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It comes as a surprise to find this – a hotel with philanthropy, art, 
culture, and literature woven into its very fabric – on Miami’s brash, 
bright and breezy Ocean Drive. Yet that is what Jonathan Plutzik 

(son of poet Hyam Plutzik) and his wife Lesley Goldwasser have 
created with their relaunch of The Betsy – one of the city’s most 
venerable hotels, celebrating its 75th anniversary in 2017. In fact their 
two year renovation project involved not just the original Betsy, but 
also the former Carlton Hotel behind it, now transformed into the Art 
Deco wing of the new property thanks to some clever architectural 
sleight-of-hand from Shulman + Associates. 

The completed hotel features 130 guestrooms, two restaurants, an 
expansive rooftop pool complex, a dedicated library, central courtyard 
and nearly 15,000ft2 of event space: “It was like orthodontistry,” 
explains Allan Shulman, Principal, Shulman + Associates. “We were 
weaving and knitting, adding newbuild elements and dealing with 
two sets of heritage concerns simultaneously.”

The expansion has involved the preservation and rehabilitation of 
the two historic hotels and their existing façades, the refurbishment 
of the iconic Carlton lobby, and the addition of new structures. 

“Our inspiration for the design was the client’s programme, 

Shulman + Associates has united two historic Miami hotels via a striking 
architectural intervention to create the newly expanded Betsy.

Words: Matt Turner  |  Photography: Courtesy of The Betsy

The Betsy
M I A M I  B E A C H
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which paired hospitality with arts and culture,” continues Shulman. 
“The hotel is an expression of that pairing, expressed as an urban 
microcosm on a compact site. Spaces for the arts, which define the 
brand, are woven into all facets of the building.”

 The completed hotel includes the original Ocean Drive building, 
now known as the Colonial Wing, which still houses the lobby and 
LT Steak & Seafood restaurant, and the fully renovated adjacent 
building, which serves as an entrance for the extensive private event 
spaces inside, as well as accommodating the Conservatory, a lounge 
area serving coffees during the day and cocktails in the evenings, 
which now occupies the Carlton’s former lobby space. 

But perhaps the most significant architectural intervention – or at 
least the one guaranteed the most Instagram-attention – is hidden 
down an alleyway running along the north side of the property, 
wedged between the two historical structures. The bridge between 
the two buildings is housed in a giant-egg shaped structure conceived 
as a piece of public art. This unique construct – known as The Orb 
– unites the original work of two architectural giants of Miami – L. 
Murray Dixon, whose original design for The Betsy Ross Hotel is 
the sole example of Florida Georgian architecture in the area, and 
Henry Hohauser, architect for the Carlton Hotel, best known for his 
Art Deco styling. 

The Orb is the most eye-catching element of a wider plan to  
activate 14th Place – the alleyway linking Espanola Way with Ocean 
Drive. “It was a little dark and scary, yet hundreds of people walk 
down it every day,” explains Shulman. “Our idea was to repave it, 
relandscape it, improve the lighting, and bring it back into the urban 
fabric.” To this end, a Ventanita walk-up-window tucked away down 
the sidestreet  serves up gelatos and crepes, alongside The Poetry Rail 
– an installation of text etched into metal by water jets, created in 
collaboration with graphic designer Kevin Coster and featuring the 
work of 13 poets who have contributed to Miami’s literary landscape, 
including Langston Hughes, Donald Justice, Mohamed Ali, Campbell 
McGrath, and Julie Marie Wade.

“Poetry is very important to the Plutchik-Goldwasser foundation 
and the hotel. This was a way to make it manifest to the skin of the 
building itself. Even the casual passer-by can gather something about 
what happens inside the building,” says Shulman.

The Poetry Rail also marks the entrance to Poeti – an Italian 
trattoria-style restaurant serving boulangère-baked pizzas, above 
which a small outdoor amphitheatre with herb garden plays host 
to readings, meetings and ‘casual conversations’. Other event spaces 
include The Gallery – a 1,700ft2 multi-use space on the ground 
floor – and the Atrium Courtyard – a 3,000ft2 outdoor courtyard 

Above: Raffia displays, custom furnishings and floral fabrics bring a Miami Beach aesthetic to the interiors 
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for performances and large-scale events that can accommodate up 
to 300 guests. 

Working alongside Shulman + Associates, the original interior 
designers of The Betsy, Diamante Pedersoli and Carmelina Santoro, 
were re-engaged to bring their residential aesthetic to the project. 
Together they have created a timeless feel with Art Deco elements, 
threading a colour palette of white and ocean blue tones throughout 
the guestrooms, with whitewashed oak, raffia palm, and subtle bursts 
of corals and greens referencing the natural elements of South Beach. 

The public spaces echo this beach-chic theme with similar hues, 
walnut wood floors, and raffia displays. Custom-designed furniture 
adorns the multifunctional spaces with a diverse blend of wicker 
and teak bases fused with decorative brass and mirrored features. 
Hand-selected velvet, cotton, and linen fabrics bring a soft-as-an-
ocean-breeze tactile quality to the scheme.

“As with the original Betsy, where the building itself dictated the 
design, with the Art Deco wing, we also embraced the history of 

the original Carlton building and South Beach neighbourhood to 
influence our approach,” says Pedersoli. “The biggest difference is the 
style of the buildings,” adds Santoro. “With the extension, we let the 
natural heritage flow freely and complemented the style with touches 
that resonate with the original wing for consistency.”

Adds Shulman: “What was most striking was the creative 
collaboration that allowed a comprehensive artistic treatment of 
spaces and surfaces throughout the building. The design challenges 
the idea that buildings must be specialised according to use. It is 
the visible mixing on several levels of boutique hotel and cultural 
engagement that makes this project so special.”

“Our goal with the expansion was to further The Betsy’s existing 
commitment to community by providing more platforms for our 
guests and partners,” concludes Jonathan Plutzik. “We wanted to 
create a residential sensibility through a design that was accessible, 
comfortable and visually compelling. We’ve created a diversity of 
unique spaces for both guests and locals to discover.” 

Above: Guestrooms are light and airy, featuring a predominantly white palette with tropical accents of coral, green and blue

EXPRESS CHECKOUT: 130 guestrooms  |  2 restaurants  |  2 bars  | Spa, fitness centre  |  11 conference facilities, 3 meeting rooms |  www.thebetsyhotel.com
Owner: Jonathan Plutzik and Lesley Goldwasser  |  Architecture: Shulman + Associates  |  Interior Design: Diamante Pedersoli and Carmelina Santoro 
Lighting Design: Syska NY
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