A BROOKLYN BROWNSTONE, LOVINGLY RESTORED, WHISPERS
INSTEAD OF SHOUTS

Designer Mark Cunningham and architect Gil Schafer brought a Cobble Hill house into the 21st
century without bells, whistles, or frills.
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Cunningham, it was to decorate their loft in Manhattan’s

W hen the couple first hired ELLE Decor A-list designer Mark

Noho neighborhood. Cunningham liked them immediately
and they collaborated easily, though the wife told him they wouldn't be
living in the apartment for long. When their family expanded, they were
going to move to a brownstone in Brooklyn. “She had a plan of exactly
how she wanted her life to go,” Cunningham says. “That’s just the kind of
person that she is”

Sure enough, a few years ago, the wife called up Cunningham and his
firm’s longtime design director, Alex Gaston, and told them she had
found a house, an 1840s brownstone in Cobble Hill. She asked if they
would they come see it with her.




In the entryway, a lantern from Jamb hangs over an Irish Slim table by Howe.

The house, they all agreed, was special, rife with original details. But to
be the home she and her husband envisioned for their family of five, it
would need a substantial update. “She realized quickly that it was a
bigger project than she had thought it would be,” says Gaston. “And at
the same time she wanted to respect the character and the history of
what was there, a lot of which was good.”

Cunningham recommended that they bring on architect Gil Schafer,

another ELLE Decor A-Lister, who is known for residential design that is
deeply rooted in history. Schafer was immediately enamored with the
house. “It was kind of amazing—there was some federal there and maybe
some colonial revival details,” he says of seeing it for the first time. “The
parlor floor was just perfect. It was sort of a dream to see all the original
millwork”




In the library, the Alta brass dome light is by Lawson-Fenning. The antique clerk’s
cabinet was acquired by Cunningham for the clients’ Manhattan loft, their first
collaboration.

Cunningham and Schafer had not worked together before, but they fell
into an easy partnership. Known for rooms that have a hushed, unfussy
elegance (he honed his casual-luxury approach during 15 years with
Ralph Lauren), Cunningham’s style was well suited to Schafer’s
classicism. The architect’s plans called for expanding the back of the first
floor to accommodate a larger kitchen and upgrading the mechanicals,
windows, flooring, and bathrooms, but doing little else that would
change the footprint or feel of the house. Schafer calls his approach
“strategic restoration.”
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The client’s directive to the team was all about simplicity. “She didn't
want to trick out anything,” says Schafer. “Not a lot of bells and whistles,
no overdoing anything”” It was refreshing, agrees Gaston, to work with
someone who had no interest in extra features. “There are all these
people who need 17 fridges and 800 televisions,” he says. “It’s just gotten
so out of control. She just wanted to enjoy the space for what it is.”



The pared-back approach included a prohibition against window
treatments (“She doesn'’t like them,” says Cunningham). They restored
the shutters, original to the house, for light control and privacy. The rugs
they chose—mostly jute and sisal, something of a Cunningham signature
—provided a neutral base. As for furniture, Cunningham repurposed
sofas and tables from the Noho loft and filled in gaps with a few strategic
pieces. The clients’ art collection was central to their plans. It was more
contemporary than the furniture, and neutral walls offset the paintings,
prints, and photographs.

“She said she didn't want it to feel decorated—she didn't want it to feel
so done or dyed to match,” says Gaston.
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The dining room wallcovering is Peony by TylerGraphic. The antique Venetian
mirror is from Demiurge New York. The table was already in the clients’ collection.

Upstairs are a library and bedrooms, which the clients wanted simple
and serene. “We talked about how we grew up in a world where kids
didn’t have walk-in closets or ensuite bathrooms,” laughs Gaston. “She
had no problem with them having an old painted dresser and the 30-
inch wide closet that was already there”

On a recent visit, Gaston noticed that the kids had put stickers on a
painted Swedish dresser. “She’s like, ‘Do it. You're kids, it's cool, you can
live here.”
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Breakfast Nook

The bench is covered in Vertical Broken Lines by
Mitchell Denburg. The pendant is a Paavo Tynell
counterbalance ceiling lamp.

The Kitchen

Custom cabinets are painted in AF-Steam by Benjamin Moore, down to the wooden knobs. An antique French metal table from
Eskander is repurposed as an island. The range is by Wolf.
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3/11
The Living Room

The couch, which came from the clients’ Noho loft, is covered in a Lee Jofa floral. The artwork by Gregor Hildebrandt is assembled
from cassette tapes.

4/11
The Living Room

The mantle is original. The chair is covered in a Caroline Irving fabric, via John Rosselli.



5/11
The Dining Room

The velvet chair is French, circa 1880s; the
console table is by 20th century Milanese
designer Paolo Buffa.

6/11
The Library

The sofa is covered in Aviary Glazed by Richard
Smith. The antique button back library chair is
from Obsolete.




7/11
Primary Bedroom

The mantels are original. The wallcovering is Scalamandre’s Anton in Misty Blue. The chair is vintage Frank Gehry.

8/11
Primary Bedroom

New custom French doors open to a small deck. The swing arm sconces are the St. James from Ann Morris; bedding is the Grande
Hotel Collection by Sferra.



9/11
Child’s Bedroom

A vintage bed is clad in Ralph Lauren sheets. The chair is upholstered in Tynemouth Ticking Green by Robert Kime.

10/11
Childs’ Bedroom

In a shared children’s bedroom, the wallcovering is Nasturtium Sky by Lake August, via Temple Studio. The beds are the Pencil Post

twin from Leonards New England.



11/11
Childs’ Bedroom

A Model 75 Anglepoise table lamp by Howe sits
on top of a dresser from Dean antiques.




