Manhattan designer Bruce
Bierman uses his highly
discriminating eye to create
crisply tailored and well-curated
spaces. Photo by William Secord
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espite hishigh-profileclientele anda body of

impeccable work, designer Bruce Bierman

has never pursued the limelight as have

so many of his peers. He's a highly private

man and exceedingly discreet about the
people who hire him. “We don't tell our clients who else
we work for, though a lot of them know each other,” he
says. “It's no one’'s business.” He does grant, however,
that they are largely financial types, with the occasional
model, singer and artist thrown into the mix.

Neither is the New York-based Bierman given to the
flamboyance that characterizes a large swath of his
trade. But two funny stories do illuminate certain lively
aspects of this 60-year-old’s personality.
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tory One: Some time ago, Bierman and

his husband, William Secord (owner of an

eponymous art gallery and the world authority

on 19th-century animal paintings), were

meeting up in Los Angeles. Secord, whose
arrival preceded Bierman’s by a day, checked into their
room at the Four Seasons and then placed a concerned
call to Bierman, suggesting that they should change
rooms. When Bierman inquired why, Secord said,
“Because this one has a few too many patterns in it,
and there's a row of outlets that are hung unevenly. |
don't want to hear you bitch.” (Story One kicker: Secord
checked them out of the Four Seasons and booked a
bungalow at the Beverly Hills Hotel instead.)

Story Two: When the couple decided to get a dog,
Secord became smitten with a Dandy Dinmont terrier.
“Bill liked him because he was really goofy looking,”
explains Bierman. “They have big heads, short legs and
long bodies. | said, ‘Bill, what do | do for a living? Isn't
it all about proportion and serenity and balance?’ ”
(Story Two kicker: They ended up bringing home Rocky,
an endearingly silly-looking Dandy Dinmont, whose
multiple-portrait gazes cheerfully down on visitors from
behind Bierman'’s desk in his pristine all-white office on
Manhattan’'s West 15th Street.)
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f you were to glean from these

storiesthatBiermanissomething

of a perfectionist, you'd beright.

And yes, he likes clean, clear

spaces that are not gussied up
with patterns, ruched curtains and
yards of trim. What these stories do
not immediately disclose, however, is
that Bierman is keenly aware of his
profession’s inherent absurdities and
possesses the good humor required to
keep it all in perspective. “We have a
motto around here,” says Bierman, his
gray-green eyes lighting up a round,
pink face framed by neatly snipped
salt-and-pepper hair. “There’'s no such
thing as a design emergency. If clients
laugh when | tell them that, | know |
can work with them. If they don't,
we're not a good fit.”

Inspired by Jean-Michel Frank, Bierman
wove French Deco touches throughout an
partment on Manhattar Central Park West
He designed the coffee table himself, and
the painting comes from the William Secord
Gallery. Photo by Andrew Bordin



hat being said, Bierman also admits that he

has had fervent opinions about what is and

is not good design since the age of six, when,

while growing up in Queens, New York, he

scanned his neighbor’s newly redecorated
living room and announced, “I don't like your curtains.”
He claims to have known he would study architecture
from age four, when he would play with building blocks
and design towns for his model trains to travel through.
His homemaker mother and his father, who owned a
plastics factory in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, more than
encouraged his natural tendencies. Perhaps because he
was the youngest of three children and the only boy,
Bierman’s grandfather used to call him Jesus, since
“when | was born they treated me like God,” Bierman
remembers him saying.

The study of a beach retreat on New York’s Fire Island mixes
pieces haute and not: A day bed by Christian Liaigre, a chair from
a Paris flea market and an Anglepoise lamp from the 1950s. The
whimsical sign was found on the beach. Photo by Andrew Bordwin
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ierman eventually
attended the Rhode
Island School of
Design, where he
earned two degrees
in architecture (in 1975 and '76).
But while he remained fascinated
by the sculptural possibilities of
buildings, he also discovered an
equal passion for interior design,
which gave those buildings their
practical meaning. “It was about
how people live in and move
through those spaces,” he says.

He also studied textiles and
weaving because, he recalls,hehad
a crush on the teacher, and “l was
interested architecturally in the
structure of the different weaves.”
While still at RISD, Bierman began
making and, through a New York

gallery, selling tapestries, one of
which Dustin Hoffman purchased.
But interior design still exerted its
pull, so he contacted a variety of
decorators he admired — Ward
Bennett, Robert Bray and Michael
Schaible, Joe D'Urso and John
Saladino among them — not
because he desired a job, but
because he wanted to learn about
their inspirations and divine the
strategies they used to build their
businesses. While working as a
weaver, he began his next career
by decorating his own Manhattan
apartment and the loft of a friend’s
boss; he incorporated Bruce
Bierman Design, Inc., in 1984,

Never one to shy away from art, Bierman
displayed a work by David Hockney on
the vanity in this glass-walled Miami
bathroom. Photo by Dan Forer




oday, Bierman's calling card is

asmartly tailored environment

awash in pure colors, whether

pale or saturated, and filled

with  lavish materials —
shagreen, natural stone, cashmere -—
and couture details, such as ravishingly
figured hardwoods paired with neatly
tufted sofas, parchment-paneled walls
and elegantly pleated curtains. He is
principally a modernist. For him, “historic”
or “period” tends todenote his beloved Art
Deco (“the quality of the craftsmanship
and the materials!” he enthuses). When he
does incorporate 18th- and 19th-century
antiques, they function in his spaces as
accents or sculptural elements. “I don't
do fragile either,” he observes. “I put my
feet up on my coffee table. | don't use
coasters, and | use the dining room table
to spread out. And when | sit in my living
room, | slouch.”
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n a friend’s Chelsea loft, Bierman
created a master bedroom with
a floor-to-ceiling upholstered
headboard —very1940s-Hollywood
— and full-length silk curtains,
using a gray-and-periwinkle blue palette
to dramatically set off an ornately framed
Renaissance portrait. All the Bierman
signatures are there: the comfortable
but couture styling, the sumptuous but
un-patterened fabrics, clear color, Deco
references in the headboard and an
additional accent chair and a single older
antique deployed as a focal point.

The larger aim of his interiors, he explains,
“has to do with what | really want in life,
which is the attainment of inner peace.”
For Bierman, “it's about the Golden Rule,
about treating other people how you
want to be treated and about sincerity in
your work.”

Back on Fire Island, Bierman created a serene and
1iming seaside aesthetic with seagra irpeting
lipcovered seating and a clean-lined coffee table
f his own design. The photograpt me from the

William Secord Gallery. Photo by Andrew Bordwir
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ndeed, Bierman'’s
their obvious

despite
seem open
and uncomplicated, with no ego-

rooms,
luxury,

driven hidden agenda. Even at a
Palm Beach apartment in the chic
Breakers complex — with its enormous
painting by Morris Louis and its priceless
Deco furnishings by Dunand, Subes, Adnet,

Ruhlmann, Brandt and others — the mood is
devoid of clutter and fuss, straightforward
in its clean lines and lack of adornment.
“Pretension holds no appeal to me,” he says,
which prompts him to quote another of his
company’'s mottos: “Transparency rules.”
And that, Bierman explains, means “Don’'t
tell me what you think you want me to hear,

and don't tell clients what you think they
want to hear. Finish on schedule, do what
you say you're going to do, have a sense of
humor and enjoy the process.”

Breakers

. The painting is by Morris
. Photo by Kim Sargent



FASHION:

Understated and refined: Jil Sander, Armani,
Calvin Klein suits with Brooks Brothers crisp
white shirts.

HOTEL:

The best 1920s bathrooms are at Claridge’s, in
London. In Paris, for extravagant flowers, the
Georges V, but if | want chic and intimate, it's the
Montalembert. And the Amanjena Marrakech, on
the southern road to Quarzazate, in Morocco, has
one of the most beautiful settings anywhere.
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Style Compass

MUSUEM:

The Wallace Collection in London has a
wonderful selection of paintings and 18th-
century decorative arts. In New York, | love the
intimacy of the Neue Galerie. And the little-
known house museum Nissim de Camondo, in
Paris, has both: intimacy and an extraordinary
array of 18th-century furniture and decorative
arts.

RESTAURANT:

| love the tuna burgers at Union Square Café,
in New York, for lunch. But at Eisenberg's
Luncheonette (est. 1929), across from the
Flatiron Building, on Fifth Avenue, everything
seems to taste better. The Palm Beach equivalent
is Green’s Pharmacy — just good homemade
American food.

DESIGN:

I've always been influenced by French
designers of the 1920s through '40s — Maison
Jansen, Jacques Adnet, Emile-Jacques
Ruhlmann, Jean-Michel Frank and Dupré
Lafon. It was one of the first truly modern
periods and very exciting.

ART:

Well, 19th-century dog paintings, of course,
but there’s nothing more sublime than a
Giorgio Morandi. | also love Sonia and Robert
Delaunay and the photographers Louise
Dahl-Wolfe and Horst P. Horst.




MUSIC:

Pink Martini and the Hotel
Costes series, a fabulous
compilation by French DJ
Stéphane Pompougnac

ENTERTAINING:

Relaxed and informal. There's nothing better than
a casual barbecue at our Fire Island beach house
with friends, or an easy lasagna-and-salad birthday
celebration for 16 at our Palm Beach home.

Style Compass

TRAVEL:

Last fall, we toured the grand country houses of
England — Burghley, Chatsworth, Castle Howard,
Blenheim — and we stayed at Hartwell House,
in Aylesbury, where we treated ourselves to the
room that was once occupied by the exiled queen
of France, Marie-Joséphine de Savoie.

COLOR:
| like natural colors — whites, beiges, grays, watery
blues and greens, with pops of bright colors.

FABRICS:

Natural materials that are textural, tonal, durable
and forgiving

GARDENING/FLORAL:

Zen-like, natural and all white, or soft
colors

BOOK:

It's a toss-up! Let’s Explore Diabetes
with Owlis, by David Sedaris; The Way
We Live, by Anthony Trollope; or Dan
Savage's American Savage: Insights,
Slights, and Fights on Faith, Sex, Love,
and Politics. How does one choose?

FAVORITE APP:
Shazam




= Glacier pendant lamp, by
1 David Wiseman, 2009,
offered by R 20th Century

Setters on the Moor, ca. 1890,
by Maud Earl, offered by
William Secord Gallery

The Perfect Cabinet, by Poul
Kjaerholm, 1960s, offered by
Wyeth

£
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‘ ‘ I I l I I l . Pair of armchairs, ca. 1955,
Jacques Adnet, offered by
Patek Philippe pink-gold

o * . Calatrava wristwatch, 1944,
Q{ZC& TZC}%S ERANS IStdle. offered by FD



