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MOVE

F
or a time, exposed brick was
an underappreciated material
in Irish architecture; the
patterned facades, durability
and affordability that it offers
were ditched in favour of
glazed boxes and plastered
walls. Brick can offer architects
the chance to play with colour
and texture, tall arches and

changing appearances. Irish homeown-
ers may not be willing to use it just yet,
but some of Ireland’s architects are
embracing the material. 

Last week, the Royal Institute of the
Architects of Ireland launched its public-
choice vote for Ireland’s favourite build-
ing, place or public space. The vote is
part of the RIAI Irish Architecture
Awards, which are in their 29th year.
The public-choice shortlist is made up of
32 projects, 12 of which are in the
residential space. All were designed by
RIAI-registered architects and were
completed last year.

The three house extension projects
featured in the vote all have one key thing
in common: the architects featured brick
— both inside and out — in their designs,
although they created very different
projects in the process. 

ST CATHERINE’S
Dublin-based architect Ryan W Kennihan
wanted to get away from the typical
extension that “creates an aesthetic
division between old and new” when he
tackled a project in the capital last year. 

The early 20th-century house
measured about 100 sq m, and the clients
wanted to make the most of it in an
affordable way. Kennihan set out to “blur
the lines” and create a visual connection
from the very front of the house to the
garden beyond. 

“When we build extensions there’s a
common theme for the renovations to be
completely different to the original
house, so you tend to have a glass-filled
extension at the back. I’m more inter-
ested in having extensions that are more
in conversation with the original build,”
says Kennihan. “It makes for a richer
place to live. The relationships are more
interesting — the spaces and the overall
design are more timeless.”

With St Catherine’s, the front drawing
room was separated from the room at the
back, which was at a slightly lower level.
The only way to reach the back room was
down steps from the hall. 

Kennihan’s brief was to make
connections between the rooms without
making the space open plan. He knocked
out holes in the wall and placed a large
window and glazed door in between the
two rooms, installing a small, winding,
four-stair staircase down to the room at
the back, which is now the play room. 

“We were trying to make connections
between the rooms, without making it
completely open plan, so it’s really about
getting side glances and framed views
between rooms and not leaving every-
thing open,” says Kennihan. 

The materials were also an important
way to blend the spaces together, so
Kennihan stripped all of the plaster to
reveal the original brick, creating a real
warehouse vibe. “We fundamentally
changed the character of the room by
doing that,” he says. 

For the extension, Kennihan and his
clients went for quality over quantity — or
size at least. It is only 22 sq m, but was
built in a mixture of materials: standard

brick, which was painted white inside
and out; a blend of wood; a series of roof
lights and glazed doors to the back; and
concrete pillars “to link the old and the
new”. The kitchen area has a higher
ceiling, allowing light to seep into the
playroom, while the dining area is more
intimate and has a lower ceiling. 

“We were trying to make it contempo-
rary, clean and modern, and we
were interested in the texture of the
brick,” says the architect.

Kennihan’s company was in charge of
the interior design as well as the architec-
ture. He had benches fitted in the play-
room and kitchen. The look is very
Viennese. “In smaller houses, benches
are an efficient way to make the spaces

more useful. I also think they bring
character to rooms, instead of always
relying on individual pieces of furniture.
In the case of the playroom, which is now
the middle room, the parents would
have their coffee on the benches while
watching the children play.”

They did not neglect the north-facing
sitting room to the front, painting it in
dark tones to create a retreat for even-
ings. “Most people would paint north-
facing rooms white to compensate, but
we decided to paint it dark and use
soft light so you have this very bright
space in the back but the owners can
watch TV or read a book there in the
evening,” says Kennihan.

It took about nine months from
inception to the completion of St Cather-
ine’s. For Kennihan, the success of the
project was down to the clients, who
were “open to new ideas”. “The trick
with these houses, where it’s not a huge
house and where it is a modest budget, is
to find a way to make them spectacular,
to find something that elevates the house
from an ordinary two-up, two-down.”
rwka.com

PORTICO
When David Flynn set out to build an
extension to an ordinary 1960s house in

Booterstown, he knew a glazed box
would not cut it on the south-facing site.
“You’d fry,” he says. 

The clients, however, wanted plenty of
windows, so Flynn came up with a
compromise. “In Italy you’d have porti-
cos to provide shade when the sun is at its
highest, so I decided to provide a portico.
In a climate like Ireland’s, it means you
can open up the big sliding doors even
when it’s raining outside.”

While the portico was of timber-frame
construction, Flynn decided to bookend
it with fired-clay white brick. The inten-
tion, he says, was for them to feel light
“and in character with the interior
space”. “To the front of the house, there’s
dour redbrick and pebbledash, so this
was in contrast to that,” says Flynn,
who had used white brick in a couple of
previous projects. 

“In Ireland, the weather is quite grey a
lot of the time and we wanted something
that was bright and cheerful. The mortar
that goes between each brick is a creamy
colour, so it’s not clinical. Also, the
garden will grow up and will be quite
green, so the brick will be a counterpoint
to that.” Flynn had worked on the client’s
sister’s house before this project and
used brick inside and out. In the new
house, he featured it on a side wall in the
large kitchen, living and dining room

space and also under the island. “Beside
the dining area, we brought that material
into the house so it gives you a tall,
dramatic wall. It’s linking the inside and
outside,” he says.

But there is more to this project than
the materials. The house sits on a near-
triangular corner site, which is narrower
at the front and wider at the back. Using
the geometry of the site, Flynn placed the
extension at an angle. It makes the
garden look bigger. 

“Also, because it’s at an angle, you
have far more privacy and you’re not
conscious of your neighbours on either
side,” he says.

Inside, the house extension is just
30 sq m in size, smaller than the clients
had originally wanted. The room is given
a feeling of space with different ceiling
heights. It is higher in the dining area. but
there is a small box window and window
ledge at the side, where the original
house would have ended, with a lower
ceiling to create a play area for the
couple’s children. 

“It’s intentionally low to make it feel
like an inglenook,” says Flynn. 

On the other side of the room, behind
the hob in the kitchen, Flynn decided to
slot a window in to get the late-evening
sun — despite some initial scepticism
from the client and her builder. “I

showed them the position of the house
and where the sun is at different times of
the year — March 21, June 21 and so on,
and then at various times during the day.
We saw that light would come through
and it made all the difference,” he says.

The project was completed early last
year and took just 14 weeks on site. 

Flynn says he likes using brick in his
projects. “When I was in college, one of
my tutors accused me of being a soft
modernist — he meant it as an insult, I
think — but you need some sort of texture
to make it visually interesting. I love
brickwork. The builder who did these
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projects has a bricklayer in his late seven-
ties, and I loved to go down to see him in
action. You can play around with brick
and it doesn’t cost a huge amount.”
dflynn.com

HADDINGTON PARK
Robert Bourke’s clients Peter and Nuala
had seen two of his previous projects at
the RIAI’s Open House event and were
fans of his work when they called him in
to build an extension for their 1940s
bungalow in Dublin. 

The house, which is in a cul-de-sac,
needed complete renovation. It was
effectively four rooms and a small attic,
with a large, east-facing back garden. 

“We toyed with various possibilities
for extending. As the existing house was
small and the spaces were quite
confined, the idea was to put all of the
new things into one simple rectangular
extension at the back. It was a simple idea
but the challenge was to get those
functions into one space,” says Bourke. 

It includes an open-plan kitchen,
dining and living area, but while the
extension was rectangular, Bourke didn’t
want the interiors to seem like one big
box. To avoid this he used traditional
baked brick — which never touches the
roof — to enclose the various areas. 

“The brickwork wall starts in the
corner as an alcove for a window seat,
folds to form a log store and bends to
enclose an oak bench,” says Bourke. “It’s
like a serpentine sculpture in a way.”

The front door of the bungalow is at
the centre of the house, with rooms on
either side, so a corridor continues out to
the new room. “You arrive at the dining
area, which is at the centre of the
extension, so to create a sense of enclo-
sure, the brick wall around it makes you
feel more secure.” 

The subtlety of the design lies in the
way Bourke used a timber grid to support
the roof, but then married it with the
brick wall. 

He had used brick on a couple of other
projects. “We like it for its tactile
qualities,” he says. “There was a phase
during the boom years when there was a
lot of glass, pristine smooth glossy
surfaces and slickness. 

“I’m a believer in more tactile, sensory
spaces. Brick is perfect for that. It’s not

that much more expensive than using the
standard construction material.”

Bourke is a big admirer of the
Norwegian architect Sverre Fehn, who is
perhaps best known for his Nordic
Pavilion in Venice. Bourke says that Fehn
“did great things with brick” and feels
that, by using the material, you can add
more atmosphere. 

The timber roof is a nod to another
architect, Switzerland-born Walter Segal,
who spent most of his life in London and
developed a system of self-build housing.

“He was obsessed with simple forms of
construction using timber,” says Bourke. 
“His idea was that homeowners could 
build the houses themselves. He invented 
a clever way to span a large space using a 
minimal amount of materials. We took that
from him because we liked it so much, and
there was an early notion — which lasted 
about five minutes — that the clients could 
build an extension themselves.” 

In the end, they turned to the “brilliant
builder” Tom Nolan, of Nolan Construc-
tion in Co Wicklow, and engineer Denis
Kelly. “He’s fantastic, very experienced,
draws all the projects by hand, which are
like pieces of art, but it may be one of our
last projects because he’s retiring soon,”
says Bourke.

The project, which took about six
months, was completed earlier this year. 

The mix of wood, concrete floors and the 
brick means there is a good contrast 
between the elements. Bourke says the 
biggest challenge was getting the layout 
right. It took a long time to make it look that
simple, he says. “The clients were open to 
our ideas. It was a good collaboration and 
they trusted us to come up with solutions 
and to go with some unconventional ideas.

“On a general note if you are using an
architect, look at their previous work and 
make sure you’re happy with their style.”
rba.ie

Online voting for the RIAI Irish 
Architecture Awards is now open and all 
of the shortlisted projects are available to 
view on the website at riai.ie. Voting closes 
at midnight on Friday. 
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THE SHORTLIST IRELAND’S 
FINEST RESIDENTIAL DESIGNS
VAULTED HOUSE 
How do you turn a two-bedroom, 
semi-detached house and shop into a 
single dwelling? GKMP Architects 
created a vaulted house, adding on a 
partly two-storey, partly one-storey 
extension to the side and rear and 
connecting the house to a hidden 
garden. They then put in vaults in the 
ground-floor living spaces. The result 
is an unusual, dramatic space. 
gkmp.ie 

THE MEWS
Dun Laoghaire-Rathdown county 
council’s social housing development 
The Mews, is remarkable because it is 
an A1-rated building, designed to 
near-zero energy building standards. 
It also follows passive house design 
standards. The two-storey building, 
designed by the council’s architects, 
holds four one-bedroom apartments. 
The tenants moved in, in December.
dlrcoco.ie

THAPAR UNIVERSITY STUDENT ACCOMMODATION
Irish architects McCullough Mulvin, 
with DPA in New Delhi, designed the 
striking new campus extension at 
Thapar University in Punjab. The 
architects wanted to consider the 
university as a landscape, creating 
“rocky heights and shaded valleys”. 
The learning centre measures 60,000 
sq m and the student accommodation 
is 30,000 sq m.
mcculloughmulvin.com

RINGSEND HOUSE
LiD Architecture used 11 recycled 
shipping containers to create a low-
cost family home at Ringsend in Dublin 
4. The containers are stacked on three 
levels and have large windows cut into 
them. The living space is on the 
second floor, so that it has views 
across the city. The first floor is given 
over to the bedroom space, while the 
ground floor has a home office.
lid-architecture.com

MAYNOOTH STUDENT HOUSING 
Heneghan Peng’s design for student 
housing in Maynooth, Co Kildare is 
“based on a three-sided quad”, with a 
chain of interlinking quads. The 
buildings go up to nine storeys, and 
have about 300 bed spaces. There’s a 
university boardwalk to the north of 
the site. Construction of the €23m 
development began in April 2015 and 
finished in January 2017.
hparc.com 

DORSET STREET STUDENT HOUSING 
One of three student housing 
developments nominated in the Public 
Choice awards, Dorset Point Student 
Housing in Dublin was built on an 
“underused brownfield urban site”. 
Henry J Lyons designed the six-storey, 
mixed-use development, with 447 
beds, student common areas, a gym, 
retail spaces and a management suite. 
It’s helping to regenerate the area.
henryjlyons.com

CLANCY QUAY PHASE II
The former Clancy Barracks in Dublin’s 
Islandbridge are being transformed 
into rental accommodation by 
Kennedy Wilson. O’Mahony Pike 
Architects, along with Lindsay 
Conservation Architects, turned the 
former artillery stores, soldiers’ 
quarters, hospital and officers’ mess 
into accommodation, while working 
within protected structure status. 
omparchitects.com

BELGRAVE MEWS 
Taka Architects had to work with a 
hemmed-in site for this new-build 
house in 2017. The 130 sq m mews is 
surrounded by protected structures. 
While it’s close to Dublin city centre, 
the actual site feels rural. Brick is a 
strong feature in this house, used both 
inside and out. Among its interesting 
features is a stove, in front of a picture 
window which frames a green area.
taka.ie

ACCESS ALL AREAS
Duggan Architecture’s brief for this 
detached Donnybrook house was for 
all areas of the house to be accessible 
to the wheelchair-using owner. Two 
new timber-framed extensions were 
added on the ends of the building, 
extending it by 74 sq m to 203 sq m. 
The layout was reconfigured and four 
accessible bathrooms were installed, 
as well as a water-recycling system.
dugganarchitecture.ie

STE MURRAY; AISLING MCCOY


