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Roman Alonso is a co-founder and principal of
Commune Design, a multidisciplinary design studio
based in Los Angeles. Roman graduated from
Boston University in 1988 and began his professional
career that same year in New York, first working at
Connoisseur and Mirabella magazines, and
consequently at Barneys New York, where he was
Director of Corporate Public Relations; and later at
Isaac Mizrahi, where he was VP and Image Director.
In 1998 he moved to Los Angeles where he co-
founded Greybull Press, an art book publishing
company and wrote on culture for the New York
Times Magazine's style section. Commune is the
recipient of the 2015 Cooper Hewitt National Design
Award for Interior Design and has been consistently
included in both Elle Décor’s A-List and Architectural
Digest's AD100 since 2016.

www.communedesign.com

Interview, Text & translation: Satoru Yamashita
Design: Kazunari Nomoto

Commune Design, the creators of the Ace Hotel, are a design community formed from a collection of like-minded architects,
interior designers, graphic designers, and consultants. This time with speak with founder Roman Alonso about the value of

their projects born of working closely with their clients and local artisans.
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Ace Hotel and Swim Club
Palm Springs, California. 2009
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This was our first and most lasting collaboration with
Ace. It included the conversion of a 1950's Howard
Johnson’s motor lodge into a communal desert
experience including a lobby, 180 guest rooms, two
pool areas, a freestanding event space, restaurant,
and bar. The concept incorporated the work of a
long list of local artists and artisans, and was inspired
by national parks, desert road movies from the 70's,
and the TV series MAA.S.H.
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Ace Hotel DTLA
Los Angeles, California. 2014
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ACE HOTEL

The scope included the restoration of
the historically landmarked United Artists
theatre and the conversion of the adjacent
office tower, both commissioned by actor
Mary Pickford in 1927. The concept
brought together the excesses and
hedonism of 1920's Hollywood and the
resurgence of modernism in Los Angeles
through the work of architect Rudolf
Schindler, with a dash of irreverence from
the LA Punk movement of the 1980's. To
localize the project all custom furnishings
were produced in California, and by
extension Mexico, and a group of local
artists and artisans were recruited to add a
handcrafted dimension to the project.
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+81: Despite your very different careers, how did you come to
found Commune Design together? Also, why do you handle
comprehensive projects that mix architecture, interiors, graphics,
and products?

Roman Alonso (RA): Commune was the result of many years of
working holistically in retail, fashion, and publishing. Thmugh all
those experiences I learned that the most successful results come
from looking at a problem or challenge holistically, considering all
sides of the issue at hand. My partner, Steven Johanknecht, and
created Commune with the goal of addressing design from this
open-eyed point of view. We don’t only look at the aesthetics of the
project but also the functionality, the programming, the marketing
and sales plans, the goal is to achieve the overall improvement in
someone’s life that good design can provide. Therefore, we always
felt it was important to be involved in a variety of practices including
architecture as well as interior, graphic, and product design. We feel
that by being able to address all disciplines we can better tackle the
problem and get better results. At Commune, our design process
addresses all design challenges across all disciplines whether it’s
designing a hotel, a residence, a graphic identity, or a chair it’s the
same process to us, it’s all related. Today many firms call themselves

‘multidisciplinary’ but most actually aren’t. Steven and I have been

Ace Hotel Chicago
Chicago, lllinois. 2017

Photography: Spencer Lowell
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The Ace Hotel is located in the Fulton Market
section of Chicago. It included 180 guest
rooms, reception, lobby lounge, indoor and
outdoor restaurant, event spaces, and a rooftop
lounge. Concept tapped into the city’s rich
modernist architectural history, the work of Mies
van de Rohe, and the Bauhaus in Chicago.

Currently, the Chicago ACE HOTEL is closed.

practicing this for more than 30 years, and when we first started
Commune, 18 years ago, people didn’t really understand the concept,
although [here had always been precedent \Vith people llke ché\rles
and Ray Eames, or Alexander Girard - designers who practiced across

disciplines. They were our inspiration for Commune.

+81: What's the backstory that led to your project with the Ace
Hotel and Swim Club Palm Springs in California (2009), the Ace
Hotel DTLA (2014), the Ace Hotel Chicago (2014), and the Ace
Hotel Kyoto (2020). What roles did you play exactly, what are
some features of each of the hotels' designs?

RA: [ 'was good friends with Ace founder, Alex Calderwood, since
1998, before Ace or Commune existed. So, when he and his partners
found themselves with bigger projects like Ace Palm Springs and a
need to work with a design firm, he called on us to design the hotel.
That was over 15 years ago, and since then we have designed many
hotels for Ace. We are highly collaborative and our process of
holistically looking at design is shared by Ace in the way that they
create experiences and the way they create ‘culture’ We both share an
understanding that a successfully created experience is the result of
all the great details that make it up, and that even the smallest detail

is as important as the whole. Therefore, we work very well with Ace

in that we become an extension of their design team, and they
become an extension of ours, we work closely together on all aspects
of programming and design for each of their properties. I feel that
the most important thing that we have helped Ace do is integrate
their projects well into the culture of their different locations. Our
projects for Ace have all seamlessly become part of their
communities. We create a different narrative for each project, but
they all include the local community in some way. The narrative for
Ace Palm Springs was about camping in the desert and included
clements of communality and aesthetics borrowed from camping
grounds in National Parks throughout America. At the Ace DTLA,
the narrative was created around the decade when the building was
originally built in the 1920’s, a time of great growth and wealth in
HOllyWOOd aﬂd the marriage bc[wﬁcn thc Opulﬂnce Of the PCriQd
with the rise of modernism and alternative lifestyles in California.
For the Ace Chicago we looked at Mies van de Rohe and the
Bauhaus’ influence on Chicago’s architectural landscape. And for
Ace Kyoto, we looked at the love and respect for great craftsmanship
that the East and the West shared in the 20th century and the
inspiration that architects and designers like Charlotte Perriand and
Frank Lloyd Wright found in traditional Japanese design and how

that inspiration influenced design in the West forever.
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+81: You're known for a distinctly original style of renovating old structures in ways that include aspects of the local area. How does the Ace Hotel build its
vision and share it with others? Do you collaborate on projects with your in-house design studio, Atelier Ace?

RA: At Commune we feel it’s very important for our design projects to feel integrated into the existing architecture and to the culture of a place. We are committed to
creating projects that feel and essentially are “for a particular place’ and ‘by a particular place’. We do it by incorporating the existing architecture into all aspects of our
design and programming as well as by recruiting local talent (artists, artisans, and craftsmen) to contribute to the design. We believe that when you engage local talent
you are automatically providing authenticity to the design and introducing a cultural exchange that can only add richness not only to the project but to the community
it’s part of. Commune shares with Atelier Ace the belief that collaboration and local influence will make every project better, stronger, and more successfully integrated

into the culture of a plac& It’s what provides a project with longevity.
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+81: What's next for Commune Design, and what are your thoughts on the role and potential of renovation in the days to come?

RA: At Commune we continue to work on a mix of residential, hospitality and retail projects and continue to be open to all types and sizes of projects. We feel thata
healthy mix of projects is what maintains our interest and keeps our curiosity satisfied. We are also placing a bigger emphasis on product design and expanding our
partnerships with manufacturers to create Commune-designed products as well as creating more and more product with individual artisans and craftsmen around the
world to expand our offerings through our Commune Shop. In the Fall we’ll be opening a brick-and-mortar store experiment in Los Angeles. It will be an extension of our
online shop and we are excited to see how it can translate into a storefront. As for potential for work in the future, the pandemic has clearly made everyone reassess their
living spaces, not only in terms of comfort but also sustainability, so I am excited to see what the future brings in regard to all the societal changes we are experiencing and

how our lives will be impacted by them, hopefully for the better. We plan to do our part in creating more livable and sustainable environments and experiences.

Ace Hotel Kyoto
Kyoto, Japan. 2020 | Photography: Yoshihiro Makino
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Ace Kyoto is the product of a design marriage between East and West through a shared love of organic materials and deep appreciation of the hand crafted. The inspiration comes
from the work of Japanese-American artists like Isamu Noguchi, Ruth Asawa, and George Nakashima, as well as the history of collaborations between Western architects and designers
like Frank Lloyd Wright, Antonin Raymond, and Charlotte Perriand with Japanese builders, artisans, and manufacturers. A long list of contemporary artists and craftspeople have been
recruited in Kyoto and all over Japan, as well as California, to contribute to the deeply eclectic interiors of the property. Kyoto is well known for its tradition in the arts and high-quality
craftsmanship. We spent five years looking all over Japan for artisans and craftsmen to collaborate with on the project, but the highest concentration of artists participating are from Kyoto
prefecture. A great deal of inspiration was also found in the work of Kengo Kuma, our architectural partner on the project, and his use of Japanese finishes and techniques. We focused
on materials used in traditional Japanese architecture: wood framing, washi, stucco, tatami, and woven bamboo among many others, and tried to create a dialogue with the West in their
application, sometimes stepping out of tradition and seeing them in a new light. We've always loved the warmth and organic quality of Kengo Kuma's minimalist architecture but felt a
stronger dialogue with the West was appropriate for the Ace Hotel project. We achieved that dialogue by bringing in layers of design, from different eras and styles, and organic materials
used in unexpected ways, to create collected and highly textured interiors.




