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RONG ZHAI

Newly revived and now unveiled by Prada, Rong Zhai is one
of Shanghai’s finest Western-style garden villas. Its name
honors notable former owner Yung Tsoong-King (Rong
Zongjing in the modern pinyin system), whose family resided
here through the 1920s and 30s. A distinguished red-domed
mansion rising from lush gardens on one of the city’s prime
historic streets, the structure remains a proud tribute to the
the numerous artisans who crafted its presence and the man
who ensured its legacy.

Yung Tsoong-King (1873-1938) was a famous tycoon,
known in his day as the Flour King of China and remembered
as aself-made entrepreneur with strong ties to Shanghaiand
the surrounding area. Starting in 1900, he and his younger
brother Yung Desheng established three flour and cotton
yarn businesses centered on the Suzhou River: Mow Sing,
Foh Sing, and Sung Sing. Together they formed the San Sing
(Three New) Enterprise, headquartered in Shanghai. By
1936, the empire comprised twenty-one factories. Beyond his
businesses, Yung applied a civic spirit to advancing the local
economy, transportation, education, and culture around his
hometown of Wuxi.

Rong Zhaiis located at 186 North Shaan Xi Road ina
historically affluent residential neighborhood of Jing’an,
Shanghai. The first formal plan for the Western-style building
is from 1910; Yung purchased the mansion in 1918 and com-
missioned celebrated designer Chen Chunjiang to remodel.
The structure was reinforced with concrete and expanded,
with the rich, eclectic designs of the interior extending into
the newer rooms.

The massive residence was well suited for Yung’s large
family (Mrs. Yung and seven children) and a very social place,
frequently visited by important locals for business meetings
and formal gatherings. But Yung’s vibrant occupancy of Rong
Zhai came to an end with the Second Sino-Japanese War.
With his investments reduced to ashes, he suspended business
operations and departed on January 4, 1938 for Hong Kong,
where he passed away barely a month later.
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INTERVENTION

Prada Rong Zhai is a grand and lasting manifestation of
Prada’s commitment to Chinese history and culture and the
latest of the brand’s extraordinary architectural explorations.
To revitalize this unique and important structure, Prada
applied their expertise in Italian craft and quality—ensur-
ing the same attention to detail and exquisite execution for
which their products are renowned. They engaged Architect
Roberto Baciocchi from Arezzo, Italy to oversee restoration
of the structure alongside a select group of Italian artisans.
This contemporary reintroduction of European craftsman-
ship aligns with the history of the Western-style structure,
which was furnished eclectically with significant Classical and
European influence through Yung’s occupancy.

For aresidence of its date and type, Rong Zhai was gen-
erally well preserved as a structure, however the interiors
and ornate decorative features required painstaking clean-
ing, repair, preservation, and in some cases reproduction.
Knowledgeable care for original materials and processes
allowed the team of artisans to emulate their predecessors,
whose names are unknown but whose work is honored and
brought back to life.

Now unveiled after years of attentive care, Prada Rong
Zhaiis reintroduced to Shanghai and presented fresh to inter-
national visitors. Through exhibitions, events, programming,
and other forms of cultural exchange, new life and energy will
extend the lively activities of Yung’s day. In a way, the project
invokes Yung himself, who was known to promote “inheriting
the best from the previous generation and offering the best
for the next.”
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Ceiling medallion with floral motif
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Enamel tile with abstract floral design

ML 1 SRS R %
Floor pattern with six types of tile
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Finished tile with inlaid design
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Builtin 1918 asadrawing room, Yung Tsoong-
Kingused this space as a dining room before
his family and residence grew. Later, this
space also served as a point of entry to Rong
Zhai’s subsidiary north wing. Its welcoming
decorative fireplace and striking carved stair
railing are designed in the manner of a formal
reception hall.

DESIGN

Tiled floors are common to historic Western
entrance halls because of their durability and
ease of maintenance. This floor includes several
types of encaustic tile, in which a multi-color
design is fused into the body of the ceramic.
The brown, six-sided tiles feature a yellow
star motif, a familiar icon used by numerous
cultures and closely associated with Judaism.

REVIVAL

Italian craftsmen recreated the missing and
damaged floor tiles by hand using ancient
methods. To make the encaustic tiles, a mold
was first created from the original hundred-
year-old tile and anew clay medium developed
to match its colors. This colored liquid clay
was then hand-poured into the shape of the
inlaid design. Finally, the body of each tile was
backfilled and the layers pressurized and fired to
fuse them together. Many of the tiles thatline
the wall were also recreated for the restoration.
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Chinoiserie-style motif of an elderly man

BP0 oy L ST

Neoclassical detail on fireplace surround
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Wall panels prior to restoration
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Stain applied to sanded wood
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Built with the original residence, this room
was expanded around 1918 through a bay-
shaped addition with fireplace. The room’s
rich wall color and dark wooden paneling
establish a distinguished appearance, fitting
its function as a place of business.

DESIGN

The wooden fireplace surround is decorated

with sculptural and incised ornament, hand-
carved from solid teak by master craftsmen

using specialty chisels and blades. Though

decorative, its projecting mantel served a

functional purpose by preventing smoke

from drifting up into the room. Neoclassical

clements, along with chinoiserie-style details

including human and animal figures frame

the ceramic-tiled fireplace. Chinoiserie—the

Western interpretation of Chinese culture and

ornament—Dbecame fashionable in European

decorative arts during the eighteenth century,
when trade brought exotic objects, textiles,and

printed material from China to the rest of the

world. In this context ofa Western-style man-
sion in Shanghai, the imitative feature adds

to the idiosyncratic nature of the residence.

REVIVAL

To restore the fireplace, a coat of paint was

painstakingly removed and missing sections were

repaired with wood treated to match the color

of the antique surface, then naturally stained

and sealed. The ceramic tiles of the firebox

required only minor surface cleaning. A crafts-
man from Italy was able to determine the original

wall color of the room by carefully scraping

away layers of paint applied over the decades.
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Ornate plaster ceiling cornice
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Fireplace surround with Neoclassical details
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Staining wood with natural substances
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Detail of carved fireplace surround
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In this dining room, the dark-hued walls,
ornate fireplace, and historicist embellish-
ments were originally designed to establish
a formal setting for hosting dinners. Yung
Tsoong-Kingand his family preferred to use
anearby room for dining, so this room may
have shifted from its earlier function.

DESIGN

The ceiling cornice, a decorative plaster mold-
ingaround the upper perimeter of the room, is

a Classical device thatadds visual interestand

depth to aninterior while concealing the junc-
ture between ceiling and walls. Accordingly,
its decorative motifs are drawn from Ancient
Greek and Roman architecture. One of the

most commonly used Classical patterns is

the egg-and-dart, a band of ovoidal shapes

tucked within round casings. Historically,
this pattern was applied at every scale, from

ancient temples to jewelry. The woodcarvers

and plasterers who shaped the original cornices

would have been aware of numerous variations

of'egg-and-dart through pattern books that
circulated trends in decor around the globe.

REVIVAL

Missing portions of the ceiling cornice were
recreated for the restoration, copied by the
architect from the profile of existing frag-
ments. An aged effect was achieved naturally
using a lime surface coating. Contemporary
considerations like lighting and ventilation
are concealed within the elaborate cornice
to update the space functionally without
compromising its historic appearance.
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Stained-glass panel with figural scenes
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Detail of stained-glass lunette
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Planing a window frame
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Sunroom during construction
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Built with the original residence and
expanded after 1918, this room has many
windows for capturing sunlight. Sunrooms,
common to Victorian style mansions, pro-
vided an ideal space for relaxing, tending
plants, and convalescing.

DESIGN

The upper stained-glass windows repeat motifs
found throughout the residence, however,
the imagery within the large figural panelsis
unique to the house. Itis not known whether
Yung Tsoong-King commissioned them, but
their interpretation suggests connections to
the previous resident’s own life. The scene of
two junkssailing toward the horizon past a
pagoda may reference a real location of per-
sonal significance. In 1930, in their native city
of Wuxi, the Yung brothers commissioned a
pagoda in the Plum Garden on Lake Tai to
commemorate their mother. In the second set
of panels,a Western-style castle and windmill
along the shoreline evoke power and industry.
This may represent the Suzhou River, which
flows from Wuxi to Shanghai. Yung Tsoong-
King established numerous flour and cotton
mills on its banksin the early twentieth century.
These windows may represent a powerful
symbol of the businessman’s journey to success.

REVIVAL

The stained-glass panels were in good con-
dition. Minimal conservation treatment
included replacement of damaged portions
and reinforcement of the surrounding frame-
work. The original wooden window frames
required extensive restoration. The surface
was sanded to remove old layers of stain and
repaired sections were blended in with the
original wood. Missing hardware was replaced
and treated to match the original metal pieces.
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Detail of scrolling leaf ornament
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Detail of an ornamental festoon
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Detail of central floral motif
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Ceiling medallion in carved teak
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MRS. YUNG’S BEDROOM
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Added to the house in an expansion around
1918, this bedroom’s somber, stately decor
suggests a male inhabitant. However, it was
occupied by Mrs. Yung, who gave birth to at
least one of her children here.

DESIGN

The dado, orlow perimeter paneling, encircles
the interior in richly carved teak wood. This
feature protects the walls from damage made
by furniture and gives the space a formal, his-
toricistappearance. These dimensional panels
provide layers of visual texture with a range of
ornamental references. The vegetal pattern at
the center of each frame was likely taken from
a pattern book for artisans. The abstracted
form of intertwined vines and leaves derives
from the complex floral arabesque designs
that developed in the Islamic world before
proliferating through European decorative
arts. The additional motifs of draping flower
garlands ( festoons) and regular, tooth-like
blocks (dentils) originated in ancient Greece
and Rome. Thisis the work of a master wood-
carver, who would have sculpted each element
separately before gluing them into place.

REVIVAL

Restoring the carved dado entailed removing
layers of peeling paint to expose the bare

wooden surface, then replacing missing com-
ponents with copies made from the original.
Finally, the surface was treated with natural

waxes that allow the wood’s rich tone and

grain to remain visible. The ceiling’s grid-like

moldings are original to the room and were

also restored in a similar fashion.
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Floor planks laid in a herringbone pattern
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Installation of floor planks
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Application of carved ornament
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Wall panels prior to staining
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This room was once the private bathroom of
Mrs. Yung. Its generous size and proximity to
the adjoining bedroom suggest it functioned
as her dressing room as well.

DESIGN

The floor comprises alternating boards oflight
oak and dark teak, arranged at diagonals to
create an eye-catching zigzag pattern. The
directional effect of this herringbone surface
createsanillusion of width in the narrow space.
Herringbone and chevron patterns that recall
attributes of late Medieval architecture are
common in Gothic Revival interiors like this
one. The zigzag motif was used beginning
with prehistoric civilizations to visually repre-
sent natural phenomenasuch aslightningand
waves. Coinciding with the Yung occupancy,
the zigzag enjoyed a modernist resurgence
through architecture, interiors, and objects
in the Art Deco style, which flourished in
Shanghaiin the 1930s.

REVIVAL

Because most of the existing floor in this room
was lost, it was meticulously recreated during
the restoration to match that of the en-suite
bedroom. The new hardwood planks were
treated with a natural finish and beeswax
polish. Some of the original floor tiles remain
intactin the bay window.
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View toward Meeting Room
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Grapevine decor around the border

JEVR 4T 5 T

Polishing a panel with sawdust
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Broken pieces replaced with vintage glass
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This small space links Rong Zhai’s original
building with its four-story secondary struc-
ture, fusing two wings built about a decade
apart and at different grades. It asks visitors,
arriving here from the entrance hallway, to
choose between business and pleasure: turn
right for the Meeting Room, or left (and
upstairs) for the Ballroom.

DESIGN

The colorful skylight (fifteen square meters
in total) that distinguishes this space boasts
the oldest stained glass at Prada Rong Zhai.
Illumination from above filters through its
panes to reflect oft the room’s polished mar-
ble floors. As in many decorative features
of the house, the design marries geometric
forms with the organicism of traditional
vegetal ornament. The scrolling grapevines
around the perimeter are a nearly universal
decorative motif found throughout Ancient
Egyptian, Roman, Celtic, Christian, Judaic,
and Chinese iconography, and also appear
on the residence’s main gate. The checkered
background pattern of colored and textured
glass provides grid-like regularity while subtly
echoing the tessellating tile patterns found
throughout Prada Rong Zhai.

REVIVAL

The restoration of this skylight corrected
damage caused during an earlier attempt to
repair and replace broken elements. The central
ovals and twenty-one panels were removed for
treatment. Missing pieces within the grape
bunches were replaced with period-appro-
priate stained glass produced in Germany in
the 1940s. Before reinstallation, the panels
were cleaned and grouted using traditional
techniques passed down through the centuries
by specialist glassworkers.
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Detail of central sunburst rosette
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Detail of wreath motif
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Historic glass used for the restoration
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Treatment of a stained-glass panel
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During an expansion after 1918, three of the
original bedrooms were replaced with this
grand, open ballroom. Here, parties and
formal events were crowned with a massive
stained-glass skylight of sixty-nine panels
(forty-five square meters in total).

DESIGN

This stained-glass centerpiece juxtaposes
historical and modern design elements. From
the central geometric rosette, crystalline rays
emanate from a stylized sunburst—a motif
prevalentin the Art Deco style that originated
in France and spread internationally through
the 1920s and 30s. This modern gesture is
contained, however, by spiraling ribbons and
corner laurel wreaths—ornamental elements
from ancient Greek and Roman cultures.
Stained glass is an art form that dates back
more than a thousand years. With a line
drawing of the design traced onto a large
glass pane, individual pieces would have been
cut, then colored with enamel paintand fired
at high temperatures before being joined in
their metal frame with strips of heated lead.

REVIVAL

The restoration of this feature required the
complete removal of the skylight. During
an earlier restoration, the original glass was
damaged and some of the panels had been
installed backwards. Broken or missing pieces
were replaced with vintage glass approximating
the original. The metal support structure was
reinforced throughoutand the panels gently
cleaned before reinstallation. Elsewhere,
the ceiling cornices were recreated from the
fragments that remained, now designed to
accommodate modern lighting and ventila-
tion. The fine inlay of the wood paneling was
also delicately restored by specialistartisans.
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Detail of hanging lamp
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Wax cast of the original metal object
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Heating plaster mold
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Grinding cast metal object
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MR. YUNG’S BEDROOM
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In 1918, Yung Tsoong-King enlarged this
original bedroom for use as his own, nearly
doubling the space through a bay-shaped
addition with fireplace. Interestingly, the
existing pastel-colored walls and white lac-
quered fireplace are more delicate and less
decidedly masculine than other spacesin the
residence, such as the second floor bedroom
of Mrs. Yung.

DESIGN

The lamps hanging above are based on fixtures
original to the house. Light is beautifully
diffused through shades made from thinly
carved, semitransparent alabaster stone. The
advent of modern gas lighting in the early
1800s replaced candles and oil lamps with
bright, efficient light, but was still dirty and
dangerous in the home. Electrification was
brought to wealthy Shanghai residences like
this one beginning in the 1880s. The city
quickly embraced this new lighting technol-
ogy, despite the infrastructural challenge of
different voltage systems among the various
concession zones.

REVIVAL

Italian artisans used a method called the lost-
wax technique to cast new metal light fixtures
in this room from the originals. It uses a series
of molds to replicate objectsin intricate detail,
and was even used to create Shang and Zhou
Dynasty bronzes in ancient China. All the
missing light fixtures at Prada Rong Zhaiwere
reproduced using this traditional technique.






TEIE S LR B BRIIAG S

Wall relief uncovered during restoration
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Transom windows with modern stained glass
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Diagram of the stained glass design
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Restoration of the original paint color
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This bright and sunny space was the bed-
room of Yung Tsoong-King’s eldest son, built
around 1930 when he married. The built-in
cabinet with glass doors might have held the
couple’s books or other precious items. The
unique niche at the room’s southern end
reflects the cylindrical shape of the turret it
sits beneath.

DESIGN

The brick bas-reliefwall is a mysterious detail
thatwas discovered during the restoration and
was preserved asan architectural artifact that
hints at Rong Zhai’s past. While the room’s
walls were being surveyed for clues about their
material composition and original coloration,
this brick surface was uncovered beneath
the plaster. The paneled shape of this wall
resembles the form of a door and overdoor,
suggesting the former presence of a doorway
into the adjoining room. It is possible this
blockaded door once opened onto a balcony
or terrace this room has since replaced.

REVIVAL

Once the bas-reliefwas discovered, the plaster
and lime wash that had previously covered its

surface was carefully removed. Missing compo-
nents were repaired, and the wall treated with

ananti-dust coating. Allinterior walls at Rong

Zhaiwere repaired using the same traditional

plastering techniques by which they were

originally built. First, layers of modern-day
gypsum were removed to uncover the origi-
nal pigmented plaster. These original colors

were matched with contemporary pigments

and the old unstable plaster replaced with a

fresh coat. A final coat of lime mixed with

the proper pigment was applied just before

the plaster dried.
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Etching the plaster mold
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Tiles produced from the mold
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Adding liquid enamel color
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Installation of tiles
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This bright, airy space was built during a circa
1918 expansion as a bedroom, possibly for a
woman, as suggested by its pastel colors and
floral decor.

DESIGN

Wall tiles are unusual for a bedroom, as they
traditionally protect the walls and floors in

wet spaces like kitchens and bathrooms. Their
stylized lotus flower motifsymbolizes rebirth

and bears poetic significance in this setting:

like the room’s occupant, the blossom closes

atnightand reopens each morning. In 1929,
on the shores of Lake Tai in his native Wuxi,
Yung Tsoong-King built a Brocade Garden

that became well known for the beauty of its

lotus ponds. These tiles were produced by a

technique known as cloisonné enamel. Each

tile features cells of low reliefinto which liq-
uid enamel color is poured. These reservoirs

keep each color of the design separate before

being fired at high temperatures to harden

and fuse. This process was developed by the

ancient Greeks and came to China in the

1250s when military campaigns returned

from the Middle East.

REVIVAL

The damaged and missing tiles were restored
using the exact process by which they were
originally manufactured. A photo of the
original design was enlarged to full scale,
converted to aline drawing, and then etched
by hand onto a plaster tablet by an Italian
ceramic artisan. These tablets were used to
make relief molds of the originals. Extensive
testing was required to replicate the exact
color, translucency, and crackled effect of
the hundred-year-old tiles.
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Ceiling detail with ornamental patterns
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Preparation of ceiling for gilding
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Applying gold leaf with a soft brush
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Before and after gilding
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The coordinated decor of this room and the
adjacent Smoking Room, both built after
1918, suggests they were conceived as a suite
for gentlemanly leisure. Itis possible this rec-
tangular space may have held a billiards table.
No surface is left unadorned, as evidenced
by the sumptuous gold detailing overhead.

DESIGN

Gilded ceiling moldings enhance their

three-dimensional effect by reflecting light.
Gilding is an ancient decorative technique

practiced among numerous world cultures.
In the Western tradition, gold is hammered

by hand until nearly transparent, then cut

into small squares; this gold leafis applied to

a surface by using a soft brush and adhesive

solution. Neoclassical decorative motifs found

on this ceiling include traditional leaf orna-
ments and vegetal scrolls derived from ancient
Greekand Roman temples. The draping gar-
lands and drops of small chained flowers were

popularized by the tastemaking eighteenth

century British architect Robert Adam. The

central sunburst, with encircling ellipse and

linked rings, contrasts with the rectilinearity
ofthe room.

REVIVAL

To restore the ornate ceiling, the team of
Italian artisans firstaddressed the water-dam-
aged and unstable elements. Fallen sections

were reattached and missing portions recreated

from original fragments. The entire surface

was then whitewashed and re-gilded by hand,
then treated with a protective finish and aged
for an appropriate final impression.
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Pastoral imagery flanked by Fenghuang birds

FUDECBAESE AT

Detail of central floral rosette
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Original glass cabinet
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Detail of fabric panel
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SMOKING ROOM
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Despite its intimate scale, this room’s ornate
decoration belies its symbolic significance.
It likely served as a smoking room, added to
the residence after 1918. Per the gendered
spatial conventions of historic Western-style
mansions, men could retreat to this mascu-
line-coded space after dinner to enjoy pipes
or cigars and perhaps a glass of wine.

DESIGN

This elaborate, hand-carved wood paneling
isideal for a smoking room, as it absorbs less

smoke than wallpaper. On the upper panels

flanking the door, the primary device of a

flower basket with agricultural equipment
evokes pastoral imagery popular in European

interiors in the early 1700s. Other Western

motifs include draped garlands of leaves

(festoons) and fabric (swags) and hanging
cascades of small flowers—all inspired by
historical sources from Antiquity to the eight-
centh century Neoclassical. The Fenghuang
birds are mythical, phoenix-like creatures

represented in ornament throughout East
Asia, where they symbolize virtue and grace,
as well as in Western chinoiserie schemes in

the early eighteenth century.

REVIVAL

Restoration of the boiserie panels required
uncovering the original wooden surface and
replacing damaged sections with new woods
treated to blend in with the original teak. The
panels were then finished with a protective
coat of shellac and natural beeswax. The empty
frames within the panels were determined
to have been covered originally in fabric, so
a period-appropriate textile was created spe-
cifically for this room.
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Intricate knotwork inlay in the ‘Chinese’ style
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Marquetry decor around each panel
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A sunburst created from veneer inlays
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Damaged marquetry panels before repair
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Builtduring a post-1918 expansion, this grand

room carries secrets—including its original

purpose. Its built-in storage for clothing or
documents suggests this room may have

functioned asa bedroom oran office. Another
mysterious feature is the safe concealed behind

aniron door, disguised to resemble the adja-
cent wooden panels.

DESIGN

The space is distinguished by the marquetry
on its wooden paneling, or boiserie—par-
ticularly notable in the original cabinetry
along the room’s western wall. Marquetry is
amillenia-old decorative technique of setting
thin pieces of wood veneer into a wooden
background. Symmetrical motifs such as the
central floral motif, the diamond patterning
around each panel’s perimeter, and the vertical
strips of intricately interlaced knotwork below
the ceiling cornice were favored by craftsmen
because multiple identical shapes could be cut
from the veneer at once.

REVIVAL

Because wood is an organic material that
swells and shrinks with the humidity ofits
environment, marquetry surfaces tend to be
delicate. Despite the pieces being tightly fit
together and firmly adhered to the surface,
the decoration in this room had sustained
many losses over the years. Additionally, some
areas had later been covered with gold-colored
paint to imitate gilding. Restoration of these
surfaces required removing pigment from
the intact inlays and replacing the missing
portions with veneers prepared by specialist
craftsmen in the traditional manner.



