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BRAD WILSON
PRESIDENT| ACE HOTEL GROUP AND CO-PARTNER | ATELIER ACE

WILSON HAS ALWAYS been something of an industry wild card. Before joining leading 
disruptor Ace Hotel Group seven years ago, he built up credentials with a roll call of A-list 
lifestyle hotel companies. The onetime elevator operator first learned the ropes of being 
a maverick at W Hotels under Barry Sternlicht. Then, he honed his skills while serving 
as ceo of The James Hotels before guiding its transition into the Denihan Hospitality 
portfolio (with which company he continued as chief operating officer). To find out how 
Wilson’s synthesizing that into Ace’s first steps into new sectors, turn to “Strong Hand” 
on page 24. Wilson’s disruptive sensibilities earned him a spot as a Boutique Design 2015 
Up-and-Coming Hotelier.

ALLEN CHAN, MATT DAVIS AND ANWAR MEKHAYECH
FOUNDING PARTNERS AND PRINCIPALS | DESIGNAGENCY

THE THREE FOUNDERS of this Toronto-based firm will never have to question where 
the last two decades went. Their partnership with Generator Hostels revolutionized the 
possibilities for an entire sector in the pre-shared-space era (and nabbed them several 
Gold Key Award for Excellence in Hospitality nods). David Chang’s Momofuku food 
empire owes its dramatic and highly influential interior architecture to the partners. For 
more on their latest (re)creation for Chang, Kōjin, turn to “Second Site” on page 32. Chan, 
Davis and Mekhayech have also masterminded hospitality projects as diverse as The 
Duniway Hotel in Portland, Oregon, a new VIP space for that city’s Scotiabank Arena and 
the upcoming Tribute Portfolio property The Dalmar, Fort Lauderdale, Florida.

JASON STEERE
HEAD OF DESIGN | THE STUDENT HOTEL

“HOW DOES AN AESOP OR CAMPER store maintain the same brand experience 
but allow each location to be unique?” wonders Steere. He might know more than 
he’s letting on. The American-born design and retail strategy guru spent 17 years 
with creative agency Storeage, which he cofounded, crafting unforgettable retail 
environments for labels ranging from HP to Under Armour. Steere’s also great at “just 
doing it” when it comes to bold concepts, thanks to a five-year stint with Nike. For 
more on how he scales once-in-a-lifetime design magic in The Student Hotel Florence 
Lavagnini, check out “Hang Time” on page 54. 

S
A

T
A

Y
 +

 P
R

A
T

H
A

 (
C

H
A

N
, 

D
A

V
IS

 A
N

D
 M

E
K

H
A

Y
E

C
H

);
 J

O
H

N
 M

A
R

K
 S

O
R

U
M

 (
W

IL
S

O
N

);
 C

O
U

R
T

E
S

Y
 O

F
 T

H
E

 S
T

U
D

E
N

T
 H

O
T

E
L

 (
S

T
E

E
R

E
)



33SEPTEMBER 2018  boutiquedesign.comboutiquedesign.com  SEPTEMBER 201832

SECOND SITE
DesignAgency re-envisions two of its previous restaurant designs 
for David Chang as one red-hot showcase for this star chef’s new 
Japanese-meets-Colombian concept, Kōjin, in Toronto. 

BY MARY SCOVIAK

DAVID CHANG HAS BEEN a staple on Toronto’s food scene 
since the dynamic chef and Momofuku restaurant group 
founder brought a sampling of his New York-based culinary 
concepts over the border in 2012. The five eateries housed in the 
James K.M. Cheng and Hariri Pontarini Architects’ cantilevered, 
glass “ice cube” that projects over University Avenue layered 
something-for-everyone appeal into the three-story space—
from the comfort food/Zen design of the main floor’s Momo-
fuku Noodle Bar to the need-for-a-treat (or a retreat) Milk Bar 
dessert destination and Nikai lounge on the next level, and the 
sophisticated, yet casual cool of the upmarket Daishō seafood/
steakhouse and Shōtō, a seasonal chef ’s table, located at the 
top of the transparent box. 

Everything from the fare to the flair to the FF&E was high 
visibility. So when Chang announced late last year that he was 
closing the two third-floor dining venues, it made a lot of noise. 
The controversial chef, Michelin-starred restaurateur, cookbook 
author and star of the Netflix “Ugly Delicious” cooking/travel/
history series challenged himself, his team and long-time collab-
orator, Toronto-based DesignAgency, to turn the bang of that 
closure into worldwide buzz. 

Chang was ready for something different. He saw an opportu-
nity to explore new culinary and aesthetic territory with a Japanese/
South American-inflected concept that would span the 2,000-sq.-ft. 
expanse that had been home to Daishō and Shōtō. His vision 
became the inspiration for Kōjin, a 97-seat restaurant named for the 
Japanese god of fire, hearth and the kitchen. He worked with rising 
in-house star chef Paula Navarrete to build a menu around the 
grilled foods of her Colombian childhood, the real-deal meals 
served in Japan’s izakayas (pubs), Ontario’s local meat and produce 
offerings and the multicultural influences that are the hallmark of 
Momofuku’s brand. As always, form followed food. 

DesignAgency’s founding partners and principals Allen Chan, 
Matt Davis and Anwar Mekhayech already knew the lay of the 

MATT DAVIS, ANWAR MEKHAYECH AND ALLEN CHAN
DESIGNAGENCY B
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architectural land. They and their team shaped the interiors for 
all of the dining destinations in the Momofuku complex. 

 “Aside from the oak fin cube floating above the dining room, 
every aspect of Kōjin is new,” says Mekhayech, who served as 
client lead on this project. The white oak framework that served 
as a perfect quiet backdrop for an intimate chef ’s table was no 
match for an earthy restaurant energized by fiery food prep. 
Instead, the designers specified smoky, moody elements such as 
black leather stools and oxblood leather banquettes to immerse 
guests in the drama of evening meals enjoyed around Colombian 

1  The pendants' triple linen 
shades were first laser cut, 
then hand folded and stacked 
like totem poles. Filtered 
through the layers of fabric, the 
lighting washes the interiors 
with a "superwarm" glow. 
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parrillas (open-flame grills). The dark walnut wood interiors 
reference the menu’s Asian dishes by purposefully recalling 
shou-sugi ban, the Japanese technique of charring wood to 
preserve and weatherproof it. Smaller touches also link back 
to the culinary narrative. That’s why the shelving over the 
kitchen displays evolving, eclectic collections such as tradi-
tional Japanese teapots, cast iron Staub cooking pots, a 
maneki-neko cat (a Japanese good luck charm), and chef 
Navarrete’s own gold “Potato Head” figurine. 

DesignAgency dug deeper to personalize the connection 
with the executive chef. Navarrete’s strong commitment to 
authentic cooking methods and celebrating the true flavors of 
food influenced the studio’s keep-it-real FF&E curation. The 
design team surrounds customers with statements that are as 
bespoke as their meals. The glazed terracotta tiles that accent 
the newly constructed central bar were handmade in France. 
Low-back leather and blackened steel barstools are the handi-
work of a Brooklyn-based studio. Local craftsman built the 
generously proportioned banquettes that make large-group 
seating a little more private and a whole lot sexier. 

Even the totem chandeliers that float above the diners 
are the result of a joint effort between DesignAgency and 
the southern California-based woodworking guild, Cali-
fornia Workshop. They also offered a solution to one of the 
space’s toughest design challenges. Integrating window 

treatments was impossible because the window wall slants 
outward from the dining room floor and the designers didn’t 
want to close down the 180-degree view. The string of 
custom chandeliers essentially functions as a see-through 
cornice that frames the soaring glass frontage. 

“When I saw Michael Towey’s (the Los Angeles-based 
furniture maker who founded California Workshop) mid-
century modern-influenced [lighting] creations on Insta-
gram, I thought why not stack them and create cool fixtures 
that no one has done before?,” says Mekhayech. “With 40-ft. 
ceilings, we had the chance to try that out. These chande-
liers add an amazing glow over the dining room with the 
illumination filtering through the linen shades, and they 
also announce Kōjin from the street.”

Like Navarrete’s menus, which change daily, mapping 
out the layout and weighing FF&E options were about 
giving customers choices in how to experience the space. 
But no solution went forward unless it functioned equally 
well for the front and back of house. “When we work with 
Momofuku, the kitchen rules,” says Mekhayech. “We design 
from the inside out.”

Sight lines were calibrated for maximum visibility, 
making it easy for staff to navigate the restaurant, while also 
establishing an intimate relationship between guests, the 
kitchen, and bar.

2  Design elements take their 
cues from the grill-centric 
menu. Black porcelain tiles 
sheathe the back wall with 
smoky elegance, while a 
neon sign displaying the  
kanji symbol for fire  
references the intensity of 
open-flame cooking.

2
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“We wanted to keep a fairly open plan so that every diner 
has a view both inward to the kitchen and open-flame grill 
and outward with 180-degree views up and down University 
Avenue,” says Mekhayech. Rather than relying on structural 
elements to humanize the interior volume, the designers 
used conceal/reveal options such as suspended shelving, a 
frosted golden screen, a parade of custom pendant lights 
and a clean-lined central bar to carve out destinations 
without closing down the see-and-be-scene ambiance.

If there’s one secret sauce, it’s communication. “The key 
to any design relationship is listening, asking questions and 
not having an ego,” says Mekhayech. “David is very high 
level and likes to have talent around him that inspires him 
to create. His whole team, including his chefs, participate in 
the charrettes. If I don’t understand something I pick up the 
phone and call him. Our job is to create an environment 
that optimizes the experience for the staff and guests. 
Everything else just flows from that.” 

PROJECT PARTICIPANTS
OWNER 
Momofuku

CLIENT 
Momofuku: David Chang, chef and 
founder

DESIGN FIRM 
DesignAgency: Allen Chan, Matt Davis 
and Anwar Mekhayech, founding prin-
cipals and partners; Rocelyn Cecilia 
and Darryl Agawin, designers; Sandro 
Weiner, design project manager

ARCHITECTURE 
James K.M. Cheng and Hariri Pontarini 
Architects 

PURCHASING COMPANY 
Momofuku

CEILINGS 
Atkar

FABRICATION 
ALX

FLOORING 
Northern Wide Plank

FURNITURE 
Heerenhuis Manufactuur 
Token NYC

LIGHTING 
California Workshop 
Klaus 
Y Lighting

PLANTS 
Crown Flora Studio

SIGNAGE 
HopeNeon

WALLCOVERINGS AND MATERIALS 
Ateliers Zelij 
Ferier Design 
Olympia 
Tiger Leather 
Spinneybeck

3  The backlit Momofuku peach 
logo on the hostess stand is 
a witty reminder of Ko-jin's 
link to its sister eateries on 
the two floors. Gleaming 
brass accents, rich materials 
such as leather and shelves 
of curiosities underscore 
this restaurant's upmarket 
positioning.

4  The glass facade of 
Momofuku's four-
restaurant complex 
gives a voyeuristic view 
of the theater of cooking 
and the drama of dining 
out. Its cantilevered 
profile puts it closer to 
the action on University 
Avenue.
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