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Summary

John Webb’s drawings for the library of the London College of Physicians are
dated 1651; the building was completed in 1653 and destroyed in the Great Fire
of 1666. This is the earliest library building in Britain for which architectural
drawings survive. John Webb (1611-1672) was the pupil and successor of Inigo
Jones; this was the first fully classical building in Britain to house a library and the
first purpose built specialist medical library. No surviving library of this period has
survived modification so that their original form and function is often hard to
interpret. In contrast, Webb’s drawings enable us to understand this building and
its fittings as it was originally conceived. This paper will analyse, for the first time
in any detail, the six sheets of architectural drawings by Webb at Worcester
College, Oxford, together with related drawings at the Royal Institute of British
Architects. These are: three capitals designed by Webb for the library, and an
anatomy theatre by Inigo Jones designed for the College to link with the new
library building, but never built. Further evidence of the layout and management
of the library will be drawn from the library catalogue compiled by Christopher
Merret and printed in 1660. The paper will explore the architecture of the building
and its meaning and function as the ceremonial and intellectual centrepiece of
the College of Physicians. Of particular importance for library history are the
details Webb gives of the construction of a stall system shelving. Measured
drawings are provided of the book presses, attached reading desks and
benches. These will be compared and contrasted with stall system libraries at
Oxford and Cambridge colleges.

A version of this paper will be published in a Festschrift for Ove Hagelin, founder
librarian of the Hagstrémer Biblioteket, to be published at Stockholm in April
2010.
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