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The Hyundai Seoul, South Korea, by Burdifilek
Words Laura Box   Photography Yongjoon Choi

A Risk  
Worth Taking

We take you to the largest department store in  
South Korea, where Burdifilek has envisaged a boldly 
futuristic experience, interwoven with nature. 

Opposite: A glimpse at the second floor café through the atrium’s waterfall garden. 106-107: A cascading waterfall provides an overall feeling of tranquillity for busy customers. 
Page 109: On the second floor, reflectivity, translucency, indirect light, and fluid forms radiate an ethereal quality. Page 110: A spotlight of colour draws attention amid futuristic materiality. 

Page 111: Contrasts of materiality coexist to offer a feast for the senses on the third floor.
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Cascading Water

A gravity defying 
12-metre-tall sculptural 

waterfall stands 
prominently in the main 
atrium, surrounded by 

floating islands.

–
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With the help of Canada-based global design firm Burdifilek, 
Hyundai Seoul has established itself as a global retail landmark 
– and not simply because of its status as the largest department 
store in South Korea. The country is known for its appreciation 
of design and in Seoul, particularly, architecture and design is 
inherently wrapped up with fashion. The obtruding glass of Frank 
Gehry’s flagship for Louis Vuitton in collaboration with Peter 
Marino makes a sculptural mark on the streets of Cheongdam-
dong, while not far away, diffused light trickles from Acne Studios’ 
lightbox-like flagship by Sophie Hicks. Christian Dior’s flagship  
by Portzamparc rises spectacularly into the sky, crown-like,  
and Phillip Lim’s flagship by Leong-Leong architects is a starkly 
gridded white box.

It’s within this context of outwardly fashion-focused, daring 
design that Burdifilek has established its name in Seoul over the 
past nine years, and through word-of-mouth was approached by 
Hyundai to enter a competition for its newest department store.

“[South Korea] is an amazing canvas to play on,” says Diego 
Burdi, who founded the Toronto-based Burdifilek alongside Paul 
Filek. “They are culturally very design aware, definitely risk takers. 

And South Koreans don’t have an issue with rolling the dice at all, 
which really we love, as North American designers.”

It wasn’t until Burdifilek was awarded the project that the studio 
realised its scale. “I remember going to their construction site 
for the very first time. It was like several football fields. It’s just 
massive,” says Burdi.

Despite being the largest project Burdifilek has ever worked 
on, the studio rose to the challenge, providing fully customised 
shopping experiences over three levels.

The studio also completed what it refers to as a “raceway” 
around the store – the common circulation that leads clients 
around the perimeter. In a series of atriums that pepper 
the perimeter, Burdifilek created a towering water feature, 
referencing the sky garden that was being installed on the top  
floor by bringing nature into the space. Nature has also been 
woven through the “raceway” with green belts.

The two shopping floors designed by the studio embrace 
completely different points of view. The second floor carries high-
end womenswear and is designed to pedestal the pieces to reflect 
their quality.

“South Koreans don’t have an issue with rolling the dice at 
all, which really we love, as North American designers.”
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“We created more of a gallery, sculptural, very quiet space,” says 
Burdi about the second floor. A combination of dry, matte and 
textured finishes abound: the walls are plastered to create a burlap 
finish, and even the glass accents are matte. Pops of colour stand 
out in hallways, recesses and change rooms defined by their apricot 
gradient, joined by pink and green soft furnishings. In certain 
sections, lighting emanates from curves and undulations in the 
ceiling to help “plate” the products flawlessly. “The whole space is 
very amorphic and feels really quite beautiful,” says Burdi.

The third floor is unisex, and as Burdi puts it, inclined towards a 
more “design-aware”, fashion-forward client. “So we had to be a lot 
braver there,” says Burdi.

The bravery paid off. Rather than opting for the stock-standard 
white or black base, the design studio conceived a boldly futuristic 
and lustrous space. “We wanted to have a little bit of humour with it,”  

says Burdi. “We’re playing with not only finishes and colour, but 
we’re playing with scale. You have those vacuum-formed walls that 
are very sculptural but as you move around they’re very kinetic. It’s 
almost lenticular.”

Glimpses of yourself can be caught in the rippling, metallic walls 
and the hard edged feel reflects the boldness of the product lines.

“We wanted that extreme juxtaposition where we have something 
that is kind of shiny, almost Blade Runner-like. And then the second 
floor is really quiet... It’s a totally different feel.”

Experiential and tantalising, Burdifilek’s design for Hyundai 
Seoul is a drawcard for enticing South Korean shoppers back to 
physical retail stores. 

 
burdifilek.com
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