
		
			HEIRLOOM HOMES

			From single pieces to whole rooms filled with memories, these are homes with history. Some of the heirlooms that fill these spaces have been handed down, while others are pieces specially created to commemorate a crucial moment in the past. These are homes that tell the story of generations.
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				Ariene and Daren Bethea’s art collection includes expressionist pieces along with a mix of hand-moulded and carved sculptures that were inherited from Ariene’s mother.
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 Paul and Tommy in the living room of their Brooklyn prewar brownstone.

			For New York artist Paul Suepat, going home means walking into a world of his own making, one that he has worked for a very long time to build. His home is an homage to different aspects of his life. Handmade sculptural flowers are a reminder of his grandmother. The library, a loving re-creation of a room in his godparents’ Manhattan home. And whimsical elements throughout are a nod to his own journey to freedom.

			Paul’s story—and the story of his home—begins in Jamaica. For the first twelve years of his life, and intermittently thereafter, he lived with his paternal grandmother. “Owning her own home was very special to her,” he reflects. “She had kind of eccentric tastes—like a vanity with all kinds of plastic flowers and figurines. It was funny, but she really made me appreciate the things we have at home.” While his parents lived and ran a business in another neighborhood, one that was taking a turn for the worse, they sent him to his grandmother to keep him safe. He credits her for giving him the basic disciplines in life. “My grandmother taught me how to eat, how to sit at the table, how to appreciate small things. She really made me pay attention to things. And I have this discipline of creating things because that’s what I got from her.” Paul’s grandmother was also one of his first artistic influences.
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				The office is home to a collection of art and objects. Paul’s pieces hang on the walls and sit among work by Basquiat and a Warhol-esque chicken gumbo soup can sculpture.
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				A stunning collection of modern classic furnishings are assembled in the library, including Ligne Roset’s Confluences sofa, an original Gae Aulenti “Pipistrello” lamp, and a Herman Miller office chair.

			

			“She was just always making things,” he remembers. “She used to make flowers from raffia, like these little pom-poms on a stick. I used to sit and watch her make flowers all night. And in the morning she would go downtown to sell them in the market. I think that’s where I got that whole idea of making stuff with my hands.”

			His other great childhood inspiration was nature. His grandmother’s house, near the mountains, backed up to the woods. As a boy, Paul would lie on the ground for hours, shoes off, and feel the world around him. “I found it very free being in nature,” he muses. “I liked the textures a lot. I loved playing in the dirt. I think that’s part of my attraction to sculpture and painting: I like to feel textures.” It was a place for him to dream. “We had tons of trees. Mango and plum and cherry and avocado trees. I would lay out under them, and I would dream about deities and gods. I’d make up stories about these special people who lived in the woods and imagine that I was going to find them. It was my little bit of an escape, and it’s one of the things I miss most about growing up.”
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				The bookshelves from Paul’s aunt and uncle’s home were lovingly taken apart, transported, and installed in Paul and Tommy’s home office.
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				The living room has an Alice in Wonderland feel to it with oversized sculptural elements, futuristic furnishings, and Paul’s vivid and textural art.
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				A gecko sculpture coming down the wall is an ode to Paul’s Caribbean roots.
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				Columns that frame the entry to the living room were painted a bright shade of blue by Paul. Original to the prewar home, they feel fresh and modern in the electric shade.

			

			Following his grandmother’s example, Paul expressed his creativity in various ways. “I didn’t think I was an artist,” he says. “It took me a while to realize that.” But he dabbled constantly in creative pursuits. “When I was a child, I put my bed on the floor and I used two rocks from the garden as a bedside table. I guess I was a minimalist,” he says with a laugh. As he grew, his creativity evolved. High-concept bedroom arrangements gave way to creating his own clothes. By the time he was ready for college, art seemed like a more viable path. He was encouraged to attend the Edna Manley College of the Visual and Performing Arts. “It really kind of opened my eyes and showed me that there’s a possibility here that I could be an artist.”

			His first canvases were T-shirts. While selling his fashions, Paul began looking for galleries to show the art he was creating. Fashion grew faster at first, and his enterprise soon developed into a shop with a studio in the back. Recognition for his art wasn’t far behind, however. While still at school, Paul signed with the prestigious Mutual Gallery in Kingston. “I had quite a few very good shows there.” Early success brought a number of important lessons for the young artist. “One time, the gallerist was telling me that I had someone interested in buying one of my paintings, but they wanted me to take the frame off,” he remembers. “I had put a lot of work into the frames so I didn’t want to.” Paul remained unmoved even after being told that the buyer was married to someone famous. When he found out that the someone was Harry Belafonte, his tone quickly changed. “I said, ‘Oh, okay. I think it’s fine,’” he says, laughing. “That’s when I realized this was serious, and I had to let my ego go.”

			“My grandmother taught me how to eat, how to sit at the table, how to appreciate small things.”

			While becoming known as an artist was great, his growing popularity brought unwanted attention as well. “With publicity came the idea that I was gay,” he explains. “And I was harassed a lot.” The situation built and escalated over time to the point that it threatened his life. “One night some guys came to my home,” he remembers emotionally, “and I had to leave. That’s how I came to America. I left with just two bags and came because I had to.” Narrowly escaping, Paul left his life in Jamaica, the artwork, the studio, everything, and sought asylum in the United States. He arrived first in Florida, living with his sister and working odd jobs, most of which he hated. But they helped him build toward his ultimate goal. “I knew New York was my destiny,” he states. “I’d been to New York a few times,” he explains, “and I loved it. All my friends had two jobs and small apartments, but I wanted to be there.” Eventually, he made the drive from South Beach to Manhattan.
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				In the dining room, a vintage Le Corbusier dining table and chairs by Mario Botta sit atop a rug hand-painted by Paul. The sculptural chandelier above the table was also concepted by Paul.
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				The bedroom is filled with whimsical moments. A chair featuring an extra-long back and a paint-can sculpture add moments of eccentricity to  the space.

			

			Landing in the West Village, Paul was able to live with his godparents. “My godparents are Bill Schaap and Ellen Ray,” he says. “They were lawyers, then journalists, and then publishers. They published the book that inspired the movie JFK.” While working in Jamaica years earlier, the pair had become friends of Paul’s family. The connection remained strong over the years, and when he arrived in the city they were waiting. “They were very kind and open. They said, ‘Just come and spend some time with us and see what you want to do.’”

			Upon reaching New York, he was able to begin again as an artist. “It was difficult here at first because when you’re Jamaican, they think all you should be painting is palm trees,” he remarks. “I think a lot of people don’t realize that just being a Black or Brown artist doesn’t mean you have to paint a specific way.” Paul’s art, which is often surreal and plays with the line between painting and sculpture, fell far outside of expectations. Fortunately, his godparents were people of varied interests and meaningful connections. “They were really political,” he remembers. “They’d given money to the Black Panthers and defended protesters in court. When I lived with them, they were writing a magazine.” In addition to their political interests, they were avid art lovers. “They had a gallery of their own. And they’d always said that if I ever came to New York they would show my stuff. I had a show at their space, and then it kind of developed from there.”

			Since then, Paul’s work has been shown in dozens of exhibitions and public art installations in venues like the Brooklyn Museum and Vanderbilt Hall in New York’s Grand Central Terminal. “I always keep a piece from each show,” he says, “just to remember.” Even more important than a place to show his art, however, Paul’s godparents gave him a sense of home. “They saved me,” he states simply. “They took me in and loved me and really nurtured me and it was my first experience of being in New York.”

			But the artist was still in search of a place of his own. “My father’s brother had a furniture shop in Flatbush in the 1970s. So when I came to New York, I would come to Flatbush and I would go to parties in Bed-Stuy. The first time I remember coming to Bed-Stuy it was like something was drawing me to it,” he says. “I was just like, ‘This feels like Kingston.’ So, eventually, I came back, and I loved it. I opened a little café for a while. And then I met my partner.” His partner, Dr. Tommy Wong, is a celebrated emergency medical doctor and educator. “I like to say partner,” he affirms, “even though we’re married, because that’s how I look at a relationship. We’re partners, we help each other, whether emotionally or whatever else it may be.” For more than a decade, they’ve been each other’s home, eventually finding a space where Paul could build the world he’d been seeing since he was a child lying in the woods behind his grandmother’s house.

			When Paul and Tommy found their dream home in Bed-Stuy, it had seen better days. Abandoned for years, a fire had gutted much of the top floor. But none of that mattered. All Paul could see was its potential. “The house was a mess,” he admits, “but I love to work, to do things. And so I just got involved in it. I did a lot of stuff myself, and I was involved in every detail.” Rebuilding his home from scratch pulled together all of the scattered pieces of Paul’s journey. To start, working with what so many other people would think of as nothing put him right into his comfort zone. “I think you’re more creative when you have nothing,” he states. It also gave him space to pay homage to the people who had saved him. The upstairs library is a close re-creation of the same room in his godparents’ home, composed almost entirely of objects he inherited from them after their passing—including the bookcases, books, art, furniture, and fireplace.

			The sculpture garden out back is a remembrance of his grandmother’s home, lacking all of the texture of raw nature, but filled with tangible realizations of his dreams. Oversized flowers accent the organic greenery while sculptures of the “special people” Paul imagined living in the woods peek out from different angles. Inside, the rooms are likewise filled with imaginings, both his own work and the works of other artists that he cherishes. “I always wanted to have interesting things around me,” he intones. “That’s how the whole idea of art started for me. I couldn’t afford them, so I would make them. My art started as things I wanted to have for myself. And then other people started to like them, too.”

			Brought together, these elements are the foundation of the whimsical world Paul has created. It’s a constantly evolving representation of the mind behind it. “I’m always struggling between the openness of nature and the urban-ness of New York,” he says, “because there’s always that fight to get out of whatever box you’re in. So I want people to look at things in a different way—and I’m always trying to see if I can push it a little bit further.”

			Throughout his journey Paul has always kept home as the most important thing. Using art and memories to create his own private wonderland is ultimately about finally capturing a feeling of freedom and security that he’s been chasing since he was a child. “As a child, I was left by my parents, and I’ve always felt kind of abandoned,” he says. “I know that home is important because I’ve been made to feel not-at-home. I’ve had to leave home, to search for home, to be without home—and that was hard. So for me home is everything. It’s what you do everything for, where you can be what you want and do what you want. Home is an escape. It’s the thing I need to see so that I can face the rest of the world.”
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				The garden includes a series of handmade sculptures  by Paul. They feel like an extension of the garden he grew up playing in as a child, where his grandmother would handcraft items.
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			In Shawna Freeman’s home office, leopard print and magenta walls dominate. The painting atop the antique desk, by Kendra Dandy, brings the pattern and color scheme together.
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