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shanghai startup

Pillow 
Talk
An ancient 
art provides 
business 
inspiration 
for two young 
Americans in 
Shanghai.

by Meredith Rodriguez

Liza Serratore and Claire Russo don’t just 

finish each other’s sentences, they em-

bellish them with sound effects. They laugh 

at each other’s jokes about expat life before 

they reach the punch line, displaying a 

familiarity and bond obviously formed by 

shared experiences. 

It might be because the 25-year-old Ameri-

cans have been friends since high school, 

but there’s also the 60 hours a week spent 

together for the last two years starting their 

Shanghai-based business, LuRu Home.

While teaching English in Asia during what 

they thought would be a gap year before 

graduate school, Russo and Serratore dis-

covered a hand-made natural indigo-dyed 

cotton fabric that originated 3,000 years 

ago in the Nankeen countryside. Using 

their complimentary degrees in design and 

finance, they decided to revive the fading 

art by sewing the fabric into modern house-

wares like table cloths, pillows, and tea tow-

els, to sell in Shanghai and abroad.

Two years on, Serratore and Russo’s Ameri-

can-registered company has two six-prod-

uct lines proving they’re more than just two 

girls playing with pillows. “Everybody says 

your first year, buyers are friends, families 

and fools,” Russo says. “And now we’re 

breaking out of that. We’re starting to have 

repeat orders from accounts that we got on 

our own, so it’s pretty exciting.”

LuRu debuted in January at a trade show in 

New York. A time-lapse video created for 

friends and family shows the grueling prep-

aration process—from shipping products 

from China, to designing in Russo’s family 

home in Connecticut, to transforming a 

warehouse plot into an upscale living room. 

A time lapse of the last two years would 

move from finding the fabric artisans in 

Jiangsu, to watching the bolts of Nankeen 

fabric pile up in the Shanghai apartment 

where they design, to running across the 

city visiting boutiques and sourcing. 

Intent on getting their business right from 

the start, they spent a vacation in India liter-

ally reading aloud a book called Import/

Export. “The way we looked at our industry 

we had to get every duck in a row before we 

could go to this trade show in New York City,” 

Serratore says. “We couldn’t go, for instance, 

without brokerage all set up.”

So far these young entrepreneurs have 

stuck to traditional Chinese patterns but are 

starting to manipulate those into some-

thing that you could see at Ethan Allen. Peo-

ple often ask when they will add color, but 

they would be loath to change a 3,000 year-

old process. Besides, they add, blue is 

enough. “Being a two person team and not 

having had a textile company before, it has 

been good for us to start with something we 

can’t change,” Russo says. “It is good for us to 

work within these set parameters.”

Yet to decide if they will add other dying art 

forms to their business, they are continuing 

to push sales in the U.S. while enjoying life 

in Shanghai, and meeting weekly with 

other young, female entrepreneurs to moti-

vate each other. “Somebody told me over 

the summer that entrepreneurs have a 

glass half-empty in business and a glass 

half-full in life, and I think that’s pretty true 

because this is why we’re always in, like, a 

semi panic mode, like nothing is going to 

work out properly,” Russo says. “There are 

so many risks. Things could just unravel.” 

When Russo reaches the word “panic,” Ser-

ratore starts to make a crazy “bwaaaaaaa-

ghh” sound in the background. When she 

finishes, they laugh. 
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