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Instagram's Eva Chen Shares the High-Impact 
Design Decisions That Made Her Family's 

Connecticut Cottage a Home 
The social media expert and children's book author worked with multidisciplinary design 

firm Hendricks Churchill to bring the space to life—reading nooks, oversized art, show-
stopping wallpaper, and all. 

By Sarah Schreiber 
Photographs by Chris Mottalini 

October 20, 2021 
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For Instagram's Eva Chen, Director of Fashion and Shopping Partnerships, style makes more 
sense when it's hanging in a closet—the vast world of interior design is more of a mystery. "I feel 
generally confident with style and fashion. I feel indecision less when buying clothes," she says. 
"I think a lot of people are this way, but I feel less confident when it comes to interiors. The scale, 
the height, the cost—every decision matters." 

The first decision came easy: When she and her husband, Tom Bannister, set off into the 
undulating hills of Connecticut's Litchfield County to find their young family a home away from 
the bustle of her native New York City, they stumbled upon a miniature United Kingdom 
(Bannister hails from there). "It reminded Tom of England in many ways," explains Chen. "When 
you go to England and you go to the countryside, you see these rolling fields of green. It's a 
different shade of green, it's more verdant—like Kelly green—but you just feel really at peace." 
When they arrived at the property in question, a Cape Cod house nestled inside a bucolic yard, 
they discovered dragonflies buzzing across a pond (pun not intended); Chen felt the space inside 
her brain expand. "I could see myself being cozy there and, in theory, sitting by the 
fireplace inside," says Chen, "while in action, stopping children from running into the fireplace." 

It felt like home, but Chen knew she'd need help to make it so. Upon the recommendation of their 
real estate agent, they began to work with Heide Hendricks and Rafe Churchill, the husband-
and-wife team behind Hendricks Churchill, a firm that specializes in restoration. "They are 
intellectuals and walking design historians," Chen says, noting that she knew she could trust 
them not to create a "display house" (she wanted a space that could roll with the punches). 
Churchill and Hendricks identified the pain points quickly. "The house was built in the '80s and 
it had good bones," says Hendricks, "but a few of the spaces were challenging—they weren't 
ideal for a young family. [Chen and Bannister] needed spaces where everyone could be within 
their sight-lines—you're still in the kitchen, but you can see the kids in the living room, and so 
on." 

Together, the team made a series of high-impact decisions that changed the flow, aesthetics, 
and purpose of the Connecticut cottage, resulting in a space that holds Chen and Bannister's 
multigenerational family (her parents visit and stay regularly) with ease. Below, Chen and 
Hendricks walk us through the top-level choices that made this house in the hills a home. 

Modifying Good Bones 

The house was, for the most part, logistically relevant, says Hendricks. "It had a great circular 
floor plan—you walk in the front door, and if you turn right and keep turning, you'll end up back 
at the front door—that we wanted to improve." (The updated floor plan, walls and all, says Chen, 
is what she misses when she is at home in New York City, in an apartment with an open layout.) 
As for the other structural modifications? Hendricks and her team unified the interior's 
architectural styles to make the home feel of one voice; enlarged openings with restraint, 

https://www.instagram.com/evachen212/?hl=en
https://www.marthastewart.com/1505907/home-design
https://www.marthastewart.com/905030/beautiful-fireplace-designs-inspire
https://www.marthastewart.com/905030/beautiful-fireplace-designs-inspire
https://hendrickschurchill.com/
https://www.marthastewart.com/275585/home-renovation-dos-and-donts
https://www.marthastewart.com/2124036/home-renovations-improve-value
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keeping some on an intimate scale to ease transitions; and worked around budget tankers, like 
the second story's wood floor (it couldn't withstand a refurbishment, so they turned to a reviving 
high-gloss paint, instead). 

They also took down a wall separating a sunroom ("It occupied the best view of the house," 
Hendricks explains) from the main living area, a major decision that now allows the family to 
gather en masse. "In fact, that's a perfect example of contemporary living for a multigenerational 
family," continues Hendricks. "They can all hang out in this space; there are different sitting and 
reading areas. It's a living room in the truest sense of the word." 

 

Experimenting with Pattern 

Chen fought the dining room's Antoinette Poisson wallpaper—arguably the most visually 
dynamic pattern in the cottage—on multiple occasions; Hendricks says she convinced her on 
the third try. "It was so different from my usual aesthetic, which is soft and gray," explains Chen. 
Hendricks knew that the print encapsulated the scheme of the house—her firm specializes in 
"color and palette play"—and as the other rooms began to come together, Chen saw it, too. Now, 
the wallpaper "exudes an Old-World feeling in that intimate setting and beckons you inside," 

https://www.marthastewart.com/8029032/home-renovations-increase-selling-value
https://www.antoinettepoisson.com/en/
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says Hendricks, noting that despite the dining area's smaller size, its expanded openings ensure 
the print is always in your periphery, wherever you are on the first floor. 

Hobbies First 

For Chen, who is also a children's book author, and her clan, reading is the predominant pastime 
of choice. Carving out spaces (corners, window seats, hallways) to spend time with a good 
book was paramount during both the renovation and decorating processes. "Any time the kids 
are quiet, I get suspicious—where are they?" laughs Chen. "On a good day, they are curled up 
in one of these nooks reading." The team prioritized placing these vignettes in virtually every 
room, including the kitchen; they are filled with giant bean bags and pillows, covered in kid-
resistant fabric, that feel like clouds (some were sourced from John Robshaw, a local who lives 
a few towns over). Hendricks pushed for this—the plusher, the better. "I asked Heidi, 'How many 
pillows does one person need?' I didn't get it then, but I do now. They make reading spaces so 
much more enjoyable," explains Chen. 

Finishing Touches 

Hendricks and Chen communicated mostly during the "witching hour;" they sent visuals, 
patterns, and pieces via text and spent plenty of time talking through antique and art choices. 
"We'd be on eBay or Etsy, or even on websites looking for estate sales," says Chen, noting she 
still messages Hendricks about paintings. "I now realize how important it is to have art on the 
walls. It sounds basic, but it does really make a home," she continues. As for her favorite piece? 
A living room-defining mural, sourced from Tappan Collective, that was a happy accident. "It's a 
huge yellow piece—it anchors the room," notes Chen, adding that she and Bannister, who 
enjoyed the art hunt, weren't truly aware of its scale before its arrival. "We had to reschedule 
delivery three or four times because the truck it came on was so big, it couldn't fit down the 
driveway." It was worth it, though: "When I look at that piece now, it's something that really sets 
the mood of the house." 

Needs to Serve 

When making any home-related choice, Chen asked herself the question, "How do you want to 
use your time off?" and decided accordingly. These moments away are precious, she says. "We 
knew we wanted to spend time as a family. We wanted quiet and the ability to be close to each 
other," she shares. This is also the high-impact tip she has for other prospective house buyers: 
"Think about the needs that have to be served—and that's advice for not just the house hunting 
process, but also for life. What do you need to restore yourself? Find out, and then do that." 

 
 
 

https://www.marthastewart.com/1504225/dining-room-design-ideas
https://www.marthastewart.com/7973107/how-use-small-corners-nooks-home
https://www.marthastewart.com/7973107/how-use-small-corners-nooks-home
https://www.marthastewart.com/8136202/how-create-garden-reading-nook
https://johnrobshaw.com/collections/pillows
https://www.tappancollective.com/
https://www.marthastewart.com/1003753/20-ways-add-color-your-home-summer
https://www.marthastewart.com/1003753/20-ways-add-color-your-home-summer
https://www.marthastewart.com/8065019/home-buying-guide-tips-real-estate-agents-brokers
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This Eclectic Greenwich Village Apartment Is a 
Bibliophile's Dream—It's Full of Reading Nooks 

By Caitlin Brown 
Photographs by Chris Mottalini 

March 8, 2021 
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With New York City's storied Greenwich Village neighborhood as the backdrop, this family-
oriented apartment feels that much more like a treasure box. Designed by Heide Hendricks 
of Hendricks Churchill—who had previously worked with these clients to transform their Long 
Island beach house into a year-round refuge—the space is, in some ways, a relic of the past. "Our 
clients had already combined two apartments in their pre-war Greenwich Village building with 
the help of architect Harry Gutfreund, but the space now needed a finished layer of furnishings 
and color," Hendricks explains of the project. 
 
She set her sights on creating a comfortable home dotted with reading nooks—a must for the 
book aficionados who live there. "I loved how much the family reads, so the project was [focused 
on] creating spaces to foster intellectual thought," Hendricks explains. The north-facing 
apartment would never receive a ton natural light anyway—a challenge that ultimately aided the 
design, allowing the furnishings and layout to revolve around "hunkering down" in the cozy 
space. 
 
For these clients, cozy did not connote neutral: Take one quick peek inside their funky, modern 
space and it is clear that they were not interested in an organic palette. Instead, Hendricks 
introduced inspired colors throughout the interior. "The color palette of the home follows a 
design convention of ours. You enter through a dark room and go into a larger, lighter room, 
which makes you feel like you're coming out of a cocoon," she shares. "Following the 
bohemian lounge-inspired entryway, the paints were scaled back to lighter tones in the living 
and dining room, with the brightest room being the kitchen," she shares. Ahead, Hendricks walks 
us through the completed space and offers a further glimpse into the design process. 
 
Old Becomes New 
The moody entryway, painted in Moles Breath by Farrow & Ball, reveals the client's antique 
heirloom divans; she inherited the piece, which she reupholstered in a Donghia fabric. "The 
compass chandelier by Apparatus Studio is a nice stylistic foil to the antique divan," designer 
Hendricks notes. 
 
A Multi-Use Space 
Anyone familiar with Manhattan real estate knows that square footage is the ultimate luxury, and 
in this case, Hendricks and her clients made use of every inch. "The living room was large 
enough—for a New York City apartment—to become a versatile, multi-use space," she says. 
"Knowing the couple works from home, I wanted to give them a large library table, lounge area, 
and library, anchored by a refreshed fireplace from Chesney's," Hendricks explains. 
 
Turkish Rug 
The antique Turkish Berber rug was chosen with intention; its colors offset the deep jewel-tones 
of the sectional and red leather chair. The expansive bookshelves also make a statement. "The 
space is about fostering creativity—truly a respite for bibliophiles," says Hendricks. 

https://www.marthastewart.com/7796641/1920s-antiques-trending-in-2020
https://hendrickschurchill.com/
https://www.marthastewart.com/7973107/how-use-small-corners-nooks-home
https://www.marthastewart.com/8349431/how-to-brighten-a-dark-room
https://www.marthastewart.com/1504640/interior-paint-colors-palettes
https://www.marthastewart.com/275543/entryway-organizing-ideas
https://www.farrow-ball.com/en-us
https://www.marthastewart.com/7690846/how-reupholster-furniture
https://apparatusstudio.com/
https://www.marthastewart.com/1504223/living-room-design-ideas
https://chesneys.com/
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Sophisticated Art 
"It was a pleasure to work on this project because the clients have such wonderful taste, a love of 
fine rugs, and a genuine global aesthetic based on extensive world travel," divulges Hendricks. 
"They have a sophisticated taste in contemporary art; their collection includes Elizabeth Peyton, 
Sally Mann, Gregory Crewdson, Alec Soth, and Nick Cave." 
 
Light-Reflecting Paint 
"We used Farrow & Ball paint throughout because of their organic materials. The colors are 
moody and responsive to light conditions. They refract light in a way that's truly unique to the 
brand," explains Hendricks. Here, the dining room feels neutral, but full of depth in Hardwick 
White. 
 
Books Everywhere 
A built-in bookcase gives yet another nook a library vibe (note the steel reading lamp tucked onto 
a shelf). 
 
Steel-Framed Windows 
Original steel-framed windows are one of the apartment's most identifiable features. They allow 
the limited, but soft light to artfully stream across the interior. 
 
A Kitchen Nook 
Thanks to an airy coat of Farrow & Ball's Borrowed Light, the kitchen is the brightest room of 
them all. Keeping consistent with the theme of nooks and cozy corners, Hendricks warmed up 
the heart of the home with plenty of greenery, vibrant textiles, and contemporary art. 
 
Simple and Serene 
The primary bedroom receives the most amount of light throughout the day; sunbeams arc off of 
the simple linens and streamlined furnishings. "I embraced its freshness by keeping it more 
monochromatic and pared down," shares Hendricks. 
 
Limestone 
On the opposite side of the bedroom, a stately mantel has major design impact. "The fireplace is 
original limestone and is a luxurious detail we accentuated with a comfortable lounge chair," 
says Hendricks. 
 
A Space to Grow In 
Hendricks selected the furnishing and décor for a young girl's room with longevity in mind. "The 
vintage daisy lamps from the 1970s are playful, but sophisticated enough for her to hold on to 
through her teen years," she shares. The rug is a Swedish vintage kilim by Marta Maas 

https://www.marthastewart.com/1521615/paint-your-walls-dark-color
https://www.marthastewart.com/1502463/kitchen-design-ideas
https://www.marthastewart.com/1539789/how-light-room-with-low-ceilings
https://www.marthastewart.com/7735624/choosing-cohesive-kids-room-paint-colors
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Fjetterstrom, sourced from 1stdibs, which plays perfectly with a custom pillow, covered 
with Jennifer Shorto fabric. 
 
Bold Color in the Bathroom 
A bright wallpaper from Pierre Frey Toile packs a major punch in the bathroom. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.1stdibs.com/
https://www.jennifershorto.com/
https://www.pierrefrey.com/en/taxons/fabrics/toiles-de-tours
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A New Connecticut Home with Serious Vintage 
Charm  

Baker and cookbook author Jessie Sheehan’s happy place is at the butcherblock island in her 
yolk-yellow kitchen, rolling out dough for her signature biscuits and pies. She invites us into 

her Connecticut getaway, where traditional details come alive thanks to vibrant, Shaker-
inspired colors and modern amenities that make it a weekend retreat she and her family 

never want to leave. 

By Elyse Moody 
Photographs by Roland Bello 

October 31. 2018 
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