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Caroline Ballou

   et’s set the stage a bit: you come from a jewelry
family –many readers will be familiar with gold and
platinum Ballou findings, and then you moved from
head designer at your family business to creating your
own brand?

Yes, I was design director for the finished lines of
jewelry at Ballou & Co., and then I designed a more
contemporary new line, which over time has become
the Caroline Ballou brand.

Is your personal studio also where some of the fabrica-
tion of the CB lines is done?

Absolutely. The prototype design and fabrication
work is done here. I was trained as a metalsmith,
with an art background. A lot of the finishing,
textures and hammering is done by me or my
assistant, and I work with the stones we’re using to
match my designs. There are a lot of steps.

Why don’t you take us from the idea stage, to a fin-
ished design, so we can see those steps along the way?

Ideas are everywhere, and usually begin in a casual
frame of mind, outside my studio.  I’ll see a certain
stone street or thatched roof, and soon that idea will
begin to take shape. I doodle concepts in my sketch-
book, and several renderings later, more finished-
looking pieces of jewelry will emerge. I’ll take these
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A neverending journeyback to our production rooms and bounce ideas off
other designers. When everyone likes them we do a
series of more technical drawings. I’ll  work di-
rectly with our model makers who work in
wax, and a variety of metals.

What role does CAD and model making play?

It depends on how complex a piece is, and whether it
needs exact proportions that software can figure out
better than I can. In that case, I would take my
sketch or drawing and scan it into a computer and
then be able to regenerate it and alter it as needed.
When a design calls for it, we’ll use the CAD
program to fine-tune a design, sometimes
utilizing a CAD/CAM system to create a model
in silicon. I work personally with each of these
people until the first prototype is complete to
my specifications and, more importantly, to
the point at which the piece captures the
intended feeling.

Do you fabricate prototypes of special pieces,
looking at grades of materials, planning cost of
production, establishing a price range for them?

We’ll do that on a case-by-case basis. Some-
times we’ll gather stones ahead of time, look at
specific layouts, test different chains, findings,
etc. Bring those components together and
price those out. Then we’ll generally have an
idea of what a piece comes out to be weight-
wise, and, therefore the price-per-gram can be
figured out ahead of time. We want to have a
certain price range; my prices are very moder-
ate for a designer line.

Another crucial step is that first work with your
model makers. Talk about one of your popular
pieces, and the modeling steps for it... How
about the Cobblestones of Curlross ?

Once I had that “cobblestone” shape that I
liked, then it was a question of getting the
right finish. That one needed to be something

      Continued

Rhode Island jewelry
designer Caroline Ballou
is also something of a
world traveler:“There’s
something about setting
foot on foreign soil that
really sharpens the
senses. My footprints
vanish in a moment, but
the textures and colors
and shapes of a place
take root in my soul.”



soft, something warm, like a cobblestone in the
sun. Some of the more subtle textures that I use
take two and three generations of a model
making process. One model maker might work
in white metal and one might work in wax, so
you might have to translate the wax into metal
and it may or may not look like what you want.
We’ll redo it until the texture is right. There’s a
lot of aesthetic refinement in a good line of
jewelry.

There are some exquisite stones in your lines.
How do you handle your gem sourcing?

I have sourced stones from several gem dealers
I’ve met in my travels; there are excellent
dealers in Switzerland, Hong Kong, the Tuscon
gem show, New York and several locations in
Italy, and I use them year after year.

Another point: in a marketplace that is being
altered somewhat by an influx of next-genera-
tion synthetic diamonds, emerald treatments,
and secretly dyed pearls, how do you set your

standards and what are some of them?

I use good quality diamonds - not synthetic
stones. I’ve simply been brought up in the
trade that there is a division between fine and
fashion jewelry. And that division is usually
marked by the precious or non-precious met-
als, and the precious or non-precious stones.

Then you set your standards and your price
points. So there are Swarovski crystals that
are quite beautiful and versatile, but I don’t
use them. The synthetic option has always
been around, and you go there or you don’t.
On the other hand, I don’t always use top
quality stones because sometimes the semipre-
cious stones are more interesting, with a lot of
matrix in them. For example, I might pick a
pale amethyst, which is less expensive, but you
might want that violet color instead of  bright
purple. So I choose them for my palette, not
marketplace trends.

There’s another aspect to all this that fascinates
me: lines of jewelry can be classical in style, or
more part of a popular trend in fashion. And

some of your lines seem to have an almost
chameleon-like quality of being both classical
and contemporary. But beyond these consider-
ations, how do you decide on the “shelf-life” of
a specific style or line, knowing when to bring
new energy into a brand?
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I’d first say that jewelry is going through a lot
of changes in general at this time. Classic
jewelry lines used to last years and years. And
the expense of putting together a jewelry line
requires that it be something classic that will
last. In a company like mine, there’s a big
investment on everyone’s part in a new style.
One thing I’ve noticed about your “shelf-life”

point is,  many times I will use more metal and
less color, and these designs tend to outlast
some of the trends tied to a popular color.

Caroline, you’ve attained a certain level of
design prowess and brand recognition at this
point in your career. What have you learned
along the way that you can share with emerging
designers?

You have to stick with it a long time, longer
than you might think, before reaching a level
of success. You may have to settle for small
encouragements at first, as you work on

creating your own design identity. Once you
have some recognition in the market, the
success of a new designer jewelry collection
depends on the team you have in place to
support the jewelry. A strong team has to
include producing a quality piece, creative

marketing of the message that separates your
“artistic story” from the others, and good
selling skills to carry your message through
from buyer to seller to end consumer. Jewelry
is an interesting art form: it needs to have a
degree of universality, but also needs to strike
a very personal note as it is given from the
heart, and worn to make you feel more beauti-
ful. As a designer of jewelry you need to be
able to seek out critical advice, and listen to
the responses.


