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ON A NARROW LOT IN CHARLOTTE, NORTH CAROLINA, 
ARCHITECTS PURSLEY DIXON CONJURE A TRICKED-
OUT TOWNHOUSE FILLED WITH FOOL-THE-EYE SPACE 
SAVERS, FROM A SPICE CABINET HIDDEN BEHIND  
A PAINTING TO A MURPHY BED–INSPIRED HOME BAR.  
IT DOESN’T GET MUCH SMARTER THAN THIS.

A barrel vault sculpts the inti-
mate dining space, framing 
views of the breakfast area 
and kitchen. The plaster arcs, 
in Benjamin Moore Classic 
Gray, are echoed by the Circa 
Interiors & Antiques round 
table and Julie Neill Designs 
chandelier. Rolling ottomans 
by Charles Stewart tuck extra 
seats under twin consoles. 

IT’S
 MAGIC 



100

“That old movie prop, 
the wall safe masked 
by a picture, was on 
our minds when we 
designed this spice 
cabinet,” says project 
architect Mark Kline, 
of the firm Pursley 
Dixon. Recessed into 
the backsplash above 
a Caesarstone coun-
tertop, storage  
vanishes behind the 
hinged frame of an  
oil painting. This way, 
the view from the 
great room includes 
art, not cabinets. 

Besides housing a 
Thermador oven and 
convection micro-
wave, the compact 
pantry multitasks  
as a bar. A bottom- 
hinged cabinet panel 
swings down to pro-
vide a serving station 
with shelves of glass-
ware in easy reach (a 
vertical support for 
the counter swivels 
out of the woodwork). 
When the “Murphy 
bar” is closed up, an 
adjacent door gives 
everyday access to 
glasses.  

SECRET
INGREDIENTS

BAR 
HARBOR

Behind the breakfast room’s custom table and benches, a 
parapet rises from the kitchen island to conceal the sink 
and messy dishes. The island’s rare pecky-cypress sheath 
gives it the stature of fine furniture; table lamps hardwired  
in place at both ends enhance that aura. Sisal rug by Stark. 
OPPOSITE, FROM TOP: A Visual Comfort picture light illumi-
nates Charlotte artist Janine Medlin’s landscape; the back-
splash is marble, and the countertop is Caesarstone in 
Lagos Blue. Oak woodwork is stained in Cabot’s Dune Gray.
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“Sometimes it felt like we were building 
a small yacht,” recalls Pursley Dixon 
principal architect Ken Pursley. He’s 
speaking of the elegant ingenuity 
designed into every inch of this 3,800- 
square-foot house on a skinny lot in 
Charlotte, North Carolina. The home-
owners, whose primary residence lies 
outside the city, wanted a snug pied-à-
terre that nonetheless provided the  
gracious layout, abundant daylight, fine 
materials, and fanciful details more 
typical of much larger homes. Pursley 
welcomed the challenge. “Cooking 
things down makes them richer, more 
intense,” he observes. “Living small 
doesn’t mean giving up good architec-
ture. It just means being thoughtful 
about using the space you have—and 
the right tricks to manage scale.”  
Here, the wizardry involves expansive 
windows that collect sunshine from  
all directions; shape-shifting walls that 
conjure coziness as well as grandeur; 
and cabinetwork that makes domestic 
clutter disappear. From the spice chest 
in disguise to a palette of whites, grays, 
and blues, each gesture animates the 
whole interior. “It’s as if you’re on an 
emotional journey,” Pursley says, “an 
adventure full of discoveries and fun.”

The bifold-panel painting by Stuart Coleman Budd is a clever 
way to hide a TV, but the idea was not to be deceitful, so 
principal architect Ken Pursley added the picture light and 
extended the hinges. “Bronze hinges honestly express that 
it’s a movable screen—that this is true kinetic art.”

Cutout brackets flanking the toe kick of a bathroom 
vanity echo the architecture of the house, from arch to 

gable. “You can tell that these contours were born  
from pencil and paper,” Kline explains. “I can’t give a pro-

file the right personality if I design it on a computer.” 

DOUBLE
FEATURE

PEEKABOO 
DETAILS

S
RIGHT, FROM TOP: Placing the entry at one 
side of the gabled structure enabled a  
central bay window to project light through 
the core of the house; the exterior is painted 
in Pratt & Lambert Shadow Beige. In an 
upstairs guest bathroom, a generous mirror 
and vanity painted in Benjamin Moore 
Stonington Gray visually enlarge tight quar-
ters; sink fittings, Sigma. OPPOSITE: In the 
living room, armchairs from Circa Interiors & 
Antiques invite fireside chats. The glassed-in 
entry porch doubles as foyer and conserva-
tory. Rug, Stark. 
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“Norman, the family 
Havanese, likes being 
in on all the action,” 
says Bronwyn Ford, 
the interior designer 
on the project. But 
when the kitchen is 
busy enough without 
having a dog under-
foot, this retractable 
gate lets him keep 
watch from a rear 
hall. The gate’s hid-
den wheels follow  
a guide track into a 
wall pocket.

SETTING
BOUNDARIES

Instead of jogging abruptly  
to the guest room, an upstairs 

hallway “wiggles,” as Pursley 
puts it. He purposely designed 

a cramped passage to 
heighten the drama of arrival— 

a classic “compression-and- 
release trick.”

ROUNDING
THE BEND

Hallway closets with discreet flush- 
mounted doors take advantage of eaves 
and other leftover nooks. OPPOSITE: The 
homeowners’ granddaughter, Caroline, 
greets Norman at the kitchen gate. 
Painted in Sherwin-Williams Unusual 
Gray and paved with bluestone, the hall-
way/mudroom leads to the ground-floor 
master bedroom as well as the back-
yard. FOR MORE DETAILS, SEE RESOURCES
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