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From residences to retail to 
residences: SOPHIE HICKS 
has come full circle.
Words 

TRACEY INGRAM
 
Portraits

ANDREW MEREDITH

Home 
Again

Sophie Hicks was photographed in her 
London home (see p. 68), one of the 
architect’s five milestone projects.
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SOPHIE HICKS had an ace up her sleeve when 
developing fashion-forward retail concepts for the 
likes of Acne Studios, Chloé, Yohji Yamamoto and 
Paul Smith. Before becoming an architect, the Lon-
doner worked for visionary fashion designer Azzedine 
Alaïa and as a fashion stylist for British Vogue. ‘Fash-
ion people speak a different language,’ says Hicks, ‘but 
I understand that language.’ Interested in architecture 
from a very young age, she made the switch ‘before 
becoming tired of fashion. I left on an up.’ 
 Hicks formed SH Ltd Architects in 1990 while 
studying at the Architectural Association School 
of Architecture in London. With a few staff mem-
bers on board, she juggled refurbishing residences 

with the responsibilities of motherhood. ‘It’s quite 
unusual to start a practice while studying, but as a 
mature student I could cope.’ 
 Tom Hopes joined Sophie Hicks Architects 
in 2011. Maintaining the ‘unusual’ way of working 
she established during the days of rapid roll-outs 
for Chloé, Hicks and Hopes are a two-person show 
with multiple extras. ‘My main forte is design detail-
ing whereas Tom’s is design for construction, but 
we work incredibly closely. Any support we need is 
farmed out to other people.’ And they’ll continue to 
work in this way as the studio shifts away from the 
retail realm and dives deeper into residences – back 
to where it all began.

1998 
PAUL SMITH 
WESTBOURNE HOUSE 
Prior to Paul Smith Westbourne House, 
Sophie Hicks’s main focus was residences. 
So perhaps it’s no coincidence that her first 
assignment for a commercial client – ‘the 
first project where I had to try to get into the 
head of the person commissioning it’ – is 
modelled on a home. 
 ‘At that time, the archetypal fashion 
store was minimalist: chrome and glass,’ 
says Hicks. ‘People were bored with that, 
but they didn’t know what to do next.’ Enter 
Paul Smith. Hicks speaks of an ‘eccentric 
who came up with the bonkers idea of 
making each retail space in the Notting Hill 
building the epitome of a residential room’. 
Womenswear was displayed in an ‘exotic 
boudoir’, accessories were in the ‘dining 
room’ and so on. ‘But it wasn’t literal,’ says 
Hicks, ‘not like the ghastly plethora of 
homely shops that followed.’ 
 In the pervading world of minimal-
ism, something so seemingly unfashionable 
dramatically stirred up the scene. ‘It was 
an incredible breath of fresh air, a punch 
of newness,’ she says of the still-standing 
store. ‘Suddenly we had hundreds of pages 
of international press. The project changed 
the direction of fashion retail worldwide at 
that moment.’ 
 From then on, Hicks maintained 
the strategy of ‘getting into a client’s head’. 
What would they do if they were an archi-
tect? ‘But then I go further. I want to really 
surprise them.’ »

The homelike interior of the Paul Smith Westbourne 
House gained Hicks international press while steering 
fashion retail worldwide into a new direction. 
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The architecture office’s signature style 
– defined by the use of visually refining 
simple and inexpensive construction 
materials – is evident in Acne Studios’ 
new-build Seoul shop.

‘Japanese 
shoppers 

know what 
they want to 
buy before 
they enter 

a store; 
customers in 
the Middle 
East take 
their time 

perusing the 
merchandise’ 

2015 
ACNE STUDIOS SEOUL  
By the time a commission from fashion brand 
Acne Studios landed in Hicks’s lap, she’d 
already decided to focus on new construction. 
A stroke of serendipity, it seems, as the Seoul 
building slated for the flagship was unfit for 
conversion. ‘I didn’t realize it was going to be 
such a big project,’ says Hicks. ‘But since they 
move so fast in South Korea, and so do we, we 
had the shop built and open within 12 months.’ 
 Hicks and team applied the learning 
curves from Chloé, advising Acne Studios 
how to make the project a reality. ‘I had a close 
relationship with the MD,’ says Hicks. ‘I’d 
never done a new-build outside of the UK, but 
I knew we had to communicate a lot through 
the project partner. Then we could completely 
manage the process.’ 
 This level of control resulted in an 
impeccably finished building, another that 

Annabel Elston

The global roll-out of Hicks’s retail concept for Chloé 
obliged her to form a network of external architects, and 
study the culture and regulations of each location.

2002-2007 
CHLOÉ  
Off the back of the Paul Smith Westbourne 
House success, Hicks was asked to develop 
a concept for Chloé to be rolled out globally 
over the following five years. ‘This was the 
first time we really geared up the office,’ says 
Hicks. ‘I realized I could restructure things 
to create a tiny yet technically strong design 
studio. Instead of employing extra staff, I 
formed a network around the world to pro-
duce projects at my level of quality.’ Such an 
arrangement was also a necessity, as Hicks 
was registered to build in the UK alone. 
With 95 per cent of her projects happening 
abroad, she was obliged to assemble a group 
of external architects. ‘I realized that operat-
ing in this way meant being able to produce 
a lot very quickly.’ 
 ‘A lot’ is an understatement. Col-
laborating closely with Phoebe Philo, Chloé’s 
then creative director, Hicks and co. were at 
one point responsible for around 50 projects 

landed Hicks stacks of international press. 
There’s a lot to be said about the unusual 
treatment of light, a response to what Hicks 
uncovered when digging around in the head 
of Acne Studios cofounder Jonny Johansson. 
‘Seoul is so frenetic and the Swedish charac-
ter is quite airy on the surface,’ says Hicks. ‘I 
wanted a building that embodied the light of 
Sweden.’ Remarkably, Hicks’s light box-like 
design requires no additional illumination by 
day. ‘I don’t suppose there’s another store in 
the world without focused lighting,’ she says. 
And as dusk falls, the building transforms into 
a glowing box, a theme that carries through 
her portfolio. Another, which the Acne project 
also exemplifies, is visually refining simple 
and inexpensive construction methods and 
materials. ‘It’s more fun – and more challeng-
ing – to make a lot out of little.’ »

per year over 24 months, all variations on the 
initial concept: bringing a touch of rough-
ness to high-street fashion. They tweaked 
the design for each environment, studying 
the permits and building constraints of the 
various countries receiving a fit-out, from 
France to Japan to the US. ‘Japanese shop-
pers know what they want to buy before they 
enter a store,’ says Hicks. ‘They go only to 
touch goods, to reconfirm the purchases 
they’ve made in their head, which makes 
window displays unnecessary.’ On the other 
hand, customers in the Middle East often 
arrive in groups and take their time perus-
ing the merchandise. They need somewhere 
comfortable to sit, perhaps with a coffee or 
tea in hand. The US is more upfront: window 
displays are used for flaunting, for pulling 
in passers-by. Europe is a sort of middle 
ground, says Hicks, somewhere between the 
two extremes of Japan and the US.

C
ourtesy of Sophie H

icks Architects 
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Pre-construction phase 
HOLLAND PARK  

Continuing the light-box theme of the 
Acne project, Hicks’s future home Holland 
Park exploits the power of daylight.

The third and final of Hicks’s financial-crisis 
land scoops, Holland Park is currently in the 
pre-construction phase. The larger sibling 
of Earl’s Court to which Hicks will eventu-
ally relocate – ‘Earl’s Court is too small; 
I can hardly have parties’ – the residence 
pushes the light-box theme even further. The 
building is shaded by sycamore trees, whose 
limbs will spontaneously dance across 
the roof’s milky-white surface to produce 
random shadows within the interior. Linking 
back to Acne and to Earl’s Court, the project 
exploits the power of daylight. ‘A series of 
overlapping skylights will wash light over 
the ceilings,’ says Hicks. ‘I want people to 
look up and wonder how exactly the day-
light comes in.’ 
 With her triangle of self-driven plans 
almost complete, where to next? The archi-
tect says she’d like to design well-priced 
housing developments, which she feels are 
desperately needed in the UK. ‘I don’t under-

stand why the quality of construction is so 
poor here, and why the standard of design 
is so mediocre. I don’t believe that everyone 
wants to live in a toy town house, something 
a child would draw. One with those wiggly 
roads to make it look friendly. I’ve learned 
how to build extremely economically – 
a skill I harnessed with Acne Studios and 
continued through to residential projects. 
I start by determining the most economical 
way to build a house on its specific site. I 
want to apply that to a group of 20, 30, 50 
houses – and to do so with our high level 
of design.’ ●
sophiehicks.com

Earl’s Court Square, built on one of the three 
sites Hicks purchased following the 2008 
financial crisis, is an exercise in energy efficiency.

2018 
1A EARL’S COURT SQUARE 
After many years spent straddling resi-
dences and retail, Hicks has gravitated 
towards the former typology recently. Per-
haps it’s only natural, when more than one 
such project is self-initiated. ‘Although I 
loved devising fashion-retail concepts,’ she 
says, ‘I ended up doing too many interiors 
and refurbishments. I wanted to do con-
struction instead.’ 
 When the luxury-goods market 
froze following the 2008 financial crisis 
and left many of her commissions on hold, 
Hicks went out in search of sites in London. 
‘Rather amazingly, I found three.’ One was  
on Regent Square, and number two is  

1A Earl’s Court Square, her current abode 
until the third project, Holland Park, is 
complete. The sites are either in conserva-
tion areas or attached to listed buildings, and 
‘the planning authorities are very cautious’, 
she says. ‘The neighbours are in the sport 
of rejecting planning applications. I’m an 
architect living in the here and now, not in 
the 18th century. If I don’t walk around in 
fancy dress, why would any building I design 
in this day and age look like it’s doing so?’ 
After her initial three-storey proposal was 
rejected, Hicks knocked off the top, leav-
ing one floor at ground level and a second 
below. ‘Very few contemporary buildings 

built after 1970 are visible from the street. 
That’s when the rules became stricter.’
 Earl’s Court Square marks a turning 
point for the studio towards energy efficiency, 
a big challenge when dealing with consid-
erable amounts of glazing. ‘I liked using 
concrete for Acne in Seoul, but I decided to 
take it to another level and utilize its thermal-
mass properties. It’s something I’ve never 
done before, and now I can really experience 
the effects by living here. I realized I like to 
do projects whose outcome is uncertain. With 
Earl’s Court, we didn’t realize just how soft 
and calm the end result would be.’ 
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‘If I don’t 
walk around 

in fancy 
dress, why 
would any 
building I 

design in this 
day and age 
look like it’s 
doing so?’
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