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Every city now has its designer hotels — from
Berlin to Madrid, Copenhagen to Hong Kong —
with sleek interiors and state-of-the-art amenities.
But how many have hotels that are truly outposts
of design? This is exactly what makes the four-star
Hotel Aire de Bardenas in Navarre, in northern
Spain, so invigorating. Halfway between the city of
Tudela and the arid Bardenas Reales national park,
this single-storey, 22-room hotel stands, rather
unexpectedly, on a wheat-field overlooking the
semi-desert.

The brief for Barcelona-based architects
Emiliano Lépez Matas and Mdnica Rivera
contained very specific constraints. Rivera recalls,
"The clients' conditions were that it be built
entirely by dry construction and with as many steel
elements as possible, in collaboration with an
excellent local metal worker."

To answer this design challenge, the architects
decided to occupy the 1,500 sg-m site with a
series of simple, cube-shaped structures. Rivera
explains, "In order to meet the budgetary
constraints, we decided to employ a system of
metal sandwich facade panels with a rigid foam
core, because of its fast assembly time, the metal
fabricator's experience of handling this material, its
excellent thermal insulation qualities, and its low
cost." Not only did this present advantages in
terms of execution — steel elements and facade
panels were prefabricated during the on-site
construction and then assembled in very little time
— it also offered a remarkable aesthetic alternative
to traditional hotel structures: a stark, imposing
outline in perfect harmony with its surroundings.

left The free-standing pavilions offer a privileged view on to the
wheat fields
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above Using the region's tradition colours and vegetation, the
exterior spaces translate the spirit of the Bardenas opposite page
from top Lined with plywood, the inhabitable window sills can be
used as seating or as extra beds e The steel elements and facade
panels of the cubic pavilions were prefabricated at a local metal
shop, allowing the hotel to be completed in 12 months

Lépez and Rivera, who handled everything
from landscape to interior design, also had to deal
and work with the building's appealing, yet rough
environment. To minimise exposure to extreme
temperatures and very strong winds — the ‘aire’ of
the hotel's name quite literally means air — they
installed large, recycled wooden containers that
are usually found in the region's farmland.
Economical and flexible, they act as windbreakers,
while enhancing the hotel's raw beauty. "From the
outside, the hotel intentionally blends in with the
surroundings,” Rivera says. "It presents itself as a
lightweight construction that can be dismantled
and recycled, recalling the local agricultural
constructions, such as barns and vegetable coops
found in the area."

The hotel's reception, main hall, meeting
room, bar, and restaurant are located in the main
body of the development, which also houses 10

rooms with private patios. The other rooms are

free-standing pavilions overlooking the wheat-
fields and positioned to create a central court
which, reminiscent of the region's traditional
constructions, also provides climatic protection.

While the hotel's layout turns it into a cosy —
and necessary — shelter from the elements, many
of the features emphasise its links with nature.
From the ordered plantations of fruit trees,
vegetable gardens, and aromatic plants to the use
of the local reddish earth, boulders, and pebbles,
all the components used for the design of the
exterior spaces "seek to bring the dweller close
to the rural and austere character of the
surroundings by providing simple, generous, and
silent spaces”. It is a meticulous collection of
colours and textures that conjures up an
invigorating spirit of wilderness.

One is also struck by a simple, yet original

feature of the individual rooms — the projecting
windows. Seen from the outside, they give the
otherwise boxy structures an interesting relief.
From the inside, on the other hand, they provide
a resting place in the window sill that turns the
room into a "projected outdoor viewing device"
and perfectly embodies the inside-outside duality
of the project. According to Rivera, "The window
sill becomes inhabitable by the exaggeration of
its depth and by lining its interior with plywood.
This lining conceals the glass's metal frame and
the solar filtering devices that roll down
electrically. The window is perceived as a simple
unglazed opening that creates a false perception
light
construction employed.” These snug corners

of thickness not inherent to the
thus offer an original way to contemplate the
engrossing view of the Bardenas — without a
doubt much better than cable TV.
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above The projecting windows bring rhythm to the uncluttered,

metal structures and create interesting reflective surfaces
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from top Turned into design features, elements such as reddish earth and large wood containers root the hotel into Navarre's local culture e Large, recycled wooden containers protect the site from the region's

strong winds and extreme temperatures



