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Introduction

Make yourself at home

I spent a long time searching for the book you have in your hands. And I wasn’t able to find it. I read hundreds of books on interior styling, searched libraries, bought old tomes from charity shops and ordered foreign titles online, only to find that most of them consisted largely of pictures of spectacular interiors in high-end homes. They offered very little advice for ordinary houses and flats.

What I was looking for was a book that explained and simplified the fundamental principles and skills of interior design, a book giving rules of thumb and tricks of the trade that would be useful to everyone, irrespective of their taste in furniture or personal style. Something that showed how small adjustments can have a major impact on the overall effect, without the need to buy a host of new items or rip things out and start from scratch.

Professional designers and architects, of course, have practical manuals giving guidelines and ergonomic measures to follow when constructing a house, but I’ve never been able to find anything aimed at private individuals. What I felt was needed was a book you could refer to as you set about turning your house or flat into a home; a book that would help you come up with your own solutions instead of just being encouraged to copy other people’s ideas.
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When I moved with my family from a beautiful old apartment to an estate of new-build terraced houses a couple of years ago, I was faced with all the challenges of design and decor that can arise in an absolutely standard house in which everything may be practical but is also bland and lacking in charm. With nothing to work with, such as 3 metres of space from floor to ceiling or turn-of-the-century features, I hit a mental brick wall and failed to achieve the warm and cosy effect I was after. Even though I work full time with design and decor and have created interiors for well-known businesses, designing my own space was much harder than I had expected. It was frustrating, of course, but it also made me start thinking and looking at design in a whole new way, both professionally and privately. What was it, actually, that went into making a design cosy, harmonious and properly thought through?

As I jotted down ideas – my own thoughts and what I’d learnt along the way – I began to build up a basic outline of the guide to interior design and styling (‘design’ relating to the function and furniture of a room and ‘styling’ to decor) I had been unable to find. A handbook for ordinary people, not for experts in the field or for my professional colleagues. I did, however, start asking them questions to discover how they tackled different interiors. I attempted to decode that gut feeling designers and interior stylists often refer to, converting it into practical and useful advice.

When it comes to interior design, very little is set in stone, with no absolutely right or wrong way of going about things – it is, after all, simply a matter of taste and personal preference – but there is a good deal of experience out there, as well as accepted practice, which we can tap into. Though that does depend on our being aware of it. And then we can, of course, seek help when we get stuck.

My aim has been to try to gather together all these tips and tricks and to translate what professionals call intuition into something more concrete that both you and I can use in order to feel more confident about the decisions we are making. My hope is that, after reading this book, you will regard the process of interior design and styling with new eyes, and that by applying some of the ideas to your own spaces, you will be better able to see what is needed to make your home a place in which you will feel at your best and thrive.

Perfect pitch or learning to play the notes

I like to compare the process of interior design and styling to music. Not everyone has perfect pitch, but most people can learn to play the notes. The same thing is true of colour, form and decor in general. Not everyone by any means is born with the kind of intuitive feel for the design process that makes the result seem planned, but almost everyone can become much better at it if they learn the fundamentals and then put these into practice.

There are probably more people interested in decor and design nowadays than there have ever been. Or, to be more accurate, we all know a great deal about the latest trends in furniture and gadgets and can rattle off the names of design classics, fashionable brands and this season’s colours in our sleep, but I suspect that we know very little about the basic principles of design and styling – aspects such as space and proportion, vital measurements and an assessment of practical needs. And, with all the things we buy and keep changing, we have little idea as to how we might go about creating a fully functioning, harmonious home. In spite of the fact that we spend so much money on furnishing and renovating our homes, there are amazingly few of us who feel we have achieved perfection.

This book does not contain any glossy photographs or carefully styled interiors. I don’t believe we need more books of that kind. What I have tried to offer here instead are simple instructions and illustrations that will help you work out solutions for yourself, adapted specifically to your home and your circumstances.

I think it’s time we started giving more consideration to how rather than with what we work when designing an interior. That’s why I want to equip you with a toolbox of skills that will help you become more sensitive to your needs and, if you are not happy with your decor, lead you to find out for yourself what is wrong with it. Don’t, however, regard this book as some kind of research project or rulebook. Think of it, rather, as a musical score full of different melodies and harmonies you can blend together in whatever way you like to compose a more harmonious, cosy and welcoming home.
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‘Home is the nicest word there is.’

Laura Ingalls Wilder
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What makes you feel good?

Before professional designers or stylists begin working on a project, they carry out an analysis of needs. Since they are not choosing furniture for their own use, they have to try to form some idea of the people who will be living there. What kind of lifestyle do they have? What practical needs have to be taken into consideration, and what do their clients want to be able to do in their home?

When we are doing the design work for ourselves, it is easy to skip this initial phase and instead go straight to the aesthetic aspects, thinking more about the way we want an interior to look than how we want it to function in terms of everyday living. If you want to be satisfied with the result and avoid unnecessary purchases, the very best tip I can give you is to start by doing a thorough analysis of needs. Not everyone wants or can afford to bring in a consultant, but it won’t cost you a penny to start thinking like one.

Who are you, what do you do in your home, and for whom?

These days a home is much more than a just a roof over your head. People identify with their homes and want them to reflect their personality, with the help of details that signal their social status or membership of a particular group. This is especially obvious on social media, where our private lives become public property, on view for all to see, and we are happy to post photographs of our homes to show other people. We seem to be using our homes and their design to project an image of ourselves, in just the same way that we have long used clothes and fashion. This kind of approach, however, can easily lead to vanity, causing us to go for show rather than comfort and ease.

Designing your own interior is not just about using it to reflect aspects of your character; it’s also a way of adapting your decor to the kind of person you are and the life you lead. By attempting to understand and support our individual needs, both physical and psychological, I believe we have a greater chance of creating cosy and harmonious homes that not only look good but also make us feel better.
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Establishing what you want and like is not so much a learning process, but more of a relearning process.

Terence Conran



There is nothing wrong with wanting to be surrounded by nice things or being inspired by other people’s ideas, but we must not lose sight of the fact that the real answers often can only be found in ourselves: how we feel and react in different environments; what details trigger warm and pleasant memories; what we do to make ourselves comfortable when no one else is watching. It’s by looking into ourselves that we gain valuable insights into how we can organize a house or flat to make it into a proper home for living in rather than for others to admire.

Design anxiety or sensitivity?

I’m often told that I must be an anxious person because I don’t use strong colours in my home. People seem to assume that I work with a light and neutral range of colours because I lack the courage do anything else and am afraid of making mistakes. But that’s not the reason why I prefer softer hues; it’s because strong colours make too much of a demand on my energy. I’m extremely sensitive to my surroundings and because of this I’m easily exhausted by ‘busy’ interiors with lots of strong visual elements, all demanding my attention at once.

As sure as I am that strong colours in an interior make it difficult for me to relax, I can fully understand people who feel the exact opposite – who find that a home decorated in muted colours makes them feel uneasy and understimulated. It’s not the case that one way is right and the other wrong, one bold and the other fearful; rather, it has to do, I believe, with different personality traits and how we react to external stimuli. In order to feel at home, we need to feel at ease both physically and mentally.

A place to stay or to display?

Even though we are all unique individuals, it’s amazing how we tend to have the same basic furnishings in our homes. It doesn’t make much sense: what should determine how we furnish our homes is how we want to use them, not what we want other people to think about them. After all, the layout and the furniture we choose will (to some extent, anyway) define the kind of life we can lead. If you’re the sort of person who likes to spend much of your leisure time with friends, you’ll presumably need a large sofa and plenty of seating in the living room, whereas if you prefer to relax with a book, spending your money on a really comfy armchair would make more sense. If you are outward-looking and draw energy from being with others, you are likely to feel more at home with open-plan living, whereas if you prefer seclusion, somewhere peaceful to recharge your batteries, you’ll probably feel better with separate rooms and doors that can be closed behind you.

So how should you go about furnishing your home to suit your personality and the way you want to live? By analysing when and where you feel most at ease and then working out how you can apply it to your whole home.

Matching your personality to your needs


	− Are you sociable and outgoing? Optimize your home for sociability: invest in a larger dining table and make sure you have more chairs than there are members of the family and plenty of space on the sofa, so that you can accommodate visitors without any fuss.

	− Are you reserved, devoting more time to your hobbies than to social events? Set up your home so that it suits you: don’t waste unnecessary space on a bulky sofa with seating for lots of visitors or a large dining table that is never used.

	− Do you suffer from stress? Optimize your home for rest and relaxation: give the living room a focus that promotes restfulness and calm – a crackling fire or a peaceful painting, for instance. Make it easy to unwind in your home – to read a book, listen to music or just rest. Arrange suitable spaces to allow you to indulge in these activities.

	− Do you spend too much time looking at screens? Furnish your living room in a way that encourages conversation and sociability instead. You could, for instance, position two sofas facing one another, or arrange a group of armchairs around a coffee table rather than have all the seating facing the TV screen.

	− Are you sensitive to noise? Minimize sound by choosing quiet kitchen fans, dishwashers and other white goods. Think of the acoustics and arrange things to deaden echoes and the sound of footsteps.

	− Does untidiness annoy you? Minimize visual disruption by making sure you have closed storage space and can easily tidy away and hide everyday bits and pieces.




Children and their individual needs

Bear in mind that, just like adults, children have their own preferences. Children and teenagers will each want different things when it comes to social activities and the image they want to project. The fact that their parents prefer things to be arranged in a certain way does not mean that children feel the same or that their needs will stay the same as they grow up.


Don’t forget to list what you don’t like!

When we’re trying to work out what’s best for us, we tend to focus solely on the things we like. There is, however, a little trick I use when trying to establish the contours of my taste: I collect pictures of interiors I dislike and analyse why I don’t like them. By having two folders – a green one for ‘likes’ and a red one for ‘dislikes’ – what I am attracted to and what I would rather avoid become much clearer. It can be just as helpful to consider why you don’t like a particular interior as to think about why you are attracted to another. This kind of parallel thinking about likes and dislikes can teach you a great deal about your own taste and your intuitive feeling for style.


Things to think about

• Think back to your childhood. Do you have positive memories of any particular type of interior or style? If so, try to describe the room or space.

• When do you feel happiest, and why?

• What picture do you have in your mind’s eye of how you would like to live in the future?

• What colours do you like, and what colours make you feel uneasy?

• Do you like vintage or antique styles of furniture, or are you more attracted to newer and more modern designs? Do you prefer smart furnishings, or are you happier with a more rustic look? Try to define the surroundings in which you feel most at home.

• What kind of wood do you like best, and in what kind of finish? (Light, dark, treated, varnished, painted, etc.)

• Which is your favourite furniture shop, and why?

• Do you have a favourite hotel or restaurant in which you feel really comfortable? If so, describe what it is about the place that you particularly like.

• What is your budget? What do you think is a sensible amount to spend on furniture and decor for a room or other home project you are about to undertake?

Jot down your thoughts on paper and have a think about them yourself or discuss them with someone who knows you well. If you have a friend who is also working on a home project, you can help one another by exchanging thoughts and ideas.
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Basic principles and rules of thumb

This chapter may be the most demanding in the book, but it’s important. What I’m trying to do here is to identify and summarize some of the basic principles that designers, architects and photographers often refer to and make use of in their work. If you keep these in mind as you read the rest of this book, you will find it much easier to see how you can use specific styling tips and gain a clearer understanding of what they are based upon.

The mathematics of design

Numbers have never been my strong point – I prefer colour and form – which is why it’s quite ironic (not to say unexpected) that mathematical thinking has often saved me when I’ve come up against a metaphorical wall in my creative work.

When you ask professional designers and stylists what they think when setting about a project, a surprising number of them tell you that they operate on ‘gut feeling’. To the enquiring amateur, such a response is frustrating – about as helpful as a chef telling cookery students that they need to improvise more. Those of us not born with an innate talent in a particular field would prefer to be given advice that’s a bit more specific.

While there aren’t any universal recipes or keys to successful interior design and style, the more we learn about historical techniques for creating harmonious proportions and compositions, the more we will have to go on when developing our own taste and thinking. This is where maths comes in: what some people can see intuitively, others can work out using numbers.

The golden ratio

The golden ratio, also known as the golden mean and represented by the Greek letter phi (ϕ), is a useful concept for those interested in design. It’s a mathematical formula that has been used since ancient times, from Pythagoras to Fibonacci and up until the present, to calculate harmonious proportions and composition in art, architecture and music. Irrespective of what you may know about it or think of it as an ideal – and it’s had a long and chequered history – there can be no doubt that it has informed our view of beauty throughout the ages.

You don’t need to reach for a pocket calculator in order to use it in your design, since the theory of the golden ratio and divine proportions include certain geometrical shapes, such as the golden rectangle, the golden spiral and the golden triangle. This is where this approach really comes into its own for anyone not keen on numbers. By working with the basic shapes of the golden ratio rather than with a mathematical formula, we have something to base our ideas upon as we work our way towards what feels right for us as individuals.


In mathematical terms, the golden ratio can be described as the ratio that exists when a line is divided into a longer part, a, and a shorter part, b, so that a + b is to a as a is to b. In simple terms, this means that if we divide the whole length of the line (a + b) by the longer part (a), we will get the same number as if we were to divide the longer length (a) by the shorter one (b). The value of the golden ratio is 1.618. Examples of this are to be found in everything from nature to art, buildings, galaxies and the human body.
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Left: Golden rectangle
Right: Examples of the golden ratio may be found in architecture.
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Left: Golden spiral
Right: Examples of the golden ratio may be found in nature.
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Left: Equal proportion
Middle: Unequal proportion
Right: Golden ratio
Composition and proportion

The proportions of the golden ratio have guided architects and designers throughout history and can also be useful to the amateur for working things out in a design project.

By aiming at Fibonacci’s spiral form, it is possible to create exciting dynamism in still lifes (decorative arrangements of objects covered in detail in Chapter 6), and many designers use the proportions of the golden ratio to help them when calculating the proportions of colours to be used in a room according to the 60:30:10 + B/W formula (on which more in Chapter 4). It is not a model that has to be followed in every last detail, but if you look closely at photographs you’ll see that it’s usually there in some shape or form.
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In many classic furniture designs, the lines and proportions can be traced back to the golden ratio or to the golden spiral.
The rule of thirds

If following the golden ratio is too complicated, it may be enough just to divide your spaces into thirds rather than into two. This provides a simplified approximation of the proportions of the golden ratio and should help you quickly work out the optimal positioning of an object. (The rule of thirds is also sometimes known as the golden balance.) Since this rule is more pragmatic and less mathematically complicated than trying to calculate an exact golden ratio, it is easier to apply in everyday design work.

To understand the thinking behind this, take a look at the small, fine grid marked on the screen of many modern digital cameras to help you position the objects in your photograph. Derived from the golden ratio and the simpler rule of thirds, the grid divides your photograph into three segments horizontally and vertically. The idea of the grid is that you should position your main subject, such as the person you are photographing, on one of the points where the lines intersect rather than in the middle of the grid, and by doing so the composition of the photograph will be improved. By using the grid, you can quickly see the intersections and thus avoid the classic mistake of placing your subject right in the centre of the picture.
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Digital cameras often have a grid that shows up in the viewfinder. As well as helping you to keep your camera straight, it also helps you to compose your picture by ensuring that the focus falls on one of the intersections of the lines of the golden ratio (the phi grid) or rule of thirds.
If you look at a well-known painting or a photograph, for instance, or even the composition of news items on TV, you can see that artists and photographers across the world frequently work according to this principle. It is very rare for the main subject to be positioned in the absolute centre of the picture – it is usually set one- or two-thirds in from the edge, with the golden spiral as its starting point. In a similar way, we can decipher interior designs and styles that catch our eye, noticing how their composition is based on exactly the same principle. By bearing this in mind, we can see at once where best to place furniture and other items in order to achieve a harmonious balance in the home.

So you can see how the rule of thirds can help with design and give you pointers as to where to position key objects in a room or on a wall. By dividing an interior or surface into thirds rather than into halves, you will find that you can create an arrangement that is well balanced and harmonious to the eye.


‘Geometry has two great treasures: one of them is Pythagoras’ theorem, the other is the golden ratio.’

Johannes Kepler (1571–1630)



Triangles and three-point thinking

Once you start looking for visual triangles in interiors, you will spot them everywhere – it’s enough to make your head spin! Designers, stylists and photographers frequently use triangles, or what is known as three-point thinking, in their work: it is not complicated to implement and it often leads to excellent results, so it’s a useful technique for amateurs to imitate. The idea is to position objects in such a way that their outline forms a triangle. The system works with both equilateral triangles and with right-angled triangles.
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The optical midpoint

We’ve seen how, according to the theory of the golden ratio or the rule of thirds, centring an object is not always optimal. The concept of the optical midpoint, which is often used in graphic design, arises from the same thinking: the perceived midpoint and the actual, geometric midpoint can be different. The optical centre lies just above the geometric centre (by about 10 per cent). This explains, for instance, why the focal point of an advertisement is not usually at the geometric centre, with more space being left in the lower than in the upper part. Similarly, the bottom section of a mount in a picture frame is often deeper than the top part, so that the image sits slightly above the geometric midpoint.
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The optical midpoint is the point that the eye is said to perceive as the actual midpoint. It lies immediately above the geometric midpoint, at a similar height overall to that of the golden ratio.
Focal points

Anyone used to taking photographs knows that you need to choose an element to focus on. You select something in the viewfinder to act as the focal point and allow that particular feature to take up a little more space in the image or to attract the eye in some way. But in the physical world, we seem to forget to bear this in mind, particularly when we are having trouble with an interior design project.

A very common mistake in interior design is to allow all the furniture and other elements of the decor to make equally loud demands on your attention – or, of course, the reverse. The concept of a focal point is a way of getting round this problem. What is the first thing you notice in a room you are in the process of designing? What do you want the first thing to be? Is it the same in both cases, or do you need to guide the eye to where
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Which of the dots in these clusters draws your eye? Variations in colour, contrast and placing tend to stand out and attract our attention. This is worth bearing in mind when you are planning a design and want attention to be drawn to a particular focal point.
Magic tricks with lines


Leading lines
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Floors with small squares (many broken lines) make rooms feel more cosy.

[image: ]
Floors with large squares (fewer lines) tend to emphasize the size of the room.

[image: ]
Floors with stripes running lengthways can make a room seem longer and narrower.

[image: ]
Floors with stripes running crossways can make a room seem wider.
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Tiles in a diagonal layout tend to open out and widen a room.

[image: ]
You can’t change the floor? Choose a rug with lines that create the effect you’re after.
Diagonal lines


Horizontal lines


Vertical lines


Curved lines


Lines on the floor


Visual weight






	Heavy
	Light



	Larger objects
	Smaller objects



	Dark colours
	Light colours



	Strong contrasts
	Mild contrasts



	Warm shades
	Cold shades



	Objects in corners or at the edge
	Objects close to the centre



	Diagonal lines
	Horizontal lines



	Complex shapes
	Simple shapes
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Optical illusion: Do the circles in the middle appear to be different sizes? Two identical objects can appear different depending on the size of the objects surrounding them.

Anchoring
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	When choosing the colours for a room, a better balance is achieved if you follow the way nature uses colours – heavier shades at the bottom and lighter shades higher up. According to this principle, the base should have dark colours (the earth) while colours become lighter towards the ceiling (the sky).




The odd-numbers rule



Contrasts and juxtaposition





	Examples of opposites in interior design

	Hard	Soft

	Straight	Curved

	Angular	Rounded

	Dark	Light

	Stiff	Supple

	Matt	Glossy

	Large	Small

	Dense	See-through, light

	Single colour	Patterned

	Warm	Cold

	High	Low

	Textured	Smooth



Using styles to balance opposites







Textures and tactile surfaces





Tactile texture (physical)


Visual texture (optical)



Rough and uneven surfaces


	− Surfaces that reflect less light make colours seem darker.

	− If there are many textured surfaces, a room will feel softer and warmer.

	− Rough surfaces often seem more rustic.



Smooth and shiny surfaces


	− Surfaces that shine and reflect make colours seem lighter.

	− A room with many shiny surfaces will feel harder and colder.

	− Shiny surfaces often seem more modern.




Examples of textures in interior design












Symmetry



	− Mirror symmetry: Each side is a mirror image of the other, as in butterfly wings, for instance. Designers often use symmetrical balance in bedrooms, where they place identical bedside tables and lamps on either side of the bed. Mirror symmetry can be both vertical and horizontal.

	− Rotational symmetry: This is a pattern that remains unchanged when rotated around its midpoint – a star, or the repeated pattern on a circular rug, for instance. Designers often talk of striving for radial balance when using circular furnishings in their design. This idea is based on a central point or axis, as we can see, for instance, in the combination of a circular table with a circular lamp and a circular rug: if the lines of the design were broken by a rectangular rug or a long, slim lamp, our perception of the design would change depending on the direction from which we approached it.

	− Translational symmetry: Sometimes known as parallel symmetry, this occurs when the same figure or pattern is repeated at a set distance. We can see examples of this in avenues of trees, the borders on wallpaper, chessboard floors or tiled walls.
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Mirror symmetry: Many interior designers use mirror symmetry in bedrooms by positioning identical bedside tables and lamps on either side of the bed. This creates a feeling of harmonious balance and calm in the room.


[image: ]
Radial balance: A round table often goes best with a round light. This is probably because of rotational symmetry around a central axis that results in a composition that looks the same from every angle.
Asymmetry, Wabi Sabi and Fukinsei
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Practical examples



	− Make use of natural elements – such as decorative rocks and tree branches – and furniture with rough surfaces or irregularities.

	− Add variety by using irregular forms such as hand-thrown pottery or handicraft work.

	− Include materials with a naturally irregular structure or pattern, such as marble or limestone.

	− Choose a carpet or rug with deep pile that has natural texture, or a rug with an irregular pattern.

	− Select wallpaper and fabric with asymmetrical and organic designs – the opposite to repeated and regular patterns.

	− Choose paintings that show traces of the movement of the hand. A drawing with sweeping strokes, or an oil painting you’ve done yourself, can offer an invigorating contrast to perfect prints.

	− Hang your pictures in irregular patterns rather than in symmetrical shapes.



Vary the size and scale



Plan your empty spaces





Practical examples


	− Hanging a single small picture on its own with lots of space around it will boost its impact.

	− In order to show a sculpture or other ornament to best advantage, place it against an empty backdrop of a single colour rather than against patterned wallpaper or a wall with pictures.

	− Planned negative space can be used to reinforce the effect of natural light in a room. Minimalists often strive to create and take advantage of beautiful shadows and the way the light falls on empty surfaces.

	− Leave space deliberately empty so that you can create visual effects with the objects you place around it.



Flow plan of movement around the home
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If you draw the patterns of movement of a normal day on a copy of your floor plan, you will quickly see which parts of your home have the most traffic.
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Transition zone:
The space immediately inside the doorway where you stop to take in the room.

[image: ]
Passages:
If there is more than one doorway, the room will be divided into different furnishing zones.



	[image: ]	Different kinds of flow








Isovist












The 2:8 storage principle
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Compass directions
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North


East


South


West
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