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Statler History & Hotel Design Analysis 
 

It was the good service from the students that earned them a school. Ellsworth Statler’s 
contribution to the Statler School of Hotel Administration at Cornell University made him a 
leader not just in the industry, but in the academic realm of hospitality. It is important to look at 
the history of the man and as a hotel innovator that created a new building every few years, what 
design tendencies have come to characterize Statler’s style.  

He was first influenced by the McLure House Hotel in Wheeling, West Virginia. He was 
only 13 years old when he started working as a bellboy. By age 19 he had become the hotel 
manager. He knew how the hotel operated, but most importantly, how to operate it efficiently 
and with the guests’ needs in mind. He shaped service according to what the built condition of 
the hotel was. It was after moving to Buffalo with his new wife and running a restaurant that he 
finally was able to have his own hotel. In 1907 he opened the 300-room Buffalo Statler. He 
promoted it as a “room and bath for $1.50,” appealing to the middle-class market. His mode of 
thinking was treating everyone as a guest. It didn’t matter if they were royalty or a shoe 
salesman; all he wanted to offer them was the best food and a comfortable bed at “price ordinary 
people could afford.”  

His buildings resonated with that mentality. He was criticized for not being luxurious 
enough. Building appearance, though relevant to him, was not as important as building efficiency 
being translated to good service. His Buffalo hotel was designed by Esenwein and Johnson 
architects and featured a lot of ground-breaking innovations that Statler himself devised based on 
his service experience. One of those innovations was the Statler plumbing shaft, which allowed 
bathrooms to be built back-to-back, sharing the shaft through the wall. It was a cost-effective 
design for plumbing, and it was also an opportunity to incorporate the vertical passage of 
electrical and heating systems.  

As Statler opened new properties in other sites, he showed important design 
considerations. The Detroit Statler design had Italian and Adamesque arch detailing – alluding to 
a rising importance on building ornamentation. His Pennsylvania hotel in 1916 was considered 
the largest of the time with 2,200 rooms – each of them constructed with a bath. The property in 
St. Louis in 1917 had an arcaded lobby on the first floor and a two-story ballroom above it on the 
second floor. By using arches as a structural support, Statler was able to lift the ballroom up from 
the floor.  

At the time when Statler was constructing so many buildings, the hotel typology in 
America for luxury designs emulated European hotels. Statler himself looked towards Paris for 
inspiration and referenced Cesar Ritz’ Grand Hotel in Rome (1893) which offered a bathroom in 
every room. The only difference is that, unlike Ritz, Statler wanted that service to be available 
for the common men, not just royalty. 
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It was his obsession with guest comfort that led him to innovate. He made sure every 
room in his properties was built with a telephone, ice water circulation, a full size closet with its 
own light, and a towel hook next to each mirror. The Pennsylvania property even included a 
medical service facility, with a surgical room that would have a night physician and dentist 
always in house. Some of his other hotels were even designed with bookshelves and had 
librarians operating the books to guests “on the mezzanine floor.” This demonstrates Statler’s 
commitment to education and how funding a school will one day be reflective of that. 
Considered one of his most significant accomplishments in regards to hotel design, he placed the 
kitchens adjacent to function rooms, instead of down in the basement like most hotels at the time. 
This allowed for a more efficient (three-sided) kitchen that could distribute service to a 
restaurant, a ballroom, and meeting areas. The Statler Hotel in Ithaca today shows this same 
organization of space by having the kitchen up in the second floor.  

Lesley Browder, author of  E.M. Statler, “Hotel Man of the Half Century,” wrote that the 
building itself was one of the four components of service, along with finance, employee 
relations, and public relations. As Statler designed the hotel in Buffalo, he wanted the pipes to be 
available on walls for the repair people, minimizing the costs of breaking apart floors and 
ceiling. He also designed the “pipe room” big enough to anticipate growth or alterations. By 
eliminating the communal public bathrooms on every floor on the Buffalo Statler, he was able to 
offer 20 more rentable guestrooms.  

In all his properties, Statler wanted his guests to be self-sufficient. He incorporated the 
“Do Not Disturb” sign to his design for the housekeeping personal. The foyers on all the 
elevator’s floors would have a large clock and a mail chute for guest correspondence to be 
mailed without them leaving the floors. His attention to service detail was so acute, that he had 
the guestroom doors removed and trimmed from the bottom to allow for the thicker Sunday 
papers to fit underneath.  

As much as building consideration he gave to the properties, the aesthetics of his hotels 
were usually dull. He wasn’t an artist, he was an engineer. He resorted to interior decorators to 
make his properties more visually interesting. It was his architectural understanding, however, 
that allowed him to easily read floor plans, immediately detecting operation flaws and to 
contribute significantly to alterations in design.  

Years after Statler’s era, a Cornell Professor of the hotel school named Charles Sayles 
would be responsible for the construction of Statler Hall, and later the Statler Inn. He would 
oversee every specification and construction drawing, ranging from cabinet installation, to the 
locker room paint selection. He was involved in every detail and understood the value of 
referencing other hotels. In a letter to the General Manager of the Mount Royal Hotel in 
Montreal, Canada, he asked about the size of banquet tables for Statler Hall. He requested for the 
“exact diameter rather than a nominal one,” never generalizing on important details.  On another 
letter to Prof. Howard B. Meek of the hotel school, he asked to bring up to the attention of the 
architects the need of hanging pictures and calendars in each office.  
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By the late 1940s, The Statler Foundation had contributed to the Statler Hall and Statler 
Inn. By 1961, a proposal was made to the Statler Foundation on behalf of Cornell University to 
enlarge the guest facilities of the Statler Inn. This expansion would allow for seventy additional 
guest rooms, as well as enlarged dining and public spaces. It was first a proposal based on the 
discussions of President Deane Malott and Howard Meek. President Malott was concerned with 
having additional hotel space “so as to provide practice facilities for students and faculty of the 
Hotel School, and to provide accommodations for persons visiting the University campus.” This 
did not mean that it would be a smooth process. In a letter from the Statler Foundation to Dean 
Meek, they questioned how moving from 36 to 132 guest rooms would decrease the occupancy 
from 76% to 66%. It was also questioned by the foundation the motivation behind expanding the 
hotel when the existing food and beverage facilities had losses of $7,900 at the time. 

Once the expansion project was underway, there were significant programming 
considerations. The designers proposed a total of 120 rooms to be placed on the site – something 
that had to be reviewed by Prof. Sayles as he was the channel between the architects and the 
university. With an already aging building, they also had to consider either adding more 
elevators or repairing the existing one. As far as the guestroom size, a typical one would be 385 
square feet (considered a full-service hotel in today’s standards), and each guestroom bathroom 
would have up to three fixtures.  
 In their feasibility analysis for the proposed expansion, Stojowski and Engelbrecht 
Architects (from New York City) made a point on the importance of introducing efficient 
administrative spaces. The existing offices at the time were not centralized and their proposal 
would bring them together with proximity to the front desk. In the same report, the architects 
emphasized the strong front elevation that Statler Hall and Statler Inn had, which resulted in a 
weak back façade. Since the building had a linear form along the site, it was important to use the 
wings of the Statler to close up the space more and provide interesting landscaping conditions. 
Materiality would also contribute through repreated use of stone joinery and window trims. 
 Above all, what is seen in the expansion of the Statler Inn that could be very clearly 
found in today’s Statler Hotel is the continuity from class room to guest room. Both Staler Hall 
and the hotel side have been a unified space for years. Interestingly enough, today the Statler 
Hotel tower manages to visually stand out from the school side. Though these have evolved over 
time as architecture research advances, some of EM Statler’s original design tendencies can be 
found in the existing Statler Hotel in Ithaca. The kitchen remains on the second floors, servicing 
all potential food and beverage outlets; the administrative offices are adjacent to the lobby; 
employee areas and housekeeping are concentrated in the basement to separate from guest 
circulation; and lastly, each room offers a bathroom. It would be nice if the price remained $1.50 
per guest room.  
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