waving at the lobby: “We could have a
different set of furniture in here, and the
hotel would still work the same. It’s a
similar feeling to the Chateau. It’s a big
house, informal.” Curiously, although
Chateau Marmont is a faux Loire castle
in subtropical gardens, and the Mercer
is a former fur warehouse a block from
Broadway, he’s right.

As we all do these days, Balazs
laments a “slickness and a sameness”
in the modern experience.
“Increasingly, one of the hallmarks of
luxury is uniqueness,” he pronounces.
“But what makes unique good?” The
answer: meaningful details. A brief
examination of lobby
proves his point. The loose-leaf tea,
boiling hot, tastes of fresh bergamot
and comes in a Japanese iron pot with
the pleasing heft of a small dumbbell.
On one set of couches two men discuss
business, their laptops open. They are
laughing. Another contains a mother
with two kids and a dog, who just
checked in and were greeted like long-
lost relations. Among the volumes on
the wall of books are a Vanessa Beecroft
monograph; a copy of the 1534 Luther
Bible, Motorcycle Mama; La Divina
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the Mercer

Commedia; and Naomi for Mandela.
Everyone glows in the diffused late-
afternoon sunlight, augmented by
strategically placed lamps. It is homey—
but not like anyone’s home.

For Balazs, hotel creation is an
intellectual-sensual exercise, rather like
film production, yet he sees the result
more as sculpture. “You experience
it in the round; it’s interactive,” he
explains. “You take yourself up and out and through places. It is also a
narrative. You imagine a series of stories; then you bring those stories
to life.” Instead of decorators and design periods, Balazs talks about
“experiences” and “spaces.” Once the story is found, the production is
cast. “In the Raleigh we did the design in-house, but usually we bring in
several different designers to add spice to the soup,” says Balazs. One
frequent collaborator is Hollywood art director Shawn Hausman.

As well as helping create a new era for South Beach with the Raleigh
and the Standard with its fun-house spa, a hybrid of hammam, Kurhaus,
mud bath and ancient Roman thermae, Balazs has lately branched out in
yet another direction. His new pair of ground-up SoHo buildings don’t
just feel like home, they are home. Both One Kenmare Square (designed
by architect Richard Gluckman; all units are sold) and 40 Mercer (by Jean

Nouvel; units are available for sale this month) started as hotels but took
left turns after 9/11. Balazs says it has been rewarding to apply the “same
obsession with detail” that prevails in his hotels to residential spaces and
to construct from scratch the “good bones” that he usually discovers in old
buildings. He is also looking to extend his small empire to London, though
“it’s a little early to speak about it.”

However many Balazs buildings emerge over the years, you can be sure
the scale of operations will remain human. “I think discerning people,
intellectually curious people, are always looking for what’s good—for the
real,” he says. “Small places have, by definition, a monopoly on realness—
there’s an authenticity. Soul is another way to put it. You just know it when
it’s there.”

When you stay in an André Balazs hotel, you know.








