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FIELD TRIP
BARCELONA

BY RAFAEL GÓMEZ-MORIANA

A new hostel-hotel hybrid in the 
Catalan capital emits an energetic 
vibe that reflects its dynamic areaSOCIABILITY 

GENERATOR

GRÀCIA, WITH ITS NARROW streets and the 
atmos phere of the former village still intact, is 
Barcelona’s most popular area. Its annual festa 
major, a week-long party held every August, 
outdoes all of the other neighborhoods with the 
sheer energy and creativity of its street decora-
tions, which are crafted during the year by armies 
of volunteers from thousands of discarded plastic 
bottles and several metric tons of papier mâché.

Fronting carrer de Còrsega, on the border 
between Gràcia and the more modern Eixample 
district, Generator Barcelona occupies a ’60s 
office building that has been transformed into a  
hostel and hotel by Toronto’s Design Agency. With 
its 646 beds, the hostel – Barcelona’s largest – 
takes up the bulk of the floor plates, while the 

one-star hotel occupies the uppermost levels, 
taking advantage of building setbacks to provide 
most of the 40 hotel rooms with private terraces 
overlooking the city. The inclusion of a hotel allows 
Generator to circumvent a local bylaw that forbids 
bars in hostels, but it also generates a wide mix of 
uses and spaces within a single edifice.

Generator now has eight design hostels operat- 
ing in Europe, and it plans to open more. Since 
2010, Design Agency partner Anwar Mekhayech 
has been setting the creative direction for the entire 
chain, which he says “needs to provide memorable 
destinations for travellers, as well as places 
neighbours might find appealing.” 

The novelty of Generator’s Barcelona flagship is 
precisely the incorporation of two different types 

↑ Toronto’s Design Agency
transformed a drab ’60s office 
building into a hip urban hostel 
and hotel that opened this past 
May. Glowing windows afford 
glimpses into the public areas 
on the ground floor, animating 
Barcelona’s carrer de Còrsega. 
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of tourist accommodation within a single building. 
In theory, the hostel and the hotel each have their 
own entrances, reception areas and elevators, 
but in practice their social spaces are permeable 
to all guests, which makes them  complement 
each other. The hotel lobby lounge and the hostel 
reception atrium are adjoined by a tapas bar, a 
recreational mezzanine with a library and games, 
and a large basement breakfast room that doubles 
as a divisible event space. Each zone  offers a dif-
ferent ambience: loud or quiet, bright or subdued, 
vast or intimate. As Mekhayech explains, “We 
wanted to allow for different energy levels between 
the spaces.”

Generator’s rooms are also diverse. Hostel 
rooms – from doubles and triples for small groups, 

to four-, six-, eight- and 10-bed shared dormitories – 
are extremely minimalist in the functionalist  sense 
of the word, only equipped with bunk beds, lockers 
for storing valuables, and personal reading lights 
with plugs for recharging electronics. On the other 
hand, the hotel rooms,  designed for two, are 
minimalist in the aesthetic sense of the word, with 
a selection of artsy  furnishings and decorative 
objects that imbue them with personality. While 
the bathrooms in the hostel dorms are compart-
mentalized so that the shower, toilet and sink may 
be used simultaneously without compromising 
privacy, the hotel’s more luxurious ensuite bath-
rooms contain all sanitary fixtures within a single, 
more hedonistic space.

Generator attracts a diverse international crowd 

that ranges from solo backpackers, student groups, 
and young families seeking simple, func tional 
accommodation, to empty nesters who prefer to 
travel in style.

A sense of cohesion is created in the interior 
through a strategy of creative reuse. Discarded 
wire spools become lounge tables or circular book-
shelf columns when stacked up to the ceiling; 
mechanical parts from the old elevators adorn the 
bar furniture; and raw concrete columns are left 
exposed, with all of the scrapes and marks from 
previous renovations. This informality, coupled 
with local artists’ interventions,  such as the playful 
lanterns in the hotel lounge, capture the creative 
spirit of the festa de Gràcia , extending its glow 
throughout the year.

↑ Wayfinding graphics sort out 
the options: hotel or hostel, fiesta 
or siesta. 
← In the hostel lobby, a giant 
sculpture in wood and steel recalls 
Barcelona’s shipbuilding heritage. 
Inside, Corten stairs lead up to the 
library and games lounge on the 
mezzanine level. 
←�← The raucous lighting installa-
tion in the hotel lobby was inspired 
by the decorations handcrafted 
for the area’s annual festa major. 
The lanterns, by local artist Julie 
Plottier, are made out of a variety 
of textiles, PVC, and pages from 
old magazines. 

PROPERTY 

PROPERTY 

PROPERTY O
F AZURE M

AGAZIN
E

MAGAZIN
E

MAGAZIN
E



104  OCT 2013 AZUREMAGAZINE.COM
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↑ The top floors are reserved for 
double-occupancy hotel rooms, most 
with private terraces that overlook 
the city. 
←�← The designers worked extensively 
with local artists and suppliers. In this 
room, wallpaper manufacturer Tres 
Tintas supplied the super-graphics. 
Another leitmotif is evident in the 
mirror frame, and in the storage nook 
crafted from reclaimed wood pallets.
← The accent walls in the ensuite 
bathrooms feature local tiles inspired 
by modernist rajoles hidràuliques.

WHERE TO EAT AND DRINK
An abundance of plywood lends a rather Canadian 
atmosphere to the new Bar Oval (Valencia 199)  
by FlexoArquitectura. Among the house specialties 
are delicious burgers, with a large selection of 
wines at very reasonable prices. Tarannà Café 
(Viladomat 23) serves up tapas concocted with 
ingredients from the nearby Sant Antoni market. 
For a classic neighbourhood café with marble 
tables and an authentic art nouveau decor, head 
to the historic Cafè del Centre (Carrer de Girona 
69), whose interior has not changed since it 
opened in 1873.

WHAT TO SEE 
Antoni Gaudí�’s most groundbreaking work is  
a church that was never completed beyond its 

crypt. Located a half-hour outside Barcelona,  
at the Colònia Güell industrial village, the crypt has 
inclined columns and unusual, asymmetric arches 
and vaults that informed the architect’s later work. 
Take the S8 or S33 FGC commuter train from Plaça 
Espanya FGC station to Colònia Güell.

At the end of the Rambla, the Maritime Museum 
in Barcelona’s recently restored 13th-century  
shipyard is one of the largest, most impressive 
examples of Catalan civil Gothic architecture. The 
multitudes of tall stone columns and diaphragm 
arches make the space feel like a forest of palm 
trees – not bad for a factory. 

WHERE TO SHOP
One of the world’s great hardware stores, Servei 
Estació (Aragó 270) specializes in all sorts of 

materials, products and services, including a line 
of objects designed by winners of its biennial Voilà 
Prize design competition.

Co-operativa Jordi Capell (COAC Official 
College of Architects of Catalonia, Plaça Nova 5) 
is an architectural bookstore, stationery supplier 
and gift shop that sells objects, from jewellery to 
furniture, designed by Spanish architects.

Pilma (Diagonal 403) specializes in modern and 
contemporary domestic furniture and household 
items. It stocks a great assortment of kitchen 
gadgets, including the classic ’60s dripless olive 
oil dispenser by the late Rafael Marquina.

→ Dorms from $25 per night, hotel rooms from 
$50 per night.  generatorhostels.com
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