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CELEBRATING A CHINESE HERITAGE,
WITH NODS TO NEW YORK

JAMES KAPLAN, the chief executive of Tai Ping, a high-end 
carpet company based in Hong Kong, knew exactly what 
he didn’t want when he began to think of a United States 
headquarters and flagship showroom. There would be no 
piles of smelly rugs on the floor and no pushy sales 
representatives, and the space wouldn’t be in a building 
with other rug wholesalers. When architects and 
designers stepped into the new showroom, they might 
not know immediately what was for sale, but they would 
know it was luxurious.

“We designed the space to look like it could be a museum 
or an art gallery or a high-end clothing store,” Mr. Kaplan 
said. “We wanted people to walk in and understand 
nothing other than that it was a luxury brand 
environment.”

The space also has the feel of an artist’s atelier, where 
design professionals can create customized rugs in wool, 
silk, linen and other premium fibers like cashmere. 
Wholesale custom orders make up a majority of Tai Ping’s 
business around the globe.

“It had to feel closer to a design studio than a 
warehouse,” said Matthew Baird of Matthew Baird Design, 
the architectural firm in Manhattan that was responsible 
for the project.

According to Mr. Baird, who had never designed a 
showroom before, this 12,500-square-foot, J-shaped 
space blends Tai Ping’s Chinese heritage with references 
to its New York location, on the fourth floor of a six-story 
building at 860 Broadway at 17th Street. The landmarked 
building, circa 1880, has views of Union Square and was 
home to Andy Warhol’s Factory in the mid-1970s. Tai 
Ping’s space was previously occupied by a dot-com 
business.

The design also had to help establish Tai Ping in the 
United States as a luxury brand exported from China. 
(Another is the fashion label Shanghai Tang.)

The design concept was inspired partly by Chinese 
courtyard houses that have a series of layers, according to 
Mr. Baird, who studied them extensively in preparation for 
the project. Rooms become more private as you pass 
across each threshold from one to the next. At Tai Ping, 
the transition from room to room is made softer by glass 
partitions, some frosted or opaque, that temper light and 
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shadows and naturally slow the pace of movement, 
Mr. Baird said.  
 
The rug company’s first, most public layer is the 
reception area. Using dark wood floors and paneling, it 
is filled with the most literal Chinese references. A 
hollow brick from the Han dynasty sits in a niche 
opposite the elevator; tea canisters with cuneiform 
characters line one wall of a small, glassed-in kitchen 
carved out of the Broadway side of the room. The 
company logo, designed by the Wallpaper magazine 
founder Tyler Brûlé, is discreetly etched in the glass 
partition that separates the kitchen and a small main 
waiting area. 
 
More cuneiform is chalked onto small blackboards on 
an opposite wall, while a strategically placed ming 
tree redirects energy according to traditional feng 
shui principles. (Those principles also dictated that 
Chinese coins be buried under the floor at the 
entrance.) A feng shui master, R. D. Chin, consulted on 
Mr. Baird’s design and blessed the project when the 
first phase, the showroom area and some executive 
offices, was completed in the fall of 2005. That was the 
same year that Tai Ping, a 50-year-old business, 
entered the United States market. The final phase of 
the project, executed by the Alcon Builders Group, will 
be completed early this year.  
 
An ebonized wooden double door, ornamented with a 
traditional Chinese moon motif in tombasil (white 
bronze), opens onto the main showroom, where Mr. 
Baird let the New York references speak for them-
selves. Light from six large windows highlights the 
original late 19th-century architectural features, like 
12½-foot exposed brick vaulted ceilings, hardwood  

 

The architect Matthew Baird designed the new 
Tai Ping showroom in Manhattan to look like a 
museum or an art gallery.  
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floors, wooden baseboards, cast-iron radiators and elegant, 
narrow fluted columns. The proximity to Union Square 
adds to the sense of place, according to Mr. Baird, whose 
10-person firm works on a mix of commercial and residen-
tial projects. 
 
 “The way the showroom focuses on those exquisite views 
is what brings New York into it,” he said. 
 
Against one exposed brick wall, a white, late-18th-century 
Swedish settee adds a decorative flourish to a rather stark, 
contemporary room dominated by the geometry of white 
columns, a wall of white built-in display units designed by 
Mr. Baird to hold colorful carpet samples, and workstations 
in clear and white curved acrylic that Mr. Baird also 
designed for the showroom. The furniture is on casters to 
allow for more flexibility; samples of tufted wool in 500 
different colors pop out of the “pom bar,” or sample box, 
which is set into the top of some of the workstations so 
designers can work with them as easily as possible.  
 
Piles of rugs are conspicuously absent. In their place, one 
or two colorful styles are on the dark-stained hardwood 
floor. A single carpet hanging against the far wall gives the 
room the aura of an art gallery; the carpet is suspended 
from a system of cables designed to hold scenery for 
theatrical stage sets — another New York reference. 
 
Multiple rugs can be suspended on and slid along five, 
70-foot-long tracks. The same tracks extend behind glass 
walls in two conference rooms, where rugs can be 
changed or moved at will to suit a particular client’s taste, 
or just to refresh the color scheme. They stand in contrast 
to the rooms’ midcentury modern furniture (designs by 
Eero Saarinen and Ludwig Mies van der Rohe). And in the 
smaller of two conference rooms, the rugs are the only 
décor. 
 
The larger conference room is divided from the showroom 
by a wall of large colorful thread spindles arranged 
between two panels of glass, clear on the showroom side 
and translucent on the conference side. The afternoon sun 
creates an unusual abstract tableau of light and color. 
 
Administration, sales and a storeroom occupy the far end 
of the offices, the last phase to be completed. Open-plan 
cubicles are being configured to accommodate a doubling 
of the sales staff over the next few years. Currently, 35 
people work in the headquarters.  
 
The conference rooms are part of a grouping of glass 
offices that include that of Mr. Kaplan, the chief executive. 
Mr. Baird said he chose the glass partitions to reinforce the  

contrast of contemporary materials, shapes and  
furnishings with the traditional brick and cast iron of 
the office’s shell. 
 
A line of about a dozen fluted white columns runs 
parallel to the glass screen along one side. The effect is 
the illusion of more space in a long, narrow leg of the 
layout while slowing the move from one layer to the 
next, in the spirit of the Chinese courtyard houses. 
Bright, patterned Tai Ping rugs in each office are a bold 
statement among the subtle neutral colors of the 
midcentury modern furnishings. Yet they maintain a 
supporting role in a design that Mr. Kaplan calls the 
“anti-showroom.” 
 
“The product was almost secondary to the aesthetic of 
the showroom,” he said.  
 
 
 
 

 

Light from six large windows highlights the 
original late 19th-century architectural features. 

The transition from room to room is made softer 
by glass partitions. 
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