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All people are equal when they 're
away from home.

All people are equal when they're away from home. This
idea may seem a little too moralistic, yet it is no less true
for that.

Every person is a foreigner when removed from his or
her "habitual” environment. In our modern times this has
long since ceased to be the exception that proves the rule:
on the contrary, it is expected that people will journey,
will visit foreign lands. The travelling salesman - the his-
torical figure of the useful outsider - lives on in the form
of the modern employee who takes on all the tasks and
jobs that require from him an absence of personal ties. It
may be one’s fate to be foreign, yet foreignness also rep-
resents potential, a resource and not least adventure,
since it can never become part of what is habitual, part of
the local habitat. The guest who stays will soon cease to
be an outsider. Whether this is desirable or not is a com-
pletely separate issue - especially in the eyes of those
extending the hospitality.

The Western world has witnessed the evolution of a
hotel trade that is a far cry from the traditional guest-
house culture of yesteryear. This new hotel industry has
come to lay increasing value on anticipating the wishes of
its foreign guests.

This came about in a variety of ways. The first luxury
hotels, popular amongst the rich and powerful people of
the day, appeared from the end of the 18th century onwards
in urban centres of culture and spa towns on the thresh-
old of their respective heydays. To a select few they offered
untold splendour and a unique degree of luxury. They were
meeting place, holiday resort and refuge under one roof ~
unmatched in their standards of charm and service yet
also very much a replication of everything that well-to-do
quests, for reasons of practicality, could not take with
them on holiday. These guests were to be allowed to feel
at home in the strange environment. This qualitative dis-
tinction, enhanced by the historic quality of the various

establishments, remains an
important factor in the high
profile enjoyed by these luxury
hotels.

What mass tourism has
meant for large travel organi-
sations so the globalisation of
the world economy has meant
for a hotel sector specialising
in a business clientele. Slogans
with a strange air of cynicism
about them were devised: the
commercial nomad returned
to the steppe and went ener-
getically about his business
and all the foreign hostelry
had to do was provide a bed
and some washing facilities.

With the collapse of social
barriers and increased access
not only to prosperity but also
to riches, and with the advent
of the kind of retreats associ-
ated with this more affluent
group, increasing numbers of
foreign travellers came to
expect more than simply spar-
tan accommodation, however
functional it might also be.
The designing of hotels - itself
influenced to a large extent by
foreigners - came to focus
more on the guests’ own life-
style, with the result that the
good taste associated with the
establishments was soon hav-
ing an impact across the sec-
tor and becoming crucial to
the hotel industry as some-
thing that could be discussed
and debated.

Our perception of our own
lifestyle altered as spending
on consumer goods expanded
in the fifties and sixties. The
broadening of our style hori-
zons was reflected in maga-
zines whose sole function was
to give concrete expression to
our newly awoken needs. We
have internalised the individual
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and psychological elements of our living environment and
acknowledge it also as a symbol of social status. At first it
was physiological elements such as comfort and the
functionality of objects that dictated the things money
was spent on, but in the eighties and nineties ecological
and health concerns took over as the main factors in the
decision-making process. Now, when we travel, we pack
our new taste sensibilities along with the rest of our bag-
gage, setting out from home with or without a fixed idea
of what we hope to encounter in terms of accommoda-
tion. Qur choice of hostelry, however, - our temporary
home from home - is seldom left to chance.

In their design and architecture hotels differ widely in
their attempts to stand out that extra bit and thus attract
the foreign visitor. Prediction of living patterns and prefer-
ences begins with the architects and investors and local
authorities as they attempt to anticipate how foreign guests
live and would like to live and should live in order that they
feel encouraged to return to the same hotel in the future.
The resulting visions demand sensitivity and courage from
the architects and designers. The sheer variety of hotet
designs, concepts and themes reflects the hotel's position
at the hub of many activities: a hotet is gastronomy, well-
ness, event management and a congress centre in one,
yet each area can have its own specific aura. At the same
time the setting, the location, and opposition of city and
countryside, of seascapes and views over snowy rooftops,
of history and the present day, of opulent luxury and mod-
ern design, of wellness and business activities all are dis-
tinctions in themselves and bring their separate qualities
to the overall experience. The question facing the hotelier
is not whether he can combine all these themes equally
in one package but rather what tones he will seek to set,
how he would like to convey them and which spatial
design concept he should use in achieving his vision.
Astonishing in all this is how each hotel manages, in it's
unique way, to make us forget our foreignness. And this is
all it can do; we will always be outsiders because we will
always be passing through.

A hotel can achieve this by blotting out our awareness
of our outsider status and by creating an environment
that is alien in another direction. For some guests the
rooms and locations may be absurd, for others they may
be extraordinary. One thing they are, however, is mind-
expanding works of architecture and art that indulge out-
siders in the full extent of their otherness, since they can-
not be conspicuous ~ or be the subject of generalisations
- when viewed against a background of scenes and
scenery that lie outside their “habitual” spectrum. In the
protective individuality of the hotel the outsider guest can
by turns relax and be inspired.

A hotel's individual charac-
ter assists him in this. It is not
simply that the design and
architecture of the hotel can
suggest a paraltel world to the
guest; the unique character of
the hotel itself, too, is instru-
mental in dissolving borders. It
represents temporal and spa-
tial distance from day-to-day
life, the deliberate suspension
of mundane imperatives. In
the enclave that is the hotel
industry service and hospitality
adapt themselves to the needs
of the guests. For their part the
guests choose their accom-
modation on the basis of these
needs, accommodation that
demonstrates its distinctive
character either by focussing
on themes or by benefiting
from the impressions gained
by third parties - in the absence
of which the distinctions stitl,
naturally, remain intact.

What is extraordinary, indeed
paradoxical about the situation
in which hotel guests find
themselves is precisely the
fact that their very outsider
status has a liberating effect
on them. All guests are equal-
ly foreign and thus able to
savour the different qualities
of a host location which is
extending to them equal meas-
ures of hospitality and an un-
differentiated tack of prejudice.

Per von Groote
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