
Generator Barcelona // Somewhere 
to park your rucksack and get your head 
down for the night? The concept of the 
hostel has changed, and Design Agency 
for Generator is shouting it out loud in its 
latest offering in Catalan capital Barcelona
Client: Generator / Patron Capital // Design: Design Agency // Local project 
architect: Ibinser // Size: 6,700 sq m // Duration: 28 months
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As once sung by Freddie Mercury: ‘Start the 
celebration, come alive and shake the foundations 
from the skies. Barcelona!’, it is a city love affair 
experienced by millions of people, as well as giving 
British rock band Queen chart success. The appeal 
of the city is enough to attract four million visitors 
each year.

Adding to its myriad choice of accommodation 
is the new Generator Barcelona in the city’s central 
Gràcia district, in the vanguard of a new breed of 
hostel – offering budget prices and design nous to 
appeal to the new generation of design-savvy 
traveller with value for money in mind.

Rich with history, diverse culture and 
architecture as well as its famous artistic 
associations including Dalí, Picasso, Catalan 
architect Lluís Domènech i Montaner, and of 
course Antoni Gaudí, Barcelona’s creative edge is 
what, seemingly, helps drive the city’s tourist trade, 
ranking it the 10th most-visited city in the world. 
According to statistics from United Nations World 
Tourism Organisation Barcelona pulled in 4.69 
million tourists in 2009. 

Inhabited by more than 1.6 million people,  
the Catalonian capital has been subjected to many 
urban pressures, including issues surrounding 
dense population within some city districts. 
Nevertheless Barcelona is well regarded for its 
innovative urban planning and by overcoming 
many of its social-related problems associated 
with the degeneration of the city’s old and historic 
districts, with widespread transformation largely 
accelerated by the 1992 Olympic Games.  

Typically high-density areas, such as the Gràcia 
district, had seen the loss of pedestrian space, and 
with the attractions such as the annual Festa Major 
de Gràcia, one of Barcelona’s largest festivals, and 
the Gaudí-designed Parc Güell popular with 
visitors, ease of movement was a key objective for 
the district. While projects were implemented to 
address issues surrounding urban mobility, other 
important economical factors remain to ensure that 
Gràcia is a district of choice for visitors to the city.  

Perhaps that is why fast-emerging hostel  
chain Generator has been well received by  
the Gràcia neighbourhood after acquiring an 
indiscreet Sixties’ of�ce block there. Now 
transformed into the brand’s �agship hostel, 
Generator Barcelona has opened to entice the 
many young and design-hungry travellers coming 

to the city to stay in the 
district. Affectionately 
dubbed ‘for posh backers’ 
Generator Barcelona 
certainly does ooze the 
much-desired ‘design 
appeal’, sought after  
by travellers today (see 
November FX Hotel 
Focus). With increased 
expectations but 
decreased �nances, the 
design-aware budget 
traveller is a sector that 

has, arguably, been encouraged by the hostel 
industry, though Anwar Mekhayech, Design 
Agency’s creative director and partner, believes  
it was always inevitable. 

‘Design has become the leading de�ning 
attribute for many businesses and it was only  
a matter of time before “design” was going to  
be introduced to this segment of the travel 
industry. As the younger generation becomes 
more design savvy on all levels it expects more. 
People of all walks of life want to be in well-
designed spaces to socialise, while having the 

opportunity to use well-designed hi-tech personal 
devices and social media.’

With the interior of the Sixties’ building 
completely transformed, Generator Barcelona’s 
low-cost and stylish hostel is exactly this.  
Generator collaborated with local architects, 
suppliers and artists to further engage with the 
local community. The result? A hostel rich in 
graphics, bespoke standout light �xtures and 
even signature ‘G’ sculptures that completely 
transform the space from its former days as  
an of�ce building, to be cherished by those  
who visit and work there. 

Josh Wyatt, director of hospitality and leisure 
at Generator’s parent company Patron Capital,  
is keen to point out ‘I wanted to ensure a 
memory was created – a memory for guests,  
our staff and the local residents who stop  
by to see this new genre of hospitality concept 
that now has become an interesting part of  
their neighbourhood.’

Identifying the ‘socially important designed 
elements’, as described by Mekhayech, is easy.  
With the public areas of the hostel offering  
a variety of seating options, including loungers  
for guests to ‘hang out’ in and mingle within the 

Previous page, it’s 
fiesta time all year 
round with Julie 
Plottier’s lighting 
installation. Above left, 
the library has books 
and lots more besides. 
Above, referencing 
Barcelona’s maritime 
past, the Birdcage 
feature is made out  
of timber planks
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Festa Major de Gràcia.  
The hostel lobby boasts 

an internal pavilion, which 
was inspired by the city’s 
maritime history. Splayed 
wooden boards measuring 
more than 7m-high 
resemble the ribs of a 
ship’s hull. It has been 
dubbed the Bird Cage – an 
association accentuated 
by its three hanging 
loungers, from Expormim, 
with neon-coloured accent 

pillows by Barcelona design company, Woouf! 
Transformed to EPC rating grade A, 95 per cent of 
the building is �tted with LED lighting and smart 
meters to ensure economical energy consumption.

The Design Agency experienced a fair share  
of problems along the way when transforming  
an of�ce building to a hostel – and ensuring  
a cost-effective process. ‘The major problems 
were mostly based on space planning and local 
codes for this type of use, since we were 
converting from an older of�ce building’ says 
Mekhayech. ‘We had to �gure out the best way  
to make the space work well with groups and 
individuals. By carving the space up into sections – 
cafe, bar and lounge – and then separating the 
mezzanine and lower-level canteen for breakfast 
helped de�ne the space to make it very ef�cient 
for what is at times more than 600 guests.’

With Generator Barcelona displaying an 
exemplary mix of hotel and hostel, it really does 
well to challenge the ‘bed factory’ reputation 
hostels seem to have. By offering a curated 
experience of design, culture and social 
environment that targets the cost-conscious 

Above, the Birdcage 
features hanging seats 
with standout neon 
cushions by Woouf! 
Above right, top, 
wayfinding is made 
easy with graphics  
and bold colours. 
Above right, room 
sharing gets hip with 
simple design and 
colour palette

traveller (as well as offering a continual community 
engagement) it offers much more than holiday 
memories. Mekhayech says: ’The project is led  
by a really cool concept that is all the buzz  
in the hotel industry. Budget, shared-room 
accommodation is all the rage and Generator  
is the global leader. I think that being inspired  
by the city itself, Barcelona, and not playing it 
conservatively, not taking it too seriously, and 
having fun with the design in the context of the 
surrounding neighbourhoods is what makes the 
hostel special.’ Mekhayech adds:  ‘It has a lot of 
elements of surprise and unexpected design 
moves, such as the double-height pavilion with 
hanging swings, and the Festa Major de Gràcia 
lighting installation, that has made a mark on the 
community. Locals usually see this type of design 
on a temporary basis, at the festival, not as part of 
a local permanent installation.’ 

There are plans to open hostels in Paris and 
Rome in 2015, to designs by Design Agency. And 
Generator London, opening in 1995 and the �rst in 
the chain of eight Generators in Europe, has just 
been refurbished to a design by the Generator 
design director and Anwar Mekhayech.   
Words by Emily Martin 

Main suppliers Flooring: Armstrong Flooring 
armstrong.com // Caesarstone Quartz Surfaces 
caesarstone.com // Gerflor gerflor.com // Lano 
Carpets lano.com // Olympia Tile olympiatile.com 
// Tarkett tarkett.co.uk // Lighting: Establish & 
Sons establishedandsons.com // Julie Plottier– 
julieplottier.wix.com/julieplottierunivers // Wall 
Coverings: Idea Paint ideapaint.co.uk // Tres Tintas 
Barcelona trestintas.com // Furniture: Expormim 
mutdesign.com // Patrick Norguet patricknorguet.
com // Wouff! woouf.com 
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numerous nooks and snugs, create the perfect 
setting to show sel�es taken on the beach and 
upload to favourite social media. Or guests can 
engage more in reality, in the form of a retro-style 
photo booth in the library, or perhaps seek 
entertainment with a board game, table football 
and pool. With Design Agency’s careful 
consideration to social interaction, self-expression 
and entertainment, Barcelona Generator certainly 
does helps to create the experience’s suited more 
to today’s ‘yolo’ mantra.  

Promoted features like this will no doubt  
divide opinion and fail to impress some. Which  
it’s probably meant to, when looking at Generator’s 
targeted clientele. But that does not necessarily 
mean excluding everyone else who is seeking 
good design on a budget. Generator Barcelona 
offers various accommodation options including 
private rooms with an en-suite, so when the idea 
of dorms and public tweeting doesn’t appeal,  
there is the option of simply closing the bedroom 
door and enjoying a civilised glass of sherry.

A revolutionary concept for hostel design, 
Generator Barcelona holds something very 
distinctive, Wyatt explains. ‘Generator Barcelona is 
a unique moment in the hospitality industry. Never 
before has this scale of high-end design and 
creativity found its foundation in a hostel property, 
but most importantly Generator is accessible to  
the 18 to 32-year-old market, given its price point.’ 

Whether 18 or 80, the most visually striking 
features of the hostel are in the lobby and a rear 
bar. The bar is an striking mix of textures and 
patterns, including ornate Hungarian concrete 
�oor tiles, earthy raw metals and woods set the 
scene for 300-plus lanterns that appear to �oat 
overhead. Created by local artist Julie Plottier,  
her inspiration was drawn from the district’s  
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