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Great design means questioning the
rules
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When it comes to design rules, it helps to know which to follow, along with the best
ones to break. As the local pros below show, sometimes you can do both by starting
with some guidelines before getting creative with other details.

,Rachel Nelson, CEO and principal for Detroit-based Concetti, always questioned
the rules as a child. “That has been a repeat theme in my life and that curiosity has
been a driving force in my creativity,” she says.

The designer has some suggestions for planning interiors. “All of the rules about
what you should do, get rid of them and focus on things that are in alignment with
who you are,” says Nelson. “You don’t have to have a formal dining room. Do what
makes sense for you. It can be an office, playroom, study, wine room or reading
nook. Out with the rules and in with your goals.”
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That is how Nelson and her team approach the process with their clients. “We
follow codes to keep you safe and practice the elements and principles of design,”
she says. “Once you know your aesthetic goals — which can be funky with bright
colors or monochromatic — what makes it successful are the elements and
principles: line, form, function, scale, repetition that we find ourselves doing
naturally, like staging a bookcase. You can also learn those things. Some people
have a knack for it. The more you practice, the better you get.”

Other steps come with the territory. “As interior design strategists, we don’t skimp
on measuring and doing our due diligence up front, like creating goals and getting
to know our clients,” says Nelson. “Your mother might tell you what you have to do
or a Realtor might give advice for resale. You should take all this information in, let
your goals settle and let the rest fall away.”
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Nelson takes the same approach at home. “My living room is a tiny space that
shouldn’t have a big old sectional. But I found one with a tight back and sleek lines
because I wanted to have one,” the designer says. “It’s chartreuse and I love it.
People say your furniture should be neutral, but it doesn’t have to be.”

In fact, she adds that leaning into the use of color in a small space keeps it light and
bright. You can also go deep and moody to trick your eye into making it feel more
open and wallpaper can be another way to add personality.

For a Detroit condo with a modest
footprint, Nelson bent the rules a bit.
“Instead of opening it up, we went for
intimacy and kept the kitchen separate,”
she says. Acrylic chairs and a slender
tulip table make it feel more spacious
and capture the view.

Another Detroit condo defies convention
with painted stripes and clever lighting
configurations for a concrete ceiling. A
spare bedroom serves as a recording
studio, while a gallery wall incorporates
four TVs and graphic patterns accent the
bathroom. “We tripled the size of the
kitchen by floating an island in the
center,” says Nelson. “This condo broke
the rules across the board.”

Creative license  

Husband-and-wife team Debra Auer, principal interior designer, and David Carr,
principal architect, AIA (American Institute of Architects) with Auer Design in
West Bloomfield believe rules are there for a reason and there is a delicate balance.
“It’s the way we interpret them for each project that makes it different,” Carr says. 

Less is more is among the guidelines they follow and symmetry is also important to
their work. When it comes to color, Auer says, “Opposites attract (check the color
wheel).” Adds Carr: “Don’t discount a color because it might not be your favorite.
Paired with another color opposite on the color wheel, it could be very dynamic.”

For them, certain rules remain in place. “Measuring a room or space is a precise
process and should not be changed,” he says. Still, the couple encourages mixing
styles, with some guidelines, and using things you love. They also add that
bathrooms and powder rooms shouldn’t be predictable. “In a powder room or
bathroom, it’s all about the drama,” says Auer. “You can use tile and dimmers to
create a mood.”
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Sometimes a space calls for creative solutions. For a Junior League of Detroit
Designers’ Show House with a sleeping porch off the main bedroom that was a
considerable distance from the kitchen in the expansive home, a beverage center fit
the bill.

In a Chicago condo, the couple embraced the pie-slice shape of the space and
repeated it on the kitchen island and the light fixture above.

“We always like to start with symmetry and edit from there. It’s just a great starting
point,” says Auer. “In a bathroom, we like to start with the basics for a nice clean
slate. We usually do quite a bit of white with some sort of accent. It depends on the
client, but it’s better to keep it safe than go too crazy or it becomes dated too
quickly.”

Form and function

For Joanne Ledbetter, interior designer and owner of Joanne Ledbetter Designs in
Davisburg, rules come into play when the function of the space is paramount, such
as kitchens and bathrooms. When it comes to form and function, she strives to find
a good balance between the two. “You can have a beautiful kitchen, but if it doesn’t
work for you, then you will get frustrated,” she says. “My goal is that a client will
say five years from now: ‘I love how this works and I never would have done that
design and I love it.’”

Ledbetter likes to push some aesthetic boundaries, which can be fun for the
designer and her clients. “But, if they have three kids and two dogs, the laundry
room or mudroom has to be functional or the purpose of the space is lost. No one
wants to have a beautiful space that doesn’t work,” she says. “In a kitchen, function
comes first with your cooking, cleaning and storing. With the materials we use, we
get to play with stone and tile and color and texture. That’s where you can be more
creative, but if you can’t wash dishes, it’s a problem. You have to do this dance and
you can celebrate the details that are functional like hardware and lighting. The
jewelry of the kitchen can be something really special.”
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To get started, Ledbetter likes to take in the architecture and learn about the family
—how they live and what they love — and meet those desires. “To have a
comfortable, warm and inviting space; those are my rules. I do my drawing,
planning and measuring, but I’m more of an intuitive designer with fine art
training at my core. I still consider myself an artist creating an artful space for
clients and adding quality of life to their environment that brings them some joy,”
she says.

“We want to have spaces that invite people to stay, but it’s important to know the
rules,” says Ledbetter, who learned them when earning her fine arts degree. As a
professor once told her: “You need to know the rules in order to break them
appropriately.”

Jeanine Matlow writes the Smart Solutions column in Homestyle. You can reach
her atjeaninematlow@earthlink.net.
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This gallery wall features four TVs that were seamlessly
incorporated into the art arrangement for the ultimate
viewing experience. Brett Mountain/Concetti

A former Junior League of Detroit Designers’ Show House features a beverage center on a sleeping porch off the main
bedroom of the expansive residence. This creative solution prevents late-night walks to the kitchen, which is some
distance away. Jeff Garland/Auer Design
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Interior designer Joanne Ledbetter believes rules come into play when the function of a space is paramount, like a kitchen
where tasks should be easy to complete. Distinctive details come from material selections. Matakphotography / Joanne
Ledbetter Designs
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