Miami's Best-Kept
Architeetural Secret

The tropical-Bauhaus wonders of Jorge Arango
yoint the way to a design style that un"hl have
ecome a Florida wl“‘lldllll't‘
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This 7,000 aquare-1oot hiome in Co0onit Goove
designed by Jorge Aranga [right, In his South
Miami library last summer} s the enky one still
imbact as the designer envisioned (1. boasting
an open-style lloor plan comprised of live bed
rooms, five bathrooms and a number of frooe
flowing "living spaces.”

Miami is not a tawn known for honoring its past,
bl when we came across master architect Jorge
Arango, whe is alive and well at 20, and happily
Iiving frn Sosth Miami with his third wife,
Penclope, we were thrilied fo have the apporiunity
fo celebrate this icon of architecture—Ed.

f ever there was a man with the right idea
at the right time in the wiong place, it was
the brilliant Colombian architect Jorge
Arango in 1960s Miami. Had fate decreed
that he settle in a more sophisticated city,
rather than one whose neck was distress-
ingly red, his career might have followed a
different trajectory, but Miami 40 or more years ago
was synonymous with architectural kitsch, and after
coping with huge waves of Cuban refugees, serffously
prejudiced against Hispanics, as well. Arango himself
was part of the problem, an exceedingly stiff-neched
man, 50 corwinced of his rightness in all things that
potential clients may have been frightened away by
his reputation for inflexibility. It's ronic that today.,
when even people with no interest in design are con-
versant with the tropical fantasies of Morrls Lapidis,
these familiar with the few tropical-Bauhaus creations
of Arango are limited to a coterle of design
cognoscenti.

Arango was born in Bogotd and went to univer-
sity in Chile where, during WWII, he was one of the
gifted students selected, as part of a program Institut-
ed by the LS. State Department and New York's
Museum of Modermn Art, 1o spend a year in the United
States. He chose to atiend Hanvard's Graduate School
of Design, then under the aegis of Bauhaus founder
Walter Gropius. Arango was one of only six students
in the class, and one of his classmates was LM, Pei. it
was during this period that Arango met many of the
20th century's world-class names of architecture and
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The second of thres conorate steps that lead from the
living room curves around itzelf to become tha hearth of 1
tural firsplace and continues around the walls to sarve as a plat-
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design. His farmidable list of friends and mentors
is beyond Impressive; Philip Johnson, Marcel
Breuer, Eerc Searinen, Charles and Hay Eames, Le
Corbusier and a multitude of others. Arango was
primed for a brilliant career, but instead of raking
advantage of the opportunities he was offered
and setting up an offica in the United S1ates, he
opted to return to Bagota with his new American
wile, Elizabeth, the sister of Breuer's wile, whom
he met at Cambridge. i was his mission to intro-
duce modemism in design to his native country;
in retrospect, it was a less than salubrious cheice.

Arango set up an office in Begota and all
seemed well. He designed several impertant
bulldings, including the Country Club of Bogot,
and set up a successiul fumiture factory. The
Arangos had a son and bullt a housa, but a great
political upheaval sent Elizabeth and the child
back to the States, while Arango chose 1o remain
in Boguta. A divorce followed and in the early
19505 he met and married Judith Wolpert, a
native Miamian. Judith was a good-looking girl, a
top-hanors graduate of Wellesley, who was pur-
sulng a career in the diplomatic corps and work-
Ing at the Colombian-Amerdcan Cultural Center
in Bogota Arango’s view of their marriage was
pragmatic, Lo say the least, As he writes in his
self-published autobiography, Wila Sofia (Athena
Press), I was divarced from Elizabeth, but the
Cathalic marriage was not annulled and, at that

Arango blurred the lines between outside and inside by opening sl of the rooms Into & central, screenad

time, na Colombian woman would have disre-
garded a Cathalic marriage. The cholce far me
was not wide, so | ook "

After several years of shuttling between
Bogatd, Carncas, Califomia fas guest lecturer at
Berkeley) and Florida, in 1958 the Arango family
settied permanently in Miami, Arango set up an
office and, for cne of his projects, designad their
home in Coconut Grove, It was the concrete réal
Ization of his design philcsophy lorged from the
influences of Gropius, Le Corbusier, Mies Van Der
Rohe and the tenets of the Bauhaus, with
Armango's own hand-crafted approach 1o humble
materals such 25 concrete and stucco. He also
designed the landscaping with a fittle help from
a few friends: his visiting Brazilisn buddy Robemo
Burle Mar, one of the greatest landscape archi-
tects in the warld, and Miam| architect Lester
Pancoast According to Alchard Amngo, the son
of Judith and Jorge, who is also a practicing
architect devoted to moderniam in Miami, the
house was the epitome of cutting-edge madem
living in a tropical dimate, In fact, the difficulty of
finding suitable furnishings for their horme led
them, In 1959, to open the Arango Design store,
dedicated (o bringing the best of modem houss-
hold fumishing 10 Miam| and educating the pul-
lic about modern design. (The Arango Design
Foundation was later fonmed and administered
by Tudith.)




The store flourished, but Arango’s architectural
career did not, Although he was brilllantly talented,
he was perhaps too rigid and difficult for his own
goad. His view that the Allies had treated Germany
oo harshly during WWIl was not attractive, he was a
Latin foreigner oritical of American mores, and he
simply refused to compromise his ideals in order to
atwract clients, Another problem was tha apparent
size of his ago, While still a yourg man, ha visited
“rank Lloyd Wright at Takiesin Sast, Wright's Wiscon-
sin schaal. Although Wrlght was America's most
famous and revered architect, Aranga, steeped in
European modemism. disiiked s work, deeming 1

antimodem” and Luddite, helioving thar Wright
“resented the intrusion of the machine on the [ife of
man.” Wrght, who was not present at the gathering
when Arango delivered his opinions, novertheless
overheard his coticisms of his oeuve. According to
Arango’s account, Wright was quite frtendly toward
him the next day, afferng him a personal guided tour
of the grounds. but that seems very doubitful. Wright
wis famed for s overweening ego and was not like
ly 10 forgive a young forsign upstan of equally over-
bearing ego for his biasphemous oronouncements
about his worlk. But then, Arango also opined that
Gropius was an “gutstanding omander” out “nat an
outstanding architecl.”

Arango saw no 00Nt in 3 clent hinng an archi-
tect and telling him what to design—il you wanted
Arango, he told you what he was going o builld and
that was the end of the discussion. One cient laugh-
ingly recalls coming to Arango’s office with a scrap-
book of ideas that he and his wife had collected.
Arango not only flatly refused to discuss it with them,
he would not even glance at it He did, however,
allow for unusual drcumstances He was given the

commission of designing a large home for an clder
couple, dependent upan his finding a way 1o protact
them and thair privacy from a particularly hellish
neighbor. Their property abutted that of an nfamous
gentleman who was notornous for his neverending
wild parties and highly dubious circle of friends. The
solution Arango devised, as recalled by his son, was
to build a 15-10-20-foot berm between the proper|es
a3 a sound bamier, using the earth dug out for the
foundation, and it probably became the highest
paint abave sea level in Coconut Grove.

As a resglt of his intrarmsigmnce and the lack of

A 1970 Coconut

Grove house

serves as a
perfect illustration
of Arango’s
great talent.

Each of the bedrooms, such as this one
at left, have thelr own covered, screened
terrace facing the side garden,

uhfhrmmmﬂnnhml;
mlnll plﬂilfurll snd dense

& to creste & tense of privacy amid
the large open space.

interest in madern architecture in a city awash In
mack Mediterraneans and fake Spanish Colonials,
Aranga Bullt anly five residences in 18 years—threa
i the Grove, ane in Miami Baach, and one In Narth
Miarni Beach—as well as 8 lowrise office bullding on
Northeast Second Avenue that was later tom down,
He also designed a number of HUD public-hausing
prajects, but although they came In on budget, they
were deemed too luxurdous-looking and never com-
pleted, (Tha plans still look so fantastic they heqg to be
bulit |n fact, it appears that a cutout garden space
high in the structure was orginally Aranga's inspira-
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tion, althcugh it later appeared in Arquited-
tonica’s celebrated Atlantis Suilding,) OF
the five homes, only one |5 stll perfectly
intact exacily as the architect designed i, o
1970 Coconut Grave house bullt for a farmi-
ly of five, which somehow managed te
escape the tear-down/ddd-on fate of so
many of Miami's older homes. It serves as &
perfect llustration of Arango's great talent.

The house sits on 3 quiet cul-de-sac
and its owners consider themselves the
caretakers of a cerebral

The English custom-made bull s-eye tiles in
the Arango-designed kitchena in Cowonut
Giove, above and lefy, use pamern and color
to visvally separate the space, while the
cabinats are fitted with special shelves

for storage.

sienge, Rather, they are “living spaces”—
much like large niches—separated by dou-
ble-sided freestanding storage cabinets. All
of thete public rooms open onlo the cen-
tral screemed at-ium that forms the cone of

the house, but, for pri-

mastergiece. While the ’l*h[_1 (e Ut‘-]lill"‘r vacy, the bedroom
house 1ums a serensly Vo ’ q ' wing in the right leg of
simple face 1o the {][' ‘Lh-a]‘[gn = “.rq”'k the “U" presents a

street, reminiscent of

blank wall that farms

Le Corbusier's famed 15 SEETL 111 ll_ltﬁ the back of the sfrium.

modern expressionist
structure La Chapalle
NoveDsmecutauts 10 detail.
Ronchamp, the intenor

is intellectual and cam

plex. The 7,000-square-foor (that measure-
ment probably includes the atrium, which
& essentially an outside “room™) U-shaped
home has five bedrooms and five baths
plus the living room, dining rocom,
kitchen/pantry/breakfast arca and den, but
these ate not conventional rooms in any

maniacal attentipon e Burming between

outside and inside is

carried into the mare

enclosed bedrooms;

each has a covered,
screened terrace on the side garden, while
the master bath also has its own jungle-
planted private atrium,

The true genius of Arango's work is
woen in his maniacal attention to detail, The
second of the three concrete steps that
lead from the entry to the living room




An entry foyer to the master bedroom, above, i3
craaled by a storage wall cabinet and a niche far a
biilt-iny sitting area.

The bathrooms are large for the period and
are fitted with myred special towches, The master bath,

right, even has a jungle-planted private strium (o bring
the cutside in,

curves around to become the hearth of the sculptural
fireplace and continues around the walls 1o serve 35 2
oletform for seating. The outward thrust of the ban-
quettes is balanced by long recessed niches in the
walls above the seating. An entry foyer to The master
bedroom is created by a storage wall cabinet and a
niche for a built-n sitting area. The dormitory lor the
orlginal owner's three children is placed at the oppo

site end of the house and divided by a three quarer

will to aliow the opposite-sex child a privile space.
Ample storage for 10ys and clothes Is provided by an
entire wall of closets, and a pair of side-by side, mir

ror-image bathrooms, in which the colors of the wall
and floor tiles are reversed, serves both this bedroom
and as a guest or poal bath,

The exguisite English custom made bull's-eye
tiles of the kitchen use pattern and cobor 1o visually
separate the space, and the cabinets are fitted with
special shelves for storage, narrow for glassware and
deeper for platters and serving pleces, The fixtures In
3ll the baths, especially the large sunken oval tub in
the master bath, are 50 modern that they ook Hike
thay were made for today's markat, The bathrooms
are very spacious and, considering how unimpanant

-
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baths were 1o architects at that period, they are noth-
ing less than amazingly prescient. Thoughtful touch-
¢4, such as the small metal door in the master bath
that drops down to reveal & scale, are not often found
neven the [argest of our new spa-gtyle baths, Little
grace notes like this are the reasan that the cwners
baligve the house is sentient: |tU's thinking of ways 1o
make them comfortable and happy, and they have

retumed the complment by furnishing it with some
of the great classics of modern design that they feel it
deserves, furniture that Arango himself might have
originally chosen, as well as the welded abstract
sculptures of Zammy Migdal, one of the owners

The: other four residences are distincive enough
to be immediately identifiable as Arango’s work The
Coconut Grove house he bullt for his family was
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The Cocomut Grove house Arange designed for his
rmil}_mm]hdnuhmbjmm
intermational fame. It wed hailed In numerous srticles
im top design magarines around the world as a new
approach to ropical design.

expanded, from 2,290 square feet to 2,700 square
feet, by its second owner, who bought the house
cantingent upon Arango drawing the plans for the
expansion. The relatively recent third owners, who fell
in love with the house even thaugh it was too.small
for their needs, have
made changes in the
kitchen and bath-
ragms To increase
storage space but have kept those alterations as true
a5 possible to the split of the architeciure. This pro-
ject was the closest Arango came 10 the international
fame he deserved, with the hause celebrated in
mumerous antickes in top design magazines argund
thie world as a new approach to tropical architecture.
The other Coconut Grove house, built in 1979, is
currently in process of bemg rescued from the depre-
dations of its former owners, people of such surpass-
ing tastelessness that they almaost ruined it beyond
reclamation. The new owners, a graghic designer and
his family, have devoted a greal deal of time and
eriergy 1o research, and are carefully bringing the
house back w Arango’s vision, th pugh the designer

392 Ocean Drive December 2006

has tears in his eyes when he tells of finding shattenad
bits of the same gorgeous English bull's-eye tilgs that
were used In the kitchen of the intact house buried in
the dirt outside his, The sizable backyard has been
leveled and a carefully designed pool ared with
restraned modem plantings beings the space into a
closer refationship with the seif contained house,

The 1967 North Miami Beach house was bullt for
a doctor and his wife, the cauple who appesred at

Their home was the realization of his design philosophy.

Aranga's office with their scrapbook of design ideas.
Although they resigned themselves 1o Arango's
refusal to discuss their dippings, they did insist wigor-
ously that the pool area be screened. The obvious
and easlest method to accomplish this would have
been to builld a framework roof to hold the screens,
but Arango did it his way. He hired an engineer 1o
determing the feasibility of stretching sieel guy wires
across the expanse and sewing huge sheets of
screening between them. It looks great, but thete are
maintenance problems. The current owners, who
bypassed watetfront property Lo buy this house, at
one point needed to répair the hurricans-damaged
sareening. it took, Lhey say, 4 year because apparently

only one ae'derdy Cuban man is capable of doing this
ype of work. Fortunately, he was still around at that
time, but they are still trying to figure cul how to pro-
ceed in the event of future damage.

The saddest fate has been reseived for the
grandest of them all, Arango’s only waterfront prog-
erty. The starkly modernistic Villa May, built in 1964
on Miami Beach, was Arango's largest and most
impasing residence, it was built for members of the
May Department
S1ores dynasty, but
today stands aban-
doned and decayed.
The house and property, assessed at mare than 52
million, are curently owned by a private trust hekd by
# bank. There seems to be, despite numerous
inquiries over the years, no interast in selling, but the
hause has suffered such neglect for such a lang peri-
ad af time that iv's difficuit to determing how and if it
might be restored

The Arango Desikgn Store still exists but is no
longer connecrad to the family. lorge and Judith
divorced in 1875, Arango writes in Villa 5offa, "1 gave
the stare, which was impartant to me professionally
and affectionately, and was my most important
investment and source of income, to Judith.” The
consensus of opinion among those who knew them



mmmmum«m fumnishings Arange chose for
ouLe,

s that Judith, who died in 2003, was the driving force behind the store and the
one most respansible for its success, a success that kept the family solvent for
years, However, there can be litle doubt that Jorge's impaccable eye selacted
and placed the merchandise.

In his garly 605, Arango married Penelope, his third wife, a woman almost
30 years his Junior. However authoritarian he was, he must also have been

The difficulty of finding suitable
furnishings for their home led
them, in 1959, to open the
Arango Design store.

charming enough to attract and marry three beautiful and accompiished young
women. The disappolintments of his star-crossed (e are his tragedy; ours is that
we might have had a collection of world-class expressionist modem buildings to
rival the celebrated ant deco of South Beach, a troplcal-Bashaus style that could
have become a unique signature of Miami architecture. But no matter how small
his body of work, we still have five Jorge Arange resldences, and they are bril-
Tiant ancl timeless enouah to stand as his monument. E3
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