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RETAIL 

The latest in a series of mega bookstores in China pushes individual experience 

SUZHOU - Pr in ted b o o k s have b e e n a round 
for m o r e t han 5 0 0 years and are likely to 
out l ive all t he digital devices w e cur ren t ly 
use and mos t of t hose w e can imagine . They 
are durable , por t ab le and requ i re n o ba t te r 
ies, and they wai t pat ient ly o n the shelf for a 
second reading, decades after the first. A n d 
yet, pub l i she r s and b o o k s t o r e s w o r l d w i d e 
are u n d e r siege from onl ine retai l ing and 
the d i s t rac t ions of social media . Jin Hao, a 
Chinese bookse l le r w h o is also a publ isher , 
dec ided to replace his 20 small ou t le t s in 
Shanghai , wh ich w e r e steadily losing bus i 
ness . He c o m m i s s i o n e d des igner Li Xiang 
(Frame 116, p . 92) to create a spectacular 
in ter ior in the his tor ical city of Hangzhou , 
and he n a m e d it Z h o n g s h u g e after his sec
o n d daughter , Z h o n g s h u . 

A rainbow of perforated aluminium 
panels serves as a wayfinding device 
in the bookstore's main hall. 

The success of his first des t ina t ion s tore 
encouraged Hao to commiss ion o the r s from 
different des igners . The latest was en t rus ted 
to Wutop ia Lab, a versat i le Shanghai -based 
archi tecture firm that had pu t its s tamp o n 
an earlier Z h o n g s h u g e books to r e in the 
Chinese met ropo l i s . This t ime the s tudio 
t ook o n a site in Suzhou, a city famed for 
its canals and ancient gardens . 

N o w that these megas tores have 
begun to proliferate, pr incipal architect Ting 
Yu was chal lenged to come up wi th an in te 
r ior that wou ld s tand out from the crowd. 
His first move was to pe r suade the client to 
lease the second floor of a new commercia l 
deve lopment , giving h im twice as much 
space for the same amount of ren t that is 
charged for half of the g round floor. » 









114 SPACES 

'Customers are 
encouraged to 
make discoveries 
and to find 
personal spaces' 

Shoppe r s look up, catch a gl impse of the 
bright ly lit in ter ior t h rough expansive w in 
dows , and are p r o m p t e d to make the ascent. 

Yu divided the space in to four zones, 
each with a distinctive character, so that every 
cus tomer is encouraged to make discover
ies and to find a pe r sona l space in which 
to b rowse or linger. The mos t dramat ic of 
these is the Xanadu of Rainbows, wh ich 
serves as a multilevel reading room. S tepped 
bookshe lves p rov ide places to sit, and their 
undula t ing plan evokes a w ind ing river. 
Perforated panels arch across the ceiling in 
a v ibrant r a inbow of colour. Rogers Stirk 
Ha rbou r employed a similar idea in Madr id ' s 
Barajas Air Terminal, bu t there the vault is 
high overhead. Here, t he colours act as a 
wayfinding device and impar t a dynamic 

rhy thm to the boxy volume. To conform to 
local fire regulat ions , t he architects subst i 
tu ted perforated a luminium for the acrylic 
resin they had used in ano the r project, and 
found they could layer it to create moiré pat 
t e rns and different degrees of density. 

The Castle of Innocence uses a dif
ferent scale and vocabulary to attract small 
chi ldren and their parents . Terraced houses 
provide a play area and quiet retreats, and 
kids can gaze up at a starry sky: a bowed ceil
ing vault in which tiny po in t s of light define 
constel lat ions and a close-up of Saturn wi th 
its r ings. Shoppers journey to these spaces 
via the Sanctuary of Crystal, whe re staff can 
engage cus tomers and present new books , 
and the Cave of Fireflies, a dark tunnel lit 
w i th clusters of illuminated cords suspended 
from the ceiling. - MW 

Children's areas are often visually loud, 
but the Castle of Innocence is a retreat
like setting under a starry sky. 




