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INTRODUCTION

“Thinking about design is hard, but not thinking about it can be disastrous.”

RALPH CAPLAN








A house – according to Le Corbusier, one of the pioneers of what we know as modern architecture – is a ‘machine for living in’. It should function, he explained in his 1923 manifesto, efficiently and without extraneous parts. All that is needed to live comfortably and productively, he adds, in Vers une architecture – still one of the all-time bestselling books on the subject – are simple shapes and clean lines, open floor plans with large windows so that the occupants have room to move, and ‘that feeling of space which will give you the calm necessary to good digestion’.

But while this might describe the perfect house, it falls short of explaining how that house becomes a home. Indeed, Le Corbusier proceeded to complain that ‘your chandeliers hurt your eyes, your wallpapers are an impertinence’ and that any ‘good’ pictures on the walls would be lost in the ‘welter of furnishings’. He wanted to remove those decorative elements and personal touches that, nowadays, most of us tend to feel are the very elements that make a home, as opposed to merely a house. This is because, for many, ‘home’ is as much an idea as a physical place. It is one of the few words in the English language that works as noun, adjective, adverb and verb. To be ‘home’ is to be surrounded by all that is comfortable and familiar and safe. The French talk about the ‘foyer’, or hearth; the Spanish word ‘hogar’ is similar, while the Germans use ‘heim’.

Home is the place we want to retreat to when we feel threatened or scared. It is where we long to return to when we have been away, either by choice or through circumstance. It can be both an entire country – homeland – or merely a set of walls and a roof. And home, both as physical place and a metaphorical concept, has taken on new and even greater importance in the past few years. Against a rolling background of official messaging urging us to stay home and stay safe, we have all been reminded how home is so much more than just a place to store clean clothes, shower and sleep. We have come to appreciate that the furniture we buy can provide mental as well as lumbar support, that the colours we choose are capable of both delighting the senses and draining the spirits – and that the ways we organize our space can either free our minds or crush our creativity.

It may have taken a global pandemic and the threat of a World War III for us to revisit our attitude to our homes, but exactly 100 years since Le Corbusier wrote his celebrated manifesto, finally we can appreciate the difference between the house as a machine and the home as a place to actually live in.


Modern living in the twenty-first century seems to boil down to three key requirements: planning a functional and inspirational space to work from home on an ad-hoc or semi-permanent basis; coping with the constraints of small-space living (for some this is an ecological rather than an economic choice); and helping those who rent, which, while regarded in the UK at least as the worse option – with landlords having lots of rights and tenants having fewer – remains the long-term reality for many.

Our homes are the outward representation of who we are now as well as who we would like to be in the future. But also, and perhaps more importantly, they are reflections of our inner selves. To reveal your home is to reveal yourself through the stuff you choose to surround yourself with, but embedded deep within that ‘stuff’ is not just the story of the people who live there at that moment. Our choice of furniture, art and ornaments are all guided by the unseen hands of those who came before us – whether it is a much-loved china statuette, a sagging armchair, or a desire to move as far away as possible from the style we grew up with. All this is what makes a house a home.

Just as no colour can be seen in isolation, because it will always absorb and reflect those around it, so no home can be seen as a single, sterile entity. It carries the stories that have already been written and shapes those that are yet to be told.

Your home should reflect the people who live in it. Have you designed your home or did you decorate it? Did you put some objects on the shelf or have you styled them for maximum impact? For years there has been a two-tier approach to how we live; interior design was for rich people in big houses, while the rest of us took a slightly more hands-on approach: we saved up for what we wanted or made do with what we had.

In recent years we have turned to social media for advice and inspiration – the equivalent of arriving at the hairdresser’s with a page torn out of a magazine and asking them to ‘make me look like that’. And as we have spent more time at home, we have gained a greater understanding of what we like and how it makes us feel. So we have each refined our style, and as we have done so we have understood how important it is to make our homes look and function to the best of their ability so that we can function to the best of ours.

Social media has not only encouraged us to share our personal space digitally, it has allowed us to see – literally – how the other half live. It can unite as well as divide, of course, so we have come to understand that many of us are decorating around the same issues no matter where we live.

Investigating ideas for small bathrooms? Ask Instagram. Pondering the best layout for the sitting room? Check Pinterest. Should you follow interior trends? You might want to avoid Twitter, but there’s definitely a podcast about this somewhere.

So while this book has been divided into three key categories of small home, work from home and rented home, the areas it addresses are much wider than they might at first appear. Perhaps you don’t rent but are in need of an affordable solution for a room you’ll be using on a temporary basis. If you are saving up for the kitchen of your dreams, it’s helpful to know what you could and should buy now and what affordable adaptations you can make that won’t deplete your savings but will give the room a temporary refresh until you can afford the complete makeover.

Likewise, even large houses have small rooms that need clever ideas, and even if you have now returned to the office after lockdown, one thing the pandemic did was make us aware that things can change – fast. So, making sure you have an adaptable space that can work for work should it be needed seems to be simple common sense right now.

This book aims to help you make the most of that space you currently call home. Whether it’s about finding a corner to work in or decorating a whole ‘spare’ room, planning a tiny bathroom, or making over one with temporary fixes because you need to be able to reverse it all when the landlord wants the keys back.

Wherever you live, by choice or by necessity, in these pages there are ideas for how to enhance tight spaces – some of which are best for places you own (sliding walls and doors), others for making an ugly kitchen pretty on a temporary basis (vinyl wrap is your friend), or just finding a way to hide your desk at the end of the working day (putting the office in a cupboard).

I have asked experts in their fields for their advice and tips, and I have chosen these people because they have done all these things themselves. Sofie Hepworth, a product designer and influencer, put her bath in the garden to create more indoor living space. Lucy Gough, an interior stylist, is an expert at creating an entire room that can be reversed at the end of the day, while Emma Morley specializes in home office design whatever the size of your space.

You might not be renting now, but one day your children might. You might be living in a large family house now, but one day you might downsize. You might not be working now, but one day that might change too.

This book is for everyone – for who they are now and who they may become; for the way they live now and the way they might live in the future.








THE WAY WE LIVE NOW

“A house is much more than a mere shelter – it should lift us emotionally and spiritually.”

JOHN SALADINO








It is now impossible to look at the interior design of our homes without seeing the pandemic in the background. We will never know if Covid-19 changed the course of history or merely accelerated inevitable societal shifts. Those years of lockdown have altered everything concerning our homes, from where we live to how we live.

People spoke of attending Zoom parties in March 2020 only to discover when they logged on a few weeks later that their friends’ backgrounds had completely changed. Many locked-down people brought forward long-term, and rather vague, plans to one day move to the country and had been spurred on to flee cities in search of more space and greenery.

Pundits proclaimed the death of the inner city, although many young people rejoiced at the thought of being able to live more centrally while their parents retreated to green spaces and took on a three-day commute. Estate agents reported that the number one requirement for young professional renters changed from proximity to public transport to a desire to be no more than 10 minutes from a park.

During that first lockdown year many people who had never really interacted with their interior design choices were forced to face the link between our mental well-being and our surroundings. Could it really be that the wallpaper wasn’t conducive to a productive working day? Was the colour on the living-room walls draining energy, rather than being inspiring? Might a new rug or better lighting breathe life into the space? Writing in the Financial Times in February 2020 – just weeks before the world went into lockdown – journalist Edwin Heathcote said: ‘Perhaps once in a generation interiors become something more than just decoration and they indicate shifts in cultures or the economy.’

Interior design became the topic du jour. In a time when we couldn’t express ourselves with clothes because we weren’t going anywhere, our Zoom background became the focus. Glossy magazines wrote about interiors as the new fashion, while fashion was, if not pants, then certainly no more than pyjamas. Interior designers revelled in the sudden interest in their expertise, and sales of green, blue and yellow paint soared – presumably as a reaction to all the nature we could no longer freely see and touch.

The grey minimalism of the Scandi-dominated years was finally over and a joyful maximalism (which, to be fair, had been creeping round the edges) suddenly exploded. Colours were deep and saturated, florals were big and bold, even neutrals were rich and creamy rather than cool and white.

Interiors, as Seinfeld’s George Costanza might have said, are back, baby, they’re BACK!








HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

“We shape our buildings, and afterwards our buildings shape us.”

WINSTON CHURCHILL








This chapter refers to the layout of the print edition. Please see the following chapter for instructions on how to use this ebook.

I was inspired to create this book by Arabella Boxer, whose First Slice Your Cookbook was an inspiration to so many cooks in the 1970s. Divided neatly into starters, mains and puddings, her book allowed the reader to mix and match menus to suit their guests (or perhaps themselves, since, to quote Shirley Conran – another icon of the 1970s – life was too short to stuff a mushroom).

Half a century later, Boxer’s clever format is perfect for the way we live now. Not, as was the case back then, with our lives neatly sliced into parts, but for the opposite reason – because those different parts overlap in so many ways. Now that more of us are working from home than were before the pandemic, we are having to adapt to a new way of living. For some that means creating an office in a kitchen or zoning a corner of a living room as a workspace. Others will be in their bedrooms or hot-desking round the house, dodging flatmates or family members.

But what about those who are dealing with small spaces and need ingenious solutions to make their homes work for them? While everyone likes a clever idea, some of us need a clever idea that is reversible because the landlord will want his house back one day. However, it goes without saying that not all small homes are rented and not all rented homes are small, which is why it made sense to create a book that you can adapt to your personal circumstances. In addition, some of us live in large houses where there might be a couple of small rooms that we don’t know what to do with. Some of us might have spent everything on the mortgage and need to find some affordable makeovers while we save up to create the kitchen or bathroom of our dreams.

So, while this book is for renters and flat dwellers, it is also for owners and house occupants. It is for everyone who lives somewhere.

Rather than having to read all the chapters and find information repeated, or having to flick back through the pages until you find the thing that seems relevant now but wasn’t when you first went past, you can flip to the parts that work for you and keep three different pages open at once – such as advice on small kitchens, rented kitchens and setting up an office in the kitchen. You can read up on the ergonomics of small bathrooms and find something useful even if you have a huge house. You might have a tiny teenage bedroom that needs adapting for WFH, or be saving up for the kitchen of your dreams and need a temporary solution in the meantime.

Like a simplified Sudoku, you can read this book horizontally or you can read it vertically as a complete guide to kitchens, bathrooms, or any room in the house. This might not look like a standard book, but your life probably isn’t standard either; this is a book for the way we live now.






HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK

Because of the linear nature of an ebook it’s not possible to mix and match in the same way as the print edition. The start of each section in this edition contains links to allow you to navigate between topics.

You may, for instance be working from your small, rented home in the kitchen. You can navigate between the kitchen sections for each type of home using the links provided. Your ereader’s bookmarking and highlighting/note-taking facilities will help to keep track of all the points of interest to create the perfect home for you.








16 INTERIOR DESIGN RULES FOR LIVING

“One should never be the oldest thing in one’s house.”

PATSY STONE









	When designing your house, you must first start with the floorplan. You must first decide what needs to go in the room, then work out how to arrange or fit it all. And don’t forget to check thoroughfares and paths between items. A dining table needs around 1m all around it to allow chairs to be pulled in and out.

	When the floorplan is done you will be able to see where the lighting needs to go. Spotlights should generally be around 30cm (11.8in) in from the edge of a room and positioned over the middle of windows and fireplaces or other fixed points. Then add in some table, task and floor lights for atmosphere and, if starting from scratch, consider where you need to add sockets to plug them all in.

	Next, choose your flooring. A good floor will make cheap furniture look better; a bad floor will take the expensive pieces down with it.

	Ask yourself what mood you need to create in the room you are decorating and work out which colours make you feel that way. There’s no point putting a zingy emerald green in the bedroom if it makes you energized; try a calming sage instead.

	When you have chosen your colour palette add a burst of a disrupter shade that makes your heart sing: bright orange bar stools, a metallic-blue lampshade or a neon-green cushion. This disrupter colour should appear in other rooms to tie them together, but vary the objects – a picture here, a vase there, a bedside table or a rug detail. This is how you form your red thread: a strand of colours, textures and styles that run throughout your home linking each room and creating a cohesive scheme.

	Always buy the biggest rug you can fit in the room (don’t forget to allow for door clearance) and can afford. If the budget is tight, buy a piece of patterned or plain carpet with a textured design and have the edges bound in a contrasting colour.

	If you’re not sure about the proportion of your colours, try the 60:30:10 rule: 60 for the largest space – probably the walls, 30 for a piece of large furniture and a rug, and 10 for an accent.

	When decorating one room don’t forget the views of those it looks into or what you see when you walk past a doorway. Curate those views: a well-positioned picture or a vase on a console table will bring everything together.

	Big is generally better when it comes to accessories: large rugs, lamps and vases will always bring a sense of expensive luxe to a room.

	Every room looks better with something vintage in it. There are no exceptions. It doesn’t have to have belonged to your granny – if it came from someone else’s granny and you found it on eBay, that’s fine.

	Shapes are just as important as colours: rooms and furniture are often a series of squares and rectangles – throw in some ovals and circles for contrast. This applies to cushions, too.

	Add something unexpected: Always bring in at least one thing that doesn’t appear to go with everything else, or that is unusual.
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