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“The great advantage of a hotel is that it’s a great refuge from home life,” Irish playwright George Bernard Shaw once said. And so it is. 

The hotel offers us an escape from our daily routine – a world of protracted rain-soaked commutation (depending on where you call 

home), underpaid work (which, let’s face it, applies to everyone, for who among us thinks they are overpaid?), and a never-ending cycle 

of domestic chores. Hotels feature prominently in many of our happiest memories: namely, honeymoons and vacations. The hotel, for 

two weeks a year, is a portal to a better place. Unless, of course, you have the misfortune to end up staying in some half-built holiday-

hell hotel where the sound of pneumatic drills and the smell of backed-up plumbing grip your holiday experience in the embrace of 

bitter disappointment. Hotels have also provided the backdrop for many significant cultural and historic events… and for a few fictional ones, too. John and 

Yoko’s “bed-in for peace” at the Amsterdam Hilton was a fin de sixties moment, bookending a decade of counterculture empowerment 

that, arguably, had begun with Martin Luther King Junior’s I Have a Dream speech in 1963. Lorraine Motel in Memphis will live long in  

infamy as the place where the Nobel Peace Prize-winning civil rights campaigner was assassinated five years later. Bates Motel 

continues to raise back-of-the-neck hairs. And some, like New York’s Chelsea, are woven into the fabric of popular culture; Bob 

Dylan wrote Sad-Eyed Lady of the Lowlands at that iconic Big Apple establishment. Janis Joplin once went there, too, looking for Kris 

Kristofferson, but found Leonard Cohen instead. Writers and hotels have on occasion collaborated to create canonical manuscripts as 

well: Graham Greene penned much of The Quiet American while staying at Hanoi’s Metropole. Rudyard Kipling and Joseph Conrad are 

two of the many literary figures to have signed the guest book at Raffles Hotel in Singapore.

Of course, access to top-tier hotels requires deep pockets, but there are still many less famous, less glamorous and more affordable 

establishments out there that are well worth a stay. There is a new hostel in Japan’s capital that has a clean, simple exterior, minimalist 

timber interiors, and offers guests, among other attractions, great views of Tokyo Bay. And there is Generator – a brand that does a nice 

line in adaptive reuse, turning old buildings into fresh, youthful, affordable hotels. 
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With city space an increasingly expensive commodity, some hotels have 

had to squeeze into the ‘cracks’ in the urban fabric … and this has led to 

some interesting designs. Hotel Moure in World Heritage city Santiago de 

Compostela, for instance, has had to do that while simultaneously respecting 

the architectural integrity of its historically significant location. 

And then there is the boutique hotel – that pricey, design-driven category 

that prides itself on being unique and standing out from the crowd. But as the 

number of ‘unique’ boutiques rises, the harder standing out becomes. Finding 

a new angle, a niche, is therefore necessary. An Oslo incarnation has done this 

by lining its walls with art … and not the kind you can pick up at Ikea. Rather, 

it’s the kind that gets delivered in an armoured truck. The kind of ‘wallcoverings’ 

you have to borrow from a museum. 
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And while there are plenty of decent, well-designed hotels to be 

found, there are a good number of mediocre ones, too. “Room 

service?” asks Groucho Marx, holding a hotel telephone to his 

head in the film A Night at the Opera. “Send up a larger room.” Let 

hinge help you and your clients avoid such a scenario by pointing 

you in the direction of some of the more interesting additions to the  

hotel design landscape.



Generator Barcelona
Barcelona, Spain
The Design Agency
Photography by Nicolas Koenig

Generator, the hip hostel chain that already has 

a presence in Berlin, Dublin and London, recently 

opened three new properties across Europe. The 

new flagship incarnation in Barcelona is situated in 

the heart of the city’s lively Gracia neighbouhood, 

a stone’s throw from Antoni Gaudi’s striking Casa 

Batllo apartments. 

Far from the ‘basic decor and budget’ approach 

one would expect of a hostel, Generator 

Barcelona is a contemporary, quirky hub that 

offers 154 guestrooms alongside a host of perks 

and amenities on par with pricier hotels. What was 

once a 1960s office building has been completely 

gutted and rebuilt in a way that reflects the 

creativity synonymous with the Generator brand. 

The interiors were designed by Toronto-based studio The Design Agency. Much like Barcelona itself, the hostel is 

“a tapestry of layers and styles”. “We were struck by Barcelona’s rich planning, architecture, art and design, and 

how its historic treasures are now interwoven with its energetic contemporary culture, fashion and graffiti,” explains 

Matt Davis, lead designer of Generator Barcelona. “We were also inspired to become part of the trajectory of 

artists and designers who have, over time, responded to the city’s vibrancy and beauty.” 
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Entry through its main doors leads guests to the bright and energetic 

lobby featuring an internal pavilion inspired by Barcelona’s nautical 

history. Large, 23ft-high wood boards are splayed at the entrance, 

resembling the ribs of a ship’s hull. This space has also been dubbed ‘the 

birdcage’, owing to the three hanging loungers with neon-coloured 

accent pillows. A spiralling staircase winds its way up from the lobby 

to the mezzanine level. Here, guests can enjoy a leisurely read in the 

library, where the main attraction is a vintage photo booth. Alternatively, 

anyone seeking some downtime can entertain themselves in the games 

room with pool, table soccer, loungers and Internet stations. 

Elsewhere in the hostel is an all-day dining venue and bar. A vibrant mix 

of textures and patterns, including ornate Hungarian concrete floor tiles, 

raw metals and reclaimed wood panels, defines the eatery’s decor. 

Particularly eye-catching are the bar tables, which are made of 

recycled elevator parts salvaged from the demolition of the building 

the hostel replaced. Floating directly above is a stunning display of over 

300 orange lanterns, designed by local artist Julie Plottier and echoing 

Barcelona’s bohemian vibe during the annual Major de Gracia festival. 

The 70,000sq ft property can accommodate 726 guests in a variety of 

room options such as Private Twin, Private Triple and Quads, Hot Hotel 

Rooms [deluxe, in conventional parlance], Luxurious Ladies [these come 

with hairdryers, make-up tables and more], and Dorm. Rooms on the 

upper floors offer private terraces with views of the skyline toward the 

Mediterranean Ocean. At night, the building glows, and large glass 

windows provide passersby with glimpses into the hotel.  

According to Patron Capital, the developers of Generator Barcelona, 

the hotel has numerous sustainability merits. “We have upgraded the 

building’s mechanical and electrical systems, including installing a 

renewable power source in the form of photovoltaic cells on the roof 

and fitting out 95% of the property with LED lights. We have an Ecolab 

certificate and Energy Performance Certificate rating of grade A, and 

have installed a Smartwatt Energy Metering System that allows us to 

monitor and adjust energy consumption across the building,” says Jason 

Gunn, development manager at Patron Capital.  

Generator Barcelona’s funky design is often described as a ‘walk-in work 

of art’. The cacophony of textures and materials plays up the urban 

flavour and embodies the spirit of Generator’s boutique-inspired 

approach. 



Generator Copenhagen
Copenhagen, Denmark
The Design Agency
Photography by Nicolas Koenig

Best known for its cool and understated ambience, Generator Copenhagen, 

formerly a Philippe Starck-designed apartment building, has style in its DNA. 

Exuding the building’s original charm and flair, the public areas retain many of 

Starck’s sofas and chairs, which sit alongside colourful illustrations of the city by 

local artist Tim Bjorn.

A pop-up shop takes up most of the ground floor. To the side, a staircase leads 

guests to the reception area, where Generator’s signature ‘G’ sculpture sports 

colour-changing LED lights. This entire space is a mix of textures, materials and 

furnishings reclaimed from the building’s old apartments. A long passageway 

leads from the reception to the canteen and travel information area, and from 

thereon to a small cafe that transforms into a disco on weekends. Beyond, a cosy 

bar and lounge with locally produced wood tables and large overstuffed sofas 

and chairs serve as the ideal setting for casual gatherings. This space can be 

screened off as required, with custom-designed moveable dividers. 

The six-storey hostel offers the same room options as its Spanish counterpart. The 

guestrooms are simple, modern yet functional, and feature a few playful touches 

– vital characteristics of Scandinavian design. Says Anwar Mekhayech, 

co-founder of The Design Agency and the design guru behind Generator’s new 

look, “With each design we’re repurposing an older building and injecting new 

life into it. We are recycling interesting elements from the demolition, creating new 

elements that recall the building’s history, and in all cases creating fun features 

that draw on the unique spirit and culture of the city.” 
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