Barbican Centre seeks fresh ideas to revitalise dormant exhibition halls in major cultural renewal
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The Barbican Centre, a landmark cultural complex in London, has initiated a call for expressions of interest to reimagine the future use of its two large exhibition halls, which have been largely unused since 2010. This move is part of the broader Barbican Renewal programme, a £230 million overhaul led by architects Allies and Morrison alongside Asif Khan Studio. The renewal scheme aims to restore and revitalise the entire site, ensuring it remains relevant and vibrant for future generations.
The two exhibition halls collectively cover around 9,500 square metres—the size of 36 tennis courts—across two levels and are strategically positioned between prominent neighbouring venues including the new London Museum and the Guildhall School of Music and Drama. Historically, these halls have served as key venues for conferences and commercial exhibitions but have since fallen dormant, presenting a significant opportunity for cultural and civic activation within London’s Square Mile.
Expressions of interest are being sought from organisations across creative, commercial, and civic sectors, with an emphasis on innovative proposals that deliver cultural or creative value, increase public engagement, generate income, and promote sustainability and inclusivity. The Barbican Centre encourages ideas that activate the spaces for both visitors and the local community, with flexibility offered for joint or separate uses, long-term visions, meanwhile uses, or partnership models.
This initiative follows recent stages in the Barbican Renewal project, which also includes refurbishment of the foyers, lakeside terrace, and conservatory. The Barbican Centre has faced significant deterioration since its opening in 1982 as part of the City's post-war reconstruction, designed by Chamberlin, Powell and Bon. Prior upgrades have included a £12.6 million overhaul in 2006 by Allford Hall Monaghan Morris, the creation of a new street-level cinema complex, and an environmental upgrade of the main art gallery in 2019 by RUFFARCHITECTS.
The ongoing renewal process, fueled by a £191 million funding commitment from the City of London Corporation covering 80% of the first phase, seeks not only to restore the Barbican's architectural and cultural significance but also to meet modern sustainability and accessibility standards. Allies and Morrison, Asif Khan Studio, and their collaborators—including Buro Happold engineers and heritage experts—emphasise sustainable and inclusive design principles while respecting the Barbican’s unique architectural heritage.
Construction on the first phase of the renewal, which includes the refurbishment of the foyers, lakeside, and conservatory, is expected to begin in 2027, aiming for completion in time for the Barbican’s 50th anniversary in 2032. The two exhibition halls are anticipated to be available for redevelopment from 2028 onwards.
Philippa Simpson, Director for Buildings and Renewal, highlighted the significance of the exhibition halls, saying, “Sitting at the heart of the cultural life of the City, the Barbican’s Exhibition Halls offer an unparalleled opportunity to shape the creative and commercial future of the Capital. We are excited to explore the possibilities for bringing these extraordinary spaces back to life, and to work in closer dialogue with neighbouring sites and venues to bring new audiences to the Square Mile.”
At this stage, no specific project commitments will be made, as the call for expressions of interest is designed to gather insights into appetite, feasibility, and partnership potential. This early market engagement is a key step in shaping the strategic planning and future procurement phases, which seek to transform the currently dormant halls into dynamic assets that broaden public engagement and support the cultural ecosystem of London.
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