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Back to
NATURE
A SAN FRANCISCO DESIGN
DUO MODERNIZED A
TRADITIONAL CRAFTSMAN
HOME BY OPENING IT TO
THE OUTDOORS.
BY L AU R A MAU K P H OTOG R AP H S BY J O E FLE TCH E R

A Noe Valley house reimagined by architect Ross Levy, of Levy Art +
Architecture, and designer Kevin Hackett, of Síol Studios, maintains
its Craftsman-style front facade, while taking on a modernist aesthetic
for the rear elevation with a steel-framed glass facade that floods
the interior with sunlight and views of an old-growth maple tree.
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“THERE’S A SENSE OF WANTING
to bring back the elemental, the wild,” says designer Kevin
Hackett, whose firm Síol Studios recently joined forces with
architect Ross Levy to transform a modest bungalow on a
down-sloping lot in San Francisco’s Noe Valley into a lightfilled three-story home that’s woven into its valley landscape.
“I think we crave nature more than ever because we’re not
connecting to it as much,” Hackett says.
From a curb perspective, there’s no indication that Hackett
and Levy’s design facilitates a connection to nature. Its graypainted Craftsman-style facade, just like those around it,
references the city’s architectural past, when punched windows, low ceilings, opaque walls and small rooms represented
the idea of home. “It’s the old fabric, which city planning
authorities demand we keep because they feel it maintains the
general charm and character of San Francisco,” Levy says. The
architect and modernist at heart did what many city architects do and created openness and airiness in the rear and the
interior of the house, while leaving its traditional-style street
presentation. “It’s hidden architecture,” Levy says.
The two residents, who work in technology and community arts and organization, pass through the entry and traverse a steel-grate bridge into an expansive living, dining and
kitchen area on the house’s top level. Levy punctuated the

Opposite: Large glass
doors in the dining area
open to a deck with a
glass railing, allowing
for optimal indooroutdoor connection.
Above: A site-specific
artwork by Jett Martinez
is inset into a wall of
cabinetry in the kitchen,
punctuating the space
with vibrancy. Hackett
created textural
interest for the area by
juxtaposing blackened
steel with walnut for
the island. Left: A steeland-walnut staircase
seemingly floats,
linking the open-plan
main living area to the
rooftop deck; a walled
staircase leads to the
bedrooms below.

69

066-073 Feat_Siol_R1.indd 69

10/30/19 9:24 AM

IT’S A SPACE
A BOVE THE TR EETOPS
TH AT’S A BUZZ WITH
THE SOUNDS A ND
SIGHTS OF THE CITY.
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Opposite: The greenery of the landscape fills the steel-framed
glass walls of the master bedroom and bathroom, creating the
sensation of being in a treehouse. Right: Hackett suspended
Autoban’s Octopus chandelier above a black honed granite
tub in the master bathroom, where cement tile, called Cigar
Shop by Cle, provides a graphic aesthetic. A sculptural
concrete sink by Concreteworks offsets the warm materiality
of the walnut vanity. Below: Sunlight pours in through a glassand-steel wall in the master bedroom and creates shadow
play on the canvas-like white walls. The flooring is walnut.

open-plan space — and the entire rear facade — with glass
and steel that visually explodes with the sublime greenery of
the valley below. “You begin with a Craftsman aesthetic, but
then step over the threshold and kind of float on that bridge
and it’s almost like you’ve walked into a treehouse,” Hackett
says. “The bridge lets you know you’re entering new territory
and sets up the experience for the rest of the home.”
Levy also designed a suspended walnut-and-steel staircase
with a slim silhouette that accentuates the airiness of the
beamed living space and leads to a new rooftop deck Hackett
designed. The light feel of the staircase marks your ascension
to the highest point of the home, where a concrete fire pit
and bluestone pavers offset built-in redwood benches and a
red cedar hot tub. It’s a space above the treetops that’s abuzz
with the sounds and sights of the city.
Inspired by the ways the architecture integrates with the
terrain, Hackett appointed the interior with natural materials and finishes. Gauze-like sheers dress the steel-framed
windows in the kitchen-dining-and-living area, mitigating
the sunlight that washes over the space’s lime plaster wall.
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WHEN YOU STARE OUT THE
BACK OF THE HOUSE, YOU’RE
LOOKING AT THE VALLEY
AND IT’S THIS PEACEFUL,
BEAUTIFUL THING.

“The plaster almost sucks in that light, accentuating and
reflecting it,” Hackett says. “Everything is pared down so
the focus is on the poetics of the sunlight.” The designer
employed walnut flooring that lends still more warmth and
texture and pays homage to the tree trunks that populate
the valley. The kitchen island, too, is crafted with walnut
as well as blackened steel. “It’s as if the walnut comes up
and out of the floor,” Hackett says. “And the steel will wear
beautifully and exhibit a nice patina.” A brilliant and massive
painting by Jet Martinez that depicts riotous florals marks
the kitchen area, making it appear more like a gallery corner
than a functional space.
As you move to the lower floors, where Levy situated the
bedrooms and bathrooms, there’s a quieter sense of being
anchored. Hackett and Levy devised a shifting materiality for
the staircases to enhance the sensation of moving from high
to low: the airy steel-and-walnut up to the roof, walnut and
walnut-and-concrete staircases from the living room down to
the bedrooms; solid cast-concrete stairs to the ground level.
The bathroom design adds more sensory impressions. A
lime plaster wall in the second-level master bath provides
yet another canvas for sunlight play, and in the ground-level
bath, a plant wall within a light well presses up against a
partially etched glass floor-to-ceiling window, creating the
feeling of being outdoors.
“The way you’re drenched in greenery and sunlight is
remarkable,” Hackett says. Levy agrees: “It’s rare in San
Francisco to be able to experience the outdoors while you
shower,” the architect says.
Hackett covered the ground-level bath’s shower walls in
idiosyncratically textured clay tile that harnesses glittering
sunlight and bounces it around in a beautiful way. “The clay
has amazing subtleties,” the designer says. “This shower is an
experience that slows down mind-and-body space, offering
an opportunity for true pause.”

Above: The glass-and-steel rear facade is like an
aperture for the house; Hackett employed gauze-like
drapery sheers to mitigate the influx of sunlight.
Left: Hackett outfitted the garden-level bath with
lime plaster walls that absorb and reflect sunlight.
Lush outdoor plantings push up against the shower’s
glass wall and give the feeling of an outdoor shower.
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Above: Hackett selected redwood for the built-in benches on the
rooftop deck, where there’s a red cedar hot tub, a concrete fire pit
and bluestone pavers. The plantings were selected and installed by
Danielle Coulter, of Collecting Flowers. Right: An illuminated concreteand-walnut staircase links the second floor and the ground level.

The entire home “has a natural vibe so you almost forget
you’re in San Francisco,” Levy says. “When you stare out
the back of the house, you’re not looking at the downtown
skyline or the Golden Gate Bridge. You’re looking at the
valley and it’s this peaceful, beautiful thing.”
It’s a mood Hackett deliberately sought to cultivate, given
how technology and constant scrolling impose a staccato
rhythm to modern life. “Pinterest and Instagram can be a
dangerous vacuum of style,” says the designer, who specifically avoids letting clients describe the way they want spaces
to look and instead asks them to identify the way they want
to feel and live in each area of their home. “I don’t want
to talk about aesthetics,” he says. “I want to know what
kind of sensory experiences they’re after.” Hackett finds that
during these conversations, a desire to connect with nature
emerges practically every time. “Our bodies and minds are
attuned to natural systems,” he says. “Before we leap into
the science behind this thing or the other, we need a firm
grasp on our humanity.” n
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