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The vast space of the open-plan area upstairs is cleverly partitioned 

into a cosy living space, kitchen and a more formal evening space 

with a grand piano. The walls are grey plaster, the floor is epoxy and 

the cupboards are grey MDF. The furniture, like the Ligne Roset Facet 

sofa, is an investment that Don would like to leave to his children. LEFT 

Three-year-old Edan plays in front of the fireplace, beside a Ligne Roset 

Facet armchair and ottoman. Don and Sylvie found the moose-head 

online, www.vlaemsch.be. Initially, they put it up as a joke, but it soon 

stuck. The living area was built to create a cosy corner, “because living 

like this is rather exposed.” BOTTOM LEFT Pepper the Dalmatian 

stands at the top of the stairs leading down to the kids’ bedrooms. Don 

designed the lighting as a series of overhead bulbs attached directly 

to the ceiling. “I liked the idea of starlight and confetti so we just threw 

them up randomly. I like the fact that they are all different bulbs, some of 

them are energy saving. It’s just a bit of nonsense and fun, otherwise it 

all gets a little too serious.” 
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I
rish architect Don Murphy opens the door of his new house, Sodae, with the touch of a button. 
The slanted door hisses open like a scene from Star Trek. Perched like a glacial boulder on a plot 
of green countryside, surrounded by a moat of calm canals in the green heart of the Netherlands, 
it’s an alien spacecraft in an old Dutch oil painting. 
Founder of VMX Architects with partner Leon Tuenissen, Don, originally from Cork city, has 

been practising in Holland for nearly 20 years. Following a degree in architecture at the Southbank 
University in London, where he met his wife Sylvie, from Dorset, the couple moved to Amsterdam in 
1991 when Don was accepted to study at the prestigious Berlage Institute. “We originally came here 
for two years and have been here ever since,” Sylvie says with a smile.

Since its conception in 1995, VMX has built up a diverse portfolio, including social housing and the 
new VIP terminal at Schiphol airport, but Don still has a soft spot for private homes. “I like designing 
houses, I never make any money doing it, but it’s a kind of investment. You can almost judge an 
architect by the house they can design.” 

When Sylvie saw two houses that Don had designed, she suggested that he design a home for 
their family, which includes Oscar, 14, Ava, 13, and three-year-old Edan. “We were living in a very 
beautiful old street in Amsterdam but we realised as the children grew up, we were going to need 

The view across the nature reserve towards the high rises of 

Amsterdam is bleak and beautiful. “The Irish landscape is so much 

more intense but when Dutch people come here, they really love 

the view,” Don says. The dining table and bench are from a vintage 

furniture shop Domino in Amsterdam. LEFT The black desk is from 

furniture shop, Lambert, while the Chair One was designed by 

Konstantin Grcic for Magis. Don sourced the lamp from local lamp 

maker Erik Dijkman from Lichtvaardig. BOTTOM LEFT A family ritual, 

Don returns home for afternoon tea with Sylvie and the children every 

day. BELOW Don placed the kitchen in “the heart of the house”, so 

that Sylvie could be at the centre of things while she was cooking. 

The entire kitchen is made from orange Corian, Sylvie’s favourite 

colour, with a matching KitchenAid mixer and taps. 
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more space,” Don says. Finding land in Holland proved difficult, as the planning laws are a lot stricter 
than in Ireland. However, Sylvie found a plot on a protected nature reserve 20 minutes’ drive outside 
Amsterdam near the Amstel river on a tiny island called Kostverlorenkade 1, which they bought  
in 2005. 

After some lateral thinking regarding the planning laws, Don went before a government 
committee that assessed the design quality, and permission was duly granted. Sodae was finished 
in August 2009 and the family moved in. The reaction from neighbours was varied, in equal parts 
loathing and admiration. Unfazed by the criticism, Don explains the motivations and mechanisms 
of the house.

“I was enchanted by the view, so I put the living room upstairs.” The open-plan space is vast but 
doesn’t feel it, as he points out: “There is nothing to give you a sense of scale because you are dealing 
with huge landscapes.” The beautiful view across the flat green fields and lapping canals on two sides 
gives a sense of tranquillity, and luckily, is protected by planning laws. 

For Don, bringing the outside in was a key feature in the design. “In the Netherlands, there is a very 
low gap between the water and the sky and I wanted to live in nature as much as possible. So we have 
no curtains and wide expanses of glass.” Hares bound through the long grass in the early mornings and 

The black leather chair is a vintage prototype from Italian industrial designer 

Joe Colombo with a Chiara floor lamp, designed by Mario Bellini in 1967 for 

Flos. The Murphys have mixed vintage with contemporary, with a wooden I 

Beam side table by Matthew Hilton. The cocktail bar was built for their old 

house. The new owners loved the bar, but neither of them drank alcohol and 

suggested keeping books in it instead, but Don was having none of it. “I 

said, ‘I’m sorry, but if you’re not drinking alcohol, you can’t keep the bar!’” 

LEFT A Hope Lamp by Francisco Gomez Paz for Luceplan hangs above a 

spiral staircase painted in grey floor paint, that connects the upstairs living 

area with the master bedroom. BELOW Sylvie and Ava play the Grotrian-

Steinweg grand piano. The photograph is of Sylvie and her three sisters 

taken at Cowrie Beach, Mombassa, Kenya, that had not been developed for 

more than 30 years.
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in the summer, the bird life is “incredible”.
With the opportunity to start from scratch, Don tailor-made the house to suit his children and Sylvie, 

who stays at home. “She loves to cook and this is really her house, I designed it for her,” says Don. 
“I placed her and the kitchen right in the heart of the house.” Oscar and Ava have their own entrance 
leading to their bedrooms downstairs and in the basement, a home cinema system, disco ball and drum 
kit mark their territory. The youngest, Edan, was something of an “afterthought”, and as the house 
had already been designed when Sylvie became pregnant, Don had to redesign and “sneak another 
bedroom in”. 

The bedrooms are downstairs, facing east to give them plenty of morning light. One entire wall of 
angled glass gives the impression of “sleeping in a cave; there’s nothing between you and the outside,” 
according to Don. Due to the angle of the glass, it is impossible to see in from outside during the day, 
only at night when the lights are on.

The one thing missing is wallspace. “We would love to buy more art but we don’t have enough 
space. We have to think about moving into sculpture!” says Don with a grin. The furniture is all 
carefully selected: a mixture of vintage finds and modern design classics. For Don, they are more like 
objects than pieces of furniture. “The idea is that I would like to leave them to the kids. I’m not just 
buying them for now, I’m buying them for the future, so I try to avoid Ikea.”

Although not a native, Don looked to the Dutch countryside and traditions for references and 
respected the landscape. “As an architect, you always have to make more than just a building. You look 
for clues and here I found the landscape inspiring. In old Dutch paintings, it’s all about the surface of 
the water and the trees and the sky. So I thought I could work with that, they were the tools and the 
ingredients.” The result is astonishing, a strange and beautiful “guest” in the serene Dutch landscape.
www.vmxarchitects.nl

TOP LEFT Don angled the glass to ensure there was no reflection from inside, 

giving the impression of being “in a cave”. The technique is apparently used 

in airtraffic control towers to give the clearest view possible. The Crisis bed 

in Edan’s room is by Piet Hein Eek and is accompanied by a toy Mercedes 

sports car and an old school table and chair. LEFT The main bathroom has 

a standalone bath custom-made by H2B in Amsterdam, two basins and 

two separate shower areas, with a dividing screen to pull across for privacy. 

Don loved the idea of a communal area where everyone could be together. 

“Sometimes the only time I see the children is in the morning, so we can all 

be in the bathroom together.” ABOVE Don and Sylvie’s bed was handmade 

by sculptor and friend Dauwe Den Hertog. The Plopp stool by Oskar Zieta sits 

underneath a Costanza bedside light by Luceplan. Sylvie found the chair in a 

skip and renovated it. Their proximity to nature was important to Don. “When 

we had snow, it was so wonderful, there was snow right up to the glass, it really 

feels like being outside.”
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Sylvie’s vintage Fiat 500 rests under a lonely 

lamppost beside the canal running along the 

front of the house. BELOW Don was inspired 

by how the Dutch rarely close their curtains 

and at night, the house lights up for all to see. 

“In a way, you feel very respectful of the landscape. The idea is that the house 

will get mossy, to be in synergy with the landscape.” 




