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CUSTOM MADE
Darryl Goveas, founder of Pure Creative International, is the name retail and dining bigwigs 

turn to for realising their interior design dreams. 
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We have to admit that most of the 
time when we walk into a beautifully 
designed retail store, a fine dining 
restaurant, or even a local bar, one of 
the questions that would pop into our 
mind is the identity of the person or 
team responsible for breathing life into 
what was just an empty space. Chances 
are even Siri would be stumped for an 
answer. Luckily for us, we stumbled 
upon ours in Hong Kong-based 
Pure Creative International, one of 
the design firms behind some of the 
biggest and snazziest design projects 
this side of the world. Led by founder 
and director Darryl Goveas, Pure 
Creative International has amassed 
a portfolio of top tier collaborations 
since its inception in 1996. And who 
can blame Goveas for name-dropping? 
His designs collaborations are the envy 
of others – from Shangri-La Beijing’s 
Centro bar and Shanghai’s MATTO 
Bar & Pizzeria to the largest Dior 
store in the world in Taipei 101 and 
the first Van Cleef & Arpels flagship 
store in Asia in Hong Kong’s Prince’s 
Building. The Ugandan-born interior 
designer and his team of 30 have kept 
a fine company of clients in luxury 
retail and dining destinations. But his 
personal favourite amongst the 800 
projects and counting? Mama Kid, 
an upscale childrenswear store in 
Stanley Plaza which he designed for 
his wife, former actress Valerie Chow. 
We speak to Goveas about perfection in 
imperfection, what he learnt from the 
likes of Bernard Arnault, and his most 
stressful project to date. 

M: When did you start cultivating an interest in 
design? 

DG: I always knew what I wanted to do since an 
early age. I was a bad boy in school and I was sent 
to my uncle’s place in Minnesota when I was 14, 
and he sorted me out. He was a contractor and 
every afternoon after high school he would pick 
me up and we would go work on houses. This 

Australia – I even slept in the car. When I was 21, 
my brother loaned me some money to go to Japan, 
but Hong Kong was a stopover. I knew then that 
in terms of design I wanted to go to Japan and do 
top quality work. If not, then not at all – this was 
my philosophy. I would’ve been happy to just 
travel and meet people. I worked for a Taiwanese 
company here before starting out on my own. 

M: You’ve travelled all around the world and 
lived in quite a few countries. What about Hong 
Kong that is attractive as a base? 

DG: I think Hong Kong is a great base. I started 
the business by myself with an office in Deep 
Water Bay in 1996. It was a house and I was living 
upstairs and the office was downstairs. I had no 
investors. When you’re young, you don’t need 
much and you can travel a lot. Hong Kong is a 
great place and I wouldn’t have accomplished what 
I already had if I was in Paris.

M: Did you encounter any struggles when you 
started the business?

DG: Of course, there were struggles. I was affected 
by the economic situation but not anymore. Now, 
there are many from Europe coming into Asia, and 
the brands are making their money here so there is 
the network of profit here. 

M: What is your role as founder and director 
of Pure Creative? You have many on-going 
projects that you can’t possibly oversee each 
one.  

continued until I was 17 but I enjoyed it. When I 
graduated and returned to Europe, I already knew 
what I wanted to do.

M: Did you have other influences other than 
your uncle?

DG: I think being a scout from the age of seven 
to 12. I learnt to be a leader. It helps you in terms 
of organising your mind. I was also a trekking 
guide. I used to take groups to go trekking in South 
America, Africa, and Nepal. 

M: You were born in Uganda, studied in 
Brussels, worked in Paris, and now you’ve 
settled in Hong Kong. Share with us the story 
behind this journey.   

DG: I was born in Uganda but my parents are of 
Indian descent. We left in 1973 after the coup, and 
my father had a choice to go to India or England. 
Since my mother’s sister was living in Belgium, 
we moved there as refugees. After I graduated in 
Brussels, there were only a few people I wanted 
to work for. Unfortunately, none of them were in 
Brussels. So I did a two-year unpaid internship in 
Paris with Henri Boiffils of J+H Boiffils where 
I got opportunities to work on big projects like 
Lancôme and Printemps.

M: So how did you end up in this side of Asia? 

DG: I was 20 years old and I still wanted to 
travel. I already had a good portfolio so I took a 
year to find work in Sydney but there was none. 
I ended up buying a car and travelling around 
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DG: I still do all the designs and visit the sites. I 
delegate the management and so forth but I still 
handle all the projects because in luxury the details 
are very important. You need to get the right team 
and control. I have a very young team so I am very 
hands on. I think I owe it to my clients that I have 
to be hands on with each project and if there are 
any problems they would call me. It’s important 
the client knows you’re personally involved in the 
process and not just delegating it to other people. 
The only problem is that I get a lot of emails. 

M: You have collaborated with some of the 
biggest brands in luxury retail. Why do you 
think they identify with Pure Creative?

DG: I was very lucky to have met Bernard Arnault 
(LVMH chairman & CEO) and Sidney Toledano 
(Christian Dior chairman & CEO) in 1996 just 
when I started. I met Sidney here in Hong Kong 
and I helped him before he was the president. I 
also met Michael Burke who is now the CEO of 
Bulgari. We are all good friends and it was down to 
luck that I got to meet them. They taught me a lot 
in becoming detailed oriented and honourable with 
people and clients. You can have talent but you also 
need other qualities to succeed.

M: Do you think success wouldn’t have 
happened for you if not for these connections?

DG: Maybe it would have come later. But they 
found me too. There’s more competition now 
in Asia but we must focus on our DNA, quality 
and ethics. Our role is to bring proper discipline 
into the way projects should be done and how 
buildings should be designed. Since I was 14, I 
already knew how to lay a stone or paint and that 
helps me because the projects are getting bigger 
and they involve more construction work now. We 
are now hiring architects and structural engineers 
and I never thought I would be doing that even 
when I first started the company. It’s important that 
everyone in my team learns.

M: Have you rejected any projects because the 
idea was outlandish? And what are some of the 
most memorable ones you have completed?

DG: We are not good at completing projects in a 
short time frame because we have so many existing 
ones on hand. For all of them, we need time to 
think about it, from the concept to the materials it 

Taipei 101 was different. That was the largest one I 
took on and we worked with a lot of people but we 
planned it so well. When Dior launched at Peking 
Road, it was another stressful project because it 
was a large scale event. 

M: Are there projects that you are craving to 
take on? 

DG: I would like to design hotels or museums. And 
if I have the time, I would like to a boat which I am 
now into.

M: Do you revisit any of your completed 
projects? 

DG: No, I don’t get too nostalgic. I spend so much 
time on each project that even my wife complaints 
about it. So once it is completed, I move on to 
another project.

M: But doesn’t the perfectionist side of you wish 
you could have done something different?

DG: Of course. I’m a perfectionist to a certain 
degree until the job is finished. I make changes 
as I go along. I need to see the space first before 
I can visualise the design and to make sure we 
make the right decisions. Nowadays, it is about 
how you can get that artistic flair into the design 
like a nice brushstroke. A lot of people don’t know 
how to draw or paint these days as things are 
computerised. 

M: Is specialised labour hard to find?

DG: In China, the workers do it almost perfect.  
It is amazing as they can do anything you ask 
of them. But what is important is to find good 
painters. The trend in interior design is the rustic 
look so it is about the imperfection. It is difficult to 
teach these workers that imperfection is also nice. 

M: Is it important to be a dreamer? 

DG: Yes, it is very important. I have been a 
dreamer all my life. 

would require. But if there’s any idea from a client, 
I will try to make it happen. About 10 years ago 
there was a client who bought a Caribbean island. 
He wanted his huge private home on the private 
island to be done up in Balinese style and they were 
running out of time because the entire house had 
to be sculptured. They called me, and I arranged 
four villages in Java to complete all the sculptures 
and cladding for the house. So all the pieces were 
completed within two months and were shipped to 
Florida on a barge. These days, we don’t do many 
residential projects because it is time-consuming.

M: Do you consider yourself successful?

DG: I don’t think that way. I think about whether I 
am happy or not. You can be successful but not be 
happy. And I am happy. I have everything I need – 
I have my family. You need balance in your life. I 
wake up and go for a run, then take my daughter to 
school, and then make breakfast. I am lucky to be 
doing what I like to do. 

M: Don’t you get stressed by the number of 
projects Pure Creative has on hand?  

DG: I am not stressed even though I have about a 
100 projects. Maybe the larger projects like Dior at 
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