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Checking into Hospitality Design's Stylish Revolution
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THE WAY WE DINE, HOW WE CHOOSE TO RELAX AND WHERE WE SHOP REFLECT CONTEMPORARY
CULTURAL DESIRES. THE PAST DECADE IN EXPERIENTIAL CONSUMPTION HAS SEEN A RATHER
STRIKING TRANSFORMATION-—AND BEHIND IT IS AN ELITE GROUP OF INTERIOR DESIGNERS WHO
SPECIALIZE IN RECONCEPTUALIZING PUBLIC SPACES INTO INCREASINGLY UNIQUE, LUXURIOUS AND
UNEXPECTED VENUES. HOTEL AND RESTAURANT CHAINS NO LONGER ADHERE TO A MONOLITHIC,
ONE-SIZE-FITS-ALL APPROACH TO INTERIORS, AND INSTEAD SEEK OUT INTERIOR DESIGNERS WHO

d, designers say residential and
reasingly informing one anoth-
strong desire from travelers and

s, time in high-end hotcls
nt to come home to in

mtema!u)mlly truvelcd and have seen some of the
best properties around the world. They want great
living expericnces at home that are more hospitali-
ty-driven,” says Beers, Interior designer Alexandra
Champalimaud echoes that thought, “People who
travel a lot these days are enchanted and influ-
enced by what they see—the details are done
with great rigor and precision and thought." “You
could say," adds Matt Berman of New York-based
architecture and design firm  Workshop/APD,
“hospitality is re-creating luxury homes and vice
versa, It's an interesting conversation, and exciting
to see how they both speak to one another.”

The retail landscape is no different, with clients
eschewing big-box chains and mult-platform
department stores in favor of a more intimate, dis-
covery-driven expericnce thar speaks to a desire for
the onc-of-a-kind. We spoke to some of the top
designers in the arena to find out how they have
succeeded in an ever-changing landscape, what

to fit a new set of commercial expectations.

KNOW THY CLIENT

As Dutch designer Piet Boon says, “The ‘client”

of a hospitality project represents multiple persons
and stakeholders,” all of whose inrerests must be
taken into account. Just as important are the faceless
guests whom the designer does not get to meet,
Beers, founder and CEO of interior architecture
and design firm Jeffrey Beers International, has a
client list that includes One&Only, Hilton Horels
and Resorts, and Daniel Boulud. He is highly
attuned to the inner machinations of a hospirality
project. “It’s very important to understand the rea-
son why a hotel goes in a particular location, and
who will operate the hotel, who the brand is—they
each have their own particular kind of clients and
guests that are attracted to the brand,” he says,
Berman, a co-principal at Workshop/APD,
whose clients include Talde Miami Beach, Massoni
at the Arlo Hotel, and BLDG 92 at the Brooklyn
Navy Yard, notes that getting it right can be like a
tightrope walk. "It’s a Catch-22: You need to design
something interesting enough to attract, but it can't
be so particular they can't see themselves in it It's a
serious balancing act,” he says. Indeed, every hos-
pitality project ensures that a host of specifications
will be there to work with and work around, but this
technical, hair-pulling domain is of zero interest

that someone else has truly sweat the small stuff,
To achieve that, Berman says they try to deliver
on the practical end and present an “exceptional
level of service and quality” alongside an “invitation
to step into another world and connect with the
materials and atmosphere of a space.” For Berman
this means clevating design staples in ways that have
not been seen before, and finding creative ways to
work within commercial applications that elevare
the quoridien. So, how different is the world of
commercial design?

Residential design requires countless technical
and interpersonal skills (diplomacy, for ene) and
yields something so valuable but often taken for
granted: a direct relationship with the end user
Working in the hospitality realm alters the imme-
diacy of that client connection. Designing for a
type of guest or a desired demographic is a radically
different experience. Champalimaud, whose atten-
tive eye and hoarious sensibilitics can be spotted in
such illustrious places as The Pierre, The Dorchester
and the Four Seasons Hotel Jakarta, initally started
in residentizl design. When the opportunity arose
to design a hotel, she says, “T absolutely seized it; it
was A very conscious decision to go into this line of
work, What I like is the rigor and the formality and
structure of what it takes to build 2 hotel.”
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tating the various pushes and pulls, “In a hotel, you
have an advantage: It's not about one person, you're
not attached to their schedule or their whim. Ttis an
entity which is subject to very considered budgets,
a strategic plan, a financial model and a serious
decision-making process,” she says, which is one of
the clements she enjoys mose about the arcna, It is
also, she noted, n the unseen and unsung details
where success often fies. “With hotels, we have o
create miracles in limited space, which is incredibly
challenging. Results are in the details and ser-
vice-oniented elements that add value to an everyday
experience—small things we otherwise don't think
about: the way a closet is designed, which is a differ-
ent thing than what we need at home, for example.
It's all abourt practicality and efficiency; and how well
it's going to perform.”

Workshop/APD co-principal Andrew Kotchen
reiterates the importance of longevity. “You have to
be nimble enough to take an idea and present [it] ina
waty that is more durable and lasting than residential
but with the same experience.” For this, he says, an
extra layer of attention to specification is necessary.
“Any time you are designing for a commercial space,
you are looking at a lot of things: contract-grade fab-
rics, joinery detaiks and furniture life cycles, Much of
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Clockwise from top: PUBLIC restaurant in New York by AvroKO; Aquazzura boutique in New York by Ryan

lot to do with the reinforcement of the durability
of the final product. The goal is always to maintain
the vibe of the space and warmth that exists in the
residential world."

All the designers we spoke to cited a thorough
phase of research evaluation as pivotal to developing
a commercial concept before moving forward with
the actual design, Chicago-based hotel design firm
The Gettys Group takes background research to the
next level, With an international portfolio of clients
such as Hilton, Hyatt and Marriott hotels and
resorts, as well as boutique properties, restaurants,
casinos and cruise ships, Gettys has entire depart-
ments devored to branding, consulting, procurement
and interior design. Ron Swidler, the firm’s principal
of brunding, weighs in: “The bospitality branding
process beging by searching for and uncarthing the
elements of a brand story first. This is informed by
what we can leamn from studying history, the build-
ing, the area, the competition and the guests who we
expect to be the future marketing targess,” he says.
It is not until the hotel has a *story direction,” that
the design process even begins, Swidler says that
Gerys “builds a Venn diagram that identifies the
areas in which the guest types and needs overlap,”
raking into account various times of year, and after
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Korban; Hotel Bel-Air, Presidential Suite in Los
Angeles by Alexandra Champalimaud; De Kas Restaurant in Amsterdam by Piet Boon; SHARE by Curtis Stone restaurant, Princess Cruises by Jeffrey G.
Beers; The Jane restaurant in Antwerp by Piet Boon

design. “Most of the time," he says, “our chients
provide a brief that describes their expectations of
process, deliverables and costs. Howeves, as pare of
our initial p]\:c.ﬂc. we interview our clients to betrer
get to know one another and form the foundation
for a great working relationship, Our clients gener-
ally come to us, however, without a preconception of
the story direction.” This gives Gettys a structure to
work wathin, but a lot of empty space to fill,

ALL ROADS LEAD HOME

The emphasis on brand stories can seem more
aligned with marketing and consumer psychology
than color, scale and material. Indeed, the path
commercial design is a varied one, with interests in
architecture, art and interiors leading to an often
circuitous arrival to this particular segment of the
design world. The varied backgrounds of many
designers speak to the range of creative outlets
and financial opportunities that commercial design
affords. Take Jefirey Beers, who won a Fulbright
scholarship examining the use of glass in architec-
ture, and studied under Dale Chihuly as a student
ar Rhode Island School of Design. “With an ITE/
Fulbright scholarship to Brazil, T spent a year wath
Oscar Niemeyer in Rio and met a Jot of Brazilian
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office in New York, where he studied a more tech-
nical use of glass, particularly curtain wall glass in
high-rise design. His technical comprehension of
the possibilities of glass use in architecture while
at IM. Pei’s practice led to his involvement in
a number of hotel projects in Asia, particularly
in Singapore. “It led me to a love for hospitality
design,” he says, "and a desire to areate public
spaces,”

Notall commercial designers began their careers
under the tutelage of big names in architecture and
design. AvioKO, which recently won a 2017 James
Beard award in the Best Restaurant Design care-
gory, got its start in a decidedly bootstrap fashion.
The company’s four partners—Greg Bradshaw,
Adam Farmerie, William Haris and Kristina
O'Neal—have been shaping the cument zeitgeist
of restaurant design with projects like Beauty &
Essex and Saxon + Parole, which consistently have
a cosseted, elegantly relaxed feel to them. In face,
the firm's first client was the designer team itself
“Our first “joby’ as our newly formed company,” says
Harris, “was actually our firse restaurant, PUBLIC,
in New York City. We created the concept, raised
the capital, built the project and have operated it
for 14 vears. In essence, we were cur first client,
and s0 we suppose the job was pretty easy to get.”

It was a leaming curve that informed the
DNA of their design. "Our concept story would
be the filter through which every aspect of the
project would be guided by, from the interiors
ta graphics to uniforms  food and beverage
program to service style,” says (FNeal about the
restaurant that put them on the map. “Ic was very

by old municipal buildings of the 20th cenmi-
ry—courthouses and post offices from the 19308
and 19405 with their carnest, unfussy demeanor,
The founders translated this mood at PUBLIC,
via the space’s heavy use of walnur, the addition
of mechanized pulleys and even the inclusion of
a library section featuring an old card catalog. For
AvroKO, the grounding concepe story has layers
that create tension, which they achieved by “ref-
erencing specifics of the restaurant’s geographical
location, idenrifying unique muses (which could
range from art e fiteratere 1o industry), and root-
ing 2 space in a particular period while juxtaposing
a contrasting period reference, which may be a real
curveball, but that's what makes spaces unique and
interesting,” says O'Neal,

Nestor Santa-Cruz, a design director at
Gensler, approached commercial interior design
through the prism of architecture. The Cuban-
born, Washington, D.C.—bascd interior designer,
who studied architecrure at the University of
Arkanszs, was informed by Fay Jones, dean of
the school and disciple of Frank Lloyd Wright.
“Fay Jones believed in architecture in a holistic
way—like Wright. He believed in designing hous-
es and buildings integrated into landscapes, and
designing everything inside the home thar fit in
that context,” says Santa-Cruz. "I never thought
Id specialize in interiors, but my education in
architecture allowed me to explore design in the
big picture.”

Santa-Cruz works on a highly varied range of
projects, from the 225 000-square-foot faw firm
of Latham & Watkins in Washington, D.C., 10 a

Clockwise from top: The Four Seasons
Jakarta by Al dra Champali d; Arlo
SoHo hotel room by Quadrum; Talde Miami
Beach by Workshop/APD; Arlo SoHo hotel
lobby by Guadrum
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inside-out design approach in the renovation of
older buildings to meet current and future work-
place needs,

“Something we see a lot in Washington, D.C., is
that downtown has various ‘trophy buildings’ from
the 1980s to 1990s that are losing tenants who are
attracted to new, state-of-the-art buildings. Thus,
these older buildings are being gutted down 1w
the bare structure, and then completely redesigned
to meet the demand for quality commercial real
estate,” e says.

HOUSE SPECIALS

In restaurant design, there is & whole separate set
of considerations essential to creating a successtul
space. Among the practical concerns, says AveoKO's
Greg Bradshaw, are “guest journeys, staff’ flow,
music progressions, lighting transitions from day
to night, and an enormous amount of logistics,
from food deliveries to trash disposal.™ On a more
philosophically challenging level, he bears in mind
that “restaurants can either shift or mirror societies’
current tastes and values, and can become a part
of the culture at hand.” Fortunately, changing aes-
thetic interests requires time to become normative
and desired, so “restaurants can {and should) be
redevant for quite some time if done with care. Our
restaurant PUBLIC has barely changed in 14 years,
Howewver, it scems that renovations or concept
refreshers tend to happen more frequently, perhaps
around eight to 10 years.”

While designing Antwerp’s famed ewo-Miche-
lin-starved The Jane, Piet Boon was presented with
a unique set of challenges. Siuated in 4 former
19th-cenrury military hospiral chapel, the aban-
doned building had to meet the conditions of the
monument preservation committee, A host of issues
followed during the process of updating the unorth-
odax space without jeopardizing the structure. Boon
developed precise logistics around “acoustics, the
rouang of food, preempting staff, guests and food
using the same routing,” he says. Eventually, five
clevators, in addition to the existing stairs, were
installed 1o connect the restaurant’s three levels,
“ensuring a smooth, invisible flow." Boon likens the
role of a restaurant designer to “conducting a huge
orchestra that together forms something beautiful.”

RETAIL DETAIL

‘The retail landscape is yet another arcna with dif-
ferent client priorities and shifting customer desires.
Ryan Korban, the go-to interior designer for the
fashion world, has distilled couture and ready-to-
wear brands into experiential shopping destinations
for the likes of Alexander Wang, Altuzarra and
Balenciaga. “Your client is the product—ready-to-

[that] someone wants to walk out raking a piece of
it home with them,” he says. Korban was a pioneer
in changing the paradigm of high-end stores. “The
goal for my first project, in 2007 [Edon Manor, an
accessories boutique], was to blur the gap between
commercial and residential design.” It proved to be
a bellwether for hocury shopping across the spec-
trumn, from big names to small, boutique ateliers.
*Convincing people through good design can really
help a business add tremendous value to & compa-
ny," he says. One example, “T was working with a
global brand who wanted to introduce fics to their
line, which had never been a popular caregory for
them, so I designed a gorgeous fixture to sell ties on,
and, all of a sudden, the ties take off."

Korban stresses the need to alwsys prioritize
the brand ahead of the designer creating the space,
“Whether or not it’s good for my own business, T
always put the client’s brand first. None of my retail

“THE GOAL IS
ALWAYS TO
MAINTAIN THE VIBE
OF THE SPACE AND

WARMTH THAT EXISTS

INTHE RESIDENTTAL
WORLD?

projects look alike.” A successful retail environment
is also predicated on the designer looking to the
brands future. “I have to ask them how they're
preparing, what new product categorics they hope
to prochuce, and build a design based on that—you
must have not only the inpur of the designer, bur
you have to take into account the merchandising
teams and salespeople,” he says.

HIRE POWER

So, what does it take to land the job? Carolina
Eguiguren, design director of QUADRUM, an
integrated, multinational development, invest-
ment management and advisory group behind
the Arle SoHo hotel, Arlo NoMad hotel, and
Nautilus Hotel, reveals how she hires. “While
some projects call for someone tried-and-true, |
am always searching for young and new design
firms—we do go for people without too much
experience but who have very nowvel ideals and

reach out and stay active. “Go to events—go to
the hospitality conventions like the HD Expo
in Las Vegas, Start small, even if it's residen-
tial. Be picky abour your portfolio—if you start
doing things too contrace-looking, boutique botel
developers won't want to hire you” She also
echoes what many commercial designers say of
the industry today: “It’s very helpful to have a
portfolio with residential projects. Whether it's
a small boutique property or a large-scale chain,
hotels and restaurants are increasingly embracing
a more independent and eclectic feel.”

This is a trend that is well exemplified by
the Ace Hotel chain, designed by Roman and
Williams, which has embraced the hipster,
slow-movement cthos that has infiltrated all
aspects of conscious consumption. “Hotel devel-
opers used to do these very stiff looking things—
boring and basic—mnow these boutique places
make it more like 2 home, 5o a lot of these big
firmas look tired and dated,” Eguiguren says. It
is important to her to hire designers who know
how to layer and bring in unexpected objects and
pieces to turn the property into something slight-
ly off-kilter. “We like to mix in some antique and
vintage finds for soul and character—they make
the overall feel of the hotel more interesting and
also Instagram better, it's good to mix it in. A
contract furniture maker can’t make 2 good vin-
tage chair—the proportions, scale, materials are
so unique to each era, plus it would be a fortune
to prototype and produce every item to achicve
what a true vintage piece already is.”

While dexterity in residential design is
undoubtedly an asset for an aspiring commercial
designes, so too is a willingness to ask questions,
a mastery of the business and a vision for the
future. "Consult with knowledgeable peers before
signing up for anything—there are many hid-
den challenges in this line of work. Stay true to
your aestheric,” says Workshop/APD's Andrew
Kotchen. Above all, understand the numbers
and margins in & job. “Stepping into these waters
without managing the business side can be disas-
trons. Know what's going in your contract.”

While raw talent and MBA-worthy instincts
will take a designer far, hospitality gigs require
additional superpowers—namely, a certain bold-
ness about the future. Nestor Santa-Cruz advises
not to underestimate the future of technology in
commercial interiors. Be ahcad of the curve, and
be prepared. The time is now for collaboration
and for a diversity of expertise. “1 recently heard
that in the future, over 50 percent of today’s sw-
dents will work in jobs thar do not yet exist—that
is interesting data, The designer of the future has



