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048 interiors church of living

above A modern interpretation of a leaded front glass ensures contact with the exterior opposite page Rooflights have been added to the
original structure to brighten the interior and enhance the colours of the stained glass windows

When a private client asked Zecc to convert a
chapel into a residence, the Utrecht-based firm
were not surprised. They had been commissioned
a few years before by the same couple of
architectural enthusiasts to create an apartment in
a former school building, so the designers were
familiar with their fondness for singular buildings
and gladly embarked on this audacious makeover.

Located in Nieuwegracht in the centre of
Utrecht, a religious centre since the 8th century,
the 250 sq-m space offered obvious qualities
including exceptional volume — 1,600 m* — and
quaint, inimitable details such as stained glass
windows. Yet turning this awe-inspiring, atypical
setting into a truly liveable space undoubtedly
required virtuosity. The main challenge was to
introduce both material and — perhaps more
importantly — psychological comfort while
retaining the mystical, unique atmosphere of the
original place.

To achieve this delicate combination, the first
step was the lighting scheme. "The old church was
dark brown: there was no natural light at all,"

explains Zecc's David Tins. "We created new
rooflights, which delivered indirect light and gave a
new life to the space." Not only do the lights
gently counteract the darkening effect of the
leaded glass windows, they also liven up the room
by bringing out the colours of those windows.
Another key element was the introduction of a
Mondrian-like glass window to mitigate the
impression of confinement through the absence of
large openings. "With the new window opening,
which is a modern variant of the old coloured
windows, we created the one and only interaction
with the outside world," Tins adds.

A witty and effective design feature, the style
chosen for the glass also testifies to the architects'
effort to produce a temporal variation from the
original by initiating a dialogue between past and
present. The new opening offers a modern
interpretation of the leaded glass windows and thus
provides a lighter feel to the overall design. In line
with this strategy, clever space management is used
as a way to give structure to the interior's unusual
roominess and to break its overwhelming effect.
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above The extensive use of white accentuates the spaciousness,
while creating a heavenly environment opposite page The minimal
staircase leading to the study seems to float in the air, reinforcing
the impression of airiness conveyed by the overall design

Now turned into a study, the balcony at the front
of the organ was maintained and used as a dividing
feature between the various living spaces. Tins
explains: "When you enter the chapel you stand in a
hall, which prepares you to enter the living room.
Then you open the two doors and you look at the
kitchen, which is located under that spatial element.
After that, you notice the large space, the height, the
beautiful white interior, and the coloured windows.
The study is on the dividing element in front of the
old organ. The stair including that study is the
element that turns the chapel into a living space."

The incorporation of such landmarks allows for
more spectacular features that renew the spiritual
identity of the chapel. The choice of white as the
dominant colour — from the painted walls to the
shiny white finish of the floor — increases the
notion of spaciousness, while conjuring up feelings
of purity and weightlessness. Another notable
feature is the simple stairway which literally floats in
the air and further adds to the magic of the place.

The white of the main living space also creates a
striking contrast with the bedroom/bathroom
which, situated in the extension of the church, is
distinguished by its dark, mystery-imbued character.

Furniture elements also contribute to instilling a
sense of — if not religious, historical — sacredness.
According to Tins: "The interior parts follow the
client, from project to project. This time, the client's
brother made some nice furniture out of the old
wooden benches, which are reused. A special
element is the original kneeling bench." Along with
the old organ, a traditional candelabrum, a
contemporary chandelier and the classic Eames
aluminium lounge chairs complement the furniture:
an eclectic, yet perfectly harmonised selection
which translates a post-modern interplay of
references, between yesterday and today, between
the religious and the secular. A majestic interior
and a bold experiment, this ‘Church of Living' is a
dazzling example of design's ability to bring magic
into everyday life.
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above Situated under the balcony, the kitchen boasts exceptional

stained glass windows making wallpapers or decorative ornanents

superfluous
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opposite page from top left Furniture of assorted styles and eras contribute to creating a dynamic, stimulating interior ® Located on the balcony, the study is characterised by its wooden floor parts and by the homey

mood it conveys e The bedroom/bathroom distinguishes itself by its dark tones and its solemn ambience



