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        PREFACE

        Shabby Chic evolved as a practical answer to family
            living. When I found myself a mother of two, in a world of sticky fingerprints and muddy
            shoe tracks, I began to throw rumpled white denim or cotton over my couches and chairs, as
            almost more of a whim or afterthought. Slipcovering my furniture wasn’t a
            well-thought-out plan devised to protect my furniture, and it certainly wasn’t
            something I invented. Yet there was a certain appeal to this sensible, washable, portable
            way of dealing with modern living, and soon my friends began asking for slipcovers for
            themselves. That is how Shabby Chic—the store—began.

        Since then, Shabby Chic has evolved to include furniture, fabrics, and
            home accessories that have the same casual appeal and easy style as slipcovers. It is a
            look that is quiet, simple, peaceful, and practical, allowing for the mixture of many
            tastes. It does not commit to Victorian, modern, or any other particular era, and can work
            with a number of different styles or houses. It’s a way of life, an outlook, an
            understanding of what the world already has to offer, and what can be taken, reimagined,
            and repurposed.

        Shabby Chic was born in 1989, and I now have second-generation customers
            coming to the brand—often people who were raised with it. There are Rachel
            Ashwell Shabby Chic Couture stores in Los Angeles, New York, and London. The couture
            stores are my creative playground where I dream and take risks. There are also licensed
            Shabby Chic products sold in a variety of stores, and there is a Simply Shabby Chic line
            sold exclusively through Target.

        Over the years I have learned that the house itself is of less importance
            than its contents and how those contents reflect the life within. In my travels, many
            things have passed through my hands, but those few items that I hold on to are those with
            the character, wrinkles, and imperfections of history and experience. I’ve
            written six books, but the book you hold in your hands is the original Shabby Chic
            bible. It is my hope that this book offers insight on knowing how to see things,
            what makes them appealing and useful, and how they fit into the Shabby Chic aesthetic.
            While the line has changed, its core values remain the same. It remains committed
            to moving followers with the passion and the soul of the brand and instilling magic in
            everyday objects.
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Here is a good example of how flowers, in this case, ones made of painted leather, can be used to adorn common fixtures. Note how the cracks in the wall behind this beveled mirror echo the shabby feeling of the flowers.

Comfort, the beauty of imperfection, the allure of time-worn objects, and the appeal of simple, practical living: These are the cornerstones of what has come to be known as the Shabby Chic style. Shabby Chic, the home furnishings label and retail chain I founded in 1989, is now recognized not only as a brand name, but as a decorating style. Though some may find the phrase “shabby chic”—the idea that something “shabby” (faded and dilapidated) can be considered “chic” (elegant and stylish)—paradoxical, the two elements go hand in hand. Shabbiness, in its shunning of what is too new, modern, or ostentatious, as well as in its rebellion against perfection, is precisely what makes this comfortable look so alluring. The COZY familiarity of a well-worn, beloved pair of faded blue jeans—versus the starched stiffness of a new pair—is the appeal of Shabby Chic.

I didn’t invent this relaxed style. Europeans have long appreciated this approach to living: Witness the dilapidated elegance of an Italian villa, French castle, or English country estate whose owners can easily afford new furnishings, but prefer the worn grandeur of faded velvets and peeling vanities handed down from their ancestors. Shabby Chic represents a revived appreciation for what is useful, well loved, and comfortable, for those things that some might perceive as being too tattered and worn to be of use or value.

Collecting important, rare, or costly objects meant to be seen and not touched is not part of the Shabby Chic philosophy. My philosophy of decor is that nothing should be too precious. A child should feel free to put her feet on the sofa, a guest, his cup on the coffee table. I believe in cozy, not fussy; relaxed, not stiff. I believe in living in, on, and around one’s things, not merely with them.

A roomy, slipcovered chair big enough for a child and a dog or two, with slightly wrinkled, worn fabric and ample arms perfect for plopping your legs over; an old trunk, its paint peeling around the edges, given new life as a coffee table; a vase of roses from the garden, a bit wilted, a few petals missing; a vintage mirror, framed with a white floral iron piece salvaged from an old gate and chipped in places, but still charming; a slightly rusted flea market chandelier; a scratched-up coal scuttle used as a bread box; an array of vanilla-scented candles adding a warm glow to a cozy room—these are some of the elements of the effortless, inviting look I prefer. Colors in keeping with this way of living tend to be soft, palatable tones such as seafoam, mint, and celadon greens; dusty roses; pale sky blues; and ivories, creams, and grays that appear to be muted by age, or crisp, clean whites that blend with everything. Brighter or darker colors can occasionally be a part of the look if they are treated with subtlety, combined with white or light colors, or if they appear to be faded by time.

But Shabby Chic goes far beyond the stereotype of a few tea-stained florals and some cushy chairs. Some have called this shabby yet elegant look “a marriage between the laid-back, breezy ease of Los Angeles beach life and the romantic prettiness of English country life at its most casual.” Others have described it as having “the aura of old money, cushy comfort, and crafted indifference” or as “the merging of a romantic, old-fashioned, aesthetic appeal with modern functions.” To these qualities, I would add that the style suggests things that are inherited rather than store bought and handcrafted rather than mass-produced. It is also a style that is appreciative of the beauty of process and evolution.

I’m attracted to the quirky appeal of chips, stains, cracks, dents, and irregularities that assert char acier and reveal the charm of history. I gravitate toward the crumbling, the disheveled, the tattered, and the battered. I am drawn to materials that are happily vulnerable to the effects of time, weather, and touch, influences that result in discoloration, staining, tearing, shrinkage, and fading. But I also believe in function, eschewing waste, and in advocating new uses for old forms. In practical terms, this means using washable fabrics, recovering or restuffing an old sofa or chair instead of buying a new one, combining objects that are complementary rather than a perfect match (an approach that is especially handy if you are missing pieces of sets), and paring down as opposed to adding on. I have turned many an old door into a coffee table, crumbling moldings into picture frames, and wicker laundry hampers into end tables. I rarely discard anything that is serviceable and somewhat aesthetically pleasing without at least attempting to find a place and use for it.
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I transformed this old coal scuttle I found at a flea market into a bread box simply by cleaning it up and adding a piece of white linen. The box could also be used for cookies, rice, pasta, or other dry foodstuffs.
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The intricacy of the ironwork on this Italian chair and table with an ivy motif indicates the pieces’ age. Modern iron pieces tend to be much cruder. The worn patches on the leaves and the variations in color add to the authenticity and appeal of the furniture. (Sec Resource Guide.)

Unlike some decorative styles that work only in certain types of environments, Shabby Chic is a style that is versatile and boundary free. As a design philosophy of comfort and faded splendor, it encompasses not only furniture and fabrics, but also the more subtle nuances of lighting, flowers, and color. This book will help you learn how you can easily incorporate this unaffected look of timeworn elegance and practicality into your own home. Here, I show you how the style works not only in traditional country homes and cozy beach cottages, but in high-tech contemporary houses and rented apartments where one is forced to work around certain unchangeable structures. I illustrate how different rooms—from bathrooms and bedrooms to eating areas and living rooms—respond to distinct elements of this style and suggest several ways to help these spaces achieve a simple and unpretentious style, sometimes by simply taking away clutter or by adding a touch as basic yet as luxurious as a basket of fluffy white towels. With a trip to the flea market, I demonstrate how to find treasures amid the trash, showing you what to look for and offering ideas on restoring and revamping. I emphasize the significance of furniture that highlights comfort, has classic appeal, and complements an entire look. I also point out the ways in which different fabrics can help to create a specific mood and stress the importance of using personal inspiration—from nature, life events, or even ordinary observations—to create a home with an individual, welcoming feel. The ephemeral beauty of flowers in all their stages, from the garden to fresh arrangement to falling, faded petals, as well as the way they are represented in paintings, on fabric, or on decorative objects, is also discussed.
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I loved the rusty patina of this little iron end table I’m holding here at a flea market. All I did to make it functional was to top it with a piece of glass.

Although I offer several helpful hints, this book is not a manual, but rather a detailed illustration of the various ways in which you can easily achieve your own version of the Shabby Chic style. The key lies in simply weeding out the unnecessary, trusting your instincts about what is comfortable and practical, noticing details, experimenting with new and complementary combinations of colors and fabrics, and looking at imperfection and age with a whole new appreciation for their unique significance and beauty.
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