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autopsy of a motel

i. margins

A motel is a motel anywhere.

 – robert venturi

From the train and the car, I looked longingly at places like 

the ones where we were going to spend the night, and what are 

called courts or motels. They look like beguinages in a modern 

style. Little wooden houses with garages are arranged around 

an enclosure: they are rented out for one or more nights to 

passing motorists.

– simone de beauvoir,  
Amérique au jour le jour

located on the outskirts of town, where traffic has not yet been 
reduced to a crawl and where lots are cheaper, motels are found 
next to gas stations or malls, with which they share an architec-
tural style. A contraction of motor and hotel, an amalgam of road 
and residence, the motel is defined primarily by what it is not. It 
is not “a traditional hotel located either downtown in a city (or in 
a town) or in a rural resort.”2 Neither is it a hotel complex, situated 
outside of town, with a “layout” including such elements as foyer, 
dining room, bar, meeting rooms, gardens, and playground. Nor 
is it a family home, a boarding or guest house, i.e. a place where 
one set of individuals receive another. So, what is it then?

At first glance, the motel appears a simple one-story building 
offering to its clientele one service and one service only: a room 
to sleep in. Its basic layout and rudimentary building materials 
mean it resembles a warehouse with identical windows and 
a Spartan foyer where any hint of hospitality is smothered by 

2.  J. Jackle, K. Sculle and J. Rogers, Motel in America (Baltimore and London: 
John Hopkins University Press, 1996), 19.
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a strong odor of detergent. For the most part, the rooms are 
austere, equipped with the basic minimum of amenities (beds, 
shower, wash basin, tv), located close to a parking space, and 
joined up in an unimaginative floor plan. These are halting sites 
on the city’s margins (given the lack of esthetic or emotional 
investments in such stays, one is tempted to say life’s margins) 
where people stay one, maybe two nights. The sole attraction 
is the low price. Ease of payment and parking, as well as the 
simplicity of services, are ancillary factors. Its basic character is 
integral to the way we use the motel. For the urban dweller, the 
minimalism of the motel goes beyond the price: it is easy not 
only on the wallet, but also on the nerves. A place to crash, the 
motel allows its guests to reduce their words and gestures to 
the bare minimum; it lulls them with the anesthetic simplicity 
of the Bland.

The general characterlessness of the ready-to-sleep-in building 
is echoed by the way the motel relates to space: the usual hotel 
check-in procedures are reduced to a minimum. Give a name, or 
even a license plate number, and seconds later you are on your 
way to the room. Similarly, all the rules of politeness governing 
behavior in public buildings are reduced to a few key terms and to 
the rudimentary gestures of taking and returning one’s keys. Thus, 
minimalism rubs off on human behavior. Guests expect very little 
of one another; mostly, they try to avoid violating anyone else’s 
space or doing anything to bother their fellow guest, who is both a 
presence and an absence, and whose discretion makes him some-
thing of an enigma. Occasionally glimpsed at the end of a hallway 
entering his room or heard coughing through the walls, one’s 
fellow guest is never encountered thanks to the layout of the motel. 
Even if the proprietor or the guest desired to reach out, the struc-
ture of the motel would make it difficult. The motel is designed 
to frustrate anything but the most superficial verbal exchanges 
between individuals who may be very different. Everything is 
disjointed and the individual is thus shut up in his private door-
less and windowless world. In a building so open, the guest is 
obliged to turn in on herself in order to preserve her individuality. 
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In this world of transparency, she attempts to maintain secrecy 
by adopting an expression of indifference. Without betraying the 
slightest desire to communicate, guests cross one another’s paths 
in silence on the way to their rooms. Despite themselves, they end 
up adopting the minimalist, do not disturb ethos inherent in the 
social and architectural structure of the motel. Any meaningful 
utterance seems out of place; a single word suffices (price, room 
number, checking-out time, etc.). How did it get to this? What 
social and historical events led to this strange yet utterly ordinary 
phenomenon?

In the boom that followed wwi, there appeared by the side of 
the roads of North America one of the first forms of architec-
ture completely determined by the automobile: the motel. Then 
they were known as cabin camps, tourist courts, or auto courts. 
Responding to the demand of the first motoring tourists, they 
offered a level of comfort barely superior to the campsites with 
which they were inevitably associated in the beginning. Most of 
these auto camps were modest u- or t-shaped groups of wooden 
huts located around a main parking lot. They replaced the tent 
grounds that, from the early years of the century, had provided 
a low-cost stopping place to early tourists. With the auto court, 
customers got solid walls and a roof in the shape of separate 
bungalows; over time, these bungalows would be joined up to 
form a single line of rooms. 

In 1935, a study by the Department of sociology at the Southern 
Methodist University in Dallas showed that the main use of the 
cities’ motels was as a rendezvous for extramarital affairs (out of 
109 couples taking a room over a period of 10 days, 102 had given 
false names and addresses). The notion of the perfectly rational-
ized society, in which every social group, every aspect of social life, 
and everyday existence obeys a single rationale achieves its most 
extreme expression in the motel. An almighty rationalism bent on 
regimenting an undisciplined society comes up against the obvious 
truth that while it can model reality – through motel architecture 
for instance – it is powerless to do away with behavior that clearly 
pays no heed to grand rationalization schemes.


