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The room was a horror. That’s what interior designer 
Cathleen Gouveia said to herself when she � rst saw the 
top � oor bedroom at the San Rafael showcase house.

“No way,” she told the showcase organizers. The ceil-
ings were low, the doors stuck. She just couldn’t work with 
this space, she thought. 

“It was a dank, dark, horrible space,” she remembers. 
But then she got an idea. 

Cathleen Ann Gouveia, award-winning interior designer 
and Tiburon mom, principal of Cathleen Gouveia Design, 
is emerging as one of the Bay Area’s most imaginative 
interior designers as well as a � erce advocate for her pro-
fession. 

Now a three-time winner of the American Society of 
Interior Designers design excellence awards, she has 
designed high-end spaces for clients throughout the Bay 
Area and award-winning rooms for showcase houses in 
San Francisco, Marin and Napa. She was named a San 
Francisco Chronicle “style-maker” in 2011 and is set to 
take over as president of the ASID California North chap-
ter this fall. 

Jerry Jacobs, a former ASID president and current 
Tiburon resident who recommended Gouveia for the post, 

says he was impressed by her courage. 
“Cathleen has proven to be focused, energetic and al-

ways committed to working for our mutual cause, the im-
provement of our interior-design profession,” Jacobs says. 
“I anticipate exciting plans and achievements during her 
term as president.” 

Gouveia travelled a long road, with many twists and 
turns before � nding her home in Tiburon and a career as 
a designer. Born in Akron, Ohio, she moved frequently on 
the East Coast with her family. At � rst, while an under-
graduate at Pennsylvania State University, she thought 
she wanted to be a journalist. After graduation, she joined 
the advertising agency Saatchi and Saatchi as an account 
executive in New York City. She worked there for 12 years. 
It was there, she remembers, that she read an article on 
color and how it a� ects people, their moods, even their ap-
petites and sleep patterns. 

“I thought, ‘I need to help people create three dimension-
al environments they can walk through,’” she says. 

She decided to go back to school at the School of Visual 
Arts in New York, then transferred to Rhode Island School 
of Design. She graduated three years later, as one of 

RISD’s � rst students to receive a master’s degree in Inte-
rior Architecture and Design, she says. 

In the 1980’s, while mountain biking with a friend, Gou-
veia rode through the small town of Tiburon. She came 
home to tell her then-boyfriend, Robert, now her husband, 
that she wanted to move west, though it would take until 
1999 until she did so. 

“I just had it in my heart that I wanted to come back 
here,” she says. 

The West o� ered a fresh start with a fresh sensibility, 
she says. With good weather almost year round, designers 
can create spaces that include the outdoors. 

“The design has a more fresh aesthetic out here, much 
more in� uenced by nature rather than history,” she says. 

That aesthetic suits her. Her designs are clean and well-
structured. 

“I try not to over-design spaces,” she says. “I believe 
that there should be a lot of use of glass, metal. All of the 
organic elements that make a space feel like it belongs to 
the earth.” 

Gouveia says she also appreciates the innovative archi-
tectural styles of the West. Where East Coast design often 
focuses on the adapted reuse of older buildings, she says, 
West Coast architects are free to do more ground break-
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COURTESY OF DAVID DUNCAN LIVINGSTON 

Cathleen Gouveia transformed a dark and low-slung attic into a lofty bedroom with a sand-blasted white-oak ceiling, sleek ship-inspired built-in storage and a fully retractable door system that opens the room 
to a broad new deck. 

info
For more information, visit gouveiadesign.com.

ing, experimental work, creating interior 
spaces that challenge her. 

But that doesn’t mean she has totally 
abandoned her East Coast roots. 

“I de� nitely like the relaxed California 
lifestyle, but part of me is very much 
rooted in my East Coast background, 
the formal traditional classicism. I try to 
bridge both of them and infuse them into 
my work.” 

When Gouveia sits down with a client, 
she tries to � nd out as much as possible 
about the client’s lifestyle and how they 
want to interact with the interior space, she 
says. 

“I ask ‘Where’s the Christmas tree going 
to go? What’s going to happen on Fourth of 
July?’” she says. “You need to understand 
that so you know how to design the space.” 

Local clients, she says, often want a 
house that has a well-travelled, European 
look. For that, she scours antique stores 
and art galleries, artisans and showrooms 
both locally and abroad for the � nest col-
lectibles, rugs, bespoke furniture and art 
to accent her interiors. 

“Locally, people want to try to create 
a house that looks like it’s been collected 
over time, not like you ran out and bought 
it at a retailer.” 

Occasionally, however, designers run 
into con� icts with clients who hire an 
interior designer to locate these objects 
and then try to buy cheap knock-o� s in-
dependently so that they don’t have to pay 
the designers’ mark-up. Gouveia � nds this 
infuriating. 

“It’s more than a problem,” she says. “A 
lot of people are leaving the trade because 
of it. We go to school for this. We’re trained 
for what we do.” 

Gouveia says as the new ASID Califor-
nia North president she hopes to institute 
changes in the way interior design work is 
billed that would do away with margins on 
objects and raise hourly rates instead, “so 
we don’t have to compete with the client.” 

David “DJ” Johnson, vice president of 
membership at ASID headquarters in 

Washington, D.C., praised Gouveia’s work 
bringing the problem to the attention to the 
public. 

“She’s been a � erce advocate for getting 
people to understand what designers do,” 
he says. 

Gouveia has had to get creative when it 
comes to juggling motherhood and interior 
design. In 2005, her son, Ryan, was born 
into the designer life, visiting antique 
shops and galleries in his stroller and 
spending long hours at designer showcase 
houses. 

“They called him my designer baby,” 
she says. Ryan, now 11, attends Del Mar 
Middle School. 

Gouveia has won three ASID interior 
design awards, her � rst for the bedroom at 
the San Rafael designer showcase house in 
2011. That project remains the one she is 
most proud of. 

Her big idea, she says, was bringing the 
ocean to the cramped dark space she was 
given. Knowing the house was owned by a 
shipping magnate, Gouveia says she imag-
ined what it would be like to stand on the 
deck of a ship at sea with the sunlight seep-
ing through the fog and the wind in her face. 

Making that vision a reality, however, re-
quired some elbow grease. She ripped out 
walls, raised the ceiling and built a bath-
room. Most remarkably, she insisted on 
building a deck outside the folding glass 
doors, something other interior designers 
working on the project said could not be 
done. With the help of friend who was an 
engineer, the deck was eventually built. 

Six weeks later the room was a breezy, 
ocean-themed wonderland with folding 
glass doors that opened to an ipe deck 
surrounded by trees. The design brought 
light, air and even a view of the bay into 
the space. 

“The nature that was outside trans-
formed it,” she says.

Contributing writer Gretchen Lang of Bel-
vedere covers the environment. She spent 
15 years abroad writing for newspapers 
including the Boston Globe and the Inter-
national Herald Tribune.

Designer, continued from last page
———

COURTESY OF DAVID DUNCAN LIVINGSTON 

Reclaimed ipe fl oors extend from the balcony through the bedroom to the new bathroom under the 
eaves. The Venetian plaster wall fi nish brings to mind the glisten of water. 
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Cathleen Gouveia worked with contractors to raise the attic bedroom ceiling from eight to 14 feet high.

Cathleen Gouveia in front of the San Rafael Decorator Showcase home. 
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