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INTRODUCTION

Thirty years in …

It doesn’t feel like three decades have passed since I printed my first business cards in Chicago. It was 1995 and I had some hope, youthful self-confidence, and just enough fear. Thirty years is a long time to do what I do. As this anniversary neared, I kept circling back to all I’ve learned and tried along the way. The mistakes I’ve made and what I did to overcome them.

As different as my life looks now—I have grown my firm to forty people and my family to four—the pull I feel toward design and architecture that represents the people who live with it, and my appreciation for things that stand the test of time still remain the foundation of my design process.

This is the book I have always wanted to write, but it wasn’t until now that I could. I needed the years of designing and thinking, of working through each project, of learning something every day.

I believe your home should tell your story. I’ve said this from the beginning. But what does that actually mean? How do you put it into practice? What makes a room feel authentic to the people who live there? These were the questions I was considering when thinking about where to take you with this book.

Truly good design does not expire. It is never about the new or the latest. It is honest, emotional, something you see with your eyes but feel with your heart. I remember an enthusiastic salesperson who followed me through two miles of the Kitchen & Bath Show in Las Vegas, hoping to impress me with his touch-activated, color-changing countertops. All I could think was, “I’m never using those.”



[image: A cozy seating area with two boucle armchairs, a small glass-top table, and a floor lamp near a window with curtains.]


When I need inspiration, I look in two directions: up and backwards. Up to the homes and rooms and estates that are maybe way too grand for a particular project but are always filled with incredible ideas. (You may not be able to live in a seventeenth-century Italian villa, but you could re-create the floors in your entry.) I look backwards to the past for historic references I can interpret or use in a modern way. I will show you how to do both in this book.

I am passing on my entire experience to you, so you can start to think about decorating in a very personal way, to see design through a new lens that brings your own creative vision into focus. What is it that is important and interesting to you? Let’s figure that out first—and then let’s be thoughtful about the spaces, objects, and furniture we surround ourselves with.

In our rush to “finish” a room, it is easy to feel pressure to make decisions too fast. Those chairs. That lamp. This paint color. Just get it done. But let me ask you this: Why are you rushing? Decorating is meant to be enjoyable, and rooms are meant to come together over time. Some of the spaces in this book took years to assemble, piece by piece. Personal design is never instantaneous. Give yourself permission to take the time you need to make a space that you will love living in.

My greatest hope is that this book gives you the confidence to find and hear your own voice with clarity, to shut out the noise from social media, magazines, catalogs, and the design industry, myself included.

Are you ready? Then let’s go make some brave design choices—together.

[image: Nate Berkus’ stylized signature with overlapping loops and a horizontal line extending to the right.]
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1 MAKE IT PERSONAL

2 EMBRACE HISTORY

3 INTRODUCE CHARACTER

4 DEVELOP YOUR VISION



[image: Part 1: The Four Tenets of Good Design.]




I have spent the last three decades walking through front doors that don’t belong to me. Often for the purpose of reimagining what lies beyond, sometimes just to visit. I have come to understand that what matters most in a home is a sense of connection, a deep link to the space, what has taken place there—or will—and the objects inside. Without this, a room can be beautiful, but it can also feel impersonal. I have been in expensive homes full of expensive things, that somehow still felt empty. The rooms said nothing. Where had the people who live there come from? What did they do for joy? What moments did they celebrate together as a family? Everything was too perfect, and I have always felt that the cracks are “how the light gets in,” to borrow a lyric from Leonard Cohen.

Connection in a space is an abstract notion. How you achieve it can come about organically. For a room to be successful—and by that, I mean a room that feels like a reflection of you and works for how you live your life—it needs to be personal and have history, character, and a developed vision. My Four Tenets of Good Design are not rules to follow, as much as they are a framework to help you think about design, not just as something pretty to look at but as something that inspires you to be the best version of yourself in the moments when no one is watching.

[image: A cozy living area with a wooden daybed, round marble table, and decorative touches including a vase with branches and a vintage mirror on the wall.]
You can see each of the four tenets in the parlor level of our former NYC townhouse. The pottery bird on the mantel was brought back from Peru, where Jeremiah and I got engaged—something personal. The furniture is a mix of nineteenth-century French antiques and vintage pieces from the 1930s and 1960s—a little history. The space includes a Louis XVI–style fireplace, deep crown moulding, and light oak floors in a classic chevron pattern—the character. And the vision, how it all came together, was tied to the room’s purpose: introducing guests, in a thoughtfully edited way, to the aesthetic style of the rest of the home.

[image: A cozy dining and living space with a mix of vintage and modern furniture, featuring a plush armchair, a wooden dining table, and decorative accents.]
Establishing a room’s purpose is another way to create a personal connection with your space. The open furniture arrangement in our NYC dining room, the way the table is set to one side, was intentional. We wanted to make a lot of memories there; the extra room allowed us to welcome as many friends and family as possible.



1 MAKE IT PERSONAL

I’ve always believed in the power of things.




I’ve always believed in the power of things.

There is both alchemy and magic in their ability to transport us—to a place, a time, a loved one, a memory. If the objects you choose to live with do not tell the story of you, if they do not help you move through your space with a sense of joy and familiarity, then, you haven’t yet arrived where I’m hoping to take you now. Even though it may look beautiful, what you’ve created is not really your home but more like a showroom, a copy of someone else’s ideas.

A favorite book displayed prominently on your coffee table. Artwork that represents all the places you’ve called home. A collection of antique silver frames started by your grandmother, continued by you. These pieces say more about you, as a person, than most of the other design decisions you will make.

Every designer has their own process. For me, creating a home starts with getting to know my clients—at times better than they know themselves. Their willingness to open up is the price of having a home that reflects them. That level of introspection doesn’t come from scrolling through their Pinterest board or Instagram feed. It doesn’t happen after one or two (or even ten) meetings to look at pages pulled from a magazine. That is mainly just noise. It doesn’t tell me enough about who they are and what they want to see mirrored back at them in their space.

I have a sociological approach to decorating. I want to know what someone’s favorite book is and why. Their favorite thing to make in the kitchen and how they serve it. Does everybody pile up around the island, or do they sit at a beautifully set table? With these answers, I can make decisions about seating, storage, floorplans, even whether the serving dishes are kept on display.

As this chapter unfolds, I will be asking you to open up. To turn inward, instead of outward for inspiration. To ask yourself the questions that really matter, and to be honest in your answers—to quiet the noise. I want you to create a home truly tailored to you, one that speaks to who you are, where you came from, and the beautiful and meaningful life you aspire to live.

[image: A stack of books with a striped fabric band and two carved wooden hand-shaped objects placed on top.]
This striped fabric bookmark is something I bought on a whim in Mexico, because I thought it was handsome. It sits on a book about my friend, the artist James Brown. The carved hands on top are from one of my ten thousand trips to a local antiques mall. You learn so much about me from this one grouping of objects: where I’ve been, who I love, where I like to shop.



WHERE ARE YOU FROM?

I love the phrase “putting down roots.” It speaks not just to our current self but also to the history that we are making, the heritage we are bringing with us into a space… our roots.

How our past becomes a part of our home can look and feel many different ways. Maybe you’ve inherited your great-grandmother’s “good” dishes and need a way to display them. Maybe reconnecting with your Mexican heritage means covering your favorite armchair with a colorful Otomi fabric or setting the table with hand-embroidered placemats.

Finding meaningful ways to include these types of objects in your home’s story is always energy well spent. They are not just a representation of where you come from but a connection to your memories of that place. My goal in designing a space is always to remind people of the best times of their lives. When the world outside feels overwhelming, these gestures inside—the ones that remind us of our own stories and history—can help keep us balanced.

[image: A wooden table with decorative items, including a three-legged bowl and a fish-shaped candle holder with white candles.]
1. South American pottery candleholders that belonged to my late partner, Fernando Bengoechea.

[image: A cozy corner with a wooden cabinet, a textured armchair, a tall potted plant, and decorative plates on the wall.]
2. Hand-painted lebrillo dinner plates hung in a sunroom. These are from Mexico, but the original designs date back to fifteenth-century Spain.
[image: A cozy bedroom corner featuring a bed with linens, an accent pillow, a wooden side table, and a decorative wall tapestry with a forest scene.]
3. A nineteenth-century Flemish tapestry on the wall behind a headboard.
[image: A collection of rustic ceramic vessels, including jars, bowls, and pitchers, displayed on a marble surface.]
4. Vintage Mexican pottery grouped together on a mantel.
[image: An outdoor seating area with a pergola, wicker chairs, and a decorative fountain surrounded by greenery.]
Jeremiah and I started collecting small, ceramic bulls, known as Toritos de Pucará, when we lived in Los Angeles. Traditionally, in Peru, these figures are placed on the roof for good luck and to bring prosperity.




WHERE HAVE YOU BEEN?

Many years ago, I was renovating my first studio apartment in New York City. It had a tiny kitchen with four upper cabinets and four lower, and I wanted to find interesting hardware for the doors. I searched all over Manhattan for the perfect knobs and pulls. Then, that summer, as I was unskillfully scooting around Patmos, Greece, on vacation, I stopped in the local marine hardware store on an errand, and I spotted some handmade, unlacquered brass latches (designed for boats, not kitchens) and bought eight immediately. For the entire time I lived in that apartment, each morning when I reached for a coffee cup and every night when I put away the plates, I was connected to the memory of summer in Greece with good friends, great food, and surprisingly incredible hardware.

Everywhere I go, I look for the simplest representation of that place—rustic tables and ancient objects from Peru or woven textiles from Laos. Crafts that were made by hand and are a beautiful expression of a place’s culture.

Think about the places you’ve experienced, the destinations beyond your vacation highlight reel. Is there a particular town, village, or street you’ve seen and felt and loved? A museum you visited that your mind wanders to often? A hotel you return to because it makes you feel like the best version of yourself?

Spend some time visually examining these places. (If you have photos, even better.) Focus on the small details: the patinated finishes, the old door knobs and hinges, the colors, the natural light. Find the moments that resonate with you. Then think about how to bring those elements into your home. Do you need to search your local architectural salvage yard for nineteenth-century knobs? Spend an afternoon at a flea market buying up glazed pottery in muted, matte tones that remind you of the beach? Whatever the reference, make the effort—you will be so happy you did.

[image: A framed artwork featuring a small illuminated scene of people and trees, displayed above a rustic wooden table with decorative objects.]
I brought back this moody photograph, The Last Ranchero by Oswaldo Ruiz, from my first trip to Mexico City over twenty years ago. I love the story behind it as much as the image itself, a snapshot of the last man to work on the only remaining plot of land on what was once a huge ranch.
[image: A cozy corner featuring a leather armchair, a wicker-shaded floor lamp, and a minimalist oval wall art piece.]
This edited group of furniture and objects represents many of the places that inspire me: The painting is by James Brown, an American artist who was living in Mexico. The lamp is in the style of Alberto Giacometti, an important Swiss artist, who worked mostly in France. It wears a lampshade that was handwoven in Mexico. The chair is Italian modernist. The bench is French from the 1950s.




WHAT DO YOU ALREADY LOVE?

Maybe you’re starting your design journey with one piece you really love; maybe you have a room full of them. Take the time to take stock of the things you live with. Which pieces remind you of a special memory? Which ones do you feel reflect you? Which only serve a purpose? Do any do all three?

Knowing which pieces you share a connection with gives me—and the designers at my firm—a starting point. They tell us what we will be designing around, and what you’re drawn to. I think often of a particular project, where the homeowner wanted to keep only two items: a single console, one of the few pieces of furniture she ever bought for herself, and a group of vintage glass lanterns that her family had collected together.

That console became the key for this woman’s entire vision of her home. It was iron with wood accents, which helped us define her style (something she had never been able to do): slightly industrial, slightly rustic, and slightly imperfect. So we reached for pieces that had patina and a hint of masculinity—no gloss, nothing modern.

Everyone has bought one thing they love for their home. What’s yours? It could be an antique chest you saved up for in college, or a pair of chairs with arms that curve perfectly. Take some time to identify these objects and then ask yourself: Why do you love it? What details make it special to you?

The answers will help you understand what you like, and how you want these objects to show up in your home. They can lead you to an Etsy maker who could turn the blouse you love but no longer wear into a handmade lampshade, or to eBay to look for vintage French fabrics that remind you of the pillows your grandmother kept on her bed. This part of the journey—learning about yourself, unearthing treasures, making your world bigger—is the best part.

[image: A decorative fireplace with a stone mantel, filled with stacked round stones, and a dark object mounted on the wall above.]
My mom had a tortoise shell that she brought back from Mexico and had preserved. When I was growing up, it hung over our family room fireplace in Minnesota. I wanted to capture that memory in our Los Angeles home.
[image: A cozy interior setup featuring a wooden room divider, a small round table with a lamp, and a chair.]
This French Art Deco tambour screen was one of the first pieces of furniture our clients bought together for their new home, so we arranged it in a corner of their living room, where they could see it regularly.
[image: A bathroom with a freestanding bathtub, fixtures, and a framed painting on the wall.]
The old oil painting hanging in this NYC bathroom represented so many things for the clients. They both love and respect history, and they wanted pieces in their newly renovated home that introduced influences from a different time.




WHAT’S IN YOUR CLOSET?

When I’m visiting a client’s home for the first time, they inevitably want to take me straight to the kitchen. I appreciate that because it’s where the snacks live, but my favorite first stop when we are starting to discuss design is the closet.

Here’s why: If I see rows of floral blouses, I immediately know I’m going to reach for English prints and wallpaper. If there’s nothing but preppy staples, I’ll do a deep dive into fabrics that feel like men’s suiting—herringbones and pinstripes—and lean heavily on accessories. If it’s wall-to-wall European minimalism, the colors I suggest are going to be neutral. All of this—the materials, the patterns, the palette, the fabrics—helps me craft an overall direction for the home’s style that’s going to feel like the client.

Pretend you’re visiting your closet for the first time. Step back and look for similarities in colors, patterns, and fabrics. Maybe you never realized you owned so many striped shirts. Or you notice a certain shade of burgundy plays heavily in your accessory lineup. Make a list of everything that catches your eye, from your preferred color of leather shoe to the horn buttons on a coat.

These details are clues that can help you start choosing furniture and fabrics and details for your home. The fact that you have half a dozen belts with aged brass buckles means you’re probably going to like a similar finish on your bathroom faucets. Your ivory scarves would play just as well as a soft, highly textured fabric on a chair. Find the patterns and rhythms in your closet, and then search for those keywords. See where it takes you.

[image: A curved staircase with striped carpeting and wooden steps, featuring a metal railing.]
Jeremiah and I chose a wool runner with a thin pinstripe for the stairs of our NYC townhouse. The pattern reminded me of one of my favorite double-breasted suits.
[image: A marble fireplace with a round, reflective bronze mirror above it, flanked by two wall sconces.]
If you are someone who admires handsome watches or wears beautiful jewelry, consider pulling in warm metal finishes, as we did around this fireplace.
[image: A cozy reading nook with floral wallpaper, an armchair, an ottoman, and a marble side table with a vase of flowers.]
My long-time design partner, Lauren Gordon, loves a stripe. She has a stack of cable-knit sweaters and a lot of green in her wardrobe. Those influences come together in a subtle way here: the texture on the rug, the pinstripe on the chair, the color of the painted cabinets.
[image: A decorative wall with a framed mirror, wall sconces, and a marble-topped console adorned with plants and decor items.]
Sometimes a limited but strategic use of color—like the vintage Italian sconces used in this LA bedroom—can be more impactful than painting the entire room a bold shade.

& ANOTHER THING…

Your closet can also help you steer clear of design decisions you may regret later. If you’ve been eyeing a bright floral armchair but can’t seem to bring yourself to follow through with the purchase, take a walk around your closet. Do you see any bright florals? If not, you should question whether this is a trend you’ll move away from soon.







WHO DO YOU ASPIRE TO BE AT HOME?

Family dinners are a priority in our home. The things our children say out loud around the table give us a week’s worth of laughs. As much as I admire the person who can whip up a three-course meal on a Wednesday night, that’s just not a realistic goal for my husband and me. But here’s what is: great wine, takeout, and a beautifully set table. We take something low effort and dress it up, make it feel special, which makes us feel like we are winning both at hosting and parenting. This is why we keep a drawer stocked with white candles, and why we’re always searching for hand-glazed pottery, woven placemats, embroidered napkins, and good silver to have on hand.

This is how we prioritize our happiness in our home. What would that look like for you? If you want to entertain more, but a kitchen you’re not proud of is stopping you, then updating it should be a priority. Maybe you already entertain a lot, but you want the mood to feel more sophisticated. Would something as simple as buying a silver tray from your local antiques market to serve your next charcuterie board on let you step into that aspirational image of yourself?

Figure out the things that are going to make you feel like the best version of yourself. Then consider the investments, large or small, you can make in your home to accommodate them.


IF YOU ASPIRE TO BE SOMEONE WHO…

[image: A cozy living space featuring a chaise lounge, a textured throw blanket, and a modern side table near a large window with a view of nature and cactus.]
1. READS MORE, can you find a quiet corner—preferably near a window—to place a comfortable chaise and a lamp?
[image: A neatly organized cabinet with plates, glasses, and decorative items arranged on shelves.]
2. SETS A BEAUTIFUL TABLE MORE OFTEN, can you store your glassware, plates, serving pieces, and favorite candlesticks close to your dining area? Not having to travel between rooms makes setting a lovely table so much faster.
[image: A decorative bar setup with a mirrored wall, a brass sconce, and floral arrangements.]
3. ENTERTAINS AT HOME, do you have space on your countertop that could be repurposed as a bar area, where guests can congregate and make a cocktail with everything they need?
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