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DEE ELMS
Dee Elms has always been drawn to a contemporary, multidimensional design 
aesthetic. When she embarked on her interior design career fifteen years ago, 
she was sought out by clients who wanted a!look that “wasn’t the traditional style 
most commonly associated with Boston,”! says Elms, who heads her own firm 
in the city’s South End. “Interior design in New England has evolved,” she notes. 
“Homeowners want their homes to exude a more curated, blended aesthetic 
that captures their personality. They are far more open to possibilities.”!

Art, says Elms, has played a prominent role in people’s willingness to embrace 
more daring interior design schemes. “People’s taste in art has broadened, and 
that supports more contemporary home environments,” says Elms. “When con-
temporary furnishings and modern art are paired together, it makes a profound 
impact.”!

Beyond a passion for details and a holistic view of how design can be both 
functional and beautiful, Elms prides herself on being highly attuned to her clients’ 
values and personal style, and reading between the lines. “It’s critical that the cli-
ent is reflected in the design; that’s what makes each project unique.!Your home 
should feel comfortable and familiar to you, yet also take your breath away.”

Elms’s spaces are sophisticated, elegant, and unpretentious. She credits a 
rigorous process that approaches each project with a mix of intuition, exper-
tise, and a deep appreciation for craftsmanship.!“There’s no magic formula; it’s a 
hundred little things that make a project successful. It starts with being attentive 
to the client’s needs, developing the design, then sharing and building on that 
vision with the client,” says Elms. “Our projects are not a quick sprint, but a well-
planned and calculated marathon.”
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COSMOPOLITAN CHIC

The interior of this city residence, housed in a 
brownstone built at the turn of the twentieth 
century, was bleak at best, says Elms. “It was 

white on white on white. Renovated in the 1990s, there 
was no personality.” Yet on the !rst walk-through, she 
unabashedly con!rmed to her client, a recently divorced 
dad, that she could make the home “fantastic.” 

One striking element the home did have intact was 
the original soaring ceiling height, a feature that infuses 
rooms with an elegant feel. In the living room, Elms 
had the walls and trim painted gray lacquer, along with 
the built-in cabinets she designed to conceal the televi-
sion above the !replace. An expansive window seat was 
crafted to o"er a perch to take in the bustle below on 
Beacon Street. “I add window seats wherever possible. It 
gets people into the window and really enjoying the neigh-
borhood view,” says Elms. Among the room’s furnishings 
are a Hans Wegner Papa Bear chair and a lush fur rug; an 
open circular chandelier trimmed with rock crystal dan-
gles from the ceiling. “The mix of new and midcentury 
items really brings the room to a whole new level.”

A hand-painted black-and-white wall covering makes 
a profound statement in the dining room. While dark fur-
nishings dominate, chairs upholstered in chartreuse keep 
the room from feeling sedate. In the adjacent kitchen, 
a built-in banquette nestles up to the breakfast table, a 
space the homeowner insisted upon. “He wanted a casual 
dining space where he could eat pancakes with his kids 
in the morning,” says Elms. “The kitchen is small, and we 
really didn’t have room for it.” Yet the designer was able to 
work her magic: by reducing the size of the island, there 
was just enough space to !t the table. 

In the master bedroom, shades of gray exude mas-
culine appeal. Layers of strong textural notes—the silk 
wall covering, cashmere drapes, a black-velvet headboard, 
and lighting made of chain mail strung from the ceiling—
combine to create a distinctly modern atmosphere. 

“It was such a traditional place before,” says Elms. 
“We kept the basic form the same. Just by changing the 
colors and !nishes, hardware, and other small things, we 
created this dramatically di"erent contemporary home.” 

Just inside the entry, a cantilevered shelf is affixed to the wall below an encaustic work by Martin Kline. 
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ABOVE: Elms transformed an out-of-place 
wet bar into a striking focal point. RIGHT: 
Elms replaced the living room fireplace 
with a sleeker model trimmed with brass 
rivets. Storage is concealed behind built-
ins painted a glossy gray lacquer, and a 
fur rug adds a distinct textural note. 
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OPPOSITE: Elms livened up the existing black kitchen cabinetry with metallic grass cloth 
on the walls. ABOVE: By reducing the size of the original island, there was enough space 
to accommodate a narrow banquette that slides up to a small pedestal table.
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GRACEFUL REFINEMENT

Located in a gracious nineteenth-century building, this newly renovated, three-bedroom Back Bay penthouse had 
the ample square footage the homeowners sought, but the developers, says Elms, hadn’t put much thought into 
space planning. Among the design challenges Elms tackled was creating distinction in the sizable living room. 

To break up the vast space, she applied molding to the ceiling and de!ned two separate seating areas, each one with an 
eye-catching Lindsey Adelman light !xture a#xed to the ceiling directly above. “A custom tête-à-tête is situated in the 
middle that you can sit on to face either side of the room,” says Elms. 

The large stairway dominates one end of the room. Initially painted white, it stuck out in an unattractive way. 
“The stairs are a huge part of the living room; when they were painted white, it just felt so manufactured,” recalls 
Elms. “Newer projects can sometimes lack soul.” To turn the stairway into a compelling focal point, she convinced the 
homeowners that painting it black would add depth to the space, and indeed, the stairway is now an alluring architectural 
detail. 

In the kitchen eating area, Elms created a curved banquette that follows the contour of the bowed windows. A 
sculptural Apparatus !xture above the table was selected for its light, airy appeal. “We didn’t want to emphasize the 
lighting too much in here,” says Elms, noting the pared down crystal glass pendants above the island. Blue accents and 
the glass-mosaic tile backsplash with a metallic backing invigorate the white kitchen. 

Silvery blue-toned grass cloth on the walls gives the master bedroom a cocoon-like feel. Elms found the vintage blue 
velvet chairs at the Paris Flea Market. “The huge brass feet really makes the chairs special,” she says. Aged-brass drawer 
pulls on the walnut nightstands infuse more richness to the room, and brass is also featured in the master bathroom, 
where an eye-catching geometric chandelier is made of the bright gold metal. 

OPPOSITE: In the family room, a plush navy blue sectional is perfect for lounging. ABOVE: Elms 
called for the large stairway to be painted black, which dramatically enhanced its appeal. 
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ABOVE: Geometric ceiling molding and two striking glass Lindsey Adelman light fixtures help create 
definition in the expansive living room. OPPOSITE: Shades of gray, black, and white are found throughout the 
home; a Timorous Beasties wall covering in the foyer presents a particularly compelling mixture of the hues. 
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ABOVE: The kitchen backsplash, laid in a chevron pattern trimmed with gold leaf, 
breaks up the expanse of white cabinetry along the back wall. OPPOSITE: The built-in 
banquette in the kitchen accommodates the whole family for meals.
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CLOCKWISE, FROM 
THIS PAGE: Silvery 

shades of gray 
and blue evoke a 

sumptuous vibe in 
the master bedroom. 

As the vanity 
counter is made of 

thick marble, the 
backsplash consists 

solely of a slim 
band of brass. In the 

master bathroom, 
pale pink drapes 

frame the tub-
side window. One 

bedroom features 
an upholstered 

headboard that 
stretches to the 

ceiling and an extra 
wide window seat.
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