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The British Library
BFHYETLYASY—  David Williams

Established relatively recently in 1973, the British Library is one of the most iconic repositories of
books, manuscripts, journals and other written materials in the World. The library originated from a
collection that had been started in the 18th century by a number of wealthy and influential benefactors
including Sir Hans Sloane who donated a collection of 65,000 works relating to nature and King George
IV who donated his private collection of 70,000 works relating to the Age of Enlightenment which were
housed in a facility adjacent to the British Museum in London. Today the library is located near St
Pancras station in a structure that was Britain’s largest public building construction project of the 20tk
century. It holds some 15 million printed books housed on 750km of shelving space, employs more than
2000 staff and has 1.75 million visitors per annum. The library continues to expand with shelving being
added at the rate of around 8km per year.

The contemporary growth of the repository is largely thanks to the fact that the British Library
famously receives a copy of all books published in the United Kingdom and Ireland under a system
established in Britain in 1662 known as ‘Legal Deposit’. This system enables materials written today to
be preserved and housed in one location for the benefit of future generations. It is not however only
books that the library has received under this system, it also receives all manner of printed matter from
books and journals, to sheet music and maps, as well as newspapers, patents, stamps and audio
recordings. Digital publications are a more recent addition to its inventory, and these have grown
exponentially in recent years. In 2021 alone, the British Library received some 100 terabytes of digital
records to further its online presence.

The British Library holds both permanent and semi-permanent exhibitions. One of the most
important documents which is frequently displayed is the Magna Carta written in 1215, a 30-page
document considered as one of the cornerstones of the British system of constitutional monarchy, and a
blueprint for democratic governance around the world. Visitors can also see Leonardo Da Vinci’s
notebook, Captain Cook’s original journal written during his voyages of discovery, and manuscripts
ranging from Jane Austen to Handel to the Beatles.

A visitor pass is required to access the library’s unrivalled resources, but it is surprisingly easy to
obtain. One only needs proof of a permanent address in the UK to gain access to what is probably the
world’s greatest repository of books, documents and records. As a result, the British Library is a popular
place for students to study and although the iconic Round Reading Room is no longer open to the public
the atmosphere of the 25-years-old new library building is one in which students
and visitors can feel the weight of history while expanding their knowledge within
the grandeur of one of Britain’s great public institutions.

Resources:
https://[www.britishmuseum.org/about-us/

british-museum-story/architecture/reading-room
https3//WWW‘bl.uk'/about-uslour-sf.:o‘ry/ \ British Library
facts-and-figures-of-the-british-library Round Reading Room
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