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DOSSIER  / Restaurant, Hong Kong

The Continental 

If you asked designers whether they’d prefer 
to start with a blank slate, or a fixed set of 
parameters, we’d bet that most would say 

a blank slate. But not Simon Rawlings, creative 
director of London-based David Collins Studio. The 
designer and his team are used to, and in fact enjoy, 
working with historic spaces. Although the Thomas 
Heatherwick-designed building that houses The 
Continental is hardly a listed property, the landlord 
was keen to keep the original structure and ceiling 
detail, providing the design team with an enjoyable 
challenge.

Collins and his studio were hired for the project 
almost two years ago, before his tragic and untimely 
passing in July 2013. The greatly missed paragon 
of the design world was intimately involved in the 
design process at the beginning, and chef Rowley 
Leigh still has some of his original hand-drawn 
sketches.

Anyone who has visited the space will see that the 
layout of the restaurant has noticeably changed since 
its former incarnation. Rawlings says he spent several 
evenings in the previous establishment analysing 
what worked about the space and what didn’t. 
Subsequently, the front bar, restaurant and kitchen 
areas have been reconfigured to create a surprising 
level of transparency. ‘I think the cleverest thing we 
did was opening up the length of the restaurant,’ says 
Rawlings. The new arrangement allows everyone a 
view and an equal experience in the dining room. 

Rawlings, during his first visit to what is the studio’s 
first completed restaurant in Asia, says he’s happy 
with the outcome. ‘If you look at the renders and the

almost exactly the same. I was slightly nervous about 
all the green, but it’s perfect.’ The verdant outdoor 
space that surrounds The Continental served as 
inspiration for the colour scheme, and is something 
Rawlings says is one of the first things that comes 
to mind when he thinks of Hong Kong, ather than 
the urban sprawl that visually dominates much of the 
island. The shade of green, which started with the 
Italian-made tiles used behind the bar, was carried 
through to the upholstery in the form of custom-
dyed leather. The colour merges well with the outdoor 
area and transitions beautifully from day to night.

It’s the lighting though, a signature of DCS, that 
really captures the imagination. Cleverly integrated 
into Heatherwick’s wavy, ribbon-like ceiling, a strong 
element within the space, glass celestial-like orb 
pendants hang at just the right height, lending the 
space a cosmos-like feel. Other light fixtures have 
been deliberately kept low, keeping the focus at an 
intimate level.

The soigné interior of The Continental is the perfect 
platform to showcase the skills of noted British chef 
Leigh, also in his first foray into Asia, who says the 
all-day brasserie-style menu at The Continental was 
inspired by the grand cafés of Europe. Leigh says it 
is very much an extension of his philosophy on doing 
fresh ingredients justice, combined with a strong 
sustainability ethic. ‘It’s a lot French, a little Italian, 
with a British sensibility,’ he says, which is something 
the city’s multicultural dining scene has surprisingly 
lacked in the past. ‘It feels like it’s the restaurant 
that was always meant to be in this building,’ adds 
Rawlings. We agree.
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business. Among the most ambitious examples is art 
luminary Lily Elstein’s Elma Arts Complex Luxury Hotel 
in Israel. Overlooking the Mediterranean, the complex is 
housed in the former Mivtachim Sanatorium, a serpentine-
shaped brutalist masterpiece designed by architect Jacob 
Rechter. In addition to its 750 square metres of gallery 
space and some 500 works from Elstein’s own collection — 
including local artists such as Sigalit Landau and Yehudit 
Sasportas — the property boasts a full-fledged performance 
arts programme. With two concert venues and year-round 
events, the line-up ranges from the more classical options 
to avant-garde performance art, video installations and 
modern dance.

Other hotels have taken a quieter, more concentrated 
approach. In Australia, the Art Series Hotel Group has 
opened multiple stylish properties inspired and named 
after individual contemporary Australian artists in CEO 
Will Deague’s collection. Not only do the hotels carry 
artwork of their namesake artists — including Charles 
Blackman, John Olsen and Adam Cullen — but the 
properties also take aesthetic cues from each muse, with 
the decor inspired by their favoured colour palette, rooms 
stocked with art books and documentaries, and paints and 
canvases available to guests. ‘This differs from a museum 
experience,’ says Jane O’Neil, the group’s in-house curator. 
‘It’s a largely unintimidating experience of art.’ 

As the role of art in hotels has evolved from mere decoration 
to a central part of the hospitality concept, hotels are 
becoming prominent players in the art world, operating 
both directly through commissions and indirectly through 
the promotion of local artistic culture. And all this is to 
the benefit of travellers. As Emily de Wolfe Pettit says, 
‘People, of course, make places — the local inhabitants 
flavouring their city with its intrinsic atmosphere, colours 
and rhythm. Yet art, too, is about distinctive characters: the 
rich personalities of the artists, the subjects they capture and 
the unique manner in which they break down boundaries.’

Stepping into the Rosewood Beijing is like stumbling 
into the estate of a seasoned art collector. Past an 
entrance flanked by bronze dragons and through 

a lush courtyard lies the property, full to the brim with 
Chinese artefacts and contemporary artworks. From Li 
Yongfei’s soaring 25-metre-high scrolls painted with mythic 
creatures in the ballroom atrium to charming cloisonné 
in the guest rooms, the hotel’s collection is far from your 
stock standard corporate art. ‘All these pieces draw the 
viewer in, rather than just act as beautiful backdrops,’ says 
Marc Brugger, the hotel’s managing director. ‘It’s not only 
a representation of the modern Beijing art scene, it’s also 
an opportunity to appreciate different art forms.’

With cultural tourism on the rise, the worlds of art 
and hospitality are fast becoming cosy bedfellows. 
Plucking paintings out of austere galleries and imposing 
institutions, hotels like the Rosewood Beijing are turning 
their properties into mini-museums and springboards for 
connecting with the local arts community.

‘Art is about achieving a level of sophistication for a more 
discerning traveller,’ says Emily de Wolfe Pettit, the hotel’s 
curator and founder of Beijing-based Arts Influential 
China. ‘The definition of a frequent flyer has taken on 
new meaning in our age. Travellers want to have a sense 
of comfort on the one hand to unwind, whilst a sense of 
discovery on the other — art can achieve all of this.’ 

The hotel’s art collection was integral to its design, 
and de Wolfe Pettit was involved early in the process, 
commissioning nearly 1,500 pieces by local artists. From 
the grand entryway and ballrooms to more intimate 
settings such as the ink paintings in the lifts, the property 
provides an immersive art experience and a prelude to one 
of today’s most vibrant contemporary art scenes.

Alongside larger brands, an increasing number of art 
collectors and patrons are also venturing into the hospitality

Clockwise from top left: Chinese artist Li Yongfei’s soaring installation 
composed on 25-metre-long scrolls hangs in the Rosewood Beijing’s 
grand ballroom atrium / A selection of artist Jiang Shanchun’s

expressive portraits enliven Bistrot B, the hotel’s bustling French restaurant 
/ An intricate Zheng Lu piece titled Calligraphic Head Sculpture 
adorns the hotel lobby. Images courtesy of Rosewood Hotel Group



The Elma Arts Complex Luxury Hotel is a serpentine-shaped structure 
perched atop the hills of Zichron Ya’akov in Israel, overlooking

Clockwise from top: The foyer of The Schaller Studio features a lushly 
painted expressionist work titled Port Phillip Bay, Red by the hotel’s 
namesake artist Mark Schaller / Quirky touches in The Larwill Studio’s 

the Mediterranean. A former sanatorium, the hotel is a brutalist 
masterpiece by architect Jacob Rechter. Images by Gili Merin

guestrooms include quotations by namesake artist David Larwill 
scrawled onto pillow covers / Playful works by Larwill complement 
the stylish decor. Images courtesy of Art Series Hotel Group


