
For many Third World countries, the 
struggle for our advancement and de
velopment for a new future is sometimes 
robbed of its spirit of inquiry by the 
availability of ready made packaged solu
tions. The real search for an alternative 
future is often stopped in its tracks when 
"well tried out solutions" are brought 
forward by the fast talking from the 
North. Many of us in Asia, Africa, the 
Middle East and Latin America are 
asking the same questions about "our 
identity" or "relevant solutions" to our 
problems. Just as often as we ask these 
questions, solutions and answers are 
brought to us in the guise of the success 
stories of the Industrialised First World. 
The gift wrapping is attractive, the cata
logues hypnotising and the material be
nefits overwhelming. Many of us are 
often bewildered by the choice of solu
tions that are offered by the over produc-
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ing Western countries because we are 
unable to distinguish between our real 
needs and our "sponsored needs" and 
how to fulfill them. For instance in the 
realm of Science and Technology we 
have, all of us, felt the need to adopt 
satellites and micro-chips or atomic pow
er stations and television networks, or in 
the expensive realms of armaments we 
have all had to buy exhorbitant destruc
tion machines to protect ourselves from 
our neighbours who have exhorbitant 
destruction machines to protect them
selves from our destruction machines. 
Admittedly it is difficult for any Third 
World country to readily identify its cur
rent problems and to choose from un
tried indigenous solutions and well tried 
imported solutions. However there is 
one packaged solution that must be very 
carefully thought about and that is de
veloping facilities for a five-star tourism 
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to solve foreign exchange earning prob
lems. The five-star tourism package pre
sents itself as a dollar earner and gets into 
every exotic comer of every Asian, 
Middle Eastern and African country. The 
keystone of this package is the five-star 
hotel. It is relevant therefore to devote a 
major part of this issue to these hotels 
because these architectural marvels have 
only been possible because it pays to 
invest in five-star culture and the enor
mity of the investment has inevitably 
produced such spectacular architecture. 

The deal offered by five-star tourism 
is simple to understand - "Here is the 
foreign exchange. Can you give us a 
modem airport with no hassels, large air 
conditioned cars, smooth highways that 
avoid the local dirty crowded bazaars and 
finally the hotel destination comfort of 
wall to wall carpet, attached bath rooms, 
piped music, in-house television, sauna 



and exotic local food?". The temptation 
for the host country to invest in all these 
facilities is tremendous because besides 
earning the foreign exchange, the local 
rich middle class also underwrites the in
vestment by dining and dancing at the 
hotel. In fact there is good reason to be
lieve that more than 70% of the earnings 
of these hotels are in local currency. 

If one looks at the recent emergence of 
the five-star hotel culture in the Third 
World, three very obvious aspects 
emerge. Firstly that these hotels 
are protected enclaves or 
guarded citadels of advanced 
imported life-styles. Within the 
confines of this enclave, those 
who can enter are offered First 
World comforts in the midst of 
Asiatic or African life-styles 
struggling for survival. Dollar, 
Sterling and Yen spending 
tourists look for a continuity of 
their own life-styles and so 
these enclaves are necessary to 
supplement their search for ex
otica. Secondly, and this really 
follows from the previous 
aspect, these hotels offer the 
stamp of status through their 
system of star categories. In a 
starred hotel, the number of 
stars measures the promise of 
the intensity of self indulgence 
offered to clients. So a hotel 
cannot be designated to have 
five-star category unless it has (I 
quote from an expert group re
port of the Government of 
India): 
"at least one restaurant, one special
ity restaurant, one coffee shop open 
24 hours, bar, discotheque, confer
ence and banquet rooms, party 
rooms, shopping arcade, lounge, money chan
gers, central air-conditioning, hot and cold wa
ter, channel music, swimming pool, health 
club ... J} 

The satisfaction that brand name and 
status gives to the client implies that he is 
able to get status by affording to pay high 
prices for his comforts. The third signifi
cant feature of these hotels in developing 
countries is that they have created chan
nels of patronage for some of the most 
luxurious architecture in this underpri
vileged part of the world. Many of these 
hotels have re-created living examples of 
the most spectacular feudal aesthetics of 
their countries. In many parts of the 
Third World, affiuence is still associated 

with feudal land ownmg castle based 
power of the rich elite and the aesthetic 
aspirations of a feudal culture are pro
jected to create an atmosphere of nostal
gia, exotica and luxury. So words like 
"palace" or "EI Harem" often appear 
appended to the brand name of the hotel 
or its speciality restaurant. The interiors 
of the Delhi Hyatt Regency, so beautiful
ly designed, are a fine example of the 
attempt to re-create a historical mood 
within a five-star environment. Or even 

" ... of course, the inside is empty ... JJ 

more blatently the renovation of the Raf
fles Hotel in Singapore takes an old 
famous colonial hotel capitalises on asso
ciations with a by-gone age. 

Architects love designing five-star 
hotels, consider the options that open up 
before him - extraordinary exteriors 
and interiors, rich specifications, fast con
struction time, a wide variety of spaces 
and functions to be provided and high 
project cost. Who can refuse? These 
pages that follow are indeed a testimony 
to the joys that architects have been able 
to indulge in when tackling the design of 
starred hotels. The starting point of the 
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debate, therefore, is not whether 
architects should accept such commis
sions. The problem lies somewhere else. 
The five-star hotel propagates a five-star 
culture within its secluded enclave and it 
offers to the local affiuent middle class an 
escape from the surrounding reality. It is 
one thing to provide an affiuent environ
ment for affiuent tourists from abroad 
and it is quite another thing to primarily 
build these enclaves to siphon off the sur
plus earnings of the local rich elite. There 

is every reason to believe that 
these hotels, built and justified 
for their dollar eaming potential 
are really local currency earning 
spectacles where the distant 
aspirations of the rich ruling 
elite can be fulfilled on the basis 
of individual self enjoyment 
and individual choice of plea
sures. In providing the environ
ment for such individualistic 
self fulfillment, the culture 
propagated by these five-star 
hotels strikes at the roots of the 
spirit of community life that has 
been the backbone of all Third 
World cultures. Five-star cul
ture emphasises individuality, it 
provides avenues for individual 
indulgence and hence helps to 
further demonstratively reduce 
the value of community life. 
There is therefore an urgent 
need to re-examine how our 
varied cultures have traditional
ly catered for travellers. Cer
tainly the Sarai did not encapsu
late the travel weary in cells 
with private bars and baths. 
Surely somehow the search 
needs to take a new tum so that 
the imported model of hotel 

comfort can really be superseded by our 
own solutions based on collective activi
ties. In presenting these pages on hotels, 
MIMAR brings to the readers the rich 
architecture of these hotels, questioning 
at the same time their validity in the 
Third World environment. It is therefore 
with some trepidation that we should 
look at the sensual architecture of these 
hotels because their sheer beauty is mar
red by just that small defect that these are 
monuments to a culture which is alien to 
our societies and that even we as 
architects really need to re-examine the 
premise of the client's brief that lists star
red comforts at the individual level as the 
most important consideration of design. 
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Merlin Inn, Jahar Baham 

M erlin Inn is a modest 
businessman hotel in 
Johor Baharu, a town 
. of about 4OO,CXXl popu
. !ation. It provides 104 

~~~~~~iiiiiii rooms compnsmg 
suites, deluxe and standard room types. 
It also includes a 250-seat Chinese res
taurant, a 100-seat coffee house and a 
50-seat bar lounge. 

The building was completed in 1982 
at a total building cost of about US$3 
million. The building is located 24 
metres above sea level on top of the hill 
overlooking the water-front in the 
southeast section of the city. The site is 
hidden from the main road, but is very 
visible from Singapore looking across 
the causeway linking to Johor Baharu. 
The design challenge was to provide at a 
fair distance an identifiable image. 

The location of the site requires a 
strong expression of both architectural 
form and colour. A high contrast of rec
tangular and triangular forms has been 
introduced to achieve the necessary 
visual impact. Within the composition, 
the glass curtain wall of the central corri
dors also becomes an important archi
tectural element of the composition. The 
reflection of the sea and sky in the glass 
during the day and the lighting at night 
can be clearly seen from a distance. 

The eight storeys of the hotel rooms 
start from 6 metres above ground level, 
thus creating a higher volume of space 
for the lobby and bar lo·unge. The admi
nistration offices are located on the mez
zanine level. Suites are located along the 
sloping face of the triangular block and 
command a superb view of the water. 

Ground }loor plan 
1. Lobby 
2. Front office 
3. Cafe 
4. Kitchel? 
5. Cold storage 
6. Loading deck 
7. Shops 
8. Carpark 
9. Pool 

to. Bell captain 

Third }loor plan 
22. Suite room 
23. Deluxe room 
24. Standard room 

o 5 10/11 , 
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Left: Bold juxtaposition of 
shapes give an identifiable 
visual image even from a for 
distance. 
Left, below: Arched screen 
wall as an attempt to give 
visual definition to an outdoor 
space. 

William Lim is now principal 
pa/tner of William Lim 
Associates. He is a member of 
Mimar's Board of Advisors 
and has lectured widely and 
written hooks and articles on 
housing, architecture and 
pla/ming. 


