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you get used
to the idea of ic.
Everyone there
is so lovely and
they have been
there forever
and that makes
things so easy.’
He is more worried about doing up Natalie’s
children’s rooms. ‘I mean, this is my
goddaughter’s room, so if 1 blow it I really
blow it. I try not to overdo it with Natalie in
the sense that I know her so well, so I want to
push my ideas when I know they are right.
But I have to temper that. It’s not my house.”
“Even though he is a native southern
Californian he has a New York sensibility —
hence his razor-sharp wit and opinionated
banter,’ says Massenet. And, when T met him,
he had the best apartment of anyone I knew at
that age... complete with an Hermes-orange
study that made you forget you were in a
beach spot in Santa Monica. I think he liked
me because I was really into fashion and spoke
French. I couldn’t afford designer clothes at the
time and I had this high-street white pant-suit
I wore all the time. He told everyone it was
YSL! He carried on embellishing my life, once
introducing me to the locals at Round Hill -
one of his favourite holiday spots — as the
Countess de Massenet. I think part of the reason
Michael is putting so much love into my house
is his desire to see me living a very chic life.
The eldest child of a businessman and
artist, Michael grew up in the liberal
atmosphere of Seventies southern California
always knowing he was gay and never feeling
the need to pretend to be any other way.
‘Really early on I had these immersion
episodes,” he says. “When I was about 14 1
read that novel Shogin about Japan and then
1 became completely obsessed with everything
Japanese. I only ate Japanese food. I read
every book on Japan. And then I went on to
my Russian phase... Which is presumably why
he now knows everything about everything,
which — the way he does it — makes him the
funnest person at the party, the one you long
to sit next to, rather than the know-it-all
you long to swerve. He identifies your vibe,
hops on to your level, and gives you a damn
good time. “There is literally nothing in the
world more hilarious than getting drunk
with Michael Smith, says one besotted client.
He studied design at the Otis institute in
California but got bored, decided it was
too sterile and modern, ‘ditched out’” and
came to London to study at the V&A in the
mid-Eighties. ‘[ love the fundamentals of
English life; he says, ‘the gentleness, the
quirkiness. I enjoy what many people would
describe as English decorating — really, its a
fusion of American and English that happened
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with Nancy Lancaster [the American who did
up Ditchley and, at one time, owned Colefax
and Fowler] and Nancy Astor [Cliveden].” So
it's what happened when American money
met English history, rendering it, apart from
anything else, comfortable.

He returned to California at 23 and his first
big commission was a house for Bruce
Springsteen. Unsurprisingly the Boss wanted
an all-American abode, ‘denim, folk art. But
he proceeded to get divorced almost straight
away so I don’t think he lived in it for very
long.” Aside from the stars and the studio
heads (Peter Chernin, who ran Fox), Michael
has decorated Shutters hotel in Los Angeles
and the much-heralded Lowell in Manhattan,
not to mention extensive corporate work,
most notoriously the office of John Thain,
former CEO of Merrill Lynch who, in
conjunction with some aggressive cost-cutting
at the bank, decided to hire Michael to redo
his office. The budget was $1.2 million.

What you get when you invest in Michael
Smith —and it is a considerable investment —
is a situation where, as far as possible, your
DNA runs through your house’s DNA. His
work is the opposite of homogenised. It is
highly personalised, brilliantly proportioned,
a smidge theatrical, gently but crucially
reflective of its location and just demanding
enough that you and your sensibilities grow a
little while it is being done. Because, as a sort
of eternal student, he wants to grow too. “The
challenge is always not to be fearful of making
a mistake,” he says. ‘It’s an intellectual exercise
to try not to do things you know will work.

I really so try to make it quite rigorous. Thats
why it takes patience to be a client because
it’s like cooking, If you see a lot of uncooked
ingredients then it’s hard to know how the
finished thing will turn out. It's hard to show
somebody the individual ingredients and
make them believe that it will taste really
great. | understand that if it goes badly then it
doesn't taste great but you really do get
strength from the combining of different
things and it’s a challenge.’

For one so chirpy; he exists in a mindset
of constant worst-case scenario. ‘It’s not
pessimistic, it’s just rational,” he says. ‘I think
every sofa will come with a damaged skirt
and every carpet is going to arrive and be too
small and every cupboard is not going to fit
through the door. And when you live that way
you can be sunny because you've made all
your contingency plans.’ And the client
senses the contingency plans, feels secure
and is able to relax and merrily proceed
with winning Oscars or running America or
however else they fill their days. It seems
a truth universally acknowledged that life's a
little less stressful and a little more stimulating
when Michael Smith is decorating it. []
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