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The paper investigates the collaboration between Office for Metropolitan Architecture 
(OMA) and fashion brand Prada on a number of projects dating from the beginning 
of the twenty-first century to the present moment. More precisely, it examines the 
relationship between one of the most influential architectural firms (and one of the 
most influential architects – Rem Koolhaas) with fashion industry, consumption, 
branding and image making. The paper argues that the collaboration between OMA 
and Prada, evidences the relevance of the growing relationship between architecture, 
fashion branding and consumption. The collaboration between OMA and Prada can 
be argued as prolific, as it resulted with lasting collaboration, multiple retail spaces 
– so called Prada ‘epicentres’– a number of publications, and more. Koolhaas has 
done an extensive research on shopping at Harvard School of Design, which resulted 
with publication Project on the City II: The Harvard Design School Guide to Shopping 
(2001), and this research was further brought into his collaboration with Prada. 
Considering that AMO (a research and design studio of OMA) was involved with the 
designs of Prada catwalks, Prada lookbook, website and more, AMO and OMA can 
also be considered to be the image givers to Prada in the twenty-first century.

The paper aims to critically interrogate the intersections of fashion, branding, 
consumption, image and architecture as evidenced in this particular collaboration, 
also evoking the historical intersections between architecture, image and fashion. 
Aiming to also briefly trace the development of relationships between architecture, 
image and fashion from modernism to present moment, the paper argues that these 
relationships can be productive for architectural discipline. It sees these relationships 
as both more complex and more relevant than acknowledged by architectural 
discourses, and aims to extend the considerations of their relationships.

IMAGE, FASHION AND 
ARCHITECTURE: THE CASE OF 
PRADA
Sanja Rodeš | Deakin University 
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PPrraaddaa  aanndd  OOMMAA::  IInnttrroodduuccttiioonn  

The collaboration between OMA and Prada dates from 1997, and it started by Miuccia Prada, the 
owner of Prada, approaching OMA for collaboration after reading the book Project on the City II: 
The Harvard Design School Guide to Shopping.1 Before opening the first store in 2001 in New 
York, Prada expanded the business by opening the 26 new stores around the world and by buying 
a few other fashion brands. This expansion changed Prada from being an expensive and unique 
Italian brand to a brand with a global presence, which resulted with a somewhat reduced interest 
towards the brand, decline in authenticity and global selling success.2 Aiming to restore the 
uniqueness, success and reinvent its image, Miuccia Prada approached OMA, which resulted with 
an ongoing collaboration.  
 
With an aim to reinvent the retail experience in their shops, the concept of ‘epicentre’ was 
proposed, and Prada hired famous architects such as Kazuyo Sejima and Herzog & de Meuron 
(in addition to OMA) to design their shops. The idea behind the term ‘epicentre’, rather than being 
a regular shop, is about an innovative interaction with customers and redefinition of the concept 
of shopping.3 The concept of epicentre is part of the so-called “Prada Universe”, where shopping 
and culture come together. The Prada shops designed by OMA offer more than shopping 
experience; the epicentre in New York (opened in 2001) include an environment for personal care 
and service, inventory of all Prada collections, e-commerce, zones of information dedicated to the 
evolution of the fashion system, and a public space which allows different social activities. The 
public space can transform and allows for different cultural activities too, such as film projections, 
different lectures and performances.4  
 
The first OMA-designed Prada epicentres opened in SOHO district in Manhattan, New York on 
December 14 2001. In 2003 another Prada epicentre opened in Tokyo in Japan, designed by 
Herzog & de Meuron, followed by OMA-designed epicentre store in Los Angeles (2004). It is 
relevant to note that the collaboration between famous architects (or ‘starchitects’) and fashion 
brands in the twenty-first century is not limited to OMA; MVRDV, SANAA, Fuksas, Toyo Ito and 
others designed stores for brands such as Channel, Christian Dior and Armani (see Fig. 1). The 
collaboration between Prada and OMA however exceeds designing of one store; in addition to 
Prada epicentres in New York (2001) and Los Angeles (2004), OMA designed Prada Transformer 
in Seoul (2009), and Prada Fondazione in Milan (2018). Not only, AMO (the research fraction of 
OMA) has simultaneously collaborated with Prada (2002–present) on the design of Prada’s 
website and online presence, look book, and scenography for the Woman’s and Man’s Fashion 
Shows.5 OMA and AMO largely participate in creating Prada’s image in the twenty-first century, 
and this collaboration is now the most prolific collaboration between a famous architect and a 
fashion brand.  
 
Prior to the twenty-first century and the collaborations between contemporary architects and 
fashion brands, modernist architecture and fashion had notable relationships throughout the 
twentieth century. Art historian Leila Kinney notes that some modernist architects and their wives 
designed clothes (such as Henry Van de Velde, Josef Hoffman, Lilly Reich and Frank Lloyd Wright, 
along with Anna Muthesius and Lilli Behrens), while others (Adolf Loos, Herman Muthesius and 
Otto Wagner) wrote about it.6 Kinney further refers to art historian Benjamin Buchloch, who 
claimed that fashion is one of the forces which successfully merges ‘culture industry’ and avant-
garde art; however this connection remained underexplored among modernist theorist and 
architects.7 Architectural historian Mark Wigley notes similar (1995) in discussing the white walls 
of modern architecture: “the dominant historiographical institutions do more than suppress the 
role of fashion in modern architecture. They also suppress the role of fashion in their own 
operations. Too often and too loudly do they certify that they and the avant-garde they describe 
are fashion-free.”8 He further notes that the absence of the analysis of relationship between 
architecture and fashion is what structures the discourse, and that this absence is addressed 
rarely.9 Such absence was often seen as related to biases around femininity, where fashion is 
seen as “frivolous or [of] trivial concern,”10 and as superficial or related to consumer culture.11 
The raising interest in fashion in architectural discourses in the second half of the twentieth 
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century and particularly the 1990s can be noted, specifically - the scholarly interests outside of 
architectural discipline, and was also propelled by feminist studies and cultural critique.12  

 

 
FFiigguurree  11. Timeline of the fashion stores designed by famous architects in the twenty-first century. Image: Author. 

 
Noting that architectural history was to an extent dismissive of its relationship with fashion 
throughout the twentieth century, and that shopping was rarely considered in architectural 
discourse, this paper asks the question of the current engagement of history and theory with 
fashion, and by extension, with shopping and branding in the present century. It notes that 
modernist architecture was not fashion-free, and that these relationships are more evident in 
contemporary architecture. This paper sees the relevance in exploring the relationships between 
architecture and fashion, shopping and branding, and argues that these are productive for 
architectural discipline, and able to creatively enrich each other. Considering these relationships 
as productive subverts the critique towards fashion in architecture. This paper argues that these 
relationships are made evident and relevant in OMA’s engagement with Prada. In addition, the 
extensive involvement of AMO and OMA with Prada, where AMO/OMA are the image-givers to 
Prada in the twenty-first century, extends the examination of relationships between fashion and 
architecture into the examination of image, fashion and architecture.  
 
This paper argues that these relationships are both more complex and more relevant than 
acknowledged by architectural discourses. Historically, image/fashion and architecture relations 
were understood within the framework of high and low culture in architecture, where architecture 
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is high culture, while fashion, imagery and shopping can be considered low culture.13 While high 
and low culture distinctions are not as pertaining anymore in the twenty-first century and these 
boundaries continue to be blurred in architectural discourses, there is a further need to engage 
with matters traditionally considered as low culture and expand the space of analysis into these.    
 
The paper acknowledges that the questions related to fashion, branding and architecture relate 
to the questions of the relationships between architecture, image and media, and analyses these 
as bound to each other. By moving towards fuller acknowledgement of fashion and retail in 
architectural discourses, this paper also argues that this examination intersects with the 
questions of the state of contemporary architectural discipline.   

AArrcchhiitteeccttuurree  aanndd  FFaasshhiioonn  HHiissttoorriiccaallllyy  

In architectural discourse, there are some notable attempts which link fashion to architecture – 
in addition to Wigley’s White Walls, Designer Dresses (1995), who discusses architectural “space 
as clothing,”14 some of the additional relevant attempts are Debora Fausch et al. collections of 
essays Architecture: In Fashion (1996).15 The research by Mark Wigley (1990; 1993), Felicity 
Scott (1998), Leila W. Kinney (1999) and Alina Payne (2012) is equally relevant; these published 
works link fashion to modernist architecture specifically.16 The relationships between modernist 
architecture and fashion are often seen as related to the dichotomies of “artifice/nature, 
internationalism/regionalism, commercial/non-commercial, superfluity/necessity, 
licentiousness/purity, and femininity/masculinity.”17 For example, architectural historian Mary 
McLeod in her chapter “Undressing Architecture: Fashion, Gender and Modernity,” (1994) 
parallels changes in (modernist) architecture and changes in fashion, and relates both to the 
concepts of gender, sexuality and body.18 McLeod notes relevant distinction between fashion and 
clothes, where fashion is about “ephemerality and taste,” and a “rapid stylistic change,” while 
“‘clothes’ refers to the covering of the human body with cloth,” and are more about endurance 
and functionality.19 
 
As noted in the Introduction to Architecture: In Fashion, the differences between architecture and 
fashion is that fashion is changing fast, while architecture “is static”, however both provide body 
with “clothes.”20 This can be understood as related to a concept of ‘cover’ or ‘envelope’ for the 
body in case of clothes, and enveloping or covering the domesticity and interior space, once 
related to architecture. Perhaps for this exact reason of the fast-changing character of fashion, 
and for arguably being equated with impermanence and even – superficiality, there is a noted 
resistance towards fashion in architectural discourses. Although many of the distinctions present 
in modernist architecture are not as pertaining in the present century’s architectural discourses 
and practice, it is relevant to note that distinctions are however not completely gone. Such 
distinctions arguably still structure the critique of contemporary architecture and fashion, which 
are in the twenty-first century extended by considerations of branding and shopping.   
 
In examining writings of architects such as Adolf Loos, Gottfried Semper, Otto Wagner or Le 
Corbusier and their relationship with fashion, McLeod notes that these architects, among others, 
commented on fashion as related to the ideals of modernity – simplicity, functionality and 
rationality, often connecting these to masculinist ideals. This argument is further continued by 
Wigley, who in his chapter “White Out: Fashioning the Modern,” (1996) positions fashion as 
almost central to the discourses around modernist architecture.21 He sees these discourses 
either denying or embracing fashion in both architecture and written analysis, by which Wigley 
acknowledges frequently denied relevance of fashion for architecture. He argues that fashion is 
often simplistically related to commodification in architecture and tied to the discourses around 
postmodernism.22 Wigley further argues that the relationship between architecture and 
postmodernism becomes generically described as emphasizing surface, and decoration. The 
white surface is symbolically used against these to symbolize deeper meaning, and, as Wigley 
also notes, the images of Le Corbusier’s white walls are frequent representation of this meaning, 
by which postmodernism is rejected by contemporary critics. Wigley brings these images of white 
walls and the discourses around postmodernism and surfaces  together via the concept of 
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fashion,,  considering that the images of white walls are used to reject the contemporary issues 
around the fashion, economy, commodification and the emphasis on surface and decoration in 
architecture.23   
 
The consideration of surface and decoration in architecture has been historically linked to the 
discourses on image and media in architecture, where image is equally considered as low culture, 
and has similar trajectory of dismissal throughout the twentieth century history and theory. The 
analysis which reclaims image for architecture is notable in architectural history in the second 
half of the twentieth and in the twenty-first centuries, evidenced in the work of Reyner Banham 
(1955; 1986), Beatriz Colomina (1994), Terry Smith (2006), Claire Zimmerman (2014) and 
others.24 As art historian Barbara Stafford also reminds us in her analysis of image bias, working 
with surfaces does not necessarily qualify as superficiality.25 Once this is extended to the 
architectural discipline, additional examination can separate superficiality, or lack of ‘meaning’ 
in architecture, from being perceived as equal to architecture’s engagement with image or 
fashion. This can be noted in collaboration between OMA and Prada, which is a collaboration that 
embraces (and welcomes) fashion, branding, along with image and media.  
 
Wigley further believes that modernism from the beginning “disciplines itself against fashion,”26 
which is equated with the external mask of the building, where this mask is not necessarily 
accurate and representing correctly what is under “the mask.” As he continues, “the crime of the 
architect-as-decorator is not simply decorating architecture by adding gratuitous ornament to it, 
but rendering architecture itself decorative by making it subservient to the fickle sensibility of 
fashion rather than to fixed standards like those offered by the new means of industrialized 
production.”27 By looking into the multiple writings of Le Corbusier, Sigfried Giedion and others, 
Wigley believes that the critique of fashion is connected with the surfaces of architecture, which 
are subordinated by construction and function of modernist architecture. In addition, he sees that 
“the fashion provides the basic frame of the discourse, its limit condition … the space of modern 
architecture is defined by its exclusion of fashion.”28 Wigley also connects this condition with 
gender, arguing that modernist architecture is “the architectural equivalent of the masculine 
resistance to fashion,” represented by a white wall.29 As he concludes, it is necessary to examine 
the specific relationship between contemporary architecture and fashion rather than to attempt 
to isolate architecture from fashion, or to mourn the loss of this isolation of architecture in 
modernism, as this isolation was non-existent anyway.30  
 
This argument is relevant as it ties architecture and fashion in almost inextricable manner and 
represents such by images of white walls of modernist architecture. Although modernist 
architecture “disciplined itself against fashion,”31 contemporary architecture finds itself in a 
different environment, mostly dictated by changed economic system and advanced capitalism.32 
In this environment, there is also a notable increase of the architects in fashion advertisements, 
along with fashion designers entering architecture field and architects designing clothes. There 
is also an increasing trend today of architect-designed shops of famous fashion brands, along 
with famous architects on the cover of the fashion magazines, magazines promoting architecture, 
and more.33 This further confirms the blurring between the high and low culture in architecture 
towards the end of the twentieth and in the twenty-first century, which is epitomized by OMA’s 
design of Prada shops (in addition to other collaborations between famous architects and fashion 
brands). This merging is also acknowledged by Harvard Design School Guide to Shopping (2001), 
which notes the central role of shopping in public space. It argues that shopping is the “defining 
activity of public life;” and that “not only is shopping melting into everything, but everything is 
melting into shopping.”34  
 
Although Koolhaas dismisses shopping centre in his seminal essay “Junkspace” (2002), calling 
it, among other, the “body double of space,”35 the architect embraced the territory of the 
‘junkspace’ in his Prada projects, and claimed it for design and architecture. Harvard Design 
School Guide to Shopping embraces shopping mall as a focus of intellectual inquiry and research, 
and brings into architectural discourse relationships between fashion, consumption, branding, 
and architecture.   
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TThhee  PPrraaddaa  EEppiicceennttrree  SSttoorree  iinn  NNeeww  YYoorrkk  aanndd  FFoonnddaazziioonnee  PPrraaddaa  iinn  MMiillaann  

In Harvard Design School Guide to Shopping, shopping was argued as a public activity which 
penetrates all aspects of life.36 OMA introduced shopping and retail to architectural research, and 
also brought these more notably into architectural practice, by opening retail space to 
architectural experimentation. Looking specifically into the first epicentre shop designed by OMA, 
which opened in New York in 2001, there is an attempt to further blur the boundaries between 
retail, shopping and culture, as this space includes venues for film screenings, performances and 
lectures. As described by OMA, the aim was to create the enriching experience for customer, and 
to instead recognize customers as “researchers, students, patients or museum goers.”37 This is 
done to acknowledge that “museums, libraries, airports, hospitals, and schools become 
increasingly indistinguishable from shopping centres.”38 The experimentation into fashion store 
reverses the equation, by which retail space is enriched and expanded upon (Figs. 2 and 3). The 
uncanny resemblance between this epicentre store and museum space (Fig. 4) brings to our 
attention that this store has the same, or very similar program to contemporary museums, which 
is exhibitions, performances, lectures, film screenings, and shopping. In this instance, however, 
the program is centred around the shopping experience, and experimented with as the public 
activity, where OMA reinvented the shopping experience and invested it with further meaning.  
 
Andy Warhol’s statement “all department stores will become museums, and all museums will 
become department stores,”39 becomes relevant in this context. As Klingmann also notes in her 
analysis of architecture by Koolhaas and OMA, the architect continuously negotiates the 
relationship between the consumer culture and architecture, destabilizing “the status quo 
between both.”40 While also comparing Koolhaas with Warhol, Klingmann believes that the 
negotiation of this relationship allows for “a new sense of freedom” for Koolhaas, arguing that 
him, very much as Warhol, has found the “sublime in the commonplace.”41 The ‘commonplace’ 
is understood as fashion, branding, or all that can be perceived under the umbrella of low culture..  
She believes that “it is the precision with which he–more than any other architect of his 
generation–investigates the position of architecture within popular culture that has 
fundamentally changed many of the ideological and aesthetic representations of critical 
architectural practice.”42 Not only, she claims that such is Koolhaas’ manner of subverting any 
ideology, by incorporating multiple positions.43  
 
Incorporating multiple positions and an ambiguous relationship with Prada projects is evident in 
OMA/AMO published book Content (2004), which briefly considers OMA-designed epicentre 
stores.44 While the analysis of, for example, the CCTV building in Beijing is presented with 
theoretical examination of the new skyscraper typology in the post 9/11 world, Prada epicentre 
projects are not followed by similar theoretical elaboration.45 The New York epicentre is presented 
with imagery from popular media, where the critique of superficiality seems to be implied.46 
Koolhaas’ relationship with New York and Manhattan has been elaborate and evidenced in 
multiple publications, however in this instance, Prada projects were not clearly related to this 
research, and almost omitted from any serious consideration. In one of the texts published in 
Content, Luis Fernandez-Galiano argues that clients such as Prada, Schrager, Guggenheim are 
“upper tier of luxury markets” which allow for generous architectural examinations.47 As he 
continues, “commerce as culture or culture as commerce, who cares? When boundaries blur, 
those on the borders are in the best position to shape the future.”48 Despite the evident irony and 
criticism and downplaying the Prada projects in Content, the ambition to shape the future is 
acknowledged. The extensive research into shopping at Harvard University acknowledges similar, 
and evidences the intellectual inquiry behind OMA’s Prada projects. 
 
It is arguable that the intellectual sophistication of some of the OMA’s projects partially relies on 
the research fraction AMO (1999–present), which allows OMA to extend their activities from 
architectural and urban design into research, and consider different frontiers. Through AMO, the 
research into shopping was conducted with Harvard School of Design, along with, for example, 
collaboration with European Union on a redesign of the flag (2001), research and curation of the 
14th Venice Architecture Biennale (2014), and more.49 These collaborations, including the one 
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with Prada, were equally propelled by the celebrity status of the architect.50 The research fraction 
AMO, along with collaboration with Harvard School of Design and the celebrity status of the 
architect simultaneously allow for in-depth and research based projects for high-profile clients. 
These equally provide an opportunity for OMA to engage with and comment on the current state 
of the architectural discipline via different mediums.   
 
The celebrity status did not only bring commissions to OMA – as related to Prada epicentre in 
New York, the image of the architect enhanced the visibility of this new store, where the presence 
in media further attracted visitors. (This is the ‘strategy’ already evidenced as successful in the 
Frank Gehry-designed Guggenheim in Bilbao.51) The New York epicentre shop achieved instant 
economic success, managing to return between $50 000 and $70 000 of profit in the first 
months of its opening. This was achieved regardless of the post 9/11 economy. The project was 
featured in multiple online magazines, both architectural and non-architectural, such as Interior 
Design, Metropolis, Architectural Digest, and Architectural Record, along with reviews in 
Washington Post, New York Times, Newsweek, and the Observer.52 The building designed by 
starchitect is somewhat of a luxury itself, being almost considered as more than a regular 
building, with added cultural capital.53 This mutually beneficial (image) exchange between a 
luxury fashion brand and a famous architect strengthened the economic success and revenues. 
All of the previous evidences the multiplicity and the complexity of contemporary relationships 
between architecture, fashion and image, on one side tied to global markets and profit, and on 
the other – productive of research and experimentation in architecture.     

 

 
  

FFiigguurree  22. Axonometric drawing of the ‘public space’ (called ‘the Wave’) in the Prada Epicenter Store in New York 
(2001). Image courtesy OMA. [“Prada Epicenter New York,” OMA, accessed 28 August 2020, 

https://oma.eu/projects/prada-epicenter-new-york]. 
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FFiigguurree  33. The ‘public space’ in the Prada Epicenter Store in New York (2001). Photograph by Armin Linke, Courtesy 

OMA. [“Prada Epicenter New York,” OMA, accessed 28 August 2020, https://oma.eu/projects/prada-epicenter-new-
york]. 

	

	
FFiigguurree  44. Inside of Prada Epicenter Store in New York (2001). Image Courtesy hectormitchellturner. [“Prada Epicenter 

New York,” OMA, accessed 28 August 2020, https://oma.eu/projects/prada-epicenter-new-york] 
	
The blurring between retail, branding and culture is taken further in OMA’s latest project with 
Prada, which is Fondazione Prada (Figs. 5 and 6) in Milan in Italy (2018). In 1993 Miuccia Prada 
and Patrizio Bertelli established “Milano Prada Arte”, which later became “Fondazione Prada”, to 
pursue their interests in art and culture.54 Since 1995, art historian and critic Germano Celant 
has been director of Fondazione Prada.55 Since its establishment (1993), Fondazione Prada has 
housed a number of exhibitions and projects. Some of those are permanent projects, virtual 
reality installations, performing art projects, musical projects, cinematographic projects, solo 
shows by national and international artists, multidisciplinary conferences, philosophy symposia, 
architectural projects and publications.56 The architectural projects hosted at Fondazione Prada 
were “Herzog & de Meuron, OMA/AMO Rem Koolhaas. Projects for Prada. Works in Progress” 
(2001); “Unveiling the Prada Foundation” (2008); “Rotor: Ex Limbo” (2011).57 Although 
Fondazione Prada is art and cultural centre under Prada brand, it further unequivocally ties Prada 
to culture, and legitimizes the experimentation into retail architecture and branding. As once 
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Wigley claimed that fashion is tied to modernist architecture by its very attempt to negate this 
connection and insist on white walls, in this example, contemporary architecture embraces luxury 
fashion brand by demonstrating it can mix with culture and art. It also demonstrates that 
relationship between architecture and fashion can go beyond consideration of surfaces, as once 
dismissed in modernist discourses, or go beyond the simplistic consideration of commodification 
in architecture. 
 
In redefining Prada’s brand, OMA/AMO managed to productively mobilize branding strategies for 
architecture with the focus on enhancing visitors’ experience, as evidenced in epicentre shop in 
New York, and to redefine retail space for architecture. By bridging the gap between fashion, retail 
and contemporary architecture in both architectural discourse and practice, the distinctions 
between these which existed in modernism are further blurred and redefined. As architectural 
historian Aaron Betsky notes: “it is not easy to dismiss Rem Koolhaas,” as he is able “to produce 
a convincing architecture of image.”58 Once this is extended to the collaboration with Prada, and 
despite architectural discipline not being fully welcoming of image and fashion, the relationship 
between these and architecture continues to be part of architectural discipline. Research into 
what exactly the “convincing architecture of image” is, along with research into the relationships 
between architecture and retail, fashion and branding, represents the key to enhancing 
productive analysis into contemporary architecture, which relates to image, branding, fashion and 
retail in increasingly complex ways.   

 

  
FFiigguurree  55. (L) Fondazione Prada in Milan, Italy (2018). Image: Wikimedia Commons, licence CC-BY-SA-4.0: 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/ . No changes made to the image. Author: DesignerToparchitect. 
[“Fondazione PRADA, Milano, Via Ripamonti - Largo Isarco area,” Wikimedia Commons, accessed 1 September 2020, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Fondazione_PRADA,_Milano,_Via_Ripamonti_-_Largo_Isarco_area.jpg.] 
FFiigguurree  66. (R) Fondazione Prada in Milan, Italy (2018). Image: Wikimedia Commons. licence CC-BY-SA-4.0: 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/ . No changes made to the image. Author: DesignerToparchitect. 
[“Fondazione PRADA, Milano Via Ripamonti - Largo Isarco area, Rem Koolhaas design,” Wikimedia Commons, 

accessed 1 September 2020, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Fondazione_PRADA,_Milano_Via_Ripamonti_-
_Largo_Isarco_area,_Rem_Koolhaas_design.jpg.] 
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