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In New York City, the historical hotels are institutional symbols, conveying strong 

cultural meanings. Most of the historical hotels are daring, large-scale, monumental skyscrapers, 

which can often assume the appearance of a city hall or church. Internally, hotels have a series of 

layered compartments: boxed guestrooms on top of each other. Their own grid, with hallways 

and cores running through it the same way roads do through Manhattan’s blocks. This is because 

of the imposed “functionalist” theories forced upon architects from revenue-maximizing 

developers. It wasn’t always just the money dictating the compartment of boxed hotels, however; 

it was zoning ordinances, causing the hotel to be built outside in as opposed to inside out lime 

most skyscrapers.1 

The skyscraper hotel, had a particularly special mechanism of internal spatial 

organizations. The hotel could occupy an entire Manhattan block, a corner, it could replace old 

structures, or keep growing by eating neighboring buildings; despite the different urban 

conditions, it remains an organism. Whereas in other Manhattan skyscrapers the floor-plate 

behaved independently from the one above or below, 2 in a hotel this was different. Due to profit 

maximization and the prohibition of creativity in spatial organization, every floor plate was by 

nature, exactly identical to the one above or below. There is no room for creative changes from 

floor plate to floor plate like most commercial buildings allow today – the hotel remains a 

multiplied, modular box of smaller boxes inside.  

 Hotels may resemble prisons in that both typologies offer that same modularity of 

repetitive parcels, where each cell offers a bathroom and a bed. Perhaps it is more similar to 

hospitals in that you receive specialized attention depending on the length of your stay and your 

particular needs. They may also share the qualities of airports in that they offer a glance at the 

local culture to transient users; or maybe more like museums in which every guestroom has a 

different exhibition, a cinema with different stories being narrated. These are the qualities of a 

parceled, compartmentalized hotel structure… a set for different stories.  

 

1. Marianne Lamonaca and Jonathan Mogul, Grand Hotels of the Jazz Age: The 
Architecture of Schultze & Weaver (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2005), 77. 
 

2. Koolhaas, Rem, Delirious New York: A Retrospective Manifesto for Manhattan (New 
York: Thames & Hudson, 1978), 85. 
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Similar to a hotel, a city’s blocks represent a guestroom, each telling a different story about a 

different guest, only at a larger scale. Cities embody the image of movement. They are static 

solids in a field of moving particles: rocks in a flowing river. Rem Koolhaas argued that the 

generic city is often perceived from a sedentary position, when it is in fact the opposite. The city, 

in this case boxes within boxes, remains sedentary, as users are nomads moving in and about it. 3 

 Cities continue to expand and densify because of migration from rural areas; because of 

this growth, the city’s appearance is in constant flux. As it reaches full capacity, it may be forced 

to turn people away, the same way a hotel would walk a guest to another property if they are at 

full occupancy. When immigrants arrived to New York City, they look at the Astor Mansion as a 

promise, 4 an American Dream of what they could achieve. Eventually the mansion was replaced 

and so was the perception of that Dream. In Manhattan, the mansion is now further away in the 

sky, more difficult to reach. Upon arrival, immigrants, Manhattan’s guests, have the option of 

becoming a patron, perhaps one day occupying the city’s top floor, or the opposite faith and 

becoming a back-of-house worker. In this city, there is no distinction of guests: whether tourists, 

immigrants, or business travelers, they must enter through the lobby and earn their key.  

The streets of New York resemble the hallways running through a guestroom tower – a 

universal corridor. It is only visible when “guests” move from origin to destination through the 

city. The guest, in this sense, is not just a transient user, but one who regardless of his or her 

duration, contributes to the larger city network.  

During the late 19th century and early 20th century, the hotel was the representation of 

power and wealth. New York City was growing in population, causing the land value to increase. 

The wealthy looked for a new way to live well, turning to Leonard Schultze and Fullerton 

Weaver to redesign their urban identity. This solution was an architecture hybrid of residential 

living with hospitality amenities or the “well-to-do” crowds of Manhattan; a permanent 

guestroom with a residential lifestyle. Residential hotels were the solution to the rising cost of  

 

3. Koolhaas, Rem, Delirious New York: A Retrospective Manifesto for Manhattan (New 
York: Thames & Hudson, 1978), 1250. 
 

4. Koolhaas, Rem, Delirious New York: A Retrospective Manifesto for Manhattan (New 
York: Thames & Hudson, 1978), 1260. 
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home ownership in Manhattan and the challenges of managing a household staff. 8 In addition to 

the economy, a significant factor that propelled the need for apartment-hotels was the availability 

of domestic servitude from 1910 to 1920, decreasing 25% due to the increased opportunities for 

better labor.5 

Before the transformation to the apartment-hotel, the typical hotel problem was to 

respond successfully to the financial needs of developers and owners, as well as the operational 

and guest demands in a hotel. However, during the 1920s, urban changes contributed to the 

architectural language of Manhattan’s skyscrapers: setbacks, zoning regulations, and most 

relevant to hotels, prohibition. Prohibition forced designers to create revenue-generating hotel 

spaces, which led them to replace the saloons and restaurants, which once faced the sidewalks, 

with retail shops. This contributed to the perception of the city streets as shopping malls, as the 

hotel’s main ground connection with the public was retail. By 1930s, New York City had 

approximately 150 apartment hotels, offering the same venues that the Manhattan mansions once 

offered for entertainment and social gathering. 6 

 Perhaps the most symbolic New York hotel is the Waldorf Astoria property; the result of 

two smaller, yet important hotels in the 1890s, which were eventually demolished to make way 

for the Empire State building. A new Waldorf Astoria would be born, and it would be Schultze 

& Weaver’s last hotel.  

The new property’s construction took place over the tracks of the New York Central 

Railroad, posing  a monumental challenge to the contractors and engineers since they had to 

build the hotel without interrupting service. Nevertheless, the hotel opened on scheduled on 

October 1st, 1931. Known as the “Unofficial Palace of New York” must mean that the city was 

an “unofficial  Kingdom,” at some point, and the scale of the Waldorf symbolized its expansion 

towards the sky. With a 3-story ballroom, 47th stories, and 1500 guestrooms, this hotel became a 

beacon of monumental power to the city. 

 

5. Marianne Lamonaca and Jonathan Mogul, Grand Hotels of the Jazz Age: The 
Architecture of Schultze & Weaver (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2005), 68.  
 

6. Marianne Lamonaca and Jonathan Mogul, Grand Hotels of the Jazz Age: The 
Architecture of Schultze & Weaver (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2005), 25.  
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 Today, 84 years later, the Waldorf continues with this reputation being sold for $1.5 

billion US Dollars to a Chinese company, placing it amongst the most expensive properties in the 

world.7 

Today’s hotel guests are different from those 100 years ago. Technology has become the 

interpretation of hospitality efficiency; not so much in regards to operations, but the ability of the 

traveler to be informed and connected to a larger metropolitan network with one device. Thanks 

to this, historically relevant hotels have become precisely that; historic relics, which like many 

old palaces may eventually turn to museums. For modern travelers, tourism is not about a single 

destination, but about a plentitude of points in a city, and how they navigate amongst themselves 

assisted with their phone maps. The relationship between hotels and the city has in some sense, 

shifted roles. It is not so much the city behaving as a hotel, but the hotel as a city.  

Amenities are overshadowing guestrooms as income generators. It is no longer solely a 

hybrid of apartments and temporary rooms, but a hybrid of whatever a city can offer; bars, 

restaurants, retails, cafes, public halls, open plazas. Many of these social program components 

have been in place since the early historical properties, but as younger generations are able to 

arrange more affordable, flexible lodging, hotels are rushing to offer more revenue-producing 

services, often not related to guestroom reservations: 

  

“Hotels are now containers that, in the expansion and completeness of their facilities, 
make almost all other buildings redundant. Even doubling as shopping malls, they are the 
closes we have to urban existence, 21st century style.”8 

 

A difference between today’s hybrid programs and the historic hotels of the 1930’s, is the 

physical scale of these. The hotel remains a vertical field of stacked boxes, with the larger 

“ballroom” boxes at the bottom holding the smaller “guestroom” boxes. The Waldorf Astoria 

believed that a transient hotel, combining apartment living, a great ballroom, and a garage for 

private railroad cars, had to translate into monumental bigness, which it executed successfully 

 
7. Charles Bagli, “Waldorf-Astoria to Be Sold in a $1.95 Billion Deal,” The New York 

Times, Oct. 6, 2014, <http://www.nytimes.com/2014/10/07/nyregion/waldorf-astoria-
hotel-to-be-sold-for-195-billion.html?_r=1>. 
 

8. Koolhaas, Rem, Delirious New York: A Retrospective Manifesto for Manhattan (New 
York: Thames & Hudson, 1978), 1260. 
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despite having a rough first years. In fact, some of the common arguments against “bigness” in 

skyscrapers – clumsiness, slowness, inflexibility, difficulty – do not necessarily apply to large-

scale hotels. The internal operations are repetitive and almost automatic. The Waldorf tested this 

notion and through revenue-generating, simple and direct design, it was able to orchestrate the 

complex flow of servants and patrons.9 

This flexibility in skyscraping is in large part thanks to the standardization of hospitality 

design, predating back to the Great Depression and Prohibition times, when hotels had to 

minimize losses and maximize profits just to survive. That efficiency of the 20th century, which 

was often associated with a factory’s manufacturing and assembly lines, was also translated to 

the hotel industry and became a norm. Very few architects today dare to challenge this credo 

because of how difficult it is to convince developers to not be efficient. It is believed that rational 

design provides the most profits – but instead it should be an elastic design; one which allows a 

hotel the flexibility to adapt as needed; as much as the city changes. 

Since the beginning of the 20th century, hotels have resembled apartments, but today less 

travelers frequent a hotel for lodging reasons; it is more economic to sleep in actual residences. 

Perhaps it is time for the hotel to adopt a new program typology to emulate instead of residential. 

It has within the last couple of decades, resembled shopping malls; why instead of corporate 

offices, couldn’t the guestrooms, a site where different stories take place, emulate a museum 

gallery space or a Hollywood studio? Why couldn’t the ground level celebrate the movement of 

a transient guest as much as an airport does? What if the interiors become parks (beer gardens)? 

And the exterior become interiors? Historically, the hotel typology was born and adapted based 

on public’s needs. The public’s needs are not the same they were 100 years ago. The hotel 

industry should study how the city is changing and which urban systems are reacting to the 

growing movement of people the most.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

9. Rem Koolhaas and Bruce Mau, S,M,L,XL (New York: The Monacelli Press, 1995), 496. 
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You begin with an interesting premise, based on Koolhaas, that the "scale" of a city-block hotel like the Waldorf can tell us something about both the city and its relationship with visitors and guests. You also use some nice research to back up the changes that--I think--you are suggesting have recently affected the hotel as a microcosm of the city, and therefore the city itself. The argument becomes looser at the end though. Do you mean to suggest that the movement towards elasticity reflects a different kind of urban economy, and therefore a different kind of city? Or that architects should challenge that movement in the name of transforming both the hotel as a type and by extension, the city? Or does the hotel-as-microcosm model aegued by Koolhaas still hold at all?


