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STOCKHOLM’S -  GRAND HÔTEL
REBIRTH

When the Grand Hôtel Stockholm - a palatial waterfront bui lding bui lt in the style of the French Renaissance- 
opened in the summer of 1874, it was far and away the country’s most anticipated and prestigious hotel project. 
For one thing it was a major coup for the hotel’s founder, the French restaurateur Regis Cadier, to have received 
permission to bui ld on two prime plots opposite the Royal Palace. The King of Sweden fol lowed the project 
wi th interest and on the opening day requested a tour, which Cadier led himself. Expectations ran high. 
	 Cadier was a pioneer of the t imes, and the ambit ious Frenchman did not disappoint. He instal led 
several technologies and concepts that were considered very modern at the time: a state-of-the-art telegraph 
service; an elevator and an internal heating system run by steam engine; and a team of French chefs running the 
hotel’s highly-regarded restaurant. Cadier even did a few things that would be considered modern today, such 
as overseeing his own small farms that grew and delivered fresh herbs and vegetables to the hotel’s restaurant. 
Under his watchful eye the hotel hosted such world famous guests as Napoléon IV, Prince Imperial, Dom Pedro 
I I of Brazi l  and General Ulysses Grant.
	 Cadier kept himself up-to-date with annual trips to inspect other prominent hotels in Europe’s capitals. 
And he understood the value of a good show. When a Russian guest gifted him with two bear cubs, he created a 
little den for them in the hotel’s atrium and allowed them to play around the lobby and amuse the guests. When 
the cubs grew and became more menacing than amusing, he had them stuffed, mounted and displayed at the 
hotel’s entrance.

BY GISELA WILLIAMS KRAMER
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AN INNOVATIVE CHEF, A MICHELIN-STARRED RESTAURANT AND AN ELEGANT BAR 
ARE AT THE HEART OF AN IMPECCABLY EXECUTED RENOVATION THAT HAS WON 
OVER A WHOLE NEW GENERATION OF GUESTS WITHOUT INTIMIDATING THIS CLASSIC 

HOTEL’S LOYAL CLIENTELE.
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OLD-WORLD ATMOSPHERE More than a century later, you 
won’t find the two stuffed bears at the entrance, but you will find 
that same grand atmosphere mixed with smart innovation and 
an exceptional attention to food and beverage. At a time when 
it has become imperative for the world’s grand hotels to adjust 
and reinvent themselves in today’s competitive hotel market, 
the Grand Hôtel Stockholm serves as an inspiring example. In 
recent years the hotel has managed to walk a tricky fine line 
with one foot standing f irmly in its historical surroundings 
and glory-filled past, and the other foot moving swiftly towards 
the future. Enter via the back entrance through the Winter 
Garden ballroom, and the smell of century-old polished wood 
and the warm glowing light of an enormous antique chandelier 
will make you feel as if you’ve gone back in time, but walk 
into the hotel’s two-year-old Mathias Dahlgren Restaurant, 
with its metallic decorative screen designed by Dutch design 
stars Studio Job and its eclectic collection of designer chairs, 
and you’ll suddenly be in Stockholm’s coolest Michelin-starred 
eatery. 
	 By maintaining the hotel’s special heritage and at the 
same time bringing on important contemporary designers and 
an innovative, ambitious chef, the Grand has won over a whole 
new younger generation of guests without intimidating its older 
loyal clientele. Nils Axing, the hotel’s General Manager since 
2004, explains with conviction, “History without the future is 
just history, not heritage. If we didn’t change and evolve, we’d 
be running a museum.”
A FAMILY AFFAIR Not all the Grand’s directors saw it that way. 
Over the years the Grand Hôtel Stockholm has grown and evolved 
in f i ts  and starts through two Wor ld Wars,  a changing cast 
of owners, and the ups and downs of the tourism industry. But 
whether in good or unworthy hands, the hotel has navigated its 
way through even the roughest seas thanks to its unbeatable 
location and its reputation as the city’s most prestigious 
meeting place. Most importantly, it continues to be privately 
owned. Since 1968 it has been in the hands of the inf luential 
Wal lenberg fami ly,  who has never stopped invest ing in the 
property. The offices of the president of the company, Peter 
Wallenberg Jr., are practically across the street from the Grand. 
Not surprisingly, as Mr. Axing points out, most decisions are 
made swiftly.
	 Although the Wallenberg family has always believed 
and invested in continuous renovations, the last five years have 
been especially challenging. One reason is that the Grand is 
now attracting as many leisure travellers as business guests, 
and their needs are different.  Ten years ago it was almost 
a 100% business hotel. Another reason is that for five-star 
hotels, special amenities such as top-notch spas, world-class 
bar restaurants and elaborate suites have become mandatory.  
As the bar rises in 5-star hotels around the world – flat-screens 
in the bathrooms, iPod docking stations by the bed and private 
cinemas in the presidential suite - so too do the expectations 
of the guests.
FINE DINING Beginning with Cadier and his team of imported 
French chefs, and continuing with the strong focus on the 
hotel’s star restaurant, the French Dining Room, one of the 
most important elements of the hotel has always been food 
and beverage. Mr. Axing, who was Food and Beverage Manager 
before becoming General Manager, says that 50 percent of 
the hotel’s revenue is from food and beverage. “A successful 
restaurant is not just great for profits alone. Most customers, 
when faced with hotels of an equal standard, will pick the one 
with the best restaurant and bar,” he explains.
	 With that in mind, in 2004 the hotel kitchen was given 
a 21st-century, 135,000-Euro facelift. Steve Arnold, from the 

respected British food service design consultancy firm Humble 
Arnold Associates, was hired to turn it into one of the most 
modern hotel kitchens in Europe.  In 2006 the Cadier Bar was 
extended and completely reinvented by the London-based 
design company Richmond International. The space went from 
being what felt like an age-old carpeted gentleman’s club to an 
airy, marble-floored space three-times the size of the original 
bar, lightened up with white walls, arrangements of fresh white 
flowers, and chairs upholstered with chocolate brown and 
purple f locked fabrics. 
COMMITTED TO EXCELLENCE	“For all the projects we do in 
the hotel, we make sure that we find the right people,” says Mr. 
Axing. “That usually means making a significant investment and 
going outside Sweden. If we want our hotel to compete at an 
international level, we need to bring in international consultants 
and designers.”
	 For the same reason, Axing and his team continue 
Cadier’s traditional annual hotel inspection trips around the 
world. “Eighty percent of our guests are non-Scandinavians, 
which means we are compared to five-star hotels in other 
countries, not those in Sweden. We have to deliver and exceed 
the service of international hotels like the Dorchester Park Lane 
to compete successfully.”

HISTORY
WITHOUT

THE FUTURE
IS JUST

HISTORY,
NOT

HERITAGE.
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	 One of the important inspirations for the Cadier Bar 
was the 57 dining room and bar in the Four Seasons New York, 
a chic and popular eatery for both guests and Manhattan power 
players that’s open all day, from breakfast to tea time to dinner. 
During the day the new Cadier Bar has become Stockholm’s 
key meeting location for local businessmen and travellers alike. 
Its 100-person capacity is stretched on weekend afternoons 
for the popular tea, a traditional English spread of sandwiches, 
pastries and scones with a Swedish twist.
The Mathias Dahlgren Restaurant But even more important 
to the Grand’s status in the five-star hotel game is the Mathias 
Dahlgren Restaurant, which debuted in the spring of 2007. 
While many hotels these days tend to lease out their restaurant 
space to a celebrity chef, the Grand Hôtel Stockholm decided 
to organize it as a joint venture between General Manager Axing 
and Mathias Dahlgren. That translated into more freedom and 
more opportunity for Dahlgren. “The investment in this kind of 
restaurant is too high and risky without having the key players 
personally committed,” explains Axing. “The model we’ve come 
up with means there’s a lot at stake for both Mathias and for 
the hotel. It’s been an extremely successful venture.”
	 Part of the restaurant’s success is due to its interna-
tionally-acclaimed British designer, Ilse Crawford. Known for her 
unique and playful interiors with a sharp sense of place, Craw-
ford created two separate spaces: the more formal “Matsalen” 
Dining Room which seats 38 and the more casual “Food 
Bar” which accommodates 50 guests. At the entrance to both 
stands a dramatic statement piece which Crawford commis-
sioned from the design stars Studio Job; a gilded screen pat-
terned with Swedish icons such as Viking ships and farming 
tools. To the right is the Food Bar, a scene out of Alice in Nordic 
Wonderland, with it’s open kitchen, colourful tiled floor, natural 
wooden tables and eclectic mix of designer chairs (from Mar-
ten Cyren to Vico Magistretti)  in a variety of sizes.
	 The Dining Room is more intimate and rarified with a 
parquet floor of natural wood, understated Swedish chandeliers 
from Carlo Scarpa, and velvet Chesterf ield banquette sofas 
that line beige walls. Bright yellow leather and dark wooden 
chairs surround the intimate white table-clothed tables. Crawford 
ingeniously rescued forgotten chairs from different parts of the 
hotel and reinvented them with matching yellow leather. In one 
far corner stands a classic Carl Malmsten antique table that 
has been in the hotel since the 1920s. 
	 The design, like Dahlgren’s cuisine, is international 
and distinctly Swedish but not trendy or fusion. As Crawford 
describes, “What was interesting was to find the Swedish roots, 
things that are incredibly evocative of the context, and take 
them forward.” That could also describe Dahlgren’s cooking 
philosophy, one that has both a global and local perspective. 
He elaborates, “The local side of it wants to be proud of its 
heritage, environment, people and of course its products. The 
global side of it wants to be open to new experiences, new 
meetings between people, new ideas and foreign products.” He 
adds, “We would like to be a part of creating the new Swedish 
identity.”
CLASSIC 5-STAR LUXURY The past three years have seen 
the hotel’s most important renovations since its opening more 
than 130 years ago. Besides seriously updating its food and 
beverage venues and adding 76 new rooms (making a total of 

368 rooms and suites), the Grand has modernized its luxurious 
Princess Lilian Suite. 
	 Although the bedrooms are constantly being renovated 
and repaired, the look of the interiors has always remained 
classic European. That means polished wooden parquet floors 
with Persian rugs, silk fabric drapes and upholstered chairs. 
The hotel believes that although their guests might want to 
have dinner in the latest designer restaurant, they want to sleep 
in a comfortable and more traditional setting, especially when 
spending from £305 to £6080 a night. 
	 The new Princess Lilian Suite is one of the few exceptions. 
The design of the two-bedroom space of almost 3,500 square-
feet, overseen by interior designer Louise Nilsson, is a modern 
take on Art Deco style. Although the suite’s rooms couldn’t be 
called truly modern - you won’t find any Philippe Starck ghost 
chairs in here - they are more playful than other spaces. In one 
of the bedrooms, the bed’s headboard and cover is made of a 
whimsical Asian-inspired floral pattern in an eye-catching silver 
and turquoise combination. The dining room is a chic study in 
black and white with white leather straight-back chairs around 
a glossy black table that matches the nearby piano. The private 
cinema and spacious spa bathroom with mosaic floors, sauna 
and raised plunge pool is what makes the complex of rooms 
one of the most coveted suites in Europe. 
EVEN IN THE SPA, A FOCUS ON FOOD This autumn the 
hotel unvei led its latest addit ion, a 1,400 square-meter spa. 
Spread over two f loors, the mostly white, l ight-f i l led complex 
offers eight treatment rooms and a high-tech f itness centre. 
Again the owners brought in a top expert, in this case Raison 
d’Etre, one of the world’s leading spa consultants. And even in 
the spa there is a focus on food. Most of the treatment products 
have been custom-made from indigenous ingredients such as 
birch, blueberry, and lingonberry. 
	 But, in the end, it’s the restaurant that has won all 
the awards. This year Dahlgren and his team were awarded 
one Michelin star for the Food Bar and two stars for Matsalen, 
making it the only two-star eatery in Stockholm’s city centre. 
Last year the restaurant was awarded the Best Interior Design 
Award for a Restaurant from the European Hotel Design Awards 
and Wallpaper Magazine’s “Best New Restaurant.” 
	 Regis Cadier would be pleased.
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DETAILS:
SÖDRA BLASIEHOLMSHAMNEN 8,
STOCKHOLM
OWNER: WALLENBERG FAMILY
MANAGER: NILS AXING
CONTACT: + 46 8 679 35 00
WWW.GRANDHOTEL.SE

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: A freelance travel journal ist
who frequently contr ibutes to the New York Times
and Food & Wine, Gisela is current ly based in Berl in,
Germany where she resides with her family. Born
and raised in New England she has l ived in Bal i ,
Bermuda, Berl in, New York and Madrid.
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MOSCOW’S -  R ITZ CARLTON

RUSSIAN
ICON

How do you replace a Soviet icon? This was the chal lenge facing the Ritz Carlton group when they took over 
the site of the former Intourist Hotel, the grim, state-owned tower that defined accommodation in Moscow 
during the Soviet era. Their answer was to create a new icon for the new Russia, and the hotel that rose 
from the rubble of the Intourist was the antithesis of Soviet austerity, a gleaming monument to luxury and 
indulgence.
	 The Ritz Carlton Moscow opened its doors on 1 July 2007 and within months, its fine-dining restaurant, 
Jeroboam, was voted Best Restaurant in Moscow, and its rooftop O2 Lounge was feted as Moscow’s Best 
Terrace and Bar. For a city with a reputation for frosty service and harsh functionality, the arrival of the Ritz 
Carlton was something of a bombshell. “The hotel has created a new standard of luxury in Moscow,” enthuses 
general manager, Oliver Eller. “We feel that we have elevated service to a whole new level.”
	 Part of that commitment to service involves connecting guests with the Moscow Zeitgeist. Where 
the Intourist existed to keep guests separate from ordinary Muscovites, the Ritz Carlton has made itself 
part of Moscow’s social architecture. To this end, dedicated staff are employed to give guests access to 
the most exclusive bars, restaurants and events in the city. At the same time, Jeroboam and the O2 Lounge 
have become two of the most prestigious nightspots in Moscow, attracting a veritable ‘Who’s Who’ of 
Russian celebrit ies and high f l iers.

BY JOE BINDLOSS
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HOW A  STUNNING RESTAURANT,  A  ROOFTOP LOUNGE AND STANDARD-SETT ING 
SERVICE HAVE COME TOGETHER TO MAKE MOSCOW’S RITZ CARLTON A SYMBOL 

OF THE NEW RUSSIA.



A HOTEL’S RE-BIRTH Before the demolition of the Intourist 
Hotel, Tverskaya ulitsa 3 was a gloomy address, more notable 
for its pillbox architecture and resident minders than for any 
commitment to luxury and service. Anyone looking at the site 
today would be amazed at the transformation. Rising above a 
glass-topped colonnade, just a few hundred metres from Red 
Square, the elegant stone façade of the Ritz Carlton Moscow fits 
in perfectly with the Russian Baroque buildings on all sides.
	 At first glance, the hotel exterior conjures up the 
architectural flamboyance of Tsarist Russia, with ornately carved 
masonry, bracketed balconies and tall Corinthian columns. A 
second glance reveals the Norman Foster-inspired geometric 
canopy above the entrance and a striking architectural 
juxtaposition with the sleek glass box containing the upper 
levels of the hotel. This is more than just an artistic flourish; 
the dark glass absorbs solar energy thereby warming the hotel 

during Moscow’s icy winters.
	 The hotel’s 334 elegant guest rooms comprise 163 
superior rooms, 72 deluxe rooms, 30 executive rooms, 33 club 
rooms, 13 executive studio suites, 22 Carlton suites and the 
240 sq m Ritz Carlton Suite, which has caused quite a stir as 
Moscow’s largest and most expensive hotel room. Priced at just 
under US$14,300 per night, the suite targets statesmen and 
CEOs with its massive floor space, state-of-the-art amenities, 
and bullet-proof dining room, complete with a private kitchen.
MODERN GRANDEUR After the unsightly Intourist Hotel 
was razed in 2002, Russian architects Mosprojects were 
commissioned to produce a new hotel to compliment the 
neoclassical architectural style of Tverskaya ulitsa, the grand 
Moscow boulevard laid out in the time of Catherine the Great. 
The resulting building is a graceful blend of sleek modernity 
and period grandeur. 

	 As soon as guests step into the grand marble-lined 
lobby, they are enveloped by a sense of calm and privacy. The 
reception and concierge areas are deliberately understated, 
so that no unnecessary sense of bureaucracy intrudes on the 
first impressions that guests form of the hotel. This stands in 
marked contrast to the Soviet era, when guests at the Intourist 
Hotel were monitored by state-approved minders (there were 
even rumours of bugged phones in rooms and suites).
AN EXCUSE TO INDULGE After the difficult years that followed 
the fall of Communism, Russians are rediscovering the good 
life, and this epicurean spirit is fully indulged at the Jeroboam 
restaurant, administered by triple-Michelin-starred chef Heinz 
Winkler. Set inside a modernist glass cylinder, the regally-styled 
50-seat eatery was voted Moscow’s Best Restaurant by Time 
Out in 2007 and 2008. 
	 The menu showcases Winkler’s ‘cuisine vitale’, which 

fuses haute cuisine principles with healthy ingredients and 
preparation, a unique concept for a city still haunted by the 
dietary frugality of the Soviet era. Guests can even learn how 
to prepare some of the exquisite dishes on bi-monthly cooking 
courses run by Jeroboam’s Chef de Cuisine, Leonard Cernko.
OPULENT, YET PROGRESSIVE Rather than dwel l ing on 
Soviet hardships, the Ritz Carlton celebrates opulence and 
sophistication, with an impressive 1,100 square metres of 
meeting and banqueting space. The lush interiors were crafted 
by German designer Peter Silling, known for his love of rich 
textiles and custom fabrics. Accordingly, the lavishly upholstered 
chairs and couches dotted around the hotel resemble a private 
collection of period heirlooms.
	 The use of traditional colours and patterns does not 
stop the design ethos from being modern and progressive. In 
the award-wining rooftop O2 Lounge, guests sip cocktails in 
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SERVICE
DOES NOT

JUST COME
DOWN TO

WHAT YOU PAY
FOR ON

THE BILL.

revolving egg-shaped chairs, upholstered with baroque textiles, 
whilst sampling innovative sushi and sashimi from sushi-master 
Seiji Kusano, prepared using ingredients from Tokyo’s Tsukiji 
seafood market. Above them rises a vast geometric glass dome, 
hung with a series of outsized lanterns, resembling the interior 
of a spacecraft from a 1960s science fiction epic. Again there 
is function to the design - the insulated glass provides a warm, 
naturally-lit space that guests can enjoy even in the depths of 
winter.
	 As well as 100 indoor seats, the O2 Lounge boasts 
a stunning 120-seat terrace which offers a panoramic view 
over the Kremlin and downtown Moscow. “The views are so 
mind-boggling you almost have to pinch yourself to realise they 
are real,” insists Oliver Eller. There are similar views from the 
higher classes of rooms and from the private terrace in the Club 
Lounge, an exclusive space where Club-class guests can enjoy 
an all-day food and beverage presentation. 
	 In contrast to the regal styling elsewhere in the hotel, 
there is a sense of playfulness at the O2 Lounge. For the 2009 
summer season, a mock-up of the Baltic island of Sylt was 
erected on the terrace, complete with traditional wicker beach 
chairs. When Barack Obama visited Moscow in July 2009, the 

hotel mixologists invented a series of celebratory cocktails, 
including drinks entitled ‘Yes we can!’ and ‘Winds of Change’. 

IMPERIAL SPLENDOUR After luxury, attention to detail is the 
other driving force at the Ritz Carlton. The style of the rooms 
recalls the splendour of imperial Russia. Russian novels line the 
book shelves. Portuguese red cherry wood and burl veneers add 
a regal flourish to the furniture and panelling, and the marble 
for the bathrooms was sourced personally by Peter Silling from 
Russia’s Altai Mountains. The choice of local materials was not 
accidental. Moscow’s new millionaires are famously nostalgic 
for Russia’s golden age. The overall effect is of stepping into a 
suite at one of Russia’s imperial palaces. 
	 Befitting the Ritz Carlton brand, the bed linen comes 
from Frette of Grenoble, and the exquisite bathrooms, with 
heated marble floors and separate baths and rain-effect 
showers, are stocked with signature Bulgari products. Rooms 
contain all the expected technology like flat screen plasma 
televisions and Wi-Fi Internet access, but the touch-screen 
panels that control everything from the lights to the drapes are 
discretely hidden so as not to disturb the period effect. 
	 This same commitment to detail extends to the spa, 
managed by the ESPA group. This Zen-like space features 
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steam rooms, spa baths and ice fountains, and a seemingly 
bottomless 110 sq m pool set beneath a ceiling dotted with 
sparkling Swarovski crystals, like a star-spangled sky. Where 
better to work off the indulgence of the US$3,000 Tsar’s 
breakfast, a morning feast of Beluga caviar, foie gras, truffles 
and Cristal champagne? 

THE VODKA SOMMELIER AND NIGHTLIFE BUTLER
The Moscow Ritz Carlton strives to provide not only a five-
star hotel experience, but a Russian five-star hotel experience. 
So, as well as superior business and concierge services, the 
hotel has a variety of specialist butlers and sommeliers to add 
a uniquely Russian flavour to proceedings.
	 In the 105-seat Caviarterra restaurant, beautifully 
decorated with carved oak panels, a vodka sommelier is on 
hand to advise guests on the perfect vodka to accompany 
their meal, from a choice of over 400 premium labels. Another 
unique feature is the nightlife butler, described by Oliver Eller 
as ‘an extremely well-connected individual’ with access to the 
exclusive guest lists at Moscow’s most prestigious nightclubs 
and cocktail bars. 
	 The 500-plus members of staff at the Ritz Carlton aim 
to offer something extra on top of the five-star service that 
guests expect from a hotel of this class. “Service does not 
just come down to what you pay for on the bill,” insists Eller. 
“It’s all about human interaction.” This concept finds its best 
expression in the role of the bath butler, a member of staff who 
will transform guests’ bathrooms into sensuous bowers, with 
candles, aromatic oils, and caviar, champagne or cigars and 
cognac. 
	 Perhaps the ultimate indulgence at the Ritz Carlton 
is the Pétrus Room, a temperature-controlled wine cellar 
containing one of the world’s largest collections of Château 
Pétrus vintages, which can be booked by guests as a 10-seat 
private dining room. Amongst the wine collection is a case of 
1907 Heidsieck & Co Monopole champagne, salvaged from the 
wreck of a Swedish freighter that sank on its way to deliver 
wines to Tsar Nicholas II. Truly, guests at the Ritz Carlton can 
enjoy an experience fit for a tsar.
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DETAILS:
THE RITZ-CARLTON
LOCATION: TVERSKAYA
ULITSA 3, MOSCOW
OWNER: RITZ CARLTON GROUP
MANAGER: OLIVER ELLER
CONTACT: +7 495 225-8888
WWW.RITZCARLTON.COM

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Author of more than 50 travel 
guidebooks, Joe Bindloss has reviewed hotels as 
far af ield as Reykjavik, Bangkok, Cape Town and the 
Seychel les. Joe also contr ibutes reviews and features 
to The Guardian, The Independent and other Bri t ish 
and internat ional newspapers. When not travel l ing on 
assignments, Joe is based in London, England, where 
he works as a food cri t ic, special is ing in Asian cuisine.
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A
BRIDGE

BETWEEN
PAST

FUTURE
Located on a quiet tree-l ined al ley next to the eastern wall of the imposing Forbidden City, The Emperor 
couldn’t have a more historic location at the spir itual and l iteral centre of Bei j ing. Yet while history has 
certainly not been forgotten at this 55-room hotel, the design successful ly incorporates tradit ional Chinese 
motifs into an unapologetical ly modern property.
	 The Forbidden City was home to 24 different emperors over f ive centuries, and the hotel’s name was 
chosen to reference the former imperial residence. It also al ludes to the hotel experience; the distinctive 
décor, luxurious restaurant, rooftop bar, and individual ised service each help to make a stay here an 
experience worthy of an emperor.
	 The hotel, once used as a dormitory for students at China’s academic stronghold, Qinghua University, 
has a c lass ica l  Chinese br ick facade and roof .  Owner L iu Shaojun was intent on keeping the external 
features while completely changing the interior of the three-storey bui lding. He enl isted the help of Graft 
Lab, a cutt ing-edge German design company. The project was completed, from init ial design to opening, in 
just 11 months, and the Emperor opened in Apri l  2008.

BY GISELA HELENA IVESON

131130

BEIJ ING’S -  EMPEROR HOTEL

FROM DÉCOR TO DINNER MENUS, BEIJING’S EMPEROR HOTEL REFLECTS 
TRADITIONAL CULTURE WITHOUT FALLING INTO CLUMSY CHINESE CLICHÉ.
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A BREAK FROM TRADITION Chief designer Gregor Hoheisel 
was originally asked to incorporate traditional Chinese design 
to match the hotel’s imperial setting, but as a contemporary 
architect, he wasn’t interested in recreating the past. 
	 “My intention was to create a distinctly contemporary 
design with a sub-layer of Chinese cultural references without 
using typical Chinese design vernacular like rosewood or typical 
ornamentations,” he said, adding that his inspirations came 
from the surroundings – the Ning He temple next to the hotel, 
the Forbidden City and the views over imperial Beijing from the 
rooftop terrace. 
	 The hotel’s vividly fresh and contemporary looks clash 
amusingly with its historic neighbourhood and show how far the 
city has come. Where once luxury was restricted to the few who 
lived in the Forbidden City, it is now open to all.
EAT AND DRINK IN STYLE In a country where eating well is all-
important, the design of the food and beverage outlets was one 
of Hoheisel’s most important considerations. The Emperor has 
positioned its restaurant and bar at different ends of the hotel 
after taking into account the traditions of feng shui. Shi, which 
means “Eat” in Chinese, is in the lower level, where two wide 
entrances flood the restaurant with natural light and provide 
access to non-resident guests without obliging them to pass 
through the hotel itself. The curtained-off Shi offers the kind of 
imperial cuisine that was once served to emperors, although it is 
made lighter and simplified for today’s health-conscious times. 
	 In the evenings, a mixed crowd of young Chinese 
professionals and Beijing expats fill the slick and funky space 
with many enjoying a glass of vintage Chinese rice wine. The 
translucent white curtains play with the theme of concealment 
and revelation which is present throughout the hotel. Printed 
on each curtain is a single stroke of the Chinese character for 
‘eat’. When viewed from a particular angle the single strokes 
align, and the full character becomes legible. The imperial dishes 
are served alongside aged yellow rice wine. Try the evocatively 
named Monk Jumps over the Wall, a dish of eight different types 
of mushrooms that is so delicious, monks used to escape over 
their monastery walls to eat it. 
	 The roof terrace, called Yin, or “Drink” in Chinese, is 
another of the hotel’s highlights. When emperors sti l l resided 
in the Forbidden City, no building in the city was allowed to 
be higher than the Imperial Palace. Now, in Beij ing’s bling 
dynasty, well-heeled guests can peer over the magenta walls 
of the palace from the hotel’s sleek rooftop bar, as waitresses 
clad in split-to-the-thigh Chinese qipaos raise red lanterns to 
mark nightfall every evening. The bar spil ls over several levels 
and is decorated with teak paneling and floor-to-ceil ing walls 
of glass encasing a small lounge and the main bar. It has 
quickly become the place for a sunset cocktail where Beij ing’s 
burgeoning class of sophisticated bar-goers are able to enjoy 
unsurpassable views.
SERENE SERVICE Whether you arrive to drink, dine or stay, there 
are no crowds of staff members to greet you when you enter the 
predominantly white lobby enlivened with streaks of bright orange 
and green. Instead of bellboys and hustle and bustle, guests are 
greeted by a solitary member of staff who mans a single laptop in 
the centre of the welcoming area surrounded by a wrap-around 
orange sofa on a black slate floor. The designers call this a “sofa 
check in” where staff can greet guests and process bookings 
in a friendly atmosphere akin to being welcomed to a private 
home. Silent TV screens show some of Beijing’s historic sights 
while classical Chinese music quietly plays in the background. 
Because of the physical limitations of the original building, there 
is no lift. But before the thought of reluctantly climbing the stairs 
with your luggage enters your head, an immaculately presented 

butler with the trademark orange and green flashes on his 
uniform has already whisked your bags away.
	 Although the hotel places great emphasis on tranquil ity 
to contrast with the noise and the whir lpool of act iv i ty in 
downtown Beij ing, the 55-room hotel actually has as many as 
140 staff members. Public Relations Manager Dolores Semeraro 
admits that one of the key challenges has been finding the 
right staff. 
	 “Service in China isn’t renowned for being great,” she 
says. The hotel only employs English-speaking graduates from 
hotel management courses in China and holds daily training 
sessions with them. “The Chinese approach to service is to 
overload guests with information, as they think they are being 
helpful. We have had to teach them to hold back a little.” 
	 All staff members are given history lessons so that they 
can answer any question a guest may have on China’s imperial 
past. The hotel also uses its proximity and connections to the 
Forbidden City to the advantage of its guests by offering them 
exclusive tours of the Forbidden Pavilion, a part of the complex 
not normally open to the public.
DESIGN WITH A MESSAGE Some people express surprise at the 
vivid day-glow greens and oranges used in flashes throughout the 
hotel. The colours are taken from the adjacent Ning He Temple, 
Hoheisel explains. “I am always amazed with the intensity of 
the colours when I see a freshly renovated historical building in 
China. We are used to seeing these buildings under a layer of 
dust and faded over centuries, but the original designs were very 
bright and vibrant.” 
	 As guests near their rooms, there are numerous touches 
to remind them they are in China. The designers didn’t want the 
guests to walk the quiet corridors and think that they could be 
staying anywhere in the world. So traditional Chinese music is 
played in the hallways and portraits of all of China’s emperors 
across five centuries are used instead of conventional room 
numbers to differentiate the rooms. These stylised portraits line 
the corridors in chronological order starting from the ancient 
rulers and ending with the last emperor of China, the boy Puyi, 
whose life was portrayed in the Bernardo Bertolucci film The 
Last Emperor. Guests can take a walk through Chinese history 
starting from the ground floor rooms and study the sequential 
procession of the 55 emperors up to the top floor. The hotel also 
uses emperor images on its key cards and on the handcrafted 
stamp seals that are presented to guests as a souvenir.
MODERN COMFORTS Nevertheless, all of the hotel’s rooms, 
including the 8 Junior Suites and the Emperor Suite, are firmly 
rooted in the present. They feature wall-mounted flat-screen 
TVs on the faux-suede walls, wireless Internet connectivity, MP3 
players, and a butler service. The guest rooms on the second 
and third floors are differentiated from the hotel’s public areas by 
the use of brilliant ocean-green and lime-green tones. 
	 When it came to designing the rooms, Hoheisel said 
initially that the layout of the space was frustrating as the rooms 
which were once dormitories were narrow and irregularly shaped. 
But the German architect decided that this should be a strength 
of the hotel rather than a weakness, so every room is unique 
in its layout. “Most of the modular furniture had to be custom-
made for the project,” he explained. This adds to the idea that 
guests here are offered a unique, personalised service. 
	 In the living areas the furnishings flow in a continuous 
line, from the wall, to the writing desk with its Charles and Ray 
Eames chairs, to the sofa and finally to the bed. Hoheisel used 
LED cove lighting to enhance the ceiling effect, while LEDs 
beneath the desks and platform beds make them seem to float.
	 One key design concept at The Emperor is the use of 
the roof lines of the Forbidden City which are visible from the 
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rooftop terrace. These lines were transformed in a contemporary 
graphic design element that is used consistently throughout the 
hotel. All the guest rooms have the motif running over splashes 
of coloured fabric on the walls. 
	 Bathrooms are practically open-plan, with the bathtub 
taking centre stage amid a seductive blend of concealment and 
revelation. Partially frosted glass alone separates the bathrooms 
from the living areas, providing a minimum of privacy and plenty 
of daylight. The black slate tiles in the bathrooms contrast with 
the whiteness of the living areas, and all bathrooms feature 
‘waterfall’ Corian wash tables and oversized rain showers. The 
wide range of amenities is made with Chinese herbs.
	 The impressive Emperor Suite is decorated with a huge 
illustration of the first emperor of China, Qin Shi Huang. To 
distinguish the 70 square-metre suite from the rest of the hotel’s 
rooms, elegant touches of dove-grey tones replace the greens 
and orange found elsewhere, and the windows offer panoramic 
views of the Forbidden City skyline. 

RELAX IN STYLE As well as the delightful bar, another form of 
rooftop relaxation guests can enjoy at The Emperor is the Yue 
spa, which means “Joy” in Chinese. This is a glass-enclosed 
sanctuary with a narrow pool, a fitness centre and a whirlpool 
terrace. The fitness areas are equipped with dimly-lit teak-
paneled massage rooms where guests can enjoy a Chinese 
massage – a traditional pleasure that the hotel’s owners wisely 
decided not to play around with.
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LAST LOOK

BY KITTY BEAN YANCEY

Drinks are just a f l ick of a switch away at the new Ink48 in Manhattan. The switches, marked with messages such as “thirsty,” 
“help” and “drink”, l ight up panels outside alcoves in the lobby lounge to attract the attention of servers. 
	 “Some would say that i f somebody has to ask for drinks, somebody’s not doing their job,” says Jorge E. Treviño, the 
Kimpton Hotels executive who helps open the San Francisco-based chain’s new boutique lodgings. “But it’s a fun idea, and 
it involves the guests.”
	 This whimsical concept, toasted by those of us who abhor wait ing while the conversation is f lowing and the glass 
is draining, is said by an Ink spokeswoman to be the f irst at a hotel. It was conjured up by New York’s respected Rockwell 
Group (see our interview on pxxx), which designed Ink48. The 222-room hotel, in the emerging Hell’s Kitchen neighbourhood, 
is named after the printing plant that used to occupy the premises and after nearby 48th Street. Ink48 opened in mid-
September.
	 The hotel ( ink48.com) offers l ight-f i l led rooms with soothing sea grass-design carpets and in-room recycl ing bins, 
not to mention stunning bird’s-eye views of the Hudson River. But as we sit on a tucked-away banquette, beaming up 
another round, we’l l  raise our glasses to these cosy lobby nooks.
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