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R
esting on the wild cliffs of Big Sur, California, is Esalen, 

a storied retreat center and educational institute that 

has attracted the likes of Hunter S. Thompson, Joan 

Baez and, via helicopter in 1968, George Harrison 

and Ringo Starr. The site, or “campus,” which over the years 

has been built by its loving residents and passers-through, is 

impossibly gorgeous, dotted with wood cabins, hot springs, 

yurts and an organic farm and garden. It is also, at times, 

incredibly isolated—in fact, at press time, under the stress 

caused by this winter’s rains, the bridge leading in and out of 

the area buckled and was closed for repairs, essentially cutting 

Esalen off from the rest of the world. 

 When in 2014 it became clear to Esalen’s management that 

many of the resident rooms needed an upgrade, they found 

Carissa Duncan of the local firm Salt + Bones, who had done 

work in and around her home base of Carmel. “They wanted 

someone who had a deep understanding of the area and the 

history of Esalen—as well as its future,” Duncan says. Having 

previously visited Esalen as a guest, Duncan was sensitive to 

making swift, cost-effective improvements that would go 

almost unnoticed by the visitors and staff. In concert with a host 

of Esalen directors and sustainability experts, she embarked 

upon the renovation of two sets of guest rooms, Maslow and 

Watts, named for influential Esalen visitors. For those rooms, 

with the residents’ needs for a peaceful retreat driving her 

every move, she introduced soothing natural fabrics such as 

linen and cotton, built-in wood furniture and soft, utilitarian 

seating and lighting. After seamlessly harmonizing Maslow and 

Watts, Duncan was recruited to restore and redesign a much 

more historically significant building: Fritz House, once used as 

a workshop space by perhaps the most well-known Esalen 

personality, the gestalt psychologist Fritz Perls.
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C
lad in hand-hewn stone and built partially into the earth 

with a 180-degree ocean view, Fritz House remained 

untouched since it was built by hand in 1968. Time 

and the salty sea air had compromised the original 

redwood, so Duncan replaced only what was unsalvageable 

and repurposed the scrap wood for other parts of the redesign, 

including the base of the bench hugging the main curved wall, 

and the custom uplit headboards. “Lighting and ambience was 

important,” Duncan says. Carefully placed up and down lights 

“create the effect of a beautiful, candlelit glow.” 

 Duncan anchored the living room with a beefy wood table from 

Four Hands, and added a modern stone table and a pair of Eames 

chairs to the tiny dining area. Hovering above, the aptly named 

Birds Nest pendant lamp from Ay Illuminate evokes a safe haven—

fitting, like the other simple yet graceful design elements, for guests 

who need absolute solace. “We wanted to be sensitive to what 

came before us,” Duncan says. “And to honor the past rather than 

overshadow or take away.”    Salt + Bones, salt-bones.com
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