Downtown
Rive Gauche
With elegance and élan, talented artist Connie Tarrant
and her hedge-fund-manager husband, Jeff, have brought
Paris’s 5th arrondisement to Soho.
by Sue Hostetler
photographs by Marco Ricco
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WHEN YOU STEP OUT OF THE ELEVATOR and into Connie and Jeff
Tarrant’s penthouse duplex apartment high above the tourist-filled streets of
Soho, you expect to see the standard classic loft—tin ceilings, columns, and
maybe a little exposed brick. But instead, what you find is something gloriously unexpected—a surreal intersection where present-day Fifth Avenue
meets the Boulevard Saint-Germain in 1940s Paris.
“I don’t like homes where you go in and immediately know what time
peiod it was designed in, or where it’s located,” says Connie, a German-born
fashion illustrator and painter. “If you were to go into my parents’ home [in
Germany] today, you absolutely could not date it; it is very timeless. And I
guess that is what I always try to achieve in my homes.”
And achieve it she and her husband did. Somehow the apartment is traditional yet modern, as old-world European elegance combines seamlessly
with sophisticated contemporary design.
Connie and Jeff, a hedge-fund manager, found the very raw space (complete with concrete floors) in 1998 after their second daughter was born
(Fabienne is now nine, and Paulina is 13), and decided they needed a more
formal family home. When they began designing, few of Connie’s friends
understood why she wanted to break it up and create rooms, but “at this
point in our lives we need privacy and a real family home, with large doors
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and thick solid walls,” she says. “And the duplex works perfectly for us, with
the entertaining space on the first floor and the bedrooms upstairs.”
The second floor also includes daughter Fabienne’s custom-made twostory bed—part tree house, part playroom—and a jaw-dropping glass atrium
fabricated in England, which serves as Connie’s painting studio. The generous proportions and lines throughout the home are reminiscent of a grand
Emery Roth building on Central Park West, though not very many Roth
apartments boast 4,000 square feet of interior space with an additional 2,000
square feet of terrace.
Creating a harmonious space mixing Downtown hip with Uptown chic is
a tall order, so finding the perfect architect and designer was essential. “I had
heard about Thomas O’Brien and his firm Aero when I first moved to New
York,” remembers Connie. “Then I fell in love with his shop on Spring
Street… his colors, his style. When we decided to build the apartment I just
knew that it had to be him.” O’Brien has become the designer of choice for
many well-heeled New Yorkers, fashioning residences for boldfaced names
such as Giorgio Armani (O’Brien did his oft-photographed Central Park
West aerie), and has branched out more recently into restaurants and hotels,
like 60 Thompson. A trip through his décor-filled shop confirms his standing
as an arbiter of good taste and fine living.
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The exquisite vintage
pieces coupled with many
custom-made upholstered
furnishings give an overall
feeling that’s bohemian
and sophisticated at the
same time.
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The design concept for the entire apartment started, surprisingly, with the
over-size floating island in the kitchen. “I saw this very piece, which Thomas
had designed in his shop, and thought it was perfect for the kitchen,” Connie
recalls. “I wanted it to be the real heart of the apartment, with lots of space to
hang out.” That piece (which is made of walnut and steel and set on wheels)
in particular and the vast and utterly charming kitchen in general ended up
representing a kind of design theme for the Tarrants: comfortable, cozy, and
private. “The girls sit in here to do their homework. This is where we have
casual family dinners. And friends come by and don’t want to leave the
kitchen!” she adds.
“Connie just has this great eye,” says O’Brien. “She’s a savvy, stylish person, and I was constantly amazed at the things that she would find. And the
space is so magical—four terraces off both sides of the apartment! Never do
you see that. It’s really a house in the sky.” And what about mixing all those
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genres and styles? “Most of our clients like to mix
things up now,” he says, “but it’s all about balance. With the Tarrants’ apartment, we blended
all those ideas and made it personal for them.”
O’Brien might be referring to the blue living
room, which has a very personal story behind it.
Just before starting work on the place the couple
saw an old Ingrid Bergman film that included a
Parisian apartment with blue walls, and immediately knew they wanted to somehow incorporate
the color. Now the blue creates a serene sitting
and entertaining space, and soft light filters
through diaphanous cream-colored drapes that
conceal the largest terrace, with its view of the
Empire State Building. Small touches, like the
glass-covered cocktail table filled with starfish
and seashells, keep the space fresh. “We really wanted to maintain that
young feeling,” says O’Brien.
So, the collaboration with O’Brien was a complete success? “I think it was
the perfect fit,” Connie says, smiling. “Thomas is a great editor, and he
understood me and what I wanted from the very beginning.” (The Tarrants
were actually so pleased with O’Brien’s work that he was hired to design
Jeff’s new office space last year in the Museum of Modern Art’s boutique
office tower.) The special character of the home is undeniable: The exquisite
vintage pieces (by the likes of Tommy Parsinger and Eileen Gray) coupled
with many custom-made upholstered furnishings give an overall feeling
that’s bohemian and sophisticated at the same time.
And probably most importantly, the home mirrors the special character of
Jeff and Connie Tarrant—Downtown bohemian with a splash of Uptown
sophistication. [G]
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