CONTINENTAL HOTEL
4000 COLLINS AVENUE, MIAMI BEACH

Location: Lots 10-15, Block 34, Miami Beach Improvement Co. Oceanfront Subdivision
The hotel is situated on the northwest corner of Collins Avenue and 34" Street, with a surface

parking lot adjoining it to the north.

Resource material:

1. Building Permit Card
Archival postcards
Article, “$2 Million Lease Given at Beach,” Miami News,Dec. 21, 1947.
Atrticle, “Beach Hotel Continental Work Begins,” Miami Herald, April 4, 1948.
Newspaper ad for condo sales by Crescent Heights, circa 1990s.

AN U

Tax jacket, incl. 1994 and 2012 photographs by Property Appraiser
Plans not found on microfilm: #26925 Original plans, A.H. Mathes, April 4, 1948
#34002 Enclosing porch on south side, A. H. Mathes, 1950

#52036 New open terrace in front, ? architect, 1956.

Architect: A. Herbert Mathes (1912-1977) graduated from New York University in 1937 and came

to Miami Beach in 1944. Previously he had designed stores for the National Shoe Company, shoe
exhibits at the 1939 New York World’s Fair, packing plants in Kansas, film labs for 20th Century
Fox, and Forest Park Gardens in Rye, New York. During World War II he designed ships for the U.S.
Navy.! In Miami Beach he designed a number of commercial, residential and municipal buildings,
including:

Golden Gate Apartments 2395 Flamingo Drive

Parisian Hotel 1510 Collins Avenue
Geneva Hotel 1520 Collins Avenue
Continental Hotel 4000 Collins Avenue
Allison Hotel 6261 Collins Avenue

Miami Beach Public Library 2100 Collins Avenue (demolished)
Mathes is probably best known for designing the North Addition to the Fontainebleau Hotel in 1959,
which included the “cheeschole” facade and the “Spite Wall.”

! “Portraits and Projects of Architects,” Florida Sun, May 21, 1951.



The Continental Hotel, constructed in 1948, is a fine example of the Postwar Modern
architectural style in Miami Beach, although its front facade has been altered from its original
design. It is a boxy, flat-roofed, five-story structure that originally cost $350,000 and included 102

hotel rooms with baths, a dining room, and swimming pool. (1)

Even before the building permit was issued on April 1, 1948, information about the planned
hotel appeared in an article in the Miami News in December 1947.(3) The original owner,
Continental Hotel Inc, was a group headed by Bernard Cohen, “Miami Beach builder and investor,”
who also owned the Cadillac Hotel in Miami Beach and the Alcazar in Miami.(4) The group took out
a 99-year lease on the hotel's site in 1947.

In the absence of any original plans, the 1947 news article provides some information about
the hotel's design:
The Continental will not only be unique in its facade but will be entirely different in many
aspects of design and construction. Structural steel and bar joists will be used for the frame.
Carrara glass and structural aluminum will be liberally employed throughout the building,
while the columns will be sculptured mosaic tile. Rust-proof double-hung aluminum
windows will also be another important feature. Each of the rooms will contain a built-in,
individually controlled air conditioning unit. ...The public space, which will also be air
conditioned, will feature a formal lobby furnished in the French provincial motif, and a card

room.

This newspaper article is accompanied by a rendering of the planned “glass-accentuated
hotel,”’showing the upper four stories of the front facade as a continuous grid of windows. Although
the rendering is only a drawing, an early color photograph of the completed hotel (2) confirms that
the original front facade did indeed consist entirely ot glass set into aluminum frames. At present,
this front facade consists of 24 individual boxed windows, in rows of six per floor. This alteration
probably occurred in the early 1990s; Design Review Board file #4341 (August 20, 1993) included
“window replacement” at the Continental, and both a 1990s condo ad (5), as well as a 1994

photograph (6), show the boxed windows by that time.



As construction of the Continental got underway, the Miami Herald published a similar article
in April 1948 (4), describing it as “a unique hotel” and “an unusual structure”:

One of the features is a swimming pool of unique shape and design. Facade of the hotel will

be different from usual structures of this type, carrara glass and structural aluminum being

used. Columns will be sculptured mosaic tile. The air conditioned public space will feature a

formal lobby furnished in French provincial motif.

One of the archival postcards (2) from circa 1948 contains multiple images of the
Continental, both exterior and interior, made from black-and-white photographs that have been hand-
tinted. In the absence of original plans, these give the only clues about the original interior that have
been found so far. The front facade is shown with its grid of windows, and inset on the sides are
views of the “swimming pool,”which appears to be kidney-shaped; the “grill and cocktail lounge,”
which was probably located on the north side of the pool; a guest “bedroom;” and the “‘spacious
lobby.” While not much can be clearly discerned in this small photo, the lobby appears to have a
bas-relief decorating its west wall, and a welter of chairs and sofas that do not seem particularly

French provincial.

As a Contributing building in the Collins Waterfront Historic District of Miami Beach, the
Continental retains many distinctive features of the Postwar Modern style, despite the alterations to
the front facade. These include overall asymmetry, the grand-scale “boxing” of the upper front
tacade, the signage slab at the north end, and the channel-letter signs on the east and north parapets.
On the ground floor in front, plate-glass windows are interspersed with round half-columns, which

continue around the south elevation. A metal railing around the front terrace appears to be original.

---Carolyn Klepser, researcher

Feb. 4,2017
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