
55trendmagazineglobal.com54 TREND Lookbook 2017

designer genes
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Jeweler Claire Kahn 
celebrates the intersection  
of pattern and colorC

laire Kahn may have the curiosity of a 
child, but she operates with the insight 
of an engineer. For the past 30 years, 
this designer, artist, and, most recently, 
jeweler—labels she’d consider redun-
dant—has been known for designing 
some of the world’s most astonishing 

fountains. Recently she’s added a new skill to her reper-
toire, using her fascination for pattern-making to crochet 
necklaces that contain several thousand glass beads per 
snakelike strand.

Colors and shapes have always grabbed Kahn’s interest; 
she’s like a conductor who can elicit exquisite sound from 
a choir whose members have never met before. Despite 
decades of specialization in the design of water features, 
she was in fact trained to work in a variety of media, cre-
ating everything from architectural interior treatments 
to acrylic paintings, ink and graphite drawings, and cut-
paper topographical designs. She’s a designer’s designer 
who doesn’t repeat herself, always chasing something 
functional, alluring, new. 

Kahn grew up amid the sound of the clacking of her 
mother Lyda’s loom, and in fact many of her own pieces, 
she says, directly reference the abstract color geometrics 
of Lyda’s wall hangings. “She would use thistle, wood, all 
different materials,” Kahn recalls. Taught to weave by her 
Dutch grandmother as well as her mother, who emigrated 
from Holland via Israel to New York prior to World War 
II, Kahn learned early about color and how to play with it. 
Though she is not enamored with weaving, it is interest-
ing, notes art historian Nancy Owen James, that she has 
taken up another highly specialized craft form tradition-
ally pursued by women. 

“I see her as part of that ’70s art movement that in-
cluded artists like Eva Hesse, Louise Bourgeois, and 
Miriam Schapiro, who used craft techniques for fine art,” 
says James, articulating why, beyond straight aesthetic 
appeal, she is so drawn to Kahn’s beaded work. Interest-
ingly, Kahn’s grandmother was an interior architect who 
studied at Der Stijl, the Dutch equivalent of the Bauhaus 
school in Germany, which, before the Nazis shut it down, 
promulgated the inseparability of craft and high art and 
defined the century’s modern style.

In addition to this matrilineal artistic heritage, Kahn’s 
father, Matt, was also an artist and designer. A working-
class kid who grew up in Queens, he was the first in his 
family to pursue art, and he met Lyda at the Cranbrook 
Academy of Art in Michigan. The two settled in Palo Alto, 
California, where Matt taught at Stanford for the next 63 
years. Reverently remembered for a design curriculum 
that bridged the arts and engineering departments, Matt 
influenced legions of designers. As one of his former 
students, sculptor and Stanford design lecturer John Ed-
mark, says, “Claire got to be raised by this person. I just 
got to have a class with him, but she just got simmered in 
this brilliance. She inherited the seriousness, [the notion] 
that aesthetics matter. If you’re going to do something, 
you do it well—even things that won’t last, like giving a 
party. You take it to the hilt.”

Often, Matt would hold seminars at the family’s home 
in Palo Alto, design lessons filled with artifacts of art  
history, her father’s sculptural paintings, and her par-
ents’ collection of African tribal art—intriguing, she 
notes, because they are pieces from cultures that do not 
differentiate between the design of daily objects and  
the significance of their aesthetics, making the word 
“art” redundant. 

Built in 1957, Kahn’s childhood home was a product of 
her parents’ collaboration with developer Joseph Eichler, 
who was responsible for the open-plan, glass-atrium 
homes that sprang up around a Bauhaus-bedazzled Cali-
fornia in mid-century. The home featured the “eavesdrop-
pers” Matt designed for Eichler, glass installations that 
serve as window shades and send luminous colors cas-
cading through the rooms. Claire and her brother, Ira, 
an abstract photographer, grew up in an atmosphere of 
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Kahn’s pieces often reference wall hangings crocheted by her mother, Lyda. Top: Kahn in 
her studio. Opposite: Jewelry making occupies half of Kahn’s studio, where custom-sized 
drawers store colorful beads. Previous spread: A Kahn necklace featuring faceted sapphires. 
The background is a concept sketch for upholstery fabric. 

“She’s a designer’s designer who doesn’t repeat herself,  
always chasing something functional, alluring, new.”
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Left and right: Pieces from Kahn’s Window Wall series (2004), ink on paper with a cut-vellum overlay. Center: Kahn’s Our House (2004), ink on paper. Top: In 
both pieces, Kahn uses what she calls the “Lyda pattern,” named after her mother. The bracelet comes from her Opposites series, which combines opposing 
and complementary colors that the eye mixes to form a neutral result. Opposite: Allison Buchsbaum Barnett, co-owner of Patina Gallery, examines recent 
pieces by Kahn at her home north of Santa Fe. The “story scroll” displays designs for architectural interiors and fountains.
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design-driven headiness bolstered by frequent visits to northern 
California’s coast, where rugged cliffs drop to a screen of end-
less blue. Along with family trips to Holland, there were spells 
in Italy every four years, where Kahn attended school while her 
father taught, and the country’s wealth of art and architecture left 
an indelible mark. 

Fresh out of college and inexperienced, at first she couldn’t find 
a job. But when she took her portfolio of Stanford projects to San 
Francisco–based Skidmore, Owings, & Merrill, she was hired on the 
spot and set to work designing interiors for the Bank of America 
Data Center and other corporations. Kahn would take a large roll 
of paper and start sketching, creating what she called “story scrolls” 
by drawing one option after another. “It just sort of happened that I 
was not cutting between drawings, like a stream of consciousness.”

Kahn was swiftly recognized in fields that tend to be male- 
dominated. Jeffry Weisman, a designer and former colleague 
at Skidmore, Owings, & Merrill, summarizes her work in three 

words: “Ingenious, disciplined, and masterful.” Weisman recalls 
Kahn’s skill with pattern design and color progression. “She tack-
les public works of monumental scale and a beaded necklace with 
the same facility and dexterity,” he says. “Her attention to detail is 
unmatched and unmistakable, yet it always serves a supporting 
role in achieving the success of her work. She is extraordinary in 
every way.”

In her late 20s, Kahn left for WET, what was then a mom-and-
pop company, where founder Matt Fuller, another Stanford gradu-
ate, was creating water features with technologies that had never 
been seen before. Kahn was one of the early designers for WET, 
and she helped create such wonders as the Bellagio Fountain in 
Las Vegas, Nevada, and the world’s largest performing fountain 
in Dubai—a spectacle of synchronized light, color projection, and 
jets programmed to music. 

“Fuller was doing really weird things with water,” Kahn says. 
“He was more of an explorer, a crazy scientist. He was coming up 

with techniques people had never seen before, and now much of 
it is ubiquitous.” Fuller’s feats include the Larimer stream, which 
makes an arc of water look as if it’s suspended in space, as well 
as the technologies used for the Bellagio: a shooter jet that uses 
compressed air instead of conventional horsepower to shoot water 
hundreds of feet, and the oarsmen jet that can move 360 degrees. 
“They can weave and bow in any degree or quarter-degree you 
want,” Kahn marvels. WET hired artists from outside the industry 
who, like Kahn, specialized in textile pattern. The result was fresh 
and new, and Kahn went on to work for the company for 30 years. 

One of her colleagues at WET, JoAnn Matyas, was also a student 
of Matt Kahn and had first met Claire during a seminar at her child-
hood home. She recalls working with her on Seattle’s World’s Fair 
fountain in 1962: “She’d throw in some amazing ideas and help you 
see things in a different way.” Furthermore, says Matyas, “Claire led 
the design effort there at WET. Her design sense came from her 
father, and that informed all of us. We learned what she was doing 

and followed along in the same mode.” 
During that time, Kahn remained in San Francisco and trav-

eled the world for the Los Angeles–based company. Only this year 
did she move to the Santa Fe area, lured by her relationship with 
Ivan and Allison Buchsbaum Barnett of Patina Gallery, which has 
exclusively represented Kahn and her jewelry since 2010. She was 
further motivated to make the move by an open-plan contempo-
rary house. Startlingly similar to the one her parents designed 
with Eichler, the house has subtle Southwest references, includ-
ing a master bedroom built from a sheep barn that was trucked 
in from Española. Outside is a bucolic scene featuring a pond 
that attracts critters and birds, while her neighbors’ horses graze 
nearby. Ivan has dubbed it Kahn’s “Peaceable Kingdom” after an 
Edward Hicks painting of a curious gathering of creatures. This 
became the theme for Kahn’s new show at Patina, which opens  
December 16 and runs through January 15, 2017, exhibiting her  
latest line of necklaces and bracelets, some of which are influenced 

“It’s all pattern-making of a kind . . .  There’s always                            pattern, textile-making, in the back of my mind.”   
        

Jet spray patterns designed by Kahn for the Bellagio Fountain in Las Vegas, Nevada. Kahn married her keen eye for pattern weaving with cutting-edge technologies to make the Bellagio Fountain a synchronized dance of water and light.
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by New Mexico’s well-known treasures, like the brilliant colors of 
aspens in fall.

In her studio, Kahn pulls out sketches from her early designs, 
which resemble the patterns that might adorn the ceiling of a 
mosque. “It’s all pattern-making of a kind,” Kahn says. “There’s al-
ways pattern, textile-making, in the back of my mind.” She notes 
that she frequently uses the Fibonacci sequence, employing its pro-
portions to create different currents within a piece. 

She takes a similar approach with her crocheted jewelry. To cre-
ate a 43-inch necklace, for example, Kahn first strings carefully 
numbered beads into a single four-foot strand that, when cro-
cheted, forms new relationships between the beads and fibers. 
Each necklace takes a week to complete, and Kahn is known to 
unstring a piece that doesn’t work and start over. The final product 
pulses with color, like her mother’s weavings. “Sometimes they’re 
very linear, and sometimes more of a flow,” explains Allison. “She 
has pieces with what she calls pools of light, where there is this 
darkness that then gets light, almost like a heartbeat. Where it gets 
light, often she’ll put a charm, like a diamond or sapphire that’s 
emitting light, and then it gets quiet again.”

Surprisingly flexible, the necklaces transition strategically be-
tween colors. Allison has also devised 12 different ways to knot or 
twist the pieces into necklaces of varying length, so depending on 

the wearer’s whim, any part of the color scheme can be emphasized.
“My father used to say that design is the art form that’s incom-

plete until it’s engaged,” says Kahn, wrapping one of the necklaces 
six times around her wrist and transforming it into a bracelet of 
newly undulating color. “These pieces are intended to be inviting 
and lovely, and I think some people might define that as decora-
tion. They’re ornamental, and I’m okay with that.” 

As Edmark points out, Kahn builds abstract patterns with tran-
sitions, subtle and sharp, between hues. It makes for an endless 
interplay, because, as he notes, “We never see a color for what it is. 
We always see it in relationship to the colors around it.” A box of 
the same shade of green, for instance, looks entirely different over 
a yellow background as opposed to a blue one. 

Interestingly, Kahn does not attribute emotional value to col-
ors, as many color theorists do. “I can’t stand the pigeonholing 
of color,” she says. “Sometimes blue is calming and sometimes 
it’s frightening. For me, color is this completely innocent, neutral 
thing that gets its own character in your work.”  

Bold, decisive, and a firm believer in the power of the abstract 
to enthrall, Kahn is a deft communicator of her own sense of 
wonder. There is no telling where her curiosity will lead, but the 
results will likely be just as pleasing and complex as a thousand 
tiny beads or a whirling fountain’s hypnotic motion. R

Kahn (left) and Allison Buchsbaum Barnett hold one of Kahn’s cut-paper pieces, Wood Grain (1993), cut vellum and rag board. Opposite top: Kahn’s open-plan 
home displays several of her father Matt Kahn’s structural paintings, including the circular Headdress (circa 1980), acrylic on canvas. Opposite bottom: Hanging 
in Kahn’s living room above her parents’ collection of heddle pulleys—used by many North African weavers to create a loom structure hanging from a tree 
branch—is another Matt Kahn painting, Mirage (1983), acrylic on canvas.


