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Steep Radiant
Literally built into an English hillside, this ‘dream home’ is a glowing example
of turning the necessities of a difficult site into virtues of contemporary beauty
TEXT: MADHAVI TUMKUR     PHOTOGRAPHY: STEVE TOWNSEND
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Spending her formative years in Cornwall, and

later in Belper, Derbyshire, inevitably affected

Jackie Lee's idea of a dream home. The picture

that emerged was of a structure nestled in the

verdant English countrys ide, understated in

character and yet modern and reassuringly

permanent. It would also be a house that could

grow with her, providing the space, flexibility and

comfort to potentially see her through to old age. 

A property overlooking the Amber Valley and

the town of Belper became the starting point in

transforming Lee's dream into reality. To fulfil the

rest of her wish, Lee commissioned Hudson

Architects to design an innovative 360 sq-m

house that glows like a beacon by night and

responds to the changing valley light by day. So

integral would natural and artificial illumination

be to the structure's character, in fact, that it

would end up being called the 'Light House'. 

The es sence of Lee's br ief was  quite

straightforward. Her desire to occupy only a

portion of the residence made a two-storey

arrangement an obvious choice. Thus, project

archi tec t Dieter  Kleiner  al l ocated three

guestrooms to the house's lower floor, and the

living, kitchen and dining areas, master bedroom,

bathroom and utility room to the upper level.

Complications arose, however, when the unique

requirements of the site itself were taken into

consideration: to preserve the view from other

houses already standing behind and above, Lee's

dream home could not rise more than a metre

above the level of the road bordering one side of

the site. 

To satisfy this local covenant, Kleiner and his

team decided to sink the house into the ground,

with its north side slotted into the hillside and

reinforced by concrete retaining walls. A carefully

considered palette of materials that includes a

boundary wall made of red stone quarried from

the site, timber and extensive glazing, counteract

the sense of squat heaviness that could have

resulted from the structure's semi-subterranean

character. "It was arrived at from the desire to

achieve transition from the mass of hillside to the

lightness of southern elevation, and expanse of

val ley," remarks Kleiner.  Meanwhile,  when

viewed from its northern elevation, one can see

that the roof of the 'Light House' is indeed level

with the road, but decidedly dist inct from it

thanks to its covering of rich, multi-hued stone

tiles.  "The roof's carefu l detai l ing and the

tor toi seshe ll  colourat ion of the s late was

designed to pick up on the patchwork of roofs

and fie lds that are vis ible across i t and the

valley," Kleiner continues. 

l e f t Slotted against a hill, The Light House is reached by means of a
sloped ramp
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SUPPLIERS LIST
Stonework supplier

George Farrar (Quarries) Ltd

Joinery manufacturer
Ford Joinery and Shopfitting Ltd

Acrylic render
Dryvit render system

Precast concrete flooring
Hanson Building products

Structural steel
Hayes Industries Ltd

Stainless steel roofing
JTC Roofing Contractors Ltd

Structural glazing
MNT Glass Design

Entry to the property is via an oak-panelled

front door in a sunken forecourt, arrived at by

means of a sloped ramp. In the entranceway,

Kleiner cut a 3.8m-diameter skylight into the

roof, a bold architectural gesture that not only

helps to conduct natural light down to the lower

floor, but also creates shifting patterns of light

and shadow throughout the day. Moving further

into the house, one instinctively gravitates toward

yet another source of light — the series of glazed

panels that frame a magnificent view of the valley

below, as well as bordering a sprawling open-

plan kitchen, living and dining space. For an even

more immed iate impression o f the home's

surroundings, one needs only to step through a

set of timber-framed s liding doors onto the

veranda. Laid in oak decking and surrounded by

rounded timber railings and wire mesh, the

balcony is the launching-point for an impressive

double-height 'sun lounge' that cantilevers five

metres out toward the distant hills. Contrasting

with the rest of  the house, its  exterior is  a

combination of structural glass and stainless steel

shingles that shimmer like fish scales. 

Much of the material used on the outside of

the structure — such as matte stainless steel,

oxblood stone, slate and timber — was also used

for its interiors. The mix was made coherent by

the widespread presence of oak, which was used

as decking, flooring, handrails, seating and doors.

"Oak offered a warm tactile quality against the

cool steel and glass and stone, and it also quickly

weathers to indicate passing of time," Kleiner

points out. The master bathroom, made entirely

from red stone, was inspired by a trip Lee made

to Indonesia, and evokes a sense of being cut

into the rock of the hillside. 

While neutral hues were used for the exterior

to integrate the house with the landscape, a

bolder  scheme was  selected  by Lee for the

interior. "The suggestion of vibrant pastel shades

for the furniture elements complements the

house by contrasting it with the stonework," says

Kleiner .  That the furn ishings are kept to

functional minimum prevents their vivid colours

from overwhelming the eye, and even the home's

storage cupboards and cabinets were ful ly

integrated into the building's overall design. "The

AV cupboard, seating bench, kitchen cabinets,

ut i l i ty,  laundry units  and wardrobes were

specified and installed during the build. I planned

exactly what would need storing and where it

would go," Lee reveals. 

For a project beset by some very testing

material and zoning requirements, the Light

House is delightfully simple in its appeal.  As

Kleiner puts it, "It is very grand, but also very

domestic and homely, and we feel it will improve

the more it is lived in." 

a b o v e Appearing to arise from the hill, the materiality of the house
progresses slowly from stone, to timber and finally glass o p p o s i t e
page from top The indulgent sun lounge overlooking the valley
protrudes five metres without support onto the terraced hills • The
interiors of the house complement the materials of stone, steel and
slate with light and energetic colour scheme
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a b o v e from top The living space opens out onto the balcony and sun lounge separated by glass sliding
panels • The bath and utilities in the master bathroom are embedded in red stone, evoking a sense of
being cut from hillside • Most of the storage, cabinets, worktops and cupboards were built-in and
specific space was chosen during the time of build
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