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Founded in 2002, design company 21 Spaces is behind some of the
most innovative fit-outs on the Irish market, including Cortina’s in
Dundrum and several Milano outlets. As managing director John
Henry Boyle explains to Hospitality Ireland, good design can be
simple, as long as you keep the target market in mind at all times.
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Above:Terry McVeigh, proprietor of Cortina's, Dundrum, in the stylish
bar area of the restaurant, designed by 21 Spaces

“A place like Cortina’s would have a lot of competition [Nando’s,
The Counter and Ruairi Maguire’s bar flank the Mexican restaurant
on either side],” he adds, “but it’s a healthy competition, and the
design plays a huge part in people deciding to come in here for the
night. That’s one of the main things that we try ro do with projects

"You have to understand the client’s core
objectives, what market they are going for,and
then design specifically for that market. If you
design with your own ego in mind, it will fail."

like this: give them a bit of an edge, something a bit different to the
stereotypical architecture solution, something fresh and new.”

It’s a system that works well for Boyle and his wife, Sinéad, who
head up the six-man 21 Spaces operation. As the company has
evolved, so the design spend of many of its main clients has
diminished, and while there’s a definite trend towards
refurbishments rather than new builds — doing “more with less” —
it’s far from a stumbling block towards creating good design. “Our
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Above: Each Milano's design is different, bar one or two aspects
that form the ‘DNA’ of the brand. Left: Exterior of Cortina's in
Dundrum Town Centre

principle is, and always has been, to deliver quality design, even on
the smallest budget,” he explains. “I tend to focus very much at eye
level, what people can see. One of the main things is to surprise
people with the design, rather than hiding it away in the corners,
where people might not see it.

“I¢’s a bit like fashion. Interiors follow fashion very strongly, and
people expect to see something a little bit different when they go out
and spend their money in a restaurant. It’s all about atmosphere and
dramatics. There’s nothing wrong with not having a limited budget.
At the end of the day, you're going to have to put in a floor, and
you're going to have to put in lighting, or a bar counter, so it’s about
being as creative as you can be with that sort of budget. You can
spend the same amount of money on bad design as on good design.

“It’s also about giving a place a sense of identity — not just picking
things ourt of a magazine or from your travels — and trying to put
them into an Irish context. That can be a dangerous game. You
wouldn’t buy the same car in America as you would buy here, and
it’s the same with design. It’s very important to do things in an Irish
context. You can’t just adopt a cookie-cutter approach. We've just
started working with an American chain [Poblano’s, a chain of
burrito bars that will be opening in Ireland shortly], which has a
design concept that works well in America, but the design approach
would struggle this side of the water. We're a bit more sophisticated
in our design palette. We tend to see things differently.”

It’s this approach, coupled with the numerous award nominations
that the company earned for its design of the Seafield Hotel and
Oceo Spa, in Gorey, Co. Wexford [including coveted Sleeper
European Hotel Awards and FX award nominations], which
artracted the Gondola Group, operators of PizzaExpress and Milano




restaurants, to 21 Spaces in 2007, a relationship on which both have
built and which is now a key element of Boyle’s business. 21 Spaces KEY SUPPLIERS
recently designed new Milano outlets in Ennis, Co. Clare, and Dun
Laoghaire, Co. Dublin, and were also called upon for a PizzaExpress
fit-out in Birmingham and Belfast. “Hopefully, the start of many in
the UK,” savs Boyle.

The Milano concept is simple: mid-market family food, in
comfortable vet contemporary surroundings, but while other
popular chains of its ilk rely on cookie-cutter layouts in different

"[Good design] is also about giving a place a sense
of identity — not just picking things out of a
magazine or from your travels - and trying to put
them into an Irish context."

outlets to convey the ‘identity’ of the group, each Milano is
different, bar one or two aspects that form the ‘DNA’ of the brand.
“People understand what they’re going to get when they visit a
Milano’s,” Boyle explains. “Each restaurant has to have a visible
pizza oven and open kitchen (called pizzaiola), strong emphasis on
art, contemporary design, natural materials, and there are other
things, such as the menu and background jazz music, which remain
the same, the subliminal aspects. Burt aside from that, we have carte
blanche to create a new design each time. Of course, it has to
measure up to the brand standards — the directors need to review i,
management needs to review it — so we need to be right on the
money in terms of meeting their requirements. That’s good from a
professional point of view, because you know the design is being

thought about the whole way through the process, from form to
funcrion.” This also means creating aspects unique for each area.
Diners at the Ennis Milano get a sense of the nearby Burren through
the use of cut-slate work (supplied by Tom Doyle Supplies)
throughout the restaurant, while in Dun Laoghaire, fine detailing is
visible on the countertops.

More so, however, working with businesses like Milano gives 21
Spaces an insight into what is one of the most dynamic sectors in the
restaurant secror — fast casual - and what aspects are so important
when conceiving a new design. “You can’t be all things to all people.
You need to pick a market and hone in on that with your menu, your
armosphere, and your design,” he explains. “Fast-casual restaurants
are a very important medium at the moment, but you would be
surprised how many people might design a restauranr around that set
criteria and leave out some of the key elements — things like family
tables, party tables and that sort of thing, or having no baby-

— changing facilities in a family-orientated restaurant. That’s
) = unacceptable in this day and age.”

th%paﬂ:nel‘ Of U = Going forward, Boyle would like to see more business develop in

- 3 the UK, and while expansion is not yer on the cards, he’s content
caxil ) seCtor for with the enviable pun]‘jfolio of work that the company has built up
1 g WacC #  over the past eight years or so. “The hardest thing is often to get a

g good portfolio behind you, and I think we’ve done that. I'm very
critical in terms of what we do. You need to remember: you're only
as good as your last project.”

And with plenty of exciting projects on the horizon, he’s not going
to give up the weekly commute from Donegal anytime soon.
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