RENO ADVENTURES: MOULDINGS

Baseboards sit too low in the hierarchy of trim
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I'm not one who goes for a lot of frou-frou or fussy detail, but I do like a good moulding, especially when it has been applied in the correct proportion to the surrounding architecture.

Mouldings are often the underappreciated element that brings together all the disparate pieces of a space into a neat, complete package. They add dimension, depth and innumerable nuances of light and colour. They rescue large spaces from disappearing into a void of ho-humness. In a confounding but happy paradox, they seem to make small spaces grander and intimate at the same time. 

There are many ways to incorporate the panache of moulding into your home, whether it's baseboards, crown mouldings, window and door casings, wainscoting or ceiling medallions, to name the most widely known. 

None is more ubiquitous than the humble and hard-working baseboard -- the poor cousin of the moulding world. We kick them, ram vacuum cleaners into them, and forget to dust them when we should be treating them like valuable members of our interior architectural family. 

Baseboards have suffered enough. It's time we raised their status in the hierarchy of trim and gave them the prominence they deserve.

The best way to start doing that is to make them higher than the standard four inches. I've always found that a four-inch baseboard is disproportionate to standard-height walls, sort of like a pimple on an elephant. 

You can oomph up your existing baseboards by installing additional trim of the same material on top of them. Choose something that will overlap the top edge of the existing base by a quarter inch or so. This may seem like an unorthodox thing to do to a baseboard but, hey, it's done to door and window frames to give them more pizzazz (and they've even named the add-on piece of trim: backband). So why not treat baseboards the same?

The style of trim you add will depend on the thickness and shape of your existing base. If you live in Southern Ontario, a great place to go for help is Central Fairbank Lumber. They have two locations: 1900 Steeles Ave. West in Concord, and 2296 Gerrard St. East in Toronto. They've been in business since 1912 and manufacture their product on site, so you can be pretty sure they know their stuff.

If you bring them a sample of your baseboard, or a photo with dimensions, I'm sure the staff will be able to show you trim pieces that would work with it, and give you samples to take home. You can browse profiles of Central Fairbank's moulding products, including custom pieces that have become part of their standard offering, at their website, http://www.centralfairbank.ca. 

Once you've determined how you can build up your existing baseboard, maintain the proper proportion by bumping up the depth with another piece of trim where the base meets the floor. For a minimalist look, adding a simple quarter-round may do the trick. 

If you want more detail and/or need more depth to balance height, consider adding two pieces of trim. For example, applying Central Fairbank's Coventry doorstop to your base and finishing it off with the Roma quarter-round would add 1¼ inches of depth as well as substantial horizontal detail. You don't have to go deeper for every inch you go higher to keep the look balanced. Just make sure the increased depth looks proportionate to the base's new height. 

You can experiment with different permutations of Central Fairbank's stock using its sample library to figure out which look you like best.

This solution can be labour intensive, however, because it involves adding two or more pieces of trim, each of which has to be measured, cut, mitred, nailed, glued and painted (if it's wood).

If you don't have the time or patience for all that, consider replacing your standard-height baseboards with fresh, more substantial trim that comes in one piece. One of my favourites from Central Fairbank is the Tudor, available in two heights. The design is simple enough to look appropriate in contemporary interiors and isn't out of place in more traditional spaces. I used Tudor in my own century home to great effect.

Another way to get a bumped up -- and pumped up -- baseboard look is to use paint. The example shown here is of a faux eight- or nine-inch wood baseboard. Note the quarter-round added at floor level and the slight shadow painted at the top edge of the faux baseboard, both of which add depth. This technique would work even without the additional detail of the stencil. 

Whichever approach you choose, your skimpy, unappreciated baseboards will thank you for helping them take their deserved place in your home.
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