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A Director Takes Direction 

Off Broadway Director Trip Cullman’s NoHo Loft 
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 Trip Cullman, the prolific Off Broadway theater director, 

compares decorating his apartment to conceiving the set for a 

play. “Every decision is vetted through me, but in the happiest 

circumstances, it’s a creative collaboration,” he said. 

Mr. Cullman, 39, happily collaborated on the design of his 

NoHo loft with his mother, Elissa Cullman, the co-author with 

Tracey Pruzan of “The Detailed Interior” (Monacelli Press, 

2013) and a founder of Cullman & Kravis, which is a perennial 

on Architectural Digest’s list of 100 leading architects and 

designers. 
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When he talks about his mother, Mr. Cullman sounds a bit star-

struck. “I think of her as the Meryl Streep of decorating — 

she’s so versatile and she’s had a long career,” he said. “I was 

conscious growing up that she had an extraordinary eye. Our 

house may have been more formal than some of my friends’ 

places, but I never felt I couldn’t lie down on a couch to read a 

book or watch TV. The rooms she creates are aesthetically 

dazzling and filled with interesting things, but they are 

incredibly livable.” 

 

Nearly a decade ago, when Mr. Cullman bought his 2,000-

square-foot loft, he told his mother that it was important to  

respect the former factory’s bones.   
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 “The kitchen and office area in the middle were closed off, and I said, ‘This is a loft. Let’s knock down some walls and 

make it really open.’ She had her doubts, but we were never at cross purposes. The apartment is really a marriage of my 

sensibility and hers.” 

 

The first things he asked his mother to design were built-ins for the main living area. “Bookshelves seem essential to the 

quality of how one lives,” Mr. Cullman said. “The wall where we built them is not brick, but my mom did this very clever 

thing. She put in a thin layer of brick on the back of the shelves to marry them to the opposite wall.” 

The shelves hold a carefully arranged assortment of books, family photos, mementos and knickknacks. “These are my 

Disney Princess Pez dispensers,” he said. “This is my fourth-grade math project from the St. Bernard’s School that I did 

for Mr. Bazarini, who was the best teacher I ever had. He was instrumental in my choice of going into the theater, so I 

keep that out to remember him.” (Ronald Bazarini died in 2011.) 



 

His mother admires how he continually curates the vignettes on his shelves and tables. “It’s what I call re-tchotchkefying, 

which is my obsession,” she said. “I am glad that he’s been paying attention to me all these years.” 

A poster for his thesis production of “A Streetcar Named Desire” at the Yale School of Drama hangs between the 

bookcase and the front door. “I set it on the Lower East Side and had Stanley work in a meat factory, and there were slabs 

of beef hanging from hooks over Stella and Stanley’s apartment,” he said. “Blanche DuBois became a version of my 

grandmother.” 

 

Mr. Cullman is quick to explain he adored his maternal grandmother, Marsha Forman, who presided over the Peter Luger 

steakhouse in Williamsburg, Brooklyn. “My grandfather bought it from the Lugers, but my grandmother ran the 

business,” he said. “When I’d spend weekends at her house in Flatbush, she would sometimes put on her fur hat and coat 

and drive us to the meatpacking district in her white Cadillac. She would stick her perfectly manicured fingernail into a 

slab of beef, which was her secret way of determining if it was right for the restaurant.” 

Mr. Cullman inherited the hospitality gene. “I love having an open kitchen so my friends can chat with me while I cook. If 

I weren’t a director, I’d be a chef,” he said. “I used to host a weekly poker game on Sunday nights, which are sacred to 

theater people because Mondays are our days off.” 

 

The kitschy red leather ottomans resembling dice in front of the fireplace are a nod to those gambling evenings. “My 

mother and I found them in downtown Stamford, Conn., which is an antiques mecca,” he said. “It’s a huge secret that not 

a lot of civilians know about.” 

 

The sofas in front of the fireplace were designed for him. “I said to my mom that I would love chocolate-brown corduroy 

couches, and this is what she came up with,” he said. “These are the best TV-watching couches in the world. They are 

very deep and when I have dinner parties, people just curl up in them.” 

She also designed the faux limestone mantel where Mr. Cullman displays a plastic Oscar statuette for “Best Friend,” 

which was given to him at one of his annual Academy Awards parties. “I keep it there because there was a real Oscar on 

the mantel when I first saw the apartment,” he said. “Tatum O’Neal used to live here.” 

Most of his show business memorabilia is kept in the guest room, where the walls are covered with framed posters for 

plays he’s directed. 

 

“It’s my vanity room,” said Mr. Cullman, who directed a revival this spring of “The Substance of Fire” by Jon Robin 

Baitz at the Second Stage Theater on West 43rd Street. Next up for him in New York is Simon Stephens’ “Punk Rock,” 

an MCC Theater production that begins previews on Oct. 29 at the Lucille Lortel Theater. 

 

“The thing that is beautiful and sad about the theater is that it’s an evanescent art form. When a play closes, the production 

is gone forever. These posters are my only way to have something concrete from them.” (But he knows that videos of 

some of the plays he directed are available at the New York Public Library for the Performing Arts, Dorothy and Lewis B. 

Cullman Center, which is named for a great-aunt and uncle.) 

 

Mr. Cullman also collects fine art. The dining area has two striking photographs: Diane Arbus’s 1965 picture of young 

couple on a bench in Washington Square Park, printed by Neil Selkirk, and Doug Hall’s enormous image of an empty 

Italianate opera house. A pair of painted wood wings — part of Mr. Cullman’s folk art collection, which includes many 

hand-me-downs from his mother — stands on the sideboard in front of the Hall photo. 

“I love them because they remind me of ‘Angels in America,’ which was a hugely influential piece of theater for me as a 

kid,” he said. “And then I assisted Mike Nichols on the HBO film version. He’s one of my mentors.” 

As he walks back to his spacious bedroom, Mr. Cullman explains that it was originally half the size. “There was a massive 

walk-in closet, and we removed most of it,” he said. “I don’t have that many clothes, and we needed the space because my 

dream was to have a king-size bed, which my mother designed. The custom mattress is by Cullman & Kravis, too — 

believe it or not. It’s supercomfortable, but it’s a little harder than you’d expect.” 

For softness, there is an ankle-deep flokati rug. “It’s my favorite thing in my whole life, and no sheep were killed in 

making it,” he said. “It’s supersoft and superplush. I am not a morning person, so I wanted the first thing my feet touched 

when I woke up from sleep to feel like I was walking on a cloud.” 

 

A version of this article appears in print on August 17, 2014, on page RE4 of the New York edition with the headline: “A 

Director Takes Direction.” 


