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I’m writing this book to share my love of architecture and design, and to pay homage to those artisans who cared and carved and made things by hand, before industrialization and mass production. In this frenetic world we live in, it seems as if machines are taking over . . . computers that drop the stock market a thousand points in a matter of minutes, metal detectors, oil-drilling robots.

I don’t pretend to know much, but I do think that technology without consciousness invites disaster. If only our hearts were as evolved as our minds . . . .

I’ve always admired originality in any form, and there are certain artists whose personas inform their work and make it immediately recognizable. So I dedicate this book to those who have left us works that have stood the test of time . . . and today’s artisans who carry on that tradition.
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Introduction




Ifollow the light.

My bedroom gets that pure, clean light of early morning, and I’ll reach for my laptop and papers and work in bed for a while. Here’s the real truth . . . Samantha (see cover) has usually fallen asleep at my feet, and I don’t want to disturb her. I get a lot done in bed . . . writing . . . reading . . . trading . . . eating. I trade stocks. It’s a way of gambling without having to get dressed. My husband usually has tea and fruit for breakfast. I like something a little more substantial . . . pancakes made with spelt or buckwheat flour.

At midday, the sun is dazzling. It makes the ocean shimmer. But I’ll look at it through a window because it’s too bright. When the sun is directly overhead, it’s harsh and damaging. Anyway, it’s a good time to be inside, eating lunch.

I prefer the gentler light you get in the late afternoon . . . that mellow, honey-colored light that slants across the floor, like you see in some of Edward Hopper’s paintings. Everything looks prettier in that kind of light. And that’s the best time to visit my roses, after 4 o’clock, when they’re backlit. I have to get my camera so I can capture them in their glory.

Sometimes at the very end of the day, if I have time, I’ll sit for a moment on a hidden bench in the garden that gets the last warmth of the sun.

Natural light is the most beautiful to me. When I was trying to persuade a studio to let me make Yentl—the story of a girl who masquerades as a boy in order to educate herself—I went to Czechoslovakia and shot a little eight-minute film in natural light to show them my concept. Every country has its own particular light, and in Czechoslovakia it was very soft.

I also feel passionate about color. I used to have long discussions with my gardener, when we were choosing flowers, about what is red and what is pink. You can’t just say something is red. What kind of red is it? Does it have blue in it? Or orange? Does it have a faded, timeworn quality, like the red you see in a Rembrandt painting? There’s a moment in Yentl when she touches the prayer shawl, before she sings the first song, and I wanted the velvet slipcase for the shawl to be Rembrandt red. It’s a very specific shade.

I’ve never liked bright primary colors. . .except for pure lipstick red. They lack complexity. I don’t like royal blue but I’ve always loved that French blue-gray. I don’t like yellow . . . unless it’s the color of sweet butter . . . with a little honey in it. I stay away from orange (too in-your-face). I love




PREVIOUS PAGES: This is my own version of a barn, combined with elements
of a New England farmhouse. The front is barn red and looks like Connecticut . . .
the back is off-white and looks like Nantucket . . . because I love both.
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My whole life, in a sense, has
been a search for beauty.




various shades of pink, but I’d have to say my favorite color is burgundy. Maybe it’s because my mind flashes back to a burgundy sweater with wooden buttons that Toby Borokow knitted for me when I was five years old. She took care of me after school while my mother worked. I was anemic, and one summer I was sent off to a health camp where they put us in starched royal blue uniforms. The only thing that set me apart was that burgundy sweater.

I also have intense relationships with furniture . . . probably because we practically had none when I was growing up. After my father died at the age of 35, when I was 15 months old, we moved in with my grandparents, who had a little apartment on Pulaski Street in Brooklyn. I slept in a bed with my mother, and my brother had a rollaway cot in the same room. We didn’t have a couch . . . I guess because we didn’t have a living room. I played under the dining table. I liked it under there. It felt safe. When I was eight, my mother remarried, and we moved to a housing project on Newkirk Avenue and got our first couch. I was thrilled. It was a nubby olive green and gray . . . shiny gray . . . and I loved that ugly couch. My mother kept it covered in plastic. Everything was covered in plastic, including the lampshades. I slept in this living room until I was 13.

It’s hard to say how one acquires an eye for art or design, but I don’t think I developed it at home . . . unless it was in rebellion from what I was seeing. My mother used to wash the floor and then spread newspapers over it, which I never understood because the print would come off on the floor. The plastic and the newspaper hurt my eyes. When you don’t like your surroundings, you have to use your imagination to create a world you do like.

I moved away from home when I was 16. I had this burning desire to be an actress. I shared an apartment with a friend, Susan Dworkowitz aka Lanell, on West 48th Street in Manhattan, next to the acting school where we both took classes, and got a job as a clerk in a




I’ve been through a lot of different styles in hairdos and clothes
and decorating, from my Jacobean four-poster in New York to my
1930s projection room in Los Angeles, from my Art Deco house
in Malibu to the rustic American look of old painted furniture.
 OVERLEAF: I always thought there should be harmony between
the colors of a room and the colors of the clothes you wear in it.
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printing office. We had no money but we needed furniture, and that’s when I discovered the thrift shops on Second and Ninth avenues. I found an old dresser and put a fish tank on top of it. It’s something to look at that moves. I picked out a fake Persian rug at one of those dubious stores on lower Fifth Avenue. I couldn’t afford to buy art, but I found old gilt frames for a few dollars and hung them on the walls, just framing space. I thought that was beautiful.

When I was 19, I got a part in my first Broadway show, I Can Get It for You Wholesale. The stage manager told me about a $60 walkup on Third Avenue over Oscar’s, a fish restaurant. It was a railroad flat with a bathtub in the kitchen, but I loved it because it was my first apartment on my own. I was dating the show’s leading man, Elliott Gould, and after six months he moved in with me. Can you imagine, Elliott is 6’3”, and we slept in a single bed, because that was all that could fit into the room.




After we were married, we moved into a duplex at 320 Central Park West, where Lorenz Hart had once lived with his mother. The apartment had six rooms, an elegant staircase, two fireplaces, and a terrace—quite a change from a railroad flat. I decided to do a Victorian living room and had these gorgeous burgundy velvet drapes made, lined in a burgundy and off-white herringbone tweed. There was something so interesting about the juxtaposition of that menswear tweed with the lush velvet. I was 21 years old, but the impulse I had then was the same as I have now . . . to combine opposites. I’ve always been interested in that dichotomy . . . masculine and feminine . . . simple and elaborate . . . rough and smooth. I was also very practical—the drapes were reversible, so I could use them on either side.

But then my concept changed. My friend Charles Murray used to give me chicken soup and take me shopping. He introduced me to the antiques stores on University Place, which were cluttered with French furniture and porcelain and bronzes. Suddenly I wanted Louis, Louis, Louis—as much as I could find. I went to Versailles and stood in Marie Antoinette’s bedroom and was completely seduced by all that delicate embroidery. I came home and decided to do a French living room in beige, dusty rose, and celadon green, based on an Aubusson rug I found (a copy . . . I couldn’t afford the real thing). So I moved the burgundy velvet drapes into the den and painted the walls burgundy as well. I had a burgundy velvet couch made and covered two side chairs in that same herringbone wool tweed—that was a little unusual at the
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I sold my favorite Tiffany lamp at auction during one of my
 periodic purges. It’s the one with a peony shade on a red turtleback mosaic base, and I deeply regret not giving it to a museum
where many people could enjoy it . . . and I could still visit it.




time, putting a menswear fabric on a chair. But I loved all those masculine pinstripes and tweeds. I added a grand piano and a Victorian loveseat, which I had upholstered in a burgundy paisley. And then an idea occurred to me. I had some leftover fabric, so I designed a dress to match the loveseat. Why shouldn’t you wear clothes to match the room? It seemed perfectly logical to me. Many years later, when I was collecting pieces by one of my favorite architects, Frank Lloyd Wright, I read that he had designed clothing for his clients to wear in his rooms. Of course. I completely understood that.

With the first money I made on Broadway, I began to buy Art Nouveau furniture, like an Emile Gallé cabinet that I saw in Lillian Nassau’s shop on E. 57th Street. I had to pay for it in installments and since I had no place to put it, Lillian stored it in her basement for me. I had never seen furniture like this . . . wood carved into liquid curves . . . and then there was the luminous art glass. I fell head over heels for Tiffany lamps . . . Art Nouveau bronzes . . . Vienna Secession pewter. I knew nothing about them, but they were eye candy for me. And their beauty seemed to nourish my soul . . . still does.

Objects were my friends. The skill and creativity that went into making these things beguiled me. Finding them became a challenge. I loved the hunt. For instance, the first Tiffany lamp I ever bought had a peony leaded-glass shade with a glorious red turtleback base and tiny mosaic tiles in the colors of the rainbow. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. Then I found out Tiffany also made a green and a yellow version, and I had to search for all three. Why? I don’t know . . . to celebrate Tiffany’s genius . . . to complete the set. I wasn’t satisfied until I found them.

I don’t like feeling a sense of loss . . . even something I’ve lost at an auction can haunt me. Years ago, a rare pin by the Viennese architect Josef Hoffmann was coming up for sale, and I left a bid because I couldn’t attend. I lost it to the next bidder. (This is why I don’t like to leave bids. You have to at least be on the phone.) I was so upset, and then of course I wanted it even more. My dear Renata Buser, who has been my personal assistant for more than 35 years, tried to have the pin copied for me but it wasn’t the real thing. I wouldn’t give up until I had traced that pin halfway around the globe, to a dealer in Germany. I ended up paying him four times what it went for at auction . . . and then never wore it. Because it wasn’t about the pin. Sometimes I think it’s all connected to the loss of a parent . . . because you’d do anything to get that mother or father back. But you can’t . . . yet with objects, there’s a possibility.

I love decorating. Over the course of 30 years my apartment in New York went through various incarnations, from Jacobean and English chintz to Louis XV and then Americana. I had a house on Carolwood Drive in Los Angeles filled with Art Nouveau, until I turned toward the more simple lines of
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Arts & Crafts 20 years later. In Malibu I lived on a rustic piece of property we called the ranch and decorated that house with American folk art and old painted furniture and Tiffany lamps. When a dilapidated tract house next door became available—I seem to attract these houses, as you’ll find out—I bought it for privacy’s sake, thinking it would be easy to add a second story and transform it into an Art Deco house. That turned into a five-year ordeal and by the time it was over, I never wanted to look at Art Deco again.

But the story of all of those houses could fill another book. They’ll have to wait for Volume II, because I want to tell you about my latest project . . . an elegant barn.

I’ve always loved barns. I love American architecture—Colonial houses . . . Federal houses . . . saltbox houses . . . the historic houses of New England. I would go back east during the summer and go antiquing along Route 7 in Connecticut and look at all the old, beautiful farmhouses. My New York apartment was formal, and the house on Carolwood Drive was pretty formal as well. I liked the idea of building a barn where I could just relax.

Then in 1992 when Bill Clinton was elected president, I fell in love with America all over again. I became fascinated with American history, art, and architecture. (Politics, I had always been interested in.) I toured the White House and the State Department and was blown away by the elegance of the rooms and the beauty of the fine 18th-century furniture. I wanted to see more. I visited Monticello and Mount Vernon. I went to the Smithsonian and the National Archives, where I touched the Louisiana Purchase . . . or was it the Monroe Doctrine? (I get them confused.) At the Library of Congress, when they asked if I wanted to look at my own things, I said no. I just wanted to see Thomas Jefferson’s drawings of the dome at Monticello.

I spent two days at Winterthur, the extraordinary museum of American decorative arts in Delaware, and it was eye opening. I




The lamp in the middle was my first and favorite Tiffany lamp, with
its superb peony shade on a red turtleback base. The red is the
rarest of the three. I’ve never seen another like it . . . or like any of
these. The top lamp has a dragonfly shade on a green turtleback base.
The one on the left has yellow roses on a yellow turtleback base.
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wanted to learn more about 18th-century American antiques. In 1993, when I was preparing to return to the stage for my first concert tour in 27 years, I looked at the set that was being designed, which was very modern, and remembered the tearoom at Monticello, where everything was off-white, with sheer curtains and graceful arched windows and busts of famous men on the wall. I told them that was the environment I wanted to sing in . . . be in. That, to me, was elegant.

And then somehow that vision of 18th-century elegance merged with the barn idea. I thought, How do I put these opposing elements together? How can I combine Federal architecture and fine mahogany furniture with my love of rustic barns and simple painted furniture? I didn’t know yet how they would go together, but instinctively I knew they could.

This is somehow related to directing films. It’s very exciting to start with an idea and make it come alive with actors and sets. It uses everything you know or have ever experienced. It’s the same with building a house.




What is it that you imagine? How do
you manifest that? That’s the challenge . . . 
that’s the fun . . . that’s the horror!




It’s interesting that two films I really wanted to direct, Yentl and The Prince of Tides, were very difficult to get financed, but eventually they got made. Years later I ran up against the same obstacle on another film I felt passionate about. Only this time it failed to come to fruition. I had to redirect that energy into another passion . . . my passion for design.

So this is my elegant barn. Instead of directing a movie, I built a house.




Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello (TOP AND BOTTOM) inspired the set for my 1994 concert tour (MIDDLE AND
OPPOSITE). I don’t call myself a designer. I certainly don’t design for other people, although I may give them a
little advice, if they ask for it. I don’t charge. I just see things in my head, whether it’s a stage set or an album
cover or the rooms in my house. I’m told I have a good eye. Maybe that’s because I’m a nitpicker. (This is not a
good trait.) But things have to look a certain way. If they’re out of place, it makes me feel out of sorts.
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