Going Urban: The work of Purvis Young 

by Lynda Roscoe Hartigan
"Oh Lawdy Lawd, how happy I'll be, / Down home in Florida, / That's Paradise to me." These optimistic lines from a 1915 song evoke the Edenic promise historically associated with Florida. The promise would undoubtedly ring false to Purvis Young, a native of central Miami's black community, challenged by Cuban immigration and urban renewal throughout the Sunbelt period. Born in 1943, Young is descended from maternal grandparents who migrated to Florida from the Bahamas, where conditions have also contradicted the tourist industry's notions of paradise. At first glance, this international scenario and Florida's mixed identification with the South might seem to distance Young from the Great Migration and the region's efforts to industrialize. Yet the connection—via railroads and highways—is there.

Although accounts of Young's life are sketchy, far more is known about the inner-city black community that has been his home. Its name has varied over the years—Colored Town, Culmer, Central Negro District, Overtown—but its existence has been inextricably bound to the city that created it in 1896. Miami's history as southern Florida's urban hub began in the 1890s when land speculators and urban boosters recognized the area's tourism potential. Most prominent among them was Henry M. Flagler, whose visions of railroads and hotels created the need for a greatly expanded labor force. The area's black population increased significantly by the turn of the century as African Americans and West Indians, especially from the Bahamas, migrated in response to the promise of jobs. Although Flagler's Florida East Coast Railroad helped carry black Floridians both north and south during the Great Migration, Miami itself emerged between 1920 and 1940 as one of the country's fastest growing metropolitan areas. The combined efforts of white developers and a predominately black, often transient, labor force were responsible for this success.

From the outset, however, black Miamians were not the beneficiaries of the city's progress. In The Florida Negro, produced by the Federal Writers' Project in the 1930s, contributors noted that "It has been truthfully said that the Florida East Coast Railroad is the dividing line between the races. . . . The division is more clearly seen in Miami, where about ninety per cent of all Negroes live in an area five blocks wide adjoining the west side of the tracks." Like many of its counterparts late in the nineteenth century, the city used segregation statutes and restrictive land deeds to limit black property ownership to a northwest sector that quickly acquired the designation Colored Town.

Representing about 15 percent of Miami's original area, Colored Town hosted poverty, crime, and disease in its cramped quarters almost immediately. Its domestic architecture—shotgun houses built by real estate developers as workers' cottages and the two-story Bahamian-style "Conchs" erected by local black carpenters for more prosperous residents—reflected its population's diversity. Nonetheless, the community developed a strong sense of cultural identity even before World War One. Colored Town became the center of black businesses, churches, and social life not just for Miami but for southeastern Florida. Between the 1920s and early 1960s, the community also supported a nationally renowned entertainment scene. Ironically, Miami's segregation laws, which prevented black performers from staying in the Miami Beach hotels where they appeared, fostered the growth of Colored Town's entertainment district. Nightclubs, dance halls, hotels, and a legitimate theater along Northwest Second Avenue presented headliners such as Marian Anderson, Ornette Coleman, James Brown, and Aretha Franklin. Dubbed "The Great Black Way," Second Avenue was at the heart of a community considered "The Harlem of the South."

In the early 1950s, a decade after Young was born, the population of Colored Town was forty thousand. In the early 1980s, when artistic success first came his way, the population of Overtown, as it is now known, was eleven thousand. In the interim, this troubled yet dynamic and self-sufficient community had been literally torn apart. In the early 1960s, the construction of two interstate highways, I-95 and I-395, and their connecting interchange split Overtown into four parts, displaced thousands of residents, and gutted its business district. Subsequent phases of urban renewal, which were dubbed "Negro removal" by those affected, were equally destructive. As Miami Herald reporters noted in their coverage of the city's race riots in the early 1980s, "What remains of Overtown is a barren shell occupied for the most part by those who can't get out—the unemployed, the poor and the elderly who live in the U-shaped, multi-storied tenements called 'concrete monsters.'

A child during the heyday of Colored Town, a high school dropout and convict as Overtown collapsed, Young would appear to be among "those who can't get out." The phrase, however, could readily apply to Miami's black population overall, although they lived in a city where promoters baldly claimed that "Nowhere in America is the cutting edge of change more evident than in Miami." Despite the advances secured by the Civil Rights movement, the city still has one of the country's highest indexes of black residential segregation. African Americans are its most disadvantaged citizens both economically and politically. Since 1959, when the Cuban migration to South Florida began, competition with Hispanics for residential space, jobs, political power, and government services has dramatically escalated inter-ethnic tensions and the African-American community's sense of disenfranchisement.

These conditions have existed in the very period that promoted the New South as a place where black people could share in the American dream as a result of booming industrial growth and expanding employment opportunities following on the heels of civil rights advances. In the 1970s and 1980s, African Americans heeded the "Go South" and "Stay South" call in numbers that signaled that the Great Migration northward had been reversed. Arriving in cities such as Miami, however, many have assumed membership in the New South's growing black underclass rather than sharing in its evident prosperity.

During the 1970s, the Miami police detained Young for the threatening tone of his public rantings against the city's treatment of blacks and also the Vietnam War. He has, however, channeled his observations, energy, and even rage primarily into drawings, paintings, and murals. Allegedly, he received some art instruction between 1961 and 1964 while serving time for armed robbery. By 1968, when the Miami Herald published one of his drawings to illustrate an editorial on the Vietnam War, Young was sketching on small sheets of paper that he had scavenged during his custodial work in an Overtown project. That same year he explained the genesis of his future murals: "I looked in a book and saw how they painted those buildings up north—the Wall of Respect, you know. In Chicago and Detroit these guys painted murals on buildings and I said, 'Man, I ain't gonna stand on no street corner all day, I'm going to paint!'"

Young gleaned that ordinary people, individually or collectively, could reclaim exterior spaces to reflect a community's culture. This premise was at the heart of the popular mural movement that flowered during the 1960s and 1970s in Latino, Chicano, African-American, and other constituencies across the country. We need to examine the public nature of Young's message of struggle and aspiration in this context. Between 1968 and 1974, he painted on hundreds of plywood fragments salvaged from Overtown's streets. Single-handedly, he installed painted panels of all shapes across the facades of abandoned buildings along a section of northwest Fourteenth Street known as "Goodbread Alley." Stretching from street level to roof for almost three blocks, the assembly acquired the name of its site.

Whether seen from the street or the curving elevated expressway, Goodbread Alley was a panorama of epic proportions, even by the period's ambitious standards for community murals. It created a three-dimensional, tactile surface that was notably uncharacteristic of painted public walls. The repetition of outstretched black hands and arms and big watchful blue eyes quickly established the racial divide. Jail bars and jumbles of toppling "cement monsters" were further confining images. Strings of railroad boxcars and envoys of trucks implied freedom of movement at best, life passing by at worst. Pregnant women bore life that may give little in return. Helmeted and aureoled heads evoked authoritarian figures and guardian angels, respectively. 

When the Miami Herald profiled Young in 1983, he said, "I'm living among the people, and people talk to me, make sure I hear things about unemployment. . . . One day I'm going to do an encyclopedia of what I see in life." Arguably, the Goodbread Alley project was the outline that he would flesh out and revise in other forms after urban renewal claimed its stretch of Fourteenth Street in 1975, scattering and destroying components of the mural. Young's 1983 Visions of the Street, a mural (which is now destroyed) for Miami's Main Library auditorium, and Everyday Life, his 1984 mural for the Culmer Overtown Branch Library, added to the cultural archaeology and physical reconstruction that his repetitive yet complex iconography requires. Since 1978 Young has also compiled books of semi-automatic drawings, ready to burst out of their bindings, which lend a hermetic air not only to his images and messages but also to his concept of life's encyclopedia. The panel paintings that have preoccupied him since the 1980s, pieced together with materials salvaged from Overtown's streets, hark back to Goodbread Alley. They also introduce different nuances of his message, which now need to be drawn out from Young himself. Commercially successful, he is reticent about making his views known, in contrast to his readiness to comment on his work in previous decades. Inspiration for interpreting the encyclopedia of what he "sees in life" comes, of course, from his experiences on the streets of Overtown: "The street is real life. . . . You come out here and feel the workings of the world. . . . That's all you need to be an artist."
