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I n  g l o r i o u s  c o l o u r
PAINT QUEEN ANNIE SLOAN HAS TRANSFORMED HER  

FRENCH FARMHOUSE INTO A DECORATED HAVEN.

THIS PAGE AND FACING PAGE “You enter the 
house into the sitting room, a lovely open-plan 
room with rafters and an open fireplace,” says 
Annie. “As a family, we spend the most time here, 
with its walls in soft pink Chalk Paint in Antoinette  
and its roaring fire.” The mural above the fireplace 
was already there when they bought the house.
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IT’S NOT SURPRISING that Annie Sloan’s house in 
Normandy, northern France, is filled to the brim  
with paint effects ranging from beautifully aged and 
patinated furniture to bright and joyful Bloomsbury- 
style doorways and stair risers. She is, after all, the very 
same Annie Sloan who singlehandedly kickstarted the 
chalk paint trend back in 1990, when she was working  
as a mural artist and restorer after studying Fine Arts  
at university. She disliked the paints available, so she 
formulated her own, and the decorative powerhouse  
that is Annie Sloan Chalk Paints was born.

It’s been a 30-year journey to get her French home the 
way she likes it, though. Australian-born Annie, who 
moved to the UK with her family when she was 10 years 
old, recalls that in 1991, when she and husband David  
were searching for a holiday home as a retreat from their 
busy life in Oxford, they struggled even to discover which 
houses were for sale. “It wasn’t so easy to find property in 
other countries,” she says. “There was no such thing as an 
estate agent in rural France back then – you had to contact 
the town council, who would let you know of any properties 
available in the vicinity. Then somebody who knew 
somebody who once lived there would drive you out. When 

they did eventually find somewhere to show you, it felt 
almost rude not to buy it!”

Thankfully, this home, parts of which date back to the 
1600s, was in the perfect location, just a few hours’ drive 
from the ferry port, but “deep, deep in the countryside, 
with no neighbours for miles”. When they got inside, 
though, “The house was completely dilapidated,” says 
Annie. “It’s in the style of what in the UK we would call a 
longhouse, which is a farmhouse built so farmers and their 
animals could live together. They tend to appear in remote 
areas where farmers would be running self-sufficient 
smallholdings with chickens, geese and a few cows.”

Those animals took their toll on the fabric of the house, 
in particular in one of the bedrooms. “This room had 
clearly been where the chickens held court!” explains 
Annie. “It was crumbling to pieces and had been pecked 
terribly at the bottom. We could see it was built in the 
traditional French peasant mode; that is to say, using  
a lot of mud, straw, and cow manure. So we thought,  
‘Well, we ought to try and repair this sympathetically.’ 

“Dino, my wonderful Albanian builder from Oxford, 
said, ‘I might not be French, but we have this technique in 
my country too, and I think I know exactly what to do.’ > 

TOP LEFT “Every piece of vintage furniture has an interesting story,” says Annie, “from the history of the piece to the process of restoring and upcycling 
it to its former glory.” TOP RIGHT “Painting stair risers is such a quick way to bring joy,” she tells us. “They can be forgotten space, and really benefit 
from extra attention.” FACING PAGE Annie was inspired to paint around doorways by the 20th-century British artistic set the Bloomsbury Group.
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The house has two staircases, as it’s a 
longhouse that’s only one room deep.  
“It’s higgledy-piggledy, but for me, that’s  
a large part of the charm,” Annie says.

ABOUT THE HOUSE:

• “The style is traditional French rustic,” says 
Annie. “There’s texture and a lot of traditional 
accents in terms of the textiles, the design 
references and the cheerful colours.” 
• Annie sourced all her furniture for this house 
from brocantes. “Brocantes are giant French 
flea markets, and there is always gorgeous 
furniture to be found – usually ‘well loved’ but 
solid,” she says. “It’s the perfect furniture for 
a Chalk Paint enthusiast, because all it needs  
is a lick of paint to look smart again.”
• Her art is also from brocantes. “All the 
artwork is local to the region,” she reveals. 
“Everything is French, French, French.”
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“The master bedroom has a gorgeous 
copper-leafed free-standing bath in it,” 
says Annie. “We do one day intend to build 
an en suite with all the trimmings!” FACING 
PAGE The restored rustic bedroom, and 
the exterior of the cottage. “Creating the 
French Look and Room Recipes for Style 
and Color are two of my books that heavily 
feature my home in France,” Annie says.
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“We thought, ‘Well, we ought to try and repair this sympathetically.’”



We subtracted the cow manure from the equation, and 
Dino repaired the wall using straw and mud. Once it was 
finished, I painted it using Chalk Paint in Old White.”

The rest of the renovation proved to be equally  
taxing and in fact, “It still isn’t finished,” admits Annie.  
“Luckily, we had a fantastic team of chaps from the  
village undertaking the structural work as well as Dino, 
who helped to supervise.” 

And it’s the structural work, rather than the decorative 
elements, that she considers her most impressive 
achievement. Well, not hers, exactly: “I’m most proud  
of my husband, David, who did all of the plumbing!  
Pipes usually go in straight lines, but in our home they 
take a more scenic, meandering course. I love the evidence 
of somebody giving something their best shot!”

Now the house is almost complete, Annie retreats to 
Normandy five or six times a year (COVID permitting) 
with David, their sons Henry, Felix and Hugo and their 
families, including Annie’s grandchildren, Willow, Rudi 
and Frankie. Yet, while family time is precious, work  
is still Annie’s focus while in this house. “The studio is 
probably where I personally spend the most time,” she 
says. “It’s hugely important for me to have this place where  
I can shut myself away and focus entirely on myself and my 
own creative endeavours.” So we can expect plenty more 
from Annie and her paints. 
Chalk Paint by Annie Sloan, $54.95 per litre. Visit 
anniesloan.com to find your nearest stockist.

“Most of my inspiration comes from the 
fine arts; from galleries and artistic 
movements, and ways of using colour to 
make the most impact,” explains Annie of 
her decorating philosophy throughout the 
house. “Colour, really, is my passion over 
anything else and is always my starting 
point when devising a scheme.”
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