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Fashion Magazine: 
Fashion Shoot, NY by 
Martin Parr hangs in the 
living room. OPPOSITE In 
the foyer, the painting 
Parlatorio di San 
Zaccharia by Joseph 
Heinz. View from Saint 
Claude Avenue Bridge, 
New Orleans, LA by 
Robert Polidori.

san francisco 
snapshot

in his classic  
Pacific Heights 

abode, a self- 
proclaimed  

“art omnivore”  
focuses on  

photography

By Elizabeth Khuri Chandler  Photographed by Lisa Romerein 
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ith a postcard view of the San 
Francisco Bay glittering behind 
the paneled living room windows, 
Trevor Traina sinks into a hand-
blocked, red velvet sofa. He’s 
oblivious to the fact that his Jack 
Russell terrier, Tippy, is digging 

into the pillows with single-minded determination.
“The reality is we have one house, a 300-piece art collection, a 

two-year-old, a three-year-old, dogs, and everyone has to coexist 
peacefully,” he says before scooting the pooch off the furniture. 

Coexistence chez Traina marries posh with cozy. Eclectic 
decor from a variety of eras shares space throughout the 
11,300-square-foot, five-level, Edwardian home in Pacific 
Heights. Red doors open up to a sprawl of checkerboard black-
and-white marble flooring, mitigated by a wayward rocking 
horse and a kid-sized Ferrari that Traina’s son, Johnny,  
sometimes “drives” to nursery school across the street. On 
Traina’s left, an ’80s John Baldessari work, Cutting Ribbon, 

Man in Wheelchair, hangs next to an uber-contemporary Jack-
ie Nickerson photograph of Irish nuns; Gesso eagles that were 
once props in the Jean Cocteau film La Belle et La Bête seem 
poised to take flight on either side of the fireplace; it’s also  
difficult to miss the silvery Venetian grotto furniture and  
albino peacocks perched throughout the color-infused rooms.

But it’s not the furnishings or kids paraphernalia propelling 
this 100-year-old house into the 21st century; it’s the art on the 
walls. The dwelling practically vibrates with fresh energy, thanks 
to Traina’s formidable photography collection, slated as the 
subject of an exhibition at the de Young Museum next summer.

Such an avant-garde assemblage requires a house of some 
weight and magnitude. Traina and his wife, Alexis Swanson 
Traina, were living across the street in a Mid-Century Modern 
bachelor pad when this stately brick structure went on the 
market. The young couple was expecting a second child, and the 

home, which had been owned by one family for 50 years, had 
lots of potential. “To me, it looked like a solid house, a handsome 
house, a family house, that also happened to be great for an art  
collection,” he says. Calling on the help of interior designers 
Thomas Britt and Ann Getty, they filled the five levels with cus-
tom fabrics, repurposed furnishings and family heirlooms. They 
also used mining equipment to carve out the granite foundation 
in order to free up an additional 3,000 square feet. The first two 
levels now include several stairways and hallways tiled with  
images, a Lower Gallery, Small Cube Gallery, Large Cube Gallery, 
and miniature Kew Gardens-style conservatory—brought over 
from England pane by pane—complete with a classic British 
chandelier from Partridge Fine Arts in London. 

Today, the successful Internet entrepreneur has all the 
markings of a dyed-in-the-wool collector: Ask him how many 
pieces he has, and he’s not quite sure. (Much of the overflow 
from his trove is stored off-site.) He had to begin somewhere, 
though. In the ’90s, as junior marketing executive at Seagram 
in New York City (“Where I was 23 with an alcohol expense 

“The reality is that 
we have one house, a 

300-piece art  
collection,  

a two-year-old, a 
three-year-old,  

dogs, and every-
one has to coexist 

peacefully.”

In the Lower Gallery (from 
left), History Painting by 
Keith Tyson. NY City by 
Robert Frank. A 16th 
century Buddhist family 
shrine from China. Los 
Angeles by Robert Frank. 
The Joiner by Daniel 
Lefcourt. OPPOSITE Untitled 
#103 from the Faith Series 
by Jackie Nickerson hangs 
on the living room mantel 
with two Gesso eagle 
candelabras from La Belle 
et La Bête on either side.
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On the master level 
(from left), A sphere lit 
from the top, four 
sides, and all their 
combinations by Sol 
LeWitt. Cody, 
Wyoming, Bismarck, 
North Dakota, Denver, 
Colorado, and Las 
Vegas, Nevada, all  
by Lee Friedlander.  
Walking Cake II (color) 
by Laurie Simmons. 
OPPOSITE Traina, in the 
living room, in front of 
On Track (Runts) by 
Robert Rauschenberg.
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account—and as you can imagine, all the friends in the world,” he 
remarks dryly), Traina was unfamiliar with photography mania. 
His third day on the job, the on-staff art curator asked him to select 
a piece for his office. The moody Manhattan skyscape of Nicholas 
Nixon’s View West from Park Avenue and 55th Street, New York 

City appealed to the Northern California native with its jagged 
contrast to San Francisco’s milky light and Victorian silhouette. 

 A few years later, when the black-and-white Nixon landscape 
came up for auction, Traina couldn’t resist. It now hangs in the 
Lower Gallery of his home, near History Painting by Keith  
Tyson, and NY City by Robert Frank. At the time, Traina had 
already amassed a burgeoning American art collection, but that 
print set him on a path that abandoned the old for the cutting 
edge. “Photography is a young medium. It’s an American  
medium, and many of the masterpieces are still available,” he 
elaborates. “Think about it. If you want to buy a real master-

piece in painting or sculpture, you’re talking 10, 20, 40 million 
dollars, and that’s way beyond my budget.”

While Traina’s father, John, was a noted Fabergé collector 
and his mother, Dede Wilsey, collects Impressionist art, he 
could strike out on his own with this genre. The Princeton and 
Oxford grad compares it to one of the last great gold rushes, 
citing a piece of advice he received from collector and friend 
John Pritzker: “Buy everything. It’s going, going, gone.” 

   s he walks briskly through his galleries, 
his exuberance for his sometimes 
dark-themed collection becomes  
apparent in his ringing voice. 

“The guy over there, Garry Wino-
grand, in my mind he is like ‘The  
Far Side.’ His photos are so amusing—
look at the men who look like their 

animals. And that Elliot Richardson [an image of a press conference 
with sad decor],” he adds in a whisper, “It’s so hideous—you 
know that those potted plants only make it worse.” 

Monochrome documentary pieces from the ’60s and ’70s by 
Walker Evans, Robert Frank, Diane Arbus and Lee Friedlander 
contrast images in bright Technicolor, such as The Red Ceiling 
by William Eggleston and Meeting Street by Stephen Shore. 
Traina considers ’70s color photography 

An albino peacock in 
the living room was a 
gift from Traina’s 
stepmother, Danielle 
Steel. The Seneca by 
Alec Soth. OPPOSITE 
The foyer is rarely 
without toys for the 
two Traina children, 
Johnny and Delphina.

a

“Photography is a 
young medium. It’s an 

American medium...
Buy everything. It’s 

going, going, gone.”

continued on page 126
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CLOCKWISE FROm TOP LEFT The façade of the Edwardian abode in 
Pacific Heights. In the Large Cube Gallery, Union Rave by Andreas 
Gursky, El Capitan by Thomas Struth, Ayamonte by Gursky.  
In the dining room, Red Interior, Provincetown by Joel meyerowitz.  
In the living room, Cutting Ribbon, Man in Wheelchair by John 
Baldessari. The Traina family. OPPOSITE The light-filled conservatory 
with chandelier from Partridge Fine Arts, michael Taylor sofas  
and interiors designed by Ann Getty.
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