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VERSAILLES HOTEL

3425 COLLINS AVENUE, MIAMI BEACH

I. Contextual History

The stretch of oceanfront property from 21st to 44th Streets in Miami Beach

was first platted in 1916 by the Collins/Pancoast family. Zoned for hotels and

apartments, this area was only sparsely developed until the 1930s when, within

a decade, Chicago architect Roy F. France (1888-1972) designed over a dozen

buildings that virtually created the mid-beach skyline. These included the

Whitman, Ocean Grande, and Shoremede Hotels (all now demolished), the

Patrician, the Sovereign, and three “skyscrapers”: the Sea Isle (now Palms Hotel),

the Cadillac, and the Versailles. His Saxony and Sans Souci hotels were added in

the Postwar years. All of these are now included as “Contributing” buildings in

the Collins Waterfront Historic District, designated by the City in 2000.

II. Specific History

The Versailles property occupies the entire oceanfront block between 34th

and 35th Streets. The hotel as it was first designed in 1940 consisted of the 16-

story (including cupola) Art Deco-style tower at the northwest corner of the

property, with a one-story lounge and dining room extending to the east, and a

(salt-water) swimming pool deck on the south. Due to a curve in Collins Avenue

at this point, the tower was, and still remains, a prominent visual landmark.

This construction, containing 141 hotel rooms and one apartment, originally

cost $300,000. The hotel opened in January 1941 for seasonal occupancy, from

December to April. Within a year of its opening, the U.S. entered World War II,

and while hundreds of Miami Beach buildings were leased for military use at

that time, no record as been found that the Versailles was one of these.

In 1955, Roy F. France & Son designed an eight-story addition to the

Versailles, containing 132 more hotel rooms, for then-owner Daniel Lifter,

president of the Liflans Corporation. This addition, built during the Beach’s
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Postwar Boom, was designed in Postwar Modern style and cost $700,000. An L-

shaped structure at the southwest corner of the property, it obliterated a section

of cabanas and what was originally an open yard, and partly blocked the view of

the tower from the south, but the original building and swimming pool remained

intact. In the 1950s, hotels in Miami Beach were becoming all-inclusive resorts,

and the Versailles followed this trend by putting retail space and a nightclub in

this addition.

III. Architecture

As one of France’s three landmark “skyscraper” hotels, all built in 1940,

the original Versailles closely resembles the other two: the Sea Isle (Palms) and

the Cadillac. All three have a soaring vertical shaft that has a lozenge-shaped

footprint:, and on the east and west elevations, the center portion is

symmetrically flanked by three setbacks on each side. In the Versailles, the

setbacks on the Collins Avenue elevation alternate between round and square

edges, while in the rear all the setbacks are square-edged. This arrangement of

setbacks allowed the Versailles to advertise “floor on floor of spacious, sun-

flooded rooms…90% with corner windows,”1 which literally doubled the chance

of catching a night breeze in that era before air-conditioning. Early photographs

show the rooms’ windows were awning type.

Unlike the Sea Isle or Cadillac, the Versailles is topped with a copper-

domed open cupola that strongly resembles the one on France’s National Hotel

at 17th Street, built the previous year. The bottom two floors on the west

elevation are faced in stone, and the entry was originally quite plain, with no

porte-cochere. Two plain square pillars supported an overhang above a narrow

porch, then a flight of steps interspersed with planter bins led down to the

driveway. Channel-letter neon signage was mounted two stories up over the front

door.

1 Advertisement, circa 1940.
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Roy France’s 1940 plans for the Versailles were found on Microfilm

#14269 in the Miami Beach Building Department; in addition, a brochure

produced in 19412 includes a plot plan, two floor plans, and several interior and

exterior photographs. One of these views shows the original one-story rear

extension fronting the beach. Adjacent to the vertical tower, first a plain, square

cocktail lounge projects to the south; next is a plain, square corner of the lobby

lounge; and lastly there is a rounded end of the dining room projecting eastward.

Wrapped around all of these in the 1941 photograph is an expansive, sloped,

apparently canvas awning. This area is labeled on the floor plan as a “dining

terrace.” The Building Permit Card (#17141) documents architect Albert Anis

“enclosing dining room terrace” in 1945. This project, costing $13,000, is borne

out in later postcard images that show this area enclosed and without the

awnings.

The same 1941 brochure shows that the original lobby merged into an

open lounge area at the rear, providing entering guests an immediate view all the

way through to the ocean. From the front door, the reception desk was set into

the wall to the right, and the elevators were to the left. The eastern walls of both

the lobby-lounge and adjoining dining room are lined with floor-to-ceiling

windows, embodying Roy France’s design philosophy: “Let in the air and sun.

That’s what people come to Florida for.”3 Nonetheless, the Versailles took

advantage of technical progress and added an “air cooling unit” in 1947, and air-

conditioned the cocktail lounge in 1948.

The 1955 Postwar Modern style addition, designed by France when he was

in partnership with his son, is clearly of another time. Plain and recti-linear, its

distinguishing feature is the way the bottom two floors telescope out toward

Collins Avenue, where a boxed-in mosaic art mural wraps around the southwest

2 Curt Teich Postcard Archive, Lake County Museum, Wauconda, Illinois.
3 Obituary, Miami Herald, Feb. 17, 1972.
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corner of the second story. The mural is signed “Stewart Studios N.Y.C. 1955;”

no further information about it has so far been found, but it appears to be an

abstract depiction of the sun god with his horse-drawn chariot and attendant

figures. (It may be a play on a plaster bas-relief of the Sun King applied to the

east façade of the Fontainebleau Hotel in 1954, that has been replicated and

slightly relocated on the recently-remodeled Fontainebleau.)

Plans for the 1955 addition to the Versailles were found on Microfilm

#47326. These document that the porte-cochere was added at that time; it still

survives in an altered state, tapering out over the driveway, with convex edges,

but it was originally supported by a V-shaped pylon, and its underside was

studded with down-lights, as seen in a 1950s photograph.

Some changes were made to the hotel lobby at this time as well; since the

new addition adjoined the lobby at the site of the original reception desk, the

desk was moved to the west wall, on the south side of the front door. A “plant

bin” was also installed in the middle of the lobby floor.

In place of the original reception desk were put two stairways; the first led

down to a “lower lobby” in the addition that extended along a windowed wall on

Collins Avenue. Set in the interior was retail space for a coffee shop, beauty

parlor, florist, drugstore, gift shop, and stores for jewelry, sportswear, shoes, and

men’s and women’s apparel. The other stair curved up to an “upper lobby” that

overlooked the swimming pool to the east, and another set of steps to the west

led up to the windowless area behind the mural wall. This area contained a

cocktail lounge with dance floor, an amoeba-shaped bar, and a television room

where guests, without in-room TVs, could enjoy black-and-white entertainment.
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IV. Architect Biography

Roy F. France (1888-1972)was born in Hawley, Minnesota, worked as a

draftsman in Chicago as a young man,4 and studied at the Armour Institute of

Technology (1905-6) and the Chicago Technical School.5 Several buildings from

his early career, some in Tudor and Gothic styles, are preserved in Chicago’s

historic districts.

After France and his wife took a train trip to Florida in 1931, they moved

permanently to Miami Beach where, inspired by the sunlight and sea air,

France’s design style changed drastically. Here he first worked for Chicago

publisher William F. Whitman, who had an oceanfront home at 32nd Street and

invested in local real estate.6 France’s Indian Creek Apartments and Whitman

Hotel (both now demolished) across Collins Avenue from each other at 33rd

Street were followed by dozens of hotels and apartments throughout the City, in

Med-Deco Transitional, Art Deco, and Postwar Modern styles. His son, Roy

France Jr., worked as his partner for several years but died in 1957.

Many of France’s Miami Beach buildings have been demolished but

twenty still remain between 24th and 44th Streets, in the Collins Waterfront

Historic District. His surviving buildings include:

National Hotel 1677 Collins Ave.
Cavalier “ 1320 Ocean Drive
Pines & Palms Apts. 2463 Pine Tree Dr.
Sea Isle Hotel 3025 Collins Ave.
Saxony “ 3201 Collins Ave.
Cadillac “ 3925 Collins Ave.
Sovereign “ 4385 Collins Ave.
Casablanca “ 6345 Collins Ave.

---Carolyn Klepser, researcher
August 9, 2011

amended Aug. 15, 2014

4 Obituary, Miami Herald, Feb. 17,1972.
5 Keith Root, Miami Beach Art Deco Guide; MDPL, 1987, p.32.
6 Interview with Whitman’s son Dudley, 1998.
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