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Abstract 

This thesis seeks to investigate how the incorporation of media into retail stores affects the 

consumer experience.  Innovative approaches to retail design strive to create experiences that are more 

all-encompassing and connected to the brand rather than solely selling products.  Certain high-end retail 

stores are employing a multi-functional design combined with advanced technology in order to form a 

new type of relationship with the consumer that surpasses the standard transactional exchange.  This 

thesis will examine Prada as the preeminent example of this new type of retail experience.  It will 

introduce Prada and describe the company’s work, brand identity, and core values.  Then, a case study of 

Prada’s New York Epicenter will reveal how a media centered orientation mediates between brand 

messages and personal privacy.  The architecture of the store acts as an interface that facilitates 

conversation between Prada and the consumer. An analysis of the positive and negative effects of the 

architectural strategies from the perspective of the user will follow, including a brief comparison of the 

New York Epicenter to Bentham’s Panopticon.  The overarching goal of this thesis is to examine how 

technology-focused retail architecture mediates privacy and communication between the brand and 

consumer, creating new ways of understanding consumerism in relation to space. 

 

Key terms: brand identity, consumerism, culture, experience design, experiential consumerism, media, 

mediation, performativity, privacy, retail architecture, sociology, surveillance, technology 

 

Thesis problem statement: The Prada Epicenter in New York employs a media centered orientation that 

creates an individualized experience and effectively communicate brand messages. The other side of 

Prada’s media-based experience is the inherent notion of data collection and continuous surveillance. 
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I. Introduction 

We live in a high consumerism age where the total retail area is rapidly increasing all over the 

world and shopping pervades almost every aspect of public life.  Buildings that used to be devoid of 

shopping, such as airports, train stations, museums, hospitals, and schools, now contain retail spaces.  

Retail is being used as the basic building block of the city. It is becoming increasingly difficult to separate 

shopping from the urban environment.  Because shopping is dependent on external factors, such as the 

economy and cultural trends, retail design reflects the shifts in social and urban patterns over time1. As a 

result of these larger trends, the physical retail store is becoming a prominent vehicle through which 

companies can produce a culture that reflects their brand identity. 

 There have been many precedents of retail stores performing as more than a commercial selling 

floor, beginning with department stores in the 1920s. Bullock’s Wilshire is one of the most famous 

examples of a multifunctional department store2, featuring a private shopping room for VIP men with 

cocktails and hors d’oeuvres, the Desert Tea Room where society women gathered for luncheon fashion 

shows3, and an exhibition area that hosted the MoMA International Exhibition in 1932.  Stores were not 

only for purchasing merchandise, they were also places of experiential consumerism.  They became 

                                                            
1 Inaba, Jeffrey, and Rem Koolhaas. Harvard Design School Guide to Shopping. Ed. Chuihua Judy. Chung and Sze Tsung. Leong. Köln: 

Taschen, 2001. Print. 
2 "Bullocks Wilshire, Los Angeles, California." The Department Store Museum. Blogger.com, 2011. Web. 08 Mar. 2016. 

<http://www.thedepartmentstoremuseum.org/2010/11/bullocks-wilshire-los-angeles.html>. 
3 Meares, Hadley. "The Grandeur of Bullock's Wilshire Tea Room." Kcet.org. KCETLink, 18 Dec. 2012. Web. 8 Mar. 2016. 

<https://www.kcet.org/food/the-grandeur-of-bullocks-wilshire-tea-room>. 

Fig.1: Desert Tea Room Fig. 2: 1932 MoMA International Exhibition 



public spaces that provided various forms of entertainment.  Similarly, in today’s high-end retail market, 

brands are moving away from replicating a single store model and switching to creating one-of-a-kind 

retail environments at each location.  Not only does this bespoke architecture reflect the brand identity 

and products offered, it also creates a unique, all-encompassing experience for consumers.  This move 

towards experiential consumerism reflects the fact that many stores are shifting their focus away from 

increasing sales.  Stores are no longer used just for shopping, they are multifunctional spaces that create a 

platform for promoting the brand’s lifestyle and communicating with consumers. The incorporation of 

new media into the retail environment is one of the primary strategies utilized during this process. This 

thesis will examine Prada, specifically the Prada Epicenter in New York City, as the preeminent example 

of this type of media-centered retail experience. 

By definition, media (plural form of medium) are “the means of communication that reach or 

influence people widely4,” “a medium of cultivation, conveyance, or expression5,” or “a form or system 

of communication, information, or entertainment6.” Medium can be defined as “an intervening agency, 

means, or instrument by which something is conveyed or accomplished7.” While the term media typically 

brings to mind strategies to create and distribute content using technology, such as television, magazines, 

and the internet, architecture can also be a form of media, as exemplified in the New York Epicenter.  On 

a large scale, the entire store mediates “between shopping and its host city8.”  This Epicenter introduces 

architecture and technology as a single concept where one cannot be separated from the other.  The 

consumer experience would not be the same if the architecture remained but the technology was removed. 

Likewise, the technology is rendered effective through its integration with the store’s specific 

architecture.  Prada’s technology supports the architecture’s intention, imbues meaning, and enhances its 

performance, simultaneously becoming an intrinsic characteristic of the design. The architecture and 

                                                            
4 "Media." Def. 2. Dictionary.com. Dictionary.com LLC, n.d. Web. 26 Feb. 2016. <http://www.dictionary.com/browse/media?s=t>. 
5 "Media." Def. 1. Merriam-Webster. N.p., n.d. Web. 26 Feb. 2016. <http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/media>. 
6 "Medium." Def. 4. Merriam-Webster. N.p., n.d. Web. 26 Feb. 2016. <http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/medium>. 
7 "Medium." Def. 6. Dictionary.com. Dictionary.com LLC, n.d. Web. 26 Feb. 2016. <http://www.dictionary.com/browse/medium?s=t>. 
8 Peña, Carolyn Thomas De La. "Ready‐to‐Wear Globalism: Mediating Materials and Prada’s GPS." Winterthur Portfolio 38.2/3 (2003): 109-29. 

JSTOR. Web. 18 Feb. 2016. <http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/421423>. Pg 115. 



technology combine to create the “media” through which Prada’s brand messages are communicated, 

navigating personal privacy to create an individualized experience. The design is globally influenced and 

technology driven, inviting customers to become part of a modern society where cultures converge and 

technologies have individualizing rather than homogenizing effects.  

In the critical journal article about the New York Epicenter, “Ready-to-Wear Globalism: 

Mediating Materials and Prada’s GPS,” author Carolyn Thomas de la Peña9 coins the term “mediating 

material” as an “artifact that creates an interface between animate bodies and inanimate objects and, in the 

process, changes the meanings of both10.” Mediating materials redefine boundaries and relationships and 

remain effective even if a physical purchase is not made.  Peña states that “Arguably, a dressing room 

screen that provides a multidimensional image of a consumer in a Prada suit can dissolve the boundary 

between a homogenizing technology and a unique body. The product here can be the heightened sense of 

individuality – and the idea that it was achieved through technology – enabled through the interaction; 

one need not depart with the suit to depart with the vision. Ultimately, experiencing one’s own body 

positioned by such materials within an environment meant to brand objects can make a branded body the 

object sold11.”  Peña writes from the perspective of consumer experience and argues that the mediating 

materials “allow individuals to safely confront the homogenizing and destabilizing elements of globalized 

production and consumption and to leave assured that they remain precious, elite, and individualized 

through their association with the brand12.”  Peña claims that the store’s design presents customers with 

uncomfortable, unpleasant realities of the global marketplace, but their immersion within the luxurious 

Epicenter simultaneously places them at the top of the social ladder, distinctly apart and unaffected by 

any negative effects of global production and consumption.  Instead, this thesis argues that the mediating 

                                                            
9 Peña is the Vice Provost and Dean for Undergraduate Education at the University of California, Davis. 
10 Peña, Carolyn Thomas De La. Pg 111. 
11 Ibid. Pg 112. 
12 Ibid. Pg 109. 



materials aim to create an individualized experience and mediate brand messages. It does not focus on the 

global aspects of consumerism but on the direct, personalized experiences happening within the store. 

With traditional store design, customers will only encounter electronic technology during the 

checkout process when cash registers are used, an online order is placed, and perhaps a store rewards card 

is scanned. There are other environmental system technologies that are related to the operation of a 

building and are less visible to the consumer, such as lighting and temperature controls, but this thesis 

does not discuss this type of technology. The focus of this thesis will be on technologies related to privacy 

and data collection.  At the New York Epicenter, technology is visibly infused throughout the shopping 

experience from beginning to end.  It starts the moment customers walk through the door, changes how 

the products are displayed, affects the dressing room experience, and extends past the checkout counter 

and into one’s home through Prada’s online website. “From the way one learns about the product to how 

one locates it in space to how one interprets it on the body, these innovative technologies mediate 

between objects and bodies, positioning both as elites within a global system of production and 

exchange13.”  If one is willing to become vulnerable and participate in all that the technologies have to 

offer, they will be exposed to a unique, individualized experience and gain admittance into Prada’s elite 

society.  

 While there are many benefits of a media centered orientation, one must also consider the 

drawbacks.  The rapidly expanding capabilities of technology have both positive and negative effects. 

While new technologies improve people’s experiences and facilitate interactions, businesses are also 

exploiting these resources to heighten surveillance and track customers’ every move.  Companies are 

harnessing these improvements to learn all they can about consumers, creating detailed customer profiles 

and using this information to provide targeted advertising. The other side of Prada’s media-based 

experience is the inherent notion of data collection and continuous surveillance.   

                                                            
13 Peña, Carolyn Thomas De La. Pg 115. 



Normally, in retail stores, companies install security cameras in order to deter theft and catch 

shoplifters.  This is a direct form of surveillance, which is typically defined as observation of a person or 

group of people, especially over a suspect14.  Prada also conducts surveillance of their customers but in a 

more inexplicit, indirect way using other forms of technology and media, not just security cameras. Prada 

redefines surveillance to include data collection for the purpose of influencing customer’s choices and 

opinions. 

In his book, Surveillance, Power and Modernity: Bureaucracy and Discipline from 1700 to the 

Present Day, Christopher Dandeker defines surveillance: 

“The exercise of surveillance involves one or more of the following activities: (1) the collection 

and storage of information (presumed to be useful) about people or objects; (2) the supervision of 

the activities of people or objects through the issuing of instructions or the physical design of the 

natural and built environments. In this context, architecture is of significance for the supervision 

of people – as for instance in prison and urban design; (3) the application of information 

gathering activities to the business of monitoring the behavior of those under supervision, and, in 

the case of subject persons, their compliance with instructions15.” 

Prada takes part in all three of these categories: (1) they collect and store a wide range of useful 

information about each customer who has signed up for a customer card, including their preferred styles, 

sizes, browsing history, purchasing history, and VIP status; (2) the store’s architecture and integrated 

technologies, arguably one in the same, is the main source of supervision of the customers; (3) this also 

allows the company to monitor, record, and influence customer’s choices and behavior.  Dandeker also 

discusses the concept of statistical surveillance, or using quantitative, measurable data, such as disposable 

income and past purchases, to regulate individuals. This data excludes qualitative aspects of a person, 

such as morals, values, thoughts, and motives.  By combining quantitative data with behavior 

observations, statistical surveillance tries to gain control through knowledge16.  Prada’s participation in 

                                                            
14 "Surveillance." Def. 1. Dictionary.com. Dictionary.com LLC, n.d. Web. 1 May 2016. <http://www.dictionary.com/browse/surveillance>. 
15 Dandeker, Christopher. Surveillance, Power, and Modernity: Bureaucracy and Discipline from 1700 to the Present Day. New York: St. 

Martin's, 1990. 37. Print. 
16 Ibid. 



statistical surveillance personalizes the consumer experience and, most importantly, provides power to 

Prada through data. 

In terms of the usage of technology and media in the retail environment, Prada can be compared 

to the Panopticon’s ideas of all-knowing central power, total surveillance, and privacy.  Designed by 

Jeremy Bentham in the late 18th century, the Panopticon is a multi-level, circular prison where the inmates 

are located in individual cells around the circumference and the guard monitors the inmates from a central 

watchtower.  Ideally, the guard has a perfect view into every single cell but the exposed inmates are 

unable to clearly see the guard.  The feeling that they could be under inspection at any moment causes the 

inmates to discipline themselves, relieving the guard of any punishment duties and resulting in behaved 

prisoners even when there is no guard on duty. (It is crucial that the inmates actually care about being 

watched, or fear the consequences of misbehaving, rather than ignoring that fact; this is what motivates 

the individual towards self-discipline.) The inmates are held within a state of constant surveillance and 

have zero privacy. 

  Originally, the purpose of the Panopticon was to establish power through a new disciplinary 

method. Subjects were forced into this type of environment, remaining confined and at the mercy of the 

guard against their will.  Their loss of privacy resulted from involuntary participation.  The design 

centered around punishment and sought to treat each inmate the same by eliminating the differences 

between them. Being watched and completely exposed was for safety and disciplinary purposes. Since the 

guard could observe all of the inmates but the inmates could not distinguish the guard, a one-way line of 

communication was formed, effectively placing all of the power and control in the single guard.  Reginald 

Whitaker, author of The End of Privacy: How Total Surveillance Is Becoming a Reality17, describes this 

relationship as follows: “The Inspector scans the subjects rendered as transparent as possible to his gaze. 

                                                            
17 In this book, Whitaker discusses power and surveillance, specifically focusing on how new information technologies impact political power. He 

also examines Michel Foucault’s work on the Panopticon and extracts the concept of panopticism. 



The transparency is not however two-way, as the state jealously guards itself through administrative 

secrecy. [The Inspector] appears to the subjects as an impenetrable object18…” 

The Panopticon relies on a distinct architectural plan to regulate sightlines and power.  In 

contrast, Prada is much more subversive in their language, saturating the retail store with digital media 

and invisible strategies to silently receive and distribute information and establish control.  They rely on 

the progression of experiences created within the store, and instead of affecting behavior like the 

Panopticon, Prada’s surveillance technologies affect customers’ thoughts. While it is impossible to draw 

direct comparisons between a prison and a retail store, the Panopticon’s key concepts of an all-knowing 

central power, total surveillance, and privacy can be extracted and used as a lens for evaluating the New 

York Epicenter.  

  

                                                            
18 Whitaker, Reginald. The End of Privacy: How Total Surveillance Is Becoming a Reality. New York: New, 1999. Print. Pg 43. 

Fig. 3: Panopticon elevation, section, and plan Fig. 4: Stateville Correctional Center, Illinois 



II. Prada 

Prada, while best known for their sought-after fashion lines, is a multidisciplinary company that 

blends consumerism, art, and fashion.  They combine innovation with an avant-garde, or experimental, 

approach in the areas of art, architecture, film, technology, and culture.  Prada’s endeavors outside of 

fashion, though less widely known, include set and costume design and cell phone design collaborations 

with LG.  Their desire to go beyond the “physical limitations of boutiques and showrooms” prompted the 

creation of the Prada Foundation in 199319.  The Foundation’s purpose is to promote “the most radical of 

intellectual challenges in art and contemporary culture20.”   

Prada owns several exhibition spaces, such as the Palazzo Corner della Regina in Venice and the 

Fondazione in Milan and actively participates in cultural events around the world.  For example, Prada 

hosted a literary contest and event at the New York Epicenter and invented the Prada Transformer, which 

is a flexible temporary structure that can host exhibitions, film festivals, and fashion shows by rotating the 

structure on its various sides to create four different event spaces21.  The company also has a tradition of 

donating to the local art community when they build a new store. When a new location opened in Turin in 

2014, they donated a new stage curtain to Teatro Regio Torino. The same year, Prada aided in the 

restoration of the Last Supper painting when their Florence store launched22.  These donations announce 

                                                            
19 "History." Prada Group. Prada, n.d. Web. 29 Oct. 2015. <http://www.pradagroup.com/en/group/history>. 
20 "Group Profile." Prada Group. Prada, n.d. Web. 29 Oct. 2015. <http://www.pradagroup.com/en/group/group-profile>. 
21 "Prada Transformer." OMA Office Work. OMA, 2008. Web. 27 Feb. 2016. <http://oma.eu/projects/prada-transformer>. 
22 "History." Prada Group. 

Fig. 5: Prada Transformer Fig. 6: Transformer interior 



their presence to the community and say thank you to the city.  Each of Prada’s projects within their broad 

collection of work act as a medium through which they express their brand identity and convey their 

values to the public.  Prada’s structures, products, artistic events, and philanthropic efforts combine to 

establish an all-encompassing lifestyle brand that reaches past the closet and into all aspects of one’s life.  

Buying into the Prada culture 

 Those who purchase merchandise at the Prada Epicenter are receiving more than a new dress or 

pair of shoes.  They are buying into the Prada culture and are purchasing membership into an elite, global 

society. Many people position Prada within the top tier due to its Italian origins and long reputation of 

high-quality materials, craftsmanship, and in-house production. Due to the proliferation of screens 

throughout the sales floor and clever juxtaposition of those screens right next to merchandise, discussed 

later, “consumers are led to believe that they are not merely purchasing eye cream but an exotic tropical 

vacation, not merely bedding but a luxurious sleeping environment23.”  The majority of people would not 

spend over $10,000 for a handbag, but the number of customers who are willing to pay dramatically 

increases when exclusive access into a high-class, privileged society is at stake.  Being the proud owner 

of an authentic Prada handbag has become a worldwide status symbol for the social and cultural elite.  

As John Wanamaker once stated, “what is not for sale is still for sale24.” Not only is Prada trying 

to sell merchandise, they are also trying to mediate culture by selling their brand and positioning it in the 

minds of consumers.  Due to the unique store design, it can be argued that more attention is placed “on 

the context in which the goods [are] sold than on the goods themselves25.”  Prada’s architecture and 

integration of technology guarantee that those who do not make a purchase leave with a positive, lasting 

impression and have a high regard for the brand.  

 

                                                            
23 Peña, Carolyn Thomas De La. Pg 128. 
24 Ibid. Pg 113. 
25 Ibid. Pg 113. 



Two types of customers 

At the New York Epicenter, there are two types of customers. The first, more traditional role is 

the customer who comes with the intention or capability of purchasing merchandise, typically upper class 

members of society who are able to spend anywhere from $2,250 for a small leather shoulder bag to 

$16,900 for a crocodile leather bag.  Elite status is imbued by the brand on this customer after money is 

exchanged for goods and can be visibly seen any time the Prada garment is worn.  The Prada product is a 

visual symbol or indicator of the wearer’s elite status. These buyers are defining themselves through the 

purchase of material goods26.  The second type of customer is the tourist or visitor who has no intention of 

making a purchase, accounting for approximately 70% of the New York Epicenter’s shoppers27.  As their 

“tourist” title suggests, when they enter the store, they are symbolically granted a day pass into the city of 

Prada and can experience the exclusive culture until their pass expires.  Tourists typically explore the 

Epicenter and its unusual features, rarely asking employees for help. While the store allows upper class 

customers to mingle with the tourists, there is separation between the two.  There are VIP rooms and 

services that cannot be accessed by the general public, and the preferred customers often get special 

attention or treatment from staff members, such as priority access to the technology-enhanced dressing 

rooms. 

 

  

                                                            
26 Peña, Carolyn Thomas De La. Pg 112. 
27 Ibid. Pg 111. 



III. Mediating programs for branding culture 

 The Prada Epicenter in New York was the first of three “Epicenter” stores for the company, with 

the others located in Los Angeles and Tokyo28.  Epicenters are one-of-a-kind, multifunctional retail 

environments that renew the brand and introduce surprise and spontaneity back into the shopping 

experience, heavily relying on media and new technologies. Prada invented the Epicenter to enhance 

rather than replace their traditional retail stores and create a vehicle for experimentation and expression.  

Instead of focusing on sales numbers, Epicenters seek to create an immersive experience of a carefully 

crafted Prada culture, forging a stronger relationship between consumers and their brand. The purpose is 

to enable consumers to imagine themselves as part of the Prada culture, regardless of whether an actual 

purchase takes place. The stores function as public spaces or attractions that transform the shopping 

experience into an event or spectacle by providing a stage for cultural events and discussion.  The 

founding concepts of the Epicenter gave rise to an increase in bespoke flagship store design and can be 

seen in competitors such as Gucci, Louis Vuitton, and Armani29. 

The New York Epicenter opened on 

December 14, 2001, just three short months after the 

tragedy of 9/11.  Located in Manhattan’s Soho district, 

its thin rectangular plan spans the entire city block 

where Broadway Street and Mercer Street intersect 

with Prince Street. Prada renovated the existing 24,000 

square foot building, the former site of the 

Guggenheim museum retail shop, at an expense of $40 million30.  Surrounded by five other traditional 

Prada retail outlets in Manhattan alone, many questioned the decision to open a prototype store in this 

location given the current economic status.  “The store was the most prominent articulation of consumer 

                                                            
28 Originally, there were plans for a Milan Epicenter and a San Francisco Epicenter, but these were never realized. 
29 Peña, Carolyn Thomas De La. Pg 110. 
30 Ibid. Pg 109. 

Fig. 7: New York Epicenter 



confidence to appear in Manhattan in the months following September 1131.” Although increasing sales 

was not this store’s main purpose, more people seemed to be purchasing Prada’s luxury goods.  The 

contrasting approach to retail design proved effective: “According to Prada’s figures, the store turned a 

profit of $50,000 to $70,000 a day in its first months,” which is especially impressive considering the 

stagnant economy during this time32.  

In 2000, Prada had over 150 stores around the world, imitation products were abundant, and the 

brand was in danger of becoming overexposed33. “Prada’s global proliferation through hundreds of real 

stores and thousands of knock-off stands had rendered its products “easy” and, by association, those who 

purchase them “common”34.” The New York Epicenter was built to “rethink the concept of shopping with 

a new approach, and to experiment innovations with customers35.” The owners, Miuccia Prada and 

Patrizio Bertelli, wanted Prada to be regarded as special and precious once again and specifically 

commissioned Rem Koolhaas of OMA, winner of the Pritzker Prize, to design this store. Prada was 

striving to reclaim their rightful position in the top tier by refusing to compromise their status through 

ordinary architecture. They describe their design intention as follows: “The project was underscored by 

the desire to study and develop the concept and the function of the shopping and communications spaces 

in an experimental and innovative way36.”   

In the book Projects for Prada, which documents Koolhaas’ design work for the Prada Epicenters 

in New York, Los Angeles, and San Francisco, Koolhaas states: “The epicenter store becomes a device 

that renews the brand by counteracting and destabilizing any received notion of what Prada is, does, or 

will become. The epicenter store functions as a conceptual window: a medium to broadcast future 

directions that positively charges the larger mass of typical stores37.”  Building many stores around the 

                                                            
31 Peña, Carolyn Thomas De La. Pg 109. 
32 Ibid. Pg 109. 
33 Ibid. Pg 114. 
34 Ibid. Pg 118. 
35 "History." Prada Group. 
36 Hommert, Jens, Rem Koolhaas, and Michael Kubo. Projects for Prada. Milano: Fondazione Prada, 2001. Print. 
37 Ibid. 



world of essentially the same design causes a brand to lose its mystery and become familiar. Koolhaas 

wanted to preserve the creative and innovative nature of Prada and prevent the brand from becoming 

obvious and expected.  In order to preserve the element of surprise in the customer experience and 

introduce spontaneity, Koolhaas subverts traditional store expectations and introduces multiple new 

inventions and technologies. The resulting space allows “customers to experience a dramatic convergence 

of culture and shopping,” leaving lasting impressions on visitors, regardless of whether a purchase is 

made or not38.   

The primary function of the store can be debated because the multifunctional space 

accommodates a variety of activities.  The store’s design is reminiscent of a public space or event space 

and functions as a boutique, galleria, street, stage, trading floor, library, prototype gallery, showroom, 

archive, laboratory, pharmacy, and clinic:   

 By incorporating certain features from the Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II store, such as black 

and white flooring, rounded window displays, and wood vitrines, the traditional Prada 

characteristics are maintained.   

 The multifunctional store attracts customers to participate in a wide variety of activities 

without feeling pressured to make a purchase, similar to a public street.   

 It functions as a theater or performance space through the use of the Wave’s flip out stage and 

as a trading floor through its use of electronic displays and technology to “increase the 

exchange of ideas and products39.” 

 The store acts as a library, a place to store and generate knowledge, by installing reading 

tables, book and magazine shelves, computers, card catalogs, and material displays.  These 

displays also can communicate Prada’s creative process by exhibiting prototypes or study 

                                                            
38 Peña, Carolyn Thomas De La. Pg 110. 
39 Hommert, Jens, Rem Koolhaas, and Michael Kubo. 



models, increasing the transparency between the brand and the consumer and also engaging 

the consumer in the design process.  

 The New York Epicenter includes a private showroom area where select customers are shown 

merchandise away from the noisy sales floor.   

 Items from past collections are available to buy and a specific customer’s past purchases can 

be summoned from a computer screen, suggesting an archive.   

 The store includes a research studio and cosmetic “pharmacy,” where customers receive 

personalized service, both in person and via computer technology.   

 Last, the store has a VIP Room, resembling a clinic, where elite customers are treated to 

individualized attention with “clinical precision,” ultimately leading to “hygienic 

rejuvenation40.”  VIPs are met in consultation rooms and are granted access to exclusive 

items and tailoring services.  Non-VIPs also experience a clinical approach through the 

customized service resulting from body scanning and imaging occurring in the dressing room, 

electronic displays, and the customer data base system.   

It is clear that the primary function of the store is not to sell merchandise, although many sales 

transactions do occur.  This subordinate position is indicated by the location of the sales area and the high 

percentage of square footage designated for activities other than shopping. Instead of placing the 

merchandise close to the entrance, thereby reaching the greatest number of customers and increasing the 

probability of making a sale, the majority of the sales floor is pushed to the basement. (The average Prada 

store is composed as follows:  45.8% sales area, 23.9% storage, 9.9% circulation, 6.3% staff, 4.6% 

dressing rooms, 3.7% mechanical, 3% VIP area, 1.8% cashier, and 1.4% shop window41.) 

                                                            
40 Ibid. 
41 Hommert, Jens, Rem Koolhaas, and Michael Kubo. 



 “The store’s status as an Epicenter allows it to transcend traditional definitions of brand success.  

Instead, its “function” works on two levels: it enables consumers to purchase material goods, and it 

enables consumers to imagine themselves as the purchaser of those goods, regardless of whether an actual 

purchase takes place42.”  Due to the sparse display of merchandise and the high expense of the goods, the 

majority of transactions align with the latter. 

  

                                                            
42 Peña, Carolyn Thomas De La. Pg 111. 

Fig. 8: Composition of a traditional Prada store compared to Epicenter 



Gallery in retail space 

One of the key architectural design features in the Epicenter is called the Wave.  The Wave is an 

“amphitheater of stepped seats that function simultaneously as display surfaces and a performance ring43.” 

Across from the amphitheater that seats 200 people, there is a small stage that flips out from the curving 

wall which can be used for lectures, exhibitions, concerts, and film showings. The shape of the Wave 

brings people down from the street level and into the basement in a sweeping gesture, creating a “void 

within an expanse of linear space44.”  During regular store hours, the Wave functions as a display area, 

showcasing mannequins wearing the latest Prada fashions and embodying the spirit of the Prada culture. 

However, this unique architectural element plays an essential role in transforming the space for a variety 
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Fig. 9: The Wave Fig. 10: Flip out stage 

Fig. 11: Section Fig. 12: Diagram of the Wave 



of functions.  The Wave is the basis for the multifunctionality of the store and communicates Prada’s 

identity to consumers and, when there is a special event occurring, the public.   

For example, in May 2013, Prada’s New York Epicenter hosted a special two-week exhibition 

named “Catherine Martin and Miuccia Prada Dress Gatsby,” strategically opening the week before the 

film premier to garner publicity and interest45.   Miuccia Prada collaborated with Catherine Martin, the 

movie director’s wife and costume designer, to create 40 luxurious looks to be worn during the two party 

scenes in the Baz Luhrmann’s adaptation of “The Great Gatsby”46.  Luhrmann previously collaborated 

with Prada for the film “Romeo + Juliet” and sought their fashion expertise once again.  For this 

collection, Luhrmann, Martin, and Prada chose garments from previous Prada collections that could be 

reworked into decadent 1920s ensembles47.  The final product was 40 head-to-toe looks covered in 

sequins and beading, including ornate gowns, headpieces, shoes, and jewelry, which were all on display 

for the exhibition48. 
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Fig. 13: Mannequins on the flip out stage Fig. 14: Exhibition in the Wave 



Most of these outfits were worn by extras in the film, but a few were donned by the main 

characters49. There was a sign by each mannequin showing a photograph of the actress wearing it from 

the movie along with a brief description of that character, including their name, career, and personality.  

This allowed visitors to gain a deeper understanding of the movie because many of these characters only 

briefly appear on screen and remain unidentified.  The exhibition also enabled patrons to compare the 

initial sketches to the final physical garment50.  While most of the mannequins were located on the 

amphitheater steps of the Wave or on the flip out stage, the exhibition saturated the entire store, including 

mannequins in the windows, electronic screens showing behind the scenes footage, and glass cases 

protecting valuable designs. Prada also installed a new wallpaper which depicted an extravagant Gatsby 

party scene from the movie and helped complete the desired atmosphere of the exhibit51. 

The New York Epicenter hosted an exclusive event to celebrate the opening of this exhibition.  

Besides both of the designers, many celebrities were in attendance, such as Alexa Chung, Katy Perry, 

Maggie Gyllenhaal, and Florence Welch, who contributed to the movie’s soundtrack.  Three stars of the 

film, Carey Mulligan, Tobey Maguire, and Isla Fisher, made an appearance.  Every guest in attendance 

arrived wearing their best Prada attire to show their support of the brand.  Prada graciously sent Fisher a 
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Fig. 15: Exhibition throughout the store Fig. 16: Gatsby wallpaper 



blush pink silk crepe dress to wear to the event.  In addition, there was a designated VIP lounge on the 

street level where celebrities, such as Mulligan, spent their time52. 

Not only was the event meant to celebrate this collaboration and promote the upcoming film, it 

was also intended to promote the Prada brand and lifestyle.  First, Prada wanted to publicize their 

involvement with film and costume design to help establish their image as a multiverse company53.  This 

exhibition extends the life of Prada’s opulent creations, allowing people to appreciate the beauty of the 

designs for longer than a few seconds on screen54.  It was also the first time that Prada and Miu Miu 

fashions, a subsidiary of Prada, were displayed together, bridging the gap between various branches of the 

Prada brand55.   The VIP lounge proves that Prada’s exclusivity extends past financial affordability and 

continues to define status even at intimate, private gatherings such as this56.  

Another event that took place in the Wave was a literary contest and gala that strengthened the 

bond between Prada and the literary community while also promoting their new eyewear collection.  The 

flexible programming of the store allowed the party to saturate the entire area and freed space for a full-

service bar and photo booth.  The Wave acts as an interface between consumers and Prada’s endeavors in 

the arts, providing a clearer picture of the brand’s identity. Regardless of the type of activity taking place, 

the multifunctional design of the store allows Prada’s broad interests to interact more intimately with the 

retail segment and exposes the brand to a wider audience.   
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IV. Mediating brand messages through electronic screens 

“Certainly, 21st century consumers enter this marketplace – any marketplace – with a good degree 

of resistance to absorbing any message intended to sell products57.”  Due to the widespread use of 

technology, ads can now reach customers through more channels than ever, such as sponsored posts on 

social media and banner ads at the top of web pages. According to Jay Walker-Smith, the president of the 

marketing firm Yankelovich, people are exposed to approximately 5,000 ads per day, a drastic increase 

from 500 ads in the 1970’s58.  This proliferation of advertising has conditioned people to ignore the ads 

they see and become immune to their messages. In order to combat consumer’s resistance to ads, Prada 

uses electronic screens in different ways to subversively sell the brand and effectively communicate brand 

messages. The New York Epicenter has many screens dispersed throughout the store in various settings 

that display content that is not explicitly brand related but still represents Prada’s cultural identity. 

Alternatively, in a typical retail store, one may find one or two television screens mounted on the wall 

displaying the current ad campaign or showing other brand-related content, prominently displaying the 

merchandise being sold.  

At the Epicenter, there are a multitude of small screens, collectively termed “ubiquitous display,” 

placed throughout the store, hanging from the racks like articles of clothing or propped up on tables like 

picture frames. The hanging screens, located on almost every rack, are seamlessly integrated to appear as 

garments: they are suspended from a clothing hanger and include a “price tag,” almost identical to the 

ones found on the neighboring clothes.  Because most of the clothing that is actually tried on by 

customers comes from the stock room, the racks contain a minimal amount of items, leaving plenty of 

breathing room to view the clothing and screens.  The images displayed on the screens are drawn from a 

large image database, appear in a random order, and are centered around the store’s current collection and 

theme.  The content has been carefully curated by Prada, however, the images might not always appear 
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cohesive to the average shopper.  The content is distinctly separate from Prada’s ad campaigns and 

usually has no visual tie to the brand.  Peña describes the Asian-themed screen content during one of her 

observational studies as follows: 

“Some screens seem to draw from the same set of common images, such as one in the rack area 

that repeats a sequence including an industrial washing machine and a jellyfish. Others appear to 

have no discernable pattern. A screen in the upstairs sales space, for example, features a half-

eaten Big Mac on top of a wrapper with Mandarin writing, followed by a scene of an Asian 

woman heading down a jet way with the logo “Coca-Cola” visible behind her. Another in the 

same space features a close-up of Barbie dolls followed by a scene of Asian women trying on 

wigs.  In the downstairs area, screens feature successive images of a plastic surgeon’s office 

during an ear surgery, a shopping bazaar with hundreds of sunglasses for sale, a scene of 

congested Asian traffic, a dimly lit scene of machines and welding, and a large empty warehouse 

space traversed by a lone Asian man59.” 

The images are often located outside of the United States and recount decontextualized images of daily 

life.  While most people do not stop and stare at the screens for extended periods of time, they often 

glance at the content while in the process of sorting through the racks.  Therefore, the screen’s strategic 

placement within the racks cause shoppers to consciously or subconsciously associate the images with the 

surrounding merchandise, placing the clothing as well as the customer within a globalized context.  Not 

only will the customer depart with a new jacket in hand, they will also be leaving with the images 

associated with that jacket.  Their concept of the Prada brand is widened and the Prada culture that they 
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are buying into is elevated to a global stage. Prada is manipulating how people think about the brand 

through this subversive use of advertising. 

Additionally, media rooms termed as the triptych, kiosk, and peep show attempt to “quell the 

resistance” of advertisements in order to effectively communicate brand messages to customers. The 

design of these intimate booths are intended to “convince shoppers to transcend their skepticism of brand 

messages60.” The content shown represents Prada’s global positioning, and these media booths convey 

this global positioning to consumers.  The three rooms are exactly the same size and can be found off of a 

dimly lit narrow passageway between the rack room and the dressing rooms on the basement floor.  Most 

of the light in the hallway originates from the three rooms, calling attention to the exhibitions within each 

space. According to Peña’s observational studies, out of those who stopped with the intention to observe 

the display, the average viewing time at one of the exhibits is 30 seconds to a minute61.  These rooms do 

not contain merchandise for sale - only screens - and are not primarily used to entice customers to make a 

purchase.  Instead, they disseminate Prada-approved and curated images and video in a gallery-like 

setting in order to facilitate communication between the brand and consumer, disconnecting them from 

their immediate surroundings and connecting them with the brand.  

Triptych 

The triptych is located in the first of the three 

media rooms in the New York Epicenter, right off of 

the glass dressing rooms62. Prada defines the triptych 

as a place where “the more religiously inclined Prada 

customer can commune with Prada aura in an intimate 

and immersive manner63.”  Three electronic screens of 
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Fig. 19: Triptych 



the same size (approximately three feet tall by two feet wide each) are attached to the wall and project a 

trio of related images.  The content is meant to be thoughtfully viewed, not quickly glanced at and 

dismissed by passing customers, which is indicated by its location in a separate room that contains 

nothing but three cube seats. The content displayed is sourced from a variety of media and is frequently 

updated.  While this media platform is sometimes used as a real triptych, showing a set of traditional fine 

art paintings usually with religious context, it often displays content created exclusively for this platform. 

Instead of traditional ads, customers may find themselves immersed in video footage from the most recent 

Prada fashion show, a new indie film, or current news story.  They may view pages from a novel, 

historical images, or evocative pictures of intimate settings64. Although this content does not immediately 

appear as an advertisement, it is still a Prada ad.  The content has been curated by Prada, is purposeful, 

and conveys the company’s global positioning.  

Kiosk 

The third media room consists of a single item: 

an electronic kiosk about waist high, standing against a 

wall. This touch screen kiosk is similar to what one 

would find in front of an exhibit at a museum or zoo.  

From here, customers can access Prada’s online 

website, “personal information (Prada friend, closet), 

and store specific information (Prada atlas, time)65.” 

Peña describes the kiosk during her observational 

studies as follows: “[The room] appears as a shrine with minimally decorated white walls and a simple, 

flat surface at waist height at the far end onto which Prada information is projected. Here shoppers can 

explore the history of Prada products through a combination of product displays, information screens, and 
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Fig. 20: Kiosk 



past fashion show footage66.”  The user interacts with the kiosk by moving their hand over the screen 

instead of touching it.  A camera embedded in the ceiling above tracks the movements of the user 

below67.  

The Prada Interactive Atlas, which can be accessed at the kiosk, allows customers to explore the 

other Epicenters and retail stores worldwide and draw connections between all of the locations. 

Customers can sort the stores by size or by distance from the nearest airport.  The screen shows a world 

map identifying each of the Prada locations amid various cultural conditions, such as night lights, 

prevailing religions of each region, climate, population, worldwide trade, internet traffic, popular brands, 

and counterfeit fashion trade routes68.  This 

enables customers to understand Prada’s 

position within the global context and in 

relation to multiple cultural conditions.  

Instead of being a spectator of curated 

advertisements as in the triptych and peep 

show rooms, the kiosk enables the consumer to 

become an active participant in the 

conversation and decide what type of content 

to interact with.   
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Fig. 21: Prada Interactive Atlas screen 



Peep show 

In the middle media room, one will find the peep show, “the place for voyeurism where diverse 

content channels can be watched69.”  A voyeur is “a person who likes seeing and talking or writing about 

something that is considered to be private” or “a prying observer who is usually seeking the sordid or the 

scandalous70.” Twenty-three small screens (approximately five inches tall by seven inches wide each) are 

arranged in a single horizontal line across two of the walls, creating a thin ribbon of activity71.  Due to the 

small size of the screens, visitors must stand 

very close in order to understand and absorb 

the content, almost as if they are viewing or 

“performing an intimate act72.” The media 

displayed on these screens are not explicitly 

brand related, similar to the triptych, and place 

a greater emphasis on video rather than still 

images.  “Cheap ready-made content can be 

mixed with more refined content73.”  Not all 23 screens contain unique content, so there are multiple 

screens showing the same things at the same time.  The images displayed transition about every fifteen 

seconds.   

While the triptych distills Prada’s message into a singular composition of three related images, 

the peep show floods viewers with a multitude of different media centered on a single theme, such as 

world news, old footage, or amateur video74.  World news reports current evets, old footage consists of 

black and white video documenting historical events that have been removed from their original context, 

and amateur video brings the customer into the daily lives of distant, unidentifiable places and cultures.  
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Fig. 22: Peep show 



The purpose of these themes is to make the customer more globally aware while visually linking Prada to 

world events and other areas of their life.   

The most interesting content displayed relates to the voyeuristic nature of the viewing experience 

and is traditionally restricted to customers.  This “back room” content includes backstage footage from 

the Prada runway, the company’s production process, or security camera videos from other Prada stores. 

Customers feel like privileged “peeping Toms” as they view content normally available to Prada 

employees only. “Image size, content, and placement combine to give the illusion that one has stepped 

into an intimate world of one-way observation75.” The Prada production footage shows customers the 

hand-based, labor intensive process that goes into making each product, elevating the merchandise to one-

of-a-kind status.  The security camera and amateur video are decontextualized and retain a shaky, 

unplanned quality, causing the images to read as real, unedited, and unbiased unlike traditional ads. While 

much of the in-store technology gives Prada access to personal information and thereby control over the 

customers, the peep show attempts to reverse the “relationship between technology and consumer power 

by forcing shoppers to “loiter” and placing them behind the cameras of control76.”  The surveillance 

footage positions the customer as the surveyor instead of the one being watched, inverting the traditional 

power relationship. 

The success of such a display can be attributed to its secluded location within the retail store.  The 

peep show would not have the same effect if it was located on the open sales floor surrounded by racks of 

Prada clothing.  By intentionally separating the peep show from the merchandise and placing it in its own 

viewing room, Prada is attempting to break through preconceived notions, biases, and skepticism in order 

to effectively communicate their message.  The display of “back room” content, often seemingly 

unrelated to Prada, may appear more real to consumers than a thoughtfully designed ad campaign, 

causing people to “relax the skeptical filter frequently used to mediate consumer images” and view the 
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content with a more open mind.  Prada hopes consumers are more receptive to their messages in a space 

that doesn’t read as a selling space and automatically trigger people to become critical and put their ad-

blockers up.  

Prada’s screens are a method of surveillance using curated cultural advertisements and influence 

how people view the brand. These three media rooms allow consumers to connect the Prada brand to 

other parts of their lives and the rest of the world.  These secluded viewing experiences help customers 

identify their place in the world and remove shoppers from their immediate reality. By manipulating the 

perception of these spaces as distinctly separate from the selling floor, Prada is able to disseminate brand 

messages in a controlled setting where people are more likely to accept, absorb, and interpret the content. 

“As [the] tools for crafting that mediation have improved, so has the seamlessness of material and 

message77.” 
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V. Mediating personal information through technology 

In the book Exposed: Desire and Disobedience in the Digital Age, which explores the 

implications of the new digital landscape and virtual transparence, author Bernard Harcourt states, “We 

are inundated today with the talk of “datafication”: with the idea that amassing large data sets, mining and 

analyzing them will reveal new truths about society and ourselves that we would never have known 

before and which will allow us to find solutions to problems that we might never have discovered78.”  

While there are benefits to datafication, it can also result in the feeling of getting treated like a number 

within a larger system and depersonalized interactions.   

In addition, “Siva Vaidhyanathan writes in The Googlization of Everything that “to search for 

something on the Web using Google is not unlike confessing your desires to a mysterious power79.”  The 

Google database may even know more about a person than their family and friends know, especially 

considering that many people search Google to find answers for questions they are too scared or 

embarrassed to ask.  If all of one’s search history was compiled and analyzed, Google could likely 

construct a fairly accurate summary of a person. During this process, everyone would be treated the same: 

individuals would be decomposed into data sets, analyzed, and reassembled. Similar concepts can be 

applied to Prada’s in-store technologies, which collect and analyze enough consumer data to construct a 

comprehensive customer profile, complete with body measurements and user specific product 

suggestions.  The following surveillance technologies attempt to combat the negative effects of 

datafication by providing individualized service amidst the homogenizing effects of technology. 

Customer card 

According to Koolhaas, the Prada customer card, a mediating material, is “the new passport in the 

global marketplace80.”  It looks like any other store membership card; it is the size of a credit card and 
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shows the Prada logo, customer’s name, unique ID number, and primary Prada store81.  However, the 

similarities stop there.  Instead of earning rewards points per dollar spent at the store in hopes of 

unlocking certain discounts or benefits, the Prada customer card stores a wealth of knowledge about the 

customer and is the key to a personalized Prada 

experience.  Customers hand their customer card to an 

employee immediately upon entering the store, which 

is then scanned using the staff device. This allows the 

employee to greet the customer by name and see the 

customer’s job, buying history, and sizes.  The 

information found on the card also determines if the 

customer qualifies for VIP treatment in an exclusive room. (As of right now, the customer cards do not 

contain RFID technology, but Prada hopes to incorporate this in the future, eliminating the need for 

customers to present the card to an employee. Instead, the staff devices would automatically scan the 

cards in people’s wallets upon entering the store.) 

The customer card saves the identification number of every item that the shopper tries on in the 

store and can provide suggestions for merchandise that will coordinate with previous purchases. By 

storing all of this information about the customer, the card allows the “customer to become his or her own 

consultant” in the store and at home while online shopping82.  Due to the large amount of private data 

contained on these cards, Prada has policies in place to prevent privacy infringement.  Prada has a 

standard privacy contract and also allows customers to set their privacy preferences online or at the 

reception desk in-store. This gives limited power to the customer over how much and to what degree their 

private information is used in the store. Absolute power cannot be claimed by the shopper because the 

privacy setting options are still predetermined by Prada.   
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Fig. 23: Customer card 



While the customer must be reduced to an identification number and become one of thousands in 

the Prada system, the benefits of such release outweigh the costs. “Within Prada Soho, one becomes a 

number only en route to becoming an individual…The loyalty cards directly confront the essential fear of 

globalism – forced homogenization – and turn a malevolent symbol into a means for heightened 

individuality83.”  

Staff device 

The staff device is a small electronic handheld that acts as the 

main mediating material between the employee (working on behalf of a 

customer) and the store system.  It allows the employee to obtain 

information about a person by scanning their customer card, serves as a 

connection point to the stock room and runners, controls the ubiquitous 

display screens, and transfers information to the dressing room touch 

screen.  It can access a customer’s purchase history and all items that they 

have previously tried on but not bought and bring up customized 

suggestions of what to shop for today.  

Much of the staff device’s functionality relies on its capability to scan the RFID, or radio 

frequency identification, tags that are attached to each merchandise item, which act as an improved 

version of a barcode or Sensomatic tag.  The RFID tags are used for “inventory control, point of sales 

efficiency, and theft prevention84.” Staff devices can scan the RFID tags from a distance, even if they are 

hidden behind layers of fabric.  If an employee is accompanying a shopper in the store, they can scan the 

RFID tags of the items the customer wants to try on, noting the correct sizes.  Once they are done 

browsing, the garment data stored on the staff device is transferred to the stock room, a receipt is printed 

off and a runner gathers and delivers the requested garments to the indicated location.  The employee 
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Fig. 24: Staff device 



transfers the customer’s data to the dressing room touch screen using the staff device. The customer’s ID 

number, garment ID number(s), and sizes are stored on the customer’s Prada account for later reference.   

There are larger screens located throughout the store that have a different function from the 

ubiquitous display screens.  Employees can use their staff devices to control the information shown on 

these screens in order to provide more personalized service.  In this case, “the salesperson mediates 

contact of the customer with the screen85.”  For example, an employee can scan the RFID tag of an item a 

customer is interested in and project related information on the large screen for greater visibility and 

increased communication.  Together, the employee and customer can immediately search for availability, 
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view suggestions of coordinating items, and see how the particular item was styled in the look book or on 

the runway.  

The staff devices act as an interface between the customer and the Prada system to provide each 

shopper with individualized service by accessing and storing personal information and connecting that 

with the Prada database. However, not only are customers releasing personal information to an invisible 

database, they are also presenting it to the employee holding the staff device.  The employee using the 

staff device now knows all of this private information about the customer, which creates a different 

feeling than releasing information to an unknown, intangible database.  “In the “Prada Universe,” 

allowing someone to know all your intimate data and being subsumed, literally, by the brand is presented 

as an essential step in opening the gates to experience, freedom, and self 86.” 
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Dressing rooms  

Dressing rooms are the places in retail stores where the customer is in their most vulnerable state.  

Since this is where people undress and, literally, bare themselves to the dressing room interior, this is also 

where customers desire the most privacy.  Usually privacy is controlled by tall partitions, secure doors, 

opaque surfaces, and removal of any cameras or recording technology.  Prada subverts traditional 

expectations and incorporates transparency, technology, and cameras into the dressing room experience.  

The effect of this media is calculated and meaningful feedback that aids in the curation of a personal 

brand or image as a Prada citizen. While using the dressing rooms, “one can only exercise complete 

control by ceding control to the system87.”   

Located in the basement in a row along the wall, the dressing rooms are a main source of 

excitement88. The rectangular units are concealed by sliding glass doors that are opened and closed by 

stepping on a button on the floor inside the dressing room.  Once inside, the customer can tap another 

floor button which turns the transparent glass opaque using an electric current.  The customer will remain 

masked until they press the button again, allowing them to reveal their Prada outfit to their awaiting posse 

without having to open the door and step out of the 

dressing room.  In addition, there is a phone inside the 

dressing room, called “the prison phone” by 

Koolhaas89, which allows the customer to 

communicate with their party waiting outside the 

dressing room or with an employee while remaining 

within the boundary of the opaque room90.   The 
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switchable glass door and prison phone 

attempt to provide a medium through which a 

customer can control their personal space and 

retain privacy. Many people are self-conscious 

when trying on clothes and don’t want to step 

out of the safety of the dressing room for fear 

that someone might see them and judge their appearance.  These two forms of media allow customers to 

stay within the confines of the dressing room while still communicating with their party and employees, 

easing consumer’s self-consciousness and facilitating the shopping experience.  

Information previously recorded in the staff device, including 

the entire customer profile, is transferred to the electronic screen 

located inside of the dressing room via a connection point in the 

dressing room door. This touch screen connects the customer to the 

store’s back stockroom, past purchases, and the online Prada store.  

The screen shows detailed information about the merchandise placed 

in the dressing room closet and shelf, identified using the RFID 

technology, suggests coordinating items, and shows item availability 

in store and online. The touch screen allows customers to 

request different items to be delivered to their dressing room 

from the stock room.  If the guest has a Prada customer card, the 

screen will also display their online “closet,” which contains 

past purchases and items previously tried on but not bought, 

allowing customers to determine if what they are trying on today 

will match what they already own.  After returning home from 

the store, customers can log onto their online Prada account and 

Fig. 30: Switchable glass 

Fig. 31: Interior touch screen 

Fig. 32: Interior of dressing room 



view everything they tried on earlier that day regardless if it was purchased or not, which establishes a 

connection between the New York Epicenter and their closet at home.  This makes it easier to purchase 

items at a later date that one regrets not buying in the store, or vice versa. By identifying oneself in the 

store with the customer card and online at home with an online account, one is able to experience a more 

fluid transition between outlets, making one feel specifically catered to and well taken care of. 

Prada has the power to manipulate the way a customer views themselves while trying on clothes.  

Customers can change the lighting qualities within the dressing room to create different settings in which 

to view their outfit.  The dressing rooms that are susceptible to daylight can be minimally adjusted, while 

the dressing rooms without sunlight have three different lighting settings: daylight, office light, and 

evening light91.  In addition, an electronic plasma screen and motion-sensitive camera are embedded in 

the dressing room mirror, creating a “magic mirror.”  If a customer quickly turns in a 360-degree circle, 

they can almost instantaneously (in reality a four 

second delay) view a video playback of themselves 

spinning in the magic mirror, making it easier to see 

how they look in the merchandise from all angles and 

see how the fabric moves.  If the customer slowly turns 

in a circle, images from various angles will be shown 

on the magic mirror.  This media attempts to provide 

customers with a more comprehensive understanding 

of the performativity of the clothing as well as a better 

picture of the individual as a Prada citizen.  

However, having a camera record a video in such a private space where customers are completely 

exposed can be uncomfortable for a lot of people. This feeling is heightened by the fact that there is no 

signage indicating that there is a video camera inside of the dressing room.  But, due to the “individuating 

                                                            
91 Hommert, Jens, Rem Koolhaas, and Michael Kubo. 

Fig. 33: Magic mirror 



function” of the dressing room media, if one chooses to fully participate in the Prada experience, they will 

achieve a “fuller vision of self” than if they had remained guarded92.  This “fuller vision of self” can be 

described literally as seeing more angles of one’s body using the magic mirror or can be attributed to 

using the touch screen to reveal preferences identified by computer algorithms that would have otherwise 

gone unnoticed.   

One also must consider the lasting implications of this video recording technology.  It is now 

widely understood that capturing and posting content through digital media leaves a trackable trail and 

creates a permanent record.  Once data is in cyberspace, it effectively stays there forever and cannot be 

taken down.  Similarly, the videos and still images taken with the magic mirror are stored by Prada in an 

unknown database supposedly forever.  Watching a video of oneself enhances the shopping experience, 

but having personal data archived is the other side of this technology.  Customers must put their trust in 

Prada and in the functionality of the technology, i.e. the computer system remaining secure, that they will 

retain their privacy. 

Prada’s innovative use of media enhances the shopping experience and opens a dialogue between 

the brand and consumer. It may seem as if Prada knows more about the customer than the customer 

knows about themselves and perhaps this is true.  The store’s technologies collect and save extensive 

market data which, at the very least, allow Prada to immediately recall any detail, most of which cannot 

be remembered by the human brain, at the touch of a button. Personal information is retrieved from the 

customer card, tracked by the RFID tags, accessed using the staff device, and displayed on multiple 

screens.  Forgot what size you wear in pants? Check your personalized size guide. Not sure if this new 

skirt will match any of your previously purchased tops? Swipe through your buying history.  Want to 

order that dress online that you tried on in the store last week but forgot if you were wearing the black or 

slate? Go to your online Prada Closet.   

                                                            
92 Peña, Carolyn Thomas De La. Pgs 118-119. 



If one is willing to participate in all that the technologies have to offer, even if that means giving 

up personal data, they will be exposed to a unique, individualized experience and gain admittance into 

Prada’s elite society. However, Prada is simultaneously using this technology to track customers’ every 

move and create detailed customer profiles. The other side of Prada’s media-based experience is the 

inherent notion of data collection and continuous surveillance.   

  



VI. Prada’s panopticism in the retail environment 

There is a difference between losing privacy, as seen in the Panopticon, and lending it.  Harcourt 

argues that in today’s world people are less often being watched or surveilled and more often voluntarily 

and knowingly choosing to expose or exhibit themselves.  Harcourt terms this digital age the “expository 

society,” where the majority of the population have become desensitized to the dangers of releasing 

private information, are seduced by digital offerings, and give in to attractive digital pleasures.  “We 

modern subjects give up our information in love and passion. We are not forced; we expose ourselves. 

Rather than a surveillance apparatus stealthily and invasively forcing information out of us, more often 

than not we exhibit ourselves knowingly to that voyeuristic digital oligarchy – and we put ourselves at its 

mercy93.”   

Similarly, the level of free-will participation at the New York Epicenter can be debated.  There 

are many aspects of the experience that are voluntarily undertaken. For example, people come and go 

from the store at their own leisure and can choose to use traditional dressing rooms rather than the 

technology-enhanced dressing rooms.  Registering for a Prada customer card is not a prerequisite for 

shopping in the store, and even if one chooses to enlist in this activity, they are able to control how and 

when Prada will use their personal information.  On the other hand, some people may feel as if Prada’s 

media act as “a surveillance apparatus stealthily and invasively forcing information out of [them]94,” 

suggesting involuntary participation.  Most visitors are seduced by the innovative technologies and their 

promises and ultimately choose to trade private data for digital pleasures, relinquishing control satisfy to 

their desires.   Harcourt states that the “convenience and apparent costlessness” of digital technologies 

makes exposing oneself “practically irresistible”95.  While the customers are willing participants in this 

process and know that data collection is inevitable, they may not be aware of all of the ways they are 

being monitored or profiled.  Most people realize that there is a price for such an experience, such as 
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access to personal data and time, but do not consider these costs prohibitive and are willing to make the 

sacrifice. Perhaps if they were fully aware of the ways in which they are being measured, they would 

make a different choice.   

The retail environment is changing with advancements in technology. The integration of in-store 

technologies at the New York Epicenter is intended to create a new type of shopping experience centered 

around the consumer.  The media and mediation present in the space enable a continuous conversation to 

occur between Prada and the customer.  The Wave and the three media rooms create a distinct platform 

for Prada to disseminate brand messages separate from the sales floor, increasing the amount of unbiased 

contact between the two parties.  This media allows the consumer to become more familiar with the brand 

by displaying new content in different settings, extending the Prada culture to all areas of one’s life. In 

addition, customers release personal information to the company through the use of the customer cards, 

staff devices, and dressing room technology.  Prada then responds with suggestions of clothes to match 

previous purchases or current options, a tailored size guide, and look book images and runway clips for 

inspiration and to promote purchasing. The more information one allows Prada to access, the more 

targeted service one will receive, creating a continuous feedback loop.  By becoming nearly transparent 

and surrendering oneself to the Prada system, people are allowing themselves “to be shaped in 

unprecedented ways, intentionally or unwittingly96.”   

The New York Epicenter’s media centered orientation ultimately establishes power for Prada, 

forming a subtly authoritative, all-knowing company that can control how people perceive the brand and 

themselves within the store. The concentration of Prada’s power is masked behind individuating effects of 

technology. Control appears to be given to consumers due to personalized interactions when, in reality, 

Prada holds all of the power. 
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and Sze Tsung. Leong. Köln: Taschen, 2001. Print. 



Jodidio, Philip. Shopping Architecture Now! = Shopping-Architektur Heute! = L'architecture 

Commerciale D'aujourd'hui! Cologne: Taschen, 2010. Print. 

Johnson, Caitlin. "Cutting Through Advertising Clutter." CBS News. CBS Interactive Inc., 17 Sept. 2006. 

Web. 7 Apr. 2016. <http://www.cbsnews.com/news/cutting-through-advertising-clutter/>. 

Lynch, Matthew. "Prada Opens 'Great Gatsby' Exhibit in New York." WWD. Women's Wear Daily, 02 

May 2013. Web. 16 Feb. 2016. <http://wwd.com/eye/parties/prada-opens-great-gatsby-exhibit-in-

new-york-6916075/>. 

Manuelli, Sara. Design for Shopping: New Retail Interiors. London: Laurence King, 2006. Print. 

Maxurek, Brooke. "Inside the Party: The Great Gatsby Costumes by Prada & Miu Miu Go on 

Display." InStyle. N.p., 2 May 2013. Web. 16 Feb. 2016. 

<http://www.instyle.com/fashion/clothing/inside-great-gatsby-inspired-prada-and-miu-miu-

costume-exhibit>. 

McCall, Tyler. "Get Up Close and Personal with Prada's Great Gatsby Costumes, on View 

Now." Fashionista. N.p., 1 May 2013. Web. 16 Feb. 2016. <http://fashionista.com/2013/05/get-

up-close-and-personal-with-pradas-great-gatsby-costumes-on-view-now>. 

Meares, Hadley. "The Grandeur of Bullock's Wilshire Tea Room." Kcet.org. KCETLink, 18 Dec. 2012. 

Web. 8 Mar. 2016. <https://www.kcet.org/food/the-grandeur-of-bullocks-wilshire-tea-room>. 

"Media." Def. 1. Merriam-Webster. N.p., n.d. Web. 26 Feb. 2016. <http://www.merriam-

webster.com/dictionary/media>. 

"Media." Def. 2. Dictionary.com. Dictionary.com LLC, n.d. Web. 26 Feb. 2016. 

<http://www.dictionary.com/browse/media?s=t>. 

"Medium." Def. 4. Merriam-Webster. N.p., n.d. Web. 26 Feb. 2016. <http://www.merriam-

webster.com/dictionary/medium>. 



"Medium." Def. 6. Dictionary.com. Dictionary.com LLC, n.d. Web. 26 Feb. 2016. 

<http://www.dictionary.com/browse/medium?s=t>. 

Muschamp, Herbert. "Forget the Shoes, Prada's New Store Stocks Ideas." The New York Times. The New 

York Times, 16 Dec. 201. Web. 30 Oct. 2015. 

<http://www.nytimes.com/2001/12/16/fashion/16PRAD.html?pagewanted=all>. 

Pawley, Martin. Fashion Architecture. 6th ed. Vol. 70. New York: Wiley-Academy, 2000. Print. 

Peña, Carolyn Thomas De La. "Ready‐to‐Wear Globalism: Mediating Materials and Prada’s 

GPS." Winterthur Portfolio 38.2/3 (2003): 109-29. JSTOR. Web. 18 Feb. 2016. 

<http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/421423>. 

"Prada Epicenter New York." OMA Office Work. OMA, 2001. Web. 29 Oct. 2015. 

<http://oma.eu/projects/prada-epicenter-new-york>. 

"Prada Instore Technology." KRAM/WEISSHAAR. N.p., 2001. Web. 08 May 2016. 

<http://www.kramweisshaar.com/projects/prada-it>. 

"Prada Transformer." OMA Office Work. OMA, 2008. Web. 27 Feb. 2016. <http://oma.eu/projects/prada-

transformer>. 

Quinn, Bradley. The Fashion of Architecture. Oxford: Berg, 2003. Print. 

Rheingold, Howard. Smart Mobs: The next Social Revolution. Cambridge, MA: Perseus Pub., 2003. Print. 

"Voyeur." Def. 1. Merriam-Webster. N.p., n.d. Web. 26 Feb. 2016. <http://www.merriam-

webster.com/dictionary/voyeurism>. 

Whitaker, Reginald. The End of Privacy: How Total Surveillance Is Becoming a Reality. New York: 

New, 1999. Print.  



Image Index 

Figure 1: Bullocks Wilshire Tea Room. N.d. Los Angeles. Live Journal. Web. 12 Mar. 2016. 

<http://carole-and-co.livejournal.com/423654.html>. 

Figure 2: Riley, Terence. View of Modern Architecture - International Exhibition as Displayed at 

Bullocks-Wilshire Department Store. 1932. Los Angeles. ArchDaily. Web. 12 Mar. 2016. 

<http://www.archdaily.com/409918/ad-classics-modern-architecture-international-exhibition-

philip-johnson-and-henry-russell-hitchcock/51f82342e8e44e625700015c-ad-classics-modern-

architecture-international-exhibition-philip-johnson-and-henry-russell-hitchcock-image>. 

Figure 3: Reveley, Willey. Elevation, Section and Plan of Jeremy Bentham's Panopticon Penitentiary. 

1791. Wikipedia. Web. 12 Apr. 2016. 

<https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Panopticon#/media/File:Panopticon.jpg>. 

Figure 4: Leventi, David. Prison. N.d. Crest Hill. David Leventi Photography. Web. 12 Apr. 2016. 

<http://www.davidleventi.com/portfolio/prison/2>. 

Figure 5: Baan, Iwan. 5 Years Later, A Look Back on OMA's Prada Transformer. 2014. Seoul. ArchDaily. 

Web. 4 Apr. 2016. <http://www.archdaily.com/500362/5-years-later-a-look-back-on-oma-s-

prada-transformer/53571e62c07a80734000019b-5-years-later-a-look-back-on-oma-s-prada-

transformer-photo>. 

Figure 6: 5 Years Later, A Look Back on OMA's Prada Transformer. 2014. OMA, Seoul.ArchDaily. Web. 

4 Apr. 2016. <http://www.archdaily.com/500362/5-years-later-a-look-back-on-oma-s-prada-

transformer/5359d00cc07a80564900004c-5-years-later-a-look-back-on-oma-s-prada-transformer-

photo>. 

Figure 7: Prada in SoHo. N.d. New York. Plan Your NYC Trip. Web. 4 Apr. 2016. 

<http://www.centralparksunsettours.com/new-york-trip-planning/>. 



Figure 8: 2001. New York. Projects for Prada. N.p.: Milano: Fondazione Prada, 2001. N. pag. Print. 

Figure 9: 2001. Prada, New York. Epicenter New York. Web. 29 Oct. 2015. <http://www.prada.com/en/a-

future-archive/epicenters/epicenters-new-york.html>. 

Figure 10: "Prada Epicenter New York." OMA Office Work. OMA, 2001. Web. 29 Oct. 2015. 

<http://oma.eu/projects/prada-epicenter-new-york>. 

Figure 11: 2001. Prada, New York. Epicenter New York. Web. 29 Oct. 2015. 

<http://www.prada.com/en/a-future-archive/epicenters/epicenters-new-york.html>. 

Figure 12: "Prada Epicenter New York." OMA Office Work. OMA, 2001. Web. 29 Oct. 2015. 

<http://oma.eu/projects/prada-epicenter-new-york>. 

Figure 13: Prada. The Great Gatsby. 2013. New York. Marie Claire. Web. 16 Feb. 2016. 

<http://www.marieclaire.com/fashion/advice/g1768/prada-great-gatsby-costumes/?>. 

Figure 14: 2013. New York. Prada and The Great Gatsby, 20 Outfits on Show in New York. By Bebe 

Leone. Web. 4 Apr. 2016. <http://theheritagestudio.com/2013/05/prada-and-the-great-gatsby-20-

outfits-on-show-in-new-york/>. 

Figure 15: Gologursky, Eugene. N.d. New York. Catherine Martin and Miuccia Prada Dress Gatsby. 

Web. 4 Apr. 2016. <http://2x4.org/work/100/catherine-martin-and-miuccia-prada-dress-gatsby/>. 

Figure 16: Gologursky, Eugene. N.d. New York. Catherine Martin and Miuccia Prada Dress Gatsby. 

Web. 4 Apr. 2016. <http://2x4.org/work/100/catherine-martin-and-miuccia-prada-dress-gatsby/>. 

Figure 17: 2002. OMA, New York. Prada in Store Technology. Web. 30 Mar. 2016. 

<http://oma.eu/projects/prada-in-store-technology>. 

Figure 18: "Prada Epicenter New York." OMA Office Work. OMA, 2001. Web. 29 Oct. 2015. 

<http://oma.eu/projects/prada-epicenter-new-york>. 



Figure 19: The triptych.  N.d. Prada, New York. Ready-to-Wear Globalism: Mediating Materials and 

Prada's GPS. By Carolyn Thomas De La Peña. Vol. 38. N.p.: Winterthur Portfolio, 2003. 109-29. 

2/3. JSTOR. Web. 29 Feb. 2016. <http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/421423>. 

Figure 20: Prada Interactive Atlas. 2001. New York. Kram/Weisshaar. Web. 8 May 2016. 

<http://www.kramweisshaar.com/projects/prada-it>. 

Figure 21: Atlas Collection. 2001. New York. Kram/Weisshaar. Web. 8 May 2016. 

<http://www.kramweisshaar.com/projects/prada-it>. 

Figure 22: The peep show. N.d. Prada, New York. Ready-to-Wear Globalism: Mediating Materials and 

Prada's GPS. By Carolyn Thomas De La Peña. Vol. 38. N.p.: Winterthur Portfolio, 2003. 109-29. 

2/3. JSTOR. Web. 29 Feb. 2016. <http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/421423>. 

Figure 23: 2001. New York. Projects for Prada. N.p.: Milano: Fondazione Prada, 2001. N. pag. Print. 

Figure 24: Van Alstyne, Greg. N.d. New York. Prada Manhattan Store Technology. Web. 30 Mar. 2016. 

<http://gregvanalstyne.com/projects/prada/09.html>. 

Figure 25: Van Alstyne, Greg. N.d. New York. Prada Manhattan Store Technology. Web. 30 Mar. 2016. 

<http://gregvanalstyne.com/projects/prada/09.html>. 

Figure 26: Van Alstyne, Greg. N.d. New York. Prada Manhattan Store Technology. Web. 30 Mar. 2016. 

<http://gregvanalstyne.com/projects/prada/09.html>. 

Figure 27: Inshelf Display. 2009. New York. Digital Wellbeing Labs. Web. 12 Feb. 2016. 

<http://digitalwellbeinglabs.com/dwb/concepts/prada-flagship-store-ny-2001/>. 

Figure 28: Van Alstyne, Greg. N.d. New York. Prada Manhattan Store Technology. Web. 30 Mar. 2016. 

<http://gregvanalstyne.com/projects/prada/09.html>. 



Figure 29: Dressing Rooms. N.d. Office for Metropolitan Architecture, New York. Ready-to-Wear 

Globalism: Mediating Materials and Prada's GPS. By Carolyn Thomas De La Peña. Vol. 38. 

N.p.: Winterthur Portfolio, 2003. 109-29. 2/3. JSTOR. Web. 29 Feb. 2016. 

<http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/421423>. 

Figure 30: Interactive Dressing Rooms. N.d. New York. Wordpress.com. Web. 1 Mar. 2016. 

<https://spatialinteractions.wordpress.com/2011/10/01/interactive-dressing-rooms/>. 

Figure 31: 2002. OMA, New York. Prada in Store Technology. Web. 30 Mar. 2016. 

<http://oma.eu/projects/prada-in-store-technology>. 

Figure 32: D'Innocenzio, Anne. 2002. New York. At Prada, a Dazzling Glimpse of Retail Technology 

Future. Web. 4 Apr. 2016. 

<http://onlineathens.com/stories/102602/tec_20021026023.shtml#.VwMrc6QrJPY>. 

Figure 33: 2000. Prada, New York. IDEO. Web. 18 Mar. 2016. <https://www.ideo.com/work/staff-

devices-dressing-rooms>. 


