HONG KONG

Designer hopes to make
the vintage rose cut shine
_again in buyers’ eyes

BY DESIREE AU

Flat at the bottom, with just 24 facets, a
rose-cut diamond imparts little of the
light and fire of a modern brilliant-cut
stone. But the jewelry designer
Michelle Ong sees something sublime in
the subtle beauty of this vintage cut and,
through her company Carnet, is on a
mission to popularize it once again.

“I am really attracted by the special
light-diffusing elegance inherent in
rose-cut diamonds. They have a mes-
merizing, soft brilliance,” Ms. Ong, 55,
said. ‘“‘Imagine light pouring through
the clearest of water.”

The designer, a longtime collector of
Art Nouveau and Art Deco jewelry, star-
ted Carnet in 1990 to link high jewelry
with her own female perspective on aes-
thetics. ““I started using rose-cut dia-
monds over 15 years ago. Almost no one
was using them at that time anymore,”’
she said, surrounded by the jewel box-
style boutique that Carnet operates In
Hong Kong’s Central district. “Rose-cut
diamonds were used in absolutely won-
derful old pieces, and I immediately
wanted to use them in my own way for
Carnet.”

The rose cut, which got its name be-
cause the facets resemble the flower’s
spiraling petals, originated in the 1600s
in Golconda, India. It, along with the old
European mine cut, which also had a flat
bottom, were popular during the Art
Nouveau and Art Deco periods. But as
modern cutting technology was de-
veloped in the mid-20th century, the
rose cut gave way to the brilliant cut,
which focuses on achieving the maxi-
mum amount of light from the diamond.

Along with Carnet, other jewelry
makers also have re-embraced the clas-

Fully embracing a long-ago styl

Michelle Ong,
right, is the self-
taught designer
who heads the
Hong Kong-based
jewelry company
Carnet. Sheis a
champion of the
rose cut, a tradi-
tional way of shap-
ing diamonds. One
of her first cre-
ations, the Palm
Tree brooch, be-
low, used white
and brown rose-cut
diamonds, and she
says some colored
rose-cut diamonds
inspired the Dan-
cing Acorns
brooch, far right.

sic cut. For example, De Beers Diamond
Jewellers debuted its ‘“Talisman Collec-
tion’”” and Tiffany & Co. recently intro-
duced the ‘“Tiffany Garden’’ collection
based on botanical designs by Paulding
Farnham (1859-1927), both of which fea-
ture rose-cut diamonds.

““One of the first pieces I created was
a large palm tree brooch with rose-cut
white and fancy brown color dia-
monds,” Ms. Ong said. ‘I wanted to cap-
ture palm leaves that had dimension
and yet a graceful light-filled sensibility,
as though they could really swap in the
breeze, supported by the gold-bound
and diamond trunk and base.

“I could only create the piece by using
rose-cut stones, as they have both a del-
icacy and strength,” she continued. “It
would not have worked with the same
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impact or fluidity if I had used pavé or
brilliant-cut diamonds.”

However, she added, a rose-cut dia-
mond ‘‘has fewer facets in order to ob-
tain a marvelous, almost shimmering
surface, and the depth of the cut stones
can vary, making it an intensive labor to
match and set up in the right way. The
bigger the pieces the more challenging,
since they must have the same visual
surface.”” She said her company often
recuts stones to achieve that necessary
symmetry.

Another of Ms. Ong’s showcase
piecesis the ‘“White Organdy’’ diamond
necklace that, at first glance, might be
mistaken for just some very nice crys-
tals. But, composed of more than 2,000
matched rose-cut diamonds on an Ed-
wardian-inspired lattice design in plat-
inum, it took Carnet more than 10 years
to complete.

Carnet’s feminine, one-of-a-kind
pieces, which start at $15,000, have a

loyal following with Hong Kong’s social-
ites and increasingly, the new rich of
mainland China. They also are sold
through the jeweler Harry Fane at his
Obsidian gallery in London, and had a
bit of big-screen fame when Ms. Ong
was asked to design the ‘“‘cruciform
key’’ used in the 2006 movie “The Da
Vinci Code,”’ starring Tom Hanks.

In person, Ms. Ong is articulate and
elegant, a fixture on Hong Kong’s social
scene. Her husband, a doctor, is part of
the family that owns Garden Bakery,
which says it supplies 70 percent of the
bread consumed in Hong Kong, includ-

ing all the buns used at McDonald’s.

A self-taught designer, Ms. Ong works
with Avi Nagar, a diamond dealer who
moved to Hong Kong 32 years ago from
Tel Aviv.

“About one, in 1,000 diamonds on the
market today 1s made into a rose cut,’
said Mr. Nagar, who comes from a fam-
ily of diamond experts. (His father was
a cutter, and his brother deals in rough
diamonds.)

He sources rose-cut diamonds for the
company from cutters in India, Russia,
Belgium and Israel. ““The circle of deal-
ers 1s very small, and they know what
we are looking for so they come to us,”’
he said. _

But sometimes he purchases stones
for recutting or rough stones to be
handled by the 10 artisans in Carnet’s
atelier in the Sheung Wan district. ‘‘Cut-
ters who come across certain character-
istics that are suitable for rose cut —
stones that are flat and don’t have a lot
of height — bring them to us,”’ he ex-
plained.

Unlike the conical brilliant diamonds,
now cut by machine, rose cuts must be
made and polished by hand, using saw
blades and scalpel-like knives. Carnet’s
craftsmen also are trained in manipulat-
ing precious metals and creating molds
from Ms. Ong’s drawings, using materi-
als like platinum, titanium and gold.

Ms. Ong said the stones themselves
often inspired the final design, like they
did for her Dancing Acorns brooch.

““When I saw the fancy colored rose-
cut stones, I knew I would design a piece
that represents this icon of nature
through the i1cy beauty of rose-cut
stones,’” she said. ‘“‘Sometimes it can
take years to find and match just the
right diamonds, but I am a perfectionist,
so I always wait until everything is ex-
actly right.”



