cuban Museum of Arts and 

Culture.14 The hybridity of the artists suggested a shift from the nostalgia for pre-

revolutionary Cuba that had captivated early collectors to an acceptance of Miami as a 

condition of Cuban exile life. This exhibition was seminal because it initiated a self-
                                                

11. Alex Stepick and Alejandro Portes, City on the Edge, 22 (see chap. 1, n. 44). 
12. Because of protests about this film, it was largely shot in Los Angeles.  
13. Alex Stepick et al, 40. 
14. The artists in the exhibition were Mario Bencomo, Maria Brito-Avellana, Humberto Calzada, 

Pablo Cano, Emilio Falero, Fernando Garcia, Juan Gonzalez, Carlos Macia, and Cesar Trasobares. 
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revelation for a younger generation of artists that they were “Cuban-American,” a label 

that gained significance as the exhibition traveled throughout the country and abroad. 

Some of the younger generation, however, resented the label of “Cuban-American artist” 

because of its association with a stereotype. “…I did not enjoy being called a Cuban-

American artist,” said Cesar Trasobares, one of the artists of the exhibition, “I did not 

enjoy being judged against the 1950s-style criticism of a Gómez-Sicre—I did not paint 

‘tropical colors.’”15 Trasobares’s reference to José Gómez-Sicre pointed to the 

Vanguardia art that had become known to Americans through the 1944 “Modern Cuban 

Artists” exhibition at New York’s Museum of Modern Art, organized by MOMA curator 

Alfred H. Barr and Cuban art critic Gómez-Sicre. What the older generation of exiles had 

revered, the younger generation of Cuban American artists regarded as an art that did not 

address their points of view.  

The “Miami Generation” had been organized by Margarita Cano, Community 

Relations Coordinator of the Miami-Dade Public Library System and a Cuban exile in 

Miami since 1962. She conceived the exhibition after seeing an exhibition of Cuban art 

from Cuba in Baltimore and felt challenged to demonstrate the superiority of the art being 

made by Miami exiles. Sponsors of the exhibition included, in addition to the public 

library, Miami-Dade Community College, the Cuban Museum, the City of Miami, the 

Bacardi Company, and Channel 23. Demonstrating an international interest in Miami-

made Cuban art, the exhibition travelled to the Meridian House International, 

Washington, D.C.; the Rhode Island School of Design, Providence; Queens College of 

                                                

15. Cesar Trasobares, “Vasari Chat V: The Miami Generation, 20 Years After,” panel discussion 
notes, Miami-Dade Public Library, November 13, 2003, Vasari Project. 
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Art, Charlotte, N.C.; Centre George Pompidou, Paris; Palacio de Bellas Artes, Santiago, 

Chile; and Museo Tamayo, Mexico City. 

In the 1980s, increasing acceptance and a greater market for Latin American art 

followed multiculturalism, an increasingly visible framework of study and cultural 

politics. Cuban art made in Miami, not truly Latin American nor truly United States 

American, was sometimes included and sometimes excluded from the category of “Latin 

American art,” a consequence of being a minority in America also felt by other U.S.-

based Latin artists. As anthropologist Arlene Dávila wrote, 

Latin American art, while still shunned and excluded in comparison with 
mainstream “non-ethnicized” art, has become the subject of more attention 
and exposure, although…this interest has neither benefited nor profited all 
‘Latin American artists’ in an equal manner.16 

 
Multicultural discourse challenged the tradition of “great art,” a notion embracing 

hierarchical ideals of aesthetic quality and linear progress in art history. This discourse, 

unfortunately, had the effect of presenting cultural identities as definitive and 

representative of individuals within a particular culture. Nevertheless, it provided an 

opening for Cuban American artists by encouraging politicized views and alternate 

discourses in art. While the mainstream Miami art world would not accept this type of art 

and these artists for some time, its development was occurring in the Cuban enclave, 

which was slowly loosening its boundaries.  

 

Race riots 

                                                

16. Arlene Dávila, “Latinizing Culture: Art, Museums, and the Politics of U.S. Multicultural 
Encompassment,” Cultural Anthropology 14:2 (May 1999), 181. 
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Despite overwhelming focus on Cubans since the 1960s, Miami has always been 

racially, ethnically, and culturally diverse, with significant populations of blacks, non-

Cuban Latins, and Jews. As seen in Chapter 5, blacks in Miami had experienced a long 

history of discrimination. Black frustration had erupted in the 1968 race riots but the riots 

of 1980 would show how little had been done in the intervening years to improve 

problems.  

In May 1980—the same month as the ceremonial groundbreaking for the Center 

for the Fine Arts and the same month Cubans arrived from Mariel—riots broke out in the 

black ghetto of Liberty City following the acquittal of four white police officers in the 

beating death of Arthur McDuffie, a black insurance salesman. Cars were overturned and 

set on fire, factory warehouses were torched, grocery stores were looted and gutted, 

people were dragged from their cars and beaten to death. After three days of vicious 

rioting, eighteen people were dead, 3,000 jobs were lost, 283 businesses were burned and 

looted, and damages totaled $100 million.17 The shocking violence disturbed national 

black leaders, including Jesse Jackson, who described the riot as “the most bitter and 

mean I’ve ever seen.”18 There was agreement that the “political economy of racism”19 

had touched off the riots in the black community. Long-term economic and political 

powerlessness, slum housing conditions, high levels of poverty and unemployment, and 

constant police harassment were conditions that had not changed much since the 1960s. 

According to historian Raymond Mohl, “The black community has made no significant 

                                                

17. Mimi Whitefield, “In Liberty City, Hope for Economic Rebirth: Investment, Less Crime Spur 
Area’s Optimism,” Miami Herald, May 14, 2000, 1A. 

18. Quoted in Manning Marable, “The Fire this Time: The Miami Rebellion, May, 1980,” The Black 
Scholar 11:6 (July/August 1980), 4. 

19. Marable, 7. 
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progress here in the past ten years and may even be regressing.”20 Federal immigration 

policies that favored Cubans over Haitian refugees were criticized by the black 

community. About 30,000 Haitian refugees had arrived in the Miami area from 1978 to 

1980 but, unlike Cubans, had been denied asylum. While the U.S. government supported 

Cubans fleeing from a socialist state, it did not support Haitians who had attempted to 

escape the pro-United States puppet dictatorship of Jean Claude Duvalier.  

To many blacks, the success of the Cubans had created a unique case that shut 

them out from economic and social successes.21 In addition, Cubans were given 

preferential treatment by the federal government through the Cuban Refugee Program, 

which offered public assistance, employment opportunities, and subsidized health care. 

According to Mohl, “Cuban migration short-circuited the economic, political, and social 

gains blacks were making elsewhere in the civil rights era. . . ,”22 leading to frustration 

and anger in Miami’s impoverished black community and decades of conflict between 

blacks and Hispanics. Black civil unrest in Miami may have appeared to follow the 

national pattern of the civil rights movement, but the arrival of Cubans throughout the 

1960s had created tensions that exacerbated the problems facing the black community.  

 

Political gains 

Despite the ongoing inequities faced by Cubans and, especially, blacks, there 

were a few glimmers of cultural change in this period. In 1967, for instance, Athalie 

Range became the first black elected to the Miami City Commission. In 1977, Johnnie L. 

                                                

20. Raymond A. Mohl, “The Settlement of Blacks in South Florida,” 87 (see chap. 5, n. 31). 
21. There were black ghetto riots in 1980, 1982, and 1989 in Miami. See Mohl, “Settlement of 

Blacks,” 112-139.  
22. Ibid., 131. 
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Jones became the first black superintendent of schools for Dade County. In 1973, the 

election of Puerto Rican-born Maurice Ferré to the post of City of Miami Mayor was 

evidence of the growing political clout of Hispanics. Notwithstanding the gradually 

increasing power of blacks and Hispanics, power in Miami was still held by a 

predominantly non-Latin white elite. In 1980, the Dade County Commission adopted an 

“English-only Ordinance,” effectively repealing the 1973 bilingual. This is obvious from 

the lack of voice given to these communities during the development of the new county 

art museum. As the process of the founding of the art museum shows, little was done to 

address Miami’s disparate communities. 
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9  IN QUEST OF EXCELLENCE 
 

In December 1983, city officials celebrated the upcoming opening of the grand, 

inaugural exhibition at the Center for the Fine Arts by holding a free, al fresco public 

holiday party on the new Cultural Center plaza. The plaza was crowned with a freshly 

installed sculpture, Raymond Duchamp-Villon’s The Horse (1914), a bronze masterwork 

by the Cubist sculptor, purchased for $250,000 by the county’s Art in Public Places 

program. According to the Miami Herald, the sculpture’s “blend of the traditional and the 

machine-age modern”1 drew positive comparisons to Philip Johnson’s design of the 

Cultural Complex itself as a lively mix of old and new styles. The main attraction, 

however, was the plaza, which was generously compared to Venice’s Piazza San Marco. 

More than 3,000 people lingered on the broad, terracotta-and-mustard-tiled plaza, hailed 

by the Miami Herald as “a haven of grace and beauty, contemplation and scholarship, 

perspective and analysis.”2 Its enormous size, nearly 32,000 square feet (compared to the 

total area of the Center for the Fine Arts at almost 34,000 square feet), was intended to 

function as a meeting place for downtown, and, as a part of the Downtown Government 

Center, for the whole county. The success of the plaza party proclaimed the future of 

downtown, an idea that Kenneth Kahn, director of the Dade County Council of Arts and 

Sciences, declared: “The future of downtown is people. Everybody is walking around 

saying, ‘If this can be this way, then anything is possible.’ It shows the town is getting 

                                                

1. “Hail the Center,” Miami Herald, December 24, 1983, 14A. 
2. Ibid. 
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together.” The Miami Herald credited the citizens of Dade County for voting for the 

Decade of Progress bonds: “The Metro government of Dade County and the voters who 

approved the project in 1972 will forever merit gratitude.”3 

It had taken eleven years for the Center for the Fine Arts to emerge as the 

centerpiece of the Downtown Government Center, becoming, some people hoped, a 

symbol of culture and community unification in a city undergoing tremendous changes. 

Notwithstanding the positive feelings generated by the plaza party on a mild, breezy 

evening, Miami had weathered race riots in May 1980 as well as the arrival of tens of 

thousands of Cuban and Haitian immigrants throughout the year. These occurred at the 

same time ceremonial groundbreaking for the Center for the Fine Arts took place. These 

events had battered the once glittering image of the city and the 1970s efforts to create a 

more powerful international image. The opening of the Center for the Fine Arts, along 

with its extravagant inaugural exhibition, would be welcomed as a sign of a new Miami.  

 

Construction on the Cultural Complex had begun in 1980 (see Figures 7 and 8) 

and had not gone smoothly. The grand opening of the Center for the Fine Arts had been 

scheduled for December 1982 (see Figure 9) but contractor problems and a faulty design 

of the smoke exhaust system had repeatedly delayed the opening. To replace the exhaust 

system, workers ripped out walls and moved equipment already installed in all three 

buildings, leading to redesigns of the interiors.4 The total cost of the repairs was a 

staggering $16.5 million—more than two-thirds of the total $23 million construction cost 

                                                

3. Ibid. 
4. Laurie Horn, “Construction Defects May Delay Arts Center Opening Again,” Miami Herald, July 
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of the complex. Johnson-Burgee and Connell, Metcalf and Eddy, the two architectural 

firms involved in the design, continued to argue about whose insurance company would 

pay for the costs. Neither wanted to accept responsibility for the mistake. John Burgee, 

for example, claimed that, “We had nothing, really, to do with the error. It was an 

engineering error made by the local engineer down there. He made a big one. It’s a most 

unpleasant subject.”5 (Ultimately, the insurance company of the Coral Gables firm paid 

for the repairs.)   

At least five exhibits had to be cancelled, at a cost of $100,000 in private funds. 

An intangible loss was that of prestige in the eyes of art museums throughout the country, 

including some sixty museums that had promised to lend works to the inaugural 

exhibition. Building a reputation as a reliable, well-run institution was crucial to the 

success of the Center for the Fine Arts, which would depend exclusively on loans.   

Throughout the construction phase of the Center for the Fine Arts, budgets were 

discussed and revised. It was projected that in its first year of exhibitions, 1983-84, 

operating expenses would be $896,000 and exhibitions expenses $504,000, for a total of 

$1.4 million. Of this total, Dade County would be the greatest contributor to the budget, 

giving $462,000 (33% of the total) for staff salaries and services. Memberships were 

expected to bring $238,000 (17%), endowments $140,000 (10%), and admissions 

$140,000 (10%).6 The remaining $420,000 in expenses would be made up by private 

donations—individual, foundations, and corporate—and funds gained from the Tourist 

Development tax.  
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The county had assumed all costs for employees, but the Center for the Fine Arts 

Association (the private, nonprofit arm of the museum), requiring administrative help, 

hired its first employee.7 This set a precedent for the existence of two separate entities 

with two sets of employees and two budgets: one public, one private. The hybrid nature 

of the public-private enterprise was not publicized but reflected the ambiguity of the 

“public” status of the Center for the Fine Arts. It cannot be determined from the data if 

director Jan van der Marck received additional monetary compensation from the 

Association, but it appears he received “perks,” such as a condominium at Grove Isle, the 

luxury waterfront apartment owned by developer and art collector Martin Z. Margulies. 

According to the terms of the bylaws, the county paid for staff and services while the 

Association paid for exhibitions and programs. Van der Marck thus reported to two 

boards—the Board of Governors, representing the county, and the Board of Trustees, 

representing the private, nonprofit organization. While the clean separation in this 

financial arrangement was idealistic, it would later prove to be untenable. 

 

Florida Indemnification Act 

Throughout the construction of the Center, van der Marck worked to establish its 

programs. One of his first tasks was to find a way to host large, traveling exhibitions. 

Given the enormous costs to insure art, which could amount to hundreds of thousands of 

dollars, exhibitions featuring priceless works of art would be too expensive to mount. To 

this end, van der Marck proposed legislation for the Florida State Arts Indemnification 

Act, which would pledge the state’s reserve fund against claims of up to $3 million for 

                                                

7. Brenda Williamson, interview by the author, July 19, 2014. 
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the loss or damage to art works borrowed from other U.S. states. He worked with 

Secretary of State George Firestone, whose office administered the state’s Department of 

Cultural Affairs, and Florida Insurance Commissioner Bill Gunter, to have the law signed 

in 1981, making Florida the first state in the nation to have such a program. The law 

would save museums from having to pay large premiums to commercial insurers, thus 

making it possible for them to mount larger, more expensive art exhibitions. Only 

proposed exhibitions with a total value of at least $1 million would be eligible, so only 

the largest exhibitions from the most experienced museums could apply. This new law 

meant that large, temporary loan exhibitions could be exhibited in Florida, making it 

possible for the state’s institutions to wear a “new face of professionalism.”8  

While van der Marck worked with legislators such as Secretary of State Firestone, 

the idea for this program most likely originated with Thomas Hoving, who had benefited 

directly from, and perhaps had been central in passing, the federal Arts and Artifacts 

Indemnities Act. This act had expanded a federal indemnification program to insure 

private businesses (such as agricultural businesses) to include organizations such as 

museums. According to this law, up to $150 million at a time could be insured 

throughout the country at one time. Art works from foreign countries would be insured 

against loss or damage while in transit and while on loan for exhibition in the United 

States. When the bill was signed in 1975 by President Gerald Ford, Hoving writes, “the 

age of the blockbuster art exhibition began. For the first time, huge, comprehensive 

shows were financially possible.”9 With the new law, The Treasures of Tutankhamun, 
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which had travelled from London to Russia from 1972 to 1975, became possible to 

exhibit in the United States. The Florida law, taking the federal one as its example, made 

it possible for the Center for the Fine Arts to mount such large, expensive exhibitions as 

well. 

 

Art in Public Places: Star Thief 

Van der Marck also became quickly involved in Miami’s other arts organizations. 

In 1981, he was a member of the twenty-three-person Art in Public Places Committee 

that voted unanimously to purchase for $285,000, James Rosenquist’s Star Thief (1980), 

a seventeen-by-forty-six-foot Pop Art painting of celestial skies, bacon and space ships. 

The painting was chosen to hang in a concourse leased by Eastern Airlines at Miami 

International Airport. When van der Marck and another Art in Public Places committee 

member Roberta Griffin took a four-by-five inch transparency of the painting to Eastern 

Airlines Chairman Frank Borman, the former astronaut “was so hostile it was incredible.” 

Borman responded famously, 

Although I am admittedly unschooled in modern art, I have had some 
exposure to space flight and I can tell you, without any equivocation, that 
there is not any correlation, spiritual or material, between the artist’s 
depiction and the real thing.10 
 

Further, Borman objected to the use of public funds to purchase art, referring to financial 

hardships that faced the airline industry as a result of 1978 deregulations. He demanded 

the suspension of the Art in Public Places program and argued that such art purchases 

should be made with private or corporate funds.  
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Borman, a member of the Non-Group (see Chapter 5) and part of the corporate 

elite in Miami, held sufficient political power to make such demands. Although the 

committee remained unswerving in its decision to purchase Star Thief, which became 

known as “Flying Bacon,” County Manager Stierheim did not approve the purchase.11 As 

a result of the controversy, along with a debate over sculptor Beverly Pepper’s proposal 

to build a pair of obelisks with steel webbing at the entrance to the downtown seaport for 

$500,000, the Art in Public Places program was placed under review. In 1982, its 

ordinance was fully revised to give administrative powers to a fifteen-person Art in 

Public Places Trust, comprised of community leaders rather than the county manager and 

a committee of arts professionals. New guidelines for the program called for “art works 

reflecting enduring artistic concepts, not transitory ones,”12 which meant, in Dade 

County, the selection of non-challenging, easily comprehended art.   

Technically, the Center for the Fine Arts opened on April 21, 1983 with a 

members-only opening of the infamous Star Thief.13 While construction continued in the 

main galleries, the large painting was shown in the auditorium, which had been designed 

without permanent seating in order to function as a flexible space. The exhibition 

signified van der Marck’s and the Center for the Fine Art’s commitment to showing 

controversial and challenging art (see Figure 10).  

Despite van der Marck’s efforts to introduce contemporary art to the community, 

Miami was not well regarded by the New York art world. (The famous Pop artist Roy 

Lichtenstein sarcastically remarked, for example, “Why, everybody knows that Miami 
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Beach is the cultural capital of America,”14 upon controversies over his sculpture 

Mermaid (1978), partially funded by the National Endowment for the Arts.) But having 

commissioned the “wrapping” of Chicago’s Museum of Contemporary Art and been 

project director for Running Fence, Van der Marck was in a good position to bring the 

Christo team to do a project for the New World Festival (1982), a large, multi-discipline 

arts festival intended to showcase Miami as a destination for the arts. Opposition to the 

Christo work by environmentalists such as Jack Kassewitz and Marjory Stoneman 

Douglas and the ensuing difficulty to obtain a permit postponed the project for a year. By 

the time Surrounded Islands was completed in 1983, Christo had gathered ten permits, 

weathered seven public hearings, attended at least four court appearances, conducted 

three separate manatee tests, and spent $3 million of his own money on the project.15  

The work consisted of over six miles of hot pink fabric wrapping the edges of 

eleven islands in Biscayne Bay. Shown for two weeks, the project was showcased in the 

national popular media on NBC’s “Today,” ABC’s “Good Morning, America,” and on 

Austrian, French, and British television stations. Life, Time, and Newsweek, and the 

German magazine Stern showcased the project. Surrounded Islands showcased the 

natural beauty of Miami while turning it into a work of art.  

 

In Quest of Excellence 

Although the Center for the Fine Arts technically opened in April 1983, the first 

time the public would see the entire exhibition space would be for In Quest of Excellence, 
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the first major exhibition, which opened in January 1984.16 It had been scheduled for 

1983, but the smoke exhaust system problems had pushed back the grand opening date. 

The importance of this first exhibition had been discussed ever since Hoving began his 

consulting work in 1978. A grand entry—an undeniably spectacular exhibition—would 

establish the Center for the Fine Arts as a major American art institution. Hoving had 

toyed with possible ideas such as borrowing works from the Metropolitan Museum in 

New York or, as his notes indicate, “Gold from Columbia, a show already assembled; 

What is Decorative Arts? a totally new look at a little understood subject; a Salvatore 

Dali Retrospective, Good or Bad? including his jewelry collection now housed in 

Richmond, Va.”17 “The Show” was to be a blockbuster with wide appeal and cultural 

cachet. It is more than possible that Hoving created the original idea for this exhibition as 

his notes from 1978 suggest: “Opening shot…Masterpieces of world art drawn from the 

pre-eminent instit. of America in honor of the opening.”18  

 Even if the concept originated with Hoving, van der Marck certainly curated and 

organized the exhibition through his own efforts and those of his staff. In answering the 

call for an impressive inaugural blockbuster exhibition, he assembled In Quest of 

Excellence: Civic Pride, Patronage and Connoisseurship, a dazzling exhibition of 203 

major works borrowed from sixty American museums. His “ideal museum” included 

drawings, prints, paintings, sculptures, religious artifacts, photographs, and decorative 
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arts from 1750 BC to contemporary art and from many cultures. Van der Marck’s 

exhibition overflowed with stunning art works from prestigious institutions, including a 

silver Persian bowl with repoussé decorations (5th century BC), a Limoges crucifix 

(1190-1200 AD), Fra Angelico’s The Temptation of St. Anthony the Abbot (c.1430), 

several Rembrandts, including the oil painting Joseph Accused by Potiphar’s Wife 

(1665), and Gustave Courbet’s The Greyhounds of the Comte de Choiseul (1866) from 

such prestigious museums as Boston’s Museum of Fine Arts, the Art Institute of Chicago, 

the Cleveland Museum of Art, the Philadelphia Museum of Art, the National Gallery of 

Art in Washington, DC, the Museum of Modern Art, and of course, New York’s 

Metropolitan Museum of Art.  

The conceptualization and organization of the exhibition took almost four years, 

requiring van der Marck’s travel to museums to select works and to negotiate with 

museum directors to lend their greatest masterpieces—to a start-up institution in Florida, 

no less. The research, correspondence, and contracts for the exhibition detail the 

painstaking work of van der Marck and registrar Arlene Dellis in organizing the 

exhibition.  

With the exhibition, van der Marck’s motive was to tell Miami the story of how 

American museum collections had formed and flourished in more established cities 

through “civic pride and philanthropy.” Despite the non-collecting mission of the Center 

for the Fine Arts, he hoped his belief that a permanent collection contributed to the 

development of civic pride would be transmitted to Miami’s citizens. “It’s an unabashed 

glorification of American museums and the patrons, the public at large and the personnel 
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who have made them what they are,” he said.19 Van der Marck elaborated on his 

intention in his catalog essay for the exhibition:  

[My intention is to] enlighten residents about the concepts of civic pride 
and philanthropy in the arts, making them aware of their importance to the 
health of communities and planting the seeds for future support.20  
 

In choosing works for In Quest of Excellence, van der Marck not only looked for the 

most spectacular works; he chose them with an awareness of the private collections they 

had come from.  

In addition, In Quest of Excellence was a way for van der Marck to educate the 

Miami audience of the history of art. The Miami Herald reproduced a floor plan that 

described the arrangement and traffic pattern of the exhibition.21 Arranged 

chronologically, the order of viewing was programmed so that the following route would 

be taken: on the first floor (a smaller space of 5,000 square feet), Prehistoric and Ancient 

Art; Art of the Sixth to the Seventeenth Centuries; Art of the Seventeenth and Eighteenth 

Centuries; The Americas—Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries; European Nineteenth 

Century; up the stairs to the second floor, a larger space of 10,000 square feet, broken 

into gallery spaces; a continuation of European Nineteenth Century, European Art of the 

Twentieth Century; The Americas—Twentieth Century.  

By entering the exhibition on the first floor and viewing the prehistoric and 

ancient art, the weight of great, past civilizations contributed to the sense of 

overwhelming contrast with the present. The exhibition was not only a survey of great 

collections, it was an illustration of the Western art historical canon in which European 

                                                

19. New York Times, July 21, 1983. 
20. Jan van der Marck, In Quest of Excellence: Civic Pride, Patronage, Connoisseurship (Miami: 
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painting received the most consideration. (In this exhibition, American art received more 

floor space than might normally be given in such a survey). The importance of Egyptian 

art as the starting point of the Western tradition was underscored by the first two objects 

in the exhibition: a bronze and crystal sculpture of a cat (1570-1314 BC) and a granite 

head of a king (663-332 BC). Although it appeared as if the exhibition was arranged 

according to chronology, two Chinese works that appeared a little later in this section of 

the exhibition may well have been older: a bronze kuang-ting (3-legged vessel, 1750-

1100 BC) and a bronze ts’un in the shape of an owl (ritual wine vessel, 1700-1100 BC or 

1100-770 BC).  

While each masterpiece in the exhibition was intended to express a narrative of 

private collecting, philanthropic motivations, and curatorial connoisseurship, as a whole 

the works served to tell the story of the development of art. By walking on the prescribed 

path through the carefully planned exhibition, the history and spirit of great civilizations 

would unfold for the viewer, and the visitor would move through a programmed 

experience that, borrowing the words of Carol Duncan and Alan Wallach, “casts him in 

the role of an ideal citizen—a member of an idealized ‘public’ and heir to an ideal, 

civilized past.”22 Van der Marck attempted to establish a sense of history and civic 

mindedness in Miami where there was little such tradition. In order to fit all 203 of the 

works into the space, temporary walls were erected, creating narrow viewing areas in an 

exhibition expected to attract many visitors (see Figure 11). 

The exhibition map reproduced in the Miami Herald is compelling on another 

level. The publication of the prescribed traffic pattern of the exhibition functioned as a 
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public notice that there was a protocol of behavior that accompanied the new institution. 

A particular order of viewing and procession, “an organized walk through the history of 

art,”23 was part of the education the public would receive. The social experience of art 

was undoubtedly privileged over the personal, contemplative one.  

Colorful brochures for the exhibition were printed in both English and Spanish, 

courtesy of corporate sponsor American Express. Because of the English-only ordinance 

in Dade, the county could not pay for the bilingual brochures. As Susan Bloom, vice 

president of cultural affairs for the company explained, “We were interested in becoming 

involved in a bigger way in this community. Our Latin American division is based here. 

We have a travel operation here. Shearson/American Express is here. And our operations 

center for the American Express card is in Fort Lauderdale.”24 American Express’s 

financial support addressed its potential Latin American audiences.  

While the brochure attempted to engage Miami’s Latin American audience, the 

works in the exhibition themselves did little to address it. No work openly addressed 

Miami’s Latin population. For example, it would have been possible, to show works by 

Cuban artists, whose works were owned by the Museum of Modern Art in New York, a 

lender to the exhibition. Van der Marck seems to have considered Latins in requesting 

Francisco de Zurbarán’s Saint Serapion from the Wadsworth Atheneum in Hartford, CT. 

In writing to Tracy Atkinson, director of the Wadsworth Atheneum, van der Marck 

wrote: “You can imagine how well this painting will be received in a community half 

                                                

23. Ibid., 455.  
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26, 1984, 12. 
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Hispanic in its orientation as ours is.”25 Miami’s Miami’s Caribbean population was also 

ignored. Besides an oil painting by Hector Hyppolite, the Haitian painter who had been 

recognized by the French surrealist André Breton26 and collected in Europe and the 

United States, there were no modern artists represented from South and Central America 

or the Caribbean. Living artists were represented by Pop artists such as Robert 

Rauschenberg and Jim Dine, John Chamberlain, and, as a tongue-in-cheek nod to the 

importance of football in Miami (and a gesture to Miami artists), the final work in the 

exhibition was Football Player by South Florida artist Duane Hanson.  

The exhibition did not travel because, according to van der Marck, it would have 

little meaning at a collecting institution. Accompanying the exhibition was a hefty 256-

page catalogue that included essays by van der Marck and some of the most eminent 

museum directors in America, J. Carter Brown of the National Gallery, Washington DC; 

Sherman E. Lee of the Cleveland Museum; Agnes Mongan of the Fogg Art Museum of 

Harvard University; and Philippe de Montebello of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 

New York. These essays support the concept of the exhibition, which, according to van 

der Marck, was “a tribute to the foresight, genius and generosity of those who founded, 

enriched and led our art museums…”27 Tellingly, the museum directors make little 

references to the audiences for their museums. While the essays make connections 

between patronage, connoisseurship, and museums, their focus rests on the patrons who 

felt a social obligation to donate their works to a museum. It appears that the essays are 

intended to instruct and to encourage the many South Florida collectors to one day 
                                                

25. Jan van der Marck to Tracy Atkinson, August 24, 1982, Box 1, Center for the Fine Arts, Registrar 
Files, Pérez Art Museum Miami, Miami, FL. 

26. André Breton, Surrealism and Painting (1928), Trans. Simon Watson Taylor (New York: Harper 
& Row, 1972).  

27. Van der Marck, In Quest of Excellence, 7. 
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contribute their objects to the museum. For example, de Montebello’s essay puts forth 

that 

…the greatest collections have been formed by people without 
institutional restraints people free to be bold, willful, and capricious; 
people who have no fear, in indulging their passion, of jeopardizing their 
reputations—or their jobs. Private collectors are free to acquire as many 
works by one artist or of a type and period as they desire; they purchase 
for themselves and not out of some sense of responsibility to an ill-defined 
public need. Museum directors or curators can ill afford to be so daring or 
individualistic, to seek out bargains, take enormous risks, or make too 
many mistakes.28 

 
Collectively, the essays convey a sense of exclusivity. The public does not seem to be a 

factor in the dialogue between museum director and potential patron. 

The $500,000 cost to mount the exhibition was paid, in large part, with $200,000 

from the Tourist Development Council tourist tax. Corporate sponsors included 

department stores—Lord and Taylor, Burdines, Saks Fifth Avenue, Macy’s Neiman-

Marcus, Bloomingdales and Bonwit-Teller—as well as corporations such as American 

Express, Southeast Bank, Burger King, Corporate Property Investors, Flagler Greyhound 

Track, Knight-Ridder Newspapers, Miami Herald, Miami News, Northern Trust Bank, 

Ryder System Inc. and Wometco Enterprises. Several foundations also contributed funds, 

including American Express Foundation which contributed $125,000, Knight Foundation 

donated $25,000 for the catalog. The Florida Arts Council donated $13,500.29 

 At the opening of In Quest of Excellence on January 12, 1984, County Mayor 

Stephen P. Clark hailed the Center for the Fine Arts as Dade County’s “evidence of the 

maturation of a city and its peoples.” County Manager Merrett Stierheim referred to 

Miami’s place in the international cultural scene, saying that the Center for the Fine Arts 

                                                

28. Philippe de Montebello, “Grand Designs in Art Collecting,” in Quest for Excellence, 32.  
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“will bring greater Miami, a truly international community, into a place of prominence in 

the cultural community of the world.”30 The extraordinarily high quality works in the 

exhibition led Miamians to claim that its days as a cultural wasteland were limited. The 

press surrounding the exhibition and the new Center extended from local coverage to the 

international press. In addition to local publications (“Could it be that van der Marck is 

the Howard Schnellenberger of art?” wrote Paula Harper in the Miami News, referring to 

the famed football coach who had turned around a failing University of Miami football 

program31), articles appeared in the New York Times, the Wall Street Journal, Art 

Business News, and Diario Las Americas.32 Miami Herald art critic Helen Kohen wrote, 

“Quest had forged the center’s credibility and enhanced its reputation as a serious art 

entity. That is not only important for the center. It matters for the entire community.”33 

While the exhibition may have generated excitement within some circles in Miami as 

well in the international media, the exhibition failed to engage the public in a meaningful 
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way. Miami’s significant populations Latin Americans and Caribbeans were largely 

ignored by the exhibition.
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10  CONCLUSION AND THE NEXT DECADES 
 

Today, the former Center for the Fine Arts building sits quietly tucked away in 

the Cultural Complex, the plaza itself surrounded by a downtown that has never fulfilled 

its potential of becoming an active, vibrant hub of Miami. The building is occupied by 

the history museum, which has expanded since the art museum’s move to its new home at 

Museum Park (formerly Bicentennial Park) several blocks away. The broken and patched 

plaza tiles, peeling paint on the buildings, and dried up pools of once-cascading water 

along the long entrance ramp all seem to symbolize a set of aspirations older and less 

assured than the current Pérez Art Museum Miami. 

And yet, as the history of its founding shows, the Center for the Fine Arts (CFA) 

was conceived to be a major metropolitan museum, intended to bring national and 

international recognition to Miami—architecturally, artistically, and culturally. The 

world’s most important architects, museum directors, and designers were hired to 

guarantee its success. The ghostlike presence of the CFA serves to haunt the current 

museum, offering cautionary tales and a hint of its genealogy. The curious absence of 

information about the CFA begs questions pertaining to its relationship to PAMM. What 

are the historical origins of the debates surrounding PAMM and what are the long-term 

implications of these debates? Why have the origins of the CFA been forgotten?  

 

An untold story 
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There has been little interest in the early years and the founding of the Pérez Art 

Museum Miami. Having done this research, I will make some guesses here about the 

reasons for this abiding lack of attention. First, there is an opinion, held by art 

cognoscenti outside of Miami and even within it, that not much of artistic interest 

occurred there before the 1990s, and certainly not in the 1970s. The cultural backwater 

image of Miami, supported by its longtime role as glitzy, tropical vacation spot, has 

resulted in little interest in Miami’s art history. Controversies concerning Miami’s 

museums, beginning with the Bass Museum in the 1960s and continuing to today with 

the Museum of Contemporary Art North Miami, have exposed negative aspects of 

Miami’s art community. In contrast, the positive reviews by national and international 

news media of the new PAMM hold hope for the museum’s future success. But ongoing 

local criticism of issues (related particularly to public funding) continues to mire PAMM 

and affect its future as a public institution.  

Second, there is little tradition of historical inquiry concerning Miami’s art. The 

often-heard comment that Miami is a “young” city implies that it should have little 

history and practically absolves it from having one. While there have been studies done 

on various aspects of art in Miami, such as the educational role of the Miami Art 

Museum, the Miami Model of collector-owned museums, and the effect of art on 

gentrification in Miami, these are not historical studies.1 Taken together, the writing on 

Miami art—in print and online art magazines and blogs, exhibition catalogs, and 
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exhibition reviews, that is, momentary glimpses of a well-developed and thriving art 

scene—comprise a history, but it has not been told as one. This supports the view that art 

in Miami is young and at the same time, condemns it to impermanence.  

Considered to be even less important than an art historical point of view perhaps, 

is the kind of organizational history I have researched. At PAMM, institutional 

documents that have been preserved relate primarily to exhibitions and collections and 

not to administration, finances, and public relations. As museum historian Lois Marie 

Fink points out, museum archives can function to advance institutional identity, but 

determining what exactly to preserve is a point of contention.2 A prime example of a 

museum that promotes its institutional identity is the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 

New York, which houses museum archives containing corporate records and official 

correspondence in order “to further an informed and enduring understanding of the 

Museum’s history.”3 A special grant to process institutional records ensures the 

cataloging of several collections of records, which will help to discover more about its 

past. While such an arrangement may be currently impracticable to PAMM, the concept 

of it makes for a revealing thought experiment.  

Third, the events of the 1970s pale in comparison to what would happen in the 

1980s: sudden, mass immigrations of Cubans and Haitians (the latter group had begun to 

arrive in the 70s) and horrifically violent race riots. These events gained even more 

significance as Cubans increasingly gained political and economic power in Miami, a 

phenomenon that has been well documented. The excellent scholarly writings on Cuban 
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immigration have been accompanied by books, articles, and exhibition catalogs about art 

produced by Cuban exiles and Cuban-Americans. This accrual of scholarship has added a 

great deal of understanding about the important role that Cubans and Cuban-American art 

have played in Miami history and in its development of art. Recall, however, Jorge 

Pérez’s accusations of racism to the negative reactions concerning the renaming of the 

museum. We can only understand his claim in context of the background from which it 

comes—a long history of dominance by a white civic leadership in Miami’s cultural 

arena, and in particular, at PAMM. 

Finally, there is an overall aversion to discussing politically unpleasant or 

potentially embarrassing issues within the Miami art scene. Accordingly, the history of 

PAMM’s founding does not always portray the community in the best light. Decisions 

that are now considered to be mistakes have been swept under the rug, rectified in the 

form of the shiny new Pérez Art Museum building. This historical amnesia improperly 

credits outside consultants with errors (concerning the architecture, the mission, etc.) that 

were made originally by members of the Miami community. This distaste for political 

controversy continues today, as observed by the Cuban-American artist and writer Coco 

Fusco who recently visited Miami and observed about the art scene:  

Political clashes may have been in the air but local artists showed little 
interest in flexing their political muscles. None of the artists I spoke to 
during my visit mentioned the MOCA controversy during a group 
discussion about media coverage of the Miami art scene, even though 
news of the debacle was all over the national press. Only one artist I talked 
to during my trip mentioned that the conflicts surrounding the Miami Art 
Museum’s 2011 decision to change its name to the Pérez Art Museum 
Miami were an open wound that he and his peers sought to stay away 
from.4 
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The desire to overcome deliberate obfuscation is a compelling enough reason to 

investigate events, especially ones that have such lasting consequences. In 

acknowledging history (as well as present-day events) we hope for clarity and continued 

debate with greater knowledge to ground our arguments, with the desired outcome being 

revision and a communal refusal to repeat past mistakes. 

 

Architecture and ideology 

 During the founding of the CFA, the most visible and intense public discussions 

focused on Philip Johnson’s design of the Cultural Complex. The controversies over the 

museum’s architecture came from the standpoint of civic pride rather than as a place to 

view art, perhaps because of the high level of involvement by the county government. 

Primarily committed to civic identity and the expression of civic values, County 

Commissioners judged the aesthetics of the design according to the ideological function 

of the museum as they saw it. What they perceived as kitschy traditionalism, the trend-

conscious Johnson saw as a revolutionary shift in the architectural paradigm. To use Alan 

Wallach’s idea that changes in architectural style connote “a massive restructuring of the 

viewing subject”5 (see Chapter 1), we can view Johnson’s design as a vision of the future 

formed by looking to a living past instead of grasping at an abstract notion of progress. 

At any rate, it is apparent his concept of progress had little to do with that of Miami’s 

civic elite: a modernist, Futurist-inspired city, in which multiple levels interconnected 

through an intertwining labyrinth of ramps and railways.  
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 To County Commissioners and to the many in the community who had supported 

Johnson on the basis of his reputation as über-Modernist, the design was certainly not 

“modern” enough but more than that, it was perhaps not sufficiently authoritative. It did 

not have the cool and impersonal authority that the provincial city had thought would 

raise its cultural status. If the controversy over the Cultural Complex design proves 

anything, it is that the perception of modern authority has been shaped by the modernist 

building style. Imported from Europe, where its clean lines and industrialized look were 

originally used in private residences, the style was molded to fit a new, postwar authority 

of American commerce and politics when applied to skyscrapers and public institutions. 

At the forefront of this symbolic and constructed transformation was Johnson, who, by 

the time he had worked on the Cultural Complex design, had promoted this vision of 

economic and political dominance for the majority of his career. As one of the most 

central figures in the history of the Museum of Modern Art, an institution that actively 

promoted this vision of a modern, American authority throughout the world, Johnson 

influenced the ways in which people perceive the aesthetics of authority long before his 

arrival in Miami.  

Johnson’s once-ubiquitous power makes him an easy target for blame. He has 

been charged with creating design problems that have led to the physical and imagined 

distance between the Cultural Complex and the street. It is apparent from meeting 

minutes from 1977, however, that both he and his partner John Burgee had broached the 

subject of the problematic elevated plaza, only to be disregarded by the County Architect 

(see Chapter 6). It is possible that the two architects had considered an alternative to the 

Downtown Government Center plan, but this will probably never be known.  
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If, as Alan Wallach has asserted, museum expansions and renovations suggest 

shifts in institutional ideology, what do we make of the new PAMM building? (See 

Figure 12) On the exterior, the architectural rhetoric of neo-Classical and modern 

authority is evident in the pillars and the rectilinear shapes, but the building’s straight 

lines are softened and lightened by tropical plants that weave around the pillars that are 

suspended in the air and by the dappled shadows created by the overhanging brise-soleil. 

With its low-slung silhouette, the building appears from a distance to be a sprawling 

modern-style private home built of earthy materials and surrounded with lush plantings. 

(See Figure 13) Only by an indication of its massive scale does the building begin to 

appear as a public building. (See Figure 14) The interior also reveals itself to have a 

warmth that belies its institutional status. The exhibition spaces, despite their especially 

high ceilings, are proportioned to convey a feeling of intimacy. The free flow between the 

spaces blurs distinctions between museum shop, reception area, exhibition spaces, and 

auditorium, much like in a modernist, open plan.  

Thus in the PAMM building, modernism has been residentialized to fit a vision of 

how art is to be experienced in a public museum. While being a public space, it presents 

itself as a private one in which the functions of the museum include not only the 

contemplation of art but also dining and relaxing outdoors on the back patio. But whose 

home is this? Certainly, anyone who wants to visit is welcome. The museum welcomes 

visitors, much like a generous host welcomes guests. This same generosity and sense of 

the residential is asserted throughout Miami in the collector-owned, publicly accessible 

“museums”—collectively called the “Miami Model.” For example, the de la Cruz 

Collection, according to its website, “serves as an extension to [Rosa and Carlos de la 
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Cruz’s] home.”6 The de la Cruzes’ considerable generosity, along with that of other 

Miami contemporary Medicis, functions as patronage in which there is no ambiguity 

about ownership. The right to visit, in other words, does not imply the right to own. I 

believe PAMM’s aesthetic reflects the prevailing cultural authority in Miami—that of 

private collectors. 

According to museum historian Jeffrey Abt, the history of the practice of allowing 

visitors to view personal collections may be traced to the Renaissance, when collections 

were often placed in a room near the owner’s bedroom, blurring distinctions between 

public and private.7 In the twentieth century, New York’s Museum of Modern Art’s 

original galleries on West 53rd Street (opened in 1939) were often referred to as 

“intimate.”8 As art historians such as Christopher Grunenberg and Dominic Ricciotti have 

suggested, this intimacy served as a reminder that many works in the museum were 

previously displayed in collectors’ homes.9 In creating relatively small-scale rooms, 

MOMA’s focus was to facilitate the kind of private contemplation of art that a home 

setting provided. PAMM’s intention, however, is noticeably different; the residentialized 

aesthetic serves to provide visitors with a sense of comfort and congeniality. In returning 

modernist architecture to its residential origins, it is clear that the private sphere has 

                                                

6. De la Cruz Collection Contemporary Art Space website, “About,” 
http://www.delacruzcollection.org/mission.html 

7. Jeffrey Abt, “Origins of the Public Museum,” 121-2. (See chap. 1, n. 24). 
8. For example, MOMA director Richard Oldenberg wrote that “[there is] a sense of intimacy with 

the works on view because its galleries have been neither daunting in scale nor exhausting in number.” 
Richard Oldenberg, “Director’s Statement,” quoted in Helen Searing, New American Art Museums 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983), 81. 

9. Christoph Grunenberg, “the Modern Art Museum,” in Contemporary Cultures of Display, ed. 
Emma Barker (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999) 34; Dominic Ricciotti, “The 1939 Building of the 
Museum of Modern Art: The Goodwin-Stone Collaboration,” American Art Journal 17:3 (Summer 1985), 
57-8. 



 248 

played an important part in determining this Miami aesthetic of power, an aesthetic that 

symbolically undercuts public support given to the museum.  

Issues of privatization, nonprofit incorporation, public access, and private funding 

are live topics in Miami’s art world. The emblematic distortion of public and private, in 

which the private sphere remains firmly in control, can be discerned in the increasing 

privatization of the museum over the years. The change in governance and funding of the 

museum throughout the institution, as it transformed from the Center for the Fine Arts to 

the Miami Art Museum and then to the Pérez Art Museum Miami, illuminates how the 

balance between public and private has been modified over time. 

 

The public nature of the CFA 

If we address Jeffrey Abt’s claim that, “Public museum must be one of the most 

commonly used and least-questioned expressions in contemporary museological 

discourse”10 (see Chapter 1) and regard the founding of the CFA with an eye to its 

governance and sources of funding, then the underlying ideologies and purposes of 

PAMM become clearer. The 1947 Florida law that authorized the financing of museum 

construction with revenue bonds laid the groundwork for the founding of the CFA. The 

expectation that taxpayers would support the construction of the CFA has its roots in this 

law, as does the building of PAMM with taxpayer funds.  

The 1972 vote in favor of a proposed art museum in the Decade of Progress bond 

proposals was (and continues to be) regarded as symbolic of the public’s support for it. 

However, the $75.8 million package that voters approved for “recreational facilities” 
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would pay for fifty-two park projects, ten miles of beach restoration, purchase of a former 

race track to be converted into a huge athletic complex, five twenty-acre regional parks, 

and the purchase of additional park land—in addition to the construction of an arts 

building at Vizcaya costing a relatively small two million dollars. The abstract, 

undeveloped notion of the museum, coupled with its small role within the overall bond 

vote, questions the assertion that the citizens of Dade County wanted to fund an art 

museum. Nevertheless, the results of that vote, continually referred to by local politicians, 

businesspeople, and arts enthusiasts alike, continued to guide ideas in favor of public 

support.  

As Paul DiMaggio has shown, early American museums were established through 

the efforts of an elite class that was allowed to operate without a great deal of government 

interference.11 While most American art museums have followed this pattern and have 

been founded by individuals who have come together to form a private, nonprofit 

organization, the CFA was an unusual case in which the county government initiated the 

idea for the museum, paid for consultants, and formed subcommittees within the county-

appointed Council of Arts and Sciences to make recommendations for the museum’s 

mission. While DiMaggio’s ideas of elite domination in the cultural sphere and 

government subvention as a service to the public sets the business elite against 

government, it does not consider the kinds of tight relationships between local elites and 

local government officials that were in play in Miami during the CFA’s establishment. As 

was shown, the influence of the Non-Group, a “secret” alliance of civic leaders that 

included government officials, directed outcomes such as the location of the museum 
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(Chapter 5). The primary role of the county government in the founding of the CFA has 

continued today in the form of sustained, generous funding to PAMM.  

The role of County Mayor Jack Orr in 1972 to give art a prominent place in the 

government’s agenda should be acknowledged. Whether or not Orr personally enjoyed 

art, he absorbed President Lyndon Johnson’s message to support the arts as an indication 

of a great society. Orr’s death in July 1974—shortly after he pressed for the 

establishment of the county’s Art in Public Places program and after he initiated 

discussions about the art museum—appears to have endangered the museum’s 

establishment. In recognition of his efforts, the Cultural Complex plaza was named after 

him, although few people today are familiar with his part in planting seeds that would 

eventually lead to a greater role of art and culture in the civic life of Miami (see Figure 

15). Orr’s example shows how an advocate for culture in a prominent government seat 

can be effective in pushing along a cultural agenda. County Commissioner Ruth Shack 

took up this role following her 1976 election to the post. Shack was instrumental in 

supporting cultural agendas throughout her tenure. She was actively involved in the 

founding of the CFA and took part in its governance as an ex-officio member of the 

organization’s first Board of Governors. 

As much as the county government was involved, however, it was not the only 

governing body of the Center for the Fine Arts. The collaboration between Dade County 

and the Center for the Fine Arts Association, Inc., an independent, nonprofit 

organization, was conceived as a way of dividing costs, with the county paying for the 

building, staff, and maintenance, while the Association paid for exhibitions and 

programming. While this nonprofit organization had similarities with other nonprofit 



 251 

organizations that administer museums, it functioned as a partner. The CFA was, in 

actuality, a hybrid public-private entity. Even before the opening of the CFA, 

developments in governance—though they seemed incidental at the time—would 

eventually effect the outcome of PAMM. Overwhelming community response to the first 

membership drive required the hiring of an assistant, which the county refused to fund. 

Instead, the CFA Association, which had never intended to have employees, agreed to 

pay for the position, setting a precedent for the Association to have employees.12 By 

1993, there were fourteen Metro-Dade County employees and fourteen Center for the 

Fine Arts Association employees, although there is little apparent logic to explain the 

division. The county employees roughly included curatorial, administrative, and public 

relations staff, and Association staff included the curator of education, exhibition 

installers, an accountant, business manager, and membership associates.13 Over time, a 

shift towards greater power by the Association occurred, anticipating changes that would 

eventually be solidified. 

Just one year after the opening of the inaugural exhibition In Quest of Excellence, 

Jan van der Marck resigned from the directorship of the CFA at the request of the 

trustees.14 In a two-page resignation letter, he outlined problems with the CFA which 

began with a need to reevaluate the governance structure. Having to report to the Dade 

County Manager, the president of the Board of Trustees, as well as to the chair of the 

Board of Governors, had proven to be unmanageable. Additionally, joint funding by 
                                                

12. Brenda Williamson, interview with the author, July 19, 2014; a thank you to Williamson for 
pointing out differences in CFA newsletters that demonstrate the split in staff. 

13. “Center for the Fine Arts Staff,” CFA News 27 (April/May/June 1993), 15. 
14. “Agreement,” Jan van der Marck and the Center for the Fine Arts, April 10, 1985; Julian H. 

Kreeger to Bill Colson, March 26, 1985; Meeting minutes of Board of Trustees, Center for the Fine Arts, 
February 21, 1985, Series 3, Box 6, Folder 5, Jan van der Marck papers, Archives of American Art, 
Smithsonian Institution. 
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Dade County and the CFA Association was “a diplomatic dream but an administrative 

nightmare. Its implementation leads to frustration, conflict, stalemate and, ultimately, 

defeat,” he wrote.15 Within a few years, the Board of Governors, the symbolic group of 

business and civic leaders, would be dissolved so that only the Board of Trustees—

representing the Association—would remain.  

 
 

King Tut, or the Bilbao effect  

Efforts to attract large audiences to museums, whether through blockbuster 

exhibitions or spectacular architecture, have been criticized by art world insiders as 

shifting the focus from appreciating art to more practical considerations that have allowed 

commercialization to dictate the museum experience (see Chapter 1). These critics 

maintain that high attendance numbers do not mean that visitors are necessarily interested 

in art or that they have adequate museum experiences to compel them to return. Urban 

planners and politicians who justify the large expenditures of public funds to build 

museums to achieve a Bilbao effect point to urban problems that are more serious than 

questions about ideal aesthetic experiences. Indeed, in comparison to concerns about 

urban decay, unemployment, and overall civic malaise, the criticisms of art historians and 

critics and some museum directors sound like attempts to protect professional interests 

and to insist upon an unrealistic, rarified type of experience.  

Yet, these criticisms refer to larger questions about the function of art in society 

and the ethical responsibilities of the museum. What exactly is the museum is trying to 

                                                

15. Since van der Marck’s tenure, there have been several directors: Robert Frankel (1985-89); Mark 
Ormond (1989-93); Louis Grachos, Acting Director (1993-96); Suzanne Delehanty (1996-2005); Terence 
Riley, (2006-09); Thom Collins (2010-present). 
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give or to teach its visitors, and what are the means by which it achieves this? As Pierre 

Bourdieu showed almost fifty years ago, social forces predispose people to adopt an 

orientation that allows them to “understand” art as elite classes do. The more recent 

studies of DiMaggio, Useem, and Schuster confirm that social class is a large factor in 

determining who visits museums in the first place. Consequently, bringing knowledge 

about art to various publics is not something easily solved through blockbuster 

exhibitions or spectacular museum architecture. What art critics are asking is whether the 

masses who go to blockbusters and Bilbao are being enriched and empowered by their 

exposure to art, or if they are simply being used to fund institutions that exist to maintain 

social hierarchies.  

As continuing debates show, this question is not easily answered. In the case of 

the CFA, museum founders openly stated their aims to gain financial rewards for Miami 

through hosting blockbusters, conceiving exhibitions to be a form of entertainment in 

order to attract tourists. This blatant use of the art museum public to gain economic 

success was modified over time so that the public’s needs became fundamental to the 

museum’s mission. I believe this occurred mainly because of two major factors: the 

centrality of immigration in the psyche of Miami and the transformation of the CFA into 

a more traditional museum.  

The violent and destabilizing manner in which immigration occurred in Miami in 

the 1980s had the effect of a political revolution that consequently focused attention on 

the needs of the new population. The increasing political and economic importance of the 

Cuban elite in mainstream Miami culture made ethnic diversity undeniable. Furthermore, 

Jorge Mas Canosa, founder of the Cuban American National Foundation, emerged as the 
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voice of Miami’s Cuban community and extended his organization’s influence to 

maneuver federal policies towards Cuba. The resultant political power and visibility of 

Cubans on the local level could not be ignored. By extension, the needs of other 

immigrant groups, such as Haitians, Nicaraguans, and others, became a central concern 

for civic leaders. 

The transformation of the CFA into a more traditional museum as a major factor 

in developing greater consciousness of the art museum public is a more complex idea that 

considers both the governance of the museum and the art collection as the museum’s 

focus of activities. As the arrangement between the county government and the CFA’s 

nonprofit organization was increasingly recognized as difficult to manage, the realization 

that the museum should transfer ownership to the private nonprofit was shared by both 

sides. The resulting privatization meant that in order to receive public funds (as it 

continued to do), a more visible commitment to the public had to be made in accordance 

with tax laws. By adopting a greater consciousness of the public, developments that 

addressed the public were made, including an enhanced education program created in 

partnership with Miami-Dade County public schools.16 

The irony that privatization leads to greater populism is confirmed by the history 

of museums in which private, nonprofit organizations came to be the dominant 

organizational model for museums. According to Paul DiMaggio, the nonprofit model 

was originally used in early American museums to reinforce social hierarchies. At the 

same time, as Andrew McClellan, Jeffrey Abt, and others have shown, those same 

museums promoted art as a therapeutic tool for the new middle class as well as the 

                                                

16. De la Osa, “Enhancing Museum and School Partnerships.”  
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working poor. These separate interests continue to exist side-by-side today, reminding us 

of the inherent contradictions that are part of the history of American art museums. Or are 

they contradictions? As the class-based critiques of Bourdieu, DiMaggio, Duncan, 

Wallach, and others remind us, no matter how widespread education and docent 

programs may be, elites remain in control of museums by governing and funding them.  

Another facet of the more traditional museum is a collection, which is vital to the 

formulation of the museum as a public trust. For the CFA, not having a permanent 

collection was acknowledged to adversely affect the participation and allegiance of 

audiences. Jan van der Marck had recognized these factors early on and expressed them 

in his resignation letter,  

. . . Experience has taught me that the ownership of art, be it private or 
public, is intrinsic to the bonding that takes place between individual and 
institution. Art collections further long term loyalties and commit art 
interested and civic minded individuals, from generation to generation, to 
the institutions they serve.17 
 

Significantly, van der Marck insinuated that the kunsthalle idea served to alienate one 

important segment of the public that was enthusiastic about art—private collectors. In 

fact, the non-collecting policy of the CFA may be one way to contextualize the rise of the 

Miami Model of private collector museums. Without an institution to “further long term 

loyalties,” collectors could focus on their own collections and their own legacies. As 

Miami private collectors gained more recognition in the international art world, their 

contributions to the local museum were conspicuously absent.  

Through a process that transformed the hybrid public-private, non-collecting 

institution into a more traditional American museum, governed by a private nonprofit and 

                                                

17. Sic, Jan van der Marck to Merrett R. Stierheim, February 19, 1985, Museum Administration 
Records, Center for the Fine Arts, Miami, Jan van der Marck papers, Archives of American Art. 
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focused on its collection, the museum became more greatly committed to its various 

publics. However, the increasing political importance of the Cuban community, and by 

extension, other minority communities, made this commitment more manifestly 

significant. 

 

From Center for the Fine Arts to Miami Art Museum 

In 1995, the CFA began the process to transform into the Miami Art Museum 

with a course of action that contrasted sharply with founding efforts of the 1970s. 

According to then-director Suzanne Delehanty, museum representatives conducted 

meetings with various groups of citizens, ranging from students at Miami’s New World 

School of the Arts (a public magnet high school and college) and religious leaders, to 

Spanish-speaking residents (with meetings facilitated by a translator), as well as with 

various other segments of the community. In the years between the founding of the CFA 

and its reinvention as the Miami Art Museum, open discourse about immigration and 

Miami’s diversity served to place the idea of communities at the forefront of planning for 

the museum’s new mission. At the same time, the idea to establish a collection was part 

of the museum’s new mission. As Delehanty states, 

It was very clear that the trustees and county government leaders wanted 
to position this institution to be the flagship art museum for Miami. They 
thought it was time for it to begin collecting. And they believed the 
institution needed to reflect the diversity of Miami, that Miami was one of 
the most diverse cities in the United States. It was poised at this pivotal 
juncture in the western hemisphere. And the museum needed to reflect all 
of this about Miami.18 
 

                                                

18. Suzanne Delehanty, interview with author, July 16, 2014. 
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Over the course of a year, the hybrid public-private entity transferred its 

ownership so that it would become a private nonprofit organization, a 501(c)(3) that, 

instead of functioning as a department of county government, the county would become 

the institution’s major benefactor (as it is today). The CFA’s county employees were 

given the choice to remain a county employee, with a pension plan and good benefits, or 

to remain with the Center for the Fine Arts Association. Rather than reporting to two 

governing bodies—county government and a board of trustees—the director would report 

to only one, the board of trustees of the 501(c)(3).19 This transfer of governance was not 

widely publicized as part of the transformation of the museum in the same way as the 

mission to begin collecting art and the renaming of the institution to the Miami Art 

Museum. 

Building an art collection befitting a major metropolitan museum takes time, and 

has not been achieved easily. Although some significant donations were made, the CFA’s 

non-collecting policy had forced collectors to patronize other museums, most notably the 

Museum of Contemporary Art in North Miami. Additionally, as mentioned above, 

collectors focused their efforts on building their own museum-style collections. 

Establishing a kunsthalle, a result of competition among art institutions, has had the long-

term effect of exacerbating fragmentation in Miami’s art scene, particularly among the 

donor base. 

 

From the Decade of Progress bonds to the Pérez Art Museum Miami 

                                                

19. Ibid. 
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 A little more than forty years after the vote for the Decade of Progress bonds that 

proposed to build an art museum at Vizcaya, the Pérez Art Museum Miami building 

opened to great acclaim, fulfilling the desires of civic leaders in the 1970s to bring 

cultural awareness to Miami with a spectacular building designed by a preeminent 

architect. The museum’s transformation, not only in its architecture but in its attitudes 

towards the public and towards art, demonstrates a greater awareness of public service 

and the diversity of publics, as well as a clearer, though questionable, conception of art. 

These shifts are evident in a comparison of their mission statements. The CFA’s 

statement from 1984 points to an ambiguous program of art exhibitions and an abstract 

notion of the viewing public:  

[The Center for the Fine Arts] owns no art. . . . Yet the art seen in its 
14,000 square feet of carpeted gallery space is of the highest quality 
obtainable—borrowed from the world’s most prestigious institutions as 
well as from private collectors. Some exhibitions originate at the CFA, 
some are touring shows which were first seen in other parts of the country. 
All are arranged for the purpose of presenting works of art of the broadest 
variety to residents and visitors.20 
 

Art receives the greatest consideration in this statement, with “the highest quality” and 

“the world’s most prestigious institutions” contributing to the mission, while the simply 

stated final words, “residents and visitors” indicates museum users to be something of an 

afterthought.  

In contrast, PAMM’s mission statement focuses primarily on potential museum 

users: 

Pérez Art Museum Miami exists to improve the quality of life for 
individual residents of and visitors to Miami-Dade County, as well as 
social life in the communities they represent, by facilitating catalytic 

                                                

20. Center for the Fine Arts, “Exhibitions: Winter-Spring 1984-1985,” brochure. 
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engagements with the most progressive visual arts of our time.21 
 

References to “quality of life,” “social life,” “communities,” and “engagements” make it 

apparent that active participation with the public is part of the museum’s mission. It is not 

clear, however, what is meant by “catalytic engagements”—are they exhibitions? 

Aesthetic experiences? The absence of the words “exhibition” or “display,” as well as the 

words to suggest the traditional aims of a museum—to collect, preserve, interpret, 

display—implies a different approach, perhaps a more twentieth-first century one. It 

appears that PAMM is positioning itself more as a social space than as a traditional 

museum, a public facility that promotes quality of life. Interestingly, there is no mention 

of utopian aims to bring people together to create a communal space around art (as the 

Guggenheim Museum in New York did, expressed architecturally by Frank Lloyd 

Wright’s design that featured a central, open rotunda and spiraling ramp that forces 

people to share space while circulating). There is an implication that PAMM visitors will 

return to the “communities they represent,” enriching them but maintaining distance from 

others. 

As much as PAMM’s mission statement attempts to avoid the paradoxical pitfalls 

of those that refer to public access and, simultaneously, the traditional aims of museums, 

the phrase “the most progressive visual arts of our time” suggests a very specific type of 

art, consecrated as “most progressive” by an elite point of view. “Catalytic engagements” 

as a redefinition of the museum experience is not matched by a redefinition of “art” that 

would address the various communities it plans to attract. In a social space that has been 

largely funded by taxpayers, deep considerations about how different kinds of art send 

                                                

21. Pérez Art Museum Miami website, “Who We Are,” http://www.pamm.org/about 
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different social messages are called for. As urban sociologist Sharon Zukin asserts, 

“Public space that is no longer controlled by public agencies must inspire a liminal public 

culture open to all but governed by the private sector.”22 While Zukin was not declaring 

an imperative but was discussing how privatization faces criticisms of control, 

accountability, and vision, we can similarly question how the public museum, not 

managed or owned by a public agency, can retain its public nature.  

 Public art museums in the twenty-first century face problems resulting from shifts 

in expectations about what constitutes a museum experience. Museum scholar Eilean 

Hooper-Greenhill offers a way of thinking about museums, which she calls “post-

museums,” and their changing societal roles. Her recent book, Museums and Education: 

Purpose, Pedagogy, Performance (2007) proposes the following:  

. . . a more sophisticated understanding of the complex relationships 
between culture, communication, learning and identity . . . [and] the 
promotion of a more egalitarian and just society; and linked to these is an 
acceptance that culture works to represent, reproduce and constitute self-
identities and that this entails a sense of social and ethical responsibility.23 
 

She insists that pedagogical methods alone do not constitute teaching in a museum; 

curatorial decisions also affect how individuals gain knowledge about themselves and the 

world around them. 

 Hooper-Greenhill’s earlier work in museum scholarship tended towards 

Foucauldian theoretical assessments written from outside of the museum. Her shift in 

focus from theory to practice demonstrates a development in the field of museum studies 

that recognizes the challenges museums face in attempting to reach their various publics; 

                                                

22. Sharon Zukin, in The Urban Sociology Reader, ed. Jan Lin and Christopher Mele (Oxon, UK: 
Routledge, 2012), 287. 

23. Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, Museums and Education: Purpose, Pedagogy, Performance (Oxon, UK: 
Routledge, 2007), 2. 
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public missions and public funding demand such attempts. Her new work also recognizes 

the evolving nature of various publics, which are no longer content with passive reception 

of knowledge but which strive to participate in creating total experiences. Suggested is a 

blurring of lines between education and communication as well as reception of 

knowledge and participation in creating experiences, proposals that might well serve 

present-day museums looking to the future for different ways in which to reach diverse 

publics. 

 

Legacy and the future 

Pérez Art Museum Miami’s legacy as an institution begins with the Decade of 

Progress bond proposal that would allocate government support to founding a major 

metropolitan museum. Behind the crumbling, ill-designed Cultural Complex are the 

aspirations of civic leaders, competition between institutions, contests between long-time 

locals and world-famous experts, and ever-evolving ideas about art and its publics. By 

appreciating the rich and instructive history of the CFA, the institutionalization of the 

museum deepens and its commitment to its mission becomes more easily discernable.  

The challenges PAMM will certainly face in the future are not unlike those facing 

other art museums in America. Despite controversies and criticisms, it appears that 

everyone—visitors to the museum, donors, peers, other museums, the art world, the City 

of Miami, Miami-Dade County, cultural groups, employees, the community at large—

wants PAMM to succeed in becoming a great public institution. The local criticisms that 

set art against architecture and that concern the role of government funding are criticisms 

that stem from larger, long-running discourses about public art museums. The various 



 262 

publics that comprise its visitors will determine whether Pérez Art Museum Miami is a 

true public museum or not, in the American sense.
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FIGURES 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1. Downtown Government Center Plan. 
The Art Museum is in the lower right. 
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Figure 2. Downtown Government Center model. 

From Downtown Government Center: Master Plan. 
 
 
 
 



 265 

 
Figure 3. Downtown Government Center model. 

Detail showing art museum. 
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Figure 4. Ramp to the Cultural Complex from the entrance at NW 1st Avenue. 
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Figure 5. View of the Cultural Complex after ascending the ramp. Miami-Dade 

Public Library is to the left, HistoryMiami Museum to the right, and the 
Downtown Government Center building in front. 

Raymond Duchamp-Villon’s Horse is at right.
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Figure 6. View of the Center for the Fine Arts/Miami Art Museum from the 
Miami-Dade Public Library.  
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Figure 7. Construction of the Cultural Complex, November 1980. 
Photo courtesy of HistoryMiami Archives and Research Center. 
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Figure 8. Construction on Cultural Complex, January 1981. 

Photo courtesy of HistoryMiami Archives and Research Center. 
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Figure 9. Construction nearly completed on the Cultural Complex, 1982.  
Photo courtesy of HistoryMiami Archives and Research Center. 
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Figure 10. James Rosenquist's Star Thief exhibited in the auditorium of the 

Center for the Fine Arts, 1983. 
Note the large black shape in the bottom right corner is not part of the image. 

Photo courtesy of the Vasari Project, Miami-Dade Public Library. 
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Figure 11. In Quest of Excellence, view of the exhibition. Note the tightness of 
the display on the temporary walls. 

Photo courtesy of the Vasari Project, Miami-Dade Public Library. 



 274 

 
Figure 12. Pérez Art Museum Miami. Photo by Daniel Azoulay Photography.  

Courtesy of Pérez Art Museum Miami.  
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Figure 13. Pérez Art Museum Miami. 
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Figure 14. Pérez Art Museum Miami, entrance. 
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Figure 15. The Jack Orr Memorial Plaza of the Cultural Complex. 
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Brian Dursum, Registrar (1982-90), Director, Lowe Art Museum (1990-2013) 

José García, Director of Government Relations, Pérez Art Museum Miami  

Paul S. George, Historian, Miami-Dade College (1991-present) 

Helen L. Kohen, Art Critic, Miami Herald (1979-95) 

Jacqueline Lipsky, Artist 

Tom Schmitt, Assistant Director, Metropolitan Museum and Art Center (1974-89) 

Ruth Shack, County Commissioner, Dade County (1976-85) 

Merrett Stierheim, County Manager, Dade County (1976-86)  
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