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When Culture Meets Catering

In certain fundamental aspects, restaurants, Cafés and bars in cultural
institutions are exactly the same as standalone hospitality spaces. Great
food and great service will always be the fundamentals of any great
recipe for success! In other ways, however, especially when it comes to
branding and interior design concepts, these spaces can be complex and
challenging to get right.

The main reason for this complexity is because of the difficult balance
designers need to create between two spaces that are inter-related, but
which serve very different functions. How does that relationship work in
terms of branding and the look and feel of the space, for example, and
what are the pitfalls that potentially lie ahead?

At the very beginning of the project, the designers of the hospitality space
need to get to know the overall strategy of the cultural organisation. The
synergy between the main content of the institution and its aspirations
for its hospitality offer need to be explored via thorough questioning
before moving forward. What is the space trying to achieve and what
criteria is it fulfilling? Over-arching management plans to attract different
demographic targets, for example, or to extend opening hours, will impact
on the hospitality offer too, whilst a new brand vision to create a more
cutting-edge space or one with more populist appeal would also create a
different context for any dining area.

Target customer groups can be very varied — much more so than for a
standalone restaurant, creating complex demands on a space that may
need to house romantic dinners for couples in the evening and offer
snacks for huge parties of schoolchildren during the day. Sometimes
there is the possibility of being able to create flexible overspill areas for
school parties or mothers with young children, where particularly robust
furniture is a must, but which can be shut off for evening events or else
moved round thanks to flexible furnishing arrangements.

Creating a dedicated overspill
area for school parties at the
Museum of Science & Industry,
Manchester
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The variety in the scope of customers doesn’t mean, however, that
designs should be bland or try to please everyone at the cost of having a
dull identity. Cultural institutions who design their own hospitality spaces
sometimes fail to create enough difference between their dining areas
and their general public spaces.

Roy Westwood, Head of Innovation for Levy Restaurants, with whom
we have worked on many restaurants within museums or arts centres,
makes it very clear that “a restaurant space truly needs to be a restaurant
and not a copy of a gallery or exhibition space. Clients often think that's
the right way to go — to be a ‘gallery that serves food’ — but in fact you
mustn’t overplay the feel of the institution inside the dining space for the
clear reason that people need a break from the intensity of what they are
seeing in order to reflect on it all the better.”

A restaurant always needs to function as a restaurant primarily and follow
good restaurant design rules, but needs to have a definite relationship
with the building it is housed in and the purpose of the institution —
otherwise it goes too far in the other direction and looks unrelated and
confusing for customers.
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Dining spaces need to provide contrast from gallery spaces, such as
here at the Barbican Lounge, so that visitors can reflect on what they
have seen
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When it comes to branding, the space can’t be unbranded and
anonymous, or else it will risk looking like an afterthought, but the
branding and positioning have to work with and not against the existing
overall brand and its position. For example, when we created the new
restaurant spaces for leading British arts institution the Barbican Centre,
we had to respect the Centre’s strong identity and its rulebook on
graphics and fonts, but still have a new playful identity.

Once that relationship has been explored, the design team can move
on to exploring the concept, asking what it is trying to achieve and what
statement it is trying to make. Will it have a celebrity chef for example and
what is its basic identity (café, bar, fine dining, casual dining)?

Whilst context is everything, the relationship between the two spaces
needs to remain subtle and un-forced. When we designed both a
restaurant and a café space for MOSI (the Museum of Science and
Industry) in Manchester, we created huge-scale steel servery tables that
were inspired by laboratory benches, subtly referencing the museum’s
industrial context.
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Servery tables inspired by laboratory benches at the Museum of Science & Industry in Manchester
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Branding for the new Barbican restaurants is referential but playful
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