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IT’S A KIND Of 

MAGIC
A clever compromise on an extension 
kept everyone happy, says Jo Knowsley

Glass act: The ‘magic 
box’ extension  
from the back

Huge project: The house had been flats, but has been totally restructured

 W
HEN Roisin and 
Graham Hobson 
bought a detached, 
six-bed Victorian 
house in west London, 

they agreed they’d found their 
perfect family home.

The garden was big enough for their 
three sons to kick a football  
(a goal net is still a fixture  
at the back) and the three-
storey house, with its 
lofty ceilings and 
spacious rooms, had 
some glorious  
original features.

But the Victorians 
had a very different 
way of living – the back 
of the house once 
included tiny servants’ 
quarters and areas such as 
kitchens, sculleries and toilets. The 
property was further compromised by 
more recent history: at some point, 
the ground floor – despite the fact the 
house is in a conservation area – had 
been converted into flats, leaving the 
back dark, isolated from the garden 
and architecturally confused. Small 

box windows admitted little light and 
the main kitchen was now perched 
improbably on the first floor. Roisin, 
who’s Irish, and Graham, from 
England, agreed they needed  
to renovate and that they wanted  
an eco-friendly extension. But when 
they began discussing the project with 

Matt Keeler, of KSKa architects, 
they discovered they had 

dramatically conflicting 
views on what they 
wanted from the  
end result.

‘Graham imagined 
lots of glass and light 
with views to the  
garden and the sky, 

but I wanted an 
intimate, moody, 

Scandinavian ambience,’ 
Roisin explained. ‘There’s a 

word for it – “hygge”, which means 
cosiness – usually achieved by rugs, 
fireplaces and candles. I always have 
a candle burning in the kitchen, for 
example, whatever the time of day. 
My sister and I have been obsessed by 
all things Scandinavian since we were 
quite young – it must be our Celtic,  

Viking instincts! We holidayed in 
Iceland and Denmark and fell in love 
with their designs. I had some very 
definite ideas.’

Matt’s solution was a soaring, two-
storey contemporary ‘magic box’ –  
a glass extension, woven seamlessly 
on to the back of the existing building, 
with a double-height atrium as the 
transition space between the ground 
and upper floors of the building. The 
renovations took nine months.

Yet the house’s original footprint –  
a ground floor of 131sqm – grew by 
only 25sqm. Outside, the back of the 
building is embraced by Western Red 
Cedar wooden shutters, which slide 
across the windows. When they are 
open, the back of the house – now 
housing the kitchen and a modern 
dining room – is flooded with light 
and there are the views Graham 
craved. But when they are partially  

or fully closed, they magically 
transform the space to provide the 
ambience Roisin wanted.

‘It’s a house for all seasons,’ Roisin 
said. ‘In the summer we have it all 
open, but as it approaches autumn and 
winter we can close it up to create the 
cosiness I love.’

‘The couple’s conflicting 
ideas were something of 
a challenge,’ Matt 
Keeler admitted. ‘But 
when I thought about 
it, the shutters were an 
obvious solution. 
They look rather like a 
giant Rubik’s Cube.

‘We were pleased the 
family was delighted – we 
were delighted. I’m surprised 
that shutters are not used more  
often on houses in this country. They 
are a perfect solution.’ Upstairs, there 

is now an outside terrace and the 
whole interior space has a sense  
of transparency.

In the atrium, a giant ball of a light 
fitting (from Scandinavian designer 
Mooi) – in fibreglass sculpted and 
soaked in epoxy resin – continues the 

theme of fluidity and light. But 
inside, there are lofty 

sliding acoustic shutters, 
too – so the whole 
ground floor can be 
divided into smaller, 
more snug and sound-
proofed family rooms.

Graham said: ‘We 
ended up with the 

perfect blend of 
traditional and new. It’s 

such a versatile house with 
different areas to meet the needs 

of our family.’ 
Rory, 19, the couple’s eldest son, 

who is studying to be an actor, said: 
‘The family room at the front of the 
house is particularly fantastic, because 
we all play musical instruments 
(brother Finn,18, plays the electric 
and bass guitar and Evan, 14, the 
drums and the xylophone) and now 
the instruments can all be in the same 
room. It’s great to be able to claim our 
individual spaces.

‘It was amusing that Mum and Dad 
had such a different vision of the 
house – at one point, Dad suggested  
a slide from the first floor into the 
garden. He was only partly serious 
but it was vetoed pretty quickly.’ 
Upstairs, where the layout remains 
more conventional, there are now  
five bedrooms, three bathrooms and  Before: The back of the house has been transformed from this ugly hotch-potch



Spacial awareness: The renovation has totally changed how the family live
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a study. The three-storey house now 
straddles five levels.

But the imaginative addition of the 
magic box has not only changed  
the way the family lives, it has also 
influenced other design elements of 
the house, including its seamless 
blend of old and new. The kitchen 
floor tiles are square-metre slabs of 
concrete and the German-made 
kitchen fits the minimalist design 
theme. But Roisin’s colourful lamps 

sit on the worktops and a candle is 
always lit on the oak dining table that 
has been with the family for more 
than 15 years. ‘It’s like a memory 
table,’ Roisin says. 

‘All our family events have been 
celebrated around it – and it’s a focus 
for when my family come over from 
Ireland.’ Another unique feature is the 
Scandinavian Dinesen Douglas fir 
wooden flooring (giant super wide 
400mm x 12m long boards), which on 

the ground floor run in one length 
from the front to the back of the 
house. This provided entertainment 
for the neighbours when the boards 
arrived from Denmark on a flatbed 
truck and had to be delivered through 
a window. The interior walls are all 
painted white to highlight features 
such as Roisin’s quirky red velvet 
sofa (in the living room) and her 
eclectic collection of art; some from 
Irish masters and others obtained 

from a flea market in Paris. The 
family room, with a wall of exposed 
brick (including a patch where the 
builders removed a door), is a 
delicious concession to contemporary, 
industrial style. 

Here, a modern portrait of Steve 
Jobs – by Jim Fitzpatrick, the Irish 
artist who created the iconic 1968 
image of Che Guevara – is a nod to 
Graham’s fascination with 
technology. In the living room, 

however, the eye is drawn to an 
original ceiling rose.

Roisin said the house always had a 
‘happy family feel’ to it. But the 
extension has rejuvenated not only the 
property, but also their entire family 
life. ‘We feel privileged to have been 
able to create a house like this,’ she 
said. ‘We just love living here.’

n For more information  
on Matt Keeler and his team’s  

work visit  kska.co.uk

Sleek: The house perfectly blends both minimalism and Scandinavian charm

Bright idea: Light 
floods into the back 

of the house

Au natural: The shutters are made of cedar wood

Focal point: The Mooi giant ball light Airy: Light floods in to the kitchen PH
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