
THE ART AND SCIENCE of kitchen and bath design proffers a wealth of topics to study 
and master. Ellen Cheever has taught, consulted, practiced and written about most of them.

Widely considered to be the nation’s premier kitchen/bath design authority, Ellen has 
forged a matchless, four-decade legacy – enlightening and inspiring the industry as a 
designer, author, educator, consultant and thought leader whose work has touched the lives 
of literally thousands of homeowners, students and design professionals.

A Certified Master Kitchen & Bath Designer, professional member of ASID, and member 
of the National Kitchen & Bath Association’s Hall of Fame, Ellen is the author of more than 
20 books and manuals on kitchen and bath design, and served for more than 15 years as 
a contributor to Kitchen & Bath Design News, for which she wrote dozens of articles while 
creating and leading a successful seminar series melding cutting-edge design with profit-
generating business strategies.

But that, in many ways, is merely the tip of the iceberg.

In addition to heading an award-winning residential design firm, Ellen has also combined 
her talents and expertise to design showrooms, launch products, develop kitchen/bath 
dealer networks, create trade-show exhibits and present CEU programs on space planning, 
project management, product specification and related topics.

No one I’ve come across in my 35+ years in the kitchen and bath industry is more 
knowledgeable, multi-faceted, prolific and committed to kitchen/bath design and 
education. No one has done more to raise the bar of professionalism in the design trade. 
No one has contributed to the industry in a more meaningful, lasting way.

It’s a distinct pleasure for KBDN and its parent company, SOLA Group, Inc., to offer to the 
students, educators and administrators of Virginia Tech this bound volume of the feature 
articles that Ellen published in KBDN.

The articles, more than 50 in all, span the years 2002 to 2018 and cover a range of kitchen- 
and bath-related topics that reflect the enormous breadth of Ellen’s knowledge, research 
capabilities, hands-on design experience and writing skills.

The volume, it is hoped, can reside alongside other valued resources at VT’s “Cheever 
Design Library,” enriching the educational endeavors of students as much as they’ve 
enriched the professional lives of KBDN’s readers.
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TThere’s no question style and
design are important, not just for
their aesthetic value, but as a
business and sales tool in the
process of designing a kitchen.
While they all strive to create
beautiful rooms, successful
designers understand they are in
the business of design first, and
that the artistic pleasure of creat-
ing beautiful spaces takes a dis-
tant third to the first two goals of
profitable projects and pleased
clients.

To do this effectively, designers
must watch emerging trends, then
apply them to their design prac-
tice, all while making sure they
are “mainstream” enough to sell. 

The new Millennium has
brought about a shift in design,
moving away from romantic
rooms that recreate the patina of
cherished but well-used antiques

and environments from years’
past to focusing more on con-
temporary design ideals. The
future of leading-edge design
for fashion-conscious con-
sumers will be focused on
sophisticated spaces that have
the sense of an apartment high
above the streets of Milan or a
Park Avenue co-op in New
York City. 

Rather than reproducing the
Tuscan countryside, there’s a
new emerging North American
definition of contemporary
styling resting on a firm foun-
dation of a warmer, more
informal interpretation of mod-
ern styling, while showing an
appreciation for the freedom of
self-expression reflected in
eclectic settings. 

Design has reached a fork in
the road, so to speak: Those

BY ELLEN CHEEVER, CKD, CBD, ASID

Illustrating the
idea of ‘com-
bining new

with old,’
Raymond Kranz
and Jacqueline
Kranz, CKD, of
Design Studio
West in La Jolla,
CA, ‘recreated’
the Southwest
heavily stucco
curved architec-
ture in a room.
A nook was cre-
ated to house
the totally con-
cealed refrigera-
tor armoire in
this Arts & Crafts
setting.
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The new Millennium
has brought about a
shift in design toward
more contemporary,
sophisticated spaces
that showcase a 
free-thinking, eclectic
environment.

Pete Giorgi, CKD, CBD,
of Giorgi Kitchens in

Wilmington, DE, created
an antique sideboard

piece of furniture to span
an awkward-to-use 60"

wall space in this decora-
tor showhouse for the

Governor of Delaware,
illustrating the concept of
using a piece of furniture

in the kitchen.
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historically accurate rooms with
European neo-classical designed
cabinetry will still be seen
against faux finished walls, but
may now be mixed with a 1930s
or 1940s dining room set from a
Parisian salon. Within a new
contemporary design, there may
be carefully crafted details of the
room harkening back to the
Shaker villages of New 
York – but these may sit side 
by side with a Marcel Brewer
Barcelona chair. 

This trend is becoming more
prevalent even in the traditional
kitchen, where blending styles
without a shared pedigree
extends the longevity of the
room by incorporating items
from various eras and locales,
along with the architectural
structure. This offers the added
benefit of preventing a room
from growing “dated” over time.

So, how does one successfully
integrate new contemporary
design in a kitchen project?
Although no one wants to be
forced to follow a “paint by
numbers” design discipline,
designers can still benefit from
developing a better understand-
ing of the various nuances of
these new contemporary spaces.

To do this effectively, a
designer must first understand
what “eclectic design” means.
As noted Atlanta interior 
designer Charles Gandy, 
FASID, IIDA, explains, “Quite
simply, eclecticism can be
defined as a mixture of more
than one style, combining objects
from dissimilar sources and aes-
thetics into a whole.”

However, eclecticism does not
mean “anything goes with any-
thing.” Rather, it means “some
things go with other things.” So,
how does one know which
things go with which? While this
design style leaves many of the
traditional “rules” by the way-
side, one thing remains consis-
tent: Eclectic design focuses on
combining elements of quality –
with “quality” defined not so
much as rare or expensive, but
rather as items that are impor-
tant within the space and to 
the client.

Eclectic styling can be divided
into four broad categories:

n Combining Old with New
n Combining New with Old
n Showcasing a Collection:

Planned Clutter, The Collector’s
Mix, or Cross-Cultural Collection

n The Signature Element 
IDEA ONE
Combining old with new is
typically executed when a
new kitchen features a
favorite antique or heirloom
piece within the setting.
During the initial appoint-
ment with the client, the
designer needs to be obser-
vant of the family’s furnish-
ings and ask questions about
treasured items. Do the
clients own something they’d
like highlighted because they
have a heritage of heirloom
pieces? Do they wish to cre-
ate this sense by purchasing
antiques?

Here are some helpful
hints when considering fur-
niture or accent pieces that
will work in an eclectic envi-
ronment – combining some-

thing old in a new room.
Furniture pieces that have some

tie to storage or organization
work well, and often times can be
retrofit to serve new functions.
Consider the following:

1. A free-standing piece of fur-
niture, such as an antique oak
icebox, can become a pantry. 

2. A sideboard, chest or dresser-
type chest (with a glass top added
for protection) can store kitchen
linens and provide wall space
above for a collector’s art.

3. An antique transaction
counter from a store can be beau-
tifully reconfigured for an island. 

4. A small antique chest of
drawers can be added at the end
of an island or peninsula as a bak-
ing cabinet with a reclaimed piece

of Cararra marble and sink added.
5. A commercial steel table can

be enhanced by adding an over-
sized butcher block.

6. An antique staircase
balustrade or banister can be
reconfigured to create a pot rack,
used to support an extended
island top, or used as decorative
elements at the end of an island.

5. Columns can become table
bases with a slab stone top, an
interesting tiled accent piece, or
an unusual combination of old
woodwork and glass. 

When combining pieces:
1. Mix old with new. Avoid

mixing various antiques from
different periods or various
woods from one particular
antique time frame. 

2. Buy or select one good piece
of furniture or one quality paint-
ing to be featured. Lots of
mediocre pieces or too many
family treasures confuse the eye,
rather than please it.

3. Select one heroically propor-
tioned piece, whether it’s an
armoire to conceal the television
or a very long, skinny table.
Don’t include a collection of
small pieces along one big wall,
and don't combine groups of
small furniture pieces.

4. Use elevation drawings,
thumbnail perspectives or actual
renderings to make sure you get
the scale of the room right.
Nothing is worse than planning
to use the client’s 60" wide
English armoire and finding its
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Gay Fly, CKD, CBD,
ASID, of Texas, created a master

bathroom with a central focal
point on a Toulouse-Lautrec

reproduction print. Key was the
placement of the framed photo-
graph – behind a planter ledge

separating the art piece from the
functional bathroom. The dark

back wall and targeted light
illustrate how a designer can

spotlight a collector’s mix.
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Lois Kirk, ASID, of Kitchens
Unique by Lois, in Chester, NJ,
designed a modern-day version

of a butler’s pantry by transforming
a long wall into a butler’s wall,
which framed one open display
space with two disclosed areas. The
collection of serving pieces illus-
trates the ‘planned clutter’ type of
eclectic design.
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molding extends into a doorway.
Detail these furniture plans just
as you do cabinetry on the pro-
ject documents.

IDEA TWO
The idea of combining new with
old will be especially familiar to
those who’ve had the pleasure
of studying architecture in
Europe – either in person or
through beautiful books or
entertaining travelogues. 

Eclectic enthusiasts realize the
architecture of the structure is in
no way compromised if the inte-
rior transitions into a more mod-
ern room. For example, a very
contemporary kitchen can be set
against old plaster walls (either
the real thing or newly crafted
Venetian plaster) or a limestone

floor. Arts & Crafts type
cabinetry can be placed
in a room where hand-
hewn reclaimed beams
are high above an over-
sized walk-in fireplace
from Colonial days.

Europeans are very
comfortable with this nat-
ural juxtaposition of
material. But, while this
type of design is most
common in Europe, there
is one great American
design community that
understands this eclectic
style completely: those
individuals lucky enough
to live in lofts. 

American loft living
began with poor artists
who occupied former

industrial buildings in the 1950s
in New York City. Everyone has
seen the wonderful pictures:
large oversized room, floor-to-
ceiling glass, brick walls, cast
iron columns, high ceilings and
expansive wood flooring. While
these are a bit stereotypical, the
reference to lofts will help us all
further appreciate this type of
eclecticism – combining new
with old– that’s very appropriate
within the new, more naturalistic
contemporary styles.

Here are some specific points
to consider:

n Study the space and identify
floor, wall and ceiling treatments
before beginning the planning of
the kitchen design solution.

n When combining new with

old, respect the period of archi-
tecture already there by building
some of the cabinetry consistent
with the proportions and mold-
ing used in the space. With this
type of combination, you
enhance the age of the old struc-
ture while making the new mate-
rials that much more interesting.

n Don’t use slender, unassum-
ing profiles in a traditional room
setting with heroic proportions.

To introduce “new” (defined
as Bau Haus international
Modernism from the 1920s
through late-century Post-
Modernism) into an old setting,
consider looking for some of
these pieces:

n Modern abstract artwork in
large scale.

n 1950s industrial or
military chairs or tables.

n Oversized stainless
steel counters, commer-
cial racking systems or
free-standing islands,
oversized stainless steel
hoods and commercial
cooking or refrigerator
systems.

n Art Deco or mid-cen-
tury Modern wardrobe
cabinets.

One interesting source
for these pieces comes
from a catalog called
“Design Within Reach”
(see bibliography), a mail
order house catalog offer-
ing wonderful reproduc-
tions of  modern furniture
pieces.

IDEA THREE
When showcasing a collec-
tion, both the architecture
of the space and the style

of the kitchen are of secondary
importance to the presentation of
the owner’s collection. There are
three subcategories to this type of
styling, and each works best with
a different type of collection.

The first, which can be
explained as “planned clutter,” is
where the aesthetic has to do with
abundance: The “collection”
being showcased involves a num-
ber of items necessary to the func-
tion of cooking or eating, and
these are placed in nearly every
space and on every surface. 

If you have a client planning
this, think about the following:

n Make sure you know the dif-
ference between collections to
look  at and useful clutter! Gather
items used for the same task
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While eclectic design may appear deceptively simple, creating such a
room can be more challenging than you might initially think. So, how
can you tell if you’ve been successful? Ask yourself the following:

n Did the room you created have a mature, nonchalant elegance to it?
n Can you sense a feeling of classic elegance that’s combined with

the simplicity and informality so important in the 21st century?
n If your client is a bit flamboyant, is his or her style tempered by a

bit of historical attention to detail so the room will stand the test of time?
n Have you created a newly built room that has a feeling of time-

lessness – even if almost all of the surfaces are recently acquired?
n Do the “bones” of the room appear rock solid, while the furniture

and fitted or unfitted cabinetry appear a bit haphazard – giving the illu-
sion the interior has evolved rather than being recently commissioned? 

If you can say “yes” to some of these questions, you’ve probably
done a good job. The most important way to know the answer to that
question, though, is more basic: Is your client delighted with the
result? If so, you have probably succeeded.

Does It Work: Questions to Ask When
Measuring Your Design’s Success

Mary Liebold, CKD, of The
Kitchen Specialist, in Durham,
NC, created the sense of an

antique piece of furniture mixed
within an overall elevation by
increasing the height of one cabinet,
changing the molding profile and
introducing a subway glazed white
tile on the painted piece. This is an
example of a signature element in
an overall space.
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The use of a signature element can
be seen in this Wilmington, DE
kitchen designed by Ellen
Cheever, CKD, CBD, ASID, of
Ellen Cheever & Associates, where
a commissioned mural took first
priority on the wall stretching
between the pantry and the refrig-
erator. The small storage space on
each side of the hood was created
with built-in niches to allow the

wall to ‘breathe.’
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together. Measure the shelf space
required to accommodate them.

n Find places for open display
space within the cabinetry which
don’t compromise the functional
storage spaces. 

n At the end of an oven or
refrigerator, step the cabinetry in
12" and build a floor-to-ceiling
display cabinet with interior
lighting at the end of the run.
This is much more interesting,
and a better investment, than an
expensive custom end panel!

n Rather than an ergonomical-
ly questionable pie-shaped cor-
ner cabinet, voided out corner
space or those diagonal corner
cabinets, create a display:
Decrease the depth of cabinetry
to 9", extend at least 30" out from
each corner and design an open
area. This area, which is difficult
to use functionally, is typically

well-positioned within sight of
the cook and visitors to the
space. For that reason, it can
make a delightful display area.

n Use wall space more effec-
tively. For example, consider a
display shelf above the window
for vases (with a built-in step
stool close-by). Or, above an inte-
grated refrigerator system finish-
ing at 72" or 84", create an open
space rather than those hard-to-
reach 12" high storage cabinets. 

n Consider placing seating at
the end of an island or peninsula,
rather than along the back. Then,
oversize the island top so display
or open storage can be on the
back side. Alternatively, do just
the opposite: Step the counters in
the seating area up to 42" and
finish them both off – not with
expensive decorative posts, but
with open or glass storage (check

to see if you need to use tem-
pered or safety glass) facing the
ends of the islands, or facing the
seated side of the island. Note:
This is particularly effective in
some of these huge rooms where
a large flat island may look a bit
too much like an airport runway.
Changing the height levels of
counters is good solution.

The second subcategory to this
type of styling is the collector’s
mix. Here, the look might be one
of gallery-like niches or display
shelves designed into the
kitchen, providing an edited
background for their treasured
art collection to become the focal
point. 

However, since function is key
to a kitchen – even a kitchen
designed to showcase treasures –

these kinds of niche and display
shelves are typically designed
high above the useful cabinets
where display, not accessibility,
is key. Treasured items can also
be showcased on furniture
pieces, built-in niches or other
display centers in the adjacent
great room or dining area. 

Since this is typically not a
requirement of kitchen planning,
it’s not something we do every
day. So, following are a few 
helpful hints for displaying art
collections.

n Lower light levels in the
immediate adjacent spaces so art
objects can be showcased.

n Use light-colored, neutral
backgrounds.

n For like items, group them
symmetrically in a grid.
Typically, they should be
grouped small to large, colorful

to neutral, and so forth.
n If colors differentiate the

collection, arrange by the color
spectrum to create a unified look.

n If the treasures are eccentri-
cally humorous as well, place
them at or near eye level in a
grouping so they’re a feast for
the eyes.

n Probably the most impor-
tant thing to remember is to let
your clients lead you in what’s
the most important object of their
collection. If they’re collectors,
they’re probably also artists at
heart. Don’t try to work with a
formula; instead, make use of
your clients’ instincts. You want
the room to be personalized, and
to that end, their intuition will
help define how the space
should be used to highlight the

objects they most
treasure.

A third type of
collection, which
we’ll call the cross
cultural collection,
is, in many ways,
simply an exten-
sion of the artist’s
collection: The dif-
ference is the
pieces are from
around the world.
Depending on
what the collection
is, items from dif-
ferent cultures may
be best set in a
gallery setting, or
stepped over into
the “organized
clutter” category.
It’s important to

talk to the client so you under-
stand what the items are and
what they’re used for.

IDEA FOUR
When using a signature element,
the designer’s skills become criti-
cal, since the designer must be
able to create a space where the
signature element becomes the
focal point - or the counterpoint
– to the room’s overall focal
point.

When a signature element is
used, the designer needs to
understand how important pro-
portion, light, color and space is.
To make the most effective use of
this kind of design style, consider
the following:

n Make sure the object or key
element is in clear sight of either
the  cook or his or her guest. A
space created for the pleasure of
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This custom curved stain-
less steel modern kitchen, creat-
ed by Robert Schwartz, of St.
Charles of New York, for this
Soho apartment, offers an exam-
ple of combining new with old:
Note the turn-of-the-century
molding along the back wall.
The support column in the cen-
ter of the room is elegantly com-
bined with the steel cabinetry.

s

Photo courtesy of St. Charles

The Design Team of Morris
Black Design Studio on

Philadelphia’s Mainline, created
a useful open corner storage unit by
backing the wall with veneer panels
to blend with the cabinetry, finished

with floating glass shelves in this
contemporary kitchen.

s

Photo courtesy of St. Charles
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TThere’s no question style and
design are important, not just for
their aesthetic value, but as a
business and sales tool in the
process of designing a kitchen.
While they all strive to create
beautiful rooms, successful
designers understand they are in
the business of design first, and
that the artistic pleasure of creat-
ing beautiful spaces takes a dis-
tant third to the first two goals of
profitable projects and pleased
clients.

To do this effectively, designers
must watch emerging trends, then
apply them to their design prac-
tice, all while making sure they
are “mainstream” enough to sell. 

The new Millennium has
brought about a shift in design,
moving away from romantic
rooms that recreate the patina of
cherished but well-used antiques

and environments from years’
past to focusing more on con-
temporary design ideals. The
future of leading-edge design
for fashion-conscious con-
sumers will be focused on
sophisticated spaces that have
the sense of an apartment high
above the streets of Milan or a
Park Avenue co-op in New
York City. 

Rather than reproducing the
Tuscan countryside, there’s a
new emerging North American
definition of contemporary
styling resting on a firm foun-
dation of a warmer, more
informal interpretation of mod-
ern styling, while showing an
appreciation for the freedom of
self-expression reflected in
eclectic settings. 

Design has reached a fork in
the road, so to speak: Those

BY ELLEN CHEEVER, CKD, CBD, ASID

Illustrating the
idea of ‘com-
bining new

with old,’
Raymond Kranz
and Jacqueline
Kranz, CKD, of
Design Studio
West in La Jolla,
CA, ‘recreated’
the Southwest
heavily stucco
curved architec-
ture in a room.
A nook was cre-
ated to house
the totally con-
cealed refrigera-
tor armoire in
this Arts & Crafts
setting.

s
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Photo courtesy of Heritage Custom Cabinetry

The new Millennium
has brought about a
shift in design toward
more contemporary,
sophisticated spaces
that showcase a 
free-thinking, eclectic
environment.

Pete Giorgi, CKD, CBD,
of Giorgi Kitchens in

Wilmington, DE, created
an antique sideboard

piece of furniture to span
an awkward-to-use 60"

wall space in this decora-
tor showhouse for the

Governor of Delaware,
illustrating the concept of
using a piece of furniture

in the kitchen.

7



the cook alone has very different
sight lines than one where the
cook plans to entertain while
cooking. I recently worked with a
client who said, very carefully, to
explain her desires, “I don’t want
a kitchen, I want a cooking room.”

n Work with what you have
architecturally. To that end,
many international designers
recommend dark rooms be deco-
rated with dark colors, and
sunny rooms with light colors. 

n Symmetry doesn’t really
work in eclectic environments
focusing on one signature ele-
ment because, typically, the key
object is just that: one item.
Therefore, asymmetrical balance
is the best way to work within
the space, where equilibrium is
created by combining elements
of equal importance or scale. 

n Be extra careful about scale
and proportion. If in doubt about
scale, take the oversized option.
Groups of small items just get lost. 

n If you’re building in a signa-
ture element, out of respect for
the period of architecture, keep
that piece consistent with the

space. You can build in cabinetry
or an architectural element that is
completely different from the
storage cabinetry surrounding it.
For example, mix your fitted
built-in furniture, which extends
to the cornice in the room, with
other cabinetry pieces much
shorter aligned with door casings.

What are some specific design
ideas you might consider? 

n  Large mantels or chimney
hoods seem to be all the rage
today. I think they’ll continue to
be, but will transition from a
mantel to a large, airy wall space
with a decorative hood massive
in its proportions. The
hood/cooking area is an ideal sig-
nature element in an eclectic envi-
ronment.

n Leave blank space. That’s
right – don’t fill up the walls
with cabinets. Oftentimes, inter-
esting elements in a kitchen are
simply so jammed in, they’re suf-
focating. If you have an impor-
tant piece you’ve created, make
sure there’s enough “negative”
space around it to let the viewer
really enjoy the piece. 

n If the signature element
is not cabinetry, but some
very important treasure of
the family’s, consider utiliz-
ing the mid-height cabinet
(finished anywhere from 48"
to 72" off the floor) with a
capped finish top so the ele-
ment can sit above it.

There’s no doubt that cre-
ating an eclectic environ-
ment takes a lot of organiza-
tion. The key to doing this
successfully is to first identi-
fy the client’s interest in such
an immensely personalized
and visually active space.
Next, carefully question the
client to see if he or she
wants to combine something
old within a new space, add
a new kitchen in an old
space, highlight a mix of
treasured useful kitchen
utensils, showcase an art col-
lection or a cross-cultural
grouping, or create a hard-
working kitchen with one
special space for one unique,

interesting object.
Once you’ve identified which

one of these broad four approach-
es to eclectic design suits the
client needs, you can use some of
the ideas provided in this article
to get you started in the right
direction. 

If I have sparked your interest
and you want to learn more about
eclecticism, check out these
sources from your local library, or
visit a bookstore and add them to
your design source room.

Design Within Reach, 455
Jackson St., San Francisco CA
94111. Tel: 1-800-944-2233; Fax:  1-
800-846-0411. www.dwr.com.

Eclectic Style in Interior Design,
Carol Meredith, 1998. Rockport
Publishers, 33 Commercial St.,
Gloucester, MA 01930

Classic Meets Contemporary,
Henrietta Spencer Churchill, 1998.
Rizzoli International Publications
Inc., 300 Park Ave. South, New
York, NY 10010

Lofts, Marcus Field and Mark
Irving, 1999. Gingko Press Inc.,
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Ellen Cheever, CKD, CBD,
ASID, is a well-known author,
designer, speaker and marketing
specialist whose design and
business leader-
ship have helped
to shape the
kitchen industry
over the past three
decades. 

A member of the
National Kitchen &
Bath Association
Hall of Fame,
Cheever gained
prominence in the
industry early on
as the author of
two textbooks in
the area of design education:
Beyond the Basics: Advanced
Kitchen Design and The Basics
of Bathroom Design and
Beyond.

Over the course of her career,
Cheever has managed a private,
award-winning design firm,
Ellen Cheever & Associates,
now located in Wilmington, DE,
as well as being part of the man-
agement team of several
respected cabinet companies in
the kitchen and bath industry.
Her design expertise covers the
gamut of product design innova-
tion and merchandising spaces,
as well as an extensive back-
ground in residential design,

with clients from California to
the East Coast.

In addition to her business
background in both retail

kitchen design
and cabinet man-
ufacturing,
Cheever served as
director of educa-
tional services for
the NKBA in the
‘90s. Under her
leadership,
research was con-
ducted that result-
ed in new plan-
ning standards
manuals authored
by Cheever: The

Kitchen and Bathroom Industry
Technical Manuals.

A Master Certified Kitchen and
Bathroom Designer and
Professional Member of the
American Society of Interior
Design, Cheever maintains her
private practice, and serves as a
volunteer on the NKBA’s Ad Hoc
International Affiliations
Committee and Ad Hoc Planning
Guidelines Committee.

Cheever’s article is the first of
a special four-part series
throughout 2002 and 2003,
entitled “Kitchens of the New
Millennium,” which will appear
exclusively in Kitchen & Bath
Design News.

Ellen Cheever, MCKBD, ASID

Gary Fried, CKD, of Madison Design Group in Troy, MI, created a 
modern kitchen in a room featuring traditional moldings. Note the traditional
arch over the hood and doorway to the far left.
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WWhile the idea of Contemporary
or Modern design may conjure
up images of sleek, minimalistic
styling and angular edges, there
are several emerging variations
of this theme. These are the
result of an emerging softer side
of modernism within the design
community, wherein new design
sensibilities allow – indeed,
encourage – individual self-
expression. 

The editors of Metropolitan
Home magazine summed up this
emerging style when they said:
“Modernism has grown, evolved
and now prospered into a new
wave of Modern, born of the
neat, clean, pared-down aesthet-
ics…[it] is less aggressive,  rigor-
ous, and intellectual, but a lot
more sensual. Overt decoration
and Tudor hand-crafting sits
happily alongside democratic
mass market forms…and have
simply settled in to provide high-
ly personal mixes that results in
‘mi casa, es su casa’ comfort.”

One of the most popular varia-
tions on this type of design
draws its influence from the con-
cept of East Meets West, where
kitchens and baths are influ-
enced by Asian design sensitivi-
ties. This is sometimes referred to
as Pacific Rim design. Kitchens
and baths designed in this style

may initially appear to be simple
in their lack of adornment, yet
they are actually quite complex
in their simplicity.

PACIFIC RIM DESIGN
When focusing on Asian design
sensibilities, designers trying to
grasp the nature of Pacific Rim or
Asian design need to first under-
stand how different the defini-
tion of beauty is between
Western and Eastern artists.
Over the centuries, the Japanese
have developed a unique design
vocabulary focusing on quiet,
unpretentious, highly valued

objects placed sparingly in interi-
ors so they can be enjoyed with-
out distraction.

The Japanese believe beauty is
a sensory experience; beauty isn’t
inherent in an object, rather it
evolves as the viewer and the
object interact with one another.

This definition of beauty is
explained by the philosophy of
“Wabi-Sabi.” This is sometimes
referred to as “Japanese rustic
design,” but the term “rustic” is
incorrectly used to imply crude-
ness or a lack of sophistication.
Wabi-Sabi is very sophisticated.
It is an appreciation of the simple

organic elegance of nature’s
materials, rich in raw texture and
placed adjacent to native objects:
Think “complex simplicity.”

Wabi means new and fresh –
the first blooms on a cherry tree
in spring. In art and design, it
connotes a modesty of choice
and an unassuming naturalness. 

Sabi, on the other hand, is old
beauty – calming, vulnerable,
something with a patina of age.
Things rustic, worn or tarnished
exhibit a quality of maturity,
something that can only be
achieved through long years of
existence. It can neither be creat-

BY ELLEN CHEEVER, 
CKD, CBD, ASID

Asian influences prompt
kitchen designs that are 
simple, uncluttered and 
perfect in their imperfection.

Pacific Rim Design:  

This kitchen design by
Fu-Tung Cheng draws

on a variety of Asian influ-
ences, including clean lines
and natural materials. 
Photo: Peter Leach

s

This Pacific Rim Concept
Kitchen introduces a beauti-
fully shaped island top in the

foreground, featuring Fu-Tung
Cheng’s Geocrete top material.
Photo: Peter Leach
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ed nor induced; it simply occurs
through the natural process of
exposure to the elements or long
years of fond usage.

Therefore, Wabi-Sabi is about
embracing the inherent beauty
occurring in the juxtaposition 
of something new and fresh
combined with the earned 
beauty in something well-
worn and cherished. 

If one appreciates the newness
of Wabi and the oldness of Sabi,
it becomes easier to see why, for
instance, the hand-made
Geocrete countertops created by
noted designer and sculptor Fu-
Tung Cheng of Berkeley, CA-
based Cheng Design, can be
beautifully enhanced by inset-
ting patterned computer chips. 

Likewise, it makes more sense
why a design might combine
4"x4" glass tiles with a rusticated
knotty cherry wide plank floor,
separated by the sleek elegance
of quarter-sawn maple cabinets
in a contemporary space. (A
good source for information
about Wabi-Sabi is Wabi-Sabi for
Artists, Designers, Poets and
Philosophers, published by Stone
Bridge Press, Berkley, CA.)

A second major concept of
Asian culture is the value of nat-
uralness in all things. For exam-
ple, the Tatami mat flooring in
Japan carries an air of sophisti-
cation, yet is woven of rice straw
– a discard at the time of har-
vest. The true beauty of straw is
visible because of the position of
dignity in which it is placed. 

Man-made or artificial materi-
als – no matter how perfect –
will never be as beautiful as
something from nature. At the
core of the Asian design philos-
ophy is the pursuit of achieving
the same sense of order and bal-
ance in interior spaces with new
or reinterpreted materials found
in the order of nature.

Beauty is not one moment 
of grandeur or majesty; it’s
found more often in simplicity.
Therefore, beauty is searched 
out in hidden depths, not 
grand vistas.

In nature, who would not
marvel at the splendor of a
spring forest ablaze with
rhododendron or azalea
blossoms? But, it’s that very
first azalea bloom as it
timidly presses open toward
the spring sunlight, or the
very last bloom as it deli-
cately clings to life, that far
more demonstrates the true
nature of beauty. This is the
original “less is more” con-
cept that translates so well to
kitchen and bath design: less
color, less clutter, fewer
objects encourages the
appreciation of simple state-
ments of furniture or materials
in an understated, refined, bal-
anced room.

Lastly, the acknowledgement
of the perfection of imperfection
is at the very core of this design
philosophy. A perfect moon cre-
ates no energy of anticipation, it
leaves no room for the imagina-
tion to roam. Perfection is to sit
and look at the moon a day or 
so before it’s completely full 
and enjoy the creative process 
of imagining what it will look
like at that one fleeting moment
of fullness on a beautiful, clear
summer night.

By understanding the philoso-
phy of Asian design, you’ll be 

able to develop your ability to
create powerful unified design
compositions that richly
embrace this beauty of nature.
Without such a foundation, you
can do little more than look at
examples of beautiful rooms and
wonder, “How was it done,” or,
worse yet, try to copy the look
without understanding the spirit
of the interior.

The philosophy teaches us to
combine beautiful, naturalistic
products rich in diversity of tex-
ture, color or pattern in a design,

rather than concentrating on
man-made ornamentation.

This philosophy also lets us
appreciate things that are imper-
fect, incomplete and unconven-
tional. For example, skillfully
scribed moldings aren’t nearly
as important as the natural
wood grain pattern along the
face of the timber piece.

In addition, this philosophy
helps to free our minds to create
a room out of a collection of
shapes combined to create a uni-
fied space, rather than limiting
our talents to connecting long
runs of cabinetry.

MATERIALS & ACCENTS
So, how can this information be
used to establish a design guide
for the working kitchen and
bath designer?

In a recent Kitchen & Bath
Design News issue, Mary Jo
Peterson, CKD, CBD, wrote about
drawing from Eastern Asian ele-
ments, and she spoke of the
importance of long, low linear
horizontal shapes and forms
within such a room. The use of
natural materials in the form of
simple yet unusually grained
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Complex Simplicity 
This cube-
shaped unit
houses a 

Sub-Zero 
refrigerator 
and refrigerator
drawers, wine
storage and
additional 
regular storage.
Photo: 
Peter Leach

The bold color used in the foreground of this Pacific
Rim Concept Kitchen, designed Fu-Tung Cheng, is a sharp
contrast to the sycamore cabinets, bamboo floor and tex-
tured walls of the rest of the design. Photo: Peter Leach
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woods, the unusual use of high-grade
plastics, stone, steel and glass were also
highlighted. She suggested incorporat-
ing classic Japanese home design ele-
ments: the tansu storage chest (the
Asian version of the Western European
armoire) and the shoji screen shape,
translated into cabinet doors or room
divider partitions. Using natural mate-
rials presented in interwoven patterns
(such as bamboo, cane, reeding) was
another recommendation.

Beyond these valuable material sug-
gestions, here are some specific exam-
ples of how this design concept can be
detailed in the cabinetry and surface
specifications of a kitchen.

1.  Combine blocks of space rather
than connecting runs of cabinets
(see Design Concept Sketches A and
B, at left): When creating a room,
think in blocks of space, not long con-
nected rows of cabinetry. This is
probably one of the hardest transi-
tions for a kitchen designer to make
when thinking of functional storage
space. If the person interested in this
elegant, naturalistic environment is a
purist at heart, not to worry: He or
she probably won’t have a huge
amount of the “stuff of life.”
However, regardless of the true
materialistic possessions, a kitchen
will be enhanced by  a walk-in
pantry, or a tall pantry cabinet. Learn
about base cabinet drawer systems
fitted to receive dish and glassware,
allowing you to move beyond typical
wall cabinets.

Examples of how to use building
blocks of space include the following:
n Use intermediate size cabinets:

Those units can float off the floor on
legs, or be grounded with a sub-base.
They will finish somewhere between
38" and 66" off the floor (these are
called “mid-height” units).
n Vary the height of a partition 

wall behind a peninsula or island, 
or wrap the partition around one 
end of the island.
n Do not connect the cabinet sec-

tions in the corner. Allow the wall
space to be used as a presentation of
a beautifully natural product. Or,
separate cabinet sections completely
along the walls or in a shaped island
arrangement.
n Create a connecting series of

blocks or cubes of storage space that
highlight different materials. For
example, use a section of wood cabi-
nets connected by a stainless steel
framed wire mesh L-shaped shelf,
with a cube of another wood housing
the cooktop.

2.  Focus on horizontal lines within
the wall cabinet elevation:
n Minimize the use of wall cabi-

nets. Combine wall units with long
open shelf sections.
n Use varying textures, colors or

materials to create a horizontal line.
For example, feature a top panel
above cabinets in a different wood
species or finish. 
n Make wall cabinets shorter – 18"

to 24" tall to create stripes along the
wall space.

3.  Create an island that acts as
sculpture in the room:
n A T-shape or L-shape may be one

way to create something other than a
long rectangular space. Frame the
island with a special counter edge or
separate wall sections of different
materials.
n A dramatic curve shape at one

end of an island can connect to a rec-
tangular table or set of cabinets.

4.  Think of new ways to treat the
backsplash (see Design Concept
Sketches C, D and E): In Europe, the
backsplash height is often 18" to 24",
while here in North America, it’s 15"
to 18". Regardless of the height, how-
ever, you should create a new storage
level along the backsplash to add
visual interest and appeal.
n Utilize one of the hanging sys-

tems to provide utensil, cookbook or
spice storage.
n In larger rooms, pull the cabinets

from the wall and create a very low
raised splash level with a 6"- to 12"-
deep ledge as a landing space or
shaped to receive stainless steel or
aluminum containers for storage/
draining. 
n Avoid the typical North

American 4" space. Keep it as little as
1" or vary the backsplash height based
on use. Consider horizontally divid-
ing the space by attaching a shelf or
ledge that’s part of the cabinet section
rather than the countertop section.

5.  Design a countertop edging (see
Design Concept Sketch F): Create a
countertop edge that incorporates
intriguing ways to add complex sim-
plicity to the countertop edge.
n Provide negative space with a

large reveal between the countertop
and the top of the cabinet. This can be
created with a step-back, channel or a
change in color.
n Combine dissimilar materials

with simple connecting edges, rather
than elaborately carved or detailed
edges. For example, use concrete com-
bined with stainless steel in a layered
approach of a section view.
n Add to the horizontal linear

interest of the countertop by making it
a thicker surface: Change its thickness
based on varying counter area respon-
sibilities or introduce cubes of other
types of surfacing materials. 
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Concept
Sketch A: In

this design
concept

sketch, an 
L-shaped

arrangement
has an open

shelf or ledge
system 

running all
the way into

the corner.
The plain

wall space is 
finished in a
slate surfac-
ing material.

Design
Concept

Sketch B:
The corner is
left free, with

blocks of
space created
by the pantry
wall, sink run

and multi-
level island.

s

Design
Concept

Sketch C:
Step the

splash away
from the

wall, allow-
ing it to serve
as a hanging

rail.

s

Design
Concept

Sketch D:
Create a low,

long splash
storage 

system by
pulling the

cabinets
away from

the wall.

s
s
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WWhile the idea of Contemporary
or Modern design may conjure
up images of sleek, minimalistic
styling and angular edges, there
are several emerging variations
of this theme. These are the
result of an emerging softer side
of modernism within the design
community, wherein new design
sensibilities allow – indeed,
encourage – individual self-
expression. 

The editors of Metropolitan
Home magazine summed up this
emerging style when they said:
“Modernism has grown, evolved
and now prospered into a new
wave of Modern, born of the
neat, clean, pared-down aesthet-
ics…[it] is less aggressive,  rigor-
ous, and intellectual, but a lot
more sensual. Overt decoration
and Tudor hand-crafting sits
happily alongside democratic
mass market forms…and have
simply settled in to provide high-
ly personal mixes that results in
‘mi casa, es su casa’ comfort.”

One of the most popular varia-
tions on this type of design
draws its influence from the con-
cept of East Meets West, where
kitchens and baths are influ-
enced by Asian design sensitivi-
ties. This is sometimes referred to
as Pacific Rim design. Kitchens
and baths designed in this style

may initially appear to be simple
in their lack of adornment, yet
they are actually quite complex
in their simplicity.

PACIFIC RIM DESIGN
When focusing on Asian design
sensibilities, designers trying to
grasp the nature of Pacific Rim or
Asian design need to first under-
stand how different the defini-
tion of beauty is between
Western and Eastern artists.
Over the centuries, the Japanese
have developed a unique design
vocabulary focusing on quiet,
unpretentious, highly valued

objects placed sparingly in interi-
ors so they can be enjoyed with-
out distraction.

The Japanese believe beauty is
a sensory experience; beauty isn’t
inherent in an object, rather it
evolves as the viewer and the
object interact with one another.

This definition of beauty is
explained by the philosophy of
“Wabi-Sabi.” This is sometimes
referred to as “Japanese rustic
design,” but the term “rustic” is
incorrectly used to imply crude-
ness or a lack of sophistication.
Wabi-Sabi is very sophisticated.
It is an appreciation of the simple

organic elegance of nature’s
materials, rich in raw texture and
placed adjacent to native objects:
Think “complex simplicity.”

Wabi means new and fresh –
the first blooms on a cherry tree
in spring. In art and design, it
connotes a modesty of choice
and an unassuming naturalness. 

Sabi, on the other hand, is old
beauty – calming, vulnerable,
something with a patina of age.
Things rustic, worn or tarnished
exhibit a quality of maturity,
something that can only be
achieved through long years of
existence. It can neither be creat-

BY ELLEN CHEEVER, 
CKD, CBD, ASID

Asian influences prompt
kitchen designs that are 
simple, uncluttered and 
perfect in their imperfection.

Pacific Rim Design:  

This kitchen design by
Fu-Tung Cheng draws

on a variety of Asian influ-
ences, including clean lines
and natural materials. 
Photo: Peter Leach

s

This Pacific Rim Concept
Kitchen introduces a beauti-
fully shaped island top in the

foreground, featuring Fu-Tung
Cheng’s Geocrete top material.
Photo: Peter Leach

s
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A TECHNICAL PRIMER
To successfully create an Asian-
inspired design, you need to under-
stand the philosophy, change the way
you think about space and combine
your aesthetic view with a practical
one. You need to become technically
proficient in the use of aged metals,
stainless steel cabinetry and accent
pieces, as well as commercial kitchen
stainless steel equipment. Find area
sources to add to your current busi-
ness partnerships.

Meet with your current countertop
specialist and/or expand your counter-
top resources to become an expert in
the durability, as well as the vulnera-
bilities, of naturalistic materials such as
soapstone, honed granite, concrete,
slate and limestone. All of these tops
are more porous and need a regularly
scheduled professional application of a
sealer, or an aggressive schedule of at-
home maintenance to protect them
from staining and scratching. 

However, do not assume that this is
a disadvantage. Remember the concept
of the perfection of imperfection. As a
North American designer, your educa-
tion and training has been grounded in
Western European sensitivities and the
American Puritan ethic of perfection.
The underlying theme of perfection in
imperfection found within the Asian
definition of natural beauty means the
viewer is not offended by the aged
look of these surfacing materials.

Become a veneer specialist. It’s criti-
cal for you to understand the costs
associated with the type of veneer you
specify, know the grades of veneers
available, become familiar with the
way veneer is sliced (impacting its
end appearance), and be thoroughly
educated in the differences of
sequence matching/book
matching/blue print matching. 

Several helpful hints from veneer
specialists include the following:

1. Typically, door stock is different
than cabinet component parts: the mill
source may even be different.
Therefore, ordering separate door-
type end panels and appliance panels
will ensure even consistency in wood
graining. If open cabinets are mixed
with enclosed units, you must con-
trast the materials or make sure that
you and the cabinet manufacturer
have clearly agreed on the veneer
specification and resulting procure-
ment and assembly costing. 

2. Realize veneers never match solid
woods, and when you curve veneer
doors, you stretch the wood’s molecu-
lar structure. Therefore, the grain can
take stain very differently.

3. When specifying a veneer job,
you should already have a working
relationship with a local furniture
refinisher or antique specialist because
you’ll need to perform very sophisti-
cated touch-up work in the field on
sequence-matched veneer panels. 

4. Realize veneer jobs are rarely
quoted with a per door method. Size
of the job, rarity of the species and
height of the doors all impact the
price of the veneers being ordered.
You also cannot sell a job off an exist-
ing door sample because each veneer
flitch is different.

And, that’s just the beginning!
It’s a design challenge to create a

room that richly expresses the beauty
of nature’s order, celebrates the patina
of aged materials and the fresh bloom
of something sparkling new, and
meets the criteria established for a
functional kitchen space customized
to the family’s way of life. I hope this
overview of Pacific Rim design details
and the complex simplicity of it helps
you along the way.                      KBDN
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Concept
Sketch E:
Divide the
splash into
horizontal

sections by
incorporating
a shelf detail
connected to
the cabinets.

s

Design
Concept
Sketch F:

One of three
‘variations on

a theme’
combines

countertop
surfacing

material with
metals and

woods.

s

Design
Concept
Sketch F:
Another of

three 
‘variations on

a theme’
combines

countertop
surfacing

material with
metals and

woods.
s

Design
Concept
Sketch F:

A third 
‘variation on

a theme’
combines

countertop
surfacing

material with
metals and

woods.

Ellen Cheever, CKD, CBD, ASID, is a well-known
author, designer, speaker and marketing specialist
whose design and business leadership have helped
to shape the kitchen industry over the past three
decades. 

A member of the National Kitchen & Bath
Association Hall of Fame, Cheever gained promi-
nence in the industry early on as the author of two
textbooks in the area of design education.

Over the course of her career, Cheever has man-
aged a private, award-winning design firm, Ellen
Cheever & Associates, now located in Wilmington,

DE, as well as been part of the management team of several respected cabinet
companies in the kitchen and bath industry. Cheever maintains her private prac-
tice, and serves as a volunteer on the NKBA’s Ad Hoc International Affiliations
Committee and Ad Hoc Planning Guidelines Committee.

Cheever’s article is the second of a special four-part series throughout 2002
and 2003, entitled “Kitchens of the New Millennium,” which will appear exclu-
sively in Kitchen & Bath Design News.

s
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WWhile the idea of Contemporary
or Modern design may conjure
up images of sleek, minimalistic
styling and angular edges, there
are several emerging variations
of this theme. These are the
result of an emerging softer side
of modernism within the design
community, wherein new design
sensibilities allow – indeed,
encourage – individual self-
expression. 

The editors of Metropolitan
Home magazine summed up this
emerging style when they said:
“Modernism has grown, evolved
and now prospered into a new
wave of Modern, born of the
neat, clean, pared-down aesthet-
ics…[it] is less aggressive,  rigor-
ous, and intellectual, but a lot
more sensual. Overt decoration
and Tudor hand-crafting sits
happily alongside democratic
mass market forms…and have
simply settled in to provide high-
ly personal mixes that results in
‘mi casa, es su casa’ comfort.”

One of the most popular varia-
tions on this type of design
draws its influence from the con-
cept of East Meets West, where
kitchens and baths are influ-
enced by Asian design sensitivi-
ties. This is sometimes referred to
as Pacific Rim design. Kitchens
and baths designed in this style

may initially appear to be simple
in their lack of adornment, yet
they are actually quite complex
in their simplicity.

PACIFIC RIM DESIGN
When focusing on Asian design
sensibilities, designers trying to
grasp the nature of Pacific Rim or
Asian design need to first under-
stand how different the defini-
tion of beauty is between
Western and Eastern artists.
Over the centuries, the Japanese
have developed a unique design
vocabulary focusing on quiet,
unpretentious, highly valued

objects placed sparingly in interi-
ors so they can be enjoyed with-
out distraction.

The Japanese believe beauty is
a sensory experience; beauty isn’t
inherent in an object, rather it
evolves as the viewer and the
object interact with one another.

This definition of beauty is
explained by the philosophy of
“Wabi-Sabi.” This is sometimes
referred to as “Japanese rustic
design,” but the term “rustic” is
incorrectly used to imply crude-
ness or a lack of sophistication.
Wabi-Sabi is very sophisticated.
It is an appreciation of the simple

organic elegance of nature’s
materials, rich in raw texture and
placed adjacent to native objects:
Think “complex simplicity.”

Wabi means new and fresh –
the first blooms on a cherry tree
in spring. In art and design, it
connotes a modesty of choice
and an unassuming naturalness. 

Sabi, on the other hand, is old
beauty – calming, vulnerable,
something with a patina of age.
Things rustic, worn or tarnished
exhibit a quality of maturity,
something that can only be
achieved through long years of
existence. It can neither be creat-

BY ELLEN CHEEVER, 
CKD, CBD, ASID

Asian influences prompt
kitchen designs that are 
simple, uncluttered and 
perfect in their imperfection.

Pacific Rim Design:  

This kitchen design by
Fu-Tung Cheng draws

on a variety of Asian influ-
ences, including clean lines
and natural materials. 
Photo: Peter Leach

s

This Pacific Rim Concept
Kitchen introduces a beauti-
fully shaped island top in the

foreground, featuring Fu-Tung
Cheng’s Geocrete top material.
Photo: Peter Leach
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AArtisan Crafted Contemporary
styling traces the rich expression
of past woodworkers’ and metal-
smiths’ artistry, helping designers
get beyond the modern minimal-
istic kitchens of today. It incorpo-
rates the concept of woodwork-
ing as an artist’s expression of
beauty, leading to unique hand-
carved architectural elements in
new spaces. Kitchens in this style
feature design elements from the
past, but translated into a softer
Contemporary styling.

Four major historical design
periods are linked to these 
Artisan Crafted, one-of-a-kind
Contemporary spaces: North
American Shaker/Pacific Rim
Japanese, West Coast Craftsman
Arts & Crafts, European Empire/
Biederman and Art Deco.

North American Shaker design
has a lot in common with Pacific
Rim Japanese design. Japanese
design impacted both English
and American Arts & Crafts
styles. West Coast Craftsman, as
reflected in Mission design and
the bungalows dotting the West
Coast, is a style deviation worth
understanding, as well.  

There is also a direct influence
from the early 1800s, as the French
Empire style led to the more casu-
al Biedermeier style. In the same
period, domestic classicism led to
beautiful inlaid work in prized
furniture pieces. Today’s artisans
owe a clear debt to these furniture
makers, who defined woodwork-
ing as a master’s skill with gilded

Artisan Crafted       
Contemporary

BY ELLEN CHEEVER, CMKBD, ASID

Artisan Crafted Contemporary design 
translates elements from the past into a 
softer 21st Century contemporary styling.

This Artisan Crafted
Contemporary kitchen,
designed by the Morris
Black Design Studio design
team, in Bryn Mawr, PA,
uses  ‘sketch face’ veneer
work in the soffit detailing,
custom refrigerator panel,
shaped support for the
raised snack counter and
tall cabinet end unit. The
term ‘sketch face’ means
different species of woods
are combined on a flat
veneer surface.
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This display is a featured part of the newly
installed Smallbone of Devizes showroom in
London, England. Note the white painted

cabinet in the background, with its long, narrow,
vertical glass panels. This same attention to pro-
portion is detailed on the width of the stile-
and-rail doors. The handcrafted curved metal
hardware accents the lowered radius cabinet at
the end of the island.
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and gold-tipped accents.
Lastly, the Roaring ’20s Art

Deco and 1940s Moderne style,
which co-existed with the emerg-
ing International School of
Architecture, have also con-
tributed to 21st Century Artisan
Crafted Contemporary rooms, as
seen in the Egyptian influence of
forms and figures, as well as
metal playing a major role in our
current kitchen designs.

SHAKER VS. JAPANESE 
Most designers are familiar with
the history of the Shaker com-
munity. As designers, our inter-
est is not so much in their reli-

gious philosophy, but in the
products this group created. The
unerring beauty of these designs
is guided by this Shaker crafts-
men vision: “Whether a barn, a
basket, or sacred song: if it is not
useful or necessary, free yourself
from imagining you need to make it.
If it is useful and necessary, free
yourself from imagining that you
need to enhance it by adding what is
not an integral part of its useful or
necessity. And, finally: if it is both
useful and necessary, and you can
recognize and eliminate what is not
essential, then go ahead and make it
as beautiful as you can.”

This is similar to the philoso-

phy behind Pacific Rim design.
There was no direct influence

of Japanese culture among the
Shaker or vice-versa, so how
could two vastly different cul-

tures produce similar pieces of
woodworking? For both the
Japanese craftsmen and the
Shakers, form was primarily
determined by function. The
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CRAFTSMAN STYLING DETAILS
Interior Finishes: Warm colors: golden yel-

lows, soft greens. Colors often based on natural
dyes with earth tone colors, as well as indigo
blues, greens of every hue, a yellow ochre and
a purple grape among the choices.  

Cabinetry/Millwork Details: The furniture of
this style is smaller in scale, simple in design
and constructed of oak, maple and cherry.
Great care was taken to showcase the grain of

the wood, the methods of joinery and 
hardware.  

Cabinetry Accessories and Hardware: Look
for brushed metal finishes. Intricately patterned
metal work is often a hand-crafted highlight of
the space. 

Decorative Accents: There is, at least in the
West, an oftentimes interesting juxtaposition of
American Indian crafts (including rugs, baskets
and Navajo blankets) in bungalow-styled

homes. These are favorite accessories in West
Coast architectural homes because they are
highly valued for both their natural raw mate-
rials and their association with the romanti-
cized American past.

Flooring: Plain or geometric patterns used in
slate, tile or wood would be appropriate. In
this style, true linoleum or vinyl in vintage pat-
terns in matte finishes would be very authen-
tic, as well.

ART DECO STYLING DETAILS
Interior Finishes: Rich, vibrant hues of the

Parisian Ballet Rues define this style. Darker
shades include brown, purple and black.

Cabinetry/Millwork Details: Look for exotic
materials such as painted woods or lacquers.
Finishes on dark woods, veneers and glass sur-
faces also work well, as do inlays of rare wood.
Very dramatic curved shapes were a key part
of Art Deco furniture in cabinetry details, table

shapes and chair shapes.
Cabinetry Accessories and Hardware:

Industrial: stainless steel, nickel, metals and
glass materials are seen throughout Art Deco
interiors. High-gloss finishes over wood or pig-
mented acrylic surfaces are suitable.

Decorative Accents: Rich materials like ivory,
mother of pearl and silver are used. Repetitive
elongated horizontal stripes, zig-zags, chevrons
and stylized naturalistic patterns created with

metal or other patterned material work well.
Design Specific Shapes: The stepped shape

predominates in wall treatments, light bases
and table bases. Either tightly stepped in metal
pieces, or bolder steps in furniture pieces with
the center piece higher than the adjacent side.
Curved, arched shapes are also often specified.

Flooring: Stone, tile or parquet wood floors
all complement the interior detailed with Art
Deco accents or materials.

Artisan Crafted Contemporary Styling Details at a Glance
SHAKER STYLING DETAILS

Interior Finishes: The Shaker dwellings were
inevitably white plaster, against which a set
range of colors were used in both paint and
textiles. The distinctive color palette used dyes
and pigments from the clays and plants around
them, ranging from pinky tones and terra cotta
earth shades, through yellow ochre and olive
green, to greenish blues and denim.  

Cabinetry/Millwork Details: Stile- and-rail-
recessed panel door: plain inset, or flat panel
door with lip construction; simple outside edge
detail. Cherry and maple woods used exten-

sively. Some figured wood, such as Bird’s-eye
Maple or Tiger Maple, used as well.

Cabinetry/Millwork Coatings: Waxed or
oiled warm medium range wood tones.
Occasionally, some of the woodwork – the 
window frames, peg rail, skirting or beaded
board wall system – may be painted one of 
the Shaker colors.

Cabinetry Accessories and Hardware: 
A large variety of wood turnings were 
made by Shaker artisans for everything 
from cabinet pulls to pegs for wall hanging
systems. Therefore, wood pegs are most

authentic. Simple metal or hand-forged finish-
es acceptable.  

Decorative Accents: Fabrics were hand-
woven and were frequently plain, as the
Shakers avoided pattern. However, to lend
relief to the otherwise plain interiors, they
often wove checked fabrics – miniature ging-
hams, window checks or checks that incorpo-
rated more than one color. 

Flooring: Typically, floors were varnished
timber or wood, in some cases stone. Simple
woven wool or rag rugs were laid on top of
these hard surface floors.

BIEDERMEIER STYLING DETAILS
Interior Finishes: Backdrop colors used in this

room are subtle beiges, creams, vibrant yellows,
blues, soft grays, aquamarine, sandstone and
parchment with black and gilt accents.  

Cabinetry/Millwork Details: Clear wood,
simple lines in maple, beech, ash, cherry with a
beaded inset panel are the most popular styles.

The bead may be finished black, as might other
moldings such as mortise-and-tenon framing
bead on the inside edge of the door profile.
Hardware selections can also provide a surface
to provide contrast. The moldings are simple in
nature and have flowing lines.

Cabinetry Accessories and Hardware:
Traditional with linear detailing. Brass or

bronze, black or other metal surfaces.  
Decorative Accents: This room is very well

suited for a table and chair in a Biedermeier 
or Empire style. Leather, woven textures, 
geometric prints all work well with this partic-
ular style.  

Flooring: A wood floor is best in a Biedermeier
room. Try using a darker wood border. 

Mick de Giulio, of
the Wilmette, IL-
based de Giulio

kitchen design, created
this Artisan Crafted
Contemporary space.
The stile-and-rail flat
panel doors and hard-
wood floor work well
with the traditional
millwork in the room.
Mick’s introduction of
a square accented tile
enclosure around the
hood, with an arched
window above the
appliances, creates the
handcrafted look of
this Contemporary
styling. 

s

Photo courtesy of de Giulio kitchen design
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products of these two are similar
because their philosophy about
beauty and design is similar.
Additionally, both cultures have
a high regard for craftsmanship. 

One of the best links between
Shaker and Japanese style is
exemplified by the work of
American George Nakashima
(1905 – 1990). Nakashima, born in
Seattle of Japanese parents,
trained as an architect and artisan
in Paris and India, described his
work as “Japanese Shaker.” 

His admired tables are book
matched and characterized by
slabs of free-edged wood. There
is a frank display of joinery and a
celebration of the wood grain,
which is echoed in the Shakers’
use of tiger stripe and bird’s-eye
figures in the wood selected for
furniture pieces. The functional
simplicity of overall design –
exposed dovetail corners, a but-
terfly key connecting wood sec-
tions with no attempt made to
file the mismatched center joint,
and the use of solid woods –
reflect Shaker and Japanese influ-

ences.
ARTS & CRAFTS 
Talented designers are well
schooled in the basic philosophy
and resulting design tenets of the
Arts & Crafts movement. While
much has been written about
Gustav Stickley’s New York fur-
niture and Frank Lloyd Wright’s
Midwestern Arts & Crafts influ-
enced Prairie design vision,
kitchen specialists should learn
more about the architectural
team of the brothers Charles
Sumner Greene and Henry
Mather Greene, who built the
Gambel House in Pasadena, CA
in 1907. The Greens exemplified
the intensity of devotion to fine
workmanship characterizing the
Arts & Crafts style, and yet
expanded their view of beauty
when they came under the spell
of Franciscan Mission architec-
ture and pursued the study of
Japanese architecture and art. 

An emphasis on the horizontal
line, the use of built-in furniture,
a taste for the asymmetrical, the
absence of clutter and knick-

knacks, extensive areas of
unpainted wood, a preponder-
ance of natural and subdued col-
ors, a close relationship with the
outdoors – all are elements from
Japan that are incorporated into
the Western Arts & Crafts styling
known as “Craftsman.” The
Gambel house and the other lim-
ited work produced by the
Greene brothers are considered
by many to be the foundation for
the “Bungalow” home style.

A key element of the famous
Gambel House is the joinery
seen throughout the home,
which softens the stark over-
sized shapes in Arts & Crafts

furniture. The cabinetry has a
curved shape abstraction (called
the “cloud lift”), with woods
such as cedar and fir combined
in entry doors. A scarf-joint is
used to splice together sections
of a cabinet door rail. Rounded
corners of wood door elements
create a sculptural quality;
shapes are emphasized when
sanded profiles produce a shad-
ow line between adjacent pieces.
Repeatedly, the dark-end grain
of a projecting tenon contrasts
with the adjacent smooth lighter
grain. Inlays of abalone, wrought
iron stripes and creative designs
in pounded metal hardware are
all design elements easily trans-
ferable to the softer
Contemporary styling currently
emerging. 

Don’t be shackled by the
Northeastern definition of Arts
& Crafts styling, which, in many
cases, is square and bulky, focus-
ing on oak. Study the brothers
Greene and Greene, and realize
how welcoming the Arts &
Crafts movement is to Native

American decorative arts’ deep,
rich color palettes and intricate
patterns created in relief tiles
and mosaic pieces.

BIEDERMEIER
A unique accent element you’ll
see in some of the beautiful
Artisan Crafted Contemporary
kitchens of noted English design-
ers Mark Wilkinson, Smallbone
Devizes and Johnny Grey include
marquetry inlaid strips of veneer
and parquetry complex geometric
patterned inlays of contrasting
woods. The foundation for this
elegant design detail is found in
the artistry of furniture from
years past – notably from
Napoleon Bonaparte’s influence
in creating Empire-styled furni-
ture. This led to the more “coun-
trified” Biedermeier styling and
Federal design in the U.S. in 1830. 

The influence of Federal (1790-
1830) and Empire (1820-1860)
design is powerful. These two
overlapping periods in history
were filled with beautiful fur-
nishings, colors and patterns. 

The U.S., under the leadership
of Thomas Jefferson, sought an
architectural style that would
define its new role as an inde-
pendent, democratic republic.
Architects Benjamin Latrobe from
the U.S. and Robert Adam of
Britain traveled to the ruins of
classical Greece and democratic
Rome. The discovery of Pompeii
shot waves of excitement through
Europe and America, stirring
interest in ancient, classical
design in the U.S., England and
even in the architecture and
design of French King Louis XVI.

In addition, English cabinet
makers George Hepplewhite and
Thomas Sheraton developed del-
icate and gracious furniture. 

The Empire style was officially
known as “Greek Revival.”
Empire furniture was inspired
by Pompeii, and featured gold
leafing, gold edging, a combina-
tion of wood, gold and black, as
well as inlay work. 

Although there was little carv-
ing, a good deal of rich inlay led
to great similarities between
these two furniture styles. The
use of parquetry and marquetry
can be seen in many contempo-
rary woodworking elements of
kitchens in the 21st century. 

Empire, as a decorative style
under Napoleon I, is classically
based and borrowed heavily on
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A new display demonstrates the
simple elegance of Artisan Crafted
rooms in Morris Black Design Studio’s
Bryn Mawr, PA showroom. Darkly fin-
ished mahogany base cabinets are used
in this small L-shaped space with no
overhead wall cabinets. The turn-of-the-
century subway tile is combined with
stainless steel and a tile ledge. 

s

Bill Draper of Draper-DBS and Joe
Matta of Masterwork Kitchens created
an elegant Biedermeier display for this
Goshen, NY-based company. The square
panel doors are highlighted with a black
detail on the framing bead: Some of the
cabinets repeat the veneer in the center

panels, while the custom armoire 
introduces a burled wood. 
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Imperial Roman icons and
Egyptian motifs. The Empire
lines are masculine and dramatic.

More appropriate for kitchens
and bathrooms today is the
German/Austrian version of
French Empire, called
“Biedermeier.” It flourished from
1820 to the middle of 1850, and
has recently been revived because
of the warm fruit woods and
cherry woods used and its detail-
ing, which makes it an interesting
element in a Transitional room.
The style is simplified yet uses
sophisticated geometric and clas-
sical forms. Of importance is the
strong contrast between dark and
pale woods and gilded accents,
which is one its hallmarks.

ART DECO 
The last style impacting this soft-
er Contemporary is Art Deco,
which was largely a reaction to
the revolutions of the time. At
the turn of the century, two
European cities – Glasgow and
Vienna – helped set the stage for
Art Deco. The style was officially
launched at the French
Exposition Internationale Des Art
Decoratif, although the name
“Art Deco” didn’t really become
popular until the 1960s.

Farseeing Parisian designers
looked toward a wide range of
sources for inspiration.

Carter’s discovery of
Tutankhamen’s Tomb, and the
ensuing Egyptian-mania of the
1920s, had a direct impact on the
development of Art Deco. The
papyri, lotus blossom and scarab
beetles of Pharaohnic Egypt
repeatedly appeared in Art Deco
designs. The exteriors of urban
skyscrapers we admire today for
their Art Deco styling reflect the
Egyptian pyramids, as well as
the impact of Mayan and Aztec
South American design shapes.

As Kathleen Donohue, CKD,
CBD, notes in her book Kitchen &
Bath Theme Design, “Art Deco
occurred during a period of pro-
nounced poverty, so this style
was associated with a special
kind of sophistication revolving
around taking chaste, classical
forms and reworking them to the
point of absolute reduction and
minimalism.”

Equally influential on Art
Deco designers, especially those
in Paris, was tribal Africa.
African art was being collected
in great quantities at the time,

and it’s not surprising Art Deco
designers adopted the primitive
forms of the masks, furniture
and ritual objects of African
tribes in their modern tastes.

Art Deco was developed in tan-
dem with the Bau Haus School of
International Design and was
called “Moderne.” Although both
were very different in shape and
form, they had a combined bias
for metal. 

HISTORIC INFLU-
ENCES 
As designers look at published
works of noted kitchen special-
ists, it’s important to realize how
significant the thread of histori-
cal design is for rooms we create
today. The emerging softer
Contemporary styling we see
throughout Europe and North
America can be directly tied to
these design periods.

For inspiration, focus on the
key elements below:
n Wood is a material the

artist uses to create design state-
ments. It’s not simply a material
of construction.

1. Pay particular attention to
woodworking details in island
configurations, unfitted pieces of
kitchen furniture included in a
functional room, mantel enclo-
sures, signature designed sink

surrounds, highlighted or focal
point moulding or crown details.

2. Realize the effectiveness of
geometric, alternating patterns of
wood fret work in valances, sof-
fits, stepped shelves, plinth
mouldings or other areas ideally
suited for a horizontal band of
woodworking.

3. Learn about sources for mar-
quetry or parquetry work in
your area. A special note: If the
craftsmen are not available in
your area to create this type of
woodworking, DON’T DO IT!
n Realize the importance of

combining wood species in one
elevation, whether it be:

1. Different veneers combined
in sketch face details.

2. Woods being used as archi-
tectural detail in hand-carved
pyramid pegs, or scarf joints, or
lineal stacked details

3. Soft-edged wood, whose
details are an elegant addition to
these new spaces.
n Appreciate the impact of

stepped geometric shapes echo-
ing back to Egyptian times, as
well as intricately detailed geo-
metric patterns in Native
American or tribal African art.
n Don’t be afraid of color, yet

consider its application in mod-
eration: Backsplash details, “rug”
tile floor details, 36" to 60" high

wrap-around room wainscoting
treatments, decorative hoods,
butler’s pantries or sink areas.
n Sprinkle your designs with

wonderful memories from these
past design periods. Try Shaker
plaid fabric in a room with sleek
veneer doors, for example.

Learn from the work of others
by studying their designs, but
never attempt to copy it. Use
their work for inspiration as you
tailor a room to an individual
client’s needs, budget and space.

Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, is a
well-known author, designer, speak-
er and marketing specialist whose
design and business leadership have
helped to shape the kitchen industry
over the past three decades. 

A member of the NKBA Hall of
Fame, Cheever gained prominence
in the industry early on as the
author of two textbooks in the area
of design education.

Cheever manages an award-win-
ning design firm, Ellen Cheever &
Associates, and has been part of the
management team of several major
cabinet companies. She is a volunteer
on NKBA’s Ad Hoc International
Affiliations Committee and Ad Hoc
Planning Guidelines Committee.

Cheever’s article is the third of a
special four-part series, “Kitchens of
the New Millennium,” which will
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Mark Wilkinson, a noted English designer, demonstrates the skill of a woodworking master in the curved barrel raised cabinet 
at the island and in the corner unit. The beautiful woodworking is repeated in the upper wall cabinet doors. Note the column block
detail in smaller proportions at the base and wall cabinets, and then expanded in dimension to the right of the wine storage unit. 
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SSimplicity and elegance are 
key elements to New American
Contemporary design, which
takes its cues from a wide range
of international influences. 
For that reason, the study of 
21st-Century international
Contemporary design would 
be incomplete without consider-
ing the elegant rooms created 
by English and Italian design-
ers, who are reinterpreting the
pared-down, sleek look long
associated with the word
“Contemporary.”

While many designers rush to
over-complicate kitchen spaces in
a misdirected effort to define the
essence of beauty, students of inte-
rior architecture have long appre-
ciated the classic appeal of sump-
tuously simple spaces.

In the 1970s and 1980s,
German and Italian manufactur-
ers introduced this styling to 
the American public, typically
specified with crisp, hard-edged
materials. For example, gloss
acrylics and polyesters – as 
well as vibrantly colored cabinet
fronts – were the norm. These
spartan Contemporary interiors
emphasized shape and form
first, rejecting unnecessary
detailing. A key element then,
and now, is the importance 
of lighting (both natural and
artificial) to define the architec-
tural elements of the space and
capture the visual intersection 

of the various planes created
within the room.

Today, this styling continues to
make an important contribution
to kitchen design. While great
designers work throughout the
globe – with both domestic and
international manufacturers cre-
ating products suited to these
rooms – this article will focus on
the Euro-Cucina Show held last
spring in Milan, Italy, as well as
the impact of London

Minimalism on these powerfully
unified, innovative compositions.

ITALIAN STYLE
Designers have asked me, “Why
is Italy such an important part of
the international design commu-
nity?” Our appreciation of Italian
design was summed up in
Interior Designers Magazine’s April
2002 issue, which said, “Italian
design is sleek, innovative, metic-
ulously crafted and beautifully

BY ELLEN CHEEVER, CMKBD, ASID

These two
views of the Paolo
Nova designed
kitchen are an
excellent demon-
stration of the
blocked space man-
agement techniques
employed by
designers. Note the
wood floor in the
design space, as
well as the ceiling.  

s s

New American
Contemporary

New American Contemporary design combines 
a minimalist approach with a wide range of
international influences for maximum results.
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realized. The practical is beauti-
ful, and the beautiful superbly
functional.

“From the first decades of the
20th Century, Italian design was
prominent in furnishings and
craftsmanship... Italy’s post-war
reconstruction, with its economic
and political renewal, was
reflected in the home, as well as
in the public sphere. In the ’40s,
Milan was Italy’s showcase, pre-
senting influential exhibitions
that exemplified the ideal of
practical, flexible and efficient
interior design.

“By the ’50s, Italian design
was recognized internationally
for its innovation and quality.
Playful plastics and the exuber-
ance of experimentation with
revolutionary forms and colors

mark the designs of the ’60s. It
epitomized what was modern
and what was called Modernist.
With abstract forms, new materi-
als and flawless surfaces, it was
an elegant style.

“In the next decade, reacting to
economic and social change,
designers responded to the times
with what was known in Italy as
anti-design – in North America
called Post-Modernism. There
was a great emphasis on the
quirky and the handsome, odd
scale and juxtapositions of form,
assertive color and width. Today,
colorful and innovative works
are international in inspiration,
but essentially Italian in artistry.”

At last year’s Euro-Cucina
Show a sense of global design
continuity was evident as the
Italian-styled designs echoed the
long, low horizontal forms seen
in Asian-inspired design. New
products abounded throughout
the exhibit, with a special product
launch introduced by the Italian
cabinet manufacturer, Snaidero.

In addition to these specific
kitchen products, exciting ideas
seen on the show floor in Milan
included the following:
n Adaptable Furniture.

Extensively exhibited in the
Furniture building were multi-
functional soft goods with vari-
ous levels of adaptability. This
was transferred to kitchen cabi-
netry. For example, in one dis-
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Black and white continued to domi-
nate at the Euro-Cucina Show held in Milan,
with interesting island tables and L-shaped
tables framing in cart-type storage. 

s

19



play, a kitchen counter appeared
to be an island at first glance, but
it was actually rolled into an
extended position, providing an
eating table.
n Resource Management.

As always, in Europe there’s a
strong focus on sustainable
design and environmental con-

cerns. Within the cabinetry this
was evident in the predomi-
nance of recut, reconstituted and
farm-grown natural veneers.
Discussions in the literature
talked about materials being
recycled or the manufacturing
process including the use of eco-
logical glues and water colors –

indeed, one manufacturer talked
about “ecological finishing”
(hardwoods with a thin level of
only vegetable oil and/or wax).
n Material Interest.

Materials showcased ran the
gamut from hard surfaces, 
such as laminate, polyester and
acrylic (a big change – all matte;

no gloss on the floor anywhere
at this show) to brushed stain-
less steel, glass doors and some
glass countertops.

Of particular note, a primary
influence seen throughout the
show was a focus on much
more complex fibers and tex-
tures, as opposed to dramatic
color wave changes.
Additionally, we continue to see
a tribal/Mediterranean/
Hispanic influence – everything
but Western European – in geo-
metric woven patterns, natural
patterns and materials in neu-
tral colors. Lastly, metal was
used on everything from leg
caps to cabinetry hardware,
from edge details to shelf sys-
tems as an accent and full cabi-
nets and counters.

As far as woods go, there
were great combinations of light
and dark woods, creating a
visual “woven” first impression.
Round (1940s) lines were seen
in many of the furniture pieces
using North American Cherry
as a primary wood resource.

Everywhere we saw
dark – almost bark-col-
ored – brown 
finishes on tightly
grained oak.
n Color Directions.

Regarding color, there
seemed to be three
identifiable categories:

The first was a defi-
nite focus on pastel col-
ors. In some cases,
these were used on
accessories. In other
cases, they showed up
as a full finish surface.
In contrast to these pas-
tels was the use of rich
textural earth tones.
Finally, classic black,
white and gray
schemes continued to
be an important part of
major presentations.

Notably, there clearly
was a “marriage” tak-
ing place between
sophisticated neutrals
of the past and the

bolder colors of the present. For
example, Barbara Barry – a Los
Angeles interior designer who is
well known for her collection for
Baker Furniture – chose a calm-
ing palette of celadon, taupe,
topaz and moss, then introduced
cinnabar on the throw pillows
and lacquer trays in a recent
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Snaidero’s new Acropolis
kitchen is a study ‘in the round’
in both vertical and horizontal-
ly shaped surfaces. This limited
edition system was designed by
Paolo Pininfarina, the designer
who created the award-winning
Ola kitchen for Snaidero some
years ago. The stainless surface
curves around the cook, and is
completed by ribbon-like shelv-
ing systems at both ends of the
ring. Typically, a back wall would
house the tall appliances. 
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Roberto Lucci, of
the firm Lucci

Orlandini Design,
created a free-formed

curvilinear compact
kitchen concept for

Snaidero. 
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product launch here in the U.S.
n Kitchen Elements. The

kitchen sets were “blocked,”
with individual cabinet sections
arranged in blocks of work cen-
ters (see illustrations, Pages 72
and 73). Oversized cubes of
stone or other materials were
used to create integrated sinks.
Long, low, horizontal – which is
a new interpretation of the
antique version – tables were
seen in many kitchens. These
kitchens were really an updated
version of a corridor space, with
the back wall housing all of the
equipment, and the island com-
bining a work surface and table.
Just as we’ve seen in years past,
the countertops were either
exceedingly thin or oversized,
with 2"-, or even 3"-thick tops
not unusual.

MINIMALISTIC DESIGN
While we can gather great inspi-
ration from Italian designers,
another important resource for
design inspiration can be found
in the concept of minimalism,
with its center of influence in
London. You might wonder,
with all of the Georgian
Classicism, why has this mini-
malistic view been nurtured in
London? Think about it for a
minute: Whether you’re talking
about Terence Conran’s habitat
in the ’60s or Mary Kwan’s
mini-skirt, London’s design his-
tory has always reflected the
sensibility of a nation with a
passion for utility.

One designer of note, John
Pawson, is worth learning about.
His recently published book,
Living and Eating (John Pawson,
Annie Bell and Christoph
Kicherer, 2001), has a plethora of
interesting information for those
who want to learn more about
minimalistic design.

Pawson’s latest book recog-
nizes the influence of the Asian
philosophy of architecture on his
work, as he articulated this
pared-down architectural form.
As he explains it, “Minimalism is
best defined as the perfection an
artifact achieves when it is no
longer possible to improve it by
subtraction. Thus, minimalism is
the quality an object has when
every component, every detail,
every junction has been reduced
or condensed to the essentials.”

In an earlier book, he stated
the following key points about

his philosophy:
n Compositions are based on

a large degree of repetition and
tend to exhibit the quality of
simplicity.
n Pure geometry is another

quality that seems to make sim-
plicity more likely.
n Minimalism is a study of

emptiness, allowing us to see a
space as it is, preventing it from
being corrupted or hidden by
the incidental debris of the para-
phernalia of everyday life. 

Another recognized minimalist
designer today is Claudio
Silverstrin. Silverstrin is Italian
by birth, but lives in London. He
has designed products for
Dornbracht based on the interac-
tion of three natural elements –

stone, water, light – with space.
and, in the September 2002 issue
In The Bathroom Designer
Magazine, shared with English
designers the importance of light
in any minimalist space. 

Silverstrin began by explaining
that the simplicity which charac-
terizes his work comes from a
desire to create a magical, almost
spiritual environment that
evokes an emotional reaction –
not something that just comes
from a “devised set of design
rules.” He is dedicated to natural
materials and the playful use of
sunlight, which casts deep, geo-
metric shadows within his archi-
tectural designs, bringing a sense
of calm and order.

In the article he states, “The

materials I use appeal to the sens-
es – the way they look, how they
feel and smell. In my opinion, the
more natural materials that are
used, the better. I prefer light,
very natural materials such as
wood and stone that bring a feel-
ing of calm.”

Here in the United States, the
work of noted architect Richard
Meier reflects this dedication to
simplicity, as well. Meier further
comments on the importance of
light in his book, Richard Meier
Houses. “My continuing preoc-
cupation has been with a vocab-
ulary of opaque and transparent
planes and the dramatic treat-
ment of light. Painters, sculptors
and architects have, through the
centuries, expressed the mood

of their times
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Snaidero also suggested a Contemporary space that owes a clear debt to traditionalism with its simplified bracketed hood system.s
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An L-shaped
arrangement
demonstrates

the cube
approach to cre-
ating work cen-
ters. The cooking
center is a cube
of textured mate-
rial to the far left.
The sink and
cooktop elevation
is a freestanding
unit set atop high,
slender legs. The
refrigerator and
storage wall is a
separate bank
along  the right
hand wall.
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through the quality of their
light. Only recently have archi-
tects been capable of designing
large glazed surfaces of pristine
quality. By this technical innova-
tion I am able to wash living
areas in a brightness that
evolves all year long. I experi-
ment continually with the
source of daylight, such as the
placement of a window that
bathes an interior in golden
light at a certain time of day,
giving a magical quality to the

spaces within.”
Clearly, a keen understanding

of the important role lighting
plays when
designing these
dramatic composi-
tions is a founda-
tion stone of the
simplest of
Contemporary
designs. 

When develop-
ing the initial
space, the study of
available natural
light as well as the
planned electrical
system become
key in the plan-
ning process. 

MAXIMIZING
LIGHT

To maximize light in your
designs, consider adding strips
of light artfully placed.

To take advantage of natural
light, you may want to look at
the following:
n Backsplash glass sections.
n Vertical light strips to accent

cabinet sections.
n Large glass expanses in

place of traditional wall cabinets
(replace typical wall units with
floor-to-ceiling storage units).

When it comes to electrical
lighting systems, the following
ideas are worth looking at:
n Wash a wall by back-light-

ing a cabinet section.
n Build-out an entire wall 

and back-light the secondary
support wall.
n Illuminate specific cabinet

sections much like a gallery
lights a sculpture, with pinpoint-
ed display light sources.
n Provide accent lights

installed in the floor, as well as
on walls or ceilings, to maximize
their effect.

Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, is a
well-known author, designer, speak-
er and marketing specialist whose
design and business leadership have
helped to shape the kitchen industry
over the past three decades. 

A member of the NKBA Hall of
Fame, Cheever gained prominence
in the industry early on as the
author of two textbooks in the area
of design education.Cheever man-
ages an award-winning design firm,
Ellen Cheever & Associates, and has
been part of the management team of
several major cabinet companies. She
is a volunteer on NKBA’s Ad Hoc
International Affiliations Committee
and Ad Hoc Planning Guidelines
Committee.

Cheever’s article is the fourth 
of a special four-part series,
“Kitchens of the New Millennium,”
appearing exclusively in K&BDN.
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International
Contemporary design focuses
on creating stand-alone ele-
ments and the combination of
various shapes. In this flat back
wall elevation, the cone-shaped
hood is seen next to a long
horizontal bank of cabinets to
the left that ends in two open
shelves. The elevation is
flanked on both sides with
mid-height units: one housing
appliances and balanced by a
tall six-drawer bank; the sec-
ond, a stand-alone pantry.

s

Accentuating the horizontal
lines was a key focus point at
the 2002 Milan Euro-Cucina
Show. Long, horizontal table
islands featuring levels appro-
priate for both seating and
cooking were seen throughout

the show.

s

An L-shaped
configuration
demonstrates

how ‘negative
space’ (empty

wall space) allows
this design to

breathe. The tri-
angular hood is

seen against a
large block tiled

wall. The L-shape
is rather tradi-

tional in nature,
yet is accentuated
by the open shelf

system that is
tied to a pantry-

like cabinet at the
back of the island.
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IIt may be an exaggeration to say
“everything old is new again,”
but certainly the return of design
elements from eras past remains
a perpetually hot trend.
However, today’s “something
old” is most frequently amped
up with a stylish, contemporary,
ultra-hip interpretation, making
the “retro look” a lively and
charming hybrid of the best of
yesterday and today.

Mid-century Modern design
relies on bright, cheerful colors,
fun and funky materials and a
host of accessories, from the
charmingly old fashioned to the
totally “kitschy.” 

To capture this look, 21st 
century Contemporary design
often includes actual furniture

and accessory pieces – or at least
a design imbued with the per-
sonality of rooms – from mid-
century Modernists. This is what
has come to be known as “the
retro look.”

However, “retro” – slang for
retrospective – doesn’t solely
relate to styles from the 1950s
(see Chart, Page 90). Rather, a
“retro” look is merely one relat-
ing to or revisiting styles and
fashions from the past, with
these designs usually being 
considered nostalgic and old-
fashioned. 

For North Americans, rooms
from the 1950s are most often
identified as “retro.” These
designs are known to be burst-
ing with exuberance and self-

MID-CENTURY MODERN:

Viking Range
Corp. created the sense
of a mid-century mod-
ern kitchen here by
mixing reproduction
decorative arts through-
out the set. Notice the
colorful ’50s plastics
used in shapes very
much in tone with this
exuberant time in
American design. 

sBY ELLEN CHEEVER,  CMKBD, ASID

The retro look 

juxtaposes designs

and technology

from today with 

furniture and

accessories from an

earlier era to create

a fun and funky

interpretation of

the popular 

1950s-style look.

The Retro Look
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confidence – exhibited in bold colors
and patterns – which result in a def-
inite “hipness” about them. With its
colorful energy and strong sense of
fun, is it any wonder that this look is
finding a resurgence with today’s
consumers? Both new materials and
technology and furniture and acces-
sories from the past can be used to
contribute to this look, which can
evoke a warm sense of days-gone-
by – something today’s consumers
seem increasingly interested in as
the world grows more and more
high-tech.

But, to truly create an authentic
feeling retro kitchen, it’s critical to
first understand the mood of the
country during the time period
you’re seeking to recreate. 

Design doesn’t exist in a vacuum,
and every era impacts and even
defines the popular design styles of
the times. That’s particularly true in
the case of 1950s-style design, where
the joie de vivre is a reflection of an
era borne out of the Allies celebrat-
ing the end of World War II. This
coincided with the design world’s
experimentation with new war-time
resin-based plastic materials.

Combine this happy period in
time with new materials and the
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This kitchen has a
decidedly eclectic

retro heartbeat! A
melody of custom
acrylic colors and

‘sketch faced’ veneer
work are combined
with stainless steel

accents, glass tile and a
parquet wood floor in
this beach front sum-

mer funhouse. Not for
the faint of heart, the
room demonstrates

the hallmark exuber-
ance and freedom a
1950s retro styling.
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scramble to accommodate
newly formed families and the
result is the appearance of a
very free-spirited, avant-garde
design style – a style whose
resurgence continues to ener-
gize kitchen design even half a
century after the fact. 

TWO VERSIONS
While we often think only of
mid-century Modernism with
“kitschy” oddities, there really
were two versions of this style.
One style – the lesser known

one – was directly linked to the
furniture designs coming out of
Scandinavia – something we see
echoes of today in the designs
showcased at the popular furni-
ture retailer, IKEA. 

In Northern Europe,
Scandinavian firms won acclaim
for designs that adapted and
softened the International style
with traditional Scandinavian
values. Teak-styled wood furni-
ture was coveted in Denmark
and Finland because people
longed for the warmth and

security of these strong, blocky
pieces of furniture with their
textural upholstery. 

Perhaps our continued desire
for the sense of security at home
is what continues to prompt
interest in this style, which is
evident even today, as repre-
sented by such custom furniture
stores as Copenhagen and the
well-known furniture mass mer-
chandiser, IKEA. 

With the focus on natural
woods like teak and plywood,
these settings worked with

vibrant maple red, faded 
chartreuse green, chestnut
orange and willow yellow.
Expanses of glass (with little
molding) were seen against 
soft wood and terrazzo stone
floors in this look.

The other, more well-known
face of mid-century Modernism
grew out of the new chemistry
world. This style totally rejected
naturalistic colors, and introduc-
ing in their place a host of
brightly colored, cheerful plas-
tics in candy pinks, blues and
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                        Colors                        Materials                   Appliances                Flooring                     Accessories

1920s                Black-and-white                     Wood cabinets,                     Iceboxes, gas                         Sheet linoleum or                  Electric toasters,
                          with pale tones of                 enamel work sur-                  stoves, and the                      linoleum tiles, usually             coffeepots, Bakelite-
                          yellow and blue.                    faces, sheet metal                  new motor-driven                 in a black-and-white               handled cutlery and
                                                                      or linoleum counters.            wringer washers.                   checkered pattern.                Clarice Cliff ’s 
                                                                                                                                                                                                          “Bizarre” line of 
                                                                                                                                                                                                          ceramics.

1930s                Art Deco bright                    Standardized prefab               Electric refrigerator.               Wider range of                     Fiestaware and
                          pastels, coral red,                   wood cabinets,                                                                  colors in linoleum                 Harlequin dinner-
                          sky blue, pearl-                      double-bowl sink                                                               in sheets or tiles.                   ware, miniature
                          gray, peach and                      with drain board.                                                                                                           kitchen-the med
                          mint green.                                                                                                                                                               figures.

1940s                White, pale green                  Modular cabinets in               Round-shaped                       Linoleum in range                  Colonial maple 
                          light gold, forest,                    painted wood or                   electric refrigerators              of patterns and colors.           furniture, Priscilla
                          green and gray                      metal, linoleum                      dishwashers and                    Cork, asbestos tiles               curtains.  Accessories
                          with maroon                         or laminate                           electric ranges.                      available after                        with black, white and
                          accents.                                counters.                                                                          World War II.                        red accents.

1950s                Pink, gray,                              Steel cabinets,                       Large spaceship-                    Colorful linoleum                  Molded plastic
                          pastel green,                         bright laminate                     like fridges in                        and asbestos tiles.                  furniture, Russell
                          turquoise, and                       countertops, colorful             bright colors, top-                 Ceramic tiles are                   Wright dinnerware
                          sky blue.                               plastic furniture                     mount freezers, intro             introduced.                           and Tupperware,
                                                                      with chrome trim.                 of the wall oven.                                                                
*Diverging-     ——— or ———                ——— or ———                ——— or ———                ——— or ———                ——— or ———
                          Maple red,                            Wood veneer                       Stainless steel                        Cork, wood, terrazzo             Scandinavian
                          chartreuse green,                  cabinets.  Plywood                 appliances.                             stone.                                   designs, Mira Mico
                          chestnut orange.                    formed furniture.                                                                                                           fabrics, plus 
                                                                                                                                                                                                          accessories listed 
                                                                                                                                                                                                          above.

1960s                Pop Art: acid                         Painted metal                       Raytheon acquires                 New no-wax sheet                “Smile” cookie jars,
                          green, orange                        cabinets, laminate                  Amana in 1965 and               vinyl flooring, ceramic            Pop Art posters and
                          and pink, red,                        surfaces in brightly                 in 1967 introduces                tiles in bright colors              accessories, super-
                          yellow, bright                         mixed colors,                        the first countertop               and strong patterns,              graphic venetian 
                          blue, black and                       brightly patterned                  microwave.                           brick-and-wood floors.          blinds.
                          white.                                   wallpaper.                              

1970s                Brown and orange,                Dark wood cabinets,             Built-in appliances,                 No-wax vinyl,                       Styrofoam “wood”
                          avocado green                      patterned laminates,              oven under free-                   ceramic tiles,                         beams for ceiling,
                          and harvest gold,                   Mylar wallpaper,                    standing ranges.                     indoor/outdoor                     Tiffany lamps,
                          primary colors                      white laminate                      Black glass fronts                   kitchen carpeting in               antiques.
                          with black and                       “Euro” cabinets,                    introduced.                           various patterns.                    
                          white.                                   oak trim.                               
                                                                      

Source:  Woman’s Day Special Interest Publication, Kitchens & Baths Magazine

Defining Retro Style
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turquoises.
Laminates led the way in the

1950s as the new material to be
used on countertops, and even
on cabinets. 

Ralph Wilson, Sr., the founder
of Wilsonart Plastics, built a
hybrid house combining ranch
and modern styled architecture
in the 1950s, and experimented
with many uses of decorative
plastic laminates in innovative
applications inside. His firm
also launched a dramatic color
palette which helped to define
and give life to the popular
styles of the time. 

While a host of new materials
work well with today’s retro
look, the color palette for this
look remains cheerful, funky
and fun.

DECORATIVE ARTS
Whether the look is candy color
bright or warm and natural,
decorative art is an important
defining element in these 1950s-
style interiors, with accessories
frequently being used to make
the look.

Many of these pieces were
originally by-products of war-
time research and development.
For instance, the aircraft indus-
try had devised new ways of
molding plastics and aluminum,
while the automotive industry
had developed spot-welding
techniques for joining wood 
to metal, rubber and plastic.
There was also a growing array
of new lightweight materials,

such as fiberglass, cast alu-
minum, acrylic and resin, which
added a new element of interest
to this style. 

All of these materials were
absorbed into the decorative
realm, and often combined with
more traditional materials to
create novel accessories. Clocks
looked like a circle of atoms.
Amoebae, boomerang and kid-
ney-bean shapes are seen in fab-
ric patterns, furniture shapes
and lamp designs that mark this
time period.

In the 1950s and 1960s, there
was an explosion in the produc-
tion of glass – largely because of
great advances in glass technol-
ogy. Lighting became abstract
and figural, and far bolder than
it had ever been before. For
example, slender and highly
useful pivotal pole lamps were
widely popular – and these can
still be found in antique stores
today.

RECREATING THE
PAST
Interestingly enough, the mid-
century modern home was the
first time spaces rambled
together. Living rooms and din-
ing rooms flowed into one
another without any walls to
define their boundaries. The
contained foyer was a thing of
the past: Instead, most of the
main living areas were visible
from the front door. 

Kitchens ambled around cor-
ners and assimilated breakfast
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To truly understand a design style, you have to go back to its roots. While
styles tend to evolve out of the political, economic, social and cultural cli-
mate of the times, inspiration from a wide array of sources can ultimately
define and drive the direction design takes.

For instance, if one tried to pinpoint the beginning of mid-century
Modernism, it might have been the Museum of Modern Art contest in 1940
and a subsequent exhibition entitled “Organic Design in Home Furnishings,”
which was co-sponsored, interestingly enough, by Bloomingdale’s depart-
ment store. The contest was intended to discover new talents and nurture
Seminal design – and it succeeded! 

Charles and Ray Eames and Eero Saarinen – unknown architects at the
time associated with the Cranbook Academy outside Detroit, MI – took
top honors in the categories of storage and seating, and brought about rev-
olutionary change in furniture design. 

The chairs the duo created were sinuous and sculptural, with fluid, three-
dimensional shapes that rejected the right angle. They were also technologi-
cally innovative, using plywood in a completely new way (layers were
pressed into curves that hugged the body while supporting the spine, and
these shapes set the stage for what was to come in the post-war period).
The storage units were equally innovative, with mixed and matched group-
ings that had interchangeable drawers and doors. 

Both of these architects went on to align themselves with furniture man-
ufacturers, and become leaders in the modern design movement. Indeed,
the 1950s was a special time: Industrial designers were very much respect-
ed members of home-based product development teams throughout
North American manufacturers. 

If you’d like to better understand this time period and the styles of these
designers, study the work of these masters:
n Aalto, Alvar – 1947 Birch Chair and glasswork.
n Brewer, Marcel – Steel Tubing Chair.
n Eames, Charles and Ray – Eames Lounge Chair.
n Jacobsen, Arnie – A Scandinavian designer who designed the Egg Chair

in the late 1950s.
n Nelson, Nelson – Marshmallow Sofa. (Introduced in 1956, it was

recently reissued by Herman Miller in 1999, and a reproduction piece is
available through Design Within Reach.)
n Neutra, Richard – A Western architect.
n Nogughi, Asamu – Free-form coffee table, 1947.
n Saarinen, Eero – Womb Chair.
n van der Rohe, Mies – Pugendhat Chair, 1930. 
n Wright, Russell – A furniture designer known for his table top pieces

and other accessories.

Where it Began: The Roots of Mid-Century Modern Design

This kitchen creates the ‘retro mood’ through the use of easily changeable
decorative surfaces and accessories. Take away the 1950s chrome and vinyl table,
Coca Cola sign and abstract tile mural and this kitchen could easily transition into a
more modern Contemporary setting, with its natural maple, deep cobalt blue and
stainless steel accents. The room feels ‘retro’ because of the accessories added from
the consumer’s collection. 
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nooks – a trend that continues
to be evident in kitchen design,
even today.

But, taking these design ele-
ments back to the future, how
does 1950s-style design translate
to creating kitchens for the new
millennium? 

The key thing to remember
about retro design is that you
need to create a vibrant and
authentic setting, and the furni-
ture and accessories are really
what create the retro setting.
Major surfaces and material
remain Transitional and
Contemporary, with the details
giving this design style its
unique look and voice. 

When creating a retro kitchen,
keep in mind the following:
n Cabinets: Sleek cherry,

mahogany, maple veneers work
well. Accents of stainless steel,
vibrant laminate or acrylic fin-
ishes in segments of the room
are appropriate.
n Counters: All current

countertop materials work well.
Solid colors or very small pat-
terns are suggested. You can use

decorative tile to spice-up the
room – and don’t be shy about
the color palette.
n Floors: Wood is ideal.

Geometric patterned vinyls are
also workable. A cork floor
would be another great choice.
n Furniture: Add mid-centu-

ry furniture in a table or counter
area if at all possible.
n Accessories: Bright colors

are key to creating this look –
and don’t forget the use of plas-
tics to create a sense of fun.
Why not throw in a little neon?
Think about the colors in
Fiestaware and Russell Wright
dinnerware. Michael Graves
kitchen accessories from Target
certainly are very appropriate
for a retro look.

While some people have
always loved the retro look, oth-
ers wonder why there’s sudden-
ly such a growing interest in the
past. 

Azure, a very contemporary
magazine, explains it well in its
September/October, 2002 issue
in one article’s closing com-
ment: “Classics, re-additions,

retro-inspired or high-tech mod-
ern miracles ... the beauty of
design in 2002 is that everything
is happening, it’s all happening
at once ... new designs as well
as bringing back old things.
Most people don’t want to live
with strictly Contemporary
design. Despite, or even because
of the cult of technology that
surrounds us, many feel com-
fortable buying objects from
another period. Recovering lost
designs doesn’t signal a mal-
adapted current state of design,
it just indicates that we are
doing what we always have:
looking to the past to figure out
the present.”

RESOURCES
To learn more about retro
design, consider the following
reference books, which dissect
the retro style:
n Design in the Fifties:  When

Everyone Went Modern, by
George H. Marcus.
n Mid-Century Modern:

Furniture of the 1950s, by Cara
Greenberg.

n Modernism Reborn:  Mid-
Century American Houses, by
Michael Webb and Roger
Strauss, II (Photographer).
n Retro Home, by Suzanne

Trocme.
n Retro Modern (Architecture

& Design Library), by Lisa
Skolnik.

Likewise a host of Web sites
can provide additional informa-
tion about retro design and the
“kitschy” accessories that help
make this look. To learn more,
visit the following sites: 
n www.theretrolook.com:

Star burst clocks, pull-down
metal saucer lamps, rugs,
phones, clocks and glassware.
n www.historichouseparts.-

com: Table and chair sets, as
well as smaller accessories.
n www.bauerware.com:

Vintage hardware.
n www.retro-redheads.com:

Vintage housewares.
n www.redandwhitekitchen.-

com:  Towels, placements, table
clothes.

Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, is
a well-known author, designer,
speaker and marketing specialist
whose design and business leader-
ship have helped to shape the
kitchen industry over the past 
three decades. 

A member of the NKBA Hall of
Fame, Cheever gained prominence
in the industry early on as the
author of two textbooks in the area
of design education: Beyond the
Basics: Advanced Kitchen
Design and The Basics of
Bathroom Design and Beyond.
Cheever manages an award-win-
ning design firm, Ellen Cheever &
Associates, and has been part of the
management team of several major
cabinet companies. She is a volun-
teer on NKBA’s Ad Hoc
International Affiliations
Committee and Ad Hoc Planning
Guidelines Committee.

Cheever’s article is part of a spe-
cial, ongoing series, “Kitchens of
the New Millennium,” appearing
exclusively in Kitchen & Bath
Design News.

Over the course of 2003, Cheever
will be leading the Kitchen & Bath
Design News-sponsored “Designing
for Profit” series of seminars, which
will explore new ways for designers 
to use their creativity to design
kitchens and baths that are not 
just beautiful, but also highly 
profitable.
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Designed by Giorgi Kitchens & Designs and interior designer Nancy Conklin, this modern kitchen has been
accessorized with colorful ‘mid-century Moderne’ accessories. When you look closely at the kitchen, it is very stream-
lined in design without the accessories. 
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IIt’s stylish and elegant. Cool, with
attitude – yet eminently classic.
“Art Deco” reflects the softer side
of North American Contemporary
styling, residing in the luxury of a
by-gone era.

First labeled “Art Moderne,”
Art Deco was the dominant style
in the 1920s and 1930s. An exu-
berant reaction to the austerity
following World War I, the style
continued to be seen in the 1940s
– though the name “Art Deco”
didn’t apply until 1966.

Defining the style isn’t easy
because it is a rich expression of
many diverse and conflicting
influences. The exotic roots of Art
Deco – those that emanated from
the Orient, from ancient Egypt
and from classic antiquities –

were approached from different
angles and in a new light, and
the resultant designs were dis-
tinctively modern and stylized.

In part inspired by Howard
Carter’s 1922 discovery of
Tutankhamen’s Tomb, the
Egyptian-mania of the 1920s cre-
ated design details that became a
signature element of Art Deco.
The papyri, lotus blossom and
scarab beetles of Pharaohnic
Egypt appeared in certain strains
of Art Deco – notably in the
British and American versions. 

Art Deco blend beautifully with
the 21st Century Contemporary
kitchens being created today. The
geometric shapes, stylized natural
forms, luxurious materials and
exotic, colorful, richly detailed fin-
ishes can be used to design a
room with a transcontinental
sense of modernism. 

DESIGN DETAILS
To sort through the various
design elements and material
options available for considera-
tion in a room sensitive to Art

Deco design, the kitchen special-
ist must first have a clear under-
standing of the sense of the space.

When creating an Art Deco
space, consider the following:
n An Art Deco room is “cool.”

It has a self-assured attitude and
disdain for fakery – a bit of aloof-
ness, edgy bravado and rugged
integrity. An Art Deco room
doesn’t copy anyone or anything. 
n An Art Deco kitchen is

Cosmopolitan without being pre-
tentious. Every line and every
detail is at once refined as well as
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UPDATING THE CLASSICS:

In this example of
Art Deco design,
a 1920s dressing

table features a fin-
ish that makes one
think of the evening
gowns that comple-
mented the curves
of so many of
Bogart’s leading
ladies. A silverleaf
finish can be used
on moldings or as a
‘tipping’ glaze on fur-
niture pieces. Photo
courtesy of
Thomasville Furniture.

s
BY ELLEN CHEEVER, CMKBD, ASID

The distinctively
stylized look of 

Art Deco is ideally
suited for today’s

Contemporary
kitchens.

Art Deco Cool
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relaxed. It is this unpretentious ele-
gance that sets this look apart. It’s
about reserved sophistication.
n To translate this style into

kitchen settings, designers can
start by studying early 20th centu-
ry reference volumes. In addition,
they can look to a recently
designed collection of furniture by
Thomasville Furniture called “The
Bogart Collection,” an entire col-
lection of Art Deco furniture fash-
ioned on Humphrey Bogart’s cine-
ma image.

Additionally, specific materials
and applications can help to create
the cool, calm, collected, effortless-
ly elegant and highly individualist
setting that defines this look. To
plan a setting owing a clear debt to
Art Deco, consider the following
design guidelines:
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In this living room scene at right,
leather is a key material, used on

the cocktail table in the fore-
ground, as well as the furniture.

While leather cabinetry might not
work in a kitchen, leather pulls can 

continue this sense of 1930s 
elegance. Photo courtesy of 

Thomasville Furniture. 

A source for the leather pulls shown
below is an English-based firm,

Turnstyle Designs, which produces
fine leather handles. 

Photo courtesy of 
www.turnstyle-designs.com.

s

s

In ‘The Bogart Collection,’ delicate curved
furniture legs dominate. Note the reeding
on the bed post: it is an architectural detail

useful to the kitchen designer as a vertical
valance detail, molding element, or panel sec-
tion separating storage unit and countertop.
Photo courtesy of Thomasville Furniture.
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SHAPES AND FORMS
n Very dramatic curved shapes
are a key part of Art Deco furni-
ture and should be part of the
design’s cabinetry details. This
type of curved shaped can be
employed at mantle hood brack-
ets, countertop overhang sup-
port members, shaped island
ends, separate breakfront or

sideboard furniture pieces. The
furniture shape can also be intro-
duced in a dining table and
chairs in the kitchen.
n Geometrically shaped 

pyramid-type columns, pilasters
or stacked cabinet shapes are
used. This design detail can be
proportioned with tightly
stepped changes in metal pieces,
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Designers will be better able to create rooms reflecting the casual sophisti-
cation of “Bogey’s” time if they store the design foundation of Art Deco in
their intellectual library.

Art Deco was largely a reaction to the revolutions of the time –
 industrialization, invention, communication and the changes in society.

During the years from 1910 to 1915, design in much of Europe, includ-
ing Paris, was still disentangling itself from the lingering tendrils of art
nouveau, the Arts & Crafts movement and earlier historicalized styles –
the most recent being the notably cluttered Victorian interiors that made
up many homes.

One particular group of far-seeing Parisian designers was already looking
toward a wide range of sources for inspiration – both traditional and con-
temporary, European and exotic – to form the basis of an original design
style. Moving away from the languorous S-curves and nature-inspired motifs
of the art nouveau movement, more stylized lines and formalized motifs were
on the horizon with the emerging style. At the turn of the century, two
European cities – Glasgow and Vienna – helped set the stage for Art Deco. 

One of the most influential designers in the Art Moderne style was
Emile-Jacques Ruhlman, who was known for his sleek yet futuristic furniture
design. The style was officially launched at The French Exposition
Internationale des Arts D’ecoratifs et Industriels Modernes in 1925, where
an entire pavilion was dedicated to displaying Ruhlman’s pieces. These pow-
erful, unified compositions reached their height of popularity during the
inter-war period between 1920 and 1941. 

Some of the most famous North American architecture of the 20th cen-
tury have a Deco signature style: in Manhattan, Rockefeller Center, the
Chrysler Building, the Empire State Building; in Florida, the Oceanside

hotels of Miami Beach; out West, the Golden Gate Bridge spanning the har-
bor in San Francisco. These architectural shapes were influenced not only
by Egyptian pyramids, but also by Mayan and Aztec South American design
shapes as well.

Equally as influential on Art Deco designers, especially those in Paris, was
tribal Africa. African art was being collected in great quantities at the time. It’s
not surprising Art Deco designers adopted the primitive forms of the masks,
furniture and ritual objects of African tribes in their own modern tastes.

Even more than a style molded from these design themes of the past, Art
Deco was primarily a reaction to the revolutions of our time – industrial-
ization, invention, communication and the changes in society. It was persua-
sive, sweeping, democratic and yet also elitist. It was both a dime-store style
and the look of the most exclusive shops on Fifth Avenue. 

In addition to fashion and architecture, Art Deco gave life to industrial
design here in the States, resulting in a fascinating variety of consumer
products incorporating new materials. Art Deco was developed in tandem
with the Bauhaus School, and although both are very different in shape and
form, they share a material bias for metal. Metal was used for actual furni-
ture pieces as well as accents. Metal lamps are featured prominently in Art
Deco rooms. Tables of chromium-plated metal and steel-framed chairs were
oftentimes seen in Art Deco interiors, as well.

The chrome, the ornamental shapes of the balustrades, the jewel-like
sconces with their cut glass, the shining aluminum and chrome masks, and
the neon work capture the excitement seen in Art Deco architecture.
The most advanced technological materials, such as glass block, Bakelite
vitrolite plastic, chrome, fluted pillars and columns of raked concrete
were repeatedly specified. 

The Foundations of Art Deco: A Design Style Born of

Far left: A key point of the Art
Deco theme is an appreciation for
the classics, yet a demand for the
latest and best in everything –
from fashion to technology. Such a
sense of style is present in the
Morocco barstools designed for
‘The Bogart Collection.’ Note the
metal accents at the base of the
chairs, as well as the footrest.
Once again, leather is combined
with the dark, rich finishes on the
mahogany veneers and maple-
burled veneers used throughout
this collection. Photo courtesy of
Thomasville Furniture.

A console table echoes
Egyptian shapes and forms. The
sense of this furniture piece

reminds one of furniture popular
on grand ocean liners in the
1940s. Again, the reeding shape,
the swooping curves and other
details inspire a kitchen designer
to create custom brackets to sup-
port an overhang, or to add inter-
est to an island detail. Photo cour-
tesy of Thomasville Furniture.
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or much bolder dimensions in fur-
niture pieces.

MATERIALS
n Tightly grained solid woods or
veneers should be specified. Within
veneers, burled patterns or
“sketch-faced,” diamond-shaped
veneer patterns can be showcased
on key decorative doors to build-
out the drama of the composition. 
n Wood finishes will not be

matte! Because of the influence of
lacquer finishes in the original
style – whether cherry, mahogany,
rosewood or other – rich and ele-
gant veneers are used. There
should always be a gloss patina to
the finish.
n Inlays in straight details or

geometrically shaped repetitive
diamonds are excellent door style
details, and are also appropriate for
countertop edging or island back
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Downsview Kitchens created a contem-
porary kitchen that would be very comfort-
able sharing space with a lounge chair from
the 1930s. Note how the darkly finished
Wenge wood creates a square frame around
the stainless steel cabinetry. This frame is
echoed in the tall-boxed enclosure surround-
ing the frosted glass sliding doors at the end of
the island. These geometric shapes are very
much in keeping with the basic tenets of styl-
ish 1920 and 1930 interiors. Photo courtesy of
Downsview Kitchens.

s

Remove some of the small acces-
sories in this display – substitut-

ing larger pieces with simple geo-
metric shapes – and it can easily

be transformed into one reminis-
cent of ‘Bogey’s’ time in

Hollywood. The stile-and-rail-
framed doors are finished in a

dark stain on oak. Photo courtesy of
Morris Black Design Studios.

s

There are a host of design resources available to help kitchen and bath
designers further their knowledge of Art Deco design and the pieces of
that era. For more information about how to create Art Deco looks, con-
sider the following sources: 
n Information on furniture in the Art Deco style: The Bogart Collection,

Thomasville Furniture, 877-264-2781 or www.thomasville.com.
n Background on Emile-Jacques Ruhlman: www.ruhlman.info.
n A source for custom, one-of-a-kind furniture in the Art Deco style, as

well as additional information about Art Deco styling: Pollaro Custom
Furniture, Inc., www.pollaro.com. (The millwork house selected to create

the furniture for Tiffany & Company’s 2001 second-floor renovation in its
flagship store on Fifth Avenue.)
n Hand-made leather hardware: www.turnstyle-designs.com. This high-

lights an English manufacturer of made-to-order individual pulls hand-
stitched by master harness makers, using the finest English vegetable tanned
leathers and beeswax linen thread. The leather is stitched over stainless
steel frames, with all edges carefully seamed.
n Museum Exhibit “Art Deco 1910-1939” at the Victoria and Albert

Museum, London, England. Visit its Web site for a tutorial on the style at
www.vam.ac.uk.

Art Deco Design Resources Available for Further Reference
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treatments.
n Rich chocolate leather can

be used as an accent finish, per-
haps in the hardware featured
on the cabinetry. 
n Gleaming chrome in cabi-

netry leg termination points,
hardware throughout the space,
railings or detailing, as well as
light fixtures, are appropriate.
Using silverleaf as an accent on
edging or as a “tipping” glaze on
molding is very effective.
n Stainless steel works exceed-

ingly well in Art Deco settings.
Black Absolute granite or Carrara
marble stones add to the room.
Creamy Travertine and limestone
tones work equally well.

ON THE SURFACE
n Art Deco styles use rich,
vibrant hues somewhat reminis-
cent from the sets designed for
Ballets Russes in the 1920s. Dark,
rich shades of brown, purple,
black and taupe are gracefully
combined with creamy tones of a
beige leather.

n Glass is always appropriate.
For the adventuresome, ivory
Mother of Pearl and silver may
be used. The material can embel-
lish handles, feet or moldings, or
can be used as an inlay. This
brings a sense of unique time-
lessness and extreme elegance to
the form.

As you consider recreating the
sense of style from these rooms
of the 1920s into the 1940s, be
aware that actual Art Deco inte-
riors can be interpreted into
three board categories. 
n There are always those

clients interested in authentic Art
Deco interiors.
n Other private collectors

appreciate Art Deco furniture
and objects, and mix them freely
with more rusticated materials,
classic European crisp
Contemporary settings.
n Lastly (and I believe the

most useful for kitchen design-
ers), some clients will find pleas-
ure in a kitchen “warmed up” by
the shapes, materials and intri-
cate patterns that are signatures
of Art Deco styling.

Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, is
a well-known author, designer,
speaker and marketing specialist. A
member of the NKBA Hall of Fame,
Cheever gained prominence in the
industry early on as the author of
two textbooks in the area of design
education. She manages an award-
winning design firm, Ellen Cheever
& Associates, and has been part of
the management team of several
major cabinet companies. She is a
volunteer on NKBA’s Ad Hoc
International Affiliations
Committee and Ad Hoc Planning
Guidelines Committee.

Cheever’s article is part of a spe-
cial, ongoing series, “Kitchens of
the New Millennium,” appearing
exclusively in Kitchen & Bath
Design News.

Over the course of 2003,
Cheever will be leading the
Kitchen & Bath Design News-
sponsored “Designing for Profit”
series of seminars, which will
explore new ways for designers 
to use their creativity to design
kitchens and baths that are not 
just beautiful, but also highly 
profitable.
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Both the storage and the style of this
California vanity are extended by the inclu-

sion of a mid-height drawer bank placed adja-
cent to the lavatory area. Note the shape of

the legs on the vanity console. Photo courtesy of
Terri Salazar, Kitchens Del Mar.

s

American Standard’s Brooks Vanity Collection echoes the darkly finished
wood, which is almost a signature in this styling, and introduces a stair step – an
almost Egyptian-shaped molding separating the top of the vanity console and the
stone top. Photo courtesy of American Standard.

s
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TThe warmth of rich mahogany…
light and airy furniture pieces that
evoke a sense of Caribbean ele-
gance…carefree styling that com-
bines Victorian clutter with
African design influences… If
you’re looking to create rooms
that are “almost paradise,” design
influences from the tropics may be
just the thing you’re looking for.

For those who favor casually
elegant, more tailored traditional
styling, a taste of paradise can be
found in rooms that are inspired
by a Hawaiian plantation, a villa
on the Caribbean island of
Mustique, or a cottage in Key
West, Florida. 

This easier traditionalism cre-
ates classic styles with a modern

interpretation: rooms rooted in
tradition, but designed with
today’s lifestyle in mind. The
style is successful because it
combines “classic tastes with
modern life.”

This sliver of traditionalism
evokes the feeling of the tropics –
a look that has proven popular as
it calls to mind images of life
under an island moon. 

Over the past five years, furni-
ture styles have been introduced
that are reminiscent of lives lived
in island paradises by designers
who understand how much we
all enjoy the freedom of cool sum-
mer nights in far-off destinations.
Examples of this include Ernest
Hemingway furniture by

Thomasville, Tommy Bahamas
furniture by Lexington, Nautica
furniture by Lexington and British
Khaki furniture – four collections
demonstrating this refreshing new
view of Traditional styling.

I first appreciated this
Traditional style in the early
1990s while visiting Roxanne
and David Okazaki of Lifestyle
Kitchens in Hawaii, when I had
an opportunity to enjoy the
Sheraton Mauna Surfrider Hotel
built in 1901 and considered the
“First Lady of Waikiki” – a
hostelry built at the turn-of-the-
century in the exuberant planta-
tion style of Victorian elegance.
This year, I once again saw the
style presented in the Plato

Woodwork display at the 2003
Kitchen/Bath Industry Show, a
colorful Caribbean version by
Rutt HandCrafted Cabinetry,
and an intriguing master bath
setting designed by the Wood-
Mode team.

STYLE SIGNATURE
Just what is the “essence” or “sig-
nature” of this style? The answer
lies in the style’s history. In the
Caribbean, Spain, England,
Denmark, Holland and France
alternatively gained control of
the islands. With its agricultural
abundance, trades soon devel-
oped: So followed the demand
for gracious living. 

Similarly, while missionaries

BY ELLEN CHEEVER, ASID,
CMKBD

Caribbean 
elegance combines

Victorian clutter
with African

design influences
to create classic yet
modern rooms that

evoke a sense of
paradise.

ALMOSTParadise
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first arrived in the Hawaiian
Islands, they were soon also fol-
lowed by merchants eyeing the
riches possible by controlling the
sugar cane export business.

These Europeans in the
Caribbean, as well as the North
American businessmen in the
Hawaiian Islands, soon became
wealthy plantation owners who
initially imported fine European
and North American furniture to
their island homes. The heat,
humidity and ravenous termites
quickly destroyed these softwood
pieces. In response, the wealthy
then turned to local craftsmen to
duplicate these imported pieces
using the islands’ indigenous
woods, such as Koa in Hawaii and

mahogany in the
Caribbean. 

As time went
on, the locally
crafted imitations
became progres-
sively less exact
and increasingly
more interpretive,
leading to an island style with a
distinctive flair. Hawaiian styling
stayed true to Victorian opulent
woodworking – but transitioned
away from the dark, drab tones of
the time to airy pastels and crisp
white contrasted against the dark
wood accents. In the Caribbean,
much more colorful interiors
emerged featuring bolder, more
primary colors.

ISLAND-STYLE DETAILS
In the late 19th Century, very staid
Georgian styles gave way to the
exuberance of Victoriana. Such
classical detailing, as well as over-
done Victorian decorations, was
well suited to the wood carving
talents of the local island artisans
and natives. 

Working with lustrous tropical
hardwoods, they created pieces

distinguished by carved sunbursts,
pineapples, serpentine motifs and
stylized carved palm fronds. Lath
turnings presented in elaborate
rope twists, vase shapes, bobbin
and melon motifs were used as fur-
niture legs and sideboard cabinet
details. Furniture feet, shaped open
baseboard details and open fret-
work were details repeatedly seen.

Such furniture pieces were
always light and airy, designed to
be moved out to the veranda and
back inside. The original pieces
were brought many miles across
the sea, so heavy, complicated
chests didn’t successfully make the
journey. Additionally, the value of
“camp furniture” (small and
portable for use by officers as they
moved from location to location)
was redefined as indoor/outdoor
furniture. Such furniture was

enhanced by the introduc-
tion of decorative woven
rattan, wicker and caning.

You might wonder: Am I
really suggesting you create
a Caribbean style total
kitchen? If you practice
along the Eastern seaboard
or are creating a second ele-
gant home for a well-to-do
client in Florida – perhaps.
However, for the rest of us,
rather than creating an entire
suite of kitchen cabinet furni-
ture reflecting the islands’
sense of casual elegance
styling, consider adapting an
“acquisition” mentality.
Propose that your clients
select one part of the kitchen
to showcase a unique piece
infused with the personality
of the islands. 

This is particularly appro-
priate when considering the
most casual of styles: the
Caribbean carefree styling
which combines Victorian
clutter with African design
influences presented in the
colors of the sea, the sand
and the sky. 

For a more restrained
environment, consider tak-

ing inspiration from Hawaiian
plantations. Darkly finished wood
floors and balustrades can be used
in combination with painted
white/off-white/pastel traditional
cabinetry (featuring shutter door
inserts, or multiple panel stile-and-
rail raised panel styling). 

Bead and ball molding – or den-
tal – can be added in ceiling coffers.
Small panel mullion doors might
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The elegant nature of British Georgian
design interpreted by Caribbean craftsmen is
clearly articulated in this Plato Woodwork dis-
play featured at the 2003 Kitchen/Bath
Industry Show. The armoire features turnings
at all four corners, echoed in the lighter fin-
ished island. The dark distressed antique finish
is very appropriate in a British Colonial island
setting. The use of diagonal patterned natural
fabric inserts in the door is an excellent mate-
rial choice as well. Photo: Plato Woodwork Inc.

s

The carefree nature
of the Caribbean
islands is captured in

this kitchen setting.
Primary colors that
seem to have been
faded and washed by
the sun are often seen
in the islands. Note the
scalloped detailing and
use of shutters in this
display. Photo: Rutt
HandCrafted Cabinetry

s The creative self-
expression that is

at the heart of the
local artisans’ inter-

pretation of furniture
from a merchant’s far
away home is beauti-

fully detailed in this
master bathroom
suite. Photo: Wood-

Mode, Inc.

s
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open to the outside or an adjacent
space. Duck, linen or cotton fab-
rics are appropriate at such win-
dow or door openings. The space
will be punctuated with vibrantly
patterned tropical patterns. 

As far as cabinet finishes, in
addition to soft pastel paints or
pristine white, consider intro-
ducing heavily distressed and
glazed darker finishes on
mahogany (although maple and
cherry could certainly be used).
In addition to typical dark col-
ored glazes, think about striated
colorful glazes over white, hand-
carving accented by pewter
glazing (“metallic tipping”),
metal accents used in forged
iron valances, window guards
combined with frame-only
doors or decorative metal coun-
tertop brackets. 

Pay more attention to the dec-
orative hardware specified for
the project, as well. A Bamboo
hardwood floor covered in a
sisal carpet in the adjacent din-
ing space would certainly add to
the mood.

As you create the cabinetry
design for these kitchens, incor-
porate geometric patterns pre-
sented in herringbone cane,
woven seagrass, tightly twisted
metal, or wood diagonal lattice as
panel inserts for doors. 

MAHOGANY
A recent article in House Beautiful
magazine’s “Antiques” column,
helped explain the origin of
mahogany as a wood specified
for furniture and case goods
when it said: “In 1595, a carpen-
ter aboard one of Sir Walter
Raleigh’s ships in the New World
first remarked upon the beauty

and durability of
what was then, to
Europeans, an
entirely new and
wonderful wood.
Cabinet-makers
learned mahogany
could hold a line far
better than walnut
and oak of its day:

helping to elevate the art of fur-
niture carving. Additionally, its
rich patina – and shades that
ranged from ambrosia to amber
– truly inspired artisans to their
greatest work when creating fur-
niture of the 18th and 19th cen-
turies.” 

The original mahogany used by
English furniture makers was

imported from the Caribbean and
Cuba by the boat load. Indeed,
mahogany may have been Cuba’s
most valuable natural resource –
but it was brought to near extinc-
tion during the 18th Century’s
early wave of lumbering.

When they had depleted the
Caribbean and Cuban stands of
trees, the wood merchants
turned their eye on the Gulf of
Honduras, importing Honduran
Mahogany. Therefore, the
mahogany of early 19th century
American Classical Revival fur-
niture, French restoration pieces
and English William IV furniture
was often Honduran. Sadly,
most of these great mahogany
stands were largely depleted by
the end of the 19th century, lead-
ing traders to search South
America and the African coast
for fresh supplies.

Today, mahogany is an endan-
gered wood specie in some parts
of the world. Responsible forest
management has led to harvest-
ing African Mahogany for
today’s woodworking.
Therefore, mahogany today
comes from tropical West,
Central and East Africa. 

With its straight interlocking
grain, characteristic striped fig-
ure in quarter-sawn stock, and
its medium to coarse texture, the
wood from Africa continues to
be extremely suitable for veneer
and plywood furniture and cabi-
netry construction. 

Some of the distinct character-
istics designers should consider
when working with mahogany
are as follows:
n When finished with a 40 to

60 sheen topcoat, the wood is
extremely lustrous in appear-
ance. Mahogany has a curly
grain pattern that, when pol-
ished, almost “shimmers.” A
word of caution: Lower sheens
can oftentimes result in a “hun-
gry” look. Because of the coarse
texture and grain of the wood,
always view a sample door of
the finished wood before order-
ing a set of cabinets.
n Ribbon Mahogany can vary

widely in its figure. Therefore,
Sapele veneers are oftentimes
used in place of Ribbon
Mahogany.
n Some wood wholesalers or

door manufacturers do not
work extensively in mahogany
and, therefore, may not stock
the same grade of mahogany
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Door samples
integrate shut-
ters, Gothic glass
panels, curves and
a variety of furni-
ture materials.

s

s

Note how different the elevation looks when the
center wood panel on the lower tall vanity cabinet
door is replaced with a cane insert.

s
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that you are accustomed to
using in cherry or maple styles.
Make sure you have a clear
understanding of the grade (this
impacts the width of the boards
used to lay-up solid wood cen-
ter panels and stile-and-rail
doors, as well as the amount,
variation and sizing of wood
characteristics in veneers).

You might think such a special
kitchen space would only be
enjoyed on a hot, sultry day at
the beach. Move beyond such an
assumption! Clients who find
such a style intriguing typically
are not interested in living physi-
cally in a tropical location –
rather, they enjoy the spirit of
such a space. 

As noted designer David
Rockwell aptly said, “With a
margarita and the right
point of view, tropicals
can transport us to a
fantasy island resort.” I
assure you, such a fun-
filled approach to
design will appeal to
your younger clients –
and those “young at
heart” – looking for a
fresh approach to tradi-
tionalism.

If you’re interested
in learning more about
this style of design,
two good sources of
information are
Caribbean Elegance, by
Michael Connors, and
Under the Hula Moon:
Living in Hawaii, by
Jocelyn Fugii. 

Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, is
a well-known author, designer,
speaker and marketing specialist. A
member of the NKBA Hall of Fame,
Cheever gained prominence in the
industry early on as the author of
two textbooks in the area of design
education. She manages an award-
winning design firm, Ellen Cheever
& Associates, and has been part of
the management team of several
major cabinet companies. She is a
volunteer on NKBA’s Ad Hoc
International Affiliations
Committee and Ad Hoc Planning
Guidelines Committee.

This is the last of a series of
pieces looking at Kitchens of the
New Millennium. In 2004, Cheever
will be sharing her ‘Designer’s
Notebook’ ideas exclusively with
Kitchen & Bath Design News.
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The toe base
decorative
panel under

the vanity cabinet
and ‘stepped out’
wings with carved
bracket compli-
ment the sur-
rounding molding.

s

Columns and turnings
are more tailored and
ribbon-like.

s

Decorative feet carry the
same repetitive ribbon-
type motif, as well as adap-
tations of a typical onion
foot. Moldings are more
‘curvaceous’ than stepped
and angled.

s
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WWhile studying the elements of
style will help you to shape and
define the overall ambiance of a
kitchen, it’s the design details
that can truly make or break the
project. Design details can add
interest and personalize the proj-
ect, yet they can also provide
design solutions broad enough to
be repeated in various plans.

Creating multiple-height cabi-
net elevations is a great way to
add interest to a project. Special-
height base and tall cabinetry can
offer both functional and aesthet-
ic benefits.

There are three clear advantages
to such cabinetry in contemporary
kitchen planning.

1. For the traditionalists, the
look is accepted by clients who
are engaged in a free-spirited
search for “one-of-a-kind”
designs, which often result in 

CREATING MULTI-HEIGHT

Cabinet Elevations

In this display space, I considered both a
traditional North American installation of nor-
mal sized wall cabinets finished with a stepped
back furniture-like hutch piece at the end of the
elevation. Alternatively, a mid-height freestanding
cabinet housing the oven, microwave cavity and
warming drawing was offered as an option.
These are good examples to show your client if
you are considering a mid-height tall unit as
part of your design solution. For some clients,
the mid-height unit will seem like a block of
space that’s wasting valuable functional storage
areas. For another, the negative space surround-
ing the mid-height unit will be most pleasant to
the eye. There isn’t a right or wrong here – it’s
truly a design option.  

s

The integrated refrigeration system, microwave,
warming drawing and built-in ovens are all
installed along one elevation in this kitchen. By

terminating the cabinetry at a mid-height level
immediately above the cooking appliances, the over-
all space gains dramatic visual space. While the
refrigerator panels and cabinetry are finished in a
glazed white paint, the darker wood finish on the
island is echoed on the shelving material and lighted
curved valance that finishes the wall. 

s
Special-height cabinets can be used to

visually define a large space, personalize
a design, increase accessibility and

enhance overall function.

BY ELLEN CHEEVER, ASID, CMKBD
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elegantly assembled unfitted furni-
ture pieces in a total room setting.
For Contemporary-inclined clients
interested in a “disassembled”
look, stepped cabinetry can often
be a cornerstone of eclectic styling.
The real challenge is to maintain
the functionality of long runs of
connected cabinetry while breaking
up the monotony of such a space. 

2. The extra functionality offered
by special height base and tall cabi-
nets makes good sense. The clear
view and accessibility of cooking
utensils on a lowered range top has
long been recognized by designers.
To eliminate bending or stooping,
raised dishwashers are a favored
specification by many. As our
appliance menu increases in
kitchens, reachable, viewable, spe-
cial-purpose-height cabinets effi-
ciently house microwave/ convec-
tion ovens, warming drawers and
built-in coffeemakers. I predict flat
screen technology will soon intro-
duce yet another appliance – the
entertainment appliance – into our
kitchens. So, special-height cabi-
netry to house flat screen televi-
sions may become a new specialty
cabinetry application.

3. The valuable contribution spe-
cial-height cabinets can make in
visually defining large expanses of
“Great Room” kitchens is important
as we struggle to humanize the scale
of such spaces. We all have faced the
“airport runway” problem of a long,

uninterrupted, oversized island in a
kitchen. Varying the height of the
cabinets is an innovative way to bet-
ter define the space.

While the value of special-height
cabinets seems clear, many design-
ers haven’t been able to find any
carefully thought-out academic
direction on how to determine the
sizing of these cabinets. Nor is
much written about how to techni-
cally manage the intersection of
different depths, heights and fin-
ishes of cabinet cases and surfacing
materials. This month, we’ll look at
some practical guidelines based on
research into human scale, experi-
ence founded in experimentation
and the study of work created by
design leaders.

STEP-BY-STEP GUIDE 
Following is a step-by-step proce-
dure to assist you in creatively
thinking through the appropriate-
ness of such special-height cabinets,
how to present such a solution to a
client, and how to detail the space.

Step No. 1: Complete the “zon-
ing” space management of the
room. Knowing all the activities
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An excellent example of a multi-height island
was executed for a designer showhouse by
Fernando Guerra of Cornerstone USA, Ltd. in
New Jersey.There are four different heights on
this integrated island. The carefully thought
through intersection of these four different ele-
ments is the basis for the success of this sculp-
tural center island. 

Consider the following:
n The lowest marble topped “baking area” is

tied neatly to the overall island with a flush end
panel to the right. Such a tight fit between dis-
similar cabinets can be tricky to accomplish: It’s
successful in this installation because of the
framed eating area to the left of the lowered
area – allowing some flexibility in sizing at time
of assembly.  

If the entire back of the island was solid cabinetry, I
would recommend a change of width or depth so the
side doesn’t fit flush. Note how the eating area stands
proud of the baking center cabinet, and a baseboard fin-
ishes both sides of the island and the baking center cabi-
net, and is then mitered around the fluted columns
framing the seating area.

n A raised workstation on the cooking side of the
island creates the second change of height by installing
an oversized butcher block top sitting atop typically
sized base cabinets.

n The third counter height is the expected 36" work-
top and snaking counter surface.  

n In the last section, a “cube” type pop-up conceals an
appliance on the work side of the island.At the back of
the island there are three repetitive niches created in the
usable space behind the appliance enclosure. This overall
top is finished – not as a work surface – but as a display
space.Although special lighting is not part of this design, if
such usage is planned, decorative lighting should be aimed
at that surface and switched separately. 

Think about outlets within these step island arrange-
ments. Some designers opt to install the electrical box on
the side of a cabinet: This works well in regular base cabi-
nets, but can prove problematic in a pop-up if the designer
doesn’t allow for the needed clearance room for the con-
duit and electrical box placed inside of the cabinet.   

Different Heights Create Sculptural

Design by Fernando Guerra, Cornerstone USA, Ltd.

This example demonstrates a large, expansive pop-up used not only at the end
of a center island, but at the end of a run of cabinetry separating the kitchen from the 
adjacent living space. Note how the countertop ties into the stone wall cap separating
the two rooms. Such a massive cabinet statement is best reserved for generally sized
rooms. For this client, these two cabinets replaced wall cabinets and housed appliances.
Photo courtesy of Pietro Giorgi, Sr., CMKBD, Giorgi Kitchens & Designs.

s
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that will take place in the space
and the square footage of each
function that must be provided
is of paramount importance.
Equally important, you need to
think through the sight line of
visitors as well as workers in
the space. Lastly, track the natu-
ral light entering the room and
then create the artificial light
plan.

Step No. 2: Divide the possi-
ble special-height cabinet com-
ponents into cabinetry cate-
gories. This will let you move
beyond typical base/wall/tall
cabinet sizes, yet give your cre-
ative mind a “checklist” of
options to consider. This
approach makes it easier to add

new sizes to your “mental” cabi-
net line category. 

Here are the categories I use:
n A raised high base cabinet

elevation (48"-57" is my recom-
mended sizing) with no wall
cabinets planned above. These
types of elevations are appropri-
ate for secondary storage areas
not requiring counter space.
They can be grounded to the
floor with a 2"-6" baseboard
rather than a toe kick, or float 4"-
12" off the walking surface. The
space above them may be a win-
dow wall, an unencumbered
wall for the family’s collectibles
or shelving to provide functional
and decorative storage. 

n  “Pop-up” (a better name is
“tower”) base cabinet sections.

I’m particularly
fond of the emerg-
ing use of sections
of cabinetry that are
taller than adjacent
spaces, not only helping to define
the space, but providing ideal
storage for a room short on wall
cabinets or one long on specialty
appliances. These “pop-ups” are
excellent for housing appliances
best placed at shoulder-to-eye
level.

n Drop-down base cabinet
sections. This is probably the
one idea most of you are familiar
with. For many years, our
European colleagues have
dropped cooking area sections,
providing a better view and easi-
er accessibility to food stuffs

being prepared in large pots at
the range. Drop-down sections
to facilitate baking arm/wrist
actions have been recommended
by North American home econo-
mists for years, as well. I find a
dropped corner section a pleas-
ant visual relief in large, compli-
cated rooms. Lowered areas are
also sometimes a necessity when
a window finishes below a
working 36" countertop. The
actual drop dimensions can be
based on either a proportional
aesthetic or sized to suit the pri-
mary cook’s height.
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Highlighting a Corner
(Top, left) Rather than popping up, let’s drop down! Designed
by Robert Schwartz of St. Charles of New York, this creates
a lower curved corner cabinet finished with special pilasters
at each end. Note the countertop continues around the
parameter of this space, eliminating a jarring change in height. 
Design courtesy of Robert Schwartz, St. Charles of New York

(Top, right) Two full-height doors (at a lower height) are 
used in this elevation, where a window eliminates the normal
connection of wall cabinets, creating an opportunity 
for a change in base cabinet height. Note the base dropped
unit is balanced by the oversized wall cabinet to the right 
of the hood.  

(Bottom, left) Back to that raised idea: A raised butcher
block in the corner separating a stainless steel and stone
countertop is an intriguing special-height solution. 

(Bottom, right) Rather than a small countertop raised eleva-
tion, a pop-up can be placed behind an angled cooking sur-
face or sink (to create a ledge), as we see in this floorplan
detailed below, designed to allow enough clearance between
the banquette and the corner sink location. A microwave is
installed facing the table in this tight space. The television sits
on top. It could be fitted with a television lift so it retracts
down into the cabinet behind the microwave – a perfect
new application for a flat screen. 
Design courtesy of Karen Dorion, CKD
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An extremely large kitchen that
was used by a petite cook – and

was short on wall cabinets – was to
feature an island with a raised a center
section supplying additional storage, as
well as housing the microwave at one
end and the coffeemaker at the oven.
Before detailed plans were completed
(requiring an investment of time and
talent from you or your staff), concept
sketches were provided to the client.

s

Detailed drawings of
the island’s compo-

nent parts, fit and fin-
ish were completed

before the order was
placed. Whenever

attempting this time
type of cabinet

arrangement, someone
must commit to com-

pleting engineering
drawings. It’s at this
phase in the project

that great amounts of
money can be lost on

great ideas never engi-
neered! If your firm is

not staffed to com-
plete these types of

engineering drawings,
limit your solutions to
more traditional cabi-

net usage until you can
out-source the skill set

or partner with your
cabinet manufacturers’

internal customer
service team.

s

Once the concept was accepted and an ergonomic
check completed, a floor plan was prepared detailing

both cabinetry and counter surface dimensions.
s

Elevation drawings clarified all the cabinet door
sizing and architectural millwork details.

s
The finished photograph highlights the island elevation with the raised center
section. Note the panel placed behind the island sink faucet – allowing the

hinging to begin to the right of that water appliance. The bumped up center section
is finished with a wood top, not a stone top; therefore, the center structure looks
like an integrated cube of space, and blends handsomely with the refrigerator stor-
age armoire on the back wall. Photo courtesy of Daniel Johnson and Pietro Giorgi, Sr.,
CMKBD, Giorgi Kitchens & Designs, and Debra Lysy, Lysy Interior Design.

s
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n A stepped-back, mid-
height tall unit. This is a func-
tional and attractive solution
when placed at the end of a run
to separate the function in the
kitchen from an adjacent gather-
ing area. It’s also a good substi-
tute to wall cabinets because the
cabinet will provide maximum
storage in the most useful area.
This is a solution worth consid-
ering when you must stack the
television, microwave, appli-
ance garage or other specialized
storage and don’t want to have
an awkward “stepped” wall
cabinet configuration with the
microwave appearing to “hang
out” of the 12" deep wall unit
above it. 

n A full-depth (57"-72") mid-
height tall (my second favorite)
unit. This type of cabinet run is
an excellent solution for petite
cooks. Reaching above built-in
ovens or to the top of cabinetry
is difficult to impossible for
most. This type of full-depth,
mid-height unit is also well suit-
ed for side-by-side appliance
installations. These may
include:

1. Side-by-side single ovens
with storage cabinetry below.

2. Single oven with
microwave and warming draw-
er adjacent.

3. Built-in coffeemaker with
two warming drawers adjacent.

4. Coffeemaker and
microwave adjacent to one
another.

5. Stacked built-in coffeemaker,
microwave or warming drawer
with adjacent space featuring a
flip-down plasma screen, tele-
phone niche or specially
designed spot for the laptop
computer.

6. Stacked ovens or boxed-in
refrigerator (no armoire – no
cabinet above – no panel above),
a framed enclosure finishing at
the top of the appliance.

As you study a plan, first
block out the zones, then think
through the appliance placement
and work center location. Once
these elements of the plan are
settled, keep an open mind to
different heights (and, in some
cases, depths) for the cabinetry.

Step No. 3: Once you have an
idea, discipline yourself to be
familiar with North American
anthropmetric data. Take the
time to know your client’s

height, eye level and reaching
capability. Make sure your idea
“fits” your client’s stature.

Step No. 4: Size-up the
client’s reaction to such an
approach before spending a lot
of time laboriously detailing
the idea. Sketch it out (or find
photographs) to show the client
the design solution before you
proceed to the final plan stage.
By the way, think about updat-
ing your showroom to include
some of these ideas!

Step No. 5: Once a design idea
has been conceptually agreed to,
begin the careful detailing with
a clear eye toward dimension-
ing. Not only the sizes of appli-
ances, but the dimensions of the
counter surfacing material used,
any abutting appliances, and an
idea of how the cabinets will
intersect (or flush out) with adja-
cent units are all critical in ensur-
ing your solution is profitable at
the end of the project’s installa-
tion process.

Step No. 6: Make sure you
have considered the durability
and cleanability of any storage
cabinetry that will come in
direct contact with counter sur-
faces. Those countertops flush
with cabinets look great – yet
don’t provide protection to cabi-
netry below them in the same
way a countertop with an
extended lip does. Similarly, cab-
inetry that juts up past the coun-
tertop or sits on a countertop

may expose furniture wood fin-
ishes to the housekeeper’s
scrubbing sponge and wet area
cleaning techniques. Think
about countertop material,
molding or platform applica-
tions to separate a cabinet
extending to the counter (or
plan cabinet molding with extra
ordered lengths so it can be
changed throughout the life
expectancy of the room). 

Creating “one-of-a-kind” per-
sonalized design solutions for
your client’s kitchen plan is a tal-
ent – one that’s highly valued by
consumers interested in a func-
tional cooking room that reflects
their personal design styles. The
concept category of multi-height
cabinet elevations might be a
solution just right for your next
project.                               KBDN

Ellen Cheever,
CMKBD, ASID, is a
well-known author,
designer, speaker and
marketing specialist.
A member of the
NKBA Hall of Fame

and author of two textbooks in the
area of design education, Cheever
manages an award-winning design
firm, Ellen Cheever & Associates, and
has been part of the management
team of several major cabinet firms.
She is on NKBA’s Ad Hoc
International Affiliations Committee
and Ad Hoc Planning Guidelines
Committee, and speaks at K&BDN’s
‘Designing for Profit’ Seminars.

This is the first of a series of
‘Designer’s Notebook’ pieces that
will address design solutions from a
problem-solving angle, to run dur-
ing 2004, exclusively in K&BDN.
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This more mod-
ern run of cabi-

netry is still at
the extended height,

however, now the
aluminum framed

doors are boxed in
with a narrow wood

frame and ‘float’
above the gloss

ceramic floor. The
wood is echoed on a

paneling system on
the wall with wood

shelves held in place
by Hafele America

Co. support systems.

s

A warm and welcoming European Country
setting features cabinetry with tall glass doors
on the left hand elevation that are grounded to

the brick floor with a narrow baseboard and fin-
ished with a marble top. The elevation sets off a
large expanse of window featuring a deep win-
dowsill for display above. 

Secondary Storage Area:
Mid-High Units Not
Housing Appliances, Nor
Serving as Primary Work

s
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TThink the concept of pantries in
the kitchen is as outdated as the
20th century pantries of old?
Think again. Contemporary aes-
thetics and functional design
innovations are changing how
and when tall storage cabinetry is
being specified in residential
kitchen planning. 

The reasons for this are simple.
First, as elaborate vintage Old
World rooms become more
streamlined and tailored in
design detailing over the next
few years, designers will find that
varying the types, shapes and
sizes of the storage components
in the room will provide greater
visual interest. 

Additionally, as the con-
sumer’s kitchen planning priori-
ties continue to focus on both a
work and socializing component
in the room, the resulting large
gathering spaces (where the
kitchen workers interact with
other family members) may be
enhanced by replacing “view

RE-ENERGIZING

This design idea par-
tially builds in the cabi-
netry. Rather than recess-
ing it into the wall or set-
ting it against the wall, par-
tially recessing the cabinet
(exposing 6"-9" of the cab-
inetry) allows a molding
detail to be highlighted
while minimizing the visual
size of the elevation.

s

Two large pantries flank-
ing a built-in banquet with dis-
play space above the bench
creates a country feel to this
space. 

s

A new slant on the pantry
of old offers a host of 
innovative storage solutions
that provide both functional
and aesthetic benefits.

BY ELLEN CHEEVER, CMKBD, ASID

Pantry Planning
Design Idea #1

Design Idea #2

Design Idea #3

The free-standing
refrigerator armoire
idea is seen here with

a larger integrated seg-
ment of cabinetry,
wherein the integrated
refrigeration system is
flanked by tall units on
each side. Open storage
above the refrigerator
provides a nice visual
break.

s
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blocking” wall cabinets with an
idea from the past – a built-in
storage closet, or a newly outfit-
ted “pantry.”

Some of the following ideas
work best for design firms that
specialize in creating kitchens.
The specialist who concentrates
solely on the cabinet sale will
not profit as much. Why?
Because the first design ideas
require a site-built storage area.

Many excellent pantry or tall
cabinet designs today are best
constructed as part of the shell
of the space (therefore, their cre-
ation is part of the carpentry
aspect of the project), as
opposed to organizing the area
with a system created out of
purchased cabinetry. 

So, why focus on such a large
closet-type space? Because it’s
the most efficient storage sys-
tem around. For a family trying
to organize its belongings, the
easiest way to search for food
stuffs or cooking/serving items
is to see everything at once. This
is easy to do in a specialized
storage area without doors.

TALL STORAGE
To begin at the beginning, let’s
stop calling these tall cabinets
“pantries.” The name should be
based on what the area will
store. For me, the first rule in
tall cabinet design planning is
knowing what my client is
going to keep in it. I don’t
assume; I ask questions.
Consider the following:
n A cleaning closet typically

has tall doors below a smaller
set of doors (ideally, the upper
compartment sizing should line
up with other cabinet configura-
tions used above a free-standing
refrigerator or an oven case). 
n A food pantry can be of a

similar configuration, or one can
re-orient the doors, splitting
them at the countertop height. 
n A butler’s wall (an elongat-

ed storage system spread along
one wall) can take the place of
the 20th Century butler’s
pantry. At that time (when
household help was the norm),
the butler’s pantry not only pro-
vided a facility to store the fami-
ly’s dinnerware, flatware and
glassware, but also provided a
visual and sound barrier
between the elegant meals being
enjoyed in the dining room
from the chaos in the working
kitchen. A “butler’s wall” is
very appropriate today because
of the increased amount of
equipment being stored – even
in a kitchen where little cooking
takes place.
n A special purpose tall cabi-

net (think of the Hoosier’s cabi-
net from the 1920s with its pull-

out top and built-in flour sifting
system) is also appropriate
today. The wine connoisseur’s
bar, and the breakfast/coffee
kitchen section concealed
behind pocket or captured bi-
fold doors are just two examples
of such a designated purpose.

PLANNING STORAGE
To begin planning a tall storage

arrangement within a
space, consider alter-
native locations dur-
ing the initial “zon-
ing” part of your
conceptual planning.
“Zoning” a room
means blocking out
major centers of
activity in the room
before beginning the
cabinet layout.
Creating scaled tem-
plates of various stor-
age room shapes can
save you time during
this concentrated
design exercise.

In a recent project,
a client wanted a
very large “walk-in”
storage center. Three
alternatives were pre-
sented to the client.
To expedite the plan-
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Here, a hutch-
type cabinet is
installed at the

end of the run, pro-
viding the function-
ality of floor-to-ceil-
ing storage with a
more furniture
looking setting.

s

Design Idea #4

This Smallbone
showrom dis-

play in London
features a tightly

grained oak kitchen
enhanced by a
cream-colored

painted tall cabinet
along the back wall. 

s

A special pur-
pose pantry sits

against a wall,
with the functional

interior storage
system able to be

neatly concealed by
pocket doors when

not in use.

s
Design Idea #5

Design Idea #6
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ning process, the various config-
urations of this storage area were
templated in 1/2" scale. The
kitchen was organized around
each concept idea before presen-
tation to the client. 

In Kitchen Plan A (see Page
86), a diagonal corner pantry
was planned. Small swinging
entry doors were specified using
entry door “side light” panels to
allow the individual to walk

through the space without hav-
ing to deal with a large swinging
door. (If a large door was used,
one hinged out would be ideal.)
A light switch is activated when
the door is opened, eliminating
the need for a switch inside or
outside the room. 

A diagonal pantry allows one
to “step in” to the space and see
everything stored along the 9"-,
12"- or 18"-deep shelving. Rarely

do I recommend 24"-deep shelv-
ing in a pantry unless items are
going to be grouped and stored
together in baskets or another
“carry out” apparatus – it’s just
too easy for items on a 24"-deep
shelf to get lost. The exception is
a section of a cabinet reserved
for bulk storage where “like
items” can easily be stacked one
behind the other because the
content is identical.

You will note in this case that
the walk-in diagonal pantry in
the kitchen is flanked by a small
– but effective – double-sided
butler’s pantry leading to the
dining room. The consumer
enjoyed seeing her family china
and stemware in the upper cabi-
net glass doors as she walked
through this area. 

Kitchen Plan B keeps one side
of the butler’s pantry, but shifts
the dining area door so a walk-in
pantry can be created between
the kitchen and dining room.
Shallow shelves stretch along one
wall, then turn into a deeper
floor-to-ceiling adjustable unit. A
hanging rack (check out possibili-
ties at www.hafeleamericas.com)
makes the wall blocked by the
swinging door much more use-
able. This plan also transforms
the corridor shaped kitchen into a
more continuous L-shape.

Kitchen Plan C eliminates the
butler’s pantry, replacing it with
two tall cabinets facing one
another with glass doors, and

then creates a large
“step-in” pantry that
has two 36" entry
doors which swing
into the room. This
solution maximizes
the available size
and functionality of
the kitchen’s L-
shape, while still
incorporating this
large walk-in stor-
age section.

When planning
such a storage room,
learn from the
booming closet
industry. Think
beyond wood shelv-
ing. Investigate
metal commercial
systems (a good

source for these can be found at
www.metro.com) or specialized
closet system adaptations. 

CABINET SOLUTIONS
In place of such a closet storage
concept for a kitchen, let’s return
to cabinet system solutions.

Too often, a tall cabinet is
placed adjacent to other tall units
in an effort to minimize its pres-
ence in the room. An alternative
is to make the tall element a cen-
terpiece of the design.
n Design Idea 1 (see Page

80): This design idea partially
builds in the cabinetry. Rather
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Design Idea #7 Design Idea #8

Design Idea #9 Design Idea #10

Created by Bill Ohs of Wm
Ohs Cabinetry, this mid-
height pantry cabinet dou-

bles as a refreshment center.

s

Pantries that step back, fin-
ishing at a slightly reduced depth
from the countertop, or step
beyond the counter, allow for a
gracious termination detail
between the working surface
overhang and the cabinet side.

s

If space allows, a tall storage wall can be
extremely effective in larger, open gathering kitchens.
s Shown here, a wall of tall pantries – patterned after

the Poggenpohl national ad – uses sliding doors on each
frosted glass section flanking the solid paneled center.

s
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than recessing cabinetry into a
wall, or setting cabinetry against
a wall, partially recessing the
cabinet (exposing 6" to 9" of the
cabinetry) allows a molding
detail to be highlighted in the
space while minimizing the
appearance shape of the eleva-
tion. In this example, a combina-
tion of enclosed doors and glass
doors is suggested.
n Design Idea 2 (see Page

80): A designer in Italy creates a
country sense of space by two
large pantries flanking a built-in
banquet featuring some display
space directly above the bench.
Note how the designer echoed
the arch in the tall cabinet doors
in the wains paneling behind the
banquette bench. 
n Design Idea 3 (see Page

80): The designer has turned the
free-standing refrigerator
armoire idea into a larger inte-
grated segment of cabinetry by
flanking the integrated refrigera-
tion system with tall units on
each side. Note the open storage
space above the refrigerator: a
nice visual break. This entire
structure juts out from the center
of the cabinet run.

n Design Idea 4
(see Page 81): This
design idea offers
another alternative:
a hutch-type cabinet
is installed at the
end of the run, pro-
viding the function-
ality of floor-to-ceil-
ing storage in more
of a furniture piece
setting. This type of
cabinet – oftentimes
called a “dish cabi-
net” – is an excel-
lent approach to
storage limited in its
wall cabinets.
n Design Idea 5

(see Page 81): This
is a sketch of a
Smallbone show-
room display in London. The
tightly grained oak kitchen is
enhanced by a cream colored
painted tall cabinet along the
back wall. The base portion of
the pantry finishes somewhere
between 39" and 
42" off the floor, with frame-
only doors extending to the
counter. Note the elongated
glass inserts in the cabinet: an

attractive solution.
n Design Idea 6 (see Page

81): A special purpose pantry
sits against a wall. When not in
use, the functional interior stor-
age system is neatly concealed
by pocket doors. This is an
excellent solution in a narrow
walkway where the majority of
the time, the entire unit will be
closed. The cook – or the cook’s
helper – can then open the

doors, and pull out the worksta-
tion’s countertop to use the area
when such activity impedes
family activities.
n Design Idea 7 (see Page

82): Created by Bill Ohs of Wm
Ohs cabinetry, this mid-height
pantry cabinet doubles as a
refreshment center. A tall pull-
out houses wine bottles installed
on its side (shelving source:
www.winemastercellars.com).
The next section includes a
refrigeration drawer system that
is enhanced by the addition of
one additional drawer. Pantry
storage finishes the space with
every inch used: a drawer in the
toe kick area, as well.

LAYOUT DETAILS
Clearly, each one of these solu-
tions was based on the design-
er’s keen understanding of
what was going to be stored in
the area by the chief chef. When
planning such a space, here’s an
organized, systematic way to
think through the details of 
the layout.
n Identify what the con-

sumer will store in the cabi-
netry’s pantry section. This will
help you determine adequate
shelf frontage and shelf depth
recommendations.
n Determine if it’s truly a

storage facility or a special pur-
pose work center. This identifies
the need (or lack thereof) for
countertops, electrical outlets, the
addition of a water source, etc.
n Observe the cook’s kitchen

and the family’s way of life.
Can this cabinet showcase alter-
native materials in the doors –
glass, wire mesh, caning inserts
or the like? By the way, this is
also an excellent place to use
multi-panel doors, change the
height elevations slightly, use a
much more heroic molding at
the top, or replace the traditional
toe kick and with base furniture
leg/arched valance detail below
the cabinetry. By virtue of the
cabinet section being a tall ele-
ment in the space, it’s an ideal
showcase piece. This is often-
times where I will change finish,
materials, door style or decora-
tive hardware. 
n Determine what interior

configuration will best suit the
planned items for storage.

1. Normal adjustable shelves
are fine – realize the light source
needs to be overhead and come

Glass doors are used in the upper section of a pantry wall that
is connected by an arched detailed piece of wood at the center.

The pantry wall provides functional storage while serving as a
room divider, as well.

s

In this more tradi-
tional space, a tall
wall of tailored stor-

age is elegantly located
between a window and
a passageway. The col-
umn woodwork
extends beyond the
raised countertop and
ties in neatly with the
42" raised snack
counter.

s
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directly into that cabinet.
2. Consider roll-outs in the

lower part of the pantry, door
shelves above; therefore, allow-
ing you to step back the shelves
in the upper section for easy
visibility.

3. There are myriad pull-out,
slide-out, roll-out and pivot-out
mechanisms available today in
chrome wire systems. 

4. Many of our cabinet manu-
facturers have “chef pantries,” a
very elaborate wood swing-out
apparatus best reserved for food
stuffs. Before using one, make
sure you understand how much
door clearance is required for
the internal parts to swing clear,
and what are the depth or stor-
age restrictions.
n Think in “blocks” of

space, and carefully consider
the proportions of this tall
unit. By virtue of its size, it will
dominate the space: A corner
unit can appear massive!
Installing such a unit in the
middle of a run is only effective
if two completely different work
centers are on each side – then it
has value as a divider. 

MORE IDEAS
Of course, not every design will
work for every kitchen, as each
must factor in the specific style,

space constraints and client
needs in order to be most effec-
tive. Following are some sug-
gestions for creating storage
solutions that are both visually
appealing and highly efficient.

Design Idea 8 (see Page 82:
Pantries that step back, finish-
ing at a slightly reduced depth
from the countertop, or step
beyond the countertop, allow
for a gracious termination detail
between the working surface
overhang and the side of the
cabinet. Think through how the
toe kicks, the countertop, the
molding above the adjacent wall
cabinets and the tall cabinet ele-
vation will interface.

Design Idea 9 (see Page 82):
If space allows, a tall storage
wall can be extremely effective
in large, open gathering
kitchens. The beautiful cabi-
netry enhances the overall beau-
ty of the space, and might serve
additional functional require-
ments. In this example, an
Italian designer in Milan created
a “stand-alone” storage cabinet
in his minimalist design.

Design Idea 10 (see Page 82):
Patterned after the Poggenpohl
national ad, a wall of tall
pantries uses sliding doors (as
opposed to swinging doors) on
each frosted glass section to

flank the solid paneled center.
Such interesting glass applica-
tion is very effective if the tall
storage unit is going to be used
as a replacement for a traditional
butler’s pantry with dinnerware,
glassware and serving pieces
stored within. 

Design Idea 11 (see Page 84:
In this much more traditional
space, a tall wall of tailored stor-
age is elegantly located between
a window and a passageway.
Note the excellent detailing
around the post in the fore-
ground. The woodwork extends
beyond the raised countertop
and ties in nicely with the 42"-
high raised snack counter. 

Design Idea 12 (see Page 84):
Glass doors are used in the
upper section of a pantry wall
that is connected by an arched
detailed piece of wood in the
center. The pantry wall not only
provides functional storage, but
serves as a room divider in this
solution, as well. 

Take a creative moment when
you are working on your next
plan featuring a tall storage sys-
tem – spend a little more time
thinking through what will be
stored within the floor-to-ceiling
storage area, and a lot more
time detailing this area so it
becomes a highlight of your

plan. Present such detailing to
your customers during the pre-
liminary presentation – you will
be pleasantly surprised to see
how they react. Your clients will
appreciate and value the atten-
tion to detail you invested for
their “one-of-a-kind” kitchen,
creating a personalized solution

Kitchen Plan A Kitchen Plan B Kitchen Plan C

In this kitchen plan, a diagonal corner
storage facility featuring small swinging entry
doors allows one to ‘step in’ the space and
see everything stored along the 9"-, 12"- or
18"-deep shelving.

s This kitchen plan keeps one side of the
butler’s pantry but shifts the dining area door
so a walk-in pantry can be created between
the kitchen and the dining room.

s This kitchen plan eliminates the butler’s
pantry entirely, replacing it with two tall cabi-
nets facing one another with glass doors, then
creates a large ‘step in’ pantry with two 36"
entry doors which swing into the room.

s

Ellen Cheever,
CMKBD, ASID, is a
well-known author,
designer, speaker and
marketing specialist.
A member of the
NKBA Hall of Fame,

Cheever gained prominence in the
industry early on as the author of
two textbooks in the area of design
education. She manages an award-
winning design firm, Ellen Cheever
& Associates, and has been part of
the management team of several
major cabinet companies. She is a
volunteer on NKBA’s Ad Hoc
International Affiliations Committee
and Ad Hoc Planning Guidelines
Committee.

This is the second of a quarterly
series of ‘Designer’s Notebook’
pieces that will address specific cate-
gories of design solutions from a
problem-solving angle, to run
throughout 2004 exclusively in
Kitchen & Bath Design News.
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AAs kitchen designers know, a shift has
occurred in how kitchens are used by
North American families. The kitchen as a
stand-alone area has transitioned away
from a single-purpose space serving the
solitary chef into a multi-purpose – and
often multi-person – “cooking room” or
“kitchen room.” 

Behind this phenomena is a change in
what families do in the kitchen, as well as
what they are eating at home. 

The National Kitchen & Bath
Association reported several years ago
about the wide variety of non-cooking
activities taking place in the kitchen,
including talking on the telephone, man-
aging mail/family correspondence and
conducting family “discussion/conflict
resolution” talks. We all know that many
kitchens now include a TV, and many are
open to adjacent entertaining spaces. 

Equally as impactful is the news from
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The kitchen as a stand-alone
area has transitioned away
from a single-purpose space
into a multi-purpose – and
multi-person –  cooking room.

Floor Plan No. 2

A new L-shaped kitchen plan was pre-
sented to a client who hoped to have
easier access from the gathering area
to the kitchen by exchanging an angled
peninsula with a kitchen featuring a
shaped island. The client and designer
were concerned about the furniture
arrangement’s viewing angle to the
diagonal corner television suggested by
the kitchen designer. This cabinetry
extension could not be considered
seriously without laying out the furni-
ture in the TV area as well.  
Designed by Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID,
Ellen Cheever and Associates, and Pietro
Giorgi, Sr., CMKBD, Giorgi Kitchens and
Designs, Wilmington, DE.

s

Cooking Rooms
Floor Plan No. 1

A space made difficult to work with because of an inordi-
nate number of windows and walkways was best studied as an
entire gathering space, rather than a kitchen with a table area
adjacent to an open family room. In the original plan, which did
not consider furniture placement opportunities, the table was
tucked in the corner where it had been previously. The difficul-
ties in placing furniture in the new rectangular space were then
identified, leading the designer to suggest a different kitchen
arrangement transitioning the former table area into an enter-
taining nook, and incorporating the table in the conversation
area. This option allowed the table to become much more ‘user
friendly’ for family activities other than eating. 
Designed by  Karen Dorion, CKD, Elmhurst, IL.

s

BY ELLEN CHEEVER, CMKBD, ASID
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the American Beef Council
research that consumer shop-
ping trends with regard to
food purchases have changed,
as well. Today, pre-prepared
gourmet takeout meals – still
fast, but a far cry from “fast
food” – are more common
than “from scratch” meals. 

As we study this entire
crazy quilt of family activi-
ties, several key lifestyle
changes emerge:
n Many families, in reality,

are “eating out – in.”
n There’s a lot more togeth-

erness going on in the kitchen
than actual cooking.
n The space has not

expanded to serve more cook-
ing functions; rather, added
family activities are part of the
daily kitchen routine.

Kitchen specialists may be
wise to rethink how they plan
these multi-tasking kitchens
and prepare for the design
process, from the early stages
of a project’s planning through
the completed kitchen.

THE PROCESS
Kitchen and bath firms may
find cost economies and time
saving opportunities by
restructuring the way they
approach the design process. 

To address the changing
needs of today’s consumers,
they may want to change the
showroom presentation to
include non-cooking area
vignettes, or a more compre-
hensive photo gallery or
album to demonstrate how the
organization can plan multi-
tasking “cooking rooms.” 

They may also want to
broaden the information-
gathering stage by updating
the survey used on the initial
client visit. At our firm, we
have, for many years, asked,
“How many people cook in
the family?” Frequently, dis-
cussion with clients illustrates
other activities to be per-
formed in the kitchen. 

It may be wise to formalize
this process and ask specific
questions about four non-
related cooking activities in
addition to dining/snacking.
These include

1. Communicating

Activities: Internet, telephone,
interpersonal visiting, corre-
spondence.

2. Entertaining/Educational
Activities: Children’s home-
work, computer center, major
family gathering area, major
television family area, chil-
dren’s game area.

3. Household Management
Activities: Major home office,
family message center, multi-
purpose laundry area, pet
care/feeding center.

4. Pleasurable Pastime
Activities: Gardening, cook-
book library, photography/
scrapbooking, entertainment
center, wine cellar.

By better understanding
how the family enjoys or
manages these home func-
tions, kitchen designers will
be better prepared to plan the
space effectively. To help
achieve this, they should:
n Expand the scope of

their drawings to include all
the details of the entire room
(not just the wall space
reserved for cooking activi-
ties) with thoughtful consid-
eration given to the adjacent
activity spaces. Note the
rooms surrounding the
kitchen, where the view is,
and what the natural light
pattern is. 
n Develop new business

relationships with allied pro-
fessionals, notably recog-
nized interior designers.
They can be a great resource
to better understand furni-
ture sizing – or to collaborate
with on a project that com-
bines the designer’s func-
tional space planning expert-
ise and the interior special-
ist’s unique talents.
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Kitchen Sketch No. 1

The diagrams below detail nor-
mal round, oval, square and rec-

tangular tables, and list the minimum
and preferred walkway.  Designers are
reminded that each seated person
needs 24" to 36" of ‘elbow room’ table
space, 18" to 30" deep.

s

Illustration No. 1

When creating a seating/dining area
for a family, designers should con-
sider the value of a one-wall ban-

quette being substituted for a table sur-
rounded by chairs. The one built-in wall
might be tucked under a window, or
could be at the back of an island. The
value is this arrangement saves one
complete walkway clearance dimension
ranging from 24" to 42". 

s
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PROJECT PLANNING
Once the design firm has
reformatted its initial presen-
tation to accommodate these
additional kitchen area activi-
ties, individual designers
should adjust their systematic
approach to the planning
process to focus on all activi-
ties taking place in the
kitchen: not just those pin-
pointed by the traditional
work triangle. 

First, become familiar with
furniture sizing. When kitchen
designers draw a kitchen, they
often simply terminate walls
at the end of the workspace –
or, draw an entire room but
leave the furniture area empty.
I believe to design the best
“cooking room,” designers
need to be as familiar with
furniture sizes as they are
with cabinet sizes. 

At right is a series of table
and furniture dimensions, and
typical furniture arrangements.
Designers who prepare hand
drawings, can create templat-
ess in their preferred scale.
Having such templates makes
the “what if” general space
study planning phase of the
project so much easier. When
working with computer-aided
design programs, designers
may want to add this dimen-
sional information to their files.

For instance, table dimen-
sions can be added to detail
normal round, oval, square
and rectangular tables (see
Illustration 1, Page 71). These
should also list the minimum
and preferred walkway.
Designers should also
remember that each seated
person needs 24" to 36" of
“elbow room” table space,
18" to 30" deep.

Designers should also famil-
iarize themselves with furni-
ture dimensions, including
sofa lengths, side chairs, arm-
chairs with ottomans, coffee
tables and end tables (see
Illustration 2, at right).

Predetermined layout tem-
plats can be used to idenfity
the minimum floor space
required for common furni-
ture arrangements (see
Illustration 3, Page 73). For
instance:
n Two armchairs with cof-

fee table showing arc of con-
versation.

n Two sofas with coffee
table showing arc of conver-
sation.
n Focal armchair with

ottoman: side table included.
n Typical television view-

ing, acceptable viewing angle.
n Typical wraparound sec-

tional sofa clearance require-
ments.
n Typical seating arrange-

ment featuring one armchair
and sofa.
n Typical seating arrange-

ment including loveseat, sofa
and armchair.
n Typical seating arrange-

ment with sofa and two arm-
chairs or larger armchair.

Next, as you stare at that
blank piece of paper – with
catalogs and furniture tem-
plates close at hand – think
about zones of activity and
their required space, as well
as people “traffic patterns”
before developing conceptual
space solutions. This will
allow you to turn your atten-
tion to how the space is used
in total, balanced with your
normal traditional expertise
in creating specialized storage
centers for primary work
areas in the kitchen. 

The two floor plans on
page 70 illustrate this point.

In the first, a space made
difficult to work with because
of an inordinate number of
windows and walkways was
best studied as an entire gath-
ering space, rather than a
kitchen with a table area adja-
cent to an open family room.
In the original plan, which
did not consider furniture
placement opportunities, the
table was tucked in the corner
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Kitchen Sketch No. 2

Illustration No. 2

Familiarize yourself with furni-
ture dimensions. Above and at
left are typical furniture sizes for
three sofa lengths, side chairs,
armchairs with ottomans, coffee
tables and end tables.

Separating the kitchen from
adjacent living areas can be
effectively accomplished by

stepping the cabinetry. In this
example, designed by Sarah Reep,
CKD, ASID, CMG, note the wall
cabinet extends to the countertop,
a ledge is created along the back
of the L, and the walkway into the
adjacent furniture area is defined
by two raised cabinets facing one
another, which echo the wall cabi-
net glass door inserts, and are fea-
tured on oversized legs to clearly
define the two spaces. 
Designed by Sarah L. Reep, CKD,
ASID, CMG, KraftMaid Cabinetry Inc.,
Aurora, OH

s
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where it had been previously. In
Option No. 2, the difficulties in
placing furniture in the new rec-
tangular space were identified,
leading the designer to suggest a
different kitchen arrangement
transitioning the former table
area into an entertaining nook,
and incorporating the table in
the conversation area. This
option allowed the table to
become much more “user friend-
ly” for family activities other
than eating.

In the second, a new L-shaped
kitchen plan was presented to a
client who hoped to have easier
access from the gathering area to
the kitchen by exchanging an
angled peninsula with a kitchen
featuring a shaped island. The
client and designer were con-
cerned about the furniture
arrangement’s viewing angle to
the diagonal corner television
suggested by the kitchen design-
er. This cabinetry extension
could not be considered serious-
ly without laying out the furni-
ture in the TV area as well.

After you’ve identified general
zones of space, rethink the shape
of the kitchen space at it relates
to the overall room.

One way I do this is thinking
in “blocks of space.” For exam-
ple, when considering the prepa-
ration sink area, rather than
thinking of a 36" sink, 24" dish-
washer, 18" refuge bin collection
area and 18"-24" drawer bank, I
think in a block of space of 96". 

It’s easier then for me to move
blocks of space around a blank
piece of paper – oftentimes lead-
ing to a more creative solution
than I’d get with the approach of
locating major appliances and
then filling in the cabinets.

Pay more attention to all the
people traffic patterns – not just
the cook’s path. Dimension walk-
ways as the absolute minimum
space (24"-30" to edge behind
another person or through a little
used opening), as the more gener-
ous, but still limiting, 36" space,
or the more desirable Universal
Design planning minimums of
42"-48" as you lay out the room.

Create aesthetic “vistas” into
the space for visitors, as well as

Illustration No. 3

To simplify the ‘what if ’ conceptual
design process, use predetermined
layout templates which identify the

minimum floor space required for
common furniture arrangements.

s
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thinking through the
view the cook will have
while working in the
kitchen part of the
“cooking room.”

Identify the relation-
ship of kitchen activities
to the surrounding
spaces. To evaluate
your proposed solution,
chart the food assembly
process (an updated
look at the cook’s trian-
gle extended to include
grocery unloading to
the trash removal termi-
nation point) through
your conceptual plan. 

There are many ways
to use furniture place-
ment in the conceptual
part of the process to
create kitchen design
solutions.

On page 71, Kitchen
Sketch One illustrates a kitchen
with a seating/dining area for a
family that utilizes a one-wall
banquette in place of a table sur-
rounded by chairs. The one built-
in wall might be tucked under a
window, or could be at the back
of an island. The value is this
arrangement saves one complete
walkway clearance dimension
ranging from 24" to 42". 

On page 72, Kitchen Sketch
Two showcases how stepped
cabinetry can be used to effec-

tively separate the kitchen from
adjacent living areas. In this
example, the wall cabinet
extends to the countertop, a
ledge is created along the back of
the L, and the walkway into the
adjacent furniture area is defined
by two raised cabinets facing one
another. These are featured on
oversized legs to clearly define
the two spaces.

In Kitchen Sketch Three
(above), the peninsula counter
creates an excellent sense of defi-
nition between the gathering

area to the left by incorporating
a Hafele tower unit that extends
through the countertop over-
hang and then connects to the
extended soffit, which supports
the lighting design. 

Kitchen Sketch Four (above)
illustrates a design that could
not be effectively created with-
out dimensioning the 42" high
island with chairs, the table area
and the furniture conversation
section of the space in the front
of the fireplace. Focusing simply
on the kitchen is not enough! 

Taking this new approach will
expand designers’ creative
design process to include the
entire space the consumer is
dreaming of living in.
n Study the room as a total

space, paying close attention to
adjacent activity centers.
n Expand your knowledge of

your client’s lifestyle beyond
their cooking requirements with
better showroom presentations
and a more thorough approach
to information gathering.
n Use a “what if” creative

process to consider various solu-
tions before detailing the plan. 
n Employ the tools of consid-

ering zoning the space, create
“blocks of space” to meet the
necessary storage and counter
criteria in each center of activity,
focus on people traffic patterns,
as well as the cook’s food prepa-
ration/serving/clean-up path.
n Move beyond the kitchen

shapes anchored to walls to see
how the assembly of work areas
can relate to the family’s lifestyle,
activities and traffic patterns. 
n Rather than just standing at

the doorway of a workspace,
realize the visitor now enjoys a
new aesthetic view into the
kitchen when engaged in other
activities. Pay more attention to
the aesthetic detailing both as
one views into the kitchen, as
well as the kitchen workers’
views into the activity area.
n Partner with experts in

related fields to make sure the
room works as well as the clients
dream it will.                     KBDN

Ellen Cheever,
CMKBD, ASID, is a
well-known author,
designer, speaker and
marketing specialist.
A member of the
NKBA Hall of Fame,

Cheever gained prominence in the
industry early on as the author of
two textbooks in the area of design
education. She manages an award-
winning design firm, Ellen Cheever
& Associates, and has been part of
the management team of several
major cabinet companies.

This is part of a quarterly series of
‘Designer’s Notebook’ stories that
will address specific categories of
design solutions from a problem-
solving angle, to run throughout
2004 exclusively in K&BDN.

Kitchen Sketch No. 3

Kitchen Sketch No. 4

The peninsula counter in
this kitchen, created by
John Troxell, Jr., creates

an excellent sense of defini-
tion between the gathering
area to the left by incorpo-
rating a Hafele tower unit
that extends through the
countertop overhang and
then connects to the
extended soffit, which sup-
ports the lighting design.
Designed by John Troxell, Jr.,
Mood-Mode, Inc., Kreamer, PA

s

This kitchen design
could not be affectively
created without dimen-
sioning the 42” high
island with chairs, the
table area and the furni-
ture conversation sec-
tion of the space in the
front of the fireplace.
Focusing simply on the
kitchen is not enough! s
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tThere’s no question how power-
ful an impact a decorative man-
tel hood can have as a focal
point in a kitchen. Whether 
classically traditional, transi-
tional, Asian- influenced or styl-
ishly Italian, a large unencum-
bered, beautifully detailed enclo-
sure around the ventilation sys-
tem is something that is highly

valued by consumers today. 
Interestingly, kitchen design-

ers’ ability to allocate so much
space to this hood element is
possible because of the concur-
rent trend away from traditional
wall cabinets: Clients are com-
fortable walking a greater dis-
tance away to a floor-to-ceiling
storage cabinet in order to

Mantel Hood

NKBA Planning Standards require a
clear landing space of 12" x 16" on
one side of the cooking surface, and
15" x 16" on the second.

This crisp, classic
presentation by 
noted designer
Christopher Peacock
makes a striking
design statement. 
Photo courtesy of
Christopher Peacock

BY ELLEN CHEEVER, CMKBD, ASID

Beyond the
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house items formerly located on
either side of the hood. 

Planning this type of enclo-
sure, however, is truly a “balanc-
ing act” between function and
aesthetics. The ability to meet
both criteria is essential to creat-
ing a successfully designed cook-
ing niche.

FUNCTION FIRST
Occasionally, I enjoy looking 
at a beautiful cooking niche or
mantel hood – yet wonder if the
ventilation system really works!
Obviously, a beautifully designed
mantel hood is useless if it does-
n’t provide the necessary ventila-
tion power. For that reason,
when considering mantel hood
design, it’s a good to start with 
a review of basic ventilation
requirements.

1. Ducted Hoods: A ducted
hood should be designed to catch
and hold the contaminants
before and during the process of
their removal by the fan. While

many consumers question the
interior openness of a hood
canopy from a cleaning stand-
point, it’s this very aspect of the
design that’s the key to success-
ful air removal. 

As cooking byproducts rise
naturally from the surface,
they’re caught in the hood
canopy area and stay in this
“holding area” until the fan can
activity remove them. 

Note the words “rise natural-
ly.” The old story about a fan
“pulling” cooking contaminants
from the cooking surface is actu-
ally incorrect. Airborne cooking
contaminates rise naturally – 
and only when they’re close to
the fan can it go to work to
remove them. 

For that reason, proper posi-
tioning of the ventilation hood
in relation to the surface is
essential. Consider the following:
n A hood 16" to 17" deep

should be 21" off the surface 
(57” off the floor). This is impor-

tant to consider if your design
includes a microwave hood 
combination unit. 
n A hood 18" to 21" deep

should be 24" off the surface (60"
off the floor). 
n A 24"-deep hood can be 30"

off the surface (55" off the floor).
Ventilation specialists suggest
that this 30" dimension is the
maximum of clear space between
the bottom of the hood’s holding
area and the cooking surface in
any installation. With some of
today’s arched and boxed cook-
ing areas, this dimension is
extended. 

Some designers feel this
extended height opening is
acceptable for a family who
cooks rarely – or who cooks rela-
tively lightly. However, the ven-
tilation system’s effectiveness
should be thoroughly discussed
with whoever will be doing the
cooking in the family – particu-
larly if it’s a home chef who
enjoys stir frying/wok cooking or

plans on feeding large numbers
of guests and family members.

2. Safety/Convenience
Landing Space: The National
Kitchen & Bath Association has
a standard guideline suggesting
a clear landing space at 12" to
16" on one side of the cooking
surface and 15" to 16" on the
second. Clearly, this isn’t work-
ing space – it’s a safety zone for
pot handles and the ability to
slide something instantly from
the cooking surface to an adja-
cent area. When planning a
mantel hood or some decorative
enclosure that in some fashion
extends down to the countertop,
this clearance needs to be 
considered. 

AESTHETICS
Once the designer has thought
through the functional consider-
ations of the ventilation system:
it’s time to have some fun
designing the hood. There are
key points that I start with.

OCTOBER 2004/KITCHEN & BATH DESIGN NEWS 59

Looking beyond the mantel
hood of old, designers can
uncover a host of exciting new
ideas for creating a kitchen’s
cooking focal point.

Ventilation experts determine
the distance from the cooking
surface to the protected
underside of the ventilation
canopy by the depth of the
hood. Hoods 18" to 21" deep
should be placed 24" off the
surface. Hoods 24" deep can
be placed 30" off the cooking
surface. It should be noted
that many mantel hoods are
placed so high their effective-
ness is compromised.

For small cooking centers, a mantel hood
can be created by jutting out the overhead
structure, while stepping back the columns
extending to the countertop. The 12" x 16"
and 15" x 16" space can then be accom-
modated in front of the reduced wall. 
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Proportion: In the three exam-
ples at left (top, middle and bot-
tom), I have included three typi-
cal scenarios for small, medium
and large hood systems.
Opinions vary on the width of
the side columns. Thinking
through how they will be used
will help you dimension them. 

When in doubt, make them
narrower, rather than wider. A
size of 4" to 9" works well. For
some larger enclosures, design-
ers feel 12" wide is workable. One
way to make a column appear
visually smaller is to change its
form so it steps back rather
extending down to the counter-
top. One of the best ways to con-
sider the overall look is to draw
an elevation of the entire wall so
you can see the relationship of
the mantel hood to the adjacent
cabinetry. 

One great design was created
by Beverly Adams. This design
involves a stepped-out hood used
with extensions to the counter-
top featured in cabinetry adja-
cent to the hood, rather than
connected to the hood. 

3. Decorative Elements of the
Focal Point: After you have
thought through the overall pro-
portion of the enclosure, think
about the details. Here are a few
favorite ideas of mine.
n Pull the entire assembly

within the mantel hood dimen-
sions to 27" or 30" deep: Create a
ledge 4" to 8" high, and 3" to 6"
deep along the back wall. Just
the addition of this dimensional
change adds interest. The top of
the ledge is a great spot to intro-
duce a long horizontal band of a
contrasting material or color.
The break also gives you a good
line to change the tile pattern, or
start a niche on the back wall.
n Lay out a tile pattern in full

1" scale: before construction
begins. Keep track of those pesky
electrical outlets or other
encumbrances that can get you
in trouble in this decorative area.
For example, just where is that
pot filler going to be in relation-
ship to your great tile backsplash?
n Think about new and differ-

ent materials as part of the hood
design. Metals are a key today.
Burned copper, stainless steel,
forged metal can be placed on
the ledge you’ve created or can
take the place of plaster or wood
support brackets – or be part of
the decorative face of the hood.
n Think about new colors in

the appliances beyond that tried
and true, safe stainless steel.
Wolf and Viking have introduced
a wonderful array of variations
on a theme with different steel
finishes, as well as some pretty
snappy colors. LaCornue has
steel cabinets finished to match
their cooking appliances that
can be used on each side of the
range to expand its presence.
This is an idea you can create
without using appliance cabinet
cabinets: Consider finishing the
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This series of
three eleva-
tions suggest
typical sizes
used for deco-
rative over-
head hoods. 
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A 36" cooktop or
range should have 
a hood with elegant
– yet simple –
brackets returning
to the wall. 

48" appliances
can have columns
extending to the
counter if a 72"
inside clearance
is possible. 

A 60" range should
have from 12" to 15"
of clear landing
space on each side
of the appliance and,
therefore, will require
a 90" clearance.

An elegant cooking niche is 
created by building a plaster/
sheetrock enclosure and apply-
ing decorative woodworking
details around the parameter. It
should be noted that this design
may not provide the most effec-
tive ventilation system.
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adjacent cabinets on each side 
of a commercial looking range
finished to match the range, 
as opposed to the banks of cabi-
nets completing the balance of
the room.

4. A Classic Statement: Don’t

overlook the elegance of “tailored
classic design,” as well. One of
my favorite mantel hoods was
created by Christopher Peacock,
where simple crisp white is the
finish of choice, with an intrigu-
ing combination of glazed “sub-

way” tiles and Carrerra or
Calcutta gold marble on the
backsplash area.

The cooking niche with its
hood/ventilation is a preferred
focal point today. Not so many
years ago, the range and hood
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A curved niche cooking area
may allow the ventilation
canopy collection area to be
closer to the cooking surface
and more efficient.

A similar arched structure is
used in this sketch. Note the
curved valance and turned
support corbels balanced by
the columns that stand
proud of the enclosure and
extend to the ceiling. 
Designer: Beverly Adams,
Designed by...Bev Adams,
CMKBD, Interior Intuitions,
Inc., Denver, CO

A similar arched structure is used in
this sketch. Note the curved valance
and turned support corbels balanced 
by the columns that stand proud of the
enclosure and extend to the ceiling. 
Designer: Beverly Adams, Designed
by...Bev Adams, CMKBD, Interior
Intuitions, Inc., Denver, CO
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were located against the back
wall. Then they moved to the
island with the introduction 
of downdraft ventilation 
systems. 

But today, it seems the cook-
ing center has moved back to
the back wall, allowing the sink
to be on the island (encouraging
interaction between the cook
working at the sink and guests

in the kitchen). 
Such a key location in the

room – combined with new stor-
age system options in place of
wall cabinetry – challenges the
designer’s creativity. 

It is my hope that some of
these ideas – both on the func-
tion side and the aesthetic side –
will help you create you a truly
great space!                       KBDN
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A beautiful design created by
Beverly Adams, CKD, CBD, uses
a boxed stepped out hood fin-
ished in plaster with molding to
match the cabinetry. Note how
the mantel on the hood ties to
adjacent cabinets which extend
to the countertop outside of the
mantel hood. 
Courtesy of Enkeboll Designs

Shaped hoods can be fabricated
from wood, plaster or other materi-
als. In these two examples  (below
and at bottom left), a shaped hood
with a simple onlay is used in a
kitchen with double door wall 
cabinets on each side of the hood.
In second example (bottom left), 
a much more ornate room features
a wood angled hood. 
Courtesy of Enkeboll Designs

Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, is a well-known
author, designer, speaker and marketing specialist. A
member of the NKBA Hall of Fame, Cheever gained
prominence in the industry early on as the author of
two textbooks in the area of design education. She
manages an award-winning design firm, Ellen Cheever
& Associates, and has been part of the management

team of several major cabinet companies.
This is part of a quarterly series of ‘Designer’s Notebook’ stories

that will address specific categories of design solutions from a prob-
lem-solving angle, to run throughout 2004 exclusively in K&BDN.
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aAmerican consumers – from 
construction workers to bank 
executives – are having a love 
affair with wine. While many 
collectors are long-time wine 
connoisseurs, others have begun 
collecting wine for reasons you 
might never have thought of. As 
one Napa Valley winery execu-
tive recently commented, “You 
designers must realize that  
collecting wine is about much 
more than drinking it! 

In addition to the pleasure of 
a fine glass of wine, Americans 
are fascinated with collections 
– assembling categorized objects 
is a way they express themselves. 
Therefore, joy of ‘collecting’  
is one of the primary reasons 
many consumers search out spe-
cial wines!”

So, what does that mean for 
these new collectors who sud-
denly have no place to store 
their precious bottles of wine 
– and for kitchen designers 
accustomed to meeting clients’ 
various storage needs? For the 
majority of wine lovers, a wine 
storage appliance may be the 
best solution. Fortunately, most 
kitchen designers are already 
familiar with and currently spec-
ify such units. These appliances 
are well engineered and self 
contained, and can be an elegant 
addition to a custom-planned 
kitchen.

At times, though, a designer 
is called upon to plan a “wine 
cellar” adjacent to the kitchen, 
in an unneeded closet, or in a 
lower level location in the home. 
Planning such a space requires a 
unique knowledge base and skill 
set. Let me share with you some 
key design details I gathered this 
past fall as I prepared for a pre-
sentation to wine connoisseurs 

at “The Food and Wine Event” 
held at The American Club in 
Kohler, WI.

TYPES OF COLLECTORS
Before you think about the wine, 
focus on the collector. In The 
Philadelphia House and Garden 
Magazine, Mike Donaldson, 
sales director for Baltic Leisure, 
a Pennsylvania-based builder 
of wine racking systems (www.
balticleisure.com/catalogs/wine), 
identified three different types of 
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Cellar
Smarts

        
       

BY ELLEN CHEEVER, CMKBD, ASID

An NKBA Design 
Competition winner, Peter 
R. Salerno, CMKBD, cre-
ated a wine cellar which 
is truly a destination envi-
ronment. A tasting room 
is enhanced by a fireplace 
that then leads the visitor 
to the wine cellar. Photo 
courtesy of Peter R. 
Salerno, CMKBD, Peter 
Salerno Inc., Wyckoff, NJ.

A well-designed wine storage 
‘armoire,’ created by William Draper 
of DBS for the Sub-Zero exhibit, 
combines a wine storage appli-
ance with specialized storage for 
glassware nearby. Display space 
above might be ideal for favorite 
wine memorabilia. Photo courtesy of 
William Draper, Draper-DBS Inc.
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wine connoisseurs:
1.  The Look-at-Me Collector: 

“That’s a person who wants a 
wine space that’s part of the 
overall design of their home. 
They want a chance to store 
their wine as they drink it, so 
the room is a showcase for their 
collection. For them, their main 
concern is the appearance of the 
rack system, so they often place 
it off the dining room and they 
want a lot of glass.”  

2. The Wine-as-an-Investment 
Collector: “The second kind of 
wine aficionado is the one who 
is building a collection of invest-
ment-grade wine. For such a 
collection, a room in a separate 
part of the house is preferable, 
and should include a racking 
plan, a dedicated cooling system 
and controlled lighting – all in 
a draft-free, windowless room 
– everything that it takes to 
enhance the value of the wine.”

3. The Accidental Collector: 
“This might be a client who 
brings home hundreds of bottles 
of wine during trips to Europe 

– and simply needs a place to 
store them. Depending on the 
client’s entertaining style, they 
might like the collection hidden 
away or want it ‘center stage.’ ”

Such clients offer new oppor-
tunities and challenges to kitch-
en designers. Just as finding out 
how many people cook in the 
kitchen is a priority, we need 
to identify what type of collec-
tor the client is before counting 
bottles or surveying the glass 
collection.

Learning how and when the 
wine is to be served is the next 
piece of information you need to 
gather. My experience has taught 
me that, in addition to the type 
of collector, the second “people” 
information you should seek out 
is “What part of an entertain-
ing event does the actual wine 
serving/drinking play?” For 
many gourmet cooks, the wine 
is selected to enhance dinner 
presentations; therefore, a hard-
working wine cellar is the best 
solution. 

However, for other wine col-

lectors, the ambiance of the 
cellar may be part of the enter-
taining event. For example, 
appetizers might be served in 
the cellar. The host and his/her 
guests might sample tastings (if 
a table is provided) in the cellar. 
Perhaps after-dinner wines (such 
as an elegant Canadian ice wine) 
might be offered in the cellar as 
the evening concludes.  

So, if you’re planning a wine 
cellar, a key space allocation 
question is, “Will the host/host-
ess be the only one scurrying to 
the cellar to retrieve the proper 
wines, or will the collector share 
the cellar with invited guests?”

TYPES OF WINE
Once you’ve thought through 
the collector’s preference, you 
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To create the perfect wine cellar, 
consider the type of collector and 
type of wine being collected,  
as these will play a key role in 
defining an appropriate space.

Note how different racking systems 
have been created to accommodate 
different storage needs. Photo cour-
tesy of Peter R. Salerno, CMKBD, 
Peter Salerno Inc., Wyckoff, NJ.

 Another NKBA award-winning installa-
tion was designed by Lorin Frye, CKD, 
to accommodate a small wine collec-
tion that’s part of the kitchen plan itself. 
Photo courtesy of Lorin Frye, CKD, 
Willow Grove Design, Middlesex, NY.
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can finally focus on the actual 
wine collection. If you have 
never designed a wine storage 
area before, I suggest that you 
visit the Internet for informa-
tion gathering: One excellent 
resource is Vigilant, Inc., a 
manufacturer of custom cabinets 
for special collections (www.vigi-
lantinc.com)

I also recommend that kitchen 
designers partner with a wine 
cellar specialist if a really seri-
ous wine connoisseur is includ-
ing such a special space in 
their project. These specialists 
understand how to make the 
wine room airtight and humid, 
what type of insulation is right 
and what’s wrong. For example, 
proper door hinges (refrigera-
tor type) are needed to seal the 
room. They will also have a bet-
ter idea of your racking options 
and sizes.  

Following are some key ques-
tions to help you build a wine 
cellar that’s appropriate to your 
client’s needs and tastes. 

■  What type of wine does the 
family enjoy?  

Because there’s no tannin 
in white wines, they generally 
reach their peak within three 
years of the vintage. Dry white 
wines are generally drunk even 
younger. Rose wines and light 
bodied reds are consumed before 
they reach three years of age. 
Full bodied reds need extensive 
aging – six years at least, and 
many wine experts feel they real-
ly need 10 years. Therefore, in 
addition to knowing the number 
of bottles the family has now,  
the “turn-over” plan will be 
used to calculate the number of 
bottles to be stored as the collec-
tion grows.

■  What size bottles are nor-
mally stored, how will they be 
identified and opened, and is 
there a wish for a display area for 
prized bottles?

Be aware that German wines 
are bottled in taller, skinnier 
bottles than domestic or other 
international wines. This can be 
a key point if you’re installing 
hanging racking systems that 
store the bottles in a sideways 
position. 

For a client who buys cases of 
wine, plan deeper shelving (26") 
for wine that will stay in original 
containers. If wine is purchased 
in quantity – yet removed from 

the original case and space is 
limited – create bins, not indi-
vidual cradles.

Create some shelving for  
big bottles, such as magnums 
(twice as large as standard  
bottles, a large wine bottle 
holding about 1.5 liters) or 
jeroboams (four times as large, 
an oversize wine bottle holding 
about 3.08 liters). 

Again, Food & Wine Magazine 
tells us that collectors buy these 
larger bottles partly for show and 
partly because wine ages slower 
in large bottles. Their suggestion 
is that oversized bottles always 
be laid sideways with their labels 
facing out on 5-1/2" deep shelv-
ing. (I have to chuckle – I always 
thought just cheap wine came in 
big bottles!)  

Display prized bottles by cre-
ating a tilted shelf on top of a 
lower cabinet so the labels face 
forward. This type of storage is 
also recommended by Food & 
Wine Magazine for wines the 
consumer wants to keep acces-
sible for tasting.

Consider hanging plastic 
tags marked with the winery 
and vintage on bottlenecks so 
the consumer doesn’t have to 
remove wine from the shelf to 
read labels. (The Web site www.
iwawine.com – International 
Wine Accessories – is a good site 
for many wine cellar items.) 

Also ask the customer what 
type of wine bottle opener is 
used. One popular opener must 
be attached to an extended coun-
tertop overhang.

■  What type of wine glass col-
lection does the family have?  

A true wine lover will use very 

large (8 oz. or larger) glasses, 
which allows them to “open  
the bouquet” as they swirl the 
wine around the inside of the 
bowl, enjoy the aroma as they 
smell the wine through the 
large opening in the glass, and 
“inspect the legs” as they study 
how the wine slides down the 
side of the glass. 

Traditional red and white wine 
glasses and champagne flutes are 
all different sizes. These differ-
ences will impact the shelving 
spacing and any hanging rack-
ing you are considering – and 
becomes critical when planning 
a dishwasher for these glasses.  
Adjustable racking systems 
within the dishwasher are very 
important! By the way, the new-
est wine glass craze is stemless 
versions of traditional glassware.

THE WINE CELLAR
To keep it simple, I agree with 
Scott Ziskind, owner of a firm 
that designs and installs residen-
tial and commercial wine cellars, 
when he says, “If you want wine 
to mature, it requires a few basic 
conditions: you need cool, you 
need low vibration, you need 
darkness, and, if at all possible, 
you need humidity.”

■  Temperature: Although 
many people think light causes 
wine to deteriorate, it’s the heat 
that accompanies light that’s 
truly the culprit. That’s why 
many wine specialists recom-
mend low levels of lighting in 
a cellar, with no direct light 
fixtures shining on the wine 
bottles: it’s the heat!

The best temperature for wine 
storage is 55 degrees. Although 
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As you can see from the plan, 
designer Lorin Frye utilized space 
underneath the back staircase to 
create a useful bin storage area 
for the homeowner’s wine col-
lection. Photo courtesy of Lorin 
Frye, CKD, Willow Grove Design, 
Middlesex, NY

DESIGNER’S NOTEBOOK

A wealth of information 
about designing custom 
wine cellars can be found 
at a variety of Web sites, 
including the one below: 
www.vintagecellars.com.
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gradual temperature changes are 
not nearly as dangerous to sleep-
ing wine than sudden tempera-
ture changes, wine should never 
be exposed to temperatures 
above 70 degrees.

■  Humidity: Humidity is 
our second concern. Humidity 
should be maintained at 60% 
to 70% within the room. We 
Americans maintain our homes 
at “room temperature” – which 
is too warm and too dry for 
storing wine properly. And air 
conditioning is not the solution. 
Room and central air condition-
ers suck the humidity out of the 
house and are constantly shifting 
on and off. Experts agree that if 
you plan on holding 10 cases of 
wine for more than one season, a 
dedicated refrigeration system is 
important.  

Why all of the concern about 
humidity? The cork needs to 
remain damp so that it doesn’t 
shrink, exposing the wine to  
outside air. Proper humidity 
within the storage area prevents 
the exposed portion of the cork 
from becoming excessively dry. 
Laying away good wines on their 
side, slightly tilted, with the 
wine touching the cork keeps 
the cork moist on the inside. 
Currently, there’s a great debate 
in the wine industry about  
man-made synthetic stoppers 
replacing natural cork – stay 
tuned!

■  Vibration: Wine should 
be allowed to sleep peacefully. 
This is especially critical for red 
wines. One of the major differ-

ences between the red and white 
wine-making process is that fine 
red wines are fermented with 
the grape leaves, skins and stems 
in the vat with the grape liquid. 
As the wine ages, it throws off 
sediment. The sediment needs to 
settle to the bottle side and then 
to the bottom of the container 
when it is stood upright.

This is the reason why red 
wines are often decanted (poured 
from the original bottle into 
another container). The clear 
wine is separated from the sedi-
ment before serving. This is also 
why storage for glass decanters 
and a decanting table may be 
requested in a wine cellar used 
for entertaining as much as for 
storage. 

THE RACKING SYSTEM
There is a wide selection of cus-
tom-built rack systems available 
on the market manufactured by 
specialist firms. The companies 
will work with you to create  
a cellar after you fax them 
dimensions and talk with  
them about the type of room 
you’re planning (“functional 
room,” “statement room” or 
somewhere in between).

These companies provide  
modular rack kits, cooling sys-

tems, and have some amenities 
such as redwood doors and cel-
lar art. They also can give you 
an idea of the cost – something 
that’s good to share with your 
client before spending a lot of 
design time.  

If you opt to build custom 
racks on your own, the special-
ists’ recommendations are  
very specific about the type to  
be used:

■  Clear, kiln-dried Western 
Red Cedar that is non-aro-
matic is considered critical 
for the storage of collectible-
grade wines. Soft woods, such 
as cedar, are the standard for 
storage because they absorb 
moisture and are resistant to 
rot, unlike hardwoods such as 
oak. Mahogany modular racking 
systems are also available (www.
vintagecellars.com).

■  Food & Wine Magazine 
expands the type of woods to 
include heart redwood – again, 
because it won’t warp from 
humidity, nor deteriorate from 
moisture. Pine is used in less 
expensive rack offerings.

AVERAGE COSTS
During my research, I found 
three sources willing to talk 
about approximate costs. 
Although any discussion about 
“averages” is dangerous, I 
believe it may be useful for you 
to be exposed to these industry 
experts’ comments.

When it comes to creating a 
wine cellar budget, one manu-
facturer of custom systems  
suggested the following break-
down of expenses: 40% to 50% 
should be invested in the rack-
ing, 15% to 25% should be 
invested in the cooling, and 25% 
to 45% should be allotted for the 
balance (door, lighting, room 
preparation, etc.)

In Philadelphia Home & 
Garden Magazine, an additional 
range was suggested by a spe-
cialist based on a per bottle cost 
when he said, “Installed racking 
systems typically cost $2 to $10 
per bottle.”

Lastly, another specialist 
gave this overall budget: “The 
framing and installation of a 
10'x15', 1,500-bottle capacity 
room, for example, would run 
approximately $40 per square 
foot (or $6,000). A cooling unit 
would run about $1 per BTU (or 
$4,000). The installed racking 

system is best figured at about 
$10 per bottle.” This equals a 
$25,000 budget.

SPECIAL TOUCHES
A talented designer Peter R. 
Salerno, CMKBD, recently 
designed a wine cellar that  
incorporates the key points  
we’ve discussed.  

The space includes a variety  
of bottle storage systems reflect-
ing a collector’s focus on an area 
to display prized bottles, as well 
as case storage for wines from 
favorite vineyards or excellent 
vintages.  

In addition to the tasting 
table, storage to hold cork-
screws, tasting cups, decanters, 
the cellar book and candles is 
provided – along with shelving 
for wine glasses.

Wall space for vineyard maps, 
vintage charts, wine-oriented 
artwork – or shelf space to save 
favorite empty bottles – are all 
enhancements a wine collector 
will surely enjoy.

Clearly, planning a wine cellar 
is not a simple process. During 
the Kohler Food & Wine Event, 
I spoke with homeowners who 
were carefully planning 400- to 
600-bottle cellars – as “a start.” 
Just observing the seriousness 
of the various tasting during 
the weekend demonstrated to 
me – a person who enjoys wine 
but who’s not a serious collector 
– how important this space can 
be to a focused wine collector. I 
hope the sources quoted and the 
ideas presented in this article 
will help you create a great wine 
cellar for your client.

Ellen Cheever, 
CMKBD, ASID, 
is a well-known 
author, design-
er, speaker 
and marketing 
specialist. A 
member of the 

NKBA Hall of Fame, Cheever 
gained prominence in the indus-
try early on as the author of 
two design education textbooks. 
She manages an award-winning 
design firm, Ellen Cheever & 
Associates, and has been part of 
the management team of several 
major cabinet companies. 

This is part of a quarterly 
series of “Designer’s Notebook” 
stories, which will run through-
out 2005 exclusively in K&BDN. 
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Web sites can be a good 
resource for planning effective 
wine cellars. One such site is 
www.wineracks.vigilantinc.
com, which offers a host of 
design ideas and photos to help 
designers create wine environ-
ments from the basic to the 
spectacular.
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tTalented designers know how 
to plan a utilitarian 36" to 48" 
kitchen desk in their residential 
designs that houses the phone, 
family stationery and bulletin 
board. This type of “message cen-
ter” adds organizational value to 
a functional kitchen space.

Such a center should never be 
simply expanded when the cli-
ent requests a home-based office 
area. Rather, it should be tailored 
to the client’s specific needs.

When creating an environment 
for a client who will spend the 
majority of his or her work time 
in this office, kitchen designers 
should turn to commercial interior 
specialists, the office furniture 
industry and ergonomic specialists 
for planning guidelines and equip-
ment specification suggestions. 

To begin learning about home 
office design, kitchen designers 
should visit office furniture stores 
to better understand available 
office furniture, table-type desk 
arrangements, file cabinet sizing 
options and available seating. 
Simply modifying kitchen cabi-
nets – or suggesting pulling over 
a breakfast nook chair – may be 
just too limiting when creating a 
regularly used home office.

After becoming familiar with 
cabinet/furniture sizing and 
chair design, kitchen specialists 
must learn about equipment 
specifications. If a home-based 
office will house multiple 
employees, “commercial-grade” 
equipment (that is, heavy-duty 
printers, copiers, plotters, scan-
ners and the like) will probably 
be required. But, rather than 
employ commercial products, 
many home-based offices rely on 
equipment designed for home 
use. And, just as the appliances 
in a kitchen are identified early 

in the planning process, 
the equipment specifica-
tions come first for home 
office design.

A key question to ask 
the client is if wireless 
technology will be used. 
This technology allows 
you to separate copying, 
faxing, scanning and print-
ing equipment from the 
computer. An office may be 
built around a collection 
of fax, copier and photo-
printer machines already in 
use. Or, the client may opt 
to start fresh.

Before listing what new 
equipment must be housed, an 
inventory of the existing equip-
ment should be taken. Popular 
today are combination printer/

scan/copy/fax machines. All too 
often, in well-organized offices, 
such equipment is built into a 
drawer or behind a door on a pull-
out shelf. These pieces of equip-

ment range in size: 17" to 22" 
wide, 15" to 24" deep and 15" to 
26" high. Some of these sizes may 
not easily fit in normal desk units 
or modified kitchen cabinets. 
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Extending
Your Reach

BY ELLEN CHEEVER, CMKBD, ASID

A flat panel display 
supported by a monitor 
arm allows the user to 
work directly in front of 
the screen. 
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In addition to the actual size of 
the apparatus, clear space around 
it must be planned. The designer 
needs to know how paper is 
loaded and retrieved, where a 
paper jam is cleared, and how 

paper exits the copy function of 
the machine.

To summarize, when 
considering the client’s office 
equipment, the following 
questions need to be asked:

■  What pieces of equipment 
will be used? Are they individual 

or combination units?
■  Are there equipment addi-

tions planned? Perhaps a design 
professional is contemplating 
adding an oversized plotter to 
print 18"x24" paper. Where is it 
going to go?

■  How and where are all of 
the electrical supply lines going 
to come into the office, and what 
is the relationship between all 
of the equipment? An excellent 
source for cord management 
equipment and countertop  
grommets is Hafele America 
(www.hafeleonline.com). Note 
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Designing a home-based office can 
prove to be a natural extension of 
a kitchen designer’s talents, but it’s 
essential to possess an understanding 
of equipment, ergonomic factors  
and a client’s special needs.

User Hunched Over Laptop: Many 
home-based offices use a laptop as 
the primary computer. The paradox 
is that – for all of the technological 
advances built into the laptop – the 
physical design of the machine is 
not conducive to safe use. A laptop 
forces you to lean forward, away 
from the backrest of a chair with 
hunched shoulders.  

User Properly Seated in Front of 
Laptop: The use of an adjustable 
laptop holder with an external key-
board and mouse on an adjustable 
keyboard tray promotes safer laptop 
use. A laptop “docking station” can 
also be planned when the laptop 
will be combined with a desktop 
computer system, and they must 
interface.  

A typical workstation with a stan-
dard monitor forces the user to twist 
in his/her seat and risk repetitive 
stress injury to the neck, back and 
shoulders. Such a misalignment 
between the monitor, keyboard and 
document surface is important to 
avoid in home-office planning.
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the previous comment about 
wireless technology.

■  How is paper fed into the 
equipment? For many systems, 
the paper is fed at the rear top 
section perpendicular to the 
machine, requiring clear air 
space above. For others, the 
paper is fed left or right, requir-
ing much less space above the 
equipment.

■  How many sizes of paper 
will the office use? Where will 
it be stored? How much space 
in front of or to the side of the 
equipment must be clear to 
allow printed documents to be 
retrieved? 

■  How is a jam cleared from 
the machinery? Almost all of 
these devices use a roller system 
to feed the paper that must be 
easily accessible from the back 
to clear a jam. Trying 
to clear a jam from 
the front of any of 
this equipment will 
result in damaged 
wheels or gears.

Much like visiting 
appliance Web sites, 
designers can familiar-
ize themselves with 
the equipment on 
the market for home-
based offices by visit-
ing Brother  
(www.brother.com), 
Canon (www.canon.
com), Dell (www.dell.
com), Epson (www.
epson.com), Gateway 
(www.gateway.com), Hewlett 
Packard (www.hp.com), IBM 
(www.ibm.com), Lexmark (www.
lexmark.com) and Minolta  
(konicaminolta.com). Or, just 
visit Staples, Office Depot or 
other such retailers to visually 
inspect and size equipment.

DETERMINE USER AND USE
After identifying the type of 
equipment that will be planned in 
the space, designers need to gain 
a clear understanding of who’s 
going to use the space, how…and 
when. Knowing this is important 
for several reasons.

For example, an office space 
used concurrently by two people 
who engage in similar activities 
will need two workstations. In 
contrast, one that is used sequen-
tially, or by people engaged in 
different tasks or hobbies, can 
be outfitted with one equipment 
workstation with individual draw-

ers for each person’s storage. 
Similarly, an office used dur-

ing the day as well as the evening 
requires close attention be paid 
to both daylight and night light 
in the space, whereas an office 
used only in the evening or after 
normal working hours does not 
have this requirement. In addi-
tion, an office used by different 

people of different physical stat-
ures changes the chair and table 
height requirements, while an 
office used for both hobbies and 
paperwork may necessitate vari-
ous height work surfaces, as well.  

LIGHTING CONSIDERATIONS
Lighting is the designer’s next 
concern. Office designers contend 

that vision has become the most 
neglected of all workers’ senses, 
because lighting technology 
information has lagged behind 
that of computers, printers and 
telecommunication devices.

In the past, office planning 
requirements simply called for 
overhead fixtures to cast 50 foot 
candles of light evenly across the 
work surface. Kitchen designers 
follow similar general task lighting 
planning as they uniformly illumi-
nate kitchen surfaces with under-
counter or overhead fixtures.

However, lighting a worksta-
tion that includes a computer 
monitor as well as adjacent paper 
space is far more complex than 
illuminating a counter serving 
the primary cook. First and fore-
most, brighter is not always bet-
ter. Different tasks require differ-
ent amounts of light. For exam-
ple, reading a document requires 
four to five times more light than 
does viewing a monitor. In addi-
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GOOD WORKSTATION 
ERGONOMICS  

The four key points:

1. Eyes looking at the top one-
third of the screen.

2. Wrists a natural extension of 
forearms.

3. The torso reclined.
4. The knees no more than 3" 

above or below the hip joint.

DESIGNER’S NOTEBOOK

The Primary Work Space Typical User’s Reach Ability 

What to Look for When Purchasing a Desk Chair
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tion, rather than lighting being 
the major distraction for the indi-
vidual using the monitor, often-
times it’s glare from ill-placed 
light or unexpected natural light 
that makes the space difficult to 
work in.

On top of this, the user’s age 
dramatically changes the require-
ments for lighting. Lighting 
specialists have written, for 
example, that individuals in their 
60s require approximately 350% 
more contrast than do people in 
their 20s.

What this adds up to is the fact 
that there are multiple lighting 
needs in the office.

The solution seems to revolve 
around using a task light on a 
moveable arm to supplement 
the ambient lighting scheme 
of the office so that a cohesive, 
flexible strategy can be planned 
to support the various activities 
and people using the space. This 
allows lighting to offer a direct, 
as well as an adjustable, source of 
light for the specific user at any 
given time, as she or he accom-
plishes a specific task.

Once again, this points to the 
need for kitchen designers to visit 
commercial office equipment 
stores to learn about specifying 
newer task lighting technology. 
Cool-to-the-touch light sources 
that can be easily repositioned 
while providing a variety of 
lumen light output – resulting 
in correct foot candle reflectance 
on the specific work surface – are 
needed. Plotting the sun’s path, 
as well as considering sources 
of natural light, will assist the 
design professional in completing 
the lighting plan.

COMPUTERS & EQUIPMENT
The computer equipment to be 
used in the space is the next 
important piece of information 
to gather. And, once again, the 
wide variety of equipment makes 
the information-gathering stage 
of the process a key to successful 
home-office planning.

First, recognize how frequently 
laptops are used. It’s not uncom-
mon for private schools today 
– and probably public schools, 
in the near future – to require 
students to work from a laptop 
computer. Certainly, many people 
who travel from a traditional 
office to a home-based office rely 
on a laptop to keep the material 
they need close at hand. These 

laptops should be easily “docked” 
for comfortable use when their 
owner is working at home in a 
fully outfitted office.

There are equipment prefer-
ences and planning techniques 
employed by professional office 
planners that kitchen specialists 
should learn about when setting 
up a workstation for good upper-
body ergonomics. The following 
information has been gathered 
from a two-part article appearing 
over several months last year in 
Interiors & Sources magazine.

According to Dr. Mark 
Vettraino, director, Task Group 
International, a home-office 
worktop area can be divided into 
three work zones, based on the 
user’s reach. When these three 
work zones are planned correctly, 
most of the physically damaging 
stresses in the work environment 
can be relieved. The work zones 
are as follows:

■  Primary Zone: Everything 
within one’s reach when a user’s 
elbows are at his or her side. The 
keyboard and mouse should be 
within this zone to prevent injury.

■  Secondary Zone: Everything 
within arm’s reach – for example, 
planner, telephone, etc.

■  Reference Zone: Outside of 
arm’s reach – for instance, heavy 
reference material, files, etc.

The finer points of proper 
workstation ergonomics are quite 
technical, but what follows are 
the four essential guidelines to 
minimizing physical stress while 
keying on a laptop or desktop:

1. With the roof of mouth 
parallel to the ground, the eyes 
should be looking at the top third 
of screen. Placing the screen 
in this position not only keeps 
the cervical section of the spine 
erect, it helps with thoracic outlet 
issues, as well.

2. The wrist should be a natu-
ral extension of the forearms, 
and there should be no deviation 
from what’s normal. Because of 
this, both the mouse and the 
keyboard should be in a position 
that allows for neutral extension 
of the wrists, with the wrists 
not touching the desk. Bending 
the wrists back or raking them 
across the edge of the desk 
contributes to Carpal Tunnel 
Syndrome (CTS). Moreover, the 
top row of the keyboard should 
be no further away than the 
knees to assure that you are key-
ing in the primary zone, rather 
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Typical Female Reach Ability 

Typical Male Reach Ability from Seated Position
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than extending the arms too far 
forward, which can contribute to 
Thoracic Outlet Syndrome.

3. The center mass of the skull 
should be at or behind the hip 
joint, with the torso reclined at 
an angle of 91 to 112 degrees to 
save stress on the spine.

4. The knees should be no 
more than three inches above or 
below the hip joint.

OTHER CONSIDERATIONS
According to Ronda Crenshaw, 
director of the Humanscale 
National Ergonomic Group, 
the chair is the first priority to 
consider in creating a healthy 
workstation. Task chairs should 
not only offer proper reclining 
support, but should provide good 
body fit for the user.

Here are four criteria for 
designers to consider: 

1. Realize the importance of 
the seat height. Ideally, the seat 
height should be set so that the 
user’s feet rest comfortably on 
the floor while the upper body 
is high enough so that work 
can be done comfortably at the 
desk. Placing a height-adjustable 
footrest under the desk will give 
petite workers proper support for 
their feet and legs.

2. A second, somewhat com-
mon size adjustment is seat 
depth. The primary concern with 
seat depth is to provide a maxi-
mum amount of surface area 
on which to distribute the body 
weight, while being certain that 
the delicate area behind the knee 

is kept clear of potential contact 
stresses, such as pressure from 
the front of the seat. As a general 
rule, when the user is sitting 
with her or his back properly 
supported by the backrest, there 
should be approximately two to 
four inches of space between the 
front of the seat cushion and the 
back of the knee.

3. A third, less common size 
adjustment is backrest height. 
As with seat depth, the idea of 
adjustable backrests is to maxi-
mize surface contact and mini-
mize pressure points. While the 
curvature of the back – particu-
larly the curvature of the lumbar 
area of the spine – varies from 
person to person, it’s the position 
of the curvature that matters 
most. Therefore, a contoured and 
height-adjustable backrest can 

offer exceptional lumbar support 
while maximizing surface contact 
and weight distribution.

4. Armrests should be adjust-
able and kept level. Most chairs 
today offer adjustable armrests, 
which are critical because dif-
ferent tasks and different sized 
users require different armrest 
positions. However, since most 
of these chairs have indepen-
dently adjustable armrests, users 
are free to set the right and 
left arms at different heights. 
Unfortunately, a common choice 
is to keep the armrest on the 
mousing side lower than the 
other armrest; such users will 
sit, potentially for years, with a 
crooked spine.

The second workstation-
related concern to consider is the 
keyboard and mouse.

The position of the keyboard is 
more important than its shape. 
While “ergonomic” keyboards 
(for example, those with curved 
layouts or split designs) can 
help keep a user’s wrists in safer 
postures, they can also create 
other problems, such as shoul-
der abduction (elbows moving 
away from the sides of the body). 
Think of the hand and arm as a 
chain – what happens at one end 
affects the other. A safe posture 
at one end of the chain does 
not guarantee the same benefit 
at the other end. So, keyboard 
design alone is not necessarily 
the answer.

To minimize risk from injury, 
first, remove the keyboard from 
the desktop and place it on a 
platform below desk level. This 
will help eliminate contact stress 
at the wrists and reduce forward 
reaching.

The second critical step is to 
angle the keyboard slightly away 
from the user in what is referred 
to as a “negative slope.” The 
lowered keyboard height, com-
bined with the negative tilt, will 
allow the user’s wrists to remain 
straight (in a “neutral position”) 
and their elbows to open up. The 
best way to achieve this desired 
keyboard position is with the use 
of an articulating keyboard hold-
er with negative tilt adjustability.

Now, let’s locate the monitor 
and document placement.

As technology advances, 
a growing number of home 
offices are being outfitted with 
flat-panel monitors. The beauty 
of flat-panel monitors is the 
space-savings they allow – if 
mounted on an adjustable arm.
If a flat-panel monitor is simply 
placed on the desktop, not only 
will all the space savings be 
behind the monitor, but the 
user will likely end up with 
a monitor sitting lower than 
recommended.

Attaching the flat-panel 
monitor to an adjustable monitor 
arm allows the user to customize 
the height and depth of the 
monitor for optimal viewing, 
while he or she is also able to 
move the monitor out of the way 
when more desk space for writing 
or referencing documents is 
beneficial.

A flat-panel monitor on an 

‘Before’ plan for a client in a 
modest ranch house planning  
a Great Room living/working 
space. A key requirement was to 
combine living space with kitchen 
and home office. Four possible 
solutions (A through D) are shown 
on this and the next page. 

Solution A:
Kitchen integrated with 
living area, allowing dining 
space to be transformed 
into a desk.

72



108 KITCHEN & BATH DESIGN NEWS/MAY 2005

DESIGNER’S NOTEBOOK

adjustable arm thus provides 
both ergonomic and space-saving 
benefits.

SPECIFIC NEEDS PLANNING
After kitchen specialists have 
familiarized themselves with 
equipment and have learned about 
the ergonomic considerations 
commercial designers take 
into account, attention can be 
returned to planning storage for 
home-based activities.

Questions we’ve asked for years 
are still valued and deal with 
paper. If the new office space is 
also the family message center, 
the household management and 
communication needs must be 
built into the space.

Alternatively, if the two 
spaces will remain separate, the 
designer must make sure all 
tasks are assigned to either the 
family message center or to the 
home office.

Here’s a starter list of common 
tasks people will perform:

■  Working with, handling and 
storing menus, shopping lists, 
cookbooks, cooking DVDs or  
VCR tapes.

■  Posting family messages, 
household duty and activity 
schedules.

■  Taking care of family 

accounting matters.
■  Correspondence, mail and 

the like.
In today’s world, many of 

these activities will inevitably 
be handled online. The family’s 
address book, for example, may 
have been replaced by a Palm 
Pilot. However, designers should 
not make assumptions. It’s far 
better to ask questions regarding 
these typical activities. What 
goes on at the desk? Do the 
family members still work with 
“paper” or do they have more of 
an electronically based household 
management system?

Regarding menu planning and 
recipe retrieval, it’s quite possible 
that the availability of wireless 
technology and the affordability 
of flat-screen monitors and 
televisions will finally allow a cook 
to store recipes on the computer 
and then project it on a screen 
in the kitchen to be readable at 
several workstations. Kitchen 
designers need to start thinking 
through how and where we’re 
going to place these large screens.

Author’s Note: Sources referred 
to in this article include “Setting 
Up the Workstation for Good 
Upper-Body Ergonomics” 
(Interiors & Sources, January, 
2004, Dr. Mark Vettraino, director, 
Task Group International) and 
“Ergonomics 101: Creating a 
Healthy Workstation” (Interiors 
& Sources, October, 2004, Ronda 
Crenshaw, director of Humanscale 
National Ergonomic Group).

Ellen Cheever, 
CMKBD, ASID, 
is a well-known 
author, design-
er, speaker 
and marketing 
specialist. A 
member of the 

NKBA Hall of Fame, Cheever 
gained prominence in the indus-
try early on as the author of 
two design education textbooks. 
She manages an award-winning 
design firm, Ellen Cheever & 
Associates, and has been part of 
the management team of several 
major cabinet companies.

This is part of a quarterly 
series of “Designer’s Notebook” 
stories, which will run through-
out 2005 exclusively in K&BDN. 

Solution B:  
Kitchen shape changed and com-
bined with dining room, creating 
a private office accessible from 
the front door.

Solution C:  
Kitchen shortened into a U-
shape with desk stretched 
along one back wall.

Solution D:  
Elongated kitchen created in the original 
area with the desk and dining space 
combined in the living area. (This is the 
solution the client purchased.)
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The Master Bath

wBY ELLEN CHEEVER, CMKBD, ASID

When I study U.S. bathroom 
design trends, I see three distinctly 
different types of bathrooms. 
These include:

■  The highly decorated – and 
stylish – powder room on the first 
floor for guests.

■  The utility bathroom: a 
shared children’s bathroom, the 
laundry room/pool house bath-
room and such.

■  The master bath adjacent to 
the master bedroom: renamed the 
“adult retreat.” This type of bath-
room offers the kitchen specialist 
new business opportunities. 

Adults have discovered a great 
antidote to their overwhelming 
life outside the home and an over-
scheduled life inside the home: a 
luxurious “mini-apartment” just 
for themselves. 

The adult retreat starts at the 
door of the bedroom, not the door 
to the bath. 

Within this master retreat, 
along with the sleeping zone, floor 
space is devoted to new activities 
not formally associated with the 
master bedroom/bath. 

■  A relaxing/seating area near 
the sleeping zone which may be 
complimented by a small “morn-
ing” kitchen. 

■  A wellness center with space 
for exercise equipment, a spot for 
sitting when engaged in home 
spa treatments and – perhaps – a 
meditation retreat area.

■  A bathing/showering location 
that facilitates two very different 
activities: performance showering 
and, relaxing bathing.

■  The toilet (with or without a 
bidet) in a private water closet.

■  Special storage arrangements 
for specific activities: home office, 
hobby center, outside balcony gar-
den and the like.

■  His/her centers.
■  The vanity/grooming station: 

individual furniture piece vanities 
with separate built-in storage for 

bathroom equipment. 
■  The closet: Separate closet 

space carefully crafted for person-
alized storage suited to the owners. 
The closet may include shelving/
drawer space planned to eliminate 
the need for freestanding bedroom 
furniture (another reason the 
sleeping area can be smaller).

SHOWER SOLUTIONS
The heart of a master bath retreat, 
the shower enclosure and bathing 
pool are essential to this space.

A key element in these new 
spaces is what Kohler Company 
aptly calls “performance shower-
ing” and “experience bathing.”

Leading plumbing fixture 
manufacturers identified the con-
sumer’s interest – and willingness 
to invest in – water experiences 
some time ago. They then focused 
technological innovation and cre-
ative thinking toward expanding 
their product offerings to include 
customized environments that 
take cleansing and relaxation to a 
new level. 

Showering today can include 
everything from a hydromassage 
to an experience reminiscent of 
walking through a gentle spring 
rain. Bathing has dramatically 
expanded beyond the pulsating, 
hard-hitting jets of early hydro-

massage systems. Kohler Co. 
describes bathing choices as:

■  The Relaxation Experience: 
Effervescent air bubbles clinging 
to and caressing the skin. This 
bathing pool is often enhanced 
with oils and foams or new sen-
sory experiences such as chro-
matherapy.

■  The Spa Experience: Rather 
than restful air bubbles, the bather 
enjoys a jetted tub which mixes air 
and water through controllable, 
adjustable jets.

■  The Massage Experience: The 
bath takes the place of a masseuse! 

Retreat
This NKBA award-winning master 
bathroom is an excellent example of 
an adult retreat. The sleeping quarters 
are only part of the space. Separate 
closets are provided for the users, as 
well as built-in wardrobe cabinetry. A 
well-organized shower is opposite the 
soaking tub. The bidet and toilet are 
in their own separate compartments 
with storage provided in the cubicle 
for paper and other supplies. In the 
general living area of the adult retreat, 
a flat screen television can be easily 
accommodated on the wall to the left 
of the windows adjacent to the sitting 
area and the desk space.

The Vassar Showhouse designed 
by Julie Stoner, CKD, ASID, exem-
plifies the concept of a master 
retreat adjacent to the master 
suite. This bath space includes a 
sitting area with a fireplace imme-
diately adjacent to the small ‘his’ 
bath space and the larger, more 
luxurious ‘her’ bath space. Both 
adults share a compartmental-
ized water closet in the corner of 
the bath. A unique feature of this 
space is the well-organized shower 
with its double entry: He can enter 
from his bath separately from her 
entrance. Courtesy of Julie Stoner, 
CKD, ASID, Rutt Studio on the 
Mainline, Wayne, Pennsylvania.

DESIGNER’S NOTEBOOK
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Specifically 
designed special-
purpose jets pro-
vide a stimulat-
ing, stress-reliev-
ing massage to 
the back, neck, 
feet or legs.

■  The 
Spa/Massage 
Experience: This 
option offers 

the opportunity to customize the 
experience by combining all the 
different jetted activities.

BATH/SHOWER ‘TO DO LIST’
All of these new choices require a 
new or expanded set of skills on 

the designer’s part. To success-
fully design baths that create the 
client’s dream shower/bathing 
experience, here’s your to do list:

1. Expand your survey, ask-
ing questions about the client’s 
preferred bathing and showering 
experience. You need to know 
what the client is interested in 
before you plan the space!

2. Study the products offered: 
Select one manufacturer and 
learn its showering products and 
systems. Join forces with your 
plumber to learn about significant 
installation requirements of spe-
cial shower areas.

3. Move out of your comfort 
zone as it relates to shower enclo-
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Master bath retreats present  
new profit opportunities for the 
kitchen and bath specialist.

In a recent KBDN article, Mary Jo Peterson shared two interesting open shower 
concepts: one featured a trough drain in a serpentine shower arrangement; in the 
second, a more typical sloped drain in a walk-thru environment. Courtesy of Mary 
Jo Peterson, CKD, CBD, CAPS, Mary Jo Peterson, Inc., Brookfield, CT.

This large master bath, designed as a collaborative effort by several 
design professionals, features a luxurious tub/shower area and a 
separate dressing area for the female client. Photos courtesy of Ellen 
Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, Ellen Cheever & Associates, Pietro Giorgi, 
Sr., CMKBD, Giorgi Kitchens & Designs, Dan Johnson, Dan Johnson 
Design, Inc. and Debra Lysy, Lysy Interior Design, Wilmington, DE.

Before

After
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sure doors.
That means finding a source for 

partial shower doors and frame-
less enclosures. Additionally, you 
should study examples of shower 
areas that do not use any door. 
They feature custom shower 
floor drain systems, as well as 
the extended use of waterproof-
ing backerboard and ceramic tile 
products in the transition space 
between the “wet” (shower) and 
“dry” (towel) areas.

An interesting ‘shower room’ I 
once designed was in a tiny master 
bath in my own home. I removed 
the walls around the vanity so it 
became part of the bedroom. A 
door then led to an entirely tiled 
room (much like a YMCA shower 
area for the girls!) that included 
the water closet and shower. With 
the increased functionality of 
pedestal bathroom sinks offering 
more landing space, and the wider 
selected of wall-mounted shelving 
systems, the idea of a shower room 
with a drain in the floor that also 

includes other fixtures (think sail-
boat) might work. 

Courtesy of Ellen Cheever, 
CMKBD, ASID, Ellen Cheever & 
Associates, Wilmington, DE.

4. Familiarize yourself with 
ergonomic planning concerns 
about “people sizing” the shower 
area.

5. Devote adequate time to 
create the necessary detailed 
elevations for luxury bath designs. 
In kitchen planning, elevations 
clarify the details explained by 
the nomenclature featured on the 
floor plan. In bathroom planning 
it’s quite different: Similar or dis-
similar items are installed above, 
below or adjacent to one another. 
While not connected, they have a 
direct interrelationship that must 
be planned to assure the function-
ality of the space.

6. Understand how the individ-
ual’s physical size and the shape 
of the tub dramatically affect the 
bathing experience. For example, 
a soaking tub may have a straight 

back much like a deep Japanese 
fixture. A relaxing tub encourages 
a more restful position. Tub siz-
ing and shape need to be “experi-
enced.”

7. Look for new sources of 
elegantly sculptured freestanding 
tubs. (Don’t overlook the oppor-
tunity you have to create your 
own sculptured tubs by thermal-
forming solid surface materials!) 
Equally as important, be creative 
as you suggest landing spaces to 
provide an area for towels, maga-
zines or other such bathing para-
phernalia. 

8. Research “low seating” 
options through chair manu-
facturers. For example, Design 
Within Reach (www.dwr.com) 
offers an interesting collection 
of small cube seating that has 
a reversible top providing tray 
storage. Elegant steel and teak 
contemporary benches designed 
for exterior use may be ideal in a 
meditation or resting area adjacent 
to an exercise space.

9. Increase your expertise – or 
partner with an expert – on the 
external heating systems required 
for these new spaces. The overhead 
heat lamps we’re all familiar with 
are not enough for these new 
bathrooms. Heated floor systems 
and auxiliary heat through heated 
towel bars are just some of the 
heating system “boosters” that 
must be included in larger bath-
ing spaces. Remember, the user 
is nude or scantily clad – and, 
therefore, will only be comfortable 
in a room with higher ambient air 
temperatures than those found in 
the general living spaces.

BATH STORAGE
One of the reasons the master 
retreat is such an intriguing 
business opportunity for kitchen 
specialists is that the storage 
component of the space has grown 
in importance – and, therefore, 
demands a bigger portion of the 
investment dollars allocated for  
the project.

In the master retreat today, 
cabinetry may be specified in any 
of the following areas:

■  Built-in cabinetry to house 
the television or the flat screen 
media center.

■  Cabinetry for a modest home 
office in the space.

■  Cabinetry for a refreshment 
center, housing a sink and fau-
cet, coffeemaker, microwave and 
refrigerator equipment.

■  Built-in wardrobe cabinet to 
house clothing. These cabinets 
may be tucked in an available 
corner or made part of a large, 
well-organized dressing room-
type closet. 

■  An efficiently detailed hang-
ing closet system divided into sep-
arate areas for both of the adults 
using it.

■  Built-in mid-height or tall 
storage closets for typical bath-
room equipment (grooming aids, 
extra paper products, linens, 
cleaning products, hamper, hang-
ing/drying/air space for exercise 
clothes), allowing the vanity areas 
to be created in a more furniture-
like setting.

■  Individually sized and 
detailed vanity areas for the adults 
sharing the space. 

STORAGE ‘TO DO’ LIST 
For kitchen designers interested 
in these bathroom storage oppor-
tunities, here’s your “to do” list to 
getting started.
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At this year’s K/BIS I had the 
pleasure of creating a ‘spa bath’ 
for the DuPont™ Surfaces booth. 
From a product standpoint, I 
attempted to demonstrate how 
the ‘shapeability’ of solid surface 
material can give the designer 
great opportunities for creativ-
ity. From a planning standpoint, I 
attempted to suggest to the visit-
ing designer some intriguing ele-
ments of a spa bath:

■  The freestanding tub was 
created by placing an under-
mounted Porcher tub in a custom 
Corian® platform.

■  A water feature was 
recessed in a standard depth 
wall directly behind the tub. A 
pump allowed water to cascade 
down the ribbed solid surface 
back wall in this custom-sized 
focal point.

■  A storage cabinet was cre-
ated for the exercise gear, which 
included hanging space for air dry-
ing "sweaty" exercise clothes, as 
well as a space for the yoga equip-
ment and tapes.

■  A small “rosewood butterfly 
stool” from Design Within Reach 
was a spot for the user to be 
seated when enjoying a paraffin 
wax foot treatment.

■  A simple, suspended vanity 
featured a custom vessel bowl 
with an unusual deck-mounted 
faucet.

■  An intriguing mirror by Seura, 

Inc. included a television that came 
right through the mirror. This was 
ideal for watching news in the 
morning, or a favorite yoga tape 
while exercising. 

Solid Surface Creates Creative Spa Bath Application Opportunities

Courtesy of DuPont™ Surfaces, 2005 
Kitchen/Bath Industry Show ‘Spa Bath.’
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1. Survey the available closet 
system business opportunities: 
Select one manufacturer to repre-
sent. Add a closet display to your 
showroom in a “real life” setting 
or in an image library. 

2. Partner with a boutique bath 
showroom or wholesale distrib-
utor’s showroom specialist who 
will provide you with a complete 
display area of bathroom products. 
Your showroom floor space can 
then be devoted to the cabinetry 
for these areas. 

3. Expand your 
design creativity, 
as well as your 
image library, to 
move beyond the 
rather pedestrian 
straight run of 
vanities kitchen 
designers are 
accustomed to. 
Learn to create 
interesting stand-alone furniture 
pieces with uniquely shaped coun-
tertops and backsplashes for these 
master suites.

4. Investigate specific vanity 
cabinetry now being offered by 
many plumbing manufacturers 
that’s far better designed for the 
bathroom space. Many kitchen 
cabinet manufacturers simply take 
a kitchen sink cabinet and make 
it smaller for the bath. This large, 
open cavity is not well-organized 
for bathroom storage. By specifi-
cally pinpointing the location of 
the vanity sink drain pipes, cut-
away drawers and specialty shelves 
can be included.

5. Talk with your plumber about 
the furniture pieces you’re going 

to be designing for baths: Think 
through how he and his helpers 
are going to be able to access the 
vanity pipes in these “off-the-floor” 
cabinets. A big, burly plumber who 
is accustomed to laying on his 
back and sliding into the totally 
open vanity sink cabinet might be 
a little shocked to see the Queen 
Anne vanity with its  

12" “off-the-floor” leg design 
allowing only 18” of accessible 
height for his connection  
activities!

W/C & BIDET AREA
In master baths, the optimum 
placement of the water closet 
(toilet) is in its own compart-
ment accompanied by a bidet or 
enhanced with a bidet seat. Ideally, 
designers should include some 
type of storage for paper products 
in that small compartment so the 
user need not leave the area in 
search of a new roll of toilet paper 
when needed.

Although I have no confirmed 
statistical data, I sense we are 
using fewer stand-alone bidets 
in master suites. The frequent 
personal hygiene habits of North 
Americans leads many consumers 
to “trade off” the space required 
for the bidet for other items they 
deem more important.

WC ‘TO DO’ LIST
1. There have been so many engi-
neering and design improvements 
in 1.6 gallon flushing toilets that 
it’s important you understand 

what’s new on the market.
2. Design wise, there are some 

innovative, beautiful new toilets 
that conceal the tank in the wall 
and create an almost sculptural 
piece in place of the utilitarian toi-
let we are all accustomed to. 

THE HOME SPA 
It’s telling to note that the number 
of spas are increasing by 25% each 
year! Magazines such as Luxury 
Spa Finder, Healing Lifestyle Spas, 
and Spa, Healthy Living, Travel 
and Renewal further prove the 
consumer’s interest in the spa 
experience.

For today’s luxury consumer, 
it’s not so much about spa going 
as it is about the spa lifestyle. The 
idea of a “spa lifestyle” focuses on 
the consumer’s lifestyle pursuits of 
wellness, fitness, stress reduction, 
healing, vitality and – let’s admit it 
– beauty. 

The spa experience revolves 
around “wet” and “dry” activities. 

Wet activities include:
■  Power showering and spa 

bathing as described above.
■  Steam/sauna/swimming spe-

cialty areas.
These activities may be 

enhanced by sensory experiences 
such as:

■  Aromatherapy: The use of 
pure essence of aromatic plants, 
flowers and resins designed to help 
re-establish the harmony between 
body and mind.

■  Lumentherapy: The use of 
full spectrum light to help combat 
the negative effects of seasonal 
lack of natural light.

■  Thermotherapy: Developing 
dry heat to raise the body temper-
ature and boost the metabolism. 

■  Chromatherapy: Enveloping 
the body in a captivating sequence 
of colors created by a predeter-
mined sequence or a custom set 
sequence, each lasting about one 
minute, adding to the relaxing 
experience of bathing or showering. 

Dry activities, on the other 
hand, include:

■  Personal pampering such 
as massage, home facials, paraf-
fin wax foot or hand treatments, 
home pedicure/massage activities.

■  A wellness center, which 
redefines the traditional concept of 
a “workout.”

As a recent reader of Health 
Magazine said, “I used to think 
of working out at the gym as just 
that – work. Now I see my home 
gym as a getaway. I work out, but 
I take my time. I recently began to 
dedicate Saturday mornings as  
my ‘spa day.’”

A custom shower enclosure 
requires elevations that 
detail centerlines for every 
element in that bath space, 
as well as detailed plan-
ning regarding the rough-in 
layout to insure proper 
placement of in-the-wall 
rough-in valves installed 
before the waterproof wall-
board is installed. 

Custom showers mean just that. If a master suite is used by individuals of 
different heights or physical sizes, some flexibility needs to be built into the 
shower. Multiple showerheads or an adjustable showerhead may be the answer. 
Understanding the way a person moves in the shower and what activities that 
individual engages in while showering is important, too. For example, a bench 
might be required to simply steady a person when shaving one’s legs or scrub-
bing the feet. Alternatively, the seat might be an area for relaxing while taking  
a steam bath.

DESIGNER’S NOTEBOOK
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SPA ‘TO DO’ LIST
For designers, the challenge is 
simple: allowing the floor space 
and storage area for all this stuff! 

Once again, find out what the 
consumer uses. Learn the space 
needed around the different pieces 
of equipment. 

1. The American Council on 
Exercise (ACE) offers the following 
minimal square footage for typical 
equipment:

Treadmills .....................................30 sq. ft.
Free Weights ..........................20-30 sq. ft.
Bikes, Recumbent and Upright ....10 sq. ft.
Rowing Machines .........................20 sq. ft.
Stair Climbers......................... 10-20 sq. ft.
Ski Machines ................................25 sq. ft.
Single Station Gyms .....................35 sq. ft.
Multi-station Gyms ..............50-200 sq. ft.

2. Allow for a resting bench, 

typically anywhere from 18" to 
36" wide by 48"/60"/72" long, 14" 
off the floor. 

3. A massage table is typically 
28" x 72" (82" with adjustable head 
rest) and requires a minimum of 
36" of space on all four sides for 
the masseuse to move around. 

4. A typical yoga mat is 24" x 
72". In addition to the mat, a yoga 
enthusiast will normally have 
wood or foam blocks, as well as a 
rolled blanket. In that many yoga 
enthusiasts enjoy following an 
instructor on a favorite television 
program or practicing a routine 
following a video leader, access to 
clear sight line to a media screen 

may be required.
But what about the towels? 

Bathroom linens today are a big 
part of the space. A stay at a hotel 
used to be an away from home 
stay that one endured. Over the 
years, as four-, five- and five-plus-
star hotel properties have tried to 
outdo one another, bed and bath 
linens have become of paramount 
importance. As your consumers 
have pampered themselves by 
staying in these hotels, they have 
come to appreciate the luxury of 
pure Turkish bath sheets and the 
finest bed linens. 

The key to these linens from a 
bathroom designer standpoint is 
they’re fluffier and bigger – there-
fore, they need more space to store 
and to hang. 

In addition, here are some final 
things to consider:

1. All of these “to do” lists seem 
pretty extensive – and they are if 
you’re thinking about capturing 
some of the business opportunities 
and design satisfaction of creat-
ing master bath retreats. To really 
“win,” design firms should also 
expand their showroom space to 
show possibilities.

2. Designers truly need to 
understand (and I recommend 
that understanding only comes 
through experiencing) the spa 
concept of wellness, comfort 
and relaxation. If you are not a 
spa enthusiast, at least make an 
appointment with a local day or 

resort spa in your area and meet 
with the owner or manager to 
learn what spa patrons enjoy. Once 
you’ve created a great showroom 
display, perhaps some joint cross-
marketing programs could be 
developed between the two firms.

3. Focus on partnering! For 
total suites, combining your 
talents with those of an interior 
designer who is planning all the 
fabrics for the adult retreat, a 
plumbing wholesale or boutique 
showroom specialist who knows 
all the details of the fixtures and 
fittings you’ll be specifying, while 
working closely with heating and 
plumbing specialists with make for 
a great project.

Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, is 
a well-known author, designer, 
speaker and marketing specialist. 
A member of the NKBA Hall of 
Fame, Cheever gained prominence 
in the industry early on as the 

author of two 
design educa-
tion textbooks. 
She manages an 
award-winning 
design firm, 
Ellen Cheever & 
Associates, and 

has been part of the management 
team of several major cabinet 
companies.

This is part of a quarterly series 
of “Designer’s Notebook” stories, 
which will run throughout 2005 
exclusively in KBDN. 
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Partnering can help create the ultimate master relax-
ation getway retreat with all the bells and whistles. 
This is an example of a very large bath project that 
four professionals collaborated on, with separate his-
and-hers vanities. Photos courtesy of Ellen Cheever, 
CMKBD, ASID, Ellen Cheever & Associates, Pietro Giorgi, 
Sr., CMKBD, Giorgi Kitchens & Designs, Dan Johnson, 
Dan Johnson Design, Inc. and Debra Lysy, Lysy Interior 
Design, Wilmington, DE.

Here’s the hanging 
space needed for 
washcloths, finger 
towels, hand towels, 
bath towels and bath 
sheets. 
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dDesigning with decorative sur-
faces presents designers with 
unique creative opportunities – 
and challenges. However, as with 
any design idea, ending up with 
a finished product that fully real-
izes the design potential of the 
concept relies on each step of the 
process being carefully planned 
and skillfully executed.

Of course, there’s no one 
right way to do all of this. When 
designers “brainstorm” with one 
another about how to approach 
the creative side of our business, 
the difference in methods can be 
quite impressive. 

Some designers 
focus first on function, 
almost considering the 
aesthetic statement an 
afterthought. Others 
spend so much time on 
the decorative details 
that the functional plan 
– and sometimes, the 
budget – suffer. Still 
others create wonderful 
rooms, but live through 
a physically and profit-
ability draining installa-
tion because the crafts-
people are not skillful 
enough to execute 
their vision without 
their daily painstaking 
supervision.

The most successful 
designers seem to do a 
good job of balancing 
the four parts of any 
solution:

1.  Function
2.  Aesthetics
3.  Budget
4.  Available Products/

Installers’ Talents
Based on this observation, I 

thought it useful to study the 
interdependence of the four steps 

in the design process by review-
ing a project I recently worked 
on for a client in the Caribbean. 

The functional kitchen was 
already planned. The client, 
however, retained me to design 

an arched cooking area showcas-
ing an elegantly detailed ceramic 
tile product. 

Such a concentration on the 
details of this one area seems use-
ful because, when kitchen cabinet 

details are simplified, consum-
ers are interested in the kitchen 
designer’s ability to specify artis-
tic and decorative surfacing.

When working with intricate 
decorative surfacing plans, a 
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One of Ellen Cheever's 
clients who was building 
a house in the Caribbean 
saw this kitchen (left) 
for a former client in 
Wilmington, DE on her 
Web site. That client's 
tile arch of the Caribbean 
kitchen was created 
using the 10 steps rec-
ommended for designing, 
specifying, budgeting and 
evaluating an installation.

The space for that same 
client looked like this 
(below). The differences 
in the return walls indi-
cate the importance of 
knowing the exact dimen-
sions of a space before 
beginning any project.

BY ELLEN CHEEVER, ASID, CMKBD

Designing with Decorative

Surfaces
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word of caution is advised: It’s a 
good idea to partner with surfac-
ing experts, as it can be time 
consuming for kitchen and bath 
designers to become experts in 
all of these various materials!

Therefore, it’s a good idea to 
focus on being a conceptual 
designer and collaborate with 
someone who knows the details 
of the material being specified. 
For example, if tile is being 
used, the designer should 
select the best tile showroom 
around and developing a work-
ing relationship with one tile 
specialist who can be counted 
on to do good work in a reli-
able manner.

Although I will be addressing 
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When working with intricate  
decorative surfacing plans,  
careful advance planning is  
key to the project’s success.

The client selected the option in Drawing 
#2C because it required the least amount 
of tile cutting to create the arch.

Three possibilities for 
the arched cooking area 
were considered, as 
shown in Drawings #2A, 
#2B and #2C.
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a tile arch this month, this is 
not an article about the basics of 
designing tile – which is infor-
mation easily learned working 
with specialists. Rather, this 
article will address the designer’s 
need to logically work through 
10 steps in the design, specifying, 
budgeting and evaluating pro-
cess, as well as the importance of 
being able to “juggle” several of 
these steps at one time.

THE STEPS
There are 10 key steps to design-
ing, specifying, budgeting and 
evaluating an installation. They 
are as follows:

■  Step 1: Create the concep-
tual functional solution.

■  Step 2: Select the area in 
the kitchen that will serve as the 
focal point. Successful designers 
need to be able shuttle between 
Step 1 and 2 as the design con-
cept emerges.

■  Step 3: Develop a “map” or 
overview for the space. This step 
combines function and aesthet-
ics, but it’s not the end: it’s only 
the beginning.

■  Step 4: Identify the budget 
funds available for this aspect of 
the project. Adjust the complex-
ity of the solution (up or down!) 
based on this factor. 

■  Step 5: Evaluate the avail-
able craftspeople’s skill sets. Your 
design solution should be guided 
by the level of skill your crafts-
people have.

■  Step 6: Study the product 

and then partner with experts. 
Your design will be enhanced 
if you keep an open mind and 
embrace design modifications.

■  Step 7: Draw the options 
and calculate proper costing data 
with careful detailing. Again, 
embrace design modification 
– make sure you allow time to 
adjust your initial concept after 
you review the drawings.

■  Step 8: Present your ideas 
to the client. Listen to their reac-
tions – and keep an open mind!

■  Step 9: Refine your ideas, 
complete the details and install 
the project.

■  Step 10: Evaluate – value-

engineer – the solution. This will 
make it easier the next time you 
would like to use a similar (never 
the same) solution.

THE PROJECT
To expand on this approach to 
design, it’s a good idea to look at 
an actual project as an example. 

A client with a business in the 
Caribbean had seen a kitchen 
I designed on my Web site and 
wanted to “duplicate” the arched 
cooking area. Duplicating a 
design exactly is never a good 
idea and rarely is even possible. 
However, the kitchen the couple 
liked was a great starting point 

to work from. The series of draw-
ings detail the steps we took to 
create the overall solution. 

It’s essential for you, as the 
designer, to know the space and 
think through the broad perim-
eters of the design. In fact, before 
beginning any material-specific 
detailed design, it’s critical to 
know the exact dimensions of 
the available space and to think 
through placement or location 
options. 

For example, in Drawing #1 
(see p. 82), the 31" left return wall 
is not duplicated on the right. 
This difference impacts the design 
layout. However, there are several 
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Designers should consider client 
design preferences when recom-
mending a mural, such as the 
central geometric mural Cheever 
created for one of her clients, 
seen here in Drawings #3 and 
#4. Detailed elevation helped us 
select between 3"x6" and 6"x12" 
tiles for the wall around the arch, 
indicates Cheever.
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strong design options here.
■  Option 1: Pull the cabinets 

forward and void out the right-
hand 5" of storage space. This is 
a great way to provide depth for 
an arched niche back wall, or to 
provide room for a splash ledge. 

With this option, however, 
comes two more concerns. First 
is the surfacing material deci-
sion. Will a sliver of the finish-
ing material wrap around the 
wall and die into the cabinetry? 
Second is the people issue: How 
will the client “feel” standing 
outside of the arch rather than 
inside? Do lighting concerns 
need to be addressed?

■  Option No. 2: Place cabinets 
within the opening created by 
the right hand wall return, using 
scribes at both ends to provide 
a flat surface for the decorative 
surface product to finish against.

The surface material decision 
here is whether the material will 
be applied to the inside of the 

arch. The designer must also 
ask, what about the ceiling? How 
does the ventilation system inte-
grate with the arched opening? 
Will the material be on the end 
walls, as well? If a decorative bor-
der is considered, is it necessary 
for such detail to continue on 
the side walls?

You might wonder why it’s 
important to answer these mate-
rial questions at this stage of the 
design process? The answer is 
simple: The designer’s plan will 
impact material and labor costs 
associated with each focal point 
of the kitchen plan. 

Next, you want to create the 
overall shape of this key area in the 
design. This example is of an arched 
cooking recessed area. But, the 
thought process is the same for any 
area designated as the most impor-
tant aesthetic space in the room.

Consider the following:
■  Design Decision No. 1: 

What is the relationship between 

the designated focal point and 
the balance of the space? 

Good designs never isolate a 
dramatic part of the kitchen. 
This cooking arch is part of a 
wall also featuring an arched 
doorway leading to the butler’s 
pantry. Therefore, while the 
width of the arch is determined 
by the cooking area, the radius 
is variable. Three possibilities 
were considered, as shown in 
Drawings #2A, #2B and #2C.

■  Design Decision No. 2: What 
is the skill level of the jobsite 
craftspeople? Does the designer 
have control over this part of the 
project? What product specifica-
tions must be considered? 

The arch radius is limited by 
the tile shapes and the profile of 
the edges (square is preferable 
if the tiles must be cut to shape 
the arch), as well as by the tile 
craftspeople’s skill level at cut-
ting square tiles to fit the arch. 
Note that it is critical to get a 

dollar estimate for materials and 
labor costs before quoting the 
project to the client.

In this example, the client 
selected the option in Drawing 
#2C because it required the least 
amount of tile cutting to create 
the arch on the job. The total 
material list price for this tile 
wall was $18,000 plus freight. 
Labor costs on the jobsite were 
an additional cost.

■  Design Decision No. 3: 
What will be the central point of 
the design? 

For the project shown in 
Drawings #3 and #4 (see p. 84) 
for this project, a central geomet-
ric mural was created. Designers 

Detailed, scaled, accurate 
elevations are a normal part 
of planning special areas of a 
kitchen covered in a distinctive 
decorative surfacing, as shown in 
Drawing #5.
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should consider client design pref-
erences when recommending this 
type of detail. 

A great resource for designers 
is an idea book published by the 
manufacturer of the tiles used on 
this project, Sonoma Tilemakers, 
www.sonomatilemakers.com. 
Called The Sonoma Tilemakers 
Coloring Book, the workbook 
features a multitude of layout con-
cepts for bath and kitchen projects.

DETAIL SHAPES
When designing with tile this 
way, it’s critical to detail all of 
the shapes to be combined in the 
finished project. 

■  Design Decision No. 4: 
Detailed, scaled, accurate eleva-
tions are a normal part of planning 
special areas of a kitchen covered 
in unique decorative surfacing.

For the project featured in 
Drawings #5 and #6, I planned 
an interior decorative area start-
ing with 6"x6" square plain tiles 
capped by a 2"x8" decorative 
striped piece. The balance of the 
back and side walls is finished in 
4"x4" field tile installed in a stag-
gered pattern (called a “running 
bond”). These pieces framed 
a geometric-patterned mural. 
To complete the wall, I used a 
curved trim piece around the 
butler’s pantry door to minimize 
its impact on the space. 

My client had selected 3"x6" tile to 
be used on the outside of the entire 
wall as seen in Drawing #3. However, 
when I saw the finished wall eleva-
tion, instantly I thought, “Yuk – too 
busy!” By substituting 6"x12" tile on 
the wall, the combination of shapes 
worked well, as seen in Drawing #4.

THE FINISHED PROJECT
After all of the decisions are 
made, the floor plan and eleva-
tions of all wall views are com-
pleted as a final check for pric-
ing and ordering. These plans 
also serve as a guide for the tile 
installers.

However, everyone on the 
project expects the senior tile 
craftsperson to validate the 
layout and verify where the 
designer has recommended 
“cuts” in the tiles to adjust 
for the grout line dimensions 
and jobsite conditions. The 
finished elevation details are 
then translated into a perspec-
tive view.

This project is being installed 
in the Caribbean as I write this. I 
will share images of it in a future 
column when it is completed.

Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, 
ASID, is a well-known author, 
designer, speaker and market-
ing specialist. A member of the 

NKBA Hall of 
Fame, Cheever 
gained promi-
nence in the 
industry early 
on as the 
author of two 
design educa-

tion textbooks. She manages 
an award-winning design firm, 
Ellen Cheever & Associates, 
and has been part of the man-
agement team of several major 
cabinet companies.

This is part of a quarterly series 
of “Designer’s Notebook” stories, 
which has run throughout 2005 
exclusively in KBDN. 
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wWith so many consumers craving 
personalization in their designs 
– whether transitional or contem-
porary – kitchen and bath design-
ers are being pressed to find new 
ways of expressing those styles. 
One way to create a stunning yet 
highly personalized style state-
ment is by using veneer.

Indeed, there’s a renewed inter-
est in veneers, which can be beau-
tiful and lend sophistication to 
designs across the style spectrum. 
In particular, current design 
trends have led to a renewed 
interest in veneered woods for 
cabinet decorative exteriors.

THE POTENTIAL
Veneers allow designers to work 
with a product that produces 
seemingly unlimited visual effects. 
Each species offers its own inter-
play of color, grain, figure and 
texture. Each log within a species 
possesses an unrepeatable char-
acter produced by the individual 
circumstances of its growth.

Additionally, in their natural 
state, veneers provide an impres-
sive palette of colors – tans, 
browns, reds, violets, blondes 
and pinks. Beyond color, grain 
patterns are naturally distinct 
from species to species, and from 
log to log. The log’s basic grain 
structure, created by the annual 
growth rings, produces differ-
ent grain patterns depending on 
the way the veneer is sliced in 
relationship to the log’s growth 
rings. For example, veneers cut 
at a tangent to the ring (flat cut) 
produce narrow heart and cathe-
dral grain patterns. Veneers cut 
through the radius (quarter cut) 
produce straight comb and rib-
bon striped grain patterns.

Clearly, there’s a lot that 
can be done with veneers, but 
if kitchen and bath designers 
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Photos: Bob M
cClain

In this kitchen inspired by Vienna Biedermeier styling, the cherry veneer has a very stringent 
specification. It is quarter-sawn, figured Pennsylvania Cherry that has been book-matched and 
center-balanced. Look closely; you’ll see that the highly figured cherry veneer seen in the door 
center panel is matched and extends through the door framing members, as well. Designed by 
Pietro Giorgi, Sr., CMKBD and owner of Giorgi Kitchens & Designs in Wilmington, DE.

Working with 
veneers can be 
complex, so doing 
your research 
and partnering 
with an expert 
are key.

Working with
Veneers
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aren’t familiar with working 
with veneers, the possibility 
of disaster looms just as large. 
Veneer work is very complex and, 
thus, presents a whole new set of 
responsibilities for designers.

GETTING STARTED
To create a successful kitchen or 
bath involving veneers, designers 
need to first research the broader 
category of both popular and 
specialty veneers, either through 
wood sources or the Internet, 
so that they can learn what the 
“possibilities” are.

It’s also important they cau-
tiously present conceptual ideas 
to their clients so they don’t cre-
ate the classic recipe for disaster: 
“over-promising and under-
delivering.”

Additionally, designers must 
work closely with their existing 
cabinet manufacturers to iden-
tify what veneers are currently in 

their product offerings, and what 
veneer “layout” options they 
actually offer.

Designers also need to know 
that many woods used for solid 
stock, five-piece doors also 
produce excellent veneers. The 
veneers can have very differ-
ent wood grain patterns based 
on how the veneer leaves are 
sliced from the log (called a 
flitch). Among the most popular 
veneers are cherry, mahogany, 
maple and oak.

Cherry is a popular veneer 
because of the repetitive cathe-
drals seen throughout an eleva-
tion of plain-sliced cherry veneer. 
Special quarter-sawn cherry can 
be specified to create a more rib-
bon-like grain pattern. Typical 
cherry wood characteristics – for 
example, worm tracking – will 
be repetitively seen throughout 
an elevation of cherry veneers. 
Such a wood figure will progres-

sively “move” throughout the 
sequenced veneer panels. Clients 
will be disappointed if they are 
not expecting this natural imper-
fection in the veneer. To better 
know what to expect, designers 
should be familiar with the wood 
characteristic specifications in 
the various veneer grades.

“Ribbon” mahogany is another 
veneer often requested. Sapele 
veneer can be substituted to 
insure a more consistent striped 
figure with broad alternating 
pink and red-brown bands. This 
repetitive grain appearance is 
possible because of clearer rings 
and the greater hardness of the 
wood. The coppery red color 
resembles mahogany. Lyptus, a 
premium, plantation-grown hard 
wood from Brazil, is another 
alternative to mahogany.

There are also several varia-
tions of the ever-popular maple. 
Plain-sliced maple, quartered 
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Drawing 1 Drawing 2

Drawing 3 Drawing 4

Drawing 5

Veneer Selection
The designer must approve a 
veneer flitch.
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maple and bird’s-eye maple are 
often used as veneer surfacing.

Plain-sliced maple will fea-
ture typical cathedral patterns. 
Quartered maple has a more 
striped look because of the 
smaller size of maple trees.

Bird’s-eye maple is a specialty 
product appreciated because of 
the figure created when clusters 
of cells within the maple explode 
after being frozen and then 
thawed in cold-climate maple 
forests. In natural products, the 
bird’s-eye pattern is irregular, 
tending to cluster as opposed 
to being spread throughout the 
log. Simulated products evenly 
distribute the bird’s-eye figure 
throughout the panel.

Designers need to ensure the 
client knows which product is 
being specified.

For all maple veneers, natural 
wood characteristics, such as 
mineral streaks, will be repeti-
tively seen when maple veneer 
“leaves” are laid up together 
in an overall cabinet elevation. 
Once again, the grade of the 
maple veneer specified must 
be clearly understood by both 

designers and clients.
Last, but not least, oak veneer 

is enjoying a resurgence of popu-
larity – notably in Europe.

It’s being rendered in a 
straight-grained rift or quarter-
cut oak. White oak typically has 
a straighter grain than red oak. 
White oak also has longer rays, 
and, therefore, it’s more highly 
figured when it’s quarter-sawn.

Today, there’s interest in rift-

cut red oak that does not have 
the highly figured rays associated 
with Arts and Crafts white oak.

Designers may be also be 
asked to specify exotic veneers. 
Working with unique veneers 
is a specialty. They should part-
ner with experienced experts 
before specifying unusual woods. 
Specialty veneers worth learning 
about include:

■  Anegre: This one has a 

beautiful repetitive figured pat-
tern that makes it a popular nat-
ural material to use. Laminate-
looking Anegre woods are also 
very popular in both light and 
medium finishes.

■  Bubinga: This is an unusu-
al wood with a distinctive figure 
that’s as interesting as more 
exotic burls.

■  Lacewood: This is a highly 
figured, delicate, decorative 

veneer that has a beautiful mid-
tone brown finish.

■  Pearwood: International 
manufacturers use natural pear-
wood. Simulated laminate pear-
wood is also used because it’s far 
more consistent in color.

■  Wenge: this is a very dark, 
distinctly textured wood that’s 
used by international manufactur-
ers. Note that this veneer is diffi-
cult to edge in wood taping mate-
rial because of its natural texture.

VENEER CUTTING METHODS
The way veneer is cut also pro-
duces a variety of visual effects. 
A mill could conceivably take 
a single panel, cut it in four or 
five different ways, and end up 
with four or five distinct-looking 
pieces of veneer.

Among the most common cuts 
to note include the following:

■  Flat Cut (Plain Slicing): 
A log is cut in half length-wise, 
then placed on the slicer where 
the knife cuts individual leaves 
of veneer parallel to the origi-
nal cut. Flat cutting produces 
a cathedral or loop grain effect 
in the center of the leaf, and 
straighter grain along the edges. 

Above: Quartered cherry 
veneer has been matched 
within each cabinet in this 
contemporary project.

At left: Note how important 
it is to have the same 
wood species cut and  
wood quality specifications 
on cabinet end panels and 
decorative cabinet inte-
riors. Designed by Pietro 
Giorgi, Sr., CMKBD and 
owner of Giorgi Kitchens & 
Designs in Wilmington, DE.
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(see Drawing 1, Page 78).
■  Quarter Cut: A quartered 

section of log is placed on the 
slicer, and the knife cuts indi-
vidual leaves of veneer at a 
90° angle to the growth rings. 
Quarter cutting produces a 
striped effect – straight in some 
species, and varied in others (see 
Drawing 2, Page 78).

■  Rift Cut: Oak is the only 
species that is rift cut. Oak pro-
duces cells that form a pattern 
of medullary rays which radiate 
from the center of the log. To 
avoid the bold, flake effect of cut-
ting oak on the true quarter, a 
quartered section of log is placed 
on a rotary slicer and veneer is 
cut at an angle, about 15% off the 
quartered position. Rift cutting 
produces a rift or comb-grain 
effect (see Drawing 3, Page 78).

■  Rotary Cut: A full log is 
placed in the lathe and turned 
against a razor-sharp blade 
which peels a continuous sheet 
of veneer along the annular 
growth rings. Rotary cut veneer 
is exceptionally wide and produc-
es bold, variegated grain mark-
ings (see Drawing 4, Page 78).

In addition to the cut, figure 
adds yet another variable. Curly, 
fiddle-back, mottle, pommelé, 
bird’s-eye, burl and crotch 
figures add unique texture, 
and may be evident in varying 
emphasis in a given log.

Designers also need to know 
that veneer is bundled and 
stored in the exact sequence in 
which it was sliced from the log. 
Before it’s laid up for practical 
use, the designer or mill worker 
must select one of many meth-
ods of matching the individual 
leaves. Each method produces a 
unique visual effect and should 
be selected based on the type 
of veneer used, the visual effect 
desired and the intended applica-
tion (for examples, see kitchens 
on Page 77 and 79).

Again, as it cannot be stressed 
enough, designers should partner 
with an expert who can assist in 
selecting – not settling on – the 
best wood for the job because of 
the wide variety of species avail-
able, and the highly individual 
characteristic of each log.

DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS
Once the wood and cut are 
chosen, there are several other 
issues designers need to consider.

For starters, there’s grain 

matching, which is best explained 
by breaking down the levels of 
projects where grain matching 
would occur (see examples of 
matching above and on Page 82).

In Level 1 projects (or, entry-
level stock products), the drawer 
head and doors are cut in mass, 
thereby precluding any grain 
matching on the veneer doors 
installed on the case. This may 
not be considered a detriment, 
however, because the grain pat-
tern on the drawer of inexpensive 
veneer cabinets runs horizontally, 
while the grain runs vertically for 
the door.

In Level 2 projects, the 
designer specifies grain match-
ing within each unit. This means 
the door and drawer grain runs 
in the same direction, and is 
cut from the same panel. Such 
a specification is more costly 
because it does not allow for 

“yield maximization” (or, getting 
the most number of doors and 
drawers out of each sheet) when 
the veneer panels are cut from 
large 4'x8' sheets of panel stock.

In Level 3 projects, grain is 
matched throughout each eleva-
tion. Each full run of cabinets is 
cut from sequential panels from 
the same log. This type of proj-
ect requires close collaboration, 
since the designer must present 
a full set of finished plans to the 
wood supplier for sourcing and 
estimating before the final con-
tract is signed.

In Level 4 projects each door 
has balanced (i.e., centered and 
matched in width) veneer leaves 
on the surface. This effort is 
called “blueprint matching.” It 
is the customized manufacture 
of panels and doors of various 
sizes in which the entire room 
(not each individual elevation) is 

sequenced with door and cabinet 
component parts using continu-
ously matched panels.

Whenever a grain matching 
specification is planned, veneer 
specialists first focus on the 
amount of veneer needed for a 
project. Before material selection 
begins, the following require-
ments must be considered:

■  Ceiling Height: Determines 
length of panels required.

■  Key Elevations: Determines 
the need for any accent veneers 
(burl, etc.) in featured areas.

■  Net Square Footage: 
Determines panel surface area. 
Generally, it takes three square 
feet of veneer to yield one square 
foot of finished paneling.

■  Panel Width: Panels with 
widths to 48" are standard, while 
widths up to 60" can be produced.

■  Architectural Panels: 
Architectural panels are gener-
ally 3/4" thick, and generally 8' 
to 12' in height. The thickness of 
the veneer is often determined by 
the rarity of the wood and where 
the product is milled. Of particu-
lar note, a very thin (1/85"-thick, 
3.3mm) exotic pearwood panel 
from Europe cannot be hand-
sanded during the finishing pro-
cess because of the fear of “sand 
through.”

There are also four special 
requirements to note whenever 
grain matching is planned:

1. The consumer must under-
stand and accept that any damage 
to the veneer on the job site must 
be repaired by a finishing expert 
because the sequence-matched 
veneer pattern cannot be inter-
rupted by a replacement piece.

2. All appliance panels, accent 
pieces and custom end panels 
must be cut from the same stock 
as the door panels are cut.

3. Solid wood accents from the 
same wood species, if available, 
are best avoided because the 
grain pattern, figure and color 
will not match the veneers used.

4. The tallest panel height will 
drive the veneer specification 
and the price.

APPROVAL PROCESS
Next comes the veneer approval 
process, during which the actual 
flitch(es) that will best fit the speci-
fications must be identified. This is 
done by inspecting veneer samples.

Normally, three leaves (sheets) 
are drawn from evenly spaced 
positions within a flitch to give 

Typically seen in the 
cabinet industry: 
Slip Match and Book 
Match.

TWO EXAMPLES OF 
VENEER MATCHING TECHNIQUES
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a broad picture of how the grain 
pattern progresses through the 
flitch. They further what charac-
ter marks develop (see Drawing 
5, Page 78.)

The sample is identified with 
the sheet and flitch number, 
along with a note identifying the 
total square footage of the flitch 
available. Placed side by side, 
these samples show the designer 
and client what is happening to 
the grain, as well as the charac-
ter of the wood throughout the 
flitch, from outside of the tree to 
the center.

Typically, younger wood on 
the outside will be narrower and 
will show fewer defects than 
that found in the center. Such a 
flitch sample must be approved 
by the client, and the log must 
be reserved for the project for 
upscale custom work.

Only after this extensive selec-
tion process has been completed 
will manufacturing begin.

VENEER ALTERNATIVES
But even with all of the knowledge 
to make the right veneer choice, 
anyone who has worked with 
veneers knows how temperamen-
tal they can be. Color variations, 
grain irregularities and imperfec-
tions can result in low yield and 
too much dissimilarity in the final 
product to satisfy the client.

Sourcing raw natural veneers 

for projects that require mini-
mum levels of surface structure 
inconsistency presents a con-
tinuing challenge. Therefore, 
designers are forced to either 
reconsider the species with 
which they want to work, or to 
dramatically increase budgets to 
accommodate the cost of super-
quality, raw veneers.

However, a third option is to con-
sider formed, treated, engineered 
or reconstituted veneers. Many are 
emerging “green” wood products. 
Among them are the new farm-
grown woods, such as bamboo,  
a renewable grass product.

Manufacturers harvest this 
renewable wood source by cut-
ting it and leaving a 4' stump 
that will regenerate in five years. 
It’s the fast-growing nature of 
bamboo that makes it such an 
important green product, and it 
has a much lower environmental 
impact than environmentally 
managed wood forests.

Bamboo is also 30% harder 
than oak, and generally com-
parable in price to oak. The 
natural color of bamboo is light 
and resembles maple, but it also 
comes in a caramel or carbonized 
version that is a deeper brown.

An advantage of this darker 
finish is the fact that the deeper 
brown color goes all the way 
through, so it can be sanded and 
refinished. Plus, if scratched, the 

darker color will remain, whereas 
most wood receives a topical stain 
so the lighter wood underneath is 
exposed when scratched.

Lyptus, an alternative to mahog-
any, is another wood considered a 
wise environmental choice because 
it is hard wood produced in a sus-
tainable way by environmentally 
responsible plantations. It grows 
fast in cool climates, and can be 
harvested in 14 to 16 years, so it’s 
highly valued not only because 
it preserves natural eco-systems. 
It also has excellent workability, 
machining properties, density 
and finish possibilities. It’s avail-
able in two commercial grades:

1. Standard Grade: A clear-face 
grade free of knots, holes, gum 
pockets and stains, it contains 
all colors in the wood’s natural 
continuum from pink to red. But 
no two pieces are allowed with 
sharp contrasts within the piece, 
thereby providing a more evenly 
finished face elevation.

2. Striped Grade: It’s also a 
clear-face grade free of knots, 
holes and gum pockets, but it 
contains areas with sharp color 
contrast within the piece. It pres-
ents a dramatic contrast between 
sap wood and heartwood for a 
striped effect.

Another alternative to achiev-
ing more continuity in the 
veneer is treating woods.

One way to treat wood is 

bleaching, which neutralizes 
variations of color in the woods, 
removing color differences that 
could be considered unaccept-
able in the final product. The 
dying process then penetrates the 
entire thickness of the veneer. It 
can even be repaired by sanding 
if scratched. Plus, it improves the 
appearance of the wood grain.

Dyeing is another way to treat 
wood. Natural veneers are first 
bleached and then dyed either back 
to natural, or to fantasy colors.

Still another option is “new” 
wood, or reconstituted veneers. 
Real woods can re-glued, re-
sliced and dyed to mimic more 
valuable woods, or “new” woods. 
Reconstituted woods, on the 
other hand, take consistency to a 
higher level. They are created by 
gluing together natural veneers in 
special presses, and re-slicing to 
get certain predetermined effects 
such as faithful reproductions of 
natural veneers, or off-the-wall 
geometric effects.

These reconstituted and re-cut 
veneers demonstrate a responsible 
use of limited natural resources, 
and are beginning to be seen in the 
kitchen cabinetry industry, too.

However, no matter what veneer 
is chosen, it can be very beautiful 
when planned by an expert and 
fabricated by a craftsman. The 
bottom line is that if kitchen and 
bath designers stick to all of these 
key planning tips, and partner 
with the right experts, they’ll be 
able to deliver a kitchen or bath 
with a veneer with which everyone 
is happy!                             KBDN

Ellen Cheever, 
CMKBD, ASID, 
is a well-known 
author, design-
er, speaker 
and marketing 
specialist. A 
member of the 

NKBA Hall of Fame, Cheever 
gained prominence in the 
industry early on as the author 
of two design education text-
books. She manages an award-
winning design firm, Ellen 
Cheever & Associates, and has 
been part of the management 
team of several major cabinet 
companies.

This is part of a quarterly 
series of “Designer’s Notebook” 
stories, which will continue to 
run throughout 2006 exclusively 
in Kitchen & Bath Design News.
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Special matches used in 
accent wood areas: Book 
and Butt Match, Diamond 
and Reverse Match.

THREE MORE EXAMPLES OF 
VENEER MATCHING TECHNIQUES
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a
BY ELLEN CHEEVER, ASID, 
CMKBD

A new challenge is ahead of 
kitchen designers: creating small 
kitchens that are luxurious. An 
emerging trend finds sophisti-
cated, maturing clients entering 
a “downsizing” stage of their 
lives where the space they live 
in is small, but the quality and 
amenities large. Additionally, 
families of all ages are opting for 

upscale urban loft-type living as 
opposed to sprawling suburban 
estate homes – with a small 
kitchen that’s part of a larger 
public space. 

This month, we’ll look at new 
design strategies aimed at help-
ing the professional create kitch-
ens utilizing every square foot 
of the space. To demonstrate the 
points discussed, several “real 

The key to  
creating small 
kitchens lies in  
planning spaces 
that serve a 
dual purpose.

 

Photos courtesy of D
ecorá Cabinetry.

Less  
  is More

In an apartment in Atlanta, GA, (shown, left), 
Settle used Decorá Leyden Maple cabinets in a 
Coriander-Coffee finish to create a kitchen out 
of a hallway area. She worked with Cornerstone 
cabinet installer Karl Harte on the kitchen while 
designers Sandy Moon and Susan Boatright of 
Atlanta-based Focus Design worked on the  
interior design of the rest of the apartment.

Challenging windows 
became a backdrop 
for the base cabinetry, 
which features an 
extended top that 
serves as a snacking 
area for the 30-year-old 
bachelor owner. 

Designer Bonnie C. Settle, Allied ASID, 
of Cornerstone Design, Inc., created a 
snacking counter (above) in an unusual 
way: She separated the two seating 
areas on each side of the entrance 
to a small condominium kitchen. 
She also used Braydon Manor Maple 
cabinetry from Decorá in a Chateau 
Vintage Finish. 
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life” case studies of small kitchen 
projects will be examined offer-
ing great lifestyle luxuries to the 
consumer. 

In my experience, I’ve found 
that designing small kitchens 
requires an entirely different 
design “mind-set” than when 
working with a large space. 
I believe there are five key 
planning approaches that help 
a professional create a small 
space that isn’t just a simpli-
fied “big” kitchen jammed into 
tight quarters. 

ASK QUESTIONS
During the survey 
appointment, the 
designer can help 
shape the client’s 
expectations for the 
new room by talking 
about:

■  Prioritizing 
their “wish list.” 

■  Establishing 
possible trade-offs in 
work areas.

■  Rethinking how 
the family will live in 
the new kitchen. 

Next, it’s impor-
tant to establish the 
future lifestyle pat-
terns of the family in 
the new, smaller space 
as compared to the current life-
style. The designer must help the 
mature homeowner move beyond 
“how we live now” to “how we 
plan to live in our new home.” 

For example, moving from 
suburbia to an urban condomini-
um may mean far more gourmet 
“take-ins” from local restaurants 
rather than stocking up on gro-
cery shopping in preparation for 
cooking from scratch.

In addition to planning new 
homes for the Baby Boomer 
generation, we should be equally 
comfortable planning smaller 
kitchens for younger families 
who have very different values 
from our more mature clientele. 
Convenience and casual living are 
far more important to Generation 
Xers – and that means they’re 
much more comfortable in a true 
“one great space” living environ-
ment, with a kitchen in full view 
of the entire public area. You need 
to find out what the client thinks 
is most important in the new liv-
ing space. 

A good approach to take dur-
ing the survey appointment is 

to train yourself to never say, 
“You can’t have,” or “I can’t do… 
because.” Replace such negative 
comments with, “Together, I 
think we can find a way for all of 
your requests to be met – we just 
need to prioritize equipment, 
think about staging activities, 
plan multi-tasking spaces and 
move some activities 
out of the specific kitch-
en space.”

REWORKING
Next, focus on restruc-
turing, reorienting and 
reorganizing the space 
set aside for the kitchen.

Many of us have 
designed a small 
kitchen in the corner 
of a loft-like great 
space. And, as such, 

we all know how to create a 42" 
stepped up area behind an island 
to protect the visitor’s view from 
the messy countertop that’s cre-
ated when the cook is putting 
the finishing touches on dinner. 
Good design in the future will 
go beyond this rather predictable 
solution.

■  Think about the kitchen 
as an island, with a back wall 
closet concealing the tall ele-
ments or primary storage. This 
is a solution long embraced by 
European designers, who are far 
more accustomed to working 
with small urban apartments or 
condominiums. A key element 
in such a solution is learning 
about new and innovative door 
hardware available for room 
dividers or closets. Visit Hafele 
America (www.hafeleamericas.
com) and study its door systems 
to increase your door hardware 
sourcing. 

■  Think about the kitchen as 
a closet, with a movable island or 
a table island part of the space 
that has minimal storage for a 
short list of equipment. There’s 
no doubt about it: Individuals 
jettisoning collections of lifelong 
possessions and young couples 
taking a new look at what mate-
rialistic items they really want to 

Note that the raised 
eating counter is 
barely wide enough 
for two adults – this 
was a ‘trade off.’ 
The smaller eat-
ing area at the 42" 
height meant the 
work counter could 
‘wrap around.’ This 
counter allows two 
people to work at 
right angles to one 
another. 
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Rather than a breakfast table in 
the adjacent space, a wingback 
chair and ottoman sits in front of 
the window, inviting family mem-
bers or guests to join the cook. 
In this small kitchen, four people 
can actually visit with the cook 
by occupying the two stools, the 
chair and the ottoman. 

All photos on this page depict a project design by Pietro Giorgi, Sr., CM
KBD, Giorgi Kitchens & Designs 

and Ellen Cheever, CM
KBD, ASID, Ellen Cheever & Associates. Photos courtesy of Tom

 Crane 
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own means less shelf 
space. A kitchen 
that’s more like a 
walk-in closet might 
be totally suitable.

■  Think about 
the kitchen as a 
hallway. The kitchen 
might – literally 
– be a walkway for 
a single or two-per-

son living environment. We’ve 
been trained to think carefully 
about people traffic patterns in 
kitchen planning. However, for 
some smaller families, there 
are few people who live in the 

home. Your new client may be a 
single adult. The kitchen might 
be quite suitable stretched along 
one wall that serves as a hallway 
between the dining room, televi-
sion room and living room. 

In addition to these rather 
avant-garde approaches to 
rethinking the square foot-
age devoted to a kitchen, try to 
find new space just outside the 
kitchen footprint to expand the 
storage system. Following are 
several ideas.

■  Can deep window sills 
become storage for the kitchen?

■  Can a snacking counter 

designed for two be divided into 
separate areas?

■  Can a laundry room with 
side-by-side top-loading equip-
ment be transformed into an 
extension of the kitchen by add-
ing new front-loading stacked 
laundry equipment?

■  Is there a coat closet that 
can also do double-duty as pan-
try space?

■  Can all dishes be moved 
into an antique sideboard in 
the dining area, completely 
outside of the kitchen?

■  Rather than placing 
seating at the back of an 
island, can it be placed at 
the end so dish and serving 
storage can be in a furni-

Joseph Giorgi, CKD, 
of Giorgi Kitchens & 
Designs designed 
this project for a 
petite client who 
opted not to have 
cabinetry on the 
refrigerator wall, but, 
rather, have display 
space against the 
vibrant purple she 
selected. 

Reachable space for this cook was 
provided in the new prep center, 
with the pantry separating a boxed 
out window and the second sink. 

Here, the kitchen 
sink remained in 
the existing loca-
tion, with the range 
placed in the far 
corner.
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ture hutch-type cabinet that 
backs up to the island?

■  Can stepped or jogged 
cabinetry provide shallow storage 
space against walls that would 
otherwise not be used?

CONTROLLING APPLIANCES
Another critically important 
element is to get control of the 
appliance list from the very 
beginning. Experienced design-
ers know that one of the hardest 
struggles we have is helping cli-
ents understand that they can’t 
buy every single appliance they 
see advertised. 

If you’re attending the 
Kitchen/Bath Industry Show in 
Chicago, go on a “treasure hunt” 

for creative new appliances 
designed for smaller spaces 
that deliver great value and 
efficiency in smaller spaces. 
Then, develop a port-
folio of equipment 
design ideas just for 
small spaces. Here are 
some ideas you might 
consider:

■  In really small 
spaces, under-cabinet 
refrigeration with the 
freezer in an adjacent 
laundry area might be 
a great idea. Or, a 27" 
integrated combina-
tion unit with a second refrig-
erator/freezer placed elsewhere 
may be a good idea. 

■  There are 18"-wide dish-
washers, and there are dishwash-
ers that fit inside a sink: Learn 
about them!

■  An oversized “D-shaped” 
sink with the faucet mounted to 
the side can replace a double-
bowl unit if the sink is well 
designed with a strainer. The bet-
ter strainers sit high in the sink 
so refuse can easily flow under 
the racking to the disposal. 

Well-engineered racks don’t fit 
the sink snugly on all sides, and 
have a large opening around the 
drain. The racks provide ample 
room for food products to wash 
down the side of the sink to the 
drain, or to be pushed off a plate 
into the drain without catching 
on the rack. The best racks sit on 
a groove in the sink, rather than 
on rubber tipped feet resting on 
the bottom of the sink.

■  KWC America makes a 
single faucet that has a filtered 
drinking water attachment  
that’s part of the faucet, as 
opposed to a separate item, 
which saves space.

■  High-quality gas ranges 
and range tops with powerful 
BTU ratings are available in 24" 
and 30" wide units. 

■ Look at source ovens that 

Photos courtesy of Jennifer Gilm
er, CKD, Jennifer Gilm

er Kitchen & Bath, Ltd.

Thomas Trzcinski, CMKBD, of 
Trzcinski Design Group, created 
a very functional small kitchen in 
a Pittsburgh condominium. This 
image looks from the gathering 
space over the sink into the kitchen.
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Photos courtesy of Thomas Trzcinski, CMKBD, 
Trzcinski Design Group, Kitchen & Bath Concepts, LLC.

In this kitchen, 
an under-counter 
oven eliminates 
any tall cabinetry. 
Note how the 
decorative tile is 
reserved for the 
hood area, with 
wains panels 
used at each side 
wall backsplash. 
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have readable control panels 
when installed below the counter. 

■  Avoid microwave/hood 
combination units if possible. 
This is really important for petite 
cooks or mature clients who are 
not as strong or steady handed 
as younger consumers.

■  Take a look at downdraft 
systems with a pop-up ventila-
tion system that rises behind the 
cooktop. A great way to stretch 
a small space is to eliminate the 

overhead hood. This might be 
acceptable to a family that does 
not engage in gourmet cooking 
most of the time.

When seeking out the best 
small items, at K/BIS and in 

your other product shopping 
travels, look for combination 
appliances that will provide the 
function intended, but offer an 
additional benefit. For example:

■  Microwave/convection 
ovens can take the place of a 
full-sized oven.

■  Sinks undermounted in 
stone, quartz or solid surface can 
have a “yacht-like” sink cover 
made out of the sink cut-out so 
the only opening that remains is a 
small one for a disposal. 

■  The new induction cook-
tops have the instant on/off 
feature of gas, and provide pow-
erful heat – yet, because they 
are smooth topped, they can 
do double-duty as a countertop 
when not in service as a cooking 
appliance. 

Just as a note, I think induc-
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Before (left): Pete Giorgi and I restructured two small rooms into one for this ‘mini’ Great Room kitch-
en. After (above): In this small kitchen, a landing to the basement was removed, and a coat closet 
eliminated to create a rectangle space for the family’s 'mini' Great Room. Some of the coats are now 
stored in the basement, the others share a closet that doubles as a kitchen pantry adjacent to the 
powder room. As an added plus, this ante room provides a 'privacy barrier' to the powder room that 
is immediately adjacent to the gathering area. 
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Integrated refrigeration and freezer units flank the minimal 
sink area in this challenging space. 

Photos courtesy of Thom
as Trzcinski, CM

KBD, Trzcinski 
Design Group, Kitchen & Bath Concepts, LLC.
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tion is one of the most important 
new cooking innovations for 
both novice designers and sea-
soned professionals. The high 
level of performance with induc-
tion cooking, the willingness of 
consumers to purchase the types 
of pots and pans that must be 
used, and the advantage of extra 
counter space being available 
when cooking is not part of the 
meal preparation, is going to lead 
these appliances to be highly 
valued in the future. Another big 
advantage is easy clean-up.

FLEX SPACE
Next, it’s important to think “flex 
space,” or making multi-purpose 
functionality a priority.

Long stretches of counter 
space, or an area reserved exclu-
sively for an infrequently used 
desk in a kitchen, just won’t 
work in small spaces. Once you 
have a clear, understandable 

list of priorities from the 
consumer, it’s time to start 
thinking about how you can 
create a storage system that 
“doubles up” on service-
ability.

■  Replace a sit-down desk 
with a stand-up desk at 36" or 
42". Much like Scandinavian fur-
niture, think about a desk that’s 
attached to doors and “folds” in 
and out.

■  Rather than a table that’s 
a static size, think about the 
versatility of antique tables with 
fold-down sections or tables with 
built-in extensions. A table that’s 
only 18" wide when not in use 
– but then opens to a full 42" for 
dining – makes great sense in a 
small area. 

The key here is that people 
circulation takes place before or 
after dining – normally not dur-
ing dining. Therefore, a walkway 
can do double-duty by providing 
seating space if you plan a mobile 
table arrangement: flip-up, pull-
down, pull-out, swing-out eat-
ing areas. For example, a mobile 
shaped table base is available from 

Hafele America that lets you plan 
a lovely table for two that can be 
folded back against the wall when 
not in use. For years, we’ve seen 
European manufacturers that 
have tables that pull out of draw-
ers. This may be an option for a 
project you’re working on.

■  Use vertical “pedestal” cabi-
nets to stack some of the point-
of-use appliances the consumer 
would like. Perhaps a 48" tower 
at the end of an island can house 
the dishwasher and microwave. 
Make it a little wider and the 
built-in coffeemaker might be 
placed on an opposite side.

■  Redesign base cabinets. Use 
units with full height doors so 
you can maximize the interior 
storage system for the client.

KEEP IT SIMPLE
When looking to make a room 
look big, you need to keep your 
design details simple. The more 
design activity  – in mixture of 
materials or structure of materi-
als – the smaller the space will 
appear visually. 

For example, consider using 

solid surface materials 
or quartz materials 
rather than granites 
with a great deal of 
movement. Have one 
focal point only. You 
cannot distract the eye 
with many delightful 
details – it will simply 
cause visual confusion 
in a small space.

Think about pro-
portion – that huge 
mantel hood might 
not be a good idea. 
The mantel hood look 
might be possible, but 
would probably work 
better if it was held 
off the counter with 
brackets that return to 
the wall. 

Opportunities 
abound for designers 
to showcase creativity 
in today’s “downsiz-
ing” kitchen design 
market. Clients are 
flocking to design-
ers who can solve the 
problem of limited 
space. The key seems 
to be creating rooms 
and specifying equip-
ment that can serve a 
dual purpose: allowing 
a space or a center of 

activity within the kitchen to 
change with the activity at hand. 

I think this is an intriguing 
design challenge. Designers 
need to practice thinking “out of 
the box” to ensure success with 
“mini” great rooms.          KBDN

Ellen Cheever, 
CMKBD, ASID, 
is a well-
known author, 
designer, 
speaker and 
marketing 
specialist. A 

member of the NKBA Hall of 
Fame, Cheever gained promi-
nence in the industry early on as 
the author of two design educa-
tion textbooks. She manages 
an award-winning design firm, 
Ellen Cheever & Associates, and 
has been part of the manage-
ment team of several major cabi-
net companies.

This is part of a quarterly 
series of “Designer’s Notebook” 
stories, which will continue to 
run throughout 2006 exclusively 
in Kitchen & Bath Design News.
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Joseph Giorgi, Jr., CKD, of Giorgi Kitchens & 
Designs in Wilmington, DE, took a narrow, difficult 
space and an adjacent storage area (see before 
plan, above, left) and blended the two rooms 
together without changing a structural wall between 
them (see after plan, above, right). 
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tThere were many new, interesting 
bathroom fixtures and fittings at 
the Kitchen/Bath Industry Show 
this past April in Chicago. After 
enjoying all the various product 
innovations, I realized space 
planning innovation was not as 
evident at the show. 

Indeed, most baths continue 
to be laid out with the fixtures 
placed against the walls of the 
bathroom space. While this may 
be a requirement in minuscule 
powder rooms or hardwork-
ing hall baths, designers should 
embark on a new creative journey 
when they organize space in a 
master retreat.

It’s always a good idea to 
brainstorm about new and 
intriguing ideas for placing each 
of the primary fixtures in a mas-
ter bath retreat: the water closet, 
his/her vanities, the bathing pool 
and the shower. Designers need 
to move beyond “hugging the 
walls”  – even in moderately sized 
baths – by considering unusual 
placement ideas, and looking at 
planning tools which will help 
them evaluate new ideas.

To assist me in sharing design 
ideas about ways to “think outside 
the box” when creating bathroom 
plans, I have included a selection 
of Kohler Designer Series Rooms 
created by celebrated designers 
in our industry. The KOHLER 
Store in The Merchandise Mart 
in Chicago worked with six noted 

designers  – Laura Bohn, Ray 
Booth, Clodagh, Christopher 
Coleman, Benjamin Noriega-
Ortiz and Brian Covington – in 
the creation of unique concept 
plans for bathroom environ-
ments. Kitchen and bath design-
ers may find inspiration through 
these portfolios, as they provide a 
“jumping off” point when think-
ing of new and unusual solutions. 

Before thinking about new 
bathroom planning ideas, it’s 
important to note the extraor-
dinary differences between con-
ceptual bathroom planning and 
kitchen planning. 

Kitchens are typically combi-
nations of similar materials that 

are connected in long, functional 
elements. Even in an unfitted 
kitchen, there’s a great deal 
of organization and similarity 
in product (or at least sizing) 
between the various cabinet/fur-
niture elements in the space.

Bathroom planning is quite 
different: Dissimilar elements are 
installed adjacent to, above or 
below one another. There’s never 
the visual space impact of wall/

tall cabinets, making the room 
“feel” smaller than its physical 
size. The entire bath plan (if 
you use clear glass for a shower 
enclosure) can be viewed from 
enclosing wall to enclosing wall. 

The bathroom also differs 
from the kitchen in that it has 
very specific fixtures that have 
minimum and maximum floor 
space requirements for accessing 
or using these fixtures. For those 
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Created by Laura Bohn of Laura Bohn Design Associates, this bath features 
a traditional compartmentalized water closet. Note the unique off-centered 
“back-to-back” floating vanities suggested in the space. Many designers would 
have stretched longer vanities for both adults along the side walls, leaving the 
center space free. Talk to your client: This type of smaller vanity area might 
work well in a ‘real’ bath with one wall of shallow storage on the left or right 
perimeter wall. Photo courtesy of The KOHLER Store.

Space Planning   
     For the Bath
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unfamiliar with these, or those 
who would like a quick refresher 
course, the new NKBA Planning 
Standards can be accessed at 
www.nkba.org. 

Here are the minimum and 
maximum dimensions designers 
need to plan around for toilets, 
bidets, vanities, tubs and showers.

■  Minimum one-person stand-
ing room in front of a fixture is 
21" from the face of the fixture to 
any obstacle opposite it.

■  Recommended one-person 
standing room in front of a fix-
ture is 30" from the face of the 
fixture to any obstacle opposite it.

Most designers plan a bath-
room by taking the room and 
using all the wall space for the 
fixtures, leaving a somewhat 
large square or rectangle in the 
center of the space. I’d like to 
challenge designers to change 
this approach. Think, first: What 
might “happen” in that center 
space? Some very interesting 
bathroom plans can be created 
when designers move the most 
massive of structures – the bath-
ing pool or the enclosed shower 
– to the center of the room, or 

jut it out into the room, placing 
it 90 degrees at the back wall 
to create narrower walkways 
around these fixtures. Designers 
trying this might create a more 
interesting bath while providing 
more wall space for the family to 
personalize their bath. 

Here is a very successful way 
to approach the conceptual 
design phase of the bathroom 
layout process:

■  First, identify the size of 
the shower, the vanity configura-
tion you’d like to include and the 
tub that will probably be speci-
fied (is it a bathing pool for one, 
or a soaking bath for two?). 

■  Next, draw the fixtures and 
the required surrounding mini-
mum or recommended floor space 
and then create scale templates. 

■  Starting with a blank piece 
of paper with the perimeter of 
the room drawn to scale, move 
your templates around the space. 
Such an approach will free you of 
the constraints of a scale ruler or 
computer screen to start with. 
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Designers can create innovative 
space planning solutions for the 
bath by moving beyond ‘hugging 
the walls’ with fixtures. This girl’s (above) and boy’s 

(below) bath idea was cre-
ated by Benjamin Noriega-Ortiz. 
Disregard the youthful nature 
of these spaces and study the 
interesting concept of the toilet 
concealed behind a partial wall. 
In the girl’s bath, the wall is 
behind the tub. In the boy’s bath, 
the wall is behind the pedestal 
lavatories. Once you’ve looked at 
these ideas, think about how you 
can translate the concept to a 
real environment. Photo courtesy 
of The KOHLER Store.
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THE WATER CLOSET
Conventional master suite design 
today automatically calls for 
placing the water closet (with or 
without a bidet) in a walled-off 
compartment enclosed by a pri-
vacy door. When space is limited 
– or the client’s wish list is long 
– make sure that this toilet place-
ment is critical to the consumer. 

If two adults share the space 
but are rarely in the area at the 
same time, visually shielding the 
toilet from view might accom-
plish everything that family is 
hoping for. 

Additionally, the designer will 
save an enormous amount of 
floor space that is lost in these 
small compartments, not only by 
the framing space required for 
the wall, but by the minimum 
volume of such a compartment 
which is 60"x30", or the recom-
mended size of 66"x32" (accord-
ing to the NKBA Bathroom 
Planning Guidelines 2006).

If shielding the toilet from 
view (not completely separating 
it) is right for the users, consider 
these layout ideas:

■  Build a half wall to con-
ceal the toilet, with a decorative 
glass panel or other architec-
tural detail used to complete the 
visual barrier.

■  Pull the tub or shower away 
from the wall. Then place the 
toilet in the space from the bath-

room wall to the partial wall of a 
shower or tub enclosure.

■  Keep the toilet in a corner, 
but let a wall of the shower shield 
it from full view. 

■  Create a compartment for 
the toilet and bidet by placing it 
in one corner of the bathroom, 
shielding it from view with one 
full wall of the shower and one 
full wall at the end of a tub. 

With any of these unusual 
installations, think through the 
following:

■  Where are you going to 
place the recessed or surface-
mounted toilet tissue holder?

■  Does the consumer want 
some type of built-in magazine 
rack, or a decorative basket on 
the floor? 

■  What side of the toilet is 
the flush lever on? Will it be 
accessible within the plan under 
development?

■  Is the toilet a low-profile 
unit or one with a full tank? This 
will impact the wall height.

■  Does the fixture have one 
of the new combination comfort 
seats that may require more 
width than you’re accustomed to?

THE VANITY
It’s also a good idea to take a new 
look at vanity cabinetry. 

The concept of “vanity fur-
niture” is very popular with 
consumers today. In addition to 
unfitted furniture, one of the 
biggest changes over the past 
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Noted New York designer Clodagh 
creates an intriguing bath as 
she uses the vanity partial wall 
as screening to conceal the 
toilet. This is a great bath plan 
for a room with a large shower. 
Although in an actual environ-
ment, most of us would think of 
a mirror above the vanity, is it not 
possible to plan that reflective 
surface on the back wall? Photo 
courtesy of The KOHLER Store.

Ray Booth, from Nashville, TN, 
provides privacy for the user of 
the toilet without doors closing off 
this bath space. The toilet need 
not be visible through the wall 
opening. The volume of the room 
is greater if there is simply an 
opening leading to the toilet/bidet 
area, rather than a framed privacy 
wall and door. Photo courtesy of 
The KOHLER Store.
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five years in master suite plan-
ning is the reintroduction of 
decorative pedestal sinks that are 
then combined with well-orga-
nized furniture for the bath. 

However, cabinet specialists 
are still planning wonderfully 
detailed, organized, continuous 
elevations of cabinets for the 
bath. Forward thinking design-
ers are becoming familiar with 
the furniture options available 
today. For a client who’s looking 
for “something different,” this is 
a great way to make the master 
suite (remember, the clients con-
sider it “their” master retreat) 
very special – and in a way that 
is just for them. 

Here are a few ideas:
■  Instead of two sinks in a 

long, uninterrupted countertop, 
consider one pedestal (for him) 
with a recessed medicine cabinet 
or an apothecary (mid-height) 
cabinet next to it. Then, plan a 
much larger vanity for the “her” 
part of the space.

■  Plan interesting artistic 
decorative pedestals for both the 
he/she areas of the space, flank-
ing them on each side with furni-
ture. Or, plan a 90-degree return 
of regular cabinetry with the 
counter space and storage slightly 
apart from the lavatory area. 

■  Move that vanity away from 
the wall! Remember the concept 
of the tub or shower in the cen-
ter of the room? Can the vanity 
be on a back or side wall of a cen-
tered tub or shower? Securing 
the mirrors may be a challenge 

– but such an intriguing use of 
floor space might be just what 
the client’s looking for!

Another option would be to 
have the vanity run parallel to 
the walls of the bath so that its 
structure conceals a toilet com-
partment sandwiched between 
the wall and the vanity backing.

A third option would be to let 
the vanity “float” in the center 
of the room – all on its own. 
This is not only dramatic, the 
idea is very functional, as well. I 
once created a trough sink with 
faucets on both sides and featur-
ing Hafele full storage systems 
at each end of a sculptured bath-
room vanity island for a DuPont 
Surfaces exhibit. That concept 
was translated into reality for a 
family’s master suite along the 
New Jersey shore. 

THE BATH TUB
When deciding where to place 
tub, I ask designers to compare  
it to other areas or fixtures in  
the home:

■  Should the tub be like a 
fireplace? The key question to 
ask is just how often and by 
whom is this tub really going 
to be used. For a lone bather, it 
makes sense to be sure the bath-
er is not reclining in the new 
tub with only the toilet in view. 
Create a vista. By the way, don’t 
forget the television: Your cli-
ent may enjoy taking a bath and 
watching TV – I know I do!

■  Should the bathtub be 
a cocoon for introspective 

Another inspired design by Laura 
Bohn offers intriguing ideas. The 
overall space is partitioned by a 
see-through partial wall featuring 
a floating mirror in the vanity area 
to the left. While the designer sug-
gests simply a counter surface, 
we realists would probably plan 
cabinetry. Particularly intriguing 
is  the raised garden seen against 
the vanity wall leading into the 
stepped-up bathing pool/open 
shower area. The toilet is tucked 
in the far right corner: How dis-
ruptive it would have been to have 
placed the toilet in a completely 
separate compartment in this 
beautiful bathroom!

Clodagh suggests Zen luxury in this 
very balanced environment which 
showcases the tub in the center 
of the room. Note the water closet 
compartment and the shower are 
pushed to the back of the space, with 
the tub then extending into the room. 
Walkways are created around the tub, 
in front of and past the two vanities. 
Because bathroom spaces do not 
include mid-height or tall units, the 
viewer can enjoy the volume of the 
room from finished wall to finished 
wall. Therefore, 21" (minimum) to 
31" (recommended) for one person, 
or 36" to 42" for two people moving 
throughout the space’s walkways 
makes sense. In this plan, the wall at 
the end of the tub is unencumbered 
at the moment – it might be a great 
place for a flat screen TV.
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moments of privacy, or like 
a convertible with the user’s 
attention focused on the view? 
Tucking a tub between walls 
with a low ceiling and beautiful 
tile mural is great for the person 
interested in that “cocoon” feel-
ing. Placing a tub in the center 
of the room next to a beautiful 
window – or any location where 
the bather can interact with his 
or her world – is far better if the 
consumer thinks of the tub as a 
great ’50s convertible.

■  Should the tub be designed 
like a kitchen peninsula, island 
or hood? There’s just no doubt 
about it: Oftentimes, the bath-
room features an almost “radial” 
balanced panel with the tub 
holding center stage. I’ve seen 
several delightful baths where 
vanities flank each wall with the 
tub coming out in the center in 
this type of shape. When think-
ing about that tub location, 
remember the need for counter 

space and some minimal  
storage.

■  Freestanding or minimal 
platform tubs are very popular 
today, not to mention another 
great space saver. However, you 
need to plan somewhere for a 
soap dish! You could also try an 
étagère cabinet (an open display 
space) with one shelf within 
reach of the bather. A seating 
cube close by with a lid that 
reverses to a tray, or a small 
decorative table for that candle, 
glass of wine, telephone or favor-
ite book, is also a fine addition. 

■  People who enjoy taking 
a bath need accessible special-
ized storage when they’re in 
the water. I recently saw a great 
example in a relatively minimal 
platform, where the end of the 
platform pulled out so the bather 
could access candles and match-
es, a neck pillow and the books 
she was saving just for those 
quiet moments in the tub. 

THE SHOWER
Lastly, let’s think “outside of the 
box” about the shower.

Clear glass and frameless 
shower enclosures give the 
designer a unique opportunity 
to feature a huge “power show-
ering” facility – in a space that 
might not be all that large. Now, 
a word of caution when thinking 
about clear glass: We’ve become 
accustomed to suggesting to our 
clients that they “squeegee” the 
glass every time they use the 
shower. What a bother! Learn 
from your shower door source 
about new glass technologies 
that offer your client a glass sur-
face resistant to water spotting 
and, therefore, much easier to 
use as a surround for the every-
day shower.

Think of the shower enclosure 
as a box you are free to place 
anywhere in the space, rather 
than an enclosure that’s against 
a long wall or between walls.

■  The shower can be a com-
pletely enclosed, free-standing 
cube with a control tower/panel 
on one side. The shower may 
span the space between the wall 
and the back of the tub. 

■  The shower may have three 
glass sides and one wall that’s 
42" high, housing a vanity, stor-

age cabinet, medi-
tation bench or 
other special area 
on the back. 

■  The shower, 
by the way, doesn’t 
have to have any 
glass around it if 
the entire room 
is protected and 
then tiled. Much 
like a boat “head,” 
the entire bath-
room can also 
be the shower. If 
waterproof mate-
rials are on all 
surfaces and an 
adequate drain 
and floor slope 
is planned, the 
shower can be 
integrated into the 
bath without the 
confines of any 
type of enclosure.

After enjoy-
ing these avante 
garde bathroom 
designs sponsored 
by The KOHLER 
Store, I hope you 

are inspired to think a little dif-
ferently about the space study 
you’re about to create for a mas-
ter suite. In the final presenta-
tion, a more traditional approach 
may be selected. However, before 
you and your client reach this 
decision, think through more 
unusual placements, ensuring 
that, whatever the solution is, 
it’s the best one for your special 
client.                               KBDN

Ellen Cheever, 
CMKBD, ASID, 
is a well-known 
author, design-
er, speaker 
and marketing 
specialist. A 
member of the 

NKBA Hall of Fame, Cheever 
gained prominence in the indus-
try early on as the author of 
two design education textbooks. 
She manages an award-winning 
design firm, Ellen Cheever & 
Associates, and has been part of 
the management team of several 
major cabinet companies.

This is part of a quarterly 
series of “Designer’s Notebook” 
stories, which will continue to 
run throughout 2006 exclusively 
in Kitchen & Bath Design News.
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Christopher Coleman of Brooklyn, New York, suggests an intriguing shower 
location, as he places it at the back of the tub. Once again, many designers 
would have pulled the shower and the tub against the entry door wall, but how 
important is that open center space to the consumer? Might they enjoy decora-
tive tile, art work, heated towel bars or other interesting usage of the perimeter 
walls of the bath, which are freed up when we place the fixtures in the center? 
Photo courtesy of The KOHLER Store.
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B
ackyard barbecues have 
come a long way since 
early charcoal blazers and 
hibachis became popular 
in the 1950s. These once-

simple grills have evolved into 
high-tech appliances designed to 
expand the kitchen out into the 
patio and garden. But why?

The editors at Sunset magazine 
suggest the driving force behind 
the rising popularity of barbecuing 
is its intrinsic appeal – the aromas, 
flavors, easy clean-up and relaxing 
dining style that combine to create 
the “barbecue experience.”

 In addition, I believe the 
current broadly held belief that 
cooking is as much a hobby as a 
responsibility has also been key 
in piquing the interest in outdoor 
cooking and entertaining. When 
both men and women see cooking 
as a hobby, it easily becomes part of 
the most obvious recreational area 
of their homes: the outdoors!

And, while in the past we 
only considered outdoor kitchens 
appropriate for warm climates, if 
the space is properly planned for 
comfort, clients in all different 
areas of the country may be willing 
to invest in such great additions to 

their “private castle.”
Indeed, kitchen/bath 

manufacturers have latched onto 
the growing consumer interest in 
this area, encouraging them with 
suggestions such as “Don’t go away, 
get away: in your own personal 
outdoor space.” They backed 
them up at this year’s K/BIS in 
Chicago with a plethora of products 
appropriate for outdoor kitchens.

But, despite the growing 
interest and market, little has 

By Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID

Planning an outdoor cooking center 
requires examining everything from the 
style and location of the house and the 
relationship between the indoor and 
outdoor kitchen to the number of guests 
and clients’ cooking preferences.

Designed by Martha Kerr, CMKBD, 
of the Neil Kelly Co. in Portland, 
OR, the outdoor kitchen shown 
above shows the key concepts 
discussed in this article. For 
example, this outdoor cooking area 
has a ventilation system to control 
airborne cooking contaminates, 
and provides gas heat for chilly 
evenings. However, Kerr says in 
the future, she’d use an electric 
heater because it’s easier to 
control than gas units.

Designer’s Notebook

Conquering 
The

Photo courtesy of Martha Kerr, CMKBD, Neil Kelly Co.
GREAT  OUTDOOR
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been published about the space-
planning requirements and 
mechanical constraints present 
when creating outdoor cooking, 
dining and entertaining spaces. 
Before embarking on such projects, 
designers need to know what is 
involved and the key issues to 
address to properly help their 
clients. They include:

1. What questions should 
designers ask their clients to 
ensure there is a “good match” 

between the design space, the 
equipment specified and the type 
of outdoor living environment their 
clients desire?

2. What does a designer need 
to consider when searching for the 
location for an outdoor kitchen?

3. What is the difference 
between bringing the outdoors in 
and bringing the indoors out?

4. What are the details of the 
mechanical constraints present in 
exterior living environments?

QUESTIONS TO ASK
To start the planning process, the 
designer must gather information 
from the client.

■  Who is the cook? Who joins 
the cook in the outdoor kitchen? 
Are you creating a simple patio 
grill for the lone chef, or a fully 
functional kitchen with space for 
people to gather? Much like an 
inside kitchen, a counter area, a 
place to be seated and appliances 
positioned for easy sharing are all 

important.
■  What does the client 

cook? People often use the word 
“barbecue” when they actually 
mean “grilling.” Grilling is simply a 
process of cooking food over a high 
heat on a cooking grate. Barbecue 
is a style of cuisine that originated 
in the southern U.S. more than a 
century ago, and it is the process 
of slow-cooking large pieces of 
meat in a smoke-filled chamber 
that burns hardwood. Wood-fired 

The countertop  
is solid blue stone, 
coordinating with  

the patio, which 
consists of random 

blue stone tiles.

Kerr designed the cooking area to be 
specifically placed just beyond the back 
entrance to the kitchen for easy transportation 
of food, food items and serving utensils. The 
enclosure is a cultured stone that matches the 
stone chimneys on the house.

Different from Kerr’s 
outdoor kitchen, this 

kitchen is attached to the 
house structure, providing 

easy access from the 
kitchen pass-through or the 

breakfast room’s sliding 
door. An overhang protects 
the cook, and makes pulling 

the table undercover 
during an unexpected 

rainstorm possible.

Photos courtesy of Martha Kerr, CMKBD, Neil Kelly Co.
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ovens allow you to bake bread, cook 
roasts and even bake pizza. The 
new gas-fired appliances also offer 
more than just a grill: Side burners 
allow you to fry, boil and sauté a 
variety of side dishes while grilling.

■  Will the family and guests 
eat outdoors? How often? Is dining 
in a screened enclosure more 
desirable than dining alfresco? 
Heavy winds can also wreak havoc 
on the client’s organized dinner 
party, driving guests inside or 
spreading smoke from the barbecue 

across the entertaining areas. For a 
space designed for guests lingering 
after dinner over coffee, consider a 
fireplace or fire pit that will provide 
both heat and ambiance for guests 
enjoying the outdoor room.

■  How much outside space is 
there? What other activities take 
place outside? For example, is there 
a child’s playground?

■  Is the area near or 
attached to the house, therefore 
sheltered and close to existing 
plumbing, electrical or gas lines? 
Or is the planned area a distance 
from the primary dwelling?

LOCATION, LOCATION, LOCATION
When planning an outdoor cooking 
center, consider the style and 
location of the house and the 

relationship between the indoor 
kitchen and new outdoor area. 
Become familiar with the yard’s 
natural traffic pattern, the location 
of utility hook-ups and prevailing 
weather conditions, too.

■  What are the climate 
considerations? What is the 
relationship of the kitchen to the 
setting sun throughout the year? 
And note any micro climates – the 
variation in climatic conditions 
within the property. They can vary 
greatly from one corner of the yard 
to another. For ultimate flexibility, 
plan a solid roof cover that will 
make the space usable during the 
day under a blazing sun, or the 
occasional rainy late afternoon.

■  Before suggesting cabinets, 
find out what the year-round 
weather patterns are. For 
instance, by the sea you may be 
strictly limited to stainless steel 

Too much wind can make an outdoor dining or cooking area unusable. A solid vertical barrier may not be the best choice for modifying the 
wind’s effects. Angled baffles, lattice-type fencing or deciduous plantings will disperse wind better. To determine whether or not areas need 
to be sheltered from the wind, post small flags or ribbons at various places on the site and take note of their movement during windy periods.

1. 2.

3. 4.

The kitchen includes an undercabinet 
refrigerator, a barbecue with two 
burners and two stainless steel ‘hatch’ 
doors that provide safe storage in the 
cooking island. The island is at the floor 
level of the house to provide ‘trip-free’ 
walking to and from the kitchen. This 
places the cooking area on a platform, 
separated from the patio by three risers, 
so the cook appears to be ‘on stage.’

Shown is an example of a protected exterior 
electrical outlet provided for the cook. 

Again, this kitchen is different from Kerr’s outdoor kitchen. This outdoor space is a 
defined area within the landscape design and it is some distance from the main house. 
This type of design is ideal in mild climates. More care must be taken when providing 
storage within the outdoor kitchen, or designing movable carts to transport food and 
equipment from kitchen to dining area.
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or other materials that resist 
the corrosive effects of salty air. 
Rather than attempting to custom 
fabricate such cabinets, learn more 
about recently introduced complete 
product lines of outdoor stainless 
steel cabinetry.

For inland outdoor kitchens 
there are more cabinetry choices 
such as those with “boat board” 
– wood or enameled porcelain 
finishes designed to withstand 
direct exposure to the elements. 
Here, outdoor cabinets are 
similar to indoor units in size and 
construction, and are typically 
mounted within a stucco, brick 
or tile surround. They are not 
insulated, so contents are not 
protected from temperature 
extremes, but they can be 
protected from insects/pests with 
latches that create a tight seal.

■  Ask about minimum safety 
standards. This is particularly 
important when building a fire 
pit or fireplace. Contact the local 
fire marshal’s office to obtain 
information on what and when it 
can be burned. While there is no 
national standard regulating grill 
construction, local ordinances, in 
many areas, restrict the conditions 
or locations you can have an 
outdoor fire. Check with the local 
planning department before 

finalizing your plans. Think about 
safety, too. Plan rope lighting below 
any outdoor steps and along floor/
walkway transitions, which are 
harder to see as the sun sets.

■  Be aware of code 
restrictions. Much like when 
planning the inside kitchen, when 
you consider the entire space and 
the adjoining living spaces, the 
outdoor kitchen should be laid out 
as an element of the entire plot. 
Because most communities restrict 
how close to property lines you can 
build, investigate the area’s zoning 
laws, as they may restrict the size, 
use and placement of any structure. 
Consider grade of the lot, and have 
a proper exterior survey done.

■  Test drive the proposed 
outdoor kitchen location. To 
validate your plan, “test drive” 
the chosen outdoor kitchen area. 
Rope it off, and then consider 
traffic patterns. Visit several times 
throughout the afternoon and 
evening. Does it receive consistent 
wind or none at all? What is the 
exposure to the sun? Remember, 
the sun’s angle and arc change with 
the seasons – it has a higher arc 
in the summer, and a lower arc in 
the winter. Avoid a cooking center 
that faces West so clients won’t be 
blinded when cooking with the sun 
low in the sky. Finally, don’t ignore 

drainage issues. Stay out of the 
path of storm water run-off!

PLUMBING ISSUES
For cold water it is usually easy to 
tap into a water pipe that serves a 
nearby outdoor hose bib or faucet. 
For hot water, a supply pipe must 
run from the barbecue sink to an 
existing hot water pipe or the hot 
water heater for hot water. 

An alternative is an on-demand 
hot water heater. An electric “on-
demand” instant hot water heater is 
a small plug-in unit that is installed 
under the sink. It is an excellent 
alternative to running a hot water 
pipe from the home’s hot water 
heater to the barbecue sink. The 
unit connects to cold water pipes 
and heats the water as it travels 
through the unit to the faucet. A 
thermostat on the unit controls 
the water temperature. Units vary 
by the size of the heating unit’s 
wattage, which ranges from 500 to 
1,300 watts.

If your client lives in a climate 
with freezing temperatures, plan 
to winterize the area. Water pipes 
need to be designed so the client 
can clear all water from the system 
in the Fall. Water connections 
should be buried below the frost 
line, as should gas lines.

Consider drainage, too: In some 

home installations the drain simply 
flows into a small pit filled with 
drain rock.

Overall, be careful about 
implementing an idea until you 
have checked into local codes and 
restrictions.

ELECTRICAL POWER
Because outdoor wiring must 
withstand the elements, outdoor 
electrical materials are stronger 
and more resistant to corrosion 
than those used for indoor wiring. 
And because outdoor components 
must fit together tightly to keep 
out water, heavy-duty gaskets or 
special fittings often seal cover 
plates on outdoor electrical boxes.

Outdoor receptacle boxes start 
with a water-tight housing made of 
cast aluminum, zinc-dipped iron or 
bronze. They have threaded entries 
to keep out water. All covers for 
water-tight boxes are sealed with 
gaskets, and many switch boxes are 
equipped with an exterior on/off 
lever so you can operate the switch 
without opening the cover.

Some type of conduit piping 
is used to run the wires to the 
outdoor components. Special PVC 
housing boxes are designed for 
use with plastic conduit (different 
from the plastic electrical boxes 
used for indoor electrical cable). 
Non-metallic conduit does not 
constitute a grounded system, so 
you must run a separate grounding 
wire or cable that includes a 
separate ground conductor.

Complete a detailed review of 
the electrical power requirements 
of all of the equipment planned. 
Often overlooked are:

■  An outlet for the electrical 
rotisserie or side burners included 
with the grill.

■  An outlet for a built-in 
refrigerator, blender or a beer keg 
in the refreshment center.

■  An outlet and cable line 
for the TV/portable CD player and 
speaker line for outdoor speakers.

■  Electrical lines for lighting 
at walkway step transitions.

DESIGN DETAILS
Designers who have created 
outdoor kitchens offer suggestions:

■  Plan an outdoor kitchen just 
as you would a regular kitchen. An 
‘L’ or ‘U’ arrangement works well 
with a captured cook and guests 
just opposite. A corridor or single 
wall with an island is also very 
workable.

■  Select the right countertop 

This Las Vegas outdoor kitchen was designed by Damon Lang, president of Green Planet Landscaping. The kitchen uses an angled 
shape to accommodate both the hospitality center and the grill. Note Lang’s effective use of mosaic glass tile as an accent. 

Photo courtesy of D
am

on Lang, Green Planet Landscaping
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material – granite, marble, tile 
or flagstone. In warm-weather 
climates, flagstone is used because 
of the variety of colors and its 
easy maintenance. Its natural 
look blends well in an outdoor 
environment, plus it costs a lot less 
than granite or marble. A sealer is 
applied to the flagstone’s surface 
after the installation to prevent 
staining. Solid-surfacing materials 
are another excellent choice.

■  Develop a lighting plan that 
considers seasonal changes in the 
sun’s setting pattern. Try adding 
a counter-mounted barbecue grill 
flex light so that the light can be 
focused on the grilling surface. Be 
wary of lights along the backsplash 
that might be blocked when the grill 
cover is raised. Add lighting built 
into the roof or trellis ceiling above 
the grilling area. Free-standing floor 
lamps are also available.

■  Even if there is not much 
storage, think about ways to 
conceal the unsightly mess created 
from the meal preparation. Ideas 
for storage include:

1. An undercounter open shelf 
or a dual-level island so the cook 
can stash dirty plates until they are 
carried inside.

2. A cut-out in the countertop to 
house restaurant-style condiment 
trays, which can be filled in the 
kitchen and then installed in the 
counter for buffet service.

3. A cart to move things from 
the inside to outside.

4. A built-in trash drawer or 
tilt-out in the grilling area and 
the refreshment area so there is 
no free-standing trash container; 
for critter control, the garbage 
container needs to have a tightly 
fitted lid, and it must be removed 
immediately.

5. Hooks or bars for oversized 
grilling equipment, pot holders, foil 
for cooking or covering, a recessed 
enclosure for paper towels and a 
bar for fabric washcloths or towels.

6. A spot for equipment covers 
to be stashed when the kitchen is 
being used.

7. A space for a fire extinguisher 
handy to the grill.

8. A free-standing bar cart, or a 
built-in ice chest drawer, icemaker 
or refrigerated beverage center, 
all of which can be an important 
part of an outdoor gathering space. 
Don’t forget to ask if blended party 
drinks are part of the fun – if so, 
you will need to plan storage for 
the blender and the necessary 

electrical power. 
To facilitate a fun-filled 

afternoon or evening gathering, a 
casual 36" counter height or 42" 
bar-type counter may be oriented 
to the refreshment center rather 
than to the cooking appliance. If 
the grill or fireplace uses tanks of 
propane, plan a storage area for a 
back-up tank.

Don’t forget to determine what 
type of summertime fabric covers 
will be used to protect the kitchen 
from rain, and whether or not a 
sturdy cover for the kitchen area is 
needed for protection during snowy 
winter months.

Grill manufacturers offer 
felt-lined covers to protect each 
specific piece of equipment. Side 
burners generally come with a steel 
cover. These items are normally 
not included in the price of the 
equipment. They are accessories 
and are ordered separately.

As noted earlier, plan on a 
storage area for these 
covers when the 
outdoor kitchen is 
in use. If the entire 
cooking center must be 
covered for the winter, 
consider a zipped 
blanket custom-made 
by an awning company 
or a firm that provides 
covers for boats.

COMFORT
For ultimate comfort, 
consider the following 
finishing touches for 
your outdoor living 
space plan:

■  Furniture. 
Knowing how many 
people will gather for 
different events hosted 
in the outdoor area 

is key. If the numbers 
change dramatically, you might 
consider a special, easily accessible 
storage area for stackable chairs.

For permanent gathering 
areas, consider deep, reclining, 
comfortable seating. Furniture is 
not as oversized in outdoor living 
spaces as it has been in the past. 
It is more streamlined, but still 
comfortable. Fewer chaise lounges 
are being used today, so mix 
and match chairs and ottomans. 
Furniture manufacturers say 
consumers want their outdoor 
furniture to look like indoor pieces. 
The goal is to bring the inside 
style out to the new living space. 
Sunbrella fabric, outdoor carpets 

This view of Lang’s kitchen 
spotlights the hospitality area.

Photos courtesy of D
am

on Lang, Green Planet Landscapings

Here, Lang’s outdoor kitchen 
provides plenty of table and 
counter seating space.
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and decorative floor lamps are all 
now available for outdoor rooms.

■  Shade. Providing shade 
for the kitchen, dining area and 
lounging area is crucial. Natural 
shade trees may be planned. A 
pergola (a structure consisting of 
parallel colonnades supporting 
an open roof of 
girders and cross 
rafters) planted 
with vines, or a 
solid roof overhead, 
may be a good 
option. A motorized 
contractible 
awning or umbrella 
on a table can also 
be planned.

■  Fans. 
Outdoor fans, 
suspended from 
the roof of a 
porch or a semi-
enclosed outdoor 
kitchen, keeps 
the air moving in 
the outdoor living 
space, making it 
more comfortable 
on hot days. Fans 
also help keep the 
bugs away.

Look for a fan that is UL-rated 
for wet locations as opposed to 
damp locations. The former has 
seals and grommets to prevent 
moisture from penetrating the 
motor and electrical elements, plus 
plastic weather-resistant blades 
and stainless steel hardware.

■  Misting Systems. Misters 
force water through a nozzle to 
produce super-fine droplets of 
water that cool thanks to “flash 
evaporation” when they reach 
the hot air – without wetting the 
surrounding area. These systems 
work best in hot, dry areas; they 
simply add humidity to the air in 

humid locales. In the right setting, 
they can lower the air temperature 
by as much as 25°.

■  Heating. Although stone 
decking and walls can provide light 
thermal heating, a mechanical 
system may be required if the 
clients want to use the outdoor 
room year-round. Portable, outdoor-
rated gas or electric space heaters 
are widely available, but may not be 
the most attractive option. Large, 
free-standing heaters that look a 
bit like stainless steel lamp posts 
are often a good solution. The size 
of the fixture determines the radius 
of the circle of heat provided by the 
fixture. And don’t overlook a gas or 
real wood fire pit or fireplace.

ACCESSORIES
Watch for new and innovative 
appliances, accessories and special 
items for the outdoor kitchen. 
Because of the popularity of 
outdoor spaces, a great deal of 
retail merchants are offering new 
products.

To see pictures and examples 
of some of these accessories and 
to get some ideas, go to www.
outdoorkitchenconcepts.com, www.
vikingrange.com, www.lynxgrills.
com and www.zoobler.com.

In addition to searching out 
new products offered by kitchen 
manufacturers, I counsel you to 
interview well-known landscape 
designers or architects in your 

area. For example, I spoke with 
Damon Lang of Green Planet 
Landscaping, in Las Vegas, NV 
(www.greenplanetlandscaping.
com), who was very helpful during 
my research for this article.

Because landscapers often are 
asked to plan outdoor kitchens 
for many clients, perhaps a new 
collaboration can be forged 
between your design firm and an 
outdoor specialist.

Ellen Cheever, 
CMKBD, ASID, 
is a well-known 
author, design-
er, speaker and 
marketing  
specialist.

A member of the NKBA Hall 
of Fame, Cheever gained promi-
nence in the industry early on 
as the author of two design edu-
cation textbooks. She manages 
an award-winning design firm, 
Ellen Cheever & Associates, and 
has been part of the management 
team of several major cabinet 
companies.

This article is part of a 
quarterly series of “Designer’s 
Notebook” articles, which will 
continue to run throughout 2006 
exclusively in Kitchen & Bath 
Design News and online at KBDN’s 
Web site, www.kitchenbathdesign.
com. Past “Designer’s Notebook” 
articles can also be found on the 
Web site.

At right is a view of the grill 
area from Lang’s kitchen. 

Below is the floorplan of the outdoor 
kitchen designed by Damon Lang. 
A corridor kitchen, it fits the small 

backyard area that’s dominated by an 
existing swimming pool. A bar-height 

counter surrounds the hospitality 
area, which is strategically placed 

between the grill area and fireplace/
table area. 

Photos courtesy of D
am

on Lang, Green Planet Landscapings
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I 
learned early in my career how 
differently Americans look at 
proper clothing storage than 
those in other parts of the world. 
Many of us are still remodeling 

“master bedrooms” from the 1960s 
and 1970s, when sleeping zones, tiny 
baths and smallish “walk-in” closets 
were combined. New-construction 
builders seem to have simply 
enlarged these three rooms in many 
modern homes being built today.

However, many upscale 
consumers look at closet storage very 
differently. They want a separate 
room, not just a hallway flanked 
with hanging space. In my original 

bath book, The Basics of Bathroom 
Design…and Beyond, published 
in the mid-’80s, I included lists of 
spatial requirements for hanging and 
folded clothes to help other designers 
create elaborate closet/dressing 
rooms because I viewed these rooms 
as a profitable business niche.

Twenty-five years later, this 
interest in large, dramatic personal 
spaces reserved for dressing, 
grooming and garment care has 
developed into a “big business” 
 – stretching from the mid-market 
through the luxury sector. Kitchen 
designers have a great new business 
opportunity today – supported by 

By Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASIDDesigners can 
tap into a new 
profit center 
by adding 
dressing rooms 
to their business 
offerings.

Designer’s Notebook

Photo: Courtesy of Wood-Mode Fine Custom Cabinetry.

DRESSING
Photo: Courtesy of Wood-Mode Fine Custom Cabinetry.

Adjustable cross-wise and length-wise dividers are an 
excellent way to provide custom sizing for the client’s 

clothing possessions without needing to determine 
every single folded size in the planning stage. 
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many of their cabinet company 
partners – in the design and material 
specification for storage systems 
that offer the same fine quality of 
woodworking our consumers demand 
in their kitchen cabinetry.

To really understand these 
spaces, designers first must define 
them, recognizing the difference 
between separate simple utilitarian 
closets and spacious dressing rooms.

■  A wardrobe (called an 
“armoire” in Europe) is a piece of 
furniture that serves as a clothing 
storage area.

■  A reach-in closet is one 
where doors conceal the pole and 
shelf space is accessed only when 
the doors are open.

■  A walk-in closet is a room 

that one walks into to access 
two, three or four walls of space 
organized with hanging poles and 
storage shelving. Typically all are 
exposed, although some pole areas 
and shelving may be placed behind 
more elegant doors.

■  A dressing room is a larger 
version of a walk-in closet, with a 
furniture island or seating area in 
the center of the space. It normally 
includes built-in dresser cabinetry 
to store all clothing so the sleeping 
area in the master suite has no 
clothing storage responsibilities.

A NEW MARKET NICHE
Designing dressing rooms is a new 
high-style market niche. Designers’ 
talents are valued because there is 

ROOMS
This luxurious dressing room 
features a multi-layered lighting 
system. Consider using open 
storage and hanging space 
enclosed behind glass doors and 
combining it with a center island. 

 Hanging space can be stationary for 
taller clients, while dropped racks 
are also available to make reaching 
the second hanging rod easier. 

Photo: Courtesy of Wood-Mode Fine Custom Cabinetry.
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a focus on the “look” of the space. 
Consumers are requesting more 
amenities such as glass closet 
doors and detailed architectural 
accoutrements such as crown 
molding, baseboard and columns 
 – accents designers are already 
skilled in using.

Such a room also has a “multi-
tasking” nature to it. While the 
storage, dressing and grooming 
space is the first priority, the space 
may also be the exercise room, the 
clothing care center or have other 
uses that need to be identified. All 
of these activities have specific 
storage requirements.

Here’s how I plan dressing rooms:
1. Determine what will be 

stored in the room.
For these special spaces, 

a thorough survey must be 
completed, followed with a clear 
understanding of how the person 
stores possessions.

To make the most out of the 
available space, here are some 
helpful hints from the Association 
of Closet and Storage Professionals 
(www.closets.org).

■  Before you begin the 
planning process, ask the client to 
take everything out of the closet 
and evaluate what should be kept. 
A good rule of thumb: If they 
haven’t worn something for a year, 
perhaps it should be given away.

■  Get rid of clothes that don’t 
fit or are out of style.

■  Find other storage areas for 
all items not related to the adult 
dressing room assignment of the 
space. Sports gear, for example, 
does not belong in a clothes closet.

■  Weed out unused hangers to 
create more space.

■  The client needs to count 
sweaters, shoes and other items 
that are folded so proper shelf 
space can be incorporated before 
you start laying out the space.

■  Hanging and folding 
preferences must also be 
determined. The overall length 
of hung coats, skirts and slacks 
must be identified because these 
dimensions will dictate the 
placement of hanging double pole 
storage. Are dress shirts hung on 
hangers, or folded by the cleaners? 
Are pants folded on specially 
designed pant hangers, or hung 
from the cuff? Everything needs to 
be visible to be easily retrievable, 
and while sweaters, casual shirts 
and sweatshirts will be folded for 
storage, they must be displayed on 
the shelf so the client can see them.

2. Assuming that the closet 
contents have been narrowed down 
to appropriate dressing room 
apparel, and the quantities have 
been identified, take inventory.

■  Count and measure. If you 
are going to create article-specific 
storage for items such as oversized 
shoes or knee-high boots, you need 
to know the exact size so they’ll 
fit. Even for more generic spaces, 
a count of shirts, slacks, jackets, 
etc. is important to determine the 
shelf/pole space needed.

■  Draw the plan and identify 
where everything will be stored 
and in what quantities.

3. Determine other activities 
that will take place in the 
dressing room.

In addition to what will be 
stored in the closet, the designer 
should get answers to the following:

■  Does the client want a place 

to sit? Under-window seating works 
especially well because the space 
cannot be used for easily accessible 
storage. Does the client want to 
look out a window when seated? 
Window sills can be no higher than 
42" off the floor if a seated viewer 
will be looking out of them.

■  If the client wants a full-
length mirror, can there be at  
least 36" to 48" (3' to 4') of clear 
floor space in front of the mirror  
for easy viewing?

■  Does the client want to 
watch television while getting 
dressed? If so, you will need to 
plan storage around the TV. Or, 
ingeniously plan a TV system that 
conceals the screen when not in 

use. For example, Häfele America 
Co. has a piece of hardware that 
allows a flat-screen TV to retract 
behind a cabinet.

■  Is the client planning on 
collecting soiled clothing in the 
closet and/or handling garment 
care in the space?

■  What else would they like 
to store in the room? What other 
activities should be incorporated?

4. Choose the closet material 
right for the project and budget.

■  Wire products are 
inexpensive and readily available. 
But, while ventilation is provided, 

they can create waffle patterns on 
the back of garments, and may not 
provide a stable enough base for 
some items. Some of these systems 
are very price sensitive. If you plan 
to propose this type of solution, 
make sure your design time is 
covered by a fee and the installation 
costs are clearly understood and 
approved by the client.

■  Melamine and wood 
veneer wall-mounted systems are 
typically what’s offered the most 
by manufacturers specializing in 
closet items. They’re normally hung 
on a rail that’s screwed securely 
into the studs in the wall. Shelves 
and poles are adjustable because of 
the boring system incorporated, as 

The laundry hamper should 
be divided for clothes 
headed to the dry cleaners, 
as well as those that will 
be laundered on site.
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 While women carry 
possessions in a purse, 
men need what I call 
‘pocket shelves.’ In this 
example, a double-sided 
pull-out provides tie and 
belt storage, as well 
as adjustable shelving 
for items a man carries 
with him. 
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well as the availability of partitions 
that allow the panel system to 
be flexible. There is a continuous 
stream of product innovation in 
this category worth your attention.

■  Furniture-like systems 
are being introduced by cabinet 
manufacturers because consumers 
will pay for high-quality component 
parts and the look offered. Because 
many systems rest on the floor, they 
feature deeper shelving and a wider 
variety of storage components.

5. Consider furniture for the 
center of the dressing room.

A cornerstone of these well-
organized spaces is the inclusion of 
a center island that often includes 
bench seating integrated into the 
closet or placed at each end. Such 
an island can be finished at 30", 
36", 39" or 42" high, depending on 
the client’s height. The island can 
provide typical roll-out drawers or 
shelves, or can be used for 
other highly valued closet-
related organizational 
items such as garment 
care items or appointed 
as packing assistance 
centers. For clothing care 
you might want to consider 
the following:

■  One hamper 
designated for dry cleaning.

■  One (removable) 
hamper for laundry or a 
chute to a laundry center 
below. Some larger closets 
may have their own 
stacked, full-size washer 
and dryer so all adult 
clothing is laundered, folded and 
stored without leaving the closet.

■  A gentleman’s valet or pant 
press attachment.

■  A built-in ironing board.
■  A divided drawer for 

mending equipment.
■  A drawer with all shoe 

polishing items.
For packing assistance, a 

36"- or 42"-high counter allows 
a garment bag to be easily laid 
out and packed, while a pull-out 
hanging rod allows the client to 
gather items before being packed. 
Drawers with length-wise or cross-
wise dividers can be organized so 
that all 3 oz. or less travel items, as 
well as other grooming equipment, 
can be easily located and packed 
quickly.

6. Design the lighting system.
Any well-designed dressing room 

will incorporate a carefully planned 
lighting system that not only meets 
building code requirements, but also 

makes seeing and selecting clothing 
easy, without producing a lot of heat.

Most importantly, understand 
the hazards of heat in an enclosed 
closet design. Any type of exposed 
bulbs are often considered a fire 
hazard by municipal codes and are 
not allowed in any room identified as 
a “closet.” Designers should clarify 
with their local building department 
if there is a designated difference in 
code requirements for a closet and a 
dressing room, or if any space where 
garments are hung (regardless of 
size) is considered a closet. If so, 
your lighting choices are limited to 
enclosed fixtures with lenses.

Once you’re past the code issue, 
here are some helpful hints from 
Daniel Mattes, CLC (Certified 
Lighting Consultant through the 
American Lighting Association). 
He’s with the Bright Light Design 
Center in Wilmington, DE (www.
brightlightdesigncenter.com).

■  Avoid halogen or Zeon light 
lamps that can result in “hot spots” 

in closet design. Realize that 
high-wattage (high-lumen-output) 
halogen lamps are likely to burn 
out more frequently than their 
equivalent incandescent lamps 
– another reason they’re not suited 
for this environment.

■  Avoid recessed can fixtures 
with incandescent lamps and lenses. 
Such fixtures installed in closets 
(often a second-floor installation) 
must also be certified to be insulated. 
Recessed can fixtures with lenses 
that are designed for insulated 

attic spaces will have low-wattage 
(lumen output) lamp maximums. 
They don’t deliver enough light.

■  Even if exposed lamps are 
allowed in a recessed can fixture 
in a closet, avoid them unless you 
specify directional wall washer 
trims. Most recessed can fixtures 
are designed to illuminate a 
horizontal surface below them 
or provide directional light for 
artwork; they don’t “wash walls” 
very well. The role of a lighting 
system in a closet is to wash the 

Photos: Courtesy  of W
ellborn Cabinet, Inc.

Acrylic moveable dividers create individual 
spaces for handbags and purses.

 A dressing area design in combination with a grooming/vanity 
center is a good blend of spaces. Note the wall division between 
the grooming area and the clothing storage area accented with 
the introduction of a decorative column. 

Angled shoe storage can 
be created with guardrails 
attractively installed along 
the face of the shelf.
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entire wall space where items are 
hung or placed on shelving for 
storage. Mattes notes there are 
specialty recessed fixtures that 
overcome these drawbacks. Most 
designers find the additional costs 
outside the budget established 
for the project, but these special 
fixtures are worth the money. 
Designers just need to have an 
adequate lighting allowance in the 
estimate to specify them.

■  Think about upgrading the 
switching system to make it easier 
for your client to enter and exit the 
closet. An “occupant sensor” is a 
great idea. The normal switch is 
replaced with a motion sensor that 
goes on when an individual enters 
the closet space, and off when the 
person exits.

■  Use surface-mounted 
incandescent or fluorescent fixtures, 
which are functional and affordable.

Two surface-mounted 
incandescent fixtures (look for 
a fixture that has a maximum of 
three 60-watt lamps) will provide 
adequate lighting. Fluorescent 
lamps are also a good choice if 
chosen carefully based on the 

quality of light that will best  
match the client’s lifestyle.

You should be aware that 5,000° 
Kelvin fluorescent lamps, called “full 
spectrum lights,” imitate true natural 
northern light, but because natural 
light has a bluish cast, it’s not great 
for skin tones. Instead, you could 
try a 3,500° Kelvin fixture, which is 
warmer and has good color rendition. 
It’s not only more flattering to skin 
tones, it’s also more appropriate for 
a client who dresses at the start of 
the day to begin that day spent under 
predominantly incandescent lighting.

■  In small (reach-in) closets, 
keep it simple. Install an exposed 
fluorescent fixture (that does not 
get hot and will meet code) above 
the doorway, operated by a wall 
switch or by a hinge switch to wash 
the enclosed space.

■  For large dressing areas, 
consider a three-tier lighting 
system. Directional surface-
mounted lighting at the ceiling 
should be placed between the 
client and the racking system to 
illuminate the hanging clothes 
and/or items on shelves or racks.  
A second surface-mounted lighting 

system illuminates the general area 
in front of the mirror so the clients 
can be well lt as they’re organizing 
their coordinated ensembles. A 
decorative fixture – a chandelier, 
perhaps – can then be installed  
if the space is highly styled.

■  Watch out for windows or 
skylights in closets: Clothes will 
be faded by direct sunlight. I try to 
avoid skylights altogether. And note 
that any windows installed need 
sun-blocking shades.

You might also want to add a 
quiet ventilation upgrade. Broan has 
a recessed fan/light combination 
that is ducted through a 4" pipe, 
and looks just like any other 
recessed light. Larger, enclosed 
fan/light combinations are also 
worth considering. Such ventilation 
is ideal in a new-build home that 
is tightly sealed, or a home in an 
extremely cold climate or in an area 
of the country with exceedingly high 
humidity. Such a ventilation system 
will help eliminate or control mold, 
mildew and other still-air breeders.

Closets need air flow and 
dehumidification. Including a fan 
on a timer (so it goes on and off at 

regular intervals) can help pull air 
through the closet even when the 
door is shut. The door should be 
sized so that make-up air can enter 
the dressing room under the door.

Lastly, remember to include 
a “charging station” if family 
members using the dressing room 
want to charge electronic equipment 
in this space. Häfele America Co. 
and Doug Mockett & Co. have 
several unique multi-port devices 
that recess into a countertop.

A sophisticated dressing room 
means going beyond the basics of 
closet design and installation: It 
means creating a very personalized 
space that may be as thematic 
as other more public areas in 
the home. Your existing design 
experience, honed by years of 
creating great kitchens, can be 
easily applied to the dressing-room 
planning process.

As we begin an exciting new 
year – and face a slowed economy 
in some communities – consider 
reaching out to your past client base 
to let them know of your expertise 
in closet/dressing-room planning. 
Add questions pertaining to these 
areas to your survey questionnaire 
so that you’re prepared to query 
new clients about their interest in 
a sophisticated dressing room for a 
project under consideration.

After closets, what’s next? 
It’s already here. Think of the 
possibilities for custom storage 
systems designed for the garage.

Ellen Cheever, 
CMKBD, ASID, 
is a well-known 
author, design-
er, speaker and 
marketing  
specialist.

A member of the NKBA Hall 
of Fame, Cheever gained promi-
nence in the industry early on 
as the author of two design edu-
cation textbooks. She manages 
an award-winning design firm, 
Ellen Cheever & Associates, and 
has been part of the management 
team of several major cabinet 
companies.

This article is part of a 
quarterly series of “Designer’s 
Notebook” articles, which will 
continue to run throughout 2007 
exclusively in Kitchen & Bath 
Design News and online at KBDN’s 
Website, www.kitchenbathdesign.
com. Past “Designer’s Notebook” 
articles can also be found on the 
Website.
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Recommended Clothing Storage Allowances

Rod heights (height of rod and shelf above rod) may vary according to the height and vertical reach of the person(s) using the 
closet and the length of clothing when. The table above lists some standard storage recommendations to get you started. 

Women’s Clothing Hanging Space Pole Space
 Blouses 27"-45" 1"-2" 
 Skirts 24"-45" 1"-2"
 Day Dresses/Robes 42"-60" 2"-3"
 Evening Dresses 60"-72" 2"-6"
 Slacks (1/2 Folded) 21"-30" 1"-2"
 Slacks (Full Length) 48"-48" 1"-2"
 Jackets/Coats 27"-60" 2"-4"

Men’s Clothing Hanging Space Pole Space
 Shirts 36"-42" 1"-2"
 Slacks 1/2 Folded 36"-45" 2"
 Slacks Full Length 54"-60" 2"
 Suits with Slacks 1/2 Folded 36"-45" 4" 
 Jackets/Coats 36"-60" 3"-4"

Shelf Space
 Allow 12"-15" width for folded sweaters.
 Allow 9"-12" width for folded shirts.
 Allow 9"-12" width for each pair of stored men’s shoes.
 Allow 6"-9" width for each pair of stored women’s shoes.
 Allow 4"x10" space for folded socks/nylons, 4"x5" for rolled.
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T
rend watchers generally 
agree that upscale consumers 
want their kitchen and bath 
spaces designed to support 
their unique and individual 

lifestyles. As designers, we recognize 
this, and focus our attention 
on finding out just what is most 
important to our client. 

We begin this search as we 
interview the consumer for the first 
time, reviewing plans or visiting a 
home to be remodeled. Oftentimes, as 
we walk into a kitchen or bath space, 

a great solution will immediately 
“jump to mind.” However, when a 
great solution jumps to mind, that’s 
no guarantee that it’s the absolute 
best solution for the space. The best 
spaces are often a result of taking 
the time to consider more than one 
design solution. 

For that reason, I would like 
to suggest a new approach to 
challenging spaces, one that hones 
your skills at exploring different 
design options. This is a process I 
call “what iffing.” 

When more than one solution is 
evaluated for a given space, it takes 
clear thinking, first to articulate 
the various solutions and then to 
critique them. It’s equally important 
to sort through several space study 
options with an organized review 
process, so the client is not confused 
by the presentation. 

Recently I had the opportunity 
to renovate a stately, 85-year-
old home built of Pennsylvania 
brownstone and brick. Both the 
kitchen and bath were a challenge, 
leading to the consideration of a  
 

collection of solutions. I’d like to 
share them with you in an attempt to 
demonstrate how you may consider 
various solutions. 

 
PROJECT OVERVIEW
The new owners – a Baby Boomer-
aged couple with no children at 
home – purchased the property with 
an eye toward making it a great 
adult space. The remodeling goals 
included offices for each adult, a 
“wellness center,” a private guest 

To add a color detail, the Viking range 
is a cobalt blue and is accented with 
Borealis Blue Zodiaq at the windowsill 
and in the tile feature strips. Photo 
courtesy of Peter Leach Photography.

By Ellen Cheever, CKD, ASID

In the finished kitchen, the peninsula serves 
as both a gathering counter and a work space. 
Note the Enkeboll Design decorative carved 
pineapples at the back of the island and the 
carved valance. Viking appliances, Plain & 
Fancy cabinetry, Blanco sink and faucets, and 
DuPont Zodiaq countertops were also used. 
Photo courtesy of Peter Leach Photography.

EXPLORING YOUR  
OPTIONS

The best design 
solutions are often 
found only after 
exploring and critically 
evaluating multiple 
design ideas.
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retreat, a convenient laundry area, 
a great master bedroom suite and 
a kitchen where friends and family 
could gather. 

Restructuring the kitchen/
breakfast/rear staircase area of the 
first floor took top priority. A major 
concern was to create a gathering-
space kitchen with an open floor 
plan. Ideally, the new area needed to 
be oriented toward the back garden. 

Laundry facilities on the first 
floor was also a request. 

Such a “wish list” required major 
structural changes; I had to consider 
and estimate these changes first.

The key in this project was 
the early decision to eliminate the 
stairwell at the back of the home 
that led to the basement laundry 
room, down to the garden ground 
level, and up to the staff quarters on 
the second floor. I reasoned that this 
very valuable square footage could 
become part of the kitchen on the 
first floor and offer a unique “flex 
space” on the second floor.

When considering construction 
changes, individual ideas need to 
be isolated and priced separately 
to judge the possible return on 
investment for each.

In this case, part of this 
restructuring expense revolved 
around adding new doorways. 
Cutting a door from the garage to 
the new kitchen was one new access 
request. Replacing the breakfast 
room window with a doorway was a 
high priority. Both were expensive 
construction undertakings because 
of the stone construction. 

The new owners could justify 
the construction expense to remove 
the entire three floors of stairwell 
(basement to second living area) and 
add the garden door, however, the 
team decided a door from the garage 
was not critical and providing access 
would infringe on the double-car 
parking space.

CONSIDER RELOCATING THE ROOM
Another thing designers need to 
keep in mind is to not limit their 
horizons based on existing-room 
names. In this case, two options 

considered relocating the kitchen 
– in its entirety – into the dining 
room. This placed the kitchen in 
the center of the home, with easy 
access to the outside flagstone 
terrace. 

An attractive dining alcove 
was suggested in the adjacent 
oversized living room, with 
furniture locations noted. In option 
number one, the plan allowed the 
current kitchen/breakfast area to 
be redesigned to include a casual 
gathering space and a full-sized 
laundry or, perhaps, a home office 

in the space. 
In option number two, an 

expensive solution was considered 
that provided new square 
footage by adding a pantry as 
a “mini” room addition just off 
the kitchen. Because a room 
addition to the master bath was 
under consideration, additional 
space to the kitchen was possible 
– expensive, but possible.

The pros to these two plans 
would be:

 ■ A great kitchen.
 ■ Better use of living space on 

the first floor.
 ■ A home office with a private 

entrance off of the driveway.
The cons to this plan include:

 ■ The ideas cost a lot of money
 ■ The reassignment of functions 

destroys the grand dining room, 
which is part of the allure of this 
house to future buyers.

 ■ Inch by inch, the kitchen 
doesn’t actually improve.

While these solutions were 
ultimately not selected, they provide 
a good example of “thinking outside 
of the box.”

KITCHEN BEFORE PLAN
At right, top, is the original kitchen floor 
plan. One option considered (at bottom 
right) places the kitchen in the center of 
the space, with a possible dining alcove 
located in the adjacent living room. 

KITCHEN OPTION 1

119



102   KITCHEN & BATH DESIGN NEWS   |   MAY 2007 www.KitchenBathDesign.comCELEBRATING OUR            TH YEAR OF PUBLISHING

Designer’s Notebook

REWORKING AN EXISTING SPACE
To encourage creative “what iffing,” 
use a blank piece of paper and think 
about all of the various arrangements 
possible in the existing space.

Applying this concept, several 
other proposals were created  
that reorganized the new kitchen 
in its existing location while 
combining it with the adjacent 
breakfast room. 

Option number three featured an 
island. The pros to this included:

 ■ Everyone loves islands.
 ■ Maximum space provided for 

breakfast area table.
 ■ Good traffic flow.

The cons to this plan were:
 ■ Floor space would be wasted 

because of the required walkway all 
around the island.

 ■ The first floor laundry room’s 
size is very small – size driven by the 
island walkway requirement. 

 ■ The plan provides more seat-
ing spaces than needed.  

Option four offered a peninsula. 
The pros of that plan were:

 ■ It recovers “lost” floor space 
required for island walkways.

 ■ It offers a much better laun-
dry/utility room.

 ■ It provides more linear feet of 
storage and counter space.

 ■ It allows for a message center 
at a right angle.

The cons to this plan were:
 ■ The space would techni-

cally not be “open” – so would it feel 
confined?

 ■ There’s a question of whether 
the plan is boring – it needs more  

“island pizzazz” added to the penin-
sula sensibility.

 
KNOW PRODUCT INNOVATIONS
To truly encourage creative ideas, 
knowledge of up-to-date product 
innovations is a must.

For instance, stacked laundry 
equipment has been available 
for years – but it has often been 
considered “mini” in sizing. 
However, recently introduced full-
sized stackable equipment is now 
available. 

Knowing about such equipment 
was an important part of the first 
floor laundry room solution.

THINK ABOUT THE PEOPLE
When thinking about options, 
it’s also key to think about the 

“people flow” in the plan, carefully 
considering all furniture that will be 
part of the room.

In addition to plotting the 
traditional kitchen triangle, 
planning for traffic and a variety of 
seating areas and/or other furniture 
is part of the critiquing process. 

 
THE PLAN SELECTED
The plan selected (see Kitchen 
Option 4 on Page 104) was 
enhanced by the addition of a new 
deck immediately off the kitchen.
Major construction funds were 
invested in transforming four 
small rooms into the new space.  
The construction budget was 
estimated very early in the 
planning process. After it was 
approved, the design team turned 
its attention to the details of the 
kitchen’s functional plan. 

The plan was refined with the 
following details:

 ■ The wall space limitation 
caused by the entry door placement 
is overcome by the inclusion of a tall 
cabinet. A combination microwave/
convection oven is incorporated into 
this cabinet. 

 ■ The refrigerator is recessed 
into the laundry area, and a shallow 
cabinet serving as a “charging station” 
is placed next to this appliance. 
This is a great way to plan a family 
message area/cell phone charging/
walking gear station by the family’s 
primary exit door.

 ■ The “peninsula” styled kitchen 
counter features two “perching” ar-
eas. In today’s lifestyle, visiting family 
and friends can cozy up to the cook 
with such seating. 

 ■ The remaining space can 
accommodate a table and chairs for 
two, or a comfortable chair. The flat 
screen television will be positioned at 
the refrigerator end panel, providing 
viewing from all corners of the room.

 
THE BATH SPACE
It’s important when designing baths 
to think about the floor area of the 

At left, top, is an expensive solution 
that provides a great kitchen, better 
use of living space and a home office 
with private entrance. However, the 
reassignment of functions destroys the 
grand dining room. At left, bottom, is 
another option that features an island, 
good traffic flow and the maximum space 
for a breakfast area table. Downsides 
include wasted space due to the walkway 
around the island, a small laundry room 
and more seating than necessary. 

KITCHEN OPTION 2

KITCHEN OPTION 3
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entire bedroom suite 
The most difficult part of this 

renovation project was working 
through the redesign of the 
master suite. The goal was to 
provide a welcoming rest area, a 
well-organized his/her grooming 
center and personal space for the 
homeowners. The stone construction 
of the house, as well as the master 
suite’s location at one end of the 
structure, made it impossible to 
accommodate all of these requests in 
the existing space.

Once again, the concept of “what 
iffing” – thinking through various 
possible space solutions before 
settling on the project’s direction 
– was useful in evaluating the 
possibilities of this second floor area.

When the existing floor space 
was deemed just too small, the 
owners considered creating a 
walkway from the master suite to 
one of the four bedrooms to create a 
suite. Unfortunately, this was not a 
good “resale” idea. 

The third consideration was to 
increase the square footage of the 
home by adding living space above 
the first floor study. Sometimes, 
an exterior addition is the best 
solution to a renovation dilemma. 
Key concerns are property plot lines 
that dictate the distance from the 
property line to any structure, the 
impact on the mechanical system in 
the home (how you’re going to heat 
and cool the new space), whether the 
plumbing can be affordably relocated 

and if there’s enough water heating 
capacity in the existing system to 
support the new bath.

In this structure, the addition 
was the best solution. Several 
versions of a new bath plan were 
considered. Option one used the new 
space for the closet so that plumbing 
piping would remain in the existing 
master bath location. 

This concept resulted in a nice 
closet, but a pedestrian – and small 
– master bath. Everyone agreed that 
to justify the expense of an addition, 
the new space needed to be devoted 
to the new bathroom. 

After a jobsite conference with 
the plumber, it was determined 
the piping could be moved. Three 
new plans were considered. All 

included both a well-organized 
shower with a relaxing air bubble 
tub. Separate his and her vanity 
locations were planned in each. The 
toilet was incorporated in its own 
compartment in all of the plans. A 
major difference in the plans is the 
bathroom’s relationship to the closet 
space and bedroom access. 

 

THE BATH PLAN SELECTED
The owners ultimately selected 
Option No. 4. This solution was 
chosen so that a tub was positioned 
below the window with the key view. 
The two vanities placed opposite one 
another worked for this family. 

A key reason for the selection 
of this plan was the open space 
behind the tub and shower. This 
space could be allocated to an 
exercise room, a quiet library 
or a private home office. There 
are many ways to use this small, 
inviting master suite special area 
by keeping it part of the bath. 

In this traditional house, the 
bath is contemporary. Dark brown 
colors in ArtCraft cabinets and 
oversized Italian tile are contrasted 

At left is the master suite before plan. Above, one option considered for the space 
offered a great closet area. However, to  justify the the cost of the addition, the 
clients decided they needed a larger master bath. 

At left is another possible kitchen option 
– and the one the client ultimately 
selected. This design recovers lost floor 
space and offers more storage and 
counter space and a better laundry area, 
as well as a message center.

KITCHEN OPTION 4

MASTER SUITE BEFORE PLAN

MASTER SUITE OPTION 1
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with white TOTO fixtures from the 
Lloyd collection. Mosaic glass tiles 
tie these elements together. 

CLOSING THOUGHTS 
Considering multiple solutions 
for a single project can be time-
consuming and confusing if not 
approached with an organized 
review process plan. The extra 
time investment will result in 
finding the best solution tailored 

to the client’s requests, while 
overcoming construction or space 
constraints. 

A design retainer fee should 
always be charged for such extensive 
planning. Securing construction 
costs before completing the design 
process helps avoid wasting precious 
design time on solutions that simply 
cannot be afforded by the client. 

Lastly, presenting the plans in 
complete room overviews with all 

related furniture noted will 
assist in ranking the benefits 
and drawbacks of each 
proposed solution. I hope the 
project discussed in this article 
helps designers approach the 
planning process differently 
when struggling with difficult 
spaces. On this project, the 
completed rooms were worth 
the effort.

Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, 
ASID, is a well-known 
author, designer, speaker 
and marketing specialist.

A member of the NKBA 
Hall of Fame, Cheever 

gained promi-
nence in the 
industry early 
on as the author 
of two design 
education text-
books. She man-

ages an award-winning design 
firm, Ellen Cheever & Associates, 
and has been part of the manage-
ment team of several major cabi-
net companies.

This article is part of a 
quarterly series of “Designer’s 
Notebook” articles, which will 
continue to run throughout 2007 
exclusively in Kitchen & Bath 
Design News.

At right and below are some of the design options considered for the master bath 
suite. The final choice, at bottom, right, was selected so that the tub was positioned 
below the window with the key view. The open space behind the tub and shower 
was a big plus, as it could be used as an home office, exercise room or library.
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The overall bath space follows the 
current trend of more tailored soaking 
tubs and larger, spacious showering 
areas. Products used were TOTO 
fixtures and fittings, Art Craft cabinetry 
and DuPont Zodiaq countertops. Photo 
courtesy of Peter Leach Photography.

MASTER SUITE OPTION 2

MASTER SUITE OPTION 3 MASTER SUITE OPTION 4
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T
here’s no question that 
today’s clients want 
their new kitchens and 
bathrooms to be highly 
personalized spaces 

– rooms that don’t look like 
anyone else’s space. At the same 
time, another trend is growing in 
popularity: contemporary rooms 
that celebrate minimal design, as 
well as the preference for more 
tailored traditional spaces. What 
a challenge! Designers are asked 
to create very personalized rooms 
that are also “simple” in design. 

One design technique that 
kitchen and bath specialists can 
use to create “simple” yet highly 
personalized rooms is to add style 
uniqueness by combining various 
materials in the major 
surfacing areas.

At all levels of the 
marketplace, kitchen 
and bath designers have 
demonstrated great 
talent in combining 
different finishes on 
cabinets. Let’s move 
beyond the casework 
of the room and think 
through intriguing 
ways to combine other 
surfacing materials. 

Areas that lend 
themselves well to 
mixing and matching 
include pattern 
combinations on the 

floor, countertop and backsplash 
areas. Rather than studying the 
attributes of different materials 
(any good designer can “Google” 
a category or a manufacturer 
to get the performance details 
or the finishing specifications), 
this month’s article will focus on 
how various materials are joined 
together, highlighting design and 
engineering concerns.

FLOOR TREATMENTS
One of the best ways to add detail 
to a kitchen or bath project without 
“blowing the budget” is to combine 
differing shapes, colors and 
textures of one specific material 
category as part of the floor 
treatment. Ideally, the material 

should come from the same 
manufacturer so sizing (nominal 
vs. actual) will be consistent. 
Combining various elements within 
one material category eliminates 
the installation concerns of 
variable expansion and contraction 
ratios seen between different 
materials that can lead to failure 
along the grout line. 
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By Ellen Cheever, CKD, ASID

FIGURE 1

MATERIALS
Combining different materials in the major surfacing 
areas can help to create spaces that are both 
simple and streamlined yet highly personalized.MIXING

12"x12" tiles were combined into 
36"x36" squares and then ‘picture 
framed’ with 1"x1" accent tiles. The 
DuPont Zodiaq quartz countertop in 
‘her’ section of the vanity repeats 
the neutral finish of the floor tile. 
The ‘his’ part of the vanity has a 
flamed finish on a neutral brown 
granite that echoes the darker, 
more dramatic finish on the floor 
trim. Photo courtesy of Peter Leach 
Photography.
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Ideal materials to combine 
might be:

■  Hardwood floor patterns 
with assembled border or center 
rosette offerings.

■  Ceramic tile collections 
available in a wide variety of field 
and decorative pieces within each 
family grouping. 

■  Ceramic tile flooring offered 
in pre-designed patterns.

■  Any material that offers 
various colors. I recently saw an 
elegant border created for a family 
hobby room where cork floor tiles 
of different colors were combined. 

Whenever considering a 
patterned floor, first decide what 
the design theme is. 

■  Is the pattern designed 
to enhance the overall surface? 
A tile patterned floor or a 

checkerboard created with cork, 
linoleum or other man-made 
tile is an example of this design 
approach. The entire surface 
features the repetitive pattern. Be 
aware that any type of patterned 
floor will require more material 
than a normal square pattern.

■  Is the design a “defining” 
pattern? Is the design one that is 
accenting the shape of the room, 
or creating a detail in the room? 
Oftentimes, this type of pattern 
will be created by transitioning 
from the field (simple) tile used 
in a larger size to a smaller 
offering in the same material, or 
a completely different material 
framing a central design. The 
material creates an “area carpet” 
focal point.

Creating any type of a center 
room accented area requires that 
the entire floor be laid out on the 
plan view of the room to make sure 
the following has been considered:

1.  What is the “sight line” of 
your pattern when a user enters 
the room?

2.  What is the relationship of 
the pattern to any entrance doors, 
windows or other architectural 
details of the envelope of the space?

3.  What are you centering the 
pattern on? The pattern might 
follow the outline of an island: It 
is then centered on the island, not 
the overall room. Alternatively, in a 
bath, it might be centered in front 
of a luxurious bathtub.

4.  What will be the pattern’s 
relationship to any adjacent 

centers of activity, cabinetry or 
other elements of the space? (This 
is why you need to lay out the 
entire floor in plan view and then 
superimpose cabinetry, furniture 
and other elements.)

5.  Is there any intersection 
between the floor and the 
mechanical elements in the room: 
baseboard, registers, openings?

6.  What will the relationship 
of the patterned surface and 
the field material be to the 
baseboard planned for the area? 
For example, when planning a 
bordered patterned focal point in a 
bathroom space, the designer must 
decide if the baseboard reverts 
back to the field tile (allowing the 
border tile placed on the floor to 
be “center stage”); if the baseboard 

is painted wood to match the other 
millwork; or, if the baseboard is to 
be finished in the same material as 
the border accent. This last choice 
is dangerous  – it can make the tile 
pattern originally designed as a 
flat border three-dimensional as it 
creeps up the wall as a baseboard, 
overpowering the room.

7.  What grout can you use 
throughout all tiles? If you attempt 
to change grout to assist in 
differentiating between a pattern 
border or accent, you can have 
a very “ragged” edge as the two 
different grouts meet. For tight 
grout installations, this is not an 
important design challenge. 

COUNTERTOP MATERIALS
The same two approaches of 
material combinations work when 
creating a unique countertop. If 
you use different colors of one 
material, you’re following an 
Asian design theory. The Asian 
global modernism has led to 
spaces influenced by Asian design 
sensitivities: a style sometimes 
called “Pacific Rim.” These rooms 
appear, at first glance, to be very 
simple, however, upon closer 
inspection, they are complex. 
The concept of two philosophies, 
looks and beliefs that appear to 
be diametrically opposite to one 
another peacefully coexisting 

Above and at left, 
two Corian colors 
are combined in one 
kitchen, with the darker 
color highlighting the 
seating overhang area. 
The backsplash is 
capped in the darker 
material to tie it in with 
the overall backsplash. 
Note in the close-up 
that it is also installed 
at a lower elevation 
than the working 
surface. Photo courtesy 
of DuPont Surfaces.
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is a common theme in Asian 
philosophy. 

 I was recently invited to design 
the DuPont Surfaces exhibit for the 
Kitchen/Bath Industry Show in Las 
Vegas. One display combined two 
new patterns of new Corian colors 
in a curvilinear kitchen space. 
Whereas there was consistency in 
the pattern, the curves added a 
complexity and interest to the space. 

When considering combining 
materials that share a common 
manufacturer or fabrication 
technique, one of the first things 
to decide is will you have straight 
seams or curved seams? Both are 
possible – you will simply decide 
based on what’s “right” for the 
design you’re working on. 

When combining the same 
materials (which is certainly 
simpler than combining dissimilar 
materials), you can also “section” the 
kitchen or bath project by changing 
surfaces. In another exhibit in 
DuPont Surfaces’ booth, I did just 
that with three new Zodiaq colors. 
The brightest countertop (a new 
blue) was tied along the back wall 
and supported by a mosaic glass 
tile. The more neutral finishes – one 
reminiscent of Crema Marfil marble 
and one with a sense of Cordova 
leather – were combined on the 
island. To prevent confusion, the 
darker brown surface was placed 
atop a cabinet of the same finish. 

When combining different 
materials, decide what is the 

most important from a design 
standpoint, and how you will 
allow that material to take “center 
stage.” In this case, we changed the 
thickness of the material and the 
edge treatment on the back wall 
top, and allowed the material to 
extend beyond the cabinetry. 

On the island, we used a 
thinner material, a minimal 
overhang and a simple eased edge. 
When combining different finishes 
in the same material, decide if you 
will delineate the color differences 
by changing edge treatments or 
material thicknesses, as well. 

Other engineering details to be 
considered are:

■  Combining a wood 
countertop section with any 
other material. The other 
materials might be easily scrubbed 
with a cleaning product, where 
wood needs to simply be wiped 
down. How can you make sure the 
two different cleaning techniques 
can be used on the two adjacent 
surfaces?

■  Two materials that simply 
cannot have a clean, flush edge. 
The joint between various counter 
materials is a key engineering 
point. When introducing different 
materials – or even color changes 
in the same material – decide how 
the two materials will intersect 
one another.

1.  A flushed joint.
2.  A joint with a beveled detail 

to separate the two.

3.  A joint where one of the two 
materials is higher than the other.

Finishing stone against 
stainless steel is a good example. I 
would always have one or the other 
slightly higher. Or, I work hard to 
make sure my client understands 
the material will not be tightly 
seamed.

■  Do the different materials 
have any different type of 
support requirements? A wood 
countertop might easily hang over 
an eating bar, whereas a solid 
surface, stone or other material 
may need brackets. Support the 
most delicate surface.

BACKSPLASH COMBINATIONS
Next, we will look at material 
combinations featuring changes of 
surfacing between the countertop 
and the backsplash. We all know 
that the most economical way to 

create a beautiful countertop is to 
select a great material and install 
it on both the deck and backsplash. 
However, this monolithic approach 
to design may not lead to the 
personal design statement the 
client is so anxious to achieve. 

Earlier we talked about 
combining various materials and/
or patterns within one material 
category on the floor and the 
countertop. Let’s turn our attention 
to introducing a new material at 
the backsplash.

Many of you are expert designers 
and I know you can create beautiful 
backsplashes – I only encourage 
you in this discussion to detail 
your great ideas and communicate 
them clearly to everyone who has to 
produce your project.

Before you start designing 
a unique backsplash, here are 
several things to be aware of:

At left and below: In this 
display, three different Zodiaq 
materials were used. You 
might wonder, does this only 
works for a display? I think 
not. By allowing one material 
to be the ‘star’ and carefully 
presenting the secondary 
‘support cast’ of materials, 
these three colors work well 
together. Clearly, the blue 
countertop is the star, while 
the brown and beige echo 
finishes seen in the cabinetry 
and flooring in the balance of 
the space. Photo courtesy of 
DuPont Surfaces.
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■  Pay close attention to where the 
electrical outlets are placed. There is 
nothing worse than a decorative tile splash 
that is interrupted by switchplate covers 
and outlets. Decide where the outlets are 
going to be placed, and prepare a specific 1" 
to 1' scaled drawing of the backsplash area 
only – for you, the countertop/backsplash 

fabricator and the electrician. After everyone 
has seen the plan, go back and check the 
work at the jobsite when it’s roughed in. You 
will need to either weave in the plugs and 
outlets among the decorative tile if they’ll be 
installed in a traditional location, or be more 
creative about their placement. Here are a 
few ideas:

Above and at right: In 
this kitchen, granite 

countertops are used 
throughout the primary 

kitchen, a limestone 
is at the back bar, and 

a wood top is in the 
appliance garage. A 

decorative, hand-made 
Arts & Crafts tile is 

featured at the furniture 
piece at the end of the 
room, as well as along 
the sink counter. Photo 
courtesy of Peter Leach 

Photography.

At left and top left: The 
pattern was designed 
so the detail strips could 
be featured along the 
windowsill wall with a 
‘fill in’ tile added at the 
stepped up area behind the 
entertainment sink.
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1.  Install the outlets 
horizontally instead of vertically, 
closer to the deck or closer to the 
underside of the wall cabinets, if 
you need to “miss” a decorative 
horizontal detail in the backsplash.

2.  Consider placing electrical 
outlets on the side of cabinets in 
place of backsplash locations if this 
will meet code.

3.  Check new ideas available 
today that provide outlets that 
“pop-up” from the countertop (for 
some examples of this, you can 
visit www.hafele.com/us or 
www.mockett.com). 

4.  Speak with your 
lighting specialist or 
electrical contractor – there 
are new outlet strips that can 
be placed along the lead edge 
of wall cabinets.

■  In the scaled drawing, 
decide what the relationship 
is of the decorative tile 
to any windows along 
the elevation or how the 
backsplash terminates at 
the end of a run. As you lay 
out the pattern, be cognizant 
of how the pattern will be 
treated in areas that have 
different heights than the 
normal splash, for example, 
underneath a lowered windowsill 
or behind a hood or open shelf area 
in the plan. Does the backsplash 
extend beyond the wall cabinets 
so it aligns with the countertop 
material’s overhang? 

■  Decide how you will finish 
any edges of the backsplash at the 
concluding points. Some decorative 
tiles won’t have end pieces, so you 
may need to be inventive.

In the DuPont Surfaces K/BIS 

exhibit, I also created a bathroom 
that combines solid surface 
material, granite and glass tiles. 
Here are some of the details we 
had to think through:

■  We determined what to 
use for the “foundation material” 
– the material that would be the 
predominant material echoed 
throughout various spaces in the 
bathroom plan. In this example, 
DuPont Corian is the foundation 
material and is used on the back 
wall of the shower as a backdrop 

for the granite shower tower piece, 
a custom shower pan is created 
out of the material, and it is used 
behind the tub. The stone is used 
on the back and in the decorative 
bath presentation in the shower 
area. Laying out the stone piece in 
the shower needed to be completed 
before the pan was designed, so we 
knew how far away from the wall 
the granite slab would stand, how it 
would be connected to the Corian 

and how it would interface with the 
curve or ledge on the pan below. 

■  We then needed to think 
through what would be the edging 
on the stone surfaces. We opted 
for a more elaborate ogee edge on 
the deck of the tub, and decided to 
repeat that same edge on the stone 
in the shower. 

■  We routed out the Corian 
solid surface material so we 
could integrate the glass tile in 

a flush installation. Using 1/4" 
material, we created a three-tiered 
bathsplash design element behind 
the tub with one layer of Corian 
topped with the bath tile and 
finished with a cap. In hindsight, 
I would like to have featured a 
Corian cap on the curved shower 
wall, as well. 

Good designers search out new 
materials to combine at national 
and local trade shows, as well as by 
reading industry magazines. Great 
designers engineer how these new 
materials can be fit together so the 
finished project is as beautiful as 
the perspective presented to the 
client. To add very special – and 

personal – details to a plan under 
development, consider the design 
opportunities that mixing surfacing 
materials offers you.              KBDN

Ellen Cheever, 
CMKBD, ASID, 
is a well-known 
author, 
designer, 
speaker and 
marketing 
specialist.

A member of the NKBA Hall 
of Fame, Cheever gained promi-
nence in the industry early on as 
the author of two design educa-
tion textbooks. She manages an 
award-winning design firm, Ellen 
Cheever & Associates, and has been 
part of the management team of 
several major cabinet companies.

This article is part of a 
quarterly series of “Designer’s 
Notebook” articles, which will 
continue to run throughout 2007 
exclusively in Kitchen & Bath 
Design News.
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On the refrigerator wall, 
a 42"-high beaded board 
material is used in place of 
the tile backsplash because 
the designer felt it would be 
unattractive to have a small 
‘square’ of the decorative 
tile  – awkward and 
distracting to the eye.  
Photo courtesy of Peter 
Leach Photography.

Below and bottom: 
The DuPont Bathroom 

illustrates how materials 
can be mixed and 

matched for maximum 
effect. Photos courtesy 

of DuPont Surfaces.
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W
ith all of the design 
choices out there, 
it’s easy to assume 
that cabinet design 
is all about creative 

aesthetics. In reality, though, 
function, accessibility, motion 
economy and space management are 
equally critical factors in creating a 
successful cabinet design.

Most kitchen and bath 
designers agree that the past 
decade has seen a shift away from 
long, uninterrupted lengths of wall 
cabinets in residential kitchen 
planning. This storage system 
change has been driven by a series 
of space management priorities: 

1.  In both small, loft-like 
spaces and large estate homes, 
an open floor plan that integrates 
the kitchen into adjacent living 
spaces is high on many consumer 

wish lists. Young couples want to 
see a big, flat screen television in 
the adjacent room, families with 
growing children try to maximize 
the quality of their time together, 
and empty nesting couples plan to 
“multitask” in the space. Yet, all 
of these requests tend to focus on 
a kitchen that is part of a larger 
living area. This means the cook 
and other people sharing the space 
want to see one another – which 
requires a view unobstructed by 
hanging wall cabinets. 

2.  The designer’s focus on large 
mantel hoods (requiring anywhere 
from 48" to 72" of wall space) has 
dramatically reduced the available 
area for traditional cabinetry on 
each side of such free-standing 
structures. 

3.  Kitchens with islands are 
very popular. Ergonomically, island 
design arrangements do not work 
well when combined with wall 

By Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID

Designer’s Notebook

The shift away 
from wall cabinets 
has changed the 
landscape of the 
kitchen, requiring 
designers to 
rethink everything 
from storage and 
space planning to 
motion economy.

New Design

FRONTIERS
Here, storage at the back of an island 
provides an alternative design solution. 
Note how the wall cabinetry steps up 
for display and serving storage above 
the wall along the back cabinet section. 
2007 NKBA award-winning design by 
Glenn T. Meader, AKBD and co-designer 
Andrea Wilson, Kitchen Concepts Inc. 
Photography by John Ferrarone.
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cabinets above them. Placing wall 
cabinets over an island or peninsula 
high enough for the cook to see 
below places the shelving too high 
to be useful. Keeping wall units at 
a useful height results in people 
staring into a cabinet door, rather 
than enjoying time with guests.

4.  A shift in who cooks (is it 
the gourmet “bring home” shop 
down the street as opposed to 
the “cook everything his/her 
homemaker”) has led to less food 
being stored on cabinet shelving 
in the average North American 
kitchen. However, at the same time, 
the average consumer is storing 
more infrequently used equipment. 
This means storage shelving can 
be loosely tied to (or completely 
separated from) the traditional 
centers of activity used by a “from 
scratch cook,” eliminating the 
requirement for generous lineal 
footage of wall cabinet shelving in 
the prep and cooking areas.

In addition to identifying the 
need to search out alternative 
storage areas, colleagues across 
the country tell me how much their 
clients search for a design highly 
personalized for them. Consumers 
want their design professional to 
go far beyond functional space 

management – they want the room 
to reflect their personality with 
special, unique storage solutions.

While researching storage 
solution ideas for this article, I 
was delighted to see a collage of 
excellent ideas presented by the 
winners of the 2007 NKBA Design 
Competition. Additionally, I have 
asked several talented designers 
across the country to share ideas 
with me. It is my hope that some 

of these ideas will help designers 
think “outside of the box” when 
considering how and where they 
can plan alternatives to wall 
cabinets and create a “one-of-a-
kind” kitchen for their clients.

FUNCTION FIRST
However, before we sprint ahead 
down the path of creativity, allow 
me to ground us all in longstanding 
time management principles as 
they relate to motion economy. 

Simply put, saving motion 
during any activity not 
only means saving the 
human worker energy, 
it also means saving the 
person’s time. Time is 
one of our most valuable 
commodities today 
– indeed, it’s priceless for 
many. Therefore, a look 
back to research projects 
completed some time ago 
is worthwhile.

To simplify the work 

processes in the kitchen, it’s 
important to be cognizant of the 
value of energy management. 
Each person has a finite amount 
of energy depending on physical 
heritage, age and general 
health. Minimizing the efforts 
needed to cook in the new room 
is possible if you are familiar 
with the research and ask the 
right questions when you first 
interview your client.

As you interview your 
client and review the space 
under development, remember 
household tasks require several 
types and combinations of 
efforts. These include:

■  Mental effort to think 
through the task.

■  Visual effort as the eye 
directs the movements of the body.
■  Manual effort as the person 

reaches, lifts, carries, pulls and 
pushes objects as part of a task. 

■  Upper body strength and 
mobility required for bending, 
leaning, rising, turning and 
stooping.

■  Pedal effort – the ability to 
walk, move and stand.

Designers can help their clients 
minimize the motion needed by 
employing four basic techniques.

1.  Eliminate unnecessary 
work. By incorporating interior 
storage aids, no energy is needed to 
search, remove or replace objects 
in the cabinet interior.

2.  Combine operations of 
elements. Thinking through the 
sequences family members follow 
when using the kitchen will lead to 
a plan based on a logical, fluid path 
for the primary cook to follow.

3.  Change the sequence of an 
operation. By carefully monitoring 
the food/equipment flow, storage/

Opposite Page: Cabinets extend to the 
counter on each side of the cooking 
surface; a mid-height unit is placed 
at the end of the sink run for extra 
storage. 2007 NKBA award-winning 
design by Tina Muller and co-designer 
Gail Ann Drury, CKD, CBD, Drury 
Design. Photography by Eric Hausman.

A hutch-type cabinet at the end of 
the working counter adds shelf space 
in this kitchen challenged by window 
and door openings. Design by Alan S. 
Asarnow, CMKBD, Ulrich, Inc.

Right: A wall of cabinets serves 
as a pantry just outside the 

primary work center. Note the 
decorative center cabinet. Photo 

courtesy of Decorá Cabinetry.

Above: To take the place of 
typical wall units, a cabinet 
extends to the countertop 
providing extra storage. 
Adequate countertop space 
remains between the sink and 
extended cabinet. Photo courtesy 
of Diamond Cabinetry.
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preparation/cook/usage steps can 
be minimized.

4.  Simplify the necessary 
operations. Any plan enhancement 
that can simplify the operation at 
hand will save energy. Locating 
non-cooking related activities 
along the perimeter of the cook’s 
central work stations simplifies the 
cooking operation.

It is also useful to be familiar 
with research projects that identify 
functional limits of reach, and the 
typical cook’s “work curve.” For 
instance, how high can the average 
cook reach? How much counter 
space does the average cook use? 

Consider the following research 
that addresses these questions:

■  Functional Limits. Cornell 
University studied shoulder-
to-grasping fingertip reach of 
individuals 5'3" to 5'7", and 
established 79.6" as the highest 
comfortable overhead reach for 
these cooks. When the reach was 
over a 25"-deep counter surface, 
the top shelf height was lowered 

to 69". In the same manner, 48" 
was set as the comfortable side-to-
side reach, and 24" off the floor as 
the lowest point or fingertip level 
from the floor. This is excellent 
information for designers to use 
when thinking of uninterrupted 
counter space, or how and where 
wall cabinets or other types of 
above-countertop storage units 
might be located.

■  Work Curve. The same study 
determined the normal work curve 
(or elbow circle) had a maximum 
depth of 16". This is why the average 
countertop depth of 25" provides 
plenty of room for spreading out 
supplies or stacking plates in front 
of the user. This is also an important 
measurement when considering 
new and unique backsplash storage 
system solutions. 

Another study was conducted 
some time ago that measured the 
amount of oxygen consumed for a 
household task. Quite simply, the 
less oxygen needed, the easier the 
task. The study found the following:

■  Reaching up with the arms 
required less energy than bending 
the body.

■  Energy is consumed  
within proportion to the height  
of the reach.

For instance, reaching down 
to 3" above the floor by trunk 
bend required less energy than 
reaching by knee bend. (However, 
reaching by knee bend is favored 
by specialists with regard to body 
mechanics, because it involves less 
body strain.)

DESIGN ALTERNATIVES
After the designer thinks through 
these motion economy issues, the 
next step is to investigate possible 
alternatives to wall cabinets for  
the cook.

After being reminded how 
important motion economy is in a 
kitchen plan, our design dilemma 
is clear: Wall cabinets are very 
convenient to reach into, and 
using them requires relatively 
little energy – but we must search 
out an alternative because our 
clients value the view more than 
the storage in traditional cabinets. 
So, what’s the best solution to this 
dilemma? 

First, carefully and completely 
interview your clients to identify 
who cooks, what they cook, how 
often they cook and what they do 
in the kitchen besides cooking. A 
good tool to use is the new NKBA 
Business Management Forms 
System. A member-only benefit, 
these forms are available on 
NKBA’s Web site in a read-only 
format, or members can purchase 
a disk so they can adapt and 
modify the forms themselves. It is 
a very comprehensive document 
– it might be just right for you, or 
longer than you think needed. Do 
not miss reviewing this Business 
Management Forms System, which 
I recently updated for the NKBA.

Second, thoroughly commit 
to memory the basic storage 
principles. These will guide clients 
in organizing their kitchen after the 
installation is complete. 

STORAGE GUIDELINES
Storage guidelines are based on 
three basic tenets:

1.  Supplies should be stored at 
the center of use.

76   KITCHEN & BATH DESIGN NEWS   |   OCTOBER 2007 CELEBRATING OUR            TH YEAR OF PUBLISHING

Below: Energy 
management – or 
minimizing unnecessary 
motion through smarter 
storage solutions 
– helps to make for a 
more efficient kitchen.

Right: Full-height doors 
provide extra height so 

that interior storage 
can be customized 

for dinnerware and 
glassware normally 
stored above. Photo 

courtesy of Decorá 
Cabinetry.

For Insert, Circle No. 27 on Product Card
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2.  All supplies should be clearly 
visible.

3.  All supplies should be easily 
accessible.

To accomplish these, storage 
specialists suggest the following:

■  Store items at the first or 
last place of use.

■  Store items in multiple 
locations if used for different tasks.

■  Items used together should 
be stored together.

■  Stored items should be easy 
to locate at a glance.

■  Like articles should be 
stored or grouped together.

■  Frequently used items 
should be stored within easy reach. 
Based on the research referenced 
earlier in this article, easy reach 
is normally defined as between 
eye level and hip level at the front 
of the cabinet’s shelf, or placed 

anywhere within the confines of a 
pull-out or roll-out shelf.

■  Items should be easy to 
grasp at point of storage.

■  Items should be easily 
removed without removing other 
items first.

■  Heavy equipment should be 
at or near floor level.

■  All space should be utilized 
for utmost efficiency. This is a 
great principle to share with your 
clients when they are trying to 
decide where everything should be 
placed.

An important question is, 
“Should everything be returned 
to the new room?” A “two-year 
test” is a good rule of thumb: If 

an item has not been used in 
two years, perhaps it should 
be repurposed or given away 
rather than stored in a valuable 
storage location.

CREATIVE IDEAS
Having surveyed your clients 
correctly, and thought 
through the ergonomic 
recommendations to ensure 
motion economy (as well as 
categorizing the equipment 

the client has to store based on 
the storage principles), it’s time to 
come up with some creative ideas.

Here are a few for your 
consideration.

■  Incorporate a floor-to-
ceiling, pantry-type storage 
cabinet to replace traditional wall 
cabinets. This may be a separate 
room, a diagonal walk-in corner 
pantry or a cabinet that is separate 
from the balance of the kitchen 
cabinets (it can be in a different 

finish, style or size). 
By virtue of its overall 
floor-to-ceiling size, 
maximum lineal shelf 
space is provided.

■  Outfit cabinet 
interiors with storage 
systems designed 
to secure items 
normally placed on 
overhead shelves. 
Serving platters and 
everyday dishes can 
quite comfortably 
sit on a shelf. Full-
height base cabinets 
with specialized 
storage can provide an 
excellent location for 
dinnerware, glassware 
or other items that are 
normally stored on wall 
shelves.

Above: Cabinets extend to the counter on the left of the sink, and a pedestal cabinet finishes at 57" tall 
in the island, providing additional shelf space near the serving area. Photo courtesy of Pietro A. Giorgi, Sr., 
CMKBD, Giorgi Kitchens & Designs and Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, Ellen Cheever & Associates.

An intriguing backsplash structure 
conceals the work going on at the 
custom Geocrete countertop by Fu-
Tung Cheng. A dish rack minimizes 
clutter. Photo courtesy of Fu-Tung 
Cheng, Cheng Design.

Below: The 
designer placed the 
eating area at the 
end of the island 
and then added 
storage cabinetry 
to take the place of 
traditional walls. 
Photo courtesy of 
Louis Nardolillo, 
CKD, Cabinets Plus.
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■  Maximize the space 
available. Wall cabinets can extend 
down to the countertop. This is a 
great way to provide extra shelf 
space as long as the countertop 
area is not needed for other 
critical cooking/serving/clean-up 
activities. Alternatively, “pop-up” 
base pedestal cabinets can add 
extra shelf space. Taking a base 
cabinet and making it 48"-60" high 
is an excellent way to gain several 
extra storage levels.

■  Use the back or sides of 
islands or peninsulas for extra 
storage space.

■  Create a backsplash storage 
system. Use this 16"-18" of space for 
a cook who is tall enough to reach 
over the counter surface. You can 
build a niche for small appliances 
or storage shelving by boxing wall 
space from an adjacent room. By 
limiting the seating space at the 
back of a bar, perhaps the wall space 
can be used. In a normal kitchen, 
racking systems that hang on the 

backsplash are another possibility.
■  Add pole systems that run 

from the counter to the ceiling or 
soffit to provide exposed storage, 
shelving systems on shallow walls 
and racking systems that hang 
from the wall or ceiling. 

When sorting through these 
alternatives, realize you have 
a great opportunity to create 
a design focal point. Consider 
treating the wall area behind your 
storage system with a different 
material than seen in the balance 
of the splash area. 

Think through the “stop and 
start” points of any splash or wall 
materials when developing this 
type of unusual idea. You may also 
need to specify unusual electrical 
outlets or light fixture placement, 
as well.

The clients’ interest in keeping 
the kitchen open and visible from 
adjacent spaces and welcoming 
their guests creates a distinctive 
design challenge for the kitchen 
specialist who must act as both a 
functionalist as well as a designer 
with a great aesthetic eye. 

By refamiliarizing yourself 
with motion economy studies and 
storage principles – as well as 
being open to new and different 
options for adding shelf space 
within a kitchen – you will be 
able to devise a solution perfectly 
tailored to your consumer’s 
lifestyle.                                   KBDN

Ellen Cheever, 
CMKBD, ASID, is 
a well-known 
author, 
designer, 
speaker and 
marketing 
specialist.

A member of the NKBA Hall of 
Fame, Cheever gained prominence 
in the industry early on as the 
author of two design education 
textbooks. She manages an award-
winning design firm, Ellen Cheever 
& Associates, and has been part of 
the management team of several 
major cabinet companies.

This article is part of a quarter-
ly series of “Designer’s Notebook” 
articles, which will continue to 
run throughout 2007 exclusively 
in Kitchen & Bath Design News.

Left: A raised backsplash 
area has a recessed 
section used to store a 
toaster oven. 2007 NKBA 
Award-Winning Design 
by Heidi Schumann, V6B 
Design Group. Photography 
by Gary Beale.

Below: A unique stainless 
steel panel is fitted at 
the end of the working 
counter perpendicular to 
the seating area. 2007 
NKBA award-winning 
design by Earl Lawson, 
V6B Design Group. 
Photography by  
Gary Beale.

Below: Wall cabinets, placed on toe kicks, 
share the space with a seating spot. Note 
the cabinets step up once again against 
the partition wall to maximize space. 
Photo courtesy of Diamond Cabinetry.

134



76   KITCHEN & BATH DESIGN NEWS   |   FEBRUARY 2008 www.KitchenBathDesign.com

F
or many years, the kitchen 
sink acted as little more than 
a double compartment water 
appliance, strategically placed 
between the prep center and 

the cooking center. In fact, this is 
still the case in many homes.

Good planners make sure the 
dishwasher is adjacent to the sink. 
A single waste receptacle might be 
placed under the sink or a “twin 
bin” double container to the side, 
with a stack of drawers nearby. 
This is a very well-planned water 
appliance center.

However, I challenge designers 
today to expand their planning 
beyond the water appliance 
function of the sink, focusing 
on organizing the space into a 
complete workstation.

GROWING IMPORTANCE
There are several key reasons 
why the sink and its surrounding 
cabinetry and counter surfaces 
have become so much more 
important to the cook.

In the past, one primary 
sink was enough. Sometimes a 

secondary sink (considered very 
luxurious) was placed by the 
refrigerator. Today, the food/meal 
preparation function is often 
separated from the clean-up 
function of the water source 
appliance to accommodate multiple 
cooks working together, as well as 
the specialized nature of modern 
kitchens. A key first question is, 
“How does the cook work in the 
space, as well as how many people 
share the joy…and the chore…of 
meal preparation and clean-up?” 

When cooking is a group event, 
consider the following: 

■  The preparation sink is 
typically part of the public kitchen 
area – but there is a “twist” about 

By Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID
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With creative 
design and 
product choices, 
the kitchen sink 
area can act as a 
valuable kitchen 
workstation.

The New Kitchen

A relatively small display 
by a showroom front 
door demonstrates a 
combination of several 
products, as well as 
an interesting sink 
arrangement on the right 
hand countertop section. 

WORKST ATION

A freestanding kitchen might be a great solution for a condominium project 
on the beach or loft space in the city. One tall wall with a refrigerator and 
pantry storage augments such a design. The worktop sink by Julien is 
uniquely suited for this installation. A stainless steel countertop extends 
from face to back of cabinetry, with a raised storage area designed to store 
frequently used knives or other utensils. Note how the 42"-high raised-
glass gathering area echoes the sink material to the far right. Photo courtesy of St. Charles Cabinetry, Viking Range Corp.

Photo: McLain Imagery
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how the cook prefers to interface 
with his/her guests around this 
important area. For instance, 
the cook(s) might enjoy everyone 
gathering around the sink work 
area, helping in meal preparation. 
Therefore, the kitchen is serving as 
a social center. 

In this scenario, clear work 
space behind and on both sides of 
the sink, easy access to the faucet 
and a casual seating area for one 
or two people might all be part 
of the sink preparation center. I 
mentioned chairs; you might think, 
“This isn’t the breakfast area, is it?” 
No, it is a spot for someone to visit 
or help the cook rather than having 
a snack or meal.

Right: DuPont Corian is 
used to create a recycling 

center featuring a custom-
sized sink designed with a 
ledge to provide a ‘runner’ 

for a moveable chopping 
surface. This is a great 

way to increase available 
countertop space in a 

smaller kitchen. A special 
feature is the Rev-A-Shelf 

composting container 
included in the recessed 
area – out of sight when 

not in use. 

In this contemporary kitchen, there are three sinks. The third sink (not 
shown) is in a separate entertaining section on another wall. The 
primary sink is located on the island, with a ‘stepped up’ cabinet area 
on one side housing the microwave. Note the tall, commercial KWC 
faucet next to the angled range top. Rather than a pot filler, a separate 
sink and faucet were used. This makes it easy to fill a large pot with 
water, and drain it in the sink adjacent to the cooking surface. WORKST ATION Photo: McLain Imagery

Photo courtesy of DuPont Surfaces
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Rather than electrical outlets 
carefully positioned just for 
the cook on his/her side of the 
workstation, plugs need to be 
accessible from several sides of 
the work area. If possible, the 
faucet might be positioned in a 
corner or the side of the sink so 
it is accessible by more than one 
person. For this type of cook, a 
sink on an island or peninsula is a 
great solution. Cabinetry should be 
accessible from several sides of the 
island or peninsula. A continuous 
36"-high counter height should be 
specified so family and friends have 
easy access to the sink.

■  If the preparation sink will 
also serve as an entertaining area, 
perhaps a new and unique shape or 
configuration for the appliance might 
add an attractive design detail.

Elkay Manufacturing Co. 
recently introduced new shapes 
in both 16- and 18-gauge stainless 
steel to its popular Mystic 
Collection. Such soft, curved sinks 
are an example of what is new and 
innovative. This is a great way to 
add “the bling factor” to a kitchen 
plan. In addition to the “bling,” 

these shapes maximize the usable 
interior space of the sink. 

■  Alternatively, a major 
preparation sink on an island might 
be just what the cook requested – 
but he/she has a very different view 
about how to share the space. The 
primary chef might prefer all guests 
be barricaded from his/her work 

area. I call this “cooking as 
theater.” The cook is delighted 
to have everyone in the room 
– just not in his/her kitchen!

For this consumer, all of 
the mechanics and orientation 
of the preparation sink would 
stay on the cook’s work side. 
Perhaps a raised 42" counter 
on the back, one side or two 
sides might work well. Once 
again, a seating area – away 
from the cook’s work area – 
provides a welcoming area for 
non-cooks visiting the space.

THE CLEAN-UP FUNCTION
If there are two completely 
different sinks, one will be 
the primary preparation sink, 
part of the public space as 

discussed above. It will be used for 
chopping, draining, composting and 
quick wash-ups; therefore, a drain 
board, knife storage close by and 
paper towels (or, better yet, cloth 
towels) are key. 

The second water workstation 
will be reserved for after-meal 
duties. The clean-up sink can be 

located some distance away from 
the primary gathering area, with 
its orientation much more focused 
on the sink’s relationship to the 
trash container, the dishwasher 
and dish storage. It is the clean-up 
task that benefits from a sink shape 
that separates items being washed 
or rinsed from refuse being scraped 
from plates into the disposal. That 
is why double or multi-sized sink 
configurations are so popular. It is 
time to think outside of that box!

Visit with your sink sources, 
as well as conduct a careful 
review at this year’s Kitchen/Bath 
Industry Show and look at new, 
innovative sink configurations. 
Specifying a functional but 
unusually shaped sink can 
support your merchandising goal 
of differentiating yourself from 
your competitors. Change-out 
(if financially feasible) as many 
sinks as possible in your displays 
so each one offers a new and 
unique shape solution. If you have 
a well-designed small/big double 
undermounted stainless steel sink 
configuration with a single pull-
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Right: The undermounted 
apron (sometimes called 

‘farmhouse’) sink is placed 
beneath an unusually 2"-thick 

(specially treated) wood 
countertop with a grooved 

drain board. The wood 
countertop dies into a 1-1/4" 

soapstone counter as it turns 
the corner. 

Photo: McLain Imagery

Photo: McLain Imagery

Below: To the right of the 
sink center, an unusual 
appliance center features 
a warming drawer beneath 
a raised dishwasher. 
Above the dishwasher is a 
retractable door concealing 
a microwave. This mid-
height cabinet demonstrates 
how a sink can be 
successfully separated from 
the dishwasher to expand 
the workstation. 
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out faucet – regardless of how well 
constructed and manufactured the 
product – the consumer visiting 
your showroom is probably going to 
see that same configuration at your 
competition. Show them something 
different!

SINK ACCESSORIES
In addition to the functional space 
management of the preparation 
and clean-up work centers in the 
kitchen, designers have a great 
opportunity to present “standout” 
design excellence by adding highly 
valued ancillary equipment to this 
center, as well as very creative in 
design.

The following items are a 
“must” in a good water work area:

■  A water purification 
or filtration system installed 
separately or as part of the primary 
faucet.

■  A conveniently located lotion 
and/or soap dispenser to minimize 
counter clutter.

■  A collection of useful sink 
accessories, with storage planned 
by the kitchen designer. A word of 
caution: Avoid any sink rack that 
sits on the very bottom of the sink 
with only a small opening directly 
over the drain. You need a larger 
opening to conveniently scrape 
food refuse into the disposal. 

Some of these racks cause garbage to get tangled 
up in the sink rack. If possible, use some of the 
different colanders/strainers/butcher blocks/trays as 
a professional learning experience before specifying 
them for a client.

■  Convenient storage for drain or cutting 
surfaces that is part of the sink center. Oftentimes, 
I will install a base cabinet lengthwise divider 
(from front to back) in the sink cabinet so my client 
can keep sink accessories and a cutting surface in 
this area. In this installation, I have the client add 
bumpers on one or both sides of a wood chopping 
surface so it never sits on the bottom of the cabinet.

■  A worktop sink that is part of a counter 
surface, extending from the front of the cabinet all 
the way to the back wall. The unit is designed to 
be at a slightly different height than the adjacent 
counter. The back of the sink worktop can include 
small containers, a knife rack or both. 

SINK MATERIALS
Another interesting sink design opportunity is 
with solid surface materials. When designing a 
recent Kitchen/Bath Industry Show exhibit, I was 
challenged to try to create several interesting sinks 
using Glacier White DuPont Corian. One sink had 
a square design (very popular today) with a sliding 
Corian cutting surface (this could have been wood) 

Photo courtesy of  Cheng Design

Photo courtesy of  Cheng Design

At left: Designer Fu-Tung Cheng created a totally custom 
sink in an open contemporary West Coast kitchen, 
combined with a decorative – but useful – wall panel 
surface that can be used as a drying rack. 
Above: In this design, the sink area and custom steel dish 
rack become part of the sculptural space. 
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and a composting container by Rev-
A-Shelf installed in a drop-down 
area adjacent to the sink. 

In another example, I used a 
vanity sink for an entertaining or 
preparation sink, which included a 
grooved draining area and featured 
two contrasting materials. You may 
be able to create a “one-of-a-kind” 
sink by fabricating the appliance 
from a solid surface material.

NEW COUNTERTOP MATERIALS
In addition to the sink, think 
about your countertops. In a small 
display, I used a Franke apron 
sink installed below a sealed wood 
top with drain surfaces on each 
side. At a corner intersection, the 
wood top stands higher than the 
adjacent soapstone top featured on 
each side of the range. To the far 
right of the sink, a mid-height unit 
features a concealed microwave 
oven and a raised dishwasher. This 
interesting sink area introduced 
new counter materials and the 
concept of a raised dishwasher (not 
new to you or I, but new to many of 
our clients), and has been a “show 
stopper” by the front door.

SINK AREA CABINETRY
Lastly, when thinking about the 
sink center, I urge you to refresh 
and rethink how you are planning 
the cabinetry all around the 
water appliance. We all realize 
how important recycling is in the 
long path of responsible resource 
management. However, I challenge 
myself in 2008 – as well as you – to 
think through how we can facilitate 
more recycling and less use of 
energy. For example, if you always 
include a towel bar under a sink for 

kitchen linens, have you researched 
how many of your clients use them? 
Where does the consumer have 
to go in the kitchen to get a clean 
towel or washcloth, and what does 
he/she do with a soiled one? If you 
can plan a small basket (perhaps 
attached to a ventilated sink door) 
for soiled linens, as well as a drawer 
close by for fresh linens, you can 
encourage your client to limit the 
use of paper towels.

One place you might find space 
for such an area is underneath 
a slide-out waste receptacle in a 
double compartment configuration, 
or in a small area behind a single 
unit. I always think these types 
of pull-out waste containers are 
excellent – but if there is any space 
above them for a small, narrow roll-
out that can house clean linens or 

newspapers, that might be much 
more important than yet another 
drawer. Think through how you can 
maximize the efficiency of the entire 
recycling waste container cabinet.

In addition to searching for 
new ideas provided by your cabinet 
manufacturers, go online and 
Google “kitchen organization” 
– you will find everything from 
can crushers to battery containers. 
Maybe one will work for you. Study 
the products some of the reputable 
manufacturers in our business are 
offering.

When thinking about recycling, 
remember that sorting of items to 
be recycled should take place at 
the kitchen’s point of disposal. The 
best location to initiate product 
separation is at the kitchen sink 
– one or both of them. If you 

can plan a system for sorting 
recyclables that does not rely on an 
owner-initiated makeshift system, 
there is a much better chance it 
will be used by the homeowner. The 
sink workstation of the kitchen is 
as important as the well-designed 
refrigerator or a well-engineered 
range. In these centers, you specify 
one piece of equipment and then 
surround it with well-organized 
cabinetry. For the sink area, 
go beyond just the fixture and 
adjacent dishwasher. Organize 
the area(s) to suit the cook, invite 
guests into the room, facilitate 
waste management and add a 
unique design element.       KBDN

Ellen Cheever, 
CMKBD, ASID, is 
a well-known 
author, 
designer, 
speaker and 
marketing 
specialist.

A member of the NKBA Hall of 
Fame, Cheever gained prominence 
in the industry early on as the 
author of two design education 
textbooks. She manages an award-
winning design firm, Ellen Cheever 
& Associates, and has been part of 
the management team of several 
major cabinet companies.

This article is part of a quarter-
ly series of “Designer’s Notebook” 
articles, which will continue to 
run throughout 2008 exclusively 
in Kitchen & Bath Design News.

Left: For a small second 
sink in an entertainment 
center, wine cellar or 
secondary kitchen area, 
a shaped vanity sink 
installed in a slightly a 
lower countertop area 
(grooved to serve as 
a drain surface) could 
be an unusual solution 
appreciated by a client. 

Below: Begin a year-long 
search in 2008 to find 
new, interesting and 
ergonomically sensible 
sink shapes that are 
different from what is 
typically proposed to the 
consumer. 

Photo courtesy of DuPont Surfaces

Photo courtesy of Elkay Manufacturing Co.
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B
ecause the kitchen has 
evolved into an important 
center of activity for 
the family, the shape of 
the room has changed 

substantially in recent years. 
Additionally, the kitchen is 
oftentimes more centrally located 
in a floor plan. 

Rather than enclosing it with 
surrounding walls between the 
garage/laundry room and living 

spaces, open space planning 
increasingly focuses on a view to and 
from the outside or into adjacent 
living spaces, resulting in fewer wall 
cabinets than in years’ past. 

From the smallest New York 
loft apartment to the most spacious 
estate home, today’s consumers 
are looking for a designer who 
can more creatively manage the 
space by moving away from the 
four traditional kitchen shapes 

to produce both a functional and 
inviting room.

One way designers can change 
the way they organize these larger 
roomscapes is to consider two 
islands in a kitchen – or, reintroduce 
the “farmhouse” kitchen table – to 
echo an island nearby. Another idea 
is to detach a peninsula from the 
wall it is anchored to, transforming 
it into an island. 

These various island shapes 

can be perpendicular or parallel 
to one another. They may relate to 
one another, or serve very different 
functions.

However designed, the concept 
of creating a plan with more than 
one island is being employed by 
successful designers everywhere. 
In the 2008 National Kitchen 
& Bath Association Design 
Competition (see related story, 
Page 104), two talented designers 

used such an approach. Joan 
DesCombes, CKD of Architectural 
Artworks Inc., created a great 
kitchen by including two different 
areas for friends and family to 
gather. Anthony Albert Passanante, 
CKD of Peter Salerno, Inc., planned 
two large islands to facilitate the 
cook’s favorite baking hobby, and to 
provide space for multiple chefs.

IDENTIFYING ACTIVITIES
As you consider creating a plan 
with two islands, the first thing you 
need to do is identify all activities 
that will take place at or around 
the islands. Think about the 
following:

By Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID

Designer’s Notebook

Designing two 
islands into the 
kitchen allows 
for the use of 
diverse design 
elements while 
adding functional 
benefits, as well.

Design by Joan DesCombes, CKD, Architectural Artworks Inc.; Photography by Steven Allen.

TWO  ISLAND
The
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■  If two cooks prepare a meal together, storage on both sides 
– or even all four sides – of the island is important. For such a work-
around/walk-around island, placing a sink facing the end (with a 
single-handle water/temperature control behind the spout) may be 
an ideal spot for cooks on each side to access the water source. 

■  If the island will serve as the second cook’s hobby center, a 
place for the wine master’s tasting parties, an area for a children’s 
juice and breakfast bar or just a “hangout” spot, the island can have 
one “working” side and one “people” side.

An L-shaped work area is enhanced with two islands in this open- plan 
kitchen (shown above and at far left). Island #1 houses the primary 
sink and dishwasher, with seating spots along the angled island. Island 
#2 is a freestanding entertaining island that includes a second sink 
and a second seated gathering space. Because this kitchen is in the 
center of a home, the two-island arrangement provides harmonious 
access to all the other living environments, including the pool. TWO  ISLAND

Kitchen

Design by Joan DesCombes, CKD, Architectural Artworks Inc.; Photography by Steven Allen.
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■  Both islands may serve 
one cook. The center area can 
provide landing space, the second 
larger island acts as a “barrier,” 
with people seating placed at this 
island, which defines the edge of 
the cooking space.

The concept of a barrier island 
is worth detailing a little more. For 
some families, everyone “cooking” 
together means just that – everyone 
has a job in meal preparation, table 
setting or clean-up. There are lots 
of people in and out of the space 
layout, and they all need a spot to 
work from. I consider this “cooking 
as a social event”. 

Alternatively, many cooks enjoy 
having people in the kitchen with 
them, but not intruding into their 
workspace. I call this “cooking 
as theater.” For this second 
consumer, the “barrier” island 
creates an invisible threshold so 
individuals visiting the cook, acting 
as host or hostess (with access 
to the entertainment center or 
refrigerator) do not enter the cook’s 
work space.

DIVERSE DESIGN ELEMENTS
While function is key to the design 
of the islands, kitchens with two 
islands can also greatly enhance 
the beauty of the kitchen space 
because they invite diversity in 
design elements.

I have seen plans with very 
functional, large single islands 
– but, I must admit, they remind 
me of an aircraft carrier! Others 
are so large – and square – I doubt 
anyone can get to the center of the 

structure to use them, or to  
clean them. 

Additionally, such large islands 
may force the traffic patterns to be 
continually moving in a racetrack 
shape. Splitting these large islands 
into two elements has several 
advantages:

■  It gives the designer greater 
color and design freedom to add an 
accent color.

■  It provides a way to sprinkle 
seating throughout the space, 
rather than just restricting it to  
one area.

■  It allows a much more free-
flowing traffic pattern for family 
and friends who may be sharing 
the space, or visiting with the cook 
from a proper distance.
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Design by Anthony Albert Passanante, CKD, Peter Salerno, Inc.; Photography by Peter Rymwid.

Design by Anthony Albert Passanante, CKD, Peter Salerno, Inc.; Photography by Peter Rymwid.

Double islands provide 
multiple cooking spaces 
for family members who 
cook and bake together. 
The large space is managed 
with two oversized islands. 
The first island provides a 
secondary cooking station 
fully equipped with sink, 
single burner, steamer and 
microwave. At one end, a 
wood countertop is lowered 
to table height for a cozy 
eating area, as well as a 
clear view to a television 
concealed behind a pair of 
pocket doors. The second 
island satisfies the client’s 
passion for baking, with two 
convection ovens on each 
side of a lowered worktop. 
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Clearly, the first question is: 
“Where will the major centers 
of activity be placed on the 
kitchen plan, what sort of people 
interaction does the cook(s) 
anticipate, and what activity 
responsibilities could be assigned 
to multiple islands?”

PLANNING SUGGESTIONS
To start the planning process, 
here are a few suggestions: 

■  When working with 
multiple large island objects, 

think of each of them as a total 
block of space. I locate the work 
areas between cabinetry along 
walls and the islands under 
consideration. Next, I select 
any point-of-use appliances, as 
well as identify the best location 
for major elements. This helps 
determine what the ideal size 
of the various islands would be. 
Creating templates of these island 
shapes that meet the workstation 
or socializing criteria makes it  
easy for me to move them around 
the plan when considering 
different options. 

■  If you are including specialty 
cooking areas, specific refreshment 
centers or other centers of work 
activity away from the primary 
work zone, counsel with your client 
about what duplication should 
be planned for utensils, bowls, 
containers and any food stuff 
(spices, etc.) that may need to  
be in more than one location in the 
kitchen. 

■  If your plan initially is a  
U-shaped kitchen with one 
peninsula leg and an island, 
consider moving the peninsula 
away from the wall so it becomes 
the second floating island. This 
may improve the traffic pattern for 
the overall space. Similarly, if your 
solution seems to be creating a very 
narrow, long island, break it up into 
two separate cubes of space. In a 
contemporary kitchen, these two 
islands may be mirror images of 
one another.

■  Carefully plot the walking 
space based on how people will 
pass one another. A 36"-wide 
walkway is only acceptable for 
the cook if he or she is literally 
walking between two counters. If 
the cook is addressing and using 
an appliance or cabinetry with 
doors, the industry standard of 
42" must be met. If people will 
walk side-by-side with one another 
through the space or behind the 
cook, that 42" can be cramped: 
These primary walkways should be 
45" to 54" wide. 

■  If a table arrangement is 
limiting your ability to solve a 
space dilemma with double islands, 
consider making the table a key 
workspace in the kitchen. It can 
be in the center of the kitchen, 
inviting a person to be seated while 
working, or be comfortable as they 
gather around to visit. Of course, 
this only works if there is plenty  
of walkway! Alternatively, the  
table can be just outside the 
working island – long, narrow 
tables work very well and use space 
efficiently (30"x60", 36"x72" or 
36"x84" table sizes).

■  You can make a more 
generous area available to the 
island if you eliminate a table 
completely and substitute some 
type of bench or banquette seating. 
When you attach one, two or even 
three walls around a seating space, 
you save from 30" to 42" each time 
the walkway from the table to a 
wall behind it is eliminated. 

Above: This series of drawings 
is based on the dimensions 
listed in Architectural Graphic 
Standards of the ergonomically 
correct specifications for booth 
or banquette seating.
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ERGONOMIC SPECIFICATIONS
In the drawings on page 100, the 
ergonomically correct specifications 
for booth or banquette seating are 
illustrated based on the dimensions 
listed in Architectural Graphic 
Standards.

Of special note when planning 
this type of seating: You must 
pay close attention to the type of 
seating cushions that will be used. 
If you have very firm upholstered 
seats, they will typically finish at 
19" off the floor. Therefore, if the 
seat is 2" thick, the woodworking 
may end at 17". However, if the 
person sits on a very soft cushion, 
the banquette structure needs to 
finish at 18" to 19" off the floor. 

Secondly, although 
Architectural Graphic Standards 
does not address this because its 
detailed drawings are driven by 
commercial restaurant standards 
(where the table is normally not 
moveable), my experience is that 
home banquette works far better 
when it is a bench/table/chair 
arrangement or an L-shaped 
banquette with a table. I prefer 
this arrangement because a seated 
person can “pull” the table closer to 
make it more comfortable.

DESIGN IDEAS
When it comes to designing with 
two islands, here are a few ideas: 

■  Vary the two overall island 
sizes, as well as individual cabinet 
heights within the two pieces.

■  Decide if the two 
islands need to be identical in 
configuration, or whether one can 
have a furniture-piece personality. 

This decision is normally driven by 
which island will receive the most 
use by the cook.

■  If you are separating two 
islands, introduce different door 
styles, finishes or hardware. 
Consider including open display 
space, as well as enclosed spaces in 
one of the islands. Be cautious: If 
you include glass doors, make sure 
the glass is tempered.

■  Wherever there are sinks, 
think about how the clutter of a 
working kitchen can be concealed 
from visitors. Duplicating recycling 
centers and dishwashers so all of the 
sinks are complete centers is a good 
way to control dishes and refuse. 

■  When planning to define 
one of the islands with overhead 
decorative lighting, save that great 
solution for one of the islands: Do 

not have hanging lights over both 
– which will look like too many 
hanging lights. Make sure the 
decorative light does not block a 
sight line to a television the family 
members may be watching when 
seated or when working at the 
island under the decorative lights. 
Additionally, be very careful about 
the sizing of any light fixtures 
you plan on hanging above a 42" 
raised counter if your overall room 
finishes at 96" off the floor. 

■  A large space may be 
enhanced both functionally and 
aesthetically by organizing the 
space around two center room 
island structures. Traditional 
planning standards continue to 
guide the creativity process when 
designers expand their application 
to two islands, rather than one.

Design by Karen Dorion.

Left: The client added a new 
breakfast nook, freeing the 
floor space formerly occupied 
by the table. The use of two 
islands in this kitchen that 
are perpendicular to one 
another facilitates people 
movement from the dining/
living/mudroom/parlor through 
the kitchen to the new nook. 
The smaller of the two islands 
is a work-around, walk-
around island with cabinetry 
accessible on two sides. The 
second larger island serves as 
a spot for a second sink user, 
as well as a gathering counter 
for seated family and guest 
members in the kitchen. 

Below: In this project, the concept 
of two islands is expanded into 
a series of “floating” island 
workstations that enhance this 
long, narrow, multipurpose area. 
Note the centerline and sightlines 
the designers carefully plotted 
when creating the butler’s pantry 
relationship to the “refrigerator 
island” as well as the traditional 
island to the table beyond. This is 
an excellent example of selecting 
individual standalone elements to 
manage the space in a way that 
supports the family’s activities, as 
well as the cook’s work area needs. 

Ellen Cheever, 
CMKBD, ASID, is 
a well-known 
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speaker and 
marketing 
specialist.

A member of the NKBA Hall of 
Fame, Cheever gained prominence 
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author of two design education 
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winning design firm, Ellen Cheever 
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This article is part of a quarter-
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Designed by Daniel Johnson 
and Pietro Giorgi, Sr., CMKBD, 

Giorgi Kitchens & Designs.
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C
hange is the one constant 
in the kitchen and bath 
industry, and this is true 
whether you live in the 
U.S. or abroad. However, in 

recent years, design innovations 
have become increasingly global, 
as evidenced by the recent 
EuroCucina Fair in Milan, Italy.

With 2,450 exhibitors and more 
than 270,000 attendees from 140 
different countries, the EuroCucina 
Fair encompasses several key 
events: The EuroCucina Fair itself 
(the acknowledged premier kitchen 
furniture exhibition in Europe), the 
International Bathroom Furniture 
Exhibition, the Salone Satellite 
(a great spot for searching out 
innovations because it showcases 
numerous prototypes of furniture 
invented by creative young 
designers), and a pavilion devoted 
to “technology” (prototypes and 
concepts of electrical appliances 
for tomorrow, as well as the best 
offered today). 

This event is both exciting 
and stimulating, filled with many 

GLOBALInn ovations
By Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID

The recent EuroCucina Fair illustrated how design trends from 
around the world can be translated into lifestyle-focused, 
problem-solving solutions for today’s kitchen and bath clients.

Designer’s Notebook

While neutrals were seen in vast 
expanses of black and white as 
well as taupe and cream – lilacs, 
purples and violets were a 
surprising color highlight.

In addition to curves, there 
was an elegant focus on 
cubic shapes, notably 
introduced by Poggenpohl 
in a new series created by 
Porsche Design. 

Photo: Courtesy of Scavolini

Photo: Courtesy of Poggenpohl
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lessons that can be applied to 
American kitchen and bath design.

THE BIG PICTURE
One of the most exciting insights 
from this event was the worldwide 
recognition of a kitchen as a living 
space. Globally, families are asking 
for a multi-activity room.

While in the past EuroCucina 
displays focused exclusively on the 
working elements of the kitchen, 
this year, almost every setting 
included adjacent furniture (tables, 
chairs and other elements) to 
suggest an environment to live in – 
not just to cook in. 

The show planners stressed 
this design change, noting, “The 
[exhibits] showcase the role of the 
kitchen as a place where people 
tend to congregate, the heart of 
the home, a creative laboratory. 
Thus, kitchens, like bathrooms, are 
central when it comes to domestic 
dwelling planning. Furnishings, 
like the technology [seen in today’s 
high-end appliances], are seen 
as worthwhile investments, to be 
chosen with care in the search 
for functionality and creative 
sophistication.” 

The importance of the bath 
is also global. Statements from 
the show planners in Milan could 
have been written about K/BIS. 
“From Swish bathtubs to Decor 
radiators that defuse aromatic 

essences and basins conceived as 
accessories in their own right, the 
ample showcase in the bathroom 
sector defines the bath as a place 
of relaxed ambiences, smart high-
technology and designer domestic 
spas for personal pampering. It 
has now become a central room, a 
place for wellness and relaxation, 
a milieu that does not merely 
respond to service needs but which, 
in some cases, also extends to 
fitness and body care.” 

In North America, there has 
been a cooking transition from 
chore to shared hobby. The leaders 
of Poggenpohl have observed this 
as well, commenting, “The trend 
shows an increasing number of men 

displaying an interest in ‘kitchen 
and cuisine’. In recent years, 
kitchens have turned into event 
and representation areas frequently 
equipped with audio systems.” 
Poggenpohl presented a new 
“Kitchen for Men” in cooperation 
with Porche Design. 

The theme of a kitchen as 
a gathering area was echoed 
by Ulrich W. Siekman, head of 
SieMatic, when he said, “For a long 
time, the kitchen was viewed as a 
work room clearly separated from 
the living and eating areas. In the 
future, it will act more as a Great 
Room, in which family and friends 
come together.” 

Regarding the new SieMatic 
range called S1, he went on to say, 
“In our S1, [consumers] will enjoy 
not only the cooking, but all of 
the family activities; for example, 

it is possible to integrate PC, CD, 
DVD, radio, Internet and an iPod 
charging station as desired – all 
with sophisticated accoutrements. 
Additionally, an ingenious lighting 
system allows the creation of 
individual color waves adjusting to 
the time of day and the occasion.”

How does the recognition of 
a broadly held global view of a 
kitchen as a gathering space help 
North American specialists improve 
their designs? Recognizing how 
important shifting the focus from 
the kitchen cabinet arrangement 
to the total living environment 
solution is a key to future success.

With global designers also 
planning the kitchen as a living 

space, there is inspiration from 
throughout the world. Therefore, 
there is a challenge to continue 
design education beyond North 
America. 

For example, making 
frequent visits to international 
manufacturer Web sites 
is important. Rather than 
immediately clicking on “gallery,” 
visit a press room first. Why? 
Press releases will typically be 
accompanied by images that might 
not have made their way yet to the 
general “gallery” on the site – so 
the latest designs can be viewed 
there.

TWO MODERN THEMES
Another interesting aspect of the 
event was the emergence of two 
different modern style themes, 
each with different approaches to 
the design process.

North Americans enjoy a 
more casual, warmer version of 
Contemporary or Modern design. 
These clients embrace the Asian 
concept of “complex simplicity,” 
the perfection of imperfection. 
In contrast, designers in North 
America categorize “European 
Contemporary” as being sharp 
and crisp. As a global design 
community, these different 

Inn ovations

As seen over the last two Fairs, large-scale, colorful fabric and glass Contemporary and Traditional 
chandeliers defined large, expansive rectangular islands or attached table areas. 

The shape of the kitchen 
configuration has come full circle. 
Throughout the Fair, curved walls 
of cabinetry, curved end cabinets, 
curved hoods, curved cooktops and 
cabinetry with curved end panels 
were newly introduced in 2008. 

Photo: Courtesy of Varenna

Photo: Courtesy of La Cucina Alessi/Valcucine
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While not all of the European 
trends evident at the EuroCucina 
Fair will translate well to 
kitchens and baths designed in 
the U.S., a number of specific 
details offer some big picture 
lessons that kitchen and bath 
designers will find valuable. 
Consider the following details 
seen in the displays, along with 
the key lessons that can be 
learned from them.

Storage Ideas
■  Much better utilization of 

the sink cabinet – drawers 
cut out to fit around the sink, 
providing some storage.

■  Large, oversized, well-
engineered drawers in base 
cabinets.

■  New touch-latch mechanisms 
on doors, allowing a “no 
hardware” look.

■  Full door tall cabinets with new 
hardware: Doors move forward 
and then slide to the side.

■  A table sliding system that 
allows a large L-shaped 
surface to slide on a channel 
between the top of the 
door and the bottom of the 
countertop.

■  Drawers that open and close 
electronically.

■  Much better utilization of 
countertop space to provide 

storage behind the sink or 
along the counter meeting the 
back wall. 

■  Electronics being used to lift 
and lower complete storage 
sections in peninsula areas or 
in the backsplash space.

Lesson: Refocus on new ways to 
improve accessibility to storage 
within cabinetry.

Materials
■  No wenge wood; some use 

of American cherry. Walnut 
introduced in many of the 
exhibits.

■  A reintroduction of black 
and white gloss. Taupe and 
cream wood stains, laminates 
and lacquers frequently 
showcased.

■  More stainless steel being 
used in countertops, as well 
as accent doors or drawers 
within the cabinetry. 

■  Black and white neutrality, 
taupe with white or cream as 
a second neutral.

■  Violet, lilac, purple combined 
with white or taupe seen 
throughout the show.

■  Huge black-on-black (gloss 
and matte) naturalistic 
patterns on back walls.

Lesson: Learn more about color. 
Learn to combine dissimilar 
materials.

Cabinet Door Styles
■  A reintroduction of integrated 

finger pulls within the 
cabinetry, and elongated, 
horizontal elements finished 
to match the cabinetry, or 
a new adaptation of C and J 
channels. 

■  Door styles arranged in cubes 
of space.

■  Doors framed with alternating 
material, thus creating 
horizontal lines.

■  A major introduction of curved 
shapes in cabinetry, as well as 
counter surfaces.

Lesson: Focus on the shape of 
the cabinets in kitchens that 
are to be created, as well as the 
cabinet layout.

Counter Materials
■  No glass tops.
■  Honed or plain stone.
■  Very thin counters faced with 

similar materials to match 
cabinets.

■  Combination of thick and thin 
wood edges.

■  Combination of angled round-
overs and other shapes with 
a second tier of counter 
material in a flat-edged 
presentation. 

Lesson: Pay more attention to 
the details in surfacing.

Appliance Technology
■  LED lighting everywhere: 

inside the cabinets, activated 
by a door or drawer being 
opened.

■  A hood moved up and down 
above an island: an excellent 
solution for providing 
ventilation only when it’s 
needed – out-of-the-way 
otherwise. 

■  Induction and electric cooking 
seen everywhere, but very 
little gas.

■  Hoods as sculptural highlight 
to the room, rather than only 
as a functional ventilation 
system.

Lesson: Pay attention to 
technological changes ahead. 
Keep an open mind.

In the Bathroom
■  Heated towel bars as art.
■  Showers and toilets combined 

in separate compartments 
so the vanities and tubs can 
stand alone.

■  More color in the bathroom.
■  Sculptured, one-of-a-kind 

vessels and pedestals.
■  Bathtubs created from 

alternative materials.
Lesson: When it comes to master 
bathrooms, shift the focus from 
hygiene to wellness.

Lessons for U.S. Designers Evident in European Design Details Seen at EuroCucina Fair

Organized storage systems are important to cooks around the 
world. At EuroCucina, walls finished in wood to highlight the 
cabinetry supported long open shelves. Huge, tall walls of 
storage that also concealed appliances allowed the functional 
elements of the kitchen to disappear when not in use. Within 
all the storage systems, electronics dominated the scene: 
lights inside cabinets, doors that open and close themselves 
electrically – as well as tall cabinet doors that move out rather 
than fold on each side of the adjacent units.

Countertops continued to offer design detail in a variety 
of ways: some counters were very thin, some very thick – 
and then there was a combination of both. An intriguing 
countertop solution included a very thin man-made material 
or stainless steel with the square face edge duplicating the 
cabinet finish. The Mid-Century Modern ‘parson’s table’ 
shape was seen with the countertop cascading to the floor. 
Extended eating counters and table tops were everywhere 
– supported by seemingly invisible brackets or artistically 
crafted metal supports. 
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Contemporary design presentations 
are noted. 

Sometimes the scope of how 
different the planning process 
between European designers 
and professionals in the U.S. 
is overlooked. Who controls 
the design specifications is the 
difference between the two 
professional communities. 

Europeans understand the 
value of the design elements of 
these collections resulting in highly 
stylized environments. Therefore, 
in the European industry, the 
manufacturing firm provides design 
leadership. This is why there are 
collections created by designers of 
note for the finest manufacturers. 
Roberto Lucci (a noted furniture 
designer), for example, created 
a new design called Starlight for 
Snaidero that showcased doors and 
molded handles of DuPont Corian.

In Europe, the design of the 
entire line is controlled by the 
manufacturer: Available sizes 
are determined by the industrial 
designer, not by the designer in 
the field. In fact, European kitchen 
designers are often referred to as 
“resellers” or “merchants” because 
they represent the designs created 
by their manufacturers. 

North American designers take 
a different approach: The individual 
kitchen specialist is considered the 
designer and works with individual 
component parts provided by the 
cabinet manufacturers in custom 
sizes to create the room setting for 
the clients.

Why discuss this different 

Above: The overall 
kitchen arrangements 
support the European 
concept that the room 
in its entirety is the 
architectural statement. 
Elongated, horizontal 
shapes have been a 
mainstay of European 
design. This European 
approach to design 
provides the ability to 
look at both casual and 
traditional spaces with a 
fresh eye.

Left:  Most of the presentations of 
Classic kitchens were too formal for 
the North American family. However, 
the Beaux Arts Collection, created by 
Mick deGuilio for SieMatic, was an 
excellent presentation of an American 
interpretation of a room rich in both 
complexity and simplicity.

Above: For the European designer, 
cabinet hardware continued its journey 
toward becoming invisible with a return 
to past design themes. While some 
cabinet hardware did add a highly 
styled shape of pieces to the elongated 
runs of cabinetry, the vast majority of 
the cabinetry in all exhibits featured 
integrated hand pulls or newly released 
J-channel or C-channel recessed 
integrated access doors.

Photo: Courtesy of Ernestom
eda

Photo: Courtesy of Binova

Photo: Courtesy of SieMatic
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approach to “going to market?” All 
of the designs created by these fine 
European artists demand the field 
designer follow the design ethic at 
the foundation of the collection. For 
example, there was an extensive 
use of integrated finger pulls in 
cabinetry. This detail is possible 
when there are a limited number 
of door sizes in a line. A door 
handle can be proportionately sized 
within a limited range, but it is not 
possible to do that with cabinet 
sizes available in 1/4" increments.

What do North American 
designers learn from this 
observation? Be more disciplined 
when working with a client who has 
selected a cabinet manufacturer 
that offers specific “collections.”

North American kitchen and 
bath designers will best serve 
the client by developing a design 
as engineered, rather than 
manipulating pieces to assemble a 
“one-of-a-kind” room. 

TRADITIONAL VS. CLASSIC
Also of note, there is a great 
difference between North 
American consumers and that of 
the Italians in the interpretation of 
Traditional – or Classic.

There were a multitude of 
“Classic” kitchens presented 
among the exhibits at the fair. I 
had never seen such rooms before! 
The definition of Classic interiors 
in Italy is formal. Therefore, it is 
not an easy transition from Classic 
furniture to Classic kitchens. 

Everything from gold leafed 
white painted columns to 
glittering crystal chandeliers in 

these small-scaled Classic rooms 
demonstrated the vast difference 
between the European concept 
of “Traditional” – defined as 
Classical – and the North American 
definition of Traditional. In the 
U.S., architecture inspired by 
Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello, 
with its beautiful woodworking 
finished with a simple milk paint is 
Traditional.

So, what can be learned 
from this? When working with 
clients from a diverse cultural 
background, it is critical to clarify 
the definition of beauty from a 
client’s perspective. An Asian 
family’s definition of soft colors 
might be different than a Mainline 
Philadelphia family’s view. Study 
the clientele, ask them to show 
pictures or furnishings in other 
areas of the home to engage them in 
a “visual” conversation, rather than 
a verbal one.

Although the European 
definition of Classic is different 
from ours, I did see two 
interpretations of Transitional I 

think can span the Atlantic Ocean 
nicely. The first was a simple white 
display by Maistri: a simple glaze 
finish on a white door. The second 
was the new SieMatic BeauxArts 
kitchen designed by Mick deGuilio, 
a respected North American 
kitchen designer. 

SieMatic defines the space as 
“The Story of an American Dream.” 
The collection combines old and 
new, hand-hewn and crafted, as 
well as machine-made, and a matte 
finish juxtaposed to streamline 
metals – all beautifully presented. 
This Transitional and eclectic 

approach can create individual, 
fresh rooms for each client while 
respecting the collection’s design 
integrity. Global clients searching 
for something between Traditional 
and Modern design could happily 
live with this interpretation of 
interior architecture. 

TOTAL ENVIRONMENTS
Another interesting trend 
was toward wonderful “total 
environments” created by European 
professionals. 

This use of space is not new 
to American designers – but we 
can expand our design talents by 
studying the shape and form of the 
exhibits at the fair. We Americans 
consider the kitchen part of a Great 
Room space – Europeans place 
the kitchen at the center of such 
a gathering space. Therefore, the 
shape of cabinet runs, as well as 
the relationship of work centers 
to one another and to adjacent 
furniture, is changing. In Europe, 
it’s common to see long, tall walls 
of storage that conceal the majority 

of equipment and foods, as well as 
some appliances. Seating areas are 
not simple counters popping up 
from islands; they are expansive 
gathering tables at right angles 
to an island or peninsula, or an 
extension of an island or peninsula. 

The key learning here is to 
start the planning process with 
the overall room to develop a 
good understanding of all of the 
furniture requirements for that 
room. Consider the kitchen an 
element of the furniture. After this 
overview, create the total room 
solution – then, begin to plot the 
functional work space.

CURVES ARE BACK
This year, curved shapes really 
stood out at EuroCucina. One 
display was notable: Produced by 
Val Cucine, designed by Alessandro 
Mendini and sponsored by Alessi, 
this kitchen reintroduced the 
beauty of the curved line. 

The designer said, “This kitchen 
is arranged on a few precise 
concepts: well-trusted technology, 
energy savings, environmental 
protection, ergonomic precision, 
and finally, a formulated aesthetic 
that is not based on ostentation, 
high tech or minimalism, but 
is a search for the intimate, the 
evocative and the emotional that is 
always the basis of my work.” 

What can be learned from 
seeing curved cabinetry being 
emphasized once again? The 
learning is not as simple as 
reintroducing curves into designs, 
although we will see them. The 
revelation is simply a reminder to 
think beyond squares.

Above: Although 
not interior storage, 
countertops continued 
to be expanded to 
contain frequently used 
items. Electronics were 
also used to raise and 
close some storage 
systems.

Right: 
In the bathroom,  

curves were  
introduced as well. 

Ellen Cheever, 
CMKBD, ASID, is 
a well-known 
author, 
designer, 
speaker and 
marketing 
specialist.

A member of the NKBA Hall of 
Fame, Cheever gained prominence 
in the industry early on as the 
author of two design education 
textbooks. She manages an award-
winning design firm, Ellen Cheever 
& Associates, and has been part of 
the management team of several 
major cabinet companies.

This article is part of a quarter-
ly series of “Designer’s Notebook” 
articles, which will continue to 
run throughout 2008 exclusively 
in Kitchen & Bath Design News.
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C
olor can impact mood, 
appetite, temperature, 
blood pressure and much 
more. People respond 
to color consciously 

and unconsciously, on both an 
emotional and a psychological 
level. It should come as no surprise 
that the rainbow of colors in all of 
the kitchen and bath products you 
specify can also be a key element of 
your business success. 

Color can be inexpensive, 
easy to use and highly valued by 
your client. In fact, your ability to 
introduce color into your clients’ 
spaces in special ways can increase 
your value in their eyes, leading to 
more  – and more profitable – jobs. 

Why has color become so 
important? Over the past 30 
years, changes in the kitchen’s 
location within a residential home, 
changes in clients’ approach to 
living in their home and changes 
in who defines beauty have led 
our industry to find personal style 
at the top of the want list: a time 
where the room you create for each 
client should be uniquely theirs.

Color used as a means of 
client self-expression is far more 
important today than in years 
past. Indeed, color has grown in 
importance in the consumer’s eye 
because a change has occurred in 
the accepted definition of “beauty.” 
Style preferences are far more 
personal today than in the past.

INTRODUCING COLOR
Kitchen design professionals can 
introduce color into their projects 
in several key ways, including:

■  In the finishes of the 
cabinetry.

■  In the paint colors used to 
cover major walls, trim and ceiling 
surfaces.

By Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID

Designer’s Notebook

Color is a great 
way to personalize 
and add value to 
your kitchen and 
bath designs.

An isolated wall space is used to 
showcase a cabinet sized to be fitted 
and finished as though it was an antique 
cabinet – providing a color accent to 
the space. This approach can be equally 
effective in a contemporary setting. 

COLOR
The impact of the cabinet finish introduced on 
the island is extended by repeating it as an 
accent in the countertop detailing. It is also 
echoed in the floor covering.     

Photo courtesy of Wood-Mode

Photo courtesy of Francis Garofoli, CKD
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■  In the surface 
materials specified for 
floors, countertops and 
backsplashes.

■  In the appliance 
presentation – step 
beyond stainless steel!

There are four steps 
I suggest designers take 
to increase their color 
knowledge.

■  Step 1: Learn 
the basics of the science 
of color.

■  Step 2: 
Understand the power 
of color.

■  Step 3: 
Experience color – or 
– find an experienced 
color partner!

■  Step 4: 
Experiment on yourself 
before experimenting on 
a client’s project.

To begin, you need to learn 
the basics of the science of color. 
Learning about good design allows 
you to increase your design abilities. 
A good source of information for 
this is the NKBA Professional 
Resource Library volume Design 
Principles. Both NKBA members 

and non-members can purchase 
this volume by contacting NKBA 
Customer Service at 908-852-0033 
or by visiting www.nkba.org. As the 
author of this volume, I worked hard 
to include many color photographs of 
kitchens and baths that demonstrate 
the elements and principles of 
design. It is an easy read – and is an 
excellent foundation for your design 
and color studies.

I also recommend attending 
seminars on color usage. Recently, 
I attended an NKBA Texas Tri-
Chapter meeting in Galveston, and 
had the pleasure of listening to 
Denise Turner, ASID, CID, CMG, 
a consultant specializing in color. 
Her comments about the attributes 

of color provided some interesting 
food for thought.

“The impression we create in 
our environment depends not only 
on our color selection, but also on 
the color’s saturation, temperature, 
lightness and movement,” she noted.

“Saturation is the color’s value. 
Orange, for example, can range 

from a dark pumpkin 
hue to a pale peach. 
Combining a color 
with white creates a 
pale ‘tint.’ Combining 
a color with black 
creates a dark ‘shade.’

“Temperature 
refers to a color’s 
feel. Temperature 
reflects the context 
in which we find it 
in the natural world. 
For example, yellow 
suggests sunshine, 
warmth and optimism, 
while blue makes us 
think of water and 
has a cooling effect. 

Colors are described as ‘warm’ or 
‘cool.’ Red, orange and yellow are 
heating rays and they produce heat; 
blue, violet and green are cooling 
rays. As an experiment, try placing 
a thermometer in a colored glass of 
water. Red rays generate the most 
heat and blue rays the least. 

“When selecting interior colors, 

you need to know as much about 
the properties of color as possible. 
If your climate is warm most of the 
year, you will benefit with cool hues 
for your interiors and vice versa.

“Lightness refers to a color’s 
LRV (Light Reflectance Value). 
The LRV runs on a scale from 
0% to 100%. Zero is assumed to 

Below: The cabinet color changes on the 
two display cabinets at the entrance of 
this room, framing the space. 

Above: An oversized mantel hood 
connects to the ceiling and, therefore, 
becomes part of the architectural 
space. This makes it an ideal area to 
introduce a secondary color. 

caption goes hereWORLD Photo: 

Photo: 

Your

Photo courtesy of Tricia Bayer
Photo courtesy of Anthony Albert Passanate
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be an absolute black and 100% 
is assumed to be perfectly 
reflective white. LRV is a 
measurement telling you how 
much light a color reflects, and 
conversely how much it absorbs.

“Movement is the illusion of a 
color ‘advancing’ or ‘retreating.’ 
Warm colors such as red, orange 
and yellow appear to be moving 
toward (advancing) the observer; 
making the room appear to be 
smaller. Cooler colors such as 
blue, green and violet appear to be 
moving back (retreating), giving 
the impression that the room is 
larger. “

LIGHTING AND COLOR
Increase your knowledge about 
the impact lighting has on color. 
Relamp your showroom, or add a 
light box in your selection center 
to assist clients in selecting 
colors under lighting that will be 
included in their rooms. 

Move away from a focus 
on incandescent light, as well as 
halogen. Learn about the color 
possibilities with energy-efficient 
fluorescent lights available (no longer 
hazardous waste) in 3,500 Kelvin 
heat rating and 80+ CRI (Color 
Rendition Index) light sources. 

Fluorescent lamps produce light 
in a pattern similar to incandescent 
floods. Some clients may find this 
light source flat; others will feel 
the energy savings benefit is worth 
any trade-offs. These lamps can 
be used in normal recessed cans. 
Some can be dimmed. No flicker, 
no hum and instant on/off are 
attributes of today’s fixtures.

Stay on top of LED (Light 

Emitting Diodes) innovations. 
Currently used for accent lighting, 
LED lighting is also available as an 
under-counter task lighting source, 
and is coming on the market as a 
general lighting source. 

THE POWER OF COLOR
Of course it’s also critical to 
understand the power of color. 
Over the next 30 days, organize 
retail visits to various merchants 
in fashion, as well as the home 
furnishing and decor categories. 
Consider all of the retail stores 
available in your market and 
categorize them – not as good/
better/best, but as basic, comfort, 
premium or luxury. 
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Above and right: 
The stand alone 

entertainment center 
is highlighted with 

the introduction of a 
completely different 

finish. 

Photo: 

Below, left: In this 
space, one wall 
features a cabinet 
section finished in 
a naturally stained 
cherry. All other 
cabinetry is an 
enamel finish. 

Photo courtesy of Ellen Cheever, CM
KBD, ASID

Photo courtesy of Ellen Cheever, CM
KBD, ASID

Photo courtesy of Ellen Cheever, CM
KBD, ASID

Below: In any given plan, look for elements in the center 
of the space that can be tied together with new and 

different colors. In this example, the cabinet finish, 
countertop finish and tile bookcases introduce one 

unifying color. Texture adds interest.
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While visiting the retail stores, 
observe how color and texture 
is used to create an overall 
welcoming retail environment, 
as well as highlighting various 
merchandising displays for room 
settings. There may be differences 
in different regions, which is why 
I suggest you visit stores within 
your own community. Look for 
subtle differences in how color is 
used within these four economic/
use categories. This will help you 
focus on better understanding 
color preferences for your targeted 
consumers who shop at these stores. 

Equally as important, familiarize 
yourself with major color companies 

that have introduced color 
palettes that have done all 
the work for you! Today’s 
color companies offer more 
than an intimidating fan of 
hundreds of colors or a color 
card categorized by hue. Major 
paint companies have been 
working hard to introduce 
water-based paints that 
are more environmentally 
friendly. They have also 
created new color palettes 

that are fresh and appealing to 
consumers ready to move beyond 
safe colors from the past. 

They are being sampled in new 
ways, as well. For example, the new 
Benjamin Moore Affinity low VOC 
paints are sampled in 24" x 18" 
sheets. These are far easier to work 
with than the small jars of sample 
paints available in the past. 

I’d also like to add a word 
about water-based paint: As 
part of the green movement, oil-

Left: A tried-and-true method of adding ‘sparkle’ to a 
space is finishing one wall with an accent color. 

Above: Rather than planning an off-white wall finish, the 
darker wall color makes the traditional white cabinetry 
much more interesting. 

Photo courtesy of Gerard Ciccarello, CKD, CBD

Photo courtesy of Louise Gilmartin

Below: A stand-alone section of wall 
cabinets provides an area for a dramatic 
color or material change.

Below: An alternative to 
a wall cabinet section is a 
special mid-height tall cabinet 
area within the space. In 
this Contemporary room, the 
mid-height units may feature 
a different color. However, 
the raised dishwasher and 
microwave can be distracting 
if this is the highlighted 
space. This may require a 
change in design approach to 
honor the client’s interest in 
the focal point. Moving the 
microwave and relocating the 
dishwasher so the entire cube 
of space is common cabinetry 
may be a better idea.
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based paint and latex paint are 
being replaced with or having 
an additional formula offered 
with low – or no  – VOCs (Volatile 
Organic Compounds). The paint 
industry is facing a dilemma: the 
VOCs in traditional paint enhance 
coverage and durability, however, 
they release harmful vapors 
and greenhouse gases into the 
atmosphere, causing health risks.

Paint manufacturers are 
furiously researching technologies 
that will allow them to provide 
high-performance, full-coverage, 
low-VOC paint.

In March of 2008, Consumer 
Reports released an assessment 
of 57 interior paints currently on 
the market, including low-VOC 
ones. The report evaluated “hiding 
performance, surface smoothness, 
and resistance to staining and 
scrubbing, their gloss change, 
sticking, mildew and fading.” The 
testers gave mixed marks to most 
low-VOC paint. However, several 
brands received high ratings, so 
avoid generalizations about these 
new paints. Get the facts!

EXPERIENCE COLOR
Of course it’s not enough to research 
color. You need to experience it. 
Move beyond your comfort zone in 
a safe environment (this means 
do not experiment on customers’ 
homes). When it comes to cabinet 
finishes, study photographs of 
other designers’ projects to identify 

how color has been used. Visit 
showhouses that spotlight 
different color applications, 
and look at how color is used in 
everything from retail stores to 
museums.

Consider the photos in this 
article showcasing real kitchens 
– many of them 2008 NKBA 
Design Competition winners 
or finalists  –  that go beyond 
the typical approach of simply 
contrasting the island color to 
the perimeter cabinets. 

Suggesting such a unique 
application of a different 
finish or color on the casework 
(whether the client actually 
follows your recommendation or 
not) will increase your value in the 
consumer’s eyes. Why? Because 
you took the time to think about 
defining the space with color…just 
for them.

Experimentation will also 
help to hone your color skills. 
Can you experiment with color 
in your home, your office or your 
showroom? This is an excellent way 
to refresh your showroom space 
with a minimal investment. 

First, one of the best things you 
can do is clean your showroom. 
Next, unclutter all public spaces. 
Then, consider adding drama 
to several walls with new paint 
colors. Complete your “refreshing” 
activities by replacing old 
accessories with new items, 
creating a theme for each display. 

If this is not possible, working 
with past plans, experiment with 
changing the focal point and 
enhancing it with color. 

The perspectives in the article 
have highlighted possible focal 
points that can be showcased with 
alternative surfacing or finish 
material.

Take the time to learn more 
about color. Experiment with color 
in your life so you fine tune your 
skills and learn from your actions. 
Then, begin introducing more 
colorful solutions in the conceptual 
plans presented to your consumers. 

Suggesting to your clients how 
their kitchens can be so uniquely 
created just for them is a winning 
strategy in any economy. It will serve 
you particularly well over the balance 
of 2008 and into 2009.                KBDN

Ellen Cheever, 
CMKBD, ASID, is 
a well-known 
author, 
designer, 
speaker and 
marketing 
specialist.

A member of the NKBA Hall of 
Fame, Cheever gained prominence 
in the industry early on as the 
author of two design education 
textbooks. She manages an award-
winning design firm, Ellen Cheever 
& Associates, and has been part of 
the management team of several 
major cabinet companies.

This article is part of a quarter-
ly series of “Designer’s Notebook” 
articles, which will continue to 
run throughout 2008 exclusively 
in Kitchen & Bath Design News.

Photo courtesy of Cheryl Ham
ilton Gray

Left: Color is often used in 
contemporary settings in 
just one cabinet section in an 
enamel, polyester or acrylic 
finish. Reintroduce yourself 
to dramatic laminate colors, 
which can be elegantly 
framed in an aluminum door, 
eliminating those distracting 
black lines. The island in this 
kitchen is a great example of 
featuring a dramatic color. 

Below: The ‘heart’ of the 
room (the center point of 
the perspective) is always 
a great focal point. In this 
example, the decorative tile 
behind the hood extends 
up the entire wall, and 
introduces a great color and 
texture through its materials.
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A 
great way to be more creative 
this year is to rethink how 
to integrate appliances in 
the cabinetry for both large 
and small kitchen plans. Go 

beyond simply choosing between 
totally integrating appliance units 
within casework or featuring 
freestanding appliances that take 
center stage in the kitchen to offer 
the consumer a “one-of-a-kind” 
kitchen solution.

Such a focus on the appliance 
component of a new plan makes 
sense right now. Regardless of 
the budget allowance or style 
requested, the room will have a 
full complement of appliances. 
Using your design “know how” to 

help the client select appliances, as 
well as being creative when placing 
the appliances, can be the “tipping 
point” that separates your design 
from the competition. Although 
the consumer may focus on the 
investment they are considering 
for the new kitchen, the buying 
decision will be made based on 
who offers the most creative plan, 

personalized to the family’s needs.
By re-energizing your knowledge 

around appliance engineering 
innovations, and moving beyond 
predictable appliance placement, 
you can offer a great solution, 
without introducing new products 
you are unfamiliar with, and without 
dramatically overshooting the 
budget.

MIXING AND MATCHING
Let’s first consider the simplest – 
and most affordable – way to be 
creative when integrating cabinets 
and appliances: mix and match these 
various elements. 

Rather than automatically 
paneling the refrigerator, consider 
transforming this piece into a “power 
appliance.”

INTERFACE

Designer’s Notebook

APPLIANCE
By Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID

Using creative ideas to 
facilitate the interface 
between kitchen appliances 
and cabinetry can give 
any size kitchen a more 
personalized appeal.

Option one locates the built-in cooking 
equipment in a traditional stacked 
configuration. Option two for the same 
space repositions these appliances in a 
horizontal installation next to one another.

This kitchen 
plan locates the 
dishwasher in a 
raised position 

with a microwave 
above, making 

both appliances 
easy to reach. 

The refrigerator 
is a decorative 
highlight of the 

room, rather than 
being hidden 

behind panels.
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Refrigerator finishes that 
minimize fingerprints offer a new 
look (remember how important 
innovation is to your client), so 
consider suggesting something other 
than stainless steel.

 ■ If a freestanding refrigera-
tor's depth is an issue, find out if you 
can recess it through a wall into an 
adjacent area.

 ■ Surround this “power appli-
ance” with panels, but avoid a normal 
cabinet-above refrigerator installa-
tion. Because this area is very difficult 
to access, why not make it an open 
display space? Whether traditional or 
contemporary, a 30" to 46" wide, 15" 
to 25" high opening above a refrigera-
tor can be a spot to add architectural 
detailing. If you do make this a 
display area, plan on a strip of LED 
lighting directly behind the valance, 
and make the display area shallower 
than the full refrigerator depth. 

In a room where all built-in 
appliances will be paneled, take a 
fresh look at the cooking center. 

 ■ Rather than the expected 
stainless steel, suggest a dramatic 
color for the range. Show your client 
actual swatches of appliance colors – 
rather than a paper color card.

 ■ Propose a well-en-
gineered and sculptural 
steel hood in place of a 
wood mantel hood. 

 ■ Offer clients an 
alternative to the mantel 
hood they admired in 
your showroom – a 
stainless steel with a 
dramatic tile splash 
extending behind the 
hood to the ceiling.

The key reason to 
offer the consumer 
such options is to 
demonstrate your 
capabilities. If the 
customer selects the 
beautiful (yet predictable) mantel 
hood rather than a stainless steel 
dramatic one, that’s fine…as long 
as they buy it from you. 

APPLIANCE PLACEMENT
Refresh your appliance location 
specifications by placing more 
emphasis on ergonomic guidelines. 
I’ve written previously about the 
emergence of mid-height cabinetry 
(a European name for cabinets 
that finish between 60" and 78" off 
the floor – midway between base 
and tall units), and the concept of 
“pedestal cabinets” (my name for 
cabinets that finish between 42" and 
60" off the floor). 

Moving beyond the typical 
definition of base, wall and tall 
cabinets gives you freedom to 
rethink appliance locations. 

Here are a few ideas for your 
consideration.

 ■ Use a bank of mid-height 
cabinets at the end of a run to house 
a raised dishwasher, as well as 
other “point-of-use” appliances –  for 
example, a microwave oven installed 
directly above a raised dishwasher. 
Or, consider a microwave, warming 
drawer and coffeemaker installed 
horizontally next to one another in 
a mid-height cabinet application. 
Double built-in wall ovens are much 
more accessible if installed side-by-
side as well.

 ■ Use the concept of a pedestal 
cabinet at the end of an island, at 
the back of an island, in the midst 
of a kitchen countertop run – or any 
other location where a continuous 
countertop is not the key planning 
criteria. Once again, this type of 
a raised cabinet provides an ideal 
height for easy access to smaller 
built-in appliances – or even a full 
sized oven. 

 ■ Reintroduce yourself to well-
engineered downdraft ventilation 

units. We seem to have shifted our 
design focus away from these venti-
lation systems. In smaller kitchens, 
or kitchen spaces that are a part of 
a bigger living area, the downdraft 
system can be the perfect solution 
to maintaining clear sight lines for 
the gathering part of the kitchen, 
and providing efficient, effective 
ventilation.

 ■ Watch for new innovations in 
ventilation hoods. Decorative hoods 
are emerging as dramatic design 
statements. Additionally, accessibil-
ity innovations are being launched. 
I recently saw an island hood whose 
canopy moved in and out so the user 
only extended this section when 
cooking was taking place: The rest of 
the time, there was no danger of any-
one hitting their forehead. An island 
hood (which could be used against 
a wall as well) that had a variable 
chimney height so the hood raised 

out of the way when the family was 
not geared up for a cooking extrava-
ganza was also recently advertised.

POINT-OF-USE PLACEMENT
Designers can also take a new 
approach to appliance placement 
grounded in the “point-of-use” 
approach to appliance location. 

We all remember simpler times 
when a kitchen had one refrigerator, 
a range with hood above it and a sink 
with an adjacent dishwasher. As the 
charts on pages 42-43 demonstrate, 
with the introduction of built-in 
ovens and microwave energy as 
a cooking source, the world of 
cooking appliances has dramatically 
expanded. Additionally, the primary 
sink has morphed into two very 
specific full-size fixtures: one sink 
as a clean-up center, one sink as 
a preparation center. The small 
vegetable sink of years past is now a 
third water source in a large kitchen. 

Over the last few years, a 
dramatic explosion of options 
has also led to “point-of-use” 
refrigeration. Yet, many of us still 
focus on one tall 30" to 48" wide 

The existing plan is typical of small spaces we have all struggled with. 
The avant-garde solution of installing undercounter refrigeration as the 
sole cooling appliance in the space makes this small kitchen dramatic.

In a much larger kitchen, separating the 
refrigerator from the freezer makes a far 
more frequently used pantry accessible 

to the cook, plus provides wall space for 
a television screen.
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multi-purpose refrigerator/freezer 
appliance. For large, active families, 
empty nesters, smaller second 
homes or condominium kitchens 
and those who enjoy their home but 
may not cook much, this approach to 
refrigeration can be a bit stagnant. 
Matching the refrigeration system 
to the homeowner’s needs (while 
remaining conscious of resale value) 
gives you a broader range of options 
to propose to your clients. 

One solution recently created 
by Joseph Giorgi, Jr., CKD of Giorgi 
Kitchens & Designs in Wilmington, 
DE, was to transform a small kitchen 
walled off from the adjacent dining 
room and living spaces into a much 
more inviting room by “thinking 
outside of the box.” Giorgi proposed 
to the client that the tall refrigerator 
appliance be completely eliminated. 
The existing refrigerator/freezer 
was moved to the basement. Two 
24"-wide double-drawer under-
counter refrigerator drawers were 
installed. This solution extended the 
workable counter space, and freed 
up one wall so an arched opening to 

the dining room could replace the 
smaller swinging door. The trade-
off of traveling to the basement for 
freezer items was enthusiastically 
embraced by the two-person family.

I have seen several wonderful 
plans that used point-of-use 
refrigeration for large, active 
families to create a breakfast/
snack or refreshment center for 
the children on the fringes of the 
primary cook’s work triangle. Such 
a center can include a small sink, a 
built-in coffeemaker or microwave 
and a beverage center that offers 
an icemaker as well as refrigerated 
shelf storage. 

For an adult household, I 
remember with fondness a client in 
Lewis, DE whose island included an 
18"-wide wine storage unit at one end 
of a seating area. In this fun-filled 

beach house, the primary cook had 
total access to the major appliances 
and could visit with all of the friends 
and family gathered around the 
island – with the hostess able to 
reach for a new wine bottle without 
ever entering the kitchen space! 

THE FLAT SCREEN TV
A television is the norm in most 
kitchens today. In past years, a 
workable solution was to encase 
small – yet bulky – televisions in 
the upper portion of a diagonal wall 
cabinet, or in the top portion of a 
tall pantry cabinet or other tower. 

Today, several intriguing small “fold- 
down” televisions are available that 
are attached to the bottom of a wall 
cabinet when an 18"-high backsplash 
dimension is specified. These are 
good solutions.

New installations work better 
for today’s flat-screen televisions. 
Wireless technology will provide 
a dramatic increase in design 
flexibility for television placement 
in the future. At this winter’s Las 
Vegas Consumer Electronics Show, 
wireless cable boxes were introduced 
– eliminating the need to hard wire 
the cable box to the television. Flat- 

Use this Appliance Checklist as you complete the final specifications for each kitchen project you 
work on. It will help you estimate and specify all of the planning details of appliance placement.

REFRIGERATOR INSTALLATION CONSIDERATIONS

1. Required door swing/drawer opening dimension verified.   _______
2. Overall appliance depth (including air space and handles) listed on plans.   _______
3. Overall width, including air space and countertop overhang dimension,  

determined before overhead cabinet width size and height specified.  _______
4. Appliance doors drawn in an open position on the plan to verify  

walkway clearances.     _______
5. Ice maker copper water lines/water filter specified.   _______
6. Trim kits and/or panels have been ordered. Labor to install has  

been included in estimate.     _______
7. Special handles ordered for integrated units.   _______

SINK INSTALLATION CONSIDERATIONS

1. Number of sink holes and fitting placement has been specified on the plans. _______
2. Dishwasher air gap requirements have been met in design.  _______
3. Method of securing sink to counter surface has been determined:  _______
 Flat rim with stainless steel rim and clip installation.   _______
 Self-rimming sink, color of caulking to be used between sink and countertop. _______
 Under-mount sink.    _______
 Integral sink.    _______

DISHWASHER INSTALLATION CONSIDERATIONS

1. Trim kits and/or panels have been ordered. Labor to install has been  
included in estimate.    _______

2. Existing water lines and drain location to be reused.   _______
 New water line to be installed.    _______
3. Existing dishwasher circuit to be reused.   _______
 New dishwasher circuit to be added.    _______
4. Appliance door drawn in an open position on the plan to verify  

walkway clearances.    _______

TRASH COMPACTOR INSTALLATION CONSIDERATIONS

1. Trim kits and/or panels have been ordered. Labor to install has been  
included in estimate.    _______

2. Existing compactor wiring to be reused.   _______
 New compactor wiring to be added.    _______
3. Appliance door drawn in an open position on the plan to verify  

walkway clearances.    _______

FOOD WASTE DISPOSER INSTALLATION CONSIDERATIONS

1. Unit to be batch fed _____ or switch operated _____.   _______
2. Switch location located after considering primary user’s handedness.  _______
3. Waste line no higher than 17" on center off the floor.   _______

BACKSPLASH CONVENIENCE APPLIANCE INSTALLATION CONSIDERATIONS

1. Backsplash appliance does not interfere with wall stud placement.  _______
2. Recess required for appliance is not obstructed by vents, ducts or  

pocket doors.    _______
3. Recessed convenience appliances do not interfere with backsplash  

design or use.    _______
4. Convenience outlets along backsplash do not interfere with built-in  

backsplash appliance location.    _______
5. Heat generating backsplash appliances are not specified below task  
 lighting that features a plastic diffuser.   _______

DROP-IN OR FREE-STANDING RANGE INSTALLATION CONSIDERATIONS

1. Gas or electrical requirements:
 Gas              Size of existing gas line.   _______
                         Existing gas line to be reused in its existing location.  _______
                         Existing gas line to be relocated.   _______
                          Diameter of new gas line required.   _______
 Electric       Electrical amperage of existing line:
                         30 amp _______ 40 amp _______ 50 amp _______
                          Electrical amperage requirement of new appliance:
                         30 amp _______ 40 amp _______ 50 amp _______
                         Existing electrical line to be reused in its existing location.  _______
                          Existing electrical line to be relocated.   _______
                          New electrical line to be added.   _______
2. Ventilation system specified on plans.   _______
3. Drop-in range method of support and distance from floor to bottom of range  
 specified on plans.    _______

APPLIANCE CHECKLIST
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A mid-height cabinet conceals several 
point-of-use appliances, as well as 
provides space behind the cabinetry to 
accommodate a TV mechanism designed 
to allow the television to be raised for 
viewing, then lowered out of the way.
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screen technology with a wireless 
connection to computer elements is 
also on the horizon. 

This industry moves so quickly 
that the best way for a designer 
to stay “up-to-date” is to establish 
an alliance with a local media 
center specialist. Additionally, 
keep a keen eye on hardware 
innovations as far as television 
stands or mounting mechanisms. Try 
Googling “TV stands,” or visit www.
standsandmounts.com – you will be 
amazed at what’s available.

Televisions in kitchens today 
need to be positioned after 
considering the following:

How many viewing angles 
are required? Is there wall space 
available, or must accommodations 
be made in the cabinetry?

 ■ Consider a mid-height unit 
finishing at 72" so the television can 
sit atop this special height cabinet.

 ■ Create a design that positions 
the tall element with its side panel 
available to mount a television on a 
telescoping arm.

 ■ Identify base cabinet space not 

needed for kitchen storage that could 
house a lifting mechanism to conceal 
the television when not in use.

Visit www.dougmockett.
com to see a wide variety of cord 
management and flexible electrical 
outlet fittings that will allow your 
client countertop access to Internet 
connectivity or electrical power.

As you search for a new colleague 
who specializes in media centers, 
consider ways that your two 
organizations might collaborate in 
our current challenging business 
climate. Is it possible for both firms 
to exchange displays in each other’s 
showroom? Is it possible for you to 
co-host a cause-driven Spring event 
– at either or both showrooms? Your 
collaboration can be as simple as 
developing a 2009 “we are working 
together” letter and sharing a 
mailing list.

AN APPLIANCE CHECKLIST
Whenever learning about new 
appliances, or locating units you are 
familiar with, if your responsibilities 
include specifying all mechanicals 

and other material details, you 
may want to review the checklist 
developed for the National Kitchen 
& Bath Association’s Professional 
Resource Library volume “Kitchen 
& Bath Products.” I developed 
this chart many years ago for my 
private practice because I found I 
made too many mistakes around 
the details of appliance placement 
or the mechanical requirements in 
my designs. I hope this information 
prevents any profit slippage for you. 

Many designers may have a bit 
more time on their hands in this first 
quarter of 2009. I urge you to take 
any professional free time you have 
and begin a new search – narrowly 
focused on appliance innovations. 
Search the Web, read trade journals, 
visit respected appliance stores or 
distributor showrooms. Then create 
an appliance idea book. Promise 
yourself to offer the consumer at 
least one new approach for the 
appliances with each design solution 
you present. You can expand this 
professional education right at your 
desk by enjoying “what if” solution-

focused discussions with your 
colleagues at the office as well.

The benefit? Prospective clients 
will be intrigued with your design 
abilities…so much so, in fact, they 
will retain you to design their new 
kitchen!

Ellen Cheever, 
CMKBD, ASID, is 
a well-known 
author, designer, 
speaker and 
marketing 
specialist.

A member 
of the NKBA Hall of Fame, Cheever 
gained prominence in the industry 
early on as the author of two design 
education textbooks. She manages 
an award-winning design firm, 
Ellen Cheever & Associates, and has 
been part of the management team 
of several major cabinet companies.

This article is part of a quar-
terly series of “Designer’s Notebook” 
articles, which will continue to run 
throughout 2009 exclusively in 
Kitchen & Bath Design News.

4. Countertop cut-out for drop-in units specified on plans.   _______
5. Side clearance for drop-in units that have a flange overlapping  

adjacent cabinetry  has been considered in the planning process.  _______
6. Appliance overall depth, including handles, listed on the plans.  _______
7. Appliance door drawn in an open position to verify walkway clearances.  _______

BUILT-IN OVEN INSTALLATION CONSIDERATIONS

1. Gas or electrical requirements: 
 Gas              Size of existing gas line.   _______
                          Existing gas line to be reused in its existing location.  _______
                         Existing gas line to be relocated.   _______
                         Diameter of new gas line required.   _______
 Electric       Electrical amperage of existing line:
                         30 amp _______ 40 amp _______ 50 amp _______
                         Electrical amperage requirement of new appliance:
                         30 amp _______ 40 amp _______ 50 amp _______
                         Existing electrical line to be reused in its existing location.  _______
                         Existing electrical line to be relocated.   _______
                         New electrical line to be added.   _______
2. Ventilation requirement for new oven: Ducted _______ Non-ducted _______
3. Countertop overhang treatment against oven cabinet side to be:
                         Countertop extends past oven case.   _______
                         Countertop ties into side of special depth oven cabinet.  _______
                         Case depth to be ______________________________________.
                         Toe kick to be ________________________________________.
4. All dimensions are included in specifications and plans.
  Overall appliance depth (including handles).   _______
  Appliance height placement in relationship to primary cook’s height.  _______
  Cut-out and overall dimensions.    _______
5. For undercounter installation, manufacturer’s specifications have been  

verified for minimum cut-out height from the floor.    _______

COOKTOP INSTALLATION CONSIDERATIONS

1. Gas or electrical requirements:
 Gas              Size of existing gas line.   _______
                          Existing gas line to be recessed in its present location.  _______
                         Existing gas line to be relocated.   _______

                         Diameter of new gas line required.   _______
 Electric       Electrical amperage of existing line:
                         30 amp _______ 40 amp _______ 50 amp _______
                         Electrical amperage requirement of new appliance:
                          30 amp _______ 40 amp _______ 50 amp _______
                          Existing electrical line to be reused in its existing location.  _______
                          Existing electrical line to be relocated.   _______
                          New electrical line to be added.   _______

2. Ventilation system specified on plans.   _______
3. Can cabinet drawers be ordered below the oven?   _______
4. Can roll-outs be installed below the cooktop?   _______
5. All dimensions (cut-out and overall) are listed on the plan  _______

MICROWAVE OVEN INSTALLATION CONSIDERATIONS

1. Dedicated electrical circuit specified.    _______
2. Trim kit ordered with appliance.    _______
 Labor to install trim kit included in estimate.   _______
3. Microwave oven placement is away from other heat generating appliances. _______
4. Microwave oven placement is away from television in the kitchen.  _______
5. Appliance height has been determined in relation to the height of  

the primary cook for both safety and convenience.   _______
6. Cut-out and overall dimensions are listed on the plan.   _______

VENTILATION HOOD INSTALLATION CONSIDERATIONS

1. Length of duct path from ventilation system to exterior termination point.  _______
2. Number of elbow turns along duct path.   _______
3. Ventilating unit’s (free air pressure) CFM rating.   _______
 Exist (static air pressure) CFM rating estimate.   _______
4. Hood depth in relation to adjacent cabinetry.   _______
5. Hood distance from cooking surface.    _______
6. Hood width in relationship to cooktop width below.   _______

Source: “Kitchen & Bath Products: Materials – Equipment – Surfaces”  
by Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, for the NKBA’s Professional Resource Library
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R
ight now, it’s more important 
than ever to avoid mistakes 
that waste time and money 
– and this is particularly 
true in the bath. Indeed, this 

past year, many kitchen designers 
have seen an unexpected increase 
in demand for bathroom projects 
within their practice, caused, most 
likely, by clients delaying their 
kitchen projects in favor of what 
they perceive as a smaller project: 
the bathroom. 

Previously, I’ve suggested how 
to combine interesting materials in 
these adult retreats. This month, 
we’ll tackle easily overlooked 
fixture and fitting details which can 
lead to profit slippage on the job site 
and project delays.

THE VANITY AREA
In many master bathrooms, the 
vanity cabinet height may be 
different for two adult users. This 
variance in counters impacts the 
plumbing rough-in for the faucetry, 
as well as countertop backsplash 

detailing. It can also impact design 
elements planned for the wall 
surfaces of the bathroom.

Running a continuous 
wainscoting material around the 
walls of a master bathroom can 
give the space a unified look. The 
height of such a design element is 
determined by the finished splash 
height behind the tallest vanity. 
When setting the dimension, it 
is critical to plot the line around 
all elevations to make sure the 
surfacing does not intersect 
windowsills, electrical switches or 
outlets. You need to lay out wall-
mounted lavatory faucet rough-
ins or glass vanity shelving in 
relationship to the wall surfacing 
decoration as well.

Mirror and light fixture 
locations are next. The vanity/
pedestal area planning continues 
up the wall, placing recessed 
surface-mounted mirrored cabinets. 
There are many bathroom vanity 
ensembles that offer a vanity 
cabinet with coordinating wall 

When placing the fixtures, 
avoiding common bathroom 
‘gotchas’ can help to save both 
time and money.

By Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID
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This bathroom features 
an oversized water closet 

compartment to accommodate 
the TOTO toilet (see inset).

Designer’s Notebook

Fitting the   
Photo: Peter Leach
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units, incorporating both surface-
mounted and flat mirror cabinet 
combinations. Additionally, single 
decorative mirrors are oftentimes 
specified above a two-bowl vanity. 

Both of these scenarios 
require special attention to light 
fixture placement. Whether you 
actually sell the light fixtures 
or not, the project will be much 
more successful if you make sure 
the light fixtures are specified 
and placed before the mirror 
specification is completed.

Consider the two decorative 
mirror scenarios: Will you have four 
lights (two on each side of each 
mirror) or two overhead fixtures? 
If you are planning two overhead 
fixtures, visualize the fixture shape 

above square mirrors or oval ones. If 
the mirror is mounted on a recessed 
cabinet, overhead lights become 
more complex because fixtures 
cannot “drop” over the mirror. 

Alternatively, when using side-
mounted fixtures, the center of 
the fixture should be dimensioned 
as the center of the light source 
(bulb) within the fixture. You then 
convert that design centerline 
to the actual rough-in for the 

electrician. Architectural Graphics 
Standards lists the average person’s 
eye sight at being 3" below their 
overall height. Your client’s height 

should be used when centering side 
lights on a wall. 

Designers are combining 
decorative pedestals or consoles 
with free-standing, mid-height 
storage cabinets or other types of 
built-in bathroom cabinetry. Once 
again, matching the faucet to the 
drilling of the pedestal or console 
table is an important place to 
start. Make sure your plumbing 
subcontractor knows the piping will 
be exposed behind a pedestal or 
under a console table. Finishing the 
piping and having a good looking 
eschution plate on the wall around 
the drain line is important to 
specify – and charge for. 

On a final note – it is most 
important to carefully match the 
faucet’s shape and design with 
the lavatory specified. Check the 
shape and size of the interior 

The master bathroom floor plan only 
details the ‘next to’ spatial relationship 
of all the elements to be installed in 
a bathroom. Safety and accessibility 
minimums published by NKBA must be 
met at this point in the layout process – 
much more is required of the final set of 
project documents. 

 the   Fixtures
In this hall bath, the tub tile design and 
detail strip intersect with the valve. A 
nice detail hides the error – and costs 
more to create. The trim piece height 
dimension is fixed because it also serves 
as a cap at the countertop splash. 

Photos: Peter Leach
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bowl configuration. Compare this 
information with the trajectory 
pattern (the water flow direction 
as it comes out of the faucet spout). 
Where will the water stream hit 
the lavatory side/bottom? If you 
have a mismatch, the water will 
spray back on the user. Make sure 
the shape of the spout makes it 
easy for the user to get both hands 
under the water spray.

THE TOILET AREA
It’s important to know the exact 
dimensions of the toilet specified 
for a project when locating this 
fixture. In the past, there was 
very little difference in size 
between well-engineered toilets 
and entry-level fixtures. Today, 
designer toilets are larger in 
width and dimension. Additionally, 
fixtures that combine some type 

of bidet seat are typically 
larger in width and depth 
to accommodate a larger 
seat opening to provide 
a comfortable, localized 
washing space for the user. 
These toilet/bidet fixtures 
also require an electrical line, 
and may have a wall-mounted 
remote control that must be 

placed so that the user can reach it.
New on the horizon for 

residential use are tankless 
toilets. There is still a tank, but 
it is concealed in a thicker wall 
behind the toilet. The fixture itself 
mounts on a hanging bracket so 
the toilet is completely off the 
finished floor. Some consider this 
a “contemporary” fixture, but it is 
a marvelous solution in any bath, 
most notably in small spaces. 
Visual volume to the space is 
added by the streamlined fixture, 
fitting snug against the wall 
and completely off the floor. The 
flushing mechanism mounts on the 
wall, and provides access to the 
tank concealed behind the toilet. 
Long a standard in Europe, this 
is great new possibility for North 
American bathrooms. For more 
information, visit www.geberit.com. 

THE SHOWERING/BATHING AREA
In master bathrooms, there is some 
discussion in the design community 
about eliminating bathtubs in place 
of larger, more spacious showers. If 
it’s a “trade-off” situation, a larger 
shower may be the best solution. 
However, I challenge anyone to 
really be “relaxed” when standing in 
a shower or sitting on a bench, back 
against a straight wall in a shower 
enclosure. 

Top left: This before plan is very typical 
across the country for older homes 
with very small master bathrooms. Be 
creative; think outside the currently 
defined bathroom space.

Bottom left: The solution for this 
bath created new closet space in the 
oversized bedroom (made possible 
with the limited amount of floor space 
needed for a wall-mounted flat screen 
television), resulting in a much more 
gracious entry into the bath, the 
inclusion of built-in dressing room 
cabinetry, separate vanities for each 
adult and a shower for the entire family 
of four! 

Here is a great detail covering all 
the items you must dimension on 
the elevations in a simple pedestal 
vanity configuration. 
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Alternatively, I see a trend 
towards smaller, freestanding 
bathtubs, or fixtures with a more 
modest surround. Reducing the size 
of the tub may leave enough floor 
space for a larger shower. 

Several things to consider when 
placing these fixtures:

 ■ The bathtub must be safe 
and easy to enter and exit. Place the 
fittings off-center to one side, along 
the front edge of the bathtub so it 
can be filled without leaning across 
the fixture. Include a hand-held 
shower head to make cleaning easy 
– and safe. 

 ■ Determine ahead of time if 
the bathtub will be under-mounted 
or surface-mounted. This will help 
you match the right bathtub to the 
right installation. 

 ■ If you are using a freestanding 
bathtub with no apron or ledge space 
nearby, plan a small piece of furniture 
for the soap dish, washcloth, glass of 
champagne or favorite magazine.

 ■ If the bathtub is used for en-
joying a restful moment, make sure 
the light fixtures are on dimmers so 
the level of light suits the tasks – 
whether grooming or relaxing.

 ■ Plumbing manufacturers have 
done an excellent job teaching us 

about proper placement and water 
supply sizing for multi-head showers. 
Some additional key planning con-
siderations include the following:

1.  If using a ceiling-mounted 
showerhead, make sure the ceiling 
is high enough to allow your clients 
to stand comfortably under the 
showerhead.

2.  When suggesting a curbless 
shower, make sure you calculate 
the drain capacity compared to 
the volume of water flowing in the 
shower when multiple heads are 
simultaneously in operation. 

 ■ When planning a shower 
bench, make sure the material has a 
slight texture – it’s more comfortable 
for the user. For showers without a 
bench, don’t forget the importance 
of a footrest in the shower. 

 ■ If using a chromatherapy light 
fixture in the shower, specify more 
than one to fill the compartment 
with light. These are all consider-
ations that make bathroom planning 
more complex in many cases than 
kitchen planning. 

Today, clients are creating 
master suite retreats, rather 

than master bedrooms with a 
bathroom. No longer just sleeping 
and grooming quarters, these new 
spaces incorporate a cozy sleeping 
area, organized dressing room and 
multi-zoned bathroom. Settling all 
the details at the planning stage is 
a critical element to success when 
planning such spaces. 

MASTER BATH PLAN DETAILS
When choosing the toilet, ask 
yourself, can the user reach the 
toilet paper holder? Is it visible (not 
good) from the open door? Where 
does the user find an extra roll of 
paper in the middle of the night? It’s 
a great idea to include a very small 
hand washing corner lav in the water 
closet compartment – this could just 
“make” the sale.

With regards to the sink, how 
will you light it and fit a mirror in 
the corner, and where will towel 
bars go that do not interfere with 
this special sink?

Be sure to plan the countertop 
splash/mirror/light fixture 
relationship. A bar-type fixture is 
a great light fixture to use because 
the entire fixture height is minimal 
– designs that have hanging shades 
can be impossible to use if a mirror 
door must open or a surface-
mounted cabinet is used. 

If a fixture with an open cover 
is to be used, are you going to direct 
the light “up” so that no one stares 
into bare bulbs (downside is less 
light on the face for applying make-
up), or are you going to direct them 
down? This decision must be made 
before the electrician roughs-in the 
line for the fixture – or extra money 
and job delays will occur, resulting 
in lost money and an unhappy client.

If budget is a concern, be careful 
about custom shower doors – make 
sure you know all the choices 

available. I recently priced out a 
neo angle door/wall system and 
received a $4,000 estimate from the 
custom shop I normally use, and a 
$750 price from an “off-the-shelf” 
provider. In some baths, the door 
may not be key to the design or 
the functional solution; therefore, 
maybe you can use a standard door 
and apply the savings to something 
more important to the client.

Whatever you do, don’t make 
the floor space too small around 
the toilet. Finally, realize that 
your clients may not want to hear 
your planning criteria. Just get it 
ergonomically “right” for the client.

Ellen Cheever, 
CMKBD, ASID, is 
a well-known 
author, 
designer, 
speaker and 
marketing 
specialist.

A member of the NKBA Hall 
of Fame, Cheever gained promi-
nence in the industry early on as 
the author of two design educa-
tion textbooks. She manages an 
award-winning design firm, Ellen 
Cheever & Associates, and has been 
part of the management team of 
several major cabinet companies.

This article is part of a quar-
terly series of “Designer’s Notebook” 
articles, which will run throughout 
2009 exclusively in KBDN.

Far right: His vanity includes a bench 
(needed to accommodate a radiator). 
Note the geometric pattern of the floor 
– the accent lines are highlighted on the 
floor plan.

Near right: Her vanity is a simple and 
compact area with plenty of storage. 
Placing the lights on the mirror required 
careful consideration of the client’s 
height, as well as the fixture size.

The shower area is the last area to design. I think we all have learned to carefully 
place the water components in the shower. Successful designers do a detailed 
drawing of every wall, install solid backerboard in the entire shower, and work with a 
professional to get the shower right. 

The shower wall shows the entrance 
opening, the door to the water 

closet compartment and the shower. 
Note the shower door swings both 
in and out so a user can reach the 

master shower controls on the left 
hand wall without getting wet. The 

controls for the hand-held shower 
are placed on the back wall. Because 

this is a steam shower, the ceiling 
was lowered. Everyone in the family 

enjoys this shower! 
Photos: Peter Leach
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O
ver the past two decades, 
much has been written 
about the Great Room 
kitchen – a multi-purpose 
space with the actual 

cooking center tucked in one 
corner. Today, however, designers 
are telling me their clients are 

looking for a kitchen design that 
positions the gourmet space in a 
more central location within the 
Great Room.

The new trend seems to be 
about moving the kitchen out of the 
corner and giving it a center stage 
treatment. In the drawing featured 
at left, you can see the kitchen in 
a corner plan, as compared to the 
kitchen in the center of the room 
concept seen below.

In this example, moving the 

Kitchens are increasingly 
being placed in a more 
central location within the 
Great Room, creating new 
design challenges – and 
opportunities.

By Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID

The drawing at left shows a 
traditional Great Room kitchen 
plan, as opposed to a ‘center stage’ 
kitchen seen below.

CenterStage
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working kitchen into the center of 
the room resulted in space being 
available for a semi-private, quieter 
media room. Although separate, 
the area is still part of the kitchen 
because it is visible through the 
wall opening behind the sink.

A walk-through pantry is 
adjacent to the kitchen and houses 
the full-size freezer. Only the fresh 
food refrigerator is located in the 
cook’s triangle of work space. 

With the inclusion of a well-
organized pantry system, wall 
cabinet storage can be minimized. 
Replacing wall cabinets with tall 
cabinets is a good idea. University 
studies have identified the ideal 
storage area as the shelf space 
from the principal user’s knee level 
to eye level. In traditional base 
and wall cabinetry, this important 
storage area is interrupted by 
the countertop (and little-used 
backsplash wall space). Normal 
depth cabinetry or narrow depth 
storage areas (just make sure the 
shelf is deeper than 10") provide 
an ergonomically useful floor-to-

ceiling storage area.
A desk for the children’s 

computer is placed by the back 
door so that it is private but near 
enough for a parent to oversee 
their activities. Another desk type 
area is “command central.” It is 
positioned to let the user stay 
organized while keeping an eye on 
what is going on with other family 

members. 
Note the added 

center of activity 
directly opposite 
the arched 
opening into 
the more formal 
dining room (or 
family room?). 
An attractive 
refreshment center 
or butler’s pantry 

is a possibility. The 
kitchen refrigerator 

is enclosed with a wall, providing a 
space for a family photo gallery or 
art piece.

Such an arrangement of space 
may be very appealing to younger 
families who have very active and 
very casual lifestyles. They are 
much different from the career-
focused Baby Boomers we have 
served for years. These Gen Xers 

have busy work lives as well as 
active children at home, and a pet 
or two. They really live together in 
the cooking/dining/activity space 
of a Great Room. 

The major advantage of moving 
the kitchen into the center of a 
large, open Great Room space 
is that the circular – almost 
racetrack – traffic pattern allows 
specific activity centers to flow 
from one to another, as well as 
into and out of the cooking space. 
This is quite different than the 
kitchen being tied to the grocery 
entry point and all activity centers 
then stacked up one after the other 
beyond the cooking/serving corner 
area (see drawings above).

THE PLANNING PROCESS
So, how do you begin thinking 
about planning a kitchen in the 
middle of the room? This concept 

might be something you have not 
tried before. Permit me to share 
some helpful ways to start the 
planning process.

1.  Begin by identifying 
all non-cooking activities the 
total room must accommodate. 
Prioritize these activities. Note the 
equipment (size of flat screen? Two 
recliners? Sofa/coffee table?) for 
each area.

2.  Draw the room (completely 
empty!), listing doors and windows 
– and where they lead and what the 
view is. Make sure you have a clear 
understanding of the construction 
parameters you must work within. 
Do you have the option to move 
a door, change the door swing, 
combine/add/eliminate windows? 
Oftentimes, we only focus on the 
functional kitchen, overlooking 
the wonderful opportunity we have 
to improve the entire space by 

The graphics at right illustrate the 
traditional stacked path (top right), as well 
as a more flowing, activity inviting path 
(bottom right).

Using a grid for a ‘center stage’ kitchen makes it easier to 
consider all of the design possibilities.
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altering the entrances, exits and 
windows in the room. There may be 
no possible change – or more than 
you think. Make sure you ask!

3.  Think about the concept 
of radial balance, rather than 

symmetrical or asymmetrical 
balance. If you begin your planning 
in a center point of a space, you 
will find your thinking process is 
more fluid.

4.  Think in blocks of space: 

Create dimensioned kitchen work 
station templates to ground your 
creative mind in the floor space 
requirements for these cooking 
centers:

 ■ Freezer with counter.
 ■ Food Preservation: Point-of-

use refrigeration or special purpose 
under-counter refrigeration. Space 
needed for a standalone refrigera-
tor with landing space. Footage for 
a large refrigerator/freezer in a 
pantry, garage or other location. 

 ■ Sink/dishwasher/recycling/
drawer bank run of counter and 
cabinets.

 ■ Cooktop with storage below/
base cabinets each side/wall cabi-
nets each side.

 ■ Minimum full-size oven com-
bined with microwave/convection 
units, steam ovens and/or warming 
drawers. Is it possible to tuck that 
second oven (only used for Thanks-
giving) in an adjacent pantry?

 ■ Table and chairs with walk-
around space behind.

 ■ Stacked washer and dryer 
with utility sink vs. side-by-side 
equipment.

By creating such templates, you 
can easily consider possible layouts 
by moving these “patterns” around. 
Be prepared – working from the 
middle of the room out is much 
more difficult than “stepping” 
along predetermined wall lengths.

5.  Identify what type of 
alternative wall cabinet storage 

you can suggest. Think pantry! 
I believe sheetrock-constructed 

walk-in pantries will continue 
to grow in popularity in kitchen 
designs. Why? First, this type of 
enclosed open storage structure 
makes it far easier for a busy family 
with lots of cooks – leading a very 
casual lifestyle – to be able to find 
everything. 

In the past, most families 
had “Mom” as the primary cook. 
She knew where everything was 
and could go easily from cabinet 
to cabinet, opening the doors to 
retrieve the items stored within. 
She also made sure everything  
got back where she wanted it to  
go. For many families today, a 
walk-in pantry with open shelving 
may be highly valued because 
anyone can enter the space and 
find what they’re looking for, 
regardless of where the last “cook” 
placed the item.

When planning this type of 
large pantry, I urge you to include 
a “hostess cart.” Visit John Boos 
or Enclume’s Web sites (www.
johnboos.com or www.enclume.
com) for more ideas on this. Any 
type of cart on castors (which 
allows you to unload items from 
the pantry and move them into the 
primary work surface) is a great 
enhancement to the space. If you 
specify locking castors, it also 
provides extra worktop space.

6.  Use a grid system to “block 

The drawing above illustrates several different island shape possibilities. 

This traditional L-shaped Great Room kitchen (at left) dramatically separates 
the cook from the rest of the family. By contrast, the ‘center stage’ kitchen 
seen above showcases an alternative solution that is easily accessible and that 
functions well for a busy family.
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off” the space you are working 
with: it‘s much better than simple 
1/4" or 1/2" grid paper. Begin 
by drawing a parameter around 
the room that is 24" to 30" of 
space accommodating cabinets 
or furniture. Next indicate a 36" 
to 42" walkway. Lastly, divide the 
center area left and right into 27" 
deep base/countertop sections, and 
6" wall areas. This approach makes 
it easier to consider all of the 
possibilities.

7.  Consider different shapes 
for the center island or one major 
wall in the room (see drawings on 
Page 36).

8.  If at all possible, attach 
the breakfast/dining/everything 
table to one of the center kitchen 
work stations. Although in North 
America we prefer walk-around/
seated-around tables, the European 
approach of a table attached at the 
end or back of an island is just as 
inviting and saves one entire 36" to 
42" walkway corridor. 

CENTER STAGE DESIGNS
To demonstrate the possible 
space management success of 
this approach, let’s take a look 
at another kitchen that has been 
designed.

The drawing on Page 36 (at 

bottom, left) showcases a large 
L-shaped kitchen (with an island 
featuring a wraparound counter 
surface) in the back half of the 
room. With so much space between 
the cook and the family and friends 
area, there might as well have been 
a wall separating the room. 

The center stage kitchen on 
Page 36 (at bottom, right) offers 
an alternative solution. A large 
second kitchen/pantry area is 
created behind the kitchen after 
it is “pushed” to the center of the 
space. This pantry is big enough to 
incorporate a second refrigerator, 
as well as a second sink and 

dishwasher if appropriate. A 
Thanksgiving turkey oven is also 
ready and waiting for holiday events! 
Easily accessible from the back 
door, as well as the kitchen, it is a 
functional solution for a busy family.

SMALLER SPACES
Is this idea only for big Great Rooms? 
No! Such an approach is not reserved 
for large spaces. Great room ideas 
work for small spaces, too

Consider the plan above. 
A U-shaped kitchen with a 
breakfast area and adjacent 
laundry room is our starting point. 
The space is then transformed 
into a combination of pantry 

storage/laundry area 
and “walk-around” island 
living environment (see 
illustration above). 
Replacing the windows 
along the back wall with a 
cantilevered bay window 
seat expands the area to 
include a great spot to sit in 
on a sunny day. 

Note the use of sliding 
“barn doors” in the pantry 
area. Large swinging doors 
are troublesome – anywhere, 
any time. Pocket doors can 
be expensive because the 
entire wall needs to be 
opened and reframed. 

One alternative is 
sliding doors mounted on 
the outside of a wall (with 
concealed or decorative 

hardware). In this case, the barn 
doors are installed on the inside of 
the laundry area, allowing 12" deep 
storage (with a decorative shelf 
stretched above the door) to be 
installed in the kitchen space. 

A larger opening into this 
laundry room has also been 
suggested because the doors 
typically stay open during normal 
family living, only closed when 
company comes over.

As you begin your search of 
a solution for a new prospective 
client, think outside of the box. I 
know that’s an overused phrase, 
but as you face your computer 
screen – or with pencil and paper 
– try starting in the middle of the 
room instead of along the edges. 

A word of practical advice: 
In our current “economically 

challenged” design world, suggest 
two solutions to the client. Start 
with a great plan (within budget) 
of a kitchen attached to the 
walls. The second plan can be the 
unexpected “center stage” idea. 

Why do the extra work? 
Although the prospective client 
might opt for the more traditional 
kitchen design approach, they 
may be so impressed with your 
other ideas they decide to shop no 
further! The key is not whether 
they pick the more avant-garde 
center room solution – the key is 
they buy you rather than the less 
professional, less experienced, 
less creative, dollar-focused 
competitor who is vying for the 
client’s business against you. Win 
the sale with your ideas, not with 
discounts.

Ellen Cheever, 
CMKBD, ASID, is 
a well-known 
author, 
designer, 
speaker and 
marketing 
specialist.

A member of the NKBA Hall 
of Fame, Cheever gained promi-
nence in the industry early on as 
the author of two design educa-
tion textbooks. She manages an 
award-winning design firm, Ellen 
Cheever & Associates, and has been 
part of the management team of 
several major cabinet companies.

This article is part of a quar-
terly series of “Designer’s Notebook” 
articles, which will run throughout 
2010 exclusively in KBDN.

Illustrated (above and at top, right) are examples of smaller Great Room kitchen 
ideas. The traditional U-shaped kitchen (above) is the starting point, and the 
addition of a pantry storage/laundry area and ‘walk-around’ island (at top, right) 
transforms the space.
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W
ith the new consumer 
focus on “downsizing,” 
smaller, smarter homes 
will likely be the new 
construction norm in the 

future. Clients planning to renovate 
will select designers who can 
manipulate existing spaces, avoiding 
costly room additions. 

While the interest in small 
homes is not new (several great 
books have been written about 
smart, smaller homes), wonderful 
kitchen examples are hard to find. 

Last September, I went on a 
kitchen tour sponsored by the 
NKBA Puget Sound Chapter. On the 
tour, I saw several small kitchens 
we can all learn from. 

Additionally, I recently judged 
a Wellborn Design Competition, 
and was inspired by several 
examples of great small spaces. 
One in particular from the Portland 
area caught my eye. So join me in 
studying several solution-slanted 
successful kitchens created by 
Pacific Northwest professionals.

PLANNING STRATEGIES
Before we study these award-
winning solutions, here are several 
ideas that these designers employed 
in their projects:

■  Make sure you understand 
the client’s priorities. Do not 
assume “downsizing” means 
“downgrading.” Train yourself to 
never say, “You can’t have,” or “I 
can’t do…because…” Replace such 
negative comments with, “Together, 
I think we can find a way for all 

By Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID

Small Kitchens

Left: In this kitchen, designed by 
Crystal Kennedy, Pacific Northwest 
Cabinetry, in Milwaukee, OR, note 
the addition of the multipurpose 
counter placed in front of the 
window. Installing cabinets in front 
of a window can be a workable 
solution – as long as a person can 
access the window to open it. 
Photo: Courtesy of Wellborn Cabinet 

Below: Wall cabinets are 
minimized because of window 
placement, ceiling beam 
constraints and appliance 
locations. At times, a straight 
run into the return wall provides 
accessibility. Photo: Courtesy of 
Wellborn Cabinet  

Designer’s Notebook

‘BIG’Creative planning can help kitchen 
designers develop small-space 
solutions that feel and function like 
their big-kitchen counterparts.
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of your requests to be met. We 
just need to prioritize equipment, 
thinking about staging activities, 
planning multi-tasking spaces and 
possibly moving some activities out 
of the core kitchen floor space area.”

■  Look outside of the 
boundaries of the existing kitchen 
to determine if other rooms can 
“give up” some square footage.

1.  Can a laundry room become 
part of the kitchen, rather than a 
separate room?

2.  Can a coat closet be 
relocated, downsized or share floor 
space with a pantry?

3.  Can a buffet, entertainment 
center or other special-purpose 
section of cabinetry be placed in 
the adjacent dining room?

4.  Can a dining room adjacent 
to the kitchen become part of the 
kitchen activity zone or do “double-
duty” as the library, home office or 
other center of activity?

■  Find alternatives to a 
freestanding table or island. 
Banquettes or bench seating with 
table and chair combinations have 
been growing in popularity over the 
last several years. Islands are being 
replaced with peninsulas, saving 
one 36" to 48" walkway on one side. 
Minimize walkway space anywhere, 
everywhere, whenever possible!

■  Eliminate visual chaos. 
To make a space look bigger, keep 
the design details understated. 
The more activity in the overall 
surface selections or materials used, 

Left: In this kitchen designed 
by Joseph Irons, CGR, GMB, 
CAPS, CGP, Irons Brothers 
Construction, Shoreline, 
WA, and Terence Tung, CKD, 
reorganizing the walkway 
was possible by grouping the 
primary prep and cooking 
center in a tight U on one 
side of the room. Photo: Scott 
Chytil, Scott Chytil Photography, 
Bellevue, WA

Below: An additional run of cabinetry 
was added in the dining area, creating 
an entertainment center – and a spot 
for all that liquor! Photo: Scott Chytil, 
Scott Chytil Photography, Bellevue, WA

Right: The designer worked 
carefully with the angled 

archway leading from the kitchen 
to the adjacent dining space. 

Photo: Scott Chytil, Scott Chytil 
Photography, Bellevue, WA

173



the smaller the space will appear 
visually. I believe this is one of the 
reasons we have seen such a growth 
in popularity of quartz countertop 
materials. Their monochromatic 
aesthetic is much more subtle than 
the active pattern movement found 
in natural stone slabs. 

Think carefully about 
proportion as well. In smaller 
spaces, mantel hoods should be 
replaced with interesting – but 
much smaller in scale – decorative 
metal and glass ventilation 
systems. Try to minimize the “bulk” 
of professional-looking cooking 
equipment. Major manufacturers 
are introducing much more 
streamlined appliance designs that 
work well in small rooms. Try to 
integrate the refrigerator so that 
it does not extend into the room. 
One solution that has worked for 
me is recessing the freestanding 
refrigerator into an adjacent utility 
or laundry room.

CASE STUDIES
To illustrate some of these creative 
ideas for smaller kitchen spaces, 
let’s look at four Pacific Northwest 
kitchens that provide unique 
design solutions.

The first kitchen, created by 
Marie Lail Blackburn, CMKBD, 
MLB Design Group, in Seattle, WA, 
features elements that make it 
extremely efficient, including:

■  Investing in a functional 
corner storage system;

■  Locating the dishwasher away 
from the corner so that it’s accessible;

■  Using crisp contemporary 
appliances;

■  Using 12"-deep tall cabinets 

(rather than 24"-deep base and 
wall combinations); 

■  “Stealing” space for the 
eating counter by extending it 
around into an adjacent space.

Another member of the NKBA 
Puget Sound Kitchen Tour, Joseph 
Irons, CGR, GMB, CAPS, CGP, with 
Terence Tung, CKD, revitalized 
a small kitchen in a 1930s Tudor 
home without sacrificing the 
personality of the home. Although 
the “footprint” of the kitchen could 
not be dramatically changed, the 
clients had three objectives:

■  Relocate the kitchen walking 
path so it did not pass through the 
middle of the kitchen. 

■  Create a more open feeling 
between the rooms.

■  Add storage for the 
homeowner’s expensive liquor 
collection.

Crystal Kennedy of Pacific 
Northwest Cabinetry, a competition 
winner in the Wellborn Design 
Contest, created a very functional 
small kitchen by adding 24" onto 
the existing home. Oftentimes, 
such a small addition can be 
accomplished without major 
exterior changes. Much like a 
bay window, a small “bump-out” 
addition can be accomplished 
under the existing roof overhang.

Cantilevered construction 

(acceptable for local building 
codes) allows the footing and 
foundation footprint to remain 
intact. This is an affordable way to 
add a small extension, which can 
result in big gains in size.

Another project by Marie Lail 
Blackburn that I had the pleasure of 
actually standing in during the tour 
is an example of a small kitchen that 
dramatically increased in size when 
the designer was able to expand into 
adjacent spaces.

DESIGN SOLUTIONS 
When challenged with a small 
space that needs to feel “big” to 
get the sale, consider these space 
stretching approaches: 

■  Think vertically. Rather 
than standard 24"+ base cabinet 
depth, increase walk space by 
replacing traditional wall and base 
cabinets with 12"- to 18"-deep tall 
storage cabinetry. This eliminates 
lost backsplash wall space, while 
increasing walkways.

■  Whatever the room’s 
shape or size, plan multi-tasking 
areas. For example, a small 
kitchen cannot accommodate a 
freestanding table that you walk 
around that is only used for dining. 
Counters/tables need to serve for 
prep/dining/computing/etc.

■  Move away from the idea 
of full-sized, single-purpose 
appliances. A tiny kitchen with a 
double oven doesn’t work. However, 
a small kitchen with a drop-in or 

www.KitchenBathDesign.com
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Left: Here, Blackburn left the 
small awning windows and 
creatively used cabinets with 
roll-up doors. Note how she 
added a spot for a couple of 
bottles of wine. Photo: Courtesy 
of Marie Lail Blackburn, CMKBD, 
MLB Design Group, Seattle, WA

Above: Designer Marie Lail 
Blackburn, CMKBD artistically 
concealed the structural posts 
that needed to remain in the 
space. A good solution to a 
challenging space: creating a 
‘large’ kitchen in a ‘small’ home. 
Photo: Courtesy of Marie Lail 
Blackburn, CMKBD, MLB Design 
Group, Seattle, WA
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freestanding range (featuring a 
whole-sized oven) can be easily 
coupled with a microwave/
convection oven combination.

■  Use the backsplash. This is 
the most wasted space in a kitchen. 
Utilizing storage systems designed 
for hanging shallow items allows 
this area to replace a drawer bank.

■  Reintroduce yourself to 
improved downdraft ventilation 
systems. Too often, we settle for a 
microwave/hood combination in a 
small kitchen because we remember 
past downdraft system engineering 
that didn’t exhaust well. New 
equipment does a much better job.

■  Learn about the 
functionality of induction 
cooktops. They provide countertop 
as well as a cooking surface. (Some 
appliance experts predict that this 
type of heat transference will replace 
space-consuming high BTU-rated 
gas burners for surface cooking in 
the future.) 

■  Integrate chopping/
draining/rinsing activities right 
into the sink design itself. Rather 
than assuming these activities need 
to be accomplished at the countertop 
adjacent to the sink, look at new 30"- 
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BEFORE

Top: In the solution conceived by Marie Lail Blackburn, CMKBD, one load-bearing 
wall stays in the center of the space. It is attached to the island on one side and the 
owner’s furniture piece on the other. The lounge area was ‘traded’ for the dining 
space. The new dining room contains a wall of cabinetry serving as the family 
library. The existing dining space then became a dramatic part of the kitchen. Floor 
plan: Courtesy of Marie Lail Blackburn, CMKBD, MLB Design Group, Seattle, WA

Above: In this very traditional before plan, a 
lounge area was adjacent to the kitchen, with  
a doorway that leads to a dining area just off  
of the living room. Floor plan: Courtesy of Marie 
Lail Blackburn, CMKBD, MLB Design Group, 
Seattle, WA
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to-36"-wide sinks that are designed 
with food preparation accessories 
that work within the sink area. 

■  Consider separating the 
primary refrigerator from its 
corresponding freezer. Accessibility 
to the fresh food storage is the 
most critical element in a small 
space. To create the most workable 
arrangement, the freezer might need 
to be located in an adjacent space.

■  Consider shallow base 
cabinets in some areas. This may 
allow you to intersect a wall with a 
door or other structural element. It’s 
important that you maximize counter 
space as well as the cabinetry.

■  Reintroduce yourself to 
some of the new hardware that 
allows for pull-out chopping 
surfaces or pull-out tables. We first 
saw these types of “multi-tasking” 
surfaces in the mid-’80s. One new 
table system from Häfele America 
pulls out on legs. It is as sturdy as a 
free-standing table. I’ve seen some 
examples of tables that are at the 
end of a cabinet run with sliding 
hardware so that the table can move 
along the work surface at a 90-degree 
angle to the counter. Häfele has a 
great pull system that allows a small 
counter to be against the wall, then it 
rolls around on casters to serve as an 

eating area.
■  Don’t overlook the 

functionality of a corner sink, 
whether there’s a window or 
not. Placing a single sink in the 
corner in a diagonal cabinet allows 
you to maximize the length of an 
uninterrupted counter surface 
on one or both sides of the water 
appliance. Even if a window is along 
the counter space elsewhere, don’t 
automatically think you need to tie 
the sink to the window.

■  Take another look at tall, 
narrow pantry pull-outs. They were 
first introduced some years ago with 
wire shelves. Many designers found 
their clients did not like cleaning 
these “oven rack” shelf systems. 
Today, these storage units have a 
solid “non-skid” surface. Beautifully 
engineered and of very sturdy 
construction, they could be just the 
answer in a small 12" space next to a 
refrigerator or in another area.

■  Find extra floor and wall 

space adjacent to the kitchen by 
installing new stacking washer/
dryer combinations. New laundry 
equipment is very efficient and can 
handle regular loads as well as 
hand washables. The high value for 
this appliance is that the full-sized, 
front-loading washer and dryer can 
be stacked on top of one another in a 
30"x30" cube. 

■  If you haven’t seen the 
movie Julie & Julia, do enjoy it! 
Or, go online to the Smithsonian and 
take a look at Julia Child’s original 
kitchen. In her small Connecticut 
home (where she filmed her original 
TV shows), she used a peg board wall 

hanging system to keep all of her 
frequently used pots and pans easily 
accessible. If you have a shallow 
wall space, think about hanging the 
pots, pans, lids, pot holders and oven 
top utensils. This is an excellent 
way to save base cabinet space for 
something else. An alternative to the 
“Julia Child” look: rather than her 
peg board solution, stack two to four 
wall-mounted bars with S hooks. The 
advantage to such bars is that the  
S hooks are completely free to move 
in any direction based on what type 
of utensil they are storing. 

■  As you will see in many 
small kitchen solutions, shallow, 
tall pantries are excellent 
alternatives to wall and base 
combinations – once your 
countertop requirement has 
been met. The smaller the kitchen, 
the easier it is to lose things in 
it – because, when space is at a 
premium, we tend to pack things 
onto shelves and cabinets without 
much thought for how easy they will 
be to find later. The same goes for 
worktops, which get cluttered with 
gadgets, utensils, storage jars and 
plug-in electrical equipment, so you 
find that you have to move things 
just to find space to work on. Tall 
cabinets can contain clutter better 
than bases and open counters!

“Big” thinking is a winning 
approach for designers challenged 
with existing small kitchens. These 
Pacific Northwest kitchen solutions 
demonstrate how to maximize 
existing square footage, add new 
small footage economically and 
“trade places” by reorganizing 
living/activity spaces adjacent to the 
kitchen.

Ellen Cheever, 
CMKBD, ASID, is 
a well-known 
author, designer, 
speaker and 
marketing 
specialist.

A member 
of the NKBA Hall of Fame, Cheever 
gained prominence in the industry 
early on as the author of two design 
education textbooks. She manages 
an award-winning design firm, 
Ellen Cheever & Associates, and 
has been part of the management 
team of several major cabinet com-
panies.

This article is part of a quar-
terly series of “Designer’s Notebook” 
articles, which will continue to 
run throughout 2010 exclusively in 
Kitchen & Bath Design News.

Designer’s Notebook

Above: The eating counter 
extends out of the kitchen 
and wraps around into the 
adjacent space to provide 
a cozy spot for people to 
gather for ‘in kitchen’ dining.
Photo: Courtesy of Marie 
Lail Blackburn, CMKBD, MLB 
Design Group, Seattle, WA

Right: Study how the 
designer replaced traditional 

24" base cabinets with 
shallow tall units. A 

small-scaled microwave 
oven fits well. Note the 

natural surfaces and simple 
patterns. One stripe of 

decorative glass tile adds 
sparkle to the space.

Photo: Courtesy of Marie 
Lail Blackburn, CMKBD, MLB 

Design Group, Seattle, WA
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I
n an increasingly global society, 
examining design trends from 
overseas can often provide 
innovative ideas for kitchen and 
bath designers here in the U.S. 

Indeed, simply reimagining and 
reinterpreting European design 
ideas can often lead to a wealth of 
creative design inspirations – and 
solutions. 

This was evident at the 2010 
EuroCucina Fair, held in Milan, 
Italy this past April during the 
same week as the Kitchen and Bath 
Industry Show in Chicago. Some 
U.S. designers attended the show 
early, planning on returning to 
Chicago. Others planned to attend 
EuroCucina after spending a day 
or so at KBIS. Needless to say, 
volcano ash changed many travel 
plans! However, attendance was 
unexpectedly high at EuroCucina, 
and the Fair was brimming with 

Designer’s Notebook

By Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID

A new kitchen designed for Ernestomeda by Marc Sadler is an excellent example of access hardware being 
an integrated part of the door itself. This trend setting detail  – the “non-handle” handle – was a design theme 
repeated throughout the show. Photo courtesy of Ernestomeda; design by Marc Sadler.

EuroCucina        Illustrates

GLOBAL    TRENDS
New and innovative 
storage solutions, 
countertop ideas, 
hardware and 
color trends were 
evident at the 2010 
EuroCucina Fair held 
in Milan, Italy.
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creative design presentations.
The Milan Fair was housed in 

four multi-story buildings. Italian 
kitchen cabinet manufacturers 
presented their collections in 
oversized booths (stands). It should 
be noted that the show was not just 
a product exhibition – it was also 
a showcase of ideas: some shared 
with the public, others carefully 
guarded. The exhibits were huge 
enclosed spaces with some of the 
new innovative products presented 
in the public part of the floor space. 
As much as half of the space was 
then reserved for design/business 
firms that represent the company. 

In a restaurant-like setting, 
business was conducted as the 
details of new products were 
presented, and display orders were 
taken. One overall comment: it is 
amazing how common themes were 
seen throughout the competitive 
stands. It was almost as though 
a memo went out to everyone 
highlighting what the key design 
trends would be, or types of product 

innovations presented.
These enormous display spaces 

focused almost exclusively on 
the cabinetry the manufacturer 
produces. Very few appliances 
were included in these total room 
settings. Typically, 
an oven – or a series 
of cooking appliances 
– appeared in some 
of the displays, along 
with a cooktop and a 
hood. If refrigeration 
was included at all, it 
was carefully tucked 
away inside a pantry. 

Under-cabinet appliances were 
non-existent. U.S.-sized microwave 
ovens were not part of any of the 
displays. 

This approach to the displays 
allowed the cabinet companies to 

present new and innovative storage 
systems, functional hardware, 
decorative hardware, finishes and 
styles without being encumbered 
by the limits of a more realistic 
working room setting.

The cabinet hardware becomes 
an important design element 
in this Scavolini collection. The 
cabinet hardware is composed of 
two pieces: one mounted on the 
face of the cabinet, one on the 
door/drawer component. Such 
a system allows for a very small 
countertop overhang (a popular 
detail at the Fair) because there 
is a space between the bottom of 
the counter surface and the top 
of the door/drawer. This integral 
system is well engineered for 
all cabinet sizes offered. Note 
how the pull becomes a vertical 
element for the tall cabinet. Photo 
courtesy of Scavolini, Scenery 
Collection.

While white 
predominated at 
EuroCucina, bright 
colors were seen as 
well. Illustrated is 
an example of one 
of the bright colors 
introduced at the Fair. 
Photo courtesy of  
I Saloni Press Office.

EuroCucina        Illustrates

GLOBAL    TRENDS
EuroCucina        Illustrates

GLOBAL    TRENDS
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Therefore, designers visiting the 
Fair learned to consider how they 
might adapt a new idea to a space 
currently under development. 

CABINET STORAGE DETAILS
At this year’s show, key design 
details noted by those attending 
included the following:
n  Mechanized, functional 

hardware within the cabinetry. 
Cabinet doors that opened and 
closed themselves were evident, 
as were televisions that lifted out 
of a counter, down from a cabinet 
or moved left to right. Large, 
oversized floor-to-ceiling glass or 
veneer doors that bypassed other 
doors manually or in a mechanized 
fashion were also seen. Tambour 
doors that were automated were on 
display as well. 
n  Imaginative uses of 

the backsplash space. Unique 
solutions to backsplash spaces were 
highlighted. Sizing deeper base 
cabinets so a storage ledge can be 
created in the backsplash area was 
one solution. Storage units recessed 
in the backsplash area and then 

concealed by doors (that lifted up 
behind the wall cabinets to provide 
access) were suggested. Storage 
systems that dropped down from 
behind wall cabinets, or extended 
up from behind base cabinets, was 
another unique approach to use the 
space between the countertop and 
wall cabinets.
n  An intriguing new 

approach to accessibility. Several 
manufacturers introduced small, 
compact kitchens that were 
literally concealed behind tall doors 
(that neatly stacked out of the way 
in a sophisticated pocket when 
the kitchen was in use). In other 
cases, long walls of floor-to-ceiling 
cabinetry provided accessible 
storage, offering an alternative to 
wall cabinets.

GREAT TABLE IDEAS
As in years past, table-like seating 
areas were included in almost every 
display. Large, comfortable tabletop 
extensions wrapped around islands 
or peninsula cabinet arrangements, 
supported by practical and 
beautifully sculptural metal 

legs. For the last several shows, 
attaching 30" high “real” tables 
has been a recurring theme in the 
displays. This approach makes 
sense from a space management 
standpoint: Attaching a large 
table to a part of the kitchen – so 
individuals can still sit facing one 
another – saves at least 36" of 
walkway required around a table. 
What was intriguing at this show 
was the creative table legs that 
were used. 

In addition to the focus on 30"-
high tables, several displays added 
a bistro-type raised 42" second 
gathering spot. This is an idea 
that would be very functional for a 
multi-generational family.

NEW HARDWARE DESIGNS
Regarding style, Karen Williams of 
St. Charles of New York noted key 
new design solutions for cabinet 
access.

Hardware integrated into the 
cabinet (actual separate decorative 
hardware pieces that were routed 
into the door) eliminated any 
protrusion. 

The return of the “no hardware” 
C-channel or J-channel door style, 
first introduced in the 1970s, was 
also evident. In fact, the SieMatic 
press release highlighted the 
return of such a door style – one 
the firm originally launched.

However, integrated or integral 
hardware design is only successful 
in a very symmetrical design. 
Therefore, the cabinet sizing must 
be specified to provide a balanced 
elevation. 

As an American designer 
observing European styling, it 
is important to understand how 
cabinets are sized. European 
kitchen designers create long, 
oversized cabinets, then separate 
and segregate different types 
of storage within that cabinet. 
Therefore, at this show (and in 
years past), huge 48"- to 60"-wide 
double drawers were seen as a 
typical base cabinet arrangement. 
Within these drawers, systems such 
as the Blum Dynamic Space storage 
arrangements are included to 
divide the interior into functional 
storage segments.

Designer’s Notebook

Above is an example of appliance integration in European kitchens. Coffeemakers, televisions, 
microwave ovens, full-sized ovens (full-sized for Europeans is small  – and without self-cleaning), as 
well as warming drawers and other specialty items are sized to be aligned with one another and to 
flow easily across a horizontal installation. Note the introduction of curves in the cabinets and the 
hood. The cabinet pulls have an inset that coordinates with the cabinet finish. Photo courtesy of 
Scavolini, Attitude Collection.
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North American designers 
specify individual cabinets 
designed to serve different 
functions. American cabinets also 
come in a wide variety of sizes and 
configurations, while European 
units are much more driven by the 
overall aesthetic of the design.

COUNTERTOP DESIGN IDEAS
When it comes to countertops, the 
designs presented were more of a 
continuation of creative solutions 
launched in 2006 and repeated 
in 2008 rather than some ground-
breaking new approach. Below are 
some of the key trends in evidence 
at the Fair:

Countertops were either 
unbelievably thin (1/4"!), or very 
dramatically oversized. In both 
cases, minimal overhangs were the 
norm. This approach is very doable 

when a tight fit – indeed, a scribed 
fit – is not planned: a show site 
given. However, I have my concerns 
about minimal overhangs in a “real 
life” setting. 

One idea that was new was 
the marriage of the countertop 
overhang and its integral hardware 
channel. The sense of a very thin 
top was created by back beveling 

the counter underside, creating an 
air space between the countertop 
flushed with the cabinet space. 

One manufacturer introduced 
an intriguing 3mm-thick porcelain 

top that had a beautiful aesthetic. 
There were some big, chunky 
concrete countertops, as well. 

Polished stainless steel counters 
were part of many settings – as 
they have been in the past.

No laminate tops were in view, 
and very little marble or quartz. 
White solid surface counters were 
seen everywhere.

Increasing the countertop 
height with no cabinet modification 
creates awkward, non-working 
countertop heights. I was surprised 
European manufacturers did not 
reduce the toe kick to 3" or 4" 
from their standard 6" to balance 
function and aesthetics. 

COLOR, TEXTURE & SHEEN
Color, texture and sheen all played 
a role in the designs on display. 
Here are a few of the key trends:

Many attendees commented on 
how open, light and airy the room 
settings were. Crisp, clean white 
countertops were seen everywhere. 

Lots of glamour was evident at 
this show – shiny surfaces were 
everywhere! High-gloss laminate 
finishes, lacquers and glass were on 
display, as were glass cabinet doors 
with coordinating hardware. 

While white dominated, light 
and bright colors – pinks and 
fuchsias, for example – were 
seen on the show floor as well. 
Interestingly enough, there was 
no more lime green or European 
orange – these colors have been 
replaced by vibrant reds, pinks and 
purples.

Very little dark wood (no 
Wenge) was on display. Heavily 
figured, horizontally grained 
wood doors seen in 2008 were 
replaced with lighter woods with an 
understated grain pattern.

The Italian presentations are 
always stunning, and this year was 
no disappointment. While a more 
neutral palette dominated, the 
beauty was in the details. 

My key learning from this 
year’s Fair does not reflect one 
or two transferable ideas, but 
rather the value and elegance of 
creating a kitchen in large blocks of 
space rather than focusing on the 
individual cabinets. Starting the 
planning process with the overall 
shape of the various segments 
of the room, then detailing work 
stations, makes sense. 

Additionally I look forward to 
creating new cabinetry designs 
with totally integrated hardware 
as well as considering new 
mechanically driven storage 
systems. Lastly, re-introducing 
custom tables and combining 
various counter heights will work 
for our busy clientele as well.

Ellen Cheever, 
CMKBD, ASID, is 
a well-known 
author, 
designer, 
speaker and 
marketing 
specialist.

A member of the NKBA Hall 
of Fame, Cheever gained promi-
nence in the industry early on as 
the author of two design educa-
tion textbooks. She manages an 
award-winning design firm, Ellen 
Cheever & Associates, and has been 
part of the management team of 
several major cabinet companies.

This article is part of a quarter-
ly series of “Designer’s Notebook” 
articles, which will continue to 
run throughout 2010 exclusively in 
Kitchen & Bath Design News.
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A recurring design theme was the 
overhead structure composed 
of a lighting/ventilation frame 
suspended from the ceiling 
or integrated with shelving. 
Ventilation specialists remind us 
that ventilation systems can be 
no higher than 36" off the working 
surface. Photo courtesy of I Saloni 
Press Office.

Two classics of the Snaidero collection, designed in partnership with 
Ferrari car stylist Paolo Pininfarina, were updated at this year’s Fair. The 
defining characteristics of the original designs were maintained while 
new design details (both functional and aesthetically appealing) were 
introduced. In this Snaidero example, note the thin countertop floating 
above the handle-less door cabinets. An interesting curved shape 
supports the countertop extension. Photo courtesy of Snaidero.
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A
lthough the current 
client focus on budget is 
challenging, there are still 
many clients today willing to 
invest in a personal retreat. 

Colleagues have told me that while 
their upscale kitchen renovation 
leads are down, they have had a 
surprising number of requests 
for bathroom proposals: notably, 
extensive master bedroom/bathroom 
renovations. Therefore, the master 
bath suite can be an important part 
of your business offering.

When creating such a spa, bath 
designers should consider how the 
space will affect the five human 
senses. Additionally, it’s important 
to have an in-depth understanding 
of why certain “therapies” are 
considered healthy for the bather.

THE HUMAN SENSES
After creating the concept space 
plan, complete the layout considering 
how the new room will enhance 
the user’s five senses. Here are 
a series of design details and 
product suggestions to include in a 
bathroom’s final solution.
■  Sight:
 1.  Identify sight lines for the
bather seated in the tub or standing
in the shower.
 2.  Simplify surface patterns/
textures used to define the space. 
(Simple, understated contemporary
patterns can visually expand the
space.)
 3.  Incorporate variable light
levels supporting both “rest” and 
“grooming” activities.
 4.  Include chromatherapy 

equipment.
■  Hearing:
 1.  Plan access to separately

Designer’s Notebook

Shown is an example of a 
recessed display area in the wall 
behind the bathtub. Encasing 
the opening with tile and using 
glass for the shelving is a better 
solution than trying to create 
ledges with tile. Designer: 
Amanda S. Reilly, ASID, RID; 
Photography: Kevin Marple.

By Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, CAPS

When creating a  
spa-like master bath, 
it’s important to 
understand the various 
bath therapies as well 
as how the space will 
affect the five senses.

THE SPA
Experience
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controlled entertainment systems. 
 2.  Protect the user from the
“buzz” of a normal household.
 3.  Add access to nature’s
beautiful outdoor sounds.
 4.  Understand the power of
“feeling” a sound, as well as hearing
it (vibracoustic technology).
■  Touch:
 1.  Engineer the ambient
temperature controls to provide a
warmer environment for the nude
bather, or a cooler room for a gym.
 2.  Specify surfaces safe for a
nude bather’s entry or exit from any
type of water enclosure.
 3.  Understand the differences in
an overall, focused hydromassage vs.
an aerated water bathing system.
 4.  Understand the differences
between a steam and a sauna
experience.
■  Smell:
 1.  Plan space for storage and/or
display for incense, candles or other
aromatic accents. 
 2. Add an aromatherapy system.
■  Taste: 
Include an accessible surface for a 
snack or drink of choice.

KEY BUYING MOTIVATORS
Different clients value 
a home spa experience 
based on different personal 
pleasure expectations. To 
help designers propose the 
right home spa therapy to a 
prospective client, consider 
these key buying motivators:

■  Taking Care of 
Me. Most Americans feel 
overworked and time 
deprived. They are looking 
for ways to get a few moments 
alone, rejuvenate the 
exhausted body and smooth 
frayed emotions. A long soak 
in a bath is right for them.

■  Connecting. 
Connecting is about finding, 
building, maintaining and 
deepening relationships with 
people who are important 
to us. Home is the place to 
connect. For this bathroom 
buyer, a room planned for 
multiple users may be key.

■  Questing. Questing 
is about venturing into 
the world, gaining new 

experiences and pushing back 
personal limits. For this client, a 
multi-head shower experience may 
provide the desired adventure. 

■  Individual Style. This is 
about expressing personal tastes, 
differentiating oneself from others 
and demonstrating sophistication 
and success. The personal design 
created for the bath space can 
satisfy this client’s hope for a “one-
of-a-kind” retreat.

AROMATHERAPY
Successful designers have an 
in-depth knowledge about the 
various water-based therapies 
offered by major bathroom product 
manufacturers. These include 
aromatherapy, chromatherapy, 
hydrotherapy, thermotherapy and 
dry heat.

Aromatherapy is a form of 
alternative medicine that uses 

essential oils and other scented 
compounds from plants for the 
purpose of affecting a person’s mood 
or health.

Aromatherapy has roots in 
antiquity with the use of aromatic 
oils. However, as currently defined, 
aromatherapy involves the use of 
distilled plant volatiles, a twentieth 
century innovation.

Aromatherapy is the supposed 
treatment or prevention of disease 
by use of essential oils. Two basic 
mechanisms are offered to explain 
the purported effects. One is the 
influence of aroma on the brain, 
especially the limbic system through 
the olfactory system. The other is 
the direct pharmacological effects of 
the essential oils. 

While precise knowledge of 
the synergy between the body and 
aromatic oils is often claimed by 
aromatherapists, the efficacy of 

Below: Placing a bathtub away from the window wall and adding the 
furniture piece enhances the formal nature of this room and provides a 
landing spot for the bather’s use. Keeping a freestanding bathtub away 
from the wall surface makes the tub feel like a piece of furniture, rather 
than a bathroom fixture. Designer: Theresa M. Sterbis, AKBD.

Above: The shower walls and display niche are made of Corian – 
in a dramatic lime color – making for a very colorful, minimalist 
finished room. Designer: Adel Visser, CKD, CBD, CID; Photography: 
Gordon Lazzarone.
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aromatherapy remains to be proven. 
However, some preliminary clinical 
studies show positive effects.

CHROMATHERAPY
Chromatherapy, sometimes called 
“color therapy” or “colorology,” 
is an alternative medicine 
method. Therapists trained in 
chromatherapy believe the use of 
color and light can balance energy 
wherever our bodies are lacking, be 
it physical, emotional, spiritual or 
mental.

Several findings indicate 
that color and light have been 
used for health treatments since 
the beginning of recorded time. 
Chromatherapy uses the narrow 
band in the cosmic electromagnetic 
energy spectrum (known to 
humankind as the visible color 
spectrum), composed of reds, 
greens, blues and their combined 
derivatives. These visual colors, 
with their unique wavelength and 
oscillations, are selectively applied 
to impaired organs or life systems 
with a light source to provide the 
healing energy. Trained technicians 
believe that colors generate 
electrical impulses and magnetic 
currents or fields of energy that are 

prime activators of the biochemical 
and hormonal processes in the 
human body. For a home spa, the 
use of such focused light colors 
can enhance a shower or a bathing 
experience

Underwater LED lamps (always 
specify two – one on each side of 
the bather) let the bather enjoy the 
full rainbow of colors, or select one 
to set a mood. Each color enhances 
the bather’s experience in a 
different way.

■  White purifies the spirit and 
offers refreshing peace. This can be 
used to relieve headaches.

■  Blue is the source of true 
relaxation. It calms in stressful 
times and is indulgent to the senses.

■  Aquamarine offers balance 

and relief from inflammation.
■  Green calms the mind, body 

and soul, and provides both relief 
and stability.

■  Orange soothes a sore, tired 
body and stimulates circulation and 
the respiratory system.

■  Red stimulates and 
rejuvenates. It creates a mood of 
excitement and activates circulation.

■  Purple promotes a true sense 
of tranquility. It reduces anxiety and 
detoxifies.

HYDROTHERAPY (HYDROMASSAGE)
Since the ancient Greeks, people 
have found natural healing powers 
in bubbling pools of hot water. The 
Romans, Greeks, Japanese and other 
cultures have realized the many 

benefits to mind and body. 
The heat, buoyancy and massage 

found in the warm, soothing waters 
of a jetted tub experience are both 
relaxing and rejuvenating. This 
type of therapy can be enjoyed in 
three different ways: (1) focused 
massage experience in a jetted tub 
where streams of aerated water 
bounce against specific body parts, 
or surround the body with a circular 
stream of concentrated aerated 
water; (2) an all encompassing non-
directional massage of random air 
bubbles gently breaking against the 
skin; or, (3) a combination of both.

The medical profession does 
agree with the spa industry that 
jetted tubs are beneficial in 
relieving several medical conditions 
and everyday stress. 

Physicians and physical 
therapists recognize the value of 
a massage water experience as an 
ideal environment for rehabilitation 
therapy. Muscle pain can be eased, 
fatigue overcome and stiffness and 

soreness relieved when relaxing in 
a hydro massage tub because body 
temperatures rise. This causes 
blood vessels to dilate, resulting in 
increased circulation and blood flow 
that accelerates the body’s natural 
healing properties. The reason the 
healing process is increased is that 
lactic acid and other toxins are 
replaced with oxygen. The release of 
endorphins also serves as the body’s 
natural pain killers. 

The water experience also helps 
increase flexibility and range of 
motion, preventing exercise related 
injuries. Stretching in a whirlpool 
bath stimulates the production 
of lubricants between connective 
tissue fibers as well.

The Arthritis Foundation 
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Above: An open display case at the end of a bathtub could 
house a concealed television, iPod docking station or favorite 
collection. Designer: Cheryl Hamilton-Gray, CKD; Photography: 
Scott McKay.

Right: The window 
with half shutters and 
extended window sill 

provides privacy and a 
surface to set a glass, 

soap dish or candle. The 
television is viewable 

from the bathtub as 
well. Designer: Julie 

Ann Stoner, ASID, CKD; 
Photography: 
Beth Alongi.

For Insert, Circle No. 36 on Product Card
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recognizes the benefits of hydro 
massage and warm water exercise 
to help relieve arthritic pain. Body 
weight is reduced by approximately 
90% in a water environment, 
relieving pressure on joints and 
muscles, and providing a safe and 
gentle environment for warm water 
exercise.

Relaxing in a bubbling air 
bathtub simulates the release of 
endorphins, the body’s natural “feel 
good” chemical, giving the bather a 
sense of renewal and rejuvenation. 
The warm water and soothing 
massage also can help relieve anxiety 
and relax tense muscles as thousands 
of air bubbles burst against the skin, 
increasing blood circulation along 
the surface of the skin.

It is worth adding that a warm, 
relaxing bath with or without 
any type of bubbles is often 
recommended by many doctors 
to improve the quality of an 
individual’s sleep. Relaxing in a hot 
tub for 10 minutes, approximately 
90 minutes before bed time, 
causes the body’s internal 
thermostat to pull the 
temperature down, enabling 
the person to drift into a 
deeper, more relaxing sleep.

THERMOTHERAPY 
Heat has always been 
used in various forms for 
therapeutic use. Sunlight, 
heated sand and heated 
water were initially used 
as an effective means of 
therapy for ailments and 
pain. Early users of heat 
therapy also obtained heat 
from hot stones and coals, 
open fire and irons. The first 
scientific inquiries into the 
use of thermotherapy were 
conducted in the early 19th 
century. Heat therapy is the 
foundation of steam (wet) 
and sauna (dry) therapies.

The application of heat 
widens blood vessels and 
increases blood flow to the skin. 
Heat also opens the pores in the 
skin. Therefore, it relaxes superficial 
muscles, decreases muscle spasms 
and reduces stiffness of the joints, 
as well as allows impurities to be 
flushed from the pores of the skin.

Moist heat appears to be 
more effective in treating pain 
than dry heat , as the moisture 
allows the heat to penetrate more 
deeply into the muscle. Therefore, 
thermotherapy is frequently used in 
combination with other therapies 

such as hydrotherapy (jetted water 
therapy) and cryotherapy (cold 
water therapy). These two therapies 
are sometimes used to reduce 
inflammation before thermotherapy 
is introduced to increase blood flow 
to the muscles. 

As the blood flows, local 
tissue metabolism is enhanced. 
The improved blood flow lowers 
concentration of pain-producing 
toxic metabolites. This combination 
offers relief from pain.

■  Dry Heat (Sauna). Saunas 
have as long a history as the steam 
bath. The 2,000-year-old custom has 
been enjoyed by the ancient Greeks 
and the North American Indians, 
although the Finnish version (a 
country in which there are more 
saunas than automobiles) is the 
most popular today.

The sauna is a high-temperature 
(160 degree to 200 degree), low 
humidity (8% to 15%), restorative 
experience for the body. Its heat 
produces perspiration, which 

cleans the skin and liver, stimulates 
circulation and reduces muscular 
and nervous tension, as well as 
heightening mental alertness.

■  Wet Heat (Steam Bath). 
Steam baths are yet another way to 
provide a relaxing yet refreshing 
spa experience. Referred to as 
“Turkish bathing,” steam baths were 
reportedly used by Hippocrates 
(the Father of Medicine) in 
treatments for fever in 395 B.C. A 
steam head releases steam into an 
enclosed space. The moist, high 

heat invigorates the body’s system 
and cleanses the skin by opening 
the pores and flushing out dirt. 
The normal steam bath lasts for 
10 to 20 minutes in an enclosed 
environment, where the humidity 
level reaches nearly 100%.

Designers who combine their 
space planning expertise with 
keen knowledge about the physical 
heath benefits as well as emotional 
reactions to various water-related 
therapies will be better able to 
identify the client’s expectations 

and then “match” the therapy to the 
bather. By carefully planning the 
fixture and surfacing details of the 
room, the “spa experience” will be as 
invigorating or relaxing as possible 
within the limits of the room size 
and the project budget.

Author’s Note: Bathrooms 
highlighted in this article are 
featured in Kasmar Designer Baths, 
Volume VIII. For more information, 
go to www.Kasmarpub.com.

Ellen Cheever, 
CMKBD, ASID, 
CAPS, is a well-
known author, 
designer, 
speaker and 
marketing 
specialist.

A member of the NKBA Hall 
of Fame, Cheever gained promi-
nence in the industry early on as 
the author of two design educa-
tion textbooks. She manages an 
award-winning design firm, Ellen 
Cheever & Associates, and has been 
part of the management team of 
several major cabinet companies.

This article is part of a quarter-
ly series of “Designer’s Notebook” 
articles, which will continue to 
run throughout 2010 exclusively in 
Kitchen & Bath Design News.

A partial tiled wall at the end of the bathtub 
defines the bathing pool planned for 
relaxation from the shower enclosure. The 
wall is an extension of the tile frame enclosing 
the shower area. Designer: Cheryl Pett, ASID, 
CKD; Photography: Jan Stittleburg.

Left: The bathtub 
platform extends into 
the shower, while 
the tiled wall details 
surround both the 
shower enclosure 
and the bathtub. 
Repeating the same 
material and pattern 
increases the visual 
size of the room. 
Designer: Leslie 
Lamarre, CKD, CGBP; 
Photography: 
Bernard André.
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A
lthough the cabinet system is typically 
the kitchen specialist’s largest profit 
center, many clients first focus on the 
appliance package for their new dream 
kitchens. By expanding your knowledge 

about appliance engineering innovations, and 
moving beyond predictable equipment placement 
recommendations, you can “outsmart” less 
professional – more cost-conscious – competitors 
who pay little attention to appliance details. 

Homeowners who love to cook may highly value 
units that offer a specific function. Over the past 
few years, a dramatic explosion of options in all 
appliance categories has led to these “point-of-use” 
offerings. Being familiar with these appliances, and 
able to present them as part of your proposal (or 
as options to the proposal), is a great approach for 
planning kitchens for 2011 and beyond.

REFRIGERATION/FREEZING
Changes have taken place over the last 10 years 
around what families need to refrigerate or freeze. 
For many busy families, a weekend cooking 

extravaganza can result in carefully preserved 
meals for weekday dinners that need to be frozen. 

There seems to be an explosion of the types 
of beverages families keep on hand. Additionally, 
trend watchers have commented on younger 
families’ interest in buying local, fresh products. 

These cooking and food preference changes 
have led to the development of separate “tower” 
refrigerator and freezer appliances, as well as a 
wide variety of specialized equipment designed to 
be placed under a worktop counter. 

Yet, many designers disregard these new 
products and simply include one tall 30"-to-48"-
wide multipurpose refrigerator/freezer appliance. 
Here are some ideas that might add a spark of 
ingenuity to your plan.

Consider separating the refrigerator from the 
freezer, or prioritizing one so that only the most 
important food preservation appliance is within 
the heart of the kitchen. A smaller all-refrigerator 
appliance combined with an under-cabinet drawer-
type freezer might be ideal in a small kitchen. 

When suggesting secondary under-counter 
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By Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASIDKitchen designers 
can differentiate 
themselves by moving 
beyond predictable 
appliance placement 
recommendations 
and getting creative 
with point-of-use 
appliances.

Point-of-Use
Designing
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refrigeration systems, find out if the family 
has a single type of item planned for this new 
appliance, or if they might be better served by 
a “multitasking” appliance. For example, is a 
wine storage unit the best choice – or is a more 
flexible refrigerator unit a better idea? 

Help the client balance capacity 
expectations with flexibility. Is the goal to 
store several varieties of drinks/wines in an 
under-counter refrigerator, with no need for ice 
production? Or, is ice important to the family? 

Suggest to the consumer that a separate 
area (oftentimes called a “wet bar”) might 
be more versatile if it becomes a “hospitality 
center.” If a sink and faucet are planned, 
consider adding a built-in coffee maker and an 
under-cabinet refrigerator (with or without ice). 
Adding sturdy storage for normal food stuffs, 
as opposed to fancy glasses, might turn this 
area into the breakfast bar or the children’s 
refreshment area. 

From a design standpoint, pay particular 
attention to the door swing and exterior finish 

A warming drawer is 
installed through an island 
end panel in this kitchen. 
This location makes it easy 
to access the appliance 
without getting in the 
cook’s way.

Ph
ot

o:
 C

ou
rt

es
y 

of
 A

ne
 K

ris
tin

e 
Br

us
en

do
rf

f

A flush under-mount sink installation will not 
accommodate some accessories. 

Ki
tc

he
n 

de
si

gn
 b

y 
El

le
n 

Ch
ee

ve
r, 

CM
KB

D,
 

AS
ID

, C
AP

S.
 P

ho
to

: C
ou

rt
es

y 
of

 J
en

n-
Ai

r

Appliances

187



www.KitchenBathDesign.com46   KITCHEN & BATH DESIGN NEWS   |   MARCH 2011

appearance (some under-counter 
wine storage units cannot receive 
a panel), and think about the 
elevation alignment between the 
refrigerator door/drawer appliance 
and adjacent cabinetry. 

THE COOKING CENTER
New touchpad control panels, time-
saving heat transference systems, 
cooking appliances that combine 
convection/microwave energy with 
induction cooking and specialty 
appliances such as steam ovens that 
focus on healthy eating are just a 
few of the new options you need to 
be familiar with.

As demonstrated in the chart 
at right, there are many 
choices for you and the 
prospective client to sort 
through. 

Asking questions 
about the family’s planned 
activities in the cooking 
center is a good place to 
start.

For example, in 
addition to asking if 
more than one person 
cooks, find out how each 
cook operates within the 
space. If there are several 

individuals who cook together 
concurrently, this means people will 
be moving around one another in 
the cooking center at the same time. 
Traffic patterns and door opening 
swings become an important 
consideration for this type of “team” 
cooking. Separating “point-of-use” 
equipment will help separate the 
cooking activities. 

Alternatively, when a 
prospective client says, “My husband 
and I cook,” do they really mean 
that one adult is the helper who 
does not enter the cooking zone 
nor use the cooking appliances? In 
such a situation, the cooking center 
is really serving only one cook – so 
“point of use” appliances should be 
grouped together.

Find out if non-cooks need 
access to some heating appliances. 
For example, a microwave oven 
drawer that is placed at the edge 
of the primary cook’s triangle can 
provide accessibility to children 
or other family members not 
actively involved in cooking – but 
who require access to a reheating 
or warm-up appliance. Similarly, 

locating a warming drawer at the 
edge of the primary cook’s work 
triangle makes good sense. Warming 
drawers should never be installed 
below a double oven! Placing such 
an appliance just below a countertop 
makes it much more accessible.

Rethink the traditional cabinet 
configuration of a “tall oven cabinet.” 
Placing different types of ovens 
adjacent to one another, or above 
and below one another in a mid-
height cabinet 48" to 72" tall might 
be a far better solution. 

Try to avoid using an “over the 
range” microwave/hood combination 
whenever possible. This may be the 
only solution in some small spaces – 
but it is far from safe, or accessible 
for most users.

When working in small rooms, 
make sure your client understands 
the second oven capabilities of 
a microwave/convection oven. A 
full-sized oven combined with a 
microwave/convection oven can 
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39"- to 48"-high pedestal 
cabinets can house warming 
drawers, microwaves or 
coffeemakers at a height slightly 
above countertop. 

A tall wine storage unit is 
partially recessed in a wall 
and placed adjacent to an 
attractive glass storage 
cabinet. 

A mid-high hospitality/wine 
center is created with pull-out 

wine storage and a drawer 
added above an under-counter 
refrigerator drawer appliance. 

Drawings: Courtesy of Bill Ohs, William Ohs, Inc.

Right: The primary refrigerator may be 
augmented by specialized point-of-use 
chilling equipment.

Bottom left: There is a wide variety 
of point-of-use cooking equipment 
available for the 2011 kitchen. 

Bottom right: Choices for sinks specified 
in the food preparation/clean-up center 
have dramatically expanded in shape, as 
well as installation options.
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minimize the space required, while 
delivering “Thanksgiving” capacity 
heating power. 

Reintroduce yourself to 
alternatives to overhead 
ventilation systems. 
Downdraft ventilation 
has been dramatically 
improved over the 
last several years. 
The elimination of an 
overhead hood might be 
an excellent ventilation 
solution to specify for 
a second cooking area. 
For the primary cook, 
downdraft units provide 
a clear sight-path and 
eliminate the danger of 
“head hitting” hood edges. 

Do not forget about the newest 
appliance in the kitchen: a flat 
screen serving as a computer 
monitor and a television! 

Depending on your clients’ 
height, housing one or more small 
appliances (think toaster oven, 
microwave, TV) in a wall cabinet 
that extends to the countertop 
might be a solution. Alternatively, 
a 39" to 48" base pedestal cabinet 
might be a good spot for those 
appliances.

THE CLEAN UP/SINK CENTER
A broadening of choices in 
dishwasher configurations, as well 
as sink and faucet design, has also 
occurred over the past several years. 
The concept of a second sink being a 

“vegetable sink” or “bar sink” is a bit 
obsolete. 

Today, kitchens seem to have 
two sinks: One is a primary clean-
up with the dishwasher(s) close by, 
with a second sink being the prep 
sink. The division of labor between 
sinks will continue as homes become 
smaller and one general space 
(the 2011+ “Great Room”) grows in 
importance. Separating the clean-
up function from the prep function 
means we can shield those stacks of 
dirty dishes from view!

Designers across the country 
tell me that they are installing two 
dishwashers in many kitchens today. 
Make sure you are familiar with 
dishwasher drawer features and 
benefits vs. normal 24"-wide single 
door units. 

Although not requiring 
electricity, an important new part 
of the food prep/clean-up area is a 
carefully detailed recycling center. 
Our consumers’ interest in being 
responsible resource managers, 
as well as living a life focused on 
wellness, is leading to an increase 
in fresh food/produce being part of 
daily meals. 

Lastly, sink designs have changed 
dramatically over the last several 
years. They are now total systems for 
food preparation. Manufacturers are 
providing a wide variety of chopping 
and draining surfaces with blocks, 
containers and racks. To expand 
your horizons beyond the typical sink 
that you have been specifying, study 
all of the new product introductions 
over the last two years. Designers, 

beware: A larger sink cabinet may be 
required, with specialized storage 
underneath for these accessories. 
Additionally, the countertop cut-out 
is slightly different. The sink rim 
needs to provide a ledge that serves 
as a “running channel” for these new 
accessories. 

While the basic functions of a 
kitchen’s three primary centers have 
not changed since early research 
was conducted in the mid-20th 
Century, the choices in equipment 
awaiting your client’s perusal 
have dramatically increased. With 
careful questioning when gathering 
information from your client, you 
will be better able to help the 
prospective client sort through all 
of the choices – narrowing down 
the list to what will support their 
specific family style and cooking 
preferences. This type of personal 
attention to the planning process 
will surely lead to more signed 
contracts in 2011…and beyond!

Ellen Cheever, 
CMKBD, ASID, is 
a well-known 
author, designer, 
speaker and 
marketing 
specialist.

A member 
of the NKBA Hall of Fame, Cheever 
gained prominence in the indus-
try early on as the author of two 
design education textbooks. She 
manages an award-winning 
design firm, Ellen Cheever & 
Associates, and has been part of 
the management team of several 
major cabinet companies.

This article is part of a quar-
terly series of “Designer’s Notebook” 
articles, which will continue to 
run throughout 2011 exclusively in 
Kitchen & Bath Design News.

In this kitchen, a tall corner cabinet houses the oven, toaster oven, microwave and television. 
The oven is lower than normal to accommodate the point-of-use appliances stored behind the 
pocket doors above. 

Consider the impact of an under-counter refrigerator/freezer drawer or door appliance configuration when laying 
out the adjacent cabinet elevation.
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P
lanning the simplest 5'x7' bathroom so 
that it reflects the client’s lifestyle can be 
a challenge. Despite the limited space, the 
prospective client hopes for a great bath 
packed with convenience, safety and grace. 

Likewise, clients planning a master suite have 
visions of a spa retreat that may not fit either their 
available square footage or their budget. 

As we planners work with the “dream bath” 
wish list, we need to be ever vigilant about 
making the bath a good fit for the user while 
being thoughtful regarding the space and storage 
requirements.

So let’s talk about the basics of bathroom 
design before we focus on the special details the 
clients hope you can fit in – all while staying 
within the available space and investment figure 
reserved for the project.

Successful bathroom designers begin planning 
any bathroom space with a careful information 
gathering program. That means finding out who 
will use the space, how it will be used, what 
fixtures are required, what look pleases the client, 
what construction constraints exist…and what 
budget or investment figure is available.

In small spaces, designers sometimes make 
the mistake of seeing the space as an impossible 

design challenge. They simply suggest retaining 
the three fixtures in their existing locations and 
adding a little “pizzazz” along the vanity wall. 

Another mistake designers make is assuming 
that their prospective client uses the bathroom 
just as they do. By mistake, the bathroom planner 
transfers his/her preferences and value systems 
to the prospective client as they sit at the drafting 
board or in front of the computer and begin the 
conceptual space-planning process.

For NKBA members, there is a great tool: an 
information gathering form that is part of the 
Business Management Form System. Accessible 
at www.nkba.org, this “member only service” is 
available for download at no charge. 

Another great resource for designers who are 
attempting to really personalize the space for 
the intended user is Human Figure Ergonomic 
information based on the American Form 
published by Architectural Graphics Standards. 
We have included this dynamic dimensional 
information on pages 60 and 61 for review. 

Clearly, as a designer begins the planning 
process, focusing on “average” is not the best 
approach. However, being familiar with this 
information is a good starting point, allowing the 
design professional to note the client’s human 

Designer’s Notebook

Successful bath 
planning requires a 
clear understanding 
of space and budget 
parameters, how the 
space will be used  
and the needs, desires  
and personal tastes  
of clients.

The tub is ideally sized in this space. It fits 
elegantly within the window bay area. The 
undermounted fixture is easy to enter and 
exit. The controls are safe to reach. Note how 
the wall finish continues in front of the tub 
with the baseboard and tub deck skirt defining 
the tub bathing pool – without breaking-up 
the continuing of the wall finish. 

Photo: Courtesy Linda McLain Signature Kitchens & Baths of Charleston

By Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID

ErgonomicsBath
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form dimensional considerations.
Available information covers 

everything from the appropriate 
depth for a shower bench to typical 
users’ eye levels calculated when 
locating wall-mounted light fixtures 
– and even how much clear space is 
needed for one to “towel off.”

Knowing the user’s physical 
form dimensions is just a 
beginning. Knowing who will use 
the space you are designing and 
how it will be used is next. 

WHO’S USING THE SPACE?
Identifying who will use the space 
is the planner’s first job. It may 
be a family bathroom, a child’s 
bathroom, an adult retreat/master 
suite or a guest bathroom. 

If the space is used by the 
entire family or exclusively 
by children, find out what the 
schedule is. Does the family use the 
bathroom individually, following 
a staggered schedule, or is the 
space shared by several people 
as they prepare for the day each 
morning? For adults, do the owners 
prefer privacy or company while 
grooming? Would they like the 
bathroom open to the bedroom or 
set apart and private?

In addition to such comfort 
questions, the planner should 
keenly observe any physical 
limitations of the user. A whole 
other topic: Special attention must 
be given to a space planned for an 
aging or physically handicapped 
individual.

How the space will be used is 
a good question to ask. Planning 
an “adequate” bathroom is just 
not enough for today’s consumer. 
Just as the chef’s personal cooking 
style affects the kitchen cabinet 
plan, the intended plan – or dream 
– for the new bathroom guides 
the planning process. To create 
a personalized space: Identify 
how the bathroom will be used. 
Prospective clients seem to fall into 
several lifestyle categories: 

■  One group sees the 
bathroom as a “quick in and out” 
bathing space. Users then return 
to their bedrooms to complete 
the grooming process. This is 
the typical approach when one 
bathroom is shared by several 
family members.

■  Another group dreams of a 
bathroom that is both a bathing 
and a grooming center. Users 
stumble into the bathroom in the 

morning and do not emerge until 
they are ready to face the day – 
hair, face and nails in perfect order.

Wise designers also try to 
determine the grooming philosophy 
shared by the family. Do the 
prospective clients appear to 
be naturalists who are satisfied 
with a quick brush of their hair 
and a swipe of lip gloss? Or, do 
they appear to be people who 
purchase every conceivable 
beauty aid for sale? Do they tend 
to collect a variety of grooming 
aids or concentrate on a favorite 
few? Do family members share 
equipment or maintain private 
sets? Are the bathroom staples, 
such as toothpaste or toilet paper, 
purchased in large quantities 
or just as needed? Using the 
NKBA information gathering 
questionnaire will help obtain this 
important information.

HUMAN ANATOMY CONSIDERATIONS
Historically, bathroom design 
has focused solely on the space 
required for the three basic 
fixtures: the lavatory (sink), 
toilet (water closet) and bathtub 
(bathing pool) and/or shower 
enclosure.

Separate vanities are ideal for adults who 
share a bathroom space. Note the special 
kitchen counter-height chair used so that the 
vanity counter can extend across the length of 
the vanity with no change in height. 

Photo: Courtesy Linda McLain Signature Kitchens & Baths of Charleston
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Clients today clamor for a 
bathroom that is designed with 
people in mind – not fixtures. For 
example, when working with a small 
space, always consider whether 
your client is right- or left-handed. 
Provide the majority of countertop 
space on the right side if the client 
is right handed and on the left side 
if the client is left handed. When 
limited to a 36" to 48" vanity top, 
this information is crucial. Two 
small landing areas on each side of 
a centered sink are not nearly as 
useful as one larger space positioned 
to suit the user’s handiness.

The National Kitchen and 
Bath Association also has an 
excellent set of guidelines 
published for bathroom planning 
that includes minimum and 
maximum recommendations based 
on nationally accepted codes, as 
well as industry experience. Make 
sure you are familiar with them so 
that you have industry information 
when considering: standing space 
in front of a lavatory, tub or shower; 
wall space or knee space for using 
a toilet or a bidet; proper placement 
for bathroom accessories such as 
the toilet paper holder, grooming 

recesses in showers/tubs and grab 
bar installations.

Following are some key points.
In the Toilet Area: The 

toilet paper holder should be 
installed slightly in front of the 
edge of the toilet bowl. Smart 
designers specify a recessed toilet 
holder in a narrow space. When 
using surface-mounted toilet paper 
holders, the overall dimension of 
the accessory’s protrusion from 
the wall must be determined – to 
make sure it does not become an 
“accident waiting to happen.”

For the Bathing Pool 
Area: Although these guidelines 
have been long-standing, these 
are the areas I see continually 
overlooked.

■  Realize the user needs to 
access the tub’s filler controls from 
outside the tub, and exit the tub 
with wet feet. 

■  The primary concern for 
ergonomically safe planning is the 
height of the platform, the distance 
from the edge of the platform to the 
interior tub and the left and right 
space for the user to be seated first, 
before swinging his or her legs into 
the tub.

Designer’s Notebook
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When a small bath has 
limited vanity countertop 

space, offset the sink to 
maximize the available 

space by placing it to one 
side of the lavatory. Select 
the side for the countertop 

placement based on 
whether the principle user 

is right or left handed.

Diagrams: Courtesy 
Architectural Graphics 
Standards, 11th Edition
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■  Ideally, tubs should never be 
recessed in the floor, should never 
have steps leading up to them and 
should be carefully positioned 
regarding the overall finished 
height based on the client’s stature. 
Wherever possible, tubs should 
be under-mounted, allowing for 
naked bathers to sit on an even-
surfaced deck and swing their feet 
in. Non-skid floor surfaces outside 
of the tub area are a must. Keeping 
the controls to the front of the 
tub – but positioned left/right – as 
opposed to at the back of the tub 
provides safe accessibility.

In the Shower Enclosure: 
Many manufacturers can provide 
excellent details about how to 
create a shower that features a 
variety of water experiences. When 
we consider the human form in the 
shower, here are some key points.

■  When using an overhead 
rain showerhead, do not position 
the drain immediately below the 
rain head: The user will stand on 
the drain and flood the shower.

■  When considering a trough 
drain in a second floor installation, 
work with the installers to 
determine how you are 
going to raise the bathroom 
floor height, allowing you 
then to slope the shower to 
the trough drain.

■  A bench or foot rest 
is a must. I am distressed at 
how often I see a luxurious 
shower enclosure with no 
place for an adult to be 
seated – or at least rest 
their foot.

■  If you are planning a 
steam shower, familiarize 
yourself with the porosity 
levels of the surround 
materials specified, and 
remember to lower the 
ceiling – and slant it. 
Realize that the bench 
may need to be wider if the 
principal steam shower user 
plans on lying down and 
enjoying the experience. 
Keep the steam generator 
head away from the user’s 
feet – a challenge in small, 
enclosed showers.

■  And, yes – start 
including grab bars in every shower 
that you plan.

DESIGN DETAILS
When it comes to design details, I 
suggest you consider the following:

■  We often see wonderful 
bathing pools with delectable 

chandeliers above them. Check 
with your local code before 
specifying such a fixture. Some 
states do not allow a light fixture 
above a water fixture at all. Others 
allow a fixture above the tub, 
but list specific criteria from the 
finished floor to the bottom of the 
fixture. Find out what the rules are 
in your community.

■  Lights placed on each side of 
a vanity need to be located based 
on the principle user’s height, as 
well as the design of the fixture. 
The light source should be placed 
at or near the user’s face/cheek 
level. This can be tricky because 
many fixtures have an electrical 
connection that is not in the center 
of the fixture.

■  Always consider a heated 
floor in a bathroom space so that 
a nude user can enjoy a room that 
is warmer than the balance of the 
living areas planned for a clothed 
individual.

THE STORAGE SYSTEM
I always enjoy seeing beautiful 
bathrooms created by many of our 
respected fixture manufacturers. 

However, I must admit to being 
a bit perplexed about where all 
of the homeowner’s “grooming 
paraphernalia” is stashed when I 
see an elegant master bath with 
architecturally stunning lavatory 
consoles. 

When there is no storage in 

or around the lavatory 
(sink) area, separate tall 
storage, a closet or other 
areas should be planned.

FLOORING AND SURFACES
Mentioned before – but 
so important – permit 
me to remind you that 
non-skid surfaces 
need to be planned 
for the floors. Indeed, 
a non-skid surface 
should be planned for 
the shower bench as 
well. Slippery surfaces, 
the lack of handrails/
improper installation 
of grab bars, surface-
mounted soap dish 
containers and faucets 
that do not control water 
temperature shifts are 
the greatest causes 
of accidents in the 
bathroom. 

Consider honed or textured 
bench surfaces for the bather 
sitting in a slippery shower, or 
someone exiting the tub or shower 
and walking across the floor.

Planning a bathroom space 
starts with knowing who the user 
is, what the design preferences 

are, what favorite products have 
already been researched and what 
the budget is. Making a “good” 
bathroom “great” happens when 
the design professional spends 
extra time personalizing the space 
for the users’ morning grooming 
activities, storage needs and 
physical stature, while also being 
keenly focused on creating a safe 
environment.

Ellen Cheever, 
CMKBD, ASID, is 
a well-known 
author, designer, 
speaker and 
marketing 
specialist.

A member 
of the NKBA Hall of Fame, Cheever 
gained prominence in the indus-
try early on as the author of two 
design education textbooks. She 
manages an award-winning 
design firm, Ellen Cheever & 
Associates, and has been part of 
the management team of several 
major cabinet companies.

This article is part of a quar-
terly series of “Designer’s Notebook” 
articles, which will continue to 
run throughout 2011 exclusively in 
Kitchen & Bath Design News.

Diagrams: Courtesy 
Architectural Graphics 
Standards, 11th Edition.

A guest bath can be 
made more comfortable 
by including a hand-held 

shower mounted to a sliding 
bar. The installation of a 
top-mounted bathtub is 

problematic, as water can 
pool in the corners and it’s 

hard for bathers to sit on 
the deck and swing their 
legs over the top.  When 

a combo tub/shower is 
planned, the deck should 
be no higher than 18"-21" 

inches off the ground. 

Photo: Courtesy Ellen Cheever, Ellen Cheever & Associates
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S
everal years ago, I began experimenting 
with a new kitchen layout strategy aimed 
at better integrating family activities 
and the primary storage/preparation/
cooking work centers into one large 

living space. This new approach revolves around 
changing where these traditional work centers 
are placed within an expanded “roomscape” 
still labeled as a “kitchen.” I call it the “Live-in 
Kitchen” plan, rather than an “Eat-in Kitchen” or 
a “Great Room Kitchen.”

To better understand the basic premise of 
this new approach to design, it’s a good idea to 
review how the kitchen has evolved. Many of us 
remember when a kitchen was a walled-off space 
associated with grease, grime and drudgery. 
Over the last 30 years, walls have come down, 
and kitchens have been placed alongside fam-
ily gathering and activity centers. Professional 
space planners are moving the kitchen “out of 
the corner” in these Great Room settings, and 
placing it in the center of an overall living area. 

This “floating” approach to locating the pri-
mary work spaces of a residential kitchen allows 
various people-related activities to be integrated 
into the actual food-focused space or occur along 
the perimeters of the space. So – quite simply 

– rather than people gathering “in” the kitchen, 
they are gathering “around” the kitchen.

After creating such a space in a concept 
kitchen for the Jenn-Air exhibit at the Kitchen & 
Bath Industry Show, I wrote about new planning 
considerations for a “floating” kitchen in a Kitchen 
& Bath Design News article entitled “Emerging 
Kitchens Take Center Stage” (February, 2010).

Over the last few months I’ve enjoyed seeing 
both “real-life” and “conceptual” kitchen plans 
based on this new way of placing the kitchen in a 
gathering space. 

THE T-SHAPED KITCHEN
This new approach to space management was 
beautifully employed by Chris Novak Berry 
of brooksBerry Kitchens & Baths of St. Louis, 
MO, and her co-designer, Emily Castle, in their 
2011 NKBA Design Competition “Best Kitchen” 
award-winning design. Berry and Castle placed 
a kitchen in the center of a space, allowing the 
back wall to serve as a two-sided work and stor-
age station (see photo at right). 

The key to this solution is rethinking the 
concept of an island. The island is created with 
a full or partial wall. The design offers a com-
bination of the traditional “corridor” kitchen 

Designer’s Notebook

With the trend toward 
integrating kitchen 
work centers into 
a more expanded 
‘roomscape,’ designers 
may benefit by 
exploring conceptual 
design ideas to find 
more effective real-
time solutions.
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(that “floats” in the room) and a 
secondary one-wall counter and 
cabinet assembly anchored nearby. 
We might need a new name for this 
shape: the “T-Shaped Kitchen”? 

‘WAGON WHEEL’ KITCHEN SHAPE
A second “floating” kitchen  
(see photo at left) was created  
by Kristen Hiestand of the  
Shadowlight Group. While this 
photography set may not serve an 
actual family, Kristen clearly un-
derstands the concept of multiple 
living spaces being created adja-
cent to or as part of a kitchen that 
is at the center of the space. 

This approach to planning 
could be referred to as the “wagon 
wheel” kitchen shape: The primary 
work stations are located in the 
center with people activities radi-
ating away from it like the spokes 
of a wheel. Look carefully – it is 
another version of the “T-shaped” 
kitchen. The corridor area houses 

the primary work centers and appli-
ances. The back wall in the corri-
dor space is intersected by a second 
corridor double-sided work area. 
These counter areas provide space 
for the cook’s helpers or a second-
ary chef who works alongside the 
cook all the time. 

This kitchen design creates sep-
arate – yet connected – gathering 
or work areas in the “L” configured 
areas behind the work stations. 
Perhaps an area for the family com-
puter/office center? Maybe a quiet 
reading corner? Alternatively, a 
classic dining area might be placed 
in this part of the kitchen. The 
general space just beyond the 36"-
high snack counter would surely 
be reserved for the entertainment/
media center.

Sometimes our best work is 
a result of being freed from the 
constraints of real clients with 
real budgets and brick and mortar 
rooms. Taking time to conceptualize 

possible ideal plans can lead to new 
solutions just right for our clients – 
so do not consider such time to be 
“wasted.” As you plan ahead, incor-
porate some time in your schedule 
to “daydream” while at work.

This is more important than ever 
because of the great recession we’ve 
just been through (or are still strug-
gling in). For the past three years, 
we’ve all been focusing on carefully 
crafting functional kitchens, with 
keen attention paid to the budget 
parameters of the project. Such a fo-
cus (function and investment) leads 
to safe designs: space management 
approaches we have used time and 
time again. Looking forward to the 
balance of 2011 and 2012 and beyond, 
designers will be asked by their cli-
ents to take a fresh, new, more cre-
ative approach to how and where the 
kitchen is located within the space. 

These two examples are a great 
starting point. However, remember 
that you cannot be creative, nor can 
you productively “daydream,” without 
having all of your planning tools and 
your design knowledge updated.

KEY PLANNING DETAILS
To be prepared to meet this chal-
lenge, consider these key planning 
details:

■  For renovation projects, sur-
vey all living spaces surrounding 
the kitchen. Pay particular atten-
tion to how the inside spaces relate 
to the outside spaces.

■  Draw the entire room in 
1/4" scale. Secure a set of designer 
furniture templates so that you can 
confidently present your solution 
as a balanced plan accommodating 
people and furniture, as well as 
people and food. Not familiar with 
furniture sizing or clearance di-
mensions? Google “Furniture Tem-
plates” or review the reference book 
Architectural Graphic Standards – 
Eleventh Edition, 2007 (John Wiley 
& Sons, Inc.). Visit the KBDN Web 
site and review the article I men-
tioned earlier featuring an exten-
sive list of planning details for such 
“center stage” kitchens (http://
www.kitchenbathdesign.com/print/
Kitchen-and-Bath-Design-News/
Center-Stage/2$5457). You can also 
access an archived Webcast that 
Janice Costa and I conducted on 
the subject, “A Concept Kitchen for 
the New Consumer: Contemporary 
Casual” at http://www.kitchenbath 
design.com/webcasts/.

■  Pay special attention to the 
lighting plan: You need variable 
levels to match the various activi-

Photo: Courtesy of Chris Novak Berry, brooksBerry Kitchens & Baths, and co-designer, Emily Castle. Photography by Alise O’Brien. 

Left: A corridor 
kitchen shape 
serves the primary 
cook, while a 
second corridor 
creates a T-shaped 
support center 
for other cooks 
or cooking/living 
activities. 

Below: A curved 
eating area creates 
a ‘table-like’ 
feeling in this 
NKBA 2011 award-
winning kitchen. 

By Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID

ConceptConcept
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ties in the space. The ventilation 
system is of key importance, as 
well – it needs to be efficient and 
quiet. Make sure you’re aware of 
all of the new technology emerging 
in ventilation – from approved ef-
ficiency to new, more ergonomically 
appropriate designs and shapes. To 
provide equalized air pressure for 
a well-balanced home and budget, 
visit www.broan.com and study the 
6" Broan Automatic Make-up Air 
Damper, Model #MD6T.

■  Consider adding the sale of 
chairs/bar stools to your product 
offering. There’s no reason that you 
cannot provide this “kitchen furni-
ture” along with your cabinetry.

■  Renew or establish collab-
orative working relationships with 
interior designers. If your specialty 
is cabinetry, counters and appli-
ances, the idea of outfitting an en-
tire space that includes the kitchen 
can be daunting. Partnering with 
an interior designer who handles 
all of the furniture and decorative 
details of the live-in room can sim-
plify the creation of this great gath-
ering space you’re proposing.

■  Now that we’ve covered the 
planning guidelines for “floating” 
kitchen plans, let’s return to a few 
more moments of fun “what iffing” 
– enjoying these three conceptual 
kitchen plans created for a young 
Gen-X couple living high above the 
LA cityscape:

CONCEPTUAL SOLUTIONS
Billy Williams, AKBD, owner of  
B. Williams Design in Nashville, 
TN, is a kitchen and bath specialist 
with 20+ years’ experience. He was 
recently asked by Jenn-Air to really 
“think outside of the box,” creating 

several versions of an American 
Contemporary kitchen that blended 
outside living spaces with inside 
living spaces and focused on non-
traditional kitchen planning. 

Williams was certainly up for 

the challenge. He has been fea-
tured in Southern Living maga-
zine, as well as on HGTV and PBS. 
He created several kitchens for a 
Los Angeles, CA couple in their late 
30s who lived in an urban setting; 

he imagined a condominium.  
Williams’ hypothetical clients were 
professionals in the entertain-
ment industry, a diverse couple: 
She drives a Range Rover but also 
collects art! The couple was very 

Designer’s Notebook

In this Concept Kitchen, entitled ‘Balance,’ the curved 
floating island echoes the architecture of the room. 
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In this design by Chris Novak Berry, 
the back side of the island wall 
provides much needed pantry-type 
storage and creates a coffee center.

Design by Billy Williams, AKBD,  
B. Williams Design
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interested in modern architecture 
but wanted the kitchen to work for 
their family. 

Williams’ first proposal was 
called “Balance” (see drawing on 
Page 40). Like a bridge of a star-
ship, the kitchen is set up to be 
“command center” in this plan. The 
circular design allows the cook 
to work inside the cooking circle, 
while guests and family gather 
around the bar and in the adjacent 
modern day “keeping room.” The 
kitchen is the hub – other rooms 
and activities branch off like the 
spokes of a wheel. 

The key to this concept of cen-
tering the kitchen in a space is that 
those individuals who are prepar-
ing a meal are not isolated, but 
remain part of the action.  
Williams omitted any sort of formal 
dining room – focusing on casual 
eating areas at the bar and flowing 
to the outdoor space. (Both formal 
living and dining rooms are being 
eliminated from new home designs 
in smaller, smarter home plan-
ning.) An intriguing use of space: 
Note how a curved ceiling/skylight 
architectural detail completes the 
“circle” of the kitchen.

Williams’ second plan was la-
beled “Waves” in honor of the shape 
of the eating counter (see draw-
ings at top right). Once again, he 
repeated the shape in the ceiling 
with a skylight. Note how the  
L-shaped configuration of the is-
land with a microwave/convection/
browning appliance is accessible to 
assistant chefs. 

Williams employed a design 
concept similar to Berry’s design 
when he created an island – with a 
wall! The back side could feature 
a flat screen entertainment center, 
pantry storage or an art wall: A 
variety of uses is possible. The in-
troduction of stainless steel fronts 
on the tall cabinetry fitted against 
the wood seen elsewhere provides 
an interesting design detail. 

In Williams’ words, “This kitch-
en is yin and yang: Earth and sky, 
corners and curves, dark and light.” 

The kitchen relates directly to 
the outdoor lounge area and din-
ing room. The idea is simplicity 
and flow for entertaining. Williams 
employed large Nana walls that can 
be opened – letting the indoor and 
outdoor areas meld into a single 
contemporary connected space. 
The “wave” design of the island 
adds softness and a bit of sophisti-
cated whimsy to the look and feel 
of the kitchen. 

Williams’ last plan is called 
“Apex” (see drawing above). This 
one is “really out there!” What 
an intriguing idea – a V-shaped 
kitchen is anchored to one wall; its 
form allows for two adjacent gath-
ering areas and one long horizontal 
area leading outside. This minimal-
ist approach probably has a large 
pantry close by for an overflow of 
the owners’ “stuff.” The V creates 
a deep pocket for those who are 
creating a meal, yet the kitchen 
folks have a clear view to all three 
gathering areas. 

The elimination of wall cabinets 
allows the kitchen to really be part 
of the total living experience.  
Williams includes open shelves that 

float around the tall units; if sup-
port was an issue, steel rods could 
extend from the shelves up to the 
ceiling. 

There’s just no doubt about it, 
being able to think “conceptually” 
leads to some intriguing ideas. The 
real world and the conceptual world 
need not be separated, though. 
Smart designers will always con-
sider function and budget first – 
but will “layer” a conceptual, “what 
iffing” approach when planning a 
space for a family who might be 
well served by pulling the kitchen 
out of a corner or away from the 
perimeter walls and locating it in 
the center of the roomscape called 
a “kitchen.”                             KBDN

Above and right: In this 
Concept Kitchen, entitled 
‘Wave,’ the exuberant 
shape of the raised counter 
creates a casual and inviting 
feeling of welcome to the 
overall living/cooking space. 

Design by Billy Williams, 
AKBD, B. Williams Design

Ellen Cheever, 
CMKBD, ASID, is a 
well-known author, 
designer, speaker and 
marketing specialist.

A member of the 
NKBA Hall of Fame, 
Cheever gained prom-

inence in the industry early on as the 
author of two design education textbooks. 
She manages an award-winning design 
firm, Ellen Cheever & Associates, and has 
been part of the management team of 
several major cabinet companies.

This article is part of a quarterly 
series of “Designer’s Notebook” articles, 
which will continue to run throughout 
2011 exclusively in Kitchen & Bath 
Design News.

Below: In this Concept 
Kitchen, entitled ‘Apex,’ a 
dramatic V-shaped kitchen 
divides, but does not block, 
the sight lines into the 
various activity zones in the 
general gathering space. 
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A 
small space demands creative planning 
in order to best meet the most important 
needs of the clients and their family. I 
believe such attention to detail is the 
foundation of designing such kitchens. 

While I’ve addressed this in two previous stories 
over the past six years, the topic remains a 
timely one in 2012.

In designing a small kitchen, it’s important 
to establish the client’s priority list.

Here’s a starting-point strategy for identify-
ing the “must have/would like to have” items:
n  First, define everything that’s on their 

“wish list.”
n  Next, work with the clients to prioritize 

everything on that “wish list.”
n  Finally, identify possible “trade-offs” – 

making sure everyone agrees on “I would give up 
that, if I could have this.”

Equally important is the need to understand 
how the family cooks in the kitchen and lives 
around the kitchen space. Such a focus on the 
family and the way they cook, dine and live is 
still step number one when I am designing a 
small kitchen space for a client who dreams of 
living in a great gathering and cooking room.

Next, it’s important to consider whether it’s 

possible or desirable to expand into floor space 
adjacent to the defined kitchen space. This also 
remains a key “first step” when laying out a small 
– and smart – kitchen. Expanding into other 
spaces is a “big idea.” For example:

A separate laundry room with side-by-side 
equipment can be reconfigured or combined into 
the kitchen. The concept of one large living cen-
ter that includes entertaining, dining, snacking, 
computing, laundry, hobbies and cooking is the 
new norm. Front loading laundry equipment can 
free-up space for more counter lengths or pantry 
shelves. Stacked laundry equipment can provide 
an area for special purpose appliances not as-
sociated with laundry: a wine storage appliance, 
for example, or a second refrigerator/freezer. 
Rather than isolating this hard-working, func-
tional area – including it along the perimeter of 
the kitchen space means a kitchen countertop, 
and even a kitchen sink, can do “double-duty” as 
the laundry facility as needed.

Creating more space can also be made pos-
sible by better managing passageway doors. 
Substituting traditional swing doors with bi-fold 
doors, doors that slide along the outside of a wall 
or pocket doors takes up less floor space and 
does not block work/storage centers.

Designer’s Notebook

Smaller kitchens demand 
creative planning, which 

may involve rethinking 
appliances, changing 

countertop forms or even 
stealing space from 

adjoining rooms.

By Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID

The Small & Smart Kitchen
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Relocating some kitchen stor-
age into a furniture piece in an 
adjacent room makes sense. I 
have often thought a dining room 
could become the pantry/laundry 
room/desk with a wall of built-in 
cabinetry behind an elegant table. 
It’s an avante garde idea, but one 
that might work in a small space.

Another great way to “steal” 
space from other areas is to rethink 
the concept of a table and chairs 
as the dining area preference. A 
straight wall or L-shaped banquette 
with a table and several traditional 
chairs saves a huge amount of 
walkway space. For the family that 
really wants a table – try attaching 
it to a kitchen counter area (see 
photo and floor plan at right).

I’ve been on the look-out for 
great new examples of small, smart 
kitchens to share with you, my col-
leagues, in 2012. Here are some 
great ideas.

First off, be ready to rethink the 
appliances: not only what they look 

like, but what they do and where 
they might be located.

In Christine Nelson’s kitchen 
(see floor plans, Page 42), the 
plan of the original kitchen cer-
tainly presented a challenge. 
Although there was an inviting 42"-
high pass-thru 
into the adjacent 
dining area, the 
cooking center 
was across from 
the primary work 
space, with a tight 
walkway separat-
ing the edge of 
the countertop 
and refrigerator. 
A pantry was lim-
ited in its useful-
ness because of a 
nearby radiator. 
The kitchen was 
so small – barely 
one person could 
stand in the room.

The solution is 
a great one! The 
designer moved 
the refrigerator 
out of the formal 
kitchen and into 
the pantry area. 
She convinced 
her client to in-
vest in relocating 
the radiator so 
that pantry space 
was not lost – it is 
now located in a 
“mid-height” cabi-
net. The French 
door refrigerator 

was a wise choice: Someone can 
move behind another person when 
the appliance door is open.

I am impressed with Christine’s 
decision to reduce the depth of 
the base cabinets on the left hand 
leg, which allowed the dishwasher 

to be immediately adjacent to the 
apron sink.

All the prep, cooking and food 
preservation now takes place safely 
away from a primary walk space. 
Opening up the kitchen to the ad-
jacent living area and planning an 

island on castors (so it 
can be moved out of the 
way during large gather-
ings) finished off the 
room nicely.

The range area is the focal 
point in this space – an 
attractive wood custom 
hood catches the visitor's eye 
because it is finished to match 
the darkened, dramatic ebony 
tones of the island.

This tiny kitchen was challenged 
with four doorways and a large 
window, and clients who would 
not give up their ‘breakfast 
table.’ The designer creatively 
attached a table to the back 
of a small island. The overall 
visual space feels large because 
the angled range and hood in 
the corner allow counter space 
to stretch along each of the 
remaining adjacent surfaces.

Kitchen Design by Joseph Giorgi, 
CKD, Giorgi Kitchens & Designs

Kitchen design by Emily 
Campbell, Direct Buy 
Boston South

An angled snack counter allows the kitchen to expand into an adjacent living area.

Kitchen design by Kathleen Donohue, CMKBD, 
Neil Kelly Designers/Remodelers

before

after
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In another smart, small kitchen 
project (see photos at bottom 
right), designer Marie Lail- 
Blackburn took a fresh approach to 
the ventilation system. A major re-
quest of the client was to be able to 
visually “open up” the space between 
the kitchen and dining area. In the 
existing room, a  very awkward over-
the-range microwave interfered 
with the open space between the 
kitchen and the dining area.

Marie installed an island hood 
over the range in this “non-island” 
kitchen. It made a huge impact 
on the look and feel – as well as 
the function – of this kitchen. The 
negative space on each side of the 
island hood dramatically increases 
the sophistication of the plan and 
the feeling of openness. A floating 
shelf added under the sink wall 
cabinet allows the client to have a 
sink run full-height cabinet that 
then gracefully transitions to the 
stepped-up peninsula units on each 
side of the hood.

In this design, Lail-Blackburn 
opted to move the dishwasher away 
from the sink so the two corners 
could provide much better stor-
age. Building the microwave into 
the wall cabinets adjacent to the 
refrigerator provides a much safer 
installation for the cook.

 
CHANGE THE COUNTERTOP FORMS
To maximize a kitchen’s efficiency, 
consider changing the shape and 
form of countertops so they serve 
a specific task, rather than simply 
being a continuous run.

Kathleen Donohue of the Neil 
Kelly Company created a wonder-
ful kitchen in a tight space by 
stretching the kitchen into an 
adjacent room (see photo, Page 
41). She used a mid-height cabinet 

to serve as the pantry and the 
enclosure for the multi-tasking 
microwave/convection/broil oven. 
In the before plan, the large pan-
try cabinet dramatically limited 
the “socialization” aspect of this 
kitchen. In the new design, the re-
duced height cabinet helps the two 
spaces flow together beautifully.

The designer shifted the kitch-
en and the eating counter into the 
living area. She minimized the 
eating counter overhang (a very 
acceptable “trade-off” for the cli-
ent) so that her solution did not 
compromise furniture placement. 
She also added a second sink and a 
wine area – a special item coveted 

by the homeowner.
A kitchen designed by Joseph 

Irons, CGR, GMD, CAPS, CGP,  
Terence Tung, COD, and Wendy 

Albee of Irons Brothers 
Construction Inc. (see 
floor plans, Page 44) of-
fers an excellent example 
of creatively managing a 
small space. The design 
team carved out new stor-
age areas and included an 
unexpected eating counter, 
as well as planned a dra-
matic cooking area.

The existing plan was 
one of those tiny U-shapes 
again, with a lot of floor 
space being devoted to a 
table. The solution included 
a curved counter with seat-

ing for two at the end of the sink 
run, which then freed up a 9'+  
wall. This wall now houses the tall 
appliances. 

When tall items are “ganged” 
together, the room will have an 
open feel to it. The designers 

Designer’s Notebook

Design by Christine Nelson, Christine Nelson Design

In this design, the island hood is 
used in a ‘non-island’ kitchen.

Design by Marie Lail-Blackburn, CMKBD, MLB Design Group

before after

The after plan illustrates how the refrigerator is made  
part of the pantry to save space in the kitchen proper.
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Designer’s Notebook

placed two ceiling-to-counter 
cabinets at the end of the opposite 
cabinet runs, and then installed 
a recessed shallow cabinet along 
the back wall. In effect, they trans-
formed the U-shaped kitchen into 
a corridor kitchen that functions 
much better than the old plan.

The client dreamed of a dra-
matic commercial-looking cooking 
area, and the designers delivered. 
Above the special range is an 
oversized curved hood. The curved 
shape of the range hood is then 
echoed in the curved decorative 
tile backsplash. Utensils, spices and 
extra shelf space are all planned at 
the wall below the hood. An “island-
type” pot rack finishes off the space 
on one side of the hood.

Additionally, it’s always a good 
idea to seek out small ways to make 
the design solution very personal for 
the client. I recently had the pleasure 
of judging a design competition for 
Mid-Continent Cabinetry, and was 
impressed with some of the award-
winning kitchen solutions (see ex-
ample below and on Page 40). 

ELIMINATE CLUTTER TO ADD SPACE
As you explain your solution to the 
client, share the following storage 
guidelines with them. Remember, if 
the clients “declutter” the space as 
they are packing up the old kitchen, 

the new one will have much more 
“new” storage space. Below are some 
storage guidelines to share with 
them:

1. Tell your clients that stor-
age guidelines are based on three 
basic tenets:
n  Store at the center of us
n  Keep all supplies clearly  

visible.
n  Keep all supplies easily  

accessible.
2. To accomplish this, sug-

gest they consider the following 
guidelines when deciding where 
to store things.
n  Store items at the first or 

last place of use.
n  Store items in multiple loca-

tions if used for different tasks.
n  Items used together should 

be stored together.
n  Stored items should be easy 

to locate at a glance.
n  Like articles should be 

stored or grouped together.
n  Frequently used items 

should be stored within easy reach. 
(Easy reach is normally defined as 
between eye level and hip level at 
the front of the cabinet’s shelf, or 
placed anywhere within the con-
fines of a pull-out or roll-out shelf.
n  Items should be easy to 

grasp at point of storage.
n  Items should be easily re-

moved without removing other 
items first.
n  Heavy equipment should be 

at, or near floor level.
3. Help the clients “declutter” 

by encouraging them to use all 
shelf/drawer space for utmost 
efficiency by prioritizing items 
according to frequency of use. 
Most frequently used things get the 
best location. And if something is 

not used frequently? An important 
question is, “Should everything be 
returned to the new room?” A “one 
year test” is a good rule of thumb – 
if an item has not been used in one 
year, perhaps it should be repur-
posed or given away rather than 
stored in a valuable location.

Small kitchens need not be sim-
ple, boring or inadequate! They can 
be great spaces if you look for “found 
space” outside the perimeter of the 
kitchen, rethink the appliances’ 
specifications and/or placement, and 
reshape your countertop sections. 

While the decorative hood might be considered the artistic focal point in this 
award-winning kitchen, the raised seating area is a very special – and personal 
– creation for the homeowners. It serves double-duty: shielding the sink area 
from view, as well as providing a ‘hang-out’ counter. This double-angled 
corridor kitchen is nicely scaled in that this raised counter does not continue 
the entire length of the island section.

Kitchen design by Christine 
Ritsema, Starlite Kitchen and Bath

Ellen Cheever, 
CMKBD, ASID, is a 
well-known author, 
designer, speaker and 
marketing specialist.

A member of the 
NKBA Hall of Fame, 
Cheever gained prom-

inence in the industry early on as the 
author of two design education textbooks. 
She manages an award-winning design 
firm, Ellen Cheever & Associates, and has 
been part of the management team of 
several major cabinet companies.

This article is part of a quarterly 
series of “Designer’s Notebook” articles, 
which will continue to run throughout 
2012 exclusively in Kitchen & Bath 
Design News.
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A Dramatic Cooking Center Results 
in a ‘Great’ Small Kitchen

Designed by Joseph Irons, CGR, 
GMD, CAPS, CGP, Terence Tung, 
COD, and Wendy Albee of Irons 
Brothers Construction Inc.
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R
espected trend watchers have 

written about the attributes 

of the new clients and their 

families we will serve in the New Year. 

I’m also seeing a change occurring in 

requested planning layouts for Great 

Room kitchens, and an evolution that 

may well be leading to a two-kitchen 

home in the future.

First, what do I mean about new 

types of families  Post-recession, 

kitchen and bathroom designers are 

serving four distinctively different 

types of clients and family structures. 

Here is a brief overview of these di-

verse consumer groups:

»» Generation»Y»consumers»enjoying»

a»casual»lifestyle»– preferably, in 

an open space with a well-orga-

nized kitchen tucked in a corner. 

The term “family” for Generation 

Y can mean one person, a tradi-

tional two-person union or just 

about any other combination of 

folks living under the same roof. 

This age group embraces multi-

generational family living, as well. 

»» Young»families»age»34»to»49»make»

up»Generation»X. This new “family” 

may be a blended one: having tod-

dlers and teens in the same house. 

An aging parent or relative might 

share their home. Once again, a 

casual lifestyle in an open space is 

preferred; however, when this fam-

ily entertains, they want some way 

to manage the pre-dinner prep, and 

the post-dinner clean up. 

For these two younger client cat-

egories, the definition of “cooking 

together” is changing as well. One 

part of the meal might be made at 

home, with other elements of the feast 

brought in from well-vetted gourmet 

take-out services. These groups also 

enjoy sharing meal prep by family 

members cooking together, or having 

all guests bring a contribution for the 

meal. For that reason, extra storage 

and warming space is a must.

»» The»Baby»Boomer»generation»is»
also»interested»in»an»open-space»

living/kitchen»area. That’s be-

cause these homeowners want 

to accommodate children with 

grandkids! Typically, this group 

has a traditional host and hostess, 

but they are tired of a Great Room 

kitchen where elegant entertaining 

is not possible with stacks of soiled 

dishes within sight, or cooking 

aromas lingering in the air.

»» Seniors,»our»last»group»of»clients,»

may»be»downsizing» in» square»

footage – but not in the joy of 

life. They struggle to fnd enough 

adequate storage to house their 

lifelong collections, as well as have 

an area planned to allow them to 

age in place gracefully.

By Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, CAPS

Designer’s Notebook 

Two-Kitchen 
An intriguing new 
trend toward a  

two-kitchen home 
is changing the way 
kitchens are being 
planned, particularly 

with spacious 
kitchens that are 

part of a Great Room 
gathering area.

	 A	good	way	to	think	about	this	new	approach	is	to	redefne	an	island	from	
being	a	standalone	cabinet	with	countertop	to	possibly	being	a	standalone	center	
structure	that	has	some	type	of	wall	as	part	of	its	design.	In	this	design,	the	foating	
section	is	an	L-shaped	confguration	so	that	the	dining	area	can	be	closed-of	from	
the	scullery	kitchen.
Note	the	warming	drawer	installed	at	the	end	of	the	island,	just	under	the	

countertop.	Warming	drawers	are	an	important	addition	for	a	kitchen	that	will	
host	many	types	of	gatherings.	If	guests	are	contributing	to	the	meal,	the	warming	
drawer	can	keep	everything	at	the	proper	serving	temperature.	For	a	cook	who	is	
unaccustomed	to	preparing	multiple	dishes	and	having	them	all	ready	to	serve	at	
the	right	time,	the	warming	drawer	can	help	keep	whatever	is	fnished	frst	at	its	
correct	temperature.	
Too	often,	I	have	seen	warming	drawers	installed	below	double	oven	stacks.	This	

type	of	installation	may	place	the	ovens	higher	than	convenient	for	a	petite	cook.	
Remember,	most	new	oven	appliances	have	controls	activated	via	a	touch	screen,	so	
easy	access	and	a	clear	sight	line	to	the	appliance	control	panel	is	important.	And,	a	
warming	drawer	that	low	just	makes	it	hard	to	bend	down	and	retrieve	items.

	 As	you	look	directly	into	the	kitchen	you’ll	see	one	key	component	that	seems	to	
be	an	important	element	of	these	‘kitchen	within	a	kitchen’	designs:	large	openings	
between	the	shielded	work	area	and	the	open	space.	This	type	of	expansive	
walkway	–	seen	here	as	a	user	travels	into	the	back	pantry	area	through	the	left	side	
opening	–	means	that	someone	in	the	secondary	work	area	can	still	hear	what’s	
going	on	in	the	open	kitchen.

THE

HOME
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	 The	scullery	kitchen	is	closed	
of	from	the	dining	room	by	frosted	
glass	‘barn’	doors	on	sliding	overhead	
hardware.	This	was	important	because	
the	gathering	kitchen’s	central	location	
meant	that	the	natural	light	from	a	
large	window	along	the	back	of	the	
dwelling	was	part	of	the	scullery	space.	
The	frosted	doors	let	the	natural	light	
fnd	its	way	into	the	table	space.

		 	 This	scullery	kitchen	space	could	also	house	a	
stacked	washer	and	dryer,	allowing	it	to	really	multi-
task!	It	could	be	the	service	kitchen	for	outdoor	
entertaining,	the	laundry	–	as	well	as	the	separate	
prep,	cooking	or,	most	importantly,	clean-up	center.	
It’s	well	organized	with	its	own	dishwasher	and	a	
large,	open	apron	sink.	Under-counter	refrigeration	
and	freezer	units	placed	close	to	the	doorway	
leading	to	the	dining	room	help	the	host	keep	
beverages	and	other	items	cool	before	serving.
This	kitchen	includes	a	duct-free	downdraft	

cooking	surface.	With	this	type	of	efective	
ventilation,	aromatic	foods	can	be	prepared	in	this	
back	area,	keeping	the	air	fresh	and	welcoming	
for	guests	as	they	arrive	inside	the	house.	It	also	
prevents	cooking	odors	from	being	exhausted	onto	
the	terrace	in	the	outdoor	living	space.

	 This	large	kitchen	was	
originally	drawn	as	a	large	
L	with	two	islands.	It	was	
redesigned	to	create	a	
‘scullery	kitchen’	to	serve	
both	the	exterior	outside	
kitchen,	as	well	as	the	
now	centrally	located	
gathering	kitchen.

Source: Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, 

ASID, CAPS, Ellen Cheever  

& Associates, Wilmington, DE,  

www.ellencheever.com, and  

Jenn-Air, www.jennair.com.
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Designer’s Notebook 

Over the past several years, I’ve 

noticed an intriguing trend emerg-

ing: the two-kitchen home. Talented 

designers are creating gathering kitch-

ens that are separated from secondary 

prep or clean-up stations concealed 

from view.

Families that entertain frequently 

are clamoring for walled-off prep 

kitchens to support catering pre-din-

ner needs, as well as clean-up-focused, 

pantry-type separate kitchen spaces.

These forward-thinking designs 

are resulting in a dramatic change 

taking place in the way large, spacious 

kitchens that are part of a Great Room 

gathering area are being planned.

EVOLUTION OF THE  
GREAT ROOM
For some families, a return to an ap-

preciation of a separate formal dining 

room is emerging. As reported in The 

New York Times, some families who 

have grown up in a Great Room (open-

space kitchen) are now searching for a 

home that has a kitchen separate from 

the living spaces. The main reason  

These homeowners oftentimes like to 

cook, they enjoy having people over 

for dinners and parties…but after 

the meal is completed, they want a 

separate space to place soiled dishes 

so they are not sitting on an open 

counter.

So, how can we take the Great 

Room openness out of the Great Room 

kitchen  “All open” is not what families 

really want. The working part of the 

kitchen needs boundaries, a way to be 

concealed or separated.

By subdividing large rooms into 

open – yet separate – zones of work, 

share, play, dine, etc., we can have 

a “great kitchen” in a “great room,” 

and this seems to be diferent than 

the Great Room kitchen of several 

years ago.

The concept kitchen seen on the 

previous page ofers valuable design 

solutions for these types of new spaces.

GATHERING INFORMATION
When faced with such a challenging 

space, wise designers add a series of 

new questions to better understand 

how the idea for a “two-kitchen home” 

can be tailored to the way the family 

lives and cooks. 

»» Does the family typically invite 

friends over for casual meals  

Perhaps people visiting will bring 

a contribution to share  Applianc-

es to reheat or keep food warm 

might be appreciated.

»» Is the family socially active  The 

kitchen might be used for catered 

events; therefore, a warming area 

for the caterers that is out of sight 

from gathered guests is much 

more important than a separate 

cooking area. 

»» Does the primary cook like every-

one helping them in the kitchen 

just before a meal is served, or 

prefer to have all prep work done 

so that when guests arrive they 

can take of their apron and join 

in the fun  If so, the separate area 

needs extensive counter space and 

refrigeration.

»» In addition to cooking, it is impor-

tant to ask about beverage and 

food shopping habits.

»»  Lastly, fnd out how comfortable 

the family is with the idea of extra 

steps or extra motions necessary 

to walk into or to open and close 

doors in special workstations 

away from the general kitchen.

Following is a series of carefully 

crafted spaces that inspired me.

 CASE STUDY 1 

In the frst case study (above), a South 

Carolina designer created a separate 

“scullery kitchen” layout, with a twist. 

 CASE STUDY 2 

In our second case study (at right), 

another Southern designer was chal-

lenged by a typical ranch foor plan 

with many small rooms that did not 

encourage gathering. 

 CASE STUDY 1 

	 The	overall	room	looks	like	a	great	place	to	party!	The	island	features	a	sink	
at	each	end,	with	specialized	wine	storage,	as	well	as	refrigerator	space.

	 For	food	preservation,	the	inclusion	of	a	full-sized	refrigerator	or	freezer	in	
the	secondary	space	makes	sense.	It	is	only	a	few	steps	to	this	second	appliance.
Another	appliance	to	consider	specifying	is	an	icemaker	that	produces	
substantial	amounts	of	crystal	clear	ice.	Depending	on	the	way	the	family	
entertains,	the	inclusion	of	such	an	ice	machine	might	make	sense	in	the	
secondary	area	–	or	in	an	entertaining	section	of	the	primary	kitchen,	but	away	
from	where	the	cook	is	adding	the	fnishing	touches	to	the	meal.

 CASE STUDY 1 

	 Note	the	pass-through	or	open	area	behind	
the	cooking	surface	here.	This	great	solution	lets	
the	natural	light	from	the	window	in	the	back-up	
space	flter	into	the	gathering	room.

Source: Bryan Reiss, CMKBD, Distinctive Design,  

Mount Pleasant, SC, www.distinctivedesignllc.com

Source: Eddie DeRhodes, 

DeRhodes Construction LLC, 

Charlotte, NC, 

www.derhodesconstruction.com
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 CASE STUDY 3 

In our next solution (at right), the 

kitchen is segmented into the pri-

mary gathering space and a back-up 

work space by creating an island that 

has a full wall behind it. Because the 

powder room is in the back area, the 

pantry is a separate, enclosed space. 

 CASE STUDY 4 

The same designer transformed a typi-

cal large kitchen with an island into a 

more functional space that works bet-

ter for a family that needed a place to 

serve as a “mud room” as the family 

enters from the back door, as well as 

a secondary sink area (see Page 66).

Our last foor plan (see Kitchen 6 on 

next page) refects another reason con-

sumers may be intrigued with the idea 

of a “two kitchen” home: the ability to 

have the kitchen working and gather-

ing area part of an outdoor living space.

Kitchen designers are going to be 

challenged by both large and small 

kitchen spaces in 2015…and beyond. 

In addition to the large kitchens we 

have studied in this article, very 

small second kitchens are also being  

requested. 

»» Innovative new home designers 

are incorporating a fex space 

that can be outftted as a “home 

within a home.” These locked of, 

apartment-sized living spaces 

	 Here	is	the	kitchen	with	the	wall	opened	up	completely	between	the	elegant	
cooking	area	and	the	gathering	space.	The	pantry	I	spoke	about	is	to	the	right,	
behind	those	dramatic	barn	doors.

	 Incorporating	the	refrigerator	in	the	pantry	area	might	at	frst	appear	to	require	
extra	steps.	However,	if	this	kitchen	had	been	a	large	L	with	an	island,	the	actual	
refrigerator	might	have	been	in	about	the	same	area.	The	designer	also	placed	the	
microwave	in	the	separate	space.	Placing	special-purpose	appliances	that	are	not	
used	frequently	in	a	separate	pantry/secondary	workstation	area	makes	sense.

 CASE STUDY 2 

	 The	existing	kitchen	was	closed	of	from	the	living	area.	There	is	also	a	great	deal	
of	wasted	space	from	the	foyer	into	the	small	L-shaped	kitchen.	The	solution	very	
creatively	re-imagined	the	entire	fow	of	the	area.	While	the	kitchen	is	maintained	in	
its	original	location,	it	functions	much	more	efciently	and	attractively.	To	me,	the	
secret	is	the	interesting	pantry	placed	to	the	right	of	the	kitchen.	Many	of	us	might	
have	planned	a	hard-working	L-shaped	kitchen	with	an	island.	This	designer	created	
a	separate	pantry	housing	the	refrigerator	and	microwave	that	could	be	closed	
of	–	hiding	some	of	the	prep	work	or	the	dishes	after	dinner,	in	place	of	a	more	
predictable	layout.

 CASE STUDY 3 

	 An	important	key	to	this	space	
is	that	there	are	no	walls	or	passage	
doors	separating	the	gathering	
kitchen	and	the	working	pantry	area	
behind	it.	Note	how	the	right-hand-
side	tall	elevation	houses	the	variety	
of	cooking	and	warming	appliances.	
Had	there	been	some	type	of	wall	or	
door	–	in	an	attempt	to	completely	
close-of	the	second	sink	area	
–	this	well-organized	appliance	
installation	wall	might	not	have	been	
possible.	

		 	 The	large	walkway	opening	
between	the	main	kitchen	and	
the	long	wall	housing	the	cooking	
appliances	allows	for	an	easy	fow	
back	to	the	second	sink	area.	Two	
people	could	comfortably	move	
between	these	two	spaces.	A	person	
working	at	the	back	area	sink	feels	
like	they	are	still	‘in’	the	kitchen.

Source: Jonas Carnemark, CR, CKD, KONST Kitchen Interior Design, Bethesda, MD,  

www.carnemark.com, www.konstsiematic.com. Photography by Anice Hoachlander, Hoachlander 

Davis Photography, Washington, DC, www.hdphoto.com
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often contain a simple coffee 

station or a complete kitchen for 

guests, aging parents, returning 

children or other individuals liv-

ing with the family occupying the 

main house.

 

»» Clients are interested in separate 

entertaining areas, a place to 

escape (the “man cave”), even a 

mini-kitchen or cofee station in 

the owner’s bedroom.

»» Lastly, consumers are request-

ing separate cooking areas ( just 

of the main kitchen) that provide 

an extra level of management of 

noise, aromas, equipment storage 

or storage areas for aromatic spe-

cialty cooking. 

Whether this second cooking area 

is large or small, successful kitchen 

designers take the time to question 

the consumer, survey all construc-

tion and mechanical limitations…and 

make sure to discuss the budget for 

these additional work areas during the 

initial planning phase. 

This article has been excerpted from a 

Webinar I presented on November 18, 

2014 that was sponsored by Jenn-Air 

and hosted by Kitchen & Bath Design 

News magazine. You can attend the 

full one-hour Webinar (NKBA, AIA 

and NARI CEU-approved) by visiting  

www.jennairCEUcourses.com – or 

– www.ForResident ia lPros.com/ 

jenn-airwebinars.

I would also like to thank the fol-

lowing talented designers who shared 

their work in this article: 

• Jonas Carnemark, CR, CKD,  

CARNEMARK, Bethesda, MD,  

www.CARNEMARK.com. Pho-

tography by Anice Hoachlander, 

Hoachlander Davis Photography, 

Washington, DC, www.hdphoto.com

• Jonas Carnemark, CR, CKD, KONST 

Kitchen Interior Design, Bethesda, 

MD, http://www.carnemark.com/ 

www.konstsiematic.com. Pho-

tography by Anice Hoachlander, 

Hoachlander Davis Photography, 

Washington, DC, www.hdphoto.com

• Eddie DeRhodes, DeRhodes Con-

struction LLC, Charlotte, NC, www.

derhodesconstruction.com

• Bryan Reiss, CMKBD, Distinc-

tive Design, Mount Pleasant, SC,  

www.distinctivedesignllc.com

 
Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, 

ASID, CAPS, is a 

well-known author, 

designer, speaker and 

marketing specialist. 

A member of the NKBA Hall of Fame, 

Cheever gained prominence in the 

industry early on as the author of two 

design education textbooks. She man-

ages an award-winning design frm, 

Ellen Cheever & Associates, and has 

been part of the management team of 

several major cabinet companies.

 CASE STUDY 4 

	 Whenever	including	a	large	second	sink	in	a	separate	clean-up	area,	
estimate	the	additional	costs	to	include	a	second	dishwasher.	Dishes	
moving	from	the	table	to	the	clean-up	center	need	the	disposal,	recycling,	
composting,	dishwasher	and	storage	shelves	nearby.	This	plan	tucks	the	
pantry	in	one	section	of	the	back	area,	with	storage	directly	opposite	it.

	 	 Pay	close	attention	to	the	back	wall	of	the	kitchen	–	you	will	
notice	how	nicely	balanced	the	cabinets	are	as	they	‘foat’	on	the	surface.	
Two	tall	cabinets	are	installed	at	each	end	of	the	wall,	facing	specialty	
appliances:	a	cofeemaker	and	a	speed	oven.	They	are	accessible	to	the	
cook,	but	concealed	from	the	primary	view	into	the	kitchen.	This	is	a	
good	way	to	minimize	the	overall	visual	impact	of	a	variety	of	appliances	
requested	by	the	consumer.
When	clients	are	interested	in	these	large	kitchens,	they	are	typically	

also	interested	in	specialty	appliances:	a	speed	oven	that	combines	
microwave	energy,	convection	air	movement	and	a	browning	element,	an	
elegant	cofee	system,	or	a	healthy	living	focused	steam	oven.	Finding	a	
convenient	and	attractive	place	for	them	is	the	challenge.

Source: Jonas Carnemark, CR, CKD, CARNEMARK, Bethesda, MD, www.

CARNEMARK.com. Photography by Anice Hoachlander, Hoachlander Davis 

Photography, Washington, DC, www.hdphoto.com

 KITCHEN 6 

	 This	plan	transformed	a	very	large	L-shaped	kitchen	with	a	comfortable	island	
into	a	compact	corridor	kitchen	with	an	adjacent	dining	area	that	directs	the	
cook’s	attention	and	view	to	the	enclosed	porch	and	gardens	beyond.	A	very	well	
organized	‘back-of-the-house’	pantry	houses	the	full-sized	freezer.	While	it	takes	
a	few	more	steps	to	get	to	the	freezer,	it	allowed	the	kitchen	space	to	be	devoted	
to	primary	cooking.	A	generously	sized	laundry	room	also	serves	as	a	family	
hobby	center	and	household	management	control	station.	
Note	how	the	pantry	has	no	doors,	while	the	laundry	area	includes	a	pocket	

door	system.	The	‘no-door	pantry’	means	no	door	interference	into	the	busy	
walkways	on	each	side	of	the	kitchen.	Using	doors	for	the	laundry	room	means	
that	area	can	be	closed	of	if	it’s	not	‘guest-ready.’
A	cooking	wall	is	organized	with	a	cofeemaker,	warming	drawer	and	a	

second	oven	turned	at	right	angles	to	the	working	kitchen.	Its	location	makes	it	
convenient,	yet	it	is	out	of	primary	eyesight.

Source: Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, CAPS, Ellen Cheever & Associates, Wilmington, DE,  

www.ellencheever.com.
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T
he beginning of each New 

Year is an exciting time for 

designers interested in “what’s 

trending” in style and home décor 

fashion. Major domestic and inter-

national exhibitions fll our January 

calendar: the Kitchen & Bath Industry 

Show in Las Vegas, The LivingKitchen 

in Cologne, Germany, the Maison & 

Objet Show in Paris and the Toronto 

Interior Design Show. Color compa-

nies release the “Color of the Year.” 

Manufacturers launch new products, 

new styles and new innovations. 

In addition to aesthetic updates, 

market research information is 

released in the media. In the first 

quarter of this year, many sources 

have commented on the changing de-

mographics of our 2015+ client. Our 

major industry publications are re-

porting on specifc product launches. 

Let’s have fun and focus on the 

look of the new rooms we will create 

this year! The foundation of the new 

style of these spaces is found in the 

shifting preferences of our clients, as 

they relate to how such rooms “feel.” 

To be successful, design profession-

als must distill such dreamed visions 

into the reality of an actual room with 

specifc products. For that reason, I 

will concentrate on the “feel” of a 

new kitchen or bath in this article – 

and then challenge myself and my 

colleagues to search out the needed 

details to create the “real” rooms in-

spired by imagined spaces.

DEFINING CONTEMPORARY
Let’s start with a perplexing question: 

What does the client really mean by 

“Contemporary” design  

For the past three years, Contem-

porary design has been reported as 

growing in popularity. However, the def-

inition of Contemporary is quite elusive. 

At a recent meeting, one designer said 

it well when she commented her clients 

might really be requesting a very tradi-

tional Shaker-styled room when they use 

the word “Contemporary.” What they 

really want is a classic space – just more 

edited. She commented that what they 

really meant is they want to “close of, 

tuck away, put away, give away.” Such 

de-cluttering leads to “contemporizing” 

any space in their mind! 

Designer’s Notebook 

By Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, CAPS

The recent whirlwind 
of international 
design shows provide 
inspiration for creating 
kitchen and bath spaces 
that distill clients’ dream 
visions into reality.
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Such a comment is a good place to 

start, because it reminds us to thor-

oughly gather information in our early 

meetings with clients, so the vision 

they have in their mind results in real-

world environments they will enjoy 

living in. Use your portfolio, Web sites 

of respected manufacturers or the 

photo collection the consumer brings 

to you so that the images defne the 

style terms they use. 

Next, let’s recognize an evolving 

“bridge” between Contemporary and 

Traditional styling that I’ve seen here 

in North America and Europe.

In a recent Houzz report on design 

trends for 2015, the interesting term, 

“Modern Traditional,” was used. The 

concept makes sense: Clients want 

neither the streamlined, minimalistic 

look oftentimes called “Euro Styling,” 

nor highly detailed Traditional rooms. 

While we all have been honing our de-

sign expertise in creating Transitional 

rooms (a more tailored Traditional 

room), the concept of Modern Tradi-

tional is intriguing. 

As designer Alexandria Knight 

of Korts & Knight suggests: “As a 

designer, I don’t want to be limited. 

I try to incorporate textures, curves 

and bas-relief doors into our designs. 

I also try to introduce an eclectic mix 

of materials, like metal and glass, as 

well as more interesting structural 

elements. By paying close attention 

to these principles, I am able to create 

more fully developed kitchen plans – 

no more boring kitchens.”

In an October, 2014 Traditional 

Home article, Mick de Giulio of de 

Giulio Kitchen Design echoed the 

designer’s comments when he said: 

“Minimalism is going away – people 

want simple, but not stif and architec-

tural. The kitchen is just as functional 

as before, but people want kitchens 

that speak to them emotionally. Thir-

ty years ago, people were looking at 

catalog brands of cabinetry to defne 

their kitchen, today they’re open to 

doing a kitchen that’s very unique – 

and just refecting the client’s unique 

personality.” 

This new definition of Modern 

Traditional is seen in rustic Contem-

porary-themed rooms that feature 

a clean, simple cabinet layout, but 

may also feature a very distressed 

wood fnish on the exterior surfaces 

– spaces that mix old objects with new 

materials or feature accents from the 

industrial world.

COLOR TRENDS
When it comes to design trends that 

will impact our work, there are sev-

eral forecast trends worth looking 

at. First, it’s always interesting to 

see what’s new from the color world. 

This past January, with the help of 

my intern, Mary Slusser from the  

Philadelphia Art Institute, I re-

searched the color world, studying 

color palettes and predictions from 

10 companies and four color asso-

ciations. While we’ve all read that 

Pantone suggested the new “Color 

of the Year” was Marsala, let me go 

beyond this one revelation!

An interesting color introduction 

that I saw in the 2014 San Francisco 

Showhouse, created by Sarah Reep’s 

team at KraftMaid, was cabinetry 

in the new tone of “beautiful black.” 

Black was introduced in several of the 

international exhibitions in January, 

2015 as well. Black makes a strong, 

sleek statement. It’s pretty dramatic, 

but not to be overlooked for the cli-

ent who is looking for that something 

very special.

Returning to the world of color ex-

perts, after looking at all the palettes 

available from all of the companies, 

I found the following common color 

palettes across all paint brands and 

color organizations.

  In an exhibit at the Cologne 
LivingKitchen Fair, both smooth and 
rusticated fnishes are combined. Wood 
is mixed with a gray solid material 
on the back wall. The island echoes 
the wood, then introduces a lighter 
textured surface on the cabinetry. An 
interesting display! 

  A Contemporary kitchen has an Old 
World, rustic feel because of the rough-
sawn look of the wood cabinetry. 

  In an elegant Transitional bath-
room, an old repurposed entry door 
adds depth and texture to the room. 
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Photo: Courtesy Real Sliding Hardware, www.realslidinghardware.com, and Start at the Curb
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»» The impact of global experiences 

has resulted in palettes of unre-

strained, complex combinations of 

patterns and materials, partnered 

with bold hues. Somewhat impul-

sive and undisciplined in nature: 

Colors seem to know no convention, 

as unexpected partnering happens 

in the “melting pot of imagination.” 

Non-traditional groupings of tex-

tures, fnishes, shapes, patterns and 

forms comfortably share the same 

space in these non-conventional 

roomscapes. 

Keep an eye on the travel-in-

spired tones that are refected in 

this color palette. Color tones seem 

to be shifting to echo the diversity 

of our population: inspired by rich, 

bold Moroccan and Native American 

palettes, as well as the geometry and 

pattern-on-pattern oftentimes seen 

in the Asian design community. 

»» A sense of optimism as the U.S. 

economy emerges from the reces-

sion has resulted in clear, bright 

color palettes. A feeling of good 

spirits and a positive outlook for 

the future is refected in colors 

that focus on Mid-Century Modern 

design, presented in imaginative, 

clear, bright colors infuenced by 

pastel post-war hues. The colors 

are supported in room settings 

featuring 1950s-styled fash-back 

furnishings, fabrics and accesso-

ries from the post-war period, yet 

are presented in a fresh and new 

way – just right for loft living and 

Jetson-styled high-tech gadgetry.

»» There is a continued interest in 

the beauty and refnement of the 

past, resulting in rich jewel tones 

set in elegant surroundings. Vin-

tage romance and nostalgia for 

times past are reflected in pal-

ettes featuring oil-paint tones, 

reminiscent of old master paint-

ings. Colors are rich: They seem 

darkened with the patina of age 

and accented by opulence. These 

palettes ofer an invitation to step 

away from the noise of today’s 

technology to enjoy the order and 

elegance of experiences and rela-

tionships from the past.

»»  There is a clear design desire to 

create restful, calming rooms by 

developing palettes that reconnect 

with nature, while being ‘present’ 

in a thoughtful ‘right now’ mo-

ment. Palettes combine materials 

and colors that provide harmony 

between the man-made and the 

natural environment. This palette 

emphasizes a deep respect for both 

the simplicity seen in nature, and 

the strikingly textured complexity 

of the natural world around us.

So, how can you use this informa-

tion in your work – right now  If you 

operate in a showroom environment, 

take a look at all of your displays. Can 

you make minor changes to refect 

these palettes  Perhaps wall covering 

or backsplash changes, or maybe new 

light fxtures  Certainly, new accesso-

ries! Try to have these diferent palette 

categories reflected in the various 

rooms you present to the consumer. 

If you do not work in a showroom 

environment, can you organize your 

portfolio to refect these palettes in 

photographs of kitchens and bath-

rooms  Alternatively, simply research 

the color companies and organize 

some of their predetermined palettes 

in a way that you can share them with 

the consumer.

THE CELEBRATION  
OF ‘HAND-MADE’
A second major trend I see throughout 

the international community of design 

is the celebration of “hand-made.” Even 

when an object is mass produced, de-

signers are striving to present the 

object or a setting that could be cat-

egorized as a singular theme with all 

items made by hand. The goal seems 

to be to marry craft and industry. 

This interest in the “hand-made” 

is repeatedly introduced through the 

use of textured and tactile materi-

als. We have all seen natural marble, 

granite and quartz in honed fnishes 

– that is just one example. More rus-

ticated fnishes on wood cabinetry 

throughout the kitchen or as accent 

pieces will continue to be of interest 

to consumers. 

Reviewing the presentations made 

at the Salone del Mobile Milano Eu-

roCucina exhibition in April of 2014 

and the January, 2015 LivingKitchen 

Fair in Cologne, Germany, this interest 

in organic, expressively Contempo-

  At the 2015 Kitchen & Bath Industry 
Show in Las Vegas, Formica teamed up 
with iconic potter, designer and author 
Jonathan Adler to create a collection of 
new laminate patterns. The colors are 
decidedly Mid-Century Modern.

  A very naturalistic color palette is 
seen in the cabinetry, barn door and up-
holstered pieces. The horizontal pattern 
in the door is repeated in the island end 
panels and back wall. 

Photo: Real Sliding Hardware, www.realslidinghardware, and Ramsay Solutions Inc., www.ramsaysolutions.net

Photo: The Formica Laminate Jonathan Adler Collection, Formica Corp., www.formica.com

Photo: Häfele America Co, www.hafele.com/us; 
designed and manufactured by Michael Bright, 
Bright Wood Works, www.brightwoodworks.com
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rary – that enjoys a touch of nostalgia 

or vintage here or there – seems to 

be growing in popularity across 

the globe. European Contemporary 

kitchens featured such craftsmanship, 

typically seen in a special cabinet or 

in a weathered wood countertop in a 

room otherwise flled with smoothly 

fnished cabinetry. 

Many settings showcased wood 

veneers that had rusticated fnishes, 

such as wire brushing or other design 

efects to add texture. One European 

manufacturer featured a room created 

by a Japanese architect, which had a 

decidedly “complex simplicity” design 

aesthetic.

AN APPRECIATION  
FOR OPULENCE
A third trend (that makes me smile) is 

the defnite appreciation for opulence. 

This was particularly noticeable at the 

2015 Toronto Interior Design Show 

and the Paris Maison & Objet Show. 

Interior designers, often in the acces-

sories displayed, celebrated the power 

of sparkle. Mixed metals or crystal 

chandeliers in pared-down Modern 

environments, for example. 

At the Paris show, accessory bowls 

were carved from a single slab of Ital-

ian marble. This might have been seen 

in Paris as an accessory, but think of 

all the beautiful vessel bowls that 

are now available. Sometimes, our 

practical nature gets the best of us 

– we worry about the special fauce-

try needed, the maintenance of the 

countertop and other functional and 

maintenance concerns. However, we 

may be working with a client who 

just wants to exuberantly have fun 

in their powder room or master suite 

with a spectacularly carved, painted 

or glazed lavatory bowl and a very 

special faucet.

While I believe we will continue 

to see silver, chrome and stainless 

as three metallics used consistently 

in the kitchen – warmer metals such 

as gold, copper and bronze are being 

launched in decorative hardware, light 

fxtures, appliance accent strips, chair 

detailing and accessory highlights. 

Move beyond brushed nickel!

Another interesting thing I have 

seen lately is a movement away from 

all metals in a kitchen or bathroom 

matching one another. Mixing matte 

and gloss fnishes, mixing a bronzy 

gold at the island sink while polished 

nickel is featured elsewhere injects 

energy and “vibe” into a kitchen. 

Interestingly enough, in tandem 

with the products introduced in Paris, 

I saw some elegant, whimsical, beauti-

fully detailed crystal cabinet hardware 

at KBIS. I urge all designers to revisit 

their hardware sources – and take a 

look at several new ones – searching 

for very special crystal hardware for 

luxurious bathroom settings.

THE EXPANSION OF  
MID-CENTURY MODERN
Mid-Century designs continue to 

be popular, resulting in a series of 

reissues from noted industrial and 

interior designers as far as furniture. 

These pieces gained recognition in 

the 1950s – that is why it is called 

“Mid-Century Modern.”

However, the author of a recent ar-

ticle in Metropolis suggests we should 

embrace the aesthetic as a style not 

aligned to a time period, stating, “Mid-

Century Modern no longer simply 

refers to a static period in time. Today, 

it is a design theory – a discipline that 

is no longer tied to the 20th Century 

post World War II design world. It is a 

theme that uses man-made products, 

beautifully sculpted woods, vibrant 

colors – all set in a setting with quietly 

restrained decoration.”

DETAILS TO CONSIDER
»» Wallpaper that wows. I have been 

watching this reemergence of wall-

paper for several years. In Houzz’s 

“Trend Watch: 13 Kitchen Looks 

Expected to be Big in 2015” by 

Houzz Contributor Natasha Sorca, 

wallpaper was again highlighted. 

A popular installation is to feature 

over-scaled, heroic wallcoverings 

  A beautiful kitchen display at the 2015 KBIS featured solid matte cabinetry 
surfaces combined with almost construction-grade, naturally fnished wood 
drawer fronts, creating a beautiful horizontal stripe throughout the cabinetry. 
Note the curved shape of the cabinetry end panels and its intersection at the thin 
countertops: a beautifully executed space! 

  A very functional pass-through countertop separates the kitchen from an adja-
cent living space. Beautifully detailed custom glass doors on an overhead sliding 
system provide a design element when open, and privacy when closed. This is an 
excellent example of a highly personalized space.  

    New, intriguing uses of metals are seen in these two 
bathrooms created by Diamond Spas.  The shower pan is 
fabricated in stainless steel in one example, and copper in the 
other. Copper and stainless steel are appropriate for such a 
surface because of their durability and hygienic properties.   
A beautiful surface to consider in a very personal bathroom.P
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Photo: Real Sliding Hardware, www.realslidinghardware.com and REcreateNW, www.recreatenw.com
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in one area of the room: a “feature 

wall,” if you will, as opposed to cre-

ating a “focal point” with cabinetry 

within the overall environment. 

Providing a similar sense of style, 

bigger patterned ceramic tiles are 

also key design elements in mod-

ern spaces. 

»» No/few wall cabinets! Not news 

to us, we know – what to do  Add 

pantries into your designs! I think 

we will continue to see large walk-

in pantries providing the needed 

storage shelving in many kitchens 

in 2015.

»» An open, airy sense to the space; 

oftentimes, created by incorpo-

rating open shelving within the 

room. The designer’s challenge is 

how to make these shelves appear 

to “foat” on the wall surface. A 

popular hanging system uses dow-

els or brackets that are attached to 

wall studs and concealed behind 

drywall. The support then slips 

into a channel or hole built into 

the back of the shelving. A key con-

cern is the maximum weight these 

shelf systems can carry. I also 

think the wall space behind the 

shelving provides both a design 

challenge and opportunity for the 

planner. We need to think beyond 

traditional backsplash materials or 

applications. The cabinet material 

may become the wall covering, or 

this area may be just the spot for a 

grand tile or wallcovering pattern. 

»» The continuing trend of mixing 

furniture-type cabinet pieces into 

both Traditional and Contempo-

rary spaces. Oftentimes, mixing 

in the opposite style creates a 

dramatic, eclectic, welcoming en-

vironment. Think French armoire 

freestanding furniture piece in a 

room flled with highly lacquered 

full-overlay cabinets! Or, tradi-

tional white painted cabinets 

combined with a brushed wood 

fnish on the island.

»» More attention paid to the archi-

tecture of the room. This is going 

to have a big impact on kitchen 

designers. As kitchens become 

integrated into overall living ar-

eas, we can no longer focus our 

attention on the set of cabinets we 

provide. The cabinet part of the 

kitchen plan cannot sit against 

barren walls. Today, designers 

are paying more attention to the 

architectural accoutrements – the 

interior fnishing systems, if you 

will – comprising of door casings, 

baseboards, crown molding and 

ceiling treatments. 

With LED lighting systems becom-

ing such an integrated part of our 

business, I believe that the ability to 

create tray or cofered ceilings – and 

illuminating them – can add to the 

drama of the spaces we work in. By the 

way, even in a simple kitchen with an 

8-ft. ceiling, extending a fat molding 

onto the ceiling creates the sense of a 

tray: a great visual “trick of the eye.”

Around the world, the new ap-

proach to modern rooms is resulting 

in spaces that are much more hu-

manized and unpretentious than the 

classic Contemporary interiors that 

in the past seemed to be all about the 

design, rather than the family. We are 

being asked to create rooms focused 

on providing a highly personal mix of 

beautifully designed products – yet, 

in a simple, pared-down fashion. The 

consumer believes that this focus on 

simplicity will make the room easy to 

live in and manage. 

This double request for organiza-

tion and simplicity adds a new layer 

of responsibility to professional de-

signers: They must create an overall 

storage system and manage the enve-

lope of space allotted for the kitchen 

or bathroom so that it effortlessly 

manages the family’s possessions, and 

can support the various activities that 

will take place in that space. We can 

meet this challenge by focusing on the 

family frst: how they live in the space, 

what materials appeal to them and 

what possessions they love and hope 

to highlight in the new room! Then, 

we simply transition our professional 

emphasis to fnding the right elements 

to build a “real” room! 

 
Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, 

ASID, CAPS, is a 

well-known author, 

designer, speaker and 

marketing specialist. 

A member of the NKBA Hall of Fame, 

Cheever gained prominence in the 

industry early on as the author of two 

design education textbooks. She man-

ages an award-winning design frm, 

Ellen Cheever & Associates, and has 

been part of the management team of 

several major cabinet companies.

  A beautiful display at KBIS featured classically painted white cabinetry, 
combined with a very rusticated fnish on the island cabinetry, as well as the island 
wood countertop. The hood echoes the wood fnish: a beautiful room. 

  An interesting corridor kitchen from the Cologne LivingKitchen Furniture Fair 
provides needed storage in the tall pantry section.  

  The 2015 Toronto Interior Design Show featured whimsical, interesting exhibits. Talk 
about personalized – a bicycle suspended over an island! Attending these various trade 
fairs – both internationally and domestically – always results in new, inspiring ideas. 
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By Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, CAPS

M
ost designers would agree 

with me that planning 

bathrooms is often more 

challenging than kitchen spaces 

because small rooms are combined 

with extensive client “wish lists.” The 

challenges seem to vary between 

types of bathroom spaces. Because 

of this, I typically divide bathrooms 

into three distinctively diferent cat-

egories of projects.

THE POWDER ROOM
The small frst-foor powder room 

is one that clients often hope will 

have elegant styling, as well as 

fawlessly working fxtures. These 

small spaces challenge our creativ-

ity to propose unusual products or a 

unique installation to create a one-

of-a-kind guest space.

Image one is an example of one 

completed last year.

MASTER BATHROOM SUITES
Master bathrooms can be big or 

small. Regardless of size, consum-

ers typically want this bathroom to 

be an adult retreat. Designers tell me 

that large, well-designed, multi-head 

showers are preferred over large 

bathtubs in master suites. If a bath-

tub is included in the master suite, a 

smaller tub for one person – rather 

than the large bathing pools popular 

10 years ago – seems to be preferred. 

Stretching space and designing with details can help 
designers transform small bathrooms into dream spaces.

1  This powder room’s original wall-to-
wall vanity was replaced with an elegant 
piece of bathroom furniture inspired by 
Asian design. The operable drawers are 
cut out around the plumbing. The vessel 
bowl and wall-mounted faucets work well 
in a powder room setting. 

2  An elegant retreat for the lady of the 
house features both a well-outftted 
shower and a bathtub for one in a free-
standing platform. 

3  Note the wall-hung toilet with 
an elegant bowl, rather than a more 
contemporary fxture.  

Images courtesy of Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, CAPS, 

Ellen Cheever & Associates, Wilmington, DE,  

www.ellencheever.com, and Pietro Giorgi, Sr., CMKBD, 

Giorgi Kitchens & Designs, Wilmington, DE,  

www.giorgikitchens.com. Photography: Peter Leach, Peter 

Leach Photography, www.peterleachphotography.com
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The discussion about the fea-

sibility of replacing a tub/shower 

combination fxture in the master 

bathroom with a luxurious stall 

shower hinges on the fixtures in 

other bathrooms within the home. 

Every survey of consumer prefer-

ences stresses that a home must have 

one bathroom with a bathtub. To me, 

the best combinations are:

»» Hall bathroom with tub/shower 

fxture replaced with a 60"x32" 

stall shower. Master bathroom 

with a separate, generous stall 

shower and a one-person soak/

bubble tub.

»» Or, hall bathroom with tub/shower 

fxture, and master bathroom with 

a large stall shower and generous 

storage/vanity areas.

The cost associated with these 

opulent master bathrooms is a huge 

challenge for designers. My expe-

rience is that prospective clients 

never have a realistic budget for these 

bathrooms. Therefore, I believe the 

establishment of the budget – the in-

vestment set aside for such a space 

– must be part of the preliminary 

planning. Sharing before and after 

photos and drawings – along with a 

range of costs – with adults consider-

ing such a project is a good way to 

start the discussion!

The second major challenge is the 

time and energy it takes to become 

an expert, and to be aware of all the 

new products and technological in-

novations ofered in better bathroom 

equipment. Consider partnering with 

a knowledgeable expert at a nearby 

plumbing wholesale showroom.

The bathroom pictured was cre-

ated with both beauty and safety  

in mind.  

HALL OR SHARED 
BATHROOMS
These pesky hall bathrooms are often 

sandwiched between two bedrooms 

and locked into existing foor space 

because of the hallway entry and an 

exterior wall. They are the hardest 

bathrooms to design and the most 

difficult to explain the investment 

required for a renovation to a pro-

spective client!

These spaces are the primary fo-

cus of this article. I would like to share 

four case studies that may spark your 

imagination and free-up your creative 

talents by suggesting how to increase 

the foor space physically or visually 

in hall bathroom spaces.

 CASE STUDY #1 

The physical space management strate-

gy for this bath involves using products 

that meet the clients’ functional re-

quirements while taking up a minimal 

amount of foor space. For example:

»» Note the vanity shape – it is shal-

low in depth, with a curved front 

section to provide space for the 

generous lavatory. This vanity con-

sole is open underneath, increasing 

the visual sense of space as well. 

»» An existing hard-to-access, space-

wasting built-in closet was replaced 

with custom cabinetry. The fank-

ing tall free-standing cabinets 

are shallow in depth but taller in 

height. These tall units were much 

more accessible for the tall user 

than base vanity cabinet storage 

would have been.

»» Wall-hung toilets are one of the 

best solutions for any small space. 

Designer Alert: Make sure you are 

 CASE STUDY #1 

A townhouse featured two 
bathrooms in the master suite 
adjoined to closets for each adult. 
This space was reserved for the 
husband. Let’s review the existing 
and solution foor plans to highlight 
the physical and visual changes 
made to improve both the function 
and aesthetics for the 6'4"-tall man 
who used the space. 

Images courtesy of Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, 

CAPS, Ellen Cheever & Associates, Wilmington, DE,  

www.ellencheever.com, and Pietro Giorgi, Sr., 

CMKBD, Giorgi Kitchens & Designs, Wilmington, 

DE, www.giorgikitchens.com. Photography: 

Peter Leach, Peter Leach Photography, www.

peterleachphotography.com
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familiar with hanger systems and 

bowls available from our respected 

plumbing fxture manufacturers.

»» Oversized recessed medicine 

cabinets are much better than 

surface-mounted cabinets in a 

small space.

You do not want to overlook 

the value of increasing the visual 

sense of space. The way your room 

looks or feels can add dramatically 

to the sense of space. Some sug-

gested guidelines:

»» Use oversized tiles: Do not use small 

tiles in a small bathroom – it just 

makes it look smaller.

»» Repeat or continue the same prod-

uct in much of the space. Concentrate 

on adding a simple focal point to be 

enjoyed. In this shower, it’s the tall 

vertical stripes at the back wall.

»» Whenever possible, use frameless 

shower enclosures with clear glass 

so the depth of the shower is part 

of the space.

»» As I mentioned earlier, free-

standing, console-type furniture 

can make a bathroom feel much 

larger than enclosed space.

 CASE STUDY #2 

If you’re planning a small vanity, ofset 

the lavatory so you can have a decent 

set of drawers. I think centering the 

sink is a waste of space: one larger 

landing space and wider drawer/cabi-

net shelving makes more sense. 

Rather than a sliding or swing-

ing shower, become familiar with 

decorative ceiling-mounted shower 

curtain systems that allow the en-

tire shower area to be open to the 

bathroom when not in use. Here’s 

a Web site you might visit: TRAX,  

www.ceilingshowerrod.com.

Using the same material through-

out the entire bathroom, but changing 

the size or confguration, can add in-

terest yet still keep the sense of space 

open. In this bathroom, a slab stone 

is seen as a vanity top. Matching 

stone tiles are then used in a “car-

pet” pattern on the foor: combining 

12"x12" tile with a 1"x1" border, and 

fnished by a 6"x6" diagonal center 

pattern. The same material is used 

in the wainscoting and for enclosing 

the shower.

I suspect most of us look for linen 

closets to repurpose when attempting 

to stretch bathroom space. Let’s take 

a look at other adjacent room spaces 

that might be repurposed to increase 

a bathroom’s size.

 CASE STUDY #3 

When considering a bathroom that 

needs more space, measure all of the 

rooms adjacent to it. 

It is also critical to identify the di-

rection of the ceiling joists so that you 

can consider expanding the bathroom 

space without being required to engi-

neer a wood or steel beam.

If the bathroom opens into a bed-

room, measure the furniture and bed 

in that room and make sure you and 

the client clearly agree on what is re-

quired furniture in the bedroom and, 

therefore, what foor space might be 

repurposed for the bathroom. 

Use angles to help you solve dif-

fcult spaces. This bathroom solution  

(see photos, page 34), designed by an 

NKBA award winner, employs angles.

»» The new closet space is angled to 

maximize rod length so the owner 

had just about the same amount of 

space in the new closet as was avail-

able in the former two-closet design. 

»» The angled solution in the show-

er provides acceptable access 

at the entry and shower usage 

area under the showerhead. 

The shower then becomes much 

more narrow at the back bench 

and hand-held shower area.

»» The vanity was also angled back 

from the door so that it provides 

storage…and drama!

 CASE STUDY #2 

Here is a hall bathroom that was locked into the existing square footage. The foor space 
occupied by the linen closet opening into the hallway was reallocated to the bathroom, so 
the highly desired stall shower could replace the combination bathtub/shower enclosure.  
Note the addition of a bench at the end of the space. A simple vanity replaced the pedestal 
fxture, providing storage and counter space. 

Images courtesy of Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, CAPS, Ellen Cheever & Associates, Wilmington, DE, www.ellencheever.com, 

and Pietro Giorgi, Sr., CMKBD, Giorgi Kitchens & Designs, Wilmington, DE, www.giorgikitchens.com. Photography:  

Peter Leach, Peter Leach Photography, www.peterleachphotography.com

Continued on page 34 �
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An of-the-foor vanity always in-

creases the visual size of the space.

»» The repetitive use of both mate-

rial and color, with an interesting 

artistic tile insert pattern on the 

back wall, makes this small space 

pretty dramatic while looking as 

big as possible.

 CASE STUDY #4 

Defnitely consider your options! The 

designers and clients considered fve 

diferent solutions to this particular 

space – several of them involved  

repurposing anywhere from 9" to 

24" of space in the bedroom backing  

up to the toilet and bathtub wall. The 

end solution did incorporate 12" of 

new space. 

Become familiar with the small-

est fxtures that will meet the goals 

of the consumer. For example, this 

is a great, high-quality, efervescent, 

air-jetting bathtub top-mounted in 

the space. The top-mounted installa-

tion was because the client wanted to 

enjoy the edge detail of the bathtub. 

Quite frankly, I prefer to undermount 

bathtubs to allow easy entry and exit 

access. I also prefer to of-center the 

fxtures – not possible with this par-

ticular bathtub design.

Even in a small bathroom, safety 

should be top-of-mind. This shower 

includes a bench that is an extension 

of the bathtub deck, with a grab bar 

immediately adjacent to the seated 

space, as well as hand-held for the 

lady of the house. Grab bars are also 

placed on the showerhead wall. Rather 

than any surface-mounted storage 

shelving, a niche provides safe, out-

of-the-way storage – that is also out of 

the path of the water from the shower!

To make a small bathroom bigger, 

here are physical and visual space 

management strategies to consider:

PHYSICAL SPACE 
MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES 
1. Use products that meet their func-

tional requirements while taking 

up a minimal amount of floor 

space. 

2. For a small vanity, ofset the lava-

tory so you can maximize the 

cabinet storage and provide one 

large, uninterrupted counter.

 CASE STUDY #3 

In this home, the designer was faced with the consumer’s desire for 
a much larger bathroom, no reduction of closet space, a much more 
functional shower and a dramatic vanity – whew!

The before bathroom was a typical ‘tiny separate room’ approach to 
bathroom design. The solution revolves around the designer increasing 
the bathroom size by incorporating unused bedroom foor space in front 
of the bathroom door into the bathroom. Compare the existing to the 
solution plan – this type of change makes sense in that no furniture in 
the bedroom could be easily accommodated in the open space that was 
repurposed into the bathroom 

Images courtesy of Barbara Murphy-Johnson, CKD, CBD, CGR, CAPS, Neil Kelly Company, Portland, 

OR, www.neilkelly.com

262



 October 2015  |  KitchenBathDesign.com  |  35

3. Rather than a sliding or swinging 

door on a stall shower, become 

familiar with decorative ceiling-

mounted shower curtain systems 

that allow the shower area to be 

open to the room when not in use. 

4. When considering a bathroom that 

needs more space, measure all of 

the rooms adjacent to it, and iden-

tify any framing or construction 

constraints. If the bathroom opens 

into a bedroom, measure the fur-

niture and bed in that room and 

make sure you and the client 

clearly agree on what is required 

furniture in the bedroom and, 

therefore, what foor space might 

be repurposed for the bathroom. 

5. Use angles to help you solve dif-

fcult spaces. 

6. Suggest optional solutions to 

the prospective client so that 

you can assist them in evaluat-

ing functional and investment 

diferences.

VISUAL SPACE 
MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES
1. Do not overlook the value of in-

creasing the visual sense of space. 

The way your room looks or feels 

can add dramatically to the sense 

of space.

 

2. Using the same material through-

out the entire bathroom but 

changing the size or confgura-

tion can add interest, yet keep the 

sense of space open. 

3. An of-the-foor vanity always in-

creases the visual size of the space.

4. Use clear glass shower enclosures.

5. Specify wall-hung toilets.

6. Specify undermount bathtubs to 

decrease visual activity. 

 
Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, 

ASID, CAPS, is a 

well-known author, 

designer, speaker and 

marketing specialist. 

A member of the NKBA Hall of Fame, 

Cheever gained prominence in the 

industry early on as the author of two 

design education textbooks. She man-

ages an award-winning design frm, 

Ellen Cheever & Associates, and has 

been part of the management team of 

several major cabinet companies.

 CASE STUDY #4 

Here’s our last hall bathroom – locked in between two bedrooms, the 
entry hall and the exterior wall with a window at the front of the house. 
What a dismal space!

That extra 12" allowed a custom shower and soaking bathtub to be 
included on one wall, with an angled vanity on the second. This plan 
incorporates many of the points I have already addressed.

Images courtesy of Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, 

CAPS, Ellen Cheever & Associates, Wilmington, 

DE, www.ellencheever.com, and Pietro 

Giorgi, Sr., CMKBD, Giorgi Kitchens & Designs, 

Wilmington, DE, www.giorgikitchens.com.  

Photography: Guy Cali Associates Photography, 

www.guycali.com
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Planning a space for the entire family may also include designing in conveniences 
for the beloved family pet, from feeding stations, bathing areas and organized 
storage for toys to a cozy dedicated napping space.
BY ELLEN CHEEVER, CMKBD, ASID, CAPS

Pet-Friendly Spaces

s an occasional TV watcher, I’ve noticed a change in the 
way family pets are referred to these days. No longer 
are we “pet owners,” now we are “pet parents.” Dogs in 

some ads are referred to by the adult as “my other child!” 
Such references to the family pet come as no surprise to  

me. Many of my clients want space for their pets to nap, 
organized storage for their toys, a convenient bathing area and 
a properly planned feeding station included within their new 
kitchen space. 

So in 2016 and beyond, in addition to designing the kitchen 
for the way a family lives, we should include design ideas for the 
family’s four-legged members. Everything from Fido’s size, fur 
length, personality and age should be taken into account. 

Let’s start by considering an area for the dog to “keep an eye 
on the family” while napping or resting. 

A SPACE FOR NAPPING 
Kitchen designers have been taught to use every inch of space for 
storage of food stuffs and other kitchen-related paraphernalia. In 
the future, we’ll allocate floor space differently. For multi-gener-
ational families, as well as families with a beloved pet (notably if 
it is a large beloved pet!), we need to leave open floor space in a 
plan. Think about the family that has a three-year-old, as well as 
a teenager and perhaps an aging aunt: Leaving floor space for the 
40" wide x 30" deep x 36" high playpen, or a 24"-diameter roll-
around activity seat for the youngster is a good idea. 

Planning a seating space at the island for a mature family 
member to be able to be part of the cooking fun, as well as part 
of the conversation, is also important. Including a nearby com-
puter station for the teenager will assist in adult supervision of 
the user’s Internet activity.

62     Kitchen & Bath Design News  •  January 2016

264



Space to create a cozy resting spot for the pet will be appreci-
ated, as well. The animal’s size dictates the floor space needed. 
• Round beds, for example, are available in 25", 36", 44" and 

52" diameters to accommodate dogs weighing less than 
25 lbs., all the way up those that are 90+ lbs. in weight. 

• Rectangular dog couches take even more room.
 ~ A small 25" x 20" couch for pets under 25 lbs.
 ~ A medium sized 36" x 28" dog couch for a 25  

to 60 lb. pet.
 ~ A large 44" x 34" dog couch for a 60 to 90 lb. dog.
 ~ An extra large 52" x 42" dog couch for a 90+ lb. pet. 

There may be a second spot requested for a dog’s personal 
sleeping area! Many pet owners (particularly those with smaller 
dogs) will build in a permanent pet bed, either in a drawer or 
alcove, or create a little cushioned window seat for them so they 
can be “part of the family” without being underfoot.

A PET CRATE OR CARRIER 
Most dog owners will use a crate for their dog, at least initially 
in the training period, and many will keep the crate, since dogs 
like to have a private space or “den” that they can call their own. 

There are a number of furniture-style crates on the market today 
that really look like furniture – some are gorgeous carved wood 
designs, and many look like and double as end tables (since no 
one wants a big crate sitting in their Great Room). 

These unique furniture-style crates vary greatly in size. 
Knowing standard dog crate and carrier sizes will assist the 
design professional during the initial planning stage.
• 20" L x 30" W x 15" H for a small pet.
• 36" L x 23" W x 27" H for a medium pet.
• 42" L x 30" W x 32" H for a large pet
• 56" L x 39" W x 48" H for an extra large pet.

You also want to consider the atmosphere. All special areas 
used by two- or four-legged family members – that playpen or the 
dog couch – should be planned a safe and comfortable distance 
from air conditioning or heating ducts, out of direct sunlight 
throughout the day. If you live in an extremely cold climate, add-
ing heat below a tile or wood floor in the entire kitchen will be an 
added advantage for the pet’s napping pillow, as well as make bare 
feet more comfortable for the people using the space. Or, plan an 
electrical outlet at floor level in the pet’s area so the client can in-
clude a heated mat underneath or incorporate into the dog’s bed. 

  A New Jersey showroom includes an example of a pet’s lounging area 
tucked underneath a peninsula cabinet. 
Designed by Peter Salerno, CMKBD, Peter Salerno, Inc., Wyckoff, NJ, www.petersalernoinc.com.  
Photography by Peter Rymwid, Peter Rymwid Photography, Wayne, NJ, www.peterrymwid.com

  In another showroom near Philadelphia, a cozy spot for a small pet is 
positioned underneath a custom banquette in a kitchen display. 
Designed by Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, CAPS, Ellen Cheever & Associates, Wilmington, DE,  
www.ellencheever.com, for Tague Lumber, Inc., Philadelphia, PA, www.taguelumber.com

  A design firm in 
the Washington, D.C.  
area created a 
wonderful pet center 
just off the kitchen. 
The dogs’ beds are 
placed apartment 
style — two floors! 
The pantry has been 
raised, allowing for a 
pull-out drawerhead 
to conceal their 
pets’ food bowls, or 
provide a third spot 
for a smaller family 
pet to relax! 
Designed/Built by Four Brothers 
LLC, Washington, DC,  
www.fourbrotherscarpentry.com.  
Photo: Hadley Photography, 
Fairfax, VA, www.greghadley 
photography.com
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Keep the pet area away from a major traffic 
pattern used by the cook and visiting guests. One 
interesting approach I have seen is extending a 
counter without a cabinet underneath so the pet 
resting area can be somewhat enclosed in the 
captured area. Talk with your clients – they’ll know 
their dog’s personality, and where the dog will be 
the most comfortable.

Once you have found a spot for the family pet to relax or 
sleep, remember they also enjoy a good meal, tolerate an occa-
sional bath and require a place for their horde of chewed up toys. 
Let’s start with a pet enjoying a meal – I’m going to focus on 
dogs, but the ideas are transferable to other types of pets as well.

THE FEEDING STATION
Before planning a feeding station, learn about the pet’s eating 
schedule. 
• Scenario A: Some dogs eat all of their food im-

mediately when it’s put down; therefore, the food 
bowls can be concealed a good part of the day.

• Scenario B: Other dogs eat a little bit now, a little bit later; 
therefore, the bowls must be available all day long.

Regardless of the meal service, water is filled/changed 
periodically throughout day with clean/cold water, or even one 
of today’s more popular pet drinking fountains. An open eating 
and drinking center might be the best solution.

Be sensitive to the dog’s drinking habits. As much as we love 
them, when dogs drink, they sometimes slobber! Your clients 
may not be on top of it with a mop every time this happens. 
Therefore, you do not want any surface surrounding these built-
in bowls that will be ruined from repeated attacks of moisture.

PET FOOD STORAGE
Plan a spot to store dry and/or canned dog food close to the pet’s 
eating spot. Realize that dry food will stay fresh and dry if it’s in 
tightly sealed bins. Be aware of the size and weight of the bag 
of dog food your client normally purchases: You may want to 
transfer it into bins that are placed on a roll-out shelf. 

Dry dog food comes in a variety of bag sizes: 3 lbs., 5 lbs., 15 
lbs., 20 lbs., 30 lbs., 40 lbs. and 50 lbs. However, the size of the 
bag purchased is not always based on the size of the dog, but 

  Here is a great 
example of a private 
space for the family’s 
pet member, which 
is integrated into the 
cabinetry. Neat and 
comfortable for all!

  A spot for a pet’s food bowls needs to be located at the appropriate 
height for ergonomically sound mealtime use. An architectural firm in  
Portland, OR created a nice eating station for a larger dog by creating a 
niche at the end of an island. Note that the miniature table containing the 
recessed bowls can be easily removed from the enclosure for servicing. 
Photo: Courtesy of Buckenmeyer Architecture, Portland, OR, www.buckenmeyerllc.com

  In a beautiful display at the Chicago Mart, an elegant banquette 
completes this transitional kitchen. At the end of the banquette is a pull-out 
feeding area. Because it’s against a wall, no one needs to be worried about 
someone tripping over the feeding drawer!
Photo: Courtesy of Plain & Fancy Custom Cabinetry, www. plainfancycabinetry.com

  In a classic island kitchen, a special drawer that extends to the floor, by 
attaching the toe kick to the drawer runners, is created for a small pet that 
dines at a specific time. The concern with this type of a ‘center stage’ pull-
out feeding station is that it may interfere with a major traffic pattern for 
the humans who use the space. 
Photo: Courtesy of Plain & Fancy Custom Cabinetry, www.plainfancycabinetry.com.

rather on how the client shops. Canned dog food must also be 
considered. Some dogs only eat canned, some only dry, others 
a mixture of both. Cans are usually purchased according to the 
size of the pet: 3.5 oz., 13 oz., 22 oz. cans, etc.

Wall-mounted pet food bins, in a variety of shapes and sizes, 
are available that conveniently store dry dog food. I’ve been told 
that cat owners sometimes use these bins to store litter prod-
ucts. Cat litter comes in a variety of containers (pails, jugs, bags, 
boxes/cartons) and sizes: typically in 8 lb., 15 lb., 20, lb., 25 lb., 
30 lb., 35 lb. and 40 lb. containers.

Many dog and cat owners also use elevated feeders bowls, 
not only for hygiene and cleanliness, but also because they can 
be easier on pets with back or neck problems or arthritis – and 
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body of research showing the benefits of feeding dogs a “spe-
cies-appropriate diet.” For homeowners who feed raw, this may 
mean a need for greater freezer space (for buying in bulk), as 
well as greater concerns about sanitation (just as with handling 
raw food while cooking, those who are feeding raw to their dog 
may want hands-free faucets and easy-to-clean surfaces that 
have antibacterial properties to minimize cross contamination).

TOY STORAGE
For keeping toys at bay, think about about a hamper-type 
mechanism, where toys can be easily tossed into or removed. 
Or, consider a box that sits on the floor (perhaps a drawer box) 
so they are easily retrievable by the pet.

some veterinarians believe they can help minimize the risk 
of bloat, a potentially deadly condition that primarily impacts 
large dogs. Additionally, raised feeders can be easier for older 
pet owners or physically challenged people for whom bending 
to pick up bowls from the floor can be challenging. Elevated 
feeders come in a variety of forms, from elegant hand-carved 
wood with the pet’s name engraved into the design and deco-
rative wrought iron to simple plastic or laminate. Some can be 
designed as permanent built-ins while others are easily moved 
to wherever they are needed.

In recent years, the holistic trend of “raw feeding” has 
become increasingly popular with dog owners concerned about 
the large number of pet food recalls, and intrigued by a growing 

  A designer who attended one of my KBDN seminars shared this great 
island solution with me. The dog feeding and water bowls are tucked at the 
end of an island for continuous feeding and safety for all.

  Pet bowls should not placed in a heavily used people walking area. Using 
the end of a base cabinet makes sense. In this excellent example, a stone 
top is used in the enclosure where the removable bowls are placed. Rather 
than a simple wood top, some type of easily-to-clean surface should be 
used on the feeding station’s ‘counter’ surface. 
Designed by Mark Haddad, AKBD, and Susan Cracraft, AKBD, Haddad Hakansson Design Studio,  
Washington, DC, www.hhdesignstudio.com.  
Photo: Joseph St. Pierre, JS Photography, www.jsphotography.us

  This is another great example of the strategy. In this case the bowls are in a 
cabinet right next to the mudroom, once again inset into countertop material. 
Designed by Mark Haddad, AKBD, and Louie Kerbici, Haddad Hakansson Design Studio,  
Washington, DC, www.hhdesignstudio.com.  
Photo: Jamie Salomon, James R. Salomon Photography, www.salomonphoto.com/home.html

  Special purpose storage cabinets 
originally designed as trash receptacles 
can make a great place to store dry dog 
food. In this example, the trash needs 
are filled by the large bin. Dog food 
can be stored in the removable smaller 
container in position two. 
Photo: Courtesy of Häfele America Co, www.hafele.com/us

  For larger dogs, or pet parents who 
shop in bulk, a full waste receptacle 
may be best reserved for dry food 
stuffs. Make sure you specify a storage 
system that includes a lid. 
Photo: Courtesy of Rev-A-Shelf, www.rev-a-shelf.com
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FLOORING
When considering wood floors for a client who has a pet, specify 
unfinished hardwood, and finish with a complete top coat finish 
(avoid prefinished hardwood flooring) so an occasional wet 
“accident” cannot penetrate. 

As dogs age, they can have greater trouble navigating hard 
floors. Not only are these surfaces slippery, but a slide-and-fall 
accident can also cause painful injuries. Older pet owners may 
consider a softer cushioned designer laminate (one piece floor-
ing also prevents water damage), or they may incorporate yoga 
mats or throw rugs in heavily pet-traversed areas.

If you live in a hot climate, realize that many dogs will be 
fond of ceramic tile – because the tile stays cool. Remember, 
unlike their human counterparts, dogs spend the vast major-
ity of their days “on the floor.” They not only walk on it, but 
they sit on it, sleep on it, roll on it, shed on it and happily eat 
from it in the event a tasty treat drops from the table! One 
extra thought about tile floors: just like for humans, such a 
hard surface can put a strain on an older animal’s feet, legs 
and back. 

A WORD OF CAUTION
While I’ve talked about planning spaces specifically for the 
pets to be comfortable in the kitchen – realize that pets can 
also have an impact on the cook’s equipment and sink area. 
For example, motion-sensor faucets can be set off by the 
inquisitive cat prancing along the countertop. This can be a 
disaster if the faucet swings beyond the limits of the sink: 
a flood can occur. How about the possibility of our friendly 
pooch jumping up and down and potentially hitting touch 
screen controls for an oven? Be aware of how technology and 
pets might collide.

WOW – a new center of activity we need to accommodate! 
While at first we might doubt we can find the room for these 
pet-friendly features, the best designers listen carefully to their 
prospective clients to clearly understand their priorities. If the 
pet’s comfort is highly valued by the homeowner – finding the 
space is a winning strategy!

Don’t miss this design opportunity!  

 Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, CAPS, is a well-known 
author, designer, speaker and marketing specialist. A 
member of the NKBA Hall of Fame, Cheever gained 
prominence in the industry early on as the author of 
two design education textbooks. She manages an 

award-winning design firm, Ellen Cheever & Associates, and has been part 
of the management team of several major cabinet companies.

BATHING
We all know that pets like to bring “the outdoors in.” They seem 
to revel in having dirt-matted hair, muddy feet and odd odors. 
Installing a well-organized pet shower in the mud room can 
keep your dog as clean as possible. 

A pet bath can be created by using an oversized stainless 
steel sink outfitted with a pull-out (not pull-down!) faucet for 
smaller dogs. I have also seen commercial floor-mounted sinks 
used for medium sized dogs. 

If space can be carved out of the laundry/mud room, for a 
larger pet, a mini-shower is an excellent idea. Elevate the shower 
base to create a comfortable working zone for the pet’s bather. 
Use a hand-held showerhead to maximize flexibility of the water 
spray direction. If the pet’s bather can reach over and into an 
enclosed space, finish the shower with double-hinged shower 
doors. If not, make sure the shower wet walls are combined with 
a non-slip floor material and provide nearby towel storage for 
“doggy dry-off.”

Just as aging consumers look for wellness products to help 
ease aches and pains, pet owners may also look for products 
that can help increase comfort for older pets. Hydrotherapy, 
so popular with people, has slowly begun to gain traction with 
pet owners and, as a result, owners of older pets may choose to 
include a pet whirlpool or pet spa in the pet bathing area.

EXERCISING STORAGE
If you also plan a neat and organized area by the back door for 
outdoor items, the client will be ready for the dog’s command, 
“Take me for a walk.”

A narrow pull-out cabinet, or a base, wall or tall side-entry 
cabinet can be a perfect spot to keep leashes, plastic bags and 
scooper, and other dog walking paraphernalia, as well as a coat, 
orange reflective vest, hat and gloves, an umbrella and flashlight 
for the walker. Place this type of storage center close to the back 
door. Create a storage area for outdoor activities! 

  A well-organized pet washing station has been created next to the back 
door. A flip-up/flip-down ledge is planned so the dogs can enter into the 
bathing area without being lifted. 
Designed/Built by Four Brothers LLC, Washington, DC, www.fourbrotherscarpentry.com.  
Photo: Hadley Photography, Fairfax, VA, www.greghadleyphotography.com

  A builder in Delaware has really rethought the ‘laundry room’ – transforming 
it into an activity room. With washer and dryer on a pedestal in the foreground, 
they are comfortably located for the user. In this activity space, there is a 
floor-level washing station – it could be for pets or gardening boots! A ‘napping’ 
area is attractively placed in the corner, along with the pet bowls. Well done! 
Photo: Courtesy of Echelon Custom Homes, Rehoboth Beach, DE, www.echeloncustomhomes.com

  Narrow kitchen base 
cabinet storage sys-
tems, that are designed 
to pull out and store a 
multitude of items with 
various hooks or some 
type of backerboard 
system, can be ideal for 
the ‘walking the dog’ 
section of the kitchen. 
Photo: Courtesy of Rev-A-Shelf, 
www.rev-a-shelf.com
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With increasing numbers of older homeowners downsizing, combined with 

younger homeowners seeking active urban communities to call home, high-rise 

condominiums are presenting new opportunities – and design challenges.
BY ELLEN CHEEVER, CMKBD, ASID

High-Rise Design

here’s a new business opportunity for kitchen and bath 

designers familiar with single-family home design: 

creating living spaces in high-rise condominiums.

It has been widely reported that inner-city and coastal 

high-rise living is increasing in popularity. Baby Boomers and 

Matures are downsizing and, rather than moving to 55+ golf 

communities, they are drawn to pedestrian-friendly, culturally 

rich urban neighborhoods. At the same time, younger home-

owners – those Generation Yers and Generation Xers – are not 

nearly as interested in suburbia: They also want to live in an 

active community. Many are not even getting driver licenses! 

T For designers who have not planned kitchens, bathrooms 

or other living spaces in high-rise environments, there are spe-

cial construction concerns, challenging design limitations and 

great business opportunities when working on such projects. 

Until recently, I had very little experience in the constraints 

of condominium design – and the challenges of downsizing. 

That all changed in 2015. 

Last year, I personally faced this challenge: My husband and 

I moved from a 4,500-sq.-ft. single-family home to a 1,400-sq.-ft. 

condominium – the frst step in our retirement plan! It was an 

adventure – let me share with you what I learned.

Create a valance above windows so that 

LED strip lighting can be used in place of 

recessed or surface-mounted lighting.
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To begin this discussion, frst take a look at the “As Build” 

and “Design Solution” plans at right.

DESIGN CHALLENGES

I found there were four major categories of design challenges 

associated with planning a new residence in a high-rise building:

1. Having a strategy to aggressively downsize person-

al possessions (something a design professional can 

assist their client with in the early planning stag-

es) to quantify the available storage space in the 

new home before the planning gets serious.

2. Understanding that construction constraints and in-

stallation process changes must be identifed before 

the planning and estimating phases of the project 

begins, not after a design concept is prepared!

3. Solving the aesthetic challenge of maximizing the overall 

perceived visual sense of space in a smaller living area 

that may have few windows providing natural light.

4. Concentrating on creative storage systems in all parts of 

the living areas as a key focus of the fnal planning details.

I will save a discussion of the frst challenge – helping 

the client understand the necessity of downsizing their pos-

sessions to match the smaller footprint of their new home 

– for another article.

Let me concentrate on the remaining three challenges  

in this article.

CONSTRUCTION DETAILS

When designing a high-rise environment, following are 

several key issues you must deal with during the layout and 

estimating phases of your proposal.

• Typically, the building will be built with concrete pil-

lars and ceilings. The concrete elements cannot be 

altered, and do not ofer space for recessed lighting. 

The condominium home often has various ceiling 

heights – some serving as HVAC chaseways, oth-

er times simply empty softs, or as part of the con-

crete structure. You need to know which is which!

• Interior walls probably have steel studs that are 24" on cen-

ter, resulting in narrower walls (do not try to put a pocket 

door in!) that need blocking or additional studs to facilitate 

cabinet installation and bathroom accessory placement. A 

much more detailed construction plan layout should be 

prepared during the planning process for proper estimat-

ing. Extra preparation time for the tradespeople and drywall 

patching will be needed. If you plan on wood blocking, 

you will be required to use specially treated wood products 

that are more expensive than typical building materials.

• The building may have a sprinkler system – some-

thing very important for all workers to be extreme-

ly careful about! A “what to do if the sprinkler 

goes of” practice session with the building super-

visor or maintenance man is a good idea. 

• Major electrical service upgrades are probably not 

possible. Additionally, all wiring may be run in con-

duit. Therefore, your electrical rough-in will be more 

expensive than in a typical single-family home.

• Other than a few inches, relocating plumbing drain 

lines may not be possible, either. It is important to 

  LED lighting can be integrated into wardrobe poles.  

Photo: Courtesy of Häfele America Co., www.hafele.com/us

  ‘As Build’ Plan

  ‘Design Solution’ Plan
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fnd out during the estimating phase if the unit has 

its own water shut-of, or if part of the building – or 

the entire building – will lose its water source during 

the plumbing work needed for your new design.

Note that you should not even think of working in a high-

rise building if you do not have all of the proper insurance 

certifcates and required permits to post on the jobsite!

INSTALLATION DIFFERENCES

The overall estimated time to complete work in a condomini-

um setting will be greater than in any freestanding home. 

Here are some reasons why.

• There may be restrictions on the months of the year 

workers can be on site, as well as days of the week 

and time of day that work can be underway.

• There will be a long path for the installation crew to travel 

from their vehicles to the actual work space, which will 

involve common areas that must be protected as well 

as elevators that must be reserved – and protected. 

• Where you can plan a staging area and how you dispose of 

trash or store items on their way to be recycled is some-

thing to discuss with the building manager or “super.” If 

  Make sure the client carefully considers the need for both a tub and shower in the master 

bathroom. A larger shower may be possible if the tub is eliminated. (Remember:  A custom pan 

with a carefully detailed drain location may be needed if the existing drain location cannot be 

moved.) Use sliding shower doors, not hinged. Plan a toe rest if a bench will not ft in the shower. 

Be aware of interesting shower ‘chairs’ now available.

Photos: Courtesy of Plain & Fancy Custom Cabinetry, www.plainfancycabinetry.com, and Kohler Co., www.kohler.com

  Sliding doors separate the bedroom from 

the master closet. The second frosted glass 

door of the same confguration separates the 

closet from the master bathroom.  

Photos: Courtesy of Metrie, www.metrie.com

  Although not shown, a ceiling-mounted shower curtain has been 

installed. The artwork goes into storage when a guest plans on using 

the shower; otherwise, the tub/shower area is reserved for a pleasant 

soak in the tub.

  A combination toilet and bidet 

fxture is an excellent piece to 

recommend to a mature client.

  A ‘wellness center’ is created 

here by using an under-sink  

cleaning caddy.

  The original inexpensive hollow core and 

metal six-panel doors were replaced with a 

much simpler fat-panel square Craftsman 

style. A touch of glamour was added by the 

dramatic doors leading into the master suite: 

double doors that – when open – combine all 

of the living spaces. 
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open living space. While a powder room will certainly be a 

separate area, the master bathroom might be incorporated par-

tially into the bedroom, or share space with the master closet.

Additionally, prospective clients might plan on renovating 

their entire new environment – and being able to work with 

just one professional on the entire “interior architecture – all 

the hard surfaces” portion of the project (rather than being 

asked to work with several designers) will be considered a plus. 

I think it is a good business extension: The kitchen and 

bathroom specialist has all of the trade specialists on-site 

already, and is a woodworking expert because of their cabinet 

experience. So, consider expanding the design proposal to 

look at the entire space. Here are several ideas that might be 

helpful to you.

Idea #1: Compensate for the limited natural light that may 

stream into the entire condominium. LED lighting systems 

are so sophisticated that they can be easily used in multiple 

locations to increase the lighting levels in the space. 

Idea #2: Be aware of the need to maximize air circulation. 

Adding overhead ceiling fans in as many rooms as possible 

will help air movement in the new condominium, which may 

not have operable windows, or ones that are only opened 

infrequently.

the building has a loading dock: Can you place a dumpster 

there for a limited time? Does the building have refuse 

containers you can use? Where to keep molding, cabinetry 

and appliances as they arrive must be settled ahead of time!

Note that it is not a good idea for your client’s possessions 

to be delivered to their new home until all of the work has 

been completed. The workers need the open living spaces for 

staging immediate work, for setting up saws and such. 

Once the designer has presented a preliminary estimate to 

the prospective client so everyone understands the additional 

time, efort and money it will take to work in a condomini-

um environment, it is time to start planning the new living 

environment!

MAXIMIZING SPACE

Next up is the aesthetic challenge of maximizing the overall 

perceived visual space of a smaller living area that may have 

few windows providing natural light.

The third challenge – which is also a great business oppor-

tunity – is for the kitchen and bathroom specialist to con-

sider moving beyond the limited focus on these two rooms. 

Oftentimes in condominiums, the kitchen is part of one great, 

  Removing a wall completely can be a mechanical challenge. Note 

the post leading from the mid-high pedestal cabinet that houses  

pantry and ovens: This is where all of the pipes and wires are. 

  One of the dilemmas in any open kitchen is how to conceal soiled dish-

es when dinner is fnished but the party goes on. An intriguing use of a 

television lift system solved the problem in this kitchen. Most of the time, 

the kitchen is open to the living space. When a dinner party is planned, 

the guests look at a piece of art, rather than a stack of soiled dishes.  

Photos: Courtesy of Häfele America Co., www.hafele.com/us
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• Consider using a console furniture-type (of-the-

foor) vanity to visually expand the space.

• Use as narrow a toilet as possible. Consider a wall-

hung fxture if plumbing modifcations are possi-

ble. The smaller the shape and profle of this fxture, 

the bigger the “feeling” of the bathroom space.

• If a tub/shower combination is used, consider a ceil-

ing-mounted shower curtain, rather than a door sys-

tem. This allows the overall openness of the space 

to extend to the back wall of the tub enclosure.

Of special note: Be sensitive to the family’s medicine man-

agement needs. If you have a more mature client downsizing 

from a large, stately, stand-alone house to a condominium, 

planning a private wellness center as part of the master bath-

room/closet might be a good idea. The client may need space 

to keep medical records for diabetes management, an orga-

nized way to keep pill boxes and food supplements arranged 

as well as accessible storage that is needed infrequently.

ELECTRONIC STORAGE

A new need we must plan for in a small space is where to lo-

cate all of the electronic equipment even a “tiny house” needs. 

Everything from the Internet router or the cable box to a home-

based printer and accessible charging stations for wireless speak-

ers, personal tablets (and more) must be located somewhere. 

Ask the client if they have a tall furniture piece that can be 

repurposed, or if you can wire a shelf area in the laundry room 

to serve as the electronic hub of the house. Remember to also 

check where the current Internet/TV cable is located, and help 

the client decide where they want it to be in the new furniture 

arrangement. If you want to move it, consider hiding the cable 

behind new baseboard if you cannot snake it through the walls 

(those pesky concrete columns may be blocking a clear path 

inside a wall to the new location of the entertainment center!).

THE LAUNRY ROOM

You can get more creative in the laundry room, as well. 

• First, switch to stacked units in place of side-by-side ones.

• Learn more about storage systems originally ofered as 

garage solutions – they are an excellent way to outft a 

small utility room. One system (Gladiator by Whirlpool) 

Idea #3: Use the millwork and the door detailing to defne 

the style of the space and impact the overall perceived visual 

nature of the space.

• Eliminate swinging doors wherever possible. If the 

wall thickness does not allow pocket door installation, 

consider surface-mounted hardware (oftentimes called 

“barn door hardware”) as an option. Doors swinging into 

rooms and single-purpose hallways “eat up” important 

square footage in smaller spaces. Therefore, try to elim-

inate halls, and minimize or eliminate swinging doors.

• Realize the impact the door and molding details can have on 

the overall design. Look at the door panel design and evaluate 

all the millwork in the home: baseboard, casing, crown. An 

interesting way to increase the visual size of a smaller space 

is to use over-scaled millwork that is very simple in its design. 

• Another interesting design “trick” is to paint all of the 

casings, doors and walls the same color so there is no 

separation. Or, just a slight change in tone will accomplish 

the same goal, but add some diferentiation in color, as 

well as sheen between the doors, trim and wall surfaces.

A special tip: Even if you will not be working with the entire 

space, measure the condo and give a set of the scaled drawings 

to the client to help them evaluate what pieces of furniture they 

can take with them and which ones they cannot. Show them 

how to create templates of their furniture: You will be thanked!

DETAILING STORAGE CENTERS

Once you have a clear idea of what items the clients will be 

bringing to their new home, the space planning can begin. 

Including special storage systems that have multi-purpose 

features will really help the new home meet the family’s needs 

and wants. Following are some suggestions for stretching 

smaller condominium living spaces.

In the master bathroom, consider using one vanity cabinet 

coupled with a pedestal sink, rather than two cabinet sections. 

This is great way to make a small space look bigger. Float the 

cabinets of of the fnished foor. Select a pedestal with some 

counter space and use an extra-wide recessed medicine cabinet 

above it (an excellent one fts in a 24"-wide space).

In the hall bathroom, you can make the space seem larger 

by featuring a monochromatic color scheme and small-sized 

fxtures. Here are a few fxture ideas:

  A pull-out pantry was added in the pedes-

tal cabinet, which has LED lights built-in that 

are activated when the door is opened. 

Photo: Courtesy of Häfele America Co., www.hafele.com/us

  A special base cabinet keeps the knives 

out of sight, but close to the cook.  

Photo: Courtesy of Rev-A-Shelf, www.rev-a-shelf.com

  Pay close attention to new sink solutions. In this design, a layered  

arrangement of sink accessories maximizes the efciency of the sink itself.  

Photo: Courtesy of Kohler Co., www.kohler.com
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Designing kitchens, bathrooms and other living spaces in 

a small condominium is challenging. However, the challenge 

is worth the efort because such new home environments can 

expand the designer’s business base. I hope this review of ini-

tial construction concerns, installation process extra costs and 

the creative storage ideas included will help you create a great 

new home for clients you are serving as they transition from a 

larger home to a smaller one. 

 
Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, CAPS, is a well-known 

author, designer, speaker and marketing specialist. A 

member of the NKBA Hall of Fame, Cheever gained 

prominence in the industry early on as the author of 

two design education textbooks. She manages an 

award-winning design frm, Ellen Cheever & Associates, and has been part 

of the management team of several major cabinet companies.

Editor’s Note: The condominium renovation highlighted in this feature 

was designed by Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, of Ellen Cheever & 

Associates in Wilmington, DE (www.ellencheever.com) and  

Pietro Giorgi, CMKBD, Giorgi Kitchens & Designs in Wilmington, DE  

(www.giorgikitchens.com). Photos: Peter Leach photography

has a slat wall system that can be installed on the wall, 

and metal shelves that can be placed anywhere along the 

slat wall system. The advantage? These steel shelves are 

sturdy and require no corbels underneath them; there-

fore, each shelf length can be used to its maximum

THE KITCHEN

Even owners of small condominiums want large, inviting, 

open kitchens that interface well with the adjacent living 

space. Here are a few ideas for you to consider.

• When space is tight, utilizing the inside of every cabinet 

is critical. For an open kitchen, minimizing the counter-

top clutter is also important. Make sure you suggest to 

your prospective clients well-thought-out cabinet interior 

storage systems and drawer partition oferings to help 

them organize their new space as efciently as possible.

• When it comes to appliances, make them disap-

pear. Additionally, know what special appliances are 

available to expand the cooking systems available to 

the gourmet chef who is limited to a 30" range. 

• In the living space, look at creating custom fur-

niture for your client to hide that large TV.

      In this kitchen, the French drawer refrigerator is totally concealed as an integrated unit, 

with panels matching the cabinetry, as is the dishwasher. The 30" range has a lower drawer 

that does double-duty as a slow cooking oven and a warming drawer. This cooking center is 

augmented by a steam oven, as well as a microwave combination oven that serves as a second 

– a bit smaller – full oven.  

Photos: Courtesy of Jenn-Air, www.jennair.com, and Plain & Fancy Custom Cabinetry, www.plainfancycabinetry.com
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Molded details and architectural elements can be used to personalize 

kitchens or baths in both contemporary and transitional settings.
BY ELLEN CHEEVER, ASID, CMKBD

Architectural Elements

n recent years, there’s been a growing interest in person-

alizing kitchens, baths and other fitted furniture – and 

that trend remains hot whether the space is Transitional 

or Contemporary. Molded details provide the perfect oppor-

tunity to personalize these spaces and make them unique. 

I was able to explore this concept more fully when I 

had an opportunity to create a CEU-approved program for 

Metrie, a manufacturer of interior finishings: collections 

of decorative moldings. I created this program because I 

believed that, while sleek Contemporary styling continues to 

grow in popularity, a vast majority of our clients are more in-

terested in Transitional rooms – a tailored look that honors 

Traditional detailing, just in a simpler way. 

Most importantly, in either design aesthetic, consumers 

of all ages want their new kitchen, bathroom or other fitted 

furniture to be very special – and unique – just for  

them. Molded details can personalize a room.

Across the country, I see designers creating such 

special spaces by planning rooms inspired by layers of 

contrasting materials, or a combination of textures. A 

mixture of both Transitional and Contemporary themes 

are often featured.

To further develop such eclectic spaces, I believe  

the inclusion of molding applications in both Contempo-

rary and Transitional rooms can add a fresh sense  

of individual style. These decorative accents can enliv-

en a ceiling or wall surface. Typical millwork such as 

casings and baseboards can become a special accent. 

Geometrically-inspired carved elements might add to 

one area of a design.

I
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PLANNING TIPS

Before we take a look at how architectural accoutrements 

can be used in the spaces we create today, consider these 

planning tips.

• First, I encourage designers to move beyond using mold-

ing or details within the cabinet layout, sourced from the 

cabinet manufacturer. Open-space kitchens or elegantly 

fashioned bathrooms should be created with a focus on the 

complete room – all of the architectural elements in the 

space, not just the cabinet solution.

• Here is a tip that I learned the hard way: When consider-

ing specifying a detailed molding application in a space 

(whether Transitional or Contemporary), consider these 

products at the beginning of the conceptual planning 

stage, rather than just as additions at the end of the 

process. It’s important to specify any additional archi-

tectural elements you’re adding at the same time you 

specify cabinet company crowns. The fit and finish can 

be disappointingly disjointed if not planned from the 

beginning. Such an early consideration is also important 

for managing the project’s budget.

• When thinking about adding architectural elements (an-

other name for molding), look beyond commodity prod-

ucts that might be available through your local millwork 

or lumberyard sources. Look for a company that offers 

pre-designed and pre-engineered collections of products 

that give you a range of moldings that have been sized so 

they fit together properly. Such offerings will, typically, in-

clude thicker, taller or wider, more detailed molding pieces 

that you might find interesting.

• Whenever you’re thinking about using oversized molding 

or carved architectural accoutrements, it’s helpful to work 

with actual samples. It is hard to understand proportion 

from a photograph or an image from a website. Work with 

actual sample pieces. Show these pieces to your client 

so they can understand what the room will look like and 

(more importantly) understand how talented you are. 

If you work in a showroom, look at some of your current 

displays: Is there an opportunity to add architectural elements 

to a kitchen on display or an elegant bathroom setting?

EXAMPLES OF ARCHITECTURAL DETAILS

In the photos showcased on the next page, you’ll see an exam-

ple of how architectural details can add to the finished look of 

a total space.

• Transitional Kitchen Design Ideas: First, don’t forget the 

wall joint at the ceiling. Consider adding a second type of 

molding at the ceiling that is flat and oversized. It will co-

ordinate nicely with your cabinetry and eliminate a “Plain 

Jane” joint between the ceiling and the wall.

• Do not feel limited to matching all of the casing molding 

in a great space. Rather, consider adding a special focus to 

a window or door within the kitchen space. A heavier cas-

ing around the window, with perhaps a stone window sill 

instead of a wood one, can add another layer of material. 

Or, the addition of an architectural element above the door 

(called an architrave) can give more presence to the pas-

sageway. This might be a good idea if you have an enclosed 

kitchen in a corner of a Great Room and you’re adding a 

door to a pantry in the kitchen space. This one door will be 

a part of the kitchen, rather than the general passageway 

doors used elsewhere.

• In addition to enhancing doors and/or windows with 

their casing, do not overlook the power of a special 

detail on that door. Rather than matching all of the other 

doors, do become familiar with multi-paneled doors that 

might give you a very special, interesting, asymmetrically 

balanced shape, instead of a predictable two, four or six 

raised-panel door style.

• Another great addition to an open kitchen space is archi-

tectural detailing on the side or back of the island. (Too 

often, we simply plan stylized end or back panels to match 

  Here is a great example of a kitchen that combines both  

Transitional and Contemporary style elements in a display pre-

sented at the Milan EuroCucina Fair several years ago.  It is one of 

my favorite examples of a layered kitchen. Note how effective the 

carved relief panel is on the boxed hood along the back wall. The 

overall Transitional space is elegantly enhanced by the Old World 

glazed wall wood panels. Contemporary styling is introduced at 

the industrial-looking metal painted leg support underneath the 

surfboard shaped wood counter. Contemporary oversized chairs 

and shaded lights over the island complete the space.

Photo courtesy of EuroCucina 2014 Press Office
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the cabinet fronts.) On the back or side of an island, why 

not use some type of completely different configuration: a 

small drawerhead-type molded detail above a double panel? 

Suggest a different geometric shape created by your cabinet 

manufacturer by changing the five-piece flat- or raised-pan-

el door detail to add a personalized architectural element 

along the back of the island. 

• Consider a different end panel style configuration for tall 

cabinet/appliance end panels as well. These areas are often 

highly visible to family and friends gathering in the open 

part of the kitchen area. For example, on tall cabinet sides, 

perhaps a stack of four panels placed vertically, or two hori-

zontal elongated striped details. 

In the redesigned rendering, a decorative detail has also 

been added along the hood valance. Note the geometric shape 

in this piece. Years ago, we used naturalistic carved pat-

terns – remember those acanthus leaves, acorns and bursts 

of sunflowers? Revisit talented, respected manufacturers of 

architectural accoutrements and architectural carved pieces 

that you may not have used since the style shift from heavily 

detailed Traditional to more Transitional styling, which started 

to occur in the mid-2000s and continued to grow as the look 

of choice during the great recession. These manufacturers 

have introduced new collections of geometrically-based, 

interesting panel relief patterns or coordinated collections of 

multi-sized carved elements that might be very appropriate for 

a valance above a sink, a detail on the back of an island or, as 

we see here, on the face of a hood in Transitional and – yes – 

Contemporary spaces! 

 This is the original display. Note that all of the cabinet detailing 

is focused in the casework along the back wall and the island. 

There is a plain joint between the walls and the ceiling.  

Photo courtesy of Plain & Fancy Custom Cabinetry, www.plainfancycabinetry.com

 In the rendering below, I have modified this display to add a 

door beside the window to demonstrate other possibilities. Mold-

ing at the ceilling was added as well.
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Here’s another idea: Flat molding can help you solve finish 

detail challenges. I use decorative baseboard. Be creative!

WORKING IN OTHER ROOMS OF THE HOME

Another advantage to increasing your comfort level with 

architectural elements is that it can lead to additional work 

from a former kitchen and/or bathroom client. In the case of 

one project I did, the client worked with me to complete their 

kitchen and bathroom and then wanted to add a furniture 

piece in the living room. 

An elegant storage and display space was created. I 

suggested one further enhancement: a “floating” molded, 

diamond-shaped ceiling treatment that added a further sense 

of elegance in this living space. 

Whenever you plan any type of coffered ceiling or applied 

molding ceiling, it’s a good idea to create a scaled model of 

A WORD OF CAUTION

If you’re wondering if you really want to reintroduce yourself 

to this type of architectural detailing, let me share with you 

one concern. With the clear lines and the simple styling of 

Contemporary spaces, and the almost predictable white kitchen 

theme of Transitional rooms, I feel it can be hard for designers 

to explain the value of our skillset to a prospective client. 

If you enhance that beautifully white painted Transitional 

space by adding specific details to the plan, you can help differ-

entiate yourself from a more price-conscious competitor who 

can create a simple white kitchen, but may not have the talent 

or the resources to add such special details. 

Remember, if your client does not like your ideas, it’s easy 

to remove these elements from your design. However, your 

goal is to demonstrate why they should select you to create 

their kitchen or bathroom project under development. This is 

particularly important if you find yourself – as many of us do 

more and more – in a “bidding” position for consumers believ-

ing they must secure two to four comparable estimates. You 

must set yourself apart! 

ARCHITECTURAL ELEMENTS IN THE BATH

Let’s turn our attention for a moment to how architectural ele-

ments might enhance a bathroom project under development. 

Our architectural focus is normally on tile or stone detailing 

in a bathroom space because these materials are waterproof. 

However, there may be an opportunity for you to create a spe-

cial carved wood detail for a client. 

The bathroom pictured (above) was created for a client who 

wanted a private adult space tied to individual closets, with an 

open floor area to include either a decorative dressing table or a 

comfortable chair, so the wife could have a space to “escape to.”

Do something fresh at the tub face or toilet room/closet 

door entry. Here are a couple of other ideas for a decorative 

door style leading to a private space in a bathroom.

• A multi-paneled door.

• A mirror surface, rather than glass.

• A thin panel of stone or other surfacing material used in 

the space.

  All too often our ‘go to’ solution for the front panel in a bathtub 

enclosure is wood molding to match the cabinetry. What I attempt-

ed to do here was to integrate the stone material and some type 

of architectural detail. I ordered actual samples of the pieces I was 

considering so I could get the proportions ‘right.’ 

Designed by Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, CAPS, Ellen Cheever & Associates, Wilmington, 

DE, www.ellencheever.com, and Pietro Giorgi, Sr., CMKBD, Giorgi Kitchens & Designs,  

Wilmington, DE, www.giorgikitchens.com. Photography by Peter Leach, Peter Leach  

Photography, www.peterleachphotography.com

  This rendering shows the application of a molded detail on the face 

of the bathtub that uses a frame of the stone – an interesting solution.

  (Far right) Consider a ribbed, frosted or decorative door to a bath-

room toilet compartment.

    This same 

bathroom had an 

awkward open wall 

space between two 

windows covered 

with shutters 

for privacy. We 

suggested two 

different solutions: 

finished to con-

trast with the wall 

space or to match 

the wall space.  

Hand sketches, 

perspectives or 

renderings can 

help explain an 

idea to a client.
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is difficult to deliver product into the space. Order extra 

material to compensate for these cuts.

• At doorways, order casing 12" longer than the door open-

ing. For example, an 8'-high door needs a casing at least 

9' long to allow for one continuous piece of trim that is 

mitered at the top. A 16' length of casing will give only one 

full-length side to an 8'-high door.

• Finally, trim should be acclimatized for at least 48 hours 

prior to installation. This should be done in the room that 

it will be installed in, with as many surfaces exposed to the 

air as possible.

TAKE AWAYS

Following are some key thoughts I’d like to leave you with.

• Your expertise in interior finishings provides a sustain-

able competitive advantage by distinctly separating your 

proposals from those supplied by less professional, more 

price-conscious competitors.

• Coordinate the design of interior finishings with the layout 

of your cabinetry molding plan. 

• Interior finishings can be one small detail or presented in 

an entire room setting. 

• Start at the finish! Interior finishings should be considered 

during the conceptual planning stage – they are not just 

additions to be made at the end of the process. Lay out all 

interior finishing materials together as a unified system. 

• Do not specify commodity molding for your projects. Look 

for suppliers who offer collections of superior-looking, 

design-specific molding profiles – all designed to propor-

tionately and architecturally fit together. Mixing interior 

finishings from several collections can lead to a beautiful 

and affordable finished room. 

• Work with real samples so that you clearly understand fit and 

proportion. Save your portfolio of stacked crown molding. ▪

 
Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, CAPS, is a well-known 

author, designer, speaker and marketing specialist. A 

member of the NKBA Hall of Fame, Cheever gained 

prominence in the industry early on as the author of 

two design education textbooks. She manages an 

award-winning design firm, Ellen Cheever & Associates, and has been part 

of the management team of several major cabinet companies.

Note: This program is offered as a one-hour CEU-approved on-line course 

by Metrie (https://metrie.com/education/). Many thanks to Metrie for 

allowing me to share the information with KBDN’s readers.

a section of how the ceiling will look so the client can truly 

visualize the finished product. To provide a profitable project, 

organize the molding order!

ORDERING TRIM

I hope these ideas help enhance your Contemporary or 

Transitional rooms, adding a level of sophistication and 

layering that leads these simple rooms to be “complex.” When 

ordering trim, keep in mind the following tips that will help 

ensure you order the right product in the right amounts. 

• All pieces that add depth to the interior need to be consid-

ered to ensure the installation has correct reveals. Casings 

need to be deeper than baseboards. Architraves need to be 

deeper than casings. The depths of all build-ups need to be 

calculated for the correct reveal.

• Always order at least 10 to 15 percent additional product 

than your final wall measurements. This accounts for 

cutting of the product to fit the space.

• Always round up your amounts to the nearest full length 

of product available. For example, trim is typically supplied 

in lengths from 8' to 16'. Check with the supplier to verify 

lengths available.

• Understand that, in some cases, crown molding or base-

boards need to be spliced together for larger runs or if it 

     

In this small hall 

bathroom, flat 

baseboard was 

used to finish the 

bathtub front 

panel. The same 

flat molding was 

used to frame the 

raised light box in 

a condominium 

kitchen.

  After designing and installing a new 

kitchen, our client asked us to create an 

elegant storage and display cabinet for 

the living room. I suggested one further 

enhancement: a ‘floating’ molded diamond-

shaped ceiling treatment that added a 

further sense of elegance in this living space. 

Designed by Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, CAPS, Ellen 

Cheever & Associates, Wilmington, DE, www.ellencheever.

com, and Pietro Giorgi, Sr., CMKBD, Giorgi Kitchens & 

Designs, Wilmington, DE, www.giorgikitchens.com. 

Photography by Peter Leach, Peter Leach Photography,  

www.peterleachphotography.com
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The ‘combi’ steam oven and microwave/convection/browning appliances 
offer new cooking possibilities – and when planned properly, can add 
excitement and enhanced functionality to the kitchen.
BY ELLEN CHEEVER, CMKBD, ASID

New Cooking Appliances

s we begin the New Year, some of you may be planning 
on walking the halls of the 2017 Kitchen/Bath Industry 
Show. You’ll be meeting with your trusted and respect-

ed current suppliers, as well as searching out new products 
your firm can benefit by representing, or new technologies 
that you, as a design professional, should be aware of – regard-
less of whether you specify and sell the products. 

For those who will not be attending KBIS, I encourage you 
to visit all the major manufacturers’ websites during the month 
of January. When new products are introduced at KBIS, they 
are featured as “New Products” on the manufacturer’s website. 
Therefore, you can learn about these new products even if 
you’re not able to travel to Florida.

But regardless of whether you sell/specify specific brands 

or simply recommend a generic category of appliances, smart 
designers realize the value of being familiar with new appli-
ance technologies. Knowing how they work is essential to 
determine if they are viable options for a prospective client. 
Knowing how new appliances work also leads to finding the 
best place to put these new appliances in the kitchen design so 
they are accessible and usable by all.

This month, we’ll look at two new, small, special-purpose 
cooking appliances: the “combi” steam oven and the micro-
wave/convection/browning appliances that take the place of a 
standard microwave and give the cook an option of a second 
smaller oven. First, I’ll give you an overview of how these 
appliances work, and then suggest some placement locations 
that you may not have thought of.

A
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STEAM/CONVECTION COMBO OVENS
Steaming is considered a healthy cooking technique for veg-
etables. The advantages of steaming have now been incorpo-
rated in built-in ovens and are combined with convection heat 
transference in these new appliances.

We all understand the health benefits of steamed vegetable 
cooking. Let’s talk about cooking a wider variety of foods in a 
steam bath. There’s been some current interest in a cooking 
method first described in 1799, and then rediscovered in the 
mid-1960s and employed in the industrial food industry, called 
“sous-vide” (French for “under vacuum”). Sous-vide is a meth-
od of cooking food sealed in airtight plastic bags in a water 
bath for longer than normal cooking times – 72 hours in some 
cases – and an accurately regulated temperature much lower 
than that normally used for cooking (typically around 131° F to 
140° F for meats and higher for vegetables). Advocates of this 
method of cooking feel that this is the best way to cook an item 
evenly, and to prevent it from being overcooked on the outside; 
therefore, the food is the juiciest.

For sous-vide enthusiasts: It’s all about control. In nor-
mal cooking, heating stops a few degrees below the targeted 
temperature while residual heat continues to cook the food for 
a while; overcooking can be the result. In sous-vide cooking, 
the process stops when the center of the food has reached its 
targeted temperature. It is then removed and will not cook 
more after it stops being heated.

The limitation of sous-vide cooking is that the low tempera-
ture does not brown foods. And, the flavors and texture pro-
duced by browning cannot be obtained with only the sous-vide 

technique. Therefore, these food products must be browned af-
ter being removed from the water bath using techniques such as 
grilling or searing in an extremely hot pan or with a blowtorch.

The introduction of the “combi” steam oven, which uses 
preset recipes to cook with steam and then finish with convec-
tion, offers the consumer a very functional alternative oven.

These new versatile “combi” ovens use the steam to pre-
serve nutrients and tenderness in meats and other products. 
The revolutionary advantage of adding convection is that the 
oven now also evenly bakes breads and pastries, and browns 
roasts or other meat products. Therefore, when steam and 
convection are used together, food is always going to be tender 
and juicy inside, and roasted or crisped outside. 

You have excellent results in the finished product because 
the convection mode gives you high heat, which circulates 
around the food surface, cooking from the edges all the way 
to the core. This heating via air movement improves moisture 
retention. And then, when you add steam, you inhibit cellular 
breakdown, and that improves texture and flavor in your food.

Cooking with steam is also an excellent choice for the 
home pastry chef or bread maker! In a conventional oven with-
out humidity, a rigid crust forms on the bread, preventing the 
dough from fully expanding. The difference with steam is this: 
Steam delays the crust from forming too soon. The flexible 
dough fully expands. This significant rise in dough is known 
as “oven spring,” and the steam helps create a light, airy loaf. 
Steam ovens also offer a “proofing” setting that’s useful at the 
beginning of the baking process.

Additionally, steam is excellent for defrosting. No “hot 
spots” are created, which is a typical concern of microwave re-
heating. Another advantage that home cooks rave about is the 
ability for a steam oven to “refresh” the food, rather than just 
reheating the food. For instance, your leftovers won’t be dried 
out anymore; you’re not going to have soggy pizza slices. 

PLANNING DETAILS
• Currently, these ovens are all 24" wide. Do not hold your 

breath for bigger steam ovens: As I understand it, the size, 
the stainless steel interior and the racking system are all 
engineered to maximize the steam’s ability to fill the cavity 
and surround the food.

• Appliances are on the market that are both 110v and 220v 
powered. In my research, when cooking a 3-1/2 pound 
roasting chicken, there was only about a 10 minute differ-
ence in the cooking time between the 110v and 220v units. 
Therefore, I believe the power source does not dictate the 
quality of the results.

• For all of these ovens, the door hinges down and the water 
reservoir is either accessed at the top of the appliance or on 
the side. For that reason, you do not want to install these 
appliances too high!

• The appliance comes with very specific racks, which are used 
interchangeably. Try to include a drawer immediately below 
the steam oven so there is a place to store racks not in use – 
this saves adjacent countertop space for the cook’s prep work.

  By replacing a traditional wall with door leading from the kitchen 
to the space behind it with a partial wall ending behind the back 
wall of the kitchen cooking center, the opposite wall could flow into 
the back area. This extension, designed by Jonas Carnemark, CR, 
CKD, KONST Kitchen Interior Design, in Bethesda, MD, provided tall 
cabinet space for the appliances.
Photo: Anice Hoachlander, Hoachlander Davis Photography, Washington, DC, www.hdphoto.com
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• These appliances are available in both 110v and 220v units. 
There is a difference in the cooking speed of these two 
voltage appliances. Speak with your appliance specialists so 
you can fairly compare 110v vs. 220v appliances.

• Some appliances on the market have an oven browning 
element that provides even coverage. Others use a halogen 
light source. Make sure you see both in action.

• Figuring out how to combine a microwave energy/convec-
tion air movement and browning element is tricky: The 
best appliances have preset menus to take the guesswork 
out of this for your consumer. 

MICROWAVE/CONVECTION/BROIL
Cooking with microwave energy combined with a convention 
air movement function and broiling/browning element is the 
second valuable appliance designers should be familiar with.

While we all know how a microwave works (energy is 
transferred from a microwave element to the liquid molecules 
in the food itself and these molecules begin moving rapidly, 
causing the food itself to heat) – we all appreciate that micro-
wave cooking is not a great idea for many food products. 

However, when microwave energy is combined with a con-
vection cooking system, the microwave oven becomes a “speed 
cook oven.” All the limitations are gone. The oven still serves 
as a simple microwave – or it can be a straightforward, small 
convection oven. The best application of the combination 
technology is when both heating methods are combined and 
controlled by the oven’s built-in preset control panel, that way 
the appliance can serve as both a regular oven and a source 
for quick microwaving. Foods will always be moist, juicy and 
browned in a shorter amount of time. 

PLANNING DETAILS
• These ovens are available in varying widths so that they can 

be combined with 27" or 30" full-sized ovens. 

• The appliance door hinges down. Do not make the mistake 
of assuming the appliance has a typical left hinge door. You 
cannot place this appliance above the user’s eye level.

• The appliance typically has a set of special cookware to 
assist the browning process. Try to include a drawer below 
the appliance to store these items when not in use.

    In this kitchen designed by Jonas Carnemark, CR, CKD, 
CARNEMARK, in Bethesda, MD, the designer placed tall cabinets 
facing each other at the two doorways leading into the pantry space 
behind the kitchen. In this solution, wider framed openings without 
doors or with pocket doors should be used. It is a very functional 
solution as counter space can be easily placed on the kitchen side of 
the overall space.
Photos: Anice Hoachlander, Hoachlander Davis Photography, Washington, DC, www.hdphoto.com
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APPLIANCE APPROPRIATE COOKWARE 
There are specific recommendations for cookware in an oven 
cavity that combines microwave/convection/conventional 
browning elements. All recommendations are the same: glass, 
ceramic glass or earthenware (pottery or clay) bakeware, which 
is ideally suited to cooking when combining microwave energy 
and convection heat transference. While these cookware ma-
terials can work in a combination oven, they vary in their de-
sirability as a container to bake in. From a baking standpoint, 
metal bakeware has always been considered the best because 
of even browning. However, this is simply not a choice for the 
microwave/convection oven.

• Glass Bakeware: Glass conducts heat extremely well. 
Therefore, it is an excellent baking container. A word 
of caution: recipes with a lot of sugar (pound cakes and 
cookie bars) might start to burn before being cooked all 
the way through. Glass always has the advantage of being 
non-reactive: You can store foods in the baking dish with-
out worrying about the food picking up metallic flavors. 
It is excellent for baking, casseroles, puddings and other 
dishes where browning is not of key importance. Pyrex® is 
a popular brand.

• Ceramic Bakeware: A similar concern as stated above with 
glass pans regarding browning. A well-known brand is 
CorningWare®. The original pyroceramic glass version of 
CorningWare® was introduced in the 1950s as a product 
usable on a cooking surface, as well as in the oven. Current 
CorningWare® is no longer pyroceramic – it has been 
reformulated in vitroceramics (this is aluminofilicate glass) 
for cookware. Usage instructions for newer CorningWare® 
branded cookware says specifically they are not for stove 
top use: they are for oven use only.

• Silicone Bakeware: Silicone has great non-stick attributes; 
however, it is a poor heat conductor and baked goods tend 
to brown very little, if at all, when baked in these pans.

• Earthenware (Pottery and Clay): Earthenware bakeware has 
a clay base that is sometimes fired with a ceramic coating. 
Popular brands are Emile Henry® and La Chamba®. 

Emile Henry® is made from local clay in a small town in 
Burgundy, France. It is fired with a ceramic top coat. These 
earthenware products slowly and evenly diffuse the cooking 
heat to the very center of the cooking dish. Therefore, food 
is cooked evenly. The products have superior heat retention 
properties, which keep food hot when resting on the dining ta-
ble or kitchen table. They can go from freezer to oven because 
of their thermal shock properties. These products should be 
seasoned prior to their first use.

La Chamba® cookware has an equally impressive pedigree: 
its origin traces back 700 years to vessels and pitchers found 
in pre-Columbian archeological sites. La Chamba® pottery is 
made from the area’s coarse black clay, which crafted, dried 
outside and then fired in small ovens. A red or terra cotta 
colored slip is applied prior to firing and enables La Chamba® 
to be burnished in a fine sheen. 

ERGONOMIC PLACEMENT
Now, to the big question: Where should these ovens be placed?

These new cooking ovens have new touch-control technol-
ogy that the user interfaces with – much like a tablet screen. 
Some ovens can be controlled remotely by a hand-held device. 
Because of these control factors, it’s important to know who 
will be using these appliances – the full-time cook in the 

  A useful chart to refer to is found in Architectural Graphic Standards.  The key is the user’s 
eye level (4" below their overall height) and their reaching ability.

  The graphics in Figures 2 and 3 demonstrate how the user’s eye level is impacted when we 
install a traditional double oven in an oven cabinet, or squeeze a warming drawer below.

  The second set of drawings demonstrate the eye level resulting from the specification 
of one appliance that combines a typical oven and a combination microwave/convection/
browning element above.

  When space and funds are available, and a client is planning on adding these special-pur-
pose appliances to a full compliment of standard appliances, designers should wisely con-
sider the possibility of ‘ganging’ or ‘banking’ these appliances adjacent to one another. This 
is the ideal installation for any expanded complement of cooking equipment that is going to 
be located together so it is accessible to the primary cook.

FIGURE 1

FIGURE 2

FIGURE 3

FIGURE 4
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Over the span of my career, one ongoing discussion 
among designers had been about how involved they should 
get in the appliances planned for a client’s new kitchen. 
In the past, it was so much easier – you picked the best 
brands, you worked with a trade professional and our 
classic kitchen guidelines provided all of the direction we 
needed. Today, there are so many special pieces of equip-
ment that may be just right for a client you will serve this 
year. So I think wise designers realize that in 2017 and 
beyond...they must understand how these appliances work 
and how they interface with the classic range, range top or 
built-in oven. 

That is why I wanted to take a moment to share with you 
some planning thoughts in this article about these two very 
intriguing special-purpose appliances. I hope the information 
helps you “get the sale” – and create great kitchens your clients 
enjoy working in for years to come! ▪

 Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, CAPS, is a well-known 
author, designer, speaker and marketing specialist. A 
member of the NKBA Hall of Fame, Cheever gained 
prominence in the industry early on as the author of 
two design education textbooks. She manages an 

award-winning design firm, Ellen Cheever & Associates, and has been part 
of the management team of several major cabinet companies.

family, or maybe a specialty cook – before determining place-
ment. Is the new appliance considered a special ancillary tool 
– or is it literally taking the place of another appliance?

Find out how each cook operates within the space. If there 
are several individuals who cook together concurrently (people 
will be moving around one another in the cooking center 
at the same time), traffic patterns and door opening swings 
become an important consideration for this type of “team” 
cooking. Separating “point-of-use” equipment will help sepa-
rate the cooking activities. 

Alternatively, when a prospective client says, “We cook 
together,” do they really mean that one person is the helper 
who does not enter the cooking zone nor use the cooking 
appliances? In such a situation, the cooking center is really 
serving only one cook – so “point of use” appliances should be 
grouped together.

CASE STUDIES
Designers are challenged to create more extensive cooking cen-
ters that combine traditional radiant ovens and a variety of new 
combination or new special-purpose oven-type appliances.

Let me share with you four great kitchen solutions that pro-
pose new installation possibilities for the innovative equipment 
I’ve been discussing (see figures 5-8). I hope these design ideas 
suggest a fresh approach to a cooking center you are planning.

  In this kitchen, created by Julia Johnson, CKD, CAPS, of Kitchen for Cooking in Boca 
Raton, FL, the concept of banking appliances is well demonstrated. The cooking appli-
ances stretch between the refrigerator and the chef’s cookbook collection. Warming 
drawers are placed below each of the full-sized ovens. A great idea! 

  Sometimes a special area can be created if we reconfigure long runs of standard base and 
wall cabinets. In this kitchen, created by Susan Broderick, CKD, CBD, CID, UDCP, of Broderick 
Design Associates in Sacramento, CA, the end of a prep counter that is close to the table is re-
purposed so that it can serve as a beverage center, with a steam oven above it. This placement 
gives much more purpose to the counter extending from the sink to the wall near the table.  

  Here’s another idea for end-of-the-run special appliances. I call this 
a ‘pedestal cabinet’ – in that it is neither a base, nor a tall. It can finish at 
anywhere from 48" to 72" off the floor, depending on the user’s height. 
It is not a large monolithic block of cabinetry with huge appliances 
installed. It is an ideal place to stack small special purpose applianc-
es – just make sure they are the same size, or that they have trim kits 
available. Remember, these appliances have doors that hinge down – 
not hinged left as you are accustomed to with typical microwaves. 
Design by Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, CAPS, Ellen Cheever & Associates, Wilmington, DE,  
www.ellencheever.com

  Another great use for this pedestal-type cabinet is to incorporate 
it as part of an island. It creates a great three-tiered island when com-
bined with a working surface, a raised snacking counter, and then the 
pedestal unit housing one or more of these smaller special purpose 
appliances. They can be turned to face the work area, or to face out-
ward if you have a concern about doors interrupting one another.   
Design by Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, CAPS, Ellen Cheever & Associates, Wilmington, DE,  
www.ellencheever.com

FIGURE 5

FIGURE 6

FIGURE 7

FIGURE 8
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To create a winning master bath with limited square footage, assess the 
space, identify the client’s functional, aesthetic and stylistic preferences, 
and focus on incorporating unique and spectacular design details. 
BY ELLEN CHEEVER, ASID, CMKBD

Master Bath Strategies

ll too often, designers across the country tell me that, 
when offered a master bathroom project, the clients’ 
dream of an adult oasis is limited by the existing bath-

room space and their unrealistic budget. While this may be the 
reality we all face with our “post Great Recession” clientele, let 
me suggest you not spend your energy complaining…but be 
energized by the challenge presented to you. 

Several strategies can help you create an exciting solution for 
a master bath space that must be completed within the confines 
of the available square footage. And, while they may not all fit 
within the client’s budget, these strategies will at least help you 
justify a recommendation to increase the initial budget!

While these solutions do work for over-the-top, once-in-
a-lifetime projects, they’re also effective for smaller master 
bathroom undertakings.

ASSESS THE SPACE
Begin the planning process with a thorough and accurate 
assessment of the existing space. That also means identifying 
the client’s functional, aesthetic and stylistic preferences.

I know we all think we already do this…but re-evaluate your 
effectiveness as an information-gathering specialist. Take the 
time – carefully and calmly, with purposeful attention to their 
answers – to ask personal, probing questions about how the 
adults use the space. Organize this information-gathering 
process so it provides an opportunity for you to offer “what-if” 
unexpected solutions for the clients to consider. 

Do not limit this information-gathering stage of the design 
process to just asking questions: Add a little showmanship. 
Suggest anything from adding a fireplace that does not need to 
be vented, to a glass panel separating the shower and the bed-
room which (by the touch of a button – or a tap on a phone) 
turns from clear glass to frosted. Maybe an unusual storage 
solution that might be perfect for the space will delight and 
surprise the owners.

Today’s consumers – notably younger ones – are uncertain 
about why they should invest in the design fees charged by 
better designers: Can’t they just find all the solutions online? 
If you can impress, delight and reassure a prospective client 
of the value of your creative ideas, you’ve doubled the impact 
of the information-gathering process. Remember, it doesn’t 
matter whether the prospective client buys the idea; rather, it’s 
crucial that they buy you because you had the idea. 

As you visit the jobsite and inspect the space occupied 
by the current bathroom, be an observant detective. Can you 
“steal” space from adjacent areas: a closet, a guest bedroom, 
a hallway? How about from the master bedroom’s sleeping 
space? Make sure your preliminary dimensioning includes all 
adjacent spaces.

During this stage, don’t forget to ask if they have magazine 
tear sheets, Houzz files or Pinterest boards they have collected 
or created reflecting the look and sense of style that appeals to 

A CASE STUDY #1

1970s REMODEL
Case study #1 began as a traditional 1970s master bathroom 
with small shower, linen closet, enormous bathtub platform 
with bathing pool for two and uninspired double-bowl vanity.

The first option featured the shower tower that the client had seen 
at a showhouse (see Case Study #3), as well as a toilet in a tradi-
tional private room with a pocket door and two separate ‘his and 
her’ vanities, each one detailed separately. A free-standing bath-
tub designed to have the bathtub filler on the deck eliminates the 
need to support and plumb for a separate free-standing (beautiful 
– but very expensive) bathtub filler fixture. A 6"x12" honed marble 
floor in the same (polished) stone used in the shower, with deco-
rative picture framed back wall detail, completes the plan. 

The client loved the plan…yet, after much discussion, both the 
clients and we (the design team) questioned the value of this 
solution. Neither client bathed, so we felt the bathtub focus was 
off-target. We also worried about the popularity (translation: 
resale value) of a free-standing bathtub when the house went on 
the market in 5 (-/+) years. Additionally, this solution closed in 
the space: Would a prospective buyer think the bathroom was 
small because of the toilet compartment?

So we went back to the drawing board/computer. Our final plan 
for the space included the following:

• Double-bowl vanity design, reused but refreshed with 
separating cabinet electrified for grooming storage, and 
a stepped-out center cabinet to add detail to the vanity. 
Note the stone platform under the center cabinet: We  
always suggest this extra expense to protect the cab-
inet finish from deteriorating from cleaning products. 
Typically, prospective clients appreciate this level of  
detail in our planning process.

• An acrylic bathtub that included its own deck, allowing stone 
to only be used on the wall cap and the bathtub backsplash.

• Ceramic non-slip Carrara marble-inspired tiles selected for 
the floor, combined with the authentic stone shower interior. 

• Such a good solution: the three-way marriage of function, 
beauty and conservative investment.

BEFOREBEFORE
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Case Study #2 Option #1

114"

1791
2"

Case Study #2 Option #2

1791
2"

114"

Case Study #2 As-Built

1791
2"

114"

• Shower accent detailing simplified into a more tailored ‘racetrack’ 
stone back/side wall pattern, a special grab bar/storage shelf.

• Private toilet room eliminated: a tall cabinet conceals the toilet.

• The entire space retains its gracious, open sense of space.

• That single moment of drama that delighted the client was the 
elegant crystal semi-flush light fixture installed above the bathtub.  
Whenever I am suggesting a special focal point such as this fixture, 
I do not take the client to the huge lighting store and ask them 
what they like. Rather, I select three to five fixtures and share these 
options with them, always with one being my recommendation.

  BEFORE
This traditional 
1970s master 
bathroom featured 
a small shower, linen 
closet, enormous 
bathtub platform 
with bathing pool for 
two and uninspired 
double-bowl vanity.

  DURING
This design option 
included a shower 
tower, private 
toilet room, free-
standing tub and 
separate ‘his and 
her’ vanities.

  AFTER
This design plan, 
which was ulti-
mately used for the 
project, featured a 
more open plan for 
the space.
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them. This will save you time, which is one of your most pre-
cious commodities in today’s business design world. Find out: 

• Are they dreaming of a bathroom that invites outdoor na-
ture into the space, with large windows or an access door? 
Or, is complete privacy a key request?

• Is a spa-like setting on their list, or is a utilitarian, no-non-
sense bathroom with a health club vibe top of mind? 

• Is the bathroom little more to them than a hygiene space 
– or do they imagine it might be an adult retreat for them: 
a cocoon surrounding them with serenity and safety away 
from an overwhelming public and/or private family life?

I have found that investing more time as I gather information 
and demonstrate my design competence saves a lot of time 
in the design process and in future presentation meetings. 
And, it reassures the prospective client that I am “worth” the 
fees charged and/or the ultimate contract price my firm will 
require for the completed project.

OFFER OPTIONS
Another strategy involves offering options to your clients. 
Never assume that there’s only one perfect solution for a bath-
room under development, or one investment figure the clients 
will accept. Consumers want to know that you are a designer 
who is relentlessly pursuing perfection…just for them! They 
want to know that you’re not just creating a bathroom – you’re 
creating a space invented just for their way of life.

At the recent Architectural Digest Design Show in 
New York City, one appliance manufacturer labeled this 
“Purposeful Design.” This manufacturer introduced a new 
dishwasher with a well-designed third rack, focusing on creat-
ing a “my way” space. It struck me that today’s clients want us 
to design a bathroom “their way!” I believe we can accomplish 
such personalization by being at ease and engaged in a fluid, 
open, energizing conversation, rather than a static designer’s 
presentation of “the solution” we want them to accept at the 
price we expect them to pay. 

When developing options, let me suggest a couple of “do 
nots” that are sales stoppers!

• Do not only offer options that reduce the investment figure 
for the bathroom of their dreams. Couple “trade-down” 
with “trade-up” ideas.

• Do not abandon the words luxurious, personalized or spe-
cial when offering less costly approaches to renovating the 
space. Do talk about:

 – An alternative idea
 – A different focus for the space
 – A more modest solution
 – A more balanced design idea

We must remember: While you and I may be struggling with 
finding ways to reduce their dream bathroom investment from 
$60,000 to the investment figure they have set of $45,000 – it’s 
hard for a consumer to consider a $45,000 bathroom to be the 
“budget solution!”

• Do not assume that the consumer will compromise beauty 
for functionality when considering bathroom design op-
tions. While many consumers might be primarily focused 
on grooming and hygienic solutions, most are also interest-
ed in the drama of the space. So, offer options that span the 
scope from totally utilitarian to dream-like. 

CASE STUDY #2

CONDOMINIUM COMODE
Another case study presented an interior condominium 
bathroom with an awkward shower, a concealed dark cavity for 
the toilet and two lavatories placed way too close together in 
one cabinet.

The solution included the following:

• Bathtub replaced with a large shower and two separate 
vanity areas. The woman of the house has a larger vanity 
housing an off-center sink/mirror/light location. A tall 
adjacent storage cabinet houses a hamper. The husband 
has a pedestal sink with integrated counter space and a 
24"-wide recessed cabinet.

• A larger open wall space for the client’s art piece.

• Two full walls covered in 13"x36" textured tile so that the 
shower enclosure is integrated into the open space.

• LED lighting used to eliminate heat build-up in this interior 
concealed bathroom.

• The combination bidet/toilet fixture is part of the new 
open bathroom plan. Special Note: This combination 
toilet/bidet fixture has a sensor-operated automatic 
opening seat: It opens when anyone walks through the 
bathroom – not simply when a person approaches the fix-
ture to use it.  Therefore, know the sensor’s range before 
specifying such a fixture in an open space.

BEFORE

AFTER

BEFORE
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Case Study #4 As-Built
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Case Study #4 Option #1
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2"

1243
8"
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4"
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941
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Case Study #4 Option #2

361
2"

  BEFORE
This interior condominium bathroom 
featured an awkward shower, a concealed 
dark cavity for the toilet and two lavato-
ries placed way too close together in one 
cabinet.

  AFTER
The new layout included a spacious shower, 
a larger vanity housing an off-center sink/
mirror/light location for her and a pedestal 
sink with integrated counter space and a 
24"-wide recessed cabinet for him.

  ALTERNATIVE SOLUTION
A simpler solution was considered for the 
space; however, the separate vanities were 
more important to the client than the possi-
bility of a large linen cabinet.
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• Do not limit your ideas to hugely different bathroom 
options. Think about offering small options to demonstrate 
how you are focused on personalizing the room.

 – Simple changes in the storage cabinetry: Be imagi-
native with interior organizers and electrical outlet 
locations. How about that under-the-counter-surface 
charging point? 

 – Different toilet features: Incorporating a toilet with 
a bidet function is of great interest today. Or, just 
focus on how the toilet looks: the streamlined look 
of an enclosed trapway, for example. Or, the actuator 
control on top of, side of or face of the tank to make 
access easier.

 – Alternative ideas for the bathing pool: free-standing 
bathtubs with free-standing bathtub fillers compared to 
those snuggled against a wall with a more traditional 
filler, or a free-standing bathtub engineered to receive a 
deck-mounted filler (big money saver!).

CASE STUDY #3

MATERIALS MIX
This bathroom in Case Study #3 was in a 
home selected for the 2016 Wilmington Junior 
League Showhouse. Our goal was to demon-
strate our firms’ design abilities with an unusu-
al solution and an eclectic mix of materials:

• The dramatic black with glittering gold 
quartz material on the vanity top and the 
‘shower tower’ design solution was critical 
to the design Joe Giorgi and I created. 

• A tower of quartz provides wall space for 
the shower fittings, with glass windows on 
each side.

Case Study #1 As-Built

SKY
LIGHT

111"

1261
2"

Case Study #1 Option #1

111"

1261
2"

Case Study #1 Option #2

MATERIAL PRODUCT TRADENAME MODLENUMBER

MATERIAL PRODUCT TRADENAME MODELNUMBER

111"

1261
2"

 – Investment saving options in the shower are valuable 
to share: patterned tempered glass rather than treated 
clear, frame rather than frameless enclosures, elegant 
grab bars that double as storage shelves in place of 
niches recessed in the wall, a free-standing bench in the 
shower rather than a built-in ledge. 

Now, you might be thinking, where am I going to find the time 
to come up with all of these options? My first suggestion is: Step 
away from the computer (or the drafting board)! We all know 
that, to be creative, you first must be well-versed in all of the 
product options available to you (that means establishing a 
good partnership with your plumbing wholesale specialist), 
have all of this information gathered accurately and have a 
detailed plan of the existing space in front of you. 

However, the ideas really come to you after all of this 
preparation: so print off that CAD drawing and – using trac-
ing paper – ask yourself, what if I moved the toilet? What if I 
didn’t do a free-standing bathtub? What if I separated the vanity 
lavatories, rather than keeping them together? What if I moved 
the entry door?

  BEFORE
The original mas-
ter bathroom was 
rife with unused, 
wasted space, and 
included an unus-
able tiny shower 
and a useless 
bathtub.  

  DURING
This solution 
featured two sinks 
and a generous 
shower with a 
built-in bench. 
We switched the 
swinging door 
with a barn door to 
eliminate the entry 
door from blocking 
access to a tall 
bathroom pantry.

  AFTER
In this plan, the cli-
ent traded double 
vanity lavatories 
for one shared 
sink in order to 
have a larger, more 
functional seated 
dressing area.
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Quick, freehand sketches will free up your mind and move 
you out of the discipline of accuracy that dictates our work 
within a computerized design program. 

Here is another way to jump-start your creativity. Take 30 
minutes and visit websites of respected plumbing fixture and 
fitting manufacturers: Their photographs will give you great 
ideas. If you enjoy well lived-in spaces glorified in printed 
publications, flip through a magazine. 

SPECTACULAR DETAILS
Another strategy is to include at least one spectacular detail as 
a stand-alone option. 

Build drama into your plan – with wonderful, person-
alized attention to the details. These details do not have to 
be extravagant. Demonstrate your independence – present 
thoughtful design solutions, not bullied by the expected. 
Here are a few ideas.

• Design the mirrors and lights so they are magical. Use 
surface-mounted or recessed decorative, shallow cabinets 
(what used to be called medicine cabinets). Consider shal-
low, wall-mounted cabinets hung on each side of the vanity. 

• While most consumers appreciate housing the toilet in 
a separate compartment, there may not be space. Learn 

CASE STUDY #4

BATHROOM/CLOSET SUITE
In Case Study #4, the existing master bathroom/closet suite 
incorporated too many small, single-purpose spaces. The bathroom 
was opened up by replacing the two vanities with one vanity that 
contained two sinks. A smaller, more accessible tub was installed, 
accented by decorative columns, along with a shower with stone 
bench and hand-held showerhead.

The special design detail created just for this client was the cus-
tom-framed mirrors over the vanity. I often have my frame shop 
create custom mirrors for me, allowing me to offer an affordable, 
perfectly sized, ‘one-of-a-kind’ design detail to my clients.

Case Study #3 As-Built

1301
4" 71" 781

2"

843
4"

671
4"

1041
2" 691

2" 843
4"

1563
4"

2891
4"

Case Study #3 Solution

206" 781
2"

2891
4"

843
4"

671
4"

1041
2" 691

2" 843
4"

1563
4"

  AFTER
To increase the openness of the bathroom, one vanity with 
two sinks replaced the two separate vanities with sinks.

  BEFORE

from the hospitality industry. Use frosted glass walls to 
take the place of traditionally framed partitions. Perhaps 
a tall cabinet can stand next to the toilet, shielding it 
from view. This is a great way to save a huge amount of 
floor space.

• Rather than building in your cabinetry, become familiar 
with beautiful stand-alone furniture-type vanity cabinetry. 
These pieces are typically “off-the-floor” vanity designs 
with furniture legs of different styles. Or, combine your 
functional built-in cabinetry with an elegant furniture piece 
to enhance the space. 

• Create a unified wall behind a vanity. Cover it in a material 
of interest that creates a canvas, then organize and coordi-
nate all the dissimilar elements hung on that wall section. 

By doing this, even skeptical clients will say “Yes to the (Dress) 
Bathroom” you creatively design…just for them. ▪

Editor’s Note: The baths shown in the featured case studies were 
designed by Giorgi Kitchens & Designs (www.giorgikitchens.com) 
and Joseph Giorgi, Jr., CKD, Pietro Giorgi, Sr., CMKBD and 
Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, CAPS, Ellen Cheever & Associates, 
www.ellencheever.com

Photos: Peter Leach, Peter Leach Photography, PA; www.peterleachphotography.com
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Even if they don’t sell appliances, designers need to understand how today’s smart 
appliances work, as well as how these will interface with high-tech household management 
systems, now and in the future.
BY ELLEN CHEEVER, CMKBD, ASID

The Connected Kitchen

nterior designers and architects tell me the smart home is 
now “mainstream.” In the September/October 2017 issue 
of I+D Magazine, an article “Next Gen Home” said it well: 

“Smart designers are finding smart technology is raising the 
IQ of today’s living spaces.” 

Technology expert Eric Schimelpfenig did a great job describ-
ing household management systems available today in his KBDN 
November 2017 column. For those of us who specialize in kitchen 
design, it is the innovation of connecting well-engineered “smart” 
appliances to these high-tech household management systems 
that will challenge our expertise and creativity in 2018 and beyond. 

To design the best kitchen possible for each and every one 
of our clients, these new product innovations demand our 
study and understanding –  even if we do not specify the appli-
ance suite for the rooms we create.

Let’s concentrate on how these appliance technologies 
work and what the cook needs to know to use them, as well as 
what artificial intelligence is doing to dramatically improve the 
appliances’ abilities to complete tasks on behalf of the user. 
Even if you do not specify exact equipment by manufacturer or 
model, you need to know the best ways to present these equip-
ment possibilities to skeptical prospective clients.

THREE KEY INNOVATIONS
Three innovations are leading today’s technological explosion 
of appliance operational expertise, and hands-free product 
connectivity and communications.

The Internet of Things (IoT) –  The internet is able to con-
nect things – not just people – with no hard-wiring required. 
Additionally, changes and upgrades are easily accommodated. 
Thus: a “hands free” method of control and monitor.

The Unifying Ecosystem – “Smart” often means multiple 
devices used by multiple people, operated by different apps, 
voice-control assistants or a screen. 

With so many devices and ways to control them, the smart 
home can quickly become a tech nightmare. Experts agree the 
key to making all of these smart home technologies useful 
to people is making them easier to use. Enter the hub: quite 
simply, a kit of software and hardware that links all of the 
home’s smart devices into a single-controlled network called 
an ecosystem. An open-application programming interface 
allows outside device makers to enable their smart gadgets to 
communicate with the hub.

I

Talented kitchen designers are 
expanding their knowledge about 

appliances as the category explodes 
with new technical innovations and 

remote control offerings.
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Artificial intelligence (AI) – The third important component of 
the smart home is enabling appliances to assist in operational 
decisions. This term refers to the ability of an object to gather 
data and then make choices or adaptations based on this in-
formation, or the capability of a machine to imitate intelligent 
human behavior. Appliances will be using artificial intelligence 
to make choices for the cook and/or to lead the cook in the 
decision-making process of kitchen management and food 
preparation.

There are many predictions about the future usefulness of 
AI in the kitchen:
• One manufacturer, GE, imagined a kitchen in 2025 would 

utilize AI to create wellness centers – an appliance that 
identifies the user’s biometrics and then safely delivers 
medicines, or reports to the family caregiver or doctor.

• That same research project suggested that the artificial 
intelligence of a 3D printer could create food for pets and, 
perhaps, toys for these four-legged family members.

In the nearer future, the Silestone Institute – in a report 
titled “The Home Kitchen in the Era of Globalization” – 
identified Trend #1 to be the value of connectivity and smart 
appliances. The other top trends were:
• Sustainability: The interest in eco-efficien-

cy and locally sourced products.

• The value of a space for personal health and well-being.

• Techniques/equipment from restaurants be-
ing specified for the domestic kitchen.

• The inclusion of multipurpose emotional spac-
es for family interaction and leisure.

There’s quite a future ahead for our profession. As our 
industry starts a new year, let me focus on useful technologies 
available today that make kitchen activities easier to manage 
and entertaining more fun for your clients.

SMART APPLIANCES AVAILABLE TODAY
First, let me stress that IoT sensing ability is built into appli-
ances in very useful ways right now!

Here’s one example: A ventilation hood can sense the air 
temperature and the humidity so it can then turn itself on and off 
as needed in the cooking area. Such a feature is a great benefit if 
there is more than one person who cooks in the kitchen, and they 
are of different heights. It’s useful if the cooking center is in an 
open-plan kitchen and family members – even the primary cook 
– just don’t get around to turning the hood on when they should! 

Here is another example: A dishwasher can sense the level 
of soil during a washing and then customize the wash cycle, 
resulting in an energy-efficient way to get a clean load of dish-
es every time. 

One of the best uses of the connected appliance’s pre-pro-
grammed algorithms (ability to solve a class of problems) is 
being incorporated into ovens. An oven today can be pro-
grammed with what might be called a culinary center – where 
the users select an item they wish to cook from a drop-down 
menu, and then are guided with prompts and photographs 
from the preset menu of dishes to select the desired doneness 
of the item (by internal temperature) and the type of cooking 
container they have on hand for the process. The oven then 
guides the cooking process based on these variables. This type 
of problem-solving programming makes kitchen work easier 
for the busy homemaker, and really helps someone just learn-
ing to cook get everything just right.

Combining new heat transference technologies expands 
and extends the capabilities of an intelligent oven. There are 

This chart (from the 
manufacturing world) helps 
us understand the levels of 
intelligence our systems will 
be capable of in the future. 
We are just at the beginning 
of the pyramid.

FUNCTION ATTRIBUTES

•  Self-configure for resilience
•  Self-adjust for variation

• Self-optimize for disturbance

•  Integrated simulation and synthesis
•  Remote visualization for humans

•  Collaborative diagnostics and decision making

•  Twin model for components and machines
•  Time machine for variation identification and memory

•  Clustering for similarity in data mining

•  Plug and play
•  Multi-dimensional data correlation

•  Sensor network

Smart analytics for:
•  Component machine health

•  Multi-dimensional data correlation
•  Degradation and performance prediction

5
CONFIGURATION  

LEVEL

4
COGNITION LEVEL

3
CYBER LEVEL

2
DATA-TO-INFORMATION CONNECTION LEVEL

1
SMART CONNECTION LEVEL
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vegetables. When this heat transference source is combined 
with convection heat and air movement, this healthy form of 
cooking produces excellent entrees, baked goods, egg products 
– and does a great job of quality reheating.

Steam ovens are available plumbed or reservoir-based, 
and in both 110- and 220-volt appliance configurations. When 
I compared steam ovens available in 2017, the performance 
difference was minimal between a 110- and 220-volt wired 
appliance, and the cavity size pretty comparable. 

For a budget-challenged project, or one with mechanical 
constraints, if you recommend a reservoir-based appliance 
(that means there’s a container for water that the user refills) 
and an appliance powered by a 110-volt circuit, you can place 
this appliance anywhere. There are no expensive water supply 
and drain lines to plumb, or a 220-volt circuit required. 

Designers need to be aware that these microwave and 
steam ovens come with a series of racks that facilitate and 
enhance these combination cooking modes. Therefore, storage 
needs to be included in the plan for these oven accessories 
when not in use.

APPLIANCE REMOTE CONTROL AND MONITORING
Adding on a layer of convenience – that of connectivity, which 
allows the user to operate and control the appliance from a 
distance – has a profound impact on the designer’s appliance 
placement decisions during the planning process. 

The challenge (even if designers don’t specify applianc-
es specifically) is understanding how this connectivity is 
a requirement to enable designers to confidently recom-
mend products that will enhance their personalized design 
solution.

From a design standpoint, this gives the designer a huge 
increase in location possibilities. For example:

1. Cooks of different heights sharing a kitch-
en can each easily control the oven. 

2. Single ovens can be more safely in-
stalled under a countertop.

3. Ovens can be located away from the pri-
mary kitchen work zone.

In the future, there are several other advantages to wireless 
connectivity and artificial intelligence:

1. Because of current sensing abilities and the expectation of 
future camera and bar code monitoring capabilities – both 
cooking performance and food preservation can be greatly 
improved with the use of connected smart appliances.

2. The cook can save time by being able to control appli-
ances from a distance. For example: Perhaps as the host 
or hostess is driving home from work, they remember 
they forgot to stop at the local convenience store to grab 
a bag of ice for a “Happy Hour” they’re hosting that 
night. A connected refrigerator with artificial intelligence 
has an option of “max ice” that might help speed up ice 
production. 

3. On the near horizon is one of the most important 
benefits of connected smart appliances – the unit’s 
ability to self-diagnose maintenance issues, such as filter 
replacement needs or malfunctions about to occur. This 
will make distance repair or faster on-site repair service 
a reality for the consumer. Nobody likes to wait for the 
repairman!

special oven cooking capabilities available today that designers 
will find useful when facing a small kitchen space, or a large 
one with multiple cooking centers. 

The biggest change in oven engineering is the manufactur-
ers’ capability of combining different ways to transfer heat and 
then to program these ovens so the guesswork is taken out of 
these complicated combination processes for your client. Now 
this means the designer has to learn a little bit more about 
how these appliances work, but the return is worth the time 
investment. These combination units are great new alterna-
tives that can help make the kitchen work flow just right for 
the client’s lifestyle. 

Let me start with convection ovens – certainly not some-
thing new, they’ve been around for a long time. However, 

in the past, the user was forced to manually convert recipes, 
which was often time consuming and error ridden. 

New convection cooking has been re-engineered and 
reimagined. Better systems use two fans, not one, to provide 
consistent, even cooking, so the time and energy advantages 
of convection cooking can be used for a wider variety of food. 
The ovens are now programmed with preset cooking modes, 
identified by the type of product being prepared. So, a con-
vection pastry cycle is different than a convection bake, for 
example. 

The microwave oven has also come a long way. A major 
change has taken place in the capabilities of microwave cook-
ing because the liquid molecular activity in microwave cooking 
(which generates heat) has been combined with convection 
hot air movement and the inclusion of a browning or broiling 
element within the cavity. This means this smaller combina-
tion appliance can replace a standard-sized oven.

The last special oven growing in popularity is the steam 
oven. Most cooks appreciate the benefit of steam cooking for 

  The ability to control appliances from hand-held or voice- 
activated sources has dramatically impacted kitchen planning  
placement limitations.
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refrigerator: the consumer accidentally does not close the 
refrigerator door all the way. They would receive notification 
from their app that the door is ajar, allowing them to get some-
one back to the house to close the door.

THE FUTURE OF APPLIANCES
Some of you reading this article may still wonder: Are 
these features really of value? I think yes. The usefulness 
of remote control and monitoring as well as the abilities of 
artificial intelligence to enhance a family’s quality of life is 
appreciated by Millennial-aged homeowners – and, I think, 
much more highly valued and understood by mature con-
sumers than many professionals realize. This technology is 
here to stay! 

Here are some “words of wisdom” from recognized pro-
fessionals that might help you introduce the idea to your next 
prospective client:

“ To be effective offering new technology to clients who 
are advancing in years, I try to focus on the benefits 
first. For example, I might say, ‘In your new kitchen, 
you can reduce trips to the oven to check on the baking 
or roasting progress while in the midst of entertaining 
or enjoying other pastimes. If needed, repairs are much 
more efficient because the manufacturer can diagnose 
what’s needed and schedule a single successful repair 
visit, or even perform some diagnostics and updates 
remotely. These are just a couple of ways that connected 
appliances can make life easier and better for you and 
your family.’”
Mary Jo Peterson, CKD, CBD, CAPS, CAASH 
Mary Jo Peterson, Inc., Brookfield, CT 
www.mjpdesign.com

4. Equally as important, connected smart appliances have 
the ability to be upgraded. This should overcome the fear 
many consumers have about connected appliances. Will 
the technology become “old” fast? The prediction is that 
connected appliances will be able to be upgraded remotely.

Lastly, the idea of one hub controlling the entire house 
can take advantage of interfacing with the appliances as well. 
Available right now is an oven that can interface with a Nest 
thermostat: it can “talk” to the Nest thermostat, which will 
lower the temperature if the monitoring thermostat detects an 
increased temperature in that work space.

It should also be noted that appliance manufacturers’ 
connectivity systems do vary; therefore, clients in the future 
will benefit from purchasing a total kitchen suite of applianc-
es from one brand, so the connectivity features for the entire 
suite can be managed from that one manufacturer’s app or 
from one online control source.

THE VALUE OF REMOTE MONITORING
Now, you might wonder – is this voice or remote control 
useful? Imagine your client’s hands covered in flour – they 
can ask their Assistant to preheat the oven. The chef and host 
might be enjoying their guests’ company out on the terrace, 
and by glancing at their hand-held device, they can check the 
process of the entree cooking in the oven. 

If the product has reached the desired internal tempera-
ture, the hostess can change the setting to keep warm – from 
the terrace. I believe when control is no longer tethered to the 
appliance panel, the potential useful applications will grow for 
all appliance categories. 

I commented on the value of a censoring capability earlier; 
let’s consider monitoring capabilities. Imagine a connected 
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  Ever since the launch of touch screen oven control panels, 
designers have been forced to carefully position the ovens so that 
their placement allowed the primary user to see and interface with 
accurate fingertip control. Stacking ovens can be very problematic!

  Here is the challenge: Note the awkward ergonomic position 
the user has to take to interface with the control panel tethered to 
the appliance. Now imagine that same individual being at a proper 
standing height and completing the same functions.
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at an appliance that will last more than a decade in these 
times of increasing innovation. Therefore, remote diag-
nostics – and even remote repair – go hand-in-hand with 
remote product updates.
Kathleen Donohue, CMKBD
Neil Kelly Designers/Remodelers, Portland, OR
www.neilkelly.com 

FINAL WORDS
It seems as residential kitchens get bigger and more compli-
cated, the best results come from great teamwork.

I realize most designers work in a studio setting, a home-
based office or a showroom space that may not incorporate 
appliances. And that’s a quandary – to present appliance 
capabilities today, the client benefits from seeing them in 
operation or having a demonstration of their capabilities. And 
the design pro needs to become very well versed in how these 
appliances work and what benefits they offer to be capable of 
recommending them in the early planning stages of the space 
management discussions.

I recommend you partner with your local appliance ex-
perts. Attend both in-person and on-line training programs. 
Additionally, visit manufacturers’ websites – they often include 
sections just for pros like yourself that contain very helpful 
dimensional detailing and mechanical requirements useful 
during the initial planning stages. 

In 2018 – and beyond – just say “yes” to the appliance 
component of the design, and enthusiastically include them in 
your beautiful new kitchen plans! ▪

 Ellen Cheever, CMKBD, ASID, CAPS, is a well-known 
author, designer, speaker and marketing specialist. A 
member of the NKBA Hall of Fame, Cheever gained 
prominence in the industry early on as the author of 
two design education textbooks. She manages an 

award-winning design firm, Ellen Cheever & Associates, and has been part 
of the management team of several major cabinet companies.

“ It may help if you explain the connected appliance in two 
ways: first, the benefit of the connectivity to the family 
member interested in technology; and then, the ease-
of-use features for the cook who is uncertain about the 
value of such a new feature.  
 “For example, with the culinary center in a wall oven, 
the connected advantage of remote control might appeal 
to one user, while the value of pre-set convection settings 
to ensure a perfect outcome will appeal to the cook who 
just wants a great new oven!”
Pietro A. Giorgi, Sr., CMKBD 
Giorgi Kitchens & Designs, Wilmington, DE 
www.giorgikitchens.com

“ I ask all of my clients to – at a minimum – go through a 
demonstration of all of the newer technologies provided 
by the trade partner I work with – and to do so with an 
open mind. They don’t need to buy the newest and best; 
but, at the least, I want them to be aware of what they are 
saying no to. The last thing I want is a client realizing 
in a year or two that they wish they had known about 
something that was available at the time of their renova-
tion. More knowledge may not always lead to a different 
decision, but it does lead to a better decision.”
Julia Johnston, CKD, CAPS
Kitchens for Cooking, West Palm Beach, FL
www.kitchensforcooking.com

“ First, I reassure them the appliance glass touch screen 
is not as delicate as their phone screen: very different 
product! 
 “Second, I share how much research and product devel-
opment has gone into these new appliances. For example, 
how the control panel is a separate component from the 
cooking/cooling traditional mechanism of the unit. 
 “Most importantly, these new connected appliances 
are updatable, which is a real plus when you are looking 

  
This kitchen 

has three work 
areas that have 
appliances with 

touch screen 
control panels, 

and they’re all at 
different heights. 

How convenient to 
be able to manage 
them all from one 
location – with no 
stooping, bending 

or reaching 
necessary!
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