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All That Glam; The re-born Fontainebleau Miami Beach puts guests on center stage with a 
modern, fanciful look, while still paying homage to its postmodern creator, Morris Lapidus.  
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In the 1950s and ’60s, hotels like the Fontainebleau were de rigeuer. The scene created in 1954 
by famed architect Morris Lapidus was all about dressing up, socializing in the lobby and 
lounging at the pool while watching the men jump from the high dive. Those days are long gone 
and too often today are replaced with men and women dressed down in black with staff that, on 
the surface, can appear more important than the guests they serve. 

Fontainebleau Resorts’ Executive Chairman Jeffrey Soffer, COO Howard Karawan and eight 
very accomplished architectural and design teams wanted to turn back the clock to bring 
attention back to the guest, where all parts of the hotel blend to create a cohesive, interactive 
experience. About US$1 billion later (US$500 million for the renovation; US$275 million for the 
acquisition; and US$225 million for the development of two new guest towers), the principals 
feel they have created a new luxury brand in the 1,504-room, 22-acre (9-ha) Fontainebleau, 
which will expand to Las Vegas in approximately nine months and, hopefully, beyond. 

“We don’t look at this as creating ROI on one single asset,” says Karawan, formerly a division 
president with Kerzner International. “We look at the US$275 million purchase price as 
something that created an estimated brand value of US$1 billion. This project alone can throw in 
US$1 million a year in EBITDA, and now we own one of the greatest brands with incredible 
potential.” 

Purely Social 

Finances aside, the renovation was done with entertainment in mind. “It’s about participation, 
not observation,” says Karawan. That is why there are 11 food and beverage facilities—several 
operated by well-known chefs; a US$20 million nightclub in LIV; multi-tiered pool decks 
featuring a free-form pool shaped as a reinterpretation of Lapidus’ signature bow tie design; a 
40,000-sq.-ft. (3,716 sq. m) spa; 200,000 sq. ft. (18,600 sq. m) of function space; stylish 
guestrooms; and an over-the-top lobby that is the heartbeat and center of the property. “My goal 
was that the renovation brought forward the whole notion of going to the Fontainebleau for a 
week or a weekend to have the best time,” says designer Jeffrey Beers, who was responsible for 
many of the public spaces and was inspired by resorts in the south of France like St. Tropez. “It 



is purely a resort—a social, meet-one’s-friends kind of place… It is meant to be a return to a 
sense of glamour that we all inherently want to get dressed up and have a place to go.” 

Beers is, perhaps, most proud of the lobby area that reinterprets Lapidus’ playfulness with a 
modern whimsy that he thinks would make Lapidus chuckle today. For instance, what used to be 
a tea lounge setting in the lobby with blue, round carpeting has been replaced by a lobby bar with 
a blue, illuminated glass floor. Whereas Lapidus loved walnut paneling around the lobby, Beers 
chose deep blue, beveled mirrors, creating a more dynamic feel with multiple reflections and 
sight lines. 

Beers also believes pool areas have not been overlooked and designed much of the pool area to 
operate a bit like a nightclub for people watching, with multiple cabanas, VIP areas, sun loungers 
and adjacent bars and restaurants to make it a true destination. 

The guestrooms designed by Wilson Associates will total 1,504 when the two new all-suite 
towers are completed shortly. Ranging from 500-1,742 sq. ft. (46-162 sq. m), the new rooms will 
include flat-panel televisions, kitchenettes and lavish baths with oversized jetted tubs and walk-
in showers. 

“With the public spaces so over-the-top with energy and activity, we viewed the guestrooms as 
more of a sanctuary,” says Margaret McMahon, managing director of Wilson Associates’ New 
York City office. McMahon stayed away from gimmicky touches and focused on the timeless. 
The rooms have a light and airy feel saturated with earth tones, as well as creature comforts such 
as upholstered headboards and luxurious bedding. 

McMahon says the suites in the two new towers are designed to be flexible and almost act more 
as hospitality suites for higher profile guests with large living rooms. The palette includes 
chocolate brown carpeting and blue, ivory and cream shades. 

Karawan is particularly proud of the spa building created by architect John Nichols with interiors 
by Richard Sadeki. The two-level, pyramid-shaped Lapis spa is the antithesis of the original 
Fontainebleau design and acts as a great juxtaposition to the postmodern positioning of the resort, 
Karawan says. The spa features 30 treatment rooms as well as a co-ed pool and lounge area. 

The key to the overall success, Karawan says, is attracting the local community. With an 
expected average room rate for the first year of operations at US$240 and a challenging climate 
for group business, he expects half of the annual revenue (plus or minus US$120 million) to 
come from the F&B side. Karawan points to ideas like a pastry shop that does custom wedding 
cakes and a plan to distribute 1,000 complimentary parking passes to locals as very important 
components. 
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SIDEBAR 

Fontainebleau Design Facts 



By Jeff Weinstein 

Guestrooms : 1,504 when complete 

F&B : 11 restaurants, bars Public spaces: 40,000-sq.-ft. spa; 200,000 sq. ft. of meeting/function 
space; multi-tiered pool 

Design team : Jeffrey Beers International (public space, lobby, front desk, pool and Gotham 
Steak); HKS Inc. (overall project design); Lifescapes International (pool, landscape); 
Richardson Sadeki (spa); Wilson & Associates (guestroom, meeting space interiors) D C 
Studios USA LLC, part of the David Collins Studio Group (Scarpetta restaurant); Gilles & 
Boissier (Hakkasan restaurant). 

 


