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What A one-bedroom flat in the 

basement of a B-listed converted 

Victorian villa

Where Edinburgh

Architect WT Architecture,  

0131 331 2813, 

www.wtarchitecture.com  

Construction time Six months

A
rchitects can often feel they’re solving the same 
problem with every new project. In the case of 
Wil Tunnell, who runs the South Queensferry-
based WT Architecture, that’s almost certainly 
because over the past few years he has become 

expert in clever conversions, conjuring up transformative light-
filled living spaces from Edinburgh’s tricky dark basements.

The latest project by his practice, to upgrade a basement flat in 
the north of the capital, pushed his imagination that bit further. 
“The basement flat is in a B-listed building with a lovely leafy 
outlook,” explains Wil. “Originally, this was a grand Victorian 
villa, but it was subdivided and a kitchen extension was later 
added to the basement. The main challenge on this occasion 

A dark basement flat in the 
depths of a Victorian villa 
has been given a bright new 
start thanks to the efforts of 
Edinburgh architect Wil Tunnell
Words Caroline Ednie  Photography Andrew Lee

116_Arch_WillTunnel_92jdGW.indd   116 23/10/2013   10:57



    HOMES & INTERIORS SCOTLAND    117

ARCHITECTURE

was to design something that wouldn’t impinge in any way on 
the rest of the building, as the floors above are owned by other 
people. If one person owned the lot, I’m sure the design would 
have been different. But we had to be very careful.”

The brief was essentially to bring in more light and to 
upgrade the whole of the one-bedroom property. “We had 
planning issues at first, because the buil ding is listed,” says the 
architect. “But the design was passed on appeal as it was agreed 
that the scheme was a good way of upgrading a basement flat, 
by making it a pleasant place to live by bringing in natural 
light, and securing the fabric of the building for the future.” 

The flat presented its own challenges, too. “The kitchen was 
in a leaky flat-roofed extension. As well being damp and cold 

thanks to three outside walls and a single-glazed window, it 
was also disconnected from the rest of the house. Next to it was 
a tiny sunken garden area, and this was all the space we had to 
work with in terms of extending.”

The project has resulted in the addition of a small amount of 
extra space to the living room and kitchen, improving daylight 
levels throughout the flat and establishing good connections 
to the garden courtyard. The new, and very modest extension, 
taking up around 30% of the sunken garden area, maximises 
light via its large glazed opening, using overhanging eaves 
to avoid reflected glare. The zinc roof of the new extension 
is positioned below the existing kitchen roof level, which 
limits the bulk of the extension and ensures that it doesn’t �
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[Left] “The kitchen 

units, from Howdens, 

are relatively standard 

as we decided to focus 

instead on details 

such as having a really 

good worksurface,” 

says Wil Tunnell. “The 

cupboards just have 

to be well laid out, 

and adding details 

such as a simple 

shelves, pelmet and 

lighting enhances the 

space.” [Right] “We 

deliberately didn’t 

re-point the existing 

gnarly nougat-like 

brick wall in the court-

yard as we liked the 

contrast of the old wall 

against the pristine 

polished concrete and 

glazed and stainless-

steel balustrade.”

overpower the existing structure. The old flat roof was replaced 
with Sarnafil, with rooflights added to bring in more daylight. 

“Breaking down the barriers between inside and outside is 
an idea central to our work,” says Wil. “Here, a frameless glazed 
screen with sliding openings allows an uncluttered visual 
connection from inside to out. We worked with Glasgow-based 
IPIG, which specialises in glass with minimal track gear so you 
don’t end up with big galumphing great window frames. 

“The black riven slate tiles go from the courtyard into the 
house, as does the dark grey, almost black concrete bench. The 
latter was built in situ by Gray Concrete, whose craftsmen also 
made the concrete kitchen worktop. Constructing the bench 
took a lot of skill – any bubbles had to be filled in and then 
polished. Creating the almost leathery texture is a real craft.”

The reconfiguration of the interior required skill too, and 
imagination. “The main spaces remain pretty much the way they 
were but now the kitchen, living area and courtyard connect 
to each other. They’re all one space, but they are nevertheless 
defined in their own way by devices such as glazed screens and 
different ceiling heights. The kitchen also turns around a corner, 
thereby creating its own clearly articulated area. 

“The finishes and surfaces have all been upgraded and 
brightened, and oak flooring now runs throughout the flat, 
bringing everything together.” 

By far the most challenging aspect of the project was opening 
up the basement during construction. “Big swathes of heavy 
two-foot-thick walls with a couple of floors of accommodation 
above is not easy to tackle – you have to hold a whole lot of stuff 
up and that’s a massive challenge,” says the architect. “We had to 
use a huge amount of propping during construction. 
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“This factor also determined where we could put the 
extension’s openings. In this case we couldn’t open up to ceiling 
height because we couldn’t prop the wall via the flat above – we 
had to prop it from underneath. As much as we love the idea of 
running in a ceiling from inside to outside, we couldn’t do that 
here. So what we’ve done is make a little roof slab that ‘slides’ 
into the building. It’s playing games with the idea of extending 
– in this case the extension slides into the house rather than out 
of it.”

One consequence of this is that the timber roof structure has 
a steel beam right across the big opening and the kitchen, with 
a steel column taking the load in the living space. The increased 
load on the two sides of the opening meant that the founda-
tions had to take the extra load, so a concrete beam now sits 
underneath and this holds the whole building together. 

The building clearly isn’t going anywhere, despite appear ances, 
particularly the gossamer-like quality of its living spaces and 
seamless glazed transition from the garden to the interior. It’s a 
not undramatic achievement that Wil puts down to keeping it 
simple.

“I think the overall design idea for this type of basement 
project is to keep things simple. Always choose surfaces that 
the light will bounce off, and avoid returns on walls that create 
shadowy corners. 

“I think it has made a difference to drop the sills down to 
seat-height in the kitchen so that you don’t get the dark bit 
underneath the window, and light can bounce off the seat. 
Finally, getting light to wash down the side walls (via glazing 
and roof lights) was important. Making things feel bright and 
spacious is what it’s all about.”  �

View of proposed extension from 
neighbouring garden

Ground-floor plan 

Section view through 
living room extension
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