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INTERVIEW  Alan Blundell

Kiwi quirky
Alan Blundell pays tribute to his design heroes at Ohtel, his cool, strongly eco-driven
boutique hotel in Wellington — not a place you’d normally associate with high style
text: suzanne miao
photography: courtesy of ohtel

Just over a decade ago, New Zealand architect and designer Alan Blundell

visited New York City for the first time in his life. There, he saw stylish,

design-led hotels by the likes of Ian Schrager and Philippe Starck, which

fired up his imagination and sowed the seeds of a dream to one day have

his own such hotel. Eight years later, Blundell realised his vision when he

opened the doors to Ohtel in Wellington.

The concept of boutique hotels has been around for a while and you

must have done a fair bit of overseas travel in your previous

profession — what was it about the New York City properties which

affected you so deeply?

Actually, I haven’t travelled a great deal. I did spend a week in NYC in

2000, where my business partner and I visited a number of fantastic

properties by well-known designers, including Ian Schrager and Phillipe

Starck. These formed the basis of my inspiration to build my own hotel in

Wellington at some stage... Six years later, the project commenced —

opening March 2008.

Ohtel is very environmentally-conscious: solar hot water; full

recycling; totally natural and biodegradable cleaning products; and

local products in preference to imports. Why was ‘green/eco’ such a

powerful driver in the design and concept for Ohtel?

I think travellers now are very conscious of sustainability and factor a

hotel’s efforts with respect to the environment when they make a decision

to book. At a practical level, the build costs are increased to accommodate

the key ‘green’ features such as solar hot water, double-glazing, and the

use of sustainable materials — however, there is a recovery over time

through reduced operating expenses.

How do you strike a balance between being green/eco and designing a

hotel which meets your personal aesthetic demands? 

A lot of the ‘green technology’ incorporated into the property is hidden in the

building fabric and services design. The harshness of fluorescent lighting can

present some aesthetic issues, depending on bulb colour, so screening these

fittings with acrylic backed photographic panels reduces any negative impact.

When you were working as an architect, did you specialise in any specific

fields? Did this inform your design choices at all in conceiving Ohtel?

Because I worked on my own, I mainly undertook residential scale projects

— principally single houses, as well as a number of apartment buildings.

One of the flow-on benefits is that Ohtel has a very homely feel — a lot of

attention to tiny details, refined for each of the 10 rooms.

Did any particular designer inspire the design/style of Ohtel, or is it

pure ‘you’? 

As a designer, I am always taking mental snapshots of things I see that I

like.  The hotel design brings together many of these details, combined

with a great deal of thoughtful, project specific responses to ensure the

guest experience is richly complete. 

Ohtel is located at the city end of Oriental Bay, tucked into a steep

coastal cliff face just across the road from Waitangi Park. How did you

come across the site? 

The site had an old two-storey villa on it that came up for sale. At just 160

sq-m, I don’t think many saw the site as a development opportunity. My

work in apartment design allowed me to create 10 spacious rooms, back of

house and an intimate lobby space for my four-storey hotel concept. 

What were some of the biggest structural/ architectural challenges

involved, given its setting in a steep coastal cliff-face?

Structurally, we had to retain a 12m-high excavation to maximise the

excavated potential of the site, while architecturally, the property has a

single 8.5m-wide frontage that would remain visible once adjacent sites are

redeveloped — how could I create an elevation with a lasting visual impact? 

How would you describe Ohtel’s exterior compared with its interior

design? I understand there is some counterpoint/ dichotomy between

the contemporary structure and its interior furnishings and décor,

which includes chairs to ceramics, tables and clocks which you’ve been

collecting for more than two years.

The building itself is Modernist and contemporary in design — uncluttered

spaces provide a clean backdrop for the original New Zealand artwork and

unique mid-century furnishings and colourful ceramics to feature.

The furnishings are very much inspired by the 1950s and 60s, and

heavily influenced by Scandinavian designers like Arne Jacobsen and

Hans Wegner. Did you work with any interior designers, or is Ohtel

literally all your own work?

Eleanor Steele helped me select soft furnishings and paint colours to

complete the project. I thought it was important that the project had some

external overview to ensure the concept had a coherence when the many

diverse elements were ultimately bought together. She did a great job.

Any plans to expand...?

Not at this stage. I would like to run this property for another year or so,

and then review what path we take from there.
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