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 R etrofitting period homes for modern living 
can be a delicate proposition. But when 
designers James Hunter and Shannon Jue 
were faced with the prospect of updating 
a stately 1915 San Francisco residence for 

a couple and their three young children, they followed 
a simple strategy. “We kept things original to the house 
that were authentic,” says Hunter. “The easy decisions of 
what to get rid of were the anomalies that didn’t respect 
the spirit of the structure.” Honoring the architecture was 
important to the owners as well. “We have a history of 
liking unique residences,” says the husband, noting the 
home’s pedigree—the structure was originally designed 
by architect Willis Polk—and its direct view of the Golden 
Gate Bridge. “We wanted to preserve the character of the 
house and the integrity of the details,” says the wife, “but 
we didn’t want it to feel old-fashioned.”

In finding that balance, the designers carried out the 
biggest changes on the top and bottom floors, where former 
renovations had obliterated most of the home’s period 
character. Hunter, a design principal with the firm, and Jue, 
an associate design principal (they also collaborated with 
designer Samantha Beren from the firm) reconfigured half  
of the basement floor, giving its irregular spaces a better 
flow and more function. “We gave the owners a proper 
mudroom and created an open laundry room, kitchenette 
and dining area,” says Hunter. 

With the third floor, the designers faced a similarly 
awkward layout: A narrow dormer projected from an oddly 
shaped media room, which bordered an office and two 
guest bedrooms. So, Hunter and Jue, who also worked 
with their colleagues Mauricio Munoz, Megan Munoz and 
Larah Sifuentes-Winter on the architectural drawings for 
the project, set to change that as well. To help execute the 
plans, they turned to builder Clayton Timbrell. “We took the 
whole roof out,” says Timbrell. “Then we built a steel frame, 
dropped it into the walls and put the roof back on.” This 
allowed the dormer to be modified and expanded by 5 feet, 
widening the view of the Golden Gate Bridge. Also within 

In updating a 1915 Willis Polk home 
in San Francisco, designers James 
Hunter and Shannon Jue bleached 
the entry foyer’s original gumwood 
paneling to lighten the space. They 
placed a piano atop a Stark carpet 
and added Jacob sconces from the 
Workshop Collection by Phoenix Day 
and a Rose Tarlow Melrose House 
ottoman from Shears & Window.
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“WE TOOK 
OUR CUES FOR 
THE OTHER 
FURNISHINGS 
FROM THE 
CABINET’S 
SIMPLICITY AND 
GEOMETRY.” 

–JAMES HUNTER

A Trumeau Architettura cabinet 
by Fornasetti helped establish the 
palette for the living room. Custom 
ivory shagreen coffee tables by 
Ironies and two Antoine sofas by 
Gregorius Pineo, all from Kneedler 
Fauchère, pair with slipper chairs 
by Roman Thomas. The silk-wool 
rug is by Mark Nelson Designs.
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Barstools by Altura Furniture from De 
Sousa Hughes pull up to the kitchen’s 

island, over which hang pendants 
relocated from the breakfast room. 

Out of the Woods Custom Cabinetry 
fabricated new doors for the 

existing cabinets. The range is by 
La Cornue, and the oak floor was 

installed by First, Last & Always.

the new shell, the designers turned one bedroom into an 
office and removed the walls of the existing office to create 
a large symmetrical media room. Built-in shelving, crafted to 
reflect the style of the original architecture, went in on either 
side and playful furnishings, including a Tufty-Time sectional 
and sculptural wing chairs, finish the space. 

When it came to the main level, the designers were 
able to work with some of the home’s original architectural 
elements, such as the gumwood paneling in the entry foyer. 
The wife, “was very consistent about wanting a lightness 
and brightness,” says Jue, but the entry was stained a dark 
brown. “We were tempted a million times to paint it, to make 
it clean and hide the flaws in the wood,” says the wife. But 
the designers suggested bleaching it instead. “That was 
a leap of faith on the owners’ part,” says Jue, adding that 
the design team brought on an artisan to smooth out scars, 
dents and nails that appeared as a result of the bleaching. 
But this treatment “brought out the wood’s inherent rustic 
quality allowing for a more relaxed aesthetic,” says Hunter. 
“And it maintains the appearance of Polk’s design and 
intent.” The designers moved a piano into a corner of the 
room and added two ottomans, transforming the space into 
a kind of music room. “It’s phenomenal,” says Hunter. “You 
can hear the piano from anywhere on that floor, and the 
sound travels through three flights of stairs.”

That kind of functional reimagining was carried throughout 
the main floor. In the living room, just off the entry, a 1950s 
marquetry rosewood dining table serves as a game table, 
while a striking Fornasetti cabinet stands opposite. “We 
took our cues for the other furnishings from the cabinet’s 
simplicity and geometry,” says Hunter, citing the classic 
silhouettes of twin skirted sofas and shagreen coffee tables 
that round out the room. The designers kept things cohesive 
when it came to the color and material palette as well, using 
soft grays and ivory throughout the spaces combined with 
dark-stained furniture and silvery accents. This approach 
resonated with the wife. “I’m a huge fan of consistency,” she 
says. “I’d rather have consistency of materials and finishes 
instead of making each room unique. It’s more soothing.”
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Below, left: A new wet bar 
features custom nickel-plated 
shelving designed by The 
Wiseman Group Interior Design 
and fabricated by Phoenix Day. 
The wall is sheathed with marble 
from Integrated Resources Group, 
and the cabinetry is by Out of 
the Woods Custom Cabinetry.

Below, right: In the family room, 
a comfortable window seat was 
added and appointed with a 
cushion made with a Perennials 
fabric. A custom coffee table 
features leather inserts, and the 
window shades are by Conrad.

In the breakfast room, the 
designers honed the marble top 
of the clients’ existing table for 
easier maintenance, and they 
also stained existing Room & 
Board Jansen chairs a darker 
shade. A banquette by Holly 

Hunt offers added seating 
below a Phoenix Day pendant.
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Above: James Stancil of Stancil 
Studios painted a mural in the 
powder room based on a Sol 

LeWitt work. Ochre’s Celestial 
Pebble chandelier from Coup 

D’Etat cascades in front of 
a custom Cadre mirror. 

Right: A formal dining room doubles 
as a library and features a custom 

cabinet by Out of the Woods Custom 
Cabinetry. Vintage solid-mahogany 
lamps from Thomas Hayes Studio in 
Los Angeles rest on a customized 
walnut table by Coraggio. The high-
back side chairs are by Bright Chair 
Company from De Sousa Hughes.
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On the opposite side of the entry, the dining room 
features chairs upholstered with a light stone-hued fabric 
that surround a long walnut table. Hunter and Jue designed 
the space to double as a library during the day and added 
a custom cabinet that displays a curated selection of books, 
silverware and linens. “Now this typically formal and rarely 
used area has additional function and purpose,” says Hunter. 
French doors connect the space with a light-filled breakfast 
area, which leads, through a wet bar marked by new hanging 
nickel-plated shelves, to the kitchen. From there, a family 
room provides an “intimate space where the clients can 
gather to watch television or play games,” says Jue of the 
area they outfitted with a comfortable built-in window seat.

Between the thoughtful updates and polished interiors, the 
designers were able to find a balance between the historic 
home and creating a comfortable lifestyle for its owners. “We 
were happy to restore a sense of the architecture’s original 
character,” says Hunter, “while furnishing the residence in  
a quiet, sophisticated and modern way.”  

Above: A set of Agnes Martin 
lithographs from Orange in  
Los Angeles are displayed 
above a walnut cabinet with 
vellum-wrapped doors by Roman 
Thomas in the master bedroom. 

Left: A Holly Hunt walnut bed 
with a brushed-nickel tester 
defines the master bedroom. At 
its foot is a bench, also by Holly 
Hunt from Kneedler Fauchère. 
The draperies were made with 
a Rogers & Goffigon linen. 
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