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The quiet life
CALMING INTERIORS MAKE COMING HOME A PLEASURE, AS SOFT  

TONES AND RESTRAINED DESIGN SOOTHE THE SENSES, 
ENCOURAGING RESTFUL ENJOYMENT OF EACH SPACE.

BY STEPHEN CRAFTI

I S S U E  1 97 0

The reimagined living area of a 
Guilford Bell-designed apartment 
in Toorak “feels like a sanctuary” 

with its concrete screed floors and 
American ash furniture.
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From top: a Husk 
chair, Maralunga 
sofa and Mantis 
lights add visual 

intrigue to Melanie 
Beynon’s Prahran 

house; Hans Wegner 
chairs surround a 

custom dining table. 
Opposite: the Corian 

kitchen bench gives 
the impression of 

being carved out of 
the timber floors. 

Clashing colours and a zillion 
different wallpaper patterns 
might start a conversation. But 

the dialogue, much like this passing 
interior design trend of trying to shock 
the beholder rather than enrich them, is 
invariably short and unsatisfying.

After a few years of these “loud” 
interiors, featuring clashing wall 
treatments and myriad marble finishes, 
a gradual change is emerging to once 
again introduce a welcome sense of 
restraint to the way architects and 
designers approach interiors. 

This approach can be seen in a 
heritage-listed apartment in Melbourne’s 
Toorak that was originally designed 
by the eminent architect Guilford Bell. 
Renowned as much for restraint as his 
sense of symmetry and rational planning, 
Bell completed the project in 1965. 
It was recently placed in the hands of 
Melbourne firm Studiofour. 

“The apartment came with great 
bones, but it had been altered over the 
years and areas such as the kitchen 
and bathrooms needed upgrading,” 
says architect and Studiofour founding 
director Annabelle Berryman. “But 
there were certain aspects such as its 
planning that set it apart from those 
walk-ups built in the 1960s.”

Of the project for a couple whose 
adult children come and go, Berryman 
says the brief to Studiofour called for 
a significant change to the original 
floorplan to resolve a disconnect between 
the kitchen, dining and living areas. 
“We really had to gut the apartment and 
rework it, so it still felt it honoured Bell’s 
aesthetic,” Berryman says. 

The previously three-bedroom 
apartment now features two bedrooms 
and a separate study complemented by 
a spacious open-plan kitchen and living 
area. Rather than solid doors, Studiofour 
opted for a number of fine steel-framed 
doors. Instead of a patchwork of floor 
coverings, grey concrete screed extends 
through the entire apartment, including 
bathrooms and other wet areas. Fluted 
stone panels feature on joinery, whether 
in the kitchen or bathrooms, and a 
garden planter bed encircles the living 
area in line with the height of original 
window sills that could not be altered due 
to heritage restrictions. 
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Studiofour was also given the task 
of selecting the furniture and objects, 
aiming to create a holistic rather than 
piecemeal effect. Dining room chairs by 
Hans Wegner complement the bespoke 
dining table, designed by Studiofour, 
both in American ash. The bookshelf 
dividing the kitchen and butler’s pantry 
is also made from American ash, and 
artfully arrayed with Japanese ceramics. 
In the living room, the lounge is in an 
almond shade of linen, with customised 
powder-coated stainless steel “sleeves” 
on which a coffee cup can be placed. 

This environment encourages the 
owners — plus their family and friends 
— to take a breather from the pace of 
daily life. “It feels like a sanctuary, and 
the finishes and textures are consistent 
throughout,” Berryman says. 

Melanie Beynon, the director of 
Melanie Beynon Architecture & Design, 
certainly knows how to work with colour. 
However, for her own home — a single-
fronted Edwardian house in Melbourne’s 
Prahran — she chose a neutral backdrop, 
akin to a blank canvas that becomes 
more animated when her husband and 
two children arrive home.

While retaining original period details 
such as ornate timber fretwork in the 
passage, the past moves to the present 
in the contemporary kitchen, dining and 
living area. Recently Beynon added an 
additional pavilion, linked by a glazed 
walkway that leads to the children’s 
recreation/chillout area.

The kitchen is made from two 
different types of Corian surfacing, with 
the solid oak island bench lending the 
impression it has been carved from 
the timber floors. Chalky white painted 
walls, both in the kitchen and the living 
area, provide a simple backdrop for the 
leather Maralunga sofa designed in the 
1970s by Vico Magistretti and a Husk 
chair designed by Patricia Urquiola. An 
ottoman by MAP fits as comfortably as 
the nest of coffee tables by Kartell. 

“People are overwhelmed by so 
many images today and have more than 
enough choice, sometimes too much,” 
says Beynon, who continually pared 
things back during the renovation.  
“We’re living in a fairly small space, 
so having too many things in one area 
becomes confusing.” 

A feature of the house Melanie Beynon 
designed for her own family is a glazed walkway 

leading to a children’s recreation and chillout 
area at the rear of the Prahran property.
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Instead of selecting different types of 
lighting for ceilings and walls, Beynon 
chose Mantis lights from In Good 
Company, which provide a soft wash of 
light against paintings, such as the one 
displayed on the living room wall by 
artist Kate Tucker. 

Pohio Adams, a Sydney-based 
architectural and design practice, is also 
known for restrained interior style. This 
can be seen in its Double Bay house, 
in which the only thing retained from 
the former period home was the large 
front bay window. The new design better 
exploits the 15-metre drop at the rear 
of the property that presents views over 
Double Bay through to Edgecliff. “You 
benefit from these verdant aspects, 
some from the nearby bowling club and 
through the treetops,” says Christopher 
Adams, a co-director of the practice. 

From the outset, the design direction 
was to create spaces that were recessive 
to the views. As a result, the house — 
which was designed for a couple with 
three children — includes oak floors 
and white walls, plus a powder-coated 
white steel staircase edged with a brass 
handrail. Oak veneer joinery was used 
for the kitchen, with fine raw brass 
shadow lines separating the joinery from 
the large Corian bench. 

The intent was to choose timeless 
furniture and objects that wouldn’t 
overwhelm the views. The Artek dining 
table was sourced from Anibou, while 
cobalt blue CLIP chairs designed by 
Lorenz + Kaz for Bedont add a pop of 
colour to the meals area. Classics such 
as the Ray Sofa, designed by Antonio 
Citterio for B&B Italia, are as timeless 
as the formal dining chairs designed 
by Eileen Gray. “One of the owners is 
French, so there’s a distinct European 
feel to the design,” says Adams, pointing 
out the Parisian influence of the folded 
zinc mansard-style roof. Handmade 
Moroccan bathroom tiles also pick up 
on travels abroad. 

Elegant design transcends faddish 
trends, Adams believes. “Things don’t 
have to be layered to the ‘nth’ degree,” 
he says. “More often than not, simple 
is better than complex, allowing spaces 
to breathe, whisper and create a gentle 
ambience, in contrast to the barrage of 
images we all receive daily.” W
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From top: at the 
Double Bay house, 
brass fixtures 
include the tapware 
and stairway 
handrail; verdant 
views through the 
treetops. Opposite: 
the new design 
better exploits an 
impressive outlook 
over Double Bay.
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