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Foreword

			I’ve spent the better part of my career photographing some of the most beautiful interiors around the world. While many of these homes—with their world-class art and furniture collections and painstakingly curated curios—are unassailable from a design perspective, it is a true rarity to find a house of this caliber that is also a home in the more traditional sense of the word: a space reflective of the taste and sensibilities of the owners, full of objects with meaning and history.

			When I first walked into Chris and Pilar’s home in Bridgehampton, I was immediately struck by its warmth and honesty. The materials were simple—a mixture of white oak, brass, and heavily patinated leather—and the overall design was full of nuance and elegance. Whether barstools by the slightly obscure 1960s California designer Cleo Baldon that Chris found at a flea market or the beautifully worn, centuries-old Kazak rug from Pilar’s childhood home, the objects that surrounded me were personal and particular to them. Chris and Pilar were full of stories about every object on every shelf and the history of each piece of furniture, all of which had been collected over a lifetime of passionate connoisseurship.

			And I quickly came to realize that their approach to decorating was driven not only by their connection to the decor but also by how they actually live within their home. No sooner had we started shooting than heaps of gorgeous charcuterie and bread appeared—not as props for the shoot, but for us to snack on outside of the camera frame. As we eased into the lunch hour, it became apparent that the “good china is for company” instinct most of us picked up from our parents didn’t apply here. Chris and Pilar didn’t hesitate to serve water out of a highly collectible Carl Auböck leather and brass decanter, salad greens from an eighteenth-century porcelain English bowl, and grilled fish from a mid-century Danish teak platter. When they learned that my wife and son happened to be in the neighborhood, they set two more places at the table and insisted that they join us for a delicious and casual family-style lunch. Soon after, my seven-year-old, feeling quite at home, fell asleep—wet swimsuit and all—on one of the daybeds, blissfully ignorant of its impressive pedigree. And it turns out, Chris and Pilar wouldn’t have it any other way. The art of good design may hinge on excellent taste and careful curation, but their homes are a testament to the fact that it has just as much to do with how you live with and love the things that surround you.

					—ADRIAN GAUT
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What is Patina Modern?

	Twenty-five years ago, Pilar and I brought very different design sensibilities to our relationship. She grew up in Los Angeles, but contrary to stereotype, in a beloved Old English Tudor house filled with an eclectic mix of antiques. I was the professed modernist—a midwestern kid who had dreamed of living in a SoHo loft. From our first apartment together, and along the way through two New York City renovations and four in the Hamptons, our tastes merged surprisingly easily. In fact, this “your-peanut-butter-is-in-my-chocolate” collision turned out to be the basis of a design philosophy from which we haven’t looked back.

	By way of explanation, our favorite two buildings are the Glass House and the Rhinelander mansion. The former is as described: a low, sleek, steel and glass box that the architect Philip Johnson built for himself in Connecticut, in 1949. It’s spare, rigorous, perfect modernism. The other is Ralph Lauren’s original flagship store, on Madison Avenue in New York City—an impossibly grand, 1895 French-inspired château with plush carpets, polished mahogany, and equestrian paintings. In a word, both are equally transporting. But we’re not sure we’d actually like to live in either. You see, we want rooms that are both spare and warm. Layered and clean. Current and timeless.

	We think the formula for achieving this lies in mixing modern design with well-worn materials—thus creating interiors that feel a bit like the love child of those two iconic buildings. We’ve always been drawn to mid-century furniture, and our favorite pieces are those that are rendered in a limited palette of materials like white oak, aged brass, and bridle leather. What these elements have in common is that as they age, they become richer, mellower, burnished. Some things are best on their first day in the world. Not these.

	Perhaps our favorite example of this combination at work is the leather banquette in our Brooklyn kitchen (see it here). We designed it based on a 1940s Danish chair, which makes it very tailored and leggy and a bit formal. Over its fifteen-year lifetime, it has endured everything from papier-mâché accidents to wayward soy sauce, and this wear and tear has only made the piece better—aged in a way that no “distressing” treatment could ever replicate.

	That’s Patina Modern.

	—Chris


	
This isn’t your typical design book.

	Interior design is hard. Or at least it seems intended to be. Most of us get tripped up by the wrong labels and the wrong questions. So much of the design jargon that gets thrown around in books and magazines and all over Instagram forces us to self-identify using terms like “traditional,” “modern,” “eclectic,” or, our least favorite, “transitional.”

	And while we are all for a house with a clear design point of view that might hew to one tradition or another, and have utmost respect for rigorous modernists with nary a knickknack as well as die-hard maximalists who deftly mix ikat with toile, we find that both camps often forget the humans—with all their moods, hopes, and dreams—who do the actual living in these spaces.

	We aren’t professionals; we are self-taught, highly discerning design enthusiasts and collectors who have amassed, over the course of twenty years and six renovation and design projects, some hard-won wisdom. Our projects have been influenced by two things: a passion for twentieth-century design, and the groundbreaking work of our favorite designers. The goal of this book is to inspire you to identify the things you love, and to give you a few tools and guiding principles to help you put those pieces together into beautiful spaces. 

	We recognize how much pressure most of us put on ourselves to get it just right—to have our homes both protect and reflect us, to be the ever-evolving backdrop of the movie of our lives. See, we believe that the job of a home is twofold: to signal the aspirations of how we want to live on our best day, as well as to provide shelter to us, both practically and emotionally, along the messy road of life. We also believe that all houses have a soul. Some present it readily, while others require coaxing. The way we see it is that when we move into a home, we are entering into a relationship, a dance in which we balance our own needs with what the house wants to be. Not unlike marriage, designing a home requires the ongoing reconciliation of mutual hopes and dreams with baggage and limitations. But as you will see in the following pages, these limitations often proved to be our greatest gifts. If you like what we’ve done with our spaces, we think we can give you a playbook and the confidence to create a home that feels both modern and warm, both personal and photoworthy.

	—Pilar
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Our Manifesto

			We know what it’s like to stare an empty house in the eye in terror and try to figure out how to bring it to life. Creating a space that’s beautiful, showcases personal taste and sensibilities, and works for real lives is daunting. Here are the design moves we live by.

			1	MAINTAIN A LAYERED BUT LIMITED PALETTE.

			Far from boring, a restrained mix of neutral tones and natural textures will add a calming, warm dimension to a room, without making it scream.

			2	DON’T BE SCARED OF USING BLACK.

			Black is the unsung accent that mixes with everything. It gives a room definition, like the effect of mascara on lashes. And precisely because it isn’t a “color,” black is a safe choice to offset softer neutrals.

			3	GEt Your spaces to GLOW.

			We swear by lots of low-wattage lamps and sconces. In the evening, we want our rooms to feel like lanterns, both within and when viewed from afar.

			4	THINK MOODS, NOT SCHOOLS.

			We freely mix eras and styles in our rooms—we believe that interiors should be about creating a feeling, not rigidly adhering to set labels or lingo like “eclectic” or “mid-century.”

			5	TAKE A BIRD’S-EYE VIEW.

			Our approach to furniture arrangements (and tableaus and tablescapes) is to think about how objects relate to one another from above. It’s a good trick for avoiding a messy look, and it allows you to appreciate the interplay of objects.

			6	COUNTERPROGRAM what’s there.

			What makes a room interesting is the tension between old and new, curvy and angular, rough and smooth, refined and elemental.

			7	DESIGN FOR HOW YOU WANT TO LIVE.

			Elegance and soulfulness are not mutually exclusive. Every room should be one you want to spend real time in. If it’s designed to be off-limits to kids or pets, or to everyday living, what’s the point?

			8	CREATE rooms WITH MULTIPLE PURPOSES.

			We love kitchens and bathrooms that feel as loungy as living rooms, dining rooms that double as libraries, dens that are office by day and screening room by night. 

			9	and of course . . . EMBRACE PATINA.

			Everything you bring into your home should get better with age. That doesn’t mean you won’t re-cover the sofa over time or sacrifice a piece that’s finally worn to death, but if you buy something that you know looks best on its first day, it’s just planned obsolescence.
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Starting with Great Ingredients

			Lesson No 1

		

			Throughout our homes, we hew to a limited repertoire of materials and palette. Oak, leather, and brass are the real stars, supported by a cast of neutral colors and fabrics. As our collecting and decorating have evolved, we have found that these core materials are the constants in our favorite movements, styles, and periods. When we look for Danish or French antiques, the holy grail is a piece in oak that is held together with brass hardware and sports leather accents—the hat trick.

			Why? The simple answer is because all three materials get better with age. To watch the pinkish hue of untanned bridle leather mellow and mottle is to see this material at its best. Likewise, the way an oak table dulls and softens at the edges from generations of family dinners, or a brass doorknob becomes burnished from the touch of a million turns—these are true things of beauty.

			At the root of our appreciation of these objects’ patina is our love of their authentic utility. It’s no wonder that these materials—found in ships, saddles, and tools—are among the hardest working in history. Once in a while, we’re lucky enough to find and salvage things like an actual naval bulkhead light or English equestrian slobber strap and use them in our renovations.

			While these materials are the core of our design aesthetic, there is more in the mix—we pair them with a limited palette of fabrics, wall coverings, and other accessories that let these heroes stand out.

		
			
Oak
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			we’re mostly talking about white oak, including Quercus alba in North America, Q. robur in Europe, and Q. acutissima in Asia. Its pale warmth makes this hardwood work well almost everywhere, from Versailles to MoMA. It’s equally at home as a classic Paris apartment’s parquet floor, a modernist house’s paneled walls, and a SoHo loft’s beams. In a word, the beauty of this wood is its honesty.

			A naturally dense and resilient wood that doesn’t splinter like its red oak cousin, white oak was historically the chief material for everything from clipper ships to Japanese bokken. Due to its natural abundance in England and France, white oak was once the region’s dominant building material, and today, the oldest of these durable timbers are often found in framing and in flooring, their wide planks softened and grooved by centuries of footfalls. The simplicity of this material also shines through in French country furniture, such as worktables worn by palms and marked by tools. In more refined, deco pieces from 1930s France, we see cerusing, the applying and subsequent wiping off of white paint, which highlights oak’s grain. Perhaps the material’s greatest fans were French designers Robert Guillerme and Jacques Chambron, whose entire oeuvre, from beds to credenzas to lighting, was rendered in oak.

			Over in Denmark, soap-finished oak gives a cool, matte touch to iconic pieces like Hans Wegner’s Wishbone chair and Børge Mogensen’s Spanish chair. The Danish cabinetmakers of the mid-century period were truly the masters of woodcraft, with highly figured details, elaborate joinery, and thin profiles. Yet there’s an essential honesty in even the finest examples when they are rendered in oak. Today, Danish oak pieces are more desirable for their scarcity—an irony because it was the modesty of the material that made oak less prized at the time. (The relative rarity of teak and, greater still, Brazilian rosewood meant that those were the preferred materials for most Danish mid-century pieces, resulting in greater inventory today.) From refined to rustic and sculptural to slab, solid, unflappable oak is literally and figuratively foundational to our interiors.

		
			
Brass
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			Brass, like bronze, was made to age. As its surface oxidizes, it loses its shine and darkens to a warm brown, and the oils and wear of touch mottle the surface with a range and depth of color that show this material at its best.

			As the exclusive material for maritime use, naval brass—with its metallurgist combination of copper, zinc, and tin—holds up to the corrosive salt air of the sea. Not surprisingly, many of our favorite brass pieces are the chunky antique cleats and bollards from ships and sailboats.

			As a design element, brass is used as both fittings and objets. The hundreds of trays, paperweights, and follies by Carl Auböck are almost exclusively in brass or bronze. Other designers reserved brass for smaller runs of popular steel objects, like Arne Jacobsen’s ash bowls. In Sweden, for Skultuna, Pierre Forssell honored the schnapps tradition best with his rocking decanter, along with the architectural precision of his counterweighted candlesticks. In Germany, the sculptural forms of Florian Schulz’s Posa pendants and helmet table lamps give a jewelry-like quality to these items.

			Danish designers carried the naval tradition of hardware into their furniture, using brass as hinges, table supports, drawer locks, and more. The cleat-like locks on a Børge Mogensen model 232 cabinet from the 1960s are both modern and the ultimate homage to the material’s past. In Italy, designers like Ignazio Gardella and Osvaldo Borsani added key brass accents to their sexy postwar pieces with levers and adjusters. The reclining handle on Borsani’s airline-like P40 lounge chair gives the piece a solidity and heft. In Gardella’s highly sought-after Digamma series, the duck-like feet and side adjusters provide a warmth that steel would sorely lack. Even more dramatic are his mahogany bookcases, whose supports wear long brass “shoes” and whose shelves are pinned with heavy round bolts. Overtly or not, any brass accent or fitting nods to its nautical or industrial roots, conferring a level of honesty, utility, and historicity even to the most whimsical of objects.

		
			
Leather
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			Here’s the thing about vegetable-tanned leather: it stains. That’s hard for many people, because unlike oak or brass, the patina can’t be sanded off or polished away. Vegetable-tanned leather, so named because the tannins used to dye it come from organic matter like tree bark and plants, ranges in color from bone to beige to an almost petal pink in its original state. With the oils and oxidation of everyday touch and air, the hide takes on a range of tones, mellowing from light tan to deep chestnut. But this process defies uniformity—and it is the stains, blotches, and mottles of time that give vegetable-dyed leather a deeply imperfect but satisfying patina.

			Like oak and brass, vegetable-tanned leather is also wholly practical. Since this tanning process produces the sturdiest leather, it has long been used for saddles and other bridle tack, holsters and other military supplies, and suitcases and travel trunks. The wear of an Hermès saddle or a Louis Vuitton trunk, from those luxury companies’ earliest days as tack or travel providers, proved so beautiful that they form the basis of their current offerings. An Hermès Birkin bag is the direct descendant of a saddle, just as a Vuitton Nomade duffel is the progeny of a steamer trunk.

			In design, it is the Danes who dominate this material. The hard sling of a Børge Mogensen chair, the expanse of Poul Kjærholm’s PK80 daybed mattress, and the Kaare Klint Safari pieces all show off vegetable-tanned leather to its fullest. With his Egg and Swan chairs, Arne Jacobsen demonstrated how this tough material can also be sensuous.

			When used as an accent, this leather adds a warmth that’s unrivaled. The Parisian designer Jacques Adnet made a career of wrapping chair legs, lamps, and metal furniture in vegetable-tanned leather. As piping and covered-button accents, it lends tailoring to Flemming Lassen and Arnold Madsen sheepskin chairs. And as pulls on a Kurt Østervig credenza, it’s a pliable decoration on a simple form. In our own projects, we love how this material hearkens equally to the traditions of equestrian riding and fine luggage. Is there anything more luxurious?

		
			
Palette
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			As essential as oak, brass, and leather are to our aesthetic, so too is the environment in which they shine. One of our guiding principles is that these materials, precisely because they patinate, are deep and nuanced colors in their own right, better than anything mixed in a paint can or dyed on a fabric. That’s why we love to let them stand out in rooms that are otherwise neutral.

			But designing a neutral palette is not as simple as putting a coat of white paint on everything and calling it a day. We tend to favor a more layered palette of cool whites, flaxy taupes, green-grays, and charcoals. Each, in its own way, highlights the pale beauty of oak, embraces brass’s warm shine, and complements rich leather tones.

			Paint & Wall Coverings

			Big color statements not only tend to date quickly, but we’ve also found that the joy wears off for the homeowner who sees them every day. Many a friend’s red dining room became a cautionary tale. Instead, we lean toward more muted tones (Farrow & Ball’s Ammonite, Worsted, and Pavilion Gray are warm and light without being too stark), then reserve our more adventurous choices for bold accents like a throw pillow, an occasional chair, or art.

			We also love letting exterior greenery be the color in our rooms: as Martha Stewart taught Pilar, using neutrals and grays instead of pure white allows the eye to focus on the view outside.

			When we have taken the plunge with a bolder color, we’ve gravitated toward shades that are deep rather than vibrant, and paired them with darker neutrals so as to avoid the shock of contrast. The dark green-gray of our Brooklyn kitchen works precisely because it marries well with the warmth of the mahogany woodwork and leather upholstery.

			Textiles & Rugs

			A cast of neutral fabrics adds the layering that makes deceptively clean rooms feel so rich. We look for materials and colors found in nature: curly 
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