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An Overman chair and 
a cerused-oak table – 
both dating from the 

mid-century – are 
among the furnishings 

gathered in this Croatian 
home’s living room on a 

Moroccan-made wool rug
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FRANCES/OTTO

A 15TH-CENTURY RUIN 
IN THE SOUTH OF 

CROATIA IS FAITHFULLY 
REIMAGINED AS A 

CHARMING FAMILY 
HOME IN THE COUNTRY 

HUMBLE
ORIGIN
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e used to 
holiday here 
in the summer 
with friends 
who lived on 
the island,’ says 
Cape Town-

based architect Antonio Zaninovic of a 
small outcrop of land off the southern coast 
of Croatia, one of many that make up the 
region’s Adriatic archipelago. Mercifully, 
given its pastoral history, it is safely tucked 
away from the yacht-party set that makes 
the annual migration to the warm waters 

of the Dalmatian coast. ‘So, when the land 
and property next door became available 
the homeowner, who was among the visiting 
group, was immediately interested.’ The 
property in question, however, was a far cry 
from the postcard-ready, terracotta-tiled 
roofed mansions of Dubrovnik and Hvar – 
in fact it was, literally, in ruins. ‘It was very 
old and completely falling apart while the 
view, too, was completely overgrown,’ says 
Antonio who, along with American interiors 
and landscaping firm Rees Roberts and 
Partners LLP, would go about this careful 
restoration of both structure and soil. 

The team didn’t have much to 
work with: the main house, a building 
(presumably a former nunnery) that 
dated back to the 15th century, wasn’t big 
enough to accommodate the client’s brief 
for a two bedroom home. There was also 
the remains of a second structure, which 
Antonio believes had once acted as a barn 
for livestock. 

So it was to be that the crumbling 
homestead would be reconfigured as the 
living quarters – kitchen, dining room and 
lounge. ‘Wherever we could, we kept all 
traces of the original plaster and the old 

stone,’ explains Antonio. New fireplaces 
were installed, too, the design of their 
flues based on old ham smokers that local 
peasant farmers of the region used.

In lieu of an already existing structure, the 
team opted for a new build to house the 
bedrooms. The real challenge here, and the 
real proof of the team’s ingenuity, was to 
create a structure that was almost 
indistinguishable from the original, a 
building that, right down to the blueprint 
and materials used, was an accurate facsimile 
of a restored Croatian ruin. ‘If you look at 
them together, the new and the old  

The 15th-century ruins 
were repurposed into 
a contemporary retreat 
complete with pool LEFT, 
FROM TOP The darker 
area on the kitchen’s far 
wall was purposefully 
left as is to show where 
the flue from the original 
smoking oven was located; 
a bamboo-roofed pergola 
added to the main building 
provides shade until 
grapevines take over

‘IF YOU LOOK AT THEM TOGETHER, 
THE NEW AND THE OLD BUILDINGS 
SPEAK THE SAME ARCHITECTURAL 
LANGUAGE’ ANTONIO ZANINOVIC

W
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buildings speak the same architectural 
language,’ says Antonio, who insisted on 
using the same building materials in the 
restoration as in the new build. ‘We used 
handmade tiles from Italy, the plaster in the 
rooms is a Venetian type. Even the timber 
ceilings are hand-cut oak and stained to 
look aged. The stone is a type of white 
sandstone from the area.’ 

For Antonio, it was a project that 
had been a lifetime in the making. ‘My 
grandfather is Croatian, so I’ve been going 
for most of my adult life,’ he explains. 

‘I’m very familiar with the aesthetic.’ 
His is an honest visual language not 
concerned with being overly precious – 
which in turn would have left it feeling 
overly contrived – but to give the home a 
modern interpretation.

When it came to the interiors, a similar 
approach of authenticity with luxury was 
used. ‘The decor remains true to the 
peasant origins of the island,’ he says. And 
yet, though the pieces appear simple and 
understated, their provenance is as far afield 
as South Africa and America. ‘In this setting, 

however, these bespoke pieces are given an 
entirely new context,’ Antonio observes. 

Finally, with the interiors settled on, it 
was time for attention to be turned to the 
garden and the barn, both in a wild state. 
As the overgrown vegetation was cleared, 
sweeping views of the nearby coastline 
emerged. ‘Closer to the house the garden 
has a very established sense of planting, but 
head down to the ocean and it becomes 
more wild.’ As for the barn, the landscape 
division of Rees Roberts and Partners 
transformed it into a swimming pool.

‘While the house itself is quite small, 
the land is over 5 000 square metres,’ 
says Antonio. ‘The homeowner wanted 
to keep it simple and sheltered.’ And 
here, in the quiet countryside surrounded 
by centuries of heritage, it certainly is. 
n Available for rental from May to 
September. Contact Baki Uçar 
8 10tafelberghof@gmail.com; Antonio 
Zaninovic Architecture Studio 
8 antoniozaninovic.com; 
Rees Roberts and Partners LLP 
8 reesroberts.com

A 1960s Italian lamp sits on 
an early-19th-century desk in 

the guest bedroom OPPOSITE 
PAGE,  FROM TOP In a powder 

room, an old limestone cistern 
was transformed into a basin; the 

landscape is distinguished by a 
silver-green palette that plays 

nicely off the limestone structures


