
Globetrotting  
New Zealand-born 
architect William 
Tozer’s latest 
project is a striking 
apartment with 
views over most  
of London.
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A 1940s surgical lamp 
purchased in New York 
stands in the open-plan 
living area alongside  
two ‘JJ’ armchairs by 
Antonio Citterio for 
B&B Italia. The ‘Ray’ 
sofa and daybed are 
also by Antonio Citterio 
for B&B Italia. 



HOME NEW ZEALAND / 6766 / HOME NEW ZEALAND

There’s one place where you can stand in the 
Horizontal House and say to yourself with 
certaint y, “Yep. This really was a factory.” It’s 
over in the far corner by the window, facing inwards. 
From this angle, the uncompromising plane of the 
concret e ceilin g meets the pillars in unmistakably 
no-frills lines. 

But like a lot of what London-based, New Zealand-
born (and educated) architect William Tozer does, it 
isn’t obvious. This isn’t slap-you-in-the-face architec-
ture, and the Horizontal House isn’t actually a house, 
but a 280-square-metre apartment that flows through 
part of what was originally the Dr Scholl’s orthotics 
factory in Clerkenwell, inner-city London.

It would probably have vanished during the 
demolitio n-happy ’80s, says William, were it not for 
the vogue for New York-style loft conversions. In 1998, 
the current owners moved in, bought the apartment 
next door and knocked down the dividing walls. 

In this city characterised by narrow terraces, 
usuall y only council estates and office blocks breach 
three storeys. The apartment is on the sixth floor, but 
the oversized measurements of industry have pushed 
it high above the surrounding rooftops. 

William describes the project as a “football field” 
of rectilinear planes and spaces. Sliding or static 
walls define increasing levels of privacy and enclosur e 

towards the heart of the building, but outside the 
open-plan living area, the London skyline wraps itself 
around two full walls, which William has turned into 
floor-to-ceiling windows. 

“The ghost of the [factory] is still there in the 
concrete pillars and ceiling. It’s part of the building’s 
archaeology,” says the architect. “We were pleased 
to have won the idea of keeping the concrete ceiling, 
especiall y. I’ve never liked the idea of erasing every thing 
that was already there, so parts of it are still industrial, 
and some parts, like the kitchen island, are still quite 
’80s. There are three layers of concrete structure.”

In the PhD dissertation William submitted to 
University College London last year, he wrote about his 
work as a subtle form of sculpture. “It’s not ‘signature’ 
architecture,” he says now. “You can’t describe any of 
our projects with a single photograph. There’s no money 
shot that defines what the building’s about.”

William, who established his practice mostly 
through work on terraced houses, says the Clerkenwell 
project represents a natural next step. His studio, 
William Tozer Associates, is also being asked to work 
on an increasing number of apartments and condos.  
It’s a lineage that can be traced through his earlier 
projects. If you took a terraced house and laid the floor 
plans side by side, it would be the same size as the 
apartment – hence, “horizontal house”. 

Left In the  
dining area, pendant 
lights by Philippe Starck 
are suspended over  
a table by Belgian 
designer/architect 
Maarten van Severen 
and ‘Pelle’ chairs by 
Hiroyuki Toyoda.

Top left In the  
open-plan living area, 
the white lamp in the  
foreground is from 
Skandium; the coffee 
table is from The  
Conran Shop.

Above right The  
arresting sight of the 
London skyline is  
visible along two full  
walls of the apartment. 
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Opposite page 
Contemporary lighting 
by Danish designer 
Cecilie Manz hangs 
over the kitchen island.

This page The exposed 
piping overhead is part 
of William’s strategy to 
expose the apartment’s 
industrial origins.

It would probably have vanished 
during the demolition-happy ’80s, 
were it not for the vogue for New 
York-style loft conversions.
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The study is situated  
at the apartment’s 
core. The focal point  
is an artwork by Donna 
Muir and Sue Huntley.  

William describes 
the project as a 
“football field” of 
rectilinear planes 
and spaces. Sliding 
or static walls 
define increasing 
levels of privacy 
and enclosure 
towards the heart 
of the building.
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But it’s not just the type of building that is 
changin g. A decade after striking out on his own in 
the competitive market of the UK, he is establishin g 
two more WTAD offices, one in his hometown of 
Auckland, and another in Minneapolis. 

These are not, perhaps, the most obvious choices 
for an expanding business, but William’s plan was 
never one of corporate world domination. He describes 
the new enterprise as “micro-multinational”. Each 
studi o will be small – his flagship in London currently 
only employs five staff – and networked by technology. 

It will also give the team a chance to work on a 
wider range of buildings, from the terraces and con-
versions of urban London, to the Arts & Crafts-style 
houses of the northern US. By virtue of its numerous 
lakes, Minnesota also has more waterfront real estate 
than Hawaii, Florida and California combined. And 
then there’s the completely different outdoor living 
and landscape of New Zealand and Australia.

The decision was also a personal one for William, 
as his wife is American and they have two small 
childre n. “These are the places I want to spend time 
in,” he says, “and that attachment can allow you to 
do good architecture.”

Staying in one place for too long can mean you 
don’t see the wood for the trees, he says. “It’s good 
to know what you’re doing instinctively and what is 

out of habit. What we’ll be doing in New Zealand will 
be very different to what I would have been doing if I 
lived there, because it’s informed by the dense, vertical 
nature of London. It’s a fascinating feedback loop.”

In person, William is thoughtful and low-key. He 
is also an academic and writer of some note, having 
lectured at Canterbury, the University of Minnesota 
and the Royal Institute of British Architects (among 
other institutions), and worked as the London editor 
of Australian magazine Monument for 10 years.

He began at Auckland University, completing a BA 
and a Bachelor of Architectural Studies before moving 
to Melbourne’s RMIT University to complete his archi-
tectural training. In the late 1990s he went to London 
“because it was easy”, he laughs. “I assumed I’d do 
the usual two years, then come back and live happily 
every after.” Instead, he found himself working in “the 
craziest property boom in centuries”. 

In the early years of the new millennium, the 
practic e for which he worked disbanded, but was happy 
for William to take a project with him when he set up 
his own studio. “My approach was to do what little work 
you had well and make sure everyone knew about it. 
By doing small projects we managed to build up a great 
portfolio very quickly,” he says.

Writing, both academic and journalistic, also helped 
define his work. He chose interviewees he respected, 

Left A handsome set 
of shelves in the TV room 
allows for the display of 
multiple artworks. 

Below left Built-in  
cabinetry in the study 
contrasts with the 
building’s concrete 
ceiling. 

Below Wide sliding 
doors lead on to the 
balcony – and the  
beginnings of an  
urban garden. 
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and projects he found challenging. “I found it fascinat-
ing to understand what motivates people to do what, 
say, [architect] Zaha Hadid does. And I’d walk away 
feeling like everything I did was horribly understated. 
Then I’d talk to [architect] John Pawson and feel like 
everything was overstated.”

William’s dissertation argument, that modern archi-
tecture has the same potential as modern art to transport 
its audience, is something he carries through into his 
work. “What I aspire to is a slightly uncanny experience, 
where you’re not really sure when you entered,” he says. 
“I feel very averse to one-dimensional architecture.”

Interaction between building and viewer is, he 
says, one of the best opportunities modern architec-
ture has opened up, and residential housing offers the 
ongoing prospect of experimenting with scale and of 
working with people who are prepared to take a few 
risks. “The stakes are lower [compared to commercial 
property] and projects turn over faster, so as architects, 
we learn quickly. It’s called a ‘practice’ for a reason.”

However, 20 percent of WTAD’s time is also dedi-
cated to restaurant and bar work. Recently the studio 
produced uncluttered modern interiors for Fernandez & 
Wells, which has opened four distinct London cafés/bars 
in the past few years. The latest and largest is a 100-seat 
Spanish-style bar that, like the others, is a light-handed 
installation within a listed building – in this case, the 

grandly neoclassical Somerset House, which began 
constructio n in the late 1700s. The bar was described 
by the Evening Standard’s reviewer as “one of the 
most elegant places in London to eat and drink” – a 
line that sounds as if it, too, came from the pen of 
an enthusiasti c 18th-century scribe. Clearly, London 
society agrees with the colonial upstart. 

The city has afforded a wildly different education 
to that which William could have expected back home. 
How different? “I generally find it more open than it is in 
the Antipodes,” he says. “It’s the size, and the fact there’s 
always a bigger fish; people have a little more humility 
and are happier to help you. My perspective is also 
informed by the journalistic work I did. That demystified 
it for me. When you interview a famous architect, you 
realise they’re just people. You’re both doing creative 
work, so they tend to be relaxed and friendly.”

So, instead of calling time on London and return-
ing to his home country permanently, William is 
attempting to bridge the gap. “It’s an alternative way 
to contribute culturally to New Zealand, rather than 
physically returning. Technology makes it possible 
to return cultural capital, not just once in a lifetime 
but continuously, and I think that I now have a very 
differen t perspective to offer.” 

Above left This corridor 
terminates at the door  
to the main bedroom. 

Above, far left A free-
standing, handmade 
Etruscan bath by Albion 
is an elegant addition 
to the ensuite. 

Right Sleek black and 
silver fittings in the  
master suite – including 
photographs by Stak 
– are the perfect foil 
for the room’s spare 
concrete-and-wood 
palette. 



The Kiwi export on this 
London apartment’s history, 
and keeping his finger on the 
pulse in New Zealand.

An apartment in a factory? What 
advantages did the original struc-
ture offer you? The building was 
converted into apartments in the 1990s, 
but it was built for an industrial use 
– which is typical of the Clerkenwell 
area. The site had concrete ceilings, 
beams and two types of columns. In 
order to register the history of the site 
we exposed these elements as curated 
found objects. The structure also gave 
us large open spans in which to arrange 
our open-plan scheme.

How much time will you be spend-
ing in New Zealand now you’re 
opening an office here? I haven’t lived 
in New Zealand for 16 years, but I’ve 
returned regularly and kept engaged 
with what’s happening culturally, par-
ticularly in the architectural discipline. 
I’ll probably continue to return roughly 
annually, but hopefully those visits will 
become more prolonged. We currently 
have a residential project in Sydney out 
to tender, and a coastal New Zealand 
project at the detailed design stage.

Q&A with architect  
William Tozer

DESIGN
NOTEBOOK
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01 / Main bedroom
02 / Main bathroom
03 / Dressing room
04 / Guest bedroom
05 / Entrance hall
06 / Kitchen
07 / Dining
08 / Living
09 / TV room
10 / Study
11 / Guest shower room
12 / Utility
13 / Storage

 
Below from left William 
Tozer; the strength of 
this home (and the 
pieces chosen to dress 
it) is in its simplicity; the 
main bedroom is enliv-
ened by the setting sun 
beamed through the 
blinds. 
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