
Inside a historic Jacobethan-style Portland  
house, designer Heidi Semler focused on adding 

light and color. In an upper hallway, she used 
the same sunny shade on the walls as she did in 
the stairwell and had the vintage candlesticks 

rewired into table lamps, with shades made using 
Raoul Textiles fabric. Botanical prints add dainty 
touches alongside blue-and-white porcelain.

Color has the extraordinary ability to elicit a particular 
mood and create a certain ambience, which makes  
it a powerful tool in home design. But assembling the 
perfect palette today is way more fun than it has been 
in previous years when whites and beiges reigned 
supreme: Lately, homeowners have been more eager 
than ever to get playful with unexpected hues. Artistic 
wallpapers, print-wearing chairs, eye-catching window 
treatments, splashy rugs and patterned pillows are all 
making appearances, whether sparingly or abundantly. 
Combinations like white with black or navy will forever 
remain classics, as well as reliable backgrounds for  
pops of color, but know the rainbow is yours to pursue 
ever boldly. We turned to some of the Pacific Northwest’s 
leading design pros for advice on how to approach  
color with confidence.
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Above: “There are moments 
of color, but the palette is 
very restrained,” designer 
Elizabeth Stretch says of 
her approach to a Seattle 
condo’s interiors—ensuring 
that the focus would be 
squarely on the view. One 
such moment occurs in a 
living area, where a bright 
green Knoll chair and pillows 
in printed cotton by Studio 
Bon Textiles pop against  
a rug from Driscoll Robbins 
and a Flexform coffee table.

Left: For her client’s family 
room in their renovated Seattle 
Craftsman home, designer 
Graciela Rutkowski covered 
their existing sectional in a 
jazzy B. Berger chenille and 
dressed pillows in Schumacher 
and Manuel Canovas fabrics—
all part of her plan to bring in 
touches of light and color into 
the residence. The pieces 
interact playfully with the gray 
walls and patterned carpet.
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How did you determine this 
room’s (right) palette? My 
usual process is to start with 
the rug and work my way 

up—selecting the paint color 
last. This living room was 

done in reverse. This was the 
existing paint color (Devine 
Reflection) from the previous 
owners and the only one we 

kept. It is a color I’ve used 
previously in projects, and a 
favorite as it can read blue, 

green or gray, depending on 
the light conditions and other 
colors in the space. It always 
feels alive and full of body.

And how does the  
color work with the more 
traditional pieces in the 

space? I find that colors in 
the blue/green family look 

fantastic paired with antiques 
such as this mahogany 

Pembroke table.The richness 
of the mahogany is dramatic 
when offset against a color 
such as Devine Reflection.

Was there a time when  
you used color to solve a  
big design challenge? We 

recently completed a whole 
house remodel, which had  
a very dated den. An entire  
wall of built-ins dominated  
the space in their decades-
old cherry finish. High-gloss 
black lacquer to the rescue! 

The den is now exceptionally 
sassy and updated with 

lacquered cabinetry and 
Scalamandré’s classic  

paper, Zebras in Gold, on  
the remaining walls—so fab!

JENNIFER 
LEONARD

Designer

Designer Jennifer Leonard chose 
a palette of greens and blues, 

along with some vibrant surprises, 
for a Portland home. The light, 

fresh tones provide the perfect foil 
for more traditional furnishings, 

including the drop-leaf Pembroke 
table topped with an assortment 

of objects in the living room. 
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1. If you’re afraid to go bold, start small by introducing 
color through everyday accessories like planters, bowls 
or books organized by hue. 2. Define areas of the home 
using color through artwork by displaying vibrant pieces 

amid a monochromatic or neutral palette. 3. Look to 
nearby nature for palette inspiration: ocean blues, 
leaf-like greens and reds, earthy browns and gem 
tones. 4. Give neutrals a subtle yet interesting pop 

by bringing in metallics like gold and silver.  
5. Don’t be afraid to take risks; embrace 

patterns and palettes that 
speak to you.

TIPS FOR USING COLOR 
IN YOUR HOME

Jules Thomas: Not all clients  
want strong colors and many in the 
Northwest love cream and beige.  
The earth-toned colors are strong  
in this region. Color, like all aspects  
of a client’s home, is very personal. 
The client of this particular home 
(shown) wanted a strong, masculine, 
non-traditional Northwest look so the 
strength of the walls and surfaces 
struck the right mood for him. When 
choosing any color—strong or soft—
you have to consider the client first 
and then the quality of light. I have 
clients who are brave with color, and 
I’m grateful for their bravery because 
color evokes a lot of emotion. It’s 
interesting to use it as an exclamation 
mark for their personal taste and to 
highlight architectural aspects of their 
home or collections. Let’s face it, 
color can just be a lot of fun. 

Garrison Hullinger: Color and tones 
can be controlled in many ways. We 
give great thought to how the daylight 
(or lack of), the main finishes and the 
paint react to and create a mood for  
a room. I like to use violet undertones 
in grays to give life and remove  
the cold that you find in grays with  
blue undertones. When remodeling  
a home, sometimes we are left with a 
floor that we can’t change, and there’s 
no better way than to add a splash  
of color or interest with paint or  

wallpaper to counteract a flooring that 
we don’t want highlighted in the home. 

Caitlin Wilson: I believe a room will 
feel ordinary without a pop of color, 
so color is very important in my 
designs. I’ve always felt that people 
look the best in their environment 
when their space is a reflection of  
the way they dress, so a person’s 
wardrobe actually has a big influence 
on the palette and patterns I’ll use  
in a space. It’s rare that people don’t 
love the details they carry in their 
closet—be it stripes or certain colors 
they gravitate toward—and using 
these elements within my designs 
ends up making people feel more  
at home in their space, even if they 
weren’t the ones to design it. 

Katie Hackworth: It really can’t be 
said enough—an all-over warm white 
works wonders. It can help cramped 
spaces feel more spacious, old and 
dingy millwork look refreshed, and 
lighten and brighten a room that  
may not have access to natural light.  
I typically stay away from saturated  
wall color unless I’m trying to achieve  
a more dramatic formal feel. That said,  
it can be fun playing with saturated 
colors for smaller rooms like a 
powder room, formal dining room,  
or sitting room off a home’s entry, 
almost creating a jewel-box effect. 

MAKING THE 
RAINBOW WORK 
When it comes to color, there are as many takes as there are shades on a color 
wheel. Sometimes going big and bold with the unexpected is the answer and 
sometimes it’s about going quieter with neutrals and letting the view, the art or  
the architecture take center stage, especially here in the Pacific Northwest. And,  
as these designers can attest, sometimes color might just come to the rescue. 
 

CLOCKWISE  
FROM TOP LEFT:  
Jules Thomas,  
Garrison Hullinger,  
Caitlin Wilson,  
Katie Hackworth

A cast-glass wall produced 
by Peter David Studio and a 
bronze-and-nickel fireplace 

surround fabricated by Metal 
Solutions reflect a Seattle 

living room’s bold black 
plaster walls and sterling-

silver-leaf ceiling. Designer 
Jules Thomas incorporated 

a Damian Jones coffee table 
from Blackman Cruz in Los 

Angeles, Jean de Merry 
chairs and a Holland & Sherry 

carpet to lend balance.
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Above, left: The master bedroom of a 
Mercer Island home acts as a bright and 
airy retreat thanks to the infusions of bright 
color designer Kristine Donovick used to 
punctuate the space. A carnival-inspired 
stripe from Pierre Frey covers the bench, 
and the custom bed gets a jolt from 
throw pillows crafted from Rodolph and 
Donghia textiles. Overhead, an antique 
Japanese screen from Honeychurch 
Antiques contributes a moment of whimsy.

Above, right: “In my mind, I imagine  
bright spring and summer colors for  
the interior to counter the fact that  
this is a dark place,” designer Julie  
M. Kleiner says of her antidote to  
living under gray skies. For a Seattle 
house, dream became reality as she 
complemented the living room walls 
in an Elizabeth Dow covering with 
a white Hwang Bishop drum table 
from Terris Draheim and shades in 
a pastel Rogers & Goffigon fabric.

Left: To match the stately bones of 
a Georgian-style Seattle residence, 
designer Kylee Shintaffer commissioned  
a custom mural by local artist Tamara 
Codor. Its blue and warm gold tones  
are repeated in the silk-and-wool 
Polonaise rug from Stacy Logan and  
in the upholstery on the clients’ existing 
dining chairs, which juxtapose gracefully 
against the crisp white paneling.

Blessed with a client who 
loved vibrant, saturated 

color, designer Kimberlee 
Gorsline let her imagination 
run in her Bellevue abode. 

She suggested painting 
the heavy, dark mahogany 

desk and bookcase in 
the wife’s office a striking 

Benjamin Moore coral hue. 
“She immediately fell in 

love with it,” Gorsline says of 
her client’s reaction. A West 

Elm chair and vivid green 
rug complete the space.
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