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THE OWNERS of the Waldhaus hotel in 
the Upper Engadine region of the Swiss Alps 
like to say that they see two kinds of guests. The first 
arrive and decide the hotel is not for them. Perhaps 
they are put off by the dowdiness of the lobby, the push-pinned 
community-center-style bulletin boards displaying notices in 
German about upcoming events (curling lessons, art exhibitions, 
classical music concerts). Or perhaps they find the oak-paneled 
bar too somber, the lounge’s armchairs too ungainly, the bedrooms 
too bare. The hotel’s single elevator holds six, uncomfortably, 
and most of the 140 rooms are decidedly not fancy. The Waldhaus 
was designed by the Swiss architect Karl Koller in the early 
modern style, which combined Art Nouveau adornment with 
Modernist refusal, an effect that can bring to 
mind a cruise ship or luxurious sanitarium. 
The second kind of guest falls under the hotel’s 
spell for the same reasons the first fails to.  

A white fortress with a crenellated roof, 
built in 1908 and owned by the same 

family ever since, the Waldhaus stands atop a hill 
that overlooks Sils-Maria, best known as the village where 
Nietzsche spent seven summers during the 1880s. (The stark 
mountain landscape, ‘‘6,000 feet beyond man and time,’’ he 
claimed in his autobiography, had inspired his philosophical novel 
‘‘Thus Spoke Zarathustra.’’) 

Step beyond the hotel lobby into the lounge when the floor-to-
ceiling windows are framing an afternoon snow shower and waiters 
are serving scones and tea, and you will find yourself cocooned 
in the mood of European nostalgia that Wes Anderson conjured as 
fiction in ‘‘The Grand Budapest Hotel.’’ In the summertime, the 

airy Salon Bleu, with its Empire-style 
furniture and patterned wallpaper, echoes with 
the strains of Schumann from the paper 
rolls of a 1910 Welte-Mignon mechanical piano. 

Travel Diary

The Grand Waldhaus Hotel
For over a century, this crenellated fortress has 

attracted European intellectuals and loyal families drawn to 
its Old World charm and resolute lack of sleek amenities.
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MAGIC MOUNTAIN The Waldhaus hotel 
overlooking the Alpine village of Sils-Maria in 

Switzerland, which provides a setting for 
Olivier Assayas’s new film, ‘‘Clouds of Sils Maria,’’ 

starring Juliette Binoche and Kristen Stewart. 
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