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An ornamental 1940s French table decorates
the foyer of Kim Merlin’s stunning Lake Forest
home. OPPOSITE PAGE: A path under a wooded
trellis of wisteria, rose, and clematis arbor leads
through a rose garden to a vegetable parterre.
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Merlin’s Castle
Sue Hostetler falls under the spell of florist and
movie set designer Kim Merlin’s Lake Forest estate.
photographs by barbara karant
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In the backyard, a bluestone platform
and boxwood hedge set off an early1900s sculpture inherited from Kim
Merlin’s husband Phil’s family.

Merlin at home in her garden.
Pants are by Stella McCartney,
shirt is by Ralph Lauren, and
vintage belt and necklace are
by MISH.

KIM MERLIN IS THE ULTIMATE 21stcentury woman. She’s got an amazing family, a
gorgeous home in one of Chicago’s swankiest
suburbs, and a fabulously popular business—
which she has parlayed into an extraordinarily
glamorous film career working with the likes of
Robert De Niro, Steven Spielberg, Martin Scorsese,
and Johnny Depp. Oh... and did I mention
George Clooney?
How does the owner of a floral shop in Lake
Forest end up working alongside the biggest
names in Hollywood? “In 2004, there was a knock
on the door of my shop, ExFloreus, from a man
asking if we might be interested in being a location
for Ocean’s 12, which they were filming in and
around Chicago,” Merlin remembers. “We
jumped at the chance—Clooney buys flowers for
on-screen wife Julia Roberts in the shop—and we
ended up providing all of the florals for the film
sets. This is when I also learned that they actually
pay people to shop to create a movie set!”
Merlin suddenly found a new calling. The following year she became an assistant to the set
decorator on the Will Ferrell film Stranger Than
Fiction. And now, three years and dozens of
movies, television shows, and commercials later,
Merlin is helping shape the visual-media land-
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scape that millions of us watch every day.
But don’t expect her to leave the friendly
confines of Chicago for the bright lights of LA
anytime soon. Both she and her husband, Phil,
grew up just outside the city and are popular
members of Chicago’s smart social set. They’re
staying right here.
Curious to find out how somebody responsible
for decorating big-budget movies and shopping
for a living designs her own home, I requested a
peek inside Merlin’s Lake Forest refuge, learning
how she and her family (daughters Olivia, 14, and
Emma, 10) relax, what inspires her, and how her
creative career informs her personal interiordesign aesthetic.
MICHIGAN AVENUE: You and Phil both
grew up in Chicago. Did you always know
you would stay here to raise your girls?
KIM MERLIN: We grew up not far from each
other. I’m from Long Grove, a rural area northwest of Chicago with lots of horse farms, golf
clubs, and prairie, and Phil grew up in Lake
Forest, as did his mother and her parents. I
always like to joke that our grandfathers were in
the same business, only mine was a butcher and
Phil’s was… well, they were the Swifts. (Phil’s

great-grandfather Gustavus founded the meatpacking empire.) Phil’s family has a long history
here in Chicago. We were married at Christ
Church in Winnetka, which his family helped
build, and our girls go to Lake Forest Country
Day, where his entire family went. With such
deep roots here, there was never really a question of where we would live. In retrospect, we
could not have chosen a more idyllic place to
raise our girls.
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TOP LEFT: The elegant formal living room, outfitted with
a sofa and chair upholstered in crewelwork embroidery from Chelsea Fabric, paired with a glass drinks
table from Oly Studios. The large secretaire at far left
is a family antique. MIDDLE LEFT: Photos of daughters
Olivia and Emma taken every summer in Nantucket
fill the wall in the den, confirming that the most treasured possessions in these luxe family surroundings
are happiness and love. Throw pillows are from
Barneys New York. BOTTOM LEFT: High-end antiques
like a French Barreveld table in the dining room mix
with inexpensive club chairs from Crate & Barrel in
the family room. MIDDLE RIGHT: Eupatorium blossoms
in the garden. BOTTOM RIGHT: Merlin’s floral shop,
ExFloreus, was featured in Ocean’s 12.
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A beautiful Italian desk from the 1930s adorns a corner
of the charming living room. Degas and Renoir etchings
found at auction at Sotheby’s hang above.

This antique wrought-iron
Regency bench, circa
1850, was purchased on
one of Merlin's London
antiques-buying trips.

Topiary trees in aged terra-cotta pots from Campo
de’ Fiore bring the kitchen to life. Overhead is a gilt
French chandelier from the 1890s.

Merlin grows tiny
ghost pumpkins in
her extensive
home garden.

A screened sun porch features
relaxed wicker furnishings and
an 1890 farm table (FAR LEFT).
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The dining room exudes utter
sophistication. The couple inherited
the antique table and sideboard
from Phil’s family, as well as the
trio of Basilius Bessler botanical
prints from the 1600s hanging at
left. The rug was found at Oscar
Isberian, and a 1920s French sunburst mirror is on the right wall.

MA: When you purchased your home, what
exactly were you looking for? And why did
you find this house or neighborhood special?
KM: Our biggest thought was to have a nice piece
of property that was quiet and safe—a real retreat.
I love the trees, all the room, and the air. Our kids
can ride their bikes to tennis or to the club. A hundred lemonade stands later, we’re still here!
MA: You have an incredibly busy life—taking
care of your family, managing your store,
traveling to movie sets. Where do you relax
and recharge in your home?
KM: I think of the kitchen as a bit of a sanctuary. It
is truly where we spend 90 percent of our time as a
family. It’s simple, clean, and chic—and really
becomes a frame for our beautiful and extensive
garden. I’ve started to grow a bit for the store here,
too—varieties of roses and hosta that you can’t buy
anywhere else. I also love the media room—it’s fun
and a bit irreverent, yet calm. I have so much color
and texture in my professional life, I want my
home to be a haven of peace and serenity.
MA: Describe your style and where you find
creative inspiration. What are your favorite
Chicago spots for interesting home

furnishings, and where did you purchase the
items for your own home?
KM: Over the years my aesthetic has definitely
become more modern and streamlined. You have
to have a keen and critical eye for what I do, so
ridding the house of superfluous items is high on
my list. There has been no “master plan”—I just
buy what I love. Almost all of the light fixtures were
found on shopping trips to Europe. The
furniture is a mix of flea-market finds, items from
antiques shops, and contemporary boutique
purchases—like Branca, Pavilion, and Revival. A
lot of my inspiration comes from the flower
market—distinctive shades, surfaces—or an entirely
different medium, like the clothes at local fashionista hot spot Ikram. Her selection is so well edited.
MA: What is your shop like? Who are the
clients?
KM: ExFloreus is first and foremost a place to find
the most beautiful, diverse flowers, though we also
carry garden and home furnishings—I take four or
five trips a year to London and Paris in search of
unique pieces. We have done events like the
Degas exhibit opening at the Art Institute, Scottie
Pippen’s wedding, and an outrageous private
party where Kanye West played.

MA: Describe your responsibilities as a set
decorator and buyer. What recent projects
have you worked on?
KM: On commercials I actually decorate the set
myself, but that’s one tiny iota of what is
required to decorate a movie. On movies I’m a
“set decoration buyer”—working with the set
decorator. I research and shop, finding anything
and everything to complete the set. I think
about the character and what environment he
or she would live and work in. Then it’s off to
create it! Ultimately, the decorator has final
approval (and wins the Oscar!), but I’m the
luckiest person to have found two amazing
careers in a lifetime. Last year I worked on
Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal
Skull, and this year I’ve done Righteous Kill
with Al Pacino and Michael Mann’s Public
Enemies with Johnny Depp. Lately I’ve been
getting called to do episodes on the TV show
Brothers and Sisters, and I start Tim Burton’s
Alice in Wonderland this fall.
MA: And finally, the quintessential hometown question: Cubs or White Sox?
KM: Whoever’s winning, baby… and this year
we’re so lucky because it’s both teams! ||MA
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