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Preface
jeff james
Chief Executive and Keeper of The National Archives

This insightful publication outlines the importance of
reimagining archives and other memory organisations as
transformative physical spaces so that anyone, from anywhere,
can engage with special, diverse and unique collections.
The National Archives is privileged to sit at the heart of a
rich, national collection of more than 2,500 archives. We are
proud to lead this dynamic sector, and to advocate why archives
of all kinds matter. Archives up and down the country, and
across the globe, are looking to reinvent themselves, working
hard to demonstrate their value to society, often amid adversity.
In essence, this means finding ways to enhance the services they
deliver, enabling greater access to their unrivalled collections,
and revitalising their essential physical architectures.
The sector aims to embrace rampant change in order to
meet people’s rising expectations in the 21st century. The need
to develop and sustain services, buildings and collections is
crucial to addressing this – particularly when designing and
building vibrant and welcoming physical environments. Good
designs work in harmony with the special collections, enabling
organisations to reach, inspire and grow their audiences,
facilitating greater access to their astonishing holdings.
This publication offers a fascinating selection of contributions
and case studies from experts and representatives from a host of
specialist fields. Ultimately, Special Collections will allow us all to
reflect on a range of ideas and topics that illustrate why bringing
to life special collections in new ways is vital for the future.
Preface
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Beyond the Blind Box
clare wright
Founding Partner, Wright & Wright Architects

A few months after setting up Wright & Wright in 1994, we
began exploring the world of special collections through winning
the competition to design the library at the Royal College of Art.
Later that year, we were appointed as architects for the Women’s
Library and, after that, other special collection projects followed.
They all have much in common, but each collection is unique,
shaped by personal tastes or historical events. The Women’s
Library began as the private collection of the suffragist Millicent
Fawcett, which may have particular resonance in the ongoing
struggle for women’s rights, while the Lobkowicz Collection
reflects generations of one noble family’s patronage of the arts,
and the determination of the current generation to protect and
preserve it, as well as giving it an active cultural purpose.
In all cases, protection and preservation are critical; but within
that overarching precept, subtle decisions have to be made and
different factors considered. What is the nature and significance
of the collection and individual special objects within it? What is
the appropriate building response to that? What is the particular
balance of risks in this place, to this collection and how might that
change in the future? What balance is sought between protection
and making the collection accessible for others to enjoy? What
part will modern technology play, now and in the future?
In 1995, we asked the engineers at Arup to help us design
the Women’s Library to provide satisfactory environmental
Case Studies
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conditions for the collection through passive means, so as to
minimise any detrimental impact on the wider environment.
Those initial ideas have been developed through all our projects,
culminating in a zero-carbon group of buildings for St John’s
College, Oxford, including the 17th century Canterbury
Quadrangle. This was possible because the client representative,
Professor Andrew Parker, had an unwavering commitment
to working with us to achieve it. Good buildings always begin
with imaginative patrons.
The practical aspects of meeting stringent conditions to
protect the collection and fully understanding the nuances of
those parameters is absolutely critical when building. If these
are not met, the project has failed, either in not providing
adequate conditions for the collections or by leaving a burden
for the future. On the positive side, inherent constraints often
hold the key to an appropriate architectural resolution that
reinforces the spirit of the collection and the place.
We believe archives have a cultural, site specific significance
which should be apparent in their built form, rather than being
represented in dull, blank, insular boxes that do not relate to
the environment around them.
In three of the following case studies, the archives are placed
underground and will benefit from the consistently stable low
temperature of the ground. In each case, this location works with
the organisation of the building. In the Lobkowicz Study Center,
for example, the building melds into the site topography. The
archival stores will be set into a stone quarry, the adjacent
reading room has framed views of Nelahozeves Castle, but only
a modest, single-storey barn-like building is visible from the
public approach. It seemed appropriate for the new addition to
be very low key, with its form echoing the simple vernacular
buildings that have been adjacent to the Castle from its earliest
times. In contrast, the nine-storey tower of Lambeth Palace
Library will be an addition to the London skyline, clearly visible
as a new cultural landmark. The collection is safely housed in
robust archives, separated from the polluted outside air by sealed
protective layers of built fabric. On the top storey, a special
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seminar room gives views of the Palaces of Lambeth and
Westminster, epitomising the relationship between church
and state, which is at the very heart of the collection.
St John’s College has a very beautiful historic library but it
no longer meets the College’s needs. It was a Gordian knot:
building elsewhere would render the original a mausoleum
and extending the exquisite Baroque form of Canterbury
Quadrangle seemed impossible. The building itself held the
secret to resolving the conundrum. Through careful historic
research, a hidden space was found so a new entrance could be
created in the historic fabric and a building slotted into a bulge
in a wall created in the 17th century. Externally, the new building
is hardly apparent from key vistas, while internally, it revitalises
the existing historic libraries.
This new building is not a blind box. Its form is carved
and stepped, introducing varying shafts of daylight and
captivating caustic reflections from a new reflecting pool.
Signifying the importance of the function within, this is a
modern interpretation of the symbolic College Library window.
Formed in beautiful carved Clipsham stone, illuminated
in varying natural light, it resonates with the adjoining
baroque building.
Many precious objects benefit from being kept in a cold,
dark room, but people do not. As mother of the arts, architecture
should be both effective in protecting objects and uplifting for
human users. In each of the case studies, readers can enjoy
studying at desks in good daylight, in comfortable, peaceful
spaces of harmonious proportions, with rich, long-lasting
materials such as oak, handmade bricks and stone. Working in
comfortably daylit rooms with a view maintains human circadian
rhythms, while also maintaining a connection to the outside
world. From the V&A reading room, there are close-up views
of the magnificent Brompton Oratory dome, while at Lambeth
Palace Library it is hoped that the play of light dancing on water
and filtering through trees will be good for the soul.
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