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NATIVE NYer

Elizabeth Pyne

 M
IXING PAST AND PRESENT is all in a 
day’s work for Elizabeth Pyne: She’s car-
rying on the tradition at McMillen, Inc., 
the country’s oldest continuously operat-
ing interior design fi rm, in a thoroughly 

modern way. McMillen was founded in 1924 by Eleanor 
McMillen Brown, who created great American interiors 
(like President Johnson’s private rooms at the White House 
and Sister Parish’s fi rst married home on Gracie Square) and 
great American designers (like Mark Hampton and Albert 
Hadley, who both trained at McMillen). Brown’s successor 
Betty Sherrill took over McMillen 1972 and led for three de-
cades; she is still chairman of the board, making it a real family 
affair—she’s also Pyne’s grandmother and Ann Pyne, Sherrill’s 
daughter, is a McMillen designer too. With all that good taste 
in its genes, it’s no wonder that McMillen’s offshoot McMillen 
Plus, led by Elizabeth, has been celebrated for bringing clas-
sic chic to contemporary young families in perfect style. In the 
words of McMillen founder Mrs. Brown: “If you do it right the 
fi rst time, you don’t have to do it over.” 

Where do you live?
I live on the Upper East 

Side in a pre-war apartment.

What do you love most about 
your New York residence?

Most of the buildings
below me are landmarked 
townhouses, so from
7:00 a.m. until early after-
noon my apartment
is fi lled with sunlight.

Where in New York
did you grow up?

580 Park Avenue,
ten blocks from where
I am now!

You are a native
New Yorker. How does
having grown up in New 
York inform your process
in designing city spaces?

I think that because I 
live in New York I often 
see things that I fall in
love with fi rst, and then 
I try to incorporate them 
into the space. I imagine 
that if I lived in the
country, I would start 
more from the concepts.

In New York you get tiny 
apartments that cost a for-
tune. The hard part about 
that is realizing we can’t fi t 
everything that we want. 
The easy part is, you can 
make it look better for less 
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QUICK 
ANSWERS
ALWAYS IN YOUR BAG 
Tape measure 

FAVORITE FALL FLOWER FOR A 
CENTERPIECE Roses—at least 
through September! 

BEST COFFEE IN NEW YORK
Bel Ami on East 68th Street 

GO-TO HOSTESS PRESENT 
Macaroons from Macaron 
Café. Everyone loves maca-
rons, and you don’t have to 
worry about the hostess’ 
décor. 

FAVORITE PAINT COLOR
FOR FALL Purple—I am

especially crazy about 
Benjamin Moore’s 
Crocus Petal Purple.

FABRIC YOU’RE LOVING FOR 
FALL The new Scion

fabrics from Harlequin. They 
are young and fun 
and extremely 
well-priced. 

BEST “APP” Houzz 
Interior Design 
Ideas by Houzz 
Inc.  

PIECE OF FURNITURE EVERY-
ONE SHOULD HAVE An 84-inch 
sofa, and a trestle table that 
can be used as a desk or for 
dining. 

BEST “INSTANT FIX” Aside 
from the obvious can of paint 
and a roller, buy a pair of bold 
lamps (and re-examine old 
lamp shades) or a sisal rug 
that’s well-proportioned to 
the room, if not wall-to-wall. 

PIECE OF FURNITURE EVERY-

Three generations of design 
at McMillen, Inc.: from left,  

Elizabeth Pyne, Ann Pyne 
and Betty Sherrill. 

FAVORITE PAINT COLOR
FOR FALL

especially crazy about 

Crocus Petal Purple.

FABRIC YOU’RE LOVING FOR 
FALL 
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money because there
are fewer things that have
to be bought.

Also, New York, for all it’s 
cutting edge design, is trend-
proof. I remember someone 
outside of New York tell-
ing me that wallpaper was 
“over.” I was amazed—I
just don’t think that way.
No one in New York could 
think that way!

Unfortunately New York 
has spoiled me. Because of 
the accessibility we have to 
upholsterers, artisans, auc-
tion houses, and antique 
shops, I am used to being 
able to see, to feel, and to try 
most everything before the 
client does. It’s defi nitely 
made the “catalog culture” 
more diffi cult for me to 
embrace. I’m still not com-
fortable with ordering a 
sofa before I’ve sat in it, or 
buying a table lamp with-
out picking it up to see how 
heavy it feels.

How has working
alongside your mother
and grandmother
infl uenced your design
perspective and process?

Both of them love beauti-
ful things.

They have taught me that 
there really are “rights” and 
“wrongs” in decorating, and 

that “if it’s a little off, it’s a 
lot off!” For instance, the 
fi nesse of knowing just how 
deep a valance should be in a 
certain room. 

Both my mother and 
grandmother are fl exible, 
especially my grandmother. 
To my grandmother the cli-
ent is always right; I can’t 
tell you how many times I’ve 
heard her say, “If they want 
it, just let them do it; as long 
as they’re happy, who cares.” 
That’s an important mantra 
for me to remember!

How are you inspired
by McMillen’s history?

During the Great 
Depression, Eleanor 
McMillen Brown created a 
Miniature Rooms Exhibition, 
“The Interiors of Tomorrow,” 
which toured the country 
from 1932-1935. This project, 
to me, embodies the spirit
of the fi rm: instead of
panicking and shutting 
down, Mrs. Brown put her 
staff to work making
miniature rooms and
miniature furniture.

What’s your general 
aesthetic? 

I like things that are 
bright and crisp. For the
moment, anyway, I am not 
into the “muddy” look.

A A Nina Campbell fabric drapes the
windows in Pyne’s Upper East Side  home.
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Modern-day challenge?
Often people have hired 

contractors without an over-
all plan in place. By the time 
they hire me, the changes 
are irreversible. People my 
age are rightfully tempted to 
hire the cheapest contractor 
they can find, which can lead 
to trouble, i.e., spending a lot 
more money! For instance, 
in one job, the contractor 
had put a big air conditioner 
return off center, half-way 
down the main wall!

What are you working 
on now?

I am working on two proj-
ects for young families, both of 
which are outside of New York 
City! I am doing a lot of “Coca 
Cola Tests” on fabrics and rugs.

What’s the first step in your 
thought process when de-
signing a room? What’s your 
favorite part of a project?

I make several f loor 
plans (changing walls, etc.) 
to make sure that the 
obvious one is really the 
best one. This is something 
I’ve learned from my 
mother and grandmother. 
My favorite part is the mo-

ment the furniture plan is 
set, and I can start filling 
it in with things I’ve seen 
and love!

Which design websites or 
blogs do you and your team 
frequent or enjoy?

The Peak of Chic, 
Style Beat, An Aesthete’s 
Lament, and Lonny 
magazine. But nothing is 

better than magazines 
and books!

Great design has become 
accessible. Are there any 
catalogs or large chain home 
furnishing stores you find 
particularly inspiring or 
well done? 

Visual Comfort has great 
alternatives to expensive mid-
century lighting; Restoration 
Hardware is great for bath-
room fixtures. I love the 
Werstler four-drawer dresser 
and Pagoda White Nightstand 
from Worlds Away. And who 
can beat Bungalow 5?!

Best advice for choosing 
a color scheme 
for an apartment?

Choose colors that you 
love and that make you  
happy—don’t ever do 
something because you 
think it’s “hot.”

NATIVE NYer

A McMillen-designed room in Southampton, New York, 
is dressed in a chic chocolate-and-white chintz.
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The Landmark Alwyn Court
7th Avenue at 58th Street

 New Oversized One Bedroom Exclusive
Live above Petrossian in this fabulous apartment located in this iconic 

Landmark building, designed by Harde & Short in 1908. This beauti-

fully restored, oversized one bedroom apartment with open northern 

views has a massive living room and oversized bedroom. The separate 

and gracious entry hall affords ample dining room. The renovated 

windowed kitchen has excellent cabinet space, granite tile and a Sub 

Zero! In Alwyn Court tradition, the ceilings are extremely high and the 

storage space. Asking $1,250,000.

Offering New York’s Best Central 
Park South Penthouse!

SIMPLY THE BEST - Have it all, the most scenic, longitudinal views of 

Central Park and Times Square from this 35th story Central Park South 

penthouse. It’s all about Star Quality in this superbly renovated gem 

featuring six glorious rooms with sweeping Central Park and City 

Views. Included is an oversized Living Room & Library with powder 

room, an elegant Formal Dining Room, a true Chef’s kitchen with top 

appliances including two dishwashers and a washer/dryer, a grand 

Master Suite with beautiful built-ins and a bath with its own Japanese 

soaking tub and steam shower and a second bedroom and bath. 

Your Concierge Broker for 
New York’s Finest Properties

STEPHEN P. WALD WaldRealEstate.com

Hiring Experienced Agents

WaldHome   1 10/1/12   2:11:46 PM
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