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                    Practicing what author Edith Wharton preached in The Decoration of Houses, timeless
                        French style resides inside—appropriate to the architecture of the house. Nevertheless,
                        modern-day comfort starts at the front door, satisfying needs. 
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Introduction 




One picture is worth ten thousand words, says a Chinese proverb. And it is safe to say
        that the familiar adage proves true. A room in print worthy of Paris's beguiling Right
        Bank or of Florence, the heart of the Tuscany region where the presence of artists Leonardo
        da Vinci and Michelangelo still looms, catches knowing eyes and almost surely inspires
        creative minds. 

But the power of pictures isn't new. Hundreds of years ago, scattered Native American
        tribes speaking various languages painted pictographs on cave walls, rocks, and hides to
        communicate their thoughts, needs and feelings. Nowadays images spread across the glossy
        pages of widely read shelter magazines and coveted design books have equally grand, if
        different, ambitions. With pitching imitation as the sincerest form of flattery decidedly
        last-century, most savvy publications reflecting luxury lifestyles appear intent, instead,
        on urging readers to fashion their own unmistakably swank empires, whether
            châteaux, villas or palazzi.
    

Never mind that in bastions that want for nothing, a coterie of magnetic
        antiques—exquisite tapestries, dramatic chandeliers and storied armoires set amid sensuously
        sculpted statuary—are expected fixtures. Or that their signature siblings—swaths of fabrics
        from prestigious European mills replete with attention-grabbing
            passementerie—are just as likely the focus. All look equally at
        home on this side of the Atlantic as they do overseas and, more importantly, fulfill an
        American penchant for timeless grandeur that never wanes. 

Lately, though, it seems that old-world artistry is not enough for a sizable and growing
        number of design aficionados. For many of us, satisfaction comes from creating cosmopolitan
        glamour—a chic blend of the traditional and edgy with a downtown attitude apt for an era
        with more choices than ever. 

After dismissing polarized notions about what understated elegance means or doesn't
        mean, we welcome the best France and Italy have to offer, give considerable thought to
        striking reminders from other far-flung cultures and take the Greek dramatist
        Aristophanes' challenge to heart: "Let each man exercise the art he knows,"
        he famously said. And we do. Layering panache and pizzazz with varying degrees of theatrical
        dash, we trust our instincts to pair what we were unable to resist in our travels amidst
        what we already own—and in a break with tradition ease the formality of sophisticated
        European décor. 

Predictably, then, it is only fitting when crafting a design book to honor this
        achievement. To manage that, my assistants and I scout homes until we have a database of
        dozens of memorable interiors unlikely to be labeled stuffy, much less ordinary. Broadly
        chronicling our preferences, we appreciate the comfort that no camera can quite capture,
        focus on how a room functions as well as how it appears, and favor unexpected details that
        in general raise any environment above the fray. That we are far from blasé about billowing
        window treatments that look as if fabricated by one of France's petits
            mains, the highly-skilled seamstresses who hand-stitch haute couture ball
        gowns, is obvious—as is a bias for our own work. 

More often than not, we shun interiors that overflow with objects, which we cannot help
        thinking fail to foster a serene feeling of well-being. Our mind-set is definitely
        "less is more." How else to explain why we shy away from shooting any setting that
        looks as if it is mounting an exhibition to a celebrated monarch's influence? This
        doesn't mean we are put off by antiques any more than agree with the contention
        espoused by the French that one should not tamper with furniture whether or not time has
        taken a toll. Regardless, we are the first to admit that interesting back stories, such as
        surviving the French Revolution and two World Wars, add to their allure. 

Actually, photographing a home is not as easy as it looks. To the owner's credit,
        windows gleam (unless it has recently rained), silver shines, crystal sparkles and beds tout
        freshly ironed fine linens by the time we arrive. In addition, the family dog typically
        appears recently groomed. But even if not, he or she still is sure to melt our hearts as we
        set out readying the site for its photo "op," aiming to keep the gaggle of
        telephones, televisions, and computers that come in all persuasions away from the telling
        lenses of our cameras, thinking nothing of physically removing them when we can. And when we
        can't do that we use Photoshop, a program that allows us to take out recessed ceiling
        lights, wall switches, registers and temperature controls, which can be distracting.
        Somewhere along the way, we learned that a melted ice cube will help do away with an
        indention left by a furniture leg and restore the carpet pile. 

Although rearranging has its limits, necessity requires that for visual impact we fill
        empty spaces that loom large and remove objects that the viewfinder has difficulty
        interpreting—or, more accurately, "reading." Before the photographer snaps a
        picture, we also spin lamp shades until seams are hidden, tape lamp cords so they don't
        dangle and try hiding wall outlets. Despite the weather, a warm fire may glow in the hearth
        rather than risk having readers look into a black hole. 

Given the influence that pictures hold, it is only natural that no one would dare sit on
        either the sofas or chairs until long after the camera stops clicking. And that we would
        find other ways to help furniture and accessories gain the camera's approval, such as
        rousing pillow flanges from hibernation with tape, plumping and propping throws and lighting
        rooms just so. 

Is it any wonder, then, that one picture can wordlessly offer a stream of bright ideas? Or
        that we bowed to this prevailing wisdom and shepherded into print rooms that present
        ultimate proof of the ancient adage? Setting one well-appointed space apart from others is a
        distinctive way of defining style, which invariably communicates the thoughts, needs and
        feelings of those raising families, welcoming friends and celebrating meaningful occasions
        in these environments. That these interiors owe more than a little to influences from France
        and Italy, and sometimes England, Portugal and Spain, is noticeable. But a still closer look
        at the photographs reveals that aesthetic inspiration can spring from anywhere—cultures as
        diverse as India, China, Egypt and Turkey—with or without traveling to these places.
        Clearly, we've moved well beyond honoring one French monarch and including the expected
        Italian painted piece; though, of course, we still cherish evidence of both. 

I hope the images that follow will stretch your imagination, suggest fresh ways of
        artfully enhancing your surroundings, and, of course, ultimately satisfy your soul. For,
        according to the nineteenth-century French writer Marie-Henri Beyle (1783–1842), better
        known by his pen name Stendhal, "Beauty is the promise of happiness." Certainly,
        there is no reason not to take him at his word. After all, one picture is still worth ten
        thousand words. —Betty Lou Phillips, asid


[image: Introduction]Keeping pace with Paris, labor-intensive Venetian plaster walls plus sofas and
                fabrics by J. Robert Scott and Larsen simply complement each other rather than court
                attention. Also in vogue: French furniture that harks back to the 1940s, finished in
                silver leaf. Mirrored tables with antique glass are from the Paris Moderne
                Collection by John Himmel, available to the trade at David Sutherland, Dallas.
                Threatening to steal the spotlight, however, is the antique limestone cheminée.
                Dallas's RF Imports unearthed the fireplace in the Normandy region of France.
            





[image: Introduction]A confidante—with numerous seats attached in a single unit—exudes an aristocratic
                air as Fortuny underscores its glamour. The workshops of world-renowned Fortuny are
                on the Venetian island of Giudecca. 







French Flair




Much has changed since Louis XIV (1643–1715), Louis XV (1715–74) and Louis XVI (1774–92)
        unabashedly drenched the Palace of Versailles in gilded excess, provoking a revolution that
        brought the monarchy tumbling down and prompted habitués of all economic levels—poor, middle
        class and rich—aspiring for better lives to famously proclaim "liberté,
            égalité, et fraternité!" the national mantra. 

Today mega-mansions, however worthy of American fantasies, fail to denote either wealth or
        privilege in the Ile-de-France—the historic heart of the country encompassing Paris and
        surrounding seven départements (districts). The
        populous hub of much of France's cultural, educational, financial and political power
        has its own set of symbols that are not only the ultimate measure of status but also much
        more discreet than those in the States. 

Heaven forbid that any of the eleven million men and women in this region, or at least
        many of them, would be so déclassé as to chase American dreams—private jets or
        "fractional" shares of them, jaw-dropping yachts, flashy cars or sprawling
        vacation homes—any more than spend a fortune extensively renovating or restoring a primary
        property down its cracked marble floors before ambitiously decorating it. (In the interest
        of equality, the Fifth Republic ideal ignores religious and ethnic differences, so those
        with residency papers exude a collective identity regardless of their origin. Officially,
        all citizens are French whether they share or distance themselves from Gallic values.) 

With ongoing sympathies to the principles that led to the French Revolution, like-minded
        style setters determinedly try to distance themselves from the ancien
            regimes' vaunted reputation for over-the-top displays of rococo
        extravagance that roused feelings of resentment outside Versailles' walls and resulted
        in a torturous uprising. 

Not that the socially ambitious don't find acceptable ways to separate themselves
        from their neighbors. Or that there aren't touches of glamour inside
            appartements in the Ile-de-France, where by some estimates nearly
        75 percent of the inhabitants dwell. Although the practice of creating period rooms that
        drip in brocades and gold leaf is virtually extinct, instantly identifiable symbols of style
        and sophistication—such as eighteenth-century furniture, paintings and porcelain, luxurious
        textiles and passementerie—inspired by the royals are coveted and
        collected. Much like the fine linens and heirloom silver passed down from father to son,
        mother to daughter, all are celebrated badges of the privileged class with bearing on how
        one is perceived. (continued below)


[image: French Flair]À la française, a petit salon is the epitome of old-world grace replete with
                fabrics from Christopher Hyland, sofas from the Cameron Collection, throws by
                Fortuny and, notably, an elongated pillow hand-painted by Carlsbad, California,
                artist Jennifer Chapman. Rich paint finishes are by Jo Mattison, Dallas. The walnut
                commode is eighteenth-century French. Gilded mirrors from the same period are
                Italian. Thanks to Carol Piper Rugs, Houston, a circa 1890 carpet from Agra—home of
                India's admirable Taj Mahal—lends a surplus of grandeur. 





[image: French Flair]Giving a salon with old-world élan new perspective are chairs in the style of LVI
                from Nancy Corzine, Los Angeles, dressed by Bangkok-based silk manufacturer Jim
                Thompson. The window treatment highlights the trend in both France and Italy away
                from over-the-top curtains, meaning swags, valances, and jabots. And while on the
                topic of trends, the Labrador retriever is the purebred of the moment, according to
                the American Kennel Club. (The Yorkshire terrier is next most popular.) 





[image: French Flair]An eighteenth-century armoire from Jacqueline Adams Antiques in Atlanta pays
                homage to France with its magnificence. Palatially proportioned armoires with deep,
                intricate carving, piercing, shaped bonnets (curved tops) and the patina of time are
                the most celebrated sources of Gallic pride. But with le tout Paris in a perpetual
                quest for the best, to say nothing of American interest in fine French furniture,
                similar pieces are not easily surrendered, never mind easy to find. 





[image: French Flair]A Paris flea market find known in France as a surtout, meaning "above
                all," according to the dealer, hosts vases from Takashamaya, New York City. An
                imperial mirror adds further drama.





[image: French Flair]Strands of myriad influences add more than a bit of distinction. Dallas decorative
                artist Jo Mattison used Schaibin leaf, a Japanese technique, to produce the
                metallic-finished gold leaf walls. Iron rods are by Palmer Design, San Diego. The
                aged, finely woven rug came from the Lahore region of India, now Pakistan, via Carol
                Piper, whose Houston shop wears her name. 





[image: French Flair]No matter that the well-coiffed hairstyles of King Louis XVI of France and
                oft-maligned Queen Marie Antoinette have fallen from favor. An eighteenth-century
                walnut commode ensures this powder room maintains a majestic air. Regal amenities—a
                gilded sink, rock crystal fittings, sconces and a chandelier, all from Sherle
                Wagner—further the illusion of glamour any royal or commoner would envy. 
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