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Making the Hotel What It is:

Emerging Trends in the Role of Interior Design

Mayumi Miyawaki

The surge of tourism at the time of the 1970 World Exposition
in Osaka set considerable changes in motion in the hotels of
Japan. It had been to accomodate these tourists that the former
Imperial Hotel, designed by Frank Lloyd Wright, was demo-
lished in 1967 to make way for the present structure. It was
followed by a string of other large hotels, including the
Akasaka Tokyu, the Hotel Plaza, the Nishitetsu Grand, the
New Annex to the Imperial Hotcel, the Keio Plaza and the Hotel
Pacific. Prior to this, hotels that could be said to have attained
international level had been limited to such establishments as
the Hakone Kowakien (designed by Junzo Yoshimura in 1959),
the Palace Hotel (Takcnaka Komuten, *61), the Hotel Okura
(Taisei Kanko Sekkei linkai, *62), and Kurashiki Kokusai Hotel
(Chintaro Urabe, '63). Even then, the most impressive areas in
these prestigious hotels had been restricted to those sections
exuding a strong sense of the Japanese ambience, designed
specifically with the foreign traveler in mind. For the most
part, the hotels upheld the pre-War conception of Western
hotels, which had meant lobbies with wall-to-wall carpeting,
marble-topped front desks, white-papered walls and dark-
wood furniture, and 3-in-1 tiled bathrooms.

Thus had been the state of hotels in Japan when what is
reffered to as the second hotel construction boom spawned
the new batch of large-size luxury hotels in quick succession.
From the point of interior design, however, these hotels offer-
ed little that was outstandingly different. In fact, the impres-
sion was that all they did to comply to the increased demand
had been to make new additions along the samec lines and in
the same image as the existing hotels. There seemed to have
remained an established pattern in hotel planning, in which
the architects provided the general outline, with the com-
mercial-space designers and furniture-and equipment design-
ers filling the rest.

The hotel itself was finally beginning to gain social recog-
nition as an institution in the big cities. The fact that these
hotels had been built with the view of catering to the great
masses when it was the smaller class of people in the upper
echelons of society that actually used the hotel may have had
a sobering effect on the designing of the hotels.

Among these hotels, however, the Hotel Fujita (Junzo
Yoshimura, '70), the Keio Plaza (Nihon Sekkei, ’71) and the
Pacific Hotel Tokyo (Sakakura Kenchiku Kenkyujo, '71) merit
special attention for placing importance on interior design and
calling attention to its significance. The Hotel Fujita made a
good use of its location by the Kamo River to create a public
space that is very pleasant. Its guestrooms, moreover, had
vanitics that were separate from the bathrooms. In the Keio
Plaza Hotel, a team of formative artists, sculptors, and interior
degsigners, headed by lIsamu Kenmochi as the producer,
brought a fresh new image to its public spaces and shopping
arcas. The Pacific Hotel is the monumental work of Fumitaka
Nishizawa, who devoted his life to designing the hotel’s
interiors and the garden. Thege hotels provided the impetus
for bringing together not only the interior designers but other
designers in the fields such as illumination, furniture, and
textiles, as well as sculptors and formative artists, in a con-
certed cffort to crcate ‘space’. The practice accelerated to a
point where it became something of a vogue: Not having
artists and designers of the calliber of Takamichi Ito, Minami
Tada, or Motoko Ishii on the team, could keep an establish-
ment from joining the ranks of a first-class hotel or shop.

These hotels heralded a new age in designing accomodations
—a development that eventually becamc full-blown and
standardized, motivated initially by the sharp increase in
the number of packaged-tour travelers during the bubble-
economy boom of the 80s. In response to the worldwide
interest in mass travel, full-scale hotels began to sprout simul-
taneously all over Japan. Although the emergence of nation-
wide hotel chains, headed by the Prince Hotels, may have
been a contributing factor, the hotel interiors began to sport
some more-or-less regular features, such as the bright and
multiple-ceiling-height public spaces exemplified by the ANA
Hotel Tokyo (Kanko Kikaku, '86), the white walls, travertine
marble and brass, mirros, and cost-effective rattan furniture.
The hotel became a popular venue and an ingrained part of
sophisticated city life. Office girls went in to have light lunches
and enjoy dessert buffets. It became trendier to engage in
romantic interludes in city hotels than in so-called ‘love
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Hotels. The hotels adjacent to the Tokyo Disneyland were fully
booked six months in advance for the Christmas Lve. There
were even ‘love hotels’ renamed the ‘fashion ho
bore the look of ordinary city hotels to attract a nie
The highly successful atrium and sce-through capsule ele-
vators of the Hyatt Regency Atlanta (Portman, '67) revolu-
tionalized the design of hotels in America as well as in cities
around the world. Though considerable effort had been
required to meet Japan’s strict fire codes, they have since been
incorporated even in Japanese-style hotel-ryokans, and are
no longer looked upon as being particularly unusual.

Not only the paying guests but the hotel executives were
beginning to have fixed images of the interior and were pro-
gramming the space designs accordingly. These images could
be labeled neither American nor Europcan; if anything, they
were the common elements that set the tone for the new
resorts catering to the rapidly growing number of tourists
around the world.

While on the one hand similar images werc enjoying wide-
spread popularity, other developments had also been under
way for establishing individuality and distinctiveness. Any

s’ which
clientele.

cmbellishments of existing facilitics and scrvices, such as
improved amenities, membership systems, executive floors,
acsthetic salons and spas, and 24-hour room scrvice, would
only be wallowed up in a wave of conventionalism in virtually
no time. Consequently, an increasing number of hotels were
being planned and constructed that aimed at achicving origi-
nally from the onset.

That first of these targeted at differentiated markets were
the super-luxury hotels. Similar in concept to the fast-growing
suite hotels which had sprung up in places like Hollvwood,
these included the somewhat smalier hotels such as the
Hotel Sciyo Ginza (Seikun Kikutake, '87) with beautifully
appointed sanitary and bathroom areas, the Kyot: Brighton
Hotel (Nikken Sekkei, "88), a favorite with the women guests
for their high sense of privacy and luxury, and the Daiichi
Hotel Annex, targeted at the upscale businessmen for repeated
patronage. Besides refusing travelers just passing through and
offering fine food in gourmet restaurants, these hotels often
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boasted subdivided public spaces—a resurgence of European
splendor-wood and fabric finishes, and marble bathroom areas
composed of two or three rooms, complete with jacuzzis and
separate shower booths.

This trend for upgrading the accomodations appeared among
the newly constructed large-size hotels as well. Toward this
end, it became a common practice to enlist American and
other foreign planning consultants, interior decorators, co-
ordinators, and furniture designers, to achieve greater indi-
viduality in the designs. Examples of this include the Hilton
Hotels in Tokyo and Osaka, the Hotel Nikko Fukuoka, The
Manhattan (Ogawa ????*), the Four Seasons Hotel Chinzan-so,
The Daiichi Hotel Tokyo Bay, and the Rihga Royal Hotel
Waseda (John Graham). Along with the designers, the de-
cors also became intcrnational. The surplus capital and the
stronger yen have facilitated the importation of artwork,
ornaments, furniture, and even building materials from all
over the world. As a result, the hotel interiors no longer had
the orthodox European look about them; they had what may
be described as Western-style with an eye on QOriental tastes—
a blend and of nondescript nationality. This, however, is
a common phenomenon with many of the hotels in resorts
around the world.

By way of contrast, thc Meguro Gajoen (Nieen Sekkei, '91)
which updated its space in unusual Japanese tones while
adapting the original interiors to best advantage, makes a
design statement worthy of special attention.

Enlisting the talents of foreign designers not only for parts of
the interior space but for the entire project was a marked
characteristic of the flourishing 80s. The numerous shops and
other commercial establishments they produced were fun
and caused a stir, which weré what was intended of them. The
majority of these works by foreign architects and designers,
however, fell victim to the commercial short-sightedness of the
entrepreneurs seeking novelty, and disappeared as fleeting
experiments. Of these, the 1l Palazzo (°90), the work of interior
designer Shigeru Uchida, who coordinated the project, and
Aldo Rossi, the Italian architect, designed to turn a less-than-
favorable location to advantage and reflecting considerable




efforts in the well-appointed interiors of the bars, the dining
area, and the guestrooms, and the Otaru Hotel (Nigel Coates,
'89), converted from an old bank and bearing the designer’s
mark of creativity in every corner of the hotel, stand out as
notable exceptions. They owe their success to the fresh appeal
not found in the existing Japanese hotels. It remains to be
seen how the new Hyatt Regency in Hakata (Michael Graves,
'94) will fare, faced with a location problem that it shares
with business facilities, but armed with room-full of furniture
designed by Graves.

Hotels built in conjunction with theme parks are currently
being planned and constructed the world over, most notably
now in Las Vegas. Several such hotels exist here and there in
Japan, including the Hotel Europe, the major accomodation
facility on the premises of the colossal park in Nagasaki, the
Huis Ten Bosch, and the Hotel Shima Spain Village in Mie.
Although the Hotel Europe scored a great success, boasting
a number of guests next to that of Imperial Hotel for 1933, it
owes its popularity to the public’s fascination with the theme
park and not necessarily on the strength of the hotels
attractivencss alone. The interior design in both the public
spaces and the guestrooms are aimed solely at imitating the
European style, just as the park itsclf is an exact replica of
the Dutch Village, and cannot claim to reflect contemporary
design. Its success can only be measured in connection with
its environment,

The same holds true for the hotel in Shima Spain Village. For
both the exterior and the interior, every conceivable material
and method had been employed to recreate Spain. But there is
a limit to creating an aura of authenticity when it had proven
a difficult task even in Spain’s own city of Barcelona. Not sur-
prisingly, some signs of failure can be observed in the guest-
room interiors.

Though not in the theme park category, the resort complex
that includes a high-rise hotel in the Alpha Resort Tomamu
(Kanko Kikaku, ’83-) presents new possibilities in resort
accomodations. Of course, it may be argued that all that they
have to offer in the way of new experiences are a stay in a
towering hotel and a view of rich natural environment above.

The collapse of the bubble economy has brought a decline in
tourism, distress all around to the airline industry, and even
some completed resort hotels unable to open for business. The
occupancy rate in conventional hotels is also sharply on the
decrease, such that there is now an unprecedented competi-
tion to bring the prices down. Under these adverse conditions
that they have the hotels trying out various ideas for survival,
what is currently taking place in the world of interior design
and what can be projected for its role in the furniture?

For one, cxpansion of the cliche, tourist-oriented, popular
interior designs will no longer be deemed necessary in large
hotel chains or business hotels.

The merit in building ostentatious, mega-sized hotels or in
seeking easy ways to attract clients with interiors by foreign
designers went out with the bubble economy.

Intense competition has produced a range of accomodation
facilities rich in variety. The time has come where it is up to
the people to choosc both the hotels and the interior designs
according to their peronal preferences and practical needs.
This trend accounts for the successes of the aforementioned 1l
Palazzo, the L'Hotel de L'Hotel of Sapporo, a new type of hotel
that combines accomodations with the apparel industry, and
Osaka Dojima Hotel, which projects an image intended for the
female clientele. Many middle-to-small hotels tend to focus
on guestroom sizes to distinguish them in catering to a dif-
ferentiated market; turning toward more spaciousness (over
32 square meters), as seen in resort spots; offering small but
well-appointed rooms (e.g. Kita-Kyushu Prince Hotel); provid-
ing in-room AV equipments for the business-minded; or fea-
turing expanded sanitary space for city-resort comfort.

At an age where the hotel as we know it has always tended
to follow certain patterns, what kind of interior design best
complies to the needs of the overnight consumer? In any
event, the advent of a new era where each hotel is finally
allowed to make its own design statement is a welcome
development. All that remains to be seen is whether the hotel
entrepreneurs and interior designers can rise to the challenge
of meeting just such demands.
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' NIKI CLUB NASU
Akira Watanabe

The volcanic Nasudake rises to the north, and a great expanse of land
streches to the south. Nearby, a cluster of cedar trees, a delightful
little stream, and gently rolling hills afford a pleasant and comfort-
ing view. This is where the NIKI CLUB is located, tucked in the lush
surroundings. Here, with his back turned upon the city far away, and
nestling in the area where nature abounds, a person may see himself
returning to his primeval, natural habitat. At times, it appears as if
the self dissolves in the light and becomes a breeze in flight, to finally
sink down into the watery depths. As nature rotates, so is the person
born and reborn, in a cycle of life. This is the image whereupon each
and every form of this building is based.

The Nasu skies have always been prone to passing whims and
sudden gusts of wind. Exposed as it is to Nasudake, the building must
be built to withstand the whimsical clouds and the wild fits of wind.
The brunt of the responsibility falls upon the shoulders of two kinds
of stones, the ‘oya-ishi’ and the ‘shirakawa-ishi’. These stones do not
cngage in useless chatter. Neither are they in the habit of fawning on
nature, nor do they make undue wailing noises. They are only there,
when people are around, to provide an embracing wall or a sup-
porting floor. While nature exists in its genuine gtate, the stoneg also
exist in their transformed roles.

The stone wall divides the building of the NIKI CLUB into three parts.
The pond, acting as a spokesman for the natural elements, integrates
the three parts. In the ‘place where people gather’, the outdoor
scenery comes through the openings in the stone wall, allowing
nature to seep indoors. Three different landscapes converge in this
one focal point: the long stretch of plain in the west, the charming
brook and the front gardcn in the south, and the pond and the stone
wall, above which rises the Nasudake in the distance, in the north.
In thc ‘place where people come and go’, flanked on both sides by
thick walls, the human gaze turns automatically toward the skies for
enfolding the Nasu clouds close to one’s bosom. The wind blowing
down the side of Nasudake sweeps the stone walls and silently settles
in the water to become crystal droplets. The eaves and the gallery
provide the background for thig performance of the windg and get
them in bold relief. Finally, the familiar ‘kawara’-tile roof, the rustic
pine frame, and the stucco wallg resonate with the water in the pond
to create the ‘place where people relax’.

The stone enclose the space, the wood comprises the frame, and
the tiles cover the large roof. The plaster for the stucco walls is aiso
applied generously in the joints of the exterior masonry, following the
traditional method for fortifying the walls against the strong gales of
wind. In this way, the materials and methods handed down from the
past have been used in abundance and without deception, for |
believe that old, established techniques reinforce new creative activi-
ties. Over the years, we have acquired concrete, steel, and glass. The
materials always speak for the ages they represent, often in minute
detail. The various materials employed for this project are a record of
all those who had worked on it, down to the perspiration on the
hands of the craftsmen. They are the silent and the living testimonial
to the ceaseless search for creativity.




