
A bold tiger artwork is just one of the stories in this 
sophisticated home that has many other tales to relate. 
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ANIMAL PRINT
This page In the formal living room is a dramatic artwork by Kate Bergin, Songs of Innocence & 
Experience – A Tyger for Mr Blake. Coffee table with tree of life painting on glass from Jean De 

Merry. Custom sofa covered in ‘Plushy’ fabric in Lavender from Perennials. Side tables from 
William Yeoward. ‘Scala’ Murano glass chandelier from Villaverde. Custom silk rug from Behruz 
Studio. Custom ottoman in ‘Broderie Le Rocher’ fabric from Pierre Frey. Walls in half-strength 

Resene ‘Ash’ and waxed plaster finish. Opposite page In the study, ‘Capsula’ mirror from Jean de 
Merry. ‘Pivot’ chandelier from Brendan Ravenhill. Custom silk and wool rug from Behruz Studio.
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T 
he owner of this house is an expert in medieval England 
and the poet Chaucer. And, located mere suburbs away 
from his masterwork’s namesake in southeast 
Melbourne, her home has one of its own tantalising 
Canterbury tales to tell. 

Like the characters in that story, this house shares a journey with 
those who cross its threshold. Literally as you step through it, 
with bold, daring colours at the front and muted, calming neutrals at 
the rear, the two form an enticing and unexpected transition and 
lure you through. And then, from Tudor England to tribal Africa, 
it’s packed with personal touches and references reflecting the 
worldwise owners and their fabulous finds from across the globe. But 
the metaphor doesn’t end there – the Federation house has been on 
a journey of its own that began when the owner bought it in 2011.

“It was rundown, having been renovated about 20 years previously, 
with Baltic pine floorboards in fluorescent orange and a dated black 
granite island bench,” she says. “But the house had an amazing feel. 
With an enormous piece of land at the back, you feel you are in your 
own oasis.” 

She had recruited the late interior designer Stuart Rattle to 
reinvigorate it. In a labour of love, Stuart introduced his meticulous 
skillful layering “room by room, organically, in baby steps”. Shaken 
by his untimely death, she left it for a year, but then, when the timber 
rear veranda doors needed replacing, “we bit the bullet”. After 
meeting other designers, but not finding the “connection” she had 
shared with Stuart, she approached Thomas Hamel in 2015 and they 
instantly gelled. “He gave me that sense of excitement for the project 
that Stuart had given me.” 

But Thomas proposed a more radical, holistic approach to that of 
his predecessor. “I work in a different way, formulating the big 
picture, designing it all at once and working back,” he says. 

“It was a crazy floor plan – you had to walk past the main bedroom 
to get to the kitchen and the bedrooms were lined up along the 

This page In the living space, Best & Lloyd ‘Constance’ table lamp from Milgate. ‘Tudor’ cocktail 
table from Holly Hunt. Bronze side table from Cromwell. Opposite page, from top Artwork by Aaron 
Kinnane from Arthouse Gallery. Best & Lloyd ‘Anemone’ (right) and ‘Constance’ table lamps, both 

from Milgate. Indian majuce chests from Orient House. Nero Port Laurent marble fire surround 
from CDK Stone. In the entry, ‘Fontaine’ console from Gregorius Pineo. Vessel on console by Avital 

Sheffer from Artvisory Gallery. ‘Eclipse’ ottoman and ‘Grand Lotus’ chandelier, both from Cromwell. 
Works above console by Stevie Fieldsend from Artereal Gallery. Walls in Dulux ‘Terracotta Chip’.
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hallway like dormitories.” Meanwhile, a warren of rooms 
connected poorly to the back veranda. “It didn’t feel as if the 
veranda was part of the house,” he says. But what really caught his 
eye was the gabled roof harbouring idle attic space. “I thought we 
could get bedrooms upstairs to free up space downstairs.” 

With architect Wendy Nettle, Thomas conceived a floor plan 
that would see the main bedroom moved to the side of the house, 
becoming part of a main suite connecting to the veranda, and the 
creation of open-plan living areas to front onto that veranda and 
embrace the garden views. That was facilitated by removing a wall 
in what was a spare bedroom and replacing it with an open-plan 
library, from where you can scan the whole backyard. Two 
bedrooms occupy the once-vacant roof space.

The duo relieved the dark centre of the house by installing 
a new staircase with a bridge, which enables light to cascade down 
each side from a skylight above. “The staircase became the 
architectural core of the house,” says Thomas. “It brings in the 
light, which breaks up the proportions, while the stairs give the 
space a modern sensibility.”

For the decorating, he had an open brief. “I chose his vision,” 
says the owner, “so I wanted to remain hands off.” But Thomas 
remained acutely attuned to the owners’ preferences.

“They are eclectic in their tastes and it’s reflected here,” he 
says. “They are not afraid of colour and mixing cultures. And they 
are open to different things, with the confidence to push their 
limits. It’s not a simple, minimal, whitewashed house. It has depth 
and texture. The challenge was to bring it all together to make it 
sophisticated and layered.” Testament to the owners’ willingness 
to push the boundaries is the dramatic tiger painting, Songs of 
Innocence & Experience – A Tyger for Mr Blake by Kate Bergin, that 
they had already selected and which Thomas deftly blended into 
the formal living room. 

Intense colours in the more formal front of the house, including 
red in the study and black in the dining room, with friezes, 
cornicings and skirtings, fade into neutrals at the rear, with 
simpler detailing such as tongue-and-groove beamed ceilings. “I 
love that transition,” says the owner. “The front is bold, with deep 
colours, while the house relaxes at the back with lighter colours.” 
Hints of the one colour run from front to rear, creating unity.

The client’s fascination with Chaucer, medieval England, 
knights and chivalry rubs shoulders with inspiration from around 
the world, from Africa to Italy, China to Torres Strait Islands. 
“I  love mixing exotic cultures, and using colour and pattern to 
bring it all together,” says Thomas. 

Some items, meanwhile, remain an homage to Stuart, including 
an art-deco commode, the luminescent ruby-red Venetian 
chandelier in the dining room and the bold custom rugs in the 
hallway and study. 

As you travel through the house from the study beside the 
entry, with what the architect calls its “Merlin’s eye” Italian gilt 
mirror, to the library with its fabulous Korean screen at the rear, 
each room reveals its own surprises, starting with the individual 
lightfittings, one of which, a glorious flight of fancy tucked away 
in the dressing room, has become a favourite feature for Thomas. 
“It’s contemporary, but with historical references,” he says.

But, for the owner, a standout is an arts and crafts-style frieze 
in the formal dining room, inspired by her beloved Chaucer. “My 
favourite book of his works is an 1896 William Morris edition,” 
she says. “So we made a frieze of that decorative motif, my private 
nod to his work. This house is full of personal touches.” #

Visit thomashamel.com; nettlearchitects.com.

This page Garden designed by Ian Barker of Ian Barker Gardens. Crescent Birds bronze sculpture by Bridget 
McCrum through Messum’s. Opposite page, from top In the kitchen, Porcelume porcelain and brass drum shades, in 

custom frame, from Spence & Lyda. Calacatta marble island from CDK Stone. Custom wool rug from Behruz 
Studio. Flooring from Woodcut. In the dining room, the backs of the dining chairs were re-covered in Mulberry 

Home ‘Tangier’ linen blend fabric from Elliott Clarke. Custom dining table by Thomas Hamel & Associates. Visual 
Comfort ‘Dauphine’ sconces with custom quill shades from Laura Kincade. Wool rug from Behruz Studio. 

“It’s not a simple,  
minimal, whitewashed 

house. It has  
depth and texture.”
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This page In the ensuite, ‘Aurora’ bath from Studio Bagno. Arteriors ‘Forest Park’ side table from Boyd Blue. Venatino + Thassos Carrara mosaic flooring 
in sunflower pattern from Everstone. ‘Michelangelo’ bath tap set from Brodware. Vintage pendant light bought from Tomasz Starzewski on Ebury 

Street in London. Opposite page In the main bedroom, ‘Moragas’ bed from Gregorius Pineo, LA. Best & Lloyd table lamp from Milgate. GP & J Baker 
Crayford ‘Apple Blossom’ wallpaper from Elliott Clarke. Custom-made bench in fabric from The Textile Company. Karastan ‘Sterling’ carpet from 

Premier Carpets. Do You Ever Get the Feeling You’re Being Watched? artwork by Brisbane artist Leonard Brown.

S P E E D  R E A D
» When the owners bought this house in Melbourne’s southeast in 2011, it was tired with dated 

fittings. » They commissioned interior designer Stuart Rattle to add his magic to it room by room. 
With his passing and after trying other designers, they found an instant rapport with Thomas 

Hamel. » With architect Wendy Nettle, Thomas opened up the back and took idle attic space to 
create two new bedrooms. » The eclectic decor is an expression of the owners’ love of Chaucer 

and medieval England, with sprinklings of other cultures and colour and pattern to create a 
harmonious whole. » Intense hues and architectural detailing in the more formal front area 

contrast with the relaxed rear, with its muted colours and simpler lines. 
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