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SHADES OF GREY
THIS BESPOKE AGENCY IS SETTING THE STANDARD FOR

HOSPITALITY FIT-OUTS WORLDWIDE.

S 
ingapore-founded greymatters is a premier 

design agency specialising in all things hospitality. 

Established in 2012 by founder and Creative 

Director Alan Barr, they have since grown to a staff of 

over 50 professionals based in offices in Singapore, San 

Francisco and Bangkok, working on projects globally.

Their expertise is strategically spread across networks 

spanning the farthest corners of Southeast Asia, through 

Europe, Africa and the Middle East, and onward to the 

West Coast of the USA. They are committed to working 

closely with clients to refine concepts not only for their 

clients interior and architecture, but also in food + 

beverage and branding/identity.

At the core of any meaningful and sustainable building 

design is an innate understanding of what a space should 

be. greymatters has a widely experienced, multi- 

disciplined team who understand what underpins robust 

designs and concepts to make commercially viable 

products. Their on-the-ground teams across several 

countries has a familiarity with multi-various markets 

and cultures, and boasts an intimate understanding 

of hospitality operation processes, ensuring strategic 

and planning decisions result in efficient and effective 

solutions that respond to an ever-evolving and dynamic 

hospitality environment.

greymatters offers extensive experience in hospitality  

planning, concept development and  design, ranging 

from urban high-rise developments to lush resorts – 

and a myriad bespoke properties in between. They 

understand the distinction between good design and 

exceptional experiences, a prerequisite for today’s 

hospitality landscape, where dynamic and ever-

changing customer profiles and needs mean there’s a 

craving for unique spaces people can truly immerse 

themselves within.

At their heart, greymatters believes that design is 

more than creating engaging environments – it’s about 

creating an identity that demonstrates a sense of place. 

Every design created by the team is curated to the 

brand, owner’s brief, and location of the project; each 

element created uniquely. The team always ensures 

that every project they deliver fits a set of customized 

criteria but is also wholly unique to that market.

 greymatters believe a design doesn’t end with an 

interior fit-out, but instead culminates with dressing 

and adornment of well crafted, curated and bespoke 

art, artefacts, accessories and styling. The team prides 

itself on making sure that every design is complete. 

Their services include a marriage of industrial design, 

product design and styling to ensure every space has 

finishing touches layered throughout, each piece picked 

with purpose and care and always on brand.

 Over almost a decade, greymatters has become 

synonymous with developing unique and award-winning 

hotels, resorts, dining, entertainment and lifestyle-

oriented spaces; places that have a lasting impact not 

only on the user, but also on the operator. Designing 

meaningful spaces is only half of the challenge – trans-

forming them into a sustainable experience that leaves 

an indelible impression on the guest is the ultimate 

objective.

Never black and white: greymatters.
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THIS PHOTO: A cool blue was used throughout the venue, to 
add to the restaurant’s sense of moody opulence.

SHOWCASE  |  RESTAURANT AKIRA BACK, JW MARRIOTT HANOI
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TIGER MEETS
DRAGON
GREYMATTERS PULLED OUT ALL THE STOPS FOR A 
WORLD-FAMOUS CHEF’S FIRST FORAY INTO VIETNAM



BOTTOM: The team played with a “house of mirrors” concept, 
employing reflective surfaces on walls and ceilings. Bespoke 
light fixtures play beautifully against this, the light reflected to 
mesmeric effect.

MIDDLE: A visually striking entrance hints at the drama and 
opulence within.

THIS PHOTO: Diners are enticed to enter via the restaurant’s 
“vortex”, a concept chef Akira uses in all his venues. This was 
also used in the restaurant’s mirrored hallway, which gives 
the actual sensation of travelling through a vortex to reach the 
restaurant within.
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I 
t’s housed in one of Asia’s most visually 

inspiring hotels, the JW Marriott Hanoi. So 

when greymatters accepted the brief to create 

internationally famous chef Akira Back’s first restaurant 

in Vietnam, they knew they needed to pull together 

something that was as spectacular as the surroundings 

it would be sitting in.

It helped that their client gave them an open brief.

“The main building is designed by Carlos Zapata,” 

greymatters founder and Creative Director Alan Barr 

explains. “He designed the building to be a Vietnamese 

dragon, which is a very auspicious animal in 

Vietnamese culture.

“There was a dragon in place already, and Akira 

was born in 1974, which is the Year Of The Tiger. In 

Korean, ‘Back’ translates to the colour white, so he’s 

a white tiger – we came up with this concept called 

‘Tiger Meets Dragon’, which we based our designs 

around for the restaurant, to reference the building 

and call attention to how the new restaurant would 

sit within it.”

Back gave the design team an open-ended brief, 

the only stipulation being he wanted it to be “the 

wildest” restaurant in his portfolio.

“We really took that and ran with it,” says Barr. 

“We played with the idea of it being a kind of fun-

house, with mirrors and reflections. It’s very dark 

and moody.” 

There were several elements that Back wanted 

featured in the design, including the use of a “vortex”, 

a concept that appears in all of his restaurants. 

“That usually plays out with the use of concentric 

circles, but we took it to the next level and included 

an actual vortex in the corridor,” Barr explains. 

The team used mirrors to give the corridor a 

disorientating effect, playing off a “shattered mirror” 

idea.
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“THERE WAS A DRAGON IN PLACE ALREADY, AND AKIRA WAS BORN IN 1974, WHICH IS THE 
YEAR OF THE TIGER. IN KOREAN, ‘BACK’ TRANSLATES TO THE COLOUR WHITE, SO HE’S A 
WHITE TIGER – WE CAME UP WITH THIS CONCEPT CALLED ‘TIGER MEETS DRAGON’, WHICH 
WE BASED OUR DESIGNS AROUND FOR THE RESTAURANT, TO REFERENCE THE BUILDING 
AND CALL ATTENTION TO HOW THE NEW RESTAURANT WOULD SIT WITHIN IT.”
Alan Barr, Founder and Creative Director, greymatters



THIS PHOTO: Pale greens and greys work well in daylight hours. 
Feature lighting in muted golds add to the sense of understated 
opulence. The whole space transforms once night falls.

TOP: Mirrors on the ceiling reflect back the carpet’s intricate, 
patterned design.

BOTTOM: The Fire Room, which serves as a VIP Private Dining 
Room. “Just above the top of the tallest light fixture, there is a 
line across the room,” Barr explains. “Everything above that is 
a reflection in the mirror in the ceiling. The bottom half of that 
photo is the actual room.”
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“We took the whole corridor and twisted it, so 

now we had an actual living space that was a vortex 

as well,” says Barr.

Mirrors are used throughout the restaurant, on 

ceilings, walls and in lighting features, and have been 

incorporated into another element Back wanted 

included – artwork from his artist mother, Young Hee 

Back, whose designs, as well as one of her recipes, 

feature in all his restaurants.

“Every space he does features artwork from his 

mother,” says Barr. “So, in the main dining area we 

have a 21-metre long barisol scim, which we used 

to print her artwork onto, over a lightbox. That’s 

the main light feature; the main chandelier if you 

will. The frame around it, it looks like it has a lot of 

pattern on it, but it’s actually a mirrored frame – the 

pattern you see is the floor pattern reflecting in it. So 

it’s really warped, this space.”

What could have been confusing and disorientating 

is brought together by the clever use of lighting 

throughout the venue.

“The lighting, if it wasn’t done well, it would have 

killed it,” Barr explains. “We collaborated with  lighting 

designer Black Light Illumination who we work with 

quite often. We came up with the ideas and BLI 

refined them and said, “Try this, try that.’ 

HOTELRESORTDESIGN.COM|   H+R



THIA PHOTO: The chef’s artist mother was commissioned to 
create artwork that was then printed onto a 21-metre barisol 
scrim hung over a lightbox. This is the main focal point of the 
central dining area.
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“Without top-notch lighting this would have been a 

very flat space, and the owners really acknowledged 

that and understood it was so complex they had to 

get the lighting right. It was something they didn’t 

want to compromise on.”

Everything, from the artwork, the use of colour in 

the carpet and furnishings, and the use of multifarious 

mirrored spaces, says ‘bold’ and ‘adventurous.’ But 

it all works seamlessly, lending a sense of drama to 

the venue which befits the exciting Korean/Japanese 

cuisine on show.

The team delivered Back’s unusual brief. “It ticked 

the box in his portfolio of being the craziest, wildest, 

loudest restaurant Chef Akira has,” says Barr. “Which 

is what he wanted. He really loved what we did, and 

how the whole story wraps together with the building 

and the hotel’s Smack Dab bar, which we also opened 

at the same time.”

THIS PHOTO: The corridor vortex. “We took the whole 
corridor and twisted it, so now we had an actual living space 
that was a vortex as well,” says Barr.

BOTTOM: Considerable time was spent making sure the 
venue’s lighting was absolutely spot-on. Bespoke light fixtures 
were sourced to perfectly compliment the space, and add to 
the theatrics.

TOP: Black marble was used floor to ceiling in the restaurant’s 
bathrooms, which are every bit as visually exciting as the 
venue itself.
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THIS PHOTO: Three historic Singapore shophouses were 
converted to house Bin 38, hidden above famed drinking and 
dining spot, Tippling Club.

BIN 38, SINGAPORE
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INTIMATE
SURROUNDS
THE TOP FLOOR OF THREE SHOPHOUSES WAS TRANSFORMED 
INTO AN INTIMATE PRIVATE DINING SPACE IN COLLABORATION WITH 
HIGH-END WINE PRODUCER, PENFOLDS.



F rom the street you may not even realise 

it’s there. But walk the two flights of stairs 

to Bin 38, the private dining space above 

Tippling Club in downtown Singapore and you know 

you’re somewhere special.

“It’s not a club, but you can’t just walk into this 

restaurant,” says Alan Barr, founder and Creative 

Director of greymatters, who was tasked with working  

with chef and restaurateur Ryan Clift to create a 

multi-purpose space for use by his private dining 

clients, in collaboration with high-end Australian 

wine label, Penfolds.

“When you book it, you book the whole venue,” 

Barr explains. “So, building one of the shophouse 

is the cocktail bar and the lounge, building two is 

the research and development laboratory/kitchen, 

and building three is the dining space for 12 people. 

The way it works is, you go up to the cocktail bar, 

you get ingratiated with drinks, then [the chef] takes 

you into the laboratory and talks to you about the 

menu you’re going to eat, and then you go into the 

dining room. You eat, he serves you from the chef’s 

kitchen, then you finish and go back to the cocktail 

bar and while away your troubles with cigars and 

whiskey.”

Sounds simple enough, but greymatters needed to 

be mindful this was also a collaboration with the famous 

wine distributor, who would be using the venue for 

regular functions and events, and to showcase food 

pairings for their wine. 

There needed to be a very specific aesthetic for the 

space that would work with Penfold’s brand identity, 

but also be subtle enough to be used for Clift’s chef’s 

table dinners.

“In essence, this is a Penfolds restaurant, which 

is why it’s designed in charcoals, reds, and natural 

timbers,” Barr explains. “They are the colours of the 

Penfolds brand, but there is no labelling anywhere. 

“When Penfolds come and have an event there, 

which they do a couple of times a year for their VIP  

customers in Singapore or for the release of a new 

wine, they dress it and that’s how it becomes ‘Penfolds’. 

But when it’s not in use, it’s Ryan’s restaurant for 

bookings, and he does what he wants with it.”

THIS PHOTO: Bottles of Penfolds Grange stand proud from 
a specially designed wall feature, designed to showcase the 
high-end wine to maximum effect.

MIDDLE: Gaggenau worked in collaboration with the venue to 
provide state-of-the-art kitchen equipment.

BOTTOM: Laboratory or kitchen? Both. High-tech equipment, 
used for research and development for downstairs Tippling 
Club, is out on display, so diners get a sense of how their meal 
has been crafted, and the skill involved.
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“IN ESSENCE, THIS IS A PENFOLDS RESTAURANT, WHICH IS WHY IT’S DESIGNED IN CHARCOALS, 
REDS, AND NATURAL TIMBERS, THEY ARE THE COLOURS OF THE PENFOLDS BRAND, BUT THERE IS 
NO LABELLING ANYWHERE.”
Alan Barr, Founder and Creative Director, greymatters



BOTTOM: The beautiful lit staircase and bespoke light 
installation hint at the understated opulence above.

TOP: Diners begin their night in the cocktail lounge section of 
the venue, where they can sit at the bar and immerse 
themselves in the art of cocktail making.

THIS PHOTO: The building’s historic elements play beautifully 
against the industrial aesthetic of the private dining space. 
A large 12-seater table was commissioned to sit beneath a 
bespoke lighting fixture, which features living plants.
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Because of the dual-purpose nature of the space, 

Barr and his team had to figure out a way of including 

an R&D functioning kitchen, with the sumptuous 

dining and drinking space. High-end kitchen supply 

company Gaggenau came onboard with state-of-the-

art equipment.

“There is one section of it that is just laboratory 

equipment,” says Barr, who points out that Clift tests 

all his new recipes for about a year before they make 

their way to the menu downstairs.

“We wanted all that scientific equipment to be out 

on display, so we incorporated it into the design. But 

it’s also functional; it’s not precious. All the kitchen 

tools are out on the shelf, there for everyone to reach 

– it’s literally like being in a chef’s kitchen.”

As Penfolds is such a high-end brand – they produce 

the world-famous Grange range of wines – the fittings 

and fixtures used upstairs needed to exude a 

bespoke, stylish and brand-appropriate aesthetic. 

But Clift still wanted the space to reflect his own 

personality, and was adamant it didn’t become too 

“grown-up.” Industrial elements were incorporated, 

like steel construction eyebeams, cannily made into 

lights, and a specially-designed display system to 

house the wine. 

“And we’ve got old fireman’s ladders everywhere 

to get up to high spaces – it’s very, very eclectic,” 

Barr says. 

FURNITURE IN REDS AND GREYS WAS ADDED, AND BIG STATEMENT PIECES, LIKE THE LARGE 
SEMI-CIRCULAR SEATING IN THE COCKTAIL LOUNGE AND THE LARGE 12-SEAT DINING TABLE, 
BECAME THE SPACE’S HERO PIECES.
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LEFT: Textured tiled walls play beautifully against the simplicity 
of the industrial aesthetic. These chairs were custom-made 
using red leather.

RIGHT: Bottles of sake, beer and wine, drunk downstairs at 
the restaurant, were collected and fashioned into a beautiful, 
bespoke chandelier. “A blurry collaboration,” says Barr.

THIS PHOTO: Koon Beng Chua, acclaimed artist, was 
commissioned to produce a series of paintings.
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“THE CHANDELIER WAS MADE OUT OF BOTTLES OF SAKE, WINE AND BEER THAT WE 
DRANK DOWNSTAIRS, THAT WAS A BLURRY COLLABORATION! BUT THE ARTWORK IN THIS 
SPACE IS DONE BY A SINGAPOREAN ARTIST NAMED KOON BENG CHUA.”

greymatters whimsical sense of humour still 

comes into play, but this time it’s working in tandem 

with the other, higher-end inclusions. 

“The chandelier was made out of bottles of sake, 

wine and beer that we drank downstairs,” Barr 

explains. “That was a blurry collaboration! But the 

artwork in this space is done by a Singaporean artist 

named Koon Beng Chua.”

Furniture in reds and greys was added, and big 

statement pieces, like the large semi-circular seating 

in the cocktail lounge and the large 12-seat dining 

table, became the space’s hero pieces. 

It all adds to a sense of opulent, understated style,  

and works beautifully with the food and wine pairings 

showcased through the exclusive space.

“As a collaboration, I think it works extremely 

well,” Barr says.
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THIS PHOTO: A green wall, built around a large mirror, adds 
interest and a sense of intimacy to the space.

CLOUDSTREET, SINGAPORE
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CLOUDSTREET
IN THIS SEAMLESS SHOPHOUSE CONVERSION FOR FAMED 
SINGAPOREAN CHEF, RISHI NALEENDRA, THE RESTAURANT’S 
KITCHEN TAKES CENTRE STAGE.



BOTTOM: An old espresso machine was repurposed to sit 
pride-of-place on the restaurant’s showpiece bar.

MIDDLE: The fabric chandelier was designed to compliment, 
not compete, with the restaurant’s real star – its kitchen.

THIS PHOTO: Just like home! A cabinet, displaying curios, 
adds a personalised feel to the space.
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T 
he kitchen is the heart of the home. It’s also the 

‘hero’ of this stunning shophouse-to-restaurant 

conversion, completed by greymatters in 

2019 in close collaboration with award-winning 

Singapore-based chef, Rishi Naleendra.

“This project was the moon and stars aligning for 

so many reasons,” says greymatters’ founder and 

Creative Director, Alan Barr. “What the chef wanted, 

what our design style was; the amazing space, the 

collection of people working on it – everything just 

came together seamlessly.”

Naleendra wanted his new restaurant to feel 

enticing; like diners had been personally invited to 

dine at the chef’s own home.

“He knew he wanted the kitchen to be the star of 

the show,” Barr explains. “It is the heart of the house; 

the centre of everything, and he wanted to make 

sure there were no secrets – that everything was out 

on display. 

“There is a back kitchen for storage, dish washing 

and a little bit of prep, but everything is done out 

in front – the kitchen becomes the theatre and the 

stage. So we designed around that premise.”

In consultation with Naleendra, greymatters 

made sure to maintain a personal, “homely” feel for 

the restaurant. Though it was to showcase the chef’s 

award-winning fine-dining, Naleendra still wanted 

his space to feel accessible and inviting – and to reflect 

his own personality and the building’s humble history.

“With love and respect, Rishi is an eclectic, crazy 

mad man!” Barr jokes. “He’s an artist, more than a 

chef – everything he does is very artistic; very hand-

crafted, unique and bespoke. And we wanted to do 

something to honour that.

“[Rishi] had this image of lots of greens and concrete. 

He showed us some ideas and said, ‘Imagine a chef 

invites you into their home, and that they’re cooking 

for you in their home.’ And that was our starting point.”

In a stroke of luck, when the team gained access to 

the building – a beautiful, historic nineteenth-century 

traditional Singaporean ‘shophouse’, off famed Telok 

Ayer street in the city’s Chinatown district – they 

found they were working with an entirely blank canvas. 
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“THIS PROJECT WAS THE MOON AND STARS ALIGNING FOR SO MANY REASONS, WHAT THE CHEF 
WANTED, WHAT OUR DESIGN STYLE WAS; THE AMAZING SPACE, THE COLLECTION OF PEOPLE 
WORKING ON IT – EVERYTHING JUST CAME TOGETHER SEAMLESSLY.” 
Alan Barr, Founder and Creative Director, greymatters



60 MIDDLE: The kitchen, which features a stunning green tiled 
feature wall, sits pride-of-place, the “beating heart” of the 
restaurant.

TOP: Custom-made paned glass panels hang adjacent to the 
restaurant’s entry, adding intimacy, and separating the space 
from the busy street beyond.

THIS PHOTO: Repurposed and reupholstered furniture were 
used. Golds, greys and greens set the tone.

THE OVERALL EFFECT IS BOTH STRIKING, ARCHITECTURAL, AND DEEPLY PERSONAL, ALLOWING 
DINERS TO GAIN A REAL INSIGHT INTO THE MAN PAINSTAKINGLY CRAFTING THEIR MEALS 
CENTRE-STAGE IN THE RESTAURANT’S KITCHEN.

“The building was blessed with a couple of things 

that are very unusual for Singapore,” Barr explains. 

“One: it was never a restaurant before, so we had no 

sins or scars to live with, which was extraordinary. 

And two: it had excellent ceiling height and width and 

was a lot more generous than most shophouses are.”

It meant the team were able to play with dimensions 

and start from scratch to design Naleendra’s kitchen 

to his exacting specifications without compromising 

on diner’s comfort, or the overall aesthetic.

“I think one of the things that makes this so successful 

is the overall form and shape is very, very comfortable,” 

Barr explains. “Before you look at what design style 

it is, what it’s dressed with, the space does not feel 

forced, which is really unusual.”

Designed in sumptuous golds, greys and greens, 

with foliage accents, it’s dressed with custom-made 

and repurposed furniture. Large-scale commissioned 

art by Australian painter, Steve Cross, adorn the walls 

in the restaurant’s main dining area, and a stunning 

custom-made fabric chandelier hangs pride of place 

from the centre of the room.

“The kitchen is the star, and we knew nothing was 

to compete with it, and everything was to compliment 

it,” Barr explains. “So we spent  a lot of time acces-

sorising and decorating accordingly.”

Antique and second-hand stores were scoured for 

found objects, and an old yellow espresso machine 

was bought and sent to Australia for reconditioning – 

it now sits pride of place on the bar.

Most importantly, Naleendra’s own art also 

adorns the hall.

“Everything else, from the front to the first half of 

the corridor, is all new artwork, artwork we found, 

and artwork we had commissioned,” Barr explains. 

“But then there’s the second half of the corridor filled 

with artwork that the chef painted himself two nights 

before they opened, in the dark of night!”

The overall effect is both striking, architectural, 

and deeply personal, allowing diners to gain a real 

insight into the man painstakingly crafting their meals 

centre-stage in the restaurant’s kitchen. 

For Naleendra, critically, the restaurant opened on 

time and to budget, all within the space of a six-month 

period in 2019.

“We opened this in less than six months from the 

day we started posting about it – it was a marathon,” 

says Barr. “We had a clock ticking to launch prior to 

the World Gourmet Summit and the World Top 50, 

which was last year in June/July.

“We hit the deadline – and we are all super proud 

of this project.”
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THIS PHOTO: A metal structure was constructed to 
reference old fashioned conservatories, tying back to the 
biophilia theme of the Jewel.

FIVE SPICE @ JEWEL, SINGAPORE
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HIDDEN GEM
FIVE SPICE AT JEWEL IN CHANGI AIRPORT IS A MARKET 
DINING CONCEPT WITH A DIFFERENCE.



S ingapore is famed for its hawker centres, local 

eating houses that feature a dizzying array of 

predominantly Singaporean, Malaysian and 

Chinese cuisine. So when the Jewel entertainment 

complex, a newly created space connecting three 

terminals at Changi Airport, opened last year, developers 

knew they wanted to include a version for their visitors.

“It was a bit of a gift. The client approached us – we 

didn’t go looking for it,” says founder and Creative 

Director, Alan Barr. “They found us through work we 

had previously done, designing other marketplace 

concepts.”

“The original project with them was to actually 

create the concept for this place, so the client could 

go ahead and pitch as a competitor for the lease,” 

he explains. “As soon as we were notified that we’d 

won, the real project started in earnest, and we took 

the concept and actually started creating this thing.”

The ‘thing’ that greymatters created was a food 

court with a difference. The space needed to be 

upscale, have a point of difference, reference its 

surroundings at Jewel – which boasts the world’s 

largest indoor waterfall – and work seamlessly with 

the rest of the building. They delivered on the brief, 

and then some.

“It was meant to be the poshest, most upmarket 

hawker centre you’d ever seen,” Barr explains.

Playing with the biophilia theme of the rest of the 

venue, he included historic botanical illustrations in 

the original pitch, which the greymatters team then 

worked with to create large-scale murals once the 

pitch was accepted.

“We researched an English botanist from the 1800s 

who came to Singapore and discovered hundreds of 

species of plants and animals,” Barr explains. “The 

way she documented them in the early 1800s was by 

doing illustrations. We studied her illustrations and 

we then created artwork in the style of her drawings, 

which are very flora/fauna/jungle-esque, but done in 

a semi-scientific way.”

Furniture and the fitout was done in a heritage 

“Plantation” style, with conservatory-style structures 

placed throughout to further reflect the theme. “That 

is why some of the furniture is very plantation, and 

THIS PHOTO: Timber-slatted ceilings work against the tiled 
walls and intricately tiled floor.

MIDDLE: The entrance to Five Spice is visually striking, 
enticing diners to enter and see what lies beyond.

BOTTOM: The escalator opens up to the five stories above it, 
creating a sense of space.
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THE SPACE NEEDED TO BE UPSCALE, HAVE A POINT OF DIFFERENCE, REFERENCE 
ITS SURROUNDINGS AT JEWEL – WHICH BOASTS THE WORLD’S LARGEST INDOOR 
WATERFALL – AND WORK SEAMLESSLY WITH THE REST OF THE BUILDING.



MIDDLE: This is a hawker centre – but not as you know it. Each 
hawker has its own designated kitchen space, decorated in a 
uniform style. There are 17 ‘micro restaurants’ in total.

TOP: A red curved timber frame earmarks a designated eating 
area for one of the venues stand-alone restaurants.

THIS PHOTO: The erected conservatory structures give the 
effect of different dining zones.
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sort of ‘verandah’ orientated,” Barr explains. “We 

reverse-designed the space from that, and the brand 

identity as well.”

Because of its location at the airport, the team 

looked at the concept of Singapore as a ‘port’, zeroing 

in on the idea that for a good part of its history, the 

country was an integral part of international spice trade.

“We found this spice purveyor here, called Anthony 

the Spicemaker, and he still imports spice and makes 

spice blends,” Barr explains. “We approached him 

and asked if he’d like a space within, to have a little 

shop to promote not only Anthony the Spicemaker, 

but also to do a collaboration with the venue.” It was 

a bold plan, but one the team managed to execute. 

“With him we created this spice blend that is the 

venue’s “official” Five Spice blend,” Barr explains. 

“The idea being that everyone uses it in the place, 

and in all the takeaway and delivery food bags 

there’s a little satchel of Five Spice included. So 

there’s this nice, charming, innocent, ‘family values’ 

brand collaboration.”

Cool blues, creams and greens were used 

throughout the fitout to reference the biophilia brief, 

with those erected conservatory-style structures, 

in steel and wood, placed to create different eating 

zones. “I love our deconstructed conservatoriums, 

which relate back to botanical gardens and park 

structures,” says Barr. “We used them as objects 

within a larger object. We like textures, and we like 

using architectural materials to create patterns, and 

we like layers on layers on layers.” 

The venue has been an incredible hit with both 

international visitors traversing through the airport 

space and locals, alike.  

“It’s definitely distinct, but I think it lives in the 

Jewel quite well,” says Barr. “Obviously the botanical 

connection in the illustrations we used ties back to The 

Jewel – we had to embrace the ‘botanics’ theme to be 

considered for the pitch – I think we did that, but took 

it far further and created something really special.”

COOL BLUES, CREAMS AND GREENS WERE USED THROUGHOUT THE FITOUT TO REFERENCE 
THE BIOPHILIA BRIEF, WITH THOSE ERECTED CONSERVATORY-STYLE STRUCTURES, IN STEEL 
AND WOOD, PLACED TO CREATE DIFFERENT EATING ZONES.



THIS PHOTO: The state-of-the-art kitchen is effectively “on 
show” from the venue’s carpark, enticing diners inside.

FREEBIRD, BANGKOK
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A SENSE OF 
FREEDOM
THIS BANGKOK RESTAURANT, PART OWNED BY 
GREYMATTERS FOUNDER ALAN BARR, IS THE 
TEAM’S MOST PERSONAL PROJECT TO DATE.



BOTTOM: More custom-made tiles, this time utilised in the 
building’s entrance.

MIDDLE: “The garden was really integral in creating an 
indoor/outdoor feel,” says Barr. “We wanted this to have 
an ‘urban resort’ feel, so the integration of landscape to the 
interior, and vice versa, was really important.”

THIS PHOTO: A custom-made chandelier, featuring draped 
chainmail, hangs above a communal marble-topped dining 
table.

70

I 
n 2016, greymatters opened its first owned and 

operated restaurant, Bangkok’s Freebird. The 

restaurant, designed by the company’s founder 

and Creative Director, Alan Barr, was an intensely 

personal project; a chance to show prospective clients 

that the greymatters team were willing to “put their 

money where their mouth is,” so to speak.

“There was a bit of pride to prove something 

here,” says Barr. “We tried to do it without boundaries, 

so we could create something different, In essence, 

this was a living, breathing showroom, demonstrating 

what we’re about.”

Barr decided to open a Modern Australian fine 

dining restaurant after searching for a permanent base 

for his Bangkok office. While hunting for potential 

properties, he came across a house situated in a quiet 

residential street in Bangkok’s trendy Sukhumvit area.

“We found this house, which was way too big 

for just an office, and [as usual] had an idea,” Barr 

explains. “Then that took on a life of its own. We had 

some amazing partners with amazing credentials 

come onboard.” 

Barr wanted to create a destination restaurant; a 

place that would showcase not just what greymatters 

were about as a design team, but also introduce Thai 

diners to an award-winning chef. His design showroom 

and office was to be housed above.

“I put the kitchen in the front, facing the street, so 

when you arrive you can see the chefs working,” says 

Barr. “So the kitchen is the theatre and on display – 

there are no secrets, everything is there. Then the 

idea was to take diners on a journey down the side 

of the house, into the garden, then have them do a 

big u-turn back through the space, allowing them to 

experience the venue instead of being sat down right 

away.”

Restaurants in Bangkok need to be family-friendly, 

so it was important that the garden, which is filled with 

birds in cages (belonging to the house’s caretaker, a 

man who lives onsite and effectively “came with the 

he lease” when they took it over), was utilised. Those 

birds became the inspiration for the venue’s name.
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“I PUT THE KITCHEN IN THE FRONT, FACING THE STREET, SO WHEN YOU ARRIVE YOU CAN SEE THE 
CHEFS WORKING, SO THE KITCHEN IS THE THEATRE AND ON DISPLAY – THERE ARE NO SECRETS, 
EVERYTHING IS THERE.” 
Alan Barr, Founder and Creative Director, greymatters



GREYMATTERS OPENED UP THE HOUSE, ADDING HUGE WINDOWS 
TO LET LIGHT IN. THEY DRESSED THE SPACE USING BOLD COLOURS, 
ADDING CUSTOM-MADE ASYMMETRICAL TILES, SUMPTUOUS OUT-
DOOR AREAS AND UTILISED NATURAL WOOD GRAINS THROUGHOUT, 
AS WELL AS LUSH TROPICAL LANDSCAPING, TO GIVE A SENSE OF AN 
‘INNER CITY OASIS.’

THIS PHOTO: Hand-made, asymmetrical tiles were 
commissioned for the venue, making a visually arresting 
feature wall adjacent to the private dining area.

TOP: The kitchen, situated at the front of the building, was 
designed to be the focal point, as was the venue’s bar, which 
stands pride-of-place in the main dining area.

MIDDLE: Barr wanted everything about Cross’ commissioned 
murals to be over-sized and out of scale, including this lady’s 
evocative lips.
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“The fact the interior is so eclectic is because we 

needed it to NOT be a regular restaurant space; we 

loved the idea of it being in an old house, because it 

had some heritage and history to it,” Barr explains.

As well as serving as a restaurant destination by 

night, the space had to work in the daylight hours as 

a cafe/brunch venue. “We wanted it to be family-

friendly and we wanted a lot of [our trade] to be in 

the daytime,” Barr explains. “The garden was really 

integral in creating an indoor/outdoor feel; making it 

feel like a very ‘urban resort.’ So the integration of 

landscape to the interior, and vice versa, was really 

important.” 

greymatters opened up the house, adding huge 

windows to let light in. They dressed the space using 

bold colours, adding custom-made asymmetrical 

tiles, sumptuous outdoor areas and utilised natural 

wood grains throughout, as well as lush tropical 

landscaping, to give a sense of an ‘inner city oasis.’ 

Barr commissioned long-time greymatters collabo-

rator, Australian artist Steve Cross, to paint giant, 

oversized aerosol murals across three of its walls, 

including one provocative piece in the main dining 

section of the restaurant.

“We found a Thai artist in Chatuchak market, and 

in one fell swoop we bought his entire inventory of 

paintings, abstract landscapes; the moon, earth and 

sky paintings,” Barr explains. “In contrast, I wanted 

[Steve to create] something that was shocking and 

bold and over-scale.

The bird in front was more about the brand, but 

the other two pieces with the women in them, I 

wanted them to be shocking; something people were 

going to want to take a photo with.”

It all adds up to a venue that is both visually striking 

and a distillation of what greymatters is all about. 

“It’s super eclectic – there are things in there that, on 

purpose, we put together that didn’t necessarily go 

together,” Barr explains. “We made concoctions out 

of designs that were unexpected, and I think that is 

one of the charming things about the space.

“The compliments we always get about it is that 

you can tell a lot of passion went into pulling it all 

together.”



JOHN ANTHONY, JW MARRIOTT HANOI
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THIS PHOTO: The main dining area sports floor-to-ceiling 
mirrors, included to reflect the stunning surroundings back to 
diners.
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GOING GLOBAL
WHEN A HUGELY SUCCESSFUL HONG KONG HOSPITALITY ENTERPRISE 
WANTED TO TAKE THEIR LATEST RESTAURANT VENTURE GLOBAL, 
THEY CALLED ON GREYMATTERS TO LEND A HAND.



THIS PHOTO: The grand entrance, designed to entice diners 
to begin their culinary journey.

MIDDLE: Custom-made lights are a focal-point above the 
purpose-built gin bar.

BOTTOM: Hand-glazed tiles are also used extensively 
throughout the bar, adding a lovely decorative focal point.
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Maximal Concepts, a very influential Food & 

Beverage operator and developer in Asia, 

is responsible for two of Hong Kong’s 

hottest and most-buzzed-about restaurants, the 

multi-award-winning Mott 32, and the company’s 

stylish newcomer, John Anthony. When the company 

decided to collaborate with Marriott International 

and bring this brand to Vietnam, greymatters was 

the obvious choice to help realise their vision. “My 

understanding is that this restaurant would be the 

second of its kind, and the first internationally,” says 

Barr, founder and Creative Director at greymatters.

Barr and his team had already worked on two 

other high-end fitouts for the JW Marriott in Hanoi, 

executing the successful design and build of award-

winning international chef Akira Back’s self-titled 

restaurant, and the adjoining Smack Dab ultra-lounge 

next door. When the Hong Kong-based group settled 

on the JW Marriott  as a base for their new venture, 

it made sense to work with a company that was both 

familiar with the hotel, and on the same page design-

wise as the cutting edge hospitality powerhouse.

greymatters jumped at the chance to work with 

the prestige brand.

“It was a renovation of an existing restaurant at 

the JW Marriott – their fine dining Chinese, which 

would be converted to John Anthony,” says Barr. 

“It happened quite quickly because they didn’t want 

to close the restaurant for too long. The footprint of 

the venue is really long, and so we have this row of 

private dining rooms, then the gin bar, and the main 

dining room. We were able to close down the space, 

piece by piece, while they were still operating the 

existing restaurant to renovate it – I think in the end 

they were only closed for a few weeks in total, so it 

was really quite a quick build.”

John Anthony is named for the first Hong Kong 

resident to ever receive a British passport. Known for 

his English name, ‘John Anthony,’ he was a Chinese-

native trading interpreter; a man who played a big part 

in trade deals during the Qing Dynasty. greymatters 

wanted to reference this fascinating story in the 

design of the venue, calling back to the things that 

would have influenced this trail-blazing entrepreneur. 

“THE FOOTPRINT OF THE VENUE IS REALLY LONG, AND SO WE HAVE THIS ROW OF PRIVATE DINING 
ROOMS, THEN THE GIN BAR, AND THE MAIN DINING ROOM. WE WERE ABLE TO CLOSE DOWN THE 
SPACE, PIECE BY PIECE, WHILE THEY WERE STILL OPERATING THE EXISTING RESTAURANT TO 
RENOVATE IT – I THINK IN THE END THEY WERE ONLY CLOSED FOR A FEW WEEKS IN TOTAL, SO IT 
WAS REALLY QUITE A QUICK BUILD.” 
Alan Barr, Founder and Creative Director, greymatters



BOTTOM: A server moves seamlessly through the venue.TOP: The Vietnamese Tea God sits pride-of-place in the 
venue, overseeing proceedings from his perch.

THIS PHOTO: Mirrors are used throughout the venue, includ-
ing on the roof.
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As such, a large feature-wall light installation of 

compasses is lit to reflect different phases of the moon 

and adorns the entry to the venue, setting the scene 

for the culinary journey diners look forward to within.

“It’s a cool story, the story of his life, and how 

he got his passport in Britain, then his coming back 

and all the things he discovered along the way, be it 

spices, herbs, animals, fora and fauna – and all the 

things that relate to food,” says Barr. “We wanted to 

use those motifs in the design, in the wall coverings, 

furnishings and decorative touches; a call-back to 

that history.” 

greymatters designed a series of large-scale 

floral and animal murals, replicating them through 

hand-painted wall pieces on brick, large textile wall 

coverings, and through the furniture dressings through 

the venue. “It was a lot of fun,” Barr says. “We designed 

a pattern, and then repeated it in different colourways 

through throw cushions and pillows, furnishings, 

the wall coverings, and through the carpets we had 

custom-made.”

WHERE MAXIMAL CONCEPTS OTHER WORLD-FAMOUS VENUE, THE MULTI-AWARD-WINNING MOTT 32 IS 
UNDERGROUND, BOASTING A SULTRY AESTHETIC, THIS ITERATION OF JOHN ANTHONY HAS AN ALTOGETHER 
DIFFERENT LOOK AND FEEL. IT’S LIGHT, BRIGHT; WELCOMING, AND IT UTILISES THE ABUNDANCE OF NATURAL 
LIGHT AVAILABLE THROUGH THE BUILDING’S ENORMOUS FLOOR-TO-CEILING WINDOWS.



TOP: The dragon motif is repeated through the venue, a nod 
back to the Carlos Zapato-designed JW Marriott building, 
which is dragon-shaped.

BOTTOM: Pretty floral motif murals adorn the venue and are 
replicated through textile wall coverings, hand-painted murals, 
and through soft furnishings like cushions and pillows.

THIS PHOTO: Some of the existing furniture and fittings, 
including this light installation, were repurposed from the old 
build, as per the client’s wishes. Maximal Concepts values 
sustainability and was keen to repurpose and upcycle where 
possible, using local craftsmen where possible.
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GREYMATTERS DESIGNED A SERIES OF LARGE-SCALE FLORAL AND ANIMAL MURALS, REPLICATING 
THEM THROUGH HAND-PAINTED WALL PIECES ON BRICK, LARGE TEXTILE WALL COVERINGS, AND 
THROUGH THE FURNITURE DRESSINGS THROUGH THE VENUE.
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Where Maximal Concepts other world-famous 

venue, the multi-award-winning Mott 32 is under-

ground, boasting a sultry aesthetic, this iteration of 

John Anthony has an altogether different look and 

feel. It’s light, bright; welcoming, and it utilises the 

abundance of natural light available through the 

building’s enormous floor-to-ceiling windows. 

“Most of Maximal spaces in Hong Kong are all 

underground, and they have no windows; they are 

very ‘introverted’ spaces,” Barr explains. “This 

space, it’s the first with gigantic windows in it. We 

didn’t want to pretend they weren’t there, and we 

didn’t want to drape them and cover them up at 

night, so we embraced them, and put mirrors in the 

venue to stretch the size and scope of the space.”

It makes for a pretty dining experience by day, 

and, by night, the throw of light bouncing and reflect-

ing across the venue makes for a subdued, soft, 

romantic feel. “It is definitely more delicate; more 

feminine; a little more organic,” says Barr of the 



BOTTOM: Looking back to the private dining rooms from the 
main dining area.

TOP: Another nod to the dragon theme, which is replicated 
throughout the hotel.

THIS PHOTO: Large murals adorn the floor-to-ceiling brick 
walls of the venue. Hand-painted, they reference the floral 
motifs used elsewhere.
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overall look and feel of the venue. “It’s light and  

fresher, and has a lovely nod to British colonial history 

and all the influences it created.”  

The cuisine itself also had to be taken into con-

sideration when designing the venue. The restaurant 

is known for its Cantonese-style roasted duck, and, 

as such, a purpose-built curing and roasting room 

had to be included in the venue. “It’s on display as 

you walk in,” Barr explains. “And when you enter 

and exit the restaurant it is the prime view for all 

customers.”

It all adds up to a truly memorable dining experience, 

every bit as visually stunning as the spaces it references 

back in Hong Kong. It’s also a brilliant new high-end 

dining addition to the JW Marriott, already famed for 

its world-class food options. “We have a nice inventory 

now, having worked on three of the six major F&B 

venues in the hotel,” says Barr. “We have got 50 

per cent of the serious food and beverage offerings 

there now, which is fantastic as a portfolio in a single 

hotel. We are extremely proud of this project and to 

be able to work with such high caliber Operators, 

Developers and Brand Ambassadors.”



OPEN FARM COMMUNITY, SINGAPORE

84 THIS PHOTO: Giant windows give the heritage building a 
pavilion feel, and open up on balmy evenings for diners to 
enjoy temperate nights.
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BRINGING THE 
OUTDOORS
INDOORS
A WHOLLY UNIQUE SPACE LED TO A WHOLLY UNIQUE 
CONCEPT IN OPEN FARM COMMUNITY, SINGAPORE’S 
FIRST – AND ONLY – FARM-TO-TABLE RESTAURANT.



THIS PHOTO: Copper piping has been used throughout the 
building’s light fixtures, lending a rustic feel to the space.

86 BOTTOM: The tiles were all hand-made in Thailand to the 
architect’s specifications.

MIDDLE: Germinating seed sculptures literally sprout from 
the ground.

HOTELRESORTDESIGN.COM|   H+R

I 
f there’s something Singapore isn’t known 

for, it’s open space, which is at a premium 

in the country’s city centre. So when a client 

approached greymatters to design a restaurant set 

amongst 600 square metres of land, they jumped at 

the chance to create something that fit seamlessly 

with the stunning natural surrounds.

“The venue is in Dempsey, which used to be an old 

military barracks and compound,” says greymatters 

founder and Creative Director, Alan Barr. “It’s very 

unusual for Singapore that this had a 6,000 metre 

square piece of land attached to it – the owner had 

this idea to do as close in Singapore as you can get to 

a ‘farm-to-table’ restaurant concept.”

The client wanted diners to be able to interact with 

the landscape and commissioned greymatters to 

repurpose the old heritage building accordingly. They 

were also charged with overhauling the outdoor area.

“The whole garden is designed for customers to 

interact with it,” Barr explains. “But it’s also a living, 

breathing garden. The staff interact with it, and go 

out and cut Thai basil off the plant for use in morning 

service, or pull mangoes or rambutans off the tree. 

There are some chickens running around, and there’s 

a sculpture garden, too.” 

There’s also a regulation lawn bowls court, which, 

on weekends, doubles as a spot for tournaments, 

players able to sip on their bloody marys as they 

interact.

Barr commissioned a local sculpture artist to 

play with the farm theme and produce a series of 

sculptures that befitted the brief, which are dotted 

around the grounds, encouraging visitors to interact 

with them.

“The artist’s sculptures depict what happens 

when a seed starts to germinate; when the seed 

cracks open and the sprout pops out,” Barr explains. 

“We really liked the connection to ‘farm-to-table’, and 

fell in love with these sculptures, which are scattered 

throughout the space.”

“THE WHOLE GARDEN IS DESIGNED FOR CUSTOMERS TO INTERACT WITH IT, BUT IT’S ALSO A LIVING, 
BREATHING GARDEN. THE STAFF INTERACT WITH IT, AND GO OUT AND CUT THAI BASIL OFF THE 
PLANT FOR USE IN MORNING SERVICE, OR PULL MANGOES OR RAMBUTANS OFF THE TREE.” 
Alan Barr, Founder and Creative Director, greymatters



TOP: Whimsical touches are throughout, including this custom-
designed upholstery which features a fun dog pattern.

THIS  PHOTO: The building interacts seamlessly with the sur-
roundings, inviting diners to interact with its beautiful gardens.
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THE WHOLE AREA, SO INVITING AND FRIENDLY BY DAY, TAKES ON AN ALTOGETHER MOODIER 
AMBIENCE AT NIGHT TIME WHEN THE VENUE’S FLOOR-TO-CEILING WINDOWS ARE CONCERTINAED 
OUT TO ALLOW THE BALMY EVENING WIND TO WAFT THROUGH THE VENUE.

Like so many other greymatters designs, green 

plays a big part, this time the colour reflecting the 

hues of the landscape beyond.

“That green wall is an architectural interpretation 

of the landscape outside,” Barr explains. “We also 

used hand-made tiles from Thailand to pick up on 

this too. The copper piping and lights exposed on the 

feature wall is actually a mistake that turned out to 

be amazing – the lights were supposed to be buried 

in the wall, but the piping was accidentally left out, 

so instead we had to design on the fly, and expose 

the copper piping. It added a whole new detail which 

was extremely pleasing.”

Copper piping was also used in bespoke lights 

elsewhere, and the metal theme was taken up via a 

series of repurposed vintage gates which hang from 

the venue’s ceiling. “Those were salvaged window and 

driveway gates from all over Singapore,” says Barr. 

“We had some chandelier options, but the owners 

were never really settled on them. I had this idea to 

wrap the gates in fairy lights – my team weren’t 

impressed. They said, ‘You’re not going to wrap 

them in fairy lights, it’s going to be so cheesy?’” 

But Barr gave it a try, and low and behold, it 

worked beautifully. “We lit one up that was leaning 

against the wall and we stood back four metres and 

it looked great,” says Barr. “As the aircon blows on 

them, the lights move around subtly so it feels like 

the stars twinkling at night.”

The whole area, so inviting and friendly by day, 

takes on an altogether moodier ambience at night 

time when the venue’s floor-to-ceiling windows are 

concertinaed out to allow the balmy evening wind to 

waft through the venue. It creates a lovely pavilion-

style feel, totally in keeping with the lush, jungle 

surrounds. “We wanted a conservatory feel; an  

indoor/outdoor venue,” Barr explains. “It was designed 

to be that way, with lots of natural light in the daytime; 

green bleeding in from outside, and a lovely moodi-

ness by night.”

Fresh seasonal produce, much of it picked from 

the gardens beyond, becomes the hero, offset by the 

stunning, picturesque, serene surrounds. The diner is 

at peace, a rare quality in busy, bustling Singapore.

“It’s such a successful venue. We wanted an out-

door/indoor cross-section, a crossroads of lifestyle, 

family, ‘go pick some basil, go smell some lemon 

myrtle’ type thing,” Barr explains. “We wanted 

Singaporeans to be able to interact with the land, 

which is a very UN-Singapore thing to do. 

“When we went back to take photos of the venue, 

someone had ridden their bike up and it was just 

propped up in front of a door. The bicycle was so ‘on 

brand’, and a great validation that this was working 

as a very successful project.”



PREGO, SINGAPORE

90 THIS PHOTO: Green was used throughout the venue, including 
at the bar area, which also sports an opulent chandelier.
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PREGO 
SERVES UP 
THE GOODS
A LONG-STANDING ITALIAN INSTITUTION IS 
TRANSFORMED INTO A CONTEMPORARY 
ITALIAN MARKETPLACE.



MIDDLE: Striped awnings give Prego an Italian marketplace feel. BOTTOM: A green wall defines a ‘garden’ area, which 
successfully breaks up the cavernous space.

THIS PHOTO: Traditional Italian tiles were used throughout, 
and the ceiling references a pergola. Pizza ovens give the 
space a traditional Italian backyard feel.
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I 
t was always going to be a challenge to create a 

sense of intimacy in a multi-use hotel restaurant 

space covering a whopping 800+ m². But that’s 

exactly what greymatters were able to achieve in the 

refit for Prego, an Italian restaurant in Singapore’s 

Fairmont Hotel, which has been a dining institution 

for almost twenty years.

“Our challenge was to create a space that worked 

on a number of different levels,” says greymatters 

founder and Creative Director, Alan Barr, who points 

out that he and his team had to consider the space 

would be used both for the hotel’s breakfast buffet 

service and also serve as an ala carte restaurant for 

lunch and dinner services.

“We spent a lot of time making sure it was 

compartmentalised, and that we could open and 

close things to either reveal, or conceal, the buffets,” 

Barr explains.

So what serves as a pizza counter by day  

transforms to the hotel’s resident “egg station” in  the 

mornings. Conversely, the breakfast buffet area is  

used as a “bread station” for lunch and dinner  services 

and also doubles as a place to make desserts and 

pastries, all designed to give a sense of “theatricality” 

to the proceedings.

“The area is like a bunch of small areas stacked 

together,” says Barr, whose brief from the client was 

to create an ‘Italian marketplace’ feel.

“I don’t think of it as a big restaurant, because 

we created these green zones, one at the front, and 

one at the back, to break it up and make a garden 

area,” he explains. “We also have the bakery in the 

front, and the pastry and desert area. And we have 

“I DON’T THINK OF IT AS A BIG RESTAURANT, BECAUSE WE CREATED THESE GREEN ZONES, ONE AT 
THE FRONT, AND ONE AT THE BACK, TO BREAK IT UP AND MAKE A GARDEN AREA, WE ALSO HAVE 
THE BAKERY IN THE FRONT, AND THE PASTRY AND DESERT AREA. AND WE HAVE THE CENTRAL BAR 
– WE DID THAT DELIBERATELY TO BREAK THE SPACE UP – WHICH HAS HIDDEN BEHIND IT THE HOT 
COUNTERS FOR THE BREAKFAST BUFFET IN THE MORNINGS.” 
Alan Barr, Founder and Creative Director, greymatters



THIS PHOTO: The vintage Fiat 550, painted Robins Egg Blue, 
is the focal point of the whimsical fitout – and a big hit with 
diners.

TOP: Campari opened their vaults to share traditional 
hand-painted posters from last century, which were then 
painstakingly reproduced by hand by artist Steve Cross.
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THE CAR HAS BEEN A HUGE HIT WITH DINERS, WHO LOVE GETTING PHOTOS WITH THE VINTAGE 
AUTOMOBILE. “THE SPACE IS MEANT TO HAVE A BIT OF WHIMSY AND HUMOUR AND BE VERY 
VIVACIOUS AT THE SAME TIME.”
Alan Barr, Founder and Creative Director, greymatters

the central bar – we did that deliberately to break the 

space up – which has hidden behind it the hot counters 

for the breakfast buffet in the mornings.

“That then closes up, so you don’t see it, and we 

put the pizza area at the end, and there’s a communal 

dining area, so it is very segmented, which is a good 

thing.”

Everything references back to that ‘Italian market-

place’ brief.

“Everything is on display at the market, so we 

constantly reference that,” Barr explains, saying they 

used striped awnings and stacked the space with fun 

Italian-themed props, including a vintage Fiat 550, 

repurposed as one of the restaurant’s main focal 

points.

“They found the car in Malaysia, actually,” says 

Barr. “It was completely refurbished for this project 

and brought into Singapore without the engine, 

because if you bring a car in with the engine you 

get hit with a huge import tax. So the engine was 

removed and it became a piece of art instead.”

The car has been a huge hit with diners, who love 

getting photos with the vintage automobile. “The 

whole place is meant to have a sophisticated sense 

of humour; to not be so serious,” says Barr. “The 

food is serious, the beverage is serious, the service 

is serious, but the space is meant to have a bit of 

whimsy and humour and be very vivacious at the 

same time.”

Long-time greymatters collaborator, Australian 

artist Steve Cross, was drafted to hand-paint vintage 

Italian liquor advertisements on the walls, which he 

painstakingly rendered using the same techniques the 

original signwriters would have used, back in the day.

Mirrors were also used across the venue to 

provide different points of interest, a technique 

greymatters employ across a number of their different 

projects. “We love mirrors because they stretch your 

sightlines and create some interesting views,” Barr 

explains. 

Since Prego reopened last year, Barr has become 

something of a regular at the venue and says he gets 

endless satisfaction from watching how different 

patrons interact with the space.

“We have quite a few active and ongoing projects 

in the hotel now,” he explains. “So I probably eat there 

once a week. I have deliberately sat in every area in 

the restaurant just to test it out, and to watch people. 

“They have a lot of loyal, repeat customers, and you 

can see people come in and gravitate to one area 

or the other. There is often chatter heard amongst 

guests being seated, ‘No, I prefer to be back here in 

the big banquettes,’ or ‘I want to be in the bar area 

because I like the conviviality.’ There is so much 

variety for seating, there’s something for everybody.”



SMACK DAB, JW MARRIOTT HANOI

96 THIS PHOTO: An all-weather glass ceiling was deployed to 
connect the containers, providing protection from Hanoi’s 
sometimes inclement weather. Outdoor furniture and a 
hardwood floor work especially well with the indoor/outdoor 
drinking and dining area.
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CONTAINER COOL
SMACK DAB BAR AT THE JW MARRIOTT HANOI IS REDEFINING 
PERCEPTIONS OF WHAT A HOTEL BAR SHOULD BE.



BOTTOM: You’d never know this stylish interior is housed 
within a series of 50-foot shipping containers.

MIDDLE: Artist Steve Cross’ ‘Tiger Meets Dragon’ mural was 
designed to be seen from every vantage point in the hotel, 
enticing guests to visit the new bar.

THIS PHOTO: The ‘Tiger Meets Dragon’ theme was worked 
into the exterior artwork, designed by Australian street artist 
Steve Cross, and executed over a five week period.
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S 
mack Dab, one of Hanoi’s newest and hippest 

bars, very nearly never existed at all. “Originally 

the whole thing was Akira Back – there was no 

Smack Dab,” says greymatters founder and Creative 

Director Alan Barr, who was brought onboard to design 

famed Korean/American chef Akira Back’s newest res-

taurant venture at the JW Marriott in Hanoi, Vietnam.

Early on in discussions with the hotel it became 

clear the project was morphing into a very different 

beast entirely.

“As the design started coming together, the 

hotel, very smartly, realised it was too big to be one 

venue,” Barr explains. “They saw that what we were 

creating outside was powerful enough to be its own 

venue, and to stand on its own.”

Cue a very quick revision of what they’d been 

designing. The hotel had strict stipulations that any-

thing built adjacent to the magnificent Carlos Zapata 

Studio-designed main hotel building had to be tem-

porary – this needed to be taken into consideration.

“So there was only one thing for it – we would 

have to work with shipping containers, the world’s 

greatest temporary structure!” says Barr.

During one of those early meetings, Barr 

rendered a quick sketch  – and within days it had 

become a reality. “The owners trucked in shipping 

containers,” says Barr. “I am not joking, we did these 

sketches, and someone who works for the Owning 

company made a few calls and said, ‘They are think-

ing of doing shipping containers,’ and showed them 

the sketch. And by the third day of the trip the ship-

ping containers were onsite and craned into place.”

The team set about thoroughly overhauling 

the structures to suit their new, altogether hipper, 

purpose.

“They brought them in and we jiggled them 

around, and chopped and cut them, squished and 

tugged them,” says Barr. “It was so collaborative be-

tween a lot of contributing parties, and spirited in this 

way that felt, absolutely, that we could do anything! 

“We just came up with ideas. And this one was 

WAY outside the box.”

“I PUT THE KITCHEN IN THE FRONT, FACING THE STREET, SO WHEN YOU ARRIVE YOU CAN SEE THE 
CHEFS WORKING, SO THE KITCHEN IS THE THEATRE AND ON DISPLAY – THERE ARE NO SECRETS, 
EVERYTHING IS THERE.” 
Alan Barr, Founder and Creative Director, greymatters



THIS PHOTO: The industrial aesthetic of the shipping containers, 
combined with the street art design, works to compliment the 
chic, clean lines of the interior.

TOP: Custom-made light installations were
commissioned for the interior. Mirrored ceilings, also used in 
the Akira Back project happening simultaneously next door, 
project the light in interesting, complex ways. At night the 
whole space comes alive.
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Now the team had a blank canvas to work with, 

greymatters had to settle on how to make sure 

the space flowed with the restaurant they were 

designing next door. They were already working 

with Back’s team on a ‘Tiger Meets Dragon’ concept 

for his restaurant, and decided to take it across and 

through the containers. But how?

“Smack Dab was born out of the process of 

designing Akira Back, and became its own thing,” 

says Barr. “We commissioned Australian artist Steve 

Cross, who is known for his large-scale aerosol 

murals, to work on a design for the bar. Through 

Steve’s art, this is where ‘Tiger Meets Dragon’ lives 

the most.” 

Cross flew to Hanoi, and over five weeks worked 

on-site to complete the epic mural with aerosols, 

which can be seen from all vantage points in the 

hotel. “He really understood the brief,” Barr explains. 

“We could have photoshopped a few things, but I 

don’t think we could come up with the depth of that 

artwork – this ended up being the biggest by square 

meterage commissioned piece of artwork we have 

ever done.”

Inside the containers, the team worked to create 

a sense of cool, urban chic, something just as ‘at 

home’ in trendy Soho, Brooklyn or Shoreditch as in 

downtown Hanoi. 

“If you said you’d be doing a shipping container 

village in the JW Marriott, the whole world, without 

seeing photos, would say, ‘No way!’” says Barr. “But 

we’ve proved it could be done. If you look at interior 

photos, you can’t tell it’s the inside of a shipping 

container – it could just as easily be the long, dark 

corridor of a moody hotel.”

Most gratifying of all is the fact the bar has 

become a favourite hang-out for local Hanoians. 

Two years on from opening, it’s still amongst the 

city’s top venues. “It’s amazing,” says Barr. “To be 

able to get outside traffic into a hotel bar is a sign of 

success.”

INSIDE THE CONTAINERS, THE TEAM WORKED TO CREATE A SENSE OF COOL, URBAN CHIC, 
SOMETHING JUST AS ‘AT HOME’ IN TRENDY SOHO, BROOKLYN OR SHOREDITCH AS IN 
DOWNTOWN HANOI.



THIS PHOTO: The bar’s hanging rack full of bottles was the 
one thing the client stipulated had to be brought from their 
previous Dempsey location.

TIPPLING CLUB, SINGAPORE
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GREEN
WITH ENVY
GREEN WAS THE THEME FOR THIS STYLISH 
INTERIOR FIT OUT FOR THE RELOCATION OF 
SINGAPORE’S FAMED TIPPLING CLUB.



BOTTOM: 50 different shades of green fabric were used to 
upholster all the restaurant’s seats, designed to replicate the 
differing shades of green in a tree’s leaves.

THIS PHOTO: The restaurant’s green tiled kitchen is the 
venue’s focal point
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T 
ippling Club was already an established venue 

when famed restaurateur Ryan Clift had a 

chance meeting with greymatters Creative 

Director and founder, Alan Barr, who happened to be 

dining at his restaurant one night.

“Originally it was in an area called Dempsey, and 

it was basically a tent in the woods,” Barr explains. 

“There was nothing – a kitchen, a bar on display and 

plastic sheeting on three sides of the restaurant.”

But it had a loyal following – and great food. And 

with a move in the works, Clift was on the lookout 

for a design team to make sure they took the spirit 

and feel of the original venue to their newer, cleaner, 

sharper space downtown.

Enter greymatters.

“I’d met Ryan the night before and told him I 

happened to design hospitality venues, and next thing, 

he’s inviting me back to discuss working together,” 

says Barr. “We met the next day, and I asked him 

what he wanted to bring from the original venue, and 

he said, ‘I want to bring Dempsey with me!’

“My interpretation of that was all the green and 

the vines we’ve used in the venue.”

A rough pencil sketch later – which ended up 

being the concept Clift was interested in having in 

his new restaurant – Barr’s vision was on its way to 

becoming reality. 

Referencing the original outdoor jungle location, 

greymatters decided to take the bold step of tiling the 

kitchen entirely in green. They also decided to high-

light different shades of green across the furniture, 

wallpaper and light fittings.
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“THE WALLPAPER WE HAD MADE BY TIMOROUS BEASTIES IN SCOTLAND, WHO ARE THIS AWARD-
WINNING COMPANY THAT DEVELOP SOME LAIRY WALL COVERINGS. AND WE BOUGHT ONE METRE 
OF FIFTY DIFFERENT COLOURS OF GREEN AND CUT THE METRE FABRIC IN HALF AND MADE TWO 
CHAIR SEATS OUT OF GREEN A, AND TWO CHAIR SEATS OUT OF GREEN B, AND SO ON, THE IDEA 
BEING THAT WHEN YOU LOOK AT A JUNGLE, YOU LOOK AT THE LEAVES ON JUST ONE TREE AND 
THEY ARE A THOUSAND DIFFERENT SHADES OF GREEN.” 
Alan Barr, Founder and Creative Director, greymatters



THIS PHOTO: Different textures were used on different walls, 
including this tessellated tile design in a muted industrial grey.

TOP: The kitchen, and part of the bar, is tiled entirely in green, 
a bold move at the time.
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“Pundits question, ‘Are you sure? You’re really 

going to do a green kitchen? Nobody does a green 

kitchen!’ But of course we are! We’re doing this!” 

Barr explains. 

“The wallpaper we had made by Timorous 

Beasties in Scotland, who are this award-winning 

company that develop some lairy wall coverings. 

And we bought one metre of fifty different colours 

of green and cut the metre fabric in half and made 

two chair seats out of Green A, and two chair seats 

out of Green B, and so on,” he adds. “The idea being 

that when you look at a jungle, you look at the leaves 

on just one tree and they are a thousand different 

shades of green.

“So that was my interpretation of ‘Bringing 

Dempsey with us.’”

When planning how the space would work spread 

across the bottom floors of three adjoining shop-
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houses, greymatters considered how diners would 

use the space.

“Singapore has this thing – you go to drinking 

places to drink, and eating places to eat, but you 

don’t go to a restaurant to drink,” Barr explains. “We 

added a cocktail section, which has been incredibly 

successful – they ended up being the first restaurant, 

I think in Asia, to get double billing of Asia Top 50 

Restaurant and Asia Top 50 Bar.”

Barr wanted diners to go on a journey through 

each of the three buildings, starting in the cocktail 

bar and moving through.

“It’s three shophouses combined together with 

large openings cut in the walls, so you traverse 

through them,” he explains. “Building one is the bar, 

building two is the main part of the restaurant and 

the seating, and building three is the second portion 

of the kitchen and a semi-private dining room, which 

“WE ADDED A COCKTAIL SECTION, WHICH HAS BEEN INCREDIBLY SUCCESSFUL – THEY 
ENDED UP BEING THE FIRST RESTAURANT, I THINK IN ASIA, TO GET DOUBLE BILLING OF 
ASIA TOP 50 RESTAURANT AND ASIA TOP 50 BAR.”
Alan Barr, Founder and Creative Director, greymatters



BOTTOM: Attention to detail. Nothing was left to chance in the 
immaculately-designed space. Right down to cutlery and dining 
accessories.

TOP: A cluster of bespoke lights are positioned to give illumi-
nation to the space and provide a pretty design focal point.

THIS PHOTO: Diners have the choice to dine at the kitchen bar, 
where they can observe food preparation from intimately-
designed places – complete with their own bespoke lighting.
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is the one with all the wine in it and the Frankenstein 

grape light features hanging from the ceiling.”

Aesthetically, the venue was different to anything 

Singapore’s fine dining scene had seen up to that 

point. 

“It was loud and boisterous and industrial and Asia 

doesn’t really do that for their fine dining restaurants,” 

Barr explains. “But Ryan really identified with that 

industrial aesthetic, so we really wanted to capture that.”

It was an immediate hit with diners.

“It captured people,” Barr explains. “To this day 

I still get calls, with people saying, ‘You’re the guy 

that did Tippling Club! We have been waiting to work 

with you!’ 

“It was an absolute springboard for us, and still 

is. We still use it as a case study – it’s still intact with 

zero changes other than minor touch-ups. 

“It’s absolutely brilliant what that project has done 

for us. You have no idea how lucky I was to get this 

job as it was happenstance.”
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“IT’S THREE SHOPHOUSES COMBINED TOGETHER WITH LARGE OPENINGS CUT IN THE 
WALLS, SO YOU TRAVERSE THROUGH THEM, BUILDING ONE IS THE BAR, BUILDING TWO IS 
THE MAIN PART OF THE RESTAURANT AND THE SEATING.”
Alan Barr, Founder and Creative Director, greymatters


