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T
HEIR BEST-KNOWN work may be syn-
onymous with an epic weekend on 
the town, but Robin Standefer and 
Stephen Alesch of design power-
house Roman and Williams rarely 
sample such wild revelry themselves. 

They’ve created interiors for some of New York’s hot-
test draws—including multistar French restaurant 
Le Coucou and the Dionysian, amber-dipped lounge 
atop the Standard Hotel colloquially known as the 
Boom Boom Room. Yet when they’re off duty, the 
two head straight from their loft in lower Manhattan 
to Montauk, on Long Island’s ragged southern tip, 
where they share a spruced-up ’50s bungalow on 
two overgrown acres. Alesch surfs and plays in his 
woodshop; Standefer throws pots and tends to a ram-
bling garden. Their homemade universe is artfully 
composed, but the real pleasure for them lies less in 
what the place looks like than in what unfolds there. 
In this sense, their most personal creation shares 
its DNA with their most emphatically public ones—
a set of high-profile projects due to multiply, as the 
world of Roman and Williams takes on dimensions 
its husband-and-wife partners couldn’t have fore-
seen just a few years ago. Underway is a reimagining 
of the British Galleries at the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art; the restaurant at downtown Manhattan’s 
Perelman Center, a cultural hub tucked inside a glass 
cube by architect Joshua Prince-Ramus of REX; a new 
hotel in London; and a signature collection of furni-
ture, lighting and accessories. And the end of this 
year sees the launch of their first retail store, Roman 
and Williams Guild NY, an ode to the material world 
in all its seductive, mercurial beauty.

One afternoon this past July, Standefer stood in 

her Montauk garden surveying the bolted artichokes 
and chest-high stands of mint. Behind her was an 
oak table riven almost clean through by a widening 
crack. “We call these timber experiments,” she said, 
running her hand over the scar. The ’70s-era piece 
has lived outdoors for a few years and is advancing 
from research project to victim of Long Island meteo-
rology. “It’s what they call fine furniture—or it was,” 
her husband added with a shrug. An indifference to 
such prescribed labels is one reason Standefer, 53, 
and Alesch, 51, are at the forefront of design today, 
says hotelier Ian Schrager, who’s followed their 
work for over a decade and has signed them to do an 
Edition hotel in Reykjavik, Iceland. (“I give them all 
the hard ones,” he says, laughing.)

“I was impressed that Robin and Stephen had 
come from the movie industry, without the burden of 
any rules,” Schrager says, referring to their start in 
art direction and production design for film. “They 
approach everything in a kind of novel, original way. I 
work with a number of very talented people, and they 
each have a ‘look.’ And then I work with people like 
Roman and Williams and Herzog & de Meuron, and 
they don’t have a signature look. Every time they step 
up they’re doing something else. Robin and Stephen 
are some of the best, if not the best, in their generation.”

Alesch and Standefer and their 35-person studio, 
which has been based in New York City since 2004, 
have restaked the boundaries of traditional interior 
design to encompass architecture, product design 
and brand development. They have dreamt up a post-
collegiate mess hall for Facebook, improvised on the 
teak interiors of a classic motor yacht for The Stage 
restaurant in Milan, conjured a lavender-tinged 
cloud from a Tribeca, New York, loft for Gwyneth 

Paltrow and sexed up the youth hostel for millenni-
als with Freehand, a chain of light-filled hangouts in 
Los Angeles, Miami, Chicago and, soon, New York. 
Bucking the perception of themselves as nostalgists 
from the “Benjamin Button school of design,” as one 
critic put it, or prestidigitators in the mold of master 
decorator Renzo Mongiardino, Standefer and Alesch 
regard themselves simply as storytellers.

“There’s a fusion—Robin and Stephen are always 
looking for it—of a space, the people who will inhabit 
it and the food,” says chef Daniel Rose of his col-
laborators on Le Coucou, where he and restaurateur 
Stephen Starr have re-envisioned classic French 
cuisine amid Roman and Williams’s whitewashed 
brick walls and mullioned windows. “A harmony that 
they’re able to create between the inanimate archi-
tecture and the living, breathing activity. You end up 
infusing the whole experience with an energy that’s 
cyclical. They’re artists.” What the contemporary art 
world has labeled relational aesthetics—the act of 
cooking, serving and eating, for instance—resonates 
with the designers. It’s not that they’d call what they 
practice fine art, but they do think of the people who 
move in and out of their settings as protagonists, set-
ting any number of new stories in motion and lending 
essential spontaneity to their work.

“The idea of order and disorder is huge for us,” 
Standefer says. “Organization, then freedom. The volt-
age comes from the two things not being resolved.”

Robin Standefer and Stephen Alesch’s firm is known for fantastical 
spaces—just ask Gwyneth Paltrow, Anthony Bourdain and  

the curators at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Now the partners 
expand their vision with their first retail store in New York City. 
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TWO’S COMPANY  Robin Standefer and Stephen  
Alesch are partners in life and work. “New York rigor meets 
California dreamin’ ” is how hotelier Sean MacPherson, 
an old friend, describes them. Hair, Jimmy Paul; makeup, 
Fulvia Farolfi.
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Before he interviewed the designers for the job at 
the Met, Luke Syson, the museum’s Iris and B. Gerald 
Cantor chairman of the department of European 
sculpture and decorative arts, took a few colleagues 
on a “pub crawl,” as he puts it, to see Roman and 
Williams’s bars and restaurants. The curators 
knew they needed to address shifting perceptions 
of museums as social hubs that also display art; a 
design team that understood “how to make you feel 
happy in a space” was essential, Syson says. So was 
one that would be turned on by the evolutionary arc 
of the decorative arts. “We’re trying to create gal-
leries that feel as though they’ve always been here 
and, at the same time, will look like nothing anyone 
has ever seen,” Syson explains. “You’re not coming 
in and thinking, ‘What the eff have they done?’ but, 
‘Oh, wow. I’ve never seen that before.’ That’s what I 
think Robin and Stephen do.” Roman and Williams 
was an underdog pick, beating out over a half-dozen 
international architecture firms for the prestigious 
$20 million project, which will open in late 2019 on 
the cusp of the Met’s 150th anniversary.

I
N ALL THE obvious ways, Standefer and Alesch 
are complete opposites. She is a petite, quick-
witted and socially attuned New Yorker 
who dresses like a glamorous blackbird, her 
center-parted hair pulled into a tight chignon; 
he is the quintessential Southern California 

surfer dude, a laconic wit with a Van Dyke beard 
and a Bunyonesque build who favors flannels and 
the rubber boots of a scallop farmer. Their friend 
Sean MacPherson, the impresario behind New York’s 
Bowery Hotel and the Waverly Inn and a West Coast 
transplant himself, dubs the pair “New York rigor 
meets California dreamin’. ” “I joke about that, but I 
think it’s very much what Robin and Stephen do,” he 
says. “They’ve melded those stereotypes of either 
coast together and created this one-two punch.”

In less obvious ways, the designers are much 

more alike than they seem. They each had bohemian 
mothers who encouraged them creatively: Standefer 
studied painting at Vassar and New York’s Art 
Students League and did a brief stint as a gallery girl 
for art dealer Leo Castelli, while Alesch nurtured a 
prodigious talent for drawing and design in the offices 
of several L.A. architects. They came to film indepen-
dently and met in 1992 on the production of writer/
director Michael Tolkin’s romantic satire The New 
Age. A live-in relationship and sets for over a dozen 
more titles (among them Addicted to Love, Practical 
Magic and Zoolander) followed, until collaborating 
on places that looked achingly real became a daily 
reminder that their work would be trapped forever 
on celluloid. It wasn’t enough that at the end of each 
gig, according to their friend and two-time director 
Griffin Dunne, the cast would fight over pieces they’d 
designed before the set was summarily trashed.

Despite their frustrations with film, says Alesch, 
“We loved the idea that you devote yourself to a nar-
rative. If you were stronger than the film, they’d fire 
you. Big time.” Even within that sometimes-banal 
reality, they found they could invent a new visual 
language. “The humble, the mundane, and also the 
extraordinary,” Standefer says. “That tension exists 
in almost everyone I’ve ever met. We loved finding our 
rhythm through those stories.” Along the way, they 
discovered a shared taste for vernacular objects, the 
no-name finds that became workhorses on their sets, 
and a joint dislike of “peacocky” ones—Alesch’s term 
for egocentric designs that put showing off before 
basic functionality.

By the time the couple finally quit film work, in 
2002, they’d opened an office in L.A. and gone looking 
for a name with an establishment ring to it, one that 
wouldn’t highlight their lack of credentials (neither 
is a licensed architect). Roman and Williams are their 
maternal grandfathers. They added the catchphrase 
“Buildings and Interiors” as a bit of manifest des-
tiny, having a total of one brick-and-mortar project 

to their credit: a house in the Hollywood Hills for 
actor/director Ben Stiller and his then-wife Christine 
Taylor, whom they’d worked with on Zoolander and 
Duplex. A Pacific Palisades remodel quickly fol-
lowed for Kate Hudson and her then-husband, Chris 
Robinson, frontman for the Black Crowes.

“The first design drawing I received from Stephen 
was something I could have framed and hung on my 
wall,” Hudson says, adding that she and Standefer 
“really connected as friends.” The renovation was 
a headlong plunge into Islamic artisanship crossed 
with ’60s rock-star escapism. To realize it, the 
designers followed a working approach that they still 
adhere to: After conceptualizing a project together, 
Alesch leaves the social intricacies of client rela-
tionships to his wife, while she cedes the visual 
presentation of their aesthetic  to him.

On rare occasions, the lines get erased. One of 
these arose in 2006, when Alex Calderwood, the late 
co-founder of the Ace Hotel brand, saw photos of a 
house they’d designed  and hired the pair (and their 
growing studio) to join him in a radical unwinding 
of the city hotel model in New York. The lobby-as-
Scottish-keg-party that resulted still seems made 
for millennial carousing a decade later—all squashy 
chairs, wall-mounted box speakers and a corner bar 
with glass jars glowing against oak-paneled walls.

The Ace sealed their reputation, and almost 
instantly, Facebook commissioned a cafeteria for 
its Menlo Park, California, campus. Roman and 
Williams’s practice is nothing if not analog, rooted in 
hand-drawing and an obsessional devotion to craft. 
But early talk between the two firms revealed shared 
interests in simplicity, reliability and common sense, 
values overlooked in the rush to invent new technolo-
gies. (Alesch has cursed the iPhone for its tendency 
“to slip out of your hand like a wet Popsicle. It doesn’t 
follow any function—it’s just a form.” Peacocky, in 
other words.) Roman and Williams’s design avoids 
quoting any particular era, instead dropping the 

needle on settings like summer camp and the army 
canteen, with knotty-pine refectory tables and rafts 
of mismatched chairs lined up like sentinels under 
vintage-style factory lights. Reinforcing the ad hoc 
vibe, the sprawling space was stripped down to the 
equivalent of its underwear, exposing concrete floors 
and wood-framed ceilings where sprinkler heads and 
speakers now reside. Standefer says the end result, 
more subtraction than addition, is “all about work in 
progress. You’re always reaching.”

The conception of any interior as fundamentally 
unfinished is a Roman and Williams tenet, and it’s 
played a role in the creation of Goop Lab, a new flag-
ship store for Goop, the lifestyle brand founded by 
Paltrow. Just opened in L.A.’s Brentwood neighbor-
hood, the “atelier,” as Standefer calls it, includes 
a kitchen, an apothecary area, a wall for compos-
ing outfits, a greenhouse and a rolling bar cart. It’s 
just the newest entry in the actress-turned–well-
ness mogul’s ongoing dialogue with the designers, 
who have worked with her on multiple personal and 
professional projects. “We wanted to leverage the 
incredible sense of texture and uniqueness that Robin 
and Stephen bring to residential work for a retail 
space,” Paltrow says. “The execution on their side is 
always exceptional, not to mention otherworldly.”

If Goop Lab has been a friends-and-family outing 
for Roman and Williams, the Met marks its big-league 
debut. Syson says that the firm has taken the Met’s 
objects to heart and kept them at the center of its 
thinking: “Many, many architects and designers, 
let me be honest, have an umbrella view into which 
you are expected to fit whatever it is you are doing.” 
Following two years of intense research, Roman and 
Williams has engaged with nearly every aspect of 
the 11,000-square-foot space, collaborating on a new 
layout, the reprogramming of three period rooms 
and the recontextualizing of the museum’s holdings. 
To tell the story of trade in the 18th and 19th centu-
ries, some 200 teapots, from raucous camel-shaped 

stoneware to spriggy soft-paste porcelain, will be 
unearthed from storage and exhibited together in 
the round—by shape and ornamentation, not date—
inciting what Standefer hopes will be major “object 
lust.” More of that should arrive via the Cassiobury 
Stair, a wonder of English Baroque woodcarving 
that’s been on view, but off limits, since 1932. In a 
challenge to museum orthodoxies, it will soon be 
climbable—the first time in the Met’s history that an 
object from the British collection gets daily use.

Nearly a hundred blocks south, in a cavernous 
former bank between Howard and Canal streets that 
once housed New York City’s earliest department 
store, Standefer and Alesch’s personal recipe for liv-

ing will soon be on display for the first time. Conceived 
around the idea of a nurturing domestic space not 
unlike their own, The Guild will include a shop/cafe/
flower market stocking a furnishings collection with 
over 65 pieces (burnished-leather sling chairs, neo-
industrial wall lights, paints and textiles) as well as 
objects they’ve sourced from a cadre of global arti-
sans. Chef Marie-Aude Rose, Daniel Rose’s wife, will 
run the French-themed cafe; Standefer plans to school 
the waiters in the furniture on display and the sales-
people in the fine points of pulling a smooth espresso.

The enterprise has been equal parts agony and 
wish-fulfillment as the two debate whether suc-
cess—they are considering iterations for Tokyo and 

Paris—would mean a stylistic sand trap. “Robin and 
Stephen are great escape artists,” says MacPherson.

As research for the Met project, the couple have 
been reading Christopher Dresser, the late-19th-
century British designer and polymath who was also 
an accomplished botanist. Dresser’s book Unity in 
Variety makes the case that a single set of evolutionary 
rules extends to all members of the plant kingdom, and 
his own protean career has inspired them as Roman 
and Williams enters a more mature phase, folding in 
retail, large-scale international projects and cultural 
commissions. If anything, understanding their cre-
ativity as part of a continuum has freed the duo to 
aim ever higher. Dresser himself might admire their 
scope, from the Fitzroy condo building rising on New 
York’s High Line to a crystal chandelier for Lalique to a 
sleek NoMad hotel in London and a series of food halls 
for chef Anthony Bourdain, nearing realization after 
three years. “I said to them, ‘I kind of want it to look 
like a postapocalyptic Grand Central Station—if it was 
occupied by Asian street vendors. Or Blade Runner.’ ” 
says Bourdain. “They jumped right in.”

Alesch compares the project to a platter of per-
fectly charred octopus he’s just put on the table for 
lunch in Montauk. “It’s been slow roasting, like the 
most incredible piece of barbecue,” he says, taking a 
seat at the picnic table, “120 degrees for 400 hours. 
Or longer.” Bourdain’s pace doesn’t bother them, he 
says. After 25 years of partnership, he and Standefer 
have grown skeptical of the flimsy way success is 
framed in the design world.

“So often it’s just a cleverness race,” he says, div-
vying up the dish as he talks. “A lot of innovation is 
trying to get away from doing work. Imagine you 
need to dig a hole in the garden. Some people will just 
dig. Others will look for a better way to do it. They’ll 
be gone all day, fooling around with a rope, a pulley, a 
lever, trying to build this dumb machine that doesn’t 
work, when you could just dig a meticulous hole—
that’s what we like. To us, that’s real quality work.” •

MUSEUM 
QUALITY 
Left: A drawing 
by Alesch details 
the studio’s stately 
displays for the 
Metropolitan 
Museum of Art’s 
redone British 
Galleries. 

GROUP THINK 
Left: The lounge at 
the top of New York’s 
Standard Hotel. 
Below: The cafeteria 
at Facebook. Right: 
The multiuse lobby 
of New York’s Ace 
Hotel was an instant 
hit upon opening in 
2009 and confirmed 
Roman and Williams 
as a go-to firm.

BIG CHILL 
Right: A room 

at Standefer and 
Alesch’s Montauk 

home showcases 
their eclectic 

and unorthodox 
approach to 

living spaces. 

THE GOOD LIFE 
Left: The new Goop 
Lab in Los Angeles 
boasts a kitchen-
cum–display area. 
Below: Alesch’s 
drawing for Roman 
and Williams Guild 
NY, the firm’s  
first store, opening 
this winter. 

FRENCH TOUCH 
Left: New York’s Le 
Coucou restaurant,  
a destination as much 
for its appearance 
as for its Michelin-
starred food. “They’re 
artists,” says chef 
Daniel Rose.

“You’re not thinking, 
‘what the eFF have 

theY done?’ But, ‘oh, 
wow. i’ve never seen 

that BeFore.’ ” 
–luke sYson


