
By JACKIE COOPERMAN

‘I
’ve been on the fence 
between art and com-
merce all my life,” says 
Sandy Chilewich, the 
New York textile mag-
nate and co-founder of 

$40 million hosiery company 
Hue, which she sold before 
starting her eponymous com-
pany, Chilewich, in 2000. 

With her husband, architect Joe 
Sultan, Chilewich produces more 
than 1.6 million of her trademark 
sturdy, stylish woven place-
mats annually. Using the 
same proprietary blend of 
phthalate-free vinyl and 
polyester extruded yarn, 
Chilewich also does a 
brisk business in floor 
coverings and custom 
orders for hotels and 
restaurants.

Now 65, the intrepid 
designer has rolled out 
her first textile installation, 
entitled edges — named for 
Chilewich’s latest innovation: 
a sequence of fluorescent acryl-
ics encased in a woven open 
mesh material — at her 
Flatiron shop.

The unusual combi-
nation makes her tex-
tiles glow, and excited 
curators from the 
Cooper Hewitt Na-
tional Design Museum 
have just added edges 
and six of Chilewich’s 
other designs to the museum’s 
permanent collection. 

Amid handlooms and samples 
in her NoMAD offices, the dy-
namic entrepreneur spoke to us 
about dropping out of college, her 
love of Japanese design, her pas-
sions for aesthetics and business 
and her identity as an artist.

Please tell me about your 
most recent innovation, Edg-
es, and what prompted you to 
organize an exhibit?

We’ve done pockets in our 
material before, but never through 
the whole width of the fabric. It 
was something the mill discarded. 
I put copper and silver in the 
slots, and then we stuck in the 
fluorescent acrylic and I said, 

‘OK this is amazing.’
We are going to have 

45 sets of coasters, on 
a first come first serve 
basis, four for $100. I’ll 

also take custom orders.
How was working 

with Edges different than 
your typical design process?
We always start with the materi-

als and ask: What can we do that 
will be beautiful? very shortly 
after that, we look at how much 
it’s going to cost and whether it’s 
going to be functional. edges is 
one product that I really followed 
through without impeding it with 

any of those kinds of questions. 
I thought: Let’s not even think 
about those things, whether it’s 
practical or how much it’s going 
to cost.

People see me as commercial, 
but if you look deeper, you see a 
lot of artistry that goes into de-
signing the products. I don’t know 
if I’ll ever get edges to a price that 
a store can buy it and resell it. I 
don’t know and I don’t care, really.

Which aspect of your work 
are you proudest of?

I love that it’s a very sensual re-
lationship people have with our 

product. It’s a way to bring 
fashion to the home, to table 
dressing. People just love 
having that tactile, tan-
gible thing, and I’m very 
proud of that. You could 
wear some things that I 
make as a shawl.

What’s the most 
challenging thing about 
working with textiles?
When I started out I was 

really just making placemats 
and bags, but my husband 

joined me early on because he 
saw all the potential applications 
for the material. One of the hard-
est things was designing for areas 
that have to withstand massive 
foot traffic. To be both beautiful 
and commercially viable was an 
interesting and challenging learn-
ing curve.

You are known for your neu-
trals. How has working in color 
influenced your career?

People for the longest time 
were saying ‘Why don’t you make 
colors?’ but grey is a color, brown 
is a color. I love bright color but it 
has to be right in the collection. I 
do both, but color doesn’t sell as 
well as neutrals. It’s a big com-
mitment to have red placements 
every morning.

Innovative 
textiles are a 
work of art

Edges runs from 
May 13 to 19 at 
Chilewich on 23 

E. 20th Street 
(chilewich.com).

she’s Aline of wall-mounted storage, 
Fintorp, which you can use to 
hang everything from spice 
racks to silverware to potted 
herbs to dish drainers. You 
can wall mount a wine rack or 
hang a single shelf for cook-
books. Install a magnetic knife 
rack, freeing up the space of a 
clunky knife block. Hang all of 
your pots and pans like a rustic 
French kitchen.

➌ InvEst In EffIcIEnt 
tools.

You don’t need a juicer and 
a blender and a food processor 
and a toaster oven and a micro-
wave. Instead, choose your 
tools and appliances wisely to 
eliminate redundancies and 
create a simple flow.

A simple set of stacking 
stainless steel bowls can 
go a long way. Ditto for a 
single good non-stick frying 
pan. One peeler, one can-
opener, one slotted spoon, one 
spatula, and one colander are 
enough — don’t double up.

And don’t waste your space 
on rice cookers, stand mixers, 
woks or pressure cookers, 
unless you’re certain you’ll 
use them on a weekly basis. 

➍ sPlasH somE 
color.

When creating a sense 
of space, bright white 
walls are often seen as 
orthodoxy. But bold 
color, especially when 
deployed sparingly, 
can be just as effective. 
A warm yellow can create 
the impression of a cheerful, 
whimsical breakfast nook; a 
pale aqua gives a laid-back 
vintage vibe. 

Take advantage of the 
backsplash — the wall space 
between cabinet and coun-
tertop. Juneja advises, “Limit 
the number of finishes in 
your kitchen to keep it from 
looking too busy, which will 

make it appear smaller. Match 
the counter and backsplash, 
like a Carrara marble counter 
and white subway tile, and 

choose a similar shade for 
the cabinetry and floor.” Or 
you could use the backsplash 
as a creative opportunity by 
using colorful tile or a fun 
wallpaper. 

Finally, try to blend form 
and function as frequently as 
possible. A beautiful jug is as 
pleasing to the eye as a paint-
ing. Use functional objects as 
an opportunity to decorate 
the space. Anthropologie sells 
beautiful hand towels in a range 

of patterns, 
which can be 

strung like 
flags from 
a clothes-
line. It 
also sells 

charming 
crockery, like 

the Majorcan gar-
den pitcher (left).

➎ BuY onE 
Block.

Finally, if you have 
the floor space, 
invest in an island 

or a block table that 
can triple up as storage, 

work surface and dining table. 
IKeA has some simple wooden 
options, like the Förhöja 
kitchen cart (above), which has 
plenty of storage space, is large 
enough to dine at, and is small 
enough to tuck in a corner. 
Plus, it’s on wheels. 

You can also “hack” the cart 
by painting it a bright color to 
match your theme.

From KITCHENS on Page XX

Try to blend form 
and function as 
frequently as 
possible

Pretty Floors
Add spring-like flourishes underfoot 

with Threshold’s reversible Floral and 
Striped 2’ x 3’ rug. $20 at target.com

SPring 
Fling

Use flower power 
to bring a breeze 

of bright color and 
floral finesse to 

your home

Melamine 
Dinnerware

Weekend guests 
will love dining 
on Bongenre’s 

new Nasturtium 
plates. From $60 
for set of 4, $65 for 

platter at
bongenre.com

Förhöja cart from IKEA ($100) 
can be used for storage, extra 

worktop space and casual 
dining (ikea.com).

Tea towel, $20, and colorful 
jug, $78, from Anthropologie 

(anthropologie.com).

IKEA
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Victor Schrager

By APRIL HARDWICK



Home&Decor

Style Me Pretty
Lavish your sofa with Roar + Rabbit’s 
Protea Silhouette Silk Pillow Cover in 

poppy. $44 at westelm.com

How has evolving technol-
ogy changed your work?

It’s not changed how I produce 
my designs. It’s really about the 
manufacturing process. It’s see-
ing underutilized machines, and 
realizing that just by working 
in new colors or changing the 
machine slightly, you create a 
whole new thing. One thing I love 
about social media: We get great 
Instagram shots from customers.

Having created and then left 
Hue to move into tabletop and 
furnishing textiles, do you miss 
working in fashion, and do you 
think about returning to it?

I’ve been around for a while and 
learned every lesson there was to 
learn at Hue. You can’t anticipate 
all the things that can go wrong 
until you’ve experienced them. 
Chilewich is challenging, but I was 
seasoned by the time I got here.

I never look at trends. I had 
to do that with Hue because it 
was an accessory, but I hated it 
and I don’t do it now at all. I’ve 
insulated myself from the need to 
be ‘on trend.’ The bags that we do 
are more utilitarian, and we are re-
launching them for holiday 2016.

You seem to have been a 
“disruptor” long before that 
term came into popular use. Do 
you think of yourself as one?

I see myself as an inventor of 
sorts. I’m just not interested if it’s 
been done before. It was the same 
thing with Hue; it was really doing 
things that had not been done, 
making natural fibers stretch, 
making a slouch sock.

The big thing I did for the 
hospitality industry is that I was 
making a product that exposed the 
surface of the table. Restaurants 
were becoming more design-
focused, hiring fancy architects 
and realizing the whole environ-
ment was part of the experience 
of eating. I gave them a solution 
to decorate the table, protect it 
to some extent and to save them 
money in laundry.

You’ve worked your whole 
adult life, and in addition to a 
successful career you have a 
family. How have you man-
aged to integrate your per-
sonal and working lives?

I have two sons, ages 29 and 21. 
I was 37 years old when my first 
was born and 44 with my second. 

I always worked, and it’s all 
about having good help at home. 
It worked, but it was a lot of 
guilt. You’re always guilty about 
something. Even now, with 
Skooter, my 10-year-old Ha-
vanese dog, I feel guilty.

Did you have any role mod-
els when you started out?

My father wasn’t the best father, 
but he was very entrepreneurial 

and couldn’t wait to go to work 
every morning. It was my greatest 
influence because I wanted to 
have that kind of fun.

I became closest with my dad 
when I started Hue in 1978. He 
was very proud of me. I’m sorry to 
say this, but I don’t know that he 
would have allowed my brothers 
to be successful.

When my partner Kathy Moskal 
and I first started Hue, we had tre-
mendous publicity and everyone 
thought we were a much bigger 
company than we were, but we 
were losing money. In 1980, my 
accountant said, ‘You should close 
up, you don’t what you’re doing.’ I 
was exhausted and crying, and my 
father said, ‘Stop it. You go back 
there and you turn it around.’ He 
saved me. We made hard deci-
sions and we turned it around.

What is your inspiration?
Japan is a big influence. They 

have such an appreciation for 
entertaining and service, and their 
aesthetic is so beyond anyone 
else’s. They’re my perfect custom-
ers. In Japan, table settings are 
always inspiring. In America, even 
stores like Barneys or Bergdorf, it’s 
all layered and heavy.

Which home designers 
and architects do you most 
admire? Do you collect any 
specific designer’s work?

I love the Japanese gallery Ip-
podo and have bought quite a few 
pieces by ceramic artist Masahiro 
Maeda. For me it’s really about 
juxtapositions. I don’t like sets of 
things necessarily.

Do you still produce every-
thing in the United States? If 
so, what are the challenges of 
domestic production?

I talk to our Georgia mill five 
times a day. We produce every-
thing in the US except the Dahlia 
placemat, which is made with 

molds, and no American factory 
uses those. Everything else we do 
in the US, and we will continue to.

When I started the category, I 
was alone. I charged the price I 
had to charge, and there was no 
basis for comparison, so people 
paid, and that allowed us to pro-
duce domestically. The people 
who copy us produce in China.

Which placemats do you use 
at home?

My favorite is the Spun in 
black, which we unfortunately 
can’t make anymore. The mate-
rial was a product designed 
for erosion matting, to protect 
seeds from wind. The factory 
doesn’t want to make our place-
mats anymore because we have 
too many specifications. We’re a 
pain in the neck for them.

Do you think about retiring?
I don’t know what that means. 

I’d be busy no matter what. We 
go away on the weekends, which 
we never did before, but I’m still 
always doing things, and Joe is 
building me a studio in our week-
end house.

All my life, I made stuff. 
There was a period where I was 
floundering — I never graduated 
college, I never studied art — but 
I always did artwork and I always 
made stuff.

What do you want people to 
take from your exhibit?

It’s the first thing I’ve done that’s 
an installation and it doesn’t have 
any end use other than to look it.

As my stuff gets more and more 
out there and used daily, I want 
people to remember that there’s 
still an artist behind it. It’s impor-
tant for me that people remember 
that I’m not just the placemat lady.

Is that prompted by your 
recent 65th birthday?

I think so. It’s like when we get 
old enough we stop wearing high 
heels because they’re just too 
damn uncomfortable. I love mak-
ing things for large amounts of 
people, but I didn’t make time for 
the artistic part before, and now 
I want to make time for it. I think 
about selling eventually, but there 
are people in their 90s still run-
ning companies, so who knows?

MATERIAL GIRL
Sandy 

Chilewich’s 
textiles are prized 

as placemats 
(left) and now as 

pure art.

Plush Petals
The vibrant details of this 

Narcisse bath mat will instantly 
take away any bathroom blues. 

$293 at pioneerlinens.com

Shades of 
Light

Give your tired 
base a lift with 
this bold and 
beautiful Red 
Flowers Drum 

Lampshade 
by Alexandra 

Dzh. $45 to $68 
at minted.com

Wall Art
Transfer Betsey 
Johnson’s rock 
chic vibe onto 

your walls 
using peel-and-
stick fabric by 

Chasing paper. 
$55/panel 

measures 24” 
wide x 48” tall at 
BetseyJohnson.

com

Stylish 
Serveware

Add a splash 
of color 
to your 

greens with 
melamine 

Oasis salad 
servers. 
$11.99 at 

frenchbull.
com

Za
nd

y 
M

an
go

ld


