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Crimson Lounge (above) delivers a sensory overload with layers upon layers of design in the form of a
dark, red-infused palette with a handcrafted 45-ft. bar that runs the length of the back wall.
Guestrooms (opposite) are designed as high-end retreats with a more subdued palette including
Egyptian cotton linens, rich velvet throw pillows, and leather headboard.

www.contractmagazine.com



v

contract november 200@ Qw
.




design

Ever think you'd see an interior design where 21st century Versailles meets
Marquis de Sade with a dash of ecclesiastical influence as well as Asian and
Indian inspirations in a landmark Chicago building? Hotel Sax Chicago
boasts interiors by New York-based MCCARTAN that reference the House
of Blues nightclub across the street in the ostentatious Crimson Lounge
juxtaposed against the more formal lobby space to form a virtual hodge-
podge of design themes under one roof.

Designers were tasked with refreshing what was formerly the House of
Blues Hotel in Chicago’s Marina City into the new Hotel Sax with refer-
ences to the Foundation Room, a selective VIP lounge area of House of
Blues. “The Foundation Room is completely over the top,” says Colum
McCartan, founder of his hospitality design firm. “The owner is an avid
collector of artifacts from India and Asia—so that the space had its own
curator. It’s completely outrageous and has nothing to do with rock ‘n’ roll.
And while we didn’t want to replicate it, we took that inspiration and
injected a strong sense of theater into our designs.”

MCCARTAN designed the interiors of the lobby, Crimson Lounge, and gue-
strooms, while Chicago-based VOA completed the documentation and meet-
ing spaces, and Gemstone Hotels & Resorts International manages the prop-
erty. “We selected MCCARTAN because the designers are not afraid to be

different, and they understand hotels and bars. And VOA désigns great meet-
ing spaces for high-end corporations. We were looking for firms that were
not tethered to the genetic code and one-space-fits-all solutions,” explains
Mark van Hartesvelt, principal at Gemstone, adding, “The results so far have
been on target—some parts are stunning, nothing is bad—and the hotel def-
initely does not look like a brand with hundreds of twin sisters.”

Part of what attracted McCartan to this project was the flexibility in the
program. “We had more freedom than usual to be more expressive, more
theatrical,” he says. “We were not locked into any design genre.” For exam-
ple, certain pieces are reminiscent of Louis XIV, but with a Spanish flair.
“There’s a 14th century language, but it’s jumbled,” he adds, “like a tongue-
in cheek-reference to the Renaissance.”

With the green light to employ a potpourri of design influences, MCCARTAN
set out to create a unique luxury hotel experience on the Chicago scene.
“Our efforts were totally collaborative and iterative. We focus on the func-
tion of design, leaving the ‘form’ to the pros,” van Hartesvelt says. “We
explained the research results on the target customers—what they want,
what they get now from luxury hotels, and where we thought the discon-
nects are. We felt like we were designing something that doesn’t exist in
our competitive set.”







The air of luxury is apparent upon entering the sleek lobby, where white cus-
tom paneling and Italian marble floors form a very white, spare backdrop.
Mirrored walls reflect the furniture set at the center of the room as sculpture.
According to McCartan, “The lobby looks like a Tiffany jewelry store with
the glas "which only enhances the upscale aura. Yet mood shifts dras-
tically upon opening the door to Crimson Lounge, with an “uproar of pat-
tern and design, like embarking on a fairytale,” McCartan says.

mson Lounge is incredibly ostentatious—a little bit sacrilegious—with

yers upon layers of design,” he says. “The space is a series of rooms, little

vignettes, separated by glass screens to create this layered effect of texture and

color” A sensory overload of a sensuous palette of deep red tones, tactile sur-
faces, rich woods including a 45-ft. bar, and exotic accents from around the
globe, Crimson embodies the opulence of the House of Blues Foundation
room with a fresh, updated twist.

But the sassy design touches don’t end in Hotel Sax’s public spaces, as the
guestrooms provided another arena for McCartan and his team to flex their
design muscles. They had to make the most of the footprint allotted by this
landmark structure, which proved challenging at times. For example, the
sixth floor “cabin” rooms—"little jewel boxes,” as McCartan calls them—had
lower ceilings, which dwarfed the space. As a result, designers employed
ornate, custom screens to delineate space while allowing a visual connection
and light penetration throughout. To remain within budget, while still
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imparting a feeling of opulence, MCCARTAN clad certain guestroom walls
with a wallcovering patterned with the silhouette of a chandelier to express
design that is high-end and tongue-in-cheek at once. And stymied by the
lack of infrastructure support, plug-in capabilities, and cable management of
this old building, MCCARTAN custom designed night stands with plug-in
accommodations.

A satisfying exercise for McCartan, he was able to select and coordinate such
a huge number of eclectic pieces of furniture and lighting—some custom-
designed by his firm—as well as solve very specific design quagmires that
were unique to this project. “Both form and function work together in this
project, and the design is cool,” van Hartesvelt boasts. “We will see how it
performs versus other Chicago hotels; this town has always had style and a
unique class. That said, I believe our focus on functionality and our posi-
tioning will allow us to compete effectively.” He eagerly adds, “Let’s see how it
performs. I think we built a race horse, and I can’t wait for 2008.”

MCCARTAN dealt with preexisting challenges of this landmark building in guestroom configu-
rations (opposite top) by designing custom nightstands that accommodate technology needs
and employing ornate, wrought iron screens to divide space while allowing visual connection.
Wall-mounted, flat-screen televisions and a wallcovering with a chandelier silhouette (opposite
bottom) impart a sense of luxury and high-end amenities.
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Project: Hotel Sax Chicago. Client: La Salle Hotel Properties (owner);
Gemstone Resorts International (management company). Architect: VOA
Associates. Interior designer: MCCARTAN. Mechanical engineer: American
Engineering. Electrical engineer: JEK Engineering. General contractor:
O’Malley Construction. Construction manager: Geoff Connus. Furniture
dealer: Bray Whaler. Photographer: Andrew Bordwin.

what

Wallcoverings: Surface Materials, Tri-Kes, Versa, Astek. Paint: Benjamin
Moore, Sherwin-Williams. Carpet/carpet tile: Signature Carpet. Lighting:
Cai Lighting, Cooper Lighting, Erco Lighting, Kurt Verson, Lightolier,
Lucifer Lighting, Robert Abbey, RSA Lighting, Siena Designs. Doors, glass:
Carvart. Door hardware: Forms & Surfaces. Railings/screens/grill work:
D’Style. Guestroom casegoods/beds: Sorrentino Mariani. Guestroom tables:
International Furnishings. Guestroom lighting: Neidhart Lighting.
Guestroom seating: Designer’s Furniture. Lounge seating: Astoria Imports,
Old Hickory Tannery. Occasional furniture: Old Hickory Tannery.
Architectural woodworking: O’Malley Construction. Guestroom plumbing
fixtures: Hansgrohe, Moen, American Standard, Kohler.

where

Location: Chicago, IL. Total floor area: 19,000 sq. f. (typical guestroom
floors). No. of floors: 15. No. of beds: 353.
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