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FOR LAURIE MCFARLIN, a jewelry maker, stunt pilot and antiques
lover, collecting is, abave all, an attair of the heart. Her exotic 1920s
Italianate house in Marin County, California, is more than just a
showcase for the one-of-a-kind objects that she has acquired over the
years. It is the heart of her existence, a container for the memories
and stories that these objects evoke, reflecting back to her the con-
sciously woven fabric of her passionate, adventurous life.

Whether its a fancy 18th-century Italian rosewood cabinet, a
16th-century French stone mantel or an antique Chinese lacquered
screen that has canght her eye, McFarlin's eclectic taste 1s informed
by a ravenous curiosity and a penchant for mystery. “I'm not the
kind of collector who needs to fill certain quotas or gaps,” she says,
“And I don't say this area in my home needs a particular anrique or
artwork. 1 allow for a lot of serendipity. I am most drawn to vut-of-
the-ordinary pieces with an element of whimsy.”

McFarlin, a native Texan whose travels have taken her from
the hidden corners of Europe to safaris in Africa and backpacking
through Bali and Thailand, is far from ordinary herself. When she’s
not exploring the world, she can be found in her own stunt plane
performing aeronautic acrobatics over Namibia. She has also flown
vintage Russian MiG jer fighters, sailed the Caribbean, produced a
do-cl.]men[a[")’ abo“[ WhaIES aﬂl.l ('.]l,lghl \\fitdl‘:rllfss 5urviva| COUrses,
McFarlin, who trained as a sculptor, is currently teaching tribal peo-

ples in Zimbhabwe and Botswana how to craft and market jewelry
made of local matenals. She traces her passion for collecting to her
childhood, when her parents would bring her beautiful objects from
their overseas journeys, which she describes as “flights of fancy™ thar
fired her imaginarion.

Previous pages: The living room Is defined by its eclectic treasures.
Detall (right) of an Italian rosewood cabinet, inlaid with etched Ivory

deplicting mythological scenes, 18th century with 19th-century base.

But it wasn’t until eight years ago, when she fell in love with a
majestic terracotta stucco and red tile-roofed house overlooking
Mount Tamalpais in northern California, that she found an appro-
priate outlet for her own creative vision. Wishing to establish a “firm
foundarion™ for herself and her daughrer, Hayden, 23, McFarlin
instantly set ourt to renovate the house with the help of San Francisco
architect Andrew Skurman and interior designer Suzanne Tucker of
Tucker & Marks, also in 5an Francisco.

For two years, Tucker shopped galleries, shows and auctions in San
Francisco, Los Angcles, New York, France and Italy, sometimes with
McFarlin, discovering many treasures close to home at the annual
San Francisco Fall Antiques Show, one of Tucker’s favorite sources.
“The process was very enjoyable and spontaneous; we had no set
design scheme in mind for the house,” Tucker says. “It was all about
hinding the unusoal piece.”

McFarlin particularly admires antiques with intricate artisan work
such as inlays, stenciling and carving, because they have a handcrafred
look that shows the maker's unique fingerprint and interpretation.
“All the antiques we found are so finely crafred and magnificent in
their own right, bur they also work rogether in a very warm way,”
she says. “We sometimes designed a whole room around one or a few
pieces that held special meaning for me.”

In the cavernous great room, furmishings custom-designed by
Tucker & Marks, European and Asian antiques, European textiles
and Qushak carpets combine to reflect an exotic amalgam of cul-
tures, One such anchor is a 12-panel Chinese coromandel lacquered
screen, circa 1714, Originally owned by a member of San Francisco's
de Young family, the screen depicts scenes from women’s lives in the
Chinese court, which McFarlin says resonates with her experience as
a mother creating a life with her daughter, enjoying the same close
bond she shared with her own mother,

Also commanding attention in the great room is an 18th-century
Italian rosewood cabinet, inlaid with etched ivory depicring mytho-
logical scenes and allegories. “I love all the hidden drawers and secret
compartments, which offer the promise of yet-to-be-discovered trea-
sures both past and future,” McFarlin says of the piece. She also fell
for an Italian Baroque ivory-inlaid and ebonized wood center table,
because, she says, “The inlay was so exquisite that it made me gasp.”
Other favorite finds include a stunning 18th-century Italian chan-
delier, made of gilded wood, glass beads, tole, blown glass and cut
crystal, which adds a touch of fantasy to the master bedroom, whose
vaulted beamed ceiling Tucker modeled after a ceiling in designer
Hubert de Givenchy’s house in the south of France. Expanding upon
the fantasy theme is a circa-1950 seashell-encrusted bust by Jeanine
Janet, one of just four made for the noted Parisian couturier Cros
tobal Balenciaga, that presides over a custom-built, colonnaded out-
door dining pavilion,

There is a transporting, romantic quality to McFarlin’s home, which
evokes a stately Italian villa or manor house in the south of France
with its walnut and limestone floors, and French doors and arched
windows offering sweeping views of the lush countryside, Architec-
tural fragments, such as antique French limestone mantels and a pair
of 18th-century Italian gesso columns that flank the doorway to the
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| am most drawn to ‘out-of-the-
ordinary pleces with an element
of whimsy." —lL aurie Mcharlin

great room, reveal McFarlin's proclivity [or sensual, curved surfaces.
Sequestered outdoor courtyards feature the lulling sound of gurgling
water from antique fountains.

Intricate apenwark screen panels in the master bedronm and bath,
designed by Tucker and hand-carved in Nepal, reflect McFarlin’s pas-
sion for Moorish influcnces on Mediterrancan design, while recalling
memories of her visits to the Alhambra palace in Spain. Such artisanal
details also extend ro the old ceiling beams in the great room, which
were hand-stenciled with intricate floral and geometric patterns by
California artist Elisa Stancil, crearing the illusion of a coffered Irali-
anate ceiling. The greartest design challenge, says Tucker, was opening
up, enlarging and modernizing existing rooms to produce a natural
ﬂuw .lll wllil:ll tht.' a]ltiquts (:l.,]l.{ll.] SECVE AN E{:Illfrpil:{_'t,'S,

McFarlin’s longtime personal collections include elegant silver
crowns made by Spanish colanial artists to adorn wood sculptures of
saints called santas, displayed on the 17th-century Spanish Baroque
walnut console table in the entryway. When McFarlin discovered the
crowns in a New Mexico antiques shop while living in Santa Fe,
she “fell in love with their intricate silverwork.” That same delicate,
handcrafted quality is evident in the miniature Venetian glassware
thar she collects on her many trips to Venice.

Small objects hold a special appeal for the 5-foor, 10-inch McFar-
lin, who jokingly says they may symbolize “a subconscious quest for
balance.” She is especially passionate about the hundreds of minia-
ture }JUUILS and iI]alluSC[iPl! Sl'll: ]las acquil—ﬂd over thlf Pas[ ls yl:am.l
some of which are displayed in bookcases in the hallway outside her
bedroom. At one-eighth of an inch ra three inches rall, these treasures
range from Babylonian clay tablets from 2000 B.C. to 15th-century
Italian illuminated manuscripts, a girl’s diary from the Civil War era,
the first book to travel into space with the Russian cosmonauts and a
bejeweled book created by Salvador Dali. “Many antique miniature
books were made for easy transport while rraveling, and they're still
being made roday,” says McFarlin. “When [ was 10, my mother gave
me a leather-bound miniature book thart fascinated me. It was about
a quarter of the size of my fingernail and had the words “I love you™
written in 25 different languages. Many vears later, | discovered three
Illi[];HlLLrlf }Jl}(,]li.$ IJy Shﬂkcﬁplfaflf ill an all[iqurs S]IUP, all!j- thf CUJ'
lecting monster was born. Each book reminds me of that first very
special gift from my maother; they add a lot of heart ta the house.”

As a keeper of her life’s staries, McFarlin’s home itself, in all
its varied aesthetic expressions, is perhaps the ultimate collection,
grounding her dazzling flights of fancy in a single harmonious whole.
“Above all,” says McFarlin, “I want to collect and live with things
that bring me great joy.” 8

llluminated manuscripte, antique miniature books and diaries, Fac-
ing: Part of a 12-panol Chineso coromandel scroon (far right), ¢. 1714.
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