Eldridge Smerin’s House on Pilgrim’s Lane
transcends the mundane language of bricks

SECTION

By Lucy Bullivant

hen a leading rare-books dealer and his wife bought a

derelict Victorian town house in the Hampstead Village

Conservation area of London, they asked the architects

Eldridge Smerin to transform and enlarge the property to
provide a home for the couple and their three children. The practice,
cstablished in 1998, is well known in Great Britain for its private housing,
retail, office, school, and government buildings, Nick Eldridge and Piers
Smerin, former design directors of the leading architectural practices
John McAslan + Partners and Foster and Partners, respectively, were
nominated for the Stirling Prize for their 2001 redesign of a 1960s
Modernist house, The Lawns, in Highgate, North London—a design
noted for its clarity and flexibility of plan.

The three-story town house utilizes a light, steel-framed struc-
ture, The spatial limitations of the original 2,000-square-foot house,
which was gutted and remodeled, were overcome by a two-floor lateral
expansion across an adjoining space that was formerly a garage. The new
2,000-square-foot addition doubles the living space to achieve a total of
4,000 square feet, with each floor 660 square feet in size.

The facade of the addition consists of full-width birch-plywood
panels positioned with their lamination exposed, “The surface of the pan-
els has connotations of joinery, or even a butcher’s block,” says the
architect. The exterior of the addition’s sheer polished surface expresses a
calm muteness that is only interrupted by a single narrow but long hori-
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1. Kitchen

2. Dining area

3. Utility area

4. Guest bedroom
5. Balcony

6. Master bath

7. Master bedroom
B. Terrace
9. Garden
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rontal slot of frameless glass offering glimpses out from the kitchen area
on the first story and a fully screened peek-a-boo area at the second story
in front of the master bathroom, which on warm days can become a bal-
cony providing glimpses of the leafy street.

The transition between house and addition is facilitated by a
full-height glazed volume incorporating an all-glass entryway floor with
a hallway leading to the rear of the house, where one finds windows with
garden views, The hallway to the back opens up the kitchen, dining, and
reception rooms on either side. A series of metal-clad projecting-bay-roof
windows allows light to penetrate to the heart of the residence. The stair-
case between the ground and first floor is constructed entirely from
laminated toughened glass panel, while the higher stair to the two bed-
room floors is made of wood. Walking up clear glass stairs can be a
thrilling experience. The overall design unifies the existing and new ele-
ments of the house into a practical whole and avoids what Piers Smerin
describes as “an apologetic or low-key infill solution constructed in the
language of bricks,” which is typically seen in a London conservation area.

The classical English plan of the original house is made flexible
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