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A Toronto designer transforms a pair of dilapidated  
semi-detached houses into unique industrial-rustic creations
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 Project manager Ashley Robertson sug-
gested building a pair of detached homes that 
appear as a single house or as semi-detached. 
They would be in a traditional triangular 
barn shape.
 “The idea was that walking down the 
street, it looks like one house, but when you 
stand right in front of it, you see the break 
between them,” Ancerl says.

 He ran brick all the way up both the 
exterior and interior adjoining walls, to 
emphasize the break point between the two 
homes. To create movement along the facade, 
he designed the home across five planes, each 
featuring a sloping roof that meets to form 
a hollow peak. Narrow recessed slits were 
cut into the side elevations with 20-foot-high 
windows bringing natural light into the cen-
tre of the house. Cladding the exterior with 
yellow-toned heritage brick and vertical barn-
board planks softened the angular planes and 
black metal accents, while paying homage to 
this established neighbourhood.

 Over the 19-month construction period, 
Ancerl honed his vision for each property, 
keeping the design coherent. Each home has 
three bedrooms and four bathrooms. Each 
incorporates rustic and eclectic touches, 
and Ancerl juxtaposed materials, textures 
and unexpected combinations to forge two 
ultra-modern yet comfortable spaces. –>
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ONE SPRING MORNING in 2016 while he 
was en route to view a property for sale in 
High Park, Toronto designer Nicholas Ancerl 
spotted a pair of neglected semi-detached 
homes. Owned by a nearby church, the hous-
es had long been vacant and were in such 
disrepair that Ancerl could see the sky from 
inside, thanks to a large hole in the roof. 
 Undeterred, Ancerl, who grew up in this 
dense urban neighbourhood, with its historic 
Victorian houses, quickly bought both lots.
 He and his design team then brainstormed 
to define the scope.
 “I wanted it to fit within the neigbour-
hood, and when we found an image of a 
converted barn with a modern interior, that 
became our concept,” recalls Ancerl, who 
owns Ancerl Studio. 

The kitchen cabinetry is MDF painted white with 

a walnut interior. Appliances: Jenn-Air.

(Left) “The sheep is the highlight of 

the house,” Ancerl says. “One of my 

designers, Tara Finlay, and I were going 

to buy a sheep rocking horse for the 

space that could be seen from the street. 

But then Tara found the black sheep. I 

loved it; it was different and cool.”

(Above) “We hung three paintings from local graffiti 

artist Anthony Ricciardi,” says Nicholas Ancerl. “He’s 

one of my favourites, and we felt the scale was perfect 

to flank that wall. (Opposite) The stairs are made 

of cold-rolled steel, assembled with a steel stringer 

running through the wall. The walls are clad in 

reclaimed barnboard.” 
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Using exposed shaved heritage brick, sleek 
marble, rugged barn wood and indus-
trial-looking metal, he created clean lines 
and symmetry while maximizing the use of 
the 2,200- and 2,700-square-foot spaces. With 
ceilings of up to 30 feet and walls of windows 
encased by industrial black frames, each 
home feels like an airy loft. 
 Ancerl introduced several striking differ-
ences between the properties. For example, 
in the larger home, a staircase made of thin, 
engineered steel makes a commanding focal 
point. “We put barnboard as the backing, and 
instead of step lights in the stairs, we installed 
strip lights cut out of the wood, going all the 
way up,” he says.  

 The house then opens up to a lovely view 
of the back garden through sliding glass 
doors. “When you look at the house from 
the front, you’re looking right through that 
two-storey window,” he says. “The brick goes 
up two storeys, and we hung tube lights to 
illuminate the art, like a gallery wall.” 
 The entire third floor is devoted to the 
master suite, including a private balcony. A 
large dressing room leads to the ultra-glam 
bathroom, with a huge standalone tub and 
marble tiling. –>
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The headboard was custom-made 

as were the side tables. 

(Above) To emphasize a 12-foot ceiling, Ancerl imported 

onyx slabs from China. “We had it cut into six pieces 

in China so it book-matches from the floor, continuing 

up the wall,” he says.  “However, when the tilers were 

carrying the fourth piece over, it broke into 19 pieces. 

The tiler numbered all the pieces, and sent it off to be 

repaired, and it looks fantastic.” 
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 He devised a similar trick in the bath-
room, mounting a mirrored medicine chest 
that slides over open shelving above the tub. 
 Known for creating unique design nar-
ratives, Ancerl says this “accidental” project 
– one of the studio’s lower-budget ones – was 
a labour of love. “It’s my absolute favourite 
project. I’m proud of how we made these 
two houses look like one,” he says. “I call 
it divine intervention, because it worked 
perfectly for the lot. I’ve never had a house 

where so many people walk by, and just 
stare at it; it’s kind of cool and humbling at 
the same time.” 
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For the smaller home, where Ancerl lived,  
rustic 100-year-old barn beams criss-cross 
above the main living area. “They’re my 
favourite part of this house,” he says. “The 
recessed slits in the side of the house offer 
peek-a-boo views of the church next door, and 
the beams feel like they’re part of the church. 
There’s something about sitting in the middle 
of that space, with windows everywhere and 
30 feet of sloping ceiling – there’s a lot of char-
acter within the functionality of the house, 
plus some three-dimensional wow.”
 He designed a minimalist-style kitchen 
and dining area, with built-in black cabinetry 
at credenza height extending the length of the 
house. “With a long narrow kitchen, you want 
to keep it organized,” he explains. “We put in 
folding walnut doors that hide the stove area 
and surrounding black cabinets, which, when 
closed, make the space larger.”

(Above) Custom-crafted cold-rolled steel shelving affixed to the heritage brick adds an industrial 

touch and provides plenty of open storage, while contrasting with warm walnut cabinetry. 

Countertops: Calacatta gold marble; cabinetry: Fenix; light fixture over island: Vesoi.  

(Right) Tube-shaped pendant lights by ANONY hung over the 

dining table are a free-form, sculptural element. Designer 

Nicholas Ancerl shaved down the heritage brick to match the 

exterior. Solid wood timber beams bestow rusticity.

(Right) The master ensuite bathroom boasts 

gleaming marble floors, large windows and a deep 

soaker tub. Blinds can be pulled partway up from 

the floor for privacy, while still allowing light from 

the top windows to stream in. Ceramic tile: Mettro 

Source Tiles; tub: Topbath; vanity: custom-built 

Corian; flooring: Mettro Source Tile. 

Custom built-in cabinetry 

made of white-painted MDF 

offers plenty of storage.


