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The American architect Gil Schafer explains how his renovation of

a house in Maine, inspired by vivid memories of childhood summers there,
has bridged the gap between New England tradition and modernity
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THIS PAGE The dining area, in a corner of the great room, reflects Gil's deliberate mixing of woods. The oak table is from Crate & Barrel and is
surrounded by Hans J Wegner ‘Wishbone' chairs, with a Poul Henningsen pendant light hung above. Sliding glass doors lead out to the
wraparound decked terrace. OPPOSITE The minimalist kitchen has worktops in specially quarried granite and bronze bend-edge cabinet pulls
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Lneeded to find a way to {tlculate
interior that had the airiness and
simplicity of a modern building




am an unlikely Maine man, being allergic to
both lobster and blueberries. But the peripa-
tetic childhood I enjoyed allowed me to spend
time in that coastal place, and although my
memories of that time are vague and impres-
sionistic, they are highly sensory. The cool of
the summers was surprising but very welcome;
the water was shockingly cold. The powerful
scent of saltwater and pine infused the air.

Asan adult, I felt the draw to explore the area in greater
depth, and about 10 years ago 1 started renting houses on
the Blue Hill peninsula during the summer. I embraced
the remoteness there - the disconnectedness from
modern life. But it was an oddly ugly house in Brooklin,
just a few feet from the water’s edge with a view across
the bay, and with seven acres of woods between it and the
sparsely travelled public road, that really got its hooks
into me. It was for sale and I was weak. My family had
a long connection with Maine, starting with my great-
great grandparents. And so, a century later, I claimed
my own small patch of the Pine Tree State.

The early-Nineties, chalet-style house had, as the
saying goes, ‘issues’. On the plus side was a 30ft by 30ft
great room with a double-height, peaked ceiling looking
out at the view. It was a bit of a basketball court with
beams and trusses, but with windows on three sides.
Unfortunately, the floors, beams and ceilings through-
out the house were stained a vibrant, disagreeable
orange. Small, uPVC windows cut off your view of the
horizon and made the rooms feel shabby and claustro-
phobic. The upstairs was a mostly windowless attic.

Yet for me, the utter absence of architecture was a
positive. If T had bought a classic nineteenth-century
Maine clapboard or shingle house to restore, it would
have become a nest of woes and a money pit. My orange
chalet, by contrast, was mute: a featureless box that
I could tailor to my needs and vision relatively easily
without having to make much of a statement of any sort
- though I guess in the end, inevitably, I did.

The greatest head-scratcher — how to lay out the great
room - was one I finally solved using interior decor-
ation as much as architecture. I began drawing various
furniture plans, finally arriving at a yin-and-yang
arrangement, with two back-to-back sitting areas: one
facing the water for the daylight hours, the other orien-
tated toward the fireplace and a TV for evenings. The
kitchen, once stuck in a corner, was reorganised to run
lengthways opposite the sitting areas. A long floating
island would serve as the informal dividing line between
the room’s two sides. This improved the whole space,
connecting everything in the room visually and other-
wise with the entirety of the house, and giving it a
relaxed, easy-going air.

I knew I would need to find a balance between moder-
nity and tradition. The structure’s barn-like simplicity,

in particular the loft-like great room, felt contemporary,
yet the heavy timber beams and trusses, the gabled ends
and the clapboard siding all suggested a vernacular barn
building. In the end, I needed to find a way to articulate an
interior that had the airiness and simplicity of a modern
building but also connected with memory in a similar
way to my other work. Ultimately, I introduced certain
elements, such as the horizontal and vertical wood-plank
walls and the wrought-iron thumb-latch handles and
strap hinges on the plank doors, which reached back to
rural history. I balanced them with modern elements
like the bent-edge hardware on the kitchen cabinetry
and the oak plywood panelling and slate mantel for the
library. It was a little scary at times, working in a some-
what unfamiliar idiom, but that was also the fun of it.
My hope is that the house belongs unmistakably to the
present yet retains a connection to traditional Maine
architecture that is neither old-fashioned nor gimmicky.

Throughout the house, you will find a smattering of
vintage Mid-century Modern furniture, mostly Scandi-
navian. There is a strong tradition of Modernism
throughout New England (I had actually looked at a
striking residence by Bauhaus founder Walter Gropius
while I was house-hunting in Brooklin). T then filled in
around them with other antiques and custom pieces that
I had made for the house. In the end, the key was not to
be too slavish to any one period.

Personally and professionally, my Maine house has
led me down a new road. How far I will travel on that
particular byway is hard to predict. But something hap-
pened in the course of getting the place in shape that
still resonates. When the local contractor was digging
a new well for the house, the rig seemed to grind
away for hours. After going down about 500ft, they
hit water, but were only coming up with a gallon or so
a minute. Nonetheless, the crew chief advised that we
stop. ‘If we keep going, we’ll hit saltwater, and then the
whole well will be contaminated,” he said. ‘Right now
we have clear, pure water - it’s not a lot, but if you go
too far, you'll lose it all.’ '

Experienced architects and designers push the enve-
lopeall the time, yet have an innate sense of when they’ve
gone just far enough. Practising classical architecture
for 30 years taught me when and how to bend and break
the rules - taught me the difference, if you will, between
symmetry and rigidity, perfection and constriction —
and creating this house has led me further still toward
the nexus between history and modernity and the ways
in which that might be achieved. I have no idea what
awaits on the next stretch of my creative journey. But
I plan to keep digging for the pure stuff O
This is an edited extract from Gil Schafer’s new book 4
Place to Call Home: Tradition, Style, and Memory in the
New American House’ (Rizzoli, £45). gpschafer.com

OPPOSITE In the library, simple white-oak plywood panelling with built-in shelving contrasts with the white beamed ceiling. The grey seating,
including a pair of Danish armchairs from Blackman Cruz in Los Angeles, is brightened with patterned cushions; the painting is Cuban

238 OCTOBER 2017 HOUSEANDGARDENCOUK






I embraced the remoteness — -
the disconnectedness -
from modern life o




OPPOSITE Gil's bedroom has a David Hicks-inspired canopy bed, with a Sixties Italian settee at the foot. THIS PAGE CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT
The hall. The bathroom has a stool from Bamboo & Rattan in Florida. A spare room’s walls and ceiling are covered in Penny Morrison 'Ashok’ linen
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