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To Mami. Thank you for being my biggest inspiration. I miss you every day.

And to Schatzi and my three monsters. You’re my rocks.
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Making a House Your Home

How do you distill a concept so deeply rooted in your instincts that it feels like second nature? For years, I struggled to define my approach to interiors. When people would ask, “Is your style eclectic, maximalist, or traditional?” I’d often respond, “Whatever looks good?” with a shrug—a vague answer for something that defies easy classification. This partly stems from a deeply rooted imposter syndrome: I did not think I was a creative person, least of all a designer, until very recently.

But if I were to name it now, it would be the art of the clash.

The magic of design lies in transformation—what takes a room from ordinary to extraordinary, or as interior designer Beata Heuman so aptly says, “what makes a room sing.”

What does the transformation entail? Where does it stem from? For me, it lies in the creation of tension, of contrasts, of ways to caress your eyes and your senses. This can be achieved in various different ways but the goal is always the same: to create magic. A space comes alive when it lets the eye wander, inviting you to linger and discover its layers. This is the heart of my design sensibility, what I call the art of the clash. It’s not merely about opposites clashing, though. Finding the right balance can be an amazing exercise.

I sometimes compare the tension I crave in design and interiors to a chocolate chip cookie. Once you’ve tried a chocolate chip cookie sprinkled with some salt flakes, you will always notice when the salt is missing. A cookie without salt is still good, but one with salt is mind-blowingly good, all because of the tension of sweet and savory flavors touching all your taste buds. This explosion and caressing of the senses is what I want to achieve in every design I create, and what I want to help you create with this book. The fascination with contrasts is something I’ve carried through every aspect of life. Food as already mentioned—I love Thai cuisine with its complex flavors—but also fashion where I love nothing more than pairing a silk skirt with a work boot. I’m drawn to the tension that reflects the human experience in all its diversity. Perhaps it’s my curiosity, or maybe it’s a need to stand out. Whatever the reason, it’s a thread that has woven itself through my life.
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[image: A side table next to a brightly patterned bed. A lamp with a blue and red floral lampshade sits on the table. A small picture frame is on the other side of the table. A black and white portrait of a girl hangs above the table on the wall.]
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For years, I dismissed my creativity, thinking of myself as someone who could “put things together” but not as someone inherently creative. It took a life-changing period—having a third child, navigating a layoff, and confronting a personal crisis—to uncover a creative energy I didn’t know I had. Since then, I can’t imagine life without it. Once found, this creativity became a part of who I am.

My mother, who is one of my greatest influences, did not revel in the clash. Conversely, Mami loved to make everything match. Her outfits were always color coordinated, from shoes with matching bags to an impressive array of tights matching her skirts. The same could be said for her interiors. Her final apartment in Munich, where my family and I spent a year after she passed away, was an exercise not so much of constraint but rather of perfectly crafted spaces and vignettes. Her living space was an array of straight lines, a beautiful warm beige on the walls that were lined with contemporary art in black frames. One of my first changes when we moved in was to paint squiggly red lines around the windows. I couldn’t bear the perfection of it all.

And this brings me to what made me a lover of imperfections, of contrast, of tension: my mother’s need for absolute perfection. While everything was always extremely gemütlich (think hygge, but German), it was also always perfect. The extent of a mess Mami was able to create looks perfectly tidy compared to my explosive chaos. She always tidied up after my messes, though occasionally she would freak out and throw everything on the floor, demanding that I clean it up. But it never stuck, my piles and messes slowly gathering again throughout the house. To this day, I’m awfully unorganized and need to be very disciplined in order to make everything look as pretty and tidy as I want it to be.


[image: A doorway on an orange wall looking into a sitting room with wood floors and pink walls. Chairs are arranged around a glass table on a red and white striped rug.]
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Yet, with all her love of perfection, she was a welcoming and loving woman. Warm, laughing, hospitable, always being her own best guest, which was one of her mantras that we’ll explore in Part Two. Nobody taught me more than Mami about how to make people feel welcome, at home, and just so relaxed they wouldn’t want to leave. In fact, more than once, she would go to bed while the guests were still partying. Nobody minded, least of all she.

Another thing that has shaped my design philosophy is how my family is constantly moving. Over the fifteen odd years that my husband and I have been married, I’ve decorated nine of my own homes, evolving my style with each one. While these experiences didn’t make me a better designer overnight, they helped me understand what works for me—and what doesn’t. I understand how to create a home for my family, which lighting makes a room the coziest, and that not every color works in every room. I have learned that windows without treatments might look okay at first, but after installing the curtains, it’s clear that the room resembled a face without eyebrows.

The hardest part in this is my impatience, which has led to a few design mistakes but also inspires a devil-may-care bravery. I like to just do it—be it a daring paint color or hanging a piece of art—because if I leave a decision too long, there is a risk we’ll move again before I ever get around to actually doing it. Ever so rarely, I envy my friends who have a space they slowly develop and grow into. And then I remember how I absolutely adore my life and how I would never have discovered my explosive creativity had it not been for all the moving. Then I go back to just being extremely grateful for my life. And I look for something I can redesign, paint, or move, always looking for a new art-of-the-clash moment.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

A bit of housekeeping before we begin. The book is structured into two parts looking at what makes the art of the clash in a house. To illustrate my points, I’m showing you three of my own homes, both past and present: a rental flat in Klosters, Switzerland, a place that we call our home when we visit our families in Europe; a 1920 Tudor house in Shaker Heights, Ohio, that was my first foray into design; and New Canaan, Connecticut, our current home. Throughout, you will also find some photos of my childhood home, which was once photographed for a magazine. It’s pure nineties style, and I treasure the images as a wonderful throwback and keepsake of my beloved Mami. You might also discover a few pieces of furniture that we have used throughout our other homes.

Also included are two gorgeous homes of friends that weren’t designed by me but are prime examples of the art of the clash. One is Amanda Loehnis’ gorgeous historical home, called Puddleduck Farm, that she updated with a keen eye to an overall style but with distinct vignettes that make you want to discover more. The other one is of my beloved friends, Hinrich and Wolfgang, who live in Hamburg. Their townhouse is unique not just because of its location in a grungier part of town but also for its commitment to antiques and warmth at the same time.
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Part One then is all about the layers that I consider when creating the art of the clash, with helpful advice on how to start discovering your personal taste, the special sauce that will make your house a true home. Part Two takes a closer look at some of the specific spaces inside the home—bedrooms, kitchens, living rooms, and more—so you can think about how to achieve a splash of tension that works for you and how you live in those spaces.

With this, I invite you to join me on a journey to find your art of the clash. It feels different for each and every one of us—as it should! Whether you already embrace bold colors, audacious prints, and eclectic styles, or you’re eager to introduce them into your life, this is a journey to help you create a home that feels distinctly yours. I hope to help you find your own unique mix and
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