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It wasn’t an ugly duckling, but the colonial house in Laguna Beach’s
Emerald Bay neighborhood didn’t fit in either. Neighboring homes
in the tony enclave are slick with glass, posturing toward the bay
and prioritizing ocean views. “This home is actually the polar
opposite,” says interior designer Melissa Rohani.

Existing chair rails hinted at the home’s true character. “We immediately felt like this is what this
house needed to be clad in,” says Rohani of the extended paneling that now reaches the ceiling. The
walls are drenched in Portola Paints’ Patagonia, a go-to used across several projects (even their own
studio), while new pocket doors add to the classic look. Rohani’s labradoodle, Sirus, sits on a custom
sofa upholstered in Fishman Fabrics’ Grizzly Mohair. Framed art by Fu Xiaotong hangs above the sofa,
illuminated by a vintage Itsu floor lamp and a Héctor Esrawe Parábola fixture on the sidetable. ART:
Fu Xiaotong. Héctor Esrawe.

Built by a local artist, the house has what Rohani calls “Old World
soul,” complete with a clapboard exterior recalling homes on the
East Coast. Nearly every room on the first floor opens through
French doors onto an inner courtyard with a twisted willow tree at
its center—only one room in the house angles toward the water.

“We have been collaborating for years with Sharon Zoldan, an art consultant based in LA,” says
Rohani. “She helped us find things that we could agree on, and now we have things to live with that
we love.” Counting among them are two early 20th-century pieces by André Kertész. Walls are in
Benjamin Moore’s Classic Gray, and the custom rug is from ALT for Living. ART: André Kertész /
Susan Spiritus Gallery. © Jonathan Wateridge / Nino Mier Gallery.

The formal dining room, painted in Farrow & Ball’s Pantalon, is now a cozy den that opens onto a small
backyard. A custom sofa is upholstered in a Rose Uniacke linen, topped with pillows in Soraya Shaw’s
Nebula fabric. The Alfonso Liporesi side table, Marc Phillips rug, Tobia Scarpa ceiling lamp, and
Stilnovo sconces are all vintage. Above a BDDW Abel club chair and ottoman hangs an artwork by
Otis Jones, and on the opposite side of the room hang two graphite works by Quentin James
McCaffrey. ART: Quentin James McCaffrey / Nicelle Beauchene Galler. Estate of Otis Jones / Nino
Mier Gallery.

Rohani wasn’t looking for a home exactly though. She and Lisa
Berman, cofounders of AD PRO Directory design firm, Studio
Gutow, were shopping for a gallery space instead when the colonial
slipped into the picture. After years collecting furniture, textiles,
and glassware, the design duo dreamed of opening a space for their
collection. On a whim, Rohani, who already lived in Laguna Beach,
cold-called a Spanish casita up the street, which turned out to be the
office of a local realtor. He wasn’t selling, but he happened to have a
new off-market property Rohani and her husband might consider
for themselves.

Berman’s father collects books on 18th-century American design, and a domed nook in the breakfast
area was inspired by storage cabinets that Rohani observed in their pages. Their version, crafted by
H & J Cabinets, was originally designed to be closed—but her husband loved the look so they kept it
open. A Studio Gutow–designed banquette upholstered in De Le Cuona’s Island Felt hugs a Garcé
Dimofski Mimi coffee table, and Seamoor dining chairs by RW Guild encircle a Christophe Delcourt
Hub table atop a vintage Malayer rug from Lawrence of La Brea. Josef Albers’s Homage to the Square
hangs above the fireplace, and Minjung Kim’s The Street hangs above the banquette. ART: Minjung
Kim. Josef Albers.

“It just immediately felt like home,” recalls Rohani. She’d long
imagined standing in a kitchen, watching her two young children
run through doors into an open yard. The house had all the right
parts, but it needed some tweaks.

“We all gather and get cozy in the morning with coffee, and then the kids can just run out and swing
on the tree—and you can see them, you're all right there,” she says of the reworked kitchen. A Pierre
Yovanovitch pendant hangs above a sink with Waterworks’s Henry fittings, surrounded by custom
cabinetry by H & J Cabinets. A ceramic plate by Pablo Picasso hangs to the right of a Wolf range, and
an artwork by Anneke Eussen hangs on the wall. ART: Anneke Eussen / MARINARO New York. Pablo
Picasso.

Rohani and Berman don’t like to impose a signature style. That was
true of Rohani’s last home in Emerald Bay, a rundown beach
bungalow formerly owned by Warren Buffett. They studied other
bungalows in the area, reviving the regional style with sensible
modern updates—visitors often assumed it was entirely original.

“We wanted this space to feel serene and pared down,” says Rohani of the primary suite overlooking
the bay. Inspired by a 1920s case piece, Studio Gutow commissioned a burl cabinet with a concealed
lift for a disappearing TV at the foot of an Ironware International Diego bed. Rose Uniacke Citrine
glass lanterns flank the bed, a Scalamandré Bandra Wild Silk wallcovering softens the palette, and a
Yoan Capote artwork hangs above the fireplace. ART: Yoan Capote

With dark Blue de Savoie marble on the walls, Studio Gutow installed custom oak floors in a rhombus
shaped pattern in a primary bathroom to keep the palette from leaning too formal. “It’s not something
that we normally would do, but we loved how it feels in these spaces,” says Berman. Portola Paint’s
Dry Ground limewash matches the handsome mood, and Urban Electric Bexley sconces were affixed
directly onto a mirror.

As the only spot in the house with a true ocean view, a lounge area in the primary bedroom received a
special nod to their surroundings. “Because of how special you feel in the space, the envelope
needed to match that feeling,” says Rohani. Studio Gutow created their own version of siding seen on
older Laguna Beach homes, and worked with craftsmen to integrate the woodwork into the windows
and ceiling. A vintage marble and bronze coffee table anchors the space, punctuated by an Amy
Meier white-oak pedestal displaying a Malene Knudsen vase. ART: Malene Knudsen

Here, the home had less history to trace: It was only about two
decades old. Built-in character throughout the interiors, like chair
rails and stained glass windows, felt like the beginning of a sketch,
but there was room to elaborate.

A custom shower by Studio Gutow, complete with metalwork by DeWinter, sets the tone with
Calacatta Monet walls. Marble details carry throughout Rohani’s bathroom and tie the space
together, like subtle casing that lines a doorway to a closet. A section of marble was also installed
beneath a freestanding tub to protect wooden floors. “When you get out with wet feet, it just felt like
it was appropriate to create this landing pad,” Lisa says.

“We really wanted to lean into that classical architecture and then
the emotional aspect of California living,” says Berman. Working
alongside LS Architects and Tony Valentine Construction, their
first steps corrected obvious quirks, like reorienting a staircase that
awkwardly landed too close to a wall. Other changes made the
layout more family-friendly and functional.

A new wall with a hidden door reclaims open space behind the living room’s fireplace, leaning into
the style of older homes with many interior rooms. Now a speakeasy, it was part of Studio Gutow’s
plan to define little rooms, adding to that “old-house” feel. They’ve used the space in many ways—
they even had a tarot card reader stationed in here for a recent party—but Rohani loves it for date
night with her husband. A Lee Simmonds oil painting hangs on a wall painted in Benjamin Moore’s
Mudslide. A Studio Balestra Japanese Twist Cashew side table sits before a Studio Gutow–designed
banquette, atop an ALT for Living Bihar Noir rug. A petite and swiveling Group cocktail chair from The
Future Perfect completes the scheme. ART: Lee Simmonds / Kristin Hjellegjerde Gallery

The retooled kitchen underpins that functional attitude. Rejecting a
formal dining room, a large breakfast space connects directly with
the kitchen. Bar seating wraps the corner of the island—allowing for
intimate conversation rather than a row of forward-facing stools—
while a banquette tucks into the corner behind a small breakfast
table. “We can have up to 14 people eating for a dinner party in that
room,” Rohani says.

In her daughter’s room, a Doris Leslie Blau rug sets the tone—plush, pink, and peachy—alongside
walls and ceilings drenched in Benjamin Moore’s Basking Ridge Beige 1158. “We wanted it to feel like
an all-encompassing, warm, little cocoon,” says Rohani. Built-in oak storage by H & J Cabinets gives a
lived-in look, while a custom walnut daybed is upholstered in Holly Hunt’s Royal Alpaca Rose Quartz
velvet.

A Josef Albers painting hangs casually above a fireplace. “It’s pretty
rare that you will see this caliber of art in the kitchen—I think it
speaks to what they want their living space to be,” says Lisa of the
approachable mood, where museum-quality art is at ease. (There’s
even “a little Picasso” hanging beside the range.)

Walls are lighter in Rohani’s bathroom, painted in Benjamin Moore’s Classic Gray. Fixtures and
hardware are all from Van Cronenburg, and custom cabinetry is by H & J Cabinets.

To add more character, Rohani and Berman extended paneling
beyond an existing chair rail and deepened the home’s architectural
envelope. “It feels like it was always supposed to be this way,”
Rohani says. In the living room, golden ivory paint softens the
paneled look and sets the tone for the house.

A wall of cabinets is paneled in De Gournay hand-painted Malwa, adding a more whimsical feel in a
space adjacent to the children’s rooms. “It reminds me of India, which is one of my favorite places to
travel to, and just also very colorful for the children,” says Rohani of the hand-painted botanical
design. An Elliot chair sits in front of the cabinets with a playful cutout in the back, adding to the
whimsical mood.
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The living room of Studio Gutow co-founder, Melissa Rohani's Laguna Beach home she shares with her family. “This is the room you walk into when you
come into the home, so it really feels like the heart of it,” says Rohani. It’s also home to many pieces collected over the years, including a José Zanine
Caldas coffee table, one-of-a-kind ceramics, and a Mattia Bonetti side table that sits next to a 1950s Rita Valla lounge chair upholstered in shearling. A
Jane Hallworth-designed Andromeda Constellation Light Installation from Blackman Cruz brings warm metallic accents, while a mixed-metal Bertoia
sculpture stands next to the fireplace. The architecture is by Laidlaw Schultz, the landscape design is by Kerry Gorman, and the construction is by Tony
Valentine Construction. ART: Harry Bertoia
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whimsical mood.

Bespoke cabinetry by H & J Cabinets and millwork by Kerry
Gorman of ICD Architectural Woodwork add dimension and depth
to the interiors, like built-in storage in the children’s rooms or new
pocket doors in the living room. Stained-oak floors were sanded
and made lighter to help solve an inescapable problem of coastal
living: sand from the beach is less visible against light floors.

“I have two stepchildren that are in their late 20s, so every guest room feels like its own suite, so that
when they come to stay they feel very comfortable,” says Rohani, who included a coffee maker and
lounge area into each guest room. Hauvette & Madani YVES bedside tables and Lumfardo MicroLU FS
sconces flank the bed, while a Yoan Capote artwork—made with fish hooks and barbed wire
reclaimed from the sea—hangs above, another piece sourced with SZ Advisory. ART: Yoan Capote

The palette leans into subtle tones like toasty beige and sage green,
coupled with smooth marbles and wood grains which are
punctuated by live plants to keep a connection to the outdoors.

“He’s a little avid reader, so there are always just piles of books,” says Rohani of her son’s room. “And
he loves color—he loves blues, he loves greens, and I think this room very much personifies who he
is.” Benjamin Moore’s Balboa Mist coats the walls and a Lawson-Fenning Topa bed is framed by H & J
Cabinets millwork, where shelves are topped in leather—a gentle landing for his constructed lego
sets.

Rohani and Berman looked to older wood-clad homes in Laguna
and introduced their own elevated version in the primary suite,
where a stretch of windows in a corner lounge frames the home’s
only true ocean view. You can spot whales and pods of dolphins in
the distance, but the view also turns inward to the tops of the
Rohani’s own trees growing from the courtyard.

Collaborating with Kerry Gorman on the landscape, a section of bricks was pulled up and replaced
with a more livable gravel seating area complete with vintage hand-carved slate coffee table, teak
sofas and Munder Skiles Swan lounge chairs.

“My whole family likes to get cozy and watch the sunset—the
hillsides are filled with homes, and they all glow rose gold in the
evening,” says Rohani of the view from the primary bedroom. “And
so this is just a very comfortable place to be—it feels so good in
here.”

The original home had several leaded glass windows rendered in primary colors. “We actually didn’t
deviate too far from the original design, we just made it feel more appropriate for this space,” says
Rohani. An Amy Meier Design Astrid pendant hangs above a vintage rosewood mirror. Walls are
finished in Portola Paints’ high-gloss Patagonia, and Studio Gutow crafted the bespoke vanity out of
Stoneland’s Arabescato Vagli.

Melissa and Parsa Rohani’s Laguna Beach home.

Studio Gutow took inspiration from an antique dresser to design the vanity in a guest room’s
bathroom, and installed new wall paneling in Benjamin Moore’s Basking Ridge Beige. The sconces are
also bespoke by Studio Gutow and the mirror is vintage.
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