
T
he glories of Galway Bay have
been celebrated in story and song
for as long as anyone can remem-
ber. Those huge skies, those spec-
tacular sunsets. Who wouldn’t

want to live in a place where the full moon
casts, as Steve Earle puts it, “silver light
over green and blue”?

So when one particular family found its
dream house on the bay’s south-eastern
shores – and not just any house but an
18th-century boathouse in a dreamy loca-
tion at the edge of a peaceful inlet – you
might think, well, there’s a happy ending
right there.

In fact, it was just the beginning of a com-
plex restoration and refurbishment pro-
ject that took 14 months. “The whole idea,”
says Galway architect Laura Brennan as
we drive west along a maze of tiny roads,
“was to minimise the impact of the build-
ing. To have something distinctive, but not
showy. I didn’t want to do a big sail roof or
something like that. We used the same
pitch, the same proportions as the origi-
nal. The outside, which was converted to a
dwelling in the 1970s, is pretty much as we
found it.”

Every building site, no matter how
dreamy, has its challenges and as we step
out of the car, the major challenge on this
one is impossible to miss. Built to service
an 18th-century landed estate, the boat-
house was tacked on to the 5m-high stone
wall surrounding a four-acre kitchen gar-
den. The wall is a protected structure so
the question was how to marry the wall’s
dramatic, curving immensity with the mod-
est, yet characterful, nature of the house.

Brennan’s solution was to make the wall
the star of the show, using it both as a struc-
tural “spine” running through the new
building and as a shelter to create a roomy,
yet almost cloistered garden with its own
microclimate. “You have two very differ-
ent sides to the house,” she says. “There is
a constant interplay between old and new –
between wild sea views on the west side
and sheltered garden views on the east.”

Which is all fine and dandy, except that
you can’t see the sea from your kitchen win-
dow: surely the aspiration of everyone
with a house by the water? “At one stage
the client was very keen to break an open-
ing through,” Brennan says. “I don’t think
we would have got permission, anyhow.
But I said, ‘There’s so much power know-
ing the sea is on the other side of that wall,
instead of being able to see it from every-
where in the house’. And actually they
came around to thinking they loved that.”

The owners of the property, who kindly
gave us unfettered access, requested that
their privacy be respected – suffice to say
that they are part of a wealthy Galway fami-
ly which owns a nationwide retail fran-

chise. But though money was no object
and all materials used in the project are of
the highest quality, their demands for the
house were strikingly modest. “They loved
the location, the setting and the historical
background. They wanted four bedrooms,
a big kitchen and a living room.”

You’d think that any house with a stonk-
ing great wall around it would feel some-
how dwarfed and dark. But as we step
through the glass-ceilinged atrium – one
side of which is composed of the chunky ex-
posed stones of that garden wall – and into
the main living space, there’s a sense of be-
ing surrounded by light.

A central tenet of Brennan’s design was
to create surprise sightlines that are both
aesthetically pleasing and supremely prac-
tical. It’s no accident that the low winter
sun streams through to stunning effect;
Brennan’s plan ensured that from the
kitchen island you can track its movement
from dawn to dusk. From the kitchen sink
there’s a clear view of indoor and outdoor
children’s play areas; and the use of pas-
sive-house principles including hi-spec
insulation and heat-recovery ventilation

‘‘The owners of this converted boathouse in south Galway have views over an extensive walled garden,
as well as across Galway Bay, but the special features of the house draw the eye in as well as out

You’d thinkanyhousewitha
stonkinggreatwall around it
would feel somehowdwarfed
anddark . . . But, stepping
into themain living space,
there’s a senseofbeing
surroundedby light

■ The boathouse seen from thewater;
the livingroomoverlooks the garden; the
glass-clad hallway; a window recess.
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system ticks the sustaina-
bility boxes.

The play between old
and new, inside and out, is
at its most striking in the
treatment of two contrast-
ing windows. Off the main
hall there’s a separate sit-
ting room where the boat-
house’s original opening,
which consisted of three
panels, has been glazed
with a single mammoth
sheet of glass. “It was quite
complicated, building that
in,” Brennan recalls. “The
glass itself is about 50mm
thick and is certified as
structural.”

So, with the help of
21st-century glazing tech-
nology, the old becomes
new. Upstairs, in the dress-
ing room off the master
bedroom, a new oriel win-
dow has a traditional ap-
pearance from the outside
but, from inside offers un-
fettered sea views and com-
fortable cushioned seats
from which to enjoy them.

The original boathouse
being rather small by mod-
ern standards, Brennan
added an extension that
contains a playroom, a wet-
room where the owners –
who are keen sailors – can
shower and dry off after a
day on the waves, and a
generous guest suite.

“Getting the levels right
was tricky,” she recalls, as
we admire the view of the
garden from the guest
bathroom. “There’s a con-
siderable slope up from
the seashore to here; about
two metres. To minimise
excavation and also to get
it all to sit into the land-
scape, I decided to go with
the land, so there are steps
within the building.”

Because of that decision
to follow the contours , and
the use of accoya timber
cladding, the exterior of
the house has a sleek, al-
most seal-like appearance.
Once inside, though, clev-
er angles create a series of
hidey-holes and restful cor-
ners. Window-seats are
just begging for you to
plonk yourself down with a
book. Some of the win-
dow-frames have curves
which echo the form of,
and draw your eye back
out to, that mammoth out-

side wall. Brennan, who
trained as a painter, also de-
signed the uncluttered interi-
ors, using a carefully-con-
tained palette of colours and
materials to complement
the shades of the landscape
outside.

This seamless blend of
old, new, inside and outside
creates a house which feels
welcoming but not overpow-
ering. A building which – if
this doesn’t sound too weird
– gives you a hug. Looking
back on the project, how
would Brennan sum it up?
“You research,” she says.
“You absorb a whole series
of questions. You’re work-
ing with the existing build-
ing to try to restore it and
make it work – and you’re lis-
tening to the client saying,
‘We want a big kitchen’. You
know they have small chil-
dren. You’re thinking of may-
be 100 parameters.”

A project such as this is,
she stresses, very much a
team effort.

“First comes the client. It
takes a fair bit of courage on
the part of the client to hand
the design over to you, and
to trust you.”

The work of conservation
architect Garrett O’Neill

was pivotal, as was that of
structural engineer John
Britton. “Good builders are
the unsung heroes, and
there are good builders - I
can’t praise Michael Burns
and his team enough.” Be-
spoke furniture was de-
signed in collaboration with
the Galway furniture maker
Ben Gabriel.

But in the end, she says, af-
ter all the research, all the
discussions, all the hammer-
ing out of details, it all comes
back to simple human emo-
tions. To playfulness and
lightness, and to the convic-
tion that a house is a home: a
space for living in, not a page
from a glossy catalogue.
Now that sounds like a hap-
py ending to me.

Namesinlights
When supermodel Kate Moss set up her
own talent agency last month she wanted
the name, KM, up in lights – or up in neon
to be exact. Garish, gorgeous neon is hav-
ing a moment, as fashion luvvies might
say, and that’s thanks in part to
Bag&Bones, a London company set up by
Irish sisters Gigi and Cavanagh Foyle
whose lit-up flamingos, lightning bolts and
slogans have made neon cool again – literal-
ly. The tube lighting has always had a
seedy romantic charm but its composition,
gas inside glass, made it too delicate and
dangerous for domestic use.

Bag&Bones has come up with an LED
version that looks as good as the real thing,
but is easily handled, cost effective and can
be plugged in and switched on at home.

After less than five months, the compa-
ny has notched up an impressive list of

mostly fashion clients including Alexan-
der McQueen, Grazia magazine and the
Wilderness Festival in Oxford.

Now the sisters, from Clifden in Co Gal-
way, are looking to set up a second outlet in
Dublin, and will open a Christmas pop-up
in Temple Bar next month. The plan is to
open a permanent shop in the new year.

Meanwhile, although the sisters are
busy keeping up with online demand for
their off-the-peg neon art pieces – which
cost about ¤205 to ¤500 – and customised
slogans that sell for up to ¤1,000 each,
they’re also working on a range of mini
pieces – lightning bolts and hearts – that
will sell for about ¤55 each.

The Foyles grew up in Clifden but Gigi
studied science in Edinburgh before mov-
ing to London a decade ago. Cavanagh
studied law and currently works as a solici-
tor in Dublin, designing neon pieces at
night. The sisters import the off-the-peg
signs but they make the customised pieces
themselves, working from lines of poetry,
peoples’ pet names and favourite sayings.
Bag&Boneswill haveapop-up shop in
DublinatTheLibraryProject, TempleBar
onDecember2ndand3rd.

Woodwins
A gate lodge near the Dublin Mountains
built with Himalayan cedars, which had
fallen nearby, exudes warmth and sustain-
ability. The resulting serene, cosy home
has won Donaghy+Dimond Architects a

highly commended in this year’s Wood
Awards.

Wood “requires respect and knowl-
edge, as well as art and science”, says State
Architect Ciarán O’Connor, a timber ex-
pert, who chaired the judging panel. Some-
one whose gift for this has gained him a rep-
utation beyond these shores is furniture de-
signer Joseph Walsh, who won an Innova-
tion Award after spreading his wings to
form a dancing piece in spiralling ash for a
sculpture park in Salisbury, England.

Ryan Connolly won the Furniture
Award for his beautifully crafted pieces at
Optica optician on Dawson Street, Dublin.

Gottstein Architects was commended
for creating a calm but dynamic mix of

Douglas fir, American black walnut, Amer-
ican white oak and glulam in a Dublin ex-
tension, while GKMP Architects were high-
ly commended for their use of American
white oak in a Dublin Georgian house –
showing how wood can be modern and
timeless.

The main awards were for non-domes-
tic projects, with the Samuel Beckett Civic
Campus community centre in Dún
Laoghaire by Bucholz McEvoy Architects
being the overall winner, and the Model
School in Inchicore by Donaghy + Dimond
Architects and the exquisite Carmelite
Prayer Room in St Teresa’s Church, Dub-
lin, by Níall McLaughlin Architects pick-
ing up other main awards.

O’Connor praised the projects for ex-
ploring the properties of wood and
developing the relationship between form
and technology while also meeting the
needs of the clients.

Darkroomdelights
“We can’t help noticing the trend back to
all things analogue: vinyl albums,
Walkman/cassettes, records players, bare
bulb lighting, cord electrical cables, polar-
oid instant prints, Super-8 wedding films –
you get the drift,” says Margaret Moore of
Photogenic, the southside Dublin photog-
raphy agency she runs with her husband,
Barry Moore. The agency never complete-

ly switched to digital film, and held onto its
on-site darkrooms where it develops its dis-
tinctive black-and-white and sepia prints
on traditional silver halide paper.

The finished signed pieces are of gallery
quality that’s quite distinct. The service
isn’t cheap: a basic package of a photogra-
phy session and a single framed picture
costs ¤350.
photogenic.ie
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■ The boathouse extension; the house is on four acres.
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‘‘

■Above, from left: lights by
Bag&Bones; a gate lodge by
Donaghy+Dimond Architects; family
portraits by Photogenic
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