
The Land of the Rising Sun meets the city that 

never sleeps in an Upper East Side pied-à-terre

T E X T  B Y M I C H E L E  K E I T H

A R C H I T E C T U R E  B Y  B A R B A R A  H I L L I E R

P H O T O G R A P H Y  B Y P A U L  W A R C H O L

A taste
of JAPAN
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The transformation of this Upper East Side

space was guided by the Japanese architectural

style called sukiya-zukuri, which features wood

paneling, shoji screens and low ceilings. 

                   



found there, plus a better layout. I’m tired of seeing all
the bodies strewn about,” referring to her sons and their
friends, who often camped out in the open living room,
making grown-up entertaining difficult.

Hillier engaged Interior Alterations of Brooklyn as
the contractor and began the yearlong project by gutting
the space to expose the views. She created a modern ver-
sion of the traditional Japanese architectural style known
as sukiya-zukuri. Reputedly developed by Zen monks
and derived from the design of teahouses, it is character-
ized by low ceilings, sleek wood paneling and shoji
screens. Hillier chose to offset its simplicity not with pat-
tern but with textures and natural materials: a stone floor
from Stone Source, Edward Fields silk rugs, wood furni-
ture from Evanson Studios and a powder-room vanity by
Tai Lake of Hawaii. She then enlivened the neutral
palette with touches of green, blue and orange.

Golden anigre wood provides elegant warmth. 
It’s used not only as wall covering but also to conceal 
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The woven texture of the chairs

in the dining area, above, offsets

the simplicity of the apartment’s

design. Visual interest is also

added by the stone flooring,

which runs throughout the main

living spaces, including the

kitchen, right.

“ E N O U G H !  W E  C A N ’ T  TA K E  T H I S  C O L O R

anymore!” The husband and three sons finally revolted
against the pearlescent mauve. It was everywhere in
the apartment, from the marble in the powder room to
the living room’s plastic-laminate ventilation covers 
to the kitchen cabinets. In fact, the 2,400-square-foot
Upper East Side pied-à-terre was so out of date, the
Bermuda-based family thought of it as little more than
a place to sleep. 

“I had to do something,” the wife says. “But except
for changing the color, I didn’t know what.” For 
help, she turned to RMJM Hillier of Princeton, New
Jersey. The firm had designed her husband’s Bermuda

corporate headquarters, and she liked how they inte-
grated the island’s beauty with the interior while paying
strict attention to budget and timing.

“What struck me most when I saw the apartment,”
says Barbara Hillier, the firm’s principal, “was the
view—well, after I got past the mauve. From its vantage
point on the 38th floor you can see Long Island Sound,
Central Park and far beyond the East River. It’s beauti-
ful from sunrise to moonset.”

A concept took root once Hillier learned that the
couple had previously lived in Japan, where the wife
had fallen in love with the country’s aesthetics. She
explained to the designer, “I want the tranquil feeling I

     



walls, is the most overtly Asian of the rooms. Its heart is
the enormous bed with a slatted wood headboard and
what looks like the torii gate of a Shinto temple at the
foot. Rising to the ceiling, two columns on either side of
the center cabinet hide a web of electrical wires that
could not be moved. 

From mauve to marvelous: “I loved the plan when
Barbara first explained it,” says the homeowner. “And I
love living in it now.”

televisions, a bar and lots of storage. “I hate to see clut-
ter,” says the homeowner, “and this is the perfect solu-
tion.” Hillier installed acrylic glass pocket doors that
resemble rice-paper shoji screens to close off the
kitchen and sitting room from the dining area. They
also separate the living room from the foyer and hall-
way leading to the bedrooms, which creates privacy for
the couple when the boys’ friends sleep over.

The master bedroom, with its red silk-upholstered

The bed in the master

suite, opposite, was

custom-designed 

to resemble a torii 

gate. The space also 

features his-and-hers

bathrooms, with the

wife’s, above and

right, incorporating

marble and teak.

  


