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ATTENTION TO DETAIL

INTERIOR SPACES BY LEO DESIGNS

Article based on interviews with Stephanie Wirth and Georgeann Rivas of Leo Designs, Ltd.
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Our appreciation of, and even-
tually our addiction to, interior 
design began at a very young 
age. When I was ten, I would 
rearrange my mother’s furnish-
ings and always had a fondness 
for accessorizing. She collected 
antique miniatures, includ-
ing antique doll furniture—
which I also enjoyed continu-
ally rearranging, much to my  
mother’s dismay! 

The first official room I decorat-
ed from top to bottom was my 
bedroom (I was very opinionat-
ed even at an early age). Thank-
fully, my mother, who is also ar-
tistic, understood my desires and 
allowed me to fulfill my dreams. 
Georgeann recalls not only dec-
orating her bedroom but also 
requesting monogrammed tow-
els for her trips to camp—even 
then, her love for quality and el-
egance could not be stifled!

The desire for detail in both my 
clothing and my room eventu-
ally translated to my living spac-
es. In my college dorm room, I 
made sure that my roommate’s 
bed linens matched my own; 
and in my tiny studio apartment 
when I was first starting out in 
Chicago, I used some hand-me-
down wicker porch furniture, to 
which I hung fat black tassels 
off the arms and made seat/back 
cushions in black velveteen (a 
fabric choice that is ever present 
in my current home).

Georgeann and I both have fabu-
lous, innovative, and fashionable 
mothers that we credit in helping 
us develop an eye for recogniz-
ing exquisite “finds”—whether 
they are discovered at flea mar-
kets, resale stores, or estate sales 
and auction houses. My expe-
rience growing up in Vienna, 
Austria, as a child and joining 
my mother in her “hunts” to all 
the antique markets, including 
the famed Dorotheum (compa-
rable to Christie’s in the United 

We chose a low-

slung sectional 

covered in natural 

linen fabric to face 

the fireplace and a 

custom-dyed 

goatskin rug to add 

both warmth and 

texture. Greek pots 
line the limestone 

bench that is 

attached to the 

limestone fireplace 

wall (the pots offer a 

nod to the family’s 
greek heritage).”

States), really influenced me and 
made me value beautiful things, 
whether they are one hundred 
years old or the latest Italian 
design. Similarly, Georgeann’s 
Greek heritage and family trips 
abroad created her fondness for 
simplicity and all-white interi-
ors, which has stayed with her 
to this day, and is evident when 
one enters her stunningly elegant 
Chicago apartment.

stYleD in simplicitY
Both Georgeann and I love sim-
plicity no matter what design 
style we are tackling. We prefer 
rooms that are underdone versus 
overdone. We differ from other 
designers in the sense that we 
spend inordinate amounts of 
time on the “layering” phase of 
our projects. For example, we 
spend hours scouring antique 
shops or bookstores, finding the 
exact right book binding color or 
perfectly aged mirror. We don’t 
stop until all the pieces of the 
puzzle are completed, even if it 

means finding dishes that match 
our client’s kitchen décor. We 
both love originality and thrive 
on surrounding our clients with 
original and often sentimen-
tal pieces. We love repurposing 
vintage pieces or clients’ old fur-
nishings and giving them new 
life. We always enjoy adding 
the unexpected to our homes, 
and treasure the fact that no two 
homes look alike. 

Overall, our clients are drawn 
to our eagerness to understand 
them as people, understand their 
lifestyle, and create our vision 
around that. We challenge them 
without intimidating them. 
They also appreciate that by hir-
ing us, the end result will be a 
home that is not overly studied 
or formulaic, but a space with 
furnishings and objects that give 
the sense that the owners slowly 
and thoughtfully collected them 
through the years. Our desire for 
perfection does not end when a 
job is completed—we often find 
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ourselves enthusiastically knock-
ing on our clients’ doors years 
later with the perfect sculpture 
or painting.

creatiVe soul mates
One of our very first proj-
ects working together was for 
a young family who had pur-
chased their first home and 
needed help figuring out how to 
fuse both their styles into one on 
a small budget. Georgeann and 
I worked effortlessly, and our 
minds were in sync. To this day, 
we finish each other’s sentences. 
The experience was fabulous, 
and we learned that we were cre-
ative soul mates destined to be in  
business together. 

This decision to be business part-
ners is one that I will never re-
gret and cherish deeply. I could 
not imagine working without 
Georgeann; we compliment each 
other and share our intense per-
fectionism and “obsessive com-
pulsive” qualities (which drive 
most of our friends, my husband 
not excluded, crazy). Thank-
fully, those traits end up benefit-
ing our clients who appreciate  
our thoroughness.

We start out every job really lis-
tening to our clients’ goals. To 
help them narrow down their 
style, we often ask our clients to 
show us, via magazine clippings, 
both elements of design they are 
drawn to as well as elements they 
are not. Often, the things they 
do not like are the most telling. 

Georgeann and I love challenges, 
so we are used to working within 
our clients’ limitations, whether 
budgetary or otherwise. Some-
times couples may have two 
completely different viewpoints, 

and we need to respect both peo-
ple but help them compromise 
and either merge their ideas or 
help them start anew. 

Our design philosophy is to pro-
vide each client with a home that 
reflects the homeowner’s individ-
ual style. At the end of the day, 
we want the homeowner happy 
and to feel like they are truly “at 
home.” The power of a beauti-
fully, timelessly designed home 
can not be overestimated as it 
provides the homeowner with a 
place to find peace and comfort 
in a world that can provide both 
unexpected pleasures as well  
as stresses.

contemporarY space
This particular project was de-
signed for a young family who 
was eager to have a fresh start, 
happily parting with their more 
traditional home and furnish-
ings after they found the perfect 
contemporary space to call their 
own. The spacious former nail 
factory located on the north side 
of Chicago had an open floor 
plan that enticed the couple as 
they were looking for both in-
door and outdoor spaces where 
they could easily entertain their 
large families and many friends, 
and where their four children 
could roam free. Overall, they 
were drawn to our simplistic, 
well thought-out design and also 
appreciated our understanding 
of the need to be practical. Both 
Georgeann and I are mothers, 
and as such are keen on incor-
porating functionality in design. 
(Translation: storage, storage, 
and more storage!)

Ultimately, our clients’ request 
was to create a contemporary 
home that could simultaneously 

hide all the messes that real life 
brings, especially with four chil-
dren ranging in ages from seven 
to thirteen. The bottom line 
was that there had to be easily 
accessible areas to hang coats, 
store sports equipment, house 
toys, and have sleepovers. They 
wanted a streamlined, minimal-
istic design that was not cold in 
feel. The end result was a pol-
ished, seamless design—whether 
it be the mud room with a stor-
age locker for each child to hang 
their coats, book bags, and charge 
their iPods; a playroom that 
doubles as the perfect sleepover 
room; or a kitchen with plenty of 
pantry storage with all the ame-
nities that a kitchen can house 
(including spice racks hidden be-
hind sliding marble slab doors). 
The all-stainless second kitchen 
can easily serve their children’s 
basketball teams, while their 
chocolate paneled media room 
provides them with a cozy area 
to either curl up and read books 
or watch movies. The motorized 
screen is hidden in the ceiling, 
so the room can operate like a 
state-of-the-art media room but 
can easily dual as a library/family 
room when needed.

When we first met with our cli-
ents, the almost 10,000-square-
foot space had unfinished floor-
ing, and the drywall was up. 
Other than that, we were dealing 
with a completely a blank slate. 
However, there was one design 
element that stood out to both 
Georgeann and myself, and it 
was the industrial staircase that 
was part of the former structure. 
It led to the custom-designed 
iron and glass partition in the 
breezeway, the dramatic cus-
tom light fixture in the dining 
room, and the distressed metal  

grass cloth wall covering adds texture to the wall behind 
the custom-designed platform bed. We layered cowhides 

in the same tones to add warmth.
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swimming pool surround. We 
found that these industrial ele-
ments were not only a nod to the 
history of the building, but more 
importantly added a much need-
ed aged patina in juxtaposition 
with the otherwise sleek design 
elements such as the lacquered 
white kitchen.

The inspiration was to maintain 
the “raw” feeling of the space by 
maintaining an open floor plan 
and keeping the color palette 
neutral in the main living areas 
(we ended up going through 
over thirty different white paints 
until we came across the per-
fect white that was not too stark 
but yet had a gallery feel). We, 
of course, felt it necessary to 
provide the element of surprise 
in some of the smaller spaces 
such as bathrooms. One guest 
bathroom was tiled entirely in 
chocolate crocodile tile, while 
another child’s bathroom was 
completely tiled in colorful wide  
horizontal stripes.

Design Details
Foyer/enTry 

The iron and glass partition 
not only prevents the Chicago 
wind from cooling down dinner 
guests, but also adds character 
to the space. We added the large 
charcoal drawing by Francine 
Turk as we felt it added drama 
and interest to the otherwise 
simple backdrop. (We kept it 
leaning on the floor to add to the 
“unfinished” feel we wanted—
the idea was that these pieces 
could move around on the cli-
ent’s whim, much like paintings 
in a gallery.)

DininG room

We chose a dining table with 
strong lines (the sculptural legs 
are also metal) and combined 
the table with tailored yet com-
fortable leather chairs. The lime-
stone fireplace wall is flanked on 
one side by a tall stack of fire-
wood to add interest, texture, 
and warmth.

LivinG room

We chose a low-slung sectional 
covered in natural linen fabric to 
face the fireplace and a custom-
dyed goatskin rug to add both 
warmth and texture. Greek pots 
line the limestone bench that is 
attached to the limestone fire-
place wall (the pots offer a nod 
to the family’s Greek heritage).

maSTer beDroom

Grass cloth wall covering adds 
texture to the wall behind the 
custom-designed platform bed. 
We layered cowhides in the same 
tones to add warmth. Barcelona 
leather chairs face a mirrored 
fireplace that is housed in a 
seamlessly designed storage unit.

maSTer baThroom 
We continued using earthy and 
serene hues in the bathroom. 
The tub is the “star” of the room, 
and the plumbing fittings were 
attached to a mosaic wall that 
was built-out to add dimension 

to the space (the intent was to 
treat the tub like a piece of art). 
The tub wall corresponds with 
the main mosaic divider wall, 
which in turn effectively divides 
the vanity area from the shower/
tub area but still allows the light 
to engulf the entire space.

KiDS’ roomS 
Since most of the home’s palette 
is neutral, we had fun in the kids’ 
bathrooms—one was tiled en-
tirely in Tiffany blue mosaic tile, 
another in vivid, wide horizontal 
stripes. One of the daughters’ 
room even has her name painted 
in graffiti on the wall behind her 
bed in keeping with the urban 
feel of the home and to add a bit 
of whimsy.

KiTchenS

The main white lacquered kitch-
en holds two full-size refrigera-
tor/freezers, wine storage, plenty 
of pantry storage, two full-size 
dishwashers, baking station, cap-
puccino maker, plenty of storage 
for dishes/pots and pans, etc. 
The second stainless kitchen was 
designed for entertainment (a 
full-size outdoor basketball court 
is adjacent to the kitchen).

Our favorite part of this proj-
ect was being able to work on 
such a unique space and emerge 
ourselves in contemporary de-
sign. We clicked with our clients 
right away, and were given a lot 
of leeway regarding our design 
choices. It was fun to work with 
such open-minded clients. I have 
to say that there really weren’t 
many difficult challenges on this 
job as the clients were receptive 
to our ideas. Of course, we had 
to negotiate on a few items, such 
as some cool low-slung Italian 
leather chairs we wanted for the 
living room. Instead, we replaced 
them with upholstered chairs 

that had seat heights that were 
better suited for some of the 
older family members who fre-
quently visit. Thankfully, we had 
a great team of people working 
on this job, and everyone was so 
excited to work in the space that 
we all helped each other no mat-
ter what obstacles came our way.

Georgeann and I learned that in 
this case, the interior architec-
ture could be the star, and our 
furnishings and accessories sec-
ondary to the space. We could 
also stay true to the elegance 
and simplicity that we adore and 
still provide our clients with all 

“
The spacious former nail factory 

located on the north siDe of 

chicago had an open floor 

plan that enticed the couple 

as they were looking for both 

indoor and outdoor spaces 

where they could easily 

entertain their large families 

and many friends, and 

where their four children 

could roam free.” 

the practical elements without it 
compromising the overall design 
of the home. While this home 
looks different from some of the 
others we’ve designed, the key el-
ements are all the same: simplic-
ity, elegance, and individuality. 
Those elements still permeated 
the space. [AL]

i www.leodesignschicago.com
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