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ON LOCATION | BROOKLIN, ME.

A Traditionalist Architect Takes a Modern Turn

it ' s
Gil Schafer chose ‘something
completely different.

By TIM McKEOUGH

For those familiar with the architect Gil
Schafer’s work, his house in Brooklin, Me.,
may come as a shock. Mr. Schafer, best
known for conceiving historically focused
houses rooted in classical and vernacular
architecture, has created a seaside home
that is breezily modern.

“It’s a very different thing for me,” said
Mr. Schafer, 55. And it happened almost by
accident.

As achild, Mr. Schafer used to make regu-
lar summer visits to Brooklin from his home
in rural New Jersey, to visit his aunt and un-
cle. He loved it so much he continued to
make the pilgrimage as an adult, and rented
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a variety of houses there over the years.
“It was driven by childhood memories of
coming here and loving the physical charac-
ter of the place;” he said. “The cool weather,
the fog, the sun, the sea.”
Three years ago, he waited longer than
usual to find a summer rental, and settled

The architect Gil Schafer, top left, wound up
buying an unremarkable 1992 house because of
its breathtaking site close to the edge of Blue
Hill Bay in Maine. His subsequent overhaul of
the place included huge windows and sliding
glass doors, bright dormers, a wide-open
kitchen and an eclectic mix of furnishings.

for what seemed like an unremarkable ga-
ble-roofed house built in 1992. When he ar-
rived, there were plenty of things he didm’t
like.

The interior was filled with varnished
wood and was “just overwhelmingly or-
ange,” Mr. Schafer said. It was also dark.
“The headers of the windows were really
low;” he said. “You felt like you couldn’t re-
ally see the sky”

The seven-acre site, however, ‘was
breathtaking. The house was positioned
close to the edge of Blue Hill Bay, on a high,
curved piece of land with views of the water
on two sides.

He soon learned that it was for sale. After
comparing it with other properties on the
market, Mr. Schafer said, “I didn’t see any
other sites that had as compelling a charac-
ter as this one. And I thought, ‘This house is
fixable.”

So, that fall, he bought the 3,000-square-
foot house for about $1.2 million and began
drawing up plans for a complete overhaul.

“We work with lots of different historic
styles, but this house was not about any of
those things that I normally work with in
my firm,” Mr. Schafer said. “It’s not a shin-
gle cottage, it’s not a Victorian, it’s not a
Greek Revival”

Indeed, he noted, “This didn’t have any
history. It was kind of architecturally mute.”

With no historical back story to mine, Mr.
Schafer decided “to do something com-
pletely different;” as he put it. “You're not
going to experiment on your client — it’s
better to experiment on yourself and see
what that yields.”

Because the house was positioned closer
to the rocky shoreline than current regula-
tions would allow, his new design was con-
fined to the existing footprint. Mr. Schafer
gutted the structure down to the original
timber frame and rebuilt it, inside and out,
for just under $200 a square foot.

He installed huge windows and sliding
glass doors that stretch nearly floor to ceil-
ing. He added big dormer windows in the
roof to bring in sunlight and create more liv-
able space on the second floor. He replaced
expanses of drywall with shiplap and V-

groove paneling. And he created a wide-
open kitchen with muscular proportions,
flat panel doors with simple edge pulls and
an enormous island topped by two-inch-
thick granite from Connecticut.

Then he painted almost the whole interi-
or — floors, walls, framing and ceiling —
Benjamin Moore’s Seapearl white. “It had a
little warmth to it without feeling like
French vanilla,” said Mr. Schafer, who se-

lected it with his friend, the color consultant
Eve Ashcraft. “It’s the color of whole milk.”

But the completed house — which will be
included in Mr. Schafer’s book “A Place to
Call Home: Tradition, Style, and Memory in
the New American House,” to be published
Iate this month by Rizzoli — is no starkly
minimalist abode. He filled it with an eclec-
tic, centuries-spanning mix of furniture and
objects, including contemporary Sawkille

kitchen stools, vintage 20th-century tubu-
lar chrome cantilevered armchairs, African
stools and an 18th-century three-legged
English oak side chair. Touches like doors
with wrought-iron strap hinges and win-
dows with muntins also hint at Mr. Schafer’s
predilection for the past, while adding to the
imaginary sense of a house that has grown
and changed over time.

That Mr. Schafer decided to explore a
more modern design language is perhaps
natural. He studied at the Yale School of Ar-
chitecture in the 1980s, where he said he
was trained as a modernist, and his first job
after graduation was working for the avant-
garde architect Bernard Tschumi.

After that experience, he said, “I ulti-
mately realized that my heart and soul were
really more with tradition than deconstruc-
tivist modernism”

But lessons from school still inform his
approach to designing any home, tradi-
tional or modern. “It’s about the clarity of an
idea, and the rigor of how you carry that
through and execute it,” he said. “Good de-
sign is good design, whatever style it's in”




