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Dedication

To my inimitable style muse, my mother, Jin Hwa,
 whose warmth and strength define true elegance,
 and to my dear father, Sun, who lives up to
 his name with a pioneering spirit that shines.
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Introduction



In a nutshell, my mantra for small space design is to delight, dazzle, and divert.




By my last count, I’ve lived in twelve pocket-sized apartments over the past twenty years—and not one of those personal spaces has measured more than 750 square feet. It’s hard to forget the studio apartment where I could reach the refrigerator while sitting on my living room sofa, or the city rental where my guests would, more often than not, mistakenly toss their coats into the “closet”—which was actually my bedroom!

 

I guess you could say that I’m a serial small space nester with a unique vantage point. Each apartment I’ve lived in—with its laundry list of lighting and structural flaws—has become a personal decorating lab where I’ve created and road-tested my ideas. Early on, I underestimated the importance of using wall anchors when hanging heavy objects—because I didn’t use them, all my curtain rods fell down, along with chunks of drywall. Now, tension rods are my small space staple. That disaster motivated me to find solutions that are affordable, that I could do myself, and that wouldn’t damage walls or windows permanently. Just as important to me is portability: I want to take the décor with me when I move. Happily, these concepts have allowed me to live a little larger and more luxuriously within tight quarters, for with every mistake I made, there also came a breakthrough.

 

In a nutshell, my mantra for small space design is to delight, dazzle, and divert. First, delight your guests with design details so thoughtful, original, even outrageous, they’ll hardly notice you live in a box. Next, dazzle them with flattering lighting, luxurious fabrics, and accessories that give off a bit of sparkle. Finally, divert any negative attention from the flaws of your space with whimsical decorative finishes.

 


These are the small space decorating principles that guide the projects you’ll find here. If you follow them, you’ll be able to impart a feeling of grandeur and glamour to any space regardless of its square footage. Even if you only have an hour, the simplest change can make a big style impact. The projects are ranked as “quickies” (1 hour or less), “one-nighters” (2 to 5 hours), or “weekenders” (6-plus hours) to help you gauge the time commitment involved.

 

My hope is that this book motivates you to adopt a less size-ist, less traditional attitude toward small space design: in other words, focus on what you can do, not what you can’t. By experimenting with bold paint colors, unconventional materials and fabric, unexpected lighting, and innovative storage ideas, your space, no matter how vertically and horizontally challenged it is, will begin to reflect your personality and style. Venturing into new decorating territory can be daunting, but you’re not alone. Just think of me as your design buddy—the one who’s happily made all the mistakes and done all of the footwork for you.










Chapter One

Flaunt Your Flaws


“The room is so small, the mice are hunchbacked.”

—Henny Youngman, from Take My Life, Please!, 1992
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Not able to leap tall buildings in a single bound? Short of acquiring superhero powers, transforming cramped quarters into a spacious and luxurious retreat is no easy feat. Throw in bad views, low lighting, and a popcorn stucco ceiling, and you have to ward off a trifecta of decorating villains.

 
 
How do you get back the power? By flaunting those flaws in unpredictable ways and reinventing eyesores into one-of-a-kind design attractions. It’s the imperfections that will give your home a depth of personality and loads of character.

 

This chapter features bona fide living, breathing spaces that are short on square footage and long on their lists of inherited flaws. But once the decorating dust settled, through trial and error, the most clever and chic design remedies remained standing. They prove that sometimes in small spaces, you have to adopt a whole new design mantra. Flaunt it. Don’t hide it.
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Divide and Conquer Your Digs
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It took some clever counterintuitive thinking to boost the style of this tiny 12-by-11-foot sleeping loft (with a 4-foot-tall ceiling) from claustrophobic to cozy. Dividing the loft into lots of little “rooms” or “zones” actually magnifies the feeling of expansiveness and dimension instead of shrinking the space. A reading nook, dressing area, bar lounge, and sleeping alcove make this nest look like a grand salon.
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Look, there’s more!

Contrasting paint, lighting, rugs, and art carve out stylish zones.








Bert the Turtle to the Rescue!
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Watch your head! Measuring just 3 feet high, the entrance into this sleeping loft is potentially perilous with rows of low-hanging beams covered in stucco. Taking a cue from the Cold War era (extreme moments call for extreme measures), I downloaded and laminated a 1950s copy of Bert the Turtle, warning American children to “duck and cover” in case of an atomic attack. Now, thanks to Bert, a structural flaw is a cheeky design highlight.
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Look, there’s more!

Large-head screws and metal washers give this retro sign an industrial look.








Wallpaper Canopy
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Stuck for ways to camouflage ugly beams? If you can’t beat ’em, wallpaper ’em. Accentuate a not-so-positive ceiling beam with sophisticated wallpaper that dazzles. In this bedroom, stucco was stripped from one of the beams and patterned wallpaper extended up and over it. Now, the beam provides a chic canopy effect over the new bed and visually raises the eyeline of the ceiling. The canopy deflects attention from the remaining stucco-covered beams and turns a problem area into a knockout feature in the room!
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Who You Gonna Call?

Wallpaper hangers are the go-to pros for messy stucco removal jobs.
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Look, there’s more!

It sounds too good to be true, but a bedsheet and a little liquid starch can emulate the look of designer wallpaper. Brush starch on a sheet and hang it on the wall, smoothing out any wrinkles. When it’s time to say good-bye, peel it off without leaving a trace.










Bedroom Standards and Practices
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In a low-ceilinged sleeping loft, the knee-jerk reaction is to set the mattress on the floor. In a desperate bid for even more space, the legs of a headboard were cut down to fit. But scaling down the furniture actually dwarfed this small space and made it look and feel like a college dorm. The trick is to do the opposite. If your bedroom is on the petite side, go ahead and furnish it from the regular adult-sized section. Raising the mattress onto a low-profile metal bed frame (about 3 ½ inches off the floor) made this bed tall enough to attach a standard-height queen-sized headboard. Now, this sleeping loft looks lavish and spacious.

[image: image]

BEFORE
 Aimée Herring, © Janet Lee



In a Nutshell

Dividing your diminutive domain into distinct, stylish zones lets it function in a larger, more luxurious way. Highlighting neglected niches with wallpaper, paint, and accessories in different colors makes every square inch count.








Dressing Up a Forgotten Zone
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For years, this plain-Jane, pass-through hallway was passed over! But simply hanging a linen curtain near the front door of the apartment immediately redefined it as a French-inspired dressing room. An oversized Parisian mansard mirror gives the space a sense of history, and a wool runner with French script immediately draws you in. Here is a sophisticated boudoir you want to spend some time in.
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Look, there’s more!

Modern metallic wallpaper on generic closet doors anchors this zone, adding shine and visually expanding a formerly dark space.









Grand Entrance
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Why let modest doorways blend in when you can make them command attention? Bold green paint and molding appliqués draw the eye into this 15-square-foot kitchenette. The wide painted border, designed simply by measuring and taping off a 2-foot section from the top of the doorway, stands in for much pricier crown molding.
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Look, there’s more!

Repositionable adhesive strips keep molding appliqués portable. When painting molding, finishing with two layers of high-gloss clear acrylic paint adds sheen and style presence.






In a Nutshell

Adopt a whole new way of seeing entryways. Whether the access point you want to emphasize frames a hallway, a kitchen entry, or even a set of closet doors, seize the opportunity to inject grandeur and drama. Getting there is half the fun!








Raising the Bar
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The curtain was about to close on this dark, forgotten bedroom corner (a minuscule 26 inches wide) until the secret glamour of the space was unleashed with a Hollywood Regency–inspired bar! Accessorized with a few mirrors and new lighting, this little niche now lives luxe and large.
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Look, there’s more!

Battery-operated picture lights play up mini zones.









Climbing Up the Style Ladder
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Don’t pigeonhole your itty-bitty digs. Make a grand gesture toward the petite stature of your place by adding a tall library ladder. It draws the eye upward and elongates a small space in a surprising way. Place a ladder next to a fireplace, in the kitchen—even in the bathroom.
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The Power of Perfect Stripes

[image: image]

It’s one of fashion’s ten commandments for the petite: “Thou shall not wear horizontal stripes.” But you can break the rules when it comes to dressing your short digs. Wide horizontal stripes are a winning modern contrast to the small scale of a space. From floor to ceiling, they fool the eye into believing a room is broader and more generous than its actual square footage. Think of a wide stripe as a true-blue stand-in for decorative moldings that give a room architectural oomph. Pound for pound, skinny stripes don’t have the same design heft and from afar can appear more as a textured surface than a design detail.
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In a Nutshell

Talk about maximizing every square inch of a space—in a mere 26 inches, you’ve got an elegant cool bar; 16 3/8 inches yields an







	Paint the lighter color onto the wall as a base coat. Let dry completely.

	Apply painter’s tape to the wall to mark off horizontal stripes (to be painted a darker color).

	Lightly brush the lighter base color along the inside seams of tape. Let dry 20 to 25 minutes. The base color will fill the voids left under the tape so any seepage will just blend into the background.

	Paint the darker contrast color over the entire area bordered by the tape. Pull off the tape as soon as the paint is fully dry.

































































































	Clean the radiator with soap and water.

	Use an organic paint stripper to remove old paint bits.

	Paint two coats of oil-based primer. Let dry after each coat.

	For an ombré design, choose four or five gradated shades of oil paint (picking the companion shades on a paint chip card is a surefire tip). Paint each radiator section a different shade. You probably will need two coats for each color. Let dry.

	Run the radiator with the windows open to get rid of the fumes.
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