
A Unique Partnership Reimagined: the 1930s La Serena Villas in the Historic 
Tennis Club Neighborhood  
 
A delightful surprise just blocks from the 
center of downtown Palm Springs, La Serena 
Villas is a brilliant restoration of formerly 
derelict 1930s cottages. It is the creation of 
Lars and Kelly Viklund, owners of the adjacent 
William Cody-designed Del Marcos Hotel. To 
design the project, they hired architect May 
Sung, principal of LA-based SUBU Design 
Architecture, and Ashley Manhan, principal of 
Avenue Interior Design. Together they created 
an architecturally significant compound of 
reimagined Spanish-style villas, a welcome 
addition to the ongoing revitalization of the 
Historic Tennis Club Neighborhood. This 
creative partnership added a newly designed 
and constructed entry lobby, pool, spa, and 2-story dining pavilion and bar—the Azúcar restaurant and the 
Sugar High rooftop lounge with dining. 
 
Lars Viklund, who purchased the abandoned cottages, reported to The Desert Sun: “I thought I would 
renovate the units. But they were not salvageable. So I had to start over, which was a blessing and curse. A 
blessing because we have a nice product. And the curse is, it was a ton of money.” (The Desert Sun, March 31, 
2017.) Built on the footprints of the original cottages, the 18 new courtyard villas feature contemporary 
“boutique hotel” amenities and private furnished outdoor patios, many with a claw-foot tub and fire-pit. 

Before (Photo: May Sung)                                                            After (Photo: Kelly Kelly Peak/Peak Photography) 

Architect May Sung had previously worked with the Viklunds on their personal residence. For their most 
recent venture, rather than extend the mid-century design of the Del Marcos Hotel, they decided to work with 
the original Spanish style. Sung recalls, “I wanted to create an experience that reminded me of wandering 
through small towns in Spain and Mexico.”  She envisioned a hidden world of connected yet private, intimate 
courtyard spaces. “Focusing on the interstitial spaces, we created different courtyards with different 
experiences – a water court, an art gallery court leading to the spa, and a victory garden for growing organic 
vegetables,” says Sung. “The lobby was made as transparent as possible, to create a welcoming peek-a-boo 

La Serena Villas entry lobby (Photo: Kelly Peak/Peak Photography) 

 



view from Belardo.”  The main level of the restaurant offers views of the pool courtyard and from its rooftop 
lounge and dining, spectacular views of Mount San Jacinto.  Sung’s collaboration with the owner and Ashley 
Manhan, principal at Avenue Interior Design, created an updated Spanish style with eclectic furnishings, tiles, 
wall coverings and artwork. 

Sung was born in Taiwan and raised in Southern California. She graduated from the University of California in 
Berkeley with a Bachelor of Arts in Architecture and attended Harvard University Graduate School of Design in 
the Master of Architecture program with Advanced Placement. In 2010, she was a founding partner of SUBU 
Design Architecture, a Los Angeles-based design studio. “The studio does not approach a project with a 
defined style, but aims to provide a solution that is architecturally coherent for the client’s lifestyle and needs. 
We strive to create a sense of place, not just space.” For more information about May Sung, SUBU Design 
Architecture, and for additional photographs of La Serena Villas and their other projects, go to: 
http://www.subuda.com  
 
 

The new pool courtyard and dining pavilion.                                                      New courtyard linking the villas (Photos: Kelly Peak/Peak Photography) 

Twilight view of the pool and entry pavilion from the Azúcar dining room (Photo: Chuck Steinman) 

http://www.subuda.com/

