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Before you begin: The approximate costs

SHEDDING LIGHT

WORDS Karen Lawrence  IMAGES Leigh Boswell  ARCHITECT De Rosee Sa

An old timber storage shed on a long, narrow site may not seem the ideal starting point 
for a modern family house. But the Courtyard House shows how imaginative design and 

thoughtful use of materials can create a home with real atmosphere and quality.

UNITED KINGDOM

n old timber storage shed on a long, narrow site 
may not seem the ideal starting point for a modern 
family house. But the Courtyard House shows how 
imaginative design and thoughtful use of materials 

can create a home with real atmosphere and quality.
The house’s alternative name, the Narrow House, gives a clue to 
some of the issues faced by architects De Rosee Sa when asked to 
come up with a design for a two bedroom home in West London, 
UK. 

The 37-metre long former timber storage yard is squeezed 
between terraced houses and a row of garages. Planning 
regulations restricted the new home to the same height and 
outline as the existing single storey shed, and privacy issues 
meant that no windows were permitted in the boundary walls.
Architect Max de Rosee was faced with the challenge of bringing 
space and light into this awkward plot and had to work hard to 
realise the site’s potential. 

To create extra floor space within the height restriction, the 
architects proposed building down rather than up. A basement 
level now contains a bedroom with en-suite and access to a 
sunken courtyard, which brings natural light down to the lowest 
level.

This trick is repeated at ground floor level, too; the whole house 
is designed around a series of courtyards that can be opened up 
in summer, bringing in light and air and creating a large family 
space. 

The transparency of the design makes it possible to see into and 
through each courtyard, along the full length of the house, via the 
industrial-style steel-framed glazing. The utilitarian, slim window 
frames, popularised in the 1920’s by the English manufacturer 
Crittall, are a designer favourite and are in demand with 
homeowners once again.

Minimalist white walls maximise the sense of light and 
spaciousness, contrasted with the texture of western red-cedar 
cladding that echoes the site’s former life as a wood yard.
Externally, the courtyards are cobbled with granite setts , which 
offer a further textural contrast to the crisp, white walls and steel-
framed glass.
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Real Homes: Shedding light

What makes Courtyard House so successful – and can 
you do the same?
This unpromising site was transformed by a talented team of 
architects, consultants and contractors. The conversion from 
disused timber storage shed to a stylish contemporary home was 
achieved by planning the layout around a series of courtyards, to 
overcome the limitations of the awkward site. If you have a tricky 
renovation project, here are a few clever tips to take from the 
Courtyard House:

 » Design in three dimensions. If you can’t build outwards, can 
you build up or down instead? Half-levels or mezzanines can also 
increase your floor space, but can be difficult to visualise, so ask 
your architect for 3-D models. 

 » Always think about the light; where will it come from, where 

will it fall, and how will it change with the time of day and the 
seasons? When conventional windows are not an option, there 
are plenty of alternatives such as glazed doors, roof lights, 
dormers, clerestories and glass bricks. 

 » Consider the unconventional. Sacrificing precious floor space 
to external courtyards might seem like a costly waste of space, 
but the best solution to a home design problem may not be 
immediately obvious. Turn to the professionals to come up with 
creative design solutions to meet your brief. 

 » Choose a small number of contrasting textures and materials 
to achieve a high-quality, contemporary look. The Courtyard 
House uses red-cedar cladding, oak parquet flooring, sleek 
white walls and granite cobbles to create a cool, sophisticated 
atmosphere with a nod to tradition.

"CHOOSE A SMALL NUMBER OF CONTRASTING TEXTURES 

AND MATERIALS TO ACHIEVE A HIGH-QUALITY, 

CONTEMPORARY LOOK. "

 » Type of reno: 2 bedroom family home 

 » Location: West London, UK 

 » Actual spend: £450,000 (2017) 

 »  Key materials: Western red-cedar cladding; black 
steel-framed windows and doors; herringbone-pattern oak 
parquet flooring; granite setts  

 »  Key features: Courtyards; roof lights; full-length views; 
textural contrasts  

 » Eco features: Air source heat pump 

 »  Top trend: Crittall-style glazing - industrial steel-framed 
windows popular the 1920s  

 »  Best decision: Adding courtyards and roof lights to 
maximise daylight 

 »  Biggest challenge: Creating space and light within 
the outline of the existing shed, as required by planning 
regulations
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