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If there was any question as to modernism’s longevity and
influence on todays generation of architects, the array of
architectural styles coming out of Florida from its best prac-
titioners puts the matter to rest. Chad Oppenheim and René
Gonzdlez are making a mark for themselves in contemporary
architectural circles infusing modern traditions with their own
flair. Practitioners of modernism in Florida, or more accu-
rately, Tropical Modernism, are producing noteworthy works
that display their commitment to distinctive regionalism.

BY SAXON HENRY



wo of Miami’s maestros of mod-

ern architecture, Chad Oppenheim

and René Gonzilez, featured in

the book “Four Florida Moderns”

published earlier this year, share a
common denominator, and its trajectory extends as far
afield as Germany during the early twentieth century
when modernism began in a Berlin architectural prac-
tice owned by Peter Behrens. Between 1907 and 1911,
three of early modernisms greats—Walter Gropius,
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Le Corbusier—worked
for Behrens, putting their cutting-edge ideas into
drawings. Le Corbusier called their level of passion
for architecture creating “drama out of inert stone.”
It is this same devotion to modernism that bonds
Oppenheim and Gonzélez.

Chad Oppenheim’s fascination with architecture
began early. Born in New York and raised in the
suburbs of New Jersey, he was seven years old when
he sat in on his first charette—a collaborative session
in which an architect drafts a solution to a design
problem. When an architect came to present his plans
to Oppenheim’s parents, who were building a house,
the boy was awestruck by his unfurled plans, yellow
trays, and colored pencils. “We sketched with him,”

Oppenheim remembers. “That’s when I first thought I
knew something about architecture!”

The fascination continued unabated during his young life. When other
boys were perusing Sports Illustrated, Oppenheim read Architectural
Digest. He took architecture classes at a local community college and
enrolled in a summer exploration course at Cornell University during the
summer of his junior year; then returned to Cornell for his undergraduate
work. Here he was influenced by the teachings of several Texas Rangers,
a group of architecture professors at the University of Texas School of
Architecture who championed a melding of modernism and classicism.

Afterwards, Oppenheim traveled, soaking in the influences of other
cultures like a sponge. A position with the famed architectural firm
Arquitectonica drew him to Miami, and a desire to make his mark led
him to found his own firm. “I had always been fascinated with the city I
saw while watching ‘Miami Vice’ with my father when I was young,” says
Oppenheim. “The other extreme I knew of Florida was my grandmother’s
retirement community in West Palm Beach. In fact, my image of the state
was somewhere between Disney World, ‘Miami Vice’ and God’s waiting
room, which turned out to be imprecise!”

Oppenheim’s work is surveyed in Four Florida Moderns by Terence
Riley, the former Philip Johnson Chief Curator of Architecture and Design
at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, and the former Director of
the Miami Art Museum. In his essay, Riley states, “While virtually all of
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Oppenheim’s projects include lush vegetation—within and without the
structure—his architecture presents two distinct modalities; the first being
that of the city and the second being that of a natural or exurban condi-
tion. This formal duality is clearly evident in the work of the early moderns
as well, but has roots in far earlier times.”

Riley is referencing Italian Renaissance architect Andrea Palladio, and
the melding of the urban and the natural is evident in Oppenheim’s archi-
tecture—from condominium complexes on Miami Beach like Ilona, Ilona
Bay and the Montclair to his own residence Villa Allegra and 2228 Park
Avenue, a modern riff on the classical brownstone. “When I'm designing
a project in a potent natural environment, I want to respect that environ-
ment as much as possible,” Oppenheim says. “I'm always in awe of nature’s
beauty so I like to let the surroundings become the star of the show.”

A hallmark of modernism is referencing the surroundings of a project,
so his projects on the beach include subtle nods to waves and ships® prows,
for example; while in downtown Miami, the hip grandeur of a sophisti-
cated city by the sea influenced his Ten Museum Park and 3Midtown (not
yet built).

Rene Gonzilez is as profoundly influenced as Oppenheim by the mod-
ernists who came before him. Born in Cuba, he migrated with his parents
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to South Florida when he was three years old, and grew up in the tropical
surroundings that would significantly influence his design sensibilities.
During his undergraduate years at the University of Florida School of
Architecture he became enamored with modernism, but it was a series of
studios led by Frank Israel and Richard Meier during his graduate work
at the University of California Los Angeles that cemented his modernist
sensibilities.

In his work, the influences of modernism’s standard bearers are telling,
a penchant for using materials in surprising ways one of the most obvi-
ous. The wood lattice he designed that undulates within the entry of the
Museum of Contemporary Art (MOCA) in North Miami and the Bisazza
tile with which he clad the Cisneros Fontanals Art Foundation’s headquar-
ters in the Wynwood Art District in Miami.

“It’s beautiful to be able to make something that feels like it belongs in
a place but that has no literal references,” Gonzalez says. He also believes
that architecture must be vital. “For architecture to be poetic, it has to have
a soul, which means it has to have a strong idea behind it,” he explains.

One example of the poetics of his oeuvre is the Key Biscayne house he
designed, which is enveloped by and reflective of its watery surroundings.
Into the center of the home is nestled a meditative pool, above which a
chamber of light-sensitive, dichroic glass shifts in hue and intensity as it
reflects the progression of natural sunlight throughout the day. This brings
the experience of nature indoors and offers the home’s inhabitants the
ability to enjoy its surroundings without being inundated by the elements:
a mark of tropical modernism at its best.

Though the work of these two talents is deemed a regional modern-
ism due to its tropical characteristics, it will likely be seen as a globally
significant contribution to the vernacular as a whole when this moment in
history is surveyed a century from now.
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