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INSPIRATION FOR YOUR RENOVATION

B U I L D E R

BY KATHRYN O’SHEA-EVANS
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Flights of Fancy
PART ENGINEERING MARVEL, PART SCULPTURE FOR THE HOME,  

THE STATEMENT STAIRCASE IS HAVING A MOMENT.

T
HE  UT I L I TAR IA N STA IRC ASE  
is rapidly becoming a moment 
of eye candy that’s all but 
required in the homes of the 
design cognoscenti—not just 

in grand suburban houses, but in city 
dwellings as well. “Trends come in 
waves, and right now staircases are 
absolutely the focus,” says Thomas Kli­
german, a partner at architecture and 
interiors firm Ike Kligerman Barkley. 
“I would not call this a thread going 
through the world of design—it’s a 
cable. Everyone’s talking about it.”

At their first meeting, Kligerman’s 
clients now regularly say a show­
stopping staircase is essential; one, an 
art collector, asked for one “like a Brân­
cuşi,” Kligerman says. “Like anything 
good, he wants it sculptural and beauti­
ful but not overwhelming. He doesn’t 
want it to steal the show, but it can’t be 
a simpering pile of a structure either.” 
Designer Hutton Wilkinson had a sim­
ilar thought when he built his Beverly 
Hills house: “I said to the architect, 
‘The staircase can cost any amount of 
money because it’s a sculpture.’” What 

Wilk inson insta l led—a snaking 
three-story spiral staircase padded 
with leopard carpet—does drop a jaw. 
“You have to make an entrance. Stairs 
deserve a lot of attention.”

One possible reason staircases have 
new import in the current aesthetic cli­
mate: “It’s an opportunity to be more 
decorative in modern homes where we 
don’t do that much decoration,” says 
Cherie Goff, a principal of HMH Archi­
tecture + Interiors, which won an 
award from the American Institute of 
Architects for a zigzagging staircase 

A leopard-carpeted 
black-granite staircase 

in designer Hutton 
Wilkinson’s maximalist 

Beverly Hills home. 
Produced by  

Laurel J. Benedum
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inspired by origami trees. Goff’s firm 
often builds them with steel, which can 
be sturdy even while it’s comparatively 
razor-thin at an eighth of an inch in 
thickness; in her own Golden, Colo­
rado, home, currently under construc­
tion, the staircase is a circular spiral in 
patinated black steel. “You can do 
really cool things you can’t do with 
wood,” she says. For a client’s 18-acre 
property in Bridgehampton, New York, 
Kligerman designed what appears to 
be a floating staircase—complete with 
glass handrails and oak treads on a 
black steel carriage—that maximizes 
the view out the 25-foot-tall windows 
overlooking bucolic fields. “We used 
low-iron glass, so it’s clear, not green,” 
he says. “You look right through it. We 
did a lot to make it as light as possible.”

Speaking of light: It’s a key element 
for any staircase, a de facto stage. 
“You have to have a really great chan­
delier down the middle,” says Wilkin­
son, whose own staircase f ixture 
dangles three stories and is finished in 
red lacquer with Lucite balls and 
eight-inch candles. “If possible, we 
recommend a laylight or skylight at 
the top of a staircase to bring light 
down through the circulation area of 
the house,” says designer Heather Hil­
liard. “Now we’re seeing more lights 
integrated into the actual staircase. In 

one contemporary project 
in San Francisco, we speci­
f ied a hidden LED light 
strip in a reveal between 
the stair treads and risers 
to light the space between 
the wall and stairs. The 
indirect light casts a beau­
tiful glow all the way up 
the stairs to the top floor.”

As with anything, the 
beauty is in the details. 
When Brooklyn architect 
and ELLE DECOR A-List 
designer Leyden Lewis 
transformed four units of a 
Lower East Side tenement 
building into a loftlike 
duplex, he wrapped the 
reclaimed-maple stairs in 
s u s t a i n a bly  acq u i re d 
untanned leather that 
would oxidize over time. 

“When you have the opportunity for 
something utilitarian to be expressive, 
the question is, Why not?” Lewis sees 
the theater in the act of ascending and 
descending.

And when Wilkinson’s clients balk at 
a megawatt central escalier on occa­
sion, he will balk right back: “You’re 
taking out the best part. How are you 
going to come down the stairs in a chif­
fon dress and greet your guests if you 
hide the staircase over to the side?”  ◾

A corkscrew staircase 
by Steven Harris 

Architects in a historic 
home in Boston.

Pierre Yovanovitch
“In Capri, Italy, Casa Malaparte is radical 

with its roof stairs. It shows a  
fascinating contrast between nature  

and the built environment.” 

Next-Level 
Ideas

THREE OF THE 
MOST INSPIRING 

STAIRCASES AROUND 
THE WORLD.

Annabelle Selldorf
“The staircase at Museo del Pueblo 

Gallego in Santiago de Compostela, Spain, 
is beautiful, with its intertwined double 

runs and delicate construction.” 

Keita Turner
“I’m in love with the intertwined  

spiral staircases wrapping Hiroshi 
Nakamura’s Ribbon Chapel in  

Hiroshima, Japan.” 

A sweeping balustrade 
frames a floating staircase in 
a New Delhi home designed 

by Jean-Louis Deniot.
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BY LAUREL J. BENEDUM

Peak 
Performance

Opera Pendant
An abstract twist on Gino 

Sarfatti’s Sputnik light, 
this blown-glass fixture 

by Kelly Behun is the 
ultimate accent piece.
31• w. X 26.5• h., $2,590. 

hvlgroup.com

Gazelle Carpet
A rich blue animal print  

in plush wool makes  
the act of descending  

a staircase all the  
more glamorous.

To the trade.  
starkcarpet.com

Pelle Sconce
This origami-style  

brass piece by  
Kelly Wearstler adds 

charm and a little  
cheekiness to your  

daily climb.
$719. circalighting.com

Louis XV  
Newel Finial

For a classic finishing 
touch, top off the  

banister with this finial, 
based on a design  

from 1857.
$1,741. peguerin.com

Brighton Pavilion 
Wallpaper

The wallpaper maketh the 
staircase, and this 12-foot-

high chinoiserie pattern  
is a perfect choice.

To the trade.  
fschumacher.com

THESE STAIRCASE  
ACCOUTREMENTS ARE A 

STEP ABOVE THE REST.


