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A music band performs during the ‘Chupinazo’ (start rocket) celebration that marks the kickoff at noon sharp of the San Fermin Festival, in front of the Town Hall of Pamplona, northern Spain. A red-and-white sea of revelers soaked
each other with drink in a packed Pamplona square to start off Spain’s most famous fiesta, the San Fermin bull-running festival. — AFP

The idea was to conjure up a slice of
Middle Eastern splendor, in Florida.
Up went minarets and pastel-colored

domes, and streets got names like Ali Baba
and Aladdin. The result-the town of Opa-
locka-came to house the largest concentra-
tion of Moorish revival architecture in the
United States. Now, however, it is just
another poor, crumbling American com-
munity, albeit one fighting to resurrect
itself with art.

Opa-locka-the name comes from a
Seminole Indian word meaning big island
covered with trees and swamps-was found-
ed in 1926 as part of a construction boom
in southeast Florida. The surge saw other
communities also arise with particular
kinds of architecture such as Coral Gables,
with Mediterranean-style buildings, or
Miami Springs and its taste of the Spanish
missions that dotted the US southwest.
“During the 1920s there is this real state-
craze, a lot of people moving to Florida.
They want to make a quick profit,” said Jose
Vazquez, a professor at the School of
Architecture and Interior Design at Miami
Dade College. “One of the things that
would make these different developments
unique was architecture,” he said.

The exotic lure that the Middle East
stirred in the United States inspired Glenn
Curtiss, the millionaire entrepreneur who
was the driving force behind Opa-locka. “So
Orient, or the idea of the Orient, 1920. We
are talking about the discovery of the tomb
of Tutankhamun, also we had big movie
blockbusters like ‘The Thief of Baghdad,’”
Vazquez added. While the town was under
construction, however, the real estate bub-
ble burst. A hurricane in 1926 also proved
catastrophic for the project. Then Curtiss
died in 1930, taking with him any hope of
completing it. Of 100 Islamic-style build-
ings that were projected, only 70 were

built. These days only 50 or so remain, in
varying degrees of conservation or decay,
said Vazquez. Twenty buildings here fea-
ture on the national registry of historic
buildings, including town hall,  which
boasts towering minarets, six domes and
ample gardens. It was the centerpiece of
Curtiss’s grand plan. Now it is being
restored.

Bars and churches 
Indeed, the oasis that Curtiss foresaw

dried up, and Opa-locka slid into decline.
The nadir came toward the end of the 20th
century as crime spread and the city
earned a reputation for violence. The image
has stuck, even today. Forty percent of its
16,000 residents — 65 percent of them
black and 30 percent Latino-live under the
poverty line. “Here, all there is are bars and
churches. Bars and churches,” said

Fernando Campos, age 65. The Opa-locka
Community Development Corporation has
spearheaded efforts to give the town a
facelift, especially with art projects but also
through housing construction and restora-
tion of public parks and other green areas-
all with public and private subsidies.

The goal is to turn Opa-locka into a
tourist draw that will appeal to some of the
millions of people who visit nearby Miami
every year, said Willie Logan, president of
the community development group. “The
city is very unique, in the sense that it has
its own airport, its own train station, its
Moorish architecture. It is a world-class city
that has the potential to be a great city,”
said Logan.

Color in the streets 
The community development group has

invested $2.5 million in art projects and the

results are becoming apparent: murals,
spruced-up urban areas and a community
center with a growing calendar of cultural
events. Islamic style is the underlying
theme that holds all the projects together. 

Dozens of volunteers recently refur-
bished and decorated several blocks along
Ali Baba Avenue, applying fresh coats of
paint and motifs based on the lines and
geometrical patterns typical of Middle
Eastern architecture.  Some artists, rather
than settle in hip areas of Miami, are opting
for Opa-locka. “When I first moved here no
one believed that we were here to try to
actually make changes,” said Germane
Barnes, an architect and designer who hails
from Los Angeles. 

“No one believed me when I said that I
was actually going to move into the neigh-
borhood.” People are noticing color coming
back to the streets. “It is unique. You still go
there and you are transported literally to a
place that you never suspected you would
ever see here,” said Vazquez.  “For me that is
what makes Opa-locka so unique and so
worth preserving.” — AFP

Smithsonian pips 
New York rival with Irving

Penn retrospective

The Smithsonian American Art Museum, beat-
ing its  New York archrival  to the punch,
announced Monday what it called the first ret-

rospective of Irving Penn’s photography in nearly
two decades. “Irving Penn: Beyond Beauty,” opening
October 23, will feature 146 photographic prints,
many of them never exhibited or even seen before,
it said in a statement. New Jersey native Penn-who
died in New York in October 2009 at age 92 — is
best known for his groundbreaking fashion photog-
raphy, notably in Vogue magazine, from the mid-
1940s and into the 1950s.

But the Smithsonian show will also include rare
street scenes Penn shot in the 1930s and 1940s, as
well as celebrity portraits, still lifes and “more private
studio images,” the publicly-funded museum said.
Moreover, it will reveal a Super 8 home movie of
Penn in Morocco,  taken by his  wife Lisa
Fonssagrives-Penn, it said. In announcing the exhibi-
tion, the Smithsonian is upstaging New York’s famed
Metropolitan Museum of Art, which last month
announced its own Penn retrospective in April 2017
to mark the centennial of his birth.

“‘Irving Penn: Beyond Beauty,’ the first retrospective
of Penn’s work in nearly 20 years, will celebrate his
legacy as a modern master and demonstrate the pho-
tographer’s continued influence on the medium,” the
Washington-based museum said in its statement. The
Smithsonian’s collection of Penn photographs is
slightly more extensive. It includes 60 prints that he
personally donated in 1988 and another 100 that it
received from the Irving Penn Foundation, which
oversees his legacy.

“A review of Penn’s whole career persuades me that
in his last 20 years he became bolder and more daring,
a turn that this exhibition begins to explore,” stated
Betty Broun, the museum’s director. The Smithsonian
exhibition will run through March 20 next year, after
which it will tour several other American cities. — AFP

A crumbling Moorish dream is resurrected in Florida

People look at a picture by photographer Irving
Penn showing a portrait of painter Pablo Picasso as
part of the exhibition ‘Irving Penn, Resonance’ at
Palazzo Grassi in Venice. — AFP

A man rides his bicycle by the Opa-Locka City Hall, in Opa-Locka, Florida. 

Jose Vasquez, professor at Miami-Dade College School of Architecture, sits in his
office in Miami, Florida with a model of an Opa-Locka house.

Volunteers walk by a mural during an arts initiative to embellish streets in the
impoverished city of Opa-Locka.

Signs of Opa-locka streets that are
named after characters of the book ‘One
Thousand and One Nights’.


