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From Roman ruins to aquatic palaces, the architectural theming 
of resort hotels is getting increasingly outlandish

CHECKING INTO 
FANTASYLAND

RESORT HOTELS HAVE HAD A ROLLERCOASTER RIDE IN
recent years. First low-cost transport broadened travellers’ 
horizons and forced hoteliers to be more competitive with 
pricing. Then the economic downturn put the brakes on 
many extended vacations. It is now tougher than ever to 
tempt travellers and so resorts are increasingly looking to 
differentiate themselves.

Service standards and furnishings are the battlegrounds 
on which hotels usually compete against their rivals, but 
many resorts are going one step further. These resorts use 
literally their biggest assets – the buildings themselves – 
to stand out from the crowd. Exotic hotel architecture is 
turning into an arms race of sorts as new openings have to 
trump their predecessors by being even more outlandish. 
However, the leading lights in this field don’t just have 
whimsical buildings; they have a storyline explaining the 
design, heralding the advent of entertainment architecture.

The Venetian Macao-Resort-Hotel in Macau is a US$2.4 
billion Venice-themed hotel complete with replicas of its 
famous landmarks including the Doge’s Palace and the 
Campanile. Gondolas take guests around the resort and 
under sweeping bridges, serenaded by string quartets. 

Taking themed architecture to an extreme, the Luxor 
in Las Vegas is set in a 350-foot black pyramid. Instead 
of a sign hanging over its door, the hotel has a ten-storey 
Sphinx marking its entrance. Marble abounds in the lobby 
and murals depict scenes from life in ancient Egypt. The 
hotel even boasts a full-scale replica of King Tut’s tomb. 
It was created in Egypt using gold leaf, precious pigments 
and 3,000-year-old artisan methods before being shipped 
to Vegas. In many ways both hotels take their inspiration 
from Disney, the company that kick-started the themed 
hotel trend.

In October 1971 Disney World opened in Orlando, 
Florida, and alongside its fairytale-inspired Magic Kingdom 
theme park stood two striking hotels. One sits inside a 
futuristic A-shaped structure with a monorail running right 
through it. The other is themed to a tropical tree-house with 
giant wooden lodges. A waterfall flows over rocks as the 
centrepiece in the lobby. Outside, a sprawling pool skirts a 
mock volcano with a water slide winding around it.

As tourists flocked to Disney World, its hotels quickly 
reached capacity almost year-round and rivals began 
springing up around the edge of the complex. Many catered 
for conventions and this fuelled Disney World’s popularity 
as a destination where businessmen could hold multi-day 
meetings whilst their families relaxed in the parks. When 
Disney decided to chase a bigger cut of this market, it 
commissioned renowned architect Michael Graves to design 
two hotels, the Swan and Dolphin, which became the first 
non-Disney operated hotels on Disney’s land in Orlando.

The two hotels are run by global chains Westin and 
Sheraton respectively, but they bear little resemblance to any 
other hotel in their collections. The Dolphin is a 27-floor 
coral-coloured triangular structure that looks as if it could 
have been transplanted from an undersea kingdom. Two 
huge dolphin statues leap out of its sides and banana leaves 
are painted on the walls around the bottom of the tower. A 
huge fountain in front of the hotel cascades water down five 
giant clamshells facing the Swan, which has waves painted 
on its walls and two 47-foot swan statues sailing atop. 

Graves says the Dolphin represents a mountain that has 
explosively emerged from a rainforest. This explains the 
banana leaves, waterfall and leaping dolphins. Every detail 
fits the theme – the railings lining the walkway from the 
Dolphin feature a wave-like design to represent the flow of 
water that then hits the Swan, hence the waves painted on 
its walls.

“Our hotel allows guests to truly escape to somewhere 
that is outside their normal routine: 56-foot tall dolphin 
statues and nine-storey waterfalls are not items you typically 
encounter in your daily life,” says Eric Opron, director of 
sales and marketing for both the Swan and Dolphin. 
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“WHETHER IT IS FOR BUSINESS OR PLEASURE, OUR 
GUESTS ARE LOOKING TO BREAK FREE FROM THE 

ROUTINE AND EXPERIENCE SOMETHING TRULY UNIQUE.” 
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“Whether it is for business or pleasure, our guests are 
looking to break free from the routine and experience 
something truly different. Inside, the water theme continues 
with dolphin and swan-themed fountains serving as the 
centrepiece of each lobby,” he adds. 

When the two hotels opened in 1990, the aquatic theme 
was even stronger inside than out. Seahorse models sat 
beside chandeliers, bedroom doors were painted like beach 
huts and the corridor carpets were designed to mimic a 
beach with buckets, spades and beach ball images woven 
into them. However, as their business clientele became 
more significant, the decision was made to tone down their 
interiors during renovations in 2006. Waterfalls still line the 
entrance to the Dolphin’s lobby, and its flagship restaurant 
still serves top-notch seafood, but its interior appearance is 
more in line with a typical deluxe hotel.

Michael Chun, senior vice president at architects WATG, 
which has designed many themed hotels including the 
Venetian and Atlantis in the Bahamas, says, “the briefs given 
to WATG for themed hotels cover the entire spectrum. 
When we designed the Venetian Hotel in Las Vegas, at the 
start of the project the owner wasn’t exactly sure what theme 
he wanted so we explored a number of different options 
ranging from French, to Mayan, to Shangri-La and many 
more.” WATG’s associate vice president, Thomas Fo, explains, 
“however, when we work with a company like Disney, the 
design briefs are very comprehensive and specific.”

The source material can be very diverse. “With properties 
like Caesars Palace in Las Vegas, there was already an 
existing Roman vocabulary to draw from,” says Fo. “After 
the Italian theme had been settled on for the Venetian, we 
spent a week in Venice with the owner and his staff, walking 

the streets and the piazzas, sketching, and taking lots of 
photographs and video. We talked to not only the locals but 
the tourists that were there. We were looking for what made 
Venice special and different from other cities, what people 
liked, and where they gathered, ate and relaxed. There was 
no substitute for what we learned in that week.”

The design process follows clear stages. “The first thing is 
to establish the main storyline,” Fo explains. “It is something 
that you can go back to in order to see if your design is 
visually making sense. We do a lot of research on whatever 
theme we are doing. We gather a lot of images from books, 
videos and articles and, if possible, visit existing buildings of 
the same theme. We do a number of design sketches to see 
how the theme and the massing of the building can integrate 
into the programme of the hotel. The length of concept and 
schematic design phases vary depending on the size of the 
project and the complexity of the theme. It could be as short 
as a couple of months or an evolving creative design process 
that could take six to eight months.”

Fo says that the biggest challenge is “making sure that 
everyone on the design team and the owners have the same 
vision and are willing to be as consistent as possible, not just 
with interiors but even with the staff uniforms, graphics, 
menus, lighting, landscaping, etc.”

WATG pulls it all together and Chun explains that it 
produces an art package for all themed hotels it works on. 
“This art package is the further conceptualisation of the 
themed details such as, with Atlantis, the sea life, shells, fish, 
animals as well as other potentially fictional elements which 
transcend reality into fantasy. Not all of Atlantis’ themed 
elements are ‘of this Earth’, which adds an additional element 
of surprise and delight to the guest.” This is the hotel’s 
ultimate aim as it keeps people coming back. The Dolphin 
has a loyal backing and enjoys considerable repeat business.

“The Walt Disney World Swan and Dolphin hotels are 
designed to provide those who visit with an unforgettable 
experience,” Opron concludes. “Our structure, design and 
theme are unlike any other hotel you’ll find in the world and 
those who stay here will remember it for the rest of their 
lives. We know that many of our guests stay and return 
based on the atmosphere the hotel provides.” 

Despite the difficult market conditions, we can expect to 
see more themed hotels emerging on the horizon soon.  

WORDS CHRISTIAN SYLT Christian once stayed in a themed B&B in Brighton. His room 
had Spider-Man wallpaper. Im
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