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Above: Sergio Chinelli 
Architects has a reputation 
for designing bespoke 
residences in remote areas, 
championing breathtaking 
views and linking homes to 
the nature surrounding them
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These pages: The upper level of the house was 
created as a free-flowing living space, with the 
kitchen, dining room and lounge opening to the large, 
covered terrace. The large glass partition neatly packs 
away into a recess revealing stunning sea views, no 
matter where you are on the terrace.

Next page: The large covered terrace provides 
incredible, unobstructed views of the ocean while still 
feeling wholly integrated into the formal living space.

When clients approached Sergio Chinelli 
to build their family home on a cliff 
face in the Garden Route, he took on 
the project with fervour. Chinelli gets 
his design inspiration from his love of 
nature. He is particularly fond of the 
Garden Route’s landscape and diversity 
of fauna and flora and believed that 
this house needed to represent its 
relationship with the environment rather 
than be a monument to itself.

Sergio Chinelli Architects has a 
reputation for designing bespoke 
residences. They are particularly 
renowned for their work in remote 
areas, championing breathtaking 
views and linking homes to the nature 
surrounding them. Chinelli’s clients 
seek him out for his design ethos. 
He believes that to produce the best 
work, the relationship between a client 
and their architect requires a particular 
level of trust.

This held true for the Cliff House project. Chinelli 
had previously designed a home for the clients who 
had now chosen to move to the Garden Route. The 
brief was to create a family home to cater to the 
needs of a young family but also to engage with 
the untouched view. An open plan living area and 
outdoor entertainment area were needed, including 
four bedrooms and a cottage.

Many challenges faced the project. A permit was 
required to remove trees as the land is situated 
in a protected forest. The homeowners in the 
surrounding community are passionate about 
safeguarding their environment, and Chinelli had to 
alter his design to work around protected trees. 
The building height was also a concern as it needed 
to be within the zoning laws. Sticking to the 
maximum height was not easy with what the brief 
involved. Chinelli resourcefully upturned the design 
of a two-story build. He placed the living area on the 
first story at street level and the bedrooms below 
on a second lower level. They would need to sink 
the building into the cliff face and design a flat roof 
to make this possible.
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The house needed to be designed to face the 
Southern sea view and, as a result, would not 
get any direct sun. Chinelli came up with an 
ingenious solution, as they were already sinking 
the building into the cliff face, they would cut 
back into the cliff face on the Northern façade 
and place an open courtyard here. This lets in 
the light and provides a spill out space for the 
clients’ children to enjoy. The clients opted 
to install a pool in this area as it gets direct 
sun and is protected from the cold winds that 
frequent the area.

The finished project is a spectacular vision 
of glass, concrete, and wood as a nod to the 
forest. You enter down a path passing a statue 
created by artist Anton Smit, commissioned by 
the owners. The front door reveals an entirely 
open level, housing the kitchen, dining room 
and lounge. Looking out onto the sea and 
measuring almost ten meters, the glass wall 
slides open into a pocket in the wall, allowing 
uninterrupted access to the covered terrace 
entertainment area. When this wall is removed, 
the entire upper level is free-flowing, and there 
is a sea view from any angle, wherever you are.

The stairs take you down into a pyjama lounge 
which opens onto the courtyard. A walkway 
running parallel to the yard’s length takes 
you to the two children’s bedrooms and the 
main bedroom. Off the main bedroom is a 
sitting area, enabling the owners to watch 
their children playing or swimming. There are 
no balconies in the house as they would be 
impractically difficult to clean considering the 
environment. Instead, each room features large 
sliding doors which open to a frameless piece 
of glass mimicking a balcony. This lower floor 
is forest facing, with undulating bedrooms 
cantilevered over the retaining wall. Each room 
has two or more windows allowing 180-degree 
views of the forest and sea.

Above: The sheltered pool area, with adjacent lounge, is perfect 
for escaping the windy days of the Wilderness coast.

Left: A spectacular vision of glass, concrete, and wood, each 
bedroom features spectacular 180°-views of the forest and sea. 
The large sliding doors open to a framless glass balustrade, which 
gives the effect of a balcony but without the impracticalites of 
cleaning and maintenance, allowing the forest to also contribute 
towards the natural cooling of the house. 
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In addition to being a feast for the senses, 
the house is also a structural marvel. As it is 
40% glass, mostly facing the sea, the glazing 
needed to be incredibly structurally sound and 
able to resist the wind loads it would meet. The 
house’s concrete construction is anchored into 
the cliff face providing structural integrity.

Sergio Chinelli architects have taken great 
care to make the home as efficient as 
possible. The lower level uses the forest as 
a shield from any potential overheating. The 
windows are double glazed, featuring U-PVC 
and a thermally broken frame, which prevents 
any heat that builds up on the window frame 
from being transferred onto the glass. Given 
that the house has a flat roof and consists 
mainly of concrete, it was necessary to ensure 
thermal insulation was used to prevent the 
house from overheating in the evenings. 
Similarly, there is polystyrene insulation 
below floors where there is underfloor heating 
to ensure heating efficiency. 

Any rain that falls onto the flat-roofed house 
is channelled into stormwater downpipes 
concealed in the building and underground 
and runs into a large stormwater collection 
tank that forms part of the house’s structure. 
The tank is connected to a pressurized pump, 
so this harvested stormwater can then be used 
for outdoor watering when needed. All lighting 
in the house is LED for maximum energy 
efficiency and in compliance with council rules. 
The flat roof also allows space for several 
solar panels. The house’s electricity is between 
60% and 70% solar-powered, with all geysers 
running solely on solar.

The Cliff House is a spectacle of design that 
absorbs nature and integrates itself into its 
environment. It is as off the grid as possible, 
championing the environment from an 
aesthetic and functional aspect. Sergio Chinelli 
Architects has genuinely taken advantage of a 
perfect remote piece of land and transformed it 
into an architectural masterpiece.This page: Commissioned by the owners to create 

the large statue at the entrance, artist Anton 
Smit’s creation welcomes guests into a home that 
is a celebration of the environment it sits in.
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