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I dedicate this book to all my wonderful clients;
you know who you are.
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INTRODUCTION
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Growing up in a house in Michigan, the idea of living in an apartment seemed impossibly glamorous. The images in my head came straight out of the movies. Even now, I can think of several enticing examples of New York real estate that could convince me to pack my bags and move right in: Dick Powell and Myrna Loy’s art deco charmer in The Thin Man, Katharine Hepburn and Spencer Tracy’s Turtle Bay duplex in Adam’s Rib, Mia Farrow’s rambling wood-paneled Central Park West apartment in Hannah and Her Sisters, even Audrey Hepburn’s barely furnished third-floor walk-up in a townhouse on the Upper East Side. Well, maybe not the walk-up.

But as someone who has lived both in houses and apartments, I can say there are some advantages to apartment living. In buildings of a certain caliber, packages appear magically at your door. Visitors are announced. A kindly doorman pro-cures taxis and even has an umbrella handy to hold over you in the rain. Unfortunate mishaps involving boilers and leaky pipes are handled by others. There is a staff on hand to see to your needs. My building manager actually helped me trim my Christmas tree when I ran out of time before a party.

Most apartments are found in densely populated urban environments. The apartments shown in this book are mainly in New York, with two forays down to Florida and a jaunt across the Atlantic to London. Some are in mature buildings with elaborate architectural detail. Others are part of newer construction where the architect took a more streamlined approach. Before you begin to decorate, you must read the character of your doors, walls, and windows. Notice where the natural light is coming from. Strong sunlight on a cloudy day can change the colors in an apartment’s interior. I like to take advantage of this by not doing exaggerated window treatments, as well as providing for ample lamplight to compensate for the cloudy or rainy days.
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Apartments often have more enclosed space than houses, and there are tricks that can make them feel a little more expansive. If you can create a connecting thread—such as doors that align so your eye goes to the farthest point—you can make a space seem larger. A narrow hallway that leads into a larger bedroom will make that bedroom feel so much loftier. Yet the most important trick has nothing to do with doors and walls and does not require a contractor. It involves only you. You must learn how to edit your possessions. Any room, small or large, will appear smaller if it is cluttered. Keep it simple, and your apartment will feel like a bigger box.

The first thing to do, even before you begin decorating, is to decide how you want to use a room. Will this be a private retreat or a space that should accommodate large groups of people? That will help deter-mine the design. I love mixing styles of the past with those of the present. I think rooms, particularly in an apartment, are more interesting and inviting if this is done well. Don’t be afraid to hang a contemporary painting over a Chippendale chair.

When purchasing furniture, strive for lasting quality—unless your personality requires constant change. If this is the case, I would still advise you to invest in serious staples and then feel free to play with the accessories around them. Changing a wall color or a window curtain is often easier than replacing a dining table or a sofa. These large objects are difficult to get in and out of an apartment and often involve special delivery charges. If you do decide to replace furnishings, give them a second life in that extra room, the kitchen, or the bath.

Consider how color and texture on walls, trim, ceilings, floors, and upholstery will contribute to the mood. I like to mix various tones of the same pale colors to create calm. Strong, bold colors can be very effective, but be aware that they can also make a room feel smaller.

Adequate lighting is essential if you want all your best efforts to show. Never underestimate the value of a table or floor lamp. I’m a firm believer in dimmer switches, one of the quickest ways to create atmosphere in even the smallest space.

Tabletops are another opportunity to add interest and build character. Display objects that matter to you. The idea is to create a multilayered space that is steeped in personality. Details matter. Decorating actually starts at the front door, with the doorknob. Pay attention to everything your hand will touch.

If you need motivation before starting your own project, you might try a little research. Take a class in furniture styles, or thumb through books on color. Anyone can learn how to draw a rudimentary floor plan. If all this sounds too complicated, simply get out a DVD. Study the sets in early black-and-white movies or extravagant films like Marie Antoinette or The Mad-ness of King George. Somehow they always strike an intriguing note of color, drama, and mood.

[image: image]

[image: image]

Still searching for inspiration? Just turn the page.









1

DARK AND LIGHT
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There’s nothing complicated about this arrangement of furniture—two matching sofas and a cane-back chair. While I didn’t want to take your attention away from the beautiful walls, I couldn’t resist one amusing detail—the luxurious bullion fringe, which makes the sofas feel very French.


If, like these clients, you’re lucky enough to own an apartment in one of the great New York apartment houses designed by Rosario Candela in the 1920s, half my job is already done. I won’t have to rework the architecture because it will already be superb. The windows will stretch to the floor, with French doors opening onto a balcony that makes you feel as if you’re in Paris. The ceilings will be elegantly high, and the proportions of the rooms will be gracious.

Yet this apartment had something even more unusual. The living room walls had been painted in the most extraordinary faux finish to mimic burled wood. Look at the grain! You’d think it was real. But the wife was worried. She was afraid the room was too dark, but her husband didn’t want to change it. He was relying on me to make it right. As we went back and forth about whether the faux paneling should stay or go, my mind was racing. I said, “Let’s make the whole apartment all about dark and light. The walls are dark, but everything else will be light.”

Now the entrance hall is a serene white, which sets the stage for that magnificent trompe l’oeil paneling. In an apartment, the first real opportunity for impact is just inside the front door, and I always try to make the most of it. What emotion do you want people to feel? I wanted a guest to feel tranquil and calm, and then be struck by the drama of that dazzling faux paneling. The entrance hall is very plain, so as not to compete. The only furniture is an English mahogany bench, where you could set down a briefcase, under the curve of the staircase. All those lovely staircases in Manhattan duplex apartments feel like movie sets to me.
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The entrance hall is deliberately simple. The walls, moldings, and ceiling are painted the same white, just in slightly different finishes, to create a sense of quiet as you enter. Then your eye is immediately drawn from the light hall to the darker living room, which is framed by the doorway.
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When I spotted this 1940s French coffee table at an antiques show, I bought it immediately. I loved the mirrored top, hand-painted with flowers. A glass vase is filled with spirea, which adds a few more trailing tendrils. There’s something so fresh and delicate about those confetti-like petals.

 


In the living room, the trompe l’oeil paneling is framed by a beautiful crown molding original to the building, which I painted white, along with the ceiling. I also brought in a pure white marble mantel, very classical, to suit the architecture. Something interesting happens to the paneling against all that white. Suddenly it doesn’t look old-fashioned anymore but starts to become an abstraction in itself, almost as if it were a work of contemporary art. I’m so glad we didn’t paint it out. All it needed was a little restoration. My daughter, Brooke Gomez, who worked with me on this project, tracked down the man who originally painted it in Paris, and we flew him in to do a little touch-up.

The faux finish takes center stage and the furniture recedes, but it doesn’t disappear. The beauty of this room lies in the relationship of paneling and objects and furniture. There’s light and dark wherever you look. I covered the sofas in white so they would balance the fireplace and play off the dark floor. The sofas are twins, which sets up a basic symmetry. I get really fussy if things don’t feel balanced. Every piece has to find its proper place. A 1940s French mirror hangs on one side of the fireplace. Most people would say that if you have a mirror on one side you need one on the other to match. But I couldn’t put a large mirror to the left of the fireplace because it would get in the way of a hidden door. So I balanced the mirror with a painting. That makes sense to me because I believe a mirror is not just a mirror. It gives you another view of a room, like a painting. In fact, it’s really a device to reflect light and space.
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It’s hard to believe this is not three-dimensional paneling. In fact, it’s paint that has been faux-finished to resemble various woods. Even the intricately painted “molding” that seems to frame the 1940s French mirror is completely flat.
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The English Regency period produced some of the most beautiful furniture. Look at that lovely lyre detail on the writing table, which I’ve set by the window to take advantage of the light. I didn’t want to encumber the windows with elaborate curtains or create any distraction near that elegant cornice. The curtain rod is so simple it practically disappears.

 


When choosing a chair, my eye always goes to something that has strong lines, like the English Regency chair that faces the fireplace. I like the idea of a cane back. It lets the air through. It breathes. In the upholstered pieces, I needed a little softness to counteract all the strict geometrics in the faux finish. The sofas have rounded edges and soft cushions. And then the mirrored coffee table with its delicate etching looks so pretty against all this strength and seriousness. This is one of those divine rooms that just came together and formed a pleasing composition, like any good work of art.

[image: image]

The silent end of this living room comes alive with these magnificent pieces of furniture and the classy pale glass lamp. Well-chosen quality furniture always demands your attention.

I put a desk by the window because I think it’s smart to animate a living room by making it do more than one thing. You can take a phone call and get some work done. Otherwise a living room is just a reception room, and you have no real reason to go into it unless you have guests. Especially in an apartment, it makes sense to have rooms that are multifunctional. Here, the dining room doubles as a library. Interestingly, we managed to light it without resorting to the typical chandelier. Instead, we put picture lights over each bookcase and two little lamps each on the bottom shelves near the dining table. All the light is coming from the perimeter and it works, combined with two reading lamps by the club chairs.

I’ll tell you why I hung a mirror behind one of the chairs. There’s a wonderful American quilt hanging in the hallway just opposite, and when you walk into this room, the mirror reflects the quilt and gives you another chance to look at it.
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A pedestal table makes so much sense for dining. With fewer legs, you can often accommodate more chairs. Of course, this dining room is not dedicated just to dining; it also functions as the library. I’ve placed reading lights next to two comfortable chairs, which swivel so you can watch TV. When the TV is not in use, it can vanish behind closed doors.
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The dining room–library challenge: the two-sided room. How to light the table without a chandelier? Picture lights over the books and a pair of lamps at counter height do the job without a chandelier in the middle of the room.





 

The kitchen looks as if it has always been there, but in fact it’s new. The architect, Jim Joseph, was able to take down a wall and reconfigure a maid’s room to make a bigger kitchen. The old-fashioned-style mahogany cabinets are totally consistent with what you might find in an apartment of this period, and the subway tile is suitably urban. Combined with white marble countertops, it reminds me of the butler’s pantry in an old house.
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The classic wooden cabinets in the kitchen are offset by small-scale marble tiles in a running band pattern.
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The original kitchen and a maid’s room were combined to create a new, larger scullery-style kitchen that suits the period of the apartment yet is equipped with every modern convenience. The walnut cabinets and marble countertops continue the dark and light theme. We chose a cork floor because it’s easy on the feet.
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The beauty of this bedroom lies in its purity: white walls, white carpet, white upholstered furniture—and then that simple iron bed, which is pure geometry.
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Red peonies and a collection of silver-capped bottles emphasize the purity of the white wall color and the bed’s simplicity, as reflected in the mirror. I love moments in a room like this.
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The white walls set off the wood antiques, accentuating the fine lines of an American grandfather clock and an English bowfront chest.

 


The light and dark effects continue upstairs in the master bedroom, which is a calm, restful white. The iron four-poster bed is utterly simple—no canopy, no fuss. It’s like a line drawing in space. Built-in cabinets to the right of the fireplace barely interrupt the wall and keep the shell very clean. I like to keep clutter out of sight. Any room will feel larger visually if all those little possessions are kept behind closed doors. Then the eye can focus on one or two great pieces, like the grandfather clock or the beautiful English bowfront chest. One reason this room looks so peaceful is that it is not crammed with furniture. The TV is tucked into a cabinet as well. The off-white wall-to-wall carpet adds a touch of softness underfoot. I repeated the same simple style of curtains as I used down-stairs. Why mask those glorious windows? In a New York apartment, you want to cultivate light. Besides, if you gussied up the curtains too much, I don’t think you’d see the lovely ironwork on the balconies.
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It’s important to carve out closet space that meets your particular needs. The main thing is to take stock of what your needs are.


 

Jim Joseph and I were able to reconfigure the space for the bathrooms and create two classic baths, the kind you might see at a great old hotel like the Crillon, in Paris. Brooke went down to the marble yard and personally picked out every slab. We had to steal some square footage from a closet to get a larger bathroom for him. Her bathroom is even dreamier. I love that gorgeous piece of marble behind her tub. If you have room, I always recommend putting in one piece of furniture, like a chest of drawers or a dressing table. It adds a lot of charm and somehow makes even the most urbane room feel more personal, a bit like an old English country house.
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Built-in closets line both sides of the dressing room. We were able to tuck in a dressing table by building out the ledge under the window. Just pull the stool closer, and you can sit down to try on jewelry or apply your makeup by natural light.
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There is nothing more luxurious than large expanses of marble paneling in a bathroom. To warm up the room, simply add one piece of furniture, such as that antique chest of drawers. The mirrored panel just above doubles the natural light. (I always make sure to provide adequate light in a bathroom.) If you want to make a new room look older, find a period light fixture, such as that Regency-style frosted-glass hanging lamp.
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The husband’s bathroom features a large marble shower with its own window. When he wants privacy, the solar shade can be pulled down. Built-in cabinetry offers plenty of storage. I like how the old-fashioned fixtures and traditional details, such as the contrasting border in the marble floor, give a new room a sense of age.

 


No matter where you are, you should be surrounded by things you love. The objects that have meaning for you and reflect your personality have the most resonance. You need that singular touch if you want to create a warm, individual home.
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Mirrored panels on each side of the window recess expand the view—and conceal the medicine chest at the same time. It’s an old trick that works beautifully.







End of sample
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