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PROJECT PROFILE 

CVLTVRA 
Cocina de Mercado, Miami Style 

64 • re staurant development+ desi gn • NOVEMB ER/DECEMBER 20 19 



By Dana Tanyeri 

A s part of a recent brand 

t ransformation from ME by 

Mali a to a Cur io Collect ion by 

Hilton Hot el , The Gabriel M iami 

owners embraced t he opport un ity to 

create a un ique hospita lity experience 

insp ired by and reflective of its loca l 

commun ity. An essenti al part of t hat 

transformation for Miami-based CGI 

Merchant Group inc luded int roduc ing 

a new flagsh ip restaurant , CVLTVRA 

(pronounced I ike t he Span ish word 

"cu ltura") , an upscale Lati n Amer ican­

insp ired concept with al I of t he ingred i­

en ts that comb ine to make Miam i and its 

Downt own Arts d istrict sizz le. 

Opened last December, CVLTV RA 

is big, bo ld and ec lectic in its menu 

- wh ich b lends Latin an d Med iterra­

nean fl avors - as wel l as in its des ign . 

Created by celebrity-consu lting Chef Se­

bast ian La Rocca , who helped to shape 

its cu Ii nary approach, and Executive 
Chef Fabian Di Paolo, a Jean-Georges 

Vonger icht en Rest aurant s alumnus who 

was t apped t o lead CVLTV RA's kitchen, 

the concept draws on t he chef s' t rave ls 

an d shared love for coc inas de merca­

dos, or open-market-sty le k itchens found 

throughout Lati n Amer ica. 

"They're everywhere in Sout h 

America and Europe, and we rea lly wanted 
to emu lat e that vibe - these nice littl e 

open kitchens and casual places where 

With lush a-reens and blues as primary colors 
throua-hout, strategic use of secondary colors makes 
CVLTVRA's desia-n pop. Mustard-yellow leather 
covers banquettes, and feature wallpaper sets 
tropical greenery against a pink backdrop. 
Images courtesy of Bigtime Design Studio 

everyone gathers to soc ialize and have a 

bite to eat ," Di Paolo says. "We wanted 

CVLTVRA:s ambience and layout to match 

that. It 's a high-end interpretation of it, but 

it's also very nat ural an d open , and just 

li ke at a coc ina de mercado, you can walk 

in and eat right at the counter." 

Includ ing a featured open k itchen 

coun ter was one of the fi rst prioriti es in 

what t he team initially t hought wou ld 

be a re lat ively st ra ight forward, simple 

refresh. But , as wi th many convers ions 

of second-generati on spaces, as layers of 

the prev ious rest aurant - a short -lived 

STK Rebe l st eakhouse - were st ripped 

away and as a un iq ue design vision for 

CVLTVRA began to take shape, p lans for 

simp li c ity wen t out t he window. 

Miami-based Bigtime Design Stud ios, 

comm iss ioned to ass ist with both brand 

development and design, quickly ident if ied 

a major struct ural change that wou ld be 

key to creati ng the type of vibe and ambi­

ence des ired for CVLTVRA. The bar, wh ich 

STK had posi t ioned against one long 

int erior wall , wou ld need to be moved. 

"I t 's t he sweat er phenomenon. You 

st art ou t th inking, 'Oh, we' ll just re-cover 

t his and re-skin that ,' bu t it hits you 

soon that no, you need a bar in t he cen­

ter. And you need the open k itchen. And 

you need indoor-out door appeal t hat's so 

important in Miami, " says Ca lli n Forti s, 

pr inc ipal at B igti me Des ign. "Before you 

know it , you're reth inking and ulti mately 

gutt ing the p lace in order to be able to 

do what you know you need to do. That 

was t he case here. It took a much bigger 

level of comm itment and renovati on t han 

a simple refresh." 

Ultimately, a new square bar with 

seat ing for 20 was construct ed in the 

NOVEM BER/ DECEMBER 20 19 • resta ur ant developme nt+ design • 65 



CVLTVRA 

center of t he 8,000-square-foot space . 

The previous bar was remodeled t o serve 

as a chef 's coun ter fronting a display 

kitchen. A 30-foot retractable window 

wall system was inst al led along t he front, 

facing a rough ly 100-foot-l ong by 14-foot­

wide outdoor cafe seating area. Al I 

vestiges of t he previous dark an d clubby, 

upscale steakhouse were removed to 

make way for CVLTVRA's vibrant pr imary 

palette of greens and b lues, warm woods, 

hot secondary accent co lors an d ec lec ti c 

mix of materials and furn ish ings. 

Managing Scale, Creating Zones 
At 8,000 square feet and wit h 22-foot-

high ce ili ngs, creati ng an eff ec ti ve 

design depended t o a great degree on 

managing sca le. Cent er ing the bar and 

giving it an arch itec tura l overhang that 

extends up int o the ceiling was one 

st rategy for doing so . 

"I t helps to creat e a sense of 

inti macy at t he bar," Forti s says. "It's a 

scu lptural p iece that gave us the ab ili ty 

to add some archi tectural detail. In a 

space t hat b ig, when you 're dea ling with 

such scale issues, we wan ted to have 

a piece t hat was rea lly f ine ly crafted. 

The shelves are nice ly detailed - not 

just typica l steel pipes an d wood. The 

lower she lf has int egrated light ing and 

Centering the bar and giving it a finely detailed, architectural overhang was one strategy for creating order and 
intimacy in the large, open space. Painting its woodwork blue made it an even stronger focal point. 
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is functiona l , prov iding bottl e storage 

space, and t he upper shelf gave us a 

place to br ing in more greenery. We li ned 

t he ce ili ng with in t hat enc losure around 

t he bar in vint age, pal e green-go ld ti n 

til es, wh ich lend an old-school vibe and 

complete the compos it ion of t he bar and 

over-bar. And both t he top of the over­

hang an d t he face of t he bar are painted 

blue, making it a rea l foca l point. " 

Wit h t he bar as a centra l zone -
t he "town square" of the rest aurant , 

according to Fortis- add iti onal zones 

were created largely by vary ing wall 

fi nishes and furn ish ings to manage 

space and scale. The back wa ll behind 

t he long wh ite marble display kit chen 

coun ter, wh ich seats 10 to 12 guests, 

is li ned in wh ite subway til es and is the 
backdrop for oversize, Argenti nean -styl e 

pa int ed Longhorn steer head art pieces. 

Di ning areas feature a mix of must ard­

ye llow leather banquettes, c lass ic b lue 

leather-clad bar-height cha irs and t radi­

tiona l loose t ab les. Di ning area wa ll s are 

covered in either vibrant , green-on-pink 

wa ll paper showcas ing oversca led trop ical 

leaves or b lack wood pane li ng charred 

in t he Japanese shou sugi ban method. 

Surrounding t he bar proper is a variety 

of seat ing styles, inc lud ing bar- and 

coun ter-height tables, communal t ab les 

and lounge seating. 

Furnit ure styles were chosen to 

convey a soph isti cated look as well as a 
res ident ial vibe. "We want ed t he restau ­

rant t o feel professional and serious, not 

like a cafe," Fort is says. "Both Chef Di 

Paola and Sebast ian La Rocca have huge 

cul inary her itage, so t he furn ish ings 

needed to match t hat leve l. They also 

had to be comfortab le, and we wan ted 

to bring a lit t le bit of an old-school vibe 

in, wh ich is why we went wit h the c lass ic 
leather-covered barstoo l seats in some 

areas. We just made them new an d fresh 

by choosing blue leather." 

Two large columns, one struc tura l 

and one added by t he design t eam for 

ba lance, flank t he bar an d are covered 

in handcrafted ceram ic t iles in vary ing 

shades of green. "Those co lumns are 



Charred black wood paneling on some walls serves as a design counterpoint and contrast to the vibrant colors 
and bold patterns used elsewhere. It's also a great backdrop for anwork. 

such significant architectural features 

t hat we felt t hey shou ld have their own 

sign ificant design language," Fortis 
not es . " We went wi th green because the 

owners wanted CV L1VRA to have a very 

lush, vegetati on-heavy, indoor-outdoor 

f eel. We didn't want to br ing in any arti­

fi cial greenery, so we brought lushness in 

by using a lot of shades of green. That 's 

what t hose co lumns represent , and it's 

t he idea behind t he feature wal I paper 

as well . It h its the vegetation theme in a 

very overscaled, dramatic way and also 

brings in our 'primary secondary' color, 

which is p ink." 

That p ink is picked up again on 

vertica l pane ls impr int ed with examples 

selected to reflect CV L1V RA's brand 

essence, t rans lated t o Spanish and pre­

sented in overscaled fash ion. 

Zon ing, Fort is says, is important even 

before guests fu lly ent er the restaurant. 

That 's thanks to a vestibu le designed to 

ease their trans ition inside and set the 

tone for the exper ience to come. 

"Coming in, you not ice a decon­

st ructed wood frame structure . That was 

meant to subtly evoke a street market or 

littl e coc ina de mercado t hat you 'd find 

as a pop-u p serving amazing st reet food 

in any South American urban setting, " 

Fort is says. "Oftent imes, t hey' re bu i It 

ou t of whatever framing t hey can find to 

create a shelter, and t he frames wou Id 

al I be exposed. It lends concept authen­

ti city, but it also provides compress ion so 

that when customers come in, they don't 

ju st wa lk into a huge, vacuous space 

with rea lly h igh ce ilings . Instead , t hey 

come into th is dramatic little decon-

Project Team 

Ownership: CG I Merchant Group 

Executive chef/concept development: 

Fabian Di Paolo 

Opening consulting chef: Sebastian 

La Rocca 

Interior design, branding: B igtime 

Design Studio 

st ruc ted mercado." 

With its open framing provid ing 
peek-a-boo views into the restaurant, 

t he vestibule's vibrant 8-inch mosaic 

til e floor ing, moss-covered back wa ll 

and mass ive red fl ower art install at ion, 

crafted from dried, preserved and syn­

t hetic fl owers, provide design sizzl e. 

"One of the first things we tal ked 

about was t he hexagonal tiles used in t he 
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CVLTVRA 

The previous res1aurant's bar was transformed into an open kitchen, visually set apart with white tile and a 
white marble counter, custom millwork and overscaled, hand-painted Longhorn steer head art pieces. 

entry flooring," Fortis says. "It 's a very 

powerfu l, custom pattern and represents 

t he Centra l and South American co lor pal­

ette. It is supposed to be a delicate pattern 

but is also intentiona lly super bold. We 

wanted people to walk in and go, 'barn!"' 

Once ins id e, attention to manag­

ing sca le cont inues from f looring choice 

to ce ili ng design. For floor ing, Bigtime 

chose wood-l ook luxury viny l t il e p lanks 

of two d ifferent t ones and w idths. "We 

t ried to keep the pattern as random as 

possible to create a kind of piano-key 

effect and do it in an oversca led way. 

The place is so big and so vacuous that 

al I of the det ai Is wou Id have gotten lost 

ot herw ise," Fortis says. "Everyth ing, 

inc luding t he fl oor, was done on a larger 

scale to add graph ic int imacy. Had we 
just gone with a so lid tone, it wou Id have 

felt just like t his huge expanse of f loor." 

Up above, t he 22-foot -h igh exposed 

ce il ing was brought down and softened 

both visually and acoustica lly w ith pan­

els made of fabric tightly st retched over 

wood frames. 

A Finishing Touch 
With coc inas de mercados as its or igina l 

insp irat ion, CV LTVRA's open kitchen is 

designed both for visual appeal and to 

eff ic ientl y produce the operation's small-
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Snapshot 

Concept: Upscale Latin-Mediterranean 

fusion 

Location: Gabriel Hotel, Miami 

Opened: December 2018 

Size: 8,000 square feet 

Seats, 198, including bar and patio 

Design highlights: Vibrant Latin color 

palette, open-frame entry with mosaic 

f looring and f lower art installation, 

center bar, open kitchen, hand­

painted Longhorn steer art, tropical 

feature wallpaper, two-tone wood -look 

f looring, green tile columns, greenery, 

retractable window walls, polished­

yet-residential -style furn ishi ngs 

Build-out: 1 year 

plates-focused menu. There is, Chef Di 

Paolo point s out, no open-flame cooking 

done there, and no venting was added 

above t he producti on line. Rat her, all of 

the heavy l ift ing in terms of prep, mise 

en place and traditiona l hot -li ne cook ing 

is done in a beh ind-t he-scenes kitchen 

upst airs, wh ich also hand les the hot el's 

room serv ice and banquet needs. Before 

each sh ift , everyth ing t hat 's needed is 

sent down on carts to CV LTVRA for st a­

t ion setup. 

"Our disp lay ki tchen is pr imar ily 

a cold li ne for fi n ish ing, p lating and 
assembly," Di Pao lo says. "There's a 

st ati on for vegetables, one for f ish an d 

crudo, a pastry station, etc. We use sous 

vide, induction, a sma ll oven for fl at ­

breads and other ven t less cooking tech­

no logies. And we do a lot of dehydrat ing 

of frui ts for our spec ialty bar dr inks 

there. Basica ll y, we created a menu 

based on the kitchen that we have versus 

t he ot her way around. The resu lt is that 

it 's different , bu t it 's very functi onal for 

our menu, and it works very we ll w ith t he 

overal I design." 

Fort is adds that in add iti on to t he 

wh ite, modern aestheti c and steer head 

art that helped t o creat e a specia l zone 

within the space, t he k itchen prov ided 



an opportun ity to introduce 

add it ion al design interest. Below its 

sharp marb le top, the count er is c lad in 

soft ly curved, painted millwork inspired 

by anti que Victorian frames . 

"We took an old piece of molding , 

b lew it up in sca le and cut it out on a 

CNC mach ine," Forti s says. "I t created 

oversea led curves an d a littl e softness 

t hat count erbalances what are a lot of 

hard surfaces an d geomet ric shapes in 

C I 

the space . It was supposed to feel li ke 

an old-school decorative frame. We shot 

it with industr ial pa int like t hat used on 

cars or airplanes, wh ich gave it a soft , 

met al I ic fin ish ." 

Given t he variety of co lors, f inishes 

and styles that make up CVLTVRA's de­

sign aest heti c , Forti s adds t hat the most 

cha I leng ing part of t he projec t was weav­

ing all of those pieces and parts together 

to creat e a cohesive composi t ion. " It was 

rea lly hard not to pan ic when we saw 

ind ividual pieces go up - like when I 

saw that co lorfu l ent ry til e go down next 

to a cone rete floor, I had t o cross my 

f ingers, " he not es. " And a hotel manager 

pan icked when the black wa ll pane ling 

went up. But piece by piece, everything 

st arted to fit t ogether li ke a puzzle. The 

big aha moment was when that wil d 

green-on-p ink wall paper went up. That 

was a fantastic day." + 
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