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LANDMARK

In the first of an ongoing series, we ask two experts in their respective fields
about the role this issue’s theme — colour — plays in their chosen discipline.
We talk to Candice Chan, founder and creative director of J. Candice Interior
Architects, and Kai-Yin Lo, jewellery and accessories designer, art adviser and
cultural historian, about the influence colour has on their lives and work.

“I don’t wear a lot of bright colours,” says Kai-Yin Lo. “But it is important to me.
You can see that my jewellery is pretty colourful, but the shades tend to harmonise
with clothes, going against the trend of a lot of fine jewellery designers who use the
stones as the driving force.”

When Lo first began designing her own pieces in the 1970s in Hong Kong and
the 1980s in New York, she blazed a trail, straddling the line between fine and
costume jewellery. Incorporating antique trinkets, ancient jade and semi-precious
stones, she almost single-handedly created a new jewellery genre, going on to de-
sign collections for many of the leading American department stores, including
Neiman Marcus, Saks Fifth Avenue and Bergdorf Goodman.

History and culture have always preoccupied Lo and today dominate her working
life, although she still creates collections of her sought-after jewels around the phi-
losophy of exploring balance and imbalance. “This
gives freedom, greater self-expression and actually
solves a lot of problems,” she says, referring to her
use of one-of-a-kind antique elements and all-natural
stones that are never easy to pair in pieces. “Pairing
is artificial, and harmony and effect can be achieved
by contrast and graduation.”

Lo practises what she preaches. She is wearing her
own designs — a necklace that naturally sits off-cen-
tre and earrings of contrasting sizes and shapes. She
even has on odd shoes; one sparkles in blue while the
other glitters red. When Lo travels she takes with her
only three single shoes, allowing more combinations
but taking up less space in her luggage.

For interior designer Candice Chan, it is the use
of accessories that brings colour to the fore in her
own style. “I’ve explored different clothing and dif-
ferent accessories, and at the end of the day I think
the simple, classic, elegant look works best for me,
but I always pair it with shocking accessories or a
handbag that might stand out from the whole outfit,”
she explains. “What colour I do wear is mainly in
my accessories.”

The way Chan dresses is a reflection of her design philosophy and mirrors her
work at J. Candice Interior Architects, the Hong Kong interior design firm she
founded in 2009 and continues to head. “When I design I always think of pursuing
it as something timeless and elegant with a bit of a surprise. Those three elements
together will always be the central focus when creating a space. Being classic and
being elegant is very predictable — but at the same time if we add something sur-
prising, or something shocking, it creates that wow factor,” says Chan, citing as an
example a residential project where she incorporated shocking-pink wallpaper by
renowned American interior designer Kelly Wearstler, adding a wild element to an
otherwise classic design.

“Kelly Wearstler is definitely a designer who has influenced me,” says Chan.
“She uses a lot of colours and is very bold. She used to be a graphic designer and
has a different take on interior design. She uses a lot of patterns and a lot of differ-
ent graphics and has some stunning wallpapers. I look to her to see how she mixes
and matches colour.”

Lo’s influences are different. “I’m a designer who’s never had a design lesson,”
she says. It was something that came naturally.

Lo didn’t grow up with art and instead studied European medieval history at
Cambridge University in the UK. “I have always been good at history, but I suppose
I’ve always had some artistic elements in me,” she says. “When my mother gave
me my own room, I decorated it pretty well. I always had a knack for arranging and
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“When I design, I always
pursue it as something timeless
and elegant with a bit of surprise.
T hose three elements will always
be the central focus. Being classic
and elegant 1s very predictable, but
if we add something surprising,
or something shocking, we create
that wow factor”

designing things. Even at that time I made all the furniture, but of course I mixed
it with antique items, so [ suppose, somehow, somewhere it was there. But I owe it
all to culture and history.”

Lo has always been informed by her studies, and it was Chinese history that
would become her main inspiration — a subject she delved deeper into on returning
to Hong Kong after university, and from which her first designs sprang. “I learnt
about my own background, about Chinese history, through artefacts,” she says.
“The traditional way of collecting in China is that you admire an object in itself
and you share it with people who know about it, with connoisseurs. But I thought
I wanted it to be part of my life. I wanted to live with the things I like, instead of
having them as trophies. So why not wear them? That’s how I started.”

Chan always knew she wanted to be part of the creative world. “My father is in
the food and beverage industry and he would take me with him to inspect empty
sites,” she says. “He would ask me to imagine what | would do with a space, to
create a restaurant or a cafe out of it. So at a very young age — I think I was around
10 — I really got into design, especially interiors. What excited me was the ability to
visualise things, to add colours and texture and lights and shadows into the whole
space just by imagining it in my head. When I go into a space I see a layout, how
people would travel around it. It’s something quite
spectacular for me to be able to visualise that and
then realise it.”

Chan’s mother also inspired her style. “In terms of
aesthetic it was my mother who got me into learn-
ing different styles and the use of different materials
and colours,” she says. “She’s quite bold. I remem-
ber one day I came home from school and she had
painted the whole dining room yellow, just because
she felt like it.”

Both Chan and Lo went from Hong Kong to
America, Lo to New York to work at Time Inc, and
Chan first to Syracuse University, where she studied
interior design, and then to New York, where she
worked revitalising a Broadway theatre. She also
designed studios and offices for various multi-
national corporations, and interiors for the well-
known non-profit cultural institution and community
centre 92Y.

It was in.New York that Lo first thought of design-
ing for a living. Inspired by her morning schlep past
the stores of Fifth Avenué¢; one day she walked into
Cartier during an open-house and sold her first collection. Her pieces filled a gap
in the market,

“Gold jewellery was just too expensive and the lifestyle didn’t call for it,” says
Lo. “People kept their jewels in the bank. There was this idea that jewellery was
just precious. But jewellery is really part of life. Way back in history it always was.
It’s ornamental.”

Working with colourful semi-precious stones, Lo began to create pieces based
on her own desire to wear jewellery that was natural. “Jewellery then was fine
or fake — those were the two big categories, with nothing in between.” As fash-
ion writer Suzy Menkes wrote in the International Herald Tribune in 1992, Lo
“bridged the gap between precious and fashion jewellery and set a new direction.
She is a pioneer.”

Natural stones often meant muted hues, though the amber Lo found could be a
vivid yellow, the ancient turquoise stones vibrant, and the tones of agate and jade
she sourced were varied. “Muted colours have always attracted me, and I always

preferred to use old things rather than pretty things,” she says, running her hands .

through a selection of necklaces she has brought along. “This is a piece of yellow
jade, but I could only ever find one of everything. All of these, they never match,
yet somehow they harmonise. It’s the same with colour. Balance need not match; it
doesn’t need equilibrium. Whenever I worked with a fashion store they would ask
me what the colour of the season was. I had to know but I couldn’t follow it because
I had to find the stones. Whatever is in nature and is available, then that is for me.”
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Colour has its place for Chan, too. “Colours pick up on different emotions. They
trigger certain memories or feelings for people,” she says, and she incorporates it
— through tiles, carpets, furniture and fabrics — into her own creations. Of working
primarily in the commercial world, and often in the food and beverage industry,
she says: “In terms of colours, I think commercial projects offer more room for
creativity. These clients are more receptive to colour. When it comes to working in
someone’s home, people are almost afraid of it.”

Always looking to add something surprising can be challenging in Hong Kong,
where space is often at a premium, but colour can offer a good solution. “Some-
times colours are elements you can use to create that shock I look for. When you
are working with a small space there aren’t always a lot of things you can do with
the scale, the form or the structure, so colour is an easy way to bring that lightness
into the space.”

While Chan is kept busy by her interior design projects, Lo is moving away from
design and returning to her roots, and to history. “Now I only do exhibitions and
I’ve gone back to being a cultural historian. It’s what [ prefer, but the label of being
a designer will stick with me.” She has edited a number of art, history and cultural
books, is regularly called upon as a speaker and is a visiting principal lecturer on
cross-culture at the prestigious Central Saint Martins
art school in London. “I’m very selective in what |
design now,” she says. “My designs are really to go
with your way of life, your habitat. I always feel the
design is really about enhancing life in yourself.”
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“I don’t wear a lot of bright
colours. But colour 1s important
to me. You can see that my
gewellery 1s pretty colourful, but
the shades tend to harmonise
with clothes, going aganst the
trend of a lot of fine jewellery
designers who use the stones as
the driing force™
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LANDMARK ATRIUM; rings and earrings Candice’s own. Kai-Yin wears shirt by
SAINT LAURENT, LANDMARK ALEXANDRA; dress by CARVEN, LANDMARK ATRIUM;
coat by Burberry, LANDMARK ALEXANDRA,; jewellery Kai-Yin's own design. BiUEE8
ZFERED Volentinol® S & 4ME, Harvey NicholsF i, EhEHAEE; MisRE
MEBPCEB AN . BEPTIFESAINT LAURENTHZ, @EihAEL; CARVENIET, BiheE
WP E; Burberry K3k, BHEELL; HFHBEWERM.





