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property in Clapham to great effect, 
placing a huge roof light over the void 
on the ground floor, so daylight pours 
down into the new kitchen-diner. 

Natural light also comes in from a 
double storey of steel-framed glazing, 
with doors leading out and up to the 
garden. Having this direct connection 
with what’s outdoors is another way to 
make basements feel less 
claustrophobic – although it means not 
being able to have full-width glazed 
doors on the ground floor.

Robert Dye Architects used a similar 
layout for a project in Belsize Park. 
The double-height area is emphasised 
by bookshelves running all the way up 

the wall, with a library ladder to draw 
the eye upwards. This vertical 
emphasis offsets the corridor-like 
feeling of the long, linear basements 
under a typical Victorian house. 

The house already had a cellar, but 
it was significantly enlarged. James 
Peake, director of Peake Projects, the 
building firm that undertook the 
construction, says that having an 
existing cellar spurs on homeowners 
to get a full conversion – but while it 
can save a little money on excavation, 
the overall disruption tends to be 
similar. Extra soil removal, 
underpinning and pumping in 
concrete all cause significant 
upheaval, making it impossible to live 
in the house during the works.

If an internal lightwell isn’t possible, 
external lightwells are the next best 
thing – the larger the better. With no 

view, opaque glazing can be better 
than looking at a blank wall, but living 
walls have emerged as a natural 
alternative. “A bit of greenery makes it 
feel more homely and not so sterile,” 
says Georgina Turvey of Peek 
Architecture & Design. 

Turvey says the space available 
should dictate how to design the area. 
“The layout is informed by where the 
light is. Concentrate the living spaces 
where the lightwells are, and always 
put ancillary spaces such as loos and 
utility rooms in the darkest areas. A 
staircase can provide a really good 
source of ‘borrowed’ light, especially if 
it has a roof light over it. Overhead 
glazing provides a greater amount of 
ambient light than a vertical window, 
so even if it’s coming down two 
storeys, it can still light a space really 
well.” Internal doors can be glazed, or 

The weekly roundup
All you need to know about what’s 

happened in property this week

More than a third of 
London homes on 
the market have 

had their asking prices 
reduced in the past five 
months, according to 
Zoopla. 

The highest proportion 
of discounted homes is in 
Richmond, where estate 

agents have brought down 
the price of 45 per cent of 
properties for sale, by an 
average of 6.6 per cent, or 
£55,658. 

Across the market, the 
average reduction in 
asking price is 7.2 per 
cent, or £52,457 less than 
the asking price in March.

Michelle Mone is selling 
£192 million of Dubai 
apartments in bitcoin
“Baroness Bra”, the founder of 
underwear brand Ultimo, is 
accepting the virtual currency 
as payment. A studio flat in one 
of her two 40-floor towers in 
Dubai starts from 30 bitcoins, 
which is around £107,000.

Thanks to high house 
prices, one in 79 Britons 
is now a millionaire
This is the highest number on 
record and is up from one in 84 
last year, according to Barclays 
Wealth. Britain is now home to 
625,000 millionaires, half of 
whom live in London and the 
South East. 

Pablo Picasso’s restored 
French estate is up for 
auction at £18.7 million
The Spanish artist bought Mas 
de Notre Dame de Vie in 1961 
and lived and worked there 
until his death in 1973. It was 
abandoned in the Eighties but 
has undergone an extensive 
two-year refurbishment. 

The b&b from the 1993 
film ‘Groundhog Day’ 
has finally found a buyer
The Royal Victorian Manor, 
which is about 50 miles from 
Chicago and served in the film 
as the Cherry Street Inn, sold 
for $695,000 (£582,000). It 
has been listed for sale on and 
off since February 2014.

Bright ideas: a 
kitchen with 
lightwell and a 
living wall, above, 
and a dark media 
room, below, at 
Finchatton’s 
Knighton Place 
project in 
Knightsbridge; a 
1,200 sq ft, 
two-bedroom 
basement flat in 
Islington, cover, is 
£1.3 million with 
John D Wood

‘Greenery makes it 
feel more homely 
and not so sterile’B asements offer big 

challenges to an interior 
designer: long, low spaces 
that are short on natural 
light are tricky to make 
welcoming. From making 

the most of available daylight to 
tricking the eye into making a room 
seem taller, wider or brighter than it 
really is, designers’ tactics are often 
applicable to any homeowner with a 
difficult space they want to make feel 
more homely.

“The days of the five-storey 
basement are gone,” says James 
Munro, the architectural director at 
Granit. “There are too many concerns 
by planners about what it does to the 
water table and the long-term effect on 
neighbouring buildings.” 

This means a return to more sensible 
uses of such spaces: bye-bye bowling 
alleys, hair salons and panic rooms, 
hello kitchen-diners and playrooms. 

It generally costs around £300 per 
sq ft to excavate a basement space. 
Homeowners in pricier areas are 
sometimes willing to pay twice that for 
a top-spec design to improve their 
current house rather than moving – 
and because they know they’ll 
eventually recoup their costs. “Stamp 
duty is a massive factor,” Munro says. 
“It’s crippling on a £2 million house, so 
people think, ‘why not invest it in my 
own property?’”

The emphasis now is on quality of 
space, not quantity, and the creation of 
rooms that are just as open and 
attractive as the upstairs. This is 
achieved by excavating slightly 
deeper. “The real key is ceiling 
height,” says Nicky Dobree, an interior 
designer. “An extra 50cm [20in] will 
make a world of difference to how you 
feel in a basement.” 

It’s also about sacrificing square 
footage on the ground floor by 
creating large voids – internal light 
wells – that create double-height areas. 
Granit did this with an Edwardian 
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folded back to open up two basement 
rooms, to allow light to flow from one 
end of a long space to another. 

Architectural detailing can also 
play a part in making basements feel 
brighter and more spacious. “A great 
way of bouncing light back into a 
space is to use coffered ceilings,” 
says Dobree. 

Our brains use vertical windows to 
anchor us in place, even if they are 
opaque, with no views; without them 
we may feel disorientated. For a 
basement featuring only rooflights, 
Clare Pascoe of Pascoe Interiors used 
art to create a focus point with similar 
proportions to a window. “Your eye is 
drawn to any view, and by installing a 
large piece of artwork it helps to 
recreate the horizontals and verticals 
that you get with a window. The layout 
of the furniture is also quite linear, 

with sofas flanking the walls, which 
also draws you in.”

Artificial lighting is very important 
in basements, and can bring drama 
and cosiness that make up for lack 
of daylight. “Layered lighting can 
work very effectively,” says Danielle 
Joyce, a senior designer at developer 
Finchatton. “For example, recessed 
lighting, spaced evenly throughout the 
room, can remove shadows and give a 
greater feeling of space and openness; 
this can be complemented by accent 
lighting for a warmer aesthetic, with 
floor lamps and wall lighting. By using 
dimmer switches, you can tone up or 
down the lighting according to the 
atmosphere you’re trying to create.” 

Pascoe also suggests fractionally 
dropping the ceiling and having an 
LED strip running round the room, 
which gives an impression of daylight 

What lies beneath: 
the basement 
games room of 
the Whitelands 
mansion in 
Weybridge, Surrey, 
above, listed with 
Knight Frank for 
£16.95 million; 
bookshelves cover 
the wall, with a 
ladder to draw the 
eye upwards, in a 
Robert Dye 
Architects project 
in Belsize Park, left

flooding down the walls. As for 
colour schemes, it all depends on the 
use of the space. 

Daytime rooms such as playrooms 
and kitchens are usually white, while 
cinemas and billiard rooms can be 
dark and cosy cocoons. But artificial 
lighting in these dark rooms is crucial, 
says Audrey Carden, an interior 
designer at Carden Cunietti. “Where 
we have used a space for a TV room or 
cinema, we have gone for a dark and 
dramatic scheme, but with multiple 
sources of light: illuminated shelving, 
floor lights, LED uplighting in 
cornices and we have even used 
stretch ceiling with tiny LEDs that 
looked like a night sky.” 

Basements used to be secondary to 
the rest of the house, but now they’re 
starting to look like some of the most 
inviting places to be.

This three-bedroom house 
has been fully refurbished, 
with the lower ground 
floor given over to a 
cinema and a temperature-
controlled wine room. 
There is a winter garden 
with a retractable roof. 
 
Guide Price: £4.65 million 
Agent: Strutt & Parker (020 
7244 1274; struttandparker.
com)

F O R SA LE  
N OT-S O -BA RGA I N BA SE M E N T S

Cellar
Kensington

Garden
Belgravia

Formerly a coach house, 
this two-bedroom 
maisonette is in a Grade II* 
listed building. The 
basement level includes a 
reception room that leads 
directly to the 500 sq ft 
garden, which is private 
and faces south. 
 
Guide Price: £3.95 million 
Agent: John D Wood (020 3151 
5733; johndwood.co.uk)

Pool 
Clerkenwell

The glass-sided swimming 
pool of this five-floor home 
is visible through a 
skylight from the main 
reception area above, 
making it a central feature 
of the six-bedroom, Grade 
II listed Georgian house. 
  
Guide Price: £7 million 
Agent: Sotheby’s International 
Realty (020 7495 9580; 
sothebysrealty.co.uk)

Converting an 
existing cellar 
falls under 
permitted 
development, 
as long as it 
doesn’t change 
the external 
appearance 
of a home – if 
you wanted to 
add or enlarge 
lightwells, for 
example, then 
a planning 
application would 
be necessary. 

In reality, 
many cellars are 

little more than 
coal-holes with 
inadequate 
headroom that 
do not run the 
full length of 
the house. 

In order to 
make them into 
wow-factor rooms 
it is necessary 
to excavate  
down and out, 
underpin, build 
new structural 
supports and 
foundations, and 
waterproof the 
space. This level 

of work will 
require 
permission – as 
will excavating 
any basement 
from scratch. 

The planning 
rules regarding 
basements are 
currently under 
review, so it’s 
essential to 
contact your 
local authority 
beforehand to 
find out how 
amenable it is to 
a subterranean 
building project.

Planning permission for basements


