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PITCH 
PERFECT 

STORY & STYLING CHRIS PEARSON | PHOTOGRAPHY ANSON SMART

Purchased sight unseen, this 
renovated family home in Sydney 
has become a sight to behold.

LIVING Zaha pads through the airy double-
height space. Sofas from Domo Collections. 
Pendant light from Gineico. Fireplace from 
EcoSmart Fire. Artwork by Rudi Mantofani.
TERRACE Nikki, Mark and Frederika enjoy 
lunch alfresco. Eames Eiffel chairs from 
Living Edge. Nikki’s own table design 
combines Carrara marble and spotted gum.
Designer buy: Beech-ply moose head, 
$395, Hub Furniture Lighting Living. 
For Where to Buy, see page 236.

This is the life
With its various nooks and 
crannies, this house offers 
many favourite spots to 
escape to. “We spend 
a lot of time on the terrace 
in summer,” says architect 
and owner Nikki South. 
The living room is a big 
drawcard in winter. Despite 
the volume of this space 
it remains cosy, thanks 
to the ethanol-fuelled 
fireplace. And when the 
couple entertains, which 
happens frequently, 
children can watch videos 
in the upstairs living area/
TV room while the adults 
are in the dining room or 
out on the terrace.
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 F or architect Nikki South and her husband Mark 
Phibbs, buying a bland brick ’60s bungalow on 
Sydney’s lower North Shore was an act of faith. The 
couple and their daughter Frederika, now eight, 

were living in Hong Kong when they spotted the house online 
in 2004. Without the benefit of an inspection but drawing on 
her professional instincts, Nikki knew she was onto a winner. 
“It was in a beautiful location with water glimpses,“ she says. “It 
had great bones and could be renovated easily.” 

The couple successfully bid for the property by phone and 
a month later, walked through the door for the first time. 
Although the property was in “terrible condition”, Nikki 
remained undaunted. “I knew I could transform it,” she says. 
“I wanted to give the house the architectural wow factor, but 
it also had to be a contemporary home for us as a family.” 

Confronted with a steeply sloping site, Nikki turned what 
could have been a negative into a jaw-dropping plus. To make 
the most of harbour and bushland vistas, she placed the living 
areas on the lower level and created a massive, two-level void 
at the heart of the house. The wall facing the water was replaced 
with a double-storey glazed facade that soaks up the prime 
harbour aspect. The lower-ground floor was lowered to connect 
the living areas with the garden and a new lap pool. On the 
upper level, a garage became Nikki’s office and she relinquished 
a bedroom to create a dramatic entrance.                      > 

‘ In summer, with the doors 
open, the terrace and living 
area become one big space.’ NIKKI

INFORMAL LIVING This upstairs retreat doubles 
as a playroom. Rug from RC&D. Ottoman from 
Jardan. Timber vessel bought in Hong Kong. 
Photograph by Jane Burton Taylor. An array  
of Kartell Infinity wine racks makes full use of 
space beneath the stairs. 
KITCHEN Carrara marble is partnered with 
veneers in Fumed Ash and Wenge from New  
Age Veneers. Chairs and stools from Anibou.
Designer buy: Twiggy Piccola pendant lights, 
$595/each, Space.
INDOOR/OUTDOOR Doors and windows are made 
from SmartGlass, which helps to regulate internal 
temperatures. For Where to Buy, see page 236.
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GROUND FLOOR

< The home’s entrance is now on the upper level. To the southwest  
is a corridor with Nikki’s office, the main bathroom, two bedrooms 
and an informal living area; to the north is Mark’s study. 
Downstairs, spectacular views are on offer from the living/
dining area at the eastern end of the home, as well as the kitchen 
and the main bedroom to the south.

Living areas are cleverly divided by transitional spaces that 
Nikki calls ‘pods’. A staircase pod separates the living area 
and kitchen, while a fireplace pod divides sitting and dining 
areas. Varied ceiling heights and bulkheads help delineate 
functional zones, while connections between adjacent spaces 
are maintained by means of mirrors and cutouts.

“I don’t like all open-plan, having lived in Europe, where 
dining rooms and kitchens are divided,” says Nikki. “This is 
semi open-plan, which works better acoustically and creates 
visual separation. And when you have a family, you need a 
couple of living areas, not just one.” 

The finishing touch consists of many personal items, artworks 
and mementos that the couple have acquired from around the 
globe, creating a vibrant merger of cultures and styles.

“I like the mixture of Asian items and contemporary lights, 
of old and new,” says Nikki. “It’s a rich minimalism but has 
meaning, as most of these things are from our life overseas.”  >
Southmarc Architects, Wollstonecraft, NSW; 
(02) 9437 1487 or www.southmarc.com.

Expert advice
A successful renovation 
hinges on meticulous 
planning. Nikki’s tips are 
drawn from professional 
and personal experience as 
an architect and renovator:
✲�Don’t skimp on fittings: 

cheap options need more 
servicing, so they won’t 
save money.

✲�Design in plenty of 
storage space.

✲�Make sure that the 
house has good cross-
ventilation for summer 
cooling and is well 
insulated for winter 
warmth, too.

✲�Leave the building and 
project management to 
experts – it’s worth every 
cent to reduce stress and 
get a great result that 
fulfils your original vision.

BATHROOM Citrus tones add zing to the 
home’s palette of chic neutrals. Kaldewei 
Centro Duo bath from Bathe. Villeroy & 
Boch basins from Argent Australia.
Smart buy: Vetricolor glass mosaic tiles 
in Yellow and Lemon, $237/m2, ColorTile.
STUDY “It’s like the bridge of the starship 
Enterprise, with overtones of old Shanghai,” 
says Mark of his special space. Carved 
lattice doors were found in rural China.
OFFICE Nikki works at a desk made from 
melamine top and a trestle base from Ikea.
For Where to Buy, see page 236.
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Dulux Exploding Star 
(kitchen door)

Dulux Grey Pebble,  
half strength (ground 
floor exterior)

Porter’s Paints Lambs Wool 
(living, dining, bedrooms)

Colour palette

Dulux White On White 
(lower ground  
floor exterior)
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MAIN BEDROOM A mix of minimal and luxe. 
Nikki and Mark’s room has a resort feel.
Take table lamp from Kartell. 
Design tip: A glass balustrade on the 
balcony brings light and views in.
ENTRANCE Frederika crosses a hardwood 
bridge that leads from the street to 
the home’s pivoting front door.
FREDERIKA’S ROOM Pretty bedlinen picks up 
the colours of an artwork by Vietnamese 
artist Nguyen Quang Minh. Bed from 
Koskela. Pendant shade from Lights for You.
POOL A strip of spotted gum decking offers 
a sunny perch. Barwon armchairs from 
Eco Outdoor. Towel from Linen House. 
For Where to Buy, see page 236.      H&G

‘ There’s a huge, 20,000-litre 
rainwater tank under  
the terrace, the same  
size as our pool.’ NIKKI


