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THE HOTEL HABIT

Home and Away, Narratives of Mobility

THE SAVOYARD is a golden book with a peephole in the cover that invites 
the reader into a fairyland of hotel existence. Demarcated from the cover’s 
gilt field by a decorative border flanked by two flambeaux, a circular cut-
away frames a pastel-hued rendering of the Old Savoy Palace from the time 
of Henry VIII, identified as such only when the intrigued reader opens the 
cover and steps inside. Already the experience of perusing this book feels 
like an initiation—a magical journey back in time and yet, somehow, forward 
. . . to a sumptuous future that life in a grand hotel can ensure. As the reader 
travels back through the histories of the Savoy Hotel, and its sister proper-
ties Claridge’s, the Berkeley, and Simpson’s-in-the-Strand, the text, enhanced 
by an abundance of color images, appears to operate on the assumption 
that these storied sites generate riveting copy. Several ads are interspersed 
throughout the histories; however, the last 40 pages prove the text’s most 
concentrated marketing effort, “devoted to the Illustration of famous houses 
of commerce all of which are of the Highest Standing and Reputation” (49). 
Many of the advertisements are pitched to female consumers, featuring such 
luxury goods as furs, silks, gowns, laces, and ladies’ luggage. The adver-
tisements promote the world of international commerce to which London’s 
grand hotels provide access, with American and Parisian references being 
the book’s most essential marketing lures. In certain ads, the commodities’ 
ties to hotels are explicit: Courvoisier-Cognac, “The Brandy of Napoleon,” 
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as well as Moet & Chandon are obtainable at the Savoy, Claridge’s, and the 
Berkeley Hotels, an advertisement assures us. And Cerebos salt, another ad 
informs, is “exclusively used in the Savoy, Claridge’s, and Berkeley Hotels.” 
Gown cleaners Messrs. Achille Serre Ltd. advertise that orders are collected 
daily from this hotel [i.e., the Savoy].1 Tucked into this collection of ads is 
a double-page illustration, “A Sunday Evening at the Savoy Hotel,” with a 
caption that explains how the Savoy brightens the gloom of Sunday eve-
nings in the nation’s capital city by addressing “the want of gaiety in London 
as compared with Paris and Berlin.” Throughout the book, advertisements, 
narrative, and the hotel work together to enchant a reader. The Savoyard, 
which generated multiple print runs over many years, was produced by the 
Savoy as branded content to promote its services. This nineteenth-century 
content marketing functioned in ways that are familiar to us today: inciting 
the consumer’s desire for a certain luxury-branded lifestyle by means of a 
story. In other words, the grand hotel and the glamorous world it summons 
appear to activate the narrative impulse.

Reading a 1911 cross section of the Savoy leads to similar conclusions 
about hotels and plot. The visual pleasures of this image are numerous, 
beginning with the busyness of the scene. The cross section maps out the 
hotel’s many spaces—descending to the artesian well and then soaring to 
the hotel bedrooms and network of corridors, revealing not only the princi-
pal kitchen but the pastry kitchen and the Vienna bakery as well, the wine 
vaults, the boiler house with the dynamos, the cold storage room, the res-
taurant, and the banqueting hall. This bird’s-eye view depicts the many 
bodies occupying the hotel spaces, mingling, dancing, dining, working, 
arriving, departing, walking past. Such cross-sectional renderings of grand 
hotels were not unusual for the era; it seemed they delighted the Victorian 
eye through an optics meant to amaze, initiate, and inform. They were an 
attempt to capture the space of the grand hotel in its totality, to materialize 
both its design and form. An 1889 Illustrated London News Savoy pastiche 
works to similar effect: From the grand façade, assuming pride of place in 
the single circular frame on the page, to the many scenes of coed dining, 
gathering, and relaxing by large hearths, this collage presents scenes both 
familiar and wondrously strange to Victorian viewers: scenes of “home” 
but “home” scaled larger, bigger, grander. Neither true architectural draw-
ings nor blueprints, these renderings have the effect of visualizing the plot-

 1. And sometimes those adverts offer a luxury market-based logic to dazzle con-
sumers. For example, the text’s first ad is for Jays’ Ltd., “The Premier House for The Best 
of Everything in Tasteful Dress,” which is—we are told—“patronized by Royalty, the 
Nobility, The Aristocracy of England and by Les Mondaines of all Nations” (4).
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tedness of the hotel, much as a novel aims to build a world. This kinship 
between the social form of the grand hotel and literary form invokes Rem 
Koolhaas’s assertion, “The hotel is plot” (148). Both “book” and “hotel” are 
“two forms of assemblage”; they are worlds designed (Koestenbaum 156).

Max Beerbohm’s 1904 caricature of Henry James caught in a hotel cor-
ridor is the antithesis of these panoramic images; however, it seems to offer 
a similar promise concerning storied hotels and hotel stories. This intimate 
close-up catches James in the act of spying on hotel guests through a keyhole 
in their closed door. The author’s facial expression combines consternation 
with curiosity, apparently activated by the two pairs of shoes—a man’s and 
a woman’s—set outside the hotel room to be shined. The unoccupied shoes 
indicate it is nighttime (the usual time for hotels to provide shoe shines and 
laundry service), and the author Henry James (along with the viewer) is left 
to wonder about the coupling of two unclothed bodies, presumably under-
way inside Room 38. As William Cohen has taught us to understand, a door 
is both a wall and a chink, a barrier and an aperture, so as we join James 
at the door, we know and we don’t know—we see and we can’t see, so we 
infer. The keyhole, whose presence we assume from the position of James’s 
head—he is down on one knee by the door—suggests some contact of the 

FIGURE 3.1. Sunday evening at the Savoy, c. 1911. Courtesy of The Savoy Archive.



FIGURE 3.2.1. Savoy Cross Section, 1911. Courtesy of The Savoy Archive.



FIGURE 3.2.2. Savoy Cross Section, 1911. Courtesy of The Savoy Archive.
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author with the bodies behind the door. In a way, this act of hotel espionage 
summons the practices of Victorian fiction. The possibility for plot arises 
from the individual and, or in, the crowd, situated within the distinctive 
spatialities and temporalities that define a hotel world. Whether emanat-
ing from above/afar or through the keyhole, the panoptical force of these 
images feels novelistic. The hotel world is a story that speaks to the materi-
alist inclinations of the Victorians, realized in their awareness of worlds and 
lives unseen before the microscope of the novelist’s technique reveals them, 
uncovering hidden connections both tangled and disaggregated in a web of 
multiplot storylines.2

 2. Robert Machray’s The Night Side of London (1902) “reads” the embodied plot in 
the faces of hotel guests Machray observes one particular night at the Carlton: “And the 
people you see are all interesting: there a well-known man of fashion, here a celebrated 

FIGURE 3.3. “Henry James,” by Max 
Beerbohm. With permission of The National 

Trust and the Estate of Max Beerbohm.
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This chapter begins with a reading of these images because they oper-
ate on the assumption that hotels instantiate or activate plot—that imagina-
tive forms, whether literary or visual, and social forms shape one another. 
Given their dedication to the business of human sociality, hotels raise ques-
tions of both time and space, shedding crucial light on what it means to 
be social, to live with others as well as to be alone.3 And, thus, hotel cul-
ture necessarily functions as a kind of cross section, a space that operates 
centripetally to optimize moments of convergence. These images depict the 
web of social relations spun by bodies in the constructed dream worlds that 
grand hotels present. Though one might argue that many public places are 
threshold spaces for individuals existing together, no other public site func-
tions quite like the hotel, which keeps strangers together in a particularly 
intimate way through the range of activities that hotels host, like sleeping, 
bathing, grooming, eating, and having sex. With their mixing of genders, 
their offering of both alcohol and beds under one roof—which, admittedly, 
may be a crude understanding of their mission—hotels raise the likelihood 
of the illicit. As Koestenbaum argues, “Hotels throw strangers together in 
chance arrangements” (82). Given this contact among strangers, in what I 
have called a culture of proximity based on transient togetherness, the ques-
tion of social intelligibility becomes particularly pressing: Appearances in 
a hotel can belie an unknowable depth; authenticity itself can be staged. 
Here one can be open to all possibility, where one can be idle, quite sim-
ply, and—more profoundly—free of any necessary relation to anything else, 
where one can be that floating self that provides the magnetic center for many 
nineteenth-century novels. Interactions among bodies on the move and at 
rest enact the embodied practices of both circulation and migration.4 The 
stranger and the crowd make the matter of the private self unclear. Fore-
grounded questions of both gender and class central to the operations of 
the hotel enterprise typically, as I have argued, affirm boundaries; however, 
those very operations may also lead to boundaries being obscured or rene-

actress in a ravishing gown. . . . And the eternal human comedy-tragedy is being played 
for all it is worth. You read stories into the smiling faces; you make guesses, vague or 
clear; you build up little romances” (90).
 3. Virginia Woolf’s first novel, The Voyage Out (1915), focuses on a group of British 
travelers to South America that includes her protagonist Rachel Vinrace, whose inner life 
Woolf explores through the backdrop of a grand hotel in Santa Marina. The rhythms of 
social existence provide a through line that follows time and space experienced in the 
hotel.
 4. Though the focus of this book is London, one cannot help but think of Liverpool, 
the port for Americans arriving in England, and the importance of its grand hotels for 
a people in motion. Consider how Dickens has made Liverpool’s Adelphi Hotel famous 
for us today.
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gotiated. Hotels, thus, stage the work of social cognition, the crucial pro-
cesses of reading minds, and character, by way of bodies as they occupy and 
behave within a specific sort of space.

Mobility of identity—the promise of being free to be—is a shared concern 
of the Victorian novel and the grand hotel. Here, whether in the conjured 
universe of a novel or the environment of a palace hotel, is where one can 
try out different versions of one’s self. When scholar Valerie Smith defines a 
tourist as “a temporarily leisured person” who travels to experience a change 
or to get away from something, she is underscoring the provisional nature of 
identity within a leisure economy. Contemporary commentators expressed 
concern over the kind of existence “hotel living” turned out, in truth, to be. 
Despite his admiration for the American hospitality industry, for example, 
Trollope admits in his travelogue North America, “I do not like the modes 
of life which prevail in the American hotels” (492). In his American Notes, 
Dickens recognizes the cost-savings of hotel living; however, he laments 
the “prevalent custom of married couples” living in hotels (287).5 Shocked 
contemporary accounts responded to this phenomenon of “hotel living” 
that crossed the Atlantic, promoting a migration of London’s own residents 
into the city’s hotels. Such extended stays by Londoners themselves, what 
George Sims calls the “hotel habit” (236), was, for Sims, “a smart advance” 
that had transformed London in the century’s second half. Sims begins and 
ends his chapter “Hotel London” commenting on this new consumer habit 
that signals England’s cosmopolitanism and London’s stature as a capital 
of luxury even as it represents a new way of life that might depend on the 
dissolution of Victorian family values. Sharon Marcus reminds us that the 
ideal of the single-family home was a key part of nineteenth-century British 
national identity; thus, corporate living summoned the “problem of deindi-
viduation” (113). Somewhat nervously, Sims concedes, “more and more are 
Londoners of means forsaking their homes and living only in hotels, with 
all their careless freedom” (242).

Given this radical reframing of everyday life, one might be justified in 
wondering if the hotel marked the demise of the traditional home. For hotels 
were (and are) a site that exists for pleasure, fulfilling the desire “to be some-
where other than the very place one habitually is” (Kracauer, “Travel and 
Dance” 66). Contemporary accounts marveled at these homes that were six 

 5. Though Dickens considered Boston’s Tremont House America’s grandest hotel, 
one senses ambivalence in his praise: “The [Tremont] House is full of boarders, both 
married and single, many of whom sleep upon the premises. . . . The party sitting down 
together for [] meals will vary in number from one to two hundred: sometimes more. 
The advent of each of these epochs in the day is proclaimed by an awful gong” (American 
Notes 110).
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stories high, grand enough to accommodate 1,000 guests. They stood as a 
grander version of that sacred space for the Victorians—the home parlor—
positing an oddly hybrid way of existing in the world by means of what one 
might call a public domesticity. Families visiting London could stay in hotels 
and avoid the hassles of traveling with servants, and London’s own fami-
lies could opt to move into hotels; in both situations, dedicated hotel staff 
attend to a family’s every need, sparing the cost of servants. London’s grand 
hotels promoted a Victorian convenience culture. Hotel living was a lifestyle 
choice, a set of practices that involved the decision not to live at home—for 
certain local families, it presented a kind of homeland mobility or tourism-
from-within. It ensured a way of not being domestic, of relishing a highly 
desirable freedom from the dictates of a conventional life. (It was certainly 
an easier version of home, especially for Victorian women.) Hotels were 
home’s alternative—a place where one could get help with making beds . . .

HOTEL TOPSY TURVY

Koestenbaum rightly construes the hotel as a “concept [that] tests ‘home’ for 
water-tightness” (28). So too it seems inevitable that the nineteenth-century 
literary project, with its signature concern over homes (as in homelife as 
well as homeland), would turn to hotels as spaces in which to situate and 
test their characters. A fine place to begin examining this alliance between 
hotel and narrative is Arthur Wing Pinero’s stage farce The Magistrate (1885). 
An immediate success with audiences of its day, The Magistrate deploys the 
hotel as its narrative engine, especially for how hotel living disrupts family 
life and particularly for how it places a wife in jeopardy. The Magistrate piv-
ots on the contrapuntal play between public and private, order and disorder 
that the hotel engenders. The question of how to behave, and whether the 
protocols for bourgeois family life can be preserved in a hotel, becomes the 
driving concern of the play. In the first scene, which takes place in the Mag-
istrate’s house in Bloomsbury, we meet Cis, Agatha Posket’s son from her 
previous marriage. Though he is, in fact, 19 years old, his mother has told 
the police magistrate Mr. Posket that her son is 14, so that she can present 
herself as of a more marriageable age. Cis has a secret, too—a secret hotel 
life. He keeps rooms at the Hotel des Princes, where his friends from Brigh-
ton and he carry on an active social life, sparing, as he explains, his new 
stepfather’s household such ruckus. However, he has accumulated debts, 
and now the day of reckoning has arrived for Cis. Thus, The Magistrate 
begins with one lie and two secret lives.
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This debtor son, a “manly youth” who wears an Eton jacket but is devel-
oping a heavy beard, explains to his stepfather that hotel management is 
insisting he pay his bill, and he needs Mr. Posket’s financial assistance. Cis 
persuades Mr. Posket to leave home that evening, and the paterfamilias 
presents a plausible story to his wife, using his club as an alibi for his “sup-
ping slyly at the Hotel des Princes, in Meek Street” (46). The decent bour-
geois family is already being up-ended in “the true farce’s atmosphere of 
comic emergency brought about by skilful complications of compromising 
situations, the consequences of ill-advised decisions and the need to safe-
guard respectability” (R. Jackson, Programme Notes). Meanwhile, Agatha 
Posket’s own agenda concerns approaching Colonel Lukyn, her first hus-
band’s old friend and club-brother to her new husband, to secure his collu-
sion and safeguard her marital lie. Lukyn is just returned to London from 
20 years in India, where he knew Agatha and her first husband and where 
he was godfather to Cis. That evening, she learns that he is at the Hotel des 
Princes, having dinner with an old friend. So off to the hotel Agatha Pos-
ket goes, accompanied by her sister, Charlotte, who is engaged to Captain 
Vale who is—as it happens, given the arabesque contingencies of a hotel 
world—Lukyn’s old friend joining him for his hotel dinner. Yet this reunion 
promises not to be a particularly happy one, for Vale has just ended their 
engagement in the wake of reports of Charlotte’s rumored flirtations.

In short order, all the main characters arrive at the hotel. Proximity, 
undercut by the characters’ ignorance of one another’s presence, unleashes 
the play’s comedic effects: Hotel management moves Cis and Mr. Posket 
next to the room Lukyn desires; from this neighboring room, on occasion, 
we can hear Cis (near but unknown). As Lukyn’s female visitors arrive at 
the hotel, Captain Vale is forced to find a hiding place (near but unseen), so 
the females can enter without threat of a stranger in the room. After trying 
the adjoining door, which, if opened, would expose the presence of Magis-
trate Posket, Vale turns to the room’s balcony, his last resort on this rainy 
night. Of course, Vale is no stranger to Charlotte, his former betrothed, and 
thus the nearness of these estranged lovers is an additional complication 
(near but unwanted). The play’s climax approaches as word reaches this 
mélange of hotel patrons that the police are raiding the hotel for violating 
the licensing laws, which prohibited dining past 11:00 p.m. The farce builds 
up to the compromising situation in which the misbehaving bourgeoisie are 
ensnared; the hotel manager Achille Blond extinguishes the lights in Lukyn’s 
room and urges the guests to be quiet, protected as they are under cover of 
darkness. Thus far, the hotel has provided a stage for misadventures where 
Cis can entertain his Brighton friends, where his secret adulthood can play 
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itself out, where Mr. Posket can deceive his wife, where Agatha can meet 
Lukyn to swear him to secrecy, and, finally, where men and women can mix 
in close quarters at 1:00 in the morning. The scene places Charlotte and Vale 
behind the sofa, where they reconcile, leaving the audience to wonder what 
else is happening in the dark behind a piece of hotel furniture where two 
lovers are “couched”; Agatha Posket is joined by a gentleman, who hap-
pens to be her husband but who appears to be a stranger who pinches her 
elbow, under the cloth of the dining table. Mr. Posket, the police magistrate, 
ironically becomes the criminal, having already been assigned an assumed 
identity by Cis, introduced to Isidore, the hotel’s French waiter, as a certain 
Mr. Skinner from the Stock Exchange. In the Hotel des Princes, characters 
either pass as someone else, assume false identities, stumble upon confused 
identities, disappear into various forms of invisibility, or try on different 
versions of the self.

The third act opens, appropriately, with city newspapers broadcasting 
the public scandal: “Raid on a West End Hotel,” reads the headlines (109). 
Mr. Posket regrets his deception; his guilty conscience consumes him as 
he thinks of his violation of the licensing laws and his obstruction of jus-
tice and eventual flight from the crime scene. He realizes his overcoat, left 
behind at the hotel, will eventually prove evidence against him. Thus, he is 
a condemned man, awaiting his sentencing. In the meantime, Lukyn tries 
to convince Posket to release the ladies, whose real identities Lukyn knows; 
however, still unaware of the truth, Posket feels he is obligated to edify these 
miscreants—especially the married lady caught alone, at night, with a man 
in a hotel. A “very conscientious magistrate,” Posket believes he must pro-
tect hearth and home by punishing a wife. Yet this flummoxed husband 
unintentionally captures his own liberated wife, who is strategically recast-
ing the truth of her identity. He ends up sentencing his wife and sister-in-
law to seven days in jail, without option of fine—the first severe sentence of 
his professional life. His household is undone by his own hand.

At the play’s end, even after Posket’s fellow magistrate Bullamy works 
to release the women from jail, Posket and Agatha still have much to resolve. 
Mr. Posket suggests “a judicial separation,” since no wife of his will be 
caught “supping with dissolute military men in a hotel” (156). Enlightened, 
Agatha comes clean about her age to her husband and promises honest 
dealings in the future. At this moment, however, the hotel waiter Isidore 
identifies Posket as the man who escaped the hotel, which raises the final 
possibility of an unhappy ending. Posket is caught, but his wife has already 
forgiven him, and he seeks pity from his gentlemen friends who will find 
him “a man, a martyr, and a magistrate” (162). Posket’s final redemptive ges-
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ture is to bequeath the soon-to-be-married Cis and Beatie a generous £1,000 
gift. Agatha, still reeling from her “awful position” in jail (149), objects but 
is chastened and demurs. The Magistrate, the legal and moral adjudicator, is 
back in business, both at work and at home. In the Hotel des Princes, Pinero 
has staged a social universe disrupted—tapping into a farcical potential that 
the Marx Brothers would later harness to maximum effect in their 1938 hotel 
caper Room Service. Yet, as the following series of plots will reveal, the grand 
hotel is also where proper social behavior is learned, for every space—Henri 
Lefebvre tells us—has its “gestural systems,” its “codes for politeness” (143). 
In effect, the simultaneously public-private space of the grand hotel permits 
a range of identity constructions for mobile characters who have left home 
behind to assert a self’s desire.

THE AMERICAN HOTEL GIRL

Home Letters of a Contented Exile (1909), published by the Savoy Hotel, fea-
tures in its very title the distinctive home-and-away social geography of a 
grand hotel. Unfolding as a series of letters from a young American girl 
bound for London, this epistolary fiction appeared in American newspa-
pers as an advertisement for London’s self-proclaimed most opulent grand 
hotel. This marketing effort relies upon the robustness of the market for fic-
tion—promoting a hotel stay through an entertaining story. Katherine, the 
protagonist, must endure a transatlantic trip planned by her father as a strat-
egy for separating her from her American sweetheart Jack. She begins her 
letters homesick and lovesick, a distraught girl who will become, during the 
course of her letter-writing, “a contented exile”—a signature she adopts for 
her 11th letter. Traveling with her parents and her sister Marie, Katherine 
leaves New York Harbor on the steamer S. S. Mauretania on May 27, 1908, 
to land in Liverpool, where she and her family plan to take the London and 
North Western train to the capital city. In all, her trip will keep her away 
from home for a month, during which time her heart will be reeducated. 
The series of letters operates like a sentimental melodrama; each letter is 
titled, a feature that highlights the advance of plot and foregrounds the wild 
emotional swings of a changeable heart: “The Guardsman Appears,” “’Twixt 
Love and Conscience,” “Love’s Knot Unties,” and so on. The explicit pur-
pose of this text was to promote the pleasures of the Savoy, which Katherine 
is quick to report to her pen pals, who include suitor Jack but also her best 
friend Helen and, for one letter, another friend named Alice. By this nar-
rative means, we learn about such amenities as the Savoy’s guarantee of a 
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quiet and deep sleep; she marvels at the hotel’s rubber-paved private court 
entrance that protects its patrons from the noise of the Strand. Katherine 
praises the hotel views as a painter’s delight and boasts that her family’s 
rooms have modern en suite bathrooms. Savoy dining options are featured 
in her letters: She recounts many an evening spent in the main restaurant 
but also recommends the Grill Room and the Terrace. Katherine goes to tea 
at Claridge’s and enjoys an authentic British chop meal at Simpson’s, out-
ings that conveniently cross-market the Savoy Company’s sister properties. 
In an extended genealogy of Simpson’s, she admits to getting quite “his-
torical,” as she chronicles the chophouse’s history, complete with dates. (So 
much for the verisimilitude of a girl writing letters!)

In addition to presenting the hotel’s on-site features in the guise of fic-
tion, Home Letters of a Contented Exile also aimed to educate American visitors 
about expectations and conduct in advance of a stay at the Savoy. One might 
say that Home Letters combines melodrama and marketing with an educa-
tional twist, for the Savoy is appealing to patrons yet also fashioning just the 
right sort of clientele. Because the Savoy delivers a luxe experience, it must 
protect its central mission. This is how Home Letters influences consumers 
and their desires, shaping patterns of consumption to create best customers. 
Thus, Katherine recounts how she arrives in London expecting to encounter 
the city of Dickens and Thackeray, but she discovers instead a truly modern 
city. Lest she be disappointed, however, she later describes having a Dicken-
sian experience at Simpson’s, a Savoy property, where she delights in “eat-
ing bits of Dickens’ stories at every bite” (41). In effect, at the Savoy, one can 
be both historical and modern. She ruefully confesses not having enough 
smart clothes, noting she will be certain to correct this misstep on her next 
visit. Her eye is often captured by the beautiful clothes of the Savoy patrons; 
she observes how every day dinner hotel guests dress the way Americans, 
“we at home,” dress only for a fancy ball. This recurring discussion about 
apparel helped the Savoy management ensure that American patrons would 
be, in their behavior and appearance, sufficiently elegant for the premises. 
The text reminds readers that they are in need of guidance; we are Katherine 
who is astonished to realize “everything is so different here from at home” 
(34). So, for example, Katherine soon grows accustomed to the tradition of 
daily tea—indeed, she develops an appetite for it. More importantly, for the 
purposes of promoting the hotel, Katherine tells of a woman from Paris who 
fails to find an available room at the Savoy. Katherine is pleased that, by 
contrast, her father cabled ahead to secure their reservations. The message is 
clear: Advance reservations are required. Katherine explains how the Savoy 
is close to the city’s greatest attractions, such as the National Gallery and the 
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British Museum, the polo grounds at Ranelagh, the shops on Bond Street. 
Yet the Savoy also pleases her father by providing a convenient location for 
work, allowing him to stay connected to the world of finance. Most signifi-
cantly for Katherine, however, the Savoy brings her into contact with the 
man who will win her heart, the British Guardsman Egerton Fitzmaurice.

Through the course of these letters, the social initiation of an American 
girl unfolds. City life, hotel living .  .  . they alter a self. Katherine learns to 
feel at home in the cosmopolitan world of the Savoy. She likens the hotel 
to a city unto itself, a world under one roof, which one need not leave to 
find enjoyment (14). She appreciates the Savoy’s international scene: “The 
most lovely people dash to and fro, smart English and smart American and 
smart foreign .  .  . women in marvelous clothes, and young men in equally 
wonderful, truly Piccadilly raiment” (22). And what these various figures 
have in common is their class-based access to leisure. Katherine marvels 
at this luxury of time: “They don’t seem to toil or spin, but just lunch and 
dine and sup out, and you’d suppose that they all came here” (22). Being 
a guest of the Savoy makes Katherine feel socially validated, a cultural sig-
nificance conferred by her temporary metropolitan address: “It makes you 
understand somehow that London is the world’s metropolis, the real centre 
of things” (24). Katherine’s wonder at the wide world to which the Savoy 
provides access does not cease: “Why, the Savoy is a never-ending human 
panorama of the most beautiful women, the very latest creations in gown 
and hats and the very smartest looking men one could find from end to 
end of the world” (35). But the scene of posttheater dining earns her great-
est rave: “They positively storm the Savoy after the theatres are over. They 
pour in like a procession and you wonder how they are ever to find tables, 
and some nights lately there has been an overflow of dozens and dozens of 
tables into great Adams’ room that is usually used for lounging and coffee” 
(43). The images that accompany Katherine’s text help transport the reader 
to her side, whether they illustrate the Savoy entrance or a magnificent cou-
ple entering the hotel restaurant or the souvenir fan Katherine receives from 
the hotel decorated with a tableau of socializing guests and inscribed “A 
Peep into Faeryland.” The caption to the text’s first image quotes Kather-
ine musing, “This is the old Palace of the Savoy at the time of Henry VIII. I 
wonder just what part of the old Palace our lovely rooms in the Savoy Hotel 
correspond to now.”

Katherine’s sense of herself and her world widens (in both spatial and 
temporal terms) at this storied hotel; she boasts, “One thing I know, I’d 
rather be an American girl at the Savoy Hotel than one of Henry’s wives 
at the Palace of the Savoy” (28). For the American girl will get the Brit-
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ish guardsman and live, presumably, happily ever after. In a way, she goes 
simultaneously cosmopolitan and native during the course of her letters: She 
enjoys dressing in gay clothes as much as savoring British high tea. She gets 
a new hairdo from the hotel hairdresser. She is happy to sign one of her final 
letters, “your contented tourist friend” (45). Katherine’s tale of romantic suc-
cess unfolds according to the logic of fashion: Fashion is never merely pro-
vincial or regional; it is always a cosmopolitan sensibility. To sell its hotel, 
the Savoy crafts a romantic comedy in which the American girl falls for the 
British Guardsman, and poor Jack—whom Katherine addresses as merely 
“Mr. R—” in her final letter—is rejected. Katherine admits that Fitzmau-
rice is different from men at home; he has no business to worry about and 
instead has plenty of time for socializing. And, thus, Home Letters ends with 
“Another American Conquest,” as the final letter is titled. Indeed, this text 
is about conquest—of an American ingénue’s heart and the collective purse 
of American travelers.

This marketing campaign disguised as an epistolary love story shrewdly 
focuses on the five potent consumer attractions at the heart of the nineteenth-
century commercial hospitality industry and the focus of the previous chap-
ter: Britishness, glamour, American-ness, mobility, and nighttime London. 
Here the British grand hotel, the Savoy, attracts a mobile American clien-
tele, drawn to London to enjoy its nocturnal delights. Katherine’s extended 
vision of nighttime socializing is meant to tantalize her wider newspaper 
readership, for which her pen pals are stand-ins:

There are people from every country, even sometimes Indian princes in 

their jewels, and there were Persians here the other night.  .  .  . And such 

lovely women! Later lots of actors and actresses. . . . Then there were here 

and there people like painters and novelists, and even members of the Cab-

inet.  .  .  . It is seeing life, yet though it’s gay and lively and you see every 

kind of person in the world here, it is awfully well behaved and distin-

guished in tone. (43–44)

Her delight is surely a familiar joy to Victorian readers—delight not lost, for 
example, on Captain Frederick Marryat who, as a Brit traveling in Amer-
ica and thereby reversing Katherine’s itinerary, nevertheless also celebrates 
the many delights of the hotel habit, reserving warmest enthusiasm for the 
pleasure Katherine would most appreciate: “Here you meet everybody and 
everybody meets you.  .  .  . Here you obtain the news, all the scandal, all 
the politics, and all the fun” (A Diary in America, 1838). Katherine’s closing 
words say it all: “Really, I just love—the Savoy” (48).
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Home Letters is crude fiction at best, yet it demonstrates how the hotel 
generates plot. The American ingénue becomes acquainted with an enor-
mous cast of characters who travel to and stay in hotels. The hotel teaches 
her to know herself (by way of others) and to understand her desires and 
their consequences—providing lessons in how to live in and understand 
the world she longs to occupy. She has herself become an iconic figure, the 
American hotel girl:

The ever-enlarging “Amurrican” invasion each spring, and at the head of 

the invaders is the pretty, brilliant, perplexing, distracting, American “gal.” 

She is a woman of many ideas, but she is devoted to one above all others, 

and that is the “good time.” She is determined to have it, and she does; in 

her eyes her male relatives exist for no other object than to supply the nec-

essary wherewithal for the campaign. She is indefatigably pleasure-loving. 

She is very much in evidence in the Night Side of London Society—just as 

she is a feature of its Day Side, and in not a few smart sets she is queen. She 

comes, she is seen, she conquers. And at the end of each season her native 

newspapers recount with no inconsiderable pride the number of dukes and 

other big game she has “bagged.” You bet she has a “good time.” Why, she 

was made for it! (66)

This description of the American hotel girl, from Robert Machray’s The Night 
Side of London (1902), captures Katherine’s character and also links her to an 
unforgettable heroine of fiction, Henry James’s Daisy Miller. Like Katherine, 
James’s Daisy is an American girl far from home, living a life of transient 
togetherness with other guests in a grand hotel. Daisy Miller: A Study (1878) 
opens upon a legendary hotel, a “classical” institution known for its “luxury 
and maturity,” that brings Daisy Miller and Mr. Winterbourne together one 
June. As the two protagonists meet, Daisy asks hopefully, “You’re staying in 
this hotel?” (18). In this hotel that attracts a particularly American clientele, 
these two characters are drawn to one another but must test each other’s 
respectability. Are they, indeed, “compatriots” not only in nationality but 
also in sensibility and discernment? The hotel setting already sets in motion 
an intricate alchemy of anonymity and promiscuity, most immediately evi-
dent in the matter of names. We do not learn Winterbourne’s first name until 
many pages into the novel; moreover, we learn rather quickly that Daisy’s 
real name is Annie P. Miller. Both facts about names—whether it be the with-
holding or revising of them—foreground the elusive nature of knowability. 
The novella’s preoccupying concern with Daisy’s innocence is already evi-
dent: Is she a figure of dissembling, a female who merely simulates a daisy-
like purity?



 THE HOTEL HABIT 123

This is the novella’s particular and burning question; however, it broad-
ens as well: How does one know, or read, the other? Winterbourne’s aunt, Mrs. 
Costello, chastises her nephew for his quick intimacy with another hotel resi-
dent: “How long had you known her, may I ask, when this interesting proj-
ect was formed? You haven’t been twenty-four hours in the house” (22). Mrs. 
Costello suspects that Daisy and her mother are “vulgar.” Winterbourne’s 
appraisal of Daisy is the novella’s key concern, a refining of knowledge facil-
itated and complicated by the hotel. For the hotel in this novel exposes fam-
ily to extra-familial connections and to the temptations and complications of 
the exogamous. It is the site for associative behaviors, where one may bond 
with others, whether for the purposes of business, politics, tourism, or (as 
is the case in this novella) eros. The hotel makes the family go public, plac-
ing bodies in circulation and exposing them to encounters in moments of 
connection. This new social geography of belonging and assimilation will 
ultimately frame the alienated Daisy, yet it is the location that gives her char-
acter its story; the kaleidoscopic expansiveness of the hotel world speaks, 
furthermore, to James’s authorial concerns: internationalism, social mobility, 
and cultural heritage. The central juxtaposition between the United States 
and Europe that forms the heart of his international stories foregrounds 
cultural contrasts erected on porous or shifting boundaries, which can be 
remapped as much as they are reinforced. The hotel operates within what 
Franco Moretti calls “the phenomenology of the border” (35).

Daisy Miller is the American girl in a European hotel, having traveled 
all the way from Schenectady, in upstate New York, to Vevey, Switzerland. 
She is always the “wandering maiden” (13). Indeed, Winterbourne first finds 
her wandering in the hotel’s garden at 10:00 at night (23). Constantly chat-
tering, always on the move, Daisy is described as “floating,” she “rushes” 
(59), and she is characterized by an “easy flow” (64). Her métier is the hotel: 
She wants to meet in the lobby of the hotel, to see and be seen (33), to be 
observed at the hotel playing piano with her Italian gentleman friend Mr. 
Giovanelli (60). In the preface to Four Meetings, James describes “the self-
making girl—scampering on hotel-steps.” His precise placement of this self-
making girl, of course, calls to mind Daisy. “[D]ying to be exclusive” (24), 
Daisy dresses—much like her mother—with “extreme elegance” that marks 
her as new money (27), identifiable through their own acquisitiveness. Daisy 
appreciates the value of the social network, and the hotel is her space of 
introduction as well as her perfect milieu.

Of course, the novella’s main question concerning how Winterbourne 
sees Daisy is further complicated by James’s own tone toward Daisy. Read-
ers of Daisy Miller must wrestle with this vexing matter of assessment. Win-
terbourne calls Daisy’s brand of American innocence “ineptitude” (62). 
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For her extreme behavior, Daisy is banned from Mrs. Walker’s home and, 
from that point forward, Winterbourne must go to the hotel to see her. In 
essence, Daisy has been expelled from the haven of the bourgeois home 
to become a full-fledged hotel woman. For her “monstrous behavior” (69), 
she must endure ostracization; her characterhood is tethered to her inter-
est in strangers and her own willingness to be the stranger who becomes 
known. This clear sense that she’s gone too far underscores the intricate 
connections between hotel life and etiquette, in a social landscape of com-
mercial hospitality that both instructs on behavior even as it enables misbe-
havior. James appears compelled to address two heuristic challenges: how to 
read the stranger and how to read the figure in the crowd. At the novella’s 
end, the hotel world spreads word of Daisy’s Colosseum assignation with 
Giovanelli: The hotel porter and cab driver are the first to exchange their 
stories. Despite the fact that Winterbourne, as the sole witness to the meet-
ing, shows absolute discretion, everyone in the hotel’s American circle soon 
knows. The networked life makes of the grand hotel a tool for rumor and 
scandal; Daisy succumbs to both the virus and the viral reports about her. 
What seemed at first an opportunity for her yields only a painfully difficult 
tale of dispossession.6

HOTEL SCENES

The grand hotel gives James his aperture, as he assembles his impressions of 
scenes dedicated to human socializing and the mechanisms of group inter-
actions. One might think of Selah Tennant who, in The Bostonians, describes 
hotels as “national nerve-centres, and that the more one looked in, the more 
one was ‘on the spot’” (82). The various hotels to which James’s characters 
travel are productively considered in the context of James’s impressions of 
America as a “hotel-world” upon his return home after a 20-year absence. 
Written in 1904–05, The American Scene depicts a land of change and upheaval, 
remade by alterations that James examines in both spatial and temporal 
terms. To illustrate his main vision, James turns to the Pullman and the hotel 
as metonymies for this American “force” for change: “Thus, as you are per-
petually provisional, the hotels and the Pullmans—the Pullmans that are like 
rushing hotels and the hotels that are like stationary Pullmans  .  .  . are the 
supreme social expression” (408, 406). James’s well-known critique of New 
York City’s Waldorf-Astoria presents this legendary grand hotel as the archi-

 6. Author Joanna Walsh considers the opposite point in Hotel: “Disconnection is a 
hotel tragedy, but also its opportunity” (140).
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tectural expression of the hotel-spirit, a way of life that James believes is 
America itself.7 In a city characterized by its love affair with skyscrapers, the 
size and scale of the Waldorf particularly trouble James: The hotel is a “lab-
yrinth,” “gilded and storied” (105). He sees it as a constructed, engineered 
world of “false radiance” where social sameness prevails: It encourages social 
imposture, and he is left puzzling over who all these women are with their 
sumptuous fans enjoying the hearth of the hotel and not the home. For James, 
the hotel’s scale increases the risk of both inauthenticity and homogeneity. 
Here individuals are “beguiled and caged” (441). A substitute for the home, 
the hotel perfects what James feels Americans do best: organized “publicity,” 
based on the transactional logic of Gesellschaft (105). To James’s consternation, 
this building type has now been exported around the globe; he postulates, 
“If the hotel-spirit may not just be the American spirit most seeking and most 
finding itself  .  .  . the present is more and more the day of the hotel” (102). 
This American-style culture of “ease” has a certain portability to it that makes 
James recoil—indeed, he vows never to step foot in the Waldorf again. Yet it is 
to this constellation of concerns he obsessively returns as much as he loathes 
them—those concerns of social belonging, the vexing question of home and 
homeland(s), tribal inclinations that are both robust and repugnant.

Christopher Newman in The American (1877) is another figure of Amer-
ican restlessness and mobility whom James places within hotels, both at 
home and abroad. Like Daisy, Newman finds in the hotel a social necessity, 
surely, but also a social opportunity. He is the New Man from America—he 
describes how he feels a new man under his old skin—who has come to 
take possession of Europe. He is one of James’s collector figures, and New-
man’s longing for a new world takes keenest shape in his search for a “pure 
pearl” of a wife (47). Descriptions of Newman reveal him to be the Modern 
Man, friendly, hospitable, open-hearted. Forty-one years old (considerably 
older than the 23-year-old Daisy), Newman is still a figure of American inno-
cence. Into Europe’s temples of luxury he will go, where class can be ratified; 
where his “drama of initiation” (Poole viii) can take place. As a dedicated 
tourist, Newman spends considerable time in hotels: He checks into a hotel 
in Geneva, so as to be near Valentin as he dies; then he moves to a hotel 

 7. Following in the tradition of James, scholar Cornel West has condemned Amer-
ica today as a “hotel-civilization.” To an audience at the University of Florida in 1999, 
West explained: “Henry James said America is a hotel civilization; one of the reasons 
he left and went to Britain.  .  .  . He said there’s something about American civilization 
just like a hotel that believes that the lights are on all the time. Leave your room and 
it’s dirty; come back, it’s clean. You don’t see who cleans it. There’s an obsession, just 
like a hotel, with comfort, convenience, contentment” (http://www.afn.org/~iguana/
archives/1999_03/19990312.html).
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in Fleurieres, the village Claire Cintre retreats to; and in his aimless wan-
derings following Claire’s rejection of his marriage proposal, he travels to 
London’s hotels to see the sights there and keep himself distracted. Here his 
restlessness manifests as an unhappy energy: In his hotel room in Liverpool, 
where he awaits his steamer back to the US, he stares at the portmanteau 
open before him, a reminder of unfinished, unresolved business (355). His 
life—his way of life—has necessitated a series of relocations.

But two particularly charged scenes of hotel-living bookend the novel 
and show us just how far James’s New Man has traveled, geographically 
and emotionally. Upon his arrival in Paris, the aspiring Newman checks 
into one of Paris’s three grandest hotels, the Grand Hotel on Capucchin. He 
is dazzled by the hotel’s promise of access and spectacular visual delights: 
“The place quite fascinates me. Hang your ‘superior’ if it bores me. I sat 
in the court of the Grand Hotel last night until two o’clock in the morning, 
watching the coming and going and the people knocking about” (32). This 
is the world to which Newman longs for access. Interestingly, in the same 
section of the novel, James uses the trope of the hotel door to describe the 
face of Tristram, Newman’s old friend: “It was exclusive only in the degree 
of the open door of an hotel—it would have been closed to the undesir-
able. It was for Newman in fact as if at first he had been but invited to 
‘register’” (28). From this point, Newman’s training commences, and his 
taste develops, refined in the various social spaces of the novel (includ-
ing the museum, the opera house, and the grand hotel). He acquires his 
sought-after cultural inheritance, and, through the “process of segregation 
and discrimination” (162) that Bourdieu identifies as essential to the form-
ing of the habitus, Newman enjoys a kind of social freedom and openness 
in an experience economy demarcated by the hotel enterprise. However, 
the novel’s ending places him back in the hotel, this time in New York 
City, where the metropolitan pageant is far from thrilling and, more sig-
nificantly, from consoling, “where he sat for three days in the lobby of his 
hotel and looked out through a huge wall of plate glass at the unceasing 
stream of pretty girls who wore their clothes as with the American accent 
and undulated past with little parcels nursed against their neat figures” 
(356). This hotel stay signals his “anxious idleness,” and the prettiness he 
can perceive only as “unceasing” registers his dissociation as he confronts 
his own placelessness.

In his autobiography A Small Boy and Others, Henry James offers an 
astonishing admission that contextualizes his interest in hotel-going pro-
tagonists, both male and female:
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The rest is silence; I can—extraordinary encumbrance even for the most 

doating [sic] of parents on a morning call—but have returned with my 

father to “our hotel”; since I feel that I must not only to this but to a still 

further extent face the historic truth that we were for considerable periods, 

during our earliest time, nothing less than hotel children.  .  .  . I find that I 

draw from the singularly unobliterated memory of the particulars of all 

that experience the power quite to glory in our shame; of so entrancing an 

interest did I feel it at the time to be an hotel child. (30, 31)

What did it mean for Henry James to call himself “a hotel child,” which he 
regards as a shameful but entrancing and ultimately glorious appellation?8 
Free to wander and do that thing so vital to his art—that is, notice—to read 
the crowd and the individual within the crowd; to watch as plots rise from 
the forms of social life, with its endlessly shifting exclusions both real and 
imagined . . . this is the art of attentiveness, that craft few have practiced as 
well as James. As an adult, James finds himself once again back in hotels at 
a moment when he has this to say about the Waldorf-Astoria: “The amazing 
hotel-world quickly closes round him; with the process of transition reduced 
to its minimum he is transported to conditions of extraordinary complexity 
and brilliancy, operating—and with proportionate perfection—by laws of 
their own and expressing after their fashion a complete scheme of life” (The 
American Scene 102). “You,” he concludes, “are in the presence of a revelation 
of the possibilities of the hotel” (102). These possibilities suggest how the 
novel itself may be understood as the child of the hotel. The expansiveness 
of the urban social form called the grand hotel aligns with the novel’s own 
formal ambitions, to capture representationally and to register social density. 
The hotel’s intimacy among strangers activates James’s “social impulse.”9

THE HOTEL AND THE NOVEL

The possibilities of the hotel are practically endless for the nineteenth-
century novel, characteristically consumed with the work of “social ori-
entation” and finding “a sense of one’s place” (466). These two phrases 

 8. And one thinks of William James who was born in a grand hotel, Astor House in 
New York City, a hotel designed by Isaiah Rogers.
 9. This phrase is Gage McWeeny’s. His 2016 Comfort Among Strangers has been 
invaluable to my own work on the social existence made possible through London’s 
grand hotels. His reading of Dickens’s “Omnibus” in his book’s introduction parallels 
my interest in the grand hotel.
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are borrowed from Pierre Bourdieu’s definitive work Distinction, a study 
of taste and social belonging. Yet they also describe British Victorian nov-
els and the century’s grand hotels, and how both function. Here Bourdieu 
assists in what has been this chapter’s opening gambit, which is to under-
score the affinities between social and literary form. Concerning his signa-
ture concept of “habitus” (a disposition, or “practices and products that 
compose a lifestyle” [170]), Bourdieu writes, “It is an immediate adherence, 
at the deepest level of the habitus, to the tastes and distastes, sympathies 
and aversions, fantasies and phobias which, more than declared opin-
ions, forge the unconscious unity of a class” (77). The hotel is, like other 
social spaces Bourdieu investigates, a place that “functions both as one of 
the sites where competence is produced and as one of the sites where it is 
given its price” (88). Hotels enact “an institutionalized process of segrega-
tion and discrimination” (162). As Bourdieu makes clear by extending his 
logic, “every material inheritance is, strictly speaking, also a cultural inher-
itance”—and, further still, also a “bodily experience” (76). Hotels repre-
sented in British fiction conjure the material, the cultural, and the bodily all 
at once, often in the context of examinations of taste and status—this is the 
very expansiveness that is the hallmark of the novel. For example, hotels in 
the novels of Trollope are indicators of characters’ socioeconomic class. Trol-
lope’s characters move through London, negotiating various social spaces, 
tested by encounters and contacts. Bourdieu’s own terms once again seem 
apt: the “distinguished” versus the “vulgar,” “luxury” versus “necessity.” 
Trollope’s social universe works through such taxonomic sifting and sort-
ing. Identity is defined and asserted through difference, by means of the 
principle of differentiation, and at times such differentiation is mapped as 
this hotel chosen over another and, more pronounced, by way of the spe-
cial distinction of a hotel regular, who knows to prefer this grand hotel as 
opposed to any other grand hotel. At any rate, hotel existence is as much 
about boundedness as it is circulation. In The Belton Estate (1865), characters 
meet at King’s Cross. The novel’s climactic scene takes place at the Great 
Northern Railway Hotel, where the two rivals Will Belton and Captain 
Aylmer spar—and Will leaves Clara, seemingly for good. The magnificent 
railway hotel at Liverpool provides the meeting place for Montague and 
Fisker in The Way We Live Now (1875). And the Langham Hotel, where the 
Boncassens stay, appears in The Duke’s Children (1880). These are just a few 
of Trollope’s represented hotels.

How characters inhabit hotels, or whether they even have access to 
them and, if so, to what kinds of hotels do they have access, can be a nov-
elist’s device for plot advancement and character development. There is, 
for example, the empty Victoria Hotel in the bleak February days of Mary 
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Braddon’s Lady Audley’s Secret. We are alerted to Pip’s falsely great expecta-
tions when, upon arriving in London at the start of the second volume of 
Dickens’s Great Expectations, he imagines Barnard’s Inn to be a grand hotel 
“to which the Blue Boar in our town was a mere public-house” (158). The 
Tiger’s Head Hotel in Wilkie Collins’s The Dead Secret is the necessary site 
for Sarah Leeson, under the assumed name “Mrs. Jazeph,” to reencounter 
her secret daughter, Rosamond, following a 15-year separation. The novel 
aptly characterizes the hotel as the leading bourse for exchanging gossip; 
here travelers as well as their tales and their histories converge. The March 
family travel to New York City in William Dean Howells’s A Hazard of New 
Fortunes; here they agree that “there is no place in the world so delightful as 
a hotel apartment like that; the boasted charms of home were nothing to it; 
and then the magic of its being always there, ready for any one, every one, 
just as if it were for some one alone: it was like the experience of an Arabian 
Nights hero come true for all the race” (35). In Hardy’s Jude the Obscure, Jude 
fittingly looks for a temperance hotel. And Arabella, married to a gentleman 
who managed a Sydney hotel, now works at a hotel in Christminster, where 
sometimes she sleeps when she works late. (This hotel work will provide 
her an alibi at her lodgings when she stays with Jude [176, 177, 178]). She 
is the novel’s hotel woman . . . and dangerous for it. Later, when Jude and 
Sue are fired from doing the repair work on a church’s Ten Commandments, 
Sue is sad that Jude must “fall back upon railway stations, bridges, theatres, 
music-halls, hotels—everything that has no connection with conduct” (295). 
Jude “ashlars” a hotel at Sandbourne when he is no longer suitable for eccle-
siastical work (299). For Hardy, hotel living registers the tragedy of character 
caught in the sweep of history. In a modern world, Jude’s vision of a New 
Jerusalem is outmoded. This figure of the obsolete protagonist reappears in 
John Galsworthy’s The Forsyte Saga as Soames Forsyte, who is bewildered by 
time’s relentless march that leaves its imprint on the transfigured cityscape:

These hotels! What monstrous great places they were now! He could 

remember when there was nothing bigger than Long’s or Brown’s, Mor-

ley’s or the Tavistock, and the heads that were shaken over the Langham 

and the Grand. Hotels and clubs—clubs and hotels; no end to them now! 

And Soames, who had just been watching at Lord’s a miracle of tradition 

and continuity, fell into reverie over the changes in that London where he 

had been born five-and-sixty years before. (782)

The monstrosity of the city’s hotels represents the disruptive power of 
modernity itself, resulting in dislocations of class ascent and decline. While 
social existence changes around him, Soames longs for continuity and tra-
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dition. London’s “great places” lead to his disquieting reverie on modern 
sociality. Largely an outsider to this new, densely peopled world, Soames 
Forsyte is a lonely man.

Dangerous characters—characters who embody various social prob-
lems—are often situated (even quarantined?) at hotels in novels. In Hard 
Times, Mrs. Sparsit hunts down Bounderby in his hotel on St James’s Street 
with news of Louisa’s supposed affair with Harthouse (230). This unhappy 
older husband has no home, no home life and, thus, has turned to hotel liv-
ing, with Mrs. Sparsit, the great plot agitator, scheming to tell a sordid tale 
in the space of the hotel. Bounderby’s purported rival for Louisa’s heart, 
the easily bored James Harthouse, also resides in a hotel: This outsider to 
Coketown, who is the stranger in the novel and a man with no heart, is fit-
tingly a hotel occupant. The heart-locked Lady and Sir Leicester Dedlock 
often travel to flee their emotional numbness with excursions dedicated to 
fashion, pleasure, and luxury; in chapter 12 of Bleak House they are situated 
at the Hotel Bristol in the Place Vendôme where, “even here, Lady Dedlock 
has been bored to death” (166–67), Dickens tells us. It is an understatement 
to say that wealth does not buy this husband and wife happiness. In albeit a 
very different kind of novel, Edward Hyde checks into a hotel in Stevenson’s 
The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde when he is fleeing the police after 
the murder of Sir Danvers Carew and cannot return home. Here a city hotel 
provides cover for the dangerous self that has emerged, and over which 
Jekyll has no control. At the end of Vanity Fair, Becky Sharpe, the novel’s 
“Ulysses,” enters a hotel existence. Thackeray explains, “Her taste for dis-
respectability grew more and more remarkable. She became a perfect Bohe-
mian ere long, herding with people whom it would make your hair stand 
on end to meet” (822). Thackeray offers an extended description of her hotel 
life, characterized by—of course—easy circulation, ready imposture, and 
dangerous intimacy or “herding” (with men):

Our darling Becky’s first flight was not very far. She perched upon the 

French coast at Boulogne, that refuge of so much exiled English innocence; 

and there lived in rather a genteel, widowed manner, with a femme de cham-

bre and a couple of rooms, at an hotel. She dined at the table d’hôte, where 

people thought her very pleasant. . . . She passed with many of them for a 

person of importance; she gave little tea-parties in her private room, and 

shared in the innocent amusements of the place.  .  .  . Becky was always 

affable, easy, and good-natured—and with men especially. (815)
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TRAVELING AWAY

As this overview demonstrates, hotels—like novels—are about the move-
ment of people and the complex relationships born from that unceasing 
migration. Social relations, moreover, necessitate social exclusions; thus, 
the dynamic network undergoes endless permutations even as it persists 
in highlighting the enduring human desire for connection. As we have 
seen, hotel fictions are often concerned with home and placing characters 
in just the right place. Yet hotels afford escape; they can destabilize notions 
of home, sometimes locating new homes as the suitable places for traveling 
characters and, at other times, satisfying the appetite for what sociologist 
Erving Goffman has called “awayness.” Only by acknowledging the coun-
terpoint between “home” and “away” do we capture the full expression of 
the Victorian hotel habit and its significance to the nineteenth-century novel. 
A brief turn to E. M. Forster best makes this point. A Room with a View (1908) 
begins with a scene of dissatisfaction with a hotel room: Lucy Honeychurch 
and her chaperone are complaining about their room’s lack of prospect, in 
a novel many critics see as preoccupied with the distinction between rooms 
and views, and what that predilection reveals about characters’ identities. 
And Lucy Honeychurch in the Pension Bertolini in Florence, on her first trip 
to Florence no less, enjoys company with other fictionalized female travel-
ers, whose migration is made possible by the hotels that become their homes 
abroad. The colonial grand hotel is a common feature of imperial adventure 
romance and its related genre, travel writing. In Trollope’s 1859 story “An 
Unprotected Female at the Pyramids,” a cast of characters has Cairo’s famed 
Shepheard’s Hotel in common to unite them. Here Miss Dawkins, the title’s 
unprotected female, gathers with an international crowd: the English family, 
the Damers; the American gentleman, Mr. Jefferson Ingram; a Frenchman, 
M. Delabordeau; and their various dragomen. Trollope’s narrator tells us 
that “the English tongue in Egypt finds its centre at Shepheard’s Hotel,” 
where people congregate “looking out for parties to visit with them the 
Upper Nile” (82).10 It is here, too, where a woman without father, husband, 
or brother—without escort—can seek out new “family.”

This tableau of the single female in a colonial hotel recalls Edward Said’s 
argument in Culture and Imperialism that the cultural form of the nineteenth-

 10. Another Trollope story begins in similar fashion. In “A Ride Across Palestine” 
(1861), the opening scene places the narrator Mr. Jones in the public room of a hotel 
where he meets a stranger John Smith, who becomes Jones’s companion in his travels 
through the Holy Land.
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century British novel cannot be fully understood decoupled from the project 
of empire-building. Grand hotels of the century are a distinctive metropoli-
tan site that connects to a larger colonial network of transnational commerce 
and travel. Said and others have taught us to consider the overlapping ter-
rain of the metropolitan center and the distant territory; what better insti-
tution to instantiate the business of empire, or the economies of British 
expansion, than the colonial grand hotel? The unprotected Miss Dawkins, 
hotel occupant of Shepheard’s, invokes another British female traveler, 
famed Egyptologist and journalist Amelia Edwards. In her popular 1888 
A Thousand Miles up the Nile, Edwards begins her travel narrative in the 
Shepheard’s Hotel dining-room. An extraordinary scene commands the first 
paragraph:

It is the traveler’s lot to dine at many table-d’hôtes in the course of many 

wanderings; but it seldom befalls him to make one of a more miscellaneous 

gathering than that which overfills the great dining-room at Shepheard’s 

Hotel in Cairo during the beginning and the height of the regular Egyp-

tian season. Here assemble daily some two to three hundred persons of all 

ranks, nationalities, and pursuits; half of whom are Anglo-Indians home-

ward or outward bound, European residents, or visitors established in 

Cairo for the winter. The other half, it may be taken for granted, are going 

up the Nile. (1)

Edwards continues to paint the scene for her readers. The crowd, she 
explains, is largely English and American, but the rest are German, with 
some Belgian and French—statesmen, special correspondents, antiquities 
collectors, men of science, and “two wandering Englishwomen not dressed 
for dinner” (20). What is particularly remarkable about this opening vision 
is not only its glamour, or its exceptionality, but its casual tone: Edwards 
describes herself, simply, as a traveler who has “taken refuge in Egypt as one 
might turn aside into the Burlington Arcade or the Passage des Panoramas—
to get out of the rain” (2). She and her traveling companion have left central 
France, she explains matter-of-factly, in search of nicer weather.

This remarkable blend of exotic and mundane results in a certain insou-
ciance: Edwards is a well-versed traveler, in-the-know—at ease in a trans-
national grand hotel. Her world is a crowded one where she is nevertheless 
comfortable and to where her readers are invariably drawn, perhaps as 
effectively through the familiar tone of her travel memoir as by the exotic 
difference of the locale to which she travels. Of course, “exoticism” here 
is both a matter of luxury (class) and geography (nationality). But there is 
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also something decidedly homegrown about this space; a genteel woman 
traveler would be comfortable here, at home and in repose in this familiar 
building type. As I claimed in the previous chapter, the colonial grand hotel 
demarcates the British presence abroad, underscoring the global expanse 
of nineteenth-century British culture and business. These tales of a luxury 
Egyptian experience appealed to their readers much in the way Richard 
Caton Woodville’s 1884 illustration “Shepheard’s Hotel, Cairo,” from the 
Illustrated London News, surely pleased its original viewers. Woodville’s 
illustration foregrounds the liminal quality of a grand hotel entrance (the 
assurance of order and regulation quells the suggestion of potential risk), 
complete with the famed veranda crowded with relaxing guests, as a Euro-
pean woman descends the stairs with her dog in tow to an exotic street 
scene complete with performing monkey and snake charmer. Two hotel por-
ters keep the indigenous crowds at bay to allow the guests to pass. Mobil-
ity studies might tell us this scene maps the “fate of cultures” along the 
“available route” of the grand hotel, which is a “travel facilitator.”11 Grand 
hotels like Shepheard’s are zones of encounter where, as I have argued, self 
meets the other within a delicately balanced geography, under control at 
least within these moments caught by Woodville’s eye and Edwards’s pen. 
In this cross-fertilization of narrative and social space, “hotels function[] 
as central places in an economy of human motion,” where “people [are] 
decoupled from place” (Sandoval-Strausz 55, 139). A truism of the day for 
the famed Shepheard’s Hotel veranda was, stay long enough, and one can 
see the world walk by.

GRAND HOTEL PLOTS

Home and away, the hotel habit and its ties to nineteenth-century fiction 
have left a rich legacy, which only two case studies must suffice to represent 
here.12 Joseph Roth’s 1924 novel Hotel Savoy tells the story of Gabriel Dan, a 
soldier returning home from a Siberian prison camp. He is only one of the 
novel’s many “homecomers” who travel west to convene at a border town 
hotel (sited between the East and the West), which Gabriel aptly calls “the 
gates of Europe.” To depict the glory and menace of this interwar period 

 11. I am using phrases from Stephen Greenblatt’s “Mobilities Studies Manifesto.”
 12. Other choices could have included Arnold Bennett’s 1930 Imperial Palace, his last 
and longest novel, or Elizabeth Bowen’s first novel, The Hotel, from 1927. To demarcate 
a genealogy, I have intentionally selected a twentieth-century novel and a twenty-first-
century novel.
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in Europe, Roth populates a world in the Hotel Savoy that functions as a 
microcosm for the continent.13 In this “beehive of residents all swarming 
in with their honeyed riches” (25), Gabriel checks into Room 703 located 
on one of the 864-room luxury hotel’s upper floors that are reserved for 
less wealthy patrons. Despite such an insulting sequestration, indicative of 
the same inequality that leads to an uprising that will eventually raze the 
hotel, Gabriel feels immediately at home here. He admits, “My room felt 
friendly, as if I’d already lived there for a long time” (5). Having wandered 
for three years, first as a prisoner of war and then through Russian villages 
and towns, he smiles in relief at the sight of the European hotel, “cheerfully 
ready to welcome the body” (3). He explains further: “Everything homely, as 
in a room where you’ve spent your childhood, everything making for calm 
and comfort and warmth, as it is when you have reunited with someone you 
love” (6).14

Gabriel makes vital connections with the other occupants—with the 
“good clown” Santschin; Ignatz, the lift-boy; Hirsch Fisch, the Jew hoping to 
win the lottery; and most important of all, Stasia, the dancer at the Varieté, 
whom he loves.15 Gabriel is a lonely noticer, a man who had once hoped to 
become a writer, until the war disrupted his plans. At the Savoy, he begins to 
heal, reconnecting with a war comrade Zwonimir, who also checks into the 
hotel. The question of what Gabriel will now do with his life, and where he 
should settle, is the central concern of the novel—and, thus, it is satisfying 
to the reader when Gabriel eventually becomes an employee of the Ameri-
can millionaire Henry Bloomfield, whose arrival at the Savoy is the novel’s 
greatly anticipated main event. With his wealth and power, Bloomfield—this 
hometown boy made good—will return to his father’s town, to rebuild and 
repair it with his considerable fortune. The keen-eyed Gabriel takes on a 
job as Bloomfield’s secretary, making notes about his employer’s visitors. 
Gabriel boasts that secret doors now open at his whim: “People offer them-
selves to me, their lives lie unveiled before me” (92). He repeats the refrain 
of the novel: “You arrive here with just one shirt and you depart as the 

 13. About the Savoy, Roth writes, “It was like the world itself, this Hotel Savoy, shin-
ing out brilliantly and pouring its lustre from all seven floors, while poverty dwelt inside 
in its lofty heights, and that life up there on high was the life of the downcast, buried in 
ethereal graves” (Hotel Savoy 26).
 14. Roth’s own great love for hotel living is warmly expressed in his 1929 feuilleton 
“Arrival in the Hotel,” where he describes “the hotel that I love like a fatherland” (154).
 15. Stasia occupies Room 800 directly above Gabriel’s, on the eighth floor. The erotic 
charge of their proximity (Gabriel listens to her footsteps above, and he peeks through 
her hotel room’s keyhole; he even thinks he can catch the scent of her body) recalls the 
intimacy of the two lead characters in Top Hat.
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proud owner of twenty trunks!” (92). For a time, the yearning Gabriel seems 
content with his hotel life, the question of community having been resolved 
for him. In the novel’s final chapters, however, Gabriel, along with others, 
grows increasingly homesick. He explains: “Our homesickness is born out 
in the open, and grows and grows if there are no walls to confine it” (99).

Far from a simple rags-to-riches plot, this novel does not end easily. The 
cheerful joker Santschin is the first to die (Roth seems interested in those 
who both live and die in this hotel, even if the hotel enterprise itself must 
hide, Roth explains, the fact of death).16 The lottery-hopeful Fisch ironically 
perishes in the hotel fire; Zwonimir inexplicably disappears. And Gabriel 
does not get the girl, for Stasia leaves for Paris (her long-cherished dream) 
and is last seen with another man, Gabriel’s rival Alexander Böhlaug; and 
finally, in an unexpected and menacing reversal, Ignatz the lift-boy turns 
out to be the mysterious hotel proprietor, the Greek named Kalegyropou-
los. As Roth’s characters—Gabriel first among them—have grown increas-
ingly homesick, the Savoy itself has changed, most notably with a stronger 
female presence and a stricter housekeeping regimen. The arrival of Bloom-
field, what the novel describes as a “night attack” (80), has altered the Savoy 
forever. The hotel feels different even to Gabriel; he comes to understand 
Bloomfield as more than a savior figure: Bloomfield is the new American 
who mourns his dead Jewish father, a town boy who escaped into success 
and will never return again. For Bloomfield will choose to die, he guaran-
tees, in his new fatherland of America, fashioning there a new world for 
himself, his progeny, and even his barber, the aptly named Christopher 
Columbus. This “rich man’s world” (8) of the Hotel Savoy is a vanishing 
world, a repository for—and this is Roth’s phrase—“the detritus of relent-
less life” (109). This palace becomes a prison (113), where unrest develops 
into revolution. Gabriel, inclined to care about the Savoy and the collective 
existence of its occupants, is left the sole survivor of the hotel, to face an 
unclear future, with the novel’s final word being “America!”

The grand hotel in Ali Smith’s Hotel World (2001) is, like Roth’s Hotel 
Savoy, a world reserved for the living; however, a death occurs on the 
hotel’s top floor when a newly hired chambermaid, 19-year-old Sara Wilby, 
in a stunt gone horribly wrong, plummets to her death down a dumbwaiter 
shaft. The ghost of Sara is the first voice to greet the reader, raising the ques-
tions that will most concern this novel. As a presence that can pass through 
worlds, her ghost commits to a kind of space and time travel by means of a 

 16. Roth writes, “The Savoy is not at all a hotel for the dead, but for the fully alive” 
(Hotel Savoy 40).
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“passport,” to use the novel’s own word, that permits the reader to see the 
world as a juncture, a threshold constantly changing. The ghost’s tragic pre-
dicament is the loss of her body: She longs to feel the itch of a stone in her 
shoe, and she realizes she will never again smell her feet or feel the weight 
of a coin in a pocket or a hand. Her longing activates the novel’s bodily turn, 
evident in the ubiquitous corporeality embedded in the text’s expositional 
details—from the drop of blood forming on a pricked finger, to a strand of 
hair caught in another’s open mouth, to a tongue’s evaporating saliva on the 
end of a ballpoint pen, all contained within a grand hotel called The Global. 
The bodiless ghost cannot accept the hotel’s seductive invitation:

I go from room to room here and see beds wrecked after love and sleep, 

then beds cleaned and ready, waiting again for bodies to slide into them; 

crisp sheets folded down, beds with their mouths open saying welcome, 

hurry up, get in, sleep is coming. The beds are so inviting. They open their 

mouths all over the hotel every night for the bodies which slip into them 

with each other or alone; all the people with their beating hearts, sliding 

into spaces left empty for them by other people gone now to God knows 

where, who warmed the same spaces up only hours before. (70)

Sara’s ghost, an invisible consciousness that longs to be present, to be some-
where, is no longer sure where she is in the world. In response to her yearn-
ing, Hotel World offers commentary on the metaphysics of presence—and 
of love, loss, grief, life. The Muriel Spark epigraph that begins the novel—
“Remember you must die”—is, the novel reminds us, what the universe is 
constantly telling us. However, this epigraph is continually rewritten during 
the course of the novel from “remember you must leave” (28) to “remem-
ber you must love” (30) to “remember you must live” (237). This journey of 
meaning—from dying, leaving, loving, and finally to living—contains this 
novel’s greatest revelation.

In the tradition of Edmund Goulding’s film Grand Hotel, Smith uses the 
grand hotel plot to design what is, in effect, an updated Victorian multip-
lot novel, in which five women’s lives will converge on the site of a lux-
ury hotel. The grand hotel is for Smith, as it was for Roth, a microcosm. 
And Smith’s hotel The Global is, like Roth’s Savoy, hierarchical—a world 
of guests and staff, haves and have-nots, that seems to offer a home to the 
homeless cast of characters who are rootless in various ways. We have Sara 
the dead chambermaid and Lise the hotel receptionist. Else is a homeless 
woman who begs on the pavement outside the hotel; the hotel is her spot 
and no one else’s, she insists. And Penny, a journalist for the style pages of 
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the suitably named newspaper The World who is writing a hotel review, is 
the novel’s sole patron of the hotel. The final figure is Sara’s younger sister 
Clare who struggles most audibly with the loss of Sara. Though we come to 
know these characters sequentially and at the novel’s own pace, the text’s 
first section gives us a view of the cast in a single snapshot framed by the 
iconic revolving door of the hotel entrance:

Here’s a woman being swallowed by the doors. She is well-dressed. On her 

back she carries nothing. Her life could be about to change. Here’s another 

one inside, wearing the uniform of the hotel and working behind its desk. 

She is ill and she doesn’t know it yet. Life, about change. Here’s a girl, next 

to me, dressed in blankets, sitting along from the hotel doors right here, on 

the pavement. Her life, change. (30)

Interestingly, even in this compact passage, Smith hints at the trajectory of 
each character’s life: Penny’s life will miss its opportunity to change. Lise 
will leave her job and the world of the healthy but eventually will heal, 
proving her life to be about change. And Else will continue to be consumed 
with change; Smith’s pared-down syntax and wordplay here suggest the 
stark focus of the homeless woman’s fixation with coins and her inevitable 
return to street life.

In this novel about a luxury hospitality institution—best described, as 
Penny thinks to write, for its “plushness”—with the motto “all over the 
world we think the world of you,” there is, ironically, considerable dark-
ness and loneliness, neglect, and forgetting. We have the story of lost poten-
tial in the dead Sara Wilby, a star swimmer and a young woman on the 
verge of her sexual awakening (we will never relish the result of her finally 
approaching the girl in the watch store, whom she watches from a distance 
on the street, with those stirrings in her chest). We confront the intractable 
problem of Else’s poverty that has her prefer the rough comfort of the street, 
or the winter shelter, or even the rug showroom on a pile of stacked rugs, to 
that of The Global itself, for Elspeth Freeman (the free man) wears the role of 
an accepted guest as painfully as a penitent wears a hair shirt. We encounter 
Lise, the receptionist who welcomes guests yet remains herself uncheered, 
depleted under the gaze of hotel surveillance and the demanding protocols 
of “quality” yet feels vital or “high” in her one act of rebellion when surveil-
lance cameras are down. The mirroring of their names, “Lise” and “Else,” 
seems Smith’s effort to disrupt the roles of host and guest central to hospital-
ity: Bodies in pain, both women are in need of “hospes.” Most broadly, how-
ever, we sense what is the novel’s biggest evacuation: Luxury culture itself 
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is a sham, a discovery Penny often makes unintentionally in her own pro-
fessional consumerism. This is what frightens the homeless Else: the soaps 
wrapped like gifts; the sheets that smell “of a kind cleanness that even shops 
full of things that haven’t been used by anyone yet don’t smell of” (73); the 
cotton wool buds whose careful packaging makes Else miserable. The dis-
parity of wealth in Tony Blair’s England allows for no other reaction.

Yet from such darkness emerges an occasional, seemingly chanced-upon 
tenderness. Yes, it is only randomness that unites these five women; how-
ever, there is a connection forged even within the tale’s remoteness. One 
feels it most in the odd closeness of Penny and Else, with their strangely 
similar back stories, but this moment of connection is nevertheless quickly 
shut down. As Smith writes about Penny, “something inside her which has 
been forced open had sealed up again. Good, she thought” (178). Penny 
returns after her evening with Else to a bunkered existence of luxury con-
sumption: She closes the hotel curtains, orders and then consumes room ser-
vice in a mechanical transaction, watches hotel porn (again without pleasure 
or sensation), and writes her vacuous review that lies to its readers about 
how content one can be spending an entire day in one’s room at The Global. 
Penny doesn’t admit her own boredom; she goes to sleep with the TV vol-
ume on low to numb herself.17 To forget and be doggedly guilt-free as well, 
for she doesn’t think the world of you, her readership, even though she writes 
for The World. This is a world of loss—most viscerally felt in one of The 
Global’s most interesting spaces, its LBR, or “Left Behind Room,” a room 
jam-packed with all that guests have left behind and forgotten. And, yet, 
as the novel maps out in its reinscribed epigraph, because we die, because 
we leave behind and lose, we have no more powerful option than to love—
and in loving we live, much like the watch store girl, who decides to wear 
Sara’s watch. It is a thing of comfort, this band that bears the imprint of 
another girl’s wrist, shaped and sized much like her own. It also keeps per-
fect time—not the time of a competitive swim meet, not the fleeting seconds 
it takes to fall to death, not the time kept on a luxury hotel guest room’s art 
deco-designed clock. It is not the time of life’s impermanence either; rather, 
it beats and ticks with the loops of memory and the recursive rhythms of 
love, best captured in the improvisatory syntax of Clare’s penultimate sec-
tion. As a passerby one day tells Else, “everybody’s got somewhere” (43)—
and though the ghost is going out of the world, that very word Sara’s ghost 
cannot recall in the novel’s opening section, to live means to lose, and, there-
fore, one must love. The rewriting of the epigraph gives the novel its post-

 17. The luxury tourist Penny is, ironically, a largely sedentary character.
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script, as well as the final figures of the watch store girl and Clare, both of 
whom give Sara a “somewhere,” a home. We leave this world and, therefore, 
we must love. Here the home and away of the hotel habit has taken on a kind 
of ontological weight and beauty.18 It serves as an allegory for the human 
condition.

Lewis Mumford famously defined the city as that space where strang-
ers meet.19 In his landmark essay “What Is a City?” Mumford claims that 
the city draws humans to gather for associative purposes, where the pos-
sibilities of collective life and corporate identity reside. He explains that, in 
the city, “urbanatus” most likely reigns—here is where people are educated 
to behave, to be social and to be socialized. People learn and assume their 
roles within this complex ecology. Thus, the inextricability of the modern 
city and the modern hotel is incontrovertible. Connections among the city, 
the hotel, and the nineteenth-century literary project—especially as realized 
in the novel—are also rich and deep. The many shared concerns of both this 
social form and literary form include class and identity, home and mobility, 
sex and class, boundaries and those very boundaries crossed, propriety’s 
rule and challenges to propriety. The semiotics of the hotel invokes conflict, 
metamorphosis, exogamous exchanges. There are expeditions and then there 
are our stories of our expeditions. People write from hotels. Hotels set the 
stage for cosmopolitan self-fashioning, providing a venue for a modern and 
mobile self. As Sala described London’s Hotel Brobdingnag, here “you may 
dress as you please.  .  .  . Hotel Brobdingnag is Liberty Hall” (London Up to 
Date 143). In other words, you are free to be who you wish to be. You are 
free, in a grand hotel, to be at home and away.

I began this book with an absence: the preoccupying worry of such social 
commentators as Albert Smith and George Augustus Sala that London lacked 
proper grand hotels for tourists traveling to the metropolis to enjoy its abun-
dant pleasures and participate in its thriving economy. Thus, it seems fitting 
to turn to yet another lacuna. Every reader of Jane Austen’s Pride and Preju-
dice will remember the novel’s climactic scene when Elizabeth Bennet trav-
els to Pemberley to see for herself Mr. Darcy’s magnificent estate. Elizabeth 
tours the serene opulence of house and grounds, enjoying an afternoon as a 

 18. We may also feel a kind of tenderness in reading the diary that Lise keeps in the 
section of Hotel World titled “future conditional.” Here the details of her daily actions 
underscore her corporeal presence as a vehicle for affect, as she works and operates 
within the emotional network formed by the hotel.
 19. In his 1930 feuilleton “The Hotel,” Roth describes a hotel metamorphosis: “Those 
who have been here for a day already and are sitting in the lobby, they are no longer 
strangers. No, they are long-established, the dark red carpets are their turf which they 
will not leave, and they cast slighting, suspicious looks at the new arrivals” (192).



guest on the extraordinary property. However, it is not her home, not even 
her home-away-from-home, so she must return with her family to a crowded 
tavern nearby where they have secured a traveler’s temporary lodgings. The 
inn is an ungenteel site: noisy, stench-filled, and claustrophobic. In every 
way, it is Pemberley’s antonym. It is Pemberley and not this British inn that 
exudes a hotel-like grandeur and elegance; Pemberley possesses the social 
and cultural capital that will come to characterize the century’s hospitality 
enterprise. As Austen’s readers, we long to place Elizabeth within Pember-
ley’s walls, to relocate her away from the tavern where she endures consid-
erable social pain and distress. But the only way for the protagonist to enjoy 
such a rarefied world is to marry into it, which we are happy to discover 
she eventually will—a gratifying outcome for this one heroine; however, a 
young woman’s access to such a world comes with steep odds in Georgian 
England. Our love for Pemberley and its graceful magnificence, and Eliza-
beth’s and the reader’s shared longing for it, would come to be more widely 
satisfied .  .  . soon .  .  . by the new grand hotels that arose to change the life 
of the traveler, and of the (socially) mobile literary figure, forever. This new 
kind of building would shape the narrative arc for protagonists, inflect their 
destinies and their way through life, and generate hotel stories.

To close this chapter on hotels and their plottedness I turn to a begin-
ning: an eye-opening moment from The Official Guide to the Midland Railway 
(1884). Like the works that began this chapter, The Official Guide is a nonlit-
erary text with a decidedly narrative arc, a work of protofiction that opens 
with extraordinarily generative exposition. In this structure that soars higher 
than St Paul’s cathedral or Wren’s Monument to the Great Fire of London, it 
seems the world was all before the visitor to London who, like Milton’s Adam 
and Eve, stands astonished—in this case, beneath the world’s largest roof:

A stranger to London might well be pardoned a feeling of surprise, even in 

these days of palatial railway stations, when he gets his first glimpse of the 

stately Gothic structure which forms the terminus of the Midland Railway, 

rising from the Euston Road in its huge but harmonious proportions and 

its garb of rich red, with its lofty tower looking proudly down upon the 

Monument and the dome of St Paul’s, its gleaming spires, its gabled roof, 

and tier upon tier of pointed windows. And his astonishment is not likely 

to lessen as, passing beneath the hotel, he finds himself under the largest 

roof in the world. (17)

This threshold of potentiality for what may be London’s most storied grand 
hotel, the Midland Grand, seems fully realized in John O’Connor’s 1884 
painting “From Pentonville Road Looking West.”
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This depiction of the Midland Grand captures the networked ecology of 
modern hotel culture. In the foreground is the commercial bustle of the High 
Road, an artery of life that leads to the fairy-tale-like structure in the paint-
ing’s background, where the eye is inevitably drawn to the sky’s warm glow. 
Framed by a magnificent western sky, Gilbert Scott’s soaring spires rise from 
the sublime haze, inviting viewers into the extraordinary space of the grand 
hotel, much as did the golden book The Savoyard that began this chapter.
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FIGURE 3.4. “From Pentonville Road Looking West,” by John 
O’Connor. With permission of the Museum of London.
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C H A P T E R  4

HOTEL LIVING

Together/Alone, a Phenomenology of Lived 

Experience at the Langham and the Savoy

IN HIS 1961 ESSAY  “Eye and Mind,” composed near the end of his life, 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty writes, “Visible and mobile, my body is a thing 
among things; it is one of them. It is caught in the fabric of the world, and 
its cohesion is that of a thing. But because it sees and moves itself, it holds 
things in a circle around itself” (354). As a study of a new building type and 
an emergent institutional culture, Hotel London foregrounds the matter of 
emplacement: bodies caught in the fabric of the world. As much as Hotel 
London is a study of space, it proceeds by way of an engagement with bodies 
and their “situatedness” as they move through and inhabit a particular site. 
For, as I have maintained throughout this book (at times explicitly, at others 
implicitly), it is thinking and feeling bodies that dwell, rendering space as a 
specific place. Situated within and fashioning hotel ecologies, hotel bodies 
are “bodies intervolved in a definite environment” (Merleau-Ponty, Phenom-
enology of Perception 82). To write about the space of the grand hotel requires 
thinking about embodiment—bodies in repose and in circulation, desiring 
bodies—for the hotel is a public site designed for the body’s most intimate 
practices, needs, and wants: sleep, eating, grooming, having sex. Space is 
always physical and emotional, social and mental. And the grand hotel is no 
exception. Yet its spatiality is further distinguished by a specific temporal-
ity that marks the modern hotel as space built for a future moment’s bodies, 



waiting for occupants who will visit (and then leave), on a round-trip tour, 
who are on their way—one might call them potential or placeless bodies that 
will seek respite in a place marked initially by their absence.1

Hotel embodiment raises questions about identity, for there are several 
ways for “a [hotel] body to be a body,” to retool Merleau-Ponty’s phrasing 
(Phenomenology of Perception 124). When one checks into a hotel, one can 
become someone else by summoning imaginary worlds essential to escape, 
holiday, and luxury, or by stepping into societally imposed worlds (by 
means of commerce, class, and cultural capital). This space is shaped by 
those potential bodies, becoming a refuge for bodies not yet there whose 
presence will contribute to building the social body. The aim of this chapter 
is to install specific bodies in the grand hotel to capture their experience of 
life there. Numerous are the tableaux of nineteenth-century men and women 
within hotels. There is Auguste Escoffier’s droll remark: “Zola came to Lon-
don to study life in the poor neighborhoods of that city and, paradoxically, 
chose to stay at the Savoy Hotel” (Memories of My Life 105); or Walter Ben-
jamin’s sketch of Baudelaire ensconced in Hôtel Pimodan in a room where 
his friends were astonished to find no traces of his work (Charles Baudelaire 
70). Benjamin quotes Théodore de Banville: “In his lodgings at the Hôtel 
Pimodan, when I went there for the first time to visit him, there were no 
dictionaries, no separate study—not even a table with writing materials; nor 
was there a sideboard or a separate dining room, or anything else resem-
bling the décor of a bourgeois apartment” (Arcades Project 302).2 Both Zola 
and Baudelaire are authors situated within the grand hotel, paradoxically, 
to do their work and escape from it, distancing themselves from the labor 
structures of the bourgeois home and the subject of poverty that is the focus 
of a novelist’s social commentary. The cultural capital of leisure essential to 
the Victorian experience of hotel living ensures that both kinds of removal 

 1. It is no surprise that hotel-lover Joseph Roth understands the distinctive spatial-
ity, and temporality, of hotel living. In his 1929 feuilleton “Leaving the Hotel,” he writes, 
“I want to feel welcome here, but not at home. I want to be able to come and go. I prefer 
to know that a hotel is waiting for me here. . . . When my suitcases are gone, others will 
take their place” (186, 188).
 2. At the Pimodan is where Baudelaire—along with Balzac, Dumas, Delacroix, 
Gautier, and Nerval—gathered for meetings of the Club des Hashischins (Club of the 
Hashish-Eaters) from 1844 to 1849 to experiment with the effects of drug use on writ-
ing. Hence, we have another instantiation of the hotel space blending with that of club 
culture—and both spaces are decidedly nonbourgeois, nondomestic.
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can occur. In other words, there is no visible home work here, in either sense 
of that phrase.3

To focus this chapter, I have chosen four hotel figures: the touring celeb-
rity author, Mark Twain in the Langham; the migrant hotel worker, Pierre 
Hamp; New Woman author Ouida residing in a London grand hotel; and 
Oscar Wilde, whom I inscribe as the “hotel man,” a dandy living fashion-
ably but ultimately dangerously—indeed, haphazardly—in London’s and 
Europe’s grand hotels. These four figures have in common their situated-
ness in two of this book’s case study hotels, the Langham and the Savoy—
however vastly different their experiences of those spaces were. This 
chapter owes a debt (as does this entire book) to the spatial turn in human-
istic scholarship of the late twentieth century and to the vital field of body 
studies. Its arguments rely on the insight of phenomenologists like Merleau-
Ponty and Gaston Bachelard, and specifically on the more recent methods of 
cultural phenomenology that further granulate accounts of emplacement.4 
These circumstantially informed readings of space consider the experiences 
of particular people in actual living places. What follows, then, are partial 
biographies that attend to “dwelling” and “horizon” in recounting four rep-
resentative, and revealing, ways of carrying out nineteenth-century hotel 
living.

I’ll begin by returning to Merleau-Ponty’s spare description of the body 
as “a thing among things.” Hotel dwelling and hotel consciousness are 
about the “inside” but also the exterior an individual presents, a way of 
performing the body shaped by the material conditions of the contingent 
and the specific. Here I find Edward Soja’s words helpful: “The social order 
of being-in-the-world can be seen as revolving around the constitution of 
society, the production and reproduction of social relations, institutions, and 
practices” (25). In their respective experiences of hotel space, Twain enjoyed 
the celebrity of a transnational author, and Ouida, the liberty of the emanci-
pated working woman. While Hamp wrestled with the problem of national-
ity and class in his hotel work, Wilde risked exposure for what his society 
later deemed transgressions at the Savoy. Hotel living allowed each of these 
Victorians to become a distinct social figure, performing identities that raise 
questions about the private and the public, the self and the city. And each 

 3. French poet Guillaume Apollinaire also characterizes the hotel room as a place 
not given to work: “So with the day’s fire I light my cigarette. / To me work is so like a 
joke—I’d rather smoke” (“Hotel,” lines 4–5).
 4. Though Bachelard’s The Poetics of Space focuses on intimate spaces such as cor-
ners, nests, shells, and the childhood home, this work was the first to teach me to read 
a space.
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performance has its ambiguities. The hotel space, for example, permitted 
Wilde’s misbehavior but in the end asserted its institutional authority to 
restore social order. Any hotel guest must acknowledge that there is always 
someone else with a key to one’s room. For these four figures, the hotel 
functioned, albeit in various ways, as “the desired elsewhere to my dismal 
location” (Koestenbaum 79).

IN THE TUMULT OF THE LOBBY:
TWAIN’S HOTEL LIFE

It does not seem odd that there is a Hotel Mark Twain in Washington, DC. 
For hotel living and Twain were inseparable. Twain’s travelogues describe 
a life spent on the road; the rapier wit evident in this work owes a debt to 
sophistication he honed at the world’s best hotels. In his first book, The Inno-
cents Abroad (1869), and later A Tramp Abroad (1880), Twain shares details 
of his hotel experiences. For example, he depicts himself signing the guest 
registry at the Grand Hotel du Louvre et de la Paix. He admits that he toler-
ates the table d’hôte routine in Marseilles, having come to expect à la carte 
dining, the latest trend in hotel hospitality. And he is shocked there is no 
gaslight in the Grand Hotel du Louvre—only candles! His greatest, and 
recurring, complaint concerns unsatisfactory soap, an inconvenience he feels 
most urgently in French and Italian hotels. With such discernments, Twain 
presents himself as a seasoned traveler who knows what he wants, under-
stands what to expect from a Victorian luxury experience, and is eager to 
dish all about it. And we, his readers, are right there at his side as he checks 
in, dines, sleeps, and perhaps reads (if only by candlelight), and even as he 
bathes (with bad soap). This frankness is part of his strategy in composing 
a kind of send-up of, and an antidote to, the worshipful travel books that 
are more typical for the era. But it also seems that Twain, whom we equate 
with Americanness and a distinctively American humor, relishes flaunting 
his cosmopolitan sophistication, earned from years of traveling the world 
as an international celebrity author. The expansiveness of Twain’s world is 
evident in his spirited transnational observations: Lake Como versus Tahoe, 
the Tiber versus the Mississippi. He ends The Innocents Abroad praising the 
benefits of travel, which is a pastime “fatal to prejudice, bigotry and narrow-
mindedness. Our people need this” (659).

The ecology of the grand hotel was essential to Twain at the beginning 
of his career in America as well. In 1854 Samuel Clemens first visited Wash-
ington, DC, where he would return in 1867, now as “Mark Twain,” city cor-
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respondent for the winter of 1867–68. One week into his DC life, he writes, 
“I am for business now” (Mark Twain in Washington, D. C.5). Working as a 
reporter for multiple city newspapers, Twain situated himself in the lobby 
of the Willard Hotel, which he knew would be an invaluable bourse for 
gathering information and for forging connections.6 First opened in 1847 
by Henry Willard, the Willard quickly expanded into adjacent buildings—
thriving as the capital city’s premier grand hotel.7 In 1904 it would reopen 
after an extensive modernization of its nineteenth-century style of gran-
deur to reemerge as Washington, DC’s first “skyscraper.” Though Twain’s 
beloved Willard is here and not there, at home and not elsewhere, it is nev-
ertheless a translocal site that connects the local with the world. A grand 
hotel’s very function would require this, and nowhere more crucially than 
in a nation’s capital city.8 The Willard is a perfect instantiation of America’s 
international reputation for excellence in hospitality on a grand scale. At the 
Willard, Twain plugged into its networked culture to write about politics, 
prove himself as a professional writer, and undergo a self-fashioning that 
would transform him into the nation’s leading man of letters. At the grand 
hotel, alliances and social privilege mattered but were not necessarily pre-
determined, formed in advance, or unavailable for the taking.9 Already in 
his early career, Twain is presenting himself not as a provincial or regional 
voice but as a writer in pursuit of a more worldly sensibility. That sensibility 
would be on display in the hotel stays occasioned by his late-career interna-
tional lecture tour. We find him in the Royal Hotel in Durban, South Africa; 
then on to New Zealand and Australia; he depicts his numerous hotel vis-
its in India, the country he loved and longed to see again, checking in and 
out of the hotels of Bombay, Darjeeling, and Lucknow (though he reports 
that the Darjeeling hotels “are not always as good as they might be” [Tramp 
Abroad 769]). When we catch up to him in Benares, a “region [that] aches 
with age and penury” (731), he is, nevertheless, ensconced in a luxury hotel. 
The “swirl and tumult of the hotel lobby,” as Twain describes it, is a perfect 

 5. https://marktwainindc.wordpress.com/about/
 6. See John Muller’s Mark Twain in Washington, D. C. for details on the capital city’s 
boardinghouse culture.
 7. Willard Hotel history explains that the hotel’s origins date to 1816, when six 
townhouses operated as Tennison’s Hotel. The hotel changed managers and names sev-
eral times, becoming the Willard in 1847.
 8. With the fall 2016 opening of the Trump International Hotel in Washington, DC’s 
Old 1899 Post Office, America’s capital city has a particularly potent, if problematic, 
instantiation of the grand hotel’s centrality to the political arena.
 9. Twain’s spirit presides over the Willard today. His portrait hangs on the walls of 
the hotel’s Round Robin Bar, a veritable Hall of Worthies.
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emplacement for this energetic mind and internationally famous personage 
(689). What he does not favor is the old-style inn, which he disparagingly 
calls “Family Hotels”—the “vanishing home-like inn of fifty years ago .  .  . 
quite respectable Englishmen still frequent [] through inherited habit and 
arrested development” (Paine, Mark Twain’s Letters 2, 700).

Mark Twain’s favorite London hotel was the Langham where he legend-
arily held court as equally famous British writers such as Robert Browning 
called on him. Surely it was the Langham’s American-style hospitality that 
suited him, as well as its proximity to the city’s most fashionable neighbor-
hoods. On June 9, 1873, Twain wrote to Rev. J. H. Twichell in Hartford, refer-
ring to him as “Dear Old Joe”:

I wish to goodness you were here this moment—nobody in our parlor but 

Livy and me,—and a very good view of London to the fore. We have a 

luxuriously ample suite of apartments in the Langham Hotel, 3rd floor, our 

bedroom looking straight up Portland Place and our parlor having a noble 

array of great windows looking out upon both streets (Portland Place and 

the crook that joins it to Regent Street.) (Volume 2: Project Gutenberg Mark 

Twain’s Letters)

But the Langham’s appeal also arose from its connections to literary cul-
ture. The hotel was proud to list many authors as repeat visitors: Brown-
ing, Wilde, Collins, Ainsworth, Conan Doyle, and Longfellow. The Langham 
had a dedicated space called the Poets Corner where public readings could 
occur. It was at the Langham that Jane Wilde, on a trip to London, spotted 
her son’s picture for sale at the hotel shop, part of the transatlantic news 
coverage of this celebrity author following his American tour. Later the 
Langham would secure Wilde’s ultimate fame when it provided the venue 
for the legendary meeting of Joseph Stoddart, representing the American 
magazine publisher Lippincott, with Arthur Conan Doyle and Oscar Wilde 
in August of 1889. During this business lunch, Doyle agreed to write Sign 
of Four and Wilde was commissioned to produce The Picture of Dorian Gray. 
The Langham’s literary pedigree would have been known to Twain. And, 
thus, this celebrity author, one of the first American performers to circle 
the globe, would feel at home at the Langham in his third floor rooms with 
magnificent views of Portland Place. His world tour, begun in 1893 when 
he was 59 years old, was a gambit to pay off his debts. Although the tour 
was necessitated by potential bankruptcy, Twain always stayed in the most 
modern and opulent hotels in each city stop. With hotels as a kind of exten-
sion to his stage, Twain performed the role of celebrity author, never disap-
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pointing his fans, even though he admitted that he was loathe “to go on the 
dreadful platform again” (qtd. in Zachs 12). The global reach of the Brit-
ish empire, with its impressive and expanding hospitality infrastructure, 
exposed Twain to a wider English-speaking audience; grand hotel living 
was for Twain an essential part of the economics of authorship.10 Whether 
home or away, in American or global grand hotels, hotel living for Twain 
was about circulation.11

FREE TO WRITE: OUIDA AT THE LANGHAM

Ouida’s association with the Langham tells a different tale (with some 
perhaps surprising points of comparison, however). Accompanied by her 
mother, she lived at the Langham from 1867 to 1871; afterward she contin-
ued to stay for long stretches up until the ’80s. Her second and last long-
term residence was 1886–87, when she returned from Italy—to be a hotel 
woman, this time without her mother in tow. She had her hotel visitors: 
Wilde, Richard Burton, Browning, Millais, and Wilkie Collins visited her at 
the Langham. While there, she wrote two novels, Under Two Flags (1867) and 
Idalia (1867), and began Tricotrin (1869) and Puck (1870). Like Twain, Ouida 
enjoyed fame in the hotel, which provided her a network of admirers and 
opportunity to exchange ideas and cultural capital. It was a zone for creativ-
ity, for intellectual and social freedom. To be liberated from the home’s nor-
mative domesticity was key for Ouida, who, at the Langham, could freely 
write like a male author. As Wayne Koestenbaum argues (and Victorian 
women would have understood this especially well), “a home domineers or 
summons” (100), and thus “hotel makes possible . . . a new writing, veined 
with liberties.  .  .  . Hotel gives permission to sit  .  .  . three terms—sitting, 
permission, print—for a hotel trilogy of pleasures and entitlements” (101). 

 10. Richard Zacks’s Chasing the Last Laugh is an entertaining account of Twain’s 
bankruptcy tour. After six months on the road, Zacks recounts, Twain was only a quar-
ter of the way to paying off his debts, which were considerable. His lifestyle on the road 
remained posh, nonetheless (193).
 11. Twain made the news when on June 21, 1907, the New York Times reported that 
he “appeared in the foyer of Brown’s Hotel garbed in a blue bathrobe and slippers, with 
about three inches of bare legs showing.” I am grateful to Sophie Grounds, Director of 
Communications at Brown’s Hotel, for this item. And another famous hotel appearance 
by Twain returns us to Washington, DC. In the preceding year, 1906, following a lecture, 
Twain and his biographer Albert Bigelow Paine went to the Willard for dinner and smok-
ing. Disappointed by their entrance to the dining room via elevator, Twain requested a 
do-over for his arrival to the hotel’s restaurant, maximizing the theatrical effect of enter-
ing through the hotel’s famed Peacock Alley (Muller 175).
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Ouida was indeed famous for sitting, as an 1881 Punch caricature demon-
strates, with an idle Ouida relaxing, catered to in her hotel room, while she 
presides over a salon-like scene.12

What is particularly interesting about Ouida’s life at hotels is how entan-
gled it became with rumor and legend. This may be due to the novelty of 
the hotel woman, a disruptive and unsettling figure who is difficult to com-
prehend. Two hotel stories about Ouida have proven particularly tenacious. 
The first claims that she culled much of the material for her novels from her 
hotel stays and visitors there, a claim that is in keeping with the hotel’s func-
tion as a hub for a networked culture. In the hotel, Ouida could have access 
to the brigadier culture she could not participate in directly but that would 
provide the texture and plot for her high life novels and adventure romance 
fiction. Ouida could reap the benefits of connecting to the crowd, circulat-
ing within the hotel’s ecosystem and encountering interesting personages 
as they shared their stories with her. Hotel conversation could become lit-
erature, as we saw in the previous chapter. The second story recounts how 
Ouida invited her hotel guests to sit with her, encouraging them to envision 
her room as an all-male club where they could fraternize, share stories, and 
smoke. This story, which I referenced in the introduction to this book, was 
promoted by her first publisher William Tinsley. It is a telling anecdote, if 
specious, for it arises from an acknowledgment of the hotel’s potent cultural 
capital: In that space, Ouida could perform a masculinity that transformed 
her into a clubbable gentleman, enjoying the entitlement of an exclusively 
male associative culture, as a woman (and this is the particularly shock-
ing part) who was at ease among smokers. Yet how exactly Ouida herself 
thought of her hotel life remains murky.

Koestenbaum writes, “For some women, better the hotel than the mar-
riage bed, for hotel offers ‘liberty to lie awake, to think without a disturb-
ing presence’” (90). It is certain that New Woman author Ouida enjoyed the 
liberty that a hotel stay grants. In the twentieth century, one thinks of Joan 
Didion and her hotel writing, or the Hotel Amazon in Sylvia Plath’s The Bell 
Jar, which was based on the real-life Barbizon Hotel, a sanctuary for aspiring 
female writers in New York City from the 1920s to the late 1970s. Hotel exis-
tence can provide women a way to transcend the separate spheres ideology 
that would have them confined to the home; it also offers a buffered way of 
existing in the public sphere. As we have seen, one of the most consequential 

 12. Here another apocryphal story about Ouida arises—that is, that she smoked. 
Surely this misconception is due in part, if not entirely, to Punch. It might also owe its 
origins to Ouida’s identity as a hotel resident, hotels famously allowing public smoking 
and, in the final decades of the century, public smoking by women.
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effects of modern grand hotels is that they were a coed gathering place, giv-
ing women access to the city’s pleasures, connecting them with the energy 
of the streets while protecting them from those streets and sparing them 
the necessity of street-walking. What is particularly vexing about Ouida’s 
Langham life, however, is how it placed her at the center of London life yet 
also on its margins: Her residence there made her cultural centrality seem 
haphazard, or makeshift. She was, and was not, an insider; and due to that 
indeterminate identity, she could far too easily be invalidated as a legitimate 
member of the London literati. In the first chapter of Ouida and Victorian 
Popular Culture, scholar Andrew King makes this very point: “Such a move 
[checking in to the Langham], glamorously bohemian though it seems, sug-
gests that Ouida and her mother were acknowledging their temporary and 
uncertain status in the centre” (15). Having grown up in a small British vil-
lage and then being drawn in adulthood to lengthy periods of expat life in 
Italy, Ouida struggled to find her home.

For a time, the material practices of hotel living allowed Ouida to oper-
ate through a social performance inflected by gender and class. Life at the 
Langham perhaps satisfied in Ouida what readers identify as her snobbish-
ness, conservatism, or nostalgia.13 Stories of her lavish soirees preceded 
her to Italy, raising hopes abroad for her hosting energies. Both Wilde and 
Browning attended her parties at the Langham. Her novels, widely enjoyed 
in the clubs of Pall Mall, placed her work in a surprising niche market; early 
readers assumed her works were the writings of a male author. One won-
ders if her move from the suburbs to the metropolitan center was a strat-
egy tuned to the demographics, and tastes, of her readership.14 Adopting 
a lifestyle associated with public and well-connected men, Ouida became 
a New Woman, a hotel woman that is a particular iteration of the latchkey 
girl—free to come and go, with a room and a key of her own. Yet the very 
author who coined the phrase “New Woman” and thereby legitimized this 
peculiarly modern figure was also scornful of her. Hotel life raised the spec-
ter of risk and exposure. In Views and Opinions, Ouida expresses her con-
cern: “Nothing tends so to destroy modesty as the publicity and promiscuity 
of schools, of hotels, of railway trains and sea voyages” (219). For women, 

 13. Biographer Eileen Bigland, for example, speaks of Ouida’s “snob-instinct,” evi-
dent as early in her life and temperament as the age of 11 (20).
 14. Here Talia Schaffer’s seminal reconsideration of Ouida, The Forgotten Female Aes-
thetes, is germane. Schaffer explains how Ouida’s work was consumed by a largely male 
audience; however, Ouida’s dashing guardsmen would have appealed to female readers, 
too. For both author and reader alike, Ouida’s novels eventually liberated women from 
domestic fiction.



 HOTEL LIVING 151

Ouida worries about what she summarily calls “exposure to a crowd” (219). 
She is concerned about that very personage, that decidedly metropolitan 
identity Talia Schaffer rightly attaches to Ouida herself: the mondaine.

Ouida could not truly afford to live at the Langham, instead enacting the 
social imposture permitted by grand hotels, in a luxurious dwelling fit for 
kings where a patron is treated only like a king. Debt was an ongoing prob-
lem for her; a particular indulgence being her frequent requests for fresh 
flowers in her hotel rooms. And, so, the risk of exposure was very real for 
her. Yet one of the two images of herself that publicity-averse Ouida allowed 
to circulate comes from the time of her first residence at the Langham: the 
photograph by Adolphe Beau of Regent Street. Ouida at the Langham is 
necessarily a circulating figure, recalling the other hotel women enmeshed 
in circuits of trade and social capital who appear in this book: the cham-
bermaid, the prostitute, the social parvenu, James’s American girl, the con-
tented exile Katherine ready with both her heart and money to be happy at 
the Savoy. Among the “hot men” in Edith Wharton’s The Age of Innocence 
who, “through the length and breadth of the land, were passing continu-
ously in and out of the swinging doors of hotels” (165), Ouida emerges, a 
woman aiming to “live in her own way” (Gissing 202). The phrases I am 
reappropriating here, from Wharton and Gissing, uncover a surprising con-
nection between a romance novelist’s own life and literary naturalism’s 
bleaker visions of hotel women. Of “sumptuous hotel life,” Dreiser’s Carrie 
must admit, “she had never seen anything like this. . . . Now, at last, she was 
really in it” (293). The entanglements of life at the Langham situated Ouida 
within the society she often challenges in her work, concerned as she was 
with modern life that is “increasingly organized around market relations” 
(Hadjiafxendi and Zakreski 2). This is what Lyn Pykett describes as “the 
nature of modernity” that troubles Ouida (“Opinionated Ouida” 147).

Ouida’s ongoing concerns within her writings intersect with her own 
hotel life: women’s cultural capital and social power, sexual politics, domes-
tic laws and rights. How does a female professional make money, and how 
can she develop an authorial identity? What is her relationship to creative 
labor and cultural influence when she places herself before the public eye?15 
These related concerns lead to the fundamental issue Ouida raises, espe-
cially as a New Woman author and hotel denizen: the contours of female 
identity.16 Prompted initially to become a writer at the age of 18 to support 

 15. I owe the insight of these questions to Kyriaki Hadjiafxendi and Patricia Zakres-
ki’s edited volume Crafting the Woman Professional in the Long Nineteenth Century.
 16. See, again, Schaffer, specifically her conclusion, the subtitle of which perhaps 
says it best: “The importance of being Ouida.”
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her mother and grandmother, Ouida engaged in labor that made the grand 
hotel essential to her—for the social capital it conferred and for the proxim-
ity to readers and material for her plots. Hotel life helped Ouida become a 
female professional, pursuing work outside the home, which also meant, 
potentially, outside the parameters of respectability. She conducted business 
interviews in her Langham bedroom. Ouida is perhaps best described by a 
passage from her 1878 roman à clef Friendship: “She was quite out of soci-
ety, she was in the highest society; she was not received anywhere, she was 
received everywhere” (qtd. in Ffrench ix). The oddity of the hotel woman 
accords with Pamela Gilbert’s 1997 reassessment of Ouida, an author Gilbert 
sees as preoccupied with “the relentless demand placed on the characters 
to attend to the maintenance of their identity,” which “highlights identi-
ty’s socially constructed status, its delicacy and ephemerality” (12). Gilbert 
points out that characters’ locations are foregrounded in Ouida’s novels; 
this importance of location keys Gilbert’s readings to questions of uneasy 
embodiment as she takes up a compelling list of concerns pertaining to 
boundaries, violation of space, exchange, and body as spectacle. Gilbert’s 
reading of Ouida and her importance today leads where the hotel woman 
also takes us: to the unreadability—even opacity—of identity. Legibility has 
been one of the main questions raised by hotel life, but it applies particularly 
to Ouida and her celebrity life at the Langham, a potentially illegible mix 
of leisure and labor—an unorthodox, alternative living resulting in unpaid 
hotel bills.

HOTEL WORK AND SHAME:
THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF A MARMITON

As I briefly discussed in chapter 1, Pierre Hamp’s memoir Kitchen Prelude 
provides a view into the life of labor essential to the luxury culture of the 
grand hotel. The life recounted here is that of a young French boy who 
trains as a cook and eventually emigrates at the age of 17 to make a suc-
cessful career for himself in the grand hotels of England.17 Hamp first recog-
nizes the hotel industry as a way forward when he meets up with his friend 
Joseph who works at Paris’s Hotel Continental.18 Yet shame is the concern 

 17. Consider the bold opening sentence of chapter 16: “Mescoffier, the famous chef, 
agreed to take me on at the Savoy Hotel” (174).
 18. It is interesting to note that Hamp considers going into private service the safer 
option for the less ambitious after their apprentice years. Such an assumption demon-
strates how the commercial food industry was still an emerging trade.
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to which the work recursively returns. Indeed, the memoir begins in shame, 
as Hamp hides the truth of his father’s profession from all the schoolboys. 
He is prompted to do so after seeing children laughing at a classmate who 
admitted his father was a chef. He literally distances himself from this boy, 
whose father works with Hamp’s, by refusing to walk home from school 
with him. His mother is also ashamed, feeling only disdain for her hus-
band’s work, repulsed as she is by the preparation of food. It is a strange but 
telling detail that Hamp’s mother refuses to cook the dainty birds his father 
brings home “from the kitchen of the big hotel” (3), preferring instead her 
needlework and a diet of raw food. Despite Hamp’s desire for a noble pro-
fession, his father apprentices him to the restaurant trade. As the boy works 
his way through various positions, at the Patisserie Laborde and the Restau-
rant Marguery, the narrative continues its preoccupation with self-esteem, 
which proves elusive for Hamp. He is ashamed to work in basements and 
embarrassed by the makeshift strings he uses to lace his shoes; he is repelled 
by having to gather the scraps from the baking in order to eat. Much of the 
meager self-confidence he attains is at the expense of others in even lower 
trades, like the cabbies. And the “back-street chat” of his adolescence is con-
sumed with jockeying for social position.

Hamp declares, “A general sense of shame hung over all our work” 
(118). Shame, for Hamp, was something miasmic with its own stubborn 
stench. Consequently, his account fixates on smells and dirt. Whether it is his 
bedfellow during his training at Laborde who is a “stinker” (he “condemned 
me to nasty smells” at night [19]) or the odor of the famed Marguery fish 
dish that saturates his clothes, the noxious shows up time and again in the 
details of Kitchen Prelude. There is the image of his father rubbing lemon on 
his fingernails every day after work; or that of the smallest apprentice at the 
Patisserie Laborde who is appropriately called “Flea” (123);19 or that of the 
underbelly of the kitchen portrayed as a kennel. Hamp is disturbed to work 
in kitchens that are a cross between a sewer and a ditch.20 The vulgar life of 
commercial food preparation pains him; he must fraternize with the cooks, 
be exposed to their obscene gestures and crude language. He claims that 
venereal disease is rampant in the profession. Working in the hot space of 

 19. This scatological vision continues even in his Savoy days when he names the 
rival new boy, his nemesis, “caca” or “Turd Face” (180).
 20. That the Savoy kitchen is on the first floor is one of Hamp’s greatest joys in his 
new life in London. He can now see the street, people’s hats, he remarks, not just their 
feet. Hamp revels in the natural light. One detail is particularly moving because it is both 
astonishingly minute and truly unfathomable; he admits, “I had almost forgotten how to 
lean out of a window; that was a thing rich people did” (178).
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large commercial stoves, bodies sweat and smell. A life spent in devotion to 
the cookery of France meant “to sweat, to stink, to handle food all his life” 
(267). He minds the pervasive stench of fat from the restaurant kitchen: “Our 
clothes, folded up in lockers near the sink, were impregnated with the smell 
of burnt fat” (166). Most damning is Hamp’s portrayal of the customers 
who, given their complicity in this enterprise, resemble swine:

The attitude of the diners towards the food was at once greedy and con-

temptuous. Taken in excess it was a vice, and superior cooking leads to 

excess, to the red faces of gluttons and to their big bellies, to belchings and 

to wind. We all knew what a drunken diner looked like. The housewife 

making soup on her little fire was not a source of mirth, but the chef among 

his saucepans had always seemed to be a comic personage. Cookery and 

prostitution went together. We of the kitchen resembled in some sort the 

inmates of a brothel for we charged a high price for a thing which the vir-

tuous would do without. A simple, homely meal was enough for them. In 

public opinion we were classed almost with the prostitutes. (208–09)

Hamp establishes a telling affinity between the kitchen work and the brothel, 
conveying his sense that commercial hospitality, when juxtaposed with the 
hearth, represents a decline. Some sort of corruption, he fears, of the very 
concept of “home” has occurred. The kitchen’s proximity to the commer-
cial sex trade disturbs him as he describes how coworkers fed prostitutes 
with restaurant scraps (162). Invariably it is Hamp’s intention to reveal the 
unseemly side of life from the perspective of one below, of the young man 
who must eat his food “off a corner of a table” (191).21

Kitchen Prelude reads as a narrative of ironies and paradoxes. The key 
irony is hunger. Those who cook for others often go hungry. Hamp con-
fesses, “During our apprenticeship, the craving for food was our strongest 
sensation” (41). Another central irony is that public rejoicing only results 
in more work for those in the commercial food industry. Spring, the start 
of the season in London, demands grueling work hours from Hamp and 
his fellow workers. Those who labor in kitchens are outcasts serving the 
pleasures of others—they live in squalor to provide luxury experiences to 

 21. Given the memoir’s obsession with dirt, it comes as no surprise that the young 
Hamp is riveted by the clean and the white. Though he is drawn to his landlord’s daugh-
ter, Miss Kate Andrews, for example, he notices with revulsion that her neck is black 
with dirt. He learns to overcome this disgust but confesses early in the narrative: “I was 
not kind-hearted enough to walk out with a dirty-looking girl even though she might be 
pretty” (219).



 HOTEL LIVING 155

others. The Restaurant Marguery keeps employees, Hamp writes, in a “state 
of filth and drunkenness” (162). Creators of gastronomic delights, “we were 
like deformed people who are looked upon with revulsion; we were isolated 
both by our nationality and our profession” (213). Hamp is a self-avowed 
outsider, an oddity (“deformed”), both in terms of class and nationality.22 
His admission is piquant when he finds he has mastered English by being 
able to say, “I work in an hotel,” with the proper English wind behind the 
“h,” as he carefully explains (195). In effect, his labor defines him and his 
place in society. His sense of a being quarantined is acute: “The service stairs 
meant that we were only poor kids entitled to none of the rights enjoyed 
by the well-dressed” (99). These poor children, who in their abjection must 
create beauty, present a paradox that is meant to provoke outrage. A nar-
rative and its accompanying cast of characters that seem to come straight 
from the Dickensian moral universe converge in the figure of Hamp’s lone 
cricket—“our cellar poet” (47)—that gives up light to stay out of the cold, 
a creature who sings in the warmth of the large stoves in a hotel basement 
kitchen. This figure of pathos speaks to the text’s other martyred figures, 
like the Swiss glacier, who works himself to death making magnificent ice 
sculptures.

We later learn that Hamp, though a scamp, has bookish tendencies and 
has been reading his Dickens.23 Hamp’s narrative makes the personal com-
munal, with an apparent dedication to that Dickensian project of seeing 
with one’s heart; as his readers, we come to observe by means of his story’s 
details how the “working men [who] slaved all day long to make a bare liv-
ing for their families might well have inspired the rebel to throw his bomb 
into our shop” (133). His apprenticeship years are brutal: He is half-starved; 
fagged and beaten; unkempt and grimy from hard work, hot kitchens, cold 
refrigerators, running errands, and delivering heavy loads. Hamp paints this 
vivid picture so his reader can witness the invisible labor that makes a cul-
ture of luxury possible: “Here was I rolling out lumps of dough, making 
brioches and preparing batches of cakes for the oven. Once they had all dis-
appeared into people’s stomachs, I should do it all over again the next day 
to please Handsome Frederick, who ate so much that after a meal his red 

 22. Hamp admits, “The English do not dislike the foreigner; they merely lord it over 
him. Everything outside their own country seems too ridiculous even for them to laugh 
at” (214).
 23. On page 196, we learn that he has been reading David Copperfield, and Kitchen 
Prelude seems to owe a sizable debt to Oliver Twist, with its own focus on an abject boy 
who is often hungry and whose life hangs in the balance, susceptible to cruel adult 
taskmasters.



156 CHAPTER 4 

face looked like the flame of a candle on top of his white coat, the colour of 
the wax” (133–34). And Hamp’s narrative depends on the Dickensian calcu-
lus: To see with one’s heart is to change one’s mind. Given the text’s central 
paradox of beauty’s intimacy with ugliness, Hamp can admit, “My notions 
about the world underwent a change” (134). And we, too, should feel the 
urgent call for social justice. Thus, such tableaux are frequent in the memoir: 
“The sight of well-dressed ladies eating cakes while working men slaved all 
day long” (133). Hamp explains that the typical age for the Savoy kitchen 
staff was 16–20 years because the demanding nature of the work made boys 
an inevitable target as disposable labor. And chefs working with greatest 
care needed also to work with greatest speed, for all diners, no matter how 
many in one evening, must be served. For these reasons, Hamp calls the 
Savoy a brutal school for promptitude.

Shame itself—Kitchen Prelude’s obsession—is, however, the text’s most 
painful irony. Shunning is central to Hamp’s, and that of his fellow cooks, 
social existence: “We were outcasts, wearing ourselves to the bone in min-
istering to the pleasure of others” (200). This adjacency of pain and plea-
sure presents the text’s primary source of outrage, which helps to explain 
what might otherwise strike a reader as a surprising cameo by Oscar Wilde 
within Hamp’s autobiography. In exchanges between Hamp and his work-
place peers as well as with his landlord Mr. Andrews, Wilde’s hotel life 
becomes a bit of currency in the stratifying, sifting work of social position-
ing. In Hamp’s memoir, stories of Wilde’s infamy have become something 
that circulates—among the filthy-minded hotel waiters, as well as by lower-
class men like Mr. Andrews, who feels justified in asserting his sense of 
superiority. What Wilde’s society construed as his shameful life at the Savoy 
provides a glimpsed tale within Kitchen Prelude that is itself a dirty bit, per-
haps the narrative’s dirtiest part of all:

Oscar Wilde’s name was then becoming a popular term of abuse. It was a 

change from “Dirty Beggar” and “Bloody Fool.” To call anyone Oscar Wilde 

was worse than all the other epithets put together. This sensitive English 

poet, not content with forming immoral associations with telegraph boys, 

had also turned his attention to society youths, and this had resulted in 

his getting two years’ hard labour. He had been a regular frequenter of the 

Savoy Hotel, and the waiters used to tell things about him that we thought 

revolting. This literary scandal coloured the conversations of the working 

classes. Drunkenness was looked upon as something noble compared to 

Oscar Wilde’s vice. I had proof of that one day when Mr. Andrews, after 

missing the front door and clinging to the wall, had to be led inside by his 
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wife. For his answer to her reproaches was: “I may be drunk, but I am not 

Oscar Wilde.” (218)

The figure of Wilde reminds us that Hamp’s memoir has been about appe-
tites, often insatiable, and those who work to satisfy them. It should come 
as little surprise that Hamp’s narrative ends with his leaving behind the 
kitchen work to attend university. (And he will later become a journalist 
reporting on the working classes and labor conditions.) Though by this time 
he has developed into a master cook, he laments, “We accepted injustices 
too easily” (308), and he becomes a “violent Socialist.” He concludes by ask-
ing for his father’s forgiveness for this professional betrayal, and adding a 
somewhat ominous prediction that he will be unable to earn his daily bread 
as a scholar. Hamp sounds for a final, emphatic time that Dickensian call 
to societal restoration: His account of the world of hotel kitchens becomes 
a polemic on socioeconomic disparities; Hamp’s hotel labor reveals, to 
himself and his readers, the distorted cultural values at the gilded heart of 
grand hotel hospitality. Shame defines Hamp’s hotel experiences, as it will 
Wilde’s.

A HOTEL MAN: WILDE’S DIRTY
(SAVOY) LAUNDRY

Oscar Wilde was one of the hotel guests the Savoy staff served. As a hotel 
man, Wilde is the hotel woman’s counterpart, a liminal figure who had an 
uneasy relationship to the bourgeois home. (Recall how Hamp’s patriarch 
proclaimed his family values by asserting, “I am not Oscar Wilde.”) Like a 
hotel woman, this hotel man is a member of the beau monde, an oppositional 
body that tests cultural norms by traveling, repeatedly showing up where he 
doesn’t easily, or wholly, belong. Hotels are, thus, a necessary through line in 
Richard Ellmann’s 1987 biography of Wilde. April 1877 marks the first hotel 
reference in Ellmann’s text: At Rome’s Hotel d’Inghilterra Wilde stayed with 
his dearest Magdalen College friends, Hunter Blair and William Walsford 
Ward. The year 1882 has him next situated in the Grand Hotel in New York, 
while June 1884 finds him at the Hôtel Wagram in Paris with Constance, 
shortly after their wedding. Of course, most of the hotel stays in Wilde’s 
life involve Douglas—and the sizable hotel bills that were a consequence of 
their itinerant lifestyle. Certain hotels, like the Albemarle (which was also 
the name of one of Wilde’s clubs), make repeat appearances in his biogra-
phy. Here is where Wilde took Edward Shelley—a 17-year-old clerk at the 
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publisher Elgin Matthews and John Lane—in 1891.24 This year, often seen as 
Wilde’s annus mirabilis of peak fame and productivity, also begins a period 
in Wilde’s life where there seemed to be considerable porosity between 
Wilde’s home life at 16 Tite Street and his hotel living. In his stay at the Albe-
marle January 1–17, 1893, numerous men came to his hotel suite while he 
was involved with Shelley. And Shelley would sometimes call at Tite Street 
for dinner with both Wilde and Constance. This oscillation between hotel 
stays with men and domestic existence with Constance may be construed 
as Wilde’s attempt at a compartmentalized life; however, a closer look sug-
gests the opposite—that Wilde was leading a kind of “leaky” erotic life that 
blurred the lines between home and the “elsewhere” of hotel living.25 Wilde 
seemed unable to keep certain experiences cordoned in the non-place of 
hotels, extending his hotel life into his nominally domestic existence. For 
Wilde, what happened in hotels did not stay in hotels.26

The Savoy was the hotel that proved most consequential for Wilde. It 
was his preferred location for assignations and where a two-year binge 
involving young men and food would commence. Wilde enjoyed a particu-
larly lengthy Savoy stay with Douglas, March 2–29, 1893; biographer Neil 
McKenna explains that Douglas insisted on the Savoy as his favorite hotel (as 
the city’s most modern and opulent grand hotel) and that Wilde complied, 
eager to facilitate a reconciliation following one of their many fights. The bill 
for this nearly month-long stay was £63, 7s, 10d—the equivalent of £3,800 in 
2005. A connecting door between Bosie’s and Wilde’s rooms permitted some 
degree of privacy, and ensured at least the appearance of propriety. Yet the 
details of what might best be described as Wilde’s spectacular life of privacy 
at the Savoy raise the question: What did privacy mean to Wilde? McKenna 
recounts an incident at the Savoy where Wilde was heard boasting loudly at 
a hotel dinner of his desire for Aubrey Beardsley, and the press was quick 
to report when Wilde at the Aldine Hotel in Philadelphia pronounced his 
love for Walt Whitman. Hotels for Wilde were a stage for courting public-
ity and enjoying the attention of both the press and his fans. But full expo-
sure of his personal life was never Wilde’s objective. Significantly, it became 
Edward Carson’s express aim to expose Wilde’s private activities, to “prove 
Mr. Wilde brought boys into the Savoy Hotel” (O’Sullivan 385). The Savoy 
and its staff were summoned to testify in Wilde’s trials. The most incriminat-

 24. This is also where Wilde took Shelley after the opening night of Lady Windermere’s 
Fan on February 20, 1892.
 25. And, thus, it can be excruciating for a reader to come across such a line in De 
Profundis as “You dined with me either at the Savoy or at Tite Street” (41).
 26. I am especially grateful to Emily Robinson for her work that directly informs this 
section of Hotel London.
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ing evidence was when the Savoy chambermaid Jane Cotta recounted how 
she detected fecal stains on the bed sheets, a report the Savoy’s housekeeper 
Mrs. Perkins confirmed.27 They were “stained in a peculiar way,” the cham-
bermaid explained to the jury, and she confirmed this was not an uncom-
mon occurrence for Wilde. Additional evidence came from the Savoy waiter 
Emile Becker, who claimed he saw at least five different men in the rooms of 
Wilde, and hotel masseur Antonio Miggie was also cross-examined, testify-
ing that he saw a young man sleeping in Wilde’s bed while Wilde dressed. 
As Koestenbaum puts it, “A hotel was Wilde’s undoing” (128).

Several of Edward Carson’s key questions in his 1895 cross-examination 
of Oscar Wilde concerned his hotel way of life: Is it not true that there has been 
a scandal at the Savoy Hotel? Did you bring boys into your rooms at the hotel in 
Paris? Did you know a masseur at the Savoy named Miggie? To Carson’s most 
direct query, Were you living at the Savoy? Wilde responded: “Yes .  .  .  . for 
about a month.”28 Though Wilde had his Tite Street home, hotels seemed 
to provide him, as they do for others, respite. Hotels are places for people 
escaping unhappy home lives, for those who are—and this is one of Hotel 
Theory’s farthest-reaching revelations—uneasy in their homeland. And, thus, 
one can understand Wilde’s life as a series of relocations that begins with 
liberties enjoyed in the temporary togetherness of transience, in the labora-
tory that is, necessarily, the hotel—where Wilde “performed availability” 
and experienced interchanges among lovers, across classes, between home 
and elsewhere.29 The vacancy/no vacancy dichotomy of hotel space marks 
it as a site of refusal, a not-staying, which Koestenbaum further explains: 
“A hotel summons a psychic state—a mood of apartness-as-refuge, of safety 
within transiency, or impermanence’s coziness” (81). The arc of Wilde’s life 
reveals how hotel existence serves, at first, to liberate;30 however, the stain 
that can be hotel life turns privacy quickly into something public, which is 

 27. Sources are inconsistent on the spelling of the maid’s last name, some citing it as 
“Cotter.”
 28. These direct quotes from the trial transcripts come from Merlin Holland’s The 
Real Trial of Oscar Wilde (see pages 111, 210, and 277). In his opening speech on Friday, 
April 5, 1895, Edward Carson has this to say: “I think we have had no explanation .  .  . 
from Mr Wilde himself as to what he was doing with this suite of rooms in the Savoy 
Hotel.  .  .  . It is a very large hotel and it is probably a very easy kind of place to move 
about in” (276).
 29. The phrase “performed availability” is Koestenbaum’s (21). Of course—and this 
has been endlessly recounted—hotel sex for Wilde, though at times with men of his own 
socioeconomic standing, more frequently involved working-class partners.
 30. Though my examination of Wilde’s hotel embodiment focuses on his sexualized 
body, it is interesting that Wilde—like Ouida and so many authors—felt liberated to 
write in the hotel, as happened in the case of Salome, a work he was inspired to write 
one night at a Parisian hotel.
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where scandal enters, leaving Wilde at his final trial to exit the courtroom to 
cries of “Shame!” While the hotel room may allow for ecstatic release, there 
is always the threat of surveillance. For Wilde, the hotel gives way to, and 
even leads to, the prison—another “not-home,” the hotel’s analogue with 
its similar grid-like spatiality where all cells are alike, honeycombed by the 
long corridor, with doors (in the closed, and locked, position) to which oth-
ers have a key. In the final phase of his life, the hotel would afford Wilde 
survival even as it led to extreme dislocation that eventually led to death.31

Wilde’s “journey toward death” moves through various related sites 
(Koestenbaum 124), including the Savoy, the Cadogan, Reading Gaol, and 
13 Rue des Beaux-Arts in Paris. This is a journey from hotel to prison back 
to hotel again. In a moment made famous by John Betjeman’s poem “The 
Arrest of Oscar Wilde at the Cadogan Hotel,” Wilde was apprehended by 
police in Room 118 at the Cadogan on April 6, 1895, where a half-packed 
suitcase indicated his indecision about whether to flee to Europe. Ross and 
Turner had urged Wilde to leave for France to avoid arrest; however, Wilde 
decided instead to go to the hotel where Bosie had been living for five 
weeks. Posttrial in 1895, Wilde had returned to the Albemarle Hotel where 
he had lived on and off between 1891 and 1893. Hotel space seemed to be 
the only option, the proximate alternative to home after Wilde’s trial and fol-
lowing his imprisonment. Released from prison on May 20, Wilde requested 
that a change of clothes be waiting for him at a hotel, so he could slip out 
of his prison garb, self-conscious as he was that the public might see him 
in that clothing (O’Sullivan 420). Might the hotel save him, by conferring 
respectability back upon him? Would the hotel be the stage upon which 
Wilde could perform a different identity? Postscandal, this now seemed 
unlikely, for, following Wilde’s initial release on bail between trials, Wilde 
was asked to leave the Midland Grand after his friend Percy Douglas had 
booked two rooms for them there (O’Sullivan 394). With London’s hotels 
no longer welcoming him in the wake of his scandal, trial, and imprison-
ment, Wilde eventually left for Europe; he checked into Hotel Sandwich in 
Dieppe, signing in under the assumed name “Sebastian Melmoth”—a hotel 
man refashioned in 1897 as an exile. Wilde the hotel guest became another 

 31. Hotels provide an important setting in David Hare’s 1998 play The Judas Kiss. The 
play opens with the hotel manager Mr. Moffatt catching two staff having sex in a guest’s 
room. Mr. Moffat reprimands his employees: “You have indulged in behavior the hotel 
cannot possibly condone. .  .  . The hotel has standards it must maintain” (5). This scene 
summons the contrapuntal themes of risk and regulation central to Wilde’s life with 
Douglas. It also raises the notion of hotel as home, launching the battle between privacy 
and the public, and conjuring the figure of the “foreigner” or the “stranger,” even when 
that stranger is a stranger in his own country and his own life, when his Judas-Lover 
betrays him.
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man, adopting a new identity entangled with his notions about himself and 
society’s ideation of him—his body, “a thing among things, caught in the 
fabric of the world.” In a way, however, he had come home, to a hotel room 
that greeted him with what he valued as life’s most precious gifts: books, 
flowers, and loyal friends Reggie Turner and Robbie Ross.

Yet Wilde’s final years of life in Parisian hotels tell an even more diffi-
cult story about hotel embodiment. Wilde’s personal troubles followed him, 
embedded in the “fugue states” of dissociation that characterize his final 
hotel occupancies (Koestenbaum 23). In May 1899 at the Hôtel Marsollier in 
Paris, he accrued debts he could not pay. It required a kind hotelier at the 
Paris Hôtel d’Alsace, Jean Dupoirier, to resolve Wilde’s overdue accounts 
and release him from this penultimate dwelling. Wilde then moved to Dupo-
irier’s hotel, at 13 Rue des Beaux-Arts, where he lived for almost a year 
and eventually died on November 30, 1900.32 Wilde’s final hotel bill would 
be paid by a friend two years later. Before his death (as if his hotel living 
were not sufficiently complicated), Wilde succumbed to a desire to meet 
up with Douglas in a Naples hotel. This troubled restlessness, and reck-
lessness, underscores the hotel’s distinctive temporality, what Koestenbaum 
calls “abeyance” (33), a prolonging of the temporary. Wilde’s journey from 
hotel to prison to hotel again captures a period of prolongation in which 
he seems to exist under sentence, and runs out of time even as he runs 
away—by not staying. This problematic hotel temporality seems anticipated 
by Wilde himself in what has come to be known as “the Gribsby episode,” 
the scene Wilde was persuaded to cut from The Importance of Being Earnest 
to trim the play from four acts to three. Though an audience knows from 
the play’s opening that Algernon has mounting bills to pay, this excised 
scene depicts the moment of accountability when the lawyer Gribsby comes 
to collect payment for, we learn, unpaid hotel dinners. What is even more 
astonishing, these bills—totaling in excess of £700—are from the Savoy itself, 
as though Wilde’s own anxious existence there is resurfacing in his writing. 
Recall, too, that Jack’s fabricated brother Ernest dies in Paris’s Grand Hotel: 
Caught in arrears, or found dead, these bunburying avatars inhabit the hotel 
as a final threshold space of reckoning.

Hotels can readily serve as the locale of loss (Koestenbaum 21), and 
nowhere in Wilde’s corpus do we feel this more viscerally than in his let-
ter from prison, De Profundis, written in three feverish months in 1897 from 
Reading Gaol. This devastatingly eloquent text, born from the imprisoned 
writer’s despair, fixates on hotels: Wilde faults Bosie for his philistine pre-

 32. This hotel still exists, claiming to be Paris’s smallest five-star hotel, with only 20 
rooms.
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dilection for luxury, which Wilde rejects in turning to Christ. Hotel living 
appeals to Bosie, Wilde explains, because he has his needs—his meals and 
his moods (42). Wilde identifies “shallowness” as the supreme vice (153), 
depicting Douglas’s top concern to be “if I had ordered dinner at the Savoy” 
(133).33 “Your appetite for luxurious living,” Wilde writes, “was never so 
keen” (65). While Wilde portrays Douglas as incapable of being alone and 
too readily drawn to the hotel social scene, Wilde explains that he took quar-
ters outside the household to write without interruption—to be an artist, 
free and alone. It is tragically ironic that this letter of separation prompted 
by Douglas’s intransigent silence during Wilde’s incarceration must con-
demn Douglas for his loquaciousness at hotels—for the letters he would 
leave carelessly lying around hotel rooms, for “blackmailing companions to 
steal, for hotel servants to pilfer, for housemaids to sell” (77). Wilde’s fate 
suggests, of course, that these potentialities were not mere paranoia on his 
part; these hotel letters are some of the materials, as the text reminds us, “so 
produced in Court by your father’s Counsel” (45). In addition to the “very 
unpleasant scenes” Douglas made at places like the Albemarle Hotel, Doug-
las’s recklessness in that context takes yet another form, perhaps the most 
insidious of all: the racking up of hotel bills. Douglas’s extravagance has left 
his lover bankrupt. Wilde now sees that capitulating to Douglas’s plea to be 
taken to the Savoy proved “indeed a visit fatal to me” (48). And he blames 
a hotel bill for keeping him too long in England:

I would have been happy and free in France . . . if I had been able to leave 

the Avondale Hotel. But the hotel people absolutely refused to allow me to 

go. You had been staying with me for ten days: indeed you had ultimately, 

to my great and, you will admit, rightful indignation, brought a compan-

ion of yours to stay with me also: my bill for the ten days was nearly £140. 

The proprietor said he could not allow my luggage to be removed from the 

hotel till I had paid the account in full. That is what kept me in London. 

Had it not been for the hotel bill I would have gone to Paris on Thursday 

morning. (64)

De Profundis is justifiably preoccupied with the matter of shifting lines 
between the private and the public as Wilde corresponds with Douglas “to 
write your life to you” (72). In 1891’s “The Soul of Man,” Wilde argued that 

 33. Other, similar incriminations appear in Wilde’s letter—for example, “All the 
while you are of course living at my expense, driving about, dining at the Grand Hotel, 
and indeed only appearing in my room for money” (56); or “Your own satisfaction in 
the whole affair was, you said, that you retired to the Grand Hotel, and entered your 
luncheon to my account before you left for town” (58).
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“even in prison, a man can be quite free” (11). Yet once incarcerated by soci-
ety’s unjust laws, Wilde becomes a different species, speaking through “The 
Ballad of Reading Gaol,” composed in 1898, singing his chain-gang song not 
as an individual but rather through that corporate voice that is the hallmark 
of the ballad form—here rendered as “we who live in prison” (De Profundis 
54). The arc of Wilde’s life would prove that many claims made in “The Soul 
of Man” were prescient, especially his concern about punishment of a man 
by means of the press (23), and his injunction that “the private lives of men 
and women should not be told in public” (23, 24). Though he recognizes that 
humans are naturally social, he admits there are moments when one must 
abandon society (34). Accordingly, “Reading Gaol” leaves its readers with 
haunting words of exilic pain:

And alien tears will fill for him

Pity’s long-broken urn,

For his mourners will be outcast men,

And outcasts always mourn. (lines 531–34)

Wilde’s sense of affiliation with “outcasts” speaks to the grand hotel’s dou-
ble valence: Hotels build a sense of social belonging—Bourdieu would tell 
us that the luxury hospitality experience involves rituals and practices that 
construct social bonds of class-based identities—at the same time proving a 
refuge for loners—hotel men, alone, together; and together, alone.

How does Wilde’s incarceration differ from his hotel life?34 Prison func-
tions, of course, as a deprivation of freedom, a hardship that was particu-
larly intense for Wilde, who spent 23 hours each day in solitary confinement. 

 34. The potential equivalence of prison and hotel in Wilde’s life makes me think of 
Quiet, a project of the California-born internet entrepreneur and artist Josh Harris. In 
1999 in an empty warehouse in Tribeca, Harris used his own money to build a pod hotel 
where 60 people would agree to spend the last month of the millennium living together 
under a strict set of rules and, most significantly, the electronic surveillance of each other 
and the public. Donning uniforms of grey shirts and orange pants, hotel “guests” would 
not be able to leave, though the public could come and go as they please. Everything was 
free at this nonstop party; however, everything the hotel guests did could be watched, by 
one another as well as the viewing public. Each sleeping bunk was equipped with a cam-
era and a television set: Every moment streamed to the Web. The boundaries between 
audience and performers blurred. A combination bunker, panopticon, prison (the bar 
was appropriately called Hell), Quiet was a conception that metaphorized the Internet. 
However, that Harris chose a pod hotel as his metaphor is of considerable interest to 
me; it seems he understands the characteristic hotel spatiality: separation crossed by 
unrelenting exposure. Quiet was shut down by police and the Federal Emergency Man-
agement Agency in the first few hours of 2000, for fear it was some sort of cult or urban 
outcropping of deviance. I am indebted to Olivia Laing’s The Lonely City for these details.
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Yet the hotel has its own kind of privations, striking Wilde as a “secret 
House of Shame” (“Ballad” 312). Here Wilde experienced what it was to 
become spectacular—that is, to be received and perceived as a spectacle, 
that tragicomic figure he calls a zany of sorrow, a clown in convict’s clothes 
whose heart is broken (De Profundis 129). Wilde’s own body, agential in its 
most private moments, becomes the object of extreme publicity, exposed 
to the public by living at a hotel. Though a hotel room may be a place for 
sexual experimentation, author Joanna Walsh rightly posits this salient ques-
tion: What am I allowed in a hotel room? (9). The hotel seems to sell the privi-
lege of misbehavior; yet, for Wilde, being a hotel man left him “absolutely 
homeless” (De Profundis 97). Four years before De Profundis, Wilde wrote 
to Douglas a poignant, though markedly different, letter of separation. On 
Savoy Hotel stationery, dated March 1893, he writes: “Dearest of all Boys, 
Your letter is delightful, red and yellow wine to me; but I am sad and out of 
sorts” (qtd. in O’Sullivan 347). For Wilde, a writer of letters from prison and 
grand hotels, hotel dwelling is a kind of border-crossing keyed to his affilia-
tion with borderlessness, a point Koestenbaum drives home: “In hotels and 
prisons [Wilde] lived out his bloodtie to the oppressed” (126). Wilde’s hotel 
life, and death, seem a radical redefinition of the Victorian phrase “terminus 
hotel,” imbuing it with Heidegger’s sense of “being-toward-the-end.” For 
Wilde, the grand hotel provided a grand entrance as well as an exit (from 
life).

HOTEL PHENOMENOLOGY:
BENJAMIN’S TYPEWRITTEN NOTE AND

CORNELL’S SHADOW BOXES

Hotels are places for beginnings, connections, freedoms, and terminations. 
Celebrity, emancipation, labor, transgression—these are the stories of four 
hotel men and women. For each, the grand hotel space has fashioned dis-
tinct identities, investing those identities with stories: to work in the hotel; 
to be celebrated in the hotel; to be free in the hotel; to be alone and suicidal 
in the hotel; to deviate in the hotel; to die in the hotel. This new way of 
living in the nineteenth century—this hotel living—offers up tales of for-
tune and failure, the rich and the poor, the famous and the infamous. Like 
Wilde, Walter Benjamin lived out his final days in Paris hotels during a 
two-year exile. In Nice, at the Hôtel du Petit Parc, he contemplated suicide. 
Consciousness in this context was informed by an “ever-present threat of 
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psychic immobility” (Eiland and Jennings 473). The émigré Benjamin had 
left his homeland for political reasons, eventually being expatriated from 
Germany. Stateless, he found his final home in the Hotel Fonda de Franca, 
where he committed suicide—by morphine tablets—at the France-Spain 
border on September 27, 1940. The most devastating detail in Benjamin’s 
suicide is that he had secured an entry visa to America, and the border 
opened the very next day after his death. A man on the verge of the ultimate 
mobility of escape into freedom, Benjamin was immobilized by traumatic 
placelessness. This bodily tie to hotel space and lifestyle connects to Benja-
min’s career spent writing on urban spaces. One thinks of The Arcades Project 
dedicated to flâneurie; here is Benjamin at his freest, wandering through the 
city, bodily dwelling in those spaces, all the while bearing witness to Euro-
pean modernity.35 And one thinks of The Arcades Project sites, especially the 
luxury buildings of the cityscape (909)—the arcade, of course, but also the 
street, the restaurant, the museum, the panopticon, the department store. 
Though “hotels” is not one of this unfinished collection’s completed sec-
tions, Benjamin included “hotel” in his typewritten notes for “materials for 
‘Arcades.’” This reminder-to-self leaves a reader with a palpable sense of 
loss. Both Wilde’s and Benjamin’s hotel endings conjure Eugene O’Neill’s 
famous last words: “I knew it. I knew it. Born in a hotel room and died in a 
hotel room.” Had he lived, it seems Benjamin had intended to write about 
the nineteenth century’s grand hotels, a signature building type born in the 
epoch that birthed him.

As we have seen, thinking and feeling bodies build hotels. There is 
where they dwell, work, desire, write, enact grand entrances, and exit life. 
How odd, then, to conclude this chapter with Joseph Cornell’s seemingly 
disembodied hotel boxes from the 1950s dedicated to the grand hotels of the 
nineteenth century. These boxes appear to capture pure consciousness (more 
spirit than body), and yet they are a thing among things. Indeed, they are 
all about things: marbles, stamps, advertisements, luggage stickers, bits of 
fabric and wire, balls, springs, birds. And these things summon their maker 
(and collector), Joseph Cornell, as much as they conjure the place they aim 
to recapture. And, thus, this final rendering of a body’s situatedness features 
a man who never traveled during his life but who traveled imaginatively 
back to the previous century’s grand hotels. In any conventional sense, he’s 

 35. My phrasing is meant to invoke Howard Eiland’s and Michael W. Jennings’s 
description of Benjamin as “one of the most important witnesses to European moder-
nity,” at the start of their magnificent study, Walter Benjamin: A Critical Life.
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not present in the boxes he designed and left behind—and yet he is.36 A man 
from Nyack, New York, Cornell imagined the grand hotel as an exclusively 
Parisian institution—and it seemed, in keeping with the nineteenth-century 
sense of Parisian grand hotels, to be all about glamour. Cornell’s hotel 
shadow boxes—“Hôtel Eden” (1945), “Hôtel du Nord” (c. 1953), “Apollina-
ris Hôtel de l’Observatoire” (1952), “Grand Hôtel Semiramis” (1950), “Grand 
Hôtel Bon Port” (1952), to name a few—celebrate beauty, novelty, exquisite 
pattern and texture. As many scholars have pointed out, Cornell’s art of 
assemblage is unlike that of an artist such as Kurt Schwitters in that his 
found objects are neither cast-offs nor detritus. Rather they are ghostly relics 
of beauty that seem to have survived by traveling forward in time to tell a 
tale of glamorous travel and luxury hospitality. The many textures captured 
in the boxes summon the sumptuous sensory experience of a luxury hotel 
stay, and the boxes come replete with strange stories—often embedded in 
bits of literal text but also just as likely to hover suggestively by means of the 
boxes’ reliance upon the gestural. The secret, the invisible reigns supreme in 
Cornell’s boxes, which art critic Diane Waldman describes as a “reverie in 
space and time” (37).

Cornell’s boxes follow the logic of the grand hotel. Of course, like a 
Cornell hotel box, the grand hotel is a designed environment. Perhaps the 
shadow box’s glass front best reminds us of this, preparing the way for the 
visitor to enter, to engage—establishing the perspective from which to see, 
to tunnel in, or through which to make a grand entrance. It is a looking in. 
It is simultaneously an interior and an exterior.37 Fundamentally, Cornell’s 
hotel boxes miniaturize the palace hotel’s grandeur, capturing its romance. 
They also, however, remind us that even the massive space of a grand hotel 
is itself making a certain promise of containment, which underlies the vow 
to perfection of a self-sustaining world that caters to a patron’s every desire 
.  .  . all the world under one roof. The logic of chance as well as that of 
simultaneity central to the hotel experience also seems to be in play in Cor-
nell’s boxes—what fabulist Robert Coover calls that “fortuitous juxtaposi-
tion” that is a requirement for grand hotels (10). Any viewer of a Cornell 
shadow box is compelled to wonder about obscured meanings, the secret 
connections among the items gathered within. One such connection lies in 
Cornell’s use of springs and coiled threads in his hotel boxes, which may 

 36. In his edited collection A Convergence of Birds, Jonathan Safran Foer reminds us 
that Cornell’s boxes were not created as museum pieces but, rather, as gifts, meant to 
travel to an intended recipient.
 37. For this observation, I am indebted to Howard Norman in Foer’s A Convergence 
of Birds (55).
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invoke a decidedly hotel-style temporality—a kinetic energy held in abey-
ance, a sense that time has stopped (a familiar description for experiences 
of luxury).38 Another possible interpretation of the spring is as homage to 
industrial innovation and ingenuity. The wire mesh that Cornell often favors 
may suggest the multiple floors, hallways, innumerable doors, the vertical-
ity of the rising rooms (or elevators), the structure and systems that con-
struct the building type of the grand hotel. As we have seen in previous 
chapters, the mechanical engineering necessary for luxury culture’s catered 
experiences was unprecedented. Cornell’s intricately composed bits of hotel 
postcards, advertisements for “ancient reputations,” and fragments of hotel 
restaurant menus turn these boxes into treasured souvenirs preserved from 
the heyday of the luxury hospitality industry.

Cornell bottled—or boxed—the fantasy world of the grand hotel, where 
one is freed from the ordinary. One thinks of the actual stoppered bottle on 
the right margin of the aptly named “Hôtel Eden.” Like the coiled spring 
at the left, it signals a motion in suspension. And then there are the Cornell 
birds, which show up elsewhere in his oeuvre but seem especially at home in 
these boxes: gorgeously green, sometimes blue parrots, perched within—an 
embodiment either of captured freedom or the imminence of flight, a pos-
sessed but exotic beauty, very much there yet transcendent. They are the 
journey-er caged: freedom come to roost; movement, caged. Radiating, or 
seeming to spring, from the birds’ beaks are spiraling wires that also capture 
a sense of arrested motion, a mobility caught in the act, so to speak. These 
exuberant lines mimic the plumes of a bird, reminding a viewer of flight and 
sumptuousness at the same time, as one’s mind may travel associatively to 
scenes of hotel fashion showcasing the luxury clothing trade in plumage at 
the end of the nineteenth century.39 These birds may also represent song, 
the power of expression and imagination. Whatever their multiple valences, 
they are the only objects preserved in whole within containers of fragments. 

 38. In his contribution to A Convergence of Birds, poet Robert Pinsky acknowledges 
the hotel’s distinctive temporality with this stanza, which serves as a kind of jewel-box 
“containment” of Pinsky’s own devising:

The bird a medium of song.
Song a microcosm, a containment
Like the fresh hotel room, ready
For each new visitor to inherit
A little world of time there. (“Song” 185)
 

 39. See Plumes: Ostrich Feathers, Jews, and a Lost World of Global Commerce by Sarah 
Abrevaya Stein for a riveting account of the transatlantic feather fashion and the global 
market that supported it.
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It may just be that they are the perfect instantiation of the grand hotel’s 
glamour.

With their layered texture and their evocative gestures toward mean-
ing, these shadow boxes capture what Susan Buck-Morss calls the “fantasy 
energy” of the nineteenth-century grand hotel dream. Cornell’s inclusion of 
both balls and marbles might reference the globe (and the cosmopolite who 
travels it as well as the earth itself that the grand hotel enterprise girdles); 
they may be included in the collage simply to represent the perfection of 
the spheric shape itself, or—as some scholars have suggested—the games 
of childhood.40 The ball perched on the track at the top of “Hôtel Eden” 
resembles a toy—a “shoot the moon” kind of toy—that reminds the viewer 
of joy and luck, pleasure and chance.41 Perhaps Cornell’s hotel boxes are 
the stand-in for Benjamin’s uncompleted materialist reading of “hotels” in 
The Arcades Project. They revisit the territory Benjamin explored in his essay 
“Charles Baudelaire”: those monuments of the nineteenth century brought 
back to life. Cornell’s hotel assemblages remind us of the dialectical rela-
tionship between past and present, both the dream and the awakening, that 
Benjamin first invited us to ponder.42 Cornell explores the material culture 
of hotel living as it suggests the inapprehensibility of things and their hid-
den lives. In Cornell’s phenomenology of hotel life, we reach a point: the 
Hotel Made New. The things among things within these boxes summon 
bodies, if only the body of one Joseph Cornell, a man who never traveled 
but whose imagination was drawn to the glamorous world of the Victo-
rian palace hotel.43 We may notice the prevalence of windows within Cor-
nell’s hotel boxes—windows looking in and looking out, but more often 

 40. Interestingly, as much as Cornell’s hotel boxes conjure the magic of travel, they 
may also promise “home” (and/or the home of childhood) to their maker, for Cornell 
grew up in a large Victorian house on a hill in Nyack, New York.
 41. This interpretation takes us back to the introduction to Hotel London, which began 
in childhood and quickly moved to the game Monopoly. Cornell seems to understand 
that the grand hotel is about childhood with its imagined freedom and unique liberties. 
It is fitting that Cornell requested that his final museum show be held for children.
 42. Waldman offers a fascinating and relevant reading of the thickly painted interior 
typical of Cornell’s hotel boxes. Though the layered paint is often peeling, this paint 
failure reveals a different, and often richer, color underneath, corresponding for Cornell, 
Waldman argues, to continuity and process—not the inevitability of decline and desue-
tude (118).
 43. Here enter, Immanuel Kant. The philosopher whom I described in my introduc-
tion as the thinker for a globalized world, the writer who defended the right to cross 
borders and to expect universal hospitality, never traveled beyond a 100-mile radius 
from his hometown of Königsberg.



 HOTEL LIVING 169

out and up toward a nighttime sky—a wider world tuned to the scale of 
both grandeur and glamour, cognizant of both dwelling and horizon. This 
is the magic of the grand hotel that conjures within us the power, the urge 
to imagine alternate lives, igniting the inclination toward the “elsewhere” as 
distinct from the merely “here.” Yet these incandescent dreams of the grand 
hotel can glow for only a bit more, as the next chapter turns out the lights.
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“Guests in the depths of hell,” Dark 

Hospitality, and Terror at the Terminus

EXILED LOUIS NAPOLEON III endured a kind of ghostly afterlife in his final 
days, living at the Langham Hotel. It was here, upon his move to London in 
1871, that he persuaded off-duty male hotel staff to help him gather cast-off 
architectural bits—fragments of stone, old heraldic shields, discarded build-
ing scraps—to construct a 20-foot high Gothic folly called La Fernerie on the 
hotel grounds. This façade of a simulated picturesque cottage stood for over 
a century, a dark monument to fading aristocratic privilege. It made for a 
peculiar kind of final home, with its pathos-rich insistence on architectural 
grandeur; it was—like a ghost—an absence that asserted itself as a presence. 
It is said that to this day Napoleon’s ghost walks the kitchens of the Lang-
ham. Room 333 at the hotel, however, is its most haunted room, where a 
phantom described as an old man in Victorian dress regularly visits guests, 
first appearing as an orb of light and then floating, without legs below the 
knees. A different ghost sighting at the Langham involves a German prince 
who, suffering from unrequited love, jumped from a top floor balcony to 
end his life shortly prior to World War I. And the ghost of a hotel visitor 
killed by a bomb during the Blitz roams the hotel still. The Langham is not 
unique in its abundance of apparitions. All hotels have their phantoms and 
their legends. In part, this is surely due to the distinctive temporality and 
spatiality of the grand hotel, where the past lingers and the individual is far 



from alone.1 To construe the hotel as a haunted space fulfills a need (or com-
pulsion) in us, some easily piqued curiosity or inclination.2 Is it the imposing 
scale of the grand hotel, which makes it more massive than we can compre-
hend? Is it that we come to hotels in search of repose and rest and are, thus, 
terrified to imagine their antinomy?3 Did Marcel Duchamp get it right in 
his famous aphorism of 1953: “A GUEST + A HOST = A GHOST”? In true 
ghostly fashion, hotel ghosts are bodies that are not at rest—bodies that have 
been in some way violated or imprisoned, somehow unjustly treated, and, 
thus, wander this earth, unable to settle in peace. They are the past checking 
in to the present, overstaying their welcome, so to speak. These abject bodies 
find their last home in the grand hotel—spectral presences of restless nights 
in modernity’s unreal city.

However much the grand hotel is meant to function as a utopian space 
of the orderly, the beautiful, the clean, and the bright, it has its dark poten-
tial—its noir side. As a sanctuary, the hotel can readily become a space for 
secrets and privacy, reminding us of the inapprehensible in our lives.4 This 
is the striking multivalence of hotel culture. Given its rhythms and spatial 
dynamics, as well as its operations centered on permission (as Sala was first 
to argue, in a hotel you can be anything you wish to be), hotel life can slip 
easily into the illicit.5 The tensions and contradictions inherent in the hotel 
enterprise reveal it as a force of order as well as disorder, respectability and 
dissolution, safety and potential violence. The heterotopic nature of the hotel 
recalls Judith Walkowitz’s definition of cosmopolitanism as a bourgeois 

 1. Caroline Levine makes a general claim about institutions: They “effectively com-
pel us to live in multiple periods at once” (60). Such a claim seems particularly apt about 
grand hotels, given their doubled temporality, invoking glamour of a bygone age but 
also showcasing the latest modernizations.
 2. Hence the appeal of such a book as Tom Ogden’s Haunted Hotels: Eerie Inns, 
Ghoulish Guests, and Creepy Caretakers (2010) and such films as Kubrick’s The Shining and 
Hitchcock’s Psycho.
 3. Koestenbaum explains it this way: “In the hotel, we hearken to the presence of 
the before-hand, the haunting” (42).
 4. Robert Machray’s The Night Side of London (1902) seems to recognize this kinship 
between the luxury trade of grand hotels and the city’s invisible underbelly.
 5. Think of the many modern texts and films where the hotel permits the illicit. It is 
at the Grand Hôtel des Bains, on the Lido of Venice, where author Gustav von Aschen-
bach lusts for Tadzio in Thomas Mann’s Death in Venice. Humbert Humbert and Lolita 
find their only home in a series of motel rooms. Carol Aird and Therese Belivet take to 
the open road in search of erotic and emotional freedom in the 2015 film Carol. The list 
goes on to include such varied works as Sam Shepard’s 1983 play Fool for Love, F. Scott 
Fitzgerald’s Tender Is the Night (1934), Eugene O’Neill’s last one-act play, Hughie, Jean 
Rhys’s Good Morning, Midnight (1939), and W. G. Sebald’s Austerlitz (2001).
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story of privilege that can turn into a narrative of transgression, displace-
ment, and degeneration in Nights Out. Zones for new possibilities, hotels are 
both utopic and dystopic. The hotel is an aleatory space and, with its cell-
like rooms arranged by an architectural logic of replication, an uncanny one. 
It is home for the many, over and over again. It feels like home and not—the 
unheimlich Heimlich, to use Freud’s formulation.6 Hotel dwelling is rife with 
mystery, providing secret chances for misconduct, sex, and crime.7 Kracauer 
saw in the hotel lobby a place for coincidence; the necessity of social masks 
in this setting increases the odds of replication and interchangeability. “To be 
in [a] hotel,” Koestenbaum writes, “is to float” (7). About this locus for loss 
and transgression, Koestenbaum clarifies a bit further, with poetic economy: 
“Hotels radiate noir atmosphere: anonymity, shadow, knife, soullessness” 
(123). This concatenation unfurls like a formula for a whodunnit (complete 
with atmospherics, murder weapon, and motive), underscoring the impera-
tives of mobility and privacy that build a hotel world’s social arrangements.

Fittingly, hotels have a consequential role to play in nineteenth-century 
literature of sensation. The Great Eastern Hotel shows up in the opening 
line of Bram Stoker’s Lair of the White Worm; the Great Eastern is also Van 
Helsing’s hotel of choice during his first visit to London in Dracula. These 
expositional details conjure a cosmopolitan world and its mysteries: secret 
connections, potential invasions, passings and border-crossings of various 
and nefarious kinds between core and periphery. The hotel is where ghosts, 
monsters, and freaks may lurk; it is their entry point in the homeland, the 
invasive species’s portal—the zone of contact between “here” and “there.” 
As Koestenbaum puts it, with enviable phrasing: “transfusions and transmi-

 6. In keeping with her profound grasp on modern London life, Virginia Woolf 
understood the disquieting nature of hotel culture. In her masterpiece of existential 
struggle, Mrs. Dalloway, she has Peter Walsh, back from five years in India, return one 
night to his London hotel. Consumed by the failure he feels his life has been, haunted by 
the fact that Clarissa married Richard (and not him), painfully aware of how existence is 
thwarted and complicated by the narratives and desires of others, the 53-year-old would-
be lover of Clarissa Dalloway expresses his dark thoughts. The modern London hotel is 
the perfect objective correlative to his agon (155).
 7. A Victorian set-piece of hotel sex, chapter 22 in the anonymously written My 
Secret Life has the protagonist Walter encountering a certain Mrs. O*b***e in a hotel in 
a Swiss town. The communicating door between their rooms allows for eavesdropping 
and some erotic voyeurism through the peephole and then, two nights later, eventual 
access. A titillating concern of the chapter is that the chambermaid will discover the 
soiled bed sheet, which will “be a witness against us” (219). Walter carefully hides the 
evidence.
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grations occur in hotels: Dracula, blood-mingling, identity-swap” (9).8 The 
occult powers that reside in the hotel make it the perfect context for other 
occurrences of extreme passing. The hotel can be a fitting end for charac-
ters caught in tragic lives. Paris’s Grand Hotel is where the scofflaw, Jack’s 
younger brother “Ernest,” is sent to die in The Importance of Being Earnest.9 
He is the identity-swap of Jack Worthing, dutiful guardian to Cecily, who 
invents this blood kin as a way of enjoying an alternate life. Perhaps one 
of the most infamous of literary hotel women, Zola’s celebrated prostitute 
Nana must endure a harrowing death in Paris’s Le Grand Hôtel. As a new 
kind of space that can prove alienating to human subjects, the hotel can sig-
nal the cognitive distress crucial to sensation fiction, which aims to shock the 
body with the incomprehensible. These are moments of what we might call 
extreme cogitation. When in Wilkie Collins’s The Moonstone Lady Verinder 
expresses concern that her daughter Rachel will place the valuable Indian 
diamond in the unlocked Indian cabinet, Miss Rachel cries out in pained 
confusion: “Good Heavens, mamma! Is this an hotel? Are there thieves in the 
house?” As the plot unfolds, Rachel’s distress proves justified: The Moonstone 
turns out to be a terrifying tale of a house, and a family, invaded. The hor-
rors of a hotel existence darken H. G. Wells’s scientific romance The Sleeper 
Awakes, which construes the dystopic future as a hotel. Wells’s description of 
the commune of blue-clad futurians is worth quoting at length:

The typical Victorian “Home” .  .  . [had] vanished as surely as the wattle 

hut.  .  .  . London .  .  . was no longer an aggregation of houses but a prodi-

gious hotel, an hotel with a thousand classes of accommodation, thousands 

of dining halls, chapels, theatres, markets and places of assembly, a syn-

thesis of enterprises.  .  .  . People had their sleeping rooms, with, it might 

be, antechambers, rooms that were always sanitary at least whatever their 

degree of comfort and privacy, and for the rest they lived much as many 

people had lived in the new-made giant hotels of the Victorian days, eating, 

reading, thinking, playing, conversing, all in places of public resort. (177)

 8. I call Koestenbaum’s phrasing here “enviable” because this language of embodi-
ment, with its focus on bodily fluids, perfectly suits commentary on Dracula. It also 
anticipates my reading of Horrors of Hotel Life in this chapter.
 9. In act 2 of The Importance of Being Earnest, Jack dressed in mourning clothes shares 
the news of his brother’s demise with Chasuble and Miss Prism: “He died abroad; in 
Paris, in fact. I had a telegram last night from the manager of the Grand Hotel” (506). 
Wilde himself stayed here in November and December of 1891.
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French illustrator Albert Robida visualized a future to match Wells’s. In his 
1883 “Au Sommet de L’Arc de Triomphe,” he uses a hotel as the key social 
formation to map the contours of life in the next century: a built environ-
ment of extreme verticality and architectural gigantism, the habitat for a 
mass consumer culture in maniacal motion.

A space in which to hide (things, selves, pasts, crimes, transgressions), 
the hotel provides a particularly rich and evocative milieu for the operations 
central to detective fiction. In Arthur Conan Doyle’s first Holmes story, “A 
Scandal in Bohemia,” the hotel launches the mystery to follow, as the King 
of Bohemia, desirous of a consultation with Holmes, checks in at the Lang-
ham under the name of Count Von Kramm. In A Study in Scarlet (1887), 
the debut of the Holmes franchise, John Watson returns from the Second 
Afghan War, weak, emaciated, and wounded, and finds a hotel in the cess-
pool of London. His “time at a private hotel in the Strand” is “comfortless 
and meaningless,” as well as costly, and his decision to leave it brings him to 
his bachelor life at 221B Baker Street. But the point remains: By means of the 
hotel, this traveler has returned to the city and will soon join forces with the 
master detective Holmes. In Sign of Four (1890), Captain Morstan, an officer 
in the Indian regiment, comes home to London, giving the Langham Hotel 
as his address. After Miss Morstan waits for her father at the Langham, she 
is informed by the hotel manager that she should communicate with the 
police and advertise in the papers that her father never returned to the hotel 
after going out the night before. Ten years later, she comes to Holmes: Her 
father is still missing, while his luggage remains at the Langham. The affini-
ties between hotel life and detective fiction establish a world of departures 
and returns, bodily traces, disappearances, and altered appearances. Both 
the lacunae and the matter left behind require a detective’s solution. Like 
Miss Morstan in the hotel lobby, the world of the detective novel is in limbo 
awaiting resolution.

The hotel room is “detection’s haunt,” and “the thief is the hotel’s anti-
body—circulating, cunn[ing], crazy” (Koestenbaum 122, 12). It is here, in “a 
society bereft of reality” (Kracauer “The Hotel Lobby” 175), where togeth-
erness has, at best, a fugitive meaning. Edgar Allan Poe’s 1845 short story 
“The Man of the Crowd” demonstrates well the engine of detective fiction, 
and its alliance to hotel culture. For Poe’s story finds its perfect métier in 
a hotel lobby.10 It is from a window in such a lobby that the narrator, who 
tells us he has been lately ill but is now convalescent, satisfies his “keenest 

 10. Based on a related logic, Benjamin calls “The Man of the Crowd” the “dialectic 
of flânerie: on one side, the man who feels himself viewed by all and sundry as a true 
suspect and, on the other side, the man who is utterly undiscoverable, the hidden man” 
(The Arcades Project, Convolute M, 420).
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appetency” by observing the crowd on the street outside (89). We are in the 
center of London, on one of its most populous streets, at the D—Hotel, and 
the narrator has his “brow to the glass” (94). He is, in other words, receptive 
to the experiential. Like a flâneur who sits (rather than strolls) or a watchful 
detective, the narrator parses the crowd, noting clues of the body, clothes, 
and behavior to detect (his word) the various identity groups within the 
larger, anonymous crowd. His exegesis descends a sliding scale of gentility 
until he is mired in disaggregating the various swindlers of the city street: 
the dashing, the gamblers, men of wit, Jew peddlers, street beggars, shop 
girls, prostitutes, and drunkards. His eye then focuses on the figure who will 
be his quarry—a stranger, 65 or 70 years old, who seems bent on purpose-
less pursuit, wandering the streets all night to end his peregrinations at a 
gin palace in the city’s most squalid slums, only to return to the D—Hotel at 
dawn. Poe’s narrator—who follows the follower—must concede at last that 
the man is London’s most wanted, “the type and the genius of deep crime. 
He refuses to be alone. He is the man of the crowd. It will be in vain to fol-
low; for I shall learn no more of him, nor of his deeds” (99). He cannot be 
read. His secrets remain inscrutable.

Poe’s story operates within a hotel frame: The expositional is consequen-
tial, for the randomness of the hotel lobby has brought these two, pursuer 
and pursued, together. Hotels and detective fiction are both forms for con-
cealment and mystery. Both provide harbor for secret lives and the weird 
and inscrutable bits within those lives. Detective fiction typically pivots 
between talk and silence, invisibility and exposure, secrecy and disclosure. 
The genre’s basic architecture is of puzzle and solution, crime and detection. 
Before detection resolves the mystery, boundaries are established so they can 
be transgressed; norms are erected so that delinquency can raise its perverse 
head. With all eyes watching in a network culture, the hermeneutics of sus-
picion are activated, uncovering the hidden links that connect seemingly 
disparate elements in a story—much like hotel guests, who are figures that 
are alone together. The detective is the hero who embodies the power of 
knowing, on the scene to defuse the terror of the unseen. Similarly, a hotel 
ensures proximity crossed with distance; here we spend nights with oth-
ers—in the hotel lobby we are “pure exterior” (Kracauer, “The Hotel Lobby” 
183), uncanny to fellow guests, both near and not.11 This affinity of literary 
form to social form should leave us unsurprised that Agatha Christie, heir to 

 11. An 1868 Times piece “Hotel Robberies” literalizes this affinity between hotels and 
crime/detection. A Mr. Anthony Wright Biddulph, writing from Arthur’s Club, says this 
about hotel proprietors: “When they have filled their hotels with persons about whom 
they really know nothing, do they do all in their power to insure the safety of their 
guests’ property?” (5).
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the great nineteenth-century tradition of detective fiction, situates her Miss 
Marple in a fictionalized Brown’s in her 1953 At Bertram’s Hotel. Just as fit-
tingly Rick Moody finds provocative subject matter in the strange sociability 
of hotel life for his 2015 novel Hotels of North America, a work in fragments 
that poses as the collected writings of Reginald Morse, who, we later learn 
in an afterword by “Rick Moody,” has gone missing. The mysterious writer 
R. E. Morse reviews hotels for RateYourLodging.com and has left behind his 
online posts that contain embedded ruminations on home and love, loneli-
ness and intimacy. These are hotel stories—the stories of life’s mysteries that 
hotels generate. Hotels, Moody writes, offer a “second life of a sort . . . some-
where between your everyday, commonplace existence and a dream world” 
(8). Here is where double lives can be unleashed, free to be.12

BENNETT’S PALACE INCOGNITO

In 1902 Arnold Bennett’s The Grand Babylon Hotel appeared as a serial in The 
Golden Penny, which was heavily advertised at railway stations. It became 
Bennett’s most famous and successful work. Writing 15 installments in 15 
days, Bennett produced a feverishly sensational narrative that depends 
on the density of a grand hotel (a density that suits the serialized publi-
cation format) to pack each installment with shocking cliffhangers. With 
Koestenbaum’s equivalency in mind—“‘Book’ and ‘hotel’—two forms of 
assemblage” (156)—one can only conclude that Bennett’s hotel narrative 
twists are perfectly situated. That perfect site, the novel’s titular character, 
is London’s Grand Babylon, which we are told is one of the city’s premier 
hotels, opened in 1869 by the famed Swiss hotelier Félix Babylon, who has 
enjoyed 30 years of success as London’s top hotelier.13 At the hotel restau-
rant one sultry night in June, hotel guest and American millionaire Theodore 
Racksole is unable to order what he wants for food and drink. It is a special 
evening, for he and his daughter, Nella, are celebrating her birthday. Out-
raged, this third richest man in the United States offers to buy the establish-
ment. He and his perspicacious daughter become proprietors and are soon 
steeped in mysteries and complications. Racksole’s first order of business 

 12. One might also think of William Gibson’s cyberpunk story “New Rose Hotel” 
(1984) that imagines a futuristic world of corporate espionage where the narrator, a 
spy, hides in a Japanese capsule hotel—the New Rose—waiting for the return of his fel-
low spy and love interest, Sandii, who has mysteriously disappeared. Hiding from his 
would-be assassins, he meditates on a life spent in the hotels of the world.
 13. For his grand hotel on the Embankment, Bennett is using as his model the Lon-
don hotel he most loved, the Savoy; thus, Félix Babylon bears some resemblance to Ritz, 
and Rocco to Escoffier.



 HOTEL NOIR 177

is to fire head waiter Jules who proved insolent the previous night in the 
restaurant. The next day, the hotel clerk Miss Spencer disappears without 
explanation. And soon, as in all good mysteries, a corpse shows up: that of 
Reginald Dimmock, equerry to Prince Eugen, prince regnant of the country 
Posen, for whom Dimmock was to prepare the way at the Grand Babylon. 
Up until his murder, Dimmock had been alarmed at the Prince’s failure to 
arrive at the Grand Babylon. Why Dimmock was murdered, and by whom—
along with the inexplicable absence of the Prince—are the narrative’s central 
mysteries. As if the plot were not already sufficiently mystifying, Dimmock’s 
body soon goes missing. Nella, the key “detective” figure in the novel, joins 
forces with Prince Eugen’s young uncle, Prince Aribert, to get to the bottom 
of this “rather queer business” (54), which will include, among other ordeals, 
descending to the hotel’s subterranean labyrinth of storage and service 
rooms. To further complicate the plot, Nella and Prince Aribert have a briefly 
referenced backstory involving a past encounter at a Parisian hotel that pre-
vious spring, and it seems that Posen’s royal family has a secret to hide. In 
short, there is much to clear up on several levels, and Racksole, Prince Arib-
ert, and Nella commence their detection work, exploring the secret spaces of 
the Grand Babylon as well as traveling to Europe, to which the translocal site 
of the grand hotel connects them.

The Grand Babylon is “first in expensiveness, first in exclusiveness, first 
in that mysterious quality known as ‘style’” (16). Consistent with Bennett’s 
novelistic method, the narrative’s attention to the drawing of space is metic-
ulous. The first detail we learn about the Grand Babylon is telling: It is the 
only London hotel with a separate entrance for Royal visitors that is in con-
stant use. It is “a palace incognito” (16). Other details confirm this sense of 
unknowability, attesting to what might paradoxically be called the presence 
of the concealed. We quickly meet the “three gods” of the Grand Babylon: 
Jules the headwaiter, Miss Spencer, and the greatest of them all, the head 
chef Rocco. We are immediately aware that Jules enjoys an undisputed mas-
tery arising from a secret knowledge, telegraphed in the opening tableau’s 
detail of the noiseless tread of the hotel’s first-class waiters moving across 
thick Oriental rugs. This small fact of invisible labor recurs when we are 
introduced to Miss Spencer, the hotel clerk in command of her secret lair—
which Bennett details as “a fairly large chamber, with two sliding glass par-
titions which overlooked the entrance-hall and the smoking-room” (14). Her 
location makes her the all-seeing eye. She is, we are told, an institution at the 
hotel; no one knows her age, and her knowledge of London and the world 
of travel, though she herself has not traveled, is unrivalled. In effect, these 
gnostic figures of hotel science introduce us to the inapprehensible; from 
the novel’s start, we know that we do not know all. And like hotel guests, 
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readers of this novel are passive, child-like recipients of services—in this 
case, a good yarn—that make us feel as though we are in good hands. It is 
a fitting detail that at the novel’s end, even when the central mysteries have 
been resolved, Miss Spencer—who as head clerk should function as a force 
of order within the hotel—remains inexplicably gone, never to be heard of 
again, a frayed thread in the novel’s otherwise tidy closure.

Bennett continues his fine-grain description of life in the hotel, commit-
ted to the world-building he loved most to create as a writer. The Grand 
Babylon is labyrinthine, with its wine cellars and secret passageways; it is 
also carceral space, with the lift serving as a prison to lock Racksole away 
for a night; finally, it is dangerously vertiginous space, as Jules falls to his 
death from the roof during his attempted getaway. When the Grand Babylon 
is first described, the proprietor identifies centrality as its defining institu-
tional trait: “All the men that move the world, put up under my roof. Lon-
don is the centre of everything, and my hotel—your hotel—is the centre of 
London” (26). But Félix Babylon is quick to add that the hotel possesses its 
dark borders, “necessarily also shelter[ing] nameless and numberless plot-
ters, schemers, evil-doers, and workers of mischief. The thing is as clear 
as day—and as dark as night.  .  .  . Only sometimes I get hints, glimpses of 
strange acts and strange secrets” (26).14 The strange, the oblique, the periph-
eral, the merely glimpsed, the Grand Babylon gives new owner Racksole an 
unsettling first night: “The hotel seemed vast, uncanny, deserted. An electric 
light glowed here and there at long intervals. On the thick carpets, Rack-
sole’s thinly-shod feet made no sound, and he wandered at ease to and fro, 
rather struck by the peculiar sense of night and mystery” (34). The Grand 
Babylon’s definitively noir atmosphere matches gothic London, the unreal 
city, with its metonymic Thames River that holds secrets in its depths. Near 
the end of the novel as Racksole chases a steam launch in pursuit of Jules, 
a lengthy passage of exposition paints a world of shadows where the very 
heart of London is itself a heart of darkness:15

Over everything brooded an air of mystery—a spirit and feeling of strange-

ness, remoteness, and the inexplicable. . . . Racksole could scarcely believe 

that he was in the very heart of London—the most prosaic city in the 

world . . . and that at Cannon Street Station, a few yards off, other people 

 14. As Racksole spies upon Rocco embalming Dimmock’s corpse, he must acknowl-
edge, “The atmosphere of such a caravánserai must necessarily be an atmosphere of 
mystery and problems apparently inexplicable” (100).
 15. A reader of this passage cannot help but think of the disquieting vision of Lon-
don with which Conrad’s Heart of Darkness opens, published nearly contemporaneously 
to The Grand Babylon Hotel in 1899.
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were calmly taking the train to various highly respectable suburbs whose 

names he was gradually learning. He had the uplifting sensation of being 

in another world. . . . The most ordinary noises—of men calling, of a chain 

running through a slot, of a distant siren—translated themselves to his 

ears into terrible and haunting sounds, full of portentous significance. He 

looked over the side of the boat into the brown water, and asked himself 

what frightful secrets lay hidden in its depth. (185)

Like most detective novels, The Grand Babylon Hotel is marked by an 
intense visuality. And the site of the hotel addresses the related issues of 
exposure and concealment that fuel detective fiction. In chapter 6, appropri-
ately called “In the Gold Room,” a ball is hosted in the hotel’s grand saloon. 
The party is not an occasion for describing beautiful ladies, intricate dances, 
or the sumptuous clothes of the wealthy guests. Rather, Bennett’s eye is 
drawn to the grand saloon because it makes a double-surveillance system 
possible. His focus is not so much the object in one’s line of sight but, rather, 
the aperture itself. First described is the balcony surrounding the ballroom 
where guests can observe the dancers below. Bennett’s description contin-
ues: “What everyone did not know—what no one knew—was that higher 
up than the balcony there was a little barred window in the end wall from 
which the hotel authorities might keep a watchful eye, not only on the danc-
ers, but on the occupants of the balcony itself” (53). The narrative assures 
us, “Strange matters and unexpected faces had been descried from the little 
window, and more than one European detective had kept vigil there with 
the most eminently satisfactory results” (53). Interestingly it is from this 
small window that Racksole first espies Jules in the party crowd; later, when 
Racksole returns to the dark room with the aperture, he finds that Jules, 
after some cat-and-mouse maneuvering, is positioned at the lookout him-
self. The intense visuality of this chapter continues as Racksole spends the 
early dawn hours witnessing the flow of goods in and out of his hotel. It is 
a quiet passage of cogitation, the novel informs us, yet somehow the swirl-
ing eddy of commercial exchange leaves a reader feeling unsettled. Racksole 
watches “the supplies come in from Covent Garden, from Smithfield, from 
Billingsgate, and from other strange places. . . . At 7 a.m. he happened to be 
standing near the luggage lift, and witnessed the descent of vast quantities 
of luggage, and its disappearance into a Carter Paterson van” (56).16

 16. As we will later learn, this dispatched luggage is the cover for the departure of 
Dimmock’s corpse from the hotel, in a moment of visuality that is, ultimately, opaque in 
the most consequential of ways. Here potential exposure yields to concealment, though 
we may suspect this possibility, given the news of the disappearance of the dead body 
directly following Racksole’s long night of witness.
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Such optical plenitude is characteristic of both the detective novel and the 
hotel. Reading appearances, especially when obscured by disguise, becomes 
a recurring activity in Bennett’s novel. Indeed, it is Racksole’s observation 
of a wink exchanged between Jules and Dimmock that first arouses his sus-
picion. The need to know more is evident in the novel’s recurrent inter-
est in how characters appear; the novel often remarks on how characters 
give impressions of being either “x” or “y.” Is each impression, an attentive 
reader must ask, true or false? With this nagging question, The Grand Babylon 
Hotel makes the problem of social intelligibility legible. Jules is not, after all, 
a French waiter but, rather, Tom Jackson, a Brit from Hertfordshire. Rocco 
only poses as a European master chef; in truth, he is Elihu P. Rucker from 
West Orange, New Jersey—an American impersonating a different kind of 
foreigner. And, while Miss Spencer can pass as Baroness Zerlinski, she also 
claims, dubiously, to be married to Jules. Already in the second chapter, 
Felix Babylon raises the possibility of his staff’s other lives and concludes, 
“Even Rocco may be someone else in addition to Rocco” (26). Simply put, 
Bennett shifts the “what lies underneath” mechanism of mystery fiction into 
hyperdrive, leaving much to be parsed in this novel packed with clues, the 
material, the bodily, the evidentiary. Again, it is significant that a physical 
exchange between two hotel figures—Jules’s wink to Dimmock—launches 
the queer business of the novel. Other material facts accumulate: the shat-
tered window in Nella’s room and the ribbon on the door—the specific door 
of No. 111. This is a world of occluded transmissions and covert communi-
cations, in which news can be passed along on a slip of paper inside a cream 
puff (Rocco’s communiqué to Miss Spencer, dressed as the Baroness). The 
reader’s (and detective’s) job is to read these material traces as evidentiary, 
for what they can make evident in an uncertain world.

Of course, the novel’s greatest bodily trace is Dimmock’s corpse. The 
corpse is a conventional element in detective and mystery fiction; however, 
this is a particularly odd corpse, for Bennett takes care to showcase it within 
the hotel setting. Relying upon the revealed/concealed dyad, Bennett has 
his criminals hide the body in the hotel’s State apartments, one of its most 
spectacular yet most private chambers. The hotel context charges Dim-
mock’s poisoned body with a particular valence: He has died by ingesting, 
in an act of hospitality gone horribly wrong. The hotel “gang” has clearly 
broken the host-guest code. It is fittingly gruesome that Rocco, master chef 
and nourisher of bodies, prepares the corpse. Armed with his kitchen-like 
implements, Rocco proves a master embalmer. An infernal kind of cook, he 
sustains the abject body of Reginald Dimmock, traitor to the hotel gang; 
Rocco’s job is to keep the body out of view while keeping it around. In his 
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role as a documentarian of the morbid and a preserver of flesh, he even pho-
tographs the body like an ersatz Weegee. The novel’s climax occurs not with 
the resolution of the mystery but in the process of discovering this body.17 
As we follow Racksole through the hidden passageway between floors, his 
descent leads him to a peephole through which to observe Rocco’s infer-
nal preparations. We, too, are there in the cramped dark space with “the 
hidden watcher” (98–99) in this climactic chapter of emplaced bodies and 
surveillance.

Rocco explains to Racksole the fate of Dimmock’s body: “It’s been in 
my room, and one night it was on the roof; once it went out of the hotel 
as luggage, but it came back the next day as a case of Demerara sugar” 
(105). In its uncanny migrations, the corpse embodies the aleatory nature 
of the hotel with its circuits and networks of international exchange. The 
global plot requires a certain kind of mobility, a circulation of goods and cul-
tures and people—and, thus, Racksole, the American speculator who aims 
to invest in a British enterprise, is an essential character. Chapter 1 began 
with a tense exchange between American-style consumer demands and the 
“French” headwaiter working for a Swiss hotelier. As it is revealed, Prince 
Eugen’s secret exposes the global politics of the novel: He cannot marry 
the woman he wishes to, Princess Anna of Eckstein-Schwartzburg, until his 
debts are cleared. In the meantime, the King of Bosnia’s ministers aim to 
marry Princess Anna off to their king. They hire the hotel gang and accom-
plices to delay a meeting the Prince has arranged at the Grand Babylon with 
“court pawnbroker” Mr. Sampson Levi, thereby preventing the Prince from 
borrowing funds to pay his debt. Without that loan of a million, the Prince 
explains, “Mr. Levi . . . you will alter the map of Europe” (153). The translo-
cal hotel opens up upon the world:

It was a scene characteristic of the end of the nineteenth century—an over-

fed, commonplace, pursy little man who had been born in a Brixton semi-

detached villa .  .  . in a hotel belonging to an American millionaire, the 

representative of a race of men who had fingered every page of European 

history for centuries, and who still, in their native castles, were surrounded 

with every outward circumstance of pomp and power. (153)

Appropriately, Rocco calls the Grand Hotel a “great game” with “great 
opportunities.” Rocco is fated to continue as a star player in that game; at 

 17. If Rocco is a spin on famed Savoy chef M’Escoffier, then Bennett is having fun 
with the fact of M’Escoffier’s fame as an expert in food preservation when Rocco claims, 
“a corpse betrays itself. . . . It’s the kind of thing that won’t keep” (104).
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the novel’s end, he has moved to Buenos Aires to build the reputation of a 
splendid new hotel. In similar fashion, it was Jules’s purported plan (before 
his death) to travel to Constantinople to work in a new French hotel there. 
This network of grand hotels—interconnected buildings of a type that trav-
els as readily as humans travel—speaks to a transnational flow that provides 
the milieu for this novel. A threshold space, the grand hotel is characterized 
by a porosity that allows for complications; it is a membrane of sorts that 
permits connection and migration.

PROXIMITY AND TERROR

Published in 1884, Horrors of Hotel Life is a very different kind of text that, 
nevertheless, presents an equally dark exploration of hotel noir. Written “by 
a Reformed Landlord,” this brief but packed (more about that soon) pam-
phlet is a sensationalized exposé of hotel life in America. The author presents 
himself as one in possession of secret knowledge—about which he is willing 
to come clean. Apparently, he aims to clean up the hotel industry through 
his accounts of hotel mismanagement. The Preface points to a potentially 
vast readership: This book will interest “any person who has ever stopped 
at any hotel” (emphasis mine). The aim of reform, however, is only a ruse; 
the true objective is to titillate and/or incite panic through tales of terror. In 
this haunted house of a hotel, there are no skeletons in the closet but, rather, 
bodies. The slim pamphlet is replete with corporeal transgressions and illicit 
bodies. The “reformed” landlord is no reformer as he describes his objective 
of shedding light on the “many dark closets and crooked passages in the 
great hotels of the country” to showcase the primary source of terror here: 
proximity. Within the space of the hotel, human sociality is haunted by other 
(others’) bodies.

The “hotel body” is construed in various ways by the text: There is the 
individual guest but also endless inter-body exchanges and, ultimately, the col-
lective shape of the social body. The exposé opens with a tableau of the weary 
traveler—the previous hotel guest, who uses the hotel services and moves on. 
Next to arrive on the scene is “you,” the reader and, by implication, the cur-
rent guest. The text’s pronoun switch from “him” to “you” is its first shock, 
and “you” accordingly provides the chilling final word of the sixth para-
graph: You have become intimate with this last guest, using his towel, his 
soap, his bed. In effect, this pamphlet of horrors moves too close (to home) 
for comfort. Bodies in the crowded pamphlet grow more terrifying as they 
are classed, gendered, and raced. Following the hook of the opening pro-
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noun switch, the pamphlet offers its next terrifying tale of the chambermaid 
who, following the example of wealthy female guests, covertly employs 
hotel room towels as menstrual pads. As if the image of a bleeding work-
ing-class female body is not sufficiently repellant to readers of the 1880s, 
the cross-class contamination—with the behavior of a bourgeois matron cor-
rupting the laboring class—intensifies the terror.18 Both women are bodies 
of excess, at once somatically fluid and repulsively unhygienic. But they are 
not the text’s only dirty bodies. The body of the lazy, bleeding chambermaid 
connects later with the hotel waiters, who, we are told, are typically foreign, 
highly sexed, and infamous for their “private diseases” (26). Throughout 
the text, the secret lives of the waiters’ bodies build an equivalency between 
foreign-ness and filth. The pamphlet’s most frequently foregrounded bodily 
affront is the oozing syphilitic sore.

Because hotels are a public domesticity, proximity becomes the locus of 
the frightening. The body’s vulnerability in a hotel is particularly felt; for, 
if a hotel is by definition meant to anticipate our needs, and its staff to be 
well-trained in the traveler’s patterns, one might argue that an individu-
al’s autonomy is at risk in a hotel’s institutional culture. The author seems 
almost to acknowledge this point when he writes, “The guest finds certain 
indispensable things in this room. Things he must use. Things that will come 
in contact with certain parts of his body” (5, emphasis mine). And turning 
to his reader, and back to the hotel towels, the reformed landlord predicts: 
“They are not destroyed. They are washed and used again as before. You 
will wipe your face and hands on one of them when you stop at a first-class 
hotel” (7, emphasis mine). The particular focus on intimate bodily func-
tions within the hotel ecology can blur demarcations between private and 
public identities. Quite literally and materially, the pamphlet focuses on the 
insides of bodies coming out, seeping through, and leaving material traces 
behind as they pass the body’s epidermal border. Assaulting its reader with 
an unrelenting sensory apprehension of dirt, smells, and fluids, Horrors of 
Hotel Life underscores how the epidermis is both shield and membrane; it 
both protects and exposes. The hotel is a promiscuous space—literally true, 
for the text fixates on STDs, but also more broadly, as nondiseased or nor-
mative bodies prove ineluctably deliquescent on a daily basis. In Horrors of 
Hotel Life, bodies eat, perspire, bleed, drink, fornicate, sleep, sicken, decay. 
The pamphlet covers a vast catalogue of bodily fluids: semen, urine, feces, 

 18. And that the cross-class contamination occurs in the unexpected opposite direc-
tion—with the conscientious bourgeoisie proving not so scrupulous in its private life—
makes the moment particularly shocking. It is an assault on the moral superiority of the 
bourgeoisie.
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blood, mucus, saliva, sweat, pus. This never-ending discharge bespeaks 
a more insidious kind of flow: Bodies in circulation mean that boundar-
ies are crossed. The hotel enterprise is, fundamentally, about the economic 
exchange of bodies; it is an exchange in bodies. To invoke again the slogan 
of the hospitality industry, it is about heads in beds.

Horrors of Hotel Life relies on two central discursive moves: the trope of 
contagion and the dyad of (in)visibility. Both figurations appear in the first 
paragraph:

Arriving at a hotel, travel-stained and weary, the guest is shown at once to 

his chamber, where he may either sleep or dress. Whichever he does he is 

confronted at once with dangers and dirt, not apparent to the eye, indeed, 

but a thousand times the worse for being concealed under apparent cleanli-

ness. (5)

The point here is that travel “stains” you; hence, the pamphlet’s fixation on 
syphilis, which the hotel guest can contract from napkins or towels, “the 
infection of syphilis, that marks him for ever after, by using what he takes for 
a clean towel in a hotel” (7). Just like travelers, germs travel: One is “power-
less to detect the secret infections which thousands of men and women carry 
with them, scattering germs of disease and death on all they touch” (10). 
Living his or her private life in inadvertently close proximity to hotel staff, 
and other guests, the hotel visitor can develop “rotten teeth, putrid gums 
and corroding sores that eat away the tongue and tonsils” (27). The decep-
tive surface made visible in the opening paragraph recurs as a preoccupation 
of the text. The sheer scale of hotel economy makes dirt inevitable, indeed 
permissible even as it remains doggedly hidden. A luxury culture’s unavoid-
able consequence of waste, of pollution, is what the (grand) hotel enterprise 
must obscure. And, again, it is the chambermaid—the hotel worker whose 
presence must be invisible to guests—who embodies the concealed darkness 
that the text reveals. But the terror also lurks in the material bits of hotel life, 
what the pamphlet calls “things of terror” (16). It begins with the crockery 
and moves to the bedding. The pamphlet refers to Philadelphia hotels, sold 
out during the Centennial Exhibition, that should have been quarantined 
for their miasmic state of affairs. Straight from Castle Garden, the era’s main 
immigration office, the hotel laborer fresh off the ship can carry the insect 
under his nail—to make “undesirable bedfellows in any room they ‘do up’” 
(9). The napkin from the elegant dining room may be doomed to be used 
as stockings by waiters. As evidence of foul play, the dirty napkin may be 
flushed down the water closet—only to reappear when the landlord must 
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fix the clogged pipes. The subterranean that refuses to remain buried, the 
soiled napkin is, one might say, uncanny shit. Excremental and venereal, 
the waiters’ bodies are as fluid as the bleeding chambermaid. The napkin is 
described as the “waiter’s hobby,” the repository of his “dirty surface” (14).

The remaining catalog covers the laundry and then the side-towel, 
which the waiters use to keep the dishes clean and warm as they deliver 
plated food to diners. Despite the towels’ official function, however, wait-
ers regularly employ them as belly-bands, the pamphlet explains. Wrapped 
around the lower torso, they absorb the effluvia of sweating bodies. The 
final section in this inventory concerns dirty dishes. The dishes, which are 
no cleaner than hotel linen, force guests “to swallow it” (24), whatever it is: 
spit, disease-germs, maggots, bits of rodents, and other vermin. The cutlery 
can end up in the hog-trough, having been lost in the swill that is sent to 
feed the pigs that are in turn slaughtered and served at the hotel. The cut-
lery, though, is returned because it bears the hotel insignia and is, conse-
quently, unsellable. In this circulating economy, the tablespoon that survives 
its journey to the pigs may be repurposed as a shoehorn for waiters’ feet 
before returning to the formal dining room. In one of the pamphlet’s most 
paranoid moments, the diamond-cut goblet is revealed as more susceptible 
to contamination than a simple glass because its sparkling facets retain dirt 
and germs; in effect, the brilliance of its elaborate design is its undoing. The 
very milk pitcher is suspect because it provides a breeding ground for mag-
gots; even worse, the milk within may be doctored with a dairy substitute 
that can protect profit margins.

The bioeconomics of the hotel confirm that human sociality is a dirty 
business. Sharing space allows for social relations that permit bodies to 
mingle, sending individual identity out into public space. Connecting geo-
graphically unrelated bodies, hotels allow for unwanted intimacies that 
cross boundaries of nation, gender, and class. Hotel life engenders a strange 
sociability of aloneness crossed with togetherness, which the concealed his-
tories and secrets of hotel bodies reveal. As the Horrors of Hotel Life depicts 
in graphic detail, pollutants are both invasive and pervasive, and hotel con-
ditions are often unsanitary. A Victorian logic prompts the reformed land-
lord to insist upon the ethics of dirt: He argues that much hotel dirt arises 
from laziness, poor work ethic, or underpaid labor. The “dirt” often per-
tains to how people conduct themselves: how they cheat or save costs, how 
they prove careless, how poor their personal hygiene, how excessive their 
appetites. Deceptive practices will lead to such unethical inevitabilities as 
doctored milk. The landlord calls it “willful filthiness” (29). He tracks how 
biocontagion leads to “contagious indifference” (16) or what the pamphlet 
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deems “innate putridity of soul” (30). In this way, the hotel as an instrument 
for, and sign of, social cohesion transforms into its dark “other,” a site of dis-
solution.19 In shock, the landlord points to “habitual uses of conscious and 
deliberate uncleanliness” (19), even as he admits to the proliferation of sins 
of omission that somewhat temper the sins of commission. The hotel situ-
ates us in the urban gothic—or perhaps more aptly, the network gothic. The 
lived space of the hotel puts bodies at risk; bodily contact is often an unwill-
ing, indeed unwitting participation in anonymous social connection. Inter-
estingly, as it began with the chambermaid’s bleeding body, the pamphlet 
ends with more blood, this time the blood of slaughtered animals that stains 
hotel linens even as it provides elegant meals. This “ensanguined sheet” 
must be hidden (31), kept from revealing the telos of luxury consump-
tion: waste. Appropriately it was Charles Ritz, son of hotelier César Ritz, 
who was once reported to have said, “Luxury stains everyone it touches” 
(Mazzeo x).

THE SECRET HISTORY OF ROOM 14

Wilkie Collins, the master of Victorian sensation, understood the hotel as a 
suitable setting for storylines that shock readers. Hosts and guests, travel-
ers, lodgings that are not home feature prominently as useful devices, for 
both plot and atmosphere, in several of Collins’s works, like “A Terribly 
Strange Bed” (1852), “The Dream-Woman” (1859), I Say No (1884), and “The 
Dead Hand” (1859).20 But the hotel is his titular character in The Haunted 
Hotel, an 1878 novella that was serialized over a six-month period in the 

 19. If we take Norbert Elias’s The Civilizing Process as the cornerstone study of civil-
ity—that code for behavior that distinguishes people of different social strata and reifies 
the essential “courtliness” that typified the “hübsche Leute”—then Horrors of Hotel Life 
places his logic on its head. Civility’s center, the grand hotel, is precisely where humans 
misbehave—approximating the lower classes and even beasts, as humans grow too close 
to animals in the very acts central to their human relations, resulting in a dismantling of 
the civilizing process itself.
 20. “A Terribly Strange Bed” recounts a British traveler’s experiences in Paris, who, 
after winning a sizable fortune in a gambling house, accepts the house’s own accom-
modations. His hosts drug his coffee and then use an elaborate mechanism they have 
devised from a British four-poster bed canopy to smother the sleeper, aiming to mur-
der him to get at his winnings. The second tale of nefarious hospitality, “The Dream-
Woman” is a frame narrative told by an innkeeper to his guest, a traveling doctor. “The 
Dead Hand” features Arthur Holliday who is in town for the races at Doncaster. Unable 
to find an available room at the town’s “principal hotel[s]” (230), he checks into a lesser 
inn, agreeing to share a room with another guest who, he eventually discovers, is actu-
ally a corpse.
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monthly magazine Belgravia. An enormous hit on both sides of the Atlantic, 
The Haunted Hotel was one of Collins’s last great works before his opium 
addiction compromised the quality of his work. Inspired by his travels to 
Italy for relief from his gout, Collins chose as the novella’s setting a Vene-
tian palazzo. It is where the newly married Lord Montbarry, the novella’s 
morally questionable patriarch, and his bride—the mysterious and infamous 
European Countess Narona—go to live. Here is where Montbarry is slowly 
poisoned by Baron Rivar, reportedly the Countess’s brother, but most likely 
her lover, so they can acquire Montbarry’s insurance money. Both a gam-
bler and mad scientist figure, the Baron needs financing for his scientific 
experiments in pursuit of the Philosopher’s Stone, and so he commands his 
“sister” to marry for money. It so happens that during the course of the 
novel, and following Montbarry’s death, this very palace is scheduled to 
reopen as a modern luxury hotel, underwritten by a foreign speculator. We 
are first informed of the building’s fate in the third chapter; we learn a bit 
later that Montbarry’s youngest brother, Henry (like all youngest sons in 
Victorian families), must find his own livelihood and so chooses to become 
a shareholder in the Venice Hotel Company. He convinces the family nurse 
to invest as well, using the legacy she has received from Lord Montbarry’s 
estate. Henry explains his speculative venture to Agnes Lockwood, Mont-
barry’s faithful, innocent betrothed who lost her fiancé to the mysterious 
allure of the European countess. Agnes sees the hotel prospectus in a stack 
of letters—one of the many crucial documents that appear in any Collins 
novel demanding to be read and interpreted—and asks Henry to defend his 
speculation. This moment underscores how this novel—in which a financial 
speculation is a central plot catalyst—considers speculation of various kinds, 
such as taking chances, investing meaning and money, international devel-
opment schemes, and theorizing about causality and motive. Henry boasts 
that “large hotels always pay well” (149), but, in truth, this large hotel will 
exact its payment. The palazzo’s conversion to a palace hotel allows travel-
ing characters to interact in mysterious and complicating ways. As we saw 
with Bennett’s The Grand Babylon Hotel, the hotel meets the demands of com-
pression in serialized mystery fiction.

This grand hotel is a consummate Victorian site. Old and modern at the 
same time, it is suited to a clientele of international travelers—particularly 
British and American tourists, we are told. Chapter 14 of The Haunted Hotel 
describes the building’s renovations that make it “worthy of the splendour 
of the grandest hotel in Italy” (159); heavily advertised, the hotel boasts an 
opening night in which “the whole accommodation of the building [was] 
secured by travelers of all nations” (168). Its modernity attracts a global 
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market. Characters are urged to tell everyone they know to visit the Palace 
Hotel, as they raise a toast: “Success to the nurse’s hotel, and a speedy rise in 
the dividend!” (163). In this transnational novel, characters travel—whether 
that be Agnes to Ireland to accompany her sister-in-law and children or 
Baron Rivar and the Countess to America or the Countess to England (where 
she is confronted at Newsbury’s Hotel by Mrs. Ferrari, who is in search 
of answers concerning her missing husband) or Francis Westwick with his 
Paris and Milan connections. The trunk belonging to cosmopolitan Countess 
Narona, with its “extraordinary number of old travelling labels left on it” 
(189), is the emblem for the social universe in the novella—as is Homburg’s 
Salon d’Or where the Countess and Lord Montbarry first met and where (to 
use Collins’s description) “strangers of all nations” assemble (221). Reno-
vated, the hotel nevertheless retains its roots in the past, whether evidenced 
by the old vellum of its mysterious library books, or the vaults that long ago 
served as dungeons but more recently function as the Baron’s experimental 
chemistry laboratory. History itself is buried in the hotel, an effacement most 
gruesomely evident in a hidden compartment in the Caryatides Room that 
conceals the Lord’s decomposing head. The secret history of a shameful son 
and hated brother—whose siblings do not recognize him as kin, so hard-
hearted is he in abandoning Agnes Lockwood—reveals a husband betrayed 
in and by a loveless marriage that began with a wedding no family member 
would attend. This moral trespass of unfaithful love, which is rewarded by 
the crime of poison, is the buried lie of the Westwick family, a distinguished 
dynastic line in the Peerage, as chapter 3 tells us.

In keeping with the conventions of sensation fiction, The Haunted Hotel 
focuses on the specifics of space and place. The text’s most charged architec-
tural detail is the two numbered guest rooms, 14 and 38—respectively, the 
suite where Montbarry slept and the Baron’s bedroom. In this “hotel under a 
curse” (229), privacy and secrecy make these rooms particularly active sites 
of the paranormal. In Room 14, the ghost of the dead brother visits family 
members who take turns occupying the room: The room’s first family guest, 
brother Henry feels depression and loss of appetite during his night there. 
The next lodger, Mrs. Norbury, is visited by nightmares of her brother. When 
she moves for a second night to Room 38, she experiences “renewed torture” 
of her nerves. Francis is overcome by a mysteriously offensive odor when 
he joins his Parisian colleague in the room to share cigars. Eventually, Agnes 
checks into Room 14, which has been renumbered “13A” by the clever hotel 
manager to suppress damaging rumors. But, of course, the ghost knows 
better. Agnes’s niece, terrified by a spot on the ceiling that reminds her of 
blood, leaves her aunt to spend the night alone in the room—to be visited 
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by the Countess.21 As Mrs. Norbury’s maid is the first to speculate rightly, 
the ghost will reveal himself to those closest to his heart in this occult cen-
ter of the novella’s secret history. Here, in the renumbered Room 13A, the 
climax of the novella occurs, demanding Collins’s finest powers of exposi-
tion. As he takes us into the room with Agnes, a haptically charged scene of 
quiet unfolds: We see and hear (and feel) an eerie stillness occasionally inter-
rupted by the faint sound of the secret crowd populating the premises.22 This 
is the “day of discovery” that will mark the Countess’s punishment. That the 
paranormal is so firmly situated here intensifies both the dramatic irony and 
the suspense. What will happen next? With each mention of Room 14, the 
reader experiences a frisson, for Collins understands the power of repetition. 
And we know more than do his characters: This room is the “fatal room” 
(185), which the logic of replication essential both to hotel architecture and 
terror fiction tells us is both the same as, yet different from, any other room 
in the hotel, for it holds the text’s terrifying surprise.23

A curious formal aspect of The Haunted Hotel is Collins’s use of the play-
within-the-novella and its ties to the novella’s most notorious hotel woman, 
the Countess. A femme fatale, the Countess, it turns out, has a flair for the 
dramatic and decides, with Francis Westwick’s support and interest, to 
write a Shakespearian “ghost-drama,” which, like Hamlet, features a ghost 
demanding vengeance. Francis’s motives for this suggestion are varied but, 
beyond shopping for a potential theatrical hit, he aims—like Shakespeare’s 
Hamlet—to catch the conscience of (in this case) the Countess, not the king. 
He hopes that this text-within-the-text may explain to him the hotel’s para-
normal activities. The Countess’s motives for writing are equally varied: 
She needs money; the writing seems a kind of therapy for her; it is also, 
however, a compulsion. It seems fate drives her to a fever-pitched lexical-
ity. Her loose lips are just one iteration of her promiscuity; she is a character 

 21. A chambermaid inadvertently provides the Countess access to Agnes’s hotel 
room when she leaves the door unlocked just at the moment the Countess is spying. 
The grand hotel’s unique space of public domesticity gives rise to this specific brand of 
surveillance.
 22. The exposition in this chapter is particularly rich as Collins captures “the myste-
rious night-silence of Venice” (109). Agnes’s unease is a traveler’s disquietude, and Col-
lins’s details are apt for a hotel setting: She tries to unpack; she attempts to read her Italy 
guidebooks; she hears the clock in the hall chime midnight as she wishes to follow the 
“general example” of the other hotel guests in bed asleep; she notes “the fall of a pair of 
boots on the upper floor, thrown out to be cleaned, with that barbarous disregard of the 
comfort of others which is observable in humanity when it inhabits an hotel” (110, 111).
 23. Other hotel horror texts rely on this mechanism: Think of Room 237 with the 
Grady Twins in The Shining or the terror that lurks behind the door of Room 1 at the 
Bates Motel.
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who gets around, who migrates and circulates. Beyond her own cosmopoli-
tanism (she meets Montbarry while he is abroad), rumors about her cir-
culate in London’s clubland, based on reports that travel from Paris and 
Vienna. We first learn about her by what the world has said of her and from 
her own unbridled words. The novella’s opening scene presents her as a 
stranger with a foreign accent, a patient in a doctor’s office seeking a diag-
nosis. Appropriately the novella begins with her strange and wild confes-
sion to Dr. Wybrow. She is quickly marked by her own volubility, her mad 
loquaciousness. And this is how the novella ends—with her voice embedded 
in the acts of her play that she has completed and now is sharing with the 
Westwick brothers as her audience. She writes a kind of hotel prose in which 
secrecy and disclosure, the two key drivers of Victorian fiction, battle one 
another. Her text-within-the-text allows Collins to court undecidability: How 
much of her drama is truth? How much, fiction? How much memory versus 
invention? Her private history is revealed and then burned by the Westwick 
brothers in a hotel room’s fireplace—an interpolated tale cancelled out yet 
preserved forever by the novella that contains and subsumes it. Entombed 
as a hotel story, the Countess’s private history allows the novella to end with 
a double-voiced postscript: The new Lord Montbarry can discredit the tale 
while Henry takes to his grave his oldest brother’s teeth, which he found in 
the Caryatides Room’s secret compartment and pocketed as a dead brother’s 
last material trace and proof of his murder.

THE HOTEL’S LONG SHADOW

Marie Belloc Lowndes’s 1913 The Lodger, in its fixation with the elusiveness 
of the material trace, raises the (hotel) body count. Inspired by the Ripper 
murders, The Lodger takes its readers back to 1880s London to tell an urban 
crime tale involving serial murders of lower-class women by, it seems, a 
gentleman. Lowndes utilizes many of the key details of the Ripper narrative: 
Her “Avenger” murderer works under cover of a dark, fog-obscured Lon-
don; taunting Scotland Yard with his signature crime-scene notes, he oper-
ates as a scourge to punish the modern city, figured as feminized, sexualized 
filth (hence, the female poor as his target victim). Various eyewitnesses give 
conflicting reports in a protracted attempt to identify him, and, thus, his 
capture proves elusive. Yet Lowndes makes a brilliant addition to the famil-
iar Ripper story by turning her serial murderer into a hotel guest.24 In so 

 24. Though the Buntings’ house is not a grand hotel, and therefore outside the scope 
of this book, Lowndes’s The Lodger taps into the noir logic of the hotel enterprise and is 
worth a brief examination.
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doing, she deploys the logic of hotel noir to chilling effect. Lowndes’s cen-
tral characters are the Buntings, a couple once employed in private service 
who are down on their luck. Without any reliable source of income and hav-
ing pawned most of their possessions, they now face inevitable starvation. 
Their only hope is to rent out rooms in their house, turning their home into 
a hotel. When Mr. Sleuth arrives as their first lodger, the Buntings see this 
guest as a rare bit of financial good luck that will afford them safety, secu-
rity, and respectability. But Mr. Sleuth, who is The Avenger, does anything 
but. The lodger’s presence makes the Bunting house an uncanny home, one 
with a terrible secret, just as the chiffonnier within his room holds a locked 
mystery that Mrs. Bunting wishes, in her housework, to clear/n up. Mrs. 
Bunting’s own view of her home is described in sinister terms: “The narrow, 
drab-coloured little house, flanked each side by others exactly like it in every 
single particular, save that their front yards were not so well kept, looked as 
if it could, aye, and would, keep any secret closely hidden” (167).25

The Lodger tells a tale of hospitality gone horribly wrong in which the 
host-guest relationship proves contaminating. Indeed, through his compul-
sive reading of the Bible, Mr. Sleuth provides the key to the novella’s central 
mystery. Apt is his selection of Proverbs 9:18, which tells of a wicked hostess 
who invites passengers in to what seems an infernal sort of ancient hotel. 
Mr. Sleuth reads aloud as Mrs. Bunting overhears: “She saith to him, stolen 
waters are sweet, and bread eaten in secret is pleasant. But he knoweth not 
that the dead are there, and that her guests are in the depths of hell” (128). 
The untested contact essential to the host-guest relationship leaves the Bun-
tings, their home, and their city exposed to “the depths of hell.” Indeed, 
proximity is Lowndes’s key preoccupation in The Lodger. This is the repeat-
ing cry in the newspapers, as the unrelenting and violent crimes result in 
a discursive frenzy to understand them: The Avenger is near; either he is 
coming closer or he is, already, among us. In other words, he may be one of 
us, the papers broadcast. As the plot unfolds, the murders move toward the 
West End—nearer to the Buntings, farther away from the East End origins 
of Jack the Ripper and unsettlingly close to the heart of respectable London. 
Consequently, respectability becomes an unreliable marker, as the difficulty 
of parsing appearances increases. The leitmotif of the fog and the theme of 
disguise (the other “sleuth” Joe Chandler often shows up in various dis-
guises essential to his beat) underscore the vexing business of social intel-
ligibility. Key, of course, is the fill-in-the-blank nature of terror itself: “Mrs. 
Bunting always visioned The Avenger as a black shadow in the centre of a 

 25. What is additionally interesting here is that this sense of her own home actually 
“lightens” “her spirit,” allowing her to cease her thoughts about The Avenger’s victims.
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bright blinding light—but the shadow had no form or definite substance. 
Sometimes he looked like one thing, sometimes like another” (100). It is not 
at all clear if The Avenger is gentleman or monster, or if Mr. Sleuth is genteel 
or odd. Further instability arises from Joe Chandler’s accounts of crime that 
involve seemingly respectable figures like the “kind, respectable soul” who 
poisoned 15 people for their insurance money, or the “apparently respect-
able” innkeeper who killed all travelers who took shelter under his roof 
(110). Note, of course, both his profession and his tourist-victims. Appropri-
ately the final murders of The Avenger occur in St Pancras and King’s Cross, 
an area of London dedicated to travel and populated by train stations, tour-
ists, and terminus hotels.

 Words like “somewhere,” “some habitat,” “shelter, “a hiding-place 
where he was known” (90, 91, 93, 146) abound in newspaper investigations 
about The Avenger, his emplacement preoccupying the press as much as his 
identity, or bodily appearance, does. Joe Chandler speculates: “D’you mean 
that The Avenger may be a toff, staying in some West-End hotel?” (205–
06). A proximate yet invisible figure, The Avenger seems placeless. How, 
the papers repeat, can The Avenger vanish? Where is his home? How can 
he seem both distant and very near? The vulnerability of Daisy, the aptly 
named innocent daughter of Mr. Bunting and love interest of Joe Chandler, is 
a sustained point of suspense throughout the novella. Every day in the city, 
under the same roof as The Avenger, Daisy is at risk. We cannot but laugh 
uneasily when Joe asserts to Daisy, “I don’t suppose you’ll ever come across 
even a common swindler, let alone anyone who’s committed a murder—not 
one in a million does that” (77). The witless detective figure, Joe, is wrong 
once again. And Mrs. Bunting is altered by The Avenger’s proximity. For 
example, right before the newspaper boys cry, “The Avenger close here! The 
Avenger close here!” Mrs. Bunting feels “herself to be all smell” (121), for 
Mr. Sleuth has conducted his mysterious experiments in her kitchen. Once 
he has penetrated the sanctum sanctorum of her household, she feels con-
taminated, losing any appetite for meat. Her kitchen comes “alive with alien 
presences” (119). During the course of the novella, Mrs. Bunting—a decent, 
regular housewife—grows complicit. The first lie of her life is to protect Mr. 
Sleuth by giving him an alibi (65). Lowndes explicitly states the growing 
intimacy between host and guest: “Mrs. Bunting had become attached to 
Mr. Sleuth” (109). With their beds on top of one another in adjoining floors, 
the eroticism of proximity is undeniable; Daisy even urges her father to be 
jealous of his lodger. Soon Mr. Bunting will be implicated as well—smeared, 
literally, with the blood of one of The Avenger’s victims but also tainted by 
his private admission that he had “sheltered a murderer, the monster whom 
all the world was seeking, under his roof” (203).
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Though London seems the undisputed victim of the rapacious Avenger, 
the metafictional aspects of The Lodger complicate the matter of culpability. 
Another of Lowndes’s ingenious innovations is to show her readers just 
how steeped in crime and crime fiction London is—that there is a market, 
an appetite for crime alive and well in the metropolis. Whether it be through 
such small details as Mr. Bunting’s fondness for detective fiction or newspa-
per readers’ familiarity with Jekyll and Hyde, or that a famous French detec-
tive fiction writer contributes an editorial to the London newspapers, one 
senses that the spectacle of crime is always near—that, somehow, London 
needs it, permits it—that it is here, among us. Several extended scenes feature 
crime on exhibit for popular consumption: the excursion to Scotland Yard’s 
Black Museum, a veritable “chamber of horrors” dedicated to crime; the 
murder inquest that Mrs. Bunting attends, along with a crowd of Londoners; 
and the climactic Madame Tussaud’s scene, where Mr. Sleuth accompanies 
Mrs. Bunting and Daisy to see the waxwork horrors of the French Revolution 
and ghastly re-creations of dead criminals. This is where Mr. Sleuth meets 
with the Commissioner of Police, Sir John Burney, who explains to a small 
crowd assembled there that they now know the identity of The Avenger. 
What we hear is Mr. Sleuth’s backstory, that he is a mad man suffering from 
an acute form of religious mania who has escaped from an asylum where 
he was confined. Is he—the text invites this question—accountable for his 
actions? London is a sophisticated, cosmopolitan culture that in some way 
deserves the scourge of a Mr. Sleuth and yet is his victim, for the complex 
urban network provides criminals a point of entry, and London has played 
host to this parasite. London permits him to do his dirty work, granting him 
a way of disappearing, of being home among us yet rootless, a traveler who 
enjoys a temporary stay. Mr. Sleuth, appropriately, vanishes at the novella’s 
end, having made an emergency exit from Tussaud’s, from (or back into?) 
London, and from the text.

One can only wonder if Lowndes had in mind the recent hotel crimes 
of American Henry Holmes as she wrote The Lodger.26 Though the facts of 
Holmes’s life—real name, Herman Webster Mudgett—are recounted in full 
in Erik Larson’s The Devil in the White City, a quick overview is useful here.27 
Often considered America’s first serial killer, Holmes (1861–96) used the 

 26. And there is also a Ripper connection between The Lodger and Holmes, for there 
was initial speculation that Holmes might have been Jack the Ripper.
 27. The success of this nonfiction book that reads like a novel underscores, once 
again, the plottedness of the hotel as a social form and institutional culture. This has 
its roots in Holmes’s prison confessions: a discursive outpouring meant to inscribe his 
story by means of a narrative under his own control and of his own devising, to manipu-
late public opinion toward championing his innocence and, perhaps unintentionally, to 
record his growing mental illness.
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occasion of Chicago’s Columbian Exposition in 1893 to feed his desire for 
murder. An enterprising opportunist (Holmes sought to make money off the 
bicycle craze, the plate glass industry, and especially the medical market for 
human skeletons), Holmes realized that a hotel near the Exposition Grounds 
could prove profitable and provide him with bodies.28 Dubbed “The Cas-
tle,” Holmes’s hotel—which he shrewdly marketed as “The World’s Fair 
Hotel”—was located in Englewood on Wallace Street near the new Alley 
L, Chicago’s elevated train, conveniently near the fair’s 63rd Street gate. In 
these basic respects, the hotel was built to accommodate a traveling clien-
tele. Holmes obsessively oversaw the construction of his block-long building 
of three floors,29 with a second floor designed with six corridors, 35 rooms, 
and 51 doors, and a third floor offering another 36 rooms. On the first floor, 
Holmes had room for five retail spaces, and his basement held a kiln for cre-
mating incriminating evidence. There were no public rooms for socializing. 
The guest rooms had ample gas lines; Holmes’s office was adjoined by an 
air-tight, soundproofed vault with a gas line. The hotel included a dissect-
ing table.

Holmes accepted only female guests, indicating no vacancies whenever 
a male traveler inquired. He was particularly interested in what Larson, in 
an evocative phrase, calls “transitional women” (199)—women experienc-
ing freedom and independence for the first time, alone in the city to enjoy 
the novelty of the fair and/or seek new employment opportunities brought 
about by Chicago’s growth. They were hotel women—unconnected, readily 
lost, with ties only to a hotel that made it simple for them to disappear. It is 
purported that Holmes killed anywhere from 27 (he admitted to this num-
ber, as he sat in jail awaiting his execution) to 200 people during the Chi-
cago World’s Fair. As Larson’s account makes clear, the story of Holmes is a 
double narrative of the White City and the Black City of slaughterhouse-pol-
luted Chicago. The White City of the Exposition became a key expression of 
the City Beautiful movement in America, the inspiration for some of Amer-
ica’s most legendary dream cities like Baum’s Oz and Disney World. Urban 
planning shaped by American exceptionalism, these optimistic visions of 
America’s future had their dark origins, buried in the history of Chicago as 
well as, paradoxically, situated in the future heralded by modern hotel life. 
The progressivism that fueled the transformation of Chicago following the 

 28. Larson also explains how Holmes, always thinking ahead, planned to burn down 
his World’s Fair Hotel after the Exposition closed, both to dispose of incriminating evi-
dence and to collect the insurance money (85).
 29. Larson details Holmes’s meticulous outfitting of the interior of his hotel (198–99), 
making certain the décor details were sufficiently luxurious, all the while avoiding pay-
ing the bills for such furnishings.
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Great Fire of 1871 (and, by inspiring example, potentially all American cit-
ies) possessed its noir side, given the chance encounters and unwholesome 
connections to which the social form and building type of the hotel can play 
host.30

MODERN HOSPITALITY’S AFTERLIFE

The Victorian hotel’s noir connections persist into the twentieth century. 
Consider, for example, the importance of the hotel to the visual narra-
tives of Edward Hopper. In such paintings as “Hotel Window” (1955), 
“Hotel Lobby” (1943), “Hotel Room” (1931), “Hotel by the Railroad” (1952), 
“Excursion into Philosophy” (1959), “Western Motel” (1957), and “Rooms 
for Tourists” (1945), the hotel is a topos of estrangement. Hopper’s hotel 
denizens—sometimes occupying the space of the lobby, more often alone in 
a guest room (even when with another)—exist in a kind of limbo. They are 
strangers, displaced figures in transit and/or transition that are evidently 
far from home. The solitary female in “Hotel Room,” tired, undressed but 
not unpacked, checking the morning’s train schedule, is archetypal: The 
strong artificial light from above combined with the extended line of the 
bed and the spare white of the walls establishes a setting and mood that are 
neither welcoming nor benevolent. The light is unforgiving: It both sepa-
rates the female figure and exposes her in a state of physical and emotional 
uneasiness that is palpable, unrelentingly so. A brooding imminence hangs 
over Hopper’s hotel scenes, where meaninglessness and coincidence lin-
ger, where replication and interchangeability seem inevitable, unavoidable. 
Hopper’s incomplete tableaux within the hotel align both with the essential 
plottedness of the hotel as it brings together strangers in random chance 
encounters as well as the rich suggestiveness that powers the plot of noir. 
Admittedly, Hopper’s scenes tend to be simultaneously difficult to read and 
easy to overdetermine; however, his hotels demarcate a terminus (for termi-
nal lives?) that is particularly unstable.31

 30. It is interesting to note how prominent a role hotels and hotel living play in part 
4 of Larson’s account, as Holmes is on the run and the super-detective from Philly, Frank 
Geyer, tracks his quarry (339–70).
 31. In The Lonely City, writer Olivia Laing cites hotel lobbies in Edward Hopper’s 
paintings as one of “the signature images of isolation in the city” (7). Laing goes on to 
identify “Hotel Window,” which I analyze here, as the painting she finds “most disturb-
ing” in Hopper’s oeuvre (16). In such paintings that depict the lonely, isolated figure 
within the crowd (the hotel guest in the home for the many), Hopper achieves what 
Laing calls a “not-rightness” that unsettles the viewer (33). I want to thank Merle Black 
for recommending this brilliant book to me.
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Figures in Hopper’s hotel paintings have either just left someone some 
place, or have themselves been left behind. They wait, often in the lobby. 
This is surely true of the elegant woman in an elegant coat and hat in “Hotel 
Window.” Lonely (despite her elegance or, perhaps, because of it), with the 
room’s scale overwhelming her figure and underscoring her isolation, is 
she, a viewer must ask, feeling expectation or disappointment? The domi-
nating plate-glass window, flanked on the right by a prominent white col-
umn outside, suggests there is something out there; it also activates the very 
impulse to see and, perhaps, be seen. Hopper’s windows are, of course, a 
signature motif. However, in his hotel paintings they are particularly effec-
tive in heightening the effect of absence. The sense of unease that pervades 
these paintings lies in possibility: What is there? And what is not there that 
is about to be there? Incomprehensibility and uncertainty are central to 
“Hotel Lobby,” with its unclear connections among three hotel figures. The 
elderly gentleman and woman may be a couple; however, who is the young 
female reading in the lower-right corner of the canvas? And what possibili-
ties are implied by the sensuous lines of her body, her crossed legs, and her 
flaxen hair? And are we, in truth, imposing that very sensuousness upon her 
inscrutable form?

Even in this generic space with its unremarkable furniture, the hotel’s 
power can be oneiric, providing room for reflection, for the chance to go 
inward, for reverie and, perhaps, for other selves and identities—as we see 
embodied in this luminous figure of the young woman. Her figure is both 
quiet yet tensile. She is, unlike the elderly couple, without any outerwear, as 
though she’s already incorporated herself into the life of the hotel—experi-
encing the comfort implied by the shading and detail along the length of her 
extended legs. And then there is a fourth, barely perceptible figure, a dark 
figure to counter the young female’s glow: the hotel clerk in the shadows 
behind the front desk, his head bowed to his work, framed by yet another 
“window” demarcated by the hotel’s front desk. Does this scene offer com-
mentary on leisure versus labor, on the proximity of the sexes, on marriage 
versus single life? “Hotel by the Railroad” features an older couple, pre-
sumably husband and wife, experiencing proximity without intimacy—she, 
focused on her reading; he, lost in reverie, smoking and gazing out the win-
dow onto the tracks, perhaps dreaming of a specific kind of mobility . . . an 
escape, a liberation. Another couple painting, “Excursion into Philosophy,” 
presents Hopper’s darkest hotel scene: A seemingly postcoital female lies 
on a hotel bed, her face turned to the wall, her naked lower body casually 
exposed to the viewer. She appears oblivious to the restive male, who, fully 
dressed and somewhat preposterous in his white shirt and crisp gray pants, 
sits staring (despairingly? regretfully?) at the hard block of sunshine on the 
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carpet. Having just put down his book of Platonic philosophy, the man is 
arrested in a moment that juxtaposes the profane desire with the Socratic 
ideal of the examined life. He seems at war with his own thoughts.

Today the television series American Horror Story: Hotel is evidence of the 
durability of nineteenth-century hotel noir. The series excavates the subter-
ranean forces that can reside in this transitory home, unearthing the hotel’s 
ties to dreams, desires, and the unconscious.32 The unchecked sadism of the 
show’s gore-fest maniacally spins the dialectic of private and public that 
informs the hotel enterprise.33 The show’s storylines focus on guests’ pun-

 32. A figuring of visibility and invisibility is perfectly rendered in one promotional 
image depicting heroin addict Gabriel lurking under the hotel bed upon which detective 
John Lowe rests. Another still, widely circulated from the first episode, features a gro-
tesque figure emerging from the mattress of two Swedish tourists who are then attacked 
by this “bed bug-on-steroids” monster.
 33. Hence, one of the promotional materials features a hotel door’s peephole. A pro-
motional trading card made for Comic-Con includes a “key” to the door. The series’s 
elaborately built set showcases a two-story lobby and a working elevator. Yet another 
promotional piece features the hand of Lady Gaga, who plays the hotel proprietor, ring-
ing the front desk’s bell.

FIGURE 5.1. “Hotel Lobby,” by Edward Hopper. With permission of the Indianapolis 
Museum of Art at Newfields, William Ray Adams Memorial Collection, 47.4.
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ishment; of course, they come to the Hotel Cortez because they just want 
to get a room, but their fates will involve the opposite of shelter: exposure. 
Pain and all manner of inflicting it, especially intensified by the brutal-
ity of humiliation, awaits them. Equally inevitable is the hotel’s attraction 
for monsters, particularly serial killers drawn from history, who check in 
as well. The show’s writers seem particularly interested in stigma. A nine-
teenth-century sketch like Richard Rowe’s “A Night in the Thames Tunnel” 
(The Sydney Morning Herald, June 26, 1860) might have provided the origin 
for such terror. This nocturne focuses on a protagonist, Peter Possum, who, 
having hit hard times, finds himself in London without money for lodg-
ing. He considers spending the night walking the city streets; however, the 
winter weather compels him to find shelter. With only a penny in his pos-
session, he decides to go underground into the Thames Tunnel. He writes, I 
“hastened down, down, down the swollen belfry tower, eager for the com-
fort of the crypt” (8). As he tunnels into the bowels of London, he contrasts 
himself to the happier travelers ascending the opposite staircase, so eager 
are they to return to their homes, he notes. In Brunel’s famed tunnel, Pos-
sum hesitates to lie down until he has the space to himself, scrupulously 
avoiding any “witness of [his] poverty.” But he meets “a brother in misfor-
tune,” a former Cambridgean and London curate with a “waterily wild” 
eye and the smell of gin on his breath. A fondness for liquor has cost him 
his position, and he works now as an occasional reporter for the press. This 
unemployed curate calls this “old sleeping-place of his” “Hades Hotel”: The 
labyrinth underground, verticality’s antinomy, it is an infernal inversion of 
the century’s grand hotel. Yet, like the city’s grand hotels, the Hades Hotel 
offers an ersatz home to strangers who accept the risks of proximity. The 
wretched curate is soon snoring peacefully, while Peter Possum struggles 
to accustom himself to strange lodgings, his mind haunted by visions of 
the Thames rushing above him. Likening himself to Jonah, Peter fears being 
swallowed alive and concocts a montage of a gothicized Thames: the river 
pirates prowling like water rats, the police galley patrolling the mysterious 
length of the black flood. Peter’s last thought is especially dark: “It wasn’t 
pleasant to reflect that there might be corpses bobbing above my head like 
fish-baits.” A restless body, Peter spends a night in Hades Hotel visited by a 
phantasmagoria of unearthly horrors.

Two final instantiations, one literary and one nonliterary, of hellish hotel 
life in nineteenth-century London will close this chapter. In Marie Corelli’s 
1895 novel The Sorrows of Satan, a fin-de-siècle version of the Faust legend, 
Corelli’s devil is a long-term resident of a London palace hotel, fittingly 
called The Grand. Corelli writes, “He occupied nearly a whole wing of the 
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hotel, having a large drawing-room, dining-room, and study en suite, fitted 
up in the most luxurious manner, besides bedroom, bathroom, and dressing-
room, with other rooms adjoining, for his valet and two extra personal atten-
dants” (26). Corelli’s Faustus, Geoffrey Tempest, makes his pact with the 
devil in the hotel. The terms of this pact differ from Marlowe’s Dr. Faustus in 
that they focus on the power of social capital rather than that of knowledge. 
Geoffrey Tempest wishes to be like the devil Lucio, a citizen of the world 
who is simultaneously at home everywhere and nowhere. Tempest checks 
into the hotel so he can live the kind of glamorous life Lucio enjoys. And so 
the grand hotel bears witness to the metamorphosis of an average man into 
a monster.

Unlike Geoffrey Tempest who wished to “check in,” George Gilbert Scott 
Jr. (1839–97), the oldest son of the famed architect of the Midland Grand, 
was forced to spend his final years confined to his rooms in his father’s 
grand hotel. For him, hotel residency was surely a hell, and he, a man made 
monstrous by his intellectual and physical disabilities. Called the “middle 
Scott” by biographer Gavin Stamp in An Architect of Promise, Scott Jr. is a 
largely forgotten architect who was overshadowed by his famous father and 
his architect son, Giles Gilbert Scott, who designed both the red telephone 
box and the Bankside Power Station. George Gilbert Scott Jr. struggled most 
of his life with mental illness and alcoholism. Admitted to Bethlem Hospital 
in 1883 and certified insane at the age of 45, Scott escaped to France, only to 
return to England to be hospitalized again in 1885 as well as from 1891–92. 
Rooms in his father’s hotel became his final home, where he died—in the 
year of the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee—of cirrhosis. The opulent Midland 
Grand’s most abject occupant, and its most dire secret, Scott (and his final 
hotel stay) recalls the etymological relationship between hotel and hospital 
and the architectural affinities between hotel and prison. These related build-
ing types take on a startling shape today, as a trend both in American cities 
and London (in part fueled by the dark tourism industry) has nineteenth-
century prisons being repurposed as luxury hotels. In a strange historical 
twist, this is the possible fate of London’s Pentonville, which served as 
Wilde’s prison from May 25 to July 4, 1895.

Noir is the genre for ambiguity. As noir aesthetics court mystery, explor-
ing the affinities between eroticism and cruelty, the mood of noir suits hotel 
living. The uncertainties of urban existence characterize T. S. Eliot’s unreal 
city, which is figured, in part, by its hotels—those “restless nights in one-
night cheap hotels” from “Prufrock” (line 6) or The Waste Land’s recounting 
of “luncheon at the Cannon Street Hotel / Followed by a weekend at the 
Metropole” (lines 213–14). With its brown fog that cloaks and disfigures, 
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Eliot’s metropolis is a city not to be trusted. Like a hotel encounter with 
the cruising Mr. Eugenides, who—unshaven and dissolute—summons the 
many unruly bodies of a text such as Horrors of Hotel Life, the London of The 
Waste Land is sinister, a city obscured and obscure. Mobility—of the fog, of 
the crowd crossing London Bridge, of strangers hooking up in hotels, of the 
transient togetherness of travelers—is rendered at its darkest. People are 
restless, unmoored, existentially unbound, struggling, confused. Hotel noir 
excavates the layers of what Koestenbaum calls “hotel consciousness.” As 
the space for terminations, passings, and hauntings, hotel dwelling invari-
ably reveals its dark side. And yet hotel consciousness, Koestenbaum will 
remind us, lends itself to “fugue states,” capable of generating magnificent 
dreams that are far removed from the specters that bewitch Eliot’s unreal 
city. A second hotel son’s story will provide a segue out of this chapter and 
its dark moods, leading us back to the brighter aspects of hotel phenomenol-
ogy, and to that dream on the other side of the nightmare.

Steven Millhauser’s 1997 Pulitzer-prize-winning novel Martin Dressler: 
The Tale of an American Dreamer tells the story of Martin Dressler, a shopkeep-
er’s son and a dreamer, who rises to success in the hospitality industry in 
late nineteenth-century New York. Beginning his work life as a bell boy for 
the Vanderlyn Hotel, Dressler grows up to realize his dream of opening his 
own hotel, the eponymous Dressler—which soon gives way to the 24-story 
New Dressler, only to be quickly overshadowed by the Grand Cosmo, 
opened on September 5, 1905. The story of Martin Dressler the young man 
is equally a story of his city in the last years of the nineteenth century, char-
acterized by its essential restlessness, its unceasing energy for renewal and 
its skyward reach, its partnership with the railroads (“a fierce and magical 
city of moving iron” [115]), its appetite for novelty and luxury consumer 
culture—perhaps best embodied by the novel’s various women who desire 
Martin, as he, in turn, desires them, their beauty, and their attentions. Mar-
tin’s vertical community keeps growing, a steel flower reaching to the sun, 
until the point where his last and most ambitious hotel, the Grand Cosmo (a 
city-within-a-city) threatens to render the actual city unnecessary (265). But 
the Cosmo turns out to be too grand.

In the novel’s closing pages, the Cosmo begins its vanishing act, and the 
hotel’s future turns into a kind of afterlife that remains a shimmer in the 
text, a ghostly presence, as though we may have been inside Martin’s head 
all along, inside both his imagination (“the other world, here in the world 
beyond the world, anything was possible” [292]) and his fierce will to build 
(“the builder of hotels aspired to something grander, something that rang 
out like a bell” [234]). Before it closes, the vision of the Grand Cosmo has 
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subsumed all time and all space (it contains a Victorian grand hotel on its 
fourth and fifth subterranean levels) and has spoken to the human yearn-
ing for the inexhaustible and the exhaustive (273, 275). At the novel’s end, 
Dressler is noticeably tired, yet the concluding lines indicate he is hungry, 
even if, for the time being, he is content just to walk along. The novel leaves 
us with a spark, a not entirely extinguished energy that quietly persists, 
preparing to flare again. This life of a nineteenth-century dreamer is a vivid 
embodiment of the spirit that Benjamin describes in Convolute L of The 
Arcades Project as building the “dream houses of the collective: arcades, win-
ter gardens, panoramas, factories, wax museums, casinos, railroad stations” 
(405). This notion of the collective’s dream house is a powerful corrective 
to hotel noir. If luxury hotels are about creating expectation, as Millhauser 
seems to claim, then one might say that Victorian grand hotels were ulti-
mately about great expectations. To the dream houses of the contemporary 
global collective we now turn, by way of conclusion.
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C O N C L U S I O N

HOTEL DREAMS

THIS BOOK on hotels has deliberately ranged even as its primary focus has 
been nineteenth-century London’s grand hotels—both the culture and litera-
ture they helped to shape and that shaped their enterprise in turn. I hope to 
have proven that hotels are both about a specific kind of space and the narra-
tives that particular space generates. Thus, Hotel London’s ecumenical scope 
has included readings of social and literary form, entrepreneurs and novel-
istic characters, engineers and authors, the British and the foreign, hosts and 
guests. Anchored primarily in the nineteenth century, this book has never-
theless traveled widely in order to consider the significance of AHS: Hotel, 
Mad Men, Pretty Woman, and Hopper’s “Railway Dreaming”; it even began 
with a discussion of the board game Monopoly. This broadly inclusive view 
should not surprise, if only because hotels are fundamentally about mobil-
ity. They form a cultural project that has itself turned out to be a traveling 
dream, one that is as mobilizing as it is mobile. Having facilitated the unfin-
ished project of modernity, hotels continue to enjoy a powerful afterlife in 
our world today. As they were for the Victorians, hotels remain a highly 
effective tool for asserting national prominence, establishing international 
influence, and garnering global recognition. They are integral to human-
kind’s attempt to construct and shape space suitable for a distinctively mod-
ern social density. As Georg Simmel argues in his 1909 essay “Bridge and 
Door,” the “human being is the connecting creature,” “likewise the border-



ing creature who has no border” (10). Pace Simmel, one can productively 
see the building type of the grand hotel functioning as a kind of bridge that 
facilitates flow—of people, objects, ideas, and cultures. It also instantiates 
the mobility that Simmel claims the door illustrates, that “possibility at any 
moment of stepping out . . . into freedom” (10). How appropriate, then, that 
Stanley Kubrick’s vision of the Orbital Hilton in 2001: A Space Odyssey may 
be realized by speculators committed to a future of space tourism in which 
the final frontier features galactic hotels like entrepreneur Robert Bigelow’s 
Lunar Cruise Ship or an ISS Hilton on Mars (this idea is part of a NASA 
marketing campaign for space exploration). How appropriate, too, that Rich-
ard Branson has launched his chain of Virgin hotels (the nineteenth-century 
railway entrepreneur and his terminus hotel have given way to the twenty-
first-century airline magnate). In this era of expanding global tourism and 
increasing international trade, the dream of grand hotels has been reborn 
following its post–World War II decline. Luxury hotels are once again a nec-
essary institutional project for ambitious cities and countries.1 And, thus, our 
own cultural moment is drawn to the sheer scale and architectural exuber-
ance that enchanted Sir George Gilbert Scott, as the worldwide race for the 
grandest hotel is fully underway, again.

It is interesting to note that the word “hotel” is the same around the 
globe. A culture, an enterprise, a social form .  .  . it is a kind of universal 
coin. Hotels are a requisite building type for the conditions and effects of 
globalization; increases in international travel, the communications trade, 
multinational networks and corporations all necessitate a luxury hospitality 
industry. In 1987 North Korean leader Kim Il-sung began construction on 
the Ryugyong Hotel, a 105-story edifice meant to be the world’s tallest hotel, 
which would literally build his legacy into the cityscape of North Korea’s 
capital, Pyongyang. His hotel was intended to surpass Singapore’s I. M. Pei-
designed Stamford Westin, which enjoyed prestige in 1986 as the world’s 
tallest hotel building. Construction of the North Korean 3,000-bedroom hotel 
was halted twice (once in 1992 and again in 2013), to be completed only in 
2016; however, it is yet to open, earning it the dubious nicknames “Hotel of 
Doom” and “Phantom Hotel.” The original intention behind the edifice was 
to monumentalize the strength of the country, its people, and especially its 
leader. Optimistic observers felt that a grand hotel (which permits travelers 

 1. See the hotel conceptual designs on the website of LAVA, German Laboratory 
for Visionary Architecture (http://www.l-a-v-a.net/). Particularly compelling projects 
include the Austinmer Headlands Hotel in New South Wales, the Jeju Hills Resort in 
Korea, and the Shenzhen Jungle Plaza in China. One can note the concerted effort to 
redefine the concept of luxury.
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to cross borders and welcomes strangers as guests) might be an indication 
of North Korea’s receptivity to the rest of the world; critics viewed it as 
another profoundly hollow gesture by a government that habitually vio-
lates human rights and exploits its own people. Meant to rival the ancient 
pyramids, this triangular colossus remains the world’s tallest unoccupied 
building. At a cost of $1.5 billion to build, by contrast, the Palm Jumeirah 
resort’s Atlantis Hotel successfully opened in 2008, a gleaming epicenter in 
the carefully curated luxury cultures of the city state of Dubai. The hotel’s 
slogan, “check into another world,” captures the allure of this man-made 
island, which “never ceases to amaze.”2 The five-star luxury hotel packages 
history—a simulated history, no less—as entertainment by connecting itself 
to the mythic civilization of Atlantis. Waterpark attractions include the Lost 
Chambers Aquarium and the Seven Sages, here described: “The Sages are 
the geniuses of the Atlantean civilization. In this chamber lie the remains of 
an organic computer over the regal central chair of King Atlas. He discussed 
matters of the state with his Seven Sages surrounding him together with 
the computer above and the power of the crystals below, he reigned over 
the Atlantean kingdom.”3 The hotel’s marketing campaign builds a nation 
where none existed, just as it conjures a mythic civilization into existence 
through info-tainment. At the Atlantis, you will be “happy” beyond your 
“wildest imagination,” the website promises. These are great expectations 
indeed.

Dubai’s most magnificent venture, however, is the Burj Khalifa.4 Opened 
on January 4, 2010, this vertical city took six years and 22 million labor hours 
to construct. The mixed-use tower is divided into three sections: residences, 
offices, and hotel—specifically the world’s first Armani Hotel, which opened 
on April 2, 2010.5 Two of the building’s signature spaces are “At the Top,” 
which claims to be the world’s highest observatory (accessed through an 
immersive exhibit on the history of the building’s design and construction), 
and the art installation “World Voices” in the lobby of the residences. This 

 2. https://www.atlantisthepalm.com/
 3. https://www.atlantisthepalm.com/
 4. American novelist Joseph O’Neill describes the Burj Khalifa in his 2012 novel 
The Dog: “There has never been a time, in fact, when the stupendous and beautiful Burj 
Dubai/Khalifa itself has not been in sight from one window or another. The slow theater 
of its years-long rising, its growing little by little taller and more slender until finally it 
achieved its last sheen and height, so that a person . . . now has the option of looking up 
and contemplating nothing less than a wonder of the world” (77).
 5. Giorgio Armani explained how he wants guests to feel as though they were step-
ping into his house, so the hotel has no check-in desk. Once again, “hotel” and “home” 
stand in dialogue with one another.

204 CONCLUSION 



 HOTEL DREAMS 205

installation features 196 golden cymbals upon which water drips from high 
above to create a chorus of chimes. The sculpture’s aim is to symbolize the 
global collaboration that the building—both in its conception as well as in its 
daily operations—instantiates. The Burj Khalifa website features “160 Stories 
about 160 Storeys,” including story #8 “A Town Comes to Life” that details 
the building of Downtown Dubai (which it dubs “The Centre of Now”) 
alongside the Burj Khalifa. The website shares “The Vision” for the building:

World’s tallest building. A living wonder . . . in concept and execution, Burj 

Khalifa has no peer. More than just the world’s tallest building, Burj Khalifa 

is an unprecedented example of international cooperation, symbolic beacon 

of progress, and an emblem of the new, dynamic and prosperous Middle 

East. It is also tangible proof of Dubai’s growing role in a changing world. 

In fewer than 30 years, this city has transformed itself from a regional cen-

tre to a global one.6

The promotional message here is obvious: A grand hotel is a critical com-
ponent of nation-making and a potent expression of international scale, 
ensuring both currency and centrality (“The Centre of Now”).7 However, 
Dubai and North Korea have competition from western Europe in this inter-
national game of nation building: Opened in 2014, London’s Shangri-La in 
Renzo Piano’s stunning 2012 Shard rivals the Burj with its own sky lobbies, 
and even the most legendary of grand hotels, the Paris Ritz, closed in 2012 
for a two-year $227 million renovation so it can remain true to its reputation 
as an earthly paradise. Sweden’s ICEHOTEL has announced that it will be 
open year-round.

Hotels—specifically, the idea of the grand hotel—are connected to hopes 
for and fantasies about the future. They are institutional expressions of cul-
tural optimism and ambition, spaces of consequence in matters of nation-
hood. As mobility studies have taught us to understand, this world is on 
the move: “At the centre of all of it is the universal experiential fact of mov-
ing” (Cresswell, “Mobilities I” 556). Grand hotels facilitate the commodity 
chain of leisure travel—they prove that mobility is entangled with power 
and identity; the politics of mobility explores such matters as the “notion of 
hospitality in a crisis situation, theorizations of turbulence” (556), and who 

 6. http://www.burjkhalifa.ae/en/the-tower/vision.aspx
 7. The “unprecedented perpendicular” of the Burj in O’Neill’s The Dog is the sig-
nature site for the service economy that forms the lean, tensile spine of this “country 
of buzz” (5), which O’Neill’s protagonist describes as an “abracadabrapolis” (11), a 
branded “World of Rolex” marked by record-breaking immensities (94).
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gets to travel and how and why (cultural geographer Tim Cresswell distin-
guishes, for example, between the “kinetic elite” and refugees [“Mobilities I” 
552]). For these many reasons, hotels can factor into the conflicts of the pres-
ent, embroiled in moments of violence and political unrest. This connection 
has been an enduring one. In 1864, for example, Confederate arsonists tar-
geted thirteen of New York City’s grand hotels. London’s grand hotels were 
bombed by the Fenians in the nineteenth century and struck in the air raids 
of World Wars I and II. The Nazis took over the Paris Ritz when France fell 
to Germany in June 1940. The four-star Hôtel des Mille Collines in Kigali, 
Rwanda, provided refuge during the 1994 Rwandan Genocide.8 Today’s 
news reports of ISIS attacks in grand hotels, such as the luxury resort in 
Mali in November 2015 or Mumbai’s Taj Mahal Hotel in 2008, are recurring. 
The targeting of grand hotels proves dramatically, even viscerally, the fra-
gility of the values central to Western-style capitalism. This radical rupture 
in the code of hospitality—violating a place of sanctuary, ensuring the suf-
fering of the living on the very ground that caters to repose—strikes at the 
heart of the clean and standardized processes upon which a luxury culture 
relies. Such violence is unexpected, unimaginable, and, therefore, politically 
effective. The vision of a luxury site in ruin is a cognitively dissonant one.

What might be called the counternarrative of the grand hotel as ruin (the 
signature building unbuilt, the signifier of luxury stripped of its meaning) 
also informs the fate of the Grande Hotel in Beira, Mozambique—a colonial 
era dreamworld once known as the “Pride of Africa” that now is home to as 
many as 3,000 squatters. Part of the original city plan drafted by Portuguese 
colonial administrators, the Grande Hotel opened in 1955, complete with the 
modern comforts of pool, hotel bank and post office, and cinema. Marketing 
materials boasted that one need never leave this Portuguese colony’s luxury 
destination to have a good life. But the resort, which was regarded as the 
continent’s largest and most luxurious, lasted only six years, closing in 1963. 
Its promise of respite has now given way to its dark double: During 1977–92 
the structure was repurposed as a refugee camp during the civil war, and, 
following independence, the hotel basement briefly served as a jail for politi-
cal prisoners. Today’s inhabitants of the long-abandoned hotel are largely 
forgotten by the town and are in certain ways invisible even to one another; 
escape from this desperate under-economy seems impossible. Anything that 
could be removed from the building—glass, tubing, stones, concrete—has 
been pilfered and sold. The wooden flooring has been used for cooking 

 8. This event forms the basis of the 2004 film Hotel Rwanda, directed by Terry 
George and produced by United Artists and Lions Gate Films.
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fires and fuel. It is unclear when this compromised building—which must 
endure its own slow unbuilding—will collapse. Those living at the ruined 
hotel endure a scarcity of food, high prices, rampant disease like malaria 
and AIDS, and unclean water (in the hotel swimming pool where inhabit-
ants bathe and the poolside bar that is used as a urinal). Inhabitants are 
called “whato muno” (“not from here”) to denote their placelessness, their 
social and cultural marginalization. This name, and the ruin that engendered 
it, signifies a national failure—another iteration of North Korea’s Hotel of 
Doom. While the previous chapter explored the ghosts living in hotels, here 
the hotel is itself the ghost.

Hotels shape and are shaped by politics, given their utility to economic 
and cultural globalism. Indeed, in light of global capitalism’s exponential 
growth of world cities, hotels can help realize the contemporary dream 
of a world without borders, “insisting on the power of the geographical 
imagination in the process of social formation” (Cresswell, “New Cultural 
Geography” 171). A global hotel economy has the potential to serve what 
theorists call “globality” (as distinct from the social processes of globaliza-
tion), providing a global-local nexus where hybridization can occur. This 
vision aligns with Kant’s understanding of modern hospitality, constructed 
upon the promise of safe crossing of national borders. An interesting instan-
tiation of this aspiration is Spanish architect Antoni Gaudi’s (1852–1926) con-
ceptual design “Hotel Attraction,” which takes us to New York City in 1908. 
Designed for a site in Lower Manhattan, the hotel was to be America’s tall-
est building. Two American businessmen (whom several historians identify 
as Edward T. Carlton, an American hotelier, and William Gibbs McAdoo, 
president of the New York and New Jersey Railroad Company) admired 
Gaudi’s work and approached him about sketches for a new luxury hotel. 
Gaudi’s design featured a cluster of steel and concrete towers of different 
heights surrounding a central tower, 1,048 feet tall (about the height of the 
Empire State Building). The Hotel Attraction contained an exhibition hall 
honoring the American presidents, conference rooms, a theater, five dining 
rooms symbolizing the five continents, all topped with a star-shaped, rotat-
ing sphere Gaudi called “The Sphere of All Space” that provided up to 30 
people at once a panoramic view of the city. Why this design was scuttled 
is not entirely clear: Some claim that Gaudi grew too ill to pursue the proj-
ect; others maintain he was ideologically opposed to the hotel’s connection 
with luxury.

Whatever the reason, it was almost 100 years later when Gaudi’s Hotel 
Attraction reemerged as a submission to the 2002 international memo-
rial competition for rebuilding the World Trade Center following 9/11. In 
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an effort led by US architect Paul Laffoley, it was proposed that Gaudi’s 
extraordinary design would mend the rift between developers and grieving 
families, and allow people to dream, hope, and feel wonder again (to bor-
row some of the campaign’s rhetoric of uplift). The hall devoted to Ameri-
can presidents would now honor the dead, and this early-century design 
for a futuristic New York City grand palace would be used to heal twenty-
first-century wounds. The choice of an old design from a deceased architect 
would also transcend the ego wars that shaped both the construction of the 
World Trade Towers and the terrorist plots that destroyed them. And, pos-
sibly, it was a historic move that would return the Hotel Attraction to its 
intended home, for Ground Zero may have been the precise Lower Manhat-
tan location Gaudi was asked to consider for his futuristic hotel. Though the 
Freedom Tower would eventually prove the winning design, it is neverthe-
less significant that a hotel was considered and embraced by many as the 
building project that could restore national pride and strength, heal interna-
tional rifts, and provide a way forward. In the face of its profound collective 
grief, America would be assertively hospitable. The country would demon-
strate that its borders remained tenaciously open, that it welcomed guests, 
and viewed itself, still, as a destination for those in search of beauty, novelty, 
and repose. It was a way to rebuild both metropolis and nation.

FIGURE C.1. Midland Grand Hotel in the nineteenth 
century. Courtesy of St Pancras Hotel.
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The near-resurrection of Gaudi’s Hotel Attraction in modern-day New 
York recalls the related story of London’s Midland Grand, a former grand 
hotel that would be reborn as one of two key components (terminus and ter-
minus hotel) in the St Pancras renewal project. The nineteenth century lives 
on. “To step from a Eurostar train on to a platform at St Pancras Interna-
tional is now the most dramatic way to arrive in London”—thus opens the 
first chapter of The Transformation of St Pancras Station, a book coauthored 
by Alastair Lansley, head architect on the redevelopment of Pancras Sta-
tion. Lansley asserts that the St Pancras International “signal[s] the return 
of the grand station to the UK” (56). He points out that the Pancras Station 
now stands as the grandest enclosed space from the nineteenth century, 
and that the King’s Cross St Pancras Underground system is contemporary 
London’s most connected station: six underground lines (Hammersmith & 
City, Circle, Metropolitan, Northern, Piccadilly, and Victoria); direct service 

FIGURE C.2. St Pancras Hotel, 2018. Photo by author.
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to Heathrow, Gatwick, and Luton airports; and the new home of the Euro-
star, thereby linking London to Paris, Avignon, Brussels, Lille, Rotterdam, 
and Amsterdam. This story recounts the resurrection of a spectacular build-
ing originally conceived for the steam era. This same story is the subject 
of a promotional gift book (available for purchase in the reception area) 
about the renovation of the Midland Grand, now the St Pancras Renaissance 
Hotel. The book begins with two consequential figures speaking of the past 
and the present: The hotel project’s lead developer, Harry Handelsman, sees 
the reopened Midland/St Pancras as returning “Scott’s masterpiece back 
to its original grandeur” (16). “We have achieved,” he explains, “the vision 
that the greats of Victorian architecture set out to accomplish (16). The 
widow of Wayland, Lord Kennet, offers an introductory note recalling how 
her husband—as a member of the Ministry of Housing and Local Govern-
ment—was responsible for the preservation of fine buildings like St Pancras. 
Kennet listed both the hotel and station as Grade I, his widow explains, sav-
ing them from demolition. The “glorious past” embodied in such edifices as 
the St Pancras would become “their future in the right hands,” Lady Kennet 
writes. With the new St Pancras Eurostar Station beginning its operations 
on November 14, 2007, the St Pancras Renaissance Hotel opened its doors 
in London on May 5, 2011. The future of this world city would be secured 
by the present that had come to the rescue of, and had ensured the resur-
rection of, the past.

William Barlow’s grand train shed for the Midland Rail Company had 
been completed 21 years before the Eiffel Tower opened in 1889 and rep-
resented the acme of innovative design and technology. In 1868 the train 
shed was the largest, widest uninterrupted space ever enclosed. And the 
exuberance of Scott’s Gothic vision for the accompanying terminus hotel 
matched its train shed to spectacular effect. Yet, as chapter 2 recounts, the 
Midland Grand’s disappointing history ensued: Closed as a hotel in the 
1930s and renamed the St Pancras Chambers, the building was used for 
rail offices. In 1966 the building was saved from demolition, and in 1983 
the Midland Company gave up use of the building. An external renovation 
occurred in 1993, but mainly with the purpose of keeping the building look-
ing “preserved”—a kind of public relations move. The interior was in a state 
of perpetual dereliction. Yet several large-scale changes were in the works. 
A plan to move the Eurostar from Waterloo to either St Pancras or King’s 
Cross was being discussed. A major adjacent redevelopment project was 
completed in 1997 when the British Library moved to the former Somers 
Town Goods Yard, across the street from St Pancras. Additionally, London 
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was scheduled to host the 2012 Olympics, which would necessitate major 
renovations to King’s Cross Station to accommodate the influx of spectators 
needing transportation to the various Olympic venues.9

Already hired for the King’s Cross regeneration project, Foster + Part-
ners received the commission to renovate the Pancras Station as the intended 
home for the Channel Tunnel Rail Link (CTRL). Their design mandate was 
clear: Passengers should experience the grandeur of the space, especially the 
magnificence of Barlow’s train shed and its soaring roof. Passengers must 
also be able to see the sleek Eurostar trains, so the design allows the Chun-
nel trains to arrive at the station’s west and more visible platform, while the 
domestic trains use an east platform in an extension to the train shed (which 
also has the design sense of connecting domestic passengers more easily to 
the King’s Cross Station next door). Awed by all they see, passengers should 
also want to spend time in the station and to do so with complete assur-
ance of their safety. Notably, the architects decided to expose the station’s 
undercroft—the dark subterranean level that received barrels of ale from the 
north, which draymen loaded onto carts for delivery to public houses and 
taverns—to create a two-tiered space in which passengers see both levels at 
once, the train platforms above and the retail spaces situated in the under-
croft. This innovation permitted considerable natural light into the lower 
space that would serve as arcade and concourse. This bold design—that 
allowed crowds to move easily, connected different purpose-built spaces, 
and placed movement itself on view—transformed connectedness into a 
spectacular sight.

Intended as a destination and place to facilitate the business of com-
ing and going, the new station required a hotel that would raise the Mid-
land Grand from its ruins. It would be a Victorian luxury hotel updated for 
the present age—a second era of glamorous travel by rail. The London and 
Continental Railways (LCR) hired Manhattan Loft Corporation (MLC), run 
by the developer Harry Handelsman, to develop the hotel. MLC partnered 
with Marriott Corporation, which agreed to operate the hotel as part of its 
portfolio of properties. It quickly became clear that the restored hotel would 
require more rooms to make it profitable, so a new west addition, designed 
in the “Scott manner” per English Heritage’s dictate, was built. Moreover, 
upper stories in the original hotel building were transformed into 67 res-
idential apartments to generate additional revenue. The former cab road 

 9. A revamped King’s Cross Station needed to expand capacity to 60 million pas-
sengers annually.
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and roof became the reception area, one of the longest spaces of its kind in 
Europe. And the Booking Office was transformed into a stylish bar—again, 
to attract customers as a destination in its own right and serve passengers 
waiting for their trains. The former Coffee Room was repurposed as the Gil-
bert Scott Restaurant; the elegant Ladies’ Reading Room, once considered 
the hotel’s most beautiful space, was turned into a private function venue. 
And the hotel’s original main entrance, with its three-quartered revolving 
door preserved (for those Victorian ladies’ wide skirts), now leads to the bar 
area for the Gilbert Scott Restaurant. The renovations took eight years, at a 
cost of over £200 million.

An extraordinarily ambitious venture, the St Pancras Station/Hotel 
renovation and the King’s Cross Project form the largest urban renewal 
undertaking in modern-day Europe. Principal designer of St Pancras, Rail 
Link Engineering, oversaw the King’s Cross development. The redesign 
of the King’s Cross underground, including the Northern Ticket Hall, was 
underway from 1999 to 2009. In 2012 the station, with its massive cano-
pied Western Concourse, was opened, in time for the London Olympics. 
In 2013 King’s Cross Square—the open public space that frames the newly 
revealed façade of Lewis Cubitt’s station—was completed.10 The most excit-
ing aspect of this project, however, is arguably the repurposing of the former 
railway yards behind the two stations, King’s Cross and St Pancras—a site 
formerly represented as an unmappable gray zone in A-Z Guides of Lon-
don. Owned by LCR, this acreage is officially known as King’s Cross Cen-
tral, where a 25-year project—begun in 2006 and led by the famed British 
developer Argent Group, in partnership with both LCR and DHL Supply 
Chain—is nearing completion of its work.11 The project’s central mission 
is to bring back to life the marshalling yards of the industrial revolution 
or what are often called “the railway lands.” This mixed-use development 
comprises 67 acres, in which 20 new streets have been added (like Stable 
Street, Baggers Walk, and Granary), and 20 heritage sites have been pre-
served. These include the Great Northern Hotel, the world’s first purpose-
built railway terminus hotel that accommodated Victorians traveling by 
way of King’s Cross Station, which has been back in business since 2013;12 
the German Gymnasium, the site of London’s first Olympics games, which 

 10. Cubitt’s façade had been obscured by an extension to the station.
 11. Argent is best known for its development work that led to the revitalization of 
Birmingham.
 12. The Great Northern is a luxury boutique hotel of 91 rooms; several of its spaces 
are designed to invoke the glamorous interiors of nineteenth-century railway carriages. 
The Great Northern’s bar is intended to echo Grand Central Station’s famed Oyster Bar.
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is an upscale restaurant that opened in 2015; the Stanley Building located 
behind the Gymnasium, the last remaining structure of five blocks of nine-
teenth-century model workers’ housing; the Fish and Coal Offices, which 
opened in November of 2017 as the headquarters for designer Tom Dixon; 
the “Triplets,” three connected gas holders built in 1860–67, where high-end 
condominiums now sell for a starting price of £1 million;13 and the Midlands 
Goods Shed, next to the Granary, which houses a Waitrose. Here, where 
modern-day Londoners buy their groceries, was Queen Victoria’s preferred 
platform for boarding and departing from her trains, away from the crowds 
of the main station. Reportedly, she also did not like the idea of going under 
the canal in a train.

Exemplary in its adaptive reuse, the King’s Cross Project locates its heart 
at the Granary Building and its Square. Built in 1851, the Granary—along 
with the transit sheds behind it to the north—now houses the prestigious 
Central Saint Martins College of Arts and Design. This cool, dark building 
where grain was formerly stored provides the university with workshops, its 
uniquely vertical space designed for grain elevators making it particularly 
adaptable to modern uses—as well as visually stunning. The old is linked 
with the new by way of connecting glass-enclosed spaces called “streets,” 
a design execution of integrative, cross-disciplinary learning as well as cre-
ativity itself. One of the King’s Cross guiding concepts is education, and so 
this college—along with the King’s Cross Academy (a primary school), the 
Frank Barnes School for Deaf Children, and the King’s Cross office that over-
sees vocational training and apprenticeship opportunities on site—embod-
ies that commitment. Just outside the Granary Building is where Granary 
Square, originally the site of the canal basins built by the Great Northern 
Railway to load the rail cars from the barges, honors its aquatic heritage 
with 1,080 fountains that provide a mutable art installation to observe or to 
play in. Here is space for public events and shows, and pure collective exu-
berance—dedicated use that honors Argent’s guiding concepts of creativity, 
sustainability, and community. Nearby, the Coal Drops Yard, which opened 
at the end of October in 2018, is a repurposed site spectacularly designed 
by Heatherwick Studio that functions as a venue for retail, food, markets, 
and festivals.14

 13. The gasholders were part of Pancras Gasworks. The largest in London, Pancras 
Gasworks remained in operation until the late twentieth century.
 14. Built in the 1850s, the Coal Drops were containers in which the high trains 
dropped their coal. This helped to move coal from the rail wagons to the horse-drawn 
carts on the roads below. For much of the twentieth century, the Coal Drops were used 
as studios, workshops, and clubs. They served as the epicenter for the warehouse party 
scene of King’s Cross’s vibrant youth culture in the ’80s.
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Preserving heritage is one of ten “Principles for a Human City,” a 2001 
document that has shaped the King’s Cross redevelopment. The docu-
ment’s mandate is emphatic: “Harness the value of heritage.” And, indeed, 
the development has been cited by English Heritage as “one of England’s 
20 best heritage-led developments” (“Making Storeys”). Connectivity has 
always characterized King’s Cross, which—with its canal, roads, and rail-
ways—has long been London’s densest transit hub. John Nash’s canal, built 
between 1812 and 1820, connected London to the northern regions of the 
country, to provide a way of goods and materials (especially coal and grain) 
getting into London. And, thus, connectivity itself emerges as a historically 
charged principle that has served as the King’s Cross design team’s mantra: 
Honor the local and attract the global. Pancras Square, opened in 2015, is 
one of King’s Cross’s numerous public spaces, an enclave formed by several 
new buildings that provide a London home for such companies as global 
media firm Havas and fashion house Louis Vuitton. Google’s London head-
quarters are located here as well, in a groundscraper that, if righted, would 
be as tall as the Shard. To preserve the historical dimensions of both skyline 
and view, a height restriction limits new buildings to 10 floors plus a roof. 
Another iteration of King’s Cross’s commitment to local-global connectivity 
is King’s Place, one of the first completed ventures in the neighborhood’s 
revitalization. It is home to both the Observer and the Guardian, which con-
nect their readers to the world and its news stories. With the building’s mix 
of spaces assigned to leisure (galleries, two concert halls, restaurants, and 
bars) and corporate offices, King’s Place represents, as its architects proudly 
explain, a new kind of building that links the previously unrelated enter-
prises of business and the arts.15

An impressive 40% of the entire King’s Cross development is earmarked 
as open space—parks, squares, an amphitheater, and a temporary art instal-
lation that provided London with its only freshwater swimming pond in 
what is now called Lewis Cubitt Park, a nod to the architect of King’s Cross 
Station and the Great Northern Hotel. In 2015 four major parks or squares 
opened: In addition to Lewis Cubitt Park, there are Lewis Cubitt Square, 
Gasholder Park, and Pancras Square. The Viaduct, an elevated park much 
like New York City’s High Line completed in 2016, links Granary Square 
to the Gasholders. The King’s Cross Project has its own energy center, with 

 15. King’s Place is described as a building with two sides: Its front faces the busy 
York Way, and its undulating glass skin invokes the water that lies just behind, in the 
Regent’s Canal. The back of the building that fronts the canal basin is, by contrast, a mass 
of discrete forms and shapes that renders in material ways the building’s commitment to 
creativity and the diversity of the warehouse neighborhood to its rear.
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steam providing both heating and hot water. It is interesting to note how 
this urban landscape has used its industrial past to transform itself into a 
clean neighborhood. Sustainability, according to the developers Argent, is 
crucial to building a sense of community. Argent’s ambition to make King’s 
Cross the “cleanest and friendliest place in London” is realized in such ini-
tiatives as planting mature trees, designing vertical and rooftop gardens, 
and minimizing impact on the environment (“Making Storeys”). Fortu-
nately, an earlier renovation scheme from the 1990s, led by Norman Foster, 
never materialized. This failure to rescue King’s Cross was indeed fortunate 
because Foster’s design scheme envisioned razing most of the neighbor-
hood’s Victorian buildings, a potentially tragic erasure of the past based on 
a limited understanding of history’s often vital role in sustainability. Also, 
the Foster plans were dominated by office buildings, which would have 
impeded the many connectivities (public mixed-use space; allocations for 
corporate, arts, and education spaces; hotels for travelers/guests) facilitated 
so nimbly by the King’s Cross Project.

St Pancras and King’s Cross are case studies for London’s contemporary 
heritage industry and how it presents, and interacts with, its Victorian roots. 
The public relations efforts of both St Pancras and King’s Cross showcase a 
dialogue underway between past and present. To quote from the St Pancras 
keepsake book, it “pays homage to its glorious origins.” This claim specifi-
cally references the design of the spa in the hotel’s lower floor, which, we are 
told, uses Victorian tiles to invoke the hotel kitchens that were once on-site; 
however, preservation of the historical—that commitment to making history 
visible—is a guiding principle for the entire area. The King’s Cross revital-
ization project witnesses contemporary London embracing its nineteenth-
century identity as a manufacturing powerhouse; it is renewed testimony to 
London’s national and international preeminence (both past and present) in 
transport, hospitality, and commerce. A recurring claim about this renova-
tion project highlights place-making. In total, 2,000 new homes will be built, 
37% of which will be social housing.16 The developers expect up to 500,000 
people to be living, working, and studying at King’s Cross by 2020. In its 
eight million square feet, 56% will be offices, 24%, residential, 11%, retail, 
and 9% hotels, culture, leisure, and education. This transformation is par-
ticularly astonishing when one considers that the King’s Cross area was best 
known as recently as 2000 for urban blight. The ’80s and the ’90s especially 

 16. Because two of the guiding principles of the King’s Cross Project are inclusivity 
and diversity, the site offers housing options on all socioeconomic levels, and the devel-
opers are rightly proud to have avoided charges of classism. The Project also includes 
assisted living and student housing options, thereby steering clear of ageism as well.
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witnessed an era of desuetude when the neighborhood was characterized 
by prostitution, vagrancy, and nightclubs. And the grand hotels—first the 
St Pancras and now, more recently, the Great Northern—have been vital 
parts, keystones really, in this remapping of London. The redevelopment 
of the railway area north of the canal, that undistinguished gray blank in 
London A-Z Guides from the last two decades of the twentieth century, now 
has its story, thanks to the rebirth of grand hotels. In this sense, the hotel has 
ensured “the future of a world city” (A Walk Around King’s Cross 7).

That 9% of redeveloped space dedicated to “hotels etc.” might seem an 
insignificant part of the King’s Cross story. Yet, in light of all this book has 
argued, one is justified in saying that hotels are key to the historic as well as 
the contemporary function of this neighborhood. The translocal site of the 
hotel, moving mobile populations and connecting the “here” to the “else-
where,” facilitates what this neighborhood accomplishes for the city and 
for the nation. And the St Pancras and the Great Northern have certainly 
been essential in remaking industrial King’s Cross into a postindustrial 
national and international presence. In effect, the railways these terminus 
hotels served, which helped to build them but then bounded and isolated 
this area in the twentieth century (because renovation discussions were long 
underway and the Eurostar plan was slow in evolving), have now remade 
this area of London. The story of King’s Cross is similar to the story Rem 
Koolhaas recounts for another world metropolis, New York City, and its 
grand hotels. In his masterpiece Delirious New York, Koolhaas’s specific focus 
is the Waldorf-Astoria, which began its life as a private home when Wil-
liam B. Astor purchased land in 1827 upon which to build a family home. 
This grand home of the Astor family functioned for the city’s newly arrived 
immigrants as a highly visible sign of the possibility of social mobility, an 
icon for the American Dream. In the 1890s, Astor’s home became a hotel, a 
palace for the many (or for those who could afford to stay there), and the 
Waldorf-Astoria became “the unofficial palace of New York City” by the 
1920s (137).

Koolhaas’s analysis reveals how the hotel helped build the city, and 
how it instantiates the logic of the city—what Koolhaas calls “Manhattan-
ism.” For the hotel’s history is one of “cannibalism,” where the new quickly 
becomes outmoded and must give way to the next new (and bigger) thing; 
thus, it is the institutionalization of what Koolhaas calls the “irresistible syn-
thetic” that drives this “island of invention.” In examining the conceptual-
metaphorical projects conceived by the Office for Metropolitan Architecture 
that are listed in the appendix of Delirious New York, one notes (and I do not 
believe it is a coincidence) that two of the five sketches are for hotels, the 
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Hotel Sphinx (conceived for Times Square) and the Welfare Palace Hotel 
(sited on Roosevelt Island). These cities-within-a-city that articulate “Man-
hattan’s metropolitan agonies—proving both the need and the impossibility 
of ‘escape’” (306)—are the full expression of the dream of the hotel. With 
its theaters, ballrooms, conference and banquet rooms, its restaurant (in the 
wings of the Sphinx), its outdoor playground and garden, the swimming 
pool and gymnasium (in the Sphinx’s head) topped by a planetarium and 
its new subway station that links it all, the Hotel Sphinx serves a “culture 
of congestion’s” need for escape and diversion.17 The second sketch outlines 
the Welfare Palace Hotel, complete with theater and restaurant designed 
according to the themes of “shipwreck” and “uninhabited island,” a dance 
floor and Chinese swimming pool, a floating reproduction of Gericault’s 
Raft of the Medusa that visitors can board and dance upon, and multiple tow-
ers each topped with a differently themed club (like the Freud Unlimited 
Club!). Both these hotels are structures of excess, excess of both exuberance 
and despair, that allegorize the cycles of building, collapse, and rebuilding 
inherent to Manhattan’s unceasing growth. They are “wonder work” that 
signals, we can infer from Koolhaas’s speculations, the enchantment of the 
world glowing on the undulating grid of this global city.18

I have written much of this book where I live, in Saratoga Springs, New 
York, not too far upstate from Manhattan. As a premier resort community of 
nineteenth-century America that attracted visitors from across the country 
and around the world, it is the perfect place in which to have thought about 
Victorian grand hotels. Saratoga Springs’s many grand hotels made plea-
sure excursions possible; the hotels lining Broadway, the city’s ambitiously 
named main street, were destinations in their own right. Summer was the 
prime season in Saratoga Springs, with such attractions as taking the waters 
at the area’s many natural springs, enjoying the cooler temperatures and 
proximity to the Adirondacks and the Hudson River Valley, attending the 
horse races, and gambling at the town casinos (an industry that boomed as 

 17. A particularly delightful detail is the “jacking and twisting mechanisms of the 
head of the Hotel Sphinx.” The sketch explains, “In response to certain important events, 
the face of the Sphinx can be directed to ‘stare’ at various points in the city” (299).
 18. Koolhaas feels there are two responses to Manhattan. To illustrate these 
responses, he imagines the arrival to the city of two people, Corbusier and Dali. Cor-
busier’s response is to want to turn it into a grid of efficiency, while Dali sees a richly 
weird realm of dreams. It is interesting to conceive of the grand hotel as responding to 
both—that is, the need for efficiency by way of the latest innovations and cutting-edge 
technology as well as the indispensability of dreams, desires, the unpredictable, and the 
novel. I thank Merle Black for all the many discussions of Koolhaas we have had over 
the years.
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the century advanced).19 But public sociability was the greatest lure. Visi-
tors came to be part of the crowd, to avail themselves of the buzzing social 
network accessible during the summer months. Promenading, relaxing on 
the hotels’ verandas in the evening, attending balls, they came to see and 
be seen—to circulate, to connect, to gossip. To summer in Saratoga Springs 
signaled one’s cultural and social capital. The railway came early to Saratoga 
Springs, in 1833, after the Saratoga and Schenectady railroad was chartered 
in 1831. (Note that the first rail line in the US had been opened only since 
1830.) That the rail came to Saratoga Springs so early opened the city to a 
geographically diverse clientele and confirmed it as a destination for figures 
of cultural and political importance. Among its many hotels, four rose to 
particular prominence: Built in 1824 and rebuilt in 1874 after a fire destroyed 
it in 1865, the United States Hotel was considered the grandest; Congress 
Hall, its construction begun in 1811, was at one point the largest hotel in 
the US; the Grand Union, completed in 1876, stood across Broadway from 
Congress Hall and would surpass it in size; and the Pavilion was in opera-
tion from 1819 to 1858. Diaries, travelogues, and letters from the era record 
the details of hotel life, as male and female guests express their dreams and 
desires, and share their experiences, in writing. Many of this book’s key fig-
ures and preoccupying concerns show up in these Saratoga Springs-based 
memoirs, beginning with the railway as it defined a culture of mobilities. 
Those who came to Saratoga Springs and stayed in its hotels were, neces-
sarily so, mobile.20

James Skelton Gilliam, a lawyer from Virginia, kept a diary brimming 
with gossip from his 1816 trip to Saratoga Springs. Here the matter of the 
crowd, the figure of the stranger, and the concern over social intelligibility 
arise. He admits upon arrival, “I do not like the appearance of any of the 
company that I have seen” (Horne 39). He quickly zooms in on his impres-
sions of a hotel woman, that figure essential to this book’s arguments. He 
is startled to find that a woman journeying alone all the way from Charles-
ton is overly familiar with him and his party; she is, he describes, “rather a 
singular character in the form of a woman. She had travelled with us from 
New York to Albany in the steam-boat & that she considered a sufficient 

 19. Escaping the heat of the South prompted many planters to journey north to Sara-
toga’s hotels. Here is one specific way in which the business of hotels in America united 
the States, healing the psychocultural divide of the Civil War.
 20. Belgian visitor Gustave de Molinari describes the familiar tableau of arrival: “We 
take the Saratoga train, and arrive before midnight at this favored rendez-vous of Ameri-
can society. We descend at the Grand Union, a leviathan hotel next to which the larg-
est hotels of Europe are like the cascade of the Bois de Boulogne next to the cataract of 
Niagara” (Horne 233).
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acquaintance to speak to us” (Horne 39). He doesn’t know quite how to read 
her, and this “singular” female embodies the strange disorientations that 
accompany his entrance into a hotel world. Initially unsettled by his experi-
ence of public intimacy, he nevertheless soon admits to enjoying the crowd; 
he finds his (social) place and learns where to go—to the Pavilion, “the large 
house . . . where all the young and gay people go” (40). Much of his July 8, 
1816, diary entry focuses on the single young women he meets (more hotel 
women), several of whom he promises to stay in touch with, calling upon 
them when he next passes through their home cities. In effect, his diary is 
consumed by the business of circulation and social relations, detailing peo-
ple as they mix and interact: Gilliam boasts, “Our company has increased 
very much. There cannot be less than 350 at these springs. They are going & 
coming however every day” (40).

Reading the crowd is a regular activity for traveler-writers like Gilliam, 
who seem eager to demonstrate their abilities to parse the collective, social 
body into recognizable Saratoga Springs types: the celebrated beauties, 
loungers, belles and beaux, fashionables, wags, gay idlers, smiling maidens, 
jolly matrons exhibiting their fine forms, dandies, and icons of fashionable 
pomp. In 1834 London minister Andrew Reed calls Saratoga Springs “the 
centre of transatlantic fashion” (Horne 106). This sense of the grand hotel 
town as an epicenter, as containing the entire world in one place, recurs 
in nineteenth-century impressions of Saratoga Springs, which is typically 
construed as cosmopolitan, transnational .  .  . a microcosm. Writing to a 
European readership in the 1880s, Italian Carlo Gardini explains, “Saratoga 
boasts the finest hotels in the United States, and that means in the world” 
(Horne 240). Sifting the crowd into rank, stature, and class is a key operation 
in social commentary about Saratoga Springs. Swedish tourist Carl David 
Arfwedson offers up his taxonomy: “Here [in the town’s range of hotels], 
more than elsewhere, may be discovered the distinction that really prevails 
among persons of different classes in America. . . . This aristocratic tendency 
in Republican States may be condemned or not” (Horne 95). It seems he 
understands the operations of habitus that shape classed identities. Though 
he may not use the word when he describes the resort residents as those 
who “lay claim to beauty, genius, and talents” (Horne 95), Arfwedson is, 
in effect, acknowledging the esoteric function of glamour. And he appreci-
ates the social capital of conspicuous leisure. About the hotel denizens, he 
observes, “Their particular object is amusement, and to kill time in every 
possible way. When such visiters [sic] arrive at a watering place, extrav-
agance, as a matter of course, reaches its climax, and they try to surpass 
each other in expenditure” (Horne 96). Interestingly, Gardini’s and Arfwed-
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son’s commentaries are both nation- and class-based. Traveling to Saratoga 
Springs is in part about seeing the world and, in part, about seeing America 
on display, focused on the project of nation-making. As I have argued, the 
American commercial hospitality industry was directly tied to the young 
country’s developing nationalism; specifically, hotel-building in the States 
gathered momentum from George Washington’s presidential tours and his 
own (republican) need for public hospitality. Washington’s northern tour 
in 1783 included a stop at the springs in Saratoga. Washington’s own resi-
dence, Mount Vernon, inspired the key architectural detail Saratogian hotels 
became known for: the colonnaded porches that run the length of the build-
ing’s façade, called piazzas.21 With this design nod, grand hotels echoed 
the architectural style of a powerful new republic in the making. Guests 
knew they were staying in a hostelry that simulated the presidential abode, 
a “home” fit for a president (if not a king).

Visiting Saratoga Springs in 1873 to report for the Kölnische Zeitung, 
Friedrich Ratzel provides the facts of a hotel stay:

To live at a hotel that has 1,364 feet of frontage, one mile of piazzas, 2 miles 

of halls, 13 acres of carpets and marble floors, 824 rooms, 1,474 doors, and 

1,891 windows is certainly a great pleasure; $2.50 a day is not too much 

to pay for the feeling of living in the biggest of hotels, especially if it is in 

America and one is an American. (Horne 221)

Such awed enumerations are a common response to Saratoga Springs’s 
imposing hotels; the hotels’ sheer scale frequently activates the impulse to 
quantify. In other enumerations associated with the crowd, the hotel woman 
receives the most scrutiny—her fashion, her being on display, her social 
power and centrality. That she dresses for view, that she changes her out-
fit three to four to five times a day is a repeating source of astonishment.22 
She is also, once again, a source of consternation: This rouged and painted 

 21. In My Diary in America in the Midst of War, George Augustus Sala offers a humor-
ous sketch of piazza culture (and note, of course, the connection he draws between hotel 
and club): “You must go to the piazzas of the ‘States’ to have it gratified. Be your ambi-
tion to flirt, to chat, to go asleep, to roll logs, to pull wires, to lay pipes, or to grind axes, 
every one of those operations can be performed under the piazzas.  .  .  . You become an 
honorary member of this gigantic out-of-doors club at once” (2: 291).
 22. Southerner Benjamin Franklin Perry Leaphart, visiting Saratoga Springs in 1895, 
admits that he has, perhaps, seen too much: “Women change their dresses three times a 
day the last now, which is almost no dress at all, nude, I think I have seen enough. The 
style is the less you have on at 8 PM till 12 50 AM the more fashionable you are” (Horne 
254).
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female arrayed with feathers and beads may suggest the inauthenticity of 
a luxury culture, more gilded than gold. She reminds us of the paradoxes 
and tensions of the grand hotel—a site for respectable folk and scoundrels, 
for civility and swindlers, for order and deception. More than once, Sara-
toga Springs is likened to Sodom and Gomorrah. In 1867 British minister 
George Rose is harsh in his attack: “The company at Saratoga was what is 
termed ‘style,’ by which is meant very over-dressed, jewel-bedizened, loud-
talking women” (Horne 201–02). To be accurate, Saratoga men do not fare 
much better in his assessment: Their wardrobe can be eccentric and they dye 
their hair, whiskers, and moustache. Public dining at grand hotels is another 
source of wonder and concern. The novelty of the table d’hôte challenges 
the writers’ descriptive skills and credulity. In 1823 the Canadian Edward 
Allen Talbot expresses his astonishment: “The hotel is said to be capable of 
accommodating two hundred persons, all of whom breakfast, dine and sup 
at the same table. A number of waiters, I dare say not less than twenty, are in 
attendance; and, as in this land of independence no gentleman ever deigns 
to carve a dish, the duty of a waiter is very arduous” (Horne 59–60). As we 
have seen earlier in this book, the democratic nature of public sociability, 
with its catered experiences simulating a home away from home, freed visi-
tors from home. Belgian visitor Gustave de Molinari expresses the delights 
of privilege: “What a menu, good God! I count 85 dishes. . . . And I have the 
right to make them serve me everything!” (Horne 234).

As I finish this conclusion, the Adelphi Hotel in Saratoga Springs has 
recently completed a major renovation to restore it to its original grandeur, 
having reopened in early winter 2017. A design mix of High Victorian Gothic 
and Italian Renaissance, the hotel was built in 1877, part of a master plan 
that included the United States Hotel to the north and the Grand Union 
and Congress Hall to the south. The Adelphi boasts the only remaining Vic-
torian grand porch on Broadway. Next to the Adelphi stands the Rip Van 
Dam, the largest pre–Civil War hotel still in existence, having been built 
in 1840—but it no longer operates as a hotel. The city’s other grand hotels 
have not survived the vicissitudes of history or economy: Congress Hall, the 
first to go, was demolished in 1913; the United States (rebuilt in 1874 with 
768 rooms) was razed in 1946; the Grand Union was torn down in 1952–53. 
These three palace hotels were designed in the Second Empire style, a formi-
dable architecture that made its presence felt with soaring French mansard 
roofs and two-story piazzas, 50 feet in height, which terminated in tow-
ers, from which American flags waved proudly. With their gardens, groves 
of pine trees, their three-story-high façades that extended backward with 
equally imposing wings, their elevators with room enough for 20 people 
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not needing to rub shoulders, the resort town’s hotels were a paradise filled 
with modern conveniences and contrivances meant to amaze and, through 
feats of American genius, to provide comfort to travelers. Splendid saloons, 
sumptuous drawing rooms, grand dining rooms that seat upward of 600 
diners made the hotels a place of extreme sociability. It became a kind of 
professional competition for Saratoga’s hotels to host balls to which they 
invited other hotels’ guests, to see which establishment out-hosted the oth-
ers.23 Like London’s Savoy, Saratoga’s palace hotels collectively offered a 
world of nighttime enchantment; nocturnal freedom must have increased 
when, in 1822, the first music to be played at a Saratoga hotel was heard. 
Molinari’s expressed delight in 1876 registers joys both physical and other-
wise: “Men and women dance without gloves!” (Horne 236).

Today, where the Grand Union once stood, commanding an entire city 
block, now operate American chain stores like the Gap, the Loft, and Banana 
Republic. A Starbuck’s is across the street, at the corner. A new hotel has 
recently opened in town, claiming its pedigree by appropriating the Pavil-
ion’s name. In the cityscape of contemporary Saratoga Springs, nineteenth-
century grand hotels are a ghostly presence. This palimpsestic richness 
reflects what Edward Soja describes as “the construction of human geogra-
phies, the social production of space and the restless formation and refor-
mation of geographical landscapes” (11). As I have argued, all hotels have 
their ghosts; however, sometimes the hotels themselves are the ghosts, leav-
ing behind their own traces as well as traces from bodies that once lodged 
on their premises. This is what Soja calls “the emplacement of social being” 
(10), which often, then, leaves its mark in text. To end this book, I conclude 
with sketches of four such “social beings” within Saratoga Springs’s Hotel-
land—figures that have already appeared in this book but have traveled 
across the Atlantic, from London to my hometown, to show up here at my 
book’s end. Self-described “hotel child” Henry James is the first such figure. 
This shrewd social observer wrote about “collective Saratoga” for the Nation 
in 1870. Saratoga Springs’s “monster hotels” provide fodder for several of 
his signature concerns: leisure, class, culture, taste, consumption, and social 
capital (325). In the town’s hotel life, he witnesses the substitution of Old 
World elegance for New World “wholesale equalization of the various social 
atoms” (334). Within the institutional culture of hotel life, he observes the 
operations of social aspiration at work, ample evidence of a nation’s claim 
to affluence. He sees the American character—and body—on display. The 

 23. Sala humorously coins a word for these “hotel hops”: “interhotelical” (My Diary 
in America 2: 155).
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hotel men strike him with their native “smartness”; they are “worthy sons 
of the great Republic” (327, 328). He continues, “They suggest to my fancy 
the swarming vastness—the multifarious possibilities and activities—of our 
young civilization” (328).24 He acknowledges that they “are not the mellow 
fruit of a society impelled by tradition and attended by culture; they are 
hard nuts, which have grown ripened as they could” (328–29). He concludes, 
“we are a decidedly good-looking people” (328–29). Hotels afford him the 
opportunity to ruminate on national identity, on nation-making, and on his 
own sense of national belonging (his use of the first-person plural is telling).

Hotel women give him additional insight into the American character. 
At times James derides the tawdry scene before him, and his eye is quick 
to catch the shabby nature of the hotel enterprise: The brick is coarse; the 
piazza iron is rusty; the “negro waiters” “shuffle” (329). But he acknowl-
edges, particularly in the hotel women dressed to the nines, “the democra-
tization of elegance” (329). And this he finally applauds. Though he longs 
for the society depicted in Old World novels, “these wonderful ladies of the 
piazzas” signal modern times for James (330). They are “dressed for pub-
licity” (330), even if these figures easily slip into pathos for him, for they 
have little to do but to dress, and to dress beyond their lives’ circumstances 
to become—and here is James’s counterintuitive move—hotel figures that 
are bodies existing in social isolation. They have no landed gentry kin in 
this country; however, they represent to James some unrelenting, forward-
marching force. That force drives a networked life of travelers, world cit-
izens, guests that cross borders to be hosted by others. James’s vision of 
Saratoga’s Hotel-land emphasizes how hotel culture is about both nation-
building and moving beyond the boundaries of nation. In this “dense, dem-
ocratic, vulgar Saratoga,” James observes hotel denizens “fashioned from 
head to foot by the experience of cities and keenly knowing in their secrets.” 
His language here—his pluralizing of “cities,” his citing of “secrets,” and his 
calling the knowing “keen”—is suggestive: Hotel life is urban and sophis-
ticated, cosmopolitan—claims that lead to my conclusion’s second figure, 
Oscar Wilde. 

Saratoga Springs was one of Wilde’s stops on his January–October 1882 
American tour. On August 10, 1882, Wilde spoke to an assembled crowd 

 24. James’s vision of democracy in action in the hotel invokes the animating logic 
of Swiss artist Thomas Hirschhorn’s 2003 “Hotel Democracy”—a work he characterized 
as more about “energy” than “quality” (http://www.tate.org.uk/context-comment/
articles/studio-thomas-hirschhorn). This two-story artwork features 44 hotel rooms, all 
the same, each decorated differently with mass media images telegraphing competing 
versions of democracy.
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at Congress Hall. Delivering lectures aimed at civilizing America, he pur-
sued transatlantic fame, building his reputation as a celebrity author, filling 
the marketplace with his ideas and voice. A masterstroke of self-promotion, 
Wilde’s tour across America, with speaking engagements often at hotels, 
brought him fans; in effect, the hotel world helped him build his reputation 
before making him vulnerable to cross-examining litigators. His celebrity 
on display at a Saratoga Springs hotel recalls Twain’s holding court at the 
Langham in London, for both are embodied figures of authorial prestige and 
labor. Both operate within a vital nineteenth-century transatlantic network 
for the exchange of culture, people, and ideas. Wilde in America’s hotels 
reminds us of the importance of this site to the working author. Unsurpris-
ingly, it was in a hotel in Washington, DC, where Wilde and Henry James 
first met during Wilde’s America tour, James wishing to thank Wilde for 
praise he had expressed for James’s writing. At that meeting, James admit-
ted to missing London—to which Wilde replied, “Really? You care for 
places? The world is my home” (qtd. in Ellmann 178–79). Celebrating such 
freedom, Wilde was, in effect, turning on its head James’s confession of 
existential ache for having been reared a hotel child. In “Occasional Paris,” 
James admits,

Being a cosmopolite is an accident, but one must make the best of it. If you 

have lived about, as the phrase is, you have lost that sense of the absolute-

ness and the sanctity of the habits of your fellow-patriots which once made 

you so happy in the midst of them. . . . [the] uncomfortable consequence of 

seeing many lands and feeling at home in none. (115)

My third figure is Saratoga hotel worker Emma Waite, whose life recalls 
Pierre Hamp’s career at the Savoy. While Hamp was a cultural outsider by 
virtue of his nationality, Waite, an African American woman, is a peripheral 
figure as a consequence of her race. Both Hamp and Waite are, of course, 
the socioeconomic other. (Waite’s gender is also germane: She is yet another 
kind of hotel woman, the chambermaid.) We know Waite from her 1870 
diary, a Christmas gift from one of her employers, a Mrs. Hunter. Here, in 
entries brief and focused largely on details of daily life (like the weather on 
any given day), laconic observations occasionally expand into larger nar-
ratives on access and privilege, exclusivity and exclusion. For example, on 
May 2 Waite recounts going to work at the Union Hotel, only to be dis-
charged the very next day “on account of their getting white help” (5). On 
May 14 she finds employment at Congress Hall, which she then leaves on 
July 11; fortunately, she finds work at the Continental Hotel the following 
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day. Soon it is her friend Emma’s turn to be “discharged today,” July 25: “I 
was very sorry to have her go” (8). When Waite mentions the days when the 
“house has filled up” and when the heat is particularly miserable, one thinks 
of the demands of her labor and how often she doesn’t feel well. We sense 
her placelessness in her ongoing search for employment; we can infer the 
dissatisfying nature of her work. Her sparse entries provide the small details 
that make legible the invisible labor essential to a culture of luxury—with its 
peculiar depredations, its overlooked efforts, its unrecognized value even as 
such work brings with it a way to make a salary, access to some degree of 
independence, proximity to and connection with a wider world.25 She con-
cludes her diary, “It has been a year of sorrows and disappointments like 
many others to me” (18).

The hotel experiences of James, Wilde, and Waite underscore “the spati-
ality of social life” (Soja 11). The social relations that a grand hotel requires, 
the social practices embodied in and enacted by guest, foreigner, celebrity, 
and worker form the institutional ecology of the grand hotel in all its hetero-
topic, translocal complexity. To this recounting of lived experiences within 
hotel space, one more figure must be added: The roving reporter George 
Augustus Sala who began Hotel London now, fittingly, concludes it. In 1864 
Sala visited Saratoga Springs during his travels in the States as a war cor-
respondent reporting on the Civil War. It should not be surprising that this 
energetically mobile figure, an effective galvanizer for the North Atlantic 
hotel industry and promoter of urban luxury culture, was a guest in Sara-
toga’s hotels. The international scene, the hunger for communication and 
news from a connected readership, had helped to build his career. Late at 
night Sala arrives in Saratoga Springs to learn there are no rooms for him at 
the United States Hotel where he had a booking, and no other grand hotel 
can take him in. He then travels from the train depot to the town’s vari-
ous hotels, in search of a room. When a small hotel, the Clarendon (not the 
elegant London hotel), offers him lodging, he observes the hotel proprietor 
giving him a peculiar look, the proprietor’s attention seized by Sala’s name 
in the guest ledger. Sala translates the meaning of the landlord’s expression 
for us. The hotelier’s face seems to say, “Always, always the same. He can’t 
even come to a quiet hotel at a watering-place without making unpleas-
ant remarks upon the walls” (My Diary in America 2: 265). Sala’s hotel writ-

 25. Emma Waite is one of many African Americans who found work in US hotels, 
including Saratoga’s. A raced dynamic that is uniquely American involves the traveling 
Southerner’s inclination to mistake hotel staff for slaves. Scholar Matthew Pratt Guterl 
rightly construes the nineteenth-century US hotel as a “prime site of racial contestation” 
(Levander and Guterl 9).
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ings, it is clear, precede him. His 1856 series of articles “The Great Hotel 
Question” for Household Words had made him famous. Having taken on 
this leviathan of an institution, Sala had been sufficiently prescient to urge 
England to get on board, all the while generating in his readers excitement 
about London’s new hotel culture, raising their standards for homes-away-
from-home, refining their expectations for catered consumer experiences, 
and filling them with desire for luxury culture’s sweetest delights. He had 
facilitated the growth of a new economy that would construct social iden-
tities for individuals, provide careers for enterprising hoteliers, and build 
a sense of community and place for the nation on a global stage. In other 
words, he helped to build and publicize Hotel-land and the stories it gener-
ated. Sala, along with Wilde, James, and Waite, who found themselves in the 
same city’s grand hotels between 1864 and 1882, contributed to a collective 
narrative—an oeuvre of “hotel stories”—about the enterprise that would 
help to shape a nation.
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