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MIRROR OF THE FAMILY SOUL 

Human creations shape humans. It was the German art historian Fritz Wichert who coined this 

aphorism in the early twenties, but for Interior Designer Paula Jacobs, it has timeless validity. In 

ten years of professional practice, she has helped hundreds of clients connect with their homes, 

and even recover from psychosomatic symptoms such as tensions and headaches. However, what 

the designer experienced when Maria and Geoff Cooper called her for help topped all she had seen 

before. The changes she suggested worked beyond spatial dimensions. They initiated a healing 

process that resembled a family therapy rather than the finishing touch to family home.  

I met the Coopers at a Perth home expo, where the couple was looking at table tops for their 

kitchen. To be precise, Maria was, while husband Geoff simply said “Whatever, you choose”. Behind 

my display, I could watch the woman’s frustration rise. She was looking around, stroking across the 

kitchen tops, asking her husband what he thought and he just kept away from the decision. It took 

the couple five minutes to spot me, another five for Geoff to exclaim, “Good that we found you. My 

wife just can’t make a decision.” Without knowing the politics behind the scenes, my first thought 

was, “why can’t she make a decision?”  What I didn’t know either was that I would be taking on one 

of my most rewarding assignments.  

We set up a meeting, and the Coopers told me their story. It began with house hunting. One 

weekend, Maria, Geoff and their two teenage daughters, went and looked at a bright, spacious 

sandstone home by the River. It was exactly what they were looking for, and the price was right, too. 

But as soon as Maria walked in, she knew that she wouldn’t like it. It was a diffuse feeling, something 

atmospheric that made her feel uneasy. She brushed it off as completely illogical. The house that 

was going to be their home was perfect, and her family had already fallen in love with it. “Why not,” 

Maria reasoned with herself. “I can change the interior to make it feel like mine.”   

It wasn’t a change. It was a rebellion. The two girls and the father had bought the house because 

they liked what they saw. They would have moved in there and that would have been it. Not so 

Maria. As she had announced, she started her work right away. She ripped up the bathroom; she 

ripped out the kitchen and the floors; she put new timber in. She changed the basic feel that made 

her family fall in love with the house, and then she was frustrated because neither her husband nor 

her daughters were willing to support her. 

Their disengagement did not surprise me. The house did not feel like theirs anymore. They felt that 

they had no space. Recently I found a book, written in the early fifties by the American sociologists 

Foote and Conttrell. They said that space shared with others increases the mutual empathy, but 

within limits. “Up to a certain point, intimate interaction with others increases the capacity to 

empathize with them. But when others are too constantly present, the organism appears to develop 

a protective resistance to responding to them”, the researchers wrote in Identity and Interpersonal 

Competence . That, I believed, may have happened with the Coopers. I had to find something to 

bring back the communication.  

The first step to reviving the domestic bliss was to find private spaces for each of them, but also a 

centre for all to gather and talk, and a third area that caters for the Coopers as a couple.  
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As Geoff was the one who felt most disengaged, I started with him, going around asking him what he 

wanted to do. At the same time, I tried to bring across that his house would never be going back to 

what it was, saying “Let’s move on.”   

When we reached the passageway next to the stairs in the second floor, I spotted a little nook, ideal 

for a study. I pointed out that there was enough space for a desk and a chair. That’s all I said, and 

then we moved on.  

Then I repeated the walk-through with Maria. As we arrived at the nook, Geoff shot up from his 

chair, raced up, muttering, “You are not changing anything in this place. This is going to be my 

study.”  Maria’s answer was short. “That’s fine. I don’t mind.” I have to admit, I enjoyed my little 

victory. Geoff was starting to get involved, and I witnessed the first bit of communication since the 

couple had bought the house.”  

The second step was to find a special place for Maria. She still did not feel that this was her home. 

She needed a bit of soul, and I had to find out more about her personality.  As it turned out, Maria’s 

background is Italian. That is why we created an “Italian corner”. On the other side of the kitchen, 

there was a double set of glass doors that opened onto a square veranda, just enough space for a 

café style bistro table, two wrought iron chairs and pots with roses, Maria’s favourite flowers. There 

she could sit alone or invite her husband to join her for a cup of coffee. Most important, she had her 

own space, a connection to her Italian ancestry that carried her soul.  

We also needed a place for the family. Around the kitchen, we created two spaces, one inside, the 

other in the al fresco area. There Maria placed her dining table from the old house, together with 

her husband’s favourite chairs, turning the area into a space where the family could sit together. It 

became, quite literally a talking point. 

The third step was to set a romantic mood in the bedroom. We removed the children’s pictures from 

the bedside cabinets and put them into the passage way. After all, the bedroom was about the 

couple, not the family.   

The Coopers and I developed what author Bettina Ruehm points out in her book Der Optimale 

Grundriss (The Optimal Layout), “A good layout for a home mirrors the every-day habits of each of 

its residents.”  It worked. In synchronicity to what was happening with their home, the Coopers 

resumed their communication. Our creation recreated the family - and proved Wichert’s aphorism 

timeless. Paula Jacobs 

Paula Jacobs has her own company, Design Ino. She lives in Rockingham.  
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