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Building study

The Royal Exchange building, in the heart

of the City of London, has been refurbished

and converted into an exclusive shopping

mall. This building study explores the ways

in which the access issues and barriers were

tackled during the course of the refurbish-

ment project and analyses the resulting

accessibility of the building.

Return to original use
The Royal Exchange site has had a long and
colourful history. It has been a purpose-built
centre for shopping and trade since the first

‘Royal Exchange’ was built on the site by Sir
Thomas Gresham and opened in 1571. Since that
time, two consecutive Royal Exchange buildings
on the site have been destroyed by fire and
rebuilt each time as shopping malls. From the
mid 18th century until the 1990s, the building
became a centre of trade and business rather
than shopping. The recent refurbishment of the 
Royal Exchange has once again restored it to a
shopping centre containing exclusive boutiques
and stores such as Prada and Paul Smith. 

Current planning and legislative obligations
relating to accessibility, combined with the
constraints on alterations to listed buildings, have
made the refurbishment an interesting challenge
for the architect, the developers and the City of

Royal Exchange, London
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London planning department. Michael Puckett
and Sue Lines describe the approaches taken 
by the architect and the planning department.
Cassie Herschel-Shorland reviews the accessibility
of the finished product.

Architect’s account
Michael Puckett, Associate,
Fitzroy Robinson Limited 

The principal aim of the scheme was to restore
and reactivate the courtyard space at the heart 
of the Royal Exchange by designing elegant 
retail units set within the fabric of the existing
ambulatory of the courtyard. The courtyard is a
dramatic space that has for many years been
hidden and held back by the occupation of the
structure by the London International Financial
Futures Exchange (LIFFE).

Original features and modern materials
At ground floor, the units are situated in the 
four quadrants of the ambulatory separated by
the main entrances. Each of these quadrants
accommodates up to four retail boutiques. 

A new courtyard floor has been installed that
replicates the former glory of the existing 
16th century floor, which is retained beneath.

In the space bounded by the three main columns
in each corner of the colonnade, we have
provided stairs and lifts to the mezzanine level
over the retail units. In this upper level space,
under the heavily modelled ambulatory ceiling,
there is a new ambulatory space, continuing 
over the main entrances, circulating the entire
colonnade. This provides further retail, restaurant
and exhibition space and more importantly, 
a prime gallery view of the paintings on the
ambulatory walls. This is achieved by setting 
back the outer balustrade above a raking soffit
to the ground-floor retail units, which at its
lower level will conceal feature uplighting to
illuminate the paintings and the space.

Glass and stainless steel are the predominant
materials of the retail units. These materials act 
in direct contrast and complement the existing
structure. Slimmer and lighter, they sublimate their
presence with respect to the larger scale classical
proportions of the courtyard. The lightness of
these materials and the sheer glass shopfronts

Plan of the 
Royal Exchange
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allows a greater transparency through the court-
yard and indeed to the high quality merchandise
on display. At the same time, these materials,
along with the high design standards, in construc-
tional terms cause minimal interference and have 
a minimal impact on the existing fabric.

Principle objective
The main principle of the scheme was to
reactivate the courtyard space by making it
accessible to the public and this, of course, 
meant all members of the public. The courtyard 
is a dramatic space and this drama is enhanced 
by the paintings to the ambulatory walls – 
both of these aspects had been hidden from 
view for the past 30 years.

The Royal Exchange is a Grade I listed building
and, as is common which buildings of this calibre,
providing access is often the most challenging
design issue. Access has to be achieved without
major disruption or interference to the listed
fabric.

The key issues were to provide access to the
courtyard and to the paintings on the mezzanine
level. Access for wheelchair users could only be
achieved at one of the four entrances to the
scheme – the east entrance. The north, south, 
and particularly the west (under the dramatic
portico facing the Bank junction), are approached
by steps that would have been impossible to
adapt without severe interference to the fabric
of the building.

Access to the courtyard
Access through the east entrance is provided 
by two ramps from Royal Exchange buildings
from the pedestrianised area at the east of 
the building. One is outside our clients’ 
demise. Through detailed discussions with the
Corporation of London Planning department 
and Access Officer, a scheme was developed to
achieve a new, level and uniform floor utilising
materials that reflected those of the 16th century
floor pattern that remains undisturbed beneath
the new courtyard. These materials are natural
limestone and York stone which met with 
the Access Officer’s requirements when the
correct solutions to surface finish and jointing
were established.

The negotiations with the local authority also
allowed the installation of a lift travelling from
ground floor up to the mezzanine and down to
basement level where the ancillary accommo-
dation is provided, providing necessary access 
to the viewing gallery and the ambulatory

The previously opened courtyard has been
converted into an enclosed space

paintings. The lift is fully glazed, maintaining
transparency and visibility at the mezzanine level.

The viewing gallery runs the entire perimeter 
of the mezzanine level with passing spaces for
wheelchair users, allowing the public full access
to the paintings.

Success through collaboration
The scheme has proved successful with retailers,
shoppers and the public generally. As designers 
it has been a great privilege to bring such an
important building and space back into the
public domain. Part of this success story has been
the result of discussions with the Corporation of
London and English Heritage throughout the
design process, and we are grateful for their
advice and support.
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Assistant Access 
Officer’s account 
Sue Lines, Corporation of London

The development of the Royal Exchange, a 
Grade I listed building, to a double-height retail
shopping mall posed several problems relating 
to access. Buildings of this age, by their nature,
are rarely accessible to all potential users. The
architects, Fitzroy Robinson, had been appointed
to develop the design. In March 2000, the
Corporation of London received a planning
application and listed building consent request
from the developer London and Paris Estates Ltd
to create a retail development in the courtyard.
Extensive negotiations followed involving the
Corporation’s planning department as well as the

A ramp cut into the existing steps at 
the east entrance

Access Officer. From the outset of the project, 
the Corporation insisted on a number of provisos,
each having implications for the access provision.
They included: 

• the structure of the shop units should be
sympathetic to the existing listed building
fabric. The architectural quality of the internal
courtyard should not be compromised

• all retail units on the ground floor were to
have level access from the courtyard and a 
lift would have to be installed somewhere in
the building in order to access the shops on
the mezzanine level and WC facilities at
basement level

• all members of the public should be able 
to view the 24 murals which line the walls 
of the cloister. These murals depict scenes of
the history of London and have no equal
anywhere in the capital

Existing access to the building
The courtyard has four entrances. Each elevation
has York stone steps except for the east entrance.
During the 1990s, a ramp was cut into the
existing steps and a temporary wooden ramp 
had been positioned to ensure a basic degree 
of access to the ambulatory through the east
entrance. 

Extensive use of glazing
Preserving the character of this listed building
was uppermost in the minds of the architects.
Their design solution was simply to use glass as
the main material for the shop fronts to create 
a transparent effect. Accordingly, the existing
building can still be seen through all the new
shopfront bays. The entrance doors are also
totally glazed, as are the stairways, lift and
balustrades. This made manifestation an 
essential factor, not least for the benefit of
visually impaired visitors to the building. 

Ensuring access to the courtyard
The 150mm change in level between the
ambulatory and the courtyard was an initial
problem that had to be resolved. The architect’s
solution was to cover the original floor, which
was in a poor state of repair, with a new floor 
of stone setts to bring it to the same level as the
ambulatory and consequently (by way of the
existing ramps) to street level. The Access Officer
also asked that the new floor surface be non-slip. 

Accessing the mezzanine level
Drawings were submitted that showed flights 
of stairs from three corners of the courtyard to
mezzanine level. On the remaining corner a lift
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had been located in a tight space (a fourth
stairway to the upper floor and basement level
enclosed three sides of the lift shaft). Space
restrictions dictated that the lift could be no
larger than a standard eight-person lift, although
the Access Officer would have preferred a larger
lift size. Nevertheless, when the glass lift was
finally installed, it did incorporate other features
that the Access Officer had requested, including
braille and tactile control buttons. 

Moving around the mezzanine level
Another problem highlighted at design stage
concerned the proposed width of the walkway 
on the mezzanine level surrounding the courtyard.
It was important that the murals could be viewed
from the walkway. Equally, members of the public
should also be able to circulate easily around the
perimeter of the mezzanine. There are future
plans for restaurants along the wider sections of
the balcony areas. The original drawings for the
narrow sections of walkway provided less than 
1m in width. Discussions with the Access Officer 
in particular produced a compromise acceptable 
to all. Although some parts of the walkway are 
narrow, just over 1m in width, there are plenty 
of additional passing points.

Further improvements
The wider sections of the balcony have been
given protected areas to ensure that no obstruc-
tions, such as the position of chairs and tables,
will hinder the safety of visitors as they wander
through the new public spaces in the future. 
A condition was attached to the listed building
consent to secure an unobstructed pathway
along the perimeter. However, this will become 
a management issue and it remains to be seen
whether access for disabled people will be
adversely affected.

Clearly, the current series of (temporary) ramps 
at the eastern entrance is not ideal. However, 
this entrance did not form part of this planning
application. The planning department, advised 
by the Access Officer, could only inform the
developers at approval stage that access could 
be improved upon. These improvements could
include removing the existing steps between 
the first ramp and the wall (this was originally
highlighted as a tripping hazard by the Access
Officer), improving the gradient of the other
ramps and installing suitable handrails. 

Notwithstanding the fact that Royal Exchange 
is a listed building, the project has succeeded in
creating an amenity in the heart of the City that
is accessible to all.

Access consultant’s
appraisal
Cassie Herschel-Shorland

The Royal Exchange rises monumentally from the
pavements of an acutely narrow junction site in
the heart of the City of London. This impressive
historical building has an entrance façade that
appears to present an almost insurmountable
access barrier. The solid stone plinth and steps at
the front give it a fortress-like quality. A sense of
history and luxury draws one into an example of
the many open-air London courtyards given new
life in recent years by converting them into
enclosed spaces. 

The 1844 building and subsequent extensions up
to 1991 are extremely expressive, with columned
portico, decorative metalwork, fine plaster
vaulting and an ambulatory filled with painted
panels. Since refurbishment in 2001, the shopping
centre now presents itself using its initials, RE, 
as a stylish, minimal corporate identity. These
extremes are reflected in the lack of information
and interpretation throughout. 

Visitor information
Little information is presented to a visitor to 
the building, either about ways into or through
the building or about the building itself. There 
is no reference to opening times externally. 
As shops close at 6 pm, it would be helpful to
know this before ascending the west steps. 
There is documented historical information
available. However, it is found either from a
temporary display set back behind a shop
window or in a leaflet containing small text 
that I had to ask for in a shop. The management
are aware of this minimal signage and stated
that no fixings are allowed to the fabric of this 
Grade I listed building. 

The complex has a website (www.theroyalex-
change.co.uk) which reflects the problems
observed on site in terms of lack of information
and access difficulties. The text is difficult to read
and a large proportion of it is in upper case. A
map and directory are provided on the website
but they do not include information on level
routes and even appear to indicate that all the
approaches are level. On further investigation,
there are plans for improving the information
available on the website.

The only available route for wheelchair users and
those unable to negotiate many steps is the east
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entrance. This entrance is found only by invest-
igation as it is not indicated by directional or
information signs. 

Entrance and interior lighting 
At the eastern entrance, there is a temporary
wooden ramp over the steps which appears
perilous, with unnerving gaps, level differences
and no handrails. There are plans for a
permanent ramp. The design of a replacement
ramp will need to allow for the fully glazed
doors at this entrance which open onto a slope
without a level platform. 

The general circulation areas have low light 
levels compared to high levels in shops. 
These appear jewel-like but could present a
problem. It may be that the paintings in the
ambulatory require conservation lighting levels.
However, transitory lighting could be installed
on primary routes to improve accessibility.
Looking up at the beautiful interior from the
central space, there is glare from lights. This
could be solved by redirection or through
maintenance.

The joy of such a fine interior may be limited
without provision to stop, rest, sit and just enjoy
the space. There are plans for cafés with seating
areas, but seating that is not conditional on the
purchase of refreshments would be beneficial to
many visitors.

Materials and manifestations
Glass and metal are used in abundance for shop
façades and balustrades around the courtyard,
creating reflective and visually confusing 
divisions of space. These materials ‘float’ free 
and independent of the original fabric and 
set-off the historic elements with respect.
However, fully glazed unframed windows, 
with luxury goods beyond, tempt visitors to 
step into the glass! Manifestations are stylishly
minimised to the point of being ineffective.

Most of the shop entrances from the central
internal area are level. The use of neutral colours
and materials throughout exacerbates the lack of
visual clarity of the glass and steel. Even the sale
notices are too subtle to see.

Vertical circulation
There is a lift to all levels that are open to the
public. It is well set out, but small and not as
evident as the stairs to the upper ambulatory.
The historic panel paintings around the
ambulatory depict the history of the City of
London and the Royal Exchange. They can be

viewed and enjoyed in close proximity, as can 
the metalwork and plaster detailing. 

The stairs to the upper levels have several
features that may hinder accessibility. They are
restricted in width, have dark finishes in low light
levels with cold balustrades and sheer glazed
sides. The nosings on the stairs that lead down to
the basement are not clearly defined, although
well-considered lighting to steps helps, as does
shadow created by the detailing. Metal inserts
are subtle and appear to be designed more for
wear and slip resistance than definition. 

WC facilities
In the basement, the WC finishes, which include
lively materials such as veined stone, could be
visually confusing. The handles and ironmongery
have been appropriately specified, being both
stylish and functional, lever and long D-type. 
The elements in the WCs are better contrasted
than the metal and glass of the shops.

Attitudes and assistance
The staff and management of the Royal
Exchange offer sensitive assistance with an open,
positive attitude towards helping visitors about
the site. This greatly enhances the accessibility 
of the building and the access to the services
available.

There are many issues to overcome, but these 
are mostly affected by the listed status of the
building. 

A successful combination?
As the varying viewpoints show, there have
been a range of conflicting interests and
regulations affecting the entire project. The
majority of items that have been highlighted 
as access issues are the result of either the
restrictions relating to the building’s listed
status, its original construction or the planning
requirements. The restoration of such a 
historically important building to the public
domain will inevitably compromise the provision
of exemplary access. However, access issues have
been considered throughout the project and
liaison between the interested parties has
produced an encouraging result, considering 
the prevailing conflicts. The attitudes of staff
and management are vital factors in improving
access, particularly where the scope for physical
alteration are limited. As there are plans for
future alterations, it is hoped that there will 
be ongoing initiatives to continue to improve
access for all the public to this magnificent
building. 


