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“I’ve done smaller interior projects up to the 15m mark in the past but  
nothing quite this big,” admits Veerle Battiau, Philippe Briand’s business 

partner and lead interior designer of the 71m conversion project Enigma XK. 
When launched this summer, the explorer yacht will be the largest interior 

project to come from the London-based studio.

THE SHIP wITH 
ITALIAN SHOES
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“Although this was my 
project, enigma XK 
has been a success 

thanks to a great collaboration 
involving a talented group of 
individuals,” says Battiau. “I 
worked with Philippe on the 
Vitruvius range, but I’ve never 
done something like this on  
my own. Of course, I worked  
with Philippe’s team to  
achieve the exterior styling,  
with naval architecture delivered 
by Robert McFarlane.” 

Designed to operate between Scandinavia and 
Scotland, M/V Norna had to operate in some of 
the roughest sea conditions in the world. Taking 
any existing ship and breathing new life into it 
is never an easy task, especially when there are 
structural restrictions. But starting with a sound, 
well-found vessel is crucial, which is exactly 
what M/V Norna delivered. After purchasing 
the decommissioned vessel in July 2011, the 
owner transferred her to a dry dock at the 
Atlantic Refit Center in La Rochelle, France. 

“M/V Norna was built for the Scottish 
Fisheries Protection Agency to patrol and 
detain those fishing illegally,” explains 

Battiau. “The boat was built in 1987 by the 
Glasgow-based Ferguson Group and when 
she was decommissioned in 2000, she was 
put on sale in northern Germany. The owner 
chose to go to Atlantic Refit Center for the 
refit with the idea of everything being done 
within six months.” 

The six-month delivery was optimistic as the 
scale of the project was no light undertaking. 
The synergy between the design studio  
and the shipyard led to the owner awarding  

"The process was helped by 
the fact that we met with him 
every two months, over which 
time we got to know him quite 
well—he is extremely friendly.”

EXTERIOR RENDER OF 71M eNiGMA 
XK, CONVERTED FROM THE 
WORKING VESSEL M/V NoRNA

VEERLE BATTIAU, PHILIPPE BRIAND
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the complete commission to the studio,  
including the redesign of the exterior. 

“I told the owner right from the beginning 
that I had only worked on smaller boats 
previously,” says Battiau. “He asked us to 
create a proposal based around the existing 
structure and gave us a lot of design 
freedom. The process was helped by the 
fact that we met with him every two months, 
over which time we got to know him quite 
well—he is extremely friendly.” 

Battiau goes on to explain how the 
project was a steep learning curve and that 
the main challenge was how to transform 
the vessel into a superyacht with as few 
modifications as possible. “The main 
challenge with this project was how to turn 
a vessel built to withstand the elements into 
something that was open and comfortable,” 
she says. “With a very seaworthy exterior 
design, it was not easy to get the right 
balance and the changes have been subtle 
but effective. It is basically an expedition 
vessel, with all the amenities you would 

expect on a yacht including a couple of very 
fast motorboats, two all-terrain vehicles and 
other toys on board.” 

In addition to meetings with the owner, 
the studio met weekly with the team at 
Atlantic Refit Center, which also acted as 
project managers for the build. With the 
majority of the shipyard’s work originating 
from the commercial sector, the yard was 
able to draw on experience from large 
projects built within and outside of the 
superyacht arena, providing a meticulous 
and extremely detailed approach to the 
build schedule. The original military-style 
exterior concealed a layout in line with a 
workboat, capable of accommodating 21 
seamen and offering few social areas. The 
ship was built to operate in rough seas 
and as such it features high bulwarks, a 
prominent bow and a rugged breakwater  
on the foredeck—useful features on an 
explorer vessel. 

“These boats weren’t built in the same 
spirit as a superyacht,” says Battiau. “There 

“The main 
challenge with 
this project was 
how to turn a 
vessel built to 
withstand the 
elements into 
something that 
was open and 
comfortable.”

MAIN DECK COMPANIONWAY 
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were a number of technical complications 
involved in changing the original design, as 
we couldn’t alter the basic structure. We were 
bound by ceilings that were lower than usual 
and there is a pronounced camber and sheer, 
which made it challenging to maintain interior 
head heights.” 

As a result of the high build standard of 
the vessel and the quality of equipment and 
electronics that were originally installed, a 
lot of the instruments and machinery could 
be serviced and retained. “No corners were 
cut nor were any below-standard systems 
installed,” confirms Battiau. “These guys in 
the north of Scotland didn’t fool around, so a 
lot of it was reused because there is nothing 
better available on the market.” 

Battiau goes on to explain that the most 
significant element of the vessel was the 
large funnels, which took up a lot of valuable 
deck space and left nowhere for guests to 
enjoy the outside, while still allowing for a 
helicopter platform. Briand, however, was 
keen to keep them because they captured 
the spirit of the original working vessel. The 
solution lay in modifying the largely empty 
funnels to allow natural light into the newly 
created sky lounge, while also providing an  
enclosed and protected area for guests  
on the sundeck. 

“We didn’t change the look or shape of 
the funnels in profile, as they are part of 
the identity of the boat and make up its 
personality,” explains Battiau. “We kept all 
we could of the superstructure, but where 
you only had the wheelhouse before we have 
added a part for the captain’s quarters and an 
office. The idea behind all the changes was to 
try to keep the spirit of a rugged explorer, but 
to fit it with Italian shoes.” 

Aft of the funnel seating area is a 

“The idea 
behind all the 
changes was 
to try to keep 
the spirit  
of a rugged 
explorer, but 
to fit it with  
Italian shoes.” 

DINING AREA IN THE SKY LOUNGE
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helicopter platform, with the main structure 
forward of the funnels featuring a panoramic 
lounge with wrap-round, flush windows. This area, 
which will be used for dining and socialising, 
allows in plenty of natural light and has been 
dubbed ‘the greenhouse’. Forward of this is the 
owner’s area, which includes the master en suite 
with views forward over the bow. Other exterior 
features include a main aft deck for the stowage 
of toys and exploration equipment, specifically 
two off-road vehicles and a couple of jet skis  
and heavy-duty motorcycles. 

As Enigma XK will be chartered during a round-
the-world voyage, a number of requirements were 
set within the design brief for stylistic and security 
reasons. “The owner is convinced that there are 
possibilities to cruise the West African coast,” 
reveals Battiau. “He is going to charter it right 
away, mainly along the Ivory Coast, the Congo 
and all the way down to South Africa, as there are 
very few, if any, boats that charter around  
the area.” 

It is no secret that parts of Africa, especially 
Somalia, are subject to piracy. However, in a recent 
report on SuperyachtNews.com, Mombasa-based 
Salma Hussein, sales manager at English Point 
Marina, stated that “piracy is now more prevalent 
off the west coast of Africa”. Although security is 
a factor, Battiau explained that it was not a major 
concern for the owner and the exterior design 
reflects this by doing no more than preventing 
direct access to the water. 

Keeping in mind the structural implications 
along with the modern yet classic style of 
the exterior, Battiau was able to achieve the 

“I think the 
owner will 
want to do 
more yachting 
and is likely  
to invest  
more into the 
industry.”

DOUBLE GUEST CABIN

M/V NoRMA PRIOR TO HER CONVERSION



(A technical feature by Justin Ratcliffe on the conversion of 
M/V Norna appears in issue 143 of The Superyacht Report.)

right balance between a traditional and 
contemporary interior, while taking into 
account the owner’s taste. The design  
makes the most of the available space by 
playing with light and dark colours and 
incorporating glass and mirrors to give the 
impression of a bigger space. A good example 
of this is in the installation of mirrors in the 
companionway leading off from the lobby on 
the main deck. This, in combination with light 
bleached oak floors, helps to combat any 
feeling of claustrophobia and create the illusion 
of a larger space. 

“The original hallways and stairs were 
something else we couldn’t touch, because 
as soon as you start moving them, your boat 
is gone,” says Battiau. “When we do a layout 
for a new boat and an owner wants to move 
the stairs, we have to start the whole design 
process again because it impacts on everything 
such as the dumb waiter and so on. So we 
worked with what we could and used varnished 
dark wood with touches of modern materials 
throughout.” 

An example of this combination can be seen 
in the use of glass within the wood-slatted 
wall that separates the dining room and main 

salon from the lobby on the main deck. Due 
to the very nature of M/V Norna’s original 
vocation, the lower deck suffers from a lack 
of ceiling height. The studio’s options for the 
spaces normally found on the lower deck of a 
superyacht were therefore limited. The main 
pantry, for example, had to be placed on the 
upper deck for operational purposes, while 
crew areas have been enlarged to take into 
account MLC 2006 regulations. Utilising a 
local workforce and interior outfitter Brillouet, 
the shipyard is on schedule to deliver the 
reborn vessel this summer after two years in 
the making from initial concept to completion. 
At the time of writing, the majority of the 
interior furniture, designed by Briand and built 
by Brillouet, is awaiting delivery, with other 
pieces being held in storage. The success 
of any project is measured by the owner’s 
enjoyment and pleasure in the final product. 
With just weeks to go before the unveiling of 
enigma XK, Battiau is confident the studio has 
delivered the owner’s dream yacht: “I think the 
owner will want to do more yachting and is 
likely to invest more into the industry.” 
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