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N
o other room in the
home in recent decades
has undergone a design
evolution like the
kitchen. At the middle
of the last century, liv-
ing rooms held far

more prominent placement on a floor plan. The smallish kitchen
was tucked behind all conviviality, most likely on the way to the
unfinished garage. If you are a Baby Boomer, you may have

grown up in that house.
Gradually, the family

room and its various iterations came into play. Most notable was the
“great room,” a huge multi-purpose room popularized by developers
in the 1970s and 1980s. Kitchens were first located near the family
rooms and then within it, either open or slightly enclosed with pass-
throughs and half walls.

More recently kitchens have grown larger
while the living areas have grown smaller,
although the functions of both remain
closely entwined. The kitchen is the heart-
beat of family life. It is the source of nour-
ishment for body and soul and perhaps an
extended circle of family and friends.

The time has come for you to have a new kitchen. We asked a
panel of kitchen designers, remodelers and architects from the
Chicago area how to create one that is uniquely your own. Per-
haps you will find inspiration from their expertise:

• Do it your way.
Forget preconceived notions about how a kitchen “should” look.

There aren’t any rules today, says kitchen designer Mick de Giulio
of de Giulio Kitchen Design in Chicago and Wilmette. “Years ago
people were afraid of doing something not for resale,” he says. 
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The kitchen is the heartbeat of 
family life. It is the source of nourish-
ment for body and soul and perhaps
an extended circle of family and
friends.

BY PAMELA DITTMER MCKUEN

ON HOME
 

The New Kitchen
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“Now people say, ‘I want it to be mine. I want to love it.” You
should love yours, too, no matter if your project is new con-
struction, a gut rehab or a cos-
metic do-over. If you have a
hankering for a behemoth chande-
lier or an upholstered chaise
lounge or a fireplace or a large-
screen television, go for it. It’s all
good.

“We used to have to differenti-
ate between is it a cook’s kitchen,
or do you order in Chinese,” says
home remodeler Jonathan Ruben-
stein of PaintJAR Inc. in High-
land Park. “Today everyone
builds a cook’s kitchen whether
they cook or not.”

Plan your kitchen for its biggest
days of the year, most likely
Thanksgiving and Super Bowl
Sunday, and you’ll have every-
thing you need every other day,
says de Giulio.

• The counter point
Most cabinetry will be fash-

ioned from wood, although metal
is making a comeback. White
kitchens, which always look fresh
and clean, have withstood the test
of time, says Doug Durbin, design
director at nuHaus Fine Cabinetry
& Design in Chicago. “White, es-
pecially in traditional and transi-
tional décor, is a classic,” he says. “I don’t think it will ever be
not important.” Not long ago, the color gray was declared in
some circles as the new neutral. Durbin isn’t sure he’d go that far
but sees it as an elegant choice, especially when paired with
white or cream.

C
ountertops can be fashioned from a dozen or
more materials, both natural and manmade.
Natural products generally come in earthy
tones and tend to be speckled and striated.
Manmade products can be produced in solid
colors and in a wide range of hue. Then you
have the outliers—metal, wood and concrete,

which can create myriad special effects. Some materials are
harder than others, and some require extra care and maintenance.
As for color, the choice is yours to either harmonize or contrast
with the cabinetry.

Light-toned marble is a popular choice in white kitchens, but
it is softer than other stones, says Julie Hacker, one half of the
Evanston duo Stuart Cohen and Julie Hacker Architects. “It de-
pends on who the client is,” she says. “I would do marble for
someone who doesn’t cook a lot.”

Dark-colored marble is harder than light-colored marble, but
both are more porous than granite, Cohen points out. “The man-
ufactured products look better every year,” he says. “They used
to look rather fake.” 

• Be transparent
Glass can be manipulated to express a range of moods and to

give the illusion of depth. Glass-
front cabinets, especially when
placed adjacent to windows, imply
an expansion of space; so do mir-
rors placed at the backs of cabinets,
says Cohen.

“A number of manufacturers are
making glass-front refrigerators,”
says Hacker. “It’s a great look. I
don’t get the need to choreograph
the food in your refrigerator so it
always looks good, but there are
people who do that.”     

Rubenstein observes that
glass-tile backsplashes remain
popular, sometimes in a contrast-
ing or brilliant color for a bit of
pop. For a more contemporary
look, install sheets of clear glass
that are painted on the back side.
“Instead of looking at grout lines,
you spray it with window
cleaner, and you’re good to go,”
he says.*

• Stainless steel maybe
For more than a decade, stainless

steel has been the only finish that
matters when it comes to appli-
ances. It’s still a favorite among
designers and their clients.
Brushed or polished, it wears well,

and it’s easy to clean. “It’s beautiful,” says Durbin. “Stainless steel
looks more commercial, but that can be tempered in other ways.” 

Show your personality through signature hardware: latches,
knobs, hinges and drawer pulls. Think of it as kitchen jewelry, he
says. “Stainless just looks phenomenal,” says de Giulio. “Fifty
years from now, it will look the same. There isn’t anything it doesn’t
go with. It’s the perfect neutral.”  

Rubenstein says nearly all his kitchens are appointed with stain-
less steel appliances. One client made an exception with a free-
standing red oven as a focal point. “In a way, it looks like a piece
of furniture,” he says. Another great choice is paneled appliance
fronts, which can be wood grain or custom colored, and can dis-
guise appliances. A refrigerator and freezer unit can be paneled to
resemble an armoire, or a dishwasher can blend seamlessly with
the cabinetry. But some designers prefer to show off appliances,
not hide them. “We think the machines are very beautiful, and we
want them to be what they are,” says Cohen.

Note that your refrigerator magnet collection might not adhere
to stainless steel. Maybe that’s not a bad thing.

• An island, definitely
Kitchen islands are family-friendly. The bigger the island, the

friendlier it is. This is where people congregate to visit with the
cook, and where kids do their homework. Your island can be as
simple as a storage compartment and work surface. Or it can be
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The bigger the island, the friendlier it is. This is 
where people congregate to visit with the cook, 
and where kids do their homework.
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outfitted with sink, dishwasher, a warm-
ing drawer or two, wine storage and
bookcase. Try to include seating, even if
it’s just a couple of bar stools.

Clients often choose different materials
for their islands than for the rest of the
kitchen. For example, if the cabinetry is
natural, the client might paint the island a
color, or vice versa. One of Rubenstein’s
jobs included an island made from glass.

“Lots of people want their islands to
look more like a table than a cabinet
box,” says Cohen. 

• Appliance magic
Your basic suite of appliances will in-

clude a fridge with freezer, range and
oven, built-in microwave and a dish-
washer or two. Some people need two
dishwashers, or a full-size dishwasher
and a dishwasher drawer, because they
never seem to get one completely un-
loaded, or they run out of silverware and
glasses before the big stuff, says Hacker.
For the add-ons, take stock of how you live. Do you have more
than one cook in the household?

Is someone an avid baker? A smoothie-
maker? Specialty appliances are available
for every need and wish. If coffee is a nu-
tritional mainstay in your household, for
example, Wolf offers a new collection of
built-in gourmet coffee systems. Tuck two
drawers, a refrigeration unit and a cup-
warmer, underneath.

Jenn-Air this fall is introducing three re-
frigerator styles with gleaming black in-
teriors rather than the traditional white,
dramatically extending the sophisticated
design from outside to inside and putting
food on display in an impressive way.

GE Monogram has introduced a new
French door wall oven: Instead of a sin-
gle door that opens at the top, it has two
side-by-side doors that open in the center.
The oven conserves on floor space and al-
lows home chefs to stand closer to the
food items being lifted in and out. In ad-
dition, the oven can be remotely con-
trolled from a smartphone.

“Style is the least important considera-
tion,” says de Giulio. “Lifestyle is the most important. How will
you live in your space?” !
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Is someone an avid baker? A smoothie-
maker? Specialty appliances are 
available for every need and wish. 
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2014 Estate Tour Season throu!h November 30th
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The National Historic Landmark home of Alfred Lunt & Lynn Fontanne 

“Restored to its original highly ornate glory.” – The New York Times 
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