
HOMES   17 The Toronto Sun n Saturday, February 1, 2020

Cool kids have declared 
that incorporating black in 
décor and design is new, cool, 
edgy and chic! And they’re 
absolutely right — except for 
the new part.

Black has been a striking 
decorative element forever,  as 
far back as 600 B.C., Athenian 
potters created ornamental 
motifs with a form of clay that 
turned black during firing.

The ancient tradition lives 
on in a thoroughly contempo-
rary country house architect 
Linc Thelen www.lincthelen.
com designed and built in 
Rolling Prairie, Indiana for a 
Chicago family who wanted a 
rural retreat.

Also a fine artist, Thelen is 
known for blending architec-
ture and art to design spaces 
that effortlessly merge classic 
and contemporary elements, 
whether it’s a Victorian row-
h o u s e  o r  a n  u r b a n 
church-to-residence conver-
sion.

If there’s a thread that runs 
through his work, says Thelen, 
it’s that it begins with site. “A 
black house works here 
because it’s on 80 acres sur-
rounded by woods. I don’t 
know that it would fit in a sub-
urb.”

Fit it certainly appears to 
do. In summer, the 3,200 sq. ft.  
structure will sit serenely 
among shadows made by 
leafy greens. In winter, its ver-
tically orientated engineered 
wood siding (painted black) 
echoes the surrounding trees.

“We did (black) to connect 
the house with the woods, 
and to give a stronger archi-
tectural point to it,” he 
explains, adding that he 

thinks the house turning its 
back on a nearby pond — 
unlike many neighbouring 
structures — is a plus, rather 
than a design drawback.

“It’s nestled in the wood, so 
you feel like you’re entering a 
cosy, romantic space,” he says.

The project required a 
total gut and re-arranging of 
the floor plan. Exterior bal-
conies were removed, as was 
a roof overhang. A garage 
w a s  c o n v e r t e d  i n t o  a 
detached rec room, and a 
n e w  p o o l  a n d  o u t d o o r 
shower were added.

To connect inside and out, 
Thelen used black to frame 
exterior views, as it does in 
two thirteen-feet corner win-
dows on a dining addition, 
and in folding windows that 
wrap around an enclosed 
porch.

Black also serves as punc-
tuation in light fixtures, fau-
cets, and hardware. And it 
provides l ine breaks to 
stretches of minimally-deco-
rated white spaces and spar-
ingly-used texture — like the 
cultured stone on a soaring 
fireplace or wide, rough white 

oak flooring. For more pic-
tures, go to www.aroundthe-
house.ca

Asked if has a preference 
for working on a full redo, 
rather than tweaking an exist-
ing space, Thelen hesitates 
slightly.

“No matter if you are start-
ing from scratch or working 
with existing, you have to con-
nect the structure with its 
environment,” he says. “There 
are always some kind of 
restrictions with space, so you 
have to understand how to 
maximize what you have.”

The fundamental appeal of 
this  modern farmhouse 
design, he says, is that it’s 
warm and cosy without being 
overtly rustic and is modern 
and minimalist “in a way that 
still feels like home.”

T h e l e n  i s  c u r r e n t l y 
designing a home with a 
similar sensibility in Wil-
mette, a northern suburb of 
Chicago. After that, he’ll 
devote the rest to the year to 
painting full time www.linc-
t h e l e n a r t . c o m.  Ho w  d o 
these two practices influ-
ence each other?

“I’m a painter, a fine artist, 
so I really learned to work 
with materials. It’s not about 
the subject, it’s about the 
brush work and line work. I 
look at each element in a 
space and ask, how do the 
materials fit, what percentage 
of wood do we need, do we 
need some metal, and how do 
we balance it all?”
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Black Beauty

The light-filled kitchen features custom cabinetry in white oak and an island of Caesarstone 
and raw concrete.Fold-down windows and radiant-heat flooring extend seasonal use of the porch.

Thelen designed and built the dining room table in his shop.

VICKY SANDERSON 
AROUND  
THE HOUSE

A timeless tone defines a 21st century farmhouse

A garage became a detached rec room, also clad in vertical siding painted black. 


