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DESIGNER SPOTLIGHT

Mark Epstein Designs Personal Experiences, Not Just
Interiors
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Whether composing decor or appetizers, the New York-based designer is lauded for his ability to set the

scene.

by Craig Kellogg Fuly 29, 2018
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Mark Epstein, seated here in his Upper East Side office, often serves clients lunch at this table. Top: In this seaside Hamptons home, a
capiz-shell chandelier hangs over the traditional walnut table, which is surrounded by klismos chairs upholsteredin indoor-outdoor fabric.
All photos by George Ross

ool, ecreamy onion dip is delicious, but when was the last time you whipped up a

batch? Interior designer Mark Epstein’s new monograph, Mark Epstein

Designs (Pointed Leaf Press), devotes a full page to his gourmet version (seen heaped
into a weathered wooden compote) and helpfully provides the recipe too. (His secret ingredients
include anchovies and Greek yogurt, and he serves it with William Poll’s herbed potato thins.)
Epstein is a New Yorker through and through, so the book primarily features contemporary

Manhattan apartments and timeless Long Island houses with broad water views. But it’s also



punctuated by recipes and still-lifes of food cooked and styled by the designer, a noted host and
bon vivant. A story about a blended family’s shingle-style getaway in the Hamptons has a picture
of a marble-topped Eero Saarinen cocktail table in the library topped with a pile of savory mini
madeleines nested in a prim 19th-century Wedgwood basket. “Pair them with rosé,” the designer

suggests. Yum!

In the library of a Hamptons home, an Eero Saarinen marble coffee table holds the makings of a Champagne toast, along with a basket of
savory mini madeleines, the recipe for which Epstein includes in his book. A collage by Linda Cunningham hangs behind the Regency
daybed.
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In this Long Island dining room, the 12-foot-long 18th-centuryltalian refectory table was sourced from a shop in Los Angeles. Two other
people wanted to buy it, so Epstein called his client and told her she had half anhour to decide. “It was the most expensive piece of
furniture she had ever bought, but when it arrived, she was thrilled; Epstein writes.

Long a personable fixture on the design scene — not tomention a gracious host — Epstein is
easy to fall in love with. He seems mild-mannered at first blush, but his ofthand charm isa
superpower. He used X-ray vision to peer right through a maze of walls in a 3,000-square-foot,
four-bedroom Park Avenue apartment, then bulldozed it into a flowing one-bedroom,

downtown-style loft for empty nesters. He started by exposing a stripped-concrete structural



column, then added a laser-cut-steel Tom Wesselman wall drawing, an orange Saarinen Womb

chair and a pair of Warren Platner stools.

The hand-tufted silk rug he designed for the prewar’s living room is boldly patterned with an
artistic interpretation of weathered graffiti. It was designed by Epstein, who attended art classes
at Pratt Institute as a teen and returned for college. His mentor there was none other than

designer Joe D’ Urso, high priest of high tech.

Epstein still loves — and uses — high-tech elements, but he says he never thought “everything
has to be black leather cushions.” Indeed, he will cover a wall with a trio of flat screens or use
ultramodern Italian lighting in a traditional environment complete with slipcovers secured using
shell buttons. Then there’s the 12,000-square-foot shingle-style beach house by Robert A.M.

Stern Architects he furnished for a young couple with three school-age kids on Long Island. The

wife had enjoyed working with Epstein before and trusted him to kiss the rooms of this new
house with highlights in her signature purple — a strong-willed and sometimes misunderstood
hue that, when mishandled, can quickly overwhelm. Among the touches in her favored color:
Epstein framed a fireplace with a lilac-veined marble surround and scattered dozens of throw
pillows in soft shades of violet and indigo. “Mark isn’t afraid of pretty, notes Suzanne Slesin, the

publisher and editorial director of Pointed Leaf Press.
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A couple with five children and five grandchildren tasked Epstein with creating a “downtown loft in a Park Avenue apartment.” The three

televisions ensure that the sports-loving family won't miss any action. An Eero Saarinen Womb chair sits next to a media cabinet Epstein
designed with perforated-steel doors.
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In this living room of a Tribeca loft, an antique side table holds a Moroccan carved-stone menorah and a lamp of Epstein's own design,
made from a copper finial and a fluted copper vase. Beneath the table are a pair of hammered-copper vessels.

Slesin has known Epstein for years — she published his work two decades ago while design
director at House & Garden — but they only recently reconnected as friends. The day we speak
by telephone, she is in a departures lounge at Charles de Gaulle, where she is about to board a

flight to meet Epstein for a six-day getaway at a stone beach house on the Greek island of Serifos.



Slesin calls Epstein flexible and imaginative. “Clients can be persnickety, and decorating can be
di cult, but Mark does for his clients what they could never do for themselves,” she explains. She
put the lilac fireplace on the cover of Mark Epstein Designs, which the designer wrote with
legendary editor Arlene Hirst. It was also Slesin’s idea to include recipes in the book, as a way to
showcase his wide range of talents. “Mark can coordinate a party, set an elegant table for clients

and get a kick out of it because he really enjoys doing things for people,” she says.

And those clients come back for seconds, thirds and more. Epstein’s eponymous studio, which he
opened in 1977, has blasted the concept of repeat business into outer space. One of his devotees
has commissioned seven residences so far, from East Hampton, New York, to Cabo San Lucas,
Mexico. There’s photographic evidence, but a reporter will never learn her name. “Mark is very
protective of the people he works for, and extremely discreet,” says Benoist Drut, owner

of Maison Gerard, a favorite Epstein shopping spot. “Most of the time you only hear from your

clients when there is a problem, so it’s rare to get a sweet text like Mark’s little thank-you notes.”
Drut recalls receiving one after a particularly hard week and starting to cry. “There’s something

very beautiful about Mark,” he says. “And he pays on time.”
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Fellow designers often drop into Epstein’s Upper East Side office to shop from his rotating collection of objects. The shelvesare
Masonite, which he “realized could look rich when it was lacquered; Epstein writes in his book. “I loved using it in a way that wasn’t
traditional.”



Epstein designed this Sag Harbor, New York, country home for longtime clients who had sold their previous home furnishedand so
needed to start fresh. In the dining area, a chandelier with metal chains hangs over a table with a perforated-steel base and a zinc top,
which is surrounded by French metal garden chairs.

Epstein works out of an Upper East Side office with track lighting and large windows looking
out over the neighborhood. Vintage street signs and antique clocks hang on the wall, and a
collection of creamware, old wooden boxes and architectural miniatures is displayed on the
elegant dark shelves. The latter are made of Masonite that he has stained and lacquered to look

surprisingly luxe. Theyre among the many examples of his nonstop adventures in high and low.



For clients with young children, he uses bleach-cleanable solution-dyed acrylic upholstery, and
he extols the practicality of Ultrasuede. “If it was good enough for Halston .. ” he says. In a
house with two spaces for enjoying meals, the breakfast room’s strappy leather chairs were
$4,000 each, while the more formal 12-foot-long Italian refectory table in the dining area is
paired with 18 affordable molded-beechwood Anziano klismos chairs by John Hutton for

Donghia. Epstein points out that, for smaller dinners, the extra Hutton chairs can be stacked

offstage. He has elevated practicality to an art.

The book shows several pictures of his Third Avenue design studio, including one in which a
custom wing chair is in a gray cashmere that, he writes, “happens to go with my hair”
Throughout his work, color and pattern are both essential and deeply personal. “Soft, muted
colors can be just as neutral as beige,” he notes. He collects monochromatic transferware plates
tattooed with antique motifs he likens to toile. But in a bathroom for a woman who loves layered
patterns, he painted the floors with a bold zigzag taken from one of his Missoni terry-cloth
bathrobes. With four decades of experience, he knows what works and occasionally goes out on a
limb to achieve it. He recalls telling one client while they were shopping that he would stay
sitting “in this chair until you agree to buy it.” Charmed, she did. “I always have a smile for

clients, and we have a good time,” he says. “I want them to be in love with their homes”
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