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INTRODUCTION



Home is where the art is
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The first time I fell in love with a piece of art, it was on the side of a train car


Growing up in Ladd, Illinois (population 1,300), my friends and I would sometimes wander down near the tracks to explore. There, in the middle of an overgrown field, we came across abandoned, graffiti-adorned train cars. They had an unexpected gritty beauty. I remember being entranced by the way the paint contrasted with the landscape—the bright colors against the rusty, muted metals.


That was ages ago, but I still feel that same thrill when I find an amazing piece of art. It’s a sense of potential and wonder—the beginning of something. You see, while most people consider art a finishing touch, I look at things another way. After doing nearly a decade of design work, I’ve discovered the most natural way to create joyful, personal, livable, exciting, authentic spaces: start with the art, and build the room around it.


Art is the spark


Too often in interior design, art is an afterthought—the necklace you throw on as you run out the door. But I’m here to tell you, whether you’re evolving an existing room or beginning with a blank slate: art is the place to start. It’s the secret to a room with soul, and it’s the ultimate road map to a home that feels deeply personal, warm, cozy, and special.


That’s what this book is all about: breaking down the barriers so you can find and use art that moves you, and then build rooms that you—and the people you love—connect to deeply.



Affordable art is everywhere 



So many people think that “good art” is out of reach—either it’s too expensive, or it’s simply impossible to find. But in reality art is totally accessible, and it can come from anywhere. It can be a flea market oil painting, a drawing your kid made, a sentimental piece of furniture, a collection of salt and pepper shakers, a five-foot fiberglass ostrich that charmed you at a vintage store (yep, she now stands tall in my living room—you’ll meet her soon).


Art goes way beyond something displayed in a frame. Instead, think of it as anything that draws the eye and brings humanity to a space.


Creating rooms you love


As lead designer on the Magnolia Network show Artfully Designed, I’ve worked with dozens of people on home decor and learned that most folks feel intimidated by art. I want to change that.


My mission is to help you access the tools and the freedom to get comfortable choosing art, because it’s the first crucial step in creating a home that truly reflects who you are. This book is my way of sharing everything I’ve learned along that path—including my secrets for hunting down treasures on any budget.


And my best trick? Building confidence so you can get out there and trust your own instincts—see magic in a tag-sale painting, recognize the potential of a gorgeous piece of fabric, spot a graphic poster or a stunning floor lamp or, heck, even an amazing shower curtain that can serve as the springboard to an incredible room.


We’ll get specific


I’m a champion for artists and their work, in whatever form that work takes. I use my Instagram platform to highlight the incredible talent I’ve found in my community and beyond, and in this book I bring you many of my favorites.


You’ll also get specs on designers I admire, paint colors I depend on, and shopping sources for all sorts of furniture and accessories—basically everything you need to make a room sing. This is not a rule book but rather a guide to help you navigate the design process, start to finish.


Ultimately, I want to help you discover what works for you, so you can do what makes you happy, do what makes you laugh, do what feels right. Make mistakes. Move things around. Become an expert on yourself, write your own rules, and confidently evolve your space.


When a space feels authentically you, you’ll walk in and feel instantly at ease—right at home. And creating a space like that? Well, that’s pure joy.


Ready? Let’s go!
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CHAPTER 
1



“BUT, NATALIE, I DON’T KNOW ANYTHING ABOUT ART…”


I hear this a lot. Sure, it can feel like art buying is a secret society that requires expertise or wealth (or both) for membership. But nothing could be further from the truth. So let’s get those obstacles out of the way.


Obstacle #1: “I don’t understand art…”


The big secret is that you don’t need to. Choosing a piece of art comes down to one question: Does it move you? The advance work is tuning in to your own gut. I’ll help with that.


Obstacle #2: “I can’t afford art…”


Some art is expensive, but plenty of art is not. You just need to know where to look. I’ll get into specifics later in this chapter.


Obstacle #3: “I don’t know what my style is…”


You don’t have to nail down your style before you buy art. Art is experiential. I can’t always verbalize why a piece of art moves me. Sometimes it sparks an emotion—joy, melancholy, nostalgia, sorrow. Sometimes I’m drawn to the subject matter. Sometimes I love the color palette. And sometimes I have no idea why I like a piece. You don’t have to be able to articulate your feelings. You can just love and appreciate art without being able to explain what’s behind the feeling.


I’ll help you get in touch with what you like, build your art confidence, and learn where to find art in any price range. Part of my mission in this book is to expose you to a huge variety of art so you can feel what speaks to you. But first, let’s dig into who you are, and what you gravitate toward naturally.








WHAT ARE YOU DRAWN TO?



Forget trying to name your style. You contain multitudes! Instead, focus on the individual pieces you’re naturally drawn to. Then you can start to think about how you can harmonize what you love. You can be a little bit country and a little bit rock and roll, ya know?


This chapter (and this whole book, actually) will help you identify what makes you tick—what motivates you and delights you—and how to use that insight in hunting for art.


Play up your quirks.


Fruit in art (and decorative objects) makes me smile. I have banana bookends, a strawberry stool, a pillow in the shape of cherries, and a plethora of pieces featuring oranges. I know that might sound weird, but it’s what I love. What’s your weird thing? Once you find it, amplify it in the art you choose.
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Figure out what makes you you.


Understanding what you gravitate toward is the secret to finding art you love—and creating rooms that feel truly personal and joyful. Let’s start with a little pop quiz. Now don’t get sweaty palms on me! There’ll be no grading. Think of this as a self-evaluation, a time to reflect on what you value the most. While these questions may feel unrelated to design, they can actually be quite helpful.




[image: image] What’s your favorite food?


[image: image] What kind of music do you like to listen to at home?


[image: image] If you had a whole day free, what would you do?


[image: image] What’s your favorite thing to wear?


[image: image] What are your three favorite items in your home right now? What do they have in common?


[image: image] What is your happiest memory of travel? (No limit on how many answers here.)


[image: image] Where (or in whose home) do you feel most at ease? Why?




Don’t overthink it—just go with your gut and jot down your responses. You may be making use of this intel already without even realizing it. Does your favorite yellow dress remind you of the cabana stripes on that beach umbrella from your honeymoon? Let’s take that further! When you’re done, look for any common threads in your answers. When I took this quiz, it reminded me how much comfort and nostalgia play into all aspects of my life. What did you learn about yourself?















[image: image]I found this pretty pixie for less than $10 at a thrift store. And please note the oranges peeking in beside her.

















5 WAYS TO BUILD YOUR ART CONFIDENCE



1. Keep an inspiration album on your phone. Getting your “art eye” going is simply about paying attention. Get in the habit of snapping photos of anything you’re drawn to, from your lunchtime salad to the window display at a local shop to a cloud formation overhead. Keep an eye out when you’re in nature, at a flea market, or in a restaurant, and grab a shot of everything you’re attracted to. Add them to a Pinterest board or just keep them in an album in your camera roll. Nature, fashion, food—these are all part of opening your eyes to what you love. And of course, include actual art in this effort—if you see a painting or drawing or sculpture in someone’s home, in your favorite café, at a museum, or on social media that makes your heart skip a beat, capture it. Swipe through your inspiration photos and look for common colors, themes, vibes. Are you drawn to landscapes? Graphic high-contrast visuals? Art with a sense of humor? Jot down what attracts you most. That’s valuable insight.


2. Go on art outings. If you’re intimidated by hunting for art, I challenge you to push your comfort zone and go on a field trip. Look to see if any local galleries or art schools are hosting an opening and plan an evening out with a friend. Or shake up date night with a walk through a local museum. These are low-pressure ways to explore new art without feeling the need to commit. See what draws you in, and take pics for your inspiration album.


3. Phone a friend. Imagine you’re talking to your best friend about an outfit. You know how they somehow know exactly what isn’t quite right or what would be perfect on you? Use friends in the same way for decor input. Ask someone you’re close to how they would describe you in three words. This can be so illuminating. They can magically open your eyes to the way you see art and decor.


4. ABC: Always Be Collecting. You can gather art before you have the perfect spot for it—literally or virtually. I’ve got a Pinterest board for art I come across online and another called “Natalie’s brain,” dedicated to random inspiration. But I’ll also buy art—or furniture—that really speaks to me before I’m even sure where it’ll go. Five years ago I bought a credenza at Randolph Street Market in Chicago, and I only just figured out where to use it (as a vanity in my pool house). Of course you don’t want to overwhelm yourself (or your storage space), so collect within reason.


5. Play around with easy-access art. Thrift stores and tag sales are the playgrounds of the art-minded. Illustrated books pulled apart, your kids’ own art, great finds scooped up on trash night. Experiment with inexpensive art that’s easy to come by, and you’ll start to learn what speaks to you the most.
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HOW TO FIND AFFORDABLE ART


Art is any piece that gets an emotional response from you. Look around. It’s not just paintings; it’s also gorgeous objects, textured wall hangings, flea market chandeliers. It’s in the wagon wheel you find in an old barn and the framed needlepoints you unearth at a garage sale. There are spectacular prints and posters, amazing pieces for sale by art students, and those pillows your friend makes.


My favorite way to find art is when I’m not actively looking for it. You come across something unexpectedly, out and about or on Instagram; it snags your attention, and then it’s impossible to look away. That love-at-first-sight moment. Shopping for art can become second nature. But if you’re not used to it, it seems mysterious. It’s not that different from shopping for clothes. Once you start thinking this way, you’ll notice opportunities for art everywhere. Throughout this book there’s lots of advice and info to give you a leg up on art shopping. Let me start you off with my personal cheat sheet.


INSTAGRAM: The best place to find art in all price ranges. Follow designers you like, then follow the artists they follow—and if you need help finding designers, start by following the folks I follow (see here). Then play the algorithm. Click on art you like, and the algorithm will serve up similar work.


FLEA MARKETS: Everything is negotiable. (But please be kind. These vendors took time to find these unique pieces, so keep that in mind when you’re haggling.) If you can’t get to the right price, walk away, and loop back before you leave. Also: look past the frames—sometimes it’s easy to miss a diamond in the rough because of the wrong frame or a stained mat. Take your time.


ESTATE SALES: Same as flea markets. Play it cool and ask, “Would you take twenty dollars for this?” If the answer is no, come back in the last two hours of the final day of the sale. The key here is: don’t get attached. If you can’t help it and find yourself thinking about a piece all day long, maybe it’s worth paying closer to the asking price.


LOCAL ART SHOWS: Galleries can seem intimidating, but the people who work there actually want to share their knowledge about the art and artist with you. Tell the gallerist or artist your budget—and be honest! This will help them help you narrow down your options. You can also ask if an artist out of your price range offers prints or sketches for purchase. Those are often cheaper, but the sale will still support the artist, and you’ll still get to take home a taste of their work.


And don’t forget about exhibits at local art schools and art-focused colleges. Amazing treasures to be had.


MUSEUM SHOPS: Prints and posters, when displayed appropriately, can be as elegant as a painting. Museum shops are also a great source for small sculptures, bookends (and books), tableware, and vases—reproductions for the win!


TRAVELING: Whether you’re on a road trip or a business trip, talk to the locals (concierge at your hotel, barista at the coffee shop, friendly coed you bumped into on the corner) and ask if they can point you toward the local art scene—murals, art fairs, galleries. And once you find a treasure, bring the cool thing home. It’s a pain, totally inconvenient, I know. But it’s doable. And in exchange for one day of headaches, you’ll get a lifetime of joy.


YOUR OWN HOME: Sometimes a piece just needs to move from one room to another. It’s meant to become part of a grouping, or it’s in need of a simpler frame. A fabulous chandelier might be more comfy in the bedroom than the dining room. A vibrant patterned rug that’s buried under furniture in a bedroom might be drop-dead gorgeous in the living room. Playing with the art you already have is one of the most gratifying (and economical!) ways to launch an art-forward makeover.





Shop locally



There’s nothing like seeing art in person. Whether you’re on the hunt for something new or seeking inspiration from the local flavor, start by supporting artists in your community. To find artists or murals near you, search Instagram with your city name and the word “artist” or “mural” (say, “Milwaukee artist” or “Springfield mural”). This should pull up tons of options. Follow those that appeal to you, or save their page. Google to see if their work is displayed close by. If the artists are represented by a gallery, go check out that gallery’s offerings. Visit in person if you can. You’ll likely find pieces from other artists you are also drawn to.
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