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This edition of retail highlights examines the emergence of retail 
spaces designed to transport and captivate. As consumers seek 
moments of connection and escapism, the boundaries between 
retail and entertainment are becomming blurred and brands are 
investing in increasingly imaginative environments that invite 
consumers to do more than browse and buy.

From dreamlike interiors and unexpected spatial design to 
interactive installations and multisensory experiences, retailers are 
increasingly using physical space as a tool for storytelling. In an 
era of endless digital consumption, these spaces offer something 
harder to replicate online; a sense of wonder and a temporary 
escape from the everyday.

In this report we look at:

	→ How retailers are using surreal design and  
world-building to create memorable destinations.

	→ The growing role of immersive and experiential spaces in 
attracting and engaging consumers.

	→ How escapist entertainment and retail are merging to reshape 
the physical shopping experience.

	→ The ways retailers are tapping into consumer's desire for novelty 
and nostalgia.

Discovering innovation and 
immersion that stands out in 
the shifting retail landscape.

Retail highlights.
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Spaces beyond reality.
FROM SURREAL ENVIRONMENTS TO IMMERSIVE EXPERIENCES, 

RETAILERS ARE REIMAGINING THE STORE AS A PL ACE OF ESCAPE.

D4R VIEW

WORLDS WITHIN WALLS 
 
Retail has always been about creating environements 
that attract attention and shape behaviour. Today, 
however, many brands are moving beyond functional 
store design altogether, transforming physical spaces 
into immersive worlds designed to inspire and transport 
visitors somewhere else entirely.

This shift reflects a broader cultural appetite for 
escapism. Against a backdrop of constant connectivity 
and increasingly screen based experiences, consumers are 
placing greater value on moments that feel memorable, 
and allow them to emotionlly engage in a physical apce. 
The physical store has become one of the few places 
where brands can create a fully sensory experience 
that people can truly interact with, offering something 
impossible to replicate online.

As a result,  retailers are embracing theatrical 
design surreal storytelling with some stores resemble 
dreamscapes, galleries or fantastical landscapes 
more than traditional retail environments. Others 
use interactivity, digital technology, sound, scent 
and spectacle to blur the boundaries between 
shopping, entertainment and art. In these spaces, 
the experience itself becomes part of the product.

At the same time, the rise of experiential retail 
extends beyond visual impact. Brands are 
increasingly designing destinations that encourage 
exploration and longer retail dwell times, creating 
reasons to visit that go beyond making a purchase.

This edition of retail highlights explores how surreal, 
immersive, experiential, and escapist concepts are 
reshaping the futureof physical retail. Together, they 
reveal a growing demand for spaces that offer more 
than a transaction and lean into retail environments 
that invite curiosity and spark imagination, that 
welcome escape from the everyday.
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DOG DAYS AREN'T OVER

HAUS NOWHERE is  a retai l  dest ination in 
Seoul  created by I ICOMBINED, the parent 
company of Gentle Monster, as par t of its 
v is ion for the future of retai l . Conceived as 
a place "found nowhere", the space br ings 
together ar t and design with commerce 
to create an environment centred around 
exploration and discovery.

Rather than rely ing on conventional 
merchandis ing, the venue uses large-scale 
instal lat ions and immersive story tel l ing to 
transform shopping into an exper ience. At 
its  centre is  Sunshine, a giant animatronic 
dachshund created for Tamburins that 
appears asleep within a dreamlike 
landscape, complete with subtle breathing 
movements and l i fe l ike detai ls . Vis itors can 
continue the narrative through interactive 
exper iences, l ike the  
AI-powered photo booth where the 
character adopts their  l ikeness.

Elsewhere, surreal, k inetic environments 
and theatr ical  displays blur the l ine 
between enter tainment venue and retai l 
space. From Max Siedentopf's  instal lat ion 
of inf lat ing black bags to the colour-
saturated Nudake Teahouse, each 
environment is  designed to engage mult iple 
senses and encourage cur ios ity, extending 
the v is it  far beyond the act of purchasing.

By combining spectacle story tel l ing 
and par t ic ipation, HAUS NOWHERE 
demonstrates how retai lers are increasingly 
creating immersive worlds rather than 
tradit ional  shopping venues, of fer ing 
consumers a temporary escape from 
normal real ity whi le turning their  retai l 
environment into a real ity  
of its  own r ight.

Beyond the 
looking glass.
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GENTLE MONSTER, SEOUL
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The LEGO Group's Bloom Exhibit ion 
transformed Shanghai 's  TANK Ar t Centre 
into a large-scale immersive landscape, 
with more than 380,000 LEGO f lowers 
forming a colourful  wave that appeared 
to spi l l  f rom a former industr ial  o i l  tank 
across the waterfront.

Rather than showcasing products 
through tradit ional  retai l  d isplays, the 
instal lat ion turned the LEGO Botanicals 
range into the exper ience itself. Vis itors 
were invited to wander through a surreal 
f loral  environment, where ar t, play and 
physical  space merged into a s ingle 
brand world.

The exper ience extended beyond the 
physical  instal lat ion through interactive 
elements that al lowed vis itors to bui ld 
their  own LEGO f lowers and contr ibute 
them to a shared digital  landscape, 
encouraging par t ic ipation  
alongside exploration.

THE LEGO GROUP

“Impressive from afar, 
but the closer you get, 
the more interesting 
it becomes...”

Built 
different.
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LEGO, SHANGHAI

THE GRE AT ESCAPE RETAIL HIGHLIGHTS

THE DRAWING AND THE INFORMATION CONTAINED HEREIN IS THE PROPERTY OF 
DESIGN 4 RETAIL LTD. IT MUST NOT BE REPRODUCED OR LOANED, IN PART OR WHOLE 
WITHOUT PRIOR PERMISSION OF THE SAID COMPANY.  ALL DRAWINGS, CONCEPTS AND 
DESIGNS REMAIN THE INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY RIGHT OF DESIGN 4 RETAIL LTD.

5



“ONE PERSON'S CRAZINESS IS ANOTHER 
PERSON'S REALIT Y.” 		  – TIM BURTON

 
As brands and cultural  inst itut ions look 
to create deeper audience engagement, 
immersive environments are increasingly 
transforming passive v is itors into active 
par t ic ipants. T im Bur ton's Labyr inth 
exempl if ies this  shif t, re imagining the 
tradit ional  exhibit ion format as a surreal 
journey through the f i lmmaker's  imagination 
rather than  
a conventional  display of ar tworks and  
f i lm memorabi l ia.

Bui lt  as a maze of interconnected 
environments, the exper ience invites guests to 
choose their  own route through scenes inspired 
by Bur ton's most iconic f i lms, including 
Edward Scissorhands, Beetlejuice and The 
Nightmare Before Christmas. By combining 
or iginal  ar twork with theatr ical  sets, l ighting, 
sound and interactive spaces, the exhibit ion 
blurs the boundaries between story tel l ing, 
enter tainment and physical  exploration.

Rather than guiding vis itors along a f ixed 
path, the labyr inth encourages cur ios ity and 
discovery, with each decis ion leading to new 
characters, environments and exper iences. This 
sense of  
agency turns the v is it  into a personal 
adventure, creating a highly memorable and 
emotional ly engaging encounter.

By encouraging vis itors to navigate a 
fantast ical  universe, T im Bur ton's Labyr inth 
highl ights the growing appeal  of immersive 
exper iences designed to be explored, not  
just observed.
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Lost by design.
TIM BURTON L ABYRINTH, TOKYO
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The limbo that emerges between 
these perspectives has always been 

fertile ground for creativity.  
The most twisted and visionary — 
even marginalized — minds find 

inspiration in that in-between 
space and the ethereal themes 

surrounding it.

LETSGO ENTERTAINMENT,
THE TIM BURTON L ABYRINTH

”

“
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Escapism  
takes flight.

CHINA DUT Y FREE INTERNATIONAL,  
GRAND LISBOA PAL ACE, MACAU
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NOW BOARDING: DEPARTING FROM 
REALITY

As retai l  spaces compete to of fer 
more than products alone, brands 
are increasingly turning to immersive 
environments that transpor t v is itors into 
entire ly dif ferent worlds. China Duty Free 
International 's  Surreal  Is land demonstrates 
how physical  retai l  can become a 
dest ination in its  own r ight, us ing fantasy 
and story tel l ing to transform the act of 
shopping into a ful l  exper ience.

Created for the brand's f lagship location 
at Grand Lisboa Palace in Macau, the 
concept centres around a ser ies of 
large-scale digital  instal lat ions woven 
throughout the space. The screens present 
a dreamlike universe where famil iar 
objects are re imagined in unexpected 
ways, drawing inspirat ion from the visual 
language of surreal ist  ar t, rather than 
s imply displaying product.

Developed in col laboration with surreal ist 
i l lustrator Paolo Torres, the exper ience 
introduces v is itors to a fantast ical 
landscape. The result  is  a set t ing that 
feels  c loser to stepping ins ide a story than 
enter ing a tradit ional  luxury store.

The project ref lects a wider shif t  in 
retai l  design towards environments that 
pr ior it ise emotional  engagement and 
escapism. As consumers seek memorable 
exper iences with purchases, brands are 
f inding value in creating spaces that 
captivate and encourage exploration. By 
smudging the boundaries between ar t and 
commerce, these immersive concepts give 
v is itors a reason to stay longer and keep 
coming back.
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All aboard.
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LOUIS VUITTON, ‘THE LOUIS’, SHANGHAI

SAILING INTO WONDERL AND

As brands look beyond the tradit ional 
store format, retai l  spaces are 
increasingly being designed as 
dest inations that of fer v ist iors a sense 
of escape. Louis Vuit ton's 'The Louis ' 
in Shanghai exempl if ies this  shif t, 
transforming a f lagship store into an 
immersive voyage inspired by travel, 
culture and imagination.

Taking the form of a monumental 
ocean l iner, the structure pays 
tr ibute to the house's  her itage as a 
trunk maker whi le also referencing 
Shanghai 's  history as a global  por t c ity. 
Rather than serving as a backdrop for 
products, the ship itself becomes par t 

of the exper ience, invit ing vis itors to 
step into a world shaped by adventure 
and discovery.

Ins ide, retai l  is  layered with exhibit ion 
spaces, immersive instal lat ions and 
hospital ity, creating a journey that 
unfolds across mult iple decks. At its 
hear t is  the Louis Vuit ton Vis ionary 
Journeys exhibit ion, which explores the 
brand’s re lat ionship with travel  through 
theatr ical  environments and large-scale 
scenography. From tunnels formed by 
f loating trunks to spaces dedicated 
to craf tsmanship and exploration, the 
exper ience blurs the boundary between 
gal lery and store.
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Out of this world.
06

ADERERROR, SHIBUYA, TOKYO

Rather than treating the store as a 
backdrop for products, a growing 
number of brands are turning retai l 
into something closer to a stage 
set. Spaces are being designed to 
transpor t v is itors beyond the everyday, 
invit ing them into imagined worlds 
where discovery becomes par t of the 
exper ience itself. Adererror is  one brand 
embracing this  approach, using large 
scale instal lat ions and unexpected 
spatial  interventions br ing together the 
shopping and exhibit ion.

Across these environments, 
merchandise s its  within surreal  scenes 
that encourage exploration. Unusual 
structures, dramatic v isual  moments 
and immersive set t ings shif t  at tention 
away from the transaction, creating 
spaces that reward cur ios ity and invite 
people to l inger. Retai l  becomes less 
about browsing shelves and more about 
stepping into a narrative.

As consumers increasingly seek 
exper iences that of fer escape from 
the famil iar, brands are recognis ing 
the value of creating places that spark 
emotion and imagination.
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Drawing on a growing appetite for retai l 
that transpor ts v is itors beyond the 
everyday, brands are creating spaces 
that feel  c loser to imagined worlds than 
conventional  stores. One example is 
Selene, a hospital ity concept inspired 
by my thology, where Glasfurd & Walker 
translated stor ies of the moon into a 
v isual  identity r ich with symbol ism and 
atmosphere.

Rather than rely ing on straightforward 
branding cues, the project bui lds a 
sense of discovery through celest ial 
references, layered graphics and an 
otherworldly v isual  language. The result 
feels  less l ike a brand system and more 
l ike an invitat ion into a paral le l  realm, 
encouraging vis itors to engage with 
the narrative as they move through the 
exper ience.

This approach ref lects a wider shif t 
across retai l , where immersive 
environments are becoming dest inations 
in their  own r ight. From dreamlike 
instal lat ions to f ict ional  worlds brought 
into the physical  space, brands are using 
story tel l ing to create moments of escape 
that extend far beyond the transaction.

PHOEBE GL ASFORD< CREATIVE DIRECTOR AND 
CO-FOUNDER OF GL ASFURD & WALKER

“It’s a reminder that  
even the most 
understated gestures 
and details can become 
powerful symbols.”

Moonstruck 
moments.
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SELENE, GL ASFURD & WALKER

THE GRE AT ESCAPE RETAIL HIGHLIGHTS

THE DRAWING AND THE INFORMATION CONTAINED HEREIN IS THE PROPERTY OF 
DESIGN 4 RETAIL LTD. IT MUST NOT BE REPRODUCED OR LOANED, IN PART OR WHOLE 
WITHOUT PRIOR PERMISSION OF THE SAID COMPANY.  ALL DRAWINGS, CONCEPTS AND 
DESIGNS REMAIN THE INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY RIGHT OF DESIGN 4 RETAIL LTD.

11



EXTRA, EXTRA!

As brands look to create deeper connections 
with audiences, physical  retai l  and brand 
exper iences are increasingly becoming tools 
for story tel l ing. Rather than just presenting 
products, spaces are being designed to 
immerse v is itors in careful ly constructed 
worlds that blur the l ine between exhibit ion, 
instal lat ion and commerce. Recent projects 
demonstrate how even modest formats can 
become por tals  into an imagined real ity.

Created for the launch of The Working Hour, a 
z ine produced for the col laboration between 
Thom Browne and Robbie Lawrence, a 
temporary newsstand instal lat ion transformed 
London's ICA into a fragment of Tokyo's 
streetscape. Inspired by the city 's  ubiquitous 
k iosks, the structure was accompanied by 
detai ls  including a phone booth, lamppost 
aircondit ioning units weathered graphics, 
extending the v isual  narrative of the 
publ ication beyond its  pages and into a ful ly 
real ised environment.

What makes the project compel l ing is 
its  focus on transpor tation rather than 
transaction. By recreating elements 
of a famil iar  urban set t ing within an 
unexpected context, v is itors were invited to 
step into the world depicted in Lawrence's 
photography, creating a stronger 
emotional  connection with the work.

The instal lat ion ref lects a wider shif t 
towards exper iential  environments that 
pr ior it ise immersion and world-bui lding. 
In an era dominated by digital  content, 
spaces such as this  demonstrate how 
physical  design can create moments 
of escapism, encouraging audiences 
to engage more deeply with a brand's 
narrative and remember the exper ience 
long af ter they leave.

08

Read all about it.
THOM BROWNE X ROBBIE L AWRENCE, LONDON
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DESIGNED TO DISCOVERED

As consumers increasingly seek 
exper iences that of fer an escape from the 
everyday, brands are turning to i l lus ion 
and spectacle to transform how people 
engage with physical  retai l . Rather than 
treating storefronts as s imple product 
displays, they are becoming stages for 
unexpected interventions that capture 
at tention and invite a sense of wonder.

For Christ ian Dior, ar t ist  Alex Chinneck 
reimagined the luxury house's  shop 
windows through a ser ies of optical 
i l lus ions that appear to bend, twist and 
unravel  the architecture itself. Famil iar 
retai l  e lements are distor ted in impossible 
ways, creating scenes that feel  suspended 
somewhere between real ity and fantasy. 

The displays encourage passers-by to 
pause, quest ion what they are seeing 
and engage with the space beyond its 
commercial  function.

This project has created immersion without 
requir ing vis itors to step ins ide.  
By disrupting expectations and chal lenging 
perceptions of the bui lt  environment, the 
windows turn a routine retai l  encounter 
into a moment of escapism. The storefront 
becomes more than a backdrop for 
products, act ing instead as an exper ience 
in its  own r ight.

As brands embrace world-bui lding, projects 
l ike this  show how retai l  can of fer moments 
of escapism beyond the purchase.

House of 
wonder.

DIOR X ALEX CHINNECK, NYC & L A

09

THE GRE AT ESCAPE RETAIL HIGHLIGHTS

THE DRAWING AND THE INFORMATION CONTAINED HEREIN IS THE PROPERTY OF 
DESIGN 4 RETAIL LTD. IT MUST NOT BE REPRODUCED OR LOANED, IN PART OR WHOLE 
WITHOUT PRIOR PERMISSION OF THE SAID COMPANY.  ALL DRAWINGS, CONCEPTS AND 
DESIGNS REMAIN THE INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY RIGHT OF DESIGN 4 RETAIL LTD.

13



THE GRE AT ESCAPE RETAIL HIGHLIGHTS

A WORLD OF ITS OWN

When exper iential  retai l  is  discussed 
today, it 's  of ten framed as a modern 
design choice. Yet decades before 
immersive environments became a retai l 
buzzword, Biba transformed shopping 
into a form of escapism, bui lding a retai l 
exper ience that felt  c loser to a fantasy 
than a depar tment store.

Opening in Kensington in 1973, Big 
Biba occupied a former depar tment 
store and invited vis itors into a 
careful ly choreographed world inspired 
by Hol lywood glamour and Ar t Deco 
architecture. Rather than presenting 
products in a conventional  retai l 
environment, every f loor was designed to 
encourage discovery, from lavish inter iors 
and dimly l i t  spaces to unexpected 

at tractions including a roof top garden, 
food hal l  and l ive f lamingos.

The most impressive aspect is  how the 
store's  atmosphere became the main 
at traction. Shopping was only one par t of 
the exper ience, v is itors came to explore 
and lose themselves in an environment 
that felt  detached from everyday l i fe, 
turning a tr ip to the store into an event  
in itself.

More than f i f ty years later, Big Biba 
remains a powerful  example of retai l 
as world-bui lding. Long before brands 
began talk ing about immersion, they 
demonstrated how a strong sense of 
fantasy could transform a commercial 
space into a dest ination people wanted  
to exper ience.

A Biba 
dream.
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BIG BIBA DEPARTMENT STORE, LONDON, 1973-1975
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RESPONDING TO CULTURAL SHIFTS

As dai ly l i fe becomes increasingly fast-
paced and demanding, many consumers 
are seeking moments of wonder, play 
and escapism within the physical 
world. In response, brands are creating 
retai l  environments that move beyond 
functional ity, transforming stores into 
imaginative dest inations where real ity 
is  stretched, unexpected narratives 
unfold and vis itors are invited to step 
intoentire ly dif ferent worlds.

The most compel l ing spaces are those 
that blur the boundaries between retai l , 
enter tainment, community and ar t. 
Through surreal  design & story tel l ing 
and interactive exper iences, these 
environments encourage exploration 
rather than transaction. Shopping 
becomes just one par t of a broader 
journey, with the atmosphere, emotion 
and sense of discovery of ten leaving a 
stronger impression than the  
products themselves.

Down the 
rabbit hole.
IMMERSIVE WORLDS AWAIT

FORESIGHT

For brands, this  shif t  presents an 
oppor tunity to create deeper and 
more memorable connections with 
audiences. As consumers increasingly 
value exper iences over possess ions, 
retai l  spaces that spark cur ios ity, 
inspire par t ic ipation and of fer a 
temporary escape from everyday 
routines are becoming powerful  tools 
for engagement. The result  is  a new 
generation of environments designed 
not s imply to sel l , but to surpr ise  
and immerse.
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HELLO, WE'RE DESIGN4RETAIL OUR DISCIPLINES,

Backed by insight, 
the D4R difference.
Our strategy teams stay up to date and 
tapped into culture, always keeping an eye 
on what ’s happening. That way, we can 
create more meaningful  exper iences by 
using strategic ins ights to guide every step 
of the project.

→ Brand story tel l ing 
→ Customer exper ience  
→ Pop-ups & activations  
→ Retai l  identity 
→ Store design & f it  out
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