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wowarchitecture

Play, shop and sleep surrounded by timeless design.  
We explore three stylish settings, where New Urbanism,  

art-deco and Gilded Age drama steal the show.

Alys Beach 

in Northwest 

Florida
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s o ut h wa lto n Driving along Scenic Highway 30A on Northwest 
Florida’s Gulf coast, it’s hard to know where to look first. Gape at sugar-white 
beaches that hug the 20-mile road or stare in awe at the loveliest collection of 
beach towns you’ve ever seen? Among the architecturally inspired towns on 
this two-lane road, there’s one that stands out from the others: Alys Beach.

Jaw-dropping moments come along often here, especially when you first 
glimpse the whitewashed rooftops that distinguish the homes — many of 

them vacation rentals a stone’s throw from the turquoise water of the Gulf. Architecturally, Alys Beach 
is a wonder. It marries “the patio house from Antigua with the simple look of Bermudan masonry” 
and has “touches of Moorish influences,” explains Marieanne Khoury-Vogt, the town’s architect. 
One of the youngest communities along this popular coast, Alys Beach fits within the design move-
ment known as New Urbanism, which by definition embraces the notion of being able to live, work 
and play within your community. No cars required; bicycles preferred.

Surprises come at every turn: Dominican shell-stone pathways covered with moss and shells lead 
to rows of white houses whose wood-slatted doors offer peeks into secret courtyards. The sound of 
trickling water fountains is ubiquitous. “We deliberately have gates to tease you without revealing 
too much. It’s private but inviting,” Khoury-Vogt says.

The community’s Caliza pool — a great spot for swimming and socializing, and even dining at 
the poolside restaurant — has an imposing four-turreted, lighted tower and massive, billowing cur-
tains. “We immediately envisioned an elliptical pool arranged in a symmetrical pattern reminiscent 
of Roman piazzas,” Khoury-Vogt explains.

Alys Beach’s striking vistas will make you do a U-turn, and the neighboring beach towns also 
have signature looks. Not one emulates another’s palette or style, and yet there’s a collective appre-
ciation for art. Galleries, art events and even an artist colony in Seaside add to the area’s energy. “The 
artistic mentality invades every nook and cranny,” says Laura Granberry, owner of the Art of Simple  
gallery in Seaside’s Shops of Ruskin. 

In June the creative crowd descends on Alys Beach for Digital Graffiti, an event that combines 
art, architecture and technology. The signature white walls become the canvas, with kaleido-
scopic pictures wrapping around balconies; images are even projected on chimneys. Which 
means, of course, that your jaw might just drop even more. alysbeach.com — VICKY HODGES

sleep Rent a house 
in Alys Beach and 

wake up to a shady vine-
covered courtyard with 
French doors opening onto 
green Moroccan tiles. Enjoy 
the sound of trickling foun-
tains. alysbeach.com

Do Alys Beach lights up 
June 8 and 9 for the fifth an-
nual Digital Graffiti festival, 
when the town opens its 
unique courtyards and paths 
to groundbreaking digital art-
ists. digitalgraffiti.com

The largest concentration 
of galleries on Highway 
30A, the Shops of Ruskin in 
Seaside brings art lovers to 
its First Friday ArtWalk from 
5 p.m. to 8 p.m. monthly. 
ruskinplaceartistguild.com

International artists take up 
residence through Escape 
to Create, holding intimate 
workshops and perfor-
mances (fall through spring). 
escape2create.org

shop Browse Justin 
Gaffrey’s Studio-Gallery in 
Seaside and Blue Mountain 
Beach. Marvel at the local 
painter’s highly textured 
acrylic work (below).  
justingaffrey.com

eat Dine waterside at 
the Alys Beach Caliza pool 
restaurant and see the stun-
ning architecture firsthand. 
calizarestaurant.com

➜the arts

Alys BeachEclectic Style

thIs 30a beach   town Is a whItewasheD new urbanIsm wonDer

Xeraessis deliquam vul-

Poolside at Caliza; roof lines and 

courtyards of Alys Beach. Opposite: 

whitewashed vacation rental homes.
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st.  au g u st I n e Sure, the nation’s oldest city has its share of pirate 
lore, Spanish explorers and ghost stories, but it also has an elegant narra-
tive that’s glamorous and artsy. 

That’s where hotelier Henry Flagler and his modern-day counterpart, 
Richard Kessler, come in. Flagler’s presence in St. Augustine established 
its American Riviera status. Richard Kessler’s preservationist feat rein-
vigorated a neglected Gilded Age Flagler property. Now a 19th-century 

mogul and a 21st-century art collector are forever bonded by the splendid Casa Monica Hotel.
Much of the property’s Mediterranean-inspired architecture — from its crenelated towers 

to its arched windows — dates to 1888, when high society flocked there. Flagler acquired Casa 
Monica shortly after it opened, renaming it the Cordova. In fact, all three Gilded Age hotels 
once operated by Flagler still stand, but only Casa Monica welcomes overnight guests. (The 
Hotel Ponce de León is now Flagler College, while the Alcazar became the Lightner Museum). 
Shuttered during the Depression, the Casa Monica later served as a county courthouse. 

A Savannah native, Kessler’s 1997 purchase was inspired by childhood trips to St. Augustine. 
It was “a heck of a project,” recalls Kessler, who worked from old photographs to re-create the 
hotel’s turn-of-the-century ambience. “I felt it was an important piece of Florida history,” he says.

Kessler adorned the Casa Monica with architectural details reminiscent of the city’s Spanish 
heritage and filled it with treasures from around the globe. From hand-painted ceiling beams 
to antiques from Morocco and Europe, the Casa Monica is truly a museum hotel. It’s evident in 
the mahogany-columned lobby, where winged lions adorn a 17th-century oak chest and paint-
ings of area landmarks from French artist Jean Claude Roy circle the room. 

Art extends to the hotel’s restaurant, 95 Cordova, where artist Laura DiNello’s interpretation 
of the city’s iconic Bridge of Lions hangs. A brochure leads you throughout the collection, floor 
by floor. Five Women is a series by local artist Marianne Lerbs; it includes the portrait  Diamond 
Lil, of Luella Day McConnell, who created the popular local Fountain of Youth attraction. 

Historic photos and prints match tower-suite views portrayed in the artwork. Moorish arches 
evoke the Gilded Age. Guests imagine they’ve stepped back in time — except, as Kessler says, “the 
bathrooms are bigger, and the beds are more comfortable.” casamonica.com — ALISSON CLARK   

sleep Embrace the 
Gilded Age with a night 

well spent in a tower suite at 
the luxurious Casa Monica. 
casamonica.com

Do Stroll the St. Augustine 
Beach Sculpture Garden, 
filled with works by Mari-
anne Lerbs. Then find the 
artist’s sculptures at two 
King Street galleries: Butter-
field Garage and Rembrandtz  
Gallery. st-augustine-sculp 
ture-garden.org, artgalleriesof 
staugustine.com

Spot Victor Kowal painting 
en plein air in the historic dis-
trict. Kowal’s paintings hang 
throughout the hotel and in 
his St. George Street gallery. 
victorkowal.com

Wander amid the vast col-
lections of the Lightner  
Museum that was once 
Flagler’s Alcazar hotel. 
lightnermuseum.org 

See the opulent ladies’ parlor 
and the barrel-vaulted din-
ing hall, ringed with Tiffany 
windows at Hotel Ponce de 
León — now Flagler College. 
legacy.flagler.edu

shop Ride a free trolley 
that zips among 15 bou-
tiques, galleries and studios 
at First Friday Artwalk. 
artgalleriesofstaugustine.com

eat Dine on crepes while 
admiring the columned log-
gia at the Lightner Museum’s 
Café Alcazar, once the 
hotel’s swimming pool. 

➜the arts

Casa MonicaMediterranean Style

th I s m ag n I fIc e nt h ote l pr e s e rve s a c It y’s r Ic h pa st

Gilded Age Casa Monica Hotel. 

Opposite, from top: the hotel’s 

Cobalt Lounge; museum-

quality Chinese dragon chair;

Butterfield Garage art gallery
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south beach Setting the stage at the Park Central Hotel, a vintage 
1940s Buick sits out front with a Humphrey Bogart-esque mannequin in 
the driver’s seat. Notable local Cuban artists the Scull Sisters (Haydee and 
Sahara Scull) designed the lifelike figure. With a wink and a smile, Matthew 
Riley of Quinn’s restaurant, located up a few terrazzo steps in the hotel, 
says, “Rumor has it Bogey and Bacall once stayed here for a dollar a night.” 

It’s unmistakable — there’s something inherently glamorous and cap-
tivating about art-deco architecture. Distinctive features include nautical/ocean liner portholes 
coupled with incised ornamentation and streamlined versions of skyscraper facades. Reflecting 
the art-deco style to the core is the Park Central, which sits on the 600 block of Ocean Drive. At 
seven stories tall, it’s a giant in comparison to the others. Its horizontal banding is an instantly 
recognizable signature of architect Henry Hohauser, whose portfolio of Art Deco District build-
ings includes this 1937 classic. 

In the mid-1980s, real-estate-savvy Tony Goldman swooped into South Beach and bought 
18 properties. His purchase saved historic art-deco buildings from the wrecking ball. Goldman 
was in lockstep with Barbara Baer Capitman, who founded the Miami Design Preservation 
League in 1976 with other devotees of the one-square-mile Art Deco District. Later, a mean-
ingful change in Ocean Drive’s walkways came about. “Larger sidewalks allow people to view 
the architecture,” says Goldman Properties managing director Marlo Courtney. 

Under Goldman, the Park Central was paired with what was then the 1939 Imperial Hotel, 
designed by architect L. Murray Dixon, along with next-door neighbor Heathcote Suites. 
Leonard Horowitz, a designer and vice president of the Miami Design Preservation League, is 
remembered for fashioning a 40-color deco revival pastel palette. “He had a magical touch for 
making buildings pop,” Courtney says. It was Horowitz who customized the Park Central’s blue, 
violet and green hues embedded in the linear geometric and medallion detailing.

Art deco and glam still mesh today, as a casting call brings a flow of Twiggy-thin models 
gliding along the gleaming terrazzo floor into Quinn’s, where the hotel’s card room once stood. 
The expression “in the pink” comes into play nightly there, as a glow of blush uplights enhances 
the restaurant’s palm-themed decor. theparkcentral.com — SUSAN FRIEDMAN

sleep Stay at the 
1937 Park Central and 

be fully immersed in the 
spirit of the Art Deco Dis-
trict. Rooms are decorated 
with classic black-and-white 
Gleason Romer photographs 
of bathing beauties and 
Miami Beach street scenes. 
Furnishings such as the bar 
and the dressers are the real 
deals from the art-deco era. 
theparkcentral.com

Do Take the official 
90-minute walking tour of 
the Art Deco District. If 
you’re lucky enough to be 
guided by Kent Hamrick, 
you’ll learn all about the era’s 
architects and be surprised 
by the extraordinary mural in 
the Essex House lobby — yet 
another hotel with the Henry 
Hohauser stamp. mdpl.org

Admire all the neon lit up 
after dark at Ocean Drive 
landmarks, including Henry 
Hohauser’s Colony Hotel. 
colonymiami.com

shop Adjacent to the Art 
Deco Welcome Center at 
10th Street and Ocean Drive 
(also known as Barbara Capit-
man Way) is a gift shop with 
art-deco tchotchkes, vintage 
posters and Bakelite jewelry 
from the 1930s. mdpl.org

eat Dine at Quinn’s in the 
Park Central, where chef/
restaurateur Gerry Quinn, 
handsomely attired in a Cu-
ban guayabera shirt, bandies 
about in the dining room. 
The “Bam! Bam! shrimp” and 
signature sea bass are musts. 
quinnsmiami.com

➜the arts

Park Central
Art-Deco Style

an u n m atc h e D 20th - c e ntu ry arc h Itectu r e DI str Ict c all s

Historic Park Central Hotel. 

Opposite, clockwise from 

top left: hotel’s terrazzo 

floor; art-deco-inspired 

lifeguard stand; neon-lit 

Ocean Drive; portholes at 

Beach Patrol Headquarters.  
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