When I selected my home, I had thought
about the unobstructed view, the pleasing
atmosphere created by the curved and
angled walls, the walk-in closet with
built-ins, which would allow me to
organize my wardrobe by colour, but
what I didn’t realize was that I had
neglected to consider the most important
aspect of my lifestyle – books.

Carolyn Weaver:

Designed for Reading
fter three years, I could no longer deny that
the books which were spilling from my bookcases
were creating chaos. The disorganization was not
only making me claustrophobic but it was reeking havoc
with the enjoyment of my loft. As I reexamined the curved
walls I had first loved and as I glared at the pillars meant to
conjure an old-fashioned atmosphere, it became clear that
my book-lifestyle was not compatible with this anti-bookcase
architecture. Knowing that I am a reader for life and
someone who finds comfort in the physical presence of
books, I realized I would need to move to a loft with a
different layout. So I turned to home décor magazines for
ideas on how to incorporate books into my space.
As I made my way through several issues it struck me –
there were no rooms with books. There were no bookcases
in bedrooms, dens, living rooms or hallways. These were
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clearly not the homes of book readers. The token books,
carefully laid out on coffee and bedside tables, now annoyed
me. They had not come from a bookshelf and they were not
going to claim a permanent space on one, after each page had
been lovingly turned. They were mere accessories, décor
accents – meant to lend an illusion.
Next I turned to décor books – where I did find some
rooms with real bookshelves (though mostly in the kitchen?)
but this was not what I was looking for. I was in need of a
long-term strategy. Chris Hyndman and Steven Sabados, the
hosts of HGTV’s popular home décor show the Designer
Guys had just written their first book, so I turned to them
for guidance.
I had no doubt that this duo would be able to help
because they were known to give a considerable amount of
thought to the lifestyles of each client before setting out to
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transform the client’s space. It was
reassuring to note the title of their
book – Designerguys: Finding Your
Personal Style.
The message of their book is
simple: Before you can create a home
décor that reflects your own style you
have to be comfortable with who you
are. This seems obvious perhaps
because we all like to think we are
comfortable and confident in our
own skin but as Hyndman and
Sabados explain it is a journey that
can take some time even for top
interior designers.
The outgoing and quick-witted
Hyndman, who was born and raised in
Newfoundland, talks about losing a
sense of personal style when his
confidence was shaken by his early

Toronto years. Upon reflection, he
says, he can see how he was somewhat
overwhelmed by the “clothes, parties,
fabulous people, smart cars and
luxurious homes” he encountered in
the city. The comfort and confidence
that he had known growing up in his
mother’s home was lost as he fell into
the trap of trying to keep up with the
trendsetters. The road back to self-style,
he says, was an “exciting and mostly
terrifying journey.”
The thoughtful and observant
Sabados, raised in a small Ontario
town, shares with readers the stress of
the “all-white” chapter in his own
home décor journey to self. After
creating an all-white space, that
projected an image of himself he liked,
he quickly discovered that the reality of

living in it, with a huge black Great
Dane and red wine being spilt one too
many times, was just not him. He got
tired of working hard to maintain a
façade that was all about impressing
others and decided to decorate a place
that suited who he really was.
On the phone I commented on
my surprise that they were both so
open about their early décor faux pas
and their anxieties about being judged
by others that accompanied this
chapter of their lives. “We all have
the same kind of insecurities and we
wanted our viewers to know that we
were no exception,” said Hyndman,
“We want the viewers to know that
they can do what we do because we
have been down the same road. We
aren’t necessarily more creative we just
do it a lot more and that has given us
some insights we like to share.”
While this statement downplays
their first rate talent, vision and
creativity in the field of home décor,
it does capture the essence of the
Designer Guys and helps explain the
show’s popularity. Hyndman and
Sabados really want viewers to feel
empowered and confident in tackling
their own environments. They want
to de-mystify the illusions created
by many shows and magazines and
help people develop a critical eye
for creating the right ambiance.
In their book, they do this by
including a section on how to define
your personal style using the
“designerguy secret” boxes. A tip I
particularly liked related to selecting
both a colour palette and style of
furniture. Normally one starts by
looking in a magazine and selecting a
room you are drawn to with the
intention of replicating it. Sabados
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points out that readers often
spend their time looking at
rooms and furniture that, though
beautiful, do not suit their own
space or lifestyle. “Cher’s home,
for example, is designed for a
warm climate and the large
windows are meant to showcase
her spectacular view. The room
has been designed around these
elements. Trying to recreate this
room, here in the cold north, will
likely not suit either your space
or lifestyle.”
So where do the Designer
Guys recommend that you start
to define your style? In a place
that already shows personal
preferences and your style – the
clothes closet. “If your wardrobe
contains classic suits, alligator
belts and conservative ties, then your
decorating style might be more
traditional. If there is a lot of colour
and pattern in your closet maybe
you’re a little bit more eclectic,” says
one Designerguy tip. While this seems
obvious it is actually quite helpful
when asked to make a list of colours,
patterns and textures that reflect your
style. What I was still not clear about
was how my love of the colour blue,
and quieter patterns could lead to a
cohesive sense of décor which
incorporated books in as many rooms
as possible.
“Books are a challenge for a
decorator,” they both confess. “In the
old days books were printed in sets
and they all matched. They were the
same size and colour and their spines
created a restful symmetry for
the eye,” says Hyndman. “Today
publishers need to catch your eye in a
bookstore. They want their book to
stand out so the colours and designs
are often bright, loud and unique.
There are numerous sizes and the
spines never match – the symmetry is
gone. It is all about marketing but
good marketing and good décor are
not the same thing. A modern
bookcase can lead to a frenzied
energy much like the open concept
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kitchen cupboard.” As I looked at my
mahogany bookcase of old books I
did notice it had a calm and more
formal feel.
Then I looked over to the living
room area where my newer books
resided. I had to admit they had a good
point. The Romantic (Barbara Gowdy),
Paris 1919 (Margaret MacMillian), The
Polished Hoe (Austin Clarke), Imperial
Legend (Alexis S. Troubetskoy) all had
mini photographs on the spines and
there was something jarring about the
school girl in the crisp white blouse on
the spine of The Romantic next to the
dead soldier’s body on the spine of Paris
1919. Add to this the blue stripes of
Moody Food (Ray Robertson) and the
bold red of Robert Hunter’s 2030 and
it clearly created a cluttered look in this
part of the room. But then I do not
normally see the books with the
sharpness of an outsider’s eye.
When I look at these books I see
journeys I have been on and people in
each book that I know intimately. I find
comfort in having them around me.
My connection to my books was
“Just like Camilla Gibb” (author of
The Petty Details of So and So’s Life)
Sabados noted.
“When we designed her writing
room she explained to us that she gets
energy from the spines of her books

because she knows there is a
world behind each one.” he
explained. “We respected that it
was important to her to have
these books around her so we
did not take any of the books off
of the bookshelves and replace
them with pretty vases. Instead
we were challenged and inspired
to create an intimate space that
captured an energy that worked
for her.”
“In a room the eye needs a
place to rest, but if seeing your
books is important to you then
make the books the accents in
the room.”
As I looked at the bold
design on my sofa, I began to
catch on: How much calmer the
room would be if it was
monochromatic. This would allow the
books more room to breath instead of
fighting with the sofa for top billing in
the room. This one simple change
would allow the room to take on a
calmer energy – excellent for both
reading and entertaining.
Understanding that there is a
definite interaction between books
and home décor, the marriage of the
two will be the focus of my next
home space.
In the end, it wasn’t just the curved
walls and the pillars that were
responsible for the chaotic feel in my
loft. I had too many colours and
patterns in rooms with lots of colourful,
modern books. My new loft will have
straight walls and no unnecessary
architectural flourishes so that over time
bookcases can be added to every room.
I will take a page from the Designer Guys
philosophy and let books be the focal
point of my new space. fp

Chris Hyndman and Steven Sabados
hosts of the hit show Designer Guys
can be seen on HGTV.
There first book Designerguys: Finding
Your Personal Style is published by
McClelland & Stewart Ltd.
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