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Introduction





We’ve all heard the adages “There’s no place like home,” “Home is where the heart is,” and “Home sweet home.” Whether or not we prescribe to one of these schools of thought, there’s no question that home is an important place to each of us. The meaning of that word, “home,” transcends a physical dwelling; it encompasses a feeling of peace and belonging. I believe we can elevate our standards of living by making the most of our homes, designing a space that perfectly suits our needs. Home can even help you achieve your goals. The state of your home reflects the state of your life; a comfortable, functioning home both signals and provides solace.


Successful interior design makes a space most capable of serving its intended purpose. A study can enhance your productivity; a nursery can cocoon a new baby; a kitchen can yield delicious flavors. The way you choose to express your style in these spaces using colors, materials, lighting, and textures, and the way you maximize functionality to meet your needs, is what makes your home uniquely yours.


I have been in love with interior design for as long as I can remember. As a child, I frequently found myself arranging and rearranging the furniture in my bedroom. I’d eagerly offer unsolicited design advice to anyone willing to listen, and I even once “surprised” my parents by painting our bathroom a vibrant lime green. Despite this deep interest, interior design didn’t initially occur to me to consider as a feasible career path. After graduating from Tulane University, I opted for a career in the adjacent fashion industry instead. Despite landing a fashion PR role, which I was excited about, the allure of interiors continued to nag at me. After a few years, I found a new position at a company that encompassed both fashion and interior design verticals, and I seized every opportunity to immerse myself in the world of interiors. Eventually, I made the pivotal decision to change the trajectory of my career and headed to the New York School of Interior Design to formally study my—until then—hobby.


I graduated in 2012, worked for a Brooklyn-based boutique design firm, and then in 2015, took a leap of faith and established my eponymous firm, Emma Beryl Interiors. Since then, I’ve had the privilege of engaging in residential and commercial projects all over the United States. To me, it’s a profound honor to be trusted with the responsibility of helping people optimize the most significant spaces in their lives.


It is my design philosophy that a home should be ever-evolving, adapting with you through all the chapters of your life. My goal is for this book to be used as a reference manual and handbook while you’re engaged in a particular home improvement project, or it can be read from cover to cover for a more comprehensive understanding of home decor. Either way, House Rules will give you all the essential tools you need for building a home that is your home. It is a list of my best practices and the design rules I abide by, drawing on my education and experience as an interior designer.


With that said, please bear in mind that while I hope these guidelines offer valuable insight, I also wholeheartedly believe that the magic happens when you feel free to deviate from the rules if and when inspiration strikes. After all, your design choices and expressing what distinctly resonates with you is what will turn your house into your home. My goal is that no matter what phase or season you’re in, this book provides the tools to create a home that serves as a rich backdrop to make memories in, and supports you in every design change you implement in your space. It should serve as a trusted hand to hold, reminding you of tried-and-true interior design principles. I hope House Rules demystifies the home renovation and design processes and inspires, empowers, and guides you toward discovering your own personal sense of style.













#1GATHER INSPIRATION





Mood Boards


The first step in designing your home is to find inspiration. I personally enjoy browsing online, perusing interior design and architecture books, scrolling on Instagram, watching movies, and even visiting hotels to find interiors that resonate with me.


They need not all be new discoveries: as you gather images, don’t forget to tap into the rich resource that is your own life experience and nostalgia. Consider cherished elements of your childhood home, memories from a special trip, or features of a friend’s home that you’ve always admired. The spaces that have left a significant impact often have a distinct personality and a strong point of view, which will empower you to make bold choices in your own design. Drawing inspiration from your memories gives your space personality and individuality that would be impossible for anyone else to replicate. Furthermore, examining and honoring your long-term preferences ensures that you stay authentic to your own style, even when you’re being inundated with trends on social media.
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At this point, don’t concern yourself with unraveling the reasons “why” you like something; just save images onto your mood boards for future analysis. This phase is about organically curating a bank of design elements that resonate with you.


Your method of saving these collected images should be one that comes naturally to you and feels easy. For me, Pinterest is a favorite because the images are easy to see together and to keep organized. You could also consider tangible pin-boards, binders, or even saving images in an album on your phone. I dedicate a single mood board to each individual space I am working on. Doing so allows me to examine my project room by room as well as to align the boards to assess the project as a cohesive whole.


#2GATHER INSPIRATION


Keep Sense of Place Front of Mind


Bear in mind context while collecting your inspiration images. For example, while you might love the aesthetic of a Dutch stone farmhouse, consider that incorporating significant design elements from that style might not work well in your industrial downtown loft. The idea is for your interior design to harmoniously intertwine with the architecture of your home and to fit within the context of your neighborhood. If available, look at older images of your home, watch movies featuring homes similar to yours in location, age, and style, and scour the internet for photos of comparable spaces. If you live in a new-build, identify the architectural style of your house and take a look at similar, older spaces for inspiration. This research is interesting, and it adds a fun intellectual dimension to your renovation when you’re able to incorporate subtle references to your home’s history into your design. Any nods that you can make to the original architecture of your space will go a long way in making your home feel authentic and will help you avoid trends. (See also Rule #4.) Pay special attention to colors, materials, silhouettes (for faucets, light fixtures, moldings, and tiles), and layouts that were popular around the time your home was built. Attempting to force your home into something it inherently is not will result in a design that feels contrived. The best designs honor the past and embrace history yet feel creative, fresh, and personal.


#3GATHER INSPIRATION


Play to Your Strengths


It’s important to identify and emphasize the distinctive features that initially drew you to your home, whether that is original hardwood flooring, beautiful natural light, or soaring ceiling heights. Consider how your design choices can help accentuate these characteristics and collect images that showcase spaces with comparable qualities to help you tell the story of what you love about your home through strategic selections. For instance, if you love the striking staircase in your home, take a deep dive into inspiration images showcasing staircases highlighted by colorful stair runners, oversize light fixtures that accentuate their unique beauty, or stunning, eye-catching banisters.
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#4GATHER INSPIRATION


Beware of Trends and Trendsetters


While it can be fun (and almost unavoidable) to keep up with what design elements and interior designers are currently “in,” approach trends and trendsetters with caution. Relying too heavily on popular styles, colors, or materials for inspiration will stifle creativity and result in a home that feels outdated quickly. This caution also applies to gathering all your inspiration images from a single designer. Your distinct perspective is what breathes life into your home; relying solely on one (or two) designer’s work as a reference will result in a space that feels imitative instead of designed.
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#5GATHER INSPIRATION


Take Notes/Look for Patterns


When you are finished collecting inspiration, pause to review. Reflect on why you saved each image; was it the overall feeling of the space, or a specific detail? You might find some that don’t quite align with the rest of your inspiration or that no longer resonate with you—you might not even remember why you saved some of the images in the first place. Feel secure in removing these images to eliminate visual noise and keep your design narrative consistent. Observe any patterns that emerge from the images you saved and make note of elements you were consistently drawn to. The goal here is to identify a throughline of your images to help crystallize a design concept. Your notes should be specific and detailed, as they’ll become a critical tool as you are working through your design. Revisiting your notes (rather than the images themselves) will minimize the risk of inadvertently copying a design; this approach grants you more creative freedom in your interpretation of the spaces that informed your style.
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#6GATHER INSPIRATION


Define Your Design Concept


Use the patterns from your mood boards to guide your design concept. Think of your design concept as a word, a phrase, or an elevator pitch for the look you’re aiming to achieve. One example could be “eclectic bohemian,” in which case your concept might merge elements from different countries and time periods. It could include a multitude of vibrant patterns, textures, and colors to create a well-traveled feeling in your home.


Don’t be intimidated by this rule: you get to decide what the concept is; whatever you decide is right. It’s meant to establish the framework for all decision-making during the design process and helps ensure your choices work together to achieve a cohesive, deliberate result. Adhering to your design concept is critical in designing a space with a strong point of view and a clear perspective. While specific elements of your design will naturally evolve over the course of your project, it’s important that your overarching design concept remains consistent.


A design concept is not a theme. Suppose your design concept is “modern mountain lodge.” A common pitfall would be to unintentionally exaggerate this concept. Your instinct might be to integrate antler chandeliers or buffalo plaid into your design, but being too literal in your interpretation of a concept can feel overtly kitschy. While campy designs can be fun and chic, if this isn’t your intended outcome, consider incorporating more subtle hints from your concept instead. Perhaps in your modern mountain lodge, you specify millwork built from indigenous trees, or draw color inspiration from native flowers.


#7GATHER INSPIRATION


Choose Keywords to Tell a Story


This one is a bit of an interior designer cliché, but much of design really is about the art of storytelling. Design language can be a valuable tool; the terminology doesn’t need to be pretentious or scholarly—it just needs to make sense to you. For example, if you are focusing on your dining room, list three adjectives you would use to describe the ambiance you hope to achieve. Within your “elevated rustic” design concept, perhaps you want the dining room to feel “warm, textural, and organic.” Could you apply these three words to the table you’re considering? How about the chairs? As you work through your project, revisit your keywords to maintain consistency and prevent inadvertent deviation from your storyline.













#8PRACTICAL PREPARATIONS





Purge Items That No Longer Serve You


Removing furniture or decor pieces from your home can sometimes be as impactful as adding new ones. There’s a quote I love by celebrated designer William Morris: “Have nothing in your house that you do not know to be useful or believe to be beautiful.” In other words, when an item in your home no longer aligns with your design concept, it’s time to sell or donate it. You can find many services available to help you with this: Facebook Marketplace, Craigslist, AptDeco, Chairish, or auction houses are a few examples. Depending on your location, some services can arrange to pick up your furniture for donation. If discarding a piece of furniture seems to be the best option, you can call your city to arrange a large pick up. Alternatively, you can hire a service like 1-800-Got-Junk? to come into your home and remove unwanted items. One note of caution—avoid being too quick to get rid of too many items; replacing furniture can be wasteful and expensive. Ask yourself if the item you’re considering donating can be repaired or refurbished. Before you get rid of something, try using it in another area of your home first as sometimes context makes all the difference. If the piece still doesn’t work, it’s probably time to say goodbye.


#9PRACTICAL PREPARATIONS


Take Inventory


After combing through your belongings, you’ll almost always find items you already own that you wish to integrate into your new design. Measure all the pieces you intend to keep so you can incorporate them into your plans. Take pictures of these existing pieces to include in your schemes (see Rule #32), as you’ll want to visualize how they interact with new additions you’re bringing into your space. Consider reupholstering, repainting, or replacing hardware on the pieces that you already own. These updates can breathe new life into your existing furniture to help them blend more seamlessly with your new design. It is worth noting that refurbishing or recovering furniture can sometimes be quite expensive, so, while it offers the advantage of creating a personalized look and is an opportunity to refresh sentimental pieces, it’s not necessarily always the most cost-effective route.
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#10PRACTICAL PREPARATIONS


Assess How You Live


In interior designer Rita Konig’s online Create Academy course “Ultimate Guide to Interior Design,” she says “luxury means having everything you need within arm’s reach.” I love this quote because you can interpret it literally when organizing a floor plan (see Rule #17) or a bit more metaphorically to mean a home is most luxurious when its function is optimized for your needs. A white linen down sofa might feel physically delightful to sink into, but it is the opposite of luxury if you have little kids or pets living in your home and the durability of a delicate sofa is causing you stress. Think about how you intend to use your space. Do you love to entertain? Plan to have a lot of long-term visitors? Would hidden storage be a benefit? Is there anything specific you’d love to showcase? Do you work from home? Ask yourself questions like do I want this space to feel formal or informal? What time of day am I most likely to use this room? What activities would I like to take place here? Keeping such questions in mind as you approach different design choices will offer valuable guidance in what material and furniture selections will create the most practical and therefore luxurious environment for you personally.
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