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Abstract 

 

 

This study examines the architectural history of University College London (UCL) 

from its foundation to 1939. UCL traces its beginnings to 1825, when a group of 

radical thinkers set about establishing a secular, non-residential metropolitan 

university. Its first architectural expression was the grand neoclassical building 

constructed in 1827–9 to designs by William Wilkins. Only the central block, 

portico and dome of Wilkins’s scheme were completed, yet successive wing 

extensions gradually formed a neoclassical quadrangle in Gower Street. A hospital 

was built in 1833–4, securing space for clinical teaching. UCL was initially denied a 

charter and precluded from awarding degrees, a complication that was resolved by 

the creation of the University of London as a separate examining body in 1836. 

Over the next century, UCL and its hospital expanded in a gradual and piecemeal 

manner in line with advances in education, technology and healthcare. UCL’s 

estate became increasingly complex, with a mixture of purpose-built blocks and 

the adaptation of buildings in the vicinity.   

A wealth of archival records, along with documentary sources and field 

investigation, has been used to examine the historic core of UCL’s estate in 

Bloomsbury. Institutional identity and aspirations are analysed in concert with 

practical influences on building projects, such as finances and functionality. The 

matter of identity also arises in the attribution of buildings to specific architects, 

which points to a tradition of enlisting professors such as Thomas Leverton 

Donaldson, Thomas Hayter Lewis, Thomas Roger Smith, Frederick Moore 

Simpson and Albert Richardson. In practice, their work was informed by multiple 

voices such as committee members, academic staff, external consultants and 

benefactors. This research addresses significant gaps in knowledge of the 

buildings, planning and development of UCL, while considering issues of identity, 

attribution and methodology pertinent to the study of architectural history. 
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Impact Statement 

 

 

The primary outcome of this research is a comprehensive account of UCL’s 

architectural history from 1825 to 1939, a subject that has not previously been 

explored. This study has extended and enriched knowledge of the historic core of 

UCL’s estate in Bloomsbury, addressing inaccuracies, longstanding assumptions 

and issues of interpretation. The knowledge and insights developed during this 

research will contribute to several academic projects across UCL. This study 

represents the groundwork for an intended Survey of London monograph, 

covering the development of the Bloomsbury campus to the present day. This 

research will also contribute to a campus model project driven by the Bartlett, 

UCL’s faculty of the built environment, and offer insights to support the 

institutional history project led by Dr Georgina Brewis in the Institute of 

Education to mark UCL’s bicentenary. This research also supports the work of 

UCL Special Collections, Archives and Records and UCL Art Museum by offering 

insights into records in their collections and the holdings of external archives.  

There are practical outcomes for UCL Estates, which requires accurate 

information to manage and care for buildings sensitively. In a similar way, this 

research will support the work of planning authorities, architects and external 

consultants tasked with advising on alterations to the campus. Detailed 

knowledge of the architectural history of the campus will contribute to the 

development of responses to issues relating to its future, such as the conservation 

and upgrading of historic buildings, sustainable development, the integration of 

green technologies and the adaptation of spaces in the wake of the Covid-19 

pandemic. An issue of direct relevance is the naming of buildings, which has been 

a subject of controversy. The north-west wing of the quadrangle was recently ‘de-

named’, after an independent inquiry into the history of eugenics at UCL 

emphasized that the commemoration of Professor Karl Pearson was offensive and 

outdated. The inquiry advised UCL to conduct a comprehensive review of names 
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used within its estate and develop an ethical naming system in line with modern 

values.1 In summary, historical knowledge and interpretation are fundamental to 

making informed decisions about UCL’s estate. 

This study also reflects on issues of methodology connected with the study 

of architectural history. Firstly, this project offers a model for researching the 

architectural development of universities with pertinence to historic institutions 

in urban locations, which are usually arranged across sprawling estates with a 

mixture of purpose-built and converted buildings. Universities are also idealized 

places, featuring landmark buildings invested with a sense of institutional identity 

and historical significance.2 The symbolic value of university buildings is often 

expressed by their adoption for institutional logos. This study navigates the 

complexity of UCL’s estate and offers analyses of the relationship between 

architecture and identity, questioning and disrupting assumptions and 

misapprehensions. This research also challenges the traditional mode of 

attribution in architectural history, which foregrounds the creative powers of 

individual designers, by tracing collaboration and the processes behind 

architectural projects. 

 

 

 
 
  

 
1 Iyiola Solanke, Inquiry into the History of Eugenics at UCL: Final Report (online: 
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/provost/sites/provost/files/ucl_history_of_eugenics_inquiry_report.pdf, 
accessed 27/06/2021). 
2 William Whyte, Redbrick: A Social and Architectural History of Britain’s Civic Universities 
(Oxford, 2016 edn), pp.12–18. 
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Introduction 

 

 

University College London (UCL) is renowned for its history of innovation and 

progress in higher education. UCL traces its beginnings to 1825, when a group of 

radical thinkers set about establishing a secular, non-residential university for 

young men from the middle classes. This institution, initially known as the 

‘London University’, was the first university to be established in the capital. UCL 

was also the first institution of its kind in England, differing from the ancient 

universities at Oxford and Cambridge, which had residential colleges, a tutorial 

system and religious tests. In contrast, the London University offered lectures in a 

broad range of subjects, initially divided between a medical department and a 

general department that represented arts, laws and sciences. From its inception, 

there were plans to develop the university into a leading centre for medical 

education, with the foundation of a teaching hospital. The North London 

Hospital, later known as University College Hospital (UCH), was established in 

1834. The creation in 1830 of an affiliated junior school, subsequently named 

University College School (UCS), was more of an afterthought, devised to supply 

prospective students for the university.1  

UCL initially lacked a royal charter and was precluded from awarding 

degrees, one of the identifying markers of a university and a deficiency that has 

complicated its place in the chronology of English universities.2 The University of 

London was created in 1836 to serve as an examining body with the power to 

confer degrees on qualifying students at UCL and King’s College London (KCL), 

 
1 H. Hale Bellot, University College London, 1826–1926 (London, 1929), pp.15, 47–59. 
2 The OED defines ‘university’ as ‘an institution of higher education offering tuition in mainly 
non-vocational subjects and typically having the power to confer degrees’. OED, sub 
‘university’. UCL, KCL and Durham University have each claimed precedence as England’s 
‘third university’. Matthew Andrews, Universities in the Age of Reform, 1800–1870: Durham, 
London and King’s College (London, 2018), pp.25–32. 



 

 
 

34 

which had been established on conservative lines in 1828.3 UCL relinquished its 

original title for ‘University College, London’ and functioned as a teaching 

college.4 UCL claims to have been the first university in England to admit women 

on equal terms to men, an innovation dated to 1878. In that year, a charter 

empowered the University of London to confer degrees on women students, who 

were permitted at UCL to attend lectures in arts, laws and sciences.5 The links 

between UCL and the University of London altered over time with various 

administrative changes. The University of London Act of 1898 introduced a federal 

structure over constituent colleges and responsibility for teaching standards. UCL 

became a ‘school’ in the University of London, along with KCL, Bedford College, 

Royal Holloway and the London School of Economics. The University College 

(Transfer) Act of 1905 brought greater unity, with the transfer of UCL and its 

property to the University of London. This agreement was carried into effect in 

January 1907. In the same year, UCH and UCS were incorporated as separate 

institutions.6  

UCL has long adopted for its institutional logo a representation of the 

portico of the central block of the quadrangle (now known, after its architect, as 

the Wilkins Building), which is located at the heart of its campus in Bloomsbury 

(Ill. 1). This neoclassical block was UCL’s first architectural expression, built in 

1827–9 to designs by William Wilkins, whose plans for a grand quadrangle won a 

limited competition. Only the central block of the scheme was completed due to 

financial constraints, yet successive wing extensions gradually formed a 

quadrangle behind Gower Street. UCL’s insatiable growth propelled its expansion 

into the immediate vicinity from the early twentieth century (Ill. 2). Today UCL is 

 
3 William Whyte, Redbrick: A Social and Architectural History of Britain’s Civic Universities 
(Oxford, 2016 edn), pp.43–50: Robert Anderson, British Universities: Past and Present (London, 
2006), pp.27–8. 
4 Negley Harte, John North and Georgina Brewis, The World of UCL (London, 2018), p.65.  
5 Michael Arthur, foreword to Harte, North and Brewis, p.7. Women students were still 
restricted from attending lectures in medicine and engineering, segregated and excluded from 
societies. The validity of UCL’s claim to gender equality in 1878 has been explored by Colin 
Penman, ‘Redundant Women: UCL’s Place in the History of Women’s Higher Education’, 
lecture for the International Centre for Historical Research in Education (2017): Carol 
Dyhouse, No Distinction of Sex? Women in British Universities, 1870–1939 (London, 1995), 
pp.12–14, 33: Harte, North and Brewis, pp.89–91.  
6 Bellot, pp.401–3. 
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one of the largest universities in Britain, second only in student numbers to the 

Open University.7 If the modern urban university is a ‘complex of addresses and 

postal codes’, UCL is no exception.8 UCL holds an extensive and sprawling estate 

of property in and beyond London, recorded on a buildings register with 259 

entries at the time of writing. UCL’s estate is concentrated on its historic base in 

Bloomsbury, while the development of a new campus at the Queen Elizabeth 

Olympic Park in Stratford began in 2015. UCL also has buildings in Fitzrovia, 

Marylebone, Holborn and other districts, along with autonomous research sites 

such as astronomical observatories in Mill Hill and a space science laboratory in 

Dorking. The estate incorporates a variety of building types, such as libraries, 

offices, laboratories and residential halls, accommodated in a mixture of purpose-

built and converted buildings.9 

 

 

Research aims and scope 

 

The purpose of the present study is to examine the architectural history of UCL 

from its foundation to 1939, a subject that has previously been neglected. UCL’s 

founding principles have traditionally been a focus for scholarship relating to its 

architectural history. The central block, designed in a Greek Revivalist style, has 

long been perceived as symbolic of institutional values, especially secularity. 

However, in 1828, an anonymous letter from a supporter of the university 

appealed for the removal of domes and cupolas from projected designs for the 

quadrangle: ‘You might as well engraft the Athanasian Creed and thirty-nine 

articles on the course of reading as these ecclesiastical deformities on your 

 
7 Times Higher Education, 22/02/2021 (online: 
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/hard-choices-ahead-spence-mulls-ucls-
sustainability, accessed 22/02/2021). 
8 Laurence Brockliss, ‘Gown and Town: The University and the City in Europe, 1200–2000’, 
Minerva, Vol. 38, No. 2 (2000), pp.147–70, 164.  
9 UCL, UCL Estates Building Register (online: https://www.ucl.ac.uk/estates/space/buildings, 
accessed 18/03/2021): UCL, ‘Here East’ (online: https://www.ucl.ac.uk/here-east/about-
us/project, accessed 25/06/2021).  
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architecture’.10 For the anonymous writer, the dome and cupolas were associated 

with ecclesiastical buildings, perhaps reminiscent of St Paul’s Cathedral or St 

Peter’s Basilica in Rome. The idea that the architecture, which was stylistically 

unremarkable in the 1820s, was meaningfully secular only emerged later, from a 

point of opposition. In 1841, A. W. N. Pugin, the architect, writer and advocate of 

the Gothic style, opined that: 

It is impossible to conceive a more uncollegiate looking 
building than what is called the London University, with 
its useless dome and portico. It may, however, be urged 
in its defence that any thing ecclesiastical or Christian 
would be very inappropriate, and that the Pagan exterior 
is much more in character with the intentions and 
principles of the institution.11  

Within thirteen years, the same architectural features had prompted a markedly 

different reading. While the anonymous writer of 1828 complained that the 

unexecuted ‘domes and cupolas’ evoked ‘ecclesiastical’ architecture, Pugin 

interpreted the completed ‘dome and portico’ as components of an overtly ‘Pagan 

exterior’.12 This variance of opinion was probably influenced by the tastes and 

concerns of each commentator.13 In the interval, the architectural critic W. H. 

Leeds had included a favourable evaluation of Wilkins’s design in his edition of 

The Public Buildings of London (1838), remarking that ‘the indirect testimony of 

Mr Welby Pugin’s silence in regard to it, speaks strongly in its favour’.14 With this 

in mind, it seems that Pugin was provoked into casting judgement. The 

contrasting statements indicate that the mythologization of UCL’s architectural 

identity commenced at an early point in its history, but, in their disparity, serve as 

useful markers of changes in the reception and interpretation of buildings over 

 
10 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR/582, Anonymous to Auckland, 17/12/1828. 
11 A. W. N. Pugin, The True Principles of Pointed or Christian Architecture (London, 1841), 
pp.53–4.   
12 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR/582: Pugin, pp.53–4. 
13 For an overview of the decline in popularity of the Greek Revival, see Frank Salmon, Building 
on Ruins: The Rediscovery of Rome and English Architecture (Aldershot, 2000), pp.139–40. 
14 W. H. Leeds, Illustrations of the Public Buildings of London with Historical and Descriptive 
Accounts of Each Edifice by Pugin and Britton, Vol. 2 (London, 1838), p.212: Howard Colvin, A 
Biographical Dictionary of British Architects, 1600–1840 (New Haven and London, 2008 edn), 
pp.640–1. 
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time. To both commentators, the university’s architecture was imbued with 

symbolic value. 

This thesis represents the first comprehensive study of UCL’s architectural 

history, addressing significant gaps in knowledge through detailed, methodical 

and original investigation of primary sources. The study argues that the issue of 

architectural style should be considered in parallel with institutional aspirations, 

planning considerations, practical requirements, financial constraints and the 

design, functionality and use of spaces over time. The interpretation of a rich body 

of archival evidence has been supported by secondary sources, which illuminate 

the social, educational and economic contexts that influenced UCL’s architectural 

projects. This methodology has highlighted the collaborative nature of 

architectural work, indicating that the design process was shaped by a network of 

committee members, academics, experts and benefactors, as well as architects. In 

this way, the study considers the role of the architect and the nature of attribution 

in architectural history, which has traditionally foregrounded individual 

designers.15 UCL’s tradition of obtaining advice from its own professors of 

architecture from the 1840s – a lineage that comprises Thomas Leverton 

Donaldson, Thomas Hayter Lewis, Thomas Roger Smith, Frederick Moore 

Simpson and Albert Richardson – is examined in parallel with broader issues 

around attribution. This study also disrupts interpretations of the relationship 

between architectural style and institutional identity at UCL, showing that the 

symbolic or representative value of architecture was not static, or even always 

intentional, uniform or collective.16 The evolution of UCL’s buildings from 1825 to 

1939 is revealed as a complicated and often haphazard story of institutional 

aspirations, practical concerns, fluctuating fortunes and guiding personalities. 

 

 
15 Nicola Coldstream, ‘The Architect, History and Architectural History’, Transactions of the 
Royal Historical Society, Vol. 13 (2003), pp.219–26: Andrew Saint, ‘The Conundrum of “By”’, 
Architectural History After Colvin: The Society of Architectural Historians of Great Britain 
Symposium, 2011, ed. Malcolm Airs and William Whyte (Donington, 2013), pp.58–70. 
16 For an exploration of meaning in architecture and the role of the historian, see William 
Whyte, ‘How do buildings mean? Some issues of interpretation in the history of architecture’, 
History and Theory, Vol. 45, No. 2 (2006), pp.153–77: Carla Yanni, Nature’s Museums (London, 
1999), pp.6–8, 12. 
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Study area, building types and date range 

This study concentrates on the historic core of UCL’s estate in Bloomsbury, 

specifically the island site bounded by Gower Street at the west, Gower Place at 

the north, Gordon Street at the east, and Torrington Place at the south (Map 1). 

This area comprises the original freehold site of 7½ acres that was purchased in 

1825, along with property that was acquired in a piecemeal manner for expansion. 

The study also takes in the adjoining island site on the west side of Gower Street, 

which was partly occupied by the first hospital of 1833–47. The entire block was 

acquired and redeveloped for a new hospital in 1898–1905. UCL had set its sights 

on gradually acquiring the eastern island site (earmarked as the ‘college 

quadrilateral’) by 1906, and made significant progress towards that aspiration by 

1939 (Map 7).17  

The present study concentrates on buildings devoted to teaching and 

research, as well as ancillary spaces and leisure amenities, with the omission of 

residential halls. From its inception to the early twentieth century, UCL was a 

non-residential institution that outwardly avoided a formal role in developing the 

religious and moral lives of students.18 In fact, the provision of communal areas 

(such as common rooms, refectories and sports facilities) and the configuration 

and use of spaces (for instance, the separation of women students) complicate 

readings of UCL’s role in shaping social values.19 Residential halls were established 

in the vicinity by independent groups with specific objectives, reflecting a pattern 

identified at other universities in the nineteenth century.20 The study area 

contains two examples of this building type. University Hall (now the Dr 

Williams’s Library) in Gordon Square was built in 1848–9 by a group of Unitarians. 

In 1882, a house in Byng Place was converted into a residential hall (known as 

College Hall) for women students enrolled at UCL or the School of Medicine for 

 
17 Harte, North and Brewis, pp.101–2, 151.  
18 Bellot, pp.55–6. 
19 Dyhouse has argued for ‘historical awareness’ in interpreting gender segregation in spaces 
and social life at universities, which was instigated by authoritative bodies, men and women 
for various reasons, p.7.  
20 William Whyte, ‘Halls of Residence at Britain’s Civic Universities, 1870–1970’, Residential 
Institutions in Britain, 1725–1950: Inmates and Environments, ed. Jane Hamlett, Lesley Hopkins 
and Rebecca Preston (London, 2013), pp.155–66, 158–9. 
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Women.21 The opening of University College Hall, located in Ealing, in 1908 

reflected increasing demand for student accommodation and growing concerns 

about fostering corporate spirit.22 The provision of residential halls expanded after 

the Second World War. A separate study of the planning, design and use of this 

building type at UCL would offer valuable insights into the social and cultural life 

of students over time, beyond the academic spaces and amenities on the 

Bloomsbury site. 

Several factors point to the start of the Second World War as a logical 

terminus for this study. The war was accompanied by the evacuation of academic 

departments, a hiatus in building activity and severe bomb damage, which led to 

extensive restoration, the installation of temporary buildings, rebuilding and rapid 

expansion. This new phase of reinstatement, adaptation and development after 

the war coincided with evolving ideas in education and architecture. Higher 

education expanded and altered considerably during the post-war period, with an 

increase in state funding, shifting attitudes to academic subjects and a 

proliferation of university students, along with increasing demand for 

accommodation. These changes coincided with the emergence of new trends in 

university architecture, such as the adoption of Modernism, experimental 

planning and standardization.23 Such considerations suggest that the post-war 

development of UCL merits separate analysis beyond the scope of the present 

research.  

 

 

Literature review 

 

Several British universities are the subjects of monographs that trace the 

development of their buildings and estates, but UCL’s architectural history has 

been comparatively overlooked. The first ambitious study of this kind was The 

 
21 Rosemary Ashton, Victorian Bloomsbury (New Haven and London, 2012), pp.183–214. 
22 Harte, North and Brewis, p.151. 
23 Whyte, Redbrick, pp.221–70: Stefan Muthesius, The Postwar University: Utopianist Campus 
and College (New Haven and London, 2000), pp.1–10, 59–186. 
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Architectural History of the University of Cambridge and of the Colleges of 

Cambridge and Eton (1886), compiled by Robert Willis and John Willis Clark.24 

Nick Haynes’s research on the University of Glasgow and the University of 

Edinburgh (the latter with Clive Fenton) provides an excellent contemporary 

model for an investigation of the architectural development of urban universities, 

combining fabric analysis with archival and documentary research.25 Other recent 

studies have focused on campus universities, such as Nottingham University and 

the University of East Anglia.26 A significant body of articles examines 

architectural projects at colleges and universities, but comparable literature on 

UCL is extremely limited.27 Existing knowledge relating to UCL’s architectural 

history has so far related to other projects, such as institutional histories, 

topographical research and scholarship on university and hospital architecture. 

 

Institutional histories 

Despite the lack of architectural scholarship, UCL is the subject of several 

institutional histories. The definitive history is the volume prepared by Hugh Hale 

Bellot to mark the centenary of UCL’s foundation. Bellot’s study was based on 

extensive archival and documentary research, providing a reliable account of 

UCL’s development during its first century. The history offers insights into 

building projects, but lacks the depth of an architectural study and does not 

extend beyond 1926. A series of illustrated official histories has been published 

 
24 Robert Willis and John Willis Clark, The Architectural History of the University of 
Cambridge, and of the Colleges of Cambridge and Eton (Cambridge, 1886): Alexandrina 
Buchanan, ‘Building a Monument: Willis, Clark and The Architectural History of the University 
of Cambridge’, Architectural History, Vol. 55 (2012), pp.145–72. 
25 Nick Haynes, Building Knowledge: An Architectural History of the University of Glasgow 
(Edinburgh, 2013): Nick Haynes and Clive Fenton, Building Knowledge: An Architectural 
History of the University of Edinburgh (Edinburgh, 2017). 
26 Peter Dormer and Stefan Muthesius, Concrete and Open Skies: Architecture at the University 
of East Anglia, 1962–2000 (London, 2001): Peter Fawcett and Neil Jackson, Campus Critique: 
The Architecture of the University of Nottingham (Nottingham, 1998). 
27 For example, Louise Campbell, ‘Building on the Backs: Basil Spence, Queens’ College 
Cambridge and University Architecture at Mid-Century’, Architectural History, Vol. 54 (2011), 
pp.383–405: Alistair Fair, ‘“Brutalism Among the Ladies”: Modern Architecture at Somerville 
College, Oxford, 1947–67’, Architectural History, Vol. 57 (2014), pp.357–92: Otto Saumarez 
Smith, ‘Robinson College, Cambridge, and the Twilight of a Collegiate Modernism, 1974–81’, 
Architectural History, Vol. 55 (2012), pp.369–402: Elain Harwood, Alan Powers and Otto 
Saumarez Smith (eds), ‘Oxford and Cambridge’, Twentieth Century Architecture, No. 11 (2013). 
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under the title The World of UCL, originally produced by Negley Harte and John 

North in 1978.28 The latest edition, edited by Georgina Brewis, builds on earlier 

versions but still lacks detailed analysis of UCL’s buildings and the evolution of its 

site. The history and complexity of UCL justify a comprehensive and focused 

study of its architectural history, a project that has not previously been 

undertaken.  

 

Topographical research 

The word ‘campus’, deriving from the Latin for ‘field’, traditionally evoked the idea 

of a university in a suburban location, essentially an academic enclave that is 

physically separate from its local town or city. The word hails from the United 

States, where it was first used at Princeton University in the 1770s, and was 

popularized in Britain after the Second World War. Today the term has drifted 

into a more generic meaning. UCL’s sites in Bloomsbury and Stratford are now 

commonly referred to as campuses, despite their urban settings. The word was 

not used in Bellot’s centenary history of UCL, a point of terminology that reflects 

the shift in meaning in the decades after its publication. Instead Bellot preferred 

the words ‘buildings’ and ‘site’, which have been adopted in this study for 

coherence.29  

The cover of the centenary volume foregrounds UCL’s origins as ‘a university 

in the metropolis’.30 Owing to its urban location and conspicuous presence in 

Bloomsbury, UCL has been explored in topographical literature. The Survey of 

London has published accounts of UCL and UCH in Volume 21, The Parish of St 

Pancras, Part 3: Tottenham Court Road and Neighbourhood (1949). A chapter 

covers UCL’s early history, with a focus on the central block and major alterations. 

The piecemeal development of the quadrangle and other building projects are 

dealt with in a cursory manner. UCH is the subject of another chapter that deals 

with the first hospital of 1833–47, major extensions and the rebuilding programme 

 
28 Negley Harte and John North, The World of UCL, 1828–1978 (London, 1978).  
29 OED, sub campus, n.: Bellot, pp.172–3, 426: Harte, North and Brewis, p.7: Whyte, Redbrick, 
p.253: Muthesius, p.60. 
30 Bellot. 
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of 1898–1905.31 More recently, an outline of the architectural development of UCL 

has been published in the London 4: North volume (2002) of the Pevsner 

Architectural Guides. This concise but comprehensive gazetteer focuses on the 

island site fronting Gower Street, along with outlying buildings on the east side of 

Gordon Street. The account lists key facts such as construction dates and 

architects, but largely omits demolished buildings and unexecuted schemes. UCH 

is recorded with similar brevity in a gazetteer on medical buildings in Holborn.32  

UCL is also examined in Rosemary Ashton’s book on Victorian Bloomsbury 

(2012), a history of the intellectual life of the district during the nineteenth 

century. The first chapter considers the foundation of UCL as an important 

episode in the evolution of Bloomsbury from a residential neighbourhood to the 

academic quarter of London, which is continued in chapters about the early 

struggles of the university and the establishment of UCH. Architectural history is 

only a minor thread in the book, which offers a detailed account of the 

coincidence of progressive ideas, influential individuals and novel institutions. 

The associated project website, The UCL Bloomsbury Project, similarly 

concentrates on the foundation of local institutions such as UCL, with limited 

interest in its architecture and development.33  

 

University architecture 

Scholarship on university architecture has emphasized links between Wilkins’s 

design and institutional identity. The authors of University Planning and 

Architecture: The Search for Perfection (2011) have argued that the central block 

was ‘charged with overtones of Athenian openness, purity, wisdom and 

independence’ to reflect ‘institutional opposition to the ecclesiastical, esoteric and 

 
31 J. R. Howard Roberts and Walter H. Godfrey (eds), Survey of London, Vol. 21, The Parish of St 
Pancras Part 3: Tottenham Court Road and Neighbourhood (London, 1949), pp.85–90.  
32 Bridget Cherry and Nikolaus Pevsner, London 4: North (New Haven and London, 2002), 
pp.264, 271–4. 
33 UCL Bloomsbury Project, ‘University College London’ (online: 
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/bloomsbury-project/institutions/ucl.htm, accessed 25/02/2021): 
Ashton, pp.25–57, 107–30. 
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privileged Oxford and Cambridge’.34 This summary reflects an enduring theme in 

writing about universities. The university building or campus imbued with 

symbolic resonance is more or less a literary trope, employed by novelists as 

diverse as Thomas Hardy, John Williams and Malcolm Bradbury.35 This idea has 

been adopted by architects. In University Architecture (2000), Brian Edwards has 

argued that ‘it is normally necessary to express the academic character of different 

institutions in built form’ through ‘buildings of great symbolic weight’. Edwards 

elaborated that the success of a university building hinges on its expressive 

quality: ‘for a university to fully fulfil its mission, the fabric of education (both 

buildings and spaces) needs to reflect academic aspirations’.36 David J. Neuman 

has similarly asserted that university campuses ‘create the identity that the 

institution portrays to its alumni, faculty, students, and visitors’.37  

William Whyte has offered a more nuanced approach in Redbrick (2015), 

which presents a detailed account of the foundation of UCL and the progress of its 

first building project, set in the context of contemporary developments in 

education. Whyte balances the question of idealism and institutional identity with 

various practical concerns, such as finances and teaching requirements. 

Architectural style is considered with reference to the prevailing fashion for Greek 

Revivalism in contemporary public buildings, which was one of the commonalities 

between UCL and KCL, despite the variance in their founding values. The 

aspiration for magnificence at UCL is attributed to the need to silence critics and 

procure a building that was commensurate with the ambitions of its founders.38  

It is notable that Pugin criticized UCL’s ‘uncollegiate’ appearance as much as 

its ‘Pagan exterior’, for the central block was conceived and built as the base of an 

independent university.39 By 1841, UCL’s function had shifted to a teaching college 

 
34 Jonathan Coulson, Paul Roberts and Isabelle Taylor, University Planning and Architecture: 
The Search for Perfection (London, 2011), p.17. 
35 Thomas Hardy, Jude the Obscure (London, 1920 edn): John Williams, Stoner (London, 2003 
edn): Malcolm Bradbury, The History Man (London, 1979 edn).   
36 Brian Edwards, University Architecture (London and New York, 2000), pp.2–3. 
37 David J. Neuman, ‘Campus Planning’, Building Type Basics for College and University 
Facilities, ed. David J. Neuman and Stephen A. Kliment (New Jersey, 2003 edn), p.1. 
38 Whyte, Redbrick, pp.51–68.  
39 Pugin, pp.53–4. 



 

 
 

44 

that prepared students for University of London degrees. UCL’s architecture has 

naturally been considered in scholarship about the wider university. The 

quadrangle has been examined by J. Mordaunt Crook in an essay on the 

‘architectural image’ of the University of London, which considers the diversity of 

buildings as symptomatic of a chaotic and complex administrative history. Crook 

presented an overview of architectural developments from 1825 to the 1980s, 

including successive masterplans for developing Bloomsbury into an academic 

quarter, but the story of UCL’s expansion is mostly neglected.40 The key deficiency 

of the existing literature relating to university architecture is the focus on the 

central block and the quadrangle, which represent only a single facet of UCL’s 

architectural history.  

 

Hospital architecture and planning 

A separate body of literature concerns the architectural history of UCH, owing to 

its distinctive and specialized building type. UCL’s first teaching hospital was built 

in 1833–47, occupying a vacant site on the west side of Gower Street. No trace of 

this hospital survives, after an ambitious rebuilding project undertaken in 1898–

1905. W. R. Merrington’s institutional history, University College Hospital and its 

Medical School (1976), contains glimpses of building activities.41 The first hospital 

has not been studied in depth by architectural historians, being beyond the scope 

of Christine Stevenson’s Medicine and Magnificence: British Hospital and Asylum 

Architecture, 1660–1815 (2000).42 An overview of the development of UCH was 

written by Colin Thom in 1992 as part of a comprehensive study of hospitals 

undertaken by historians in the Royal Commission on the Historical Monuments 

 
40 J. Mordaunt Crook, ‘The Architectural Image’, The University of London and the World of 
Learning, 1836–1986, ed. F. M. L. Thompson (London, 1990), pp.1–34, 3–5. 
41 W. R. Merrington, University College Hospital and its Medical School: A History (London, 
1976). 
42 Christine Stevenson, Medicine and Magnificence: British Hospital and Asylum Architecture, 
1660–1815 (New Haven and London, 2000). 
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of England.43 UCH is also examined in the monograph that developed from the 

project, English Hospitals, 1660–1948 (1998), edited by Harriet Richardson.44 

The rebuilding of UCH has received attention in literature concerning the 

increasing complexity of hospital planning in the second half of the nineteenth 

century. In Hospital and Asylum Architecture in England, 1840–1914 (1991), Jeremy 

Taylor has considered the rebuilding project in relation to innovations in medical 

science, hygiene and healthcare. This research was extended in The Architect and 

the Pavilion Hospital: Dialogue and Design Creativity in England, 1850–1914 (1997), 

which considers the diagonal plan of the rebuilt hospital and the decision to 

persevere on an urban site.45 This work has provided a valuable insight into the 

rebuilding of UCH, aligned with the broader context of medical progress, but has 

not fulfilled the need for an architectural history.  

 

 

Methodology 

 

This study is based on extensive documentary research, with a focus on archival 

material. The practicalities of researching a large and historic institution resulted 

in an emphasis on ‘official’ records produced and archived by UCL, an approach 

that was logical but could nevertheless be criticized as top-down. The 

methodology aimed to assemble a detailed portrait of architectural work at UCL 

by verifying, cross-checking, balancing and enriching institutional records against 

other sources. The primary archive repository was UCL Special Collections, 

Archives and Records (UCL/SC). A detailed study of minute books formed the 

backbone of the research, identifying construction dates, architects and building 

costs, alongside developing insights into the process and progress of architectural 

projects. The minute books provide an official record of committee meetings, 

 
43 HEA, RCH01/008, BF101078, University College Hospital, London.   
44 Harriet Richardson (ed.), English Hospitals, 1660–1948: A Survey of their Architecture and 
Design (London, 1998), pp.25, 34–6. 
45 Jeremy Taylor, Hospital and Asylum Architecture in England, 1840–1914: Building for 
Healthcare (London, 1991), pp.30, 33, 34, 46–7, 54, 64–6, 130, 224; The Architect and the Pavilion 
Hospital: Dialogue and Design Creativity in England, 1850–1914 (London, 1997), pp.25–6, 33–4, 
69–70, 91, 137–8, 162. 
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chronicling attendees, discussions, motions and resolutions. This component of 

the research focused on the minute books of the Council (known as the College 

Committee from 1907), UCL’s overarching governing body.46 The minutes are 

manuscript from 1825 to 1892, and subsequently printed. Due to the lack of a 

reliable and uniform index, the research involved trawling through the minute 

books to identify, critically examine and transcribe relevant minutes. This method 

secured a consistent source of reference for architectural projects throughout the 

period of study, avoiding omissions and oversights.  

This type of research extended to minutes from other committees, such as 

the building committee and the house and finance committee, which were used 

more selectively.47 An assortment of minute books was consulted to develop a 

comprehensive portrait of UCH. The Council minutes recorded the efforts to 

establish a hospital and major decisions afterwards, but insights into the ordinary 

running of the hospital were found in the minutes of the medical committee from 

1834 to 1848.48 The establishment of a general committee in 1844 produced 

another set of minute books that provided an excellent source for the remainder 

of the period of study.49 For the rebuilding of the hospital, insights from the 

general committee minutes were supplemented by minutes from miscellaneous 

sub-committees (1884–1905) and minutes from the building committee (1893–

1905).50  

This study of minute books formed the bedrock of the research process, but 

not without limitations. The minutes contain mediated accounts of conversations 

and decisions in selective groups, with the exclusion of multiple voices. The 

minutes foreground the perspectives of committee members, often excluding 

architects and other individuals who played an integral role in building projects. 

Student, staff and patient (in the case of UCH) experiences of spaces over time 

were also beyond the scope of the minutes. The importance of the minute books, 

 
46 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/1–42, UCL Council Minutes (1825–1939). 
47 UCL/SC, UCLCA, Uncatalogued Miscellaneous Committee Minutes [MCM/1 and MCM/2] 
(1826–9); UCH/4/1/1–5, House and Finance Committee Minutes (1880–1909).  
48 UCL/SC, UCH/MIN/1/1, Medical Committee Minutes (1834–48).  
49 UCL/SC, UCH/MIN/4/1–10, General Committee Minutes (1844–1908). 
50 UCL/SC, UCH/MIN/8/1–2, Miscellaneous Sub-Committees (1884–1905); UCH/MIN/27/1–2, 
Building Committee Minutes (1893–1905).   
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coupled with a reminder of the need for a cautious approach, is reflected by an 

unusual episode in 1849, when the architect Alfred Ainger clashed with Donaldson 

over structural alterations to the central block. An iron girder installed by Ainger 

some years previously had fractured after the addition of columns under 

Donaldson’s supervision. In a series of exasperated letters, Ainger insisted on the 

correction of the minutes to exonerate himself from blame, stating that the record 

was ‘incorrect and injurious’ to his reputation. Notably, Ainger seemed to have 

heard about this ‘injustice’, rather than received a copy of the minutes.51 In fact, a 

note scrawled on one of Ainger’s letters attests that ‘no such minute was ever 

proposed as he imagines nor is there any reflection on him’.52 Even if there was no 

basis for his concerns, Ainger evidently perceived the minutes as an ‘official’ 

record, with practical, social and historic significance. For example, a 

misattribution of error could conceivably serve as the starting point for legal or 

professional consequences. Most importantly, it seems that Ainger was convinced 

that the minutes should provide an accurate and fair account of proceedings, 

while doubting that they conveyed the complexity of events or different 

perspectives.  

This insight into concerns about accuracy, alternative narratives and the 

limitations of historical records has parallels with a complaint from Simpson, who 

in 1925 was grappling with the College Committee and the Royal Fine Art 

Commission over designs for the completion of the Gower Street front. Simpson’s 

scheme for a closed gateway was rejected in favour of preserving an open view of 

Wilkins’s portico, leading to some reluctance on his part to take forward the 

project. Simpson hesitantly produced plans for an iron gate and railings 

interspersed with stone posts. In a report to the Commission, Simpson stated: ‘If I 

am right and the result proved bare and unsatisfactory, then I as the architect 

responsible for the work, would be the person blamed in perpetuity and I cannot 

placard the piers to say they were not my choice’.53 These episodes illuminate the 

 
51 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR/51, Ainger to Committee of Management, 06/01/1849.  
52 Ibid., 13/01/1849. 
53 LMA, LMA/4625/D/02/008, Simpson to Royal Fine Art Commission, 11/06/1925. 



 

 
 

48 

value of consulting a variety of sources to test, corroborate, enrich and enliven the 

institutional account.  

The investigation of minute books was supplemented by a wide range of 

sources at UCL/SC, such as letter books and correspondence, calendars, 

departmental records and ephemeral material. The collection of architectural 

drawings, illustrations and photographs at UCL/SC is fragmented, making it 

necessary to cast out a wider net to locate images. UCL Art Museum (UCL/AM) 

has a collection of drawings, illustrations and artworks relating to the campus, 

including contract drawings covering Wilkins’s central block.54 Drawings, 

correspondence and diaries were also identified at major repositories for 

architectural history, such as the Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA) and 

the Victoria & Albert Museum (V&A). A collection of uncatalogued drawings 

relating to architectural work undertaken by Richardson was consulted at 

Bedfordshire Archives and Records Service (BARS). 

This study of manuscripts and images was supplemented by printed primary 

sources. Newspapers were a valuable source of information for an institution in 

the public sphere, and specialist publications were also consulted. Medical 

journals often examined building projects at UCH and science departments, with 

the inclusion of plans and photographs. The architectural press was another 

important source, containing notices, obituaries and drawings. Information 

collected through this broad survey of primary sources was verified and enriched 

by referring to secondary sources. Biographical research informed analysis of the 

social context for architectural projects, along with the identification of links 

between individuals. Documentary research was supported by close study of the 

building fabric. The fieldwork was curtailed by restrictions that emerged during 

the Covid-19 pandemic, and concentrated for practical reasons on accessible areas 

of the Bloomsbury site. 

 

 

 

 
54 UCL/AM, Acc. Nos 4355–94, Contract drawings (1827). 
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Thesis outline 

 

This study examines UCL’s architectural history in four chapters, divided into 

discrete phases from 1825 to 1939. The thesis is arranged in chronological order, 

which broadly supported an underlying topographical logic. The progress of the 

chapters follows UCL’s gradual expansion from the central block to the piecemeal 

development of the quadrangle, before examining building projects on the 

remainder of the original site and the acquisition of property in the vicinity. UCH 

is the subject of a separate chapter which examines its development in the context 

of innovations in medicine, healthcare and hospital planning.  

The first chapter offers an account of the design, planning and construction 

of the central block from 1825 to 1829. The chapter presents a reassessment of the 

building project in the light of an original study of archival material, from the 

acquisition of a site to the opening of the university in October 1828. The second 

chapter examines the architectural history of UCH from its foundation to 1907, 

concentrating on the island site on the west side of Gower Street. The chapter 

analyses the design, alteration and rebuilding of the hospital in parallel with shifts 

in theories of disease transmission and evolving ideas in hospital planning. The 

third chapter traces the development of the quadrangle from 1829 to 1906, divided 

into four sections. The first part examines Wilkins’s vision for the quadrangle, 

which was deferred owing to financial constraints. The second part provides an 

account of early building activities, along with insights into structural defects and 

the functionality of spaces. The third section examines the design, planning and 

construction of the south and north wings from 1868 to 1881. The final part sets 

out reconfigurations and alterations to the central block that were carried out 

from 1868 to 1906. The fourth chapter concentrates on UCL’s development and 

expansion from 1907 to 1939. The starting point is the college’s incorporation as 

part of the University of London, and the breaking away of UCH and UCS. The 

chapter is divided into three parts, which examine specific types of architectural 

work. The first part traces the development of the original site, including the 

quadrangle and the unfinished Gower Street front. The second part explores 
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UCL’s piecemeal expansion, which produced a mixture of purpose-built and 

converted buildings. The final section presents an overview of alterations to 1939. 

Taken as a whole, the four chapters in this study indicate that UCL’s 

development in Bloomsbury reflected insatiable growth. Architectural projects 

were fuelled by the pressure to procure functional teaching spaces and shaped in 

part by financial considerations. Building projects were evolved by a network of 

committee members, academic staff, external consultants and benefactors, along 

with architects. In line with these influences, architectural ambitions for UCL 

were deferred, thwarted and revived. Institutional aspirations for expansion, 

innovation and success were the guiding principles behind a wide range of 

architectural work, including extensions, adaptations, remodelling of interior 

spaces, and new buildings. Yet these projects were also often the products of 

chance and opportunity, catalysed and shaped by funding, ideas and input from 

collaborative groups. 

Wilkins’s initial scheme for a quadrangle was postponed due to limited 

finances and the prioritization of a hospital, laboratories and other teaching 

facilities. The revival of plans for the quadrangle from the 1860s continued to clash 

with practical demands. For example, the controversial decision to build part of a 

new wing across the Gower Street front in 1894 was defended in pragmatic terms 

by its architect, Thomas Roger Smith, who explained that ‘what had been 

arranged was the result of a compromise… the demands for accommodation were 

imperious’.55 By that time, the issue of architectural style also related to questions 

of continuity, tradition and deference to earlier work. The only departure from the 

neoclassical style was the rebuilding of UCH in 1898–1905. The coalescence of 

ambitious plans for expansion with practical realities, such as funding limitations, 

led to the adaptation of an assortment of buildings. By 1939 UCL had a large and 

complex estate in Bloomsbury that included former warehouses, terraced houses 

and a redundant church converted into a ceremonial hall. This unlikely 

adaptation, which seems incongruous with an institution closely associated with 

secularity, was carried out as part of celebrations to mark the centenary of UCL’s 

 
55 Builder, 03/03/1894, p.174. 
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foundation. The decision reflected the persistence of ‘compromise’ and ‘imperious’ 

pressure for space, to borrow Smith’s earlier explanation. The connection between 

institutional values and architectural style was frequently sidelined as practical 

considerations, financial resources and voracious demand for expansion took 

precedence.
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CHAPTER ONE 

The First University Building, 1825–1829 

 

 

In 1828, the same year that UCL opened its doors to students, the illustrator 

Robert Seymour produced a satirical cartoon titled The March of Intellect (Ill. 3). A 

mechanical creature, with gas lamps for eyes, books for a head and a model of 

‘London University’ for a crown, demolishes a tide of unworthy figures, including 

quack doctors, clergymen and lawyers. Assembled from a steam engine, iron arms 

and printing-press legs, this ‘giant form’ wields a broom. This image of progress 

and modernity indicates that UCL was perceived as a pioneering institution from 

its inception. Yet, note the automaton’s Gothic hat, ‘a Crown of many towers’ 

which bears no resemblance to UCL’s first building.1 

The central block of UCL’s quadrangle in Gower Street was built in 1827–9 to 

designs by William Wilkins. The building is frequently interpreted as a symbol of 

institutional identity, especially in the use of a neoclassical style that borrowed 

inspiration from Ancient Greece. A. W. N. Pugin’s comment about the 

appropriateness of UCL’s ‘uncollegiate’ and ‘Pagan exterior’ has been echoed by 

modern writers, who have identified ‘Athenian openness, purity, wisdom and 

independence’ in its design.2 In view of the progressive ideals behind UCL’s 

foundation, it is unsurprising that institutional identity has loomed over accounts 

of its architectural history. However, style represents a single contingent and 

ambivalent facet of a complicated story. The central block was in fact shaped by 

several considerations, such as functional requirements, financial limitations, 

contemporary architectural fashions and the choice of architect. 

This chapter presents a reassessment of UCL’s first architectural project, 

from the acquisition of a site to the arrival of students in October 1828. A 

 
1 BM, 2003,0531.29, Robert Seymour, The March of Intellect (1828). 
2 A. W. N. Pugin, The True Principles of Pointed or Christian Architecture (London, 1841), 
pp.53–4: Jonathan Coulson, Paul Roberts and Isabelle Taylor, University Planning and 
Architecture: The Search for Perfection (London, 2011), p.17. 
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particular focus is the architectural competition of 1825–6, which prompted 

exchanges about professional status and institutional values. An account of the 

competition reconstructs the original specification for the building, the selection 

of architects, the various entries, and the choice of Wilkins’s scheme for a grand 

quadrangle. The chapter examines the reduction of the winning design in line 

with financial constraints. The final section traces the progress of the construction 

works, including management issues and structural decisions. The chapter 

considers several questions. What were the advantages of the Bloomsbury site? 

Why was a competition organized and how was it configured? What was the 

specification for the building and were stylistic questions at the fore? Why was 

Wilkins’s proposal successful and was it altered significantly after the 

competition? At its completion, did the building meet the university’s 

requirements?  

 

 

UCL’s foundation 

 

It is well known that UCL was founded by a group of radical thinkers. The scheme 

appears to have been generated by Thomas Campbell, the Scottish poet and 

writer. Campbell was inspired by travelling to Bonn, where the university was 

tolerant of different faiths. In contrast, the ancient English universities 

represented outmoded values. Oxford and Cambridge required students to 

subscribe to religious tests, which excluded all but Anglicans from obtaining a 

degree. Limited courses of tuition in classics and mathematics lacked relevance 

for a growing number of men who sought a practical education to prepare for 

careers in commerce and manufacturing. The non-residential Scottish universities 

with broad curricula offered another exemplary model.3 Hugh Hale Bellot has 

highlighted that the range of subjects, ‘the lecture system, the non-residence of 

 
3 H. Hale Bellot, University College London, 1826–1926 (London, 1929), pp.1–59: Robert 
Anderson, British Universities: Past and Present (London, 2006), pp.27–8: William Whyte, 
Redbrick: A Social and Architectural History of Britain’s Civic Universities (Oxford, 2016 edn), 
pp.35–40: Geoffrey Carnall, ‘Campbell, Thomas (1777–1844)’, ODNB (2021, online edn). 
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the students, their admission to single courses, the absence of religious tests, the 

dependence of the professors upon fees, and the democratic character of the 

institution, were all deliberate imitations of Scottish practice’.4  

Campbell’s plans developed gradually, with encouragement. The financier 

Isaac Lyon Goldsmid introduced him to Henry Brougham, the Edinburgh-born 

politician, lawyer and educational reformer.5 In February 1825, Campbell was 

sufficiently emboldened to publish an address in The Times, outlining the core 

elements of his idea. His ‘great London University’ was intended for the ‘youth of 

our middling rich people, between the age of fifteen or sixteen and twenty’. 

Campbell argued that a new institution was required for this class of Londoners, 

who were not suited to private tuition, finishing academies, mechanics’ lectures or 

philosophical institutions. Expense and religious affiliations barred many from 

Oxford and Cambridge. The non-residential status of the university promised 

affordability and the continuance of religious instruction at home. According to 

Campbell, ‘all that would be necessary would be to have some porticos, and large 

halls independent of the lecture rooms, to which [students] might resort for 

relaxation’. Around thirty professors would be supported mostly by student fees. 

Funds were to be raised by subscription and, at a suggested £50 per ticket, no 

more than the ‘price of the periwigs of our forefathers’.6 Subscribers were actually 

required to invest £100 for a share of the university, which operated as a joint-

stock company.7 

Campbell’s idea met with hostility from conservative thinkers. The notion of 

a secular university with a broad curriculum was criticized in the Tory press, 

reflecting anxieties surrounding measures to improve the lives of marginalized 

groups such as the working classes and non-Anglicans. Yet the scheme managed 

to attract enthusiasm from different quarters. Brougham infused the proposal 

with Whig support and the backing of many Scots. The educationalist George 

Birkbeck also lent his support. A group of Baptists abandoned plans to establish a 

 
4 Bellot, p.8. 
5 Michael Lobban, ‘Brougham, Henry Peter (1778–1868)’, ODNB (2004, online edn): Geoffrey 
Alderman, ‘Goldsmid, Sir Isaac Lyon (1778–1859)’, ODNB (2004, online edn). 
6 Times, 09/02/1825. 
7 Bellot, pp.14–34: Whyte, Redbrick, pp.53–4. 
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Dissenters’ university in favour of the scheme. Goldsmid enlisted several 

utilitarian thinkers and the evangelical Zachary Macaulay. This diverse group 

convened in June 1825 and appointed a provisional committee to manage the 

university’s affairs, including the acquisition of a site and designs for a building.8   

 

 

The Bloomsbury site 

 

The university acquired a freehold site comprising 7½ acres of undeveloped land 

at the north end of Gower Street in Bloomsbury. The purchase secured a large 

swathe of land which obstructed the continuation of Gower Street into New Road, 

as Euston Road was still known (Map 2). The western boundary of the ground was 

skirted by residential development in Grafton Street, Carmarthen Street and 

Upper Thornaugh Street (now known respectively as Grafton Way, University 

Street and Huntley Street). The northern end of the site was bounded by the 

Southampton estate, while the eastern boundary adjoined the Bedford estate.9 It 

is known from contemporary maps, newspapers and plans that the site was 

intended for Carmarthen Square (Ill. 4). The site was one of the last remaining 

portions of undeveloped land in a residential district, forming part of the 

‘Brickfield’ of 16 acres that belonged to Hans Winthrop Mortimer by 1768.10 

Mortimer had fallen into financial difficulties by 1789 and borrowed significant 

amounts of money from the banker and merchant William Paxton by mortgage, 

using the ‘Brickfield’ as security. Building development had commenced on the 

western side of the ‘Brickfield’ adjacent to Tottenham Court Road by the 1790s, 

but the rest of the estate remained as meadows and pastures.11 Mortimer failed to 

meet his debts and Paxton claimed ownership of the ‘Brickfield’, initiating legal 

proceedings in 1795.12 Paxton seemed to be successful, and the dispute resulted in 

 
8 Rosemary Ashton, Victorian Bloomsbury (New Haven and London, 2012), pp.21, 25–57. 
9 Eliza Jeffry Davis, ‘The University Site, Bloomsbury’, London Topographical Record, Vol. 17 
(Cambridge, 1936), pp.19–139. 
10 Percy Lovell and William McB. Marcham (eds), Survey of London, Vol. 19, The Parish of St 
Pancras Part 2: Old St Pancras and Kentish Town (London, 1938), pp.17–19. 
11 LMA, O/020/003, Lease (1796). 
12 TNA, C12/666/11, Paxton vs Mortimer (1795). 
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the sale of the estate in 1799 and 1800. Sales notices highlighted that the site 

offered ‘building ground’ in ‘the best quarter’ and plans for its development had 

been produced by Samuel Pepys Cockerell, an architect and estate surveyor who 

had previously undertaken work for Paxton.13 These plans were probably for 

Carmarthen Square, named in honour of Paxton’s close ties with Carmarthen.14 

It appears that a purchaser was not secured and Carmarthen Square failed to 

be realized. According to a newspaper article written by an acquaintance of 

Wilkins in 1827, the scheme was deferred by the economic depression that 

followed the Napoleonic Wars.15 In November 1824, the land was sold by Paxton’s 

executors at public auction and advertised as ground for a square with an ‘elegant 

and respectable class of buildings’.16 The site represented a portion of Paxton’s 

estate in Bloomsbury. The sales particulars indicate that the centre was ‘enclosed 

by iron railings, tastefully planted with shrubs and laid out with gravelled walks’, 

while work had been carried out to construct sewers.17 The property was 

purchased by the banker David Bevan, a partner of Barclay, Bevan & Co., but his 

ownership was fleeting. Bevan suffered losses in the banking crash of 1825, a crisis 

which also precipitated a decline in the building trade.18 By July 1825, the 

university’s supporters were in treaty for the land. In the following month, 

Brougham reported that he had ‘arranged t’other day when in town for taking the 

ground (Carmarthen Square) & advertising immediately for the plans’.19 The site 

was conveyed in November 1825 to representatives of the university (Goldsmid, 

Benjamin Shaw and John Smith), and subsequently transferred for its use.20  

The illusion created by the sales particulars conflicts with accounts of the 

prolonged neglect of the site. The newspaper article of 1827 described the 

 
13 Morning Chronicle, 03/09/1799, 21/06/1800, 07/07/1800: Peter Meadows, ‘Cockerell, Samuel 
Pepys (1753–1827)’, ODNB (2004, online edn): Howard Colvin, A Biographical Dictionary of 
British Architects, 1600–1840 (New Haven and London, 2008), pp.265–8. 
14 Willem G. J. Kuiters, ‘Paxton, Sir William (1743/4–1824)’, ODNB (2004, online edn). 
15 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 215, Wilkins to ?Coates, 02/06/1827: Linda Colley, Britons: 
Forging the Nation, 1707–1837 (New Haven and London, 2012), pp.327–71. 
16 Morning Post, 05/10/1824. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ranald C. Michie, British Banking: Continuity and Change from 1694 to the Present (Oxford, 
2016), pp.47, 67: Leslie Hannah, ‘Bevan, Robert (1809–1890)’, ODNB (2004, online edn). 
19 Brougham, cited by Bellot, p.34. 
20 Survey of London, Vol. 19, pp.17–19. 
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accumulation of a pond on the western side of the ground, though it was noted 

that the eastern part had ‘always been preserved firm and dry’ to provide ‘a solid 

basis’ for the university.21 This remark appears to have been directed towards the 

Tory press. John Bull had fixated its opposition to the university on its choice of 

site. In December 1825, an article reported the ‘large space of mud and nastiness’ 

that had been acquired by the ‘Joint-Stock Carmarthen Street University’.22 The 

newspaper’s editor Theodore Hook bestowed the university with the nickname 

‘Stinkomalee’ and a series of satirical verses.23 By stressing the boggy condition of 

its site, Hook insinuated that the university rested on an uncertain footing, both 

literally and metaphorically. John Bull persisted in calling the institution 

‘Stinkomalee’ for more than thirty-five years.24  

Despite the tenor of the Tory newspapers, the site in Bloomsbury fulfilled 

several objectives. Campbell had envisaged a central location to attract students 

from across London, while Brougham had perceived that an institution within 

walking distance of chambers could be reached by apprentices to lawyers, 

apothecaries and surgeons. The site was also close to the British Museum and 

residences of the ‘middling rich’.25 In Samuel Lewis’s Topographical Dictionary 

(1831), the squares east of Tottenham Court Road were described as ‘for the most 

part the residences of merchants and professional men’.26 Owing to these 

advantages, the New Road had been earmarked as a ‘convenient locality’ at an 

early stage.27 By the university’s acquisition of the ground, the scheme for 

Carmarthen Square was finally abandoned. This was a decisive moment not only 

for the burgeoning university, but for its vicinity. One of the last remaining 

fragments of undeveloped land in Bloomsbury had been acquired by an 

institution that was to establish a base and expand in the heart of a residential 

district. 

 

 
21 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 215. 
22 John Bull, 25/12/1825. 
23 Ashton, pp.38–9, 99, 109: Whyte, Redbrick, p.53. 
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27 Morning Chronicle, 04/04/1825. 
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The architectural competition 

 

Architectural competitions were ‘no new device’ by the 1820s, but were not yet the 

conventional mode of obtaining designs for public and institutional buildings.28 

The university contest predated closer regulation and systemization in 

competitions from the 1830s, which coincided with the emergence of architecture 

as a formal profession.29 The handling and organization of the contest seem to 

reflect the rudimentary nature of procuring designs competitively, along with 

broader issues such as professional status and institutional values. The brevity of 

existing accounts of the competition may be accounted for by the scarcity and 

fragmentation of surviving evidence.30 As the early stages of the competition 

predated UCL’s minute books, it has been necessary to consult ‘unofficial’ sources 

for a view of the preceding months. Newspapers indicate that a provisional 

committee was formed by July 1825. This large group of forty-seven men was 

probably too unwieldy to govern the project decisively. A Council of twenty-four 

men was elected in December 1825, and various sub-committees were created 

subsequently.31  

One of the first tasks undertaken by the Council was the formation of a 

building committee to oversee the design and construction of the university. To 

this purpose the Council elected James Abercromby, Alexander Baring, George 

Birkbeck, Thomas Campbell, George Eden (Lord Auckland), Henry Waymouth 

and Thomas Wilson. This group comprised a mixture of politicians, Dissenters, 

businessmen and educationalists. Henry Petty-Fitzmaurice (Marquess of 

Lansdowne) joined meetings in Spring 1826 when the designs were examined. 

Abercromby, Birkbeck and Campbell’s presence on the committee was minimal, 

while the financier Baring did not attend any of its recorded meetings. A wealth of 

experience was promised by Wilson, the instigator of numerous Congregationalist 

 
28 M. H. Port (ed.), The Houses of Parliament (New Haven and London, 1976), p.28. 
29 Joan Bassin, Architectural Competitions in Nineteenth-Century England (Michigan, 1984), 
pp.1–15. 
30 R. Windsor-Liscombe, William Wilkins, 1778–1839 (Cambridge, 1980), pp.161–2: Whyte, 
pp.54–5: Bellot, p.35: Ashton, p.35. 
31 Evening Mail, 11/07/1825: UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/1, 22/12/1825. 
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chapels. Wilson was one of the more reliable members of the committee before 

his attendance lapsed in 1828. The most regular and long-serving attendees were 

Auckland, a barrister and politician, and Waymouth, who had been involved with 

the abandoned scheme for a Dissenters’ university. Auckland, Waymouth and 

Wilson dominated the committee in 1826–7, yet their efforts were supplemented 

by others as the building project progressed.32  

The organization of a competition suited the administrative structure of the 

university, with management over specific objects apportioned between 

committees. The spirit of competition accorded with the ostensibly democratic, 

fair and accountable nature of committee work, even if, in reality, attendance at 

meetings fluctuated and influence was not shared evenly among members. By 

organizing a competition, the university emulated institutions such as Old College 

in Edinburgh and the General Post Office, where contests were held in 1815–16 and 

1819–20. Committee members, who were often professional men drawn from the 

middle classes, also viewed competitions as a method of obtaining value for 

money. As Michael Port has observed, ‘competition was their way of life, and they 

looked to it to produce the best results in architecture too’.33 Despite their 

outward advantages and increasing popularity, competitions lacked regulation 

and often faced accusations of jobbery. Architects were concerned about spending 

resources on a project with no definite reward, and risking embarrassment in the 

event of failure. The handling and dynamics of the university contest reflect such 

anxieties about competitions and ideas of status in the emerging architectural 

profession.34  

 
32 UCL/SC, UCLCA, MCM/1, 16/02/1826, passim; UCLCA/3/1/1, 22/12/1825, 05/11/1827: P. J. 
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33 Port, p.28. 
34 Colvin, pp.31–7: Port, pp.28–30: Bassin, pp.1–15: Edward J. Gillin, The Victorian Palace of 
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attitudes to competitions among architects in John Nash: Architect to King George IV (London, 
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The competing architects were mostly selected by the close of 1825, but not 

without controversy. At a meeting of the proprietors (or shareholders) in 

December, it was reported that four architects had initially been invited to submit 

designs, but that number had been extended to six.35 An explanation for this 

adjustment lies in a letter to Auckland in November from the architect John 

Davies, who appealed for ‘the opportunity of fair and honourable competition’.36 

Davies recounted that he had already been asked to draw up plans, and his 

preliminary sketches were received approvingly. He was subsequently informed 

that he was ‘one of a limited number of architects to whom the competition 

should be proposed’. Next, he was frustrated to learn that the number of 

competitors was to be restricted to four: 

The reason assigned for this limitation and for my 
exclusion was even more mortifying than the fact itself – 
it was represented to me that these four gentlemen 
(undoubtedly men of high reputation and splendid 
abilities) declined to compete with any but ‘men of their 
own standing’.37 

The expansion of the competition implies that the matter rested uneasily with the 

committee. After all, Davies had concluded that the decision was at odds with the 

‘liberal and enlightened principles’ on which the university was founded.38 Davies 

posed his concern as a matter of principle rather than a consequence of the slight 

to his professional character, perhaps because he was aware of his modest 

credentials. At twenty-nine years of age, Davies lacked the experience and 

distinction of his rivals. He also faced the difficulty that his first important 

commission, Highbury College for Dissenters (1825–6), was still under 

construction. Davies’s inexperience presented him as an obscure candidate, 

though he was a logical choice in the circumstances. There is a notion that the 

provisional committee envisaged a modest building that would open in October 

1826. This committee included Wilson, treasurer of Highbury College, and other 

Dissenters. Wilson was evidently impressed by Davies’s work, for he later 
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commissioned designs for several Congregationalist chapels.39 Davies was 

evidently a source of advice to one faction of the university’s supporters, prior to 

the conception of a grander building.40  

Davies’s claims are corroborated by an entry in the diary of Charles Robert 

Cockerell. After an evening at the Athenaeum in November 1825, Cockerell wrote 

that, according to his friend John Cam Hobhouse, Brougham had ‘asserted that the 

best architects would not compete’. Cockerell’s analysis of the situation was 

incisive: ‘it was clear that an open competition is in fact no competition because 

the first [best architects] are excluded’.41 One of the voices in favour of a restricted 

competition was its eventual winner, who raised the matter with Auckland a few 

weeks before Davies’s appeal. Wilkins reflected that it was ‘only on particular 

occasions’ that he wished to engage in a competition: 

In the present instance whence my name is associated 
with those of men who bear the highest character in the 
profession, I must readily and cheerfully accept the 
offer. The names of the architects which have been 
mentioned to me are sufficient to inspire emulation and 
confer honour on the contest, and the noble names 
connected with the proposed institution are a sufficient 
pledge of the upright intentions of the committee.42  

Wilkins’s suspicion towards competitions reflects contemporary distrust about 

their organization and politics.43 However, the university was placed in an 

awkward position by Davies’s complaint. For fear of ostracising some of their 

supporters, worsening the injury to Davies or turning away eminent architects, the 

committee invited designs from a select number: William Atkinson, Davies, 

Cockerell, John Peter Gandy (later Deering), Jeffry Wyatville and Wilkins. Of the 

six competitors, Davies’s credentials were by far the most modest. The other 

architect at a disadvantage was Atkinson, whose invitation to join the competition 

in February 1826 implies that he was an afterthought. It seems possible that the 

university was still searching for a suitable competitor at the time of the 

 
39 Colvin, pp.301–2. 
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proprietors’ meeting in December, or another architect dropped out. Despite his 

late arrival to the competition, Atkinson represented an experienced and 

competent choice. He had won the post of architect to the Board of Ordnance in 

1813 and worked on country houses, churches and commercial buildings. While his 

origins in Bishop Auckland suggest a connection with Auckland, whose family 

hailed from County Durham, there is no firm evidence of an association.44  

On 4 November 1825, Cockerell received a visit from Auckland, who 

delivered a site plan and instructions. In his diary, Cockerell noted that Auckland 

was ‘obliging – was glad I had undertaken it – would send me a program’.45 

Cockerell was one of the foremost architects of his time, a reputation established 

by his travels, scholarship and professional work. He was an obvious source of 

advice to Auckland, with whom he had served on the committee of the Travellers 

Club since 1819. Cockerell had extended Bowood House, Wiltshire, for Lansdowne 

in 1822–4, and completed additions at the Grange in Northington, Hampshire, for 

Baring in 1823–5. Cockerell’s career was firmly in the ascendant, evidenced by 

several public commissions, including the Literary and Philosophical Institution 

(1821–3) in Bristol, St David’s College (1822–7) in Lampeter, and the National 

Monument (1824–9) in Edinburgh. The university’s Scottish promoters would have 

been aware of Cockerell’s proposals for the Edinburgh monument, while his work 

in Bristol and Lampeter attested to his experience of educational work.46 

Writing to the antiquarian Sir William Gell in 1817, Gandy confessed that he 

looked upon Cockerell as ‘the most clever of mortal architects’.47 The letter 

coincided with Cockerell’s return to London after travels on the Continent, which 

had established his reputation as a scholar. Gandy’s admiration for Cockerell’s 
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architectural abilities was against the grain, for his recent design for a mansion for 

the Duke of Wellington had been criticized. An acquaintance of Gandy’s was said 

to have remarked that it was ‘damned bad’.48 By 1825 Cockerell had secured a 

reputation among the higher echelon of architects, but Gandy’s success was mostly 

reliant on his association with Wilkins. Gandy had joined Gell’s expedition to 

Greece for the Society of Dilettanti, but the task of preparing their findings for 

publication was handed to Wilkins. After returning to London in 1813, Gandy had 

collaborated with Wilkins on a monument to commemorate the Battle of 

Waterloo. Although plans for the monument were aborted, their association 

continued at the University Club, Pall Mall (1822–6). Gandy has been credited with 

designing St Mark’s Church, North Audley Street, independently. As its 

construction only commenced in September 1825, Gandy’s abilities were as yet 

unproven.49  

In contrast, Wyatville had gained recognition from his work at Windsor 

Castle. He also enjoyed popularity among a ‘circle of exclusively Whig nobles and 

landowners’ for remodelling and improving their mansions.50 It is plausible that 

Wyatville was recommended for the competition by Baring, one of the ‘committee 

of taste’ chosen to manage the works at Windsor in 1824. Wyatville also had 

experience in Cambridge, where he had produced designs for remodelling and 

extending Sidney Sussex College (1821–2). Around this time, Wyatville had joined a 

‘critical committee’ at King’s College, formed to assess the suitability of Wilkins’s 

proposals for New Court. Wyatville represented a secure choice of architect with 

experience of collegiate buildings and public commissions.51  

Despite his wariness of competitions, Wilkins was a strong contender due to 

his wealth of collegiate experience, influential connections and reputation as one 

of the leading architects of his day. He was the son of a Norwich builder, whose 
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success enabled him to benefit from an education at Gonville and Caius College, 

Cambridge. Wilkins’s standing as an architect was assured by 1806, when his 

designs for two important institutions were accepted: Downing College (1807–13 

and 1818–22) in Cambridge, and the East India College (1806–9) in Haileybury. 

Wilkins’s collegiate work extended to existing colleges in Cambridge, where he 

practised mostly in a Tudor Gothic style. He designed a bridge at King’s College 

(1819–20) and submitted the successful competition design for its quadrangle in 

1823, which was completed to a modified plan in 1824–8. New Court at Corpus 

Christi College (1823–7) and New Court (or King’s Court) at Trinity College (1823–

5) were built almost simultaneously.52  

 

Specification 

By the close of 1825, the university had secured the players of a limited 

competition, aside from Atkinson. Due to the lack of records, the initial 

specification for the building is not clear. A range of vague ideas had been 

contemplated by the university’s supporters. A lofty vision of a ‘palace for genius’ 

was evoked by the Baptist minister F. A. Cox at the first public meeting in July 

1825.53 Some years earlier Campbell had admired the University of Bonn, ‘a fine 

pile of a building’ that was built as a palace in the eighteenth century, with a 

library arranged across ‘a suite of three halls’.54 He also anticipated that the 

university might require ‘roomy, and therefore expensive premises’ with lecture 

halls and leisure spaces, and thought that it might be necessary to spend 

£150,000.55 Campbell had more recently visited the University of Berlin, a former 

royal palace built in the eighteenth century, noting that it was ‘just such a building 
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as I would wish for the London one’ and taking dimensions of its rooms.56 These 

ambitions for a palatial building seem mismatched with the idea for a new and 

novel institution for the ‘middling rich’.57 Despite the lack of practicality, the 

universities of Bonn and Berlin were obvious ideological models with buildings 

that supplied grandeur, magnificence and credibility. In contrast, the scholar and 

Unitarian minister James Yates advised that it was prudent for a new university to 

rent temporary premises until its reputation was established. Yates advised that 

‘taste should go hand in hand with science and economy’ in a permanent building, 

but also called for durability and phased construction.58  

In Atkinson’s invitation to join the competition in February 1826, the 

university’s clerk Thomas Coates emphasized that the building should be ‘perfectly 

adapted’ to its educational purpose, ‘handsome’, and cost no more than £70,000.59 

Atkinson was also sent an extract of letters by the architect William Henry 

Playfair.60 A glimpse of the original specification survives in an entry in Cockerell’s 

diary from November 1825: 

Lord Auckland called to give me the plan of the ground 
for the new college… Thought that the ground to be 
spared at the sides might be reserved for buildings 
necessary to the college… or might be let… 15 or more 
lecture rooms to hold 400 persons. Had written a good 
letter on the subject.61 

Coupled with the letter to Atkinson, this note suggests that each architect was 

initially supplied with a site plan and a letter detailing the required number of 

rooms. The contents of Auckland’s letter are unknown, since no copy survives, and 

it is plausible that it was written by Playfair. Soon after the visit, Cockerell noted in 

his diary that he composed a ‘long letter on it [the university] to Playfair asking his 

advice’.62 Cockerell’s decision to write to Playfair implies a feeling of camaraderie 

 
56 Beattie, p.449. 
57 Times, 09/02/1825. 
58 James Yates, Thoughts on the Advancement of Academical Education in England (London, 
1826), pp.161, 168–70: Whyte, p.53. 
59 UCL/SC, UCLCA, LB/1, Coates to Atkinson, 16/02/1826. 
60 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 1167/13, Playfair to Murray, 02/10/1825 and 06/10/1825. 
61 RIBA, CoC/9/6, 04/11/1825, p.89. 
62 Ibid., 07/11/1825, p.90. 



 

 
 

67 

between the architects, who had just collaborated on designs for the National 

Monument in Edinburgh.63 

By any estimation, Cockerell’s choice of correspondent was shrewd. Since 

1816, Playfair had been engaged as architect for the completion of Old College in 

Edinburgh, a work commenced by Robert Adam in the 1780s to replace a complex 

of outdated buildings that originated from the sixteenth century. Adam’s 

neoclassical design for a university set around a double court foundered in 1795 

due to a lack of funds. Only the north-west and north-east corners were 

completed, along with a portion of the north range and the shell of the east range. 

The building project was finally revived in 1815–16 with a competition for ‘finishing 

the College of Edinburgh on a reduced scale’.64 The successful design was 

presented by Playfair, whose reconfiguration of Adam’s design into a single 

quadrangle combined practicality, economy and a neoclassical style (Ill. 5). Over 

twenty-four years, Playfair oversaw the completion of the quadrangle: the west 

range contained museum halls, the east front incorporated a librarian’s residence, 

the north range contained teaching spaces, and the south range housed an 

imposing library and reading rooms (Ill. 6). Playfair also introduced structural 

innovations such as fire-resistant cast-iron floor joists and iron ducts, which 

circulated heat from basement stoves. By Autumn 1825, Playfair had overseen the 

completion of three sides of the quadrangle.65  

Playfair seems to have been involved in the London university through John 

Archibald Murray, an Edinburgh barrister in Brougham’s circle of friends.66 

Playfair was a natural ally, since at least eight members of the Council had ties to 

Scotland and three members of the building committee had been educated or 

lived in Edinburgh. Playfair also socialized in Whig circles.67 Two surviving letters 

 
63 Charles McKean, ‘Playfair, William Henry (1790–1857)’, ODNB (2004, online edn): Colvin, 
pp.813–16: Watkin, Cockerell, pp.151–3. 
64 College Commissioners, Reports &c. Relative to the Completion of the College Buildings 
(1816), cited by Haynes and Fenton, p.60. 
65 A dome was added over the east range in 1886–7. Haynes and Fenton, pp.11–85. 
66 A note written by ‘H. B.’ (Brougham) on Playfair’s letter of 06/10/1825 refers to Murray as 
‘one of us’. UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 1167/13: Gordon F. Millar, ‘Murray, Sir John Archibald 
(1778?–1859)’, ODNB (2004, online edn). 
67 Haynes and Fenton, p.66. 
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by Playfair, dated 2 and 6 October 1825, were written to Murray. Playfair noted 

that he would be ‘delighted if these hasty remarks appear worthy of the notice of 

Mr Brougham… or promote in any way the interests of an undertaking which 

promises to be of so great and extensive utility’.68 Aside from its familiarity, Old 

College offered a valuable contemporary model for a purpose-built, non-

residential university designed to host a similar range of subjects.69 The precise 

extract from Playfair’s letters that was circulated in the competition instructions is 

unknown, yet it was probably derived from these two letters. The first letter 

contains a description of classrooms at Old College, along with the library, 

museums and staff accommodation. Playfair offered practical advice, noting that 

‘the first point to be ascertained in the arrangement of the plan is the hour for 

each lecture’, which would settle the required number of classrooms. Playfair 

specified that chemistry, natural history, anatomy, Materia Medica (the study of 

medicinal substances), natural philosophy, agriculture and mathematics required 

separate classrooms with preparatory rooms. For example, a bird stuffing room 

was an important accessory to the natural history museum. Several disciplines in 

the arts had special requirements, such as libraries adjoining the Greek and Latin 

classrooms. Playfair advised that lecture theatres should contain ‘retiring rooms’, 

or offices, for professors. The second letter contained a list of classrooms, noting 

their sizes and capacity.70  

Playfair also offered advice about the practical realities of university 

buildings. He pointed out that the timetable for lectures should be organized to 

avoid students coinciding on staircases; ‘a great source of delay and confusion’. He 

also noted that ‘good strong water closets and plenty urinals should be provided’, 

and that ‘all the parts of the building should be made strong and as indestructible 

as possible’.71 The second letter elaborated on these themes, suggesting compact 

yet ‘tolerable’ seating (‘there is no room to throw away on loungers, every inch of 

space in the building being usefully occupied’), and a maximum capacity of 700 

 
68 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 1167/13, 02/10/1825. 
69 Anderson, pp.19–20: Bellot, pp.7–8. 
70 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 1167/13, 02/10/1825 and 06/10/1825. 
71 Ibid., 02/10/1825. 
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students in lecture theatres, though 400 was preferred. Playfair also pressed that a 

‘broad principle’ in the contrivance of the plan was ‘to remove all petty incitements 

to levity or disorder’, with seating within the sight and earshot of professors, wide 

corridors, and heating through ventilation systems instead of open fireplaces.72  

Despite the usefulness of Playfair’s letters, the specification for the building 

was not finalized till February 1826. In January, the Council requested the 

architects to halt their preparations until the ‘number and arrangement of the 

rooms’ was determined.73 This task was delegated to an education committee, 

which calculated the number and type of rooms required for around twenty-nine 

courses. A report to the building committee in February stated that, with a 

rotational system in place for classes with shared teaching spaces, the university 

required twelve lecturing halls, twelve examination rooms for as many as 50 

students, and an equal number of retiring rooms for professors.74 A notable 

omission in the specification was the aspiration for the external appearance of the 

university. The only specific reference survives in Atkinson’s invitation. In this 

letter, Coates explained that ‘the building should be handsome from its extent, 

solidity and outline than from much decoration’.75 This instruction coincided with 

Greek Revivalism, which was at the height of architectural fashion. Frank Salmon 

has emphasized that ‘virtually all major public building projects had been Greek in 

form’ during the 1820s.76 Its vogue was supported by the archaeological study of 

ancient ruins and important acquisitions, such as the arrival of the Parthenon 

marbles in London. During the early decades of the nineteenth century, prominent 

buildings in the Greek Revivalist style were built in the capital, including Covent 

Garden Theatre (1808–9), the College of Surgeons (1806–13), the Custom House 

(1813–17, partly rebuilt in 1825–7), St Pancras New Church (1819–22), the University 

Club (1822–6), the College of Physicians (1822–5), the British Museum (begun in 

1823), and the General Post Office (1824–9). John Summerson has described Greek 

Revivalism as ‘the dominant style of the post-Waterloo period’, adopted across 

 
72 Ibid., 06/10/1825. 
73 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/1, 14/01/1826. 
74 Ibid., Appendix 2, 04/02/1826. 
75 UCL/SC, UCLCA, LB/1, 16/02/1826. 
76 Salmon, Building on Ruins, p.139. 
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England and Scotland for public, educational, charitable and even ecclesiastical 

buildings to reflect ‘worthiness’ and respectability.77 

 

Competition designs 

The competition entries have received little critical analysis, probably due to the 

lack of surviving drawings. From the six submissions, only six drawings by 

Cockerell are known to survive.78 Even drawings from the successful entry by 

Wilkins have not survived (with the possible exception of an interior view), though 

there are prints and documentary records. In contrast, only fragmentary glimpses 

of the proposals by Atkinson, Davies, Gandy and Wyatville survive. The building 

committee assessed the designs over several meetings in March and April 1826. In 

the first meeting, the committee examined the plans and arranged for them to be 

exhibited to Council members at the university’s temporary office in Furnival’s 

Inn. Subsequent meetings included interviews with the architects. The surviving 

records cast light on the complexity of the deliberations and show that the task of 

choosing a design navigated a long list of concerns.79  

The proposals were compared on a large sheet entitled ‘Analysis of Plans’ 

(Appendix 3, please see pocket in back cover), an unusual survival that reflects a 

pragmatic approach to evaluating the designs.80 The chart was produced at an 

early stage, probably before Cockerell supplied an estimate in March 1826. The 

chart listed the competitors in alphabetical order and divided the components of 

their plans into sixteen columns. The first, labelled ‘extent [of the] roof, including 

arcades’, was concerned with economy.81 The importance of the roof for limiting 

the cost of the building was clarified in late March, when Cockerell, Davies and 

Gandy advised that a two-storey building would be cheaper than one with ‘equal 

 
77 John Summerson, Georgian London (New Haven and London, 2003 edn), pp.276–7; 
Architecture in Britain, p.474: Whyte, Redbrick, p.57: J. Mordaunt Crook, The Greek Revival: 
Neo-Classical Attitudes in British Architecture, 1760–1870 (London, 1972). 
78 V&A, E.2091-1909–E.2097-1909, C. R. Cockerell, competition drawings (1826). 
79 Whyte, Redbrick, pp.54–5: Windsor-Liscombe, Wilkins, pp.161–2: UCL/SC, UCLCA, MCM/1, 
18/03/1826, 27/03/1826, passim. 
80 UCLCA/CORR, No. 1167/15, ‘Analysis of plans’. 
81 Ibid. 
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accommodation extended over one floor’.82 The minute books indicate that the 

primary concern of the committee was to gain an insight into the likely cost of 

each proposal, which was often the only point of elaboration. The most salient 

point of Wilkins’s interview in April appears to have been the ‘correctness’ of his 

estimate, a matter on which he was ‘particularly questioned’.83 

The chart provides a comprehensive view of the concerns of the committee. 

Along with estimates, the chart compared the areas specified for ‘courts and 

pleasure grounds’ and ‘enclosed for academical buildings’. The chart also indicates 

an interest in preserving a portion of the site for ‘garden or houses’, perhaps for 

speculative development to supplement the university’s income.84 This curiosity 

about the potential value of the vacant ground preceded an influx of enquiries. 

The first application for a lease arrived in April 1826 from the London Gymnastic 

Society, and more enquiries followed.85 Prospective builders were interested in the 

likelihood of a continuation of Gower Street, while the traveller and architect 

Frederick Catherwood asked for land for a ‘scientific’ building.86 Despite this flurry 

of interest, the Council determined not to dispose of any vacant ground until the 

university’s own requirements had been met.87  

The other columns in the chart were reserved for notes about the principal 

rooms, namely the hall, the library, the natural history museum, lecture rooms and 

examination rooms. Residences for the librarian and the secretary were also 

considered. The medical department was divided into its constituent parts, namely 

laboratory, dissecting room, lecture room and anatomy museum. Concise notes 

convey the committee’s interest in the size of particular rooms and spaces, along 

with the value for money offered by each plan. The only portion of the chart to 

invite an appraisal of the style of each design was entitled ‘Access and Arcades’.88 

 
82 UCL/SC, UCLCA, MCM/1, 27/03/1826. 
83 Ibid., 13/04/1826. 
84 UCLCA/CORR, No. 1167/15. 
85 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/1, 22/04/1826. 
86 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/1, 20/07/1826, 03/08/1826, passim: Robert D. Aguirre, ‘Catherwood, 
Frederick (1799–1854)’, ODNB (2009, online edn). 
87 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/1, 11/11/1826. 
88 UCLCA/CORR, No. 1167/15. 
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The notes in this column offer valuable insights into the designs submitted by 

Atkinson, Davies, Gandy and Wyatville. 

All of the competition designs were composed in a neoclassical style, 

reflecting the contemporary fashion for public buildings. An explanatory letter 

from Atkinson emphasized that he only submitted a general plan, a drawing of the 

principal elevation and a detail of the entrance, owing to time constraints. He 

proposed a building with a six-columned Ionic portico leading to a hall, a library 

and a museum. In compliance with the original instructions, Atkinson provided 

twelve lecture rooms with retiring rooms and apparatus stores. Atkinson 

recommended a central astronomy classroom to preserve the symmetry of the 

design, if it was desirable to erect a domed rooftop observatory. His proposal for 

thirty-six examination rooms exceeded the required number, while the medical 

department was arranged to permit future expansion. Atkinson’s estimate of 

£104,360 veered towards the lower end of the proposals, yet far above the budget of 

£70,000.89   

Davies produced a similar estimate of £103,658 for his design, which also 

incorporated a six-columned Ionic portico. Judging from the separate estimates for 

a ‘front’ block, north and south wings, and an east colonnade, Davies seems to 

have proposed a main range fronting Gower Street with two rear wings; a plan that 

could be built in stages. The front block contained a hall, a museum and a library. 

Davies proposed that the library could be supplemented by separate libraries for 

Greek and Latin, following Playfair’s recommendation.90 The plan also included 

thirteen lecture rooms and thirty-eight examination rooms. Davies produced a 

detailed plan for the medical department, comprising a museum, lecture rooms, a 

dissecting room, laboratories and apparatus stores.91 During his interview in March 

1826, Davies ‘explained the details’ of his design, ‘the correctness of the estimate’ 

and ‘the grounds on which he formed it’.92 No commentary survives to cast light 

on the reasons for its rejection.  

 
89 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, Nos 1167/15, 1168–1172, Atkinson to Coates (n.d.). 
90 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 1167/13, 02/10/1825. 
91 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 1167/15. 
92 UCL/SC, UCLCA, MCM/1, 27/03/1826. 
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The fragmentary view of Gandy’s design in the chart is supplemented by an 

explanatory letter and a block plan (Ill. 7).93 The letter reveals that Gandy prepared 

two designs, modifying his first plan in response to the revised instructions 

circulated in February 1826. Gandy had attempted to ‘adapt the same quantum of 

material’ at Old College ‘to greater architectural and practical advantages’, yet his 

plan bears a strong similarity to Wilkins’s design. Gandy emphasized that his 

design combined grandeur with ‘economy of space’, practicality and provision for 

future enlargement, including library bays that could ‘be multiplied with the 

increasing books’.94 The plan included a hall, twenty-five lecture rooms and fifty-

one examination rooms. The library was supplemented by a small library with a 

reading room and a librarian’s office. The museum was also part of a larger suite 

that included a stuffing room and a curator’s office. Another similarity with 

Wilkins’s proposal was Gandy’s recommendation for a degree of separation in the 

medical department, with a ‘stable building detached for the reception of 

[anatomical] subjects’.95 Gandy devised two estimates, the highest at £85,000 for 

execution in stone. Gandy preserved the largest amount of vacant ground (three 

acres) for speculative development and noted that its value ‘must advance with the 

success of the establishment’.96 Gandy was questioned over his plan in March 

1826.97 His design impressed Lord Auckland, who later remarked that he had 

‘always considered [it] as the only one practicable and eligible and in which 

economy is rather considered than display’.98  

Auckland’s correspondence also provides an insight into Wyatville’s 

competition entry. At his interview in April 1826, Wyatville presented ‘the sketch 

of a building which might be finished at intervals and by which the whole ground 

would be occupied’.99 The design was not discarded immediately by the 

committee, which requested Wyatville to submit a more detailed explanation. 

 
93 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 1167/9, Good to Coates, 27/04/1826. 
94 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 1167, Gandy to building committee, 17/03/1826. 
95 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 1167/15. 
96 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 1167, 17/03/1826. 
97 UCL/SC, UCLCA, MCM/1, 27/03/1826. 
98 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 17, Auckland to Coates, 20/09/1826. 
99 UCL/SC, UCLCA, MCM/1, 03/04/1826. 
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Another set of plans was examined in subsequent meetings.100 The Council’s 

records ascribe the competition entry solely to Wyatville, but a letter concerning 

the design in April 1826 was signed by Wyatville and his cousin Lewis Wyatt.101 The 

tone of the letter presents the design as a collaborative work. The estimate was 

considerably higher than any of the other competitors, at £250,000.102 The plan 

offered extensive accommodation, including two libraries, two museums, thirty-

two lecture rooms, and residences for the librarian and the secretary. Five lodges 

were proposed for a council room, staff offices and student halls (probably 

common rooms). The medical department comprised two dissecting rooms, two 

museums, a lecture room and a laboratory. These buildings were arranged around 

an entrance court with a six-columned Corinthian portico, and two rear courts. 

More illuminating is a letter written by Auckland, reflecting on the merits of 

‘Wyatville’s last suggestion’: 

It was to occupy the external boundary of our ground 
with detached buildings connected by colonnades, 
enabling us to contract for and complete such buildings 
only as would be wanted for our objects, as they arise 
and increase… Each building might be made the object 
of general competition in design and contract. The 
whole would require some general design and 
superintendence and it is possible that Mr Wyatville for 
a fixed remuneration might be induced to give it.103   

Wyatville’s final proposal for a series of detached buildings represented a sensible 

approach for a new institution with limited and uncertain finances. This 

recommendation was unique among the competitors, but reminiscent of Thomas 

Jefferson’s plan for the University of Virginia, which had opened in Spring 1825. 

The separate, dissimilar pavilions at Virginia were intended as ‘teaching tools’ to 

exhibit monuments of Roman architecture.104 Auckland’s letters do not indicate 

whether the separate blocks would differ in appearance, or whether there was a 

 
100 Ibid., 18/04/1826, 22/04/1826. 
101 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 1167, Wyatville and Wyatt to Coates, 20/04/1826. 
102 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 1167/15. 
103 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 18, Auckland to Coates, 22/09/1826. 
104 Mary N. Woods, ‘Thomas Jefferson and the University of Virginia: Planning the Academic 
Village’, Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians, Vol. 44, No. 3 (1965), pp.266–83, 266.  
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didactic element to the plan, but he was evidently aware of its financial 

advantages. 

Cockerell’s proposal allows closer inspection owing to the survival of six 

drawings.105 Cockerell’s diaries also provide insights into his work, influences and 

opinions as he worked towards the competition. The first entry regarding the 

contest was written on 4 November 1825, after Auckland delivered a ground plan 

and instructions.106 The university seems to have absorbed Cockerell’s attention for 

the next month. He described ‘looking over various books for hints of university’, 

‘looking over Palladio’, reading an article about the university in The Edinburgh 

Review, and referring to ‘Lord Aberdeen’s book on architecture’.107 This work was 

supplemented by site visits.108  

Cockerell’s diary also provides an illuminating record of conversations and 

correspondence. Cockerell wrote to Playfair for advice shortly after Auckland’s 

visit, but his diary suggests that Cockerell did not actually show his plans to 

Playfair until May 1826, after his entry had been rejected.109 Cockerell was not 

hesitant to discuss the competition or particularly guarded over his own entry. 

From his circle of acquaintances, Cockerell was able to garner a view of the 

individuals connected with the university.110 The artist Frederick Mackenzie 

brought Cockerell’s attention to the article in The Edinburgh Review and 

Campbell’s status as a ‘leading member’ of the university.111 During a visit to the 

Athenaeum, Cockerell had learned about ‘the discussion in [the] university 

committee as to an open competition’.112 In December, Cockerell ‘walked to Gower 

Street to consider’ the university and met with the sculptor William Grinsell 

Nicholl, a frequent collaborator.113 Cockerell remarked that ‘the value of a fresh eye 

 
105 V&A, E.2091-1909–E.2097-1909. 
106 RIBA, CoC/9/6, 04/11/1825, p.89. 
107 RIBA, CoC/9/6, 09/11/1825–30/11/1825, pp.90–7: By ‘Lord Aberdeen’s book’, Cockerell was 
alluding to George Hamilton-Gordon, An Inquiry into the Principles of Beauty in Grecian 
Architecture (London, 1822). 
108 RIBA, CoC/9/6, 05/11/1825–08/12/1825, pp.89–99. 
109 RIBA, CoC/10/1, 01/05/1826–04/05/1826, p.36. 
110 Watkin, Cockerell, p.xvi. 
111 RIBA, CoC/9/6, 09/11/1825–16/11/1825, pp.90–2: Simon Fenwick, ‘Mackenzie, Frederick (1787–
1854)’, ODNB (2020, online edn). 
112 RIBA, CoC/9/6, 21/11/1825, p.94. 
113 Watkin, Cockerell, p.42. 
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is very great’, implying that some advice was offered.114 Cockerell even revealed his 

design to Mackenzie, who was simultaneously employed by Wilkins and Wyatville 

to prepare drawings for their entries. Cockerell admitted that it was ‘a foolish 

thing’ to have done, even with a ‘promise of secrecy’, after ‘finding he would not 

communicate anything’ of his competitors’ work. The only piece of intelligence 

which Cockerell gleaned from Mackenzie was that his ‘designs were very different 

from two of the others’ (perhaps Gandy and Wilkins), which possessed a 

‘remarkable similarity’.115 Cockerell’s work intensified in March, the month of the 

deadline for entries. His efforts were concluded by a written description of his 

proposal, which was finished on 20 March.116 While this explanatory account seems 

to have been lost, it is compensated by six drawings: a block plan, a ground plan, a 

first-floor plan, a section, two elevations and a perspective view (Ills 8–13).117  

Cockerell’s design was based on a broadly U-shaped plan, with a central 

block and two side wings with sweeping curved recessions. A Doric propylaeum 

and screen along Gower Street provided enclosed grounds, divided by two 

colonnaded walkways into a central court and formal gardens. A six-columned 

Ionic portico on the west front of the central block opened into an ante-hall with a 

barrel-vaulted ceiling. The great hall was a galleried room with a coffered ceiling 

and giant columns, bearing some resemblance to Playfair’s library at Old College. 

The north and south ranges of the central block were devoted to teaching, with six 

lecture rooms on the ground floor. On the first floor, the great hall was flanked by 

a library and a museum, divided into compartments by bookcases and display 

cases. The unusual plan of the side wings produced a series of teaching rooms of 

differing sizes, heights and purposes. Each wing contained central classrooms and 

two lecture theatres on the ground floor, and more theatres on the first floor. 

David Watkin has attributed the plan of the theatres to a college in Jean-Nicolas-

Louis Durand’s Précis des leçons d’architecture données à l’École polytechnique 

(1805), a source which Cockerell had studied in 1822.118 A comparison of the 

 
114 RIBA, CoC/9/6, 08/12/1825, p.99. 
115 Ibid., 02/12/1825, p.97. 
116 RIBA, CoC/10/1, 20/04/1826, p.24. 
117 V&A, E.2091-1909–E.2097-1909. 
118 Watkin, Cockerell, pp.153–5. 
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remainder of Cockerell’s drawings (which were unknown to Watkin) with 

Durand’s plan suggests that it may also have inspired the covered walkways and 

entrance propylaeum.119 The front blocks contained residences for the librarian 

and the secretary, in a similar configuration to Adam’s plan for professorial houses 

at Old College.120 The scheme also included the continuation of Gower Street with 

a western frontage of nine terraced houses, and a new street running along the 

southern boundary of the site. 

Cockerell was interviewed about his proposal in March and supplied an 

estimate of £160,000.121 There was no hint of the reasons for its rejection, yet the 

chart suggests a lack of attention towards the medical department: ‘no particular 

portion of the building is appropriated to this department – but probably the 

north-west corner would be selected as it admits of a basement’.122 Cockerell noted 

in his diary that the committee was ‘polite and obliging’ during the interview, and 

that he felt reassured that since the other competitors ‘had adopted more 

magnificence than myself’, the cost of his design ‘would be less’.123  

 

Wilkins’s design 

Cockerell failed to anticipate that his estimate would be undercut significantly by 

Wilkins, who calculated the cost of his design at £70,000, the precise sum 

stipulated in the instructions.124 As Wilkins’s entry appears to have been lost, the 

chart, an explanatory letter, and a few drawings are critical pieces of evidence for 

the successful design. The chart confirms that Wilkins’s design was the most 

economical option, combining the lowest estimate with the largest area devoted to 

teaching spaces. While the chart provides an insight into the deliberations of the 

committee, the explanatory letter is the only detailed summary of Wilkins’s 

competition entry. The letter contains approximately 2,100 words, far more than 

 
119 Jean-Nicolas-Louis Durand, Précis of the Lectures on Architecture: with, Graphic Portion of 
the Lectures on Architecture, introd. Antoine Picon, trans. David Britt (Los Angeles, 2000), 
p.158 and Plate 8. 
120 Haynes and Fenton, p.48. 
121 UCL/SC, UCLCA, MCM/1, 27/03/1826. 
122 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 1167/15. 
123 RIBA, CoC/10/1, 27/03/1826, p.27. 
124 UCL/SC, UCLCA, LB/1, 16/02/1826; UCLCA/CORR, 1167/15. 
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the notes submitted by Wyatville (c.100 words), Gandy (c.675 words), and 

Atkinson (c.900 words). Wilkins weaved a combination of confidence and 

deference into the opening lines, emphasizing his familiarity with collegiate work 

while voicing his doubt that ‘any architect, whatever his experience, should be 

sufficiently master of a subject so novel’ as to produce a plan ‘without frequent and 

personal communication with the committee’.125  

Wilkins’s letter provided a detailed description of his design. On the first 

floor, a portico opened into an octagonal vestibule, flanked by a great hall at the 

east, a great museum at the north, and a great library at the south. The museum 

and the library were double-height galleried rooms which could be completed 

later to reduce the initial expense. The chart indicates that twenty-six lecturing 

halls and forty-nine examination rooms were proposed.126 Wilkins explained that 

he had calculated the number (twelve of each) recommended in the instructions 

to be ‘insufficient’, as particular subjects required additional teaching facilities.127 

For example, astronomy was furnished with two observatories with revolving 

domes. Each of the lecture theatres was equipped with an examination room and 

at least one retiring room. 

The medical department was located at the north-east corner of the site, and 

could be ‘totally disconnected’ if necessary.128 The chart indicates that Wilkins’s 

attention to its configuration was equalled only by Davies. Yet Wilkins proposed a 

larger department comprising a chemical laboratory, an apparatus room, a 

dissecting room, a preparation room, lecture rooms for chemistry and anatomy, 

and an anatomy museum. Wilkins also included a generous provision of rooms for 

students, including two assembling rooms, two retiring rooms, cloisters ‘for 

exercise’, and a library ‘for amusement and employment’.129 These facilities were 

concentrated on the ground floor and removed from teaching spaces to ensure 

minimal disruption. The side wings contained residences for the librarian and the 

 
125 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 1167/10, Wilkins to building committee, 03/1826. 
126 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 1167/15. 
127 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 1167/10. 
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secretary, while additional staff dormitories were provided in the attics and the 

basement. 

An impression of the external appearance of Wilkins’s proposed building is 

afforded by a print commissioned by the Council in April 1826 (Ill. 14).130 A 

significant portion of Wilkins’s explanatory letter was devoted to ‘the external 

architecture’ of the building, including an appraisal of the correctness of its 

proportions. The building committee benefitted from a degree of architectural 

knowledge among its members, especially those who were the clients of major 

building projects or associated with the Travellers Club. Perhaps Wilkins’s 

familiarity with the sophisticated tastes of the committee prompted his 

commentary on the correctness of the design. In a ‘preliminary remark’, Wilkins 

described the ‘erroneous system of proportions’ mistakenly applied by ‘modern 

architects’ to neoclassical columns. After explaining the mathematical principle for 

the relationship between the intervals between columns (intercolumniation) and 

their diameter, Wilkins assured the committee that the proportions of the 

porticoes were ‘deduced from the best examples of antiquity’. The focus of the 

central block was a decastyle Corinthian portico, the only example of a ten-

columned portico in England and based on the proportions of the ‘magnificent 

portico of the Olympium at Athens’. The projection of the portico into the 

quadrangle was devised to avoid ‘the commonplace appearance of being an 

appliqué to the main building’. Wilkins also claimed that the Corinthian order was 

‘less expensive in execution because the bulk of material employed is 

proportionally less’. The four-columned porticoes on the side wings were based on 

the Choragic Monument of Thrasyllus, another Athenian precedent. As these 

porticoes adorned residences, Wilkins determined that windows could be placed 

behind the columns ‘with perfect consistency’. The Doric propylaeum was 

‘intended for additional magnificence’. Wilkins suggested that the neoclassical 

screen and sculptural work in the base and pediment of the portico could be 

deferred to reduce the initial expenditure, yet was confident that ‘the execution of 

the plans without the screen will not amount to £70,000’.131  

 
130 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/1, 15/04/1826; MCM/2, 10/05/1828. 
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Another theme of Wilkins’s letter was the effect of grandeur that would be 

impressed upon public visitors, a point that seems to consider the idea of genteel 

visitors touring the university in the way that was established at some hospitals.132 

The opening lines are devoted to what Wilkins designated the ‘principal public 

rooms’; the great hall, the council room, the great library, the great museum and 

the vestibule, considered to be the important ‘focus to which all the parts of the 

building intended for public inspection and magnificence shall converge’.133 A 

watercolour showing either the library or the museum offers an impression of the 

grandeur intended for those rooms (Ill. 15).134 The watercolour is unsigned and 

undated, but seems likely have been produced for the competition by Mackenzie. 

Wilkins urged that ‘an imposing effect in these public rooms should be given at 

the outset’, evidently anticipating the reception of visitors for tours, lectures and 

ceremonies. Wilkins elaborated that the anatomy museum would form ‘part of the 

show rooms open to the public’.135 He was aware that a favourable public 

impression would attract financial support for the university, noting that it ‘should 

be constantly presented to the eye of the public’ or interest ‘may decline’.136  

The committee was not readily distracted from the finances of the project. 

During an interview on 13 April, Wilkins was ‘particularly questioned on the 

correctness of his estimate’. He increased the projected cost to £87,000, including 

‘£7,000 for the propylaeum and screen, £5,000 for the front being in stone, and 

£1,000 for a colonnade on the north and south sides of the quadrangle’.137 A letter 

written by Wilkins on 14 April indicates that the committee requested him to 

reconsider his estimate again. The confident tone of this letter is undermined by 

qualifications that cast doubt on the accuracy of his calculations. Wilkins stated 

his ‘most firm conviction’ that the costs would not exceed £87,000, though it was 

‘wholly impossible’ to provide a reliable estimate without working plans. However, 

 
132 For example, see Christine Stevenson’s account of public visiting at Bethlem Hospital in 
Medicine and Magnificence: British Hospital and Asylum Architecture, 1660–1815 (New Haven 
and London, 2000), pp.38–9. 
133 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 1167/10. 
134 UCL/AM, Acc. No. 4113. 
135 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 1167/10. 
136 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 215. 
137 UCL/SC, UCLCA, MCM/1, 13/04/1826. 
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he assured the committee that his calculations ‘may be relied upon with perfect 

safety’ and the estimate ‘will be found to be at least 5 per cent above the actual 

costs… at the present price of materials and labour’.138 He also suggested that 

construction could be undertaken in stages, without injury to the ‘general effect’ of 

the building. Wilkins declared that ‘if it were consistent with my professional 

character I should have no hesitation in giving a distinct pledge to execute the 

works for the sum of £87,000’, but also declined to make any such promise on the 

basis that ‘an architect ought never to be concerned with the executive part of 

building’. This viewpoint contrasted with the opinion of John Soane, who believed 

that providing estimates was a core responsibility.139 Wilkins concluded that his 

plan ‘would not exceed the sum of £83,000’, with his guidance and supervision 

over construction.140  

Wilkins’s confusing letter failed to inspire confidence. On 18 April, the 

committee decided to enlist the advice of Joseph Henry Good, surveyor to the 

Church Building Commission. He was asked to scrutinize only Gandy and 

Wilkins’s estimates.141 R. Windsor-Liscombe has interpreted that the committee 

had ‘effectively narrowed the field to Wilkins and Gandy’, but Wyatville’s 

supplementary plans had not yet been examined.142 The decision to seek Good’s 

advice over Gandy and Wilkins’s estimates probably did not reflect a preference 

for their plans, only the fact that their estimates were significantly lower than the 

other competitors. Good provided separate calculations for brick and stone 

frontages. He estimated a likely expenditure of £87,600 or £94,980 for Wilkins’s 

design, and £91,800 or £102,850 for Gandy’s proposal.143 Although Good’s 

evaluation indicated that Wilkins’s plan would cost the least to execute, it appears 

 
138 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 1167, Wilkins to building committee, 14/04/1826. 
139 ‘The business of the architect is to make the designs and estimates, to direct the work and 
to measure and value the different parts; he is the intermediate agent between the employer 
whose honour and interest he is to study and the mechanic whose rights he is to defend. This 
situation implies great trust: - he is responsible for the mistakes, negligence and ignorance of 
those he employs, above all he is to take care that the workmen’s bills do not exceed his own 
estimates’. From John Soane, Plans, Elevations and Sections of Buildings executed in the 
counties of Norfolk etc. (London, 1788), p.7. 
140 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 1167, 14/04/1826. 
141 UCL/SC, UCLCA, MCM/1, 18/04/1826. 
142 Windsor-Liscombe, Wilkins, p.161. 
143 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 1167/9, Good to Coates, 22/04/1826. 
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that the statements upon which he had based his calculations were ‘exceedingly 

erroneous’.144 Good wrote to the committee to point out his error, caused by a 

mistake in the information that he had received. He explained that the roof extent 

of Gandy’s building was considerably less than had been previously noted, 

annexing a rough block plan (Ill. 7).145 In a letter to the committee, Gandy declined 

to ‘make any further remark than that the error Mr Good had been led into 

amounts to little less than £30,000’.146 If Gandy’s calculation was correct, his plan 

would have been significantly cheaper than Wilkins’s. Despite the frustrated tone 

of these communications, the next meeting of the committee on 29 April noted 

only that Good’s letter was examined.147 

At the same meeting, the committee’s attention was absorbed by a 

communication from Wilkins, who still declined to give any ‘positive assurance’ 

for the accuracy of his estimate. He insisted that it was ‘no part of his business to 

furnish an estimate in detail’ and recommended the engagement of a ‘skilful 

valuator’. He advised that working plans and a specification should be produced 

and ‘respectable builders’ invited to tender competitively.148 He also pressed for 

phased construction, starting with the central block before constructing the side 

wings. The letter included a rough ground plan of the central block and part of the 

wings (Ill. 16). Wilkins explained that the room beneath the octagonal vestibule 

could be used temporarily for the Council. The assembling and retiring rooms 

were reassigned for lectures, while students were confined to the cloisters for 

recreation and exercise. Wilkins suggested that the reduction of the plan could be 

accompanied by greater economy in its decoration. He was willing to sacrifice the 

four-columned porticoes at the west fronts of the side wings and reduce the 

propylaeum to a tetrastyle portico. By these measures Wilkins also hoped to 

‘simplify the design and give greater importance to the great portico’.149 He 

suggested that additional funds might be secured by parting with ground on the 

 
144 Ibid. 
145 Ibid., 27/04/1826. 
146 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 31, Gandy to building committee, 29/04/1826. 
147 UCL/SC, UCLCA, MCM/1, 29/04/1826. 
148 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 30, Wilkins to Auckland, 24/04/1826. 
149 Ibid. 
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west side of Gower Street. Wilkins’s readiness to reduce the size and grandeur of 

his scheme appears to have assuaged the committee’s concerns. In a final estimate 

Wilkins supplied the probable cost of each component of the building. He 

calculated that the central block would amount to £52,900, but now insisted that 

the rest of the scheme would not exceed £86,000.150  

In two reports, the committee set out the merits of Wilkins’s design. The first 

report summarized that Wilkins’s plan possessed ‘advantages in beauty and in 

convenience of arrangement’. The remainder of the report was devoted to practical 

matters and the ‘important subject of expense’. It was considered prudent to enter 

into contracts for the portions of the building required to open the university. The 

committee advised that work should commence on the north wing and the central 

block, deferring the expensive portico. This would secure an anatomy museum, 

eight lecture rooms, the cloisters, a students’ library, a great hall, a council room, 

and a great museum that could temporarily ‘serve the double purpose of library 

and museum’.151 The second report resolved that working plans and a specification 

were necessary for a reliable estimate. Despite the earlier determination to omit 

the portico, it was noted that ‘Wilkins presses strongly in favour of the centre’.152 

This prompted a suggestion for the portico to be narrowed to eight columns, 

which was probably also rejected by Wilkins. The committee reached its decision 

by May 1826, when the unsuccessful competitors were informed that Wilkins’s 

plans were ‘the best adapted to their views’.153 A letter written to Wilkins indicates 

that the projected cost remained the principal concern. He was requested to 

produce working plans and specifications to enable the Council ‘with as little delay 

as possible to procure a detailed estimate of every part’.154 

 

 

 

 

 
150 UCL/SC, UCLCA, MCM/1, 29/04/1826. 
151 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/1, Appendix 3, 22/04/1826. 
152 Ibid., Appendix 4, 29/04/1826. 
153 UCL/SC, UCLCA, LB/1, Coates to unsuccessful competitors, 01/05/1826. 
154 Ibid., Coates to Wilkins, 01/05/1826.  
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Final design 

 

Wilkins began to make arrangements for the preparation of working drawings and 

specifications to inform a competition for tenders. The selected builders were 

instructed to provide two estimates; the first for the side wings, and the second for 

the central block.155 On 10 September 1826, Wilkins assured Auckland that the 

competition was ‘likely to be very satisfactory’, yet all hopes were dashed when the 

tenders were examined.156 Eight tenders were received by the Council on 19 

September. Even the lowest tender by Henry Lee & Sons exceeded Wilkins and 

Good’s estimates (£86,000 and £94,980) for the building significantly, along with 

Wilkins’s estimate (£52,900) for the central block: 

 

Table 1. Results of the competition for tenders.157 

 

Builder Centre Wings Drains etc.  Total 
George Harrison £75,722 £51,417 £1,065 £128,204 
Thomas & William Cubitt £73,000 £50,500 £2,100 £125,600 
Spicer Crowe £71,834 £50,856 £1,647 £124,337 
Isaac Seabrook £69,430 £48,530 £2,511 £120,491 
Peto & Grissell £67,670 £46,248 £1,236 £115,154 
Zachariah & James Bowden £64,208 £44,600 £1,106 £109,906 
Thomas Phipps £63,285 £43,920 £1,148 £108,353 
Henry Lee & Sons £61,645 £44,522 £1,600 £107,767 

 

 

Windsor-Liscombe has remarked that Auckland’s ‘confidence in Wilkins never 

wavered’, but letters provide evidence of a severe rift after the examination of the 

tenders.158 On the following day, Auckland observed that Wilkins ‘has placed us in 

a situation of very great difficulty and embarrassment’. He suggested that the 

Council should ‘at once reject the plan as totally inadmissible, and take measures 

for obtaining one more within our reach, a proceeding full of inconvenience but 

 
155 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 1167/12, Regulations for competing builders. 
156 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 15, Auckland to Coates, 10/09/1826. 
157 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/1, 19/09/1826. 
158 Windsor-Liscombe, Wilkins, p.166. 



 

 
 

85 

upon which I scarcely think we have a choice’.159 In a letter written to Coates a few 

days later, Auckland was less determined to reject Wilkins’s design, but advised 

that Wyatville’s ‘last suggestion… appears to be the only one, in case we have to 

begin again, which will be well worth of consideration’. Within a few days, 

Auckland’s frustration had abated. He had reconsidered the matter with 

Lansdowne, and conceded that Wilkins’s design was ‘most promising in point of 

arrangement and most attractive in external beauty’. Auckland considered several 

reductions, returning to the idea of constructing only the north wing and the great 

museum in the central block, ‘postponing the portico and whatever will be most 

eminently expensive until the success of the institution will justify us in 

proceeding upon them’.160 The building committee’s report to the Council in 

October 1826 also adopted a sympathetic tone: 

Wilkins has drawn his specification rather with 
attention to the perfection and substance of the 
materials than with consideration of their cost, for he 
has gone far beyond the common practice of building in 
his desire to give permanence to a structure in the 
design of which he justly feels pride.161  

The swift change in attitude reflected the awkward situation faced by the 

committee. As William Whyte has remarked, the university was essentially 

‘trapped’ into continuing with Wilkins’s plan, having commissioned and circulated 

a print of the projected building.162  

The committee also wavered in its determination to contract only for the 

north wing and decided that the central block would provide the impression of a 

completed building, a solution that prevented embarrassment and accorded with 

Wilkins’s views. Lee & Sons now estimated that the central block would cost 

£57,954, excluding fixtures, fittings and furniture. The committee advised that the 

great hall and the portico should be deferred to reduce costs. This would secure 

four lecture theatres, ten examination rooms, four student assembling rooms, 

 
159 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 17, Auckland to ?Coates, 20/09/1826. 
160 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 18, Auckland to Coates, 22/09/1826. 
161 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/1, Appendix 11, 14/10/1826. 
162 Whyte, Redbrick, p.55. 
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cloisters, a council room, five museums, and two libraries.163 In the ensuing weeks, 

the committee devoted much attention to economizing measures. Auckland was 

requested to consult with Wilkins over ‘whether the absence of the dome would 

materially diminish the beauty of the building’, and the probable saving that could 

be achieved by its omission, but ended up proceeding with the central block in its 

entirety.164  

An impression of Wilkins’s final design is afforded by an 1827 print (Ill. 17). A 

set of contract drawings (Ills 19–26) provides a comprehensive view of the 

modified design for the central block, as agreed when the building contract was 

signed in January 1828.165 The principal difference was the transferral of the great 

hall to the rear of the central block. This alteration secured two ground-floor 

lecture rooms (each with space for 270 students) and two basement rooms, while 

producing ‘a better shaped and more handsome hall’.166 The committee 

recommended other alterations to increase the provision of teaching spaces. The 

student assembling rooms on the ground floor were converted into lecture rooms, 

each with capacity for 170. For recreation, students were allocated the cloisters, 

rooms beneath the portico, and basement rooms under the south and east ranges. 

The addition of a railed area at the back of the building improved light and 

ventilation in the basement, securing useful rooms for the anatomy department. 

These alterations raised the contract price of the central block to £66,300, a 

calculation which represented a significant inflation from Wilkins’s initial estimate 

of £70,000 for the entire quadrangle.167  

The revised design for the central block is shown on the contract drawings, 

which were produced between June and December 1827. On the ground floor (Ill. 

19), two lecture rooms were nestled beneath the great hall. The north and south 

ranges were each eleven bays in length, with central entrances from the 

quadrangle. These doorways opened into corridors that were flanked by lecture 

rooms and advanced to the cloisters. The side ranges terminated with semicircular 

 
163 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/1, Appendix 11. 
164 Ibid., 11/11/1826. 
165 UCL/AM, Acc. Nos 4355–94: UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/1, 12/01/1828. 
166 UCL/SC, UCLCA, MCM/1, 13/06/1827. 
167 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/1, 13/12/1827; UCLCA/CORR, No. 203, Building accounts, 30/04/1830. 
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lecture theatres with east-facing windows. On the first floor, the octagonal 

vestibule was accessed directly from the portico and bordered by top-lit ante 

rooms leading to the great hall, the great museum and the great library (Ill. 20). 

The great museum opened to the anatomy museum, while the great library gave 

on to a smaller library. The gallery of the great library contained a librarian’s office, 

a bookbinder’s room and pamphlet rooms (Ill. 21). The gallery of the museum was 

similarly equipped with ancillary rooms, including a stuffing room. The first floor 

contained two lecture theatres with adjoining examination rooms.  

The rear and side elevations of the building were faced with stock bricks. 

Wilkins reserved all grandeur and magnificence for the Portland-stone front that 

was designed to form the centrepiece of a quadrangle facing Gower Street. The 

focus of the west front was the Corinthian portico, surmounted by a dome with a 

lantern (Ill. 18). Apart from the deferral of the sculpture intended for the pediment 

and the base of the portico, Wilkins mostly succeeded in evading the economizing 

measures of the building committee. The portico had a frieze adorned with 

rosettes, a coffered ceiling and a handsome door with carved brackets and 

decorative mouldings. The north and south ranges had a rusticated base, first-floor 

pilasters with Corinthian capitals modelled in artificial stone, and a frieze 

decorated with carved wreaths (Ill. 26).  

 

 

Construction 

 

In March 1827 the Council decided to commence the central block, aside from the 

great hall and the portico, which were to be delayed for ‘probably only a short 

time’.168 This instruction anticipated the transferral of the hall to the rear of the 

building. At this time, the Bedford Estate agreed to straighten its boundary with 

the university’s property.169 Excavation work for the foundations had been under 

way since January 1827, though progress was marred by frost and uncertainty over 

 
168 UCL/SC, UCLCA, LB/1, Coates to Lee, 20/03/1827. 
169 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 285, Bedford Estate to ?Coates, 08/02/1827, 03/03/1827. 



 

 
 

88 

elements of the design. Wilkins sensibly persuaded his clients to postpone the 

foundation-stone ceremony till the spring. The foundation stone was laid on 30 

April 1827 by the Duke of Sussex in a masonic ceremony planned to exhibit ‘as 

little parade as possible’.170 Tickets were printed and a platform assembled for 

2,000 spectators, entertained by a military band (Ill. 28). Newspapers reported that 

the neighbouring streets were crowded with carriages and the windows of houses 

were crammed with people vying for a glimpse of the ceremony. The event was 

followed by a dinner at the Freemasons’ Tavern in Great Queen Street.171 The hasty 

decision to start construction before the broad and finer details of the plan had 

been set down in a building contract reflected an urgency to open the university to 

students, ensuring its survival and success.  

 

Key collaborators 

Wilkins assembled a group of familiar individuals for the building project: the 

contractors Lee & Sons, James Walter as the clerk of the works, and Gandy to 

provide overall assistance. Wilkins had recently encountered Henry Lee in his 

capacity as the surveyor to the East India Company. Under his supervision, Lee’s 

firm constructed a wharf wall at the Pepper Warehouses in Blackwall in 1826.172 

Aside from Wilkins’s familiarity with Lee & Sons, the building committee noted 

that ‘there is a general testimony in favour of their character and responsibility’.173 

For the position of clerk of the works, Wilkins recommended Walter, who was an 

acquaintance from Cambridge. Walter had supervised the execution of Wilkins’s 

work at Corpus Christi College in 1825, and also practised locally as an architect 

and surveyor.174  

Wilkins also called upon the talents of Gandy, his long-term collaborator. 

Windsor-Liscombe has observed that Wilkins relied on Gandy’s assistance in the 

 
170 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/1, Appendix 21; UCLCA/CORR, Nos 212–13, Wilkins to ?Coates, 
27/01/1827, 16/02/1827 and 17/02/1827: Bellot, pp.36–7. 
171 Morning Chronicle, 01/05/1827: Public Ledger and Daily Advertiser, 30/04/1827. 
172 Stephen Porter (ed.), Survey of London, Vols 43 and 44, Poplar, Blackwall and the Isle of Dogs 
(London, 1994), pp.660–1.    
173 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 166, Building committee report, 14/10/1826. 
174 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 274, Walter to ?Horner, 05/07/1827: Nikolaus Pevsner, 
Cambridgeshire (Middlesex, 1954), pp.170, 188: Colvin, p.1086. 
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1820s, when his career was at its peak and his time most stretched.175 Windsor-

Liscombe identified that Gandy was involved in the university project from the 

winter of 1826, acting sometimes ‘in a menial capacity […] and sometimes as 

Wilkins’s personal assistant’.176 This is a fair summary of Gandy’s fluctuating status, 

but he was actively involved much earlier. Writing to Auckland in August 1826, 

Wilkins noted: 

Gandy has had all my plans and three of my clerks for 
the last three weeks, all of the plans of importance were 
then finished and there remained only the architectural 
details to be drawn to a large scale for the use of the 
workmen.177 

This account implies that Gandy oversaw the production of the working drawings, 

along with practical illustrations for the builders. In the following months, Gandy 

was a frequent and important presence. He often attended the weekly meetings of 

the building committee and witnessed the revelation of the tenders in September 

1826. In the days that followed, Auckland conversed with Gandy over cost-saving 

alterations.178 Gandy also acted as a source of advice during Wilkins’s regular 

absences from London due to illness, family matters and commitments to other 

clients. He provided and scrutinized estimates, examined plans, smoothed out 

errors and presented drawings for adjustments, including plans for the basement 

vaults, the dissecting room and structural alterations.179 It is not certain whether 

Gandy produced designs for these minor works; a minute of the building 

committee suggests that the dissecting room was designed by Wilkins.180 

Gandy’s status in the building project was a source of puzzlement, especially 

as the construction works proceeded. In October 1827, the Council asked Wilkins 

 
175 Windsor-Liscombe, Wilkins, p.111. 
176 Ibid., p.164. 
177 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 41, Wilkins to Auckland, 06/08/1826. 
178 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, Nos 19–20, Auckland to Coates, 27/09/1826, 01/10/1826; MCM/1, 
14/10/1826. 
179 UCL/SC, UCLCA, MCM/1, 18/11/1826, 25/11/1826; MCM/2, 28/02/1828, 08/03/1828, passim; 
UCLCA/CORR, No. 37, Warburton to ?Coates, 26/11/1826; LB/1, Coates to Gandy, 28/11/1826, 
Horner to Wilkins, 17/12/1827, Horner to Lee, 18/03/1828; UCLCA/3/1/1, Appendix 14, 
25/11/1826. 
180 UCL/SC, UCLCA, MCM/2, 10/05/1828. 
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to clarify whether Gandy had authority to act in his absence.181 In the following 

month, the Council reiterated that it was imperative to know ‘in what degree they 

are to look to Mr Gandy for official assistance, for Mr Lee stated that he does not 

consider himself bound to attend to the directions of Mr Gandy, but solely to 

those of Mr Wilkins’.182 In a letter to Brougham, Wilkins remarked waspishly that 

Gandy had ‘nothing whatever to do with the Council’.183 Wilkins’s communications 

with the Council did little to clarify the matter: he stated that Gandy would ‘afford 

any assistance in his power’ during his own excursions from town, but also 

remarked that ‘the arrangement’ was ‘entirely of a private nature’.184 This guarded 

reply paints Gandy as an obscure character in the building project. Wilkins 

evidently considered him as an agent acting on his own behalf, with the skill to 

execute inconvenient, time-consuming and dull tasks. 

Despite his efforts to secure control over the progress of the building, 

Wilkins’s authority was tested by the appointment of Leonard Horner as the 

university’s warden in June 1827. Horner, born and educated in Edinburgh, was a 

friend of Brougham and acquainted with many of the Scottish proponents of the 

university.185 He was appointed to provide ‘a more active, constant and minute 

superintendence over the various concerns’ of the university and entrusted with 

supervising the building works, among other tasks.186 In view of Horner’s 

responsibilities and Wilkins’s assertive personality, it is no surprise that their 

relationship was frayed by frequent clashes. One of the most heated 

disagreements, to judge by the tone of Wilkins’s letters, began shortly after 

Horner’s appointment and concerned the efficiency of the clerk of the works. 

Horner determined that Walter was under the sole authority of the Council and 

should be available at all working hours, without any other occupation. Wilkins 

disagreed entirely. While Horner stated that Walter should be ‘upon the spot’ from 

5am to 7pm, Wilkins insisted that ‘such close attendance is neither usual nor 

 
181 UCLCA/3/1/1, Appendix 23, 01/11/1827. 
182 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 534, Building committee report, 06/11/1827. 
183 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 218, Wilkins to Brougham, 07/11/1827. 
184 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/1, 10/11/1827. 
185 P. W. J. Bartrip, ‘Horner, Leonard (1785–1864)’, ODNB (2004, online edn). 
186 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/1, 12/05/1827.  



 

 
 

91 

necessary’. He explained that ‘whether the men work or play’ on the site was 

irrelevant, since the costs were covered by a contract. Wilkins remarked that if 

Walter was dismissed, he would employ him as the clerk of the works ‘for another 

work of considerable magnitude’, with the probability of a higher salary. The 

matter was eventually dropped.187   

In November 1827 the building committee requested Wilkins, Gandy, Lee 

and Walter to adhere to instructions from Horner, who was to be treated as the 

university’s representative.188 Wilkins again turned to Brougham, objecting to 

Horner’s constant interference. He asserted that the resolution ‘wholly destroys 

[his] authority’ and would ‘degrade me in the station I claim to hold in the 

profession’. In response to accusations that he was neglecting the project, Wilkins 

asserted that he had in fact ‘neglected all other business for the purpose of giving 

more than a due share of my attention to that of the university’. He concluded that 

he ‘must be placed on the usual footing of professional architects of the first 

eminence’.189 Horner received a copy of Wilkins’s letter, and wrote to him to clarify 

that he had only wished to reduce unnecessary delays.190  

 

Structural materials and innovations 

Wilkins made use of cast iron in the construction of the central block, along with 

oak timbers and brick-arch construction, probably as a means of reducing fire 

risks.191 Wilkins also used cast iron at the National Gallery, while his contemporary 

Robert Smirke used cast-iron beams and metal floor plates at the General Post 

Office, the British Museum, and the Custom House. Cast-iron construction was 

also pioneered by John Nash at Brighton Pavilion (1815–22) and Buckingham Palace 

(1825–30), along with Playfair at Old College.192 Wilkins’s lecture theatres 

 
187 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 216, Wilkins to Auckland, 27/06/1827. 
188 UCL/SC, UCLCA, MCM/1, 01/11/1827. 
189 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 217, Wilkins to Brougham, 07/11/1827. 
190 UCL/SC, UCLCA, LB/1, Horner to Wilkins, 02/11/1827. 
191 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 1941, Wilkins to Horner, 29/11/1930. 
192 Robert Thorne (ed.), The Iron Revolution: Architects, Engineers and Structural Innovation, 
1780–1880 (London, 1990), p.21: Royal Commission on the Historical Monuments of England, 
The London Custom House (London, 1993), pp.20–3: Gillin, p.82: Geoffrey Tyack, ‘Nash, John 
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contained cast-iron beams and girders, while cast-iron columns were used in the 

great rooms and the lecture rooms beneath the hall. Oak beams and trusses were 

bolted together with iron screws. During the course of construction, Wilkins 

recommended the insertion of iron pilasters in the lecture theatres to bolster the 

iron ceiling girders, an indication of a lack of expertise and confidence in the use 

of cast iron for horizontal members.193 

A delay occurred in the arrival of iron beams from the ironworkers Cottam & 

Hallen, who claimed to have received crude and erroneous drawings for their work 

in July 1827 and advised that the girders should be cast to larger dimensions.194 

This differed from Walter’s account that he had ordered the ironwork in June, and 

frequently chased its progress.195 The work of casting the ceiling girders for the 

lecture theatres was handed to Bramah & Sons, a reputable firm of ironworkers 

based in Pimlico.196 The youngest of the Bramah sons is thought to have trained as 

an architect under Wilkins, and the company had produced railings for Wilkins at 

Norwich Gaol.197  

The roof of the portico was clad with cast-iron tiles, a method that Wilkins 

later described as ‘an experiment’. He had initially planned to cover the portico 

with sheet copper, but, having concerns about its contraction in varying 

temperatures, decided to adopt cast iron, a previously ‘untried mode’.198 For the 

dome, Wilkins adopted a similar mode of construction to Christopher Wren’s 

dome at St Paul’s Cathedral, only in miniature.199 The outer surface was a timber-

framed structure covered with lead, concealing a brick cone that supported the 

stone lantern (Ill. 27). The ribs of the dome were decorated with a guilloche 

 
193 UCL/SC, UCLCA, MCM/2, 01/03/1828: UCL/AM, Acc. Nos 4355–94. 
194 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/1, Appendix 23, 01/11/1827: Alec Skempton et al. (eds), Biographical 
Dictionary of Civil Engineers: Vol. 1, 1500–1830 (London, 2002), pp.150, 293. 
195 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 207, Walter to Horner, 10/10/1827.  
196 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 534; UCLCA/3/1/1, Appendix 23, 01/11/1827: Skempton et al., 
pp.70–1. 
197 Ian McNeil, Joseph Bramah: A Century of Invention, 1749–1851 (Newton Abbot, 1968), p.186: 
Nikolaus Pevsner and Bill Wilson, Norfolk 1: Norwich and North-East (New Haven and London, 
2002), pp.259–60. 
198 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 3149, 30/01/1834. 
199 The similarity was reported by Albert Richardson in 1936, following an inspection of the 
dome by Sidney Hyde. UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/39, 03/03/1936: Summerson, Architecture in 
Britain, pp.214–16.  
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pattern, which contained pieces of bull’s-eye glass. The brick cone was hidden 

from the interior by an inner dome of timber construction, with an oculus to 

admit light into the vestibule below. A few of these structural decisions did not, in 

time, represent successes and various defects emerged in the 1830s. There were 

also complaints of insufficient light in the vestibule, which was rectified in 1849 by 

replacing the bull’s-eye glass with plates of thick, rough glass. The cast-iron tiles 

over the portico were replaced with slate in 1857.200 

 

Progress of the building works 

The frictions and blunders behind the scenes of the building project did not ease it 

towards completion. The ironwork for the lecture theatres finally arrived in 

October 1827. At this time, 192 workmen were employed on the site. The works 

were sufficiently advanced for Wilkins to assure the Council that the building 

would be ready to host lectures by October 1828.201 The building committee 

distrusted this prognosis, having ascertained only a few days beforehand that the 

late arrival of the ironwork had hampered the likelihood of the university opening 

in time. Wilkins was still occupied with preliminary work for the timber-framed 

roof over the theatres and had recently ordered Lee & Sons to produce a model, 

which would delay its construction till the spring. By the time the model was 

presented to the committee in February 1828, it was noted that no alterations were 

feasible as the timbers were ‘already cut out and partly on the building’.202 The 

committee remarked that ‘there is great reason […] to be alarmed at the instances 

which have occurred from a want of due preparation on the part of the 

architect’.203 Wilkins also commissioned a plaster model of the portico, but seems 

to have been unsuccessful in persuading the Council to put £50 towards a model of 

the entire building.204 Blame was also directed at Walter, who was considered to be 

‘deficient in energy, in everything like active zeal for the interest of his employer, 

 
200 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/4, 17/03/1849; UCLCA/3/1/5, 14/03/1857. 
201 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/1, 11/10/1827, 17/10/1827 and 10/11/1827. 
202 UCL/SC, UCLCA, MCM/2, 08/02/1828. 
203 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 534; UCLCA/3/1/1, Appendix 23, 01/11/1827. 
204 Royal Academy of Arts Library and Archive, 07/2829, Model for the portico of UCL (n.d.): 
UCL/SC, UCLCA, MCM/2, 15/10/1828; UCLCA/CORR, No. 1125, Wilkins to building committee, 
11/10/1828. 
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and above all has so little the habit of looking forward to what is to be done, that 

he is evidently very unfit for the duties which […] belong to a clerk of the works’.205  

There was confusion over the financial implications of alterations to the plan, not 

least since Wilkins refused to provide detailed accounts. To the frustration of the 

committee, Wilkins only agreed to supply the gross sum of the building costs and 

requested that they ‘place confidence in their architect that all is correct’.206 

Wilkins swiftly reconsidered his prediction for the completion of the central 

block and, with Lee, advised that it could ‘only be accomplished with a risk […] of 

serious injury to the building’.207 Wilkins recalculated that the roofs could be 

finished in March 1828 and the plastering completed in August 1828, with the 

whole building opened in April or May 1829. This prompted a reorganization of 

the building programme to prioritize the construction of the north range of the 

central block for opening in the autumn with twenty-three of ‘the most important 

professorships’. The remaining nine subjects would be deferred or taught in rented 

rooms.208 Despite the earlier adaptation of the basement to secure dissecting 

rooms, these dark spaces had been declared unsuitable by May 1828. Wilkins 

produced plans for a detached anatomy block containing dissecting rooms and a 

demonstration room, positioned at the north-east of the central block against the 

boundary wall with the Bedford estate.209 Practical requirements for teaching 

spaces led to additional works elsewhere, such as the fixing of shutters to skylights 

in the lecture theatres.  

The building committee was tasked with making arrangements for the 

installation of light and heating. White & Veitch were commissioned to install hot-

air stoves to warm the lecture theatres, the great museum, the great library and 

the great hall. The committee sought estimates for gas lighting from the Imperial 

Continental Gas Company, the necessary apparatus from the engineer John 

Martineau, and a suitable building from Lee & Sons. High tenders persuaded the 

committee to abandon the idea. Oil lamps were chosen as a temporary solution, 
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and the Imperial Continental Gas Company was later commissioned to construct a 

gas main leading from the street.210 Another reduction was the substitution of 

marble with Portland stone for chimneypieces, which were fitted in the rooms 

lacking hot-air stoves.211  

An article published in the Edinburgh Evening Courant in August 1828 

provides an impression of the university in the weeks before the arrival of its first 

students. The removal of hoardings around the building had revealed the portico, 

its capitals not yet complete and missing ‘a handsome flight of steps’.212 The 

pediment, the dome, and the great hall had not yet been finished. The ornamental 

stonework was executed by the sculptor Charles Harriott Smith. Wilkins believed 

that it was ‘beautifully executed and the massive stones of the Corinthian capitals 

of the best quality, having been selected with great care and caution’.213 At this 

time the north and south ranges were completed, including the glaziers’ and the 

plasterers’ work, and it was thought that fires would shortly be lit to air the 

rooms.214 Lee & Son and Haward & Nixon were requested to make furniture and 

fittings, including cases for books and apparatus.215 In September 1828, John 

McAdam was contracted to lay gravel over the forecourt and lay out the road in 

front of the university.216 The central doorways of the north and south ranges were 

fitted with gas lanterns.217  

The university opened to students at the beginning of October 1828, with 

lectures by the surgeon Charles Bell and the physician John Conolly. Introductory 

lectures in most of the other courses followed in mid October and November.218 

During the ensuing months, rooms were gradually finished and allocated to 

various classes (Plan 2). The Edinburgh Evening Courant returned to the university 

soon after its opening, and reported approvingly on the decorative finishes and 

 
210 UCL/SC, UCLCA, MCM/2, 29/03/1828, 20/05/1828, 31/07/1828, 27/10/1828. 
211 UCL/SC, MCM/1, 15/12/1827. 
212 Edinburgh Evening Courant, 16/08/1828. 
213 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 1117, Wilkins to Coates, 04/03/1828. 
214 Edinburgh Evening Courant, 16/08/1828. 
215 UCL/SC, UCLCA, MCM/2, 31/07/1828. 
216 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/1, 11/09/1828; MCM/2, 13/11/1828: Roy Devereux, John Loudon McAdam: 
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96 

furnishings. The great hall was unfinished, yet promised to be ‘a most splendid 

saloon’ for public examinations and ceremonies.219 The uncompleted great library 

boasted decorative plasterwork, panels of frosted glass on the ceiling to obscure 

the raised lanterns, and cast-iron pillars coated with scagliola. The adjoining small 

library was thought to contain 12,000 volumes. The first floor of the north range 

contained the unfinished great museum and the anatomy museum. The block also 

contained four semicircular lecture theatres with tiered benches. The theatres in 

the north range were allocated to midwifery, anatomy, surgery, Materia Medica 

and chemistry, while the theatres in the south range were assigned to natural 

philosophy, botany, biology and geology. The lecture rooms beneath the great hall 

were furnished with rows of seats, and assigned to Latin, Greek, English and 

mathematics. The lecture rooms in the north and south ranges contained rows of 

tiered seats with book boards, along with a raised speaker’s platform. The timber 

benches and book boards were coated with a layer of sand set in paint to prevent 

graffiti: ‘No boy, having the least respect for his knife, will after one trial and 

having examined its edge, be hardy enough to venture on a second’.220 The 

cloisters were reserved for recreation and exercise, particularly when poor weather 

restricted access to the open courts behind the building. The north range 

contained a professors’ common room and a chemical laboratory, along with 

museums for botany and Materia Medica. The basement contained students’ 

common rooms furnished with book cupboards, tables and chairs. A refreshment 

room was provided for students who resided far away from the university, while 

offices were allocated to the steward, housekeeper and domestic staff. A separate 

building at the north-east of the block contained dissecting rooms for the anatomy 

department, with additional rooms in the basement of the central block.  

In March 1829, Wilkins’s designs for fitting up the great library, the great 

museum and the octagonal vestibule were approved and estimates obtained from 

Lee & Sons. The building committee arranged for alterations in the vestibule to 

guard against fire in June, but resolved that it was inexpedient to proceed with 
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completing the vestibule and adjoining great rooms.221 By April 1830 the university 

had spent £89,556, including Wilkins’s commission, Walter’s salary, heating, 

ironwork, sculpture and drainage. Lee & Son’s contract had increased to £80,000, 

significantly more than had been anticipated.222 Due to a lack of funds, the 

completion of the central block proceeded slowly and was only finally concluded 

in 1838.223 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The central block of UCL’s quadrangle in Gower Street has frequently been 

perceived as the culmination of the secular and progressive principles on which 

the university was founded, yet it is evident that the evolution of its design and 

planning is a complicated story. The progress of the building project reflected the 

significance of practical issues and public interest in the university. The 

programme was influenced by sensitivity towards public opinion, in selecting a 

grand design by a well-known architect as much as paring back his vision for 

affordability; an uneasy compromise between magnificence and parsimony that 

was manifested in what was built.  

From the first advances to establishing the university in 1825, its supporters 

deliberated over a wide range of pragmatic concerns. A large freehold site was 

acquired in Bloomsbury, a convenient location for prospective students drawn 

from the ‘middling rich’.224 The decision to organize an architectural competition 

was significant: contests were not a new mechanism for obtaining designs for 

public and institutional commissions, but were still unconventional and often 

controversial. The university competition was no exception, eliciting debate from 

architects over the professional standing of their rivals. The organization of a 

competition reflected the administrative workings of the university, with authority 
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over specific objects assigned to committees. Decision-making was a collaborative 

and outwardly democratic process, which reflected accountability to the 

proprietors funding the enterprise. The management of the contest – especially 

whether it was open or restricted – was perceived by its participants as a reflection 

of institutional values. While the young and aspiring architect Davies equated 

competition with transparency, opportunity and fairness, the eminent architect 

Wilkins was concerned with ‘honour’ and the ‘upright intentions of the 

committee’.225 In the event, a limited competition secured designs from a selection 

of architects. 

The evolution of the specification prioritized practical issues such as 

functionality and finances, rather than stylistic questions. The only reference to 

external design noted that the building should be ‘handsome from its extent, 

solidity and outline than from much decoration’.226 This instruction coincided with 

the simple monumentality of the Greek Revivalist style, which was at the height of 

fashion for public, civic and institutional buildings. There is no evidence for the 

programmatic use of architectural style to symbolize radical and secular principles, 

at least from the perspective of the university’s committees. A study of 

correspondence and diaries has also been fruitless for that line of enquiry: in fact, 

Cockerell described leafing through a variety of books on French, Italian and 

Greek architecture for inspiration. The decision to circulate advice from Playfair 

among the competitors, based on his experience at Edinburgh, is indicative of the 

rational process that was adopted.  

These qualities are confirmed by the selection of Wilkins’s design, which 

initially promised to be the least expensive option and within the restricted budget 

of £70,000. Wilkins’s collegiate experience and professional status were also in his 

favour. The importance of the projected cost of the building is reflected by the 

drama provoked by the unexpectedly high tenders. Auckland threatened to cast 

out Wilkins’s design entirely, a prospect that threatened ‘very great difficulty and 

embarrassment’.227 The decision to persevere with Wilkins avoided public scandal, 
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since a lithograph of the winning design had already been commissioned and 

circulated. In 1827, the Council reassured the university’s proprietors that it had 

selected ‘a great design suited to the wants, the wealth, and the magnitude of the 

population for whom the institution is intended, than one commensurate with its 

present means’.228 As Whyte has observed, this assertion was probably an ‘ex post 

facto rationalization of a simple mistake’; the prohibitively high cost of Wilkins’s 

quadrangle.229 

The building committee focused on paring back Wilkins’s design to meet 

financial constraints. Despite the preoccupation with economizing measures, such 

as reducing the width of the portico and eliminating the dome, the committee’s 

interventions were limited. The necessity for economy influenced the contraction 

of the building programme, with the work divided into phases and priority given 

to the central block. A piecemeal approach had been contemplated during the 

competition, but that course was sealed by the revelation of the tenders. Wilkins’s 

original design for the central block was not altered significantly, aside from the 

removal of sculpture and the transferral of the great hall to the rear of the 

building. These conservative revisions avoided embarrassment but were also in 

line with Wilkins’s preference to focus on the central block. Wilkins’s personality 

caused frictions throughout the building project, with strong and self-serving 

opinions about the responsibilities of an architect and the deference owed to ones 

‘of the first eminence’.230 He professed that ‘an architect ought never to be 

concerned with the executive part of building’, declining to provide estimates.231 

Wilkins’s uncooperative approach to accounting did not help to manage costs, 

which escalated significantly.  

Despite Wilkins’s imperious streak, the progress of the building was a 

collaborative exercise. Wilkins assembled a group of familiar individuals to 

proceed with construction, relying on Gandy to attend to everyday tasks. The 

university was represented by its Council, committees and warden, yet 
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occasionally consulted external experts such as Good and Playfair. The design, 

planning and construction of the building reflected the multiple concerns of this 

collective enterprise. At its opening in October 1828, the university was equipped 

with a variety of teaching spaces. The central block provided four lecture theatres 

and six lecture rooms, a reduced number compared to the specification prepared 

in February 1826. There were specialized spaces such as laboratories, dissecting 

rooms, libraries for law and medicine, and museums for anatomy and botany.  

This provision facilitated the opening of the university to students, an event 

that was attended with excitement and anticipation. On 1 October 1828, Auckland 

wrote to Brougham: ‘You would have been out of yourself with admiration of the 

building which improves wonderfully as it gets an air of inhabitance. I know 

nothing more complete in arrangement or beautiful in design’.232 Despite this 

optimism, facilities were limited. The great hall, library and museum were 

unfinished, with formal occasions relegated to lecture theatres and books stored in 

the small library. Recreational spaces for students were also reduced significantly, 

restricted to the cloisters and dingy rooms in the basement and under the portico. 

The costs had spiralled out of control and exceeded the original budget of £70,000. 

The unfinished faces of the extreme ends of the central block called attention to 

the drastic reduction of the building programme and earlier ambitions (Ills 29, 31, 

74). The university had managed to secure the first portion of a dignified base in 

which to establish and expand its work, but at significant cost and compromise.
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CHAPTER TWO 

University College Hospital, 1827–1907 

 

 

From its beginnings, UCL was projected to be an innovative centre for medical 

education. A teaching hospital was envisaged as an integral component, providing 

opportunities for students to gain clinical experience alongside lectures and 

demonstrations. This chapter traces the architectural history of University College 

Hospital (UCH) to 1907, when it became a separate corporation. This research has 

focused on the island site on the west side of Gower Street, bounded by Grafton 

Way at the north, Huntley Street at the west and University Street at the south 

(Map 1). The eastern half of this site was initially occupied by a teaching hospital 

built to designs by Alfred Ainger from 1833 to 1847. Opening in 1834, the hospital 

was a charitable institution that provided treatment without charge to patients. 

The hospital’s ambitions to serve the population of the wider district were 

signalled by its early name, the North London Hospital. This shifted to ‘University 

College Hospital’ in 1837 before settling on the ‘North London Hospital or 

University College Hospital’ in 1851.  

The hospital was extended by the construction of ward wings and 

specialized departments to adapt to increasing patient numbers and medical 

advances, but alterations failed to address concerns that the building was not 

equal to the demands of ‘modern science’.1 Rebuilding was considered in 1877, but 

deferred until a significant proportion of the estimated cost had been raised. In 

Hospitals and Asylums of the World (1893), the hospital reformer Henry Burdett 

deplored the state of UCH: ‘Will not some wealthy man step in? … This would 

enable the present inadequate buildings to be pulled down, the whole site to be 

acquired, and a splendid hospital to be erected, worthy of the great medical 

school to which it would be attached’.2 After a protracted fundraising campaign 
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and the acquisition of the remainder of the island site, practical steps towards 

rebuilding the hospital commenced in 1894. A diagonal plan devised by Alfred 

Waterhouse in collaboration with the medical staff and committees represented 

an inventive application of received ideas about healthy hospital design to a 

restricted urban site. Burdett’s wish was also answered in the form of Sir John 

Blundell Maple, the local furniture magnate who largely financed and managed 

the rebuilding project.  

This chapter seeks to provide a comprehensive account of the architectural 

history of UCH, considering several questions. What were the reasons for 

establishing a teaching hospital? What was the configuration of the first hospital 

and how was it subsequently altered? What was the influence of advances in 

healthcare and hospital planning, and were there similarities with other hospitals? 

What were the objectives behind the rebuilding project and was it a success? 

Were there concerns about the visual coherence of the hospital with the 

neoclassical style of the quadrangle? Who was involved with decision-making, and 

to what extent was the hospital shaped by individual expertise and knowledge? In 

considering these questions, the chapter examines the development of UCH 

against a backdrop of clinical teaching, charitable healthcare, collaboration and 

innovation in architecture and medicine.  

 

 

Medical education in London 

 

Charles Singer and S. W. F. Holloway have emphasized that the foundation of 

UCL occurred during a period of significant transition and systemization in 

medical education.3 The medical profession was historically fragmented between 

physicians, surgeons and apothecaries. The Royal College of Physicians, the Royal 

College of Surgeons and the Society of Apothecaries exerted controls on certifying 

practitioners and monitoring practice in London. Physicians were required to 

demonstrate knowledge of Latin and attain a medical degree from Oxford or 

 
3 Charles Singer and S. W. F. Holloway, ‘Early Medical Education in England in relation to the 
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Cambridge to be admitted as fellows of the Royal College of Physicians. Those 

who had received degrees elsewhere – such as Paris, Leiden or Scotland – were 

restricted to licentiateships. This route to the elite ranks of the medical profession 

was pursued by students who aspired to a hospital appointment and private 

practice.4 In contrast, surgeons and apothecaries were trained by apprenticeship 

and regulated by the Royal College of Surgeons and the Society of Apothecaries, 

which developed from City livery companies. Medical education advanced 

considerably during the eighteenth century, with the emergence of medical 

colleges at general hospitals and private schools. These developments coincided 

with the foundation of new hospitals such as Westminster, Guy’s, St George’s, the 

Middlesex and the London. The ancient monastic infirmaries, St Bartholomew’s 

and St Thomas’s, had a tradition of admitting pupils apprenticed to surgeons, but 

there was an extension of teaching to medicine and related sciences. Fee-paying 

pupils attended lectures, joined ward rounds and paid additional fees to gain 

clinical experience. Private schools started to flourish in London after 1745, when 

the division of the Company of Barbers and Surgeons terminated its monopoly 

over anatomical and surgical teaching. Crucially, the disbandment lifted the 

prohibition on private courses in dissection.5 

In the early nineteenth century, medical education was formalized and 

systemized. From 1813 the Royal College of Surgeons specified that hospital 

attendance and lecture courses were essential for its diploma. The Apothecaries 

Act of 1815 introduced strict guidelines for its licentiate (the LSA), requiring 

candidates to complete a five-year apprenticeship and attend various lecture 

courses. The legislation introduced an important benchmark for students, many 
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Thomson, ‘The Great Windmill Street School’, Bulletin of the History of Medicine, Vol. 12, No. 2 
(1942), pp.377–91: John Ellis, LHMC 1785–1985: The story of England’s first medical school 
(London, 1986). 



 

 
 

104 

of whom trained to obtain the LSA and a diploma from the College of Surgeons to 

prepare for careers in general practice.6 These regulations precipitated changes in 

the provision of medical education. Roy Porter has aligned the expansion of 

medical schools with the increasing demand for clinical instruction, and there was 

also a market for anatomical demonstrations and lectures in a broad range of 

sciences.7 Despite these advances, Singer and Holloway have argued that London 

was still lagging behind European institutions and that the ‘realization of [its] 

scientific inferiority’ was an important factor in the foundation of the London 

university.8  

The foundation of UCL presented an opportunity to establish a new medical 

school with a broad curriculum based at a university, following the model of 

Edinburgh and institutions on the Continent. T. N. Bonner has argued that this 

was ‘the most innovative change’ in medical education of the early nineteenth 

century.9 The inclusion of a medical department at the London university 

reflected the demand for such training, but there was competition from new 

schools founded at Charing Cross, King’s College (KCL) and St Mary’s Hospital. 

The university also required access to a hospital for success, particularly to allow 

every student to acquire clinical experience, which presented a competitive edge 

over other schools.10 Susan Lawrence has emphasized that authority in medical 

circles rested with ‘hospital men’ by the 1820s, specifically physicians and surgeons 

with consulting posts at voluntary general hospitals.11 With the emergence of 

hospitals as the locus for medical and surgical teaching, the university required a 

hospital to conform with student demand for practical instruction, comply with 

the standards imposed by regulatory bodies, compete with rival institutions, and 

for legitimacy.12 

 

 
6 Lawrence, pp.74–106. 
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Plans for a teaching hospital 

 

Medical education was at the heart of plans for the London university from the 

beginning, with access to a hospital perceived as an essential component of its 

success. A statement of the aims of the university published in 1827 outlined the 

scheme for the medical department:  

An hospital capable of containing a sufficient number of 
patients to afford opportunities of clinical practice, both 
medical and surgical, and of illustrative lectures, will be 
provided, as being an essential requisite of a medical 
school; and a connexion will be formed with some 
dispensary at a convenient distance.13  

The pamphlet introduced plans for lectures in anatomy and physiology, morbid 

and comparative anatomy, surgery, the nature and treatment of diseases, 

midwifery and gynaecology, Materia Medica and pharmacy, chemistry, botany, 

and medical jurisprudence. In October 1827 the first meeting of the medical 

department considered the necessity of establishing a hospital. A report to the 

Council emphasized that ‘no medical school can be complete without a hospital in 

the wards of which clinical instruction can be given’.14 The report recommended 

the construction of a two-storey hospital comprising a central block and two 

wings, with 100 beds and an operating theatre with capacity for 150 students. The 

number of beds met with the minimum requirements for a hospital to be 

recognized by the examining board at the Royal College of Surgeons. The 

professors estimated that the hospital could be built to a plain design for £7,000, 

and considered factors such as the size and height of the wards.15  

Despite these advances, the university was obstructed from establishing a 

hospital immediately due to limited funds. The medical professors were prepared 

to relinquish their salaries temporarily, probably anticipating that a brief 

reduction in income would be compensated by an increase in students. As a 

 
13 Statement by the Council of the University of London, Explanatory of the Nature and Objects 
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15 UCL/SC, UCLCA, LB/1, Horner to Thomson, 03/11/1827: Fiona Hutton, The Study of Anatomy 
in Britain, 1700–1900 (London, 2015), pp.38–9. 
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temporary measure, the Council attempted to establish a connection with an 

existing hospital. The first such manoeuvre recorded in its minute books 

concerned the London Fever Hospital, a charitable institution that treated 

patients with infectious diseases such as typhus and scarlet fever. The hospital had 

been established in 1802 in a house in Gray’s Inn Lane, but transferred to the 

Smallpox Hospital in St Pancras in 1816. By the late 1820s it contained 60 to 70 

beds, so it was significantly smaller than the purpose-built hospital envisaged by 

the medical department.16 In November 1827 the Council was notified by Henry 

Brougham that there was ‘reason to believe that an advantageous arrangement 

may be made with the committee of the Fever Hospital’.17 Despite a conference, 

the scheme failed to develop further. The precise reasons for its failure are 

uncertain, but obvious shortcomings were its size and the limitation of clinical 

observation to fever patients rather than a mixture of cases.  

In January 1828, the Council turned to forging a link with the Middlesex, a 

general hospital that admitted a range of patients including maternity cases and 

cancer patients (which was unusual, since cancer cases were normally excluded as 

incurable). This charitable institution had been established in two houses near 

Tottenham Court Road in 1745, and moved to a purpose-built hospital in Charles 

Street (now Mortimer Street) in Marylebone in 1757.18 The Council admitted that 

‘the medical school could not efficiently commence without a hospital, and that it 

is impossible to have one at present under its control’. In these circumstances, a 

‘temporary arrangement’ with the Middlesex was supported until funds allowed 

for establishing a university hospital.19 The surgeon Charles Bell and the physician 

Thomas Watson, who were on the consulting staff at the Middlesex, were engaged 

 
16 Alexander Tweedie, Clinical Illustrations of Fever: Report of the Cases Treated at the London 
Fever Hospital, 1828–9 (Philadelphia, 1831), p.12: Harvard University, Map Collection, 
G5754/L7/1830/G7, C. and J. Greenwood, Map of London (London, 1830): Walter H. Godfrey 
and W. McB. Marcham (eds), Survey of London, Vol. 24, The Parish of St Pancras Part 4: King’s 
Cross Neighbourhood (London, 1952), p.114.   
17 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/1, 17/11/1827.  
18 Philip Temple and Colin Thom (eds), Survey of London, Vol. 52, South-East Marylebone (New 
Haven and London, 2017), pp.699–701. 
19 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/1, 09/02/1828.  
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as professors at the university.20 In return for a fee of £12, students were entitled to 

witness the ‘whole practice’ of the hospital over the course of the academic year. 

Watson and Bell were committed to delivering clinical lectures twice weekly, with 

a remuneration of £3 from each pupil. The university guaranteed a salary of £250 

to Watson, who was probably anxious that his lectures would not be sufficiently 

popular to merit taking time from private practice.21  

A dispensary was established as part of the temporary provision for the 

instruction of medical students. In July 1828 the university leased a terraced house 

in George Street, a northern continuation of Gower Street over New Road. The 

dispensary offered free medical and surgical assistance to men, women and 

children who applied for treatment with a recommendation from the university’s 

proprietors, subscribers to the dispensary or its medical officers. Staff would also 

visit patients (including maternity cases) at home, within a mile of the 

university.22  

 

First steps towards a purpose-built hospital 

During this time, the Council pursued a site for a purpose-built hospital directly 

under its management. In March 1828, the medical department presented a 

petition on the necessity for a hospital. A committee was formed to lead the 

search for a suitable piece of ground, but appears to have been short-lived.23 The 

reasons for the lack of progress are uncertain, but financial constraints were 

probably a decisive factor. Along with precarious finances, there were reservations 

over the ethics of establishing a hospital primarily to serve education. William 

Tooke, the university’s treasurer and solicitor, alerted Brougham to growing 

prejudice against the scheme: ‘the apprehension is and will increase that it will be 

a theatre for experiments and operations… In all the hospitals the governors, 

acting steadily and gratuitously from the most benevolent motives, are the 

 
20 L. S. Jacyna, ‘Bell, Sir Charles (1774–1842)’, ODNB (2008, online edn): Norman Moore and 
Anita McConnell, ‘Watson, Sir Thomas (1792–1882)’, ODNB (2004, online edn): Merrington, 
pp.7–8.  
21 UCL/SC, UCLCA, MCM/2, 20/02/1828: Rosemary Ashton, Victorian Bloomsbury (New Haven 
and London, 2012), pp.110–11. 
22 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/1, 24/07/1828: Merrington, pp.14–16. 
23 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/1, 06/03/1828; MCM/2, 08/03/1828.  
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protectors and guardians of the poor patients. With us I fear there would be no 

such sufficient check’.24  

Despite such anxieties, a new hospital committee was appointed in 

December 1828. This committee comprised Lord Auckland, George Birkbeck, 

Isaac Lyon Goldsmid, Joseph Hume, James Loch, James Mill, James Morrison, 

Tooke and Henry Warburton. They were tasked with evaluating the size of the 

site required for a hospital, along with the likely expense of its construction and 

maintenance. Another objective was to consider fundraising initiatives. The 

committee did not veer from the specification produced by the medical 

department in October 1827, resolving that a hospital with 100 beds would be 

necessary for the initial needs of the university. William Wilkins and Henry Lee 

were approached for advice on the suitability of a piece of ground at the south end 

of the university’s site. Plans for a hospital by Wilkins and John Peter Deering 

(formerly Gandy) were presented in January 1829. Wilkins also obtained 

particulars for four sites, though, characteristically, ‘for the precise accuracy of 

which he would not vouch’:25 

 

Table 2. Particulars of prospective sites, January 1829 (measurements in feet).26 
 

Site Dimensions 
(front and depth) 

Size of 
building  

Airing ground Beds 

University 270 x 122 200 x 122 116 x 65 and 120 
x 170 

250 

Euston Grove 
(east) 

250 x 135 200 x 122 116 x 65 250 

Euston Grove 
(west) 

300 x 150 200 x 147 116 x 65 290 

Edward Street 300 x 300 300 x 230 200 x 200 430 
 

 

 
24 Tooke, cited by Merrington, p.17: Ashton, p.33: G. C. Boase and Eric Metcalfe, ‘Tooke, 
William (1777–1863)’, ODNB (2004, online edn). 
25 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/1, 23/12/1828; UCLCA, MCM/2, 17/01/1829.  
26 UCL/SC, UCLCA, MCM/2, 17/01/1829. 
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Aside from the piece of ground on the university’s property, the proposed sites 

were located on the north side of New Road. The preferred locations appear to 

have been the university’s site and a piece of ground on the east side of Euston 

Grove, for Wilkins and Deering supplied another plan for those sites. They 

proposed a hospital with 142 beds and accommodation for a house surgeon, an 

apothecary and medical officers. The cost, ‘without any ornament, but 

substantially built’, was estimated at £15,000 by Wilkins, but Deering calculated 

that it could be reduced to £13,000.27 The construction of rear wings at an expense 

of £5,500 would provide 150 additional beds. At this stage it is clear that the 

university envisaged a hospital with a central block and ward wings. This U-

shaped plan was similar to other hospitals in the capital, such as the London in 

Whitechapel and the Foundling Hospital in Bloomsbury. Another prerequisite 

was an airing ground, providing space for patients to exercise. The deliberations of 

the committee fell quiet until March 1829, when Deering was requested to prepare 

a plan and estimate for a hospital of 140 beds – probably the central block, or first 

phase, of a larger building.28  

The planning of the hospital subsequently drifted from the minute books of 

the Council, implying that the project stalled once again. It seems that the Council 

was distracted by a proposal to contribute towards the construction of new wards 

at the Middlesex in exchange for access to its facilities. This scheme also failed to 

gain traction. There was a return to the idea of cooperating with the London Fever 

Hospital, where it was proposed that two wings could be built for £5,000 to 

provide teaching wards.29 These meanderings coincided with a state of turbulence 

in the medical department. After the anatomist Johann Friedrich Meckel failed to 

take up his appointment at the university, the teaching of anatomy, surgery and 

physiology was divided between Bell, James Bennett and Granville Sharpe 

Pattison, leading to clashes over authority. There was a lack of cooperation 

between the university’s professors and staff at the Middlesex Hospital, with 

anxieties and misgivings on both sides. Bell relinquished the chairs of surgery and 

 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid., 07/03/1829. 
29 Ibid., 06/08/1829. 
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clinical surgery in September 1830, and was subsequently discharged from 

teaching physiology. In 1831 Watson resigned to assume a lectureship at KCL, 

Pattison was dismissed and Bennett died. The lack of stability was compounded 

by a campaign for the establishment of a hospital, including a petition signed by 

120 students.30  

 

 

Provision of a purpose-built teaching hospital 

 

Plans for a hospital were deferred until 1832, when another scheme drawn up by 

the medical professors was presented to the Council. The instigation of plans by 

staff followed a sequence familiar at other hospitals. For example, the medical 

college at the London originated in a campaign started by the medical staff in the 

1780s, while the surgeon John Abernethy established the medical school at St 

Bartholomew’s.31 The proposal preceded by a few months the passing of the 

Anatomy Act, which regulated the dissection of human bodies. The Act allowed 

for the dissection of ‘unclaimed’ bodies, or paupers, in medical schools, promising 

an increased supply of cadavers from institutions such as prisons, workhouses and 

hospitals.32 Before the Act, only the bodies of executed murderers could be 

obtained legally for dissection. From the eighteenth century, increasing demand 

for cadavers for medical research and teaching had created a black market for 

corpses and the practice of ‘body-snatching’.33  

The medical profession had pushed for legal reform and regulation for some 

years before the passing of the Act. In 1828, Henry Warburton (Member of 

Parliament for Bridport) successfully proposed the appointment of a select 

committee to inquire into the provision of cadavers for medical schools. The 

 
30 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/1, 24/10/1829, 14/11/1829: H. Hale Bellot, University College London, 
1826–1926 (London, 1929), pp.38–40, 147–50, 159–61: Ashton, pp.110–12: Merrington, pp.11–12. 
31 Lancet, 29/11/1834, pp.360–2: L. S. Jacyna, ‘John Abernethy (1764–1831)’, ODNB (2004, online 
edn): James Maddocks and William Blizard, Expediency and Utility of Teaching the Several 
Branches of Physic and Surgery at the London Hospital (London, 1783). 
32 Porter, p.318. 
33 Ruth Richardson, Death, Dissection and the Destitute (London and New York, 1987), pp.xv, 
109, 249, 291–2. 
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eventual Anatomy Act originated in a bill that was introduced to Parliament in 

1831 and promoted by several of the university’s proprietors.34 This dual interest in 

the passing of the Act and the success of the medical school provoked criticism 

from William Roberts, a surgeon and pamphleteer, who later accused Warburton 

of promoting legal reform ‘to advance the pecuniary interests of himself and 

friends… by a traffic in the bodies of the destitute poor’.35 Roberts went so far as to 

attest that ‘the Anatomy Act was concocted to feed [UCL] with pauper bodies. The 

value of the dead was the amount of gold they brought in the shape of pupils’ 

fees’.36 The Act certainly promised a regular and legal supply of cadavers for 

dissection. In 1832, the Directors of the Poor of St Giles’s and Bloomsbury resolved 

that the bodies of paupers should be conveyed to the London university, St 

Bartholomew’s or KCL. The detached block of dissecting rooms at the rear of the 

central block provided facilities for anatomical demonstrations, but the 

establishment of a hospital promised a local supply of cadavers.37 

Plans for the hospital now progressed swiftly. The disused portion of the 

university’s site on the west side of Gower Street was earmarked for reasons of 

economy, much to the disgruntlement of Wilkins. In a letter to Goldsmid, Wilkins 

expressed ‘great dismay that it has been proposed to build a hospital on the vacant 

ground opposite the university’. He attempted to persuade the Council to sell the 

land to raise funds to complete the quadrangle: ‘I cannot see a proposal 

submitted, which would deprive us of this fund, without endeavouring to avert a 

blow which will be fatal to the building’.38 Another objection was the difficulty of 

constructing a hospital within a budget of £7,000. The scheme had evidently been 

pared back, since this sum represented little more than half of Deering’s earlier 

estimate for the first phase of a hospital. Wilkins admitted that he was ‘deeply 

 
34 The bill was supported by Warburton, Brougham, Hume and John Smith. 
35 William Roberts, An Address on the Necessity for Investigating the Operation of the Anatomy 
Act (London, 1855), cited by Richardson, Death, Dissection and the Destitute, pp.248–9. 
36 Roberts, p.14: Richardson, Death, Dissection and the Destitute, p.246. 
37 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 2746, Resolution of the Directors of the Poor of St Giles’s and 
Bloomsbury, 25/09/1832: The university was accused of involvement in ‘body-snatching’ in 
John Bull. Ashton, pp.108–10: H. C. G. Matthew, ‘Warburton, Henry (1784–1858)’, ODNB (2015, 
online edn). 
38 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 2603, Wilkins to Goldsmid, 09/03/1832. 
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interested that the character of any building constructed on this site should 

assimilate in some measure with what has been already erected’, an interest that 

conflicted somewhat with his enthusiasm for selling the ground. Wilkins 

requested that, ‘if the proposed plan of the hospital should unhappily be carried 

into effect, the Council will at least pay me the compliment to ask my opinion of 

the exterior’.39 This letter earned the riposte that ‘the means possessed by the 

Council compel it to adopt on this and other occasions the most strictly 

economical courses’.40 

The university decided to invite plans through another architectural 

competition, offering premiums for the successful design and runner-up.41 This 

time, the outlook was less optimistic. William Tite was invited to submit a design 

but stumbled over the budget, which had by now been reduced to £6,000. In April 

1832, Tite wrote that ‘I cannot pretend to give you the accommodation you must 

have for 100 patients even without reference to your own instructions and as plain 

as a warehouse for that money, nor do I think it possible’. He subsequently wrote 

to decline entering the competition, explaining that ‘I have exerted my best skill 

to compress’ the requirements, ‘but the quantity of building absolutely must, in 

my opinion, cost considerably more than the limited sum’.42 His sentiments were 

echoed by another invitee, Deering: ‘were I to pretend to provide the 

accommodation required for the sum mentioned, I should be undertaking that 

which I know to be impossible’.43 Notably, these concerns followed public 

criticism of John Nash, whose reputation declined after costs escalated at 

Buckingham Palace and Windsor Castle; these projects were investigated by two 

select committees, the second damning in its judgement of Nash.44  

Concerns over the budget seem to have been fair, judging from construction 

costs at other hospitals. While the central block of the London had been 

estimated to cost £6,000 in 1757, and was comparable in size with an initial 

 
39 Ibid.   
40 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/2, 10/03/1832.  
41 Merrington, p.18. 
42 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, Nos 2504–5, Tite to London University, 13/04/1832. 
43 Ibid., No. 2509, Deering to London University, 16/04/1832. 
44 Geoffrey Tyack, ‘Nash, John (1752–1835)’, ODNB (2009, online edn). 
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capacity of 130 beds, times had changed. By 1830, a 90-bed extension to one of the 

London’s ward wings was projected to cost £8,000. St George’s was entirely rebuilt 

in 1828–9 to designs by Wilkins for around £50,000, while William and Charles 

Inwood’s design for Westminster Hospital cost £40,000 at its completion in 1834. 

Charing Cross Hospital was completed in 1834 at a cost of £20,000, with a capacity 

of 60 beds. The university’s budget was extremely limited for a new hospital, even 

of a relatively modest size.45 

The hospital committee received plans in May 1832 from four architects, 

probably including Leonard Wild Lloyd and William Hosking, who had been 

preparing designs in the previous month. In July, the Council adopted a plan by 

the architect Alfred Ainger. These individuals did not match the calibre of the 

architects who had participated in the earlier university competition, and their 

involvement was probably a reflection of the severely restricted budget. In 

September, the Council resolved that it was not advisable to start construction 

due to limited funds. At this time, the subscription fund had raised approximately 

£1,400. With no further progress by January 1833, the hospital committee urged 

the Council to ‘more distinctly express its sentiments with respect to the 

foundation of a hospital’; the only clarification hinted at a lack of capital. Plans for 

a hospital had effectively reached a standstill once again.46  

By the spring, the university had applied some degree of ingenuity to raising 

funds. The medical professors decided to sacrifice all student fees to support the 

hospital. The subscription fund was advertised in newspaper articles that stressed 

the need for a new hospital for the local population. It was noted that St Pancras 

and the neighbouring parishes had a growing population of 339,000 people 

‘entirely destitute of such a charity’, aside from the Middlesex, which was limited 

 
45 R. Windsor-Liscombe, William Wilkins, 1778–1839 (Cambridge, 1980), p.153: BHA, 
RLHLH/A/9/11, London Hospital building committee minutes (1830): Jeremy Taylor, Hospital 
and Asylum Architecture in England, 1840–1914: Building for Healthcare (London, 1991), pp.231, 
237: R. J. Minney, The Two Pillars of Charing Cross: The Story of a Famous Hospital (London, 
1967), p.54. 
46 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/2, 18/09/1832, 05/01/1833; UCLCA/CORR, No. 2510, Lloyd to London 
University, 17/04/1832; No. 2515, Hosking to London University, 28/04/1832: Howard Colvin, A 
Biographical Dictionary of British Architects, 1600–1840 (New Haven and London, 2008), 
pp.544–5, 657: Morning Post, 13/10/1832.   
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to 200 beds.47 A donation of thirty guineas, or an annual payment of three 

guineas, would grant subscribers to the hospital – named the North London 

Hospital – the right to nominate people for treatment as inpatients and 

outpatients. A donation of ten guineas or an annual payment of one guinea 

enabled subscribers to nominate outpatients. The hospital also benefitted from a 

grant by the Queen Caroline Fund, which had approximately £1,550 in its coffers 

after failing to build a monument. By May 1833 the university had raised £5,730. In 

the following spring, an extra £2,500 was generated by raising a mortgage on the 

university site and buildings.48   

The university was assisted in its plans by Ainger, who calculated that the 

central block of the hospital, with space for 130 patients, could be constructed for 

£3,000. An additional £2,000 would be necessary for fittings and furniture. These 

projections appear to have swayed the Council to finally embark on construction. 

Goldsmid, Benjamin Shaw and John Smith, who had jointly purchased the 

Bloomsbury site on behalf of the university in 1825, prepared to grant a 99-year 

peppercorn lease to trustees of the hospital. The foundation-stone was finally laid 

in a ceremony attended by the Duke of Somerset and other dignitaries in May 1833 

(Ill. 30). Despite the ongoing financial issues, the outlook was now more 

promising due to considerable growth in the number of medical students, which 

increased from 252 in 1831–2 to 390 in 1834–5.49 The donation of anatomical 

specimens, preparations and casts by the Marylebone physician Henry Gore 

Clough, who was thought to have spent £3,000 on his collection, was another 

boon.50 The hospital was built by the public works contractors Grissell & Peto and 

opened in November 1834 with 130 beds. Ainger’s original estimate of £3,000 was 

exceeded significantly. The first annual report, published in January 1836, 

calculated the total building costs at £7,670.51 

 
47 Reading Mercury, 06/05/1833. 
48 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/2, 30/03/1833, 02/08/1834: Morning Post, 07/06/1834, 13/06/1833: 
Newton H. Nixon, North London or University College Hospital: A History of the Hospital from 
its Foundation to 1881 (London, 1882), p.8. 
49 Bellot, p.151. 
50 Derby Mercury, 23/04/1834: Morning Chronicle, 23/05/1833, 27/02/1834: London Courier and 
Evening Gazette, 16/08/1833. 
51 Morning Post, 08/11/1834: London Evening Standard, 17/03/1834: Lancet, 30/01/1836, pp.726–7. 
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Ainger’s design and the central block, 1833–4 

Alfred Ainger was the son of Samuel Ainger, a carpenter and surveyor based in 

Brunswick Square. Ainger was apprenticed to his father in 1816 and entered the 

Royal Academy Schools in the same year. It is thought that private wealth swayed 

Ainger from developing an extensive practice as an architect, so there are few 

works to his name. Under his role as surveyor to the parish of St Augustine and St 

Faith in the City of London, Ainger worked with J. H. Taylor to repair the church 

of St Augustine in Watling Street (1830–1). He also designed a conservatory for the 

Royal Horticultural Society’s garden in Chiswick in 1838. Ainger had interests in 

science, mathematics, engineering and construction, writing pamphlets on 

methods of ventilation and reform of the Building Act.52 

As no original drawings or plans of the hospital have survived, it is not 

possible to examine the points of its layout in detail. A surviving block plan 

probably shows a proposal for the footprint of the hospital, which is similar to the 

U-shaped plan of Ainger’s overall scheme (Ill. 31).53 The external appearance of the 

hospital is less mysterious owing to a series of drawings produced by George 

Scharf in 1834. The hospital comprised a three-storey block behind iron railings 

(Ills 32–33). A gate across Gower Street restricted the flow of public traffic across 

the university’s private land. The east front of the hospital was a neoclassical 

composition with a rusticated base, pedimented end bays and the main entrance 

placed in a projecting five-bay centre with a pediment. Scharf’s view is 

corroborated by illustrations of the hospital on certificates granted to students 

(Ill. 34). Another print showing a plain two-storey block was probably suggested 

as a cheaper alternative or submitted by another architect (Ill. 35).54  

The minutes of the medical committee contain insights into the 

configuration of the hospital. The central block appears to have contained six 

main wards, two per storey, divided equally between medical and surgical cases. 

 
52 Colvin, p.61: Alfred Ainger, Suggestions towards an Amendment of the Building Act (London, 
1825); The Building Act (London, 1836); On Ventilation, in reference to the Houses of Parliament 
(London, 1835): Edith Sichel, The Life and Letters of Alfred Ainger (London, 1906), pp.2–3, 9: 
Builder, 15/03/1845, p.125; 30/05/1846, p.257; 13/07/1861, p.488. 
53 The drawing was presented to the RIBA by Tooke in 1839, but is otherwise unsigned and 
undated. RIBA, SB66/1. 
54 Wellcome Library, No. 25255i. 
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Presumably there were around twenty beds in each ward and the customary 

separation of patients between men, women and different types of cases.55 A 

minute of February 1835 suggests that private patients were accommodated in 

single rooms or small wards, as the committee resolved to reallocate their beds to 

isolate female syphilitic cases.56 The admittance of a small number of private 

patients was unusual, since there was a preference for treatment at home among 

those who could afford to pay fees. These fragments are corroborated and 

enriched by plans published by Franz Oppert, the Ordnance Survey and Burdett 

(Ills 36–39).57 The middle portion of the central block served as the nucleus of the 

hospital, though the main entrance was kept closed; an oddity remarked upon in 

John Bristowe and Timothy Holmes’s 1863 report.58 On the ground floor, a series 

of small rooms provided private wards, a cloakroom, sculleries and a common 

room. On either side of the main entrance, rooms allotted to the house surgeon 

and the house physician probably served as offices.  

The north and south ranges contained long rectangular wards, fitted with 

fireplaces and windows opening into light wells to provide some degree of natural 

cross-ventilation. This configuration reflected the tenets of the prevailing miasma 

theory, which held that disease is spread by bad air, and facilitated supervision 

over patients and staff. The main wards on the ground floor were 62ft 6in by 23ft 

6in, while the first-floor wards had a width of 24ft. At the north and south ends of 

the block were rooms for lectures and meetings (Ill. 40), accessed via a single-

storey corridor to avoid traversing through the wards. An operating theatre and a 

mortuary were located on the west side of the corridor, adjacent to a gated yard 

accessed from Thornham Mews. On a similar plan, the first floor contained 

accommodation for the matron, the house physician and the house surgeon, along 

with private wards and sculleries around the central stair lobby. The lobby opened 

 
55 UCL/SC, UCH/MIN/1/1, 01/11/1834. 
56 Ibid., 14/02/1835. 
57 Franz Oppert, Hospitals, Infirmaries and Dispensaries: Their Construction, Interior 
Arrangement and Management (London, 1867), p.131: Burdett, Portfolio of Plans, p.37: Edina 
Digimap, Ordnance Survey, Town Plans 1:1,056, 1st edition (surveyed 1870, published 1873). 
58 J. S. Bristowe and T. Holmes, ‘Report on the Hospitals of the United Kingdom’, Appendix 15 
to the Sixth Report of the Medical Officer of the Privy Council (1863), Parliamentary Papers, 28 
(1864), pp.593–4. 
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directly into the wards, which gave on to smaller wards at both ends of the block. 

The wards were whitewashed as part of regular cleansing and some privacy was 

afforded to patients by curtains fitted around the beds. A basement contained the 

outpatients’ department and laundry.59  

The U-shaped plan of Ainger’s overall design was not an unusual 

configuration for general hospitals and suited to the constraints of the site. The 

ground was hemmed in at the west by existing buildings, which prevented other 

options such as a H-shaped plan or a quadrangle. The site also had an uneven 

boundary resulting in a shorter south frontage (Ill. 31). The central block of the 

hospital was orientated north–south, which produced some unconventional 

results. At Edinburgh Infirmary (1738–48), the wards in the central block were set 

back from the main public frontage. At the London (1752–78), the wards were also 

positioned at the rear of the central block to enjoy a south-facing aspect and 

distance from Whitechapel Road. In contrast, Ainger placed the wards along the 

east front, exposed to noise and dust from Gower Street. Ainger’s plan was 

otherwise similar to Edinburgh Infirmary and Glasgow Royal Infirmary (1792–4), 

where central stair lobbies opened directly into the wards. It was common for 

operating theatres to be placed in attics to enable the inclusion of skylights for an 

even, natural light. Ainger positioned the operating theatre on the ground floor in 

a single-storey top-lit range at the rear of the central block, easily accessed by 

students.60 

 

South wing, 1838–9 

Hardly any time elapsed before the extension of the hospital was under 

consideration. Plans for a south wing were presented to the medical committee in 

 
59 UCL/SC, UCH/MIN/1/1, 23/07/1835: Harriet Richardson (ed.), English Hospitals, 1660–1948: A 
Survey of their Architecture and Design (London, 1998), pp.3, 9, 11, 129: Bristowe and Holmes, 
pp.593–4: Burdett, Portfolio of Plans, p.37. 
60 Christine Stevenson, Medicine and Magnificence: British Hospital and Asylum Architecture, 
1660–1815 (New Haven and London, 2000), pp.111–15, 134, 144–7, 151: Harriet Richardson, ‘The 
First Glasgow Royal Infirmary’, Historic Hospitals (online: https://historic-
hospitals.com/2018/10/26/the-first-glasgow-royal-infirmary, accessed 16/02/2021): Amy Smith, 
‘What the doctors ordered: the early history of the London Hospital, 1740–78’, The Georgian 
Group Journal, Vol. 25 (2017), pp.131–50. 
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June 1835. An accompanying letter written by Professor Samuel Cooper, the chair 

of surgery, stressed the need for more beds. There were also concerns about the 

size of the outpatients’ department and the need for medicated and vapour baths. 

The cost of a new wing was estimated at £2,230, which was covered by 

subscriptions for the completion of the hospital. The committee recommended 

the construction of the wing without delay, yet it was deferred by the Council, 

who were probably wary that the hospital had only just opened.61  

Despite repeated appeals from Cooper, the project was not revived until 

1838. A report to the Council outlined the consequences of the lack of space in the 

hospital, including the necessity to turn away patients with smallpox and other 

infectious diseases, who had been allocated two wards in the previous year. The 

overcrowding was probably due to the smallpox epidemic in London that had 

started in November 1837. Another impetus was the possibility of new guidelines 

for hospital attendance by examining boards, with discussions about increasing 

the minimum number of beds in qualifying hospitals from 100. There was high 

demand for treatment at the hospital generally, with more than 1,700 inpatients, 

3,000 outpatients and 10,000 casualty patients treated annually, a significant 

increase from 1,150 inpatients, 1,300 outpatients and 1,660 casualty patients in the 

first year of opening.62  

The building project was assisted by donations, including a grant of £500 in 

1837 from the solicitor Jonathan Brundrett.63 The plans were overseen by Ainger, 

who continued the plain neoclassical design of the central block. A tender of 

£2,710 was accepted from George Adam Young, a surveyor and builder based in 

Red Lion Square. The building works began in September 1838 and were 

completed in the following year. The new wing comprised three storeys without a 

basement, on Ainger’s advice that a subterranean level could be finished within 

the foundations later. The elevation along University Street was extended by three 

 
61 Bellot, p.164: UCL/SC, UCH/MIN/1/1, 06/06/1835, 25/06/1835. 
62 UCL/SC, UCH/MIN/1/1, 26/10/1836, 08/04/1836, 13/02/1838: Evening Chronicle, 25/05/1838: 
Morning Advertiser, 03/11/1838: Sun, 17/02/1838: Lancet, 30/01/1836, pp.726–7: Donald R. 
Hopkins, The Greatest Killer: Smallpox in History (Chicago and London, 2002), p.87. 
63 Brundrett left a legacy of £2,000 to the hospital in 1844. UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/4, 01/06/1844, 
17/08/1844: Evening Chronicle, 04/12/1837. 
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bays to the western boundary of the site, abutting a row of terraced houses (Ill. 

41). The outpatients’ department and dispensary were moved from the basement 

of the central block to the ground floor of the new wing, which extended on to the 

rear yard. The two upper floors contained small wards (35ft by 24ft), each with 

space for approximately ten beds, separated from the central block by stair 

lobbies.64 

 

North wing and dispensary, 1846–7 

UCL next turned to raising money for the north wing, which represented the 

completion of Ainger’s overall design for the hospital. A public fundraising appeal 

was advertised in 1845, with the aim of raising £4,000.65 The Council consulted the 

medical committee for advice on its arrangement, especially whether any portions 

should be allotted to specialized departments. The committee requested space for 

ophthalmic and obstetric cases, along with a safe room for delirious patients.66 

The first stone was laid by Brougham in May 1846 and the wing was completed in 

the following year at an expense of £5,250. The new wing was larger than its 

southern counterpart, incorporating a basement and a longer frontage along 

Grafton Way. While no original drawings survive, minute books and later plans 

suggest that the ground floor contained an ophthalmic outpatients’ department. A 

separate entrance opened into a large waiting room, adjacent to an examination 

room and a surgeon’s office (Ill. 38).67 The upper floors were devoted to wards 

with space for 50 beds. The additional room enabled the separation of medical, 

surgical and obstetric cases, which had lapsed due to space constraints. A new 

dispensary and outpatients’ waiting rooms behind the south wing were also added 

to designs by Ainger (Ill. 42). The builders of the dispensary were Locke & Nesham 

of Theobald’s Road, who agreed to take on the work for a contract price of £625.68  

 

 
64 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/3, 16/06/1838, 03/11/1838, 04/05/1839: London Evening Standard, 
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65 Builder, 24/05/1845, p.251; 24/01/1846, p.44: London Medical Gazette, 22/05/1846, p.928. 
66 UCL/SC, UCH/MIN/1/1, 22/12/1845, 27/02/1846. 
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Later alterations and extensions 

 

The completion of the north wing secured a hospital with capacity for 200 

inpatients. Despite the ample space, the number of occupied beds was reduced to 

100 due to a lack of funds. The hospital was experiencing a loss of income from 

students, who declined in number after the resignation of John Elliotson and the 

deaths of Robert Liston and Samuel Cooper.69 Such measures were not 

uncommon in hospitals under financial pressure, but in 1849 The Lancet 

published a letter by a disgruntled student, who exposed several shortcomings. 

Along with a lack of books, periodicals and scholarships, the student claimed that 

the north wing failed to increase the capacity of the hospital as it was furnished 

with beds from existing wards. The complaint advanced to a serious pitch: ‘The 

total number of beds in the hospital has been, in fact, diminished, and a short 

time ago there was actually a less number of beds than the regulations prescribed 

[100] to allow a student to register his hospital practice’.70 This situation appears 

to have been rectified by November 1849, when there were precisely 100 

inpatients. The hospital probably did not have the resources to admit more 

patients, after funds were depleted by a cholera epidemic. The number of 

inpatients did not increase significantly, with only 120 recorded in 1851 due to 

‘want of means’.71  

Another issue was the influence of advances in medicine and surgery on 

perceptions of the suitability of the hospital’s spaces. The causal relationship 

between scientific advances and developments in hospital planning has been 

contested by Adrian Forty, who has argued that architectural decisions in general 

hospitals were shaped by the motives of hospital authorities, reflecting social 

objectives, moral principles and control over the sick poor.72 Yet there is evidence 

of a strong degree of influence among medical experts over the planning and 
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alteration of spaces at UCH from its inception, including a persistent concern for 

providing up-to-date facilities in conformity with prevailing sanitary ideas. The 

influence of the medical staff reflects their status within the institution and the 

value assigned to education and scientific progress. 

In the second half of the nineteenth century, hospitals evolved with shifting 

ideas in healthcare, medicine and theories of disease transmission. The miasma or 

zymotic theory had long associated disease with foul air, fostering concern about 

air circulation. From the 1850s this view was expounded in the writings of 

Florence Nightingale and championed by journals such as The Builder. This 

emerging specialist literature established and popularized a new template for the 

configuration of hospitals known as the pavilion plan, which was ‘firmly 

established as the accepted architectural orthodoxy’ by the late 1860s.73 The aim of 

pavilion planning was to ensure that patients, wards and sanitary facilities were 

separated by constant air flow, preventing the accumulation and spread of 

noxious miasma. Long rectangular wards were lined with evenly spaced beds, 

separated by opposite windows. Pavilion wards also facilitated supervision over 

patients and staff.74 Sinks and water closets were removed to sanitary towers, 

which were isolated from wards by cross-ventilated lobbies. The siting of hospitals 

in rural and airy locations was encouraged, while concerns were raised over the 

suitability of dense urban areas.75 While a degree of cross-ventilation had been 

attempted by Ainger through the inclusion of opposite windows, open wells and 

ceiling vents, sanitary improvements were a recurring effort at the hospital.  

UCH was at the forefront of innovations in surgery. The introduction of 

early anaesthetics such as ether and chloroform expanded the limits of surgical 

practice, leading to a rise in the number and type of operations carried out in 

hospitals. The first operation under ether vapour in England was performed at 
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Goldin, The Hospital: A Social and Architectural History (New Haven and London, 1975), 
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UCH by Liston in 1846.76 Advances in surgery probably led to an increase in 

infectious diseases spread in hospitals, such as sepsis, erysipelas and hospital 

gangrene. Joseph Lister, who trained at UCL and witnessed Liston’s landmark 

operation, later pioneered antiseptic treatment at Glasgow Royal Infirmary. His 

work was based on principles developed by the microbiologist Louis Pasteur, who 

demonstrated that germs were at the root of infection.77 The use of a specially 

developed carbolic spray to reduce infection after surgery was common by the 

1870s, and sterilization techniques followed swiftly. By the late 1880s the miasma 

theory had largely been replaced by germ theory, the modern principle that 

disease is caused and spread by bacteria. This important transition coincided with 

and fuelled a concern for cleanliness in hospital spaces, with the application of 

impermeable, smooth and sanitary finishes such as glass, tiles and mosaic.78  

The first portrait of the ordinary business of UCH is provided in Bristowe 

and Holmes’s report of 1863. In the previous year, nursing had come under the 

management of the Anglican sisterhood associated with All Saints’ Church in 

Margaret Street, in return for an annual payment. The nurses were allotted a 

separate room in which to rest and take meals, along with attic dormitories and 

the use of a library.79 The resident medical officer, Sydney Ringer, attributed 

improvements in punctuality, order and obedience to the new nursing system, 

remarking that ‘though [the nurses] are ladies by birth, the patients do not feel 

strange in their presence; they do not obtrude their opinions, nor interfere in any 

way with the general management of the hospital’.80  

Bristowe and Holmes’s account contains no inkling that the hospital was yet 

considered outdated. Sanitary improvements had been effected in 1862, with the 

removal of sculleries from the wards and the provision of additional baths and 
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9. 
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water closets.81 During the inspection, it was noted that there were only 115 beds 

for inpatients, or 67 surgical beds and 48 medical beds. Even this number – far 

below the capacity of 200 – was reduced during the college’s vacations. The 

inspectors visited during a vacation, encountering 93 patients. The wards were 

described as ‘spacious and well ventilated’ rooms arranged over three storeys, with 

roughly fifteen beds in the main wards, around half that number in smaller wards 

and single wards for private or isolation patients. The reduced capacity of the 

hospital probably contributed to its spaciousness: ‘beds separated from each other 

by a considerable space, often as much as six feet’.82 The distance between these 

beds was roughly in line with Nightingale’s advice that each bed should have a 

‘territory to itself of at least eight feet wide by twelve or thirteen feet long’.83 Cubic 

space per patient was described as ‘ample’, with approximately 1,500ft3 in the large 

wards and 2,000ft3 in the single wards.84 This provision of space also corresponded 

with Nightingale’s minimum guidelines, but would probably not have been 

deemed sufficient for a hospital in a dense urban location.85 Wards were 

ventilated naturally, by windows left ajar and ceiling vents.86  

A significant proportion of patients was admitted with serious illnesses and 

severe injuries, attributed to overcrowded living conditions and the proximity of 

the railways.87 Consequently, there was a mortality rate of 12%, higher than the 

rate of 10% at Guy’s, St Thomas’s and Westminster. Bristowe and Holmes 

criticized the constricted urban site of the hospital, which, despite the initial 

prerequisite of an ‘airing ground’, had ‘nothing but a small square court (642 

square yards) for exercise, and no parks at hand into which convalescents can be 

allowed to go’.88 As the operating theatre, mortuary and dispensary encroached on 

to the yard, it was probably a functional space rather than an area for diversion or 
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87 For example, a railway accident at Kentish Town in 1861 brought thirty-two patients to UCH. 
Nixon, p.19. 
88 Bristowe and Holmes, pp.593–4. 



 

 
 

124 

exercise. In 1866, the Council sanctioned the use of the north-west part of the 

college site to provide a recreation ground for patients.89  

 

Construction of an additional storey, 1867–8 

The necessity of enlarging the hospital was mooted by the medical committee in 

May 1867, after a cholera epidemic in the previous year.90 The hospital committee 

determined to appoint a secretary to assume responsibility for improving the 

hospital’s finances. This salaried position was entrusted to Henry John Kelly, 

former paymaster to the Royal Navy.91 In the meantime, the architect Arthur W. 

Blomfield was requested to supply plans for an additional storey. While Blomfield 

was not known for hospital work, he was accustomed to dealing with committees 

through his ecclesiastical commissions and had designed a chapel at the Radcliffe 

Infirmary in Oxford in 1864. Blomfield produced plans for the new storey, along 

with an estimate of £2,500. The works were carried out in 1867–8 by Browne & 

Robinson, producing a plain extension rising to a hipped roof (Ill. 41). The 

extension provided dormitories for resident medical officers and the nursing staff. 

It also facilitated the reorganization of the hospital to provide three new wards 

with twenty beds, including separate wards for children, who had previously been 

mixed with adult patients.92  

 

Bath department, 1870–1 

Specialist journals reported with keen interest on the construction of a new 

outpatients’ bath department at UCH in 1870–1. The provision of bath 

departments in general hospitals was a mark of increasing specialization in 

healthcare, with the emergence of hydrotherapy and balneology along with the 

gradual acceptance of some alternative therapies by the medical profession. The 

need for an improved and modernized bath department at the hospital was 

 
89 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/6, 14/04/1866, 05/05/1866, 02/06/1866. 
90 UCL/SC, UCH/MIN/4/3, 22/05/1867: Merrington, p.51. 
91 Western Daily Press, 27/06/1862: Pall Mall Gazette, 22/08/1867. 
92 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/6, 04/05/1867, 01/06/1867, 03/08/1867; UCH/MIN/4/3, 03/07/1867, 
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promoted by Dr William Tilbury Fox, who had assumed control of the 

dermatology department in 1868. According to The Lancet, Fox’s efforts were 

aided by a series of opportunely timed articles ‘urging hospital authorities to 

provide, amongst other things, proper baths’.93 Bathing in spring water or the sea 

to alleviate illnesses such as rheumatic complaints was an established practice. 

Balneology developed in the early nineteenth century, with the use of different 

types of baths - from cold bathing and warm or tepid baths to medicated, hot-air, 

sulphur and vapour baths – in the treatment of rheumatism, gout, fever, leprosy 

and skin diseases.94 

The new bath department at UCH was cited as an unusual but exemplary 

facility by The Lancet ten years after its completion. In the 1890s, Burdett noted 

that the department was ‘almost, if not quite’ the only example of its type 

attached to a general hospital in England.95 The provision of baths at other 

hospitals was usually limited to cleansing patients or cold bathing, while 

bathhouses and spas at resorts offered a greater variety of amenities for paying 

visitors. In 1869 the outpatients’ department at the London included baths for the 

treatment of skin diseases, while Homerton Fever Hospital provided cold baths 

for cases of typhus and typhoid fever in 1872. The new department at UCH was 

influenced by a facility installed at the Hospital for the Paralysed and Epileptic 

(later the National Hospital for Neurology and Neurosurgery) in Queen Square.96 

Fox enlisted the architect Michael Prendergast Manning, who had recently 

overseen the adaptation of two terraced houses for the Hospital for the Paralysed 

and Epileptic. This building project had been declared a success by The Lancet, 

which praised Manning’s enthusiasm, economy and ‘apt knowledge of the 

hygienic requirements of hospitals’.97 In 1868 Manning converted the basement 

kitchens and sculleries into a bath department, containing warm baths and 

specialized facilities such as needle, sulphur and Turkish baths. A further article in 
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The Lancet attributed the ‘taste and elegance’ of the baths, completed at a cost of 

£800, to ‘a crowning effort of ingenuity’ on the part of Manning.98 This project 

evidently recommended him to Fox, a long-term contributor to The Lancet.99 

Fox raised more than £1,000 towards the cost of the bath department. By the 

close of 1870, construction by Jeakes & Co. was set to begin.100 The department was 

installed in the basement of the north wing, which was divided into two separate 

areas (Ill. 43). The largest section comprised a hall lined with baths, including four 

porcelain baths for immersion in acidic and alkaline solutions. A needle bath was 

provided for the treatment of rheumatism, neuralgia, eczema and nervous 

disorders. A separate heated room was designed for Turkish or Russian baths and 

ventilated with warmed fresh air.101 The rest of the department treated contagious 

skin diseases. A medicated bath area was fitted with a dressing room and various 

chambers, including an ‘itch bath’ to rid lice and compartments for fumigation in 

iodine, mercurial and sulphuric vapours. During treatment, patients’ clothing was 

disinfected in a separate heated chamber. The department was finished with tiled 

flooring and cemented walls, selected for their hygienic qualities. Articles 

published in The Lancet and The Builder devoted attention to the complex 

ventilation, heating and drainage systems installed in the department. A new 

boiler house was constructed at the north-west corner of the rear yard, and the 

old boilers were transferred to the bath department. The baths were initially used 

only by patients of the hospital, but opened to private patients in 1880.102 
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Sanitary improvements 

Ventilation and sanitary conditions were frequently debated by the hospital 

committee, in line with growing interest in pavilion planning. In 1867 Blomfield 

produced plans for minor alterations, including additional windows, water closets, 

sculleries and bathrooms. In the following spring, Thomas Hillier, David Mocatta 

and Professor John Marshall, the chair of surgery, considered a heating and 

ventilation system drawn up by a Mr Canham.103 Mocatta was a newly elected 

member of the committee with valuable skills due to his architectural training 

and career, which included acting as consulting architect with Young & Son for 

the design of the Cancer Hospital in Fulham (1859–60, later known as the Royal 

Marsden). He naturally took an interest in building matters, examining plans and 

advising on modifications.104 Another source of advice was Professor William 

Jenner, the chair of clinical medicine, who complained to the committee about 

sanitary conditions in July 1868.105 Blomfield was requested to inspect the water 

closets and sculleries, highlighting improvements ‘necessary for their purity and 

ventilation’, and to examine the drainage system.106 The committee referred 

Blomfield’s report to Marshall and also decided to seek the expertise of Robert 

Rawlinson, a government public health inspector, advisor to various sanitary 

commissions, and engineer by training. He proposed to serve as honorary 

consulting engineer and offered suggestions for ventilating the drains, the 

corridors and the wards.107   

The committee’s attention was also directed to the treatment of surfaces. In 

1870 Francis Goldsmid, the former treasurer, reported ‘that it had been mentioned 

to him that if the walls of the wards of the hospital were covered with a hard, 
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smooth and non-absorbent material instead of the ordinary plaster, there would 

be less chance of infection’.108 By way of experiment, the walls of two surgical 

wards were covered with Keene’s cement, a popular finish for the internal walls of 

hospitals. The work was carried out by J. S. Parsons at Goldsmid’s expense and one 

of the wards was renamed in his honour.109 Soon afterwards, the treasurer Edward 

Enfield offered to pay for laying linoleum in the entrance passage, probably the 

back corridor on the ground floor.110 In 1871 the committee was informed by 

Professor Matthew Berkeley Hill that pyaemia (similar to septicaemia) had been 

reduced at Haslar Hospital by re-laying floorboards with close joints. The 

committee decided to level and stop the floors of the surgical wards before 

applying four coats of paint.111 Sanitary improvements continued under the 

guidance of Rawlinson and Professor W. H. Corfield, the chair of hygiene and 

public health.112 Plans to extend the post-mortem department were deferred in 

1872 owing to high tenders, blamed on workers’ strikes and a decline in the 

building trade.113  

A notable exception to the focus on sanitary improvements was the addition 

of the Yates Memorial (Ills 44–45), a marble tablet erected in 1870 to 

commemorate a bequest of £46,000 from the barrister Edward Yates, a member of 

the hospital committee. The work was instigated by Professor Charles Hare, the 

chair of clinical medicine and Yates’s executor, and created by Baron Henri de 

Triqueti, who had recently produced the Marmor Homericum (p.197). The 

memorial was originally placed in a ward. The tablet depicts a goddess attending 

to a sick woman and her baby, who clutches a sprig of forget-me-nots. This 

sentimental scene is bordered by Greek urns planted with vines, laden with 

clusters of grapes carved from alabaster and cabochons of amethyst and fluorite. 

Carved figures represent Aesculapius and Hygeia. Elsewhere the use of marble 
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intarsia produced a flat surface with colourful marbles, with details executed in 

sgraffito.114 A contemporary newspaper remarked upon the ‘brightness, 

cheerfulness, and airiness of the wards. Bright fires burn in the grates; while the 

walls are hung with pictures… everything is done to make the place look as much 

as possible like home’.115  

 

Plans for rebuilding  

By 1874 there were plans for extensive alterations to the hospital, including an 

addition to the south wing to facilitate an increase in the number of patients. At 

the beginning of the year, Professor John Eric Erichsen, the chair of clinical 

surgery, had delivered a series of lectures on ‘Hospitalism’, reflecting on the 

incidence of sepsis in outdated hospitals due to the poor interchange of air 

between spaces. Erichsen observed that the sanitary condition of UCH had been 

maintained at the same level for twenty-five years. Despite the various alterations 

and improvements, there had been no reduction in the mortality rate for 

operations that involved amputation. Erichsen warned that ‘the effect of greatly 

improved hygienic arrangements has been to prevent the hospital from becoming 

more unhealthy; they have not succeeded in increasing its salubrity’.116 For a 

hospital stricken perpetually with disease such as pyaemia, Erichsen advocated 

‘complete reconstruction’ as the ‘only remedy’.117 A special committee, which 

included the solicitor Theodore Waterhouse, was appointed to raise funds for 

improvements.118 

Practical steps were deferred until January 1877, when another committee 

was formed to examine the sanitary condition of the hospital. A report was 

commissioned from the surgeon Dr Francois de Chaumont, professor of hygiene 
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at Netley Hospital. At a special meeting in May, notably attended by Theodore 

Waterhouse, the committee resolved to refer the report and plans to Alfred 

Waterhouse, his eldest brother.119 It is not clear why Blomfield was not consulted. 

Waterhouse was one of the most successful architects of his time, noted for his 

innovative planning skills, organizational abilities and affable personality, which 

served him well with committees. Notwithstanding these favourable qualities and 

his solid reputation, his brother’s influence must have been instrumental in 

bringing about the commission. Colin Cunningham has remarked on the 

‘powerful backing’ that advanced Waterhouse’s career and created links between 

private and corporate work.120 The introduction was probably also assisted by the 

Goldsmid family, who had long associations with the hospital. Sir Francis 

Goldsmid served as treasurer from 1857 to 1868, a position later held by his heir 

and nephew Julian Goldsmid. Theodore had studied at UCL simultaneously with 

Julian, who became a client and business associate.121 Theodore and his father 

were residents of Whiteknights Park, the Goldsmid estate in Reading. It so 

followed that Waterhouse undertook a significant amount of work for the 

Goldsmid family. Waterhouse was evidently a natural source of advice to an 

institution with which his family, friends and clients were so closely involved.122  

In May 1877 the hospital committee considered the sanitary report drawn up 

by de Chaumont, along with advice from Waterhouse. In the following week, 

Francis Goldsmid offered £10,000 towards reconstructing the hospital, with 

several conditions. Goldsmid clarified that he expressly wished to ‘facilitate the 
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decision in favour of rebuilding’, and stipulated that a fund of at least £30,000 

should be raised before starting the building project.123 Shortly afterwards, Lady 

Goldsmid donated £1,000. The committee requested Waterhouse to prepare a 

report on the ‘capabilities’ of the site for reconstruction. He was instructed to 

develop a sketch plan produced by Dr George Vivian Poore, working out the 

practicality and approximate cost of rebuilding the hospital with ‘not less than 154 

beds [equal to its present capacity]’.124 This decision seems to represent the start of 

a long collaboration between Waterhouse and Poore, physician to the hospital 

and professor of medical jurisprudence and clinical medicine.125   

Within a month, Waterhouse had also been commissioned to consider the 

alteration of the existing hospital with a view to remedying sanitary defects.126 A 

special meeting was convened in July 1877 to consider the alternative proposals. 

The hospital committee resolved unanimously that it would be impossible to 

‘raise the hospital to the standard of sanitary excellence required by modern 

science’.127 The committee concluded that reconstruction was necessary to provide 

a modern, sanitary hospital with an increased number of beds. Another 

committee was created to advance the rebuilding scheme, comprising medical 

staff, administrators and sanitary experts. The group included George Buchanan, 

Richard N. Fowler, Sir Edward Fry, Captain Douglas Galton, Francis Goldsmid, 

Richard Quain and Sir George Young. Notably, Fowler was a cousin of the 

Waterhouse brothers and Fry was Alfred Waterhouse’s brother-in-law.128 The 

more specialist sources of expertise among this group were Buchanan, a public 

health expert and assistant medical officer to the Local Government Board, and 

Galton, an architect, military engineer and longstanding member of the army 

sanitary committee. Galton had acted on the Royal Commission for Improving the 

Condition of Barracks and Hospitals in 1861, and published An Address on the 
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Construction of Hospitals in 1869.129 He was also a correspondent of Florence 

Nightingale, a relative by marriage, and had designed the Herbert Hospital (1861–

5) in Woolwich along exemplary lines that reflected the principles of pavilion 

planning.130 By all accounts, Galton was ‘the doyen of hospital design 

consultants’.131 

Galton swiftly presented a report opposing the rebuilding scheme. His 

concerns were centred on the limitations of the existing site and shaped by 

correspondence with Nightingale. In July 1877, Nightingale had written to Galton 

outlining several objections to Waterhouse’s plan (Appendix 4). Her complaints 

were focused on the limited site and planning issues, such as the lack of nurses’ 

rooms and the proximity of noisy departments to the wards.132 After considering 

Galton’s report, the committee resolved that it would be impossible to build a new 

hospital without a reduction in the number of beds.133 The Council was urged to 

enquire into the feasibility of extending the site or obtaining a larger one. A 

potential site on the south side of Euston Square was rejected due to the presence 

of long leases that would obstruct building for forty-five years. The reconstruction 

scheme was finally deferred in 1878, when Galton’s proposal to improve the 

existing hospital was adopted.134 

The operating theatre was fitted with rotary ventilators and enlarged by the 

instalment of folding doors, which extended into the adjoining corridor to provide 

more space around the operating table (Ill. 46).135 Another improvement was the 

addition of an anaesthetic room beneath the viewing gallery, where chloroform 

could be administered to patients: ‘The sufferer will thus be spared the trying 
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ordeal of seeing the students before the operation begins, and will be already 

insensible when wheeled into the theatre on the operating table’.136 The hospital 

leased three terraced houses adjoining the south wing to convert into nurses’ 

accommodation, providing space for forty additional beds. The hospital 

committee calculated that the extra space would safely raise the capacity of the 

hospital to 200 beds, generating more clinical posts for students. Yet Galton was 

opposed to increasing the number of patients without remedying sanitary 

problems in the wards. This sentiment was echoed by Jenner, who declined the 

title of consulting physician unless conditions were improved immediately, 

providing another inducement to action.137  

By April 1879 the hospital and medical committees had outlined a scheme to 

increase the number of beds and effect improvements at an outlay of £3,500.138 

Blomfield was requested to examine the hospital and report on the alterations. 

Despite the recent intervention of Waterhouse, Blomfield was still regarded as the 

hospital’s consulting architect. Letters from one of his assistants over the probable 

cost of the works were therefore regarded with some confusion. Perhaps 

understandably, Blomfield declined to supervise the alterations, citing an 

unavoidable and prolonged absence from London. The hospital committee 

requested him to ‘name some architect in whom he had entire confidence’ to 

superintend the works on his behalf.139 Blomfield recommended a former pupil, 

Henry Dunkin Shepard, and advised that it was unnecessary to seek tenders as the 

hospital’s regular contractor, William Alfred Scurrah, appeared to be ‘an honest 

man and quite up to all that would be required in the present works’.140  

The hospital was closed from August to September for the alterations. 

Existing wards were enlarged by the dismantling of partition walls and the 

narrowing of corridors, while forty beds were supplied by Maple & Co. of 
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Tottenham Court Road (Ill. 47). The original brick drains were replaced with 

stoneware pipes with traps. Sinks were removed from the wards and placed in 

closets in the corridors. The interior walls were redecorated with a coat of 

Griffith’s silicate paint, designed to provide an impermeable glazed surface.141 

Isolation wards for patients with erysipelas and contagious illnesses were provided 

in the north wing.142 

 

 

Rebuilding 

 

Plans for rebuilding UCH were not cast aside permanently. The hospital 

committee had resolved to raise £30,000 before embarking on reconstruction. The 

building fund accumulated slowly through the organization of festival dinners and 

other initiatives, including rewards for subscribers. A donation of £2,000 brought 

the right to name a bed (or a cot) and £5,000 secured the privilege of naming a 

ward, while lesser amounts enabled subscribers to recommend patients for 

admittance. By 1888 the fund had attracted only £2,937, a dire financial 

circumstance that prompted the creation of two committees; one to advance the 

rebuilding project and the other to raise funds.143 The fundraising committee 

created a localized system for canvassing donations, devising a list of patrons, 

Council members, committee members, staff and liverymen to represent postal 

districts. More than 400 individuals were invited to serve on the sub-committees 

or pledge their support.144 This initiative appears to have boosted the fund, which 

had reached £12,000 by 1891.145  

Another boon was the sale of the roadway between UCL and UCH. This 

stretch of Gower Street was blocked from public use by a bar and posts. In an 

attempt to ease congestion, the LCC authorized the removal of similar obstacles 
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in local streets by an Act of Parliament in 1890. In the same year St Pancras Vestry 

offered £10,000 to induce the hospital to part with the ground, proposing to lay 

silent pavement (such as wooden blocks) to reduce noise. The proposal initially 

met with resistance from the medical staff, who had concerns about disruption 

from traffic. The hospital committee refused to open the roadway until a further 

£20,000 was raised for the building fund. A sum of £15,000 was eventually agreed 

in 1892. The roadway was paved with wooden blocks and opened to traffic in 

1893.146 

In the meantime, the hospital committee oversaw the acquisition of 

property behind UCH to secure a larger island site. The consideration of 

alternative sites for the hospital appears to have been thwarted by a perception 

that its relocation would be disadvantageous for the medical school. The 

adjoining property bounded by Grafton Way, Huntley Street, University Street 

and Thornham Mews stood on the Paxton estate (p.56). The hospital had already 

taken leases of several properties, which was a complication due to their expiry in 

1909. The hospital committee determined to obtain long leases for the entire site, 

but failed to secure satisfactory terms and shifted towards acquiring the freehold 

or ‘a lease practically equivalent to a freehold’.147 The freehold was eventually 

secured in 1892 for £18,300, yet the hospital was still lumbered with the 

complicated task of acquiring existing sub-leases.148  

 

Planning evolution of the new hospital 

Practical steps towards rebuilding the hospital were revived soon after the 

financial boost from the sale of the roadway and the acquisition of the freehold, 

with the formation of a building committee in Spring 1893. The committee was 

chaired by the barrister Henry Lucas and formed of representatives from the 

hospital and medical committees. Initially Galton, Hare, the banker Augustus 
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Prevost, William Sharpe and Professor Thomas Roger Smith stood for the hospital 

committee, while Poore, John Rose Bradford, Professor Edward Albert Schafer, 

Professor Herbert Spencer and Professor Arthur Barker represented the medical 

committee.149 Smith had relevant experience through his work in rebuilding the 

North London Hospital for Consumption (1879–92) in Hampstead.150 Bradford was 

assistant physician, with an interest in physiology, while Schafer was the chair of 

physiology. Spencer had recently been appointed to the chair of obstetric 

medicine, while Barker was the chair of clinical surgery. He had an interest in 

surgical innovations, such as the use of aseptic dressings and spinal anaesthesia. 

The reconstruction of the hospital was a collaborative effort from the outset, 

relying on the skills and talents of a large group. The cooperative nature of the 

rebuilding project was not unusual: collaboration between individuals with 

particular skills and the dissemination of expert knowledge was essential to the 

success of a complex and specialized building project. For example, the 

remodelling and extension of the London Hospital in the 1890s integrated advice 

from Louis C. Parkes, assistant professor of hygiene at UCL. Similarly, Galton was 

consulted over plans for the reconstruction of Derbyshire Royal Infirmary in 

1890.151 

The minutes of the building committee indicate that the scheme produced 

by Waterhouse some fifteen years earlier was not considered immediately. 

Loyalties had apparently receded, as the committee undertook to consider the 

requirements of the hospital anew. There was even a hint of inviting designs 

through a competition. In May 1893, Smith offered his resignation to the 

committee due to a potential conflict of interest. He explained that he did ‘not feel 

willing to forego the chance of an important and most interesting professional 
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work’, and wished to have the opportunity to submit a design with his son and 

business partner, Ravenscroft Elsey Smith.152 Plans for a competition were not 

advanced, for the committee resolved to leave the dilemma to Smith.  

The medical side of the committee produced a rough specification for the 

hospital, establishing a framework for its size, height and configuration. At this 

stage, the committee envisaged a five-storey hospital comprising an 

administrative block and three ward pavilions facing east (Ill. 48). The scheme 

was probably developed from an E-shaped plan for UCH that had been shown at 

the International Medical and Sanitary Exhibition in 1881. This proposal was 

devised by Poore and Waterhouse for the existing site and was probably based on 

the rebuilding scheme of 1877. Open corridors separated the pavilions from the 

central block to prevent air contamination between spaces. The committee now 

earmarked the site of the existing hospital, but enlarged by the acquisition of 

property in Thornham Mews.153 It was calculated that the expanded site would 

accommodate a hospital containing from 300 to 350 beds ‘with perfect safety’.154  

When the building committee reconvened in Spring 1894, its first task was 

to consider two proposals for the enlarged site. The first plan was prepared by 

Schafer. The alternative plan was presented by Poore as an ‘extension of the 

original suggestions made by him some fifteen years ago’, and was evidently a 

development of the E-shaped plan.155 The committee opted for Poore’s scheme 

and resolved to take steps towards constructing a block behind the existing 

hospital, positioned on the north-west corner of the site.156 At this stage, the idea 

of holding a competition was considered more carefully. The committee 

determined to invite a maximum of six architects to submit designs.157 The 

awkwardness of returning to the earlier scheme was recognized, for Poore was 

tasked with approaching Waterhouse to ask if he would be willing to compete. 

Perhaps another difficulty was that his younger brother, the accountant Edwin 
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Waterhouse, was acting as UCL’s auditor. In October 1894, Poore reported that 

Waterhouse was willing to undertake the commission but ‘did not see his way to 

compete with other architects’.158 In the event of a competition, Waterhouse 

recommended the appointment of an architectural assessor, a role that he had 

undertaken recently at Halifax Royal Infirmary and Birmingham General Hospital. 

The committee was swayed from procuring designs competitively and 

Waterhouse was instructed to provide plans for the new hospital.159 

In the meantime, a sub-committee comprising Lucas, Poore and Barker had 

prepared a detailed specification to inform a competition. The overall plan 

reflected the main principles of the framework set down in 1893, but was more 

densely configured (Ill. 49). A five-storey central block contained administrative 

functions and staff accommodation, along with isolation wards on the top floor. 

This central core was flanked by three pavilions at the west and three pavilions at 

the east, dividing the site into four courts. This arrangement resembled the 

double pavilion plan that had been tested by Galton at the Herbert Hospital, only 

condensed into a confined site.160 The central pavilion on the west side of the 

central block was earmarked for a nurses’ home, with approximately 80 bedrooms 

over five storeys. The other pavilions were designated as ward wings, comprising 

three main storeys and an attic. The instructions noted that each ward should be 

25ft wide with opposite windows for cross-ventilation. Sanitary facilities and 

staircases were positioned at the far end of the pavilions, separated from the 

wards by cross-ventilated lobbies. In turn, the central block was separated from 

the pavilions by open bridges. On the subject of ventilation, the specification 

advised that ‘it must be made impossible for air to drift from the basement or 

from any floor to any other floor, or from one ward to another without passing 

through the “open air.” This is a principle of construction which must be most 

rigidly observed throughout the building’.161  

 
158 Ibid., 30/10/1894. 
159 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/9, 04/02/1893: Taylor, Hospital and Asylum Architecture, pp.64, 224: 
Edgar Jones, ‘Waterhouse, Edwin (1841–1917)’, ODNB (2004, online edn). 
160 Richardson, English Hospitals, pp.94–5. 
161 UCL/SC, UCH/MIN/27/1, 18/04/1894. 



 

 
 

139 

The instructions also specified that a basement should cover almost the 

entire site, aside from a north-west yard for deliveries.162 The basement would 

accommodate an outpatients’ department, casualty department, bath department 

and mortuary. Kitchens, a laundry and works department were also earmarked for 

the basement, along with a board room and staff dining rooms. The attic storeys 

of the pavilions would contain facilities that required top-lighting, such as a post-

mortem department in the northern pavilions and two operating theatres in the 

central eastern pavilion. The top floors of the southern pavilions would contain 

extra beds. Parts of the flat roof would provide an airing ground for convalescing 

patients. Despite this level of detail, the report was ‘only intended to be suggestive 

and tentative’.163 The scheme was approved in October 1894 with a few changes 

recommended by the medical committee, which suggested transferring the 

operating theatres to the central block and providing a gynaecological and 

obstetric operating theatre in their place.164  

Galton advised the building committee that Waterhouse should be 

requested to provide only sketch plans in the first instance as his appointment 

had not yet received the sanction of the Council. Remarking that ‘some of the 

Council hold strong views as to the style of architecture desirable in the building’, 

Galton warned of a necessity for caution.165 He was probably mindful that 

Waterhouse’s distinctive, eclectic style could jar with the neoclassical language of 

the quadrangle. Another concern was that the hospital was too crowded for the 

site, echoing his objections from seventeen years earlier. Galton moved that 

Waterhouse should be asked to reconsider the plan and report on ‘what he 

considers to be the best distribution of buildings […] having regard to healthy 

construction, convenience of accommodation and architectural harmony with the 

present buildings’. This motion lost, but the committee voted in favour of 

instructing Waterhouse to provide alternative sketch plans if he thought that ‘the 

same or better accommodation can be provided than by the proposed scheme’.166 
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It appears that at this stage only Galton was seriously anxious over the aesthetic 

coherence, or threat of discordance, between the hospital and the college 

quadrangle.167 This concern might have been influenced by a series of 

embarrassing articles published in The Builder in the previous year, which 

criticized Galton over the appearance of the south-west wing (p.215). Yet Galton 

was more concerned about the balance between ‘healthy construction’ and 

increasing the number of beds.168 The rejection of his suggestions prompted his 

resignation as treasurer of the hospital, a position which he had held since 1892. In 

a letter to the college’s secretary, Galton explained his objections:  

As treasurer of the hospital, I brought to the notice of 
the Council that the hospital committee had approved 
of a scheme for the new hospital, which placed 367 
beds, with nurses’ accommodation, outpatients’ 
department, kitchen, laundry, medical laboratory and 
other appurtenances, upon the restricted area of little 
over one-and-a-third acres, and that I proposed that the 
architect who was to be asked to make plans for the new 
hospital should be requested to consider the best 
distribution of buildings upon this very restricted site, 
so as to allow of the freest circulation of air possible 
under the circumstances. […] I have had a wide 
experience in hospital construction, and I am certain 
that if the new hospital is constructed according to the 
scheme put forward it will result in a building which, 
whilst it might make a convenient workshop for the 
medical man, will not afford to the patients those 
considerations of healthy construction which might be 
afforded if the architect were allowed to reconsider the 
distribution of buildings on this restricted site. As 
neither the Council nor the hospital have acceded to my 
proposal, I cannot allow my name to continue to be in 
any way mixed up with the proposed scheme.169  

 Galton was persuaded to withdraw his resignation, but it was still resolved that 

the hospital required a minimum of 300 beds.170 
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Discussions with Waterhouse continued in parallel with these 

developments. From the outset Waterhouse clarified that he was working in 

partnership with his eldest son Paul Waterhouse, but promised to devote personal 

attention to the work. Waterhouse also explained his professional fees, specifying 

that a charge of 2% of the estimated cost of the work (calculated by establishing a 

price per cubic foot) would be incurred for preparing drawings. Waterhouse 

would charge a 5% commission for carrying the building into execution, but 

deduct the design fee. He warned of the difficulty in predicting the cost of 

preparatory drawings: ‘it may be done with comparatively little labour or it may 

involve a recasting of the design over and over again’.171 

By Spring 1895 Waterhouse had produced three alternative plans for the 

hospital: a ‘spinal or gridiron’ plan, a ‘quadrangular’ plan and a ‘diagonal’ plan. 

The ‘spinal or gridiron’ plan probably resembled the earlier scheme developed in 

collaboration with Poore, comprising double pavilions extending across the site 

from a central spine block (Ill. 49). This proposal was now rejected. Waterhouse 

presented the ‘quadrangular’ plan as an alternative to the earlier scheme, 

arranging the hospital around a central courtyard (Ill. 50). The proposal was 

dismissed for several reasons, including the inconvenience of accessing the 

different wings and the proximity of the wards to the adjoining streets, which 

prompted concerns over light, air circulation and noise. Steps were subsequently 

taken to modify the diagonal plan (Ill. 51). After further deliberation, and on 

Galton’s motion, the diagonal plan was approved by the Council.172  

 

The diagonal plan: its advantages, attribution and influence 

The diagonal plan resembled the shape of St Andrew’s Cross, with four wings 

extending from a central block towards the corners of the island site (Ill. 52). The 

wings were also cruciform in plan, comprising three ward pavilions and a block 

for staff accommodation. The diagonal scheme was praised for its efficient use of 

the site to maximize clinical spaces, concentrating circulation areas such as 
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corridors, lifts and staircases into the central block. The wings were set back from 

the street, prioritizing natural light and air circulation while limiting noise from 

traffic. The plan also enabled the wings to be constructed higher without 

interfering with the provision of light and air to neighbouring buildings.173 

Waterhouse thought that the scheme offered ‘better scope for a fine elevation’, 

particularly facing the college.174 

The planning evolution of the hospital was a convoluted and collaborative 

process that attracted several proposals from 1877 to 1895. Galton’s objections to 

the gridiron scheme led to the development of two alternative proposals. The 

successful diagonal plan is traditionally thought to have been suggested by Poore 

or Newton H. Nixon, the hospital’s secretary. Articles published to commemorate 

the foundation-stone ceremony and the inauguration of the hospital credited 

Nixon with the idea for a diagonal cross, which in turn was developed by 

Waterhouse.175 However, Poore attributed the ‘form’ of the hospital to 

Waterhouse’s ‘genius’.176 This attribution is corroborated by the sequence of 

events recorded in the minute books, which indicate that Waterhouse presented 

the diagonal and quadrangular plans as alternatives to the gridiron scheme. 

Jeremy Taylor has pointed to the influence of an idea for circular wards 

presented by Professor John Marshall at a conference of the National Association 

for the Promotion of Social Science in 1878 (Ill. 53). Marshall’s circular wards 

attempted to maximize light, space, supervision and air circulation in comparison 

to standard pavilion wards. He also recommended the use of open corridors to 

ensure the wards were isolated from the rest of the hospital. A set of plans and 

elevations illustrated the application of Marshall’s ‘circular ward system’ to UCH’s 

site, with four ward blocks joined by open corridors to ‘cross-shaped 

administrative buildings’ containing operating theatres and staff 

accommodation.177 A basement was devoted to the outpatients’ department, while 

 
173 Merrington, p.59: Richardson, English Hospitals, p.34. 
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flat roofs above the ward blocks were envisaged for exercise. Marshall’s proposal 

was also exhibited at the International Medical and Sanitary Exhibition in 1881, 

along with the E-shaped scheme produced by Waterhouse and Poore (Ill. 48). 

There is a close similarity with the diagonal scheme in the tall ward blocks 

stretching to each corner of the site. Taylor has emphasized that Waterhouse was 

sufficiently inspired by Marshall’s ideas to build circular wards at Liverpool Royal 

Infirmary (1887–90) and Nottingham General Hospital (1899–1900). The idea was 

also taken up at other hospitals, enjoying a brief vogue in the 1880s and 1890s.178 

In its focus on light provision, natural ventilation and the separation of 

sanitary facilities, the diagonal scheme at UCH integrated the key tenets of 

pavilion planning, conforming with the accepted standard for contemporary 

hospital design. By the 1880s, the miasma theory that disease was spread by 

noxious air was challenged by germ theory. It is notable that improved knowledge 

of disease transmission failed to unsettle the dominance of pavilion planning, 

which continued into the twentieth century. Forty has suggested that pavilion 

planning supported the motives of the nursing profession, which prized authority 

and supervision, and architects, who benefitted from the expense of constructing 

large hospitals on extensive sites.179 Both of these explanations lack credibility at 

UCH, where there was not yet a professional nursing system and the plan was 

evolved by a collaborative group of experts over many years. The eventual hospital 

was built on a confined site at significant expense. 

The development of mechanical ventilation systems also had the potential 

to stimulate novel approaches to hospital planning. For example, the plenum 

system had recently been pioneered by William Henman at Birmingham General 

Hospital (1892–3). Incoming air was cleansed by passing through dampened 

screens and circulated mechanically around the hospital in underfloor ducts. 

Despite these advances, which started to cast doubt on the importance of 

adhering to pavilion principles, there appears to have been some conservatism 
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and hesitancy over the implementation of new ideas.180 For example, Galton 

remained supportive of pavilion ideals, arguing for the importance of ‘pure air’ 

and ventilation, along with cleanliness, as late as 1896.181 Pavilion principles were 

easily adapted to the growing interest in medical circles in the beneficial effects of 

sunlight, leading to the provision of balconies, verandas and sun rooms in 

hospitals.182 

The cruciform plan of the diagonal scheme has a long pedigree in hospital 

planning. Cruciform plans were a common configuration from the sixteenth 

century, with long wards extending from central chapels to ensure supervision 

over patients, air circulation and spiritual reassurance from visible altars.183 The 

cruciform plan endured at hospitals and other institutions. The reform of the Poor 

Laws in 1834 led to the development of model designs for workhouses, including a 

cruciform plan devised by Sampson Kempthorne, with accommodation blocks 

arranged around a central supervision area. This model provided the basis for 

numerous workhouses built in England from the 1830s, including Poore’s native 

Andover. The Western Infirmary (1871–81) in Glasgow comprised a central 

administrative block flanked by two cruciform wings, comprising four pavilion 

wards grouped around a central area with nurses’ rooms, isolation wards and 

staircases. Continuing interest in the cruciform plan may be detected at Edwin 

Thomas Hall’s Brompton Hospital Sanatorium and Convalescent Home (1901–5) at 

Frimley in Surrey. The configuration enabled sunlight to enter day rooms to 

ensure a cheerful and ‘germ-destroying’ environment for tuberculosis patients.184 

The cruciform plan successfully combined supervision and organized division of 

spaces with the provision of light and air circulation.185 
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Exponents of pavilion planning advised against locating hospitals in urban 

areas, favouring expansive sites in suburban locations and open countryside. 

Burdett advised that hospitals sited in urban areas should be surrounded entirely 

by streets. Many hospitals attempted to integrate pavilion principles through 

upgrading or rebuilding projects, often adding freestanding sanitary towers to 

ward blocks or converting outdated buildings to administrative purposes. General 

hospitals in London adopted a variety of approaches. Guy’s and St Bartholomew’s 

continued to occupy premises that dated in part from the eighteenth century, 

while St George’s persisted on a site located advantageously close to Hyde Park. 

The London constructed specialized departments and staff accommodation 

blocks on its large estate, expanding its footprint significantly. Similar approaches 

were taken at the Middlesex, Charing Cross and the Royal Free in Gray’s Inn Road, 

which acquired adjoining property to secure larger sites.186 

The diagonal scheme for UCH represented an ingenious solution to applying 

pavilion principles to a restricted urban site, with tall ward wings set back from 

the streets. Taylor has identified that the scheme was a precursor to planning 

urban hospitals on vertical lines, configured as towers resting on podiums. The 

plan appears to have inspired Arthur Beresford Pite’s drawing of a ‘City Tower of 

Healing’ (1904). Pite’s illustration presented a concept for future urban hospitals, 

comprising a cruciform tower with open-air corridors (Ill. 54).187 The cruciform 

plan of the Belgrave Hospital for Children (1899–1926) in Lambeth, designed by 

Henry Percy Adams and Charles Holden, might also have been inspired by the 

diagonal scheme at UCH. On a restricted site, Adams arranged three pavilion 

ward wings extending from an administrative block, separated by open bridges. 

The original design by Adams was originally closer to UCH, with an elaborate 

entrance and sanitary towers capped with pyramidal roofs, but the exterior was 

pared back by Holden. The plan was later adapted by Adams and Holden for the 
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British Seaman’s Hospital (1901–3) in Constantinople, where three ward wings 

were set around a central tower.188 

Poore was closely involved with planning the new hospital at UCH and 

played ‘an important link role’ between the building committee and 

Waterhouse.189 The hospital looked to Poore to liaise with Waterhouse, tasking 

him with raising the possibility of a competition. The medical press acknowledged 

that the plan was shaped by Poore’s ideas, noting his influence over the 

configuration of the wards. In his address at the opening ceremony, Lucas stated 

that Poore had ‘for many years given much attention to the subject […] and 

valuable suggestions in reference to the new hospital’.190 An article published in 

The Hospital credited Poore with suggesting the ‘special features of the wards’, 

specifically their isolation from the central block and sanitary facilities.191 The 

Lancet also noted that the idea for the ‘complete isolation of every ward from 

every other part of the hospital’ was contributed by Poore and developed from his 

earlier plan for reconstruction.192  

The cruciform plan of the wards at UCH was an unusual departure from the 

standard rectangular plan favoured by exponents of pavilion planning. 

Waterhouse’s work has similarities with other experiments in ward design. In 1870 

Henry Saxon Snell devised a novel plan for wards at St Luke’s Workhouse in City 

Road, integrating large bay windows for extra space. The concept was partially 

implemented at the Holborn Union Infirmary (1877–9) in Highgate. At the Royal 

Victoria Hospital (1901–3) in Belfast, the implementation of plenum technology 

led to a parallel row of rectangular top-lit wards.193 Such experiments offered 

alternatives to pavilion wards at urban hospitals located on sites with varying 

footprints, degrees of spaciousness and air quality. The cruciform wards at UCH 

were an inventive solution for a restricted urban site, with advantages that have 

commonalities with circular wards. The provision of four or five extra beds in each 
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transept increased the capacity of the wards, while maintaining a good level of 

supervision over patients from the central junction. Each transept encroached 

only marginally on the open spaces between the wings. The plan also increased 

the supply of ventilation and natural light to the wards, with windows facing 

almost every direction.194 

 

Sir John Blundell Maple’s donation 

In February 1897 a ‘munificent gift’ arrived from Sir John Blundell Maple, director 

of the furnishing business Maple & Co. of Tottenham Court Road.195 Maple 

initially offered to donate £100,000, which was estimated to cover the cost of 

rebuilding and equipping UCH.196 The Hospital recorded that the gift was a 

commemoration of the sixtieth year of Queen Victoria’s reign, yet Maple had a 

strong philanthropic interest in hospitals and healthcare.197 Maple’s concern was 

probably influenced by the death of his young daughters, Winifred and Dorothy, 

of scarlet fever and diphtheria in 1886 and 1888. Maple had a country estate at 

Childwickbury near St Albans and endowed many local institutions. In 1893 he 

built the Sisters’ Hospital in St Albans, an infirmary devoted to the treatment of 

infectious diseases. Soon afterwards, Maple acquired 24½ acres on the outskirts of 

St Albans for a public park and recreation ground. A convalescent home and 

almshouses were established in Harpenden for employees of Maple & Co. in 

1897.198  

The Architects’ Magazine recounted that ‘it was almost by a happy accident 

that [Maple] was led to undertake the great and almost unexampled work’ of 

rebuilding UCH. According to that version of events, Maple encountered a sketch 
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of the proposal at the Royal Academy in 1896 and approached Waterhouse 

directly, offering to ‘turn the whole plan into actual bricks and mortar entirely at 

his own expense’ (Ill. 52).199 Maple had actually been involved with UCH for some 

years in consequence of the proximity of his business premises. Maple is thought 

to have raised £700 annually towards the hospital by placing collection boxes in 

public houses and coffee houses. In 1885, Maple raised nearly £1,000 for the 

rebuilding fund. Maple was invited to serve on the hospital committee in 1891, but 

declined owing to the weight of ‘numerous engagements’.200 There was also some 

familiarity between Waterhouse and Maple, whose firm had supplied furniture 

and fittings for various architectural commissions.201  

In 1895 Waterhouse consulted Maple & Co. directly over his plans for 

rebuilding the hospital, along with the furnishers James Shoolbred & Co. of 

Tottenham Court Road. Maple offered several observations, noting that the 

closure of Grafton Way and the delivery of building supplies via Huntley Street 

during the construction works would cause some inconvenience to his business. 

Maple continued to share opinions and practical suggestions after his donation. In 

one such instance in 1897, Maple wrote to the building committee after a meeting 

with Waterhouse. He advised against a stepped descent to the outpatients’ 

departments in the basement: ‘I would like to see this changed as so many are 

lame, have hip disease and other ailments that the steps are disadvantageous’. 

Maple added, ‘it seems to me that your basement is too crowded’, and 

recommended an outpatients’ entrance ‘on a level with the street’, opening into a 

lift lobby.202 The solution was to create a double-height outpatients’ waiting hall.  

Maple did not live to witness the completion of the hospital, dying from 

heart and kidney disease in November 1903 at the age of fifty-eight. In a letter 

written to the hospital committee in the previous month, Maple was anxious to 

secure the financing of the project. He remarked that ‘it was the one thing that 
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bothered [him] recently’.203 By this time, the initial estimate of £100,000 had been 

exceeded by £30,000 or even £50,000, partly due to the expense of installing a 

mechanical ventilation system in the basement. Maple’s executors were instructed 

to fund the rebuilding of the hospital up to the sum of £200,000. At Lady Maple’s 

request, a ward in the south-east wing was named in memory of her husband. She 

also donated £1,000 to endow a bed for heart and kidney cases.204 The hospital 

appears to have still exceeded the revised cost due to the installation of new 

technology (such as ventilation systems and facilities for electrotherapy and 

radiography) and Maple’s own wishes for an extravagant decoration scheme in the 

outpatients’ department. After meeting with Maple’s executors in 1904 over an 

outstanding sum of £3,900, the hospital agreed to pay half as ‘their share of the 

bills’.205 In 1905, a fundraising appeal was issued to raise £3,200 for the completion 

of the building. Economizing measures were still in place in 1907, with the closure 

of a ward to reduce expenditure.206  

 

Construction 

From the outset the building programme was intended to be carried out in stages, 

with the gradual transferral of the hospital to its new premises. This approach 

avoided the prolonged closure of the hospital or the costly inconvenience of 

transferring to a temporary base. Building works commenced with the preparation 

of the site and foundations in 1897. In October the building committee 

determined to seek an estimate for the works from Thomas Holloway, described 

as ‘Sir B. Maple’s builder’.207 Holloway was at the helm of a large contracting firm 

that had been based in Battersea since the 1870s. There is evidence of a 

connection between Maple, Holloway and Waterhouse by 1890, when the Hotel 

Métropole in Brighton was constructed by Holloway to designs by Waterhouse 

and furnished by Maple & Co., but the dynamic of their collaboration at UCH is 
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not completely clear.208 After the initial request for an estimate from Holloway, 

UCH appears to have played a secondary role in managing the finances of the 

building project. The only estimates handled by the committee related to fittings 

and equipment. Maple appears to have assumed a large degree of personal 

control, relying on Holloway’s expertise and liaising personally with Waterhouse. 

In 1905 The Builder noted that the works had ‘been carried out without a 

contractor, under the management of’ Holloway.209 This unusual situation is 

corroborated by correspondence regarding a claim from the Estate Duty Office 

(part of the Board of Inland Revenue) after Maple’s death, which prompted 

clarification over the donations received by UCH. A description of the building 

works in 1904 set out to exonerate the hospital from liability to pay duty: 

The rebuilding and refitting of the hospital was carried 
out by Sir John Blundell Maple himself. He employed 
Messrs Waterhouse as architects and Thomas Holloway 
as clerk of the works. Holloway kept the accounts, 
including the banking account on which he (Holloway) 
drew the cheques and made all the payments. The 
banking account was replenished from time to time by 
Sir John Blundell Maple and since his death has been 
replenished by his executors. Holloway bought all the 
materials and employed all the labour.210 

Maple’s financial control over the building works is also implied in a view of the 

hospital under construction (Ill. 55). A placard adjacent to the south-west wing 

reads: ‘University College Hospital: Rebuilding and Extension. Maple & Co., 

Builders and Contractors’. The dominance of the Maple & Co. brand implies that 

Holloway worked directly under Maple’s supervision. Despite his authority, Maple 

appears to have turned to the Waterhouses for practical advice. The structural 

steel was supplied by Andrew Handyside & Co., a Derbyshire firm trusted by 

Waterhouse for several commissions such as the headquarters of the Prudential 

Assurance Company (1895–1905) in Holborn. Handyside & Co. had also supplied 

1,745 tons of steel for the Hotel Métropole. At the hospital, the floors were 

 
208 ILN, 26/07/1890: L. T. C. Rolt, Holloways of Millbank: The First Seventy-Five Years (London, 
1958), pp.3–7. 
209 Builder, 18/03/1905, p.290. 
210 UCL/SC, UCH/LEG/1/64, Legacy papers, Blundell Maple. 



 

 
 

151 

constructed of steel joists covered with adamant cement. Another favourite 

supplier, Doulton & Co. of Lambeth, was commissioned to supply terracotta, 

decorative tiles and sanitary facilities.211  

The foundation-stone of the new hospital was laid on 21 June 1898 in a 

ceremony presided over by the Prince of Wales (Ill. 56).212 Construction began 

with the central block and the north-west wing, which were completed in August 

1900. Around this time the hospital was closed for three weeks to transfer to its 

new premises. The new wards opened in September 1900. There was hesitation 

over pulling down parts of the old building until new facilities such as the laundry 

and the mortuary were ready for use. The ‘scientific’ floor in the north-west wing 

(p.155) was opened in January 1901. By this stage the south-west wing was well 

advanced, and the resident officers and nurses were transferred to the new 

dormitories in April. Holloway next turned to demolishing the south wing of the 

existing hospital to prepare for constructing the south-east wing. Work had 

commenced by June 1901, when the site was cleared. By March 1902, the builders 

had reached the top floor.213 In April, the superintendence of the building works 

was taken on officially by Paul Waterhouse, who had assumed control after his 

father suffered a severe stroke nine months earlier. In a letter requesting 

permission from the hospital committee to continue his father’s work, 

Waterhouse noted that he had ‘in a sense two masters to appeal to in this matter; 

your own committee and Sir Blundell Maple’, whose approval had already been 

confirmed.214  

 In October 1902, Holloway advised the building committee that the south-

east wing would be ready for occupation within weeks. A temporary outpatients’ 

department was provided in a ground-floor ward. After more than a year of 

tweaking plans for the outpatients’ department in the north-east wing, with 

deliberations over a mechanical ventilation system, the final scheme was approved 
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in November 1902. In the following January, a letter from Holloway set out that 

Maple was ‘extremely anxious that the whole of the buildings should be 

completed by the end of next year’ and it was necessary to pull down the 

remainder of the old hospital without delay. Within a few weeks the north wing of 

the old hospital was handed over to Holloway. The construction of the north-east 

wing proceeded from 1903 to 1905, when the outpatients’ department, electrical 

department and the main entrance were eventually finished. The hospital was 

opened formally by the Duke of Connaught in November 1906.215  

 

The final design and its success 

In accounts of the new hospital circulated by its management, the style of its 

exterior was described as ‘a free treatment of Renaissance’.216 Perhaps these were 

diplomatic words for a design that is both striking and audaciously different from 

UCL’s quadrangle (Ills 57–58). The cruciform plan produced a lively and dramatic 

exterior, with four wings tumbling over various breaks and projections such as 

open balconies and loggias. In a significant departure from the Portland stone of 

the quadrangle, the hospital was covered in machine-made red bricks with 

dressings in red terracotta. Waterhouse valued terracotta for its self-cleaning 

properties and resistance to pollution, but it was also well-adapted for cast 

ornamentation such as window dressings and decorative mouldings.217  

Waterhouse integrated a liberal mixture of decoration in terracotta, 

adorning the square-headed windows of the upper floors with segmental 

pediments, pointed hoods and rectangular surrounds with ornamented sills. 

Ventilation grilles are encased in oval surrounds, semicircular arches with fluted 

Ionic pilasters and lozenge-shaped apertures. The royal crest of Queen Victoria is 

positioned at the centre of the north-west wing in commemoration of the jubilee 

year. The main entrance in Gower Street is marked by a porch with Ionic columns 

resting on high red-granite bases (Ill. 59). On the north-east wing, the main 
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entrance to the outpatients’ department has a hooded porch with coupled Ionic 

columns. Around the corner in Grafton Way, the entrance to the outpatients’ 

department for skin, ophthalmic and dental cases is marked by a green-tiled sign 

under a pediment with heavy scrolls. The transepts on the eastern wings ascended 

to semicircular-headed loggias, intended for patients to enjoy sunlight and 

outdoor air. This solution is reminiscent of the balconies on Waterhouse’s ward 

blocks at Liverpool Royal Infirmary, the loggia at Birmingham General Hospital 

and the seafront Royal Alexandra Hospital in Rhyl.218 Elsewhere the architectural 

quality of the exterior was influenced by functional requirements, such as the 

jumble of lanterns lighting the basement. The vast roof was clad with green-slate 

tiles, rising to a spired turret over the central block and pyramidal peaks over the 

sanitary towers. 

A report from a visit by the Architectural Association in 1905 noted that 

‘colour in peculiar combination enters into the design of the hospital throughout’, 

with a clash between the bold red exterior and the green-slate roof. The delegates 

were also unimpressed with the ‘monotony in the redness of the fronts, as the 

bricks and terracotta have but little contrast’, and dismissive of the combination 

of decorative motifs: ‘the terracotta enrichments appear to fulfil structural 

purposes and, although reconciled to hospital necessities, have a character 

difficult to describe, but the effect suggests a last flicker of the dying embers of the 

Gothic Revival as applied to secular works’.219 This report contrasted with the 

tenor of the popular press, which adopted adjectives such as ‘palatial’, ‘splendid’, 

‘grand’, ‘imposing and picturesque’.220 By applying bold colour, lively ornament 

and a striking roofline, Waterhouse elevated a hospital planned on functional 

lines into an arresting civic landmark. Similar ingenuity and decorative devices are 

in evidence at the headquarters of the Prudential Assurance Company, but may 

equally be claimed as a trademark in Waterhouse’s approach to public buildings 

over a long and successful career. 
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Planning and interior spaces  

The diagonal plan provided an inventive solution to building a hospital on a 

confined urban site while adhering to received wisdom concerning ‘healthy 

construction’, to borrow Galton’s phrase.221 At the core of the hospital was a 

central block that contained the operating department, a board room and 

administrative offices, along with a staircase and separate lifts for passengers and 

goods (Ills 60–61). Four wings containing wards and staff accommodation 

emanated from the central block to each corner of the site. The wings were 

entered via open balconies to prevent air contamination between hospital spaces. 

By this configuration Waterhouse deftly evaded the need for long corridors 

between pavilions, which fatigued the nurses and wasted valuable space. Sanitary 

facilities and administrative offices for the nursing staff were placed at the 

terminus of each wing, isolated from the wards by open balconies.222 The success 

of the open corridors is doubtful. Paul Waterhouse later admitted that ‘before the 

building was finished, it was decided that the nursing staff could not live up to 

this hardy ideal, and the bridges were closed in with screens and windows’.223 

The operating department comprised two surgical theatres and a 

gynaecological theatre occupying separate storeys in the central block, a 

significant improvement on the former provision of a single operating theatre. 

Each theatre was accessed via a small anaesthetic room where painkilling drugs 

would be administered prior to surgery. The theatres were double-height spaces 

with skylights and large west-facing plate-glass windows, fitted with blinds for 

light control (Ills 62–63). The walls were lined with a white Sicilian marble dado 

and opalite tiles, while the floors were paved with terrazzo. The theatres were 

equipped with pedal-operated porcelain sinks, instrument sterilizers and 

autoclaves for sterilizing dressings. The main theatre contained a student gallery 

furnished with rows of iron seats arranged in a horseshoe plan. After operations, 

patients were transferred to an adjoining recovery room to recuperate from the 

 
221 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/11, 15/12/1894. 
222 UCL/SC, UCH/MIN/27/2, 19/02/1904, 09/06/1904: RIBA, PA1913/WATA[83], Drawings, 
plans and designs for UCH. 
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anaesthetic before returning to the surgical wards. The ‘scientific floor’ at the top 

of the north-west wing was devoted to clinical teaching and research, with the 

provision of a lecture theatre and rooms for chemical and microscope studies (Ill. 

64). These facilities reflected developments in bacteriology and pathology, which 

led to an increased provision of laboratories in hospitals and medical schools. A 

post-mortem room at the far end of the wing was accessed via an open balcony. A 

separate lift connected with the basement mortuary. The post-mortem room was 

furnished with porcelain tables and pedestals, and finished with wall tiles and a 

concrete floor.224  

The north-west, north-east and south-east wings were mostly allotted to 

wards arranged over four storeys. The wards were cruciform in plan, representing 

a significant and innovative departure from the rectangular wards usually adopted 

in pavilion hospitals. Each ward was 86ft long and 25ft wide, while each transept 

was 21ft long. The height of the wards was 12ft 6 inches. The wards contained 

twenty-four beds separated by large windows to ensure cross-ventilation between 

each patient. Ventilation shafts ascended through the centre of each wing, with 

open grates to remove vitiated air from the wards. The inclusion of small 

fireplaces was intended to improve ventilation rather than provide heating, which 

was effected by radiators.225  

The wards were furnished minimally with iron bedsteads with overhead 

electric lights and oak tables (Ill. 65). The new furniture was an improvement on 

the mixture of iron and wooden bedsteads in the old hospital.226 Porcelain tables 

and ledges provided washable surfaces for nurses to use while sterilizing 

instruments. The walls were finished with hard plaster coated with pale-yellow oil 

paint, with a green dado. The wards in the eastern wings had dados tiled with 

glazed Burmantoft bricks. The cement floors were paved with oak blocks, apart 

from areas of terrazzo beneath washstands. The walls, floors and ceilings were 

finished with rounded angles to prevent the accrual of dust and facilitate cleaning. 

These strict hygienic standards excluded the decoration of the wards with pictures 

 
224 BMJ, 29/09/1900, pp.931–2: Builders’ Journal, 14/11/1906. 
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and other adornments that could harbour dust. At Maple’s suggestion, the 

children’s ward was decorated with twenty-four tiled picture panels produced by 

Doulton & Co. (Ills 66–68).227 The panels were adorned with brightly coloured 

cartoons representing nursery rhymes. Several panels were designed by Margaret 

E. Thompson, an artist and designer who was part of the in-house complement at 

Doulton & Co. Located on the first floor, the children’s ward opened to the flat 

lead roof for patients to enjoy sunshine and outdoor air. The top floors of the 

north-east and south-east wings provided isolation wards and smaller wards for 

patients with diphtheria and erysipelas. These specialized wards opened to 

loggias, enabling patients to sit outdoors. At the extreme end of each ward wing, 

the sanitary blocks were accessed by an open balcony with an escape staircase. 

The sanitary facilities were divided between patients, nurses and the 

housekeeping staff. The rooms allotted to patients included water closets, 

bathrooms and lockers for clothes and belongings, a solution to cluttering the 

wards with cupboards or under-bed baskets, which had been criticized in the old 

hospital.228 The staff division comprised a linen room, a nurses’ kitchen and a 

larder.229  

Accommodation for approximately 140 resident officers, sisters, nurses and 

housekeeping staff was concentrated in the south-west wing, which included an 

additional storey.230 Each floor was divided into a warren of compact individual 

bedrooms and living spaces, including sitting rooms and writing rooms. This 

configuration followed common principles adopted at other hospitals, reflecting 

the significance attached to professionalism, privacy and hierarchy between 

different types of staff. The resident medical officers were each allotted a bedroom 

and a private sitting room on the ground floor, along with a communal sitting 

 
227 UCL Faculty of Life Sciences. ‘Cruciform Tiles’ (online: https://www.ucl.ac.uk/lifesciences-
faculty/alumni/cruciform-tiles, accessed 22/03/2021). 
228 LMA, A/KE/C/02/06/565. 
229 UCL/SC, UCH/MIN/4/8, 25/10/1899, passim; UCH/MIN/27/1, 17/07/1901, 23/10/1901, passim: 
John Greene, Brightening the Long Days: Hospital Tile Pictures (Leeds, 1987), pp.42–3: V&A, 
C.112-1977, Mary, Mary, Quite Contrary, signed by M. E. Thompson and manufactured by 
Doulton & Co.: ‘Margaret E. Thompson’, Doulton Artists (online: 
http://www.doultonartists.co.uk/margaretethomson.html, accessed 16/02/2021): Daily 
Chronicle, 29/04/1904: Daily Telegraph, 10/03/1908. 
230 Hospital, 20/04/1901, pp.52–4. 
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room. The matron and sisters were accommodated on the first floor, which had a 

series of individual bedrooms, a sitting room and a writing room (Ill. 60). The 

matron had a private sitting room and an office, though her apartments were by 

no means lavish compared to those of her counterparts at other hospitals. For 

example, the matron at the London enjoyed a private apartment with a suite of 

rooms.231 The evolution of nursing into a profession for highly trained, middle-

class women brought an expectation of privacy and respectable conditions. Nurses 

were increasingly housed in purpose-built residences with individual bedrooms 

and leisure amenities.232 In line with this trend, the second floor contained small 

bedrooms allotted to nurses, along with a comfortable sitting room (Ill. 69).  

These improvements coincided with an overhaul in the management of the 

nursing staff. In 1899 the Anglican sisters associated with All Saints’ Church were 

replaced by a professional workforce of nurses, sisters and ward maids managed 

by a matron. This reorganization has been attributed to the failure of the 

Sisterhood to manage finances effectively and respond to developments in 

nursing, such as sterilization.233 Plans for a nurses’ chapel in the hospital probably 

reflected the influence of the outgoing Sister Superior, who was consulted over 

the kitchen, laundry and nurses’ accommodation.234 The hospital committee 

specified that the inclusion of a chapel should not disrupt the ‘uniformity’ of the 

exterior of the building to facilitate its conversion for other purposes.235 The 

chapel was eventually discarded for extra nurses’ accommodation. Nurses’ 

bedrooms were arranged on the third, fourth and fifth floors, while the 

housekeeping staff slept in attic dormitories.236 

A basement podium covered almost the entire footprint of the site (Ill. 70). 

The outpatients’ department, casualty department, laundry, kitchens, mortuary 

and staff dining rooms were all condensed into the basement. By the late 

 
231 Smith, ‘The expansion and remodelling of the London Hospital’, p.287.  
232 Richardson, English Hospitals, p.34. 
233 Likeman, pp.99–104.  
234 UCL/SC, UCH/MIN/4/8, 14/04/1897, 19/08/1897. 
235 There is no archival evidence to support Likeman’s suggestion that Maple resisted the 
inclusion of a chapel. UCL/SC, UCH/MIN/4/8, 21/07/1897. 
236 RIBA, T542/WATA[83](35–41): UCL/SC, UCH/MIN/4/8, 09/11/1898; UCH/MIN/4/9, 
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nineteenth century it was increasingly common for general hospitals to construct 

separate and large purpose-built blocks for such departments, which required 

space for specialized equipment. The heat, steam and noise produced by large 

machines disrupted the recovery of patients, either by contaminating the 

atmosphere or interrupting their rest. For these reasons, Burdett strongly 

recommended their isolation.237 Due to space and site restrictions at UCL, the 

only practicable option was to excavate a large basement. This solution had been 

envisaged at an early stage, featuring in the competition instructions of 1894.238  

The outpatients’ department was accessed from Gower Street by a separate 

entrance, which opened into a large double-height waiting hall beneath the north-

east wing. This space was divided into a long hall with transepts, furnished with 

registration tables and seating for 200 patients (Ills 71–72). Maple insisted on a 

degree of opulence in the decoration of the hall. The walls were coated with 

marble and alabaster, while the floors were paved with terrazzo laid in intricate 

geometric patterns. The hall was presided over by a memorial bust of Maple, 

executed by Francis Derwent Wood. From the waiting hall patients were 

organized into medical and surgical cases, as was usual in outpatients’ 

departments at general hospitals. The medical division contained an examination 

room with an adjoining dark room and smaller rooms for private examinations 

and isolation patients. After consultation, patients were funnelled into another 

waiting hall adjoining the dispensary before leaving the hospital. The dispensary 

was equipped with stores and a pharmaceutical laboratory. On the opposite site of 

the main waiting hall, the surgical outpatients’ division opened into an 

examination room. A casualty room was fitted with cubicles for patients. This 

division was adjacent to the skin and ophthalmic outpatients’ department, which 

had a separate and ‘conspicuously marked’ entrance in Grafton Way. The obstetric 

outpatients’ department was also accessed separately from an entrance in Gower 

Street.239 

 
237 Burdett, Vol. 4, pp.65, 77. 
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The basement under the north-west wing contained a bath department, 

comprising treatment rooms and changing cubicles. The department contained a 

variety of baths, including needle baths, immersion baths and Turkish baths. It 

was also equipped with baths for alkaline and sulphuric solutions, along with the 

‘Tallerman’ apparatus, a novel treatment that used ‘super-heated dry air’ to 

alleviate rheumatic complaints.240 The mortuary was positioned at the north-west 

corner of the basement, close to an engineering workshop and a gymnastics room 

for physiotherapy. In the event, the gymnasium was sacrificed for an electrical 

department for new therapies such as the Finsen light treatment, and a dressings 

room was reallocated for radiography and photography.241 This portion of the 

basement overlooked a sloping road accessed from Huntley Street. The kitchens 

and laundry were positioned under the south-west wing, adjacent to a series of 

communal dining halls allotted to nurses, sisters, resident doctors and the 

housekeeping staff. The secretary and the clerk enjoyed private dining rooms. The 

laundry was separated into an orderly series of rooms for disinfecting, washing, 

drying and ironing. In view of its compact size, it seems likely that the hospital 

continued its practice of sending the bulk of its washing to commercial laundries, 

aside from linen from infectious wards.242 

Despite its labyrinthine plan, the basement was configured in conformity 

with organizational principles at other general hospitals, such as the separation of 

different types of goods, patients and staff. An open area encircling the basement 

provided air circulation and access to the various departments. In April 1901, The 

Hospital reported that ‘a great amount of ingenuity has evidently been expended 

upon this problem, but it can hardly be pretended that the result is satisfactory. 

The fact is that the whole of the basement seems very crowded’.243 Concerns over 

air circulation in the basement appear to have prompted Waterhouse to 

recommend the installation of an ‘independent form of [mechanical] ventilation’ 

 
240 Lewis A. Tallerman (ed.), The Tallerman Treatment by the Local Application of Super-Heated 
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in November 1901.244 In the ensuing months the building committee investigated 

mechanical ventilation systems, amid reports that the completed bath department 

in the north-west wing was poorly ventilated. This research centred on the 

plenum system and visits were arranged to view the technology at Moorfields Eye 

Hospital and Birmingham General Hospital. Plans for a plenum system for the 

outpatients’ department were eventually produced by Ashwell & Nesbit, the 

Leicestershire engineering firm that was also contracted to install the heating 

system.245  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The architectural development of UCH from the 1830s to the early twentieth 

century reflected innovations in medical education, healthcare and theories of 

disease transmission, as well as the ideas, expertise and agendas of a collaborative 

group. There were pragmatic reasons for establishing a teaching hospital at the 

university, an ambition that was in place from its inception. Medical schools 

required access to a hospital to facilitate clinical teaching, since a period of 

practice at a recognized hospital with at least 100 beds was essential for students 

to qualify into the medical professions. The establishment of a hospital promised 

to augment the reputation, credibility and success of the medical department, 

attracting a greater number of students and avoiding the necessity of seeking 

tuition elsewhere. The university initially lacked funds and forged a link with the 

Middlesex Hospital to provide clinical instruction as a temporary measure. Firm 

steps towards establishing a hospital coincided with legal reform towards the 

Anatomy Act, which regulated the supply of cadavers for dissection. The hospital 

promised to increase opportunities for dissection, an important component of a 

progressive medical education. This legal change promoted the success of the 

medical department, but attracted suspicion and criticism from opponents.  
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The balance between increasing the number of beds for inpatients and 

providing a healthy environment for their recovery was a repeated source of 

anxiety. In the early stages of planning the hospital, Tooke warned of 

apprehension that it would be perceived as ‘a theatre for experiments and 

operations’.246 Despite this conflict, the hospital was managed similarly to other 

voluntary general hospitals, relying largely on charitable donations and 

subscriptions. Student fees were also a vital source of income in the decades after 

the hospital’s opening, representing approximately 30% of income in 1850–5.247 

The central block of the hospital was built to designs by Ainger, opening in 1834 

with 130 beds. In the early nineteenth century, hospitals were perceived as 

dangerous places for the diseased and injured, with limited surgical procedures 

and the risk of infection. The inclusion of a small number of private patients was 

unusual, as wealthy clients were generally treated from the comfort of home. The 

planning of the hospital was influenced by the miasma theory of disease 

transmission, incorporating opposite windows and ceiling vents to encourage air 

circulation. The configuration of the original block was simple, with a central 

staircase lobby opening on to rectangular wards. On the ground floor, a rear 

corridor provided access to a top-lit operating theatre and mortuary, without 

obstructing the passage of air through the wards. Limited funds prevented a 

significant increase in the number of inpatients over time, even after a series of 

wing extensions. In the 1830s and 1840s building works focused on completing 

Ainger’s overall design, with the construction of two rear wings to form a U-

shaped plan. 

From the 1850s, advances in hospital planning and sanitary requirements 

started to exacerbate concerns over conditions at UCH and the suitability of its 

restricted urban site. Sanitary improvements were frequently the focus of building 

works. Increasing specialization in healthcare led to the addition of new facilities, 

such as an ophthalmic department and medicated baths. The introduction of 

anaesthetics and sterilization expanded the boundaries of surgery and increased 

the frequency and range of operations. In 1874, Erichsen observed that successive 
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sanitary improvements had failed to reduce mortality rates and advocated 

‘complete reconstruction’ of the hospital.248 There were 154 beds in 1877, when 

rebuilding was first considered in earnest. Galton strenuously resisted attempts to 

increase the number of beds on the restricted site and steered the hospital 

committee towards carrying out alterations as a temporary measure. In 1898, the 

hospital contained 182 beds.249 

Concerns about the balance between healthcare and medical education 

persisted. In 1894 Galton warned that a 367-bed hospital ‘might make a 

convenient workshop for a medical man’, but would deprive patients of healthy 

conditions.250 The reconstruction of the hospital from 1898 to 1905 resulted in a 

300-bed hospital that was relatively small in comparison to other general hospitals 

in the capital, such as St Thomas’s (more than 600 beds) and the London 

(approximately 800 beds), which were located on larger sites.251 The new hospital 

incorporated received wisdom and innovations in its design. The diagonal plan 

adapted the tenets of pavilion planning to the existing site, with tall ward wings 

set back from neighbouring streets for natural light and airiness. The focus on 

natural ventilation reflected a conservatism about drifting too far from standard 

hospital design, even after the acceptance of germ theory. The success of a few 

elements of the design is dubious; for example, the open corridors were quickly 

covered to relieve nurses from exposure to harsh weather conditions. The 

diagonal plan reflected growing interest in the benefits of exposing patients to 

outdoor air and sunlight, including open loggias and a flat roof to provide space 

for exercise. Contemporary advances in medical and scientific knowledge reached 

the interior spaces of the hospital through the inclusion of radiography facilities, 

light treatment and electrical departments, along with laboratories devoted to 

microscope research. The configuration of the nurses’ accommodation also 

reflected recent shifts in status and training. The swift pace of such developments 
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is indicated by decisions to adapt spaces earmarked for other purposes as the 

hospital neared completion.  

Against the multitude of practical considerations related to hospital 

planning, the architectural style of the hospital appears to have been a subsidiary 

concern. Wilkins pointed out that the design of the first hospital needed to cohere 

with the central block of the quadrangle, a logical point in terms of its setting and 

institutional identity. Yet Wilkins also promoted selling the site to raise funds for 

the quadrangle. These opinions were ultimately self-serving, aimed at completing 

his overall design for the university and securing more work. After the expense of 

its first building project, the Council was determined to maintain strict economy. 

After a limited competition, Ainger produced a plain neoclassical design for the 

hospital and oversaw the construction of the central block for £7,670. The cost of 

the hospital, including the south and north wings, exceeded £18,000 by the time it 

was completed in 1847. The eventual outlay was more comparable to construction 

costs at other general hospitals, but still overshadowed by the expense of grander 

hospitals built contemporaneously such as St George’s and the Westminster. 

Ainger’s austere design assimilated with the style of the quadrangle, but was 

secondary in expense and magnificence to Wilkins’s work. 

In contrast, the rebuilding of UCH was almost liberated from financial 

constraints by Maple’s intervention. The cost soared from early estimates of 

£50,000 and £100,000 to more than £200,000, on a par with the cost of the 

Consumption Hospital (1902–5) at Northwood.252 Maple’s benefaction eventually 

had some drawbacks, as the hospital found itself struggling to raise the increased 

costs of running a larger hospital (from £19,000 per annum in 1900 to £28,000 in 

1907).253 The new hospital departed from the neoclassical mode set by Wilkins. 

Towering wings and steep roofs were combined adventurously with neoclassical 

motifs in terracotta, while bold red-brick elevations departed from the Portland 

stone of the quadrangle. The issue of conformity with the quadrangle was raised 

by Galton, who pushed for ‘architectural harmony’; an idea that was evidently 
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overruled or discarded.254 It seems fair to observe that architectural style was not 

high on the agenda and another designer might have worked towards greater 

coherence on both sides of Gower Street. Waterhouse’s eclectic style was 

increasingly perceived as unfashionable and outdated, reflecting ‘the dying 

embers of the Gothic Revival’ to a delegate from the Architectural Association.255  

The management of the hospital and its building projects was a 

collaborative effort, shaped by committees and expertise from architects, 

academic staff, medical experts and specialist consultants. Practical steps towards 

the establishment of the hospital were advanced by the academic staff, after 

repeated delays owing to a lack of funds. Expert advice was often implemented, 

such as sanitary improvements recommended by Corfield and the installation of 

medicated baths at the request of Fox. Rebuilding schemes were put forward at 

various times by three professors; Poore, Marshall and Schafer. The hospital also 

sought advice from external consultants, such as Rawlinson and de Chaumont. 

Supervision and ideas were provided by committees with long-serving and 

dedicated members such as Lucas, Galton and the Goldsmids. Alterations were 

also undertaken at the suggestion of non-experts, such as experiments with 

sanitary finishes in the 1870s. Furthermore, Theodore Waterhouse’s involvement 

was instrumental in obtaining architectural advice from his brother in 1877; an 

introduction that does not outwardly seem to have been controversial.  

Attribution in architectural history often foregrounds individual designers 

and architects, but the collaboration behind planning the cruciform hospital was 

emphasized in contemporary literature. The development of the successful 

diagonal plan is often credited to Waterhouse, Nixon and Poore, a triumvirate 

representing architect, hospital administrator and medical mind. In fact, the 

rebuilding of the hospital was influenced by a larger group of individuals working 

mostly behind the scenes. The ‘gridiron’ plan devised by Poore and perfected by a 

committee was discarded after Galton voiced his concerns, making way for 

Waterhouse to suggest alternative plans for the site. Design decisions were also 

influenced by Maple, a perceptive businessman with a longstanding philanthropic 
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interest in healthcare. Maple’s involvement injected the rebuilding scheme with 

capital and new opinions, ranging from the practicalities of hospital spaces to 

their decoration. At Maple’s insistence, the inclusion of picture panels in the 

children’s wards and opulent finishes in the outpatients’ waiting hall provided 

comfortable surroundings for patients. In an unusual move, Maple also assumed 

responsibility for the construction of the hospital by engaging Holloway to carry 

out the works under the auspices of Maple & Co.  

The evolution of UCH reflects the increasing complexity of a specialized 

building type in response to advances in healthcare. Building projects were shaped 

by a variety of considerations, such as financial concerns, institutional identity, 

site constraints and the treatment of patients. Such threads were not unique to 

UCH. In the second half of the nineteenth century and beginning of the twentieth 

century, large teaching hospitals such as King’s College and the London were 

prompted to undertake significant rebuilding or upgrading programmes with 

similar levels of complexity. An important difference at UCH was the 

determination to persevere on a severely restricted urban site (only 1.3 acres) to 

ensure proximity to the college, with an ingenious and concentrated solution 

offered by the diagonal plan. The new hospital was the result of decades of 

collaborative effort, influenced by financial outlooks and shifting ideas relating to 

healthcare and hospital planning.
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CHAPTER THREE 

Development of the Quadrangle, 1829–1906 

 

 

UCL’s quadrangle on the east side of Gower Street is the architectural set-piece at 

the core of the Bloomsbury campus (Ill. 2). The focus of the quadrangle is the 

portico of the central block, which set the pattern for successive wings in its 

neoclassical style and materials. There was a long period of inertia before UCL set 

about building additions to the quadrangle. As a result, much of this chapter 

examines alterations to the central block, along with the construction of buildings 

in the rear courts at the eastern periphery of the site. The starting point for this 

chapter is an examination of William Wilkins’s vision for the quadrangle, which 

was never far from the minds of his successors. Wilkins’s intentions have been 

obscured by the existence of two designs, which presented variations of a three-

sided quadrangle with an open view of the portico. Wilkins was determined to 

press on with the quadrangle but his wishes were thwarted by financial limitations 

and practical objects, such as the establishment of a teaching hospital.  

Building projects proceeded in parallel with changes in academic 

departments, which responded to advances in education and technology. An 

important shift was the creation of a chair of architecture in 1842, with the 

appointment of Thomas Leverton Donaldson. The arrival of Donaldson prompted 

significant changes in UCL’s approach to obtaining architectural advice. External 

architects were replaced by a source of expertise within the institution. Donaldson 

started to handle architectural work of all types at UCL, a perk of the job that 

passed to his successors Thomas Hayter Lewis, Thomas Roger Smith, Frederick 

Moore Simpson and Albert Richardson. Finances performed a critical role in the 

development of the college. Additions to the quadrangle were at first stalled by 

limited funds, but later facilitated by public fundraising and major benefactions.  

UCL embarked on the quadrangle in 1868, when the first portion of the 

south wing was commenced to accommodate UCS. The earliest known 

photograph of UCL, probably captured just before the building works, shows the 
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unfinished appearance of the central block (Ill. 73). The building faced on to a 

turfed court planted with saplings and bisected by paths leading from the 

entrance lodges. The only other buildings visible from Gower Street were 

carpenters’ workshops and a steward’s cottage at the northern boundary of the 

site.1 The south and north wings were built in stages from 1868 to 1881 to designs 

by Lewis. The west front of the quadrangle remained open until 1892, when the 

first portion of the south-west wing was commenced to designs by Smith. The 

project attracted controversy over the decision to sacrifice the unobstructed view 

of the portico for additional space. The quadrangle was eventually completed in 

1985 with pavilions adjoining the south-west and north-west wings.2 The side 

returns were previously faced with brick, an unsightly and long-term consequence 

of limited funds and disagreement over ideas for the completion of the Gower 

Street front (Ills 74–75).  

This chapter examines the development of the Bloomsbury site to 1906, 

before UCL’s formal incorporation as a college in the University of London in 

1907.3 This administrative change precipitated the breaking away of UCS and UCH 

with consequences for the development of the site, which are examined separately 

in the following chapter. This chapter considers several questions. What was 

Wilkins’s vision for the quadrangle, and how far were his ideas implemented as it 

was gradually built? How was the central block altered over time? How were 

building projects instigated and developed? What was the influence of advances 

in education and technology on building projects? How did these weigh against 

financial considerations and other practical factors, such as site constraints? What 

were the effects of social changes, such as the attendance of women students and 

ideas about student community, on the provision and planning of spaces? How 

were UCL’s buildings beautified with the addition of artworks and memorials, and 

did the aesthetic approach differ beyond public spaces and the quadrangle? Did 

the adornment of spaces incorporate didactic values? What was the approach to 

obtaining advice from architects, and how did it change after the appointment of 
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169 

a professor of architecture? The chapter also explores broader issues such as 

collaboration, institutional identity and architectural style, along with shifts in 

meaning over time. 

 

 

Wilkins’s designs for the quadrangle 

 

In his competition entry of 1826, Wilkins proposed a quadrangle enclosed on 

three sides by buildings, comprising a central block and side wings. The west 

fronts of the north and south wings were adorned with four-columned Corinthian 

porticoes, while the intervening space was screened by a colonnade with a Doric 

propylaeum. This outline corresponds with an elevation of the successful design 

on a print commissioned by the Council (Ill. 14). Wilkins accentuated the centre 

of each wing with domed porticoes, subsidiary in size to the portico of the central 

block. Wilkins was soon requested to pare down his design to reduce its cost, with 

changes such as the transferral of the great hall to the rear of the central block. 

Despite these alterations, the original concept for the quadrangle continued to be 

circulated widely (Ills 17, 28).  

Clarity over Wilkins’s vision for the quadrangle has been confounded by the 

existence of an alternative design that was promoted in later drawings and prints. 

Illustrations of the second scheme were in circulation by November 1828, when a 

drawing of the proposed quadrangle by Thomas Hosmer Shepherd was printed 

(Ill. 76).4 Shepherd’s view shows the central block and the intended north wing set 

behind a railed garden. The design of the north and south wings differed 

significantly from the earlier version, with the introduction of semicircular 

porticoes with domes overlooking Gower Street. Porticoes at the centre of each 

wing were capped by lanterns rising to cupolas, a clumsy tiered composition 

reminiscent of the ‘pepper pot’ turrets at the National Gallery.5 Another print 

showing the alternative scheme was published in December 1828 (Ill. 77) and a 

 
4 Wellcome Library, No. 38730i. 
5 Geoffrey Tyack, ‘“A Gallery Worthy of the British People”: James Pennethorne’s Designs for 
the National Gallery, 1845–1867’, Architectural History, Vol. 33 (1990), pp.120–34, 120.  
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perspective view was included in the first volume of The London University 

Magazine in 1829.6 Several drawings were circulated, including another 

perspective view (Ill. 78) and a more whimsical illustration of the quadrangle 

behind lively activity on Gower Street (Ill. 79). The circulation of the alternative 

scheme in Autumn 1828 coincided with the timing of an anonymous letter 

addressed to Lord Auckland in December 1828:  

Pray consider whether your university may not doff its 
three odious bonnets for the sake of beauty as well as 
economy. Unless you can build a pantheon in the air a 
dome or cupola is horrible. The side cupolas are even 
worse. The square towers on which they rest positively 
abominable. Consider also the heaviness produced by 
the space left between the tops of the windows and the 
principal entablature. Reduce it one half and how much 
more elegant and graceful the effect. But at all counts 
dismiss the domes and cupolas. You might as well 
engraft the Athanasian Creed and 39 articles on the 
course of reading as these ecclesiastical deformities on 
your architecture.7 

Unfortunately, it has not been possible to identify the author from the 

handwriting. Judging from the interest in removing ‘ecclesiastical deformities’, it 

seems likely that the letter was written by a nonconformist supporter of the 

university. The author’s opinions about the aesthetic qualities of the design 

suggest a level of architectural knowledge. Despite the lack of clarity over its 

authorship, the letter is significant in providing a rare insight into contemporary 

criticism of Wilkins’s design, beyond the tenor of Tory newspapers such as John 

Bull. The letter also provides an unusual and early example of interest in the 

connection between design elements and the secular founding values of the 

institution. Importantly, the letter predates Pugin’s criticism of UCL’s ‘Pagan 

exterior’.8 The emergence and circulation of the alternative scheme did not seem 

to relate to any concerted effort on behalf of the Council to complete the 

quadrangle, though it is plausible that the design was developed as part of 

 
6 The London University Magazine, Vol. 1 (London, 1829), p.100: Wellcome Library, No. 38731i. 
7 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 582, Anon. to Auckland, 17/12/1828. 
8 A. W. N. Pugin, The True Principles of Pointed or Christian Architecture (London, 1841), 
pp.53–4.   
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discussions about building a wing to accommodate a junior school. The 

completion of the quadrangle was thwarted by a lack of funds and other priorities, 

much to Wilkins’s frustration when the construction of a teaching hospital took 

precedence.  

 

 

Alterations and additions, 1828–1868 

 

The years after UCL’s opening witnessed administrative shifts and the 

reorganization of academic departments. The teaching subjects were initially 

divided between a medical department and a general department that represented 

arts, laws and sciences. In 1832 a Senate was formed as a professorial board and 

the departments were reorganized with the creation of three faculties of arts, laws 

and medicine.9 Within a few years, the faculties of arts and laws were combined. 

From 1828, the north range of the central block was mostly devoted to the medical 

department (Plan 2). The ground floor contained a lecture theatre with an 

adjoining Materia Medica museum and chemistry laboratory. There were two 

lecture rooms, a professors’ common room and a laboratory for the chemistry 

professor. An anatomy museum was located at the north end of the first floor, 

along with a lecture theatre for anatomy, medicine, surgery, physiology and 

midwifery. Two rooms adjoining the theatre were used as a medical library and an 

office for the anatomy professor. The south range was occupied by subjects 

connected with the general department. A lecture theatre on the ground floor was 

allotted to botany and law (Ill. 80), which competed over the use of the adjoining 

room. The space was initially a natural history museum but soon converted into a 

law library. The ground floor contained two lecture rooms, along with a council 

room and an office for the secretary. The first-floor lecture theatre was allotted to 

natural philosophy. As the great library was unfinished, books were stored in the 

small library at the south end of the first floor.10  

 
9 Rosemary Ashton, Victorian Bloomsbury (New Haven and London, 2012), p.112: Bellot, pp.212–
14. 
10 Bellot, pp.172–3: London University Magazine (1829), pp.102–4. 
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Foundation of a junior school 

The establishment of a junior school in 1830 is credited with improving the 

finances and prospects of the university during its early years. The foundation of 

the school coincided with new approaches and growth in elementary education. 

At this time, the education of children in England varied according to class, 

aspirations and family circumstances. Children from impoverished backgrounds 

could attend charity schools for basic tuition in reading, writing and arithmetic. 

Scholarships enabled a minority to attend grammar schools and chorister schools, 

which offered more subjects. The middle classes enjoyed a greater variety of 

choice, from lessons conducted at home to formal schooling at privately-run 

schools. The public boarding schools at Eton, Harrow, Westminster and 

Winchester were prohibitively expensive for all but the higher ranks of society.11 

Frank Musgrove has placed the foundation of a junior school at UCL at the start of 

a ‘remarkable expansion’ in proprietary schools, or institutions funded by 

shareholders.12 A public inquiry in 1868 estimated that 100,000 proprietary schools 

had been established in the preceding decades. Many institutions were set up by 

nonconformists, such as the Protestant Dissenters’ Grammar School built at Mill 

Hill in 1825–7.13 Schools were also established to offer vocational training, such as 

the Royal Military Academy in Woolwich and the Royal Naval Asylum in 

Greenwich.14 At its foundation the junior school at UCL was an innovative 

venture, intended to provide a useful and comprehensive education for children 

of all faiths.15  

The basic idea for the school has similarities with the scheme set out by 

Jeremy Bentham in the first edition of Chrestomathia (1815), which inspired plans 

for a day school for children aged from seven to sixteen. The curriculum included 

 
11 Elain Harwood, England’s Schools: History, Architecture and Adaptation (Swindon, 2010). 
12 Frank Musgrove, ‘Middle-Class Education and Employment in the Nineteenth Century’, The 
Economic History Review, Vol. 12, No. 1 (1959), pp.99–111, 102. 
13 Harwood, p.28. 
14 Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall, Family Fortunes: Men and Women of the English 
Middle Class, 1780–1850 (London, 2018 edn), pp.235–6: Peter Guillery (ed.), Survey of London, 
Vol. 48, Woolwich (New Haven and London, 2012), pp.421–3. 
15 Malcolm Seaborne, The English School: Its Architecture and Organization, 1370–1870 
(London, 1971), pp.182–3. 
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a variety of subjects advancing in complexity from basic reading, writing and 

arithmetic. Pupils would receive tuition in natural sciences, geometry, history, 

geography and drawing before progressing to chemistry, mechanics, languages 

and mathematics. Practical subjects such as bookkeeping, surveying, husbandry, 

manufacturing and mining were intended to prepare children for professional 

work. Tuition was to be delivered on the monitorial system developed by Andrew 

Bell and Joseph Lancaster, with older pupils teaching groups under the 

supervision of a master. A site was offered by Bentham in his own garden 

bordering St James’s Park, and there were plans for an octagonal schoolhouse 

designed on the Panopticon principle.16 Despite influential support, the 

‘Chrestomathic’ school failed to reach fruition. It is thought that Bentham 

withdrew the offer of his garden, leading to complications over acquiring another 

site. Yet Bentham’s concept promoted several ideas and innovations that were 

eventually integrated at UCL, such as a broad curriculum, the admission of 

children of all faiths, day opening and moderate fees to bring a comprehensive 

education within the reach of middle-class families. A key difference in the later 

enterprise was that the school would also serve as a feeder for the university.17  

The practical steps towards the foundation of the junior school have been 

documented by Rosemary Ashton, who has indicated that the idea for an affiliated 

school was circulating before the university opened in 1828.18 These plans 

preceded the foundation of KCL, which opened with a school in 1831.19 Henry Sass, 

an artist, teacher and university proprietor, wrote to the Council in 1827 to suggest 

the age of admittance should be reduced from fifteen to ten. He pointed out that 

many of the proprietors would be anxious for their sons to embark on careers by 

the age of fifteen, and so would not be able to enjoy the advantages of studying at 

the university. Sass calculated that he could not reasonably expect to live beyond 

 
16 Morning Chronicle, 31/08/1816: Jane Blackie, ‘Bell, Andrew (1753–1832)’, ODNB (2004, online 
edn): F. Rosen, ‘Bentham, Jeremy (1748–1832)’, ODNB (2014, online edn): Jeremy Bentham, 
Chrestomathia (London, 1815). 
17 Elissa S. Itzkin, ‘Bentham’s Chrestomathia: Utilitarian Legacy to English Education’, Journal 
of the History of Ideas, Vol. 39, No. 2 (1978), pp.303–16. 
18 Ashton, pp.93–104. 
19 Frank Miles and Graeme Cranch, Kings College School: The First 150 Years (London, 1979), 
p.3. 
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another ten years, while his eldest son would not be eligible to join the university 

for twelve years. All in all, his subscription of £200 was a heavy burden without 

the benefit of enrolling his children at the university, which he described as 

‘unquestionably the more immediate object of my becoming a proprietor’.20 

The idea for a junior school gained traction in the following months. In 

December 1827, Professor Dionysius Lardner (chair of natural philosophy and 

astronomy) wrote to Leonard Horner to emphasize the advantages of establishing 

‘a great preparatory school’.21 In turn, Horner suggested founding a ‘great Classical 

School (a Day School) to be attached to the University’ to James Loch in October 

1828.22 Horner envisaged that the school would be accommodated in the 

university, occupying the ground floor and basement of the south wing of the 

quadrangle, with an adjoining playground. He estimated that the school could 

attract 500 boys to provide ‘a capital nursery for the university’.23 By January 1830, 

Horner envisioned that the school would provide tuition in classics, languages 

and sciences.24 The Council would appoint a headmaster, who in turn would 

secure teachers and pay their salaries directly from the fees. Until the construction 

of the south wing, a house would be rented with space for 150 pupils. Horner also 

corresponded with Wilkins over plans for the south wing.25 

In March 1830, the Council appointed a committee chaired by Auckland to 

consider ‘the practicability of establishing a day school in connection with the 

university, and whether it can be done without calling upon the funds of the 

university’.26 In the following month, the committee reported that a scheme was 

in hand for the establishment of another junior school in the vicinity of the 

university, led by local residents. It was deemed advisable to embark on 

conversations with the promoters of the other school before advancing further.27 

 
20 Sass, cited by Ashton, p.95: Robin Hamlyn, ‘Sass, (John) Henry (1787–1844)’, ODNB (2008, 
online edn). 
21 Lardner, cited by Ashton, p.94: J. N. Hays, ‘Lardner, Dionysius (1793–1859)’, ODNB (2007, 
online edn). 
22 Horner, cited by Ashton, p.93.  
23 Ibid., p.94.  
24 Ibid., p.96.  
25 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 1754, Wilkins to Horner, 11/01/1830. 
26 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/2, 13/03/1830. 
27 Ibid., 25/02/1830, 01/03/1832, 17/04/1830. 
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In May, Auckland presented a prospectus for a school on behalf of himself and 

other proprietors. It is not clear whether the plan was based on the other scheme, 

but it was certainly advanced. Auckland reported that funds for the school had 

already been raised by subscription, assuring the Council that there would be no 

financial burden. The subscribers would assume responsibility for the ‘whole risk 

of failure’ and transfer the school to the university once its success had been 

proven. Auckland added that the subscribers proposed that the institution should 

be named the ‘London University School’.28 The subscribers recommended the 

appointment of the Reverend Henry Browne as headmaster, a Cambridge 

graduate who was assisting his father at a school in Norfolk.29 Ashton has 

demonstrated that Horner was somewhat ahead of the efforts of the Council. A 

few months earlier, Horner had already corresponded on the subject of a 

headmaster with the Reverend Edward Maltby, who recommended Browne as a 

candidate. This suggestion sparked more correspondence, with Horner sharing 

the prospectus for Edinburgh Academy (which he had been involved in 

establishing in 1823) and Browne suggesting that tuition should include Latin and 

Greek.30  

The Council approved this scheme for a junior school in June, along with the 

appointment of Browne.31 The school offered tuition in an assortment of subjects 

to students between the ages of eight and fifteen, without religious restrictions. A 

significant innovation was the prohibition of corporal punishment, which was 

replaced by penalties such as extra work and reduced breaks. In September 1830, 

newspapers outlined that the school would offer instruction in four areas: Latin 

and Greek; modern languages (English, French and German); history and 

geography; writing and ciphering, with optional courses in pencil drawing and the 

principles of perspective. A prospectus published in 1832 indicates that the 

curriculum also included arithmetic. Instruction was provided by six teachers, 

 
28 Ibid., 22/05/1830. 
29 Alfred Goodwin and M. C. Curthoys, ‘Browne, Henry (1804–1875)’, ODNB (2004, online edn): 
University of Cambridge, A Cambridge Alumni Database, BRWN822H, sub Browne, Henry 
(online: https://venn.lib.cam.ac.uk, accessed 17/02/2021). 
30 Ashton, pp.96–7: E. A. Varley, ‘Maltby, Edward (1770–1859)’, ODNB (2012, online edn): P. W. 
J. Bartrip, ‘Horner, Leonard (1785–1864)’, ODNB (2004, online edn). 
31 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/2, 19/06/1830. 
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overseen by the headmaster and a deputy.32 The range of subjects was similar to 

Edinburgh Academy but not as extensive as the ‘Chrestomathic’ school.33 The 

teaching of modern languages was established at several other schools, along with 

history, geography and practical subjects such as navigation. There is also 

evidence of reluctance to use corporal punishment elsewhere, such as Darlington 

Grammar School and Hazelwood School in Birmingham, which introduced other 

disciplinary measures such as nominal fines and solitary confinement.34 

Horner acquired a five-year lease of a terraced house, 16 Upper Gower Street 

(Map 2). The school opened in November 1830 with fifty-eight pupils and was 

immediately popular, with the number of students increasing twofold within four 

months. It was common for new institutions to occupy terraced houses before 

expanding into larger or purpose-built premises, but Theodore Hook seized the 

opportunity to poke fun at the school’s makeshift accommodation: ‘It will hardly 

be believed… but at number 16… there is, on a brass plate fixed on a little two-

roomed Cockney hole of a house, these words in large letters – ‘London University 

School’.35 By May 1831, the transferral of the school to the university’s site was 

under consideration. The headmaster and subscribers offered to rent part of the 

central block. Isaac Lyon Goldsmid and Henry Waymouth were directed to 

consider terms and calculate the cost of alterations. These advances coincided 

with a state of turbulence in the school, with Browne giving notice that he would 

resign his post. Ashton has suggested that Browne felt uneasy about the conflict 

between his position as an Anglican clergyman and the headmaster of an 

institution that was supported by nonconformists, with the exclusion of religious 

teaching.36 

The relocation of the school was settled at the beginning of the autumn 

term. Wilkins produced more plans and estimates for completing the south wing. 

Horner advised that the wing should have room for 500 pupils and 20 teachers, 

 
32 The London University Calendar (London, 1832), pp.lxxviii–lxxx, pp.225–9: Ashton, p.96. 
33 Times, 29/09/1829.  
34 Nicholas Carlisle, A Concise Description of the Endowed Grammar Schools in England and 
Wales, 2 vols (London, 1818): Seaborne, pp.181–2. 
35 John Bull, 11/04/1831, cited by Ashton, pp.97–8.  
36 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/2, 16/05/1831, 06/06/1831: Ashton, p.98.  
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and recommended raising a building fund by selling shares.37 The wing was 

deferred owing to financial constraints. Instead, the Council allotted £800 for the 

adaptation of ‘any of the vacant rooms and ground’.38 The headmastership passed 

to one of Browne’s assistants, John Walker, who was required to take over the 

lease of 16 Upper Gower Street. Yet the Council soon discovered that Walker was 

bankrupt and determined to remove him from the post immediately. Henry 

Malden, professor of Greek, and Thomas Hewitt Key, professor of Latin, offered to 

act as joint headmasters. Walker, burdened with the lease of the house until Lady 

Day 1832, did not retreat quietly. He continued to operate a school even after the 

lease expiry, when it transferred to Tavistock Square with a new name, ‘the 

London High School’.39  

Despite the confusion arising from the continuance of Walker’s enterprise, 

the school was brought within the university’s grounds in January 1832. The school 

initially occupied the space intended for the great library in the south range of the 

central block. Wilkins was dissatisfied with the arrangement and keen to nudge 

forward the progress of the quadrangle, pointing out that building even a portion 

of the south wing would secure ‘ample room’ for the school and ‘much beyond’ the 

provision for its rival at KCL.40 The provision of a playground along the south side 

of the site reflected advice about their importance for health, recreation, exercise, 

social interaction and supervision, advocated by Samuel Wilderspin.41 By 1833 the 

school appears to have been a source of overcrowding in the central block, with 

229 pupils, including Wilkins’s eldest son. In March, the Council determined to 

 
37 Bellot, p.170: UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 2759, Wilkins to London University, 25/04/1832: 
Morning Chronicle, 24/02/1831: Athenaeum, 12/02/1831, p.107. 
38 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/2, 08/10/1831. 
39 Walker managed the ‘London High School’ until 1835 and it continued in Tavistock Square 
until 1839. The school later moved to premises in Euston Place before drifting into obscurity. 
Morning Advertiser, 28/02/1835: Morning Post, 03/09/1838, 23/05/1839: Ashton, pp.99–100. 
40 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 2603, Wilkins to Goldsmid, 09/03/1832. 
41 Brougham and his circle were linked with Wilderspin through the Infant School Society. 
Samuel Wilderspin, Infant Education; Or Remarks on the Importance of Educating the Infant 
Poor (London, 1825 edn), pp.201–5: W. P. McCann, ‘Wilderspin, Samuel (1791–1866)’, ODNB 
(2018, online edn); ‘Samuel Wilderspin and the Early Infant Schools’, British Journal of 
Educational Studies, Vol. 14, No. 2 (1966), pp.188–204: Seaborne, pp.142–4, 157. 
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restrict the number of students and recommended that pupils could only be 

admitted on the nomination of one of the university’s proprietors.42  

The reception of the school was less favourable among its immediate 

neighbours. In June 1833, the Council received a delegation of three residents of 

Upper Gower Street, including the antiquarian Francis Douce and the barrister 

and collector William Bentham, who complained about the noise of the boys in 

the playground.43 A drawing produced by George Scharf in 1833 conveys the 

riotous atmosphere of the playground, providing some explanation for the 

disquietude among neighbours (Ill. 81).44 The schoolboys are occupied in all kinds 

of games, from cricket and spinning wheels to juggling and horseplay. Scharf 

depicted less boisterous pupils engaged in conversation, reading and napping, and 

university students employed in intellectual pursuits. Scharf would have been 

familiar with the bustling activity of the playground, having enrolled his sons at 

the school.45 

Efforts were soon under way to improve the configuration and size of the 

school. In addition to the volume of students, an incentive was the leaky roof of 

the great library. In August 1833, the Council resolved that the unfinished great 

hall and the rooms underneath it should be fitted up for the school. By the 

beginning of October, the school had been transferred to its new accommodation, 

comprising eight classrooms below the great hall. These spaces were formerly 

occupied by lecture rooms for Greek and Latin on the ground floor and common 

rooms in the basement. A contemporary newspaper reported that the arrangement 

‘will obviate the complaint before too justly made, of the classes being too large, 

and of the scholars not receiving that individual attention they have a right to 

 
42 University College School, London. Alphabetical and Chronological Register for 1831–1891, 
introd. Temple Orme (London, 1892), pp.9–10, 285. 
43 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/2, 29/06/1833. 
44 In Nollekens and His Times (1829), John Thomas Smith relayed stories of the ‘fine fruit of 
Gower Street’ and described Bentham’s garden as a haven for growing crops as late as 1800. 
John Thomas Smith, Nollekens and His Times, ed. Wilfred Whitten (London, 1920), pp.30–1: J. 
R. Howard Roberts and Walter H. Godfrey (eds), Survey of London, Vol. 21, The Parish of St 
Pancras Part 3: Tottenham Court Road and Neighbourhood (London, 1949), pp.78–84: Todd 
Longstaffe-Gowan, ‘Proposal for a Georgian Town Garden in Gower Street: The Francis Douce 
Garden’, Garden History, Vol. 15, No. 2 (1987), pp.136–44: C. Hurst, ‘Douce, Francis (1757–1834)’, 
ODNB (2004, online edn). 
45 Ashton, p.103. 
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claim’.46 The school was also equipped with a library, a natural history museum, 

and a collection of casts and drawings. The additional space was immediately 

required, since the school had 284 pupils by 1834.47 

 

Structural defects  

In the meantime, structural defects had emerged in the central block. Dry rot was 

identified beneath the great hall in 1832 and there were concerns about a 

settlement in the roof over the great library, causing rainwater to leak through the 

ceiling. Wilkins and Lee attributed the problem to a defective girder. Wilkins 

inspected the building in Autumn 1833 and recorded a settlement in the lead flat 

above the small library, caused by the weight of a lantern combined with a 

constructional error. He also reported a settlement in the floor of the upper 

theatre in the north range, caused by shoddy workmanship. Wilkins deduced that 

another settlement in the south theatre was caused by the yielding of a girder 

under the weight of the horseshoe seating. He explained that the girder was likely 

to have found its bearing, but suggested that another girder could be added to 

‘remove the suspicion of weakness’.48 Wilkins found no evidence that the roof 

over the anatomy museum was unstable, attributing cracks in the plasterwork to 

natural shrinking of the timber. A depression in one of the beams supporting the 

gallery of the museum was also dismissed. Elsewhere Wilkins admitted that Henry 

Lee & Sons were probably economical with the use of building materials, and 

pieces of lead might have been stolen. Lee agreed to repair the roof over the great 

library in 1834–5.49  

While Wilkins had to answer for these structural problems, it appears that 

he had serious misgivings over alterations handled by his client. In a letter to 

Goldsmid in March 1832, Wilkins objected to the conversion of the great library 

for the junior school. The failure to seek his opinion before proceeding with the 

works (‘an act of common courtesy’) had added salt to the wound. Wilkins 

 
46 Warwick and Warwickshire Advertiser, 05/10/1833. 
47 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/2, 10/08/1832, 18/09/1832: UCL, Statement of Present Requirements and 
Proposal for Completion of the Building (London, 1878), p.11. 
48 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 3149, Wilkins to London University, 30/01/1834.   
49 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/2, 18/09/1832, 26/04/1834, 04/07/1835; UCLCA/CORR, No. 2759.  
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explained that the Council should have sought his advice on ‘its effect upon the 

building, on which so much has been expended to give it a character of 

importance’.50 Wilkins also had concerns over the installation of hot-air stoves 

and flues, writing to the Council following the fire which destroyed the Houses of 

Parliament in October 1834: 

The late melancholy catastrophe at the House of Lords 
has determined me upon now doing what I regret I had 
not done, officially and in writing, long ago. I have 
frequently protested against the retaining of a flue in 
the kitchen of the refreshment rooms… but without any 
other success than obtaining a precaution by no means 
sufficient, namely affixing a few iron plates to the 
ceiling above the flue. I object to all flues which have 
not been formed in the original building, but it is 
become the practice to suffer a furnishing ironmonger 
to build air stoves and introduce flues, who is totally 
ignorant of the position of timbers and he frequently 
cuts away to within a few inches of such inflammable 
material… I assure you that I should not be surprised to 
hear at any time that the London University has been 
reduced to ashes!!!51 

 

  

Fire of 1836 

On 5 October 1836, a severe fire destroyed the portion of the central block that 

was occupied by the junior school. Ten days later, a committee assembled to 

examine the facts. Their report stated that ‘the whole of the building called the 

junior school, being the great hall and eight large class rooms in the two floors 

beneath it… [was] destroyed’.52 The committee failed to clarify the cause of the 

fire, despite interviews with several witnesses. The heating system had been 

 
50 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 2603. 
51 Wilkins urged the Council to remove the flues again in February 1835: ‘An attack of gout in 
one of my hands has […] prevented my answering your note […] on this subject of the flue in 
the refreshment room, kitchen. You ask me to point out a remedy! There is but one that can 
be relied upon with safety to the building, which is my opinion it endangers, “Delenda est 
carthago” verbum sat’. UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 3390, Wilkins to Council, 25/10/1834 and 
12/02/1835. 
52 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/3, 15/10/1836.  
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installed under the direction of White & Veitch, with four hot-air stoves in the 

basement and hot-water pipes that carried heat around the school. The same 

system had been installed at the British Museum and the General Post Office.53 

White suspected that the source of the fire was a flue positioned in close 

proximity to a joist (precisely as Wilkins had warned), but an inspection of the 

ruins proved fruitless. The apparatus was in good condition after repairs and 

preparations carried out before the autumn term. The fires in the stoves had 

ebbed away over the course of the previous day and the beadle did not encounter 

any irregularities when locking up the school after a dancing lesson. The beadle 

was also confident that an accumulation of smoke and heat in the great hall 

earlier in the day was not related to the fire. No blame was ascribed to the 

watchman who raised the alarm in foggy conditions during the early morning.54  

Firemen prevented the flames from advancing into the central block. 

Newspapers speculated that the presence of wooden partitions, raised seats and 

benches in the school enabled the fire to spread rapidly. The extent of the 

destruction was significant: ‘Nothing is left standing but the walls, two or three 

beams, and some iron upright supporters’ (Ill. 82).55 The Royal Exchange and 

Globe Insurance Offices proposed a settlement of £3,500. Wilkins calculated that 

the offer was insufficient by nearly £1,000. In the meantime, the Council 

considered whether the school would be better accommodated in a new building. 

Alfred Ainger, who had worked in an economical way at UCH, prepared sketch 

plans for a purpose-built school, estimating that it would cost £500 less than 

reinstatement. He was confident that either option could be completed within a 

budget of £3,500. These estimates appear to have swayed the Council towards 

accepting the insurance settlement, with the proviso that an additional sum of 

 
53 J. C. Loudon (ed.), The Gardener’s Magazine, Vol. 6 (London, 1830), p.108. 
54 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/3, 08/10/1836, 15/10/1836. 
55 Public Ledger and Daily Advertiser, 06/10/1836: This description of the ruins corresponds 
with a view of the central block in an illustration by George Sidney Shepherd. The watercolour 
is signed and dated to 1835, predating the fire. The condition of the great hall has been 
attributed to the incomplete state of the building, yet it is evident that these spaces were 
occupied by the junior school from October 1833. Therefore, it seems plausible that the 
watercolour was misdated sometime after its creation and depicts the building after the fire. 
UCL/AM, Acc. No. 4587: Negley Harte, John North and Georgina Brewis, The World of UCL 
(London, 2018), p.59. 



 

 
 

182 

£1,960 would be granted to cover furniture, fixtures and fittings. The negotiations 

resulted in a settlement of £5,400.56  

Yet plans for a purpose-built school were swiftly reconsidered. In January 

1837, the Council determined to proceed with the adaptation of the great library. 

Work was soon in hand to convert this large, double-height space to designs by 

Ainger, who was paid a fee of £126. If the architect’s fee was paid at the usual 5% 

commission, the works were probably completed at an expenditure of 

approximately £2,500, far below the insurance settlement. Robert Smirke, the 

contemporary expert on structural iron among architects, was consulted over the 

condition of the cast-iron beams in the great library. The Council resolved to add 

‘relieving posts’ to prevent the beams from breaking. It seems likely that a 

mezzanine level was created at this time, and the school arranged over two 

storeys.57 

 

Dissecting room, 1838–9 

In 1837 a building committee was formed to work towards the completion of the 

central block, especially the museums and libraries.58 The committee was chaired 

by the geologist and committeeman George Bellas Greenough.59 Despite the initial 

emphasis on finishing spaces, the committee produced a long list of desiderata 

that focused on the requirements of the medical faculty. The first request was a 

new and larger anatomy theatre to relieve demand on the existing theatre, which 

had only 230 seats for approximately 350 students and was nearly in constant use. 

With little or no intervals between lectures, there were difficulties arranging 

exhibits such as drawings and anatomical preparations. The committee also 

recommended improvements to the existing anatomy theatre, including another 

seating bench and additional skylights. Several requests concentrated on spaces 

for dissecting work, including ‘a better and larger dissecting room’, a dressing 

room and a macerating room for anatomical preparations. The committee also 

 
56 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/3, 05/11/1836, 19/11/1836, passim.  
57 Ibid., 21/01/1837, 02/12/1837. 
58 Ibid., 06/05/1837. 
59 John Wyatt, ‘Greenough, George Bellas (1778–1855)’, ODNB (2013, online edn). 
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recommended the addition of a laboratory for practical chemistry and a larger 

medical library, with facility for students to borrow books by private subscription. 

Another suggestion was the adaptation of the anatomy museum into a library, 

reserving the unfinished great museum for physiology, pathology, comparative 

anatomy, mineralogy and geology. A new kitchen and refreshment room were 

required, along with a professors’ common room for conversaziones typically held 

in the anatomy museum. The report also indicated that the building was riddled 

with problems, both symptoms of design faults and poor management. The 

dissecting room was ‘too small’ and the anatomy museum was ‘ill adapted to its 

purpose’, with light ‘obstructed by broad and frequent piers and the principal 

floor not communicating internally with the gallery’. The medical library was ‘ill 

supplied with the most valuable works’, while the kitchen was ‘bad and the 

passages about it dark and confined’. The committee suggested that a new kitchen 

and refreshment room could be provided in the ruins of the school, which 

required some work to secure ‘the walls that yet stand and mask their unsightly 

appearance’.60 

Faced with the prospect of extensive repairs and improvements, the 

Committee of Management urged the committee to select ‘a part of the report as 

the object of immediate execution’.61 No progress appears to have been made until 

1838, when Professor Jones Quain, the chair of anatomy, complained to the 

Council over the lack of space in the existing dissecting room behind the central 

block. The committee accordingly earmarked the vacant space in the north court 

behind the central block for a new building. Greenough invited suggestions from 

Quain and his colleagues, seeking advice over the size, proportions, layout and 

functions of the various rooms. Greenough also enlisted the assistance of his 

friend Decimus Burton, who had designed his home in Regent’s Park and been his 

partner in building development at St Leonards near Hastings, along with his 

father James Burton.62 After the succession of problems and testy exchanges, the 

 
60 Ibid., 17/06/1837.  
61 Ibid., 01/07/1837.  
62 Howard Colvin, A Biographical Dictionary of British Architects, 1600–1840 (New Haven and 
London, 2008), pp.198, 203–4: Wyatt, ‘Greenough’. 
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tide appears to have turned against Wilkins, who was in any case gravely ill with 

kidney disease and increasingly confined to bed.63  

In May 1838, Burton submitted a report with recommendations for 

alterations to the central block and the construction of dissecting rooms. The 

building committee accordingly recommended that a single-storey building 

should be built along the east side of the north court (Map 3). Burton advised 

against any further excavation of earth in the court on aesthetic grounds. This 

point was overruled by the committee, which insisted that the north court was 

‘not so pure and elaborate as to compensate for the want of light’ that would be 

remedied by converting the basement of the central block into a ground floor. The 

committee also reported that they had not ‘thought it proper to accept the 

gratuitous advice of any professional man’, nor to request plans and estimates for 

the building.64 In the following month Greenough presented a sketch plan and an 

elevation, along with a plan for adapting the existing dissecting room for 

anatomical teaching. Burton was paid a fee of twenty guineas for his 

consultancy.65  

In the event, plans for the dissecting rooms were produced by Ainger. It is 

not clear whether the design was developed from Greenough’s sketches and 

Burton’s report, or entirely reconceived. In the meantime, tidings of plans for 

larger dissecting rooms had reached anxious residents in Gordon Street. William 

Essex, a resident of No. 5, and several of his neighbours, petitioned the Council to 

abort their plans and filed a bill in Chancery for an injunction against the works.66 

Local opposition appears to have focused on the ventilation of the dissecting 

rooms, prompting the Council to seek expert advice. Neil Arnott, a physician, 

surgeon and inventor, was engaged to produce plans for a mechanical ventilation 

system. Arnott was a sound choice of consultant, having recently published On 

Warming and Ventilating (1838), which later won the Royal Society’s Rumford 

 
63 R. Windsor-Liscombe, William Wilkins, 1778–1839 (Cambridge, 1980), p.229. 
64 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/3, 09/06/1838. 
65 Ibid., 16/06/1838, 07/07/1838. 
66 Probably William Essex, enamellist and miniature painter, who had moved from Upper 
Woburn Place in 1837. Survey of London, Vol. 21, pp.103–4: V. Remington, ‘Essex family (per. 
c.1800–c.1860)’, ODNB (2004, online edn). 
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Medal. Arnott advised that a pump could be installed to force stale air into a shaft 

leading to the attic space or a funnel above the ceiling. His report was presented 

as an affidavit in the legal case and Essex was finally persuaded to withdraw the 

proceedings. The dissecting rooms were constructed by Grissell & Peto in 1838–9, 

occupying a narrow single-storey building extending along the eastern boundary 

of the north court (Plan 1). The former dissecting rooms were converted into a 

chemistry laboratory.67 

 

Establishment of a chair of architecture 

The idea for establishing a professorship in architecture at UCL was introduced by 

Henry William Inwood, who put forward the suggestion in a letter to the Council 

in October 1840.68 Inwood had risen to prominence with designs for St Pancras 

New Church prepared in 1819 with his father William Inwood. The Inwoods 

succeeded in obtaining other large commissions, but their practice had started to 

decline by the 1830s. The elder Inwood fell into financial hardship, receiving 

assistance from John Soane’s ‘Fund for Distressed Architects’.69 Inwood was 

probably facing similar difficulties and put himself forward as a candidate for a 

professorship at the college. Inwood’s suggestion was received with interest by the 

Council, which resolved to establish a professorship of architecture with the 

proviso that it would be ‘taught on scientific principles’.70 A report by the Senate 

reinforced that the course should aim ‘not merely to provide lectures on 

ornamental architecture, but more especially to teach architectural construction 

upon the principles of mechanics, as an art founded upon a strict demonstrative 

science’.71 The introduction of lectures in architecture followed closely behind 

 
67 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/3, 16/06/1838, 07/07/1838, passim: Morning Chronicle, 24/07/1838: 
Scotsman, 10/10/1838: Bellot, pp.172–3. 
68 The instigator of the professorship was misidentified as William Inwood by Bellot, pp.265–6: 
UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/3, 07/11/1840. 
69 Colvin, pp.554–6: Roger Bowdler, ‘Inwood, Henry William (1794–1843)’, ODNB (2004, online 
edn): W. W. Wroth and Kaye Bagshaw, ‘Inwood, William (1771/2–1843)’, ODNB (2020, online 
edn). 
70 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/3, 05/12/1840. 
71 Ibid., 13/02/1841.  
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KCL, which had recently engaged William Hosking as professor of the ‘art of 

construction, in connection with civil engineering and architecture’.72  

UCL advertised the vacancy in Autumn 1841.73 Applications were received 

from Thomas Leverton Donaldson, James Elmes, J. W. Inman and John Jenkins. 

Curiously, Inwood appears not to have resubmitted his application. The 

professorship was offered to Donaldson (Ill. 83), who accepted the appointment 

prior to commencing in the next academic year.74 Donaldson was the son of James 

Donaldson, an architect based in Bloomsbury Square, and the great-nephew of the 

eminent architect Thomas Leverton. He entered his father’s office before studying 

under the direction of Soane at the Royal Academy and embarking on a five-year 

tour of the Continent. After returning to London in 1823, Donaldson established 

himself in practice, gaining commissions such as Holy Trinity Church in South 

Kensington (1826–9) and submitting the favoured competition design for the 

rebuilding of the Royal Exchange (1840). As ‘the most important organizing force’ 

behind the establishment of the Institute of Architects (later the RIBA) in 1834, 

Donaldson was closely involved in efforts towards the education and 

professionalization of architects.75 At the time of the deliberations over the 

professorship, Donaldson was engaged in overseeing the construction of All 

Saints’ Church in Gordon Street (p.267).76  

Following the advice of the Senate, Donaldson devised a programme of 

lectures divided into two sets: architecture as a fine art and the science of 

construction. Apprenticeship was still the primary mode of architectural training, 

and the course was designed for students already articled to architects or those 

who had not yet embarked on pupillages. Donaldson’s appointment led to a 

 
72 Bertha Porter and Robert Thorne, ‘Hosking, William (1800–1861)’, ODNB (2009, online edn): 
Colvin, pp.544–5. Morning Post, 05/09/1840: Bellot, pp.264–5: Sophie Read and Rebecca 
Spaven, ‘Wandering in a Labyrinth of Experiments: Emphasising the Speculative, Imaginative 
and Intellectual Approach’, 175 Years of Architectural Education at UCL, ed. Jeremy Melvin 
(London, 2016), p.68. 
73 Globe, 20/09/1841. 
74 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/3, 06/11/1841, 04/12/1841, 15/01/1842. 
75 Frank Salmon, Building on Ruins: The Rediscovery of Rome and English Architecture 
(Aldershot, 2000), p.145. 
76 L. A. Fagan and Anne Pimlott Baker, ‘Donaldson, Thomas Leverton (1795–1885)’, ODNB 
(2004, online edn): Colvin, p.325: Salmon, pp.62, 106–8, 145–7, 194–5, 232: UCL/SC, 
UCLCA/3/1/3, 15/01/1842: Morning Chronicle, 07/12/1841: London Evening Standard, 17/11/1841. 
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significant transition in UCL’s approach to commissioning architectural work. 

Only a few months elapsed before Donaldson was advising on the state of the 

central block.77 Ainger appears to have severed his connection with UCL in 

January 1849, following a disagreement over alterations to the junior school that 

were handled by Donaldson. A series of letters indicates that the dispute was 

sparked by the fracture of an iron girder, after the insertion of ten additional 

columns under Donaldson’s supervision in 1848. Ainger believed that the 

Council’s minute books recorded that he was at fault for the structural failing, 

having overloaded the floors during his adaptation of the space some years earlier. 

Ainger wished to have the minutes corrected to reflect the recent occurrence of 

the fracture. He was so displeased that he withdrew his eleven-year-old son from 

the school and threatened to publish an account of his inspection of the girder to 

clear his reputation (and absolve Smirke from any blame), unless Donaldson 

admitted that the fault lay with him. Ainger seems to have broken off his 

connection with UCL entirely; his son was transferred to a boarding school before 

going on to study at KCL and Cambridge.78 

 

Birkbeck Laboratory of Chemistry, 1845 

Improvements in the chemistry department were inspired by developments on 

the Continent. UCL’s first professor of chemistry was Edward Turner, who 

provided lectures alongside practical classes led by an assistant. In 1837 the chair 

passed to Thomas Graham, whose lectures attracted as many as 230 students, 

probably due to the examining requirements for the LSA (p.103). A laboratory for 

practical chemistry was earmarked as one of the desiderata of the building 

committee in 1837, when Quain emphasized that the department lagged behind 

its rivals on the Continent. For example, the chemist Justus Liebig had introduced 

 
77 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/3, 23/07/1842, 06/08/1842. 
78 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR/51, Ainger to London University, 06/01/1849, passim: Edith Sichel 
and Nilanjana Banerji, ‘Ainger, Alfred (1837–1904)’, ODNB (2020, online edn).  
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pioneering laboratory-based teaching at Giessen in 1826. The old dissecting room 

was therefore converted into a practical laboratory in 1838–9.79 

By 1844, concerns over a lack of national expertise in chemistry had 

prompted plans for a college to offer tuition on the Giessen model. The promoters 

of the scheme leased a house in Hanover Square to establish the Royal College of 

Chemistry, after receiving support from Prince Albert in 1845. In the same year, 

the Council established a chair of analytical and practical chemistry with the 

appointment of George Fownes, who had trained at the Middlesex Hospital before 

embarking on further study in Giessen. The Council also set about building an 

‘analytical’ laboratory for students to carry out experiments related to agriculture, 

architecture, medicine and manufacturing.80 The laboratory was designed by 

Donaldson and constructed by the local builder Nicholas Winsland in 1845. The 

new building preceded the construction of purpose-built laboratories fronting 

Oxford Street at the Royal College in 1846–7. The old laboratory continued in use 

for lessons in practical chemistry.81 

The Council released £2,500 from the Brundrett fund to cover the expense of 

the building works.82 In July 1846 the Council decided to name the laboratory in 

memory of the physician and educational reformer George Birkbeck. A committee 

had raised funds for a tribute to his work in promoting access to education, and 

eventually transferred £500 in subscriptions to UCL. An evening course was 

established to offer tuition in practical chemistry at a reduced fee for men 

employed in manufacturing.83 The laboratory was built in the north court at the 

back of the central block, adjacent to the dissecting rooms (Plan 1). The building 

comprised a large, bright and airy laboratory beneath an open roof with a double 

range of skylights (Ill. 84). The room was furnished with desks to accommodate 

 
79 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/3, 17/06/1837: W. H. Brock, ‘Turner, Edward (1796–1837)’, ODNB (2014, 
online edn): Michael Stanley, ‘Graham, Thomas (1805–1869)’, ODNB (2008, online edn): Bellot, 
pp.125, 130, 174.  
80 Aris’s Birmingham Gazette, 11/05/1846.  
81 Builder, 19/04/1845, p.189: Frank A. J. L. James, ‘Fownes, George (1815–1849)’, ODNB (2004, 
online edn): Andrew Saint (ed.), Survey of London, Vol. 53, Oxford Street (New Haven and 
London, 2020), pp.337–8: UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/4, 01/11/1845. 
82 Morning Chronicle, 15/08/1850: UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/4, 07/02/1846, 07/03/1846.  
83 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/4, 18/07/1846, 05/12/1846: Sun, 28/04/1842: London Daily News, 
12/12/1846: Matthew Lee, ‘Birkbeck, George (1776–1841)’, ODNB (2016, online edn).  
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twenty-four students, each equipped with a sink, drawers, shelves, a fume closet 

and an air shaft to remove vapours. The high ceiling and skylights were devised to 

ensure good ventilation. A sand bath and boiler were fitted by Daniel Coales & 

Son, who had provided similar apparatus at KCL and the Pharmaceutical Society. 

The laboratory was flanked to the west by a furnace room, an instrument store 

and a steward’s office, while the professor was equipped with an office and private 

laboratory at the south.84   

 

General Library and the Flaxman Gallery, 1848–51 

After the fire of 1836, the east range of the central block remained disused and 

dilapidated. Rebuilding plans were deferred until 1848, when UCL embarked on a 

scheme to provide a new library and additional lecture rooms. The east range was 

named the Brundrett Wing, as it was partly financed by a bequest from the 

solicitor Jonathan Brundrett. An important and visionary element of the scheme 

was the conversion of the octagonal vestibule at the heart of the central block into 

a gallery exhibiting plaster casts by the eminent sculptor John Flaxman, creating 

‘the finest surviving testament to [his] creative powers’.85 

Flaxman was one of the foremost sculptors of his day and achieved 

international acclaim for his work, which included statues, reliefs, funerary 

monuments and widely circulated illustrations. Flaxman’s appointment as the 

Royal Academy’s first professor of sculpture in 1810 reflected his public standing. 

Biographers have noted that Flaxman had a shy and retiring personality that did 

not lend well to securing commissions, leading to financial hardship in the years 

before his death in 1826. Flaxman, by then a widower, arranged for his property to 

be divided between his half-sister Mary Ann Flaxman and his sister-in-law Maria 

Denman, who shared his home in Buckingham Street near Fitzroy Square. In turn, 

 
84 ILN, 30/05/1846, p.348. 
85 Ingrid Roscoe, Emma Hardy and M. G. Sullivan (eds), A Biographical Dictionary of Sculptors 
in Britain, 1660–1851 (New Haven and London, 2009), p.445. 
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Mary Ann Flaxman bequeathed her property to Maria Denman before her death 

in 1833.86 

The creation of the Flaxman Gallery has been credited to Henry Crabb 

Robinson, a retired barrister, writer and friend of Denman.87 Robinson was 

immersed in UCL’s affairs, as a proprietor and Council member. The attribution of 

the Flaxman Gallery to Robinson’s efforts and diplomacy has been supported by 

his private correspondence. He described the gallery as ‘the single matter of 

business which I have ever originated in the course of a very inactive life’ in a 

letter to Mary Wordsworth, while he told the banker and antiquarian Dawson 

Turner that ‘there can be no doubt; without me these great works now collected 

would have been dispersed’.88 In 1835 Flaxman’s collection of plaster casts was 

offered to the National Gallery, then still based in a house on Pall Mall. In a letter 

to Sir Robert Rolfe in 1836, Robinson explained that the casts would probably need 

to be removed from Buckingham Street for ‘family’ reasons. He emphasized that 

Denman requested ‘nothing but that they should be set up in a manner suitable to 

their worth’, such as a dedicated public hall or gallery.89  

On the point of their value, Robinson reflected that ‘models which come 

from the hand of a great sculptor are more truly his works than the marble 

afterwards executed’.90 Flaxman’s work focused on producing designs and 

modelling in plaster, delegating the carving process in stone and marble to 

 
86 TNA, PROB 11/1720/221, Will of John Flaxman (1827); PROB 11/1823/418, Will of Mary Ann 
Flaxman (1833): Sarah Symmons, ‘Flaxman, John (1755–1826)’, ODNB (2014, online edn): Roscoe 
et al., pp.361, 443–6. 
87 Vincent Newey, ‘Robinson, Henry Crabb (1775–1867)’, ODNB (2015, online edn): Ashton, 
p.205; ‘A gallery fit for sculpture models’, Treasures from UCL, ed. Gillian Furlong (London, 
2015), pp.164–5. 
88 Robinson to Wordsworth, 16/12/1848, The Letters of Henry Crabb Robinson, Wordsworth 
Library, Grasmere, ed. Timothy Whelan (2013), pp.32–3 (online: 
https://www.qmul.ac.uk/sed/religionandliterature/online-publications/crabb-robinson-
letters, accessed 21/07/2021); Robinson to Turner, 18/12/1850 (from Trinity College, Cambridge, 
Turner Papers, O.14.49/141), cited by Whelan (ed.), ‘Henry Crabb Robinson: Selected Letters, 
1795–1866’, Dissenting Studies, 1650–1850 (online: 
https://sites.google.com/a/georgiasouthern.edu/dissenting-studies-1700-1850/selected-
correspondence-of-crabb-robinson-1795-1865, accessed 31/03/2021): Harte, North and Brewis, 
pp.75–6. 
89 Robinson to Rolfe, 16/03/1836 (from BL, Add MS 45224, f.105), cited by Whelan, ‘Selected 
Letters’. 
90 Robinson to Spring Rice, 03/06/1835 (from BL, Add MS 45224, f.91), cited by Whelan, 
‘Selected Letters’. 
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assistants.91 The idea for a cast gallery was in spirit with the memorialization of 

contemporaries such as Antonio Canova, Bertel Thorvaldsen and Francis 

Chantrey, who were honoured with galleries in Possagno (1834–6), Copenhagen 

(1839–47) and Oxford (1842–3) respectively.92 Despite Robinson’s efforts, 

negotiations with the National Gallery failed. By 1847 the Flaxman casts were in 

the possession of Thomas Denman (Maria Denman’s brother), who had carried on 

the studio at Buckingham Street.93 After he was declared bankrupt in June, the 

collection was at risk of being seized by creditors. The works were claimed by 

Maria Denman, who reportedly paid £130 for their safety (probably with assistance 

from Robinson) and donated the collection to UCL soon afterwards.94 The gift 

included approximately 140 plaster casts, ranging from relief sculptures to models 

and statues. The Committee of Management was requested to consider ‘the means 

of rendering the gift available, qualified as these works are to constitute an 

ornament to the college’.95  

In 1848 a building committee was formed to address the need for additional 

classrooms, a reading room and a store for machinery models. This group 

comprised the astronomer George Bishop, the barrister Richard Denman (no 

obvious relation), the publisher John Taylor, Henry Warburton and the civil 

servant John Wood. Donaldson produced plans for restoring and rebuilding the 

east range of the central block to provide a library, lecture rooms and stores. 

Donaldson also presented plans for converting the octagonal vestibule into a 

gallery to display part of the Flaxman collection, along with a new staircase 

 
91 Roscoe et al., p.444. 
92 Grove Art Online, sub Canova, Antonio; Thorvaldsen, Bertel: M. G. Sullivan, ‘A sculptural gift 
and the history of the Earth: Sir Francis Chantrey, William Buckland, and the geological 
milieu’, Journal of the History of Collections, Vol. 29, No. 1 (2017), pp.67–91: Nicholas Penny, 
‘Chantrey, Westmacott and Casts after the Antique’, Journal of the History of Collections, Vol. 
3, No. 2 (1991), pp.255–64. 
93 Philip Temple and Colin Thom (eds), Survey of London, Vol. 52, South-East Marylebone 
(New Haven and London, 2017), pp.659–60. 
94 Evening Chronicle, 07/06/1847: Morning Post, 06/07/1847: Robinson to Turner, 18/12/1850, 
cited by Whelan, ‘Selected Letters’: Survey of London, Vol. 21, pp.87–90: Eckart Marchand, ‘The 
Flaxman Gallery at University College London and its history’, John Flaxman, 1755–1826: Master 
of the Purest Line, ed. David Bindman (London, 2003), pp.37–43, 37: Roscoe et al., p.361. 
95 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/4, 20/11/1847. 
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ascending from the ground floor.96 The Council accepted a tender of £6,173 from 

the contractor Samuel Grimsdell.97 The ground floor of the east range contained 

two lecture rooms flanking a central corridor, broadly following the plan devised 

by Wilkins (Ill. 19), while stores were provided in the basement. The general 

library was located on the first floor of the east range, occupying the space that 

had originally been earmarked for a great hall. Since 1828 the library had been 

based in the ‘south’ or ‘small’ library at the south end of the central block. Books 

and cases were transferred to the general library over the summer vacation in 

1849, securing additional space for the school. Building works in the east range 

were finally completed in the following year.98 

The general library comprised a barrel-vaulted hall with side aisles divided 

into seven bays, which were lined with bookcases. The side bays were lighted by 

semicircular windows, positioned at a height over the bookcases, but there were 

also mounted gas lights. The central hall served as a reading room for students, 

but also hosted formal events (Ills 85–86). The hall was adorned with a heavily 

modelled coffered ceiling and Corinthian pilasters. A niche at the east end 

contained a marble statue of the philosopher John Locke, which had been 

produced by Richard Westmacott in 1808–9 and placed in the octagonal vestibule 

in 1836.99  

In the meantime, a subscription fund was established to raise money for the 

Flaxman Gallery, with Robinson as treasurer. In 1848 Donaldson suggested 

forming a circular hall in the vestibule and displaying plaster models in niches, a 

concept that was rejected due to the impracticability of exhibiting reliefs on the 

 
96 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/4, 23/02/1848, 08/04/1848: UCL/AM, The Flaxman Gallery (online: 
https://issuu.com/uclcomms/docs/flaxman/30, accessed 31/03/2021). 
97 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/4, 03/06/1848. 
98 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/2, 16/01/1830, 23/01/1830, 16/11/1833; UCLCA/3/1/3, 16/04/1836; 
UCLCA/3/1/4, 08/04/1848, 03/06/1848, 07/07/1849, 27/02/1850. 
99 The statue of John Locke was the result of a subscription fund instituted in 1808. The statue 
had originally been envisaged for St Paul’s Cathedral and was completed by 1809, but was 
presented to UCL in 1836. Globe, 29/06/1836: UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/2, 16/11/1833, 25/02/1835; 
UCLCA/3/1/3, 07/05/1836; UCLCA/3/1/4, 09/02/1850: John Ingamells, ‘Locke, John’, National 
Portrait Gallery: Later Stuart Portraits Catalogue, 1685–1714 (London, 2009): Hull Advertiser 
and Exchange Gazette, 03/06/1809: UCL Calendar, 1854–5, pp.244–5: William Filmer-Sankey 
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walls.100 The arrangement of the casts was entrusted to a committee of Royal 

Academicians, namely Charles Eastlake, C. R. Cockerell, Richard Cook, William 

Wyon and John Heywood Hawkins. Maria Denman also joined committee 

meetings.101 The transferral of the important task of arranging the casts to a group 

of eminent and busy men naturally introduced delays. In a letter of February 1849, 

Robinson alluded to various impediments: 

Cockerell is really ill. Wyon and Cooke [sic] had been 
kept away by all legitimate causes. Donaldson would 
willingly do the whole himself. But he is not to be 
trusted. Wyon I saw a few weeks ago – and then having 
intimated to him your apprehension lest the sculptor 
should be forgotten by the architect – in the 
reasonableness of which fear he concurred – he 
nevertheless did not disapprove of the arrangements he 
then saw.102 

Despite the anxiety over Donaldson’s sensibility towards sculpture, his advice was 

sought over increasing the supply of light to the gallery. The windows were 

widened and lights inserted in the dome to replace smaller pieces of bull’s-eye 

glass (p.93). By the close of the year, Denman had declared her satisfaction with 

the ‘architectural finish’ of the gallery and donated a further nine works.103 In 1850 

the Council set aside the lobby of the gallery and an adjoining room at the south 

for exhibiting more of Flaxman’s works. The completion of the gallery in 1851 was 

marked by private viewings in April and May. Afterwards the space was open freely 

to the public on Saturday afternoons, under the supervision of a beadle.104  

The creation of the Flaxman Gallery elevated the vestibule into a dignified 

and important space, congruous with its focal position behind the portico. Wilkins 

originally had grand ambitions for the vestibule, explaining that it was the ‘focus 

to which all parts of the building intended for public inspection and magnificence 

shall converge’.105 The contract drawings of 1827 hint at the inclusion of 

 
100 Marchand, p.38. 
101 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/4, 17/11/1849. 
102 Robinson to Denman, 20/02/1849 (from UCL/SC, Yates Papers MS Misc 3R), cited by 
Whelan, ‘Selected Letters’. 
103 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/4, 17/11/1849. 
104 Ibid., 02/11/1850, 03/05/1851, passim. 
105 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 1167/10, Wilkins to building committee, 03/1826. 
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semicircular-headed niches, large square-headed windows and Doric pilasters 

flanking the doorways to the great museum, the great library and the great hall 

(Ills 20, 24). The idea that the vestibule originally incorporated a central light well, 

or an ‘oculus’, over the ground floor seems mistaken. Wilkins integrated a circular 

opening (an ‘oculus’ in the common meaning of the term) beneath the dome to 

admit light from the bull’s-eye glass into the vestibule, but there was no such 

provision for supplying natural light to the octagonal room on the ground floor. A 

description of the building in 1829 referred to plans for ‘squares of ground [frosted] 

glass’ in the floor of the vestibule (or possibly the anterooms) to improve the 

supply of light.106 While the original state of decoration is not clear, the vestibule 

evidently failed to fulfil Wilkins’s vision for some time. The space was still 

unfinished in 1836, when Locke’s statue was placed along one wall. An article in 

The Globe suggested that the three vacant walls were ‘admirable positions for 

statues of Bacon, Newton and Milton’, a notion that never came to fruition.107 In 

1851, The Athenaeum observed drily that ‘Mr Wilkins’s cupola to University College 

has long been a cupola to let’.108  

Donaldson inherited Wilkins’s vision for a magnificent space at the centre of 

the college, writing of ‘the Museums of the Capitol[ine] and the Vatican, and in 

the Roman Palaces’ to the building committee in 1848.109 Nina Pearlman has 

suggested that, by this time, a light well had been created in the floor of the 

vestibule.110 This feature was described as an ‘aperture’ in Donaldson’s letters. 

Maria Denman hinted that a full-size plaster cast of St Michael Overcoming Satan 

(1817–26), created for a marble statue commissioned by the third Earl of Egremont 

for Petworth House, should be placed at the centre of the gallery.111 Donaldson’s 

letters seem to convey an enthusiasm for working out the technicalities of this 

arrangement:  

 
106 London University Magazine (1829), p.102: Nikolaus Pevsner and John Sambrook, Pevsner’s 
Architectural Glossary (New Haven and London, 2010), p.88. 
107 Globe, 29/06/1836. 
108 Athenaeum, 17/05/1851, p.531.  
109 Donaldson, cited by Nina Pearlman, ‘Flaxman Gallery – Historical Overview’ (2019), p.3. 
110 Ibid. 
111 Roscoe et al., p.458. 



 

 
 

195 

I have no hesitation in saying that nothing could be 
more effective than this beautiful piece in that position, 
nor would the aperture be very much contracted and 
the group would not produce a heavy black spot even 
when seen from underneath – I have directed a few 
pieces of wood to be put in the aperture, so as to enable 
the committee to judge for themselves of the effect 
which would be produced by this central object in the 
opening.112 

Donaldson recommended raising the statue above a glass and iron dome over the 

aperture, which would have represented a major constructional challenge. The 

committee rejected the proposal in favour of flat glazing around the statue, but in 

the event the ‘aperture’ seems to have been closed.113  

At the inauguration of the Flaxman Gallery, The Athenaeum reflected that it 

was ‘arranged with the greatest taste – architecture aiding sculpture and sculpture 

architecture, and the hand of the painter assisting both’.114 George Scharf’s sketch 

of 1851 (Ill. 87) captures a sense of the drama that was invested in the space. The 

vestibule was not altered in layout, with its four doorways leading to the great 

museum, the junior school, the portico, and the general library. The intervening 

four walls were each adorned with nine casts that had been created for funerary 

monuments and depicted various themes, ranging from biblical subjects, grief and 

moral virtues, to classical scenes, patriotic declarations and representations of 

Hindu and Muslim law. The casts were originally treated to have the appearance of 

yellow marble, placed on an imitation marble ground and arranged in rows of 

three, with the top group separated by a cornice. Semicircular-headed recesses 

above the doorways held relief sculptures of Britannia and Victory, Comfort in 

Affliction and a depiction of the death of Sir Isaac Pocock in 1810. The wall recesses 

were painted a pale lavender and the architectural ornaments were treated in 

imitation of dark-red granite, with the upper section of the hall also painted dark 

red.115   

 
112 Donaldson, cited by Pearlman, p.5. 
113 Ibid., p.5: Marchand, p.38. 
114 Athenaeum, 17/05/1851, p.531. 
115 Marchand, p.39: Builder, 15/03/1851, p.177: ILN, 17/07/1852, pp.45–6: Literary Gazette, 
03/05/1851, p.316. 
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The lower tier of the gallery was adorned with Ionic half-columns, ascending 

to Corinthian half-columns and five semicircular-headed windows facing east. The 

ceiling was coffered and decorated with rosettes. St Michael Overcoming Satan was 

positioned behind low railings at the centre of the gallery. The adjoining rooms 

were furnished with works that were part of Denman’s later gift, such as a full-size 

cast of Pastoral Apollo. A formal staircase was inserted at the north-east of the 

gallery, climbing in two flights from the ground floor to a lobby. This formal 

approach to the gallery was also adorned with sculpture. The landing held a 

marble seated statue of Flaxman by his former student Musgrave Lewthwaite 

Watson, which had recently been shown at the Great Exhibition and was donated 

to UCL in 1852. At the top of the staircase, a niche contained a figurative group, 

Hercules and Hebe.116  

 

The ‘Auto-Icon’ of Jeremy Bentham 

Jeremy Bentham, the philosopher and proponent of utilitarianism, is frequently 

misidentified as one of UCL’s founders. Another misapprehension is that Bentham 

donated his body to UCL at his death in 1832. Bentham bequeathed his body to the 

physician and Unitarian minister Thomas Southwood Smith, who gave a public 

lecture before an anatomical demonstration by Richard Grainger at the private 

anatomy school in Webb Street, Southwark. A wax head was created to be placed 

on the clothed skeleton, after an attempt to preserve the original head had the 

unfortunate effect of distorting its appearance and removing ‘all expression’.117 

Smith offered Bentham’s ‘auto-icon’ to UCL when he vacated his consulting rooms 

in Finsbury Square during the winter of 1849–50. The ‘auto-icon’ was presented in 

a mahogany case with glass doors and temporarily moved to Percy Street, where it 

was collected in March 1850. The case was not placed on display at UCL for some 

time and its early location is unclear. In 1857, Smith wrote disapprovingly that 

 
116 Athenaeum, 17/05/1851, p.531: UCL Library Services, Flaxman and his Circle: An Exhibition of 
Material from UCL Special Collections, 2013 (online: 
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/library/exhibitions/flaxman/flaxman.pdf, accessed 17/02/2021): 
Pearlman, p.4: Marchand, p.38. 
117 Smith, cited by C. F. A. Marmoy, ‘The “Auto-Icon” of Jeremy Bentham at University College, 
London’, Medical History, Vol. 2, No. 2 (1958), pp.77–86, 81. 
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Bentham had been placed ‘in some back room’ and that the college ‘seem to be 

afraid or ashamed to own their possession’.118 Bentham was still ‘screened from the 

eyes of the public’ in 1891.119 By 1906 the ‘auto-icon’ had been placed in the gallery 

of the anatomy museum and probably remained there until the outbreak of war in 

1939, when it was removed to safety.120 

 

The Marmor Homericum 

In its combination of beauty and didactic value, the Flaxman Gallery set a 

precedent for the decoration of spaces in the central block. Another art instalment 

followed in 1865 with the Marmor Homericum, a marble tablet depicting scenes 

and characters from Homeric literature (Ills 88, 193). The work was commissioned 

by George Grote, a banker, politician and classical historian who had written a 

twelve-volume History of Greece (1846–56). Grote was a founding member of the 

Council and served as treasurer from 1860, before his appointment as president in 

1868. In 1863, Grote commissioned Baron Henri de Triqueti to create the Marmor 

Homericum as a memorial of his association with UCL, assuring the Council that 

Triqueti’s ‘high reputation as a sculptor affords full security that the work, when 

completed, will be an ornament to the college’.121  

Harriet Grote later recalled spending three weeks with her husband in Paris 

in 1864 to finalize its design, with frequent trips to Triqueti’s studio and 

conversations over the arrangement of the subjects.122 The Marmor Homericum 

was completed in April 1865 and installed in the south cloisters during the 

following month. Grote also paid for the glazing of three arches in the cloisters to 

enable the work to be viewed in cold weather. Grote reported that Triqueti only 

agreed to be recompensed for the costs of creating the panel, as ‘he felt earnest 

interest in associating his name in this classical design, with an institution so 

 
118 Smith, cited by Marmoy, p.81. 
119 F. C. Montague, cited by Marmoy, p.84.  
120 After the Second World War, the ‘auto-icon’ was placed in the professors’ common room 
and afterwards in the south cloisters, where it was displayed until 2020. UCL/SC, 
UCLCA/3/1/4, 23/03/1850: Marmoy, pp.77–86: BMJ, 18/07/1987, pp.195–8: R. K. Webb, ‘Smith, 
(Thomas) Southwood (1788–1861)’, ODNB (2009, online edn): Bellot, p.426. 
121 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/5, 05/12/1863. 
122 Harriet Grote, The Personal Life of George Grote (London, 1873), pp.273–4. 
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catholic in its educational usefulness, and so accessible to all lovers of art’. In 

response, the Council reflected that the work fulfilled a didactic and decorative 

function, noting that it was ‘calculated to impart to their students an interest in 

classical study, and an improved taste’ while ‘adding to the college itself new 

attraction and dignity in the eyes of the public’.123  

The Marmor Homericum is composed of eleven panels with narrative and 

symbolic subjects. The large central panel depicts a recital of The Iliad by Homer 

to an audience at Delos. The blind poet is surrounded by a gathering of listeners 

to whom he tells the story of the grief of Andromache, the widow of Hector of 

Troy, his voice accompanied by a lyre. The top and bottom borders of the 

composition contain four panels with scenes from The Iliad and The Odyssey: the 

quarrel between Agamemnon and Achilles, who is restrained by Minerva (top 

left); preparations for the voyage of Ulysses from the nymph Calypso (top right); 

Priam kneeling to beg Achilles for the release of Hector’s body (bottom left); and 

the death of Antinous (bottom right). The side borders are adorned with 

personifications of The Iliad and The Odyssey, while the corners contain 

medallions representing Venus (top left), Minerva (top right), Helen (bottom left) 

and Penelope at her loom (bottom right). In his work, Triqueti revived the use of 

marble tarsia, a technique which involved inlaying colourful marbles to produce a 

flat decorative surface. Triqueti had experimented with the method for some time, 

inspired by the work of artists in Renaissance Italy. For the Marmor Homericum, 

Triqueti applied a mixture of red, grey, white and black marbles with tinted 

cements, while the corner medallions were executed in white Carrara marble.124 

 

Sculpture in the quadrangle 

A stone monument to George Richardson Porter, a civil servant and statistician in 

the Board of Trade, was placed in the quadrangle in 1854. The monument was 

produced by Edward William Wyon. The statue was dismantled in 1890, after its 

 
123 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/6, 02/12/1865. 
124 UCL/SC, UCL Calendar, 1865–6, pp.145–6: ILN, 07/11/1863, 23/09/1865. 
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condition deteriorated beyond repair.125 In 1872 the portico was adorned by two 

lead casts taken from ancient statues, The Fighting Gladiator (also referred to as 

Antinous) and Discobolus, donated to UCL by the philanthropist Dr Robert 

Fellowes. The figures were placed on the weighty stone piers flanking the central 

staircase (Ill. 89). The portico was illuminated by gas lamps supported by iron 

standards, which were installed with railings in 1868.126 

 

 

South and north wings 

 

The south and north wings of the quadrangle were built from 1868 to 1881 to 

designs by Thomas Hayter Lewis, who succeeded Donaldson as professor of 

architecture in 1865. Each wing was built in phases and the works staggered. The 

south wing was built in three sections in 1868–9, 1872–3 and 1875–6, and the north 

wing in two phases in 1870–1 and 1878–81 (Maps 6–7, and Plans 1, 3–4). The south 

wing initially accommodated the junior school, while the north wing contained 

the Slade School of Art and other departments.127 

Thomas Hayter Lewis had studied at the Royal Academy in 1837–9, and was 

articled to Joseph Parkinson, surveyor to the Union Fire Office. He also received 

training in the office of William Tite and travelled in Italy and Greece in 1841–2. 

Lewis subsequently established a practice in John Street, Adelphi, working in 

partnership with Thomas Finden until 1858. He worked on an eclectic range of 

commissions, from the elaborate Moorish-style Royal Panopticon of Science and 

Art in Leicester Square (1854, later the Alhambra Theatre) to a Gothic memorial 

cross dedicated to the Crimean War at Netley Hospital (1864), and restoration 

work at the Church of St Bartholomew-the-Great in Smithfield (1865). He also 

succeeded Parkinson at the Union Fire Office. Lewis was acquainted with 

 
125 Morning Post, 26/02/1853: Newcastle Journal, 24/06/1854: UCL/SC, UCL Calendar, 1875–6, 
pp.195–6; UCLCA/3/1/8, 07/07/1890. 
126 Evening Chronicle, 15/02/1847: UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/6, 01/08/1868, 04/05/1872; UCL 
Calendars, 1853–4, p.225; 1872–3, p.181; 1881–2, p.278; 1891–2, p.311. 
127 Statement of Present Requirements (1878), p.4. 
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Donaldson by 1860, when he was acting as honorary secretary of the RIBA.128 He 

published articles and delivered lectures on subjects such as fireproof 

construction, polychromy, domes, concrete and geology. Lewis was also a member 

of the Artistic Architectural Education Committee, established in 1864.129 

 

Planning and commencing the south wing 

A building fund was established in June 1866 to raise money for a new wing to 

accommodate the junior school. The fund was instigated by Samuel Sharpe, a 

Council member and banker with interests in Egyptology and Bible translation. In 

a letter to the Council, Sharpe emphasized that larger classrooms were required to 

accommodate the increasing number of students. The school had outgrown the 

south range of the central block, expanding into rooms allotted to other 

departments to accommodate 360 pupils. Sharpe suggested building a new wing 

in the quadrangle to remedy the lack of space and offered a donation of £1,000. 

The matter rested until March 1867, when the Committee of Management was 

tasked with advancing the project. The committee decided to proceed in a frugal 

manner, seeking plans for only a portion of the south wing. The projected cost of 

£30,000 for the entire wing was probably beyond their reach.130 

The building fund was publicized and within a few months had attracted 

donations of £500 from Francis Goldsmid and £1,000 from John Pemberton 

Heywood, a Liverpool banker. By November 1867, the fund had reached £4,750. In 

the following spring, the Council accepted a tender of £4,826 from George 

Trollope & Sons. In the event, the cost of the building exceeded £7,000 with 

furniture, fittings and architect’s commission. The Council applied an earlier 

donation of £3,000 from Cama & Co. of Mumbai to defray the additional 

 
128 Donaldson had acted in the same capacity in 1834–9. Salmon, pp.145, 234: Fagan and Baker. 
129 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/5, 04/03/1865: Globe, 13/12/1839: Perry’s Bankrupt Gazette, 31/07/1858: 
Morning Post, 23/02/1861: Colvin, pp.781, 1043–4: F. H. W. Sheppard (ed.), Survey of London, 
Vols 33 and 34, St Anne, Soho (London, 1966), pp.488–503: Builder, 15/04/1865, p.258; 
06/05/1865, p.324; 10/06/1865, p.415: Martin Postle, ‘The Foundation of the Slade School of Fine 
Art: Fifty-Nine Letters in the Record Office of University College London’, Volume of the 
Walpole Society, Vol. 58 (1996), pp.127–230, 137.  
130 Alexander Gordon and M. L. Bierbrier, ‘Sharpe, Samuel (1799–1881)’, ODNB (2004, online 
edn): UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/6, 02/06/1866, 02/03/1867, 06/04/1867; UCL Calendars, 1867–8, 
pp.51, 142–3; 1871–2, p.162: Shipping and Mercantile Gazette, 06/06/1867.  
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expenditure.131 The gift had been offered in 1863 as a mark of approval of UCL’s 

‘enlightened and tolerant spirit’, particularly its religious inclusivity.132 The 

completion of the first portion of the south wing in 1869 enabled the school to 

vacate some of its rooms in the central block (Plan 3). The provision of extra 

classrooms facilitated an increase in the number of pupils, which exceeded 400 by 

Spring 1870. Within a year, the school had increased to 500 students.133  

By 1872, an extension to the south wing was under contemplation. In the 

previous year, the Council had received another donation of £1,000 from 

Heywood. Sharpe had initially matched the gift, but presented £4,000 to prevent 

any delay in commencing the extension. Lewis presented plans for the central 

portion of the south wing, estimating that the northern half fronting the 

quadrangle could be built for £6,500 or the entire block completed for £10,000. At 

that point, Lewis estimated the completion of the wing at £18,000. An undated 

plan signed by Lewis relates to discussions about the overall design of the south 

wing (Ill. 90).134 The drawing presents a proposal for the ground floor, showing the 

eastern portion ‘as built’, with four classrooms and a staircase. The central portion 

featured a semicircular portico, which opened into a circular entrance hall. An 

east–west corridor with octagonal lobbies provided access to a lecture theatre. The 

inclusion of a ‘ladies room’ hints at the need for a women’s common room, 

reflecting the growing attendance of women at lectures from 1869.135 The western 

portion of the south wing was divided into classrooms flanking a central corridor, 

which led to a west range fronting Gower Street. A separate entrance for the 

school was delineated at the south-west corner of the playground. This plan for 

the south wing was not executed, probably as the inclusion of grand components 

such as the portico and entrance hall was prohibitively costly.  

 

 
131 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/6, 06/04/1867, 04/05/1867, passim: Morning Advertiser, 11/11/1863: Sun, 
02/07/1864: Liverpool Mercury, 10/05/1877: Express, 06/06/1867. 
132 Cama & Co. was directed by an influential Parsi family. Manchester Courier and Lancashire 
General Advertiser, 14/11/1863. 
133 UCL/SC, UCL Calendars, 1869–70, p.65; 1870–1, p.165; 1871–2, p.163. 
134 UCL/SC, Plan chest, No. 22, Design for south wing (n.d.). 
135 Colin Penman, ‘Redundant Women: UCL’s Place in the History of Women’s Higher 
Education’, lecture for the International Centre for Historical Research in Education (2017). 
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Planning the north wing 

The construction of the north wing of the quadrangle was initiated by a bequest 

from Felix Slade, a lawyer, collector and benefactor of the arts. At his death in 

1868, Slade left £35,000 to establish professorships of fine art at Oxford, 

Cambridge and UCL. An additional fund was reserved for scholarships for 

students of drawing, painting or sculpture at UCL.136 In 1869 the Council appealed 

to Slade’s executors for funds to construct the north wing to accommodate a 

school of fine arts, emphasizing that the college would otherwise be precluded 

from carrying the bequest into effect. Slade’s executors agreed to contribute 

£5,000 in January 1870.137 By this time, Lewis had drawn up plans for the north 

wing. The Council had wished to accumulate interest on the building fund, yet 

this scheme was blocked by the Charity Commissioners. Lewis was accordingly 

instructed to pare down his design. The revised plans were calculated to cost 

£5,586, prompting further donations from Sharpe and Heywood. A final estimate 

of £6,210 in August 1870 accounted for a lift, gas fittings, heating apparatus and 

architect’s commission. A tender of £5,341 was accepted from Trollope & Sons.138 

From its inception the Slade School promoted drawing and painting from 

the life, a mode of teaching adopted widely on the Continent. In contrast, the 

Royal Academy and other English art schools focused on studying from the 

antique before working from living models. Martin Postle has demonstrated that 

the teaching ethos of the school was moulded by the Council in collaboration with 

a large group of artists and academics. The planning of the school was managed 

by a special committee, which included Grote, Sharpe, Francis Goldsmid, 

Theodore Waterhouse and Edwin Wilkins Field, the solicitor and law reformer. 

Field assumed a leading role in the negotiations with Slade’s executors for 

additional funds. His support for the school was a natural progression from 

decades of promoting the study of fine arts at UCL, through his involvement with 

the Artists’ Society (which put forward a failed scheme for an art school in 1847) 

and the Flaxman committee. Field envisaged that the school would integrate 

 
136 David M. Wilson, ‘Slade, Felix (1788–1868)’, ODNB (2007, online edn): Postle, pp.128–9. 
137 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/6, 16/12/1869, 05/02/1870, 23/02/1870, 26/03/1870, passim.  
138 Ibid., 26/03/1870, 04/06/1870, 06/08/1870, 06/01/1872: Postle, p.134. 
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teaching in a variety of subjects, such as architecture, anatomy, chemistry and 

geology. A report on ‘the scheme of instruction’ and the required buildings was 

presented in June 1870 by Lewis and Professor John Marshall, the chair of surgery. 

Lewis was interested not only in devising suitable accommodation, but in 

enabling his own students to study drawing from the life. In 1871 the Council 

appointed Edward John Poynter, an academic painter and decorative artist who 

had trained in London and Paris, as the first Slade professor. Notably, his father 

Ambrose Poynter was one of the founding members of the Institute of Architects 

(later the RIBA), through which he was probably acquainted with Donaldson and 

Lewis. Most importantly, Poynter’s values were aligned with the didactic 

approach.139  

The first portion of the north wing was completed by October 1871, when the 

Slade School opened to its first students. The building comprised a four-bay 

extension adjoining the central block, with two main storeys and a basement 

(Plan 3). On the ground floor, an art library occupied a large room fronting the 

quadrangle. A double-height life studio was positioned at the rear of the block, 

with large, north-facing windows to admit an even light. The first floor contained 

an antique studio for drawing from casts. The completion of the school exceeded 

the projected cost by £1,100, owing partly to the expense of acquiring casts, models 

and equipment.140 

 

Design 

The external design of the south and north wings was not finalized until 1872. 

Lewis had approached the first phase of the south and north wings in a 

conservative manner, continuing Wilkins’s design meticulously. Like the side 

ranges of the central block, the wings were adorned with a rusticated base, a frieze 

of carved wreaths, and pilasters rising to an entablature with a dentil cornice. 

 
139 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/6, 02/07/1870, passim: Alison Inglis, ‘Poynter, Sir Edward John (1836–
1919)’, ODNB (2010, online edn): L. H. Cust and Simon Bradley, ‘Poynter, Ambrose (1796–
1886)’, ODNB (2010, online edn): Alexander Gordon and Catherine Pease-Watkin, ‘Field, 
Edwin Wilkins (1804–1871)’, ODNB (2009, online edn): Postle, pp.127–230.   
140 The Slade School is not included on the Ordnance Survey map published in 1873 (Plan 1), 
probably due to the site being surveyed at an earlier date. ILN, 02/09/1871, 26/02/1881: 
UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/6, 06/01/1872; UCL Calendar; 1872–3, pp.167–70.   
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Despite this deferential start to his work, Lewis evidently perceived the central 

portion of the wings as an opportunity to break from Wilkins’s ideas for the 

quadrangle. In March 1872, Lewis presented a report on the extension of the south 

wing, focusing on the plan and elevation of the central portion. The report 

included three elevations of the front of the south wing. The first elevation 

presented Lewis’s scheme, which was ‘somewhat different from that originally 

proposed by Mr Wilkins’.141 It seems plausible that the first scheme corresponded 

to the undated drawing of the south wing (Ill. 90). The second and third 

elevations presented designs by Wilkins, presumably the original scheme of 1826 

and the alternative design of 1828 (Ills 14, 76). In his report, Lewis explained his 

reasons for departing from Wilkins’s vision for the quadrangle: 

I do not wish in the slightest degree to put my elevation 
forward on the ground of its being an improvement, but 
simply because it is worked out as meeting the actual 
requirements of the case, which could not, of course, 
have been at all known to Mr Wilkins when he designed 
the wing. I may, however, mention that the small domes 
shown on the drawings… were tried by the same 
architect at the National Gallery, and certainly have not 
met with general approval.142 

Lewis proposed to extend the south wing to produce ‘a somewhat imposing 

frontage […] well seen from the street’, compensating for the lack of visibility of 

Wilkins’s central block ‘until quite close’. In a few paragraphs on ‘architectural 

effect’, Lewis addressed concerns that the extension of the south and north wings 

might destroy the ‘unity’ of the building: 

My belief is that any projection of the wings beyond the 
general line of the central mass does, in any case, take 
away the idea of the elevation being a frontage to a large 
edifice, and gives to the eye, at once, the notion of an 
enclosed space. With this idea the architects of most, at 
least of the most noted, grand buildings, whether at 
home or abroad, have (and, I think, rightly) either made 
the wings slightly, if at all, advanced, or have brought 

 
141 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR/1631, Report on the extension of the south wing, 01/03/1872.  
142 Ibid.  
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them boldly forward so as to give dignity to the edifice 
by forming it into a grand quadrangle.143 

Judging from this explanation, it seems there was some hesitation about forming a 

quadrangle. Lewis cited the General Post Office, the National Gallery, the 

riverfront of Somerset House in London; the Hôtel de Ville, the garden front of 

the Tuileries and the east front of the Louvre in Paris; and ‘most of the grand 

palaces at Venice, Florence and Rome’ as examples of the first configuration. For 

the alternative option – the formation of a quadrangle – Lewis explained that he 

‘need only suggest our colleges at Oxford and Cambridge, and the internal courts 

of the Tuileries’.144 The report implies that the development of a quadrangle at 

UCL was perhaps not a matter of absolute certainty, even after the completion of 

the first phase of the south wing, and offers an insight into Lewis’s aspirations for 

grandeur and monumentality. Lewis was firmly in favour of extending the south 

and north wings to form a quadrangle: 

I feel quite sure that the wings of our college are now so 
far forward as to suggest the idea of a quadrangle, and 
that the best way to complete the college will be by 
bringing forward the wings right up to the street, and 
giving them as much dignity as can be done in due 
subordination to the central portico.145 

Lewis backed the most sensible option. The central block was set back from 

Gower Street by sixty-five yards, leaving a significant amount of vacant ground. In 

contrast, the ground at the rear of the central block had a depth of thirty-five 

yards. Much of this ground had already been excavated and covered with ancillary 

buildings at some expense, such as the dissecting rooms, the Birkbeck Laboratory 

and the Brundrett Wing. Lewis proposed to focus on extending the south and 

north wings to produce a quadrangle screened from Gower Street by a colonnade. 

A central entrance lodge, ‘handsomely designed’, was intended to ‘convey 

somewhat the same idea (although worked out, of course, in a very different way) 

as that of the splendid entrance to the court of King’s College, Cambridge’, built to 

 
143 Ibid.  
144 Ibid.  
145 Ibid.  
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Wilkins’s design in the 1820s.146 Despite drawing inspiration from Oxford and 

Cambridge, Lewis’s scheme preserved ‘the effect of open space’ and the view of 

the portico.147  

Lewis’s final proposal is shown in a print published in 1881 (Ill. 91).148 This 

view from the north-west depicts the central block set behind a formal garden. A 

screen of Doric columns with a central lodge separated the college’s grounds from 

Gower Street. The south and north wings were terminated by pedimented blocks 

with six-columned Corinthian porticoes overlooking the quadrangle. The 

buildings were unified by the continuation of the rusticated base and the frieze of 

carved wreaths, though pilasters were abandoned on the Gower Street front in 

favour of sculptural panels at attic-storey level. Despite formulating a scheme for 

the quadrangle that was grand, coherent and deferential to Wilkins’s portico, 

Lewis was clearly under pressure to maximize space. A third storey was added 

across the entire complex, tucked above the entablature of the central block and 

the side wings, reminiscent of the additional storey recently built at UCH (p.124). 

Of this ambitious proposal, only the south and north wings were executed. Lewis 

departed from Wilkins’s vision for lofty centrepieces, whether domed or turreted. 

Instead, Lewis brought emphasis to the central portion of the south and north 

wings by advancing it into the quadrangle and raising the entablature. The centre 

was marked by semicircular projections adorned by six engaged columns with 

Corinthian capitals (Ill. 92). The basement area was screened by iron railings with 

stone plinths. 

 

Completion of the south wing, 1872–6 

The Council decided to construct the whole of the central portion of the south 

wing. Builders were invited to bid for the works and a tender was accepted from 

Browne & Robinson, a large firm that had recently built the new Smithfield 

Market and an extra storey at UCH. The outcome of the competition was a source 

 
146 Ibid.: Colvin, p.1124. 
147 Statement of Present Requirements (1878), p.8. 
148 Building News, 17/06/1881: John Wodehouse, An Account of the North Wing and Recent 
Additions to University College, London (London, 1881).  
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of concern for Lewis, who had limited dealings with Browne & Robinson and 

understood that Arthur W. Blomfield (consulting architect at UCH) had 

experienced difficulties with work being underlet to subcontractors. Lewis had 

hoped for Trollope & Sons to win the contract, but this aspiration was foiled by 

the custom of accepting the lowest tender. Browne & Robinson declined to give 

way to Trollope & Sons and signed the building contract in August 1872, agreeing 

a price of £7,890. The works commenced in September 1872 and were finished in 

the following year.149  

In 1874 the Council received a further gift of £4,000 from Sharpe towards the 

completion of the south wing, which would enable the junior school to finally 

relinquish the south range of the central block. By this time, the number of 

schoolboys had increased to 560 and included a young Charles Robert Ashbee.150 

Plans for the completion of the wing were produced by Lewis and a tender of 

£6,961 accepted from Clarke & Bracey in 1875. As to their reputation, Lewis was 

satisfied that Clarke & Bracey were ‘in a large way of business’ and had ‘done [a] 

great deal of work under [his] direction in a very satisfactory manner’.151 The 

building works were carried out in 1875–6.152  

The completed south wing comprised two storeys and a basement (Plan 3). 

The ground floor provided a series of classrooms set on either side of a central 

corridor. A lecture room (originally known as the Sharpe Theatre and devoted to 

chemistry) occupied the middle of the central block. Another lecture room 

(named the Heywood Theatre and used for natural philosophy) was located on 

the first floor along with drawing rooms, a chemistry laboratory and a classroom 

for practical science. The basement contained more classrooms and a dining 

room. A covered gymnasium was built in 1880 on the east side of the playground, 

 
149 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/6, 01/07/1872, 06/01/1872, passim; UCLCA/CORR/1631, 01/03/1872, 
02/08/1872, 25/10/1873; UCL Calendar, 1872–3, pp.165–6. 
150 Ashbee attended UCS from 1873 to 1875–6, and went to Wellington College in 1877. This 
brief phase of Ashbee’s education does not seem to have been known to his biographer. UCS, 
Alphabetical and Chronological Register, p.48. Alan Crawford, C. R. Ashbee: Architect, Designer 
and Romantic Socialist (New Haven and London, 1985), p.6: Information kindly supplied by 
Robert Winckworth. 
151 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR/1631, 02/07/1875. 
152 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/6, 18/04/1874, 01/05/1875, passim: UCL Calendar, 1874–5, pp.123–4: 
Builder, 20/07/1878, p.749. 
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where there was already an outdoor gymnasium. The completion of the wing 

facilitated a considerable increase in the number of students, which numbered 

770 in 1877.153 

 

Completion of the north wing, 1878–81 

The Slade School had been an immediate success, attracting 120 students in its 

inaugural year. A general course enabled students to access art studios, an antique 

room and life classes, either with living models or draped models (‘especially 

adapted for ladies, who cannot, of course, work from the nude model’).154 Lectures 

on anatomy, perspective and archaeology (including classical architecture and 

sculpture) were also introduced. Poynter initially had quibbles over heating in the 

studios, complaining in November 1872 that a model had to abandon sittings 

owing to the cold. By 1873 the volume of students had increased to 190, 

outgrowing the size of the school. Poynter requested two new studios to address 

the lack of space. Despite these circumstances, the Council lacked the funds for an 

extension.  

In 1875 Poynter departed to direct the National Art Training School in South 

Kensington and was succeeded by Alphonse Legros, who had 220 students in his 

first year and was required to limit admissions due to space constraints. By 1878, 

the demand for an extension of the Slade School and the provision of specialized 

spaces for other departments had precipitated plans to complete the north wing. 

The foundation stone of the extension was laid in July 1878 to coincide with a 

festival marking UCL’s golden jubilee, but the occasion was more for publicity 

than the start of building activity in earnest (Ill. 93). Soon afterwards, Sharpe 

donated £5,000 and the Council was emboldened to instruct Lewis to prepare 

 
153 F. W. Felkin, From Gower Street to Frognal: A Short History of University College School from 
1830 to 1907 (London, 1909), pp.11, 17. UCL/SC, UCL Calendar, 1873–4, pp.166–7; 1874–5, p.172; 
1875–6, p.177: UCLCA/3/1/7, 06/03/1880, 05/06/1880: Statement of Present Requirements (1878), 
p.11: G. G. H. Page (ed.), An Angel Without Wings: The History of University College School, 
1830–1980 (London, 1981), p.22: University College School Magazine, Vol. 2, No. 14 (June 1880), 
p.72; Vol. 3, No. 1 (November 1880), p.11.  
154 UCL/SC, UCL Calendar, 1871–2, p.43.  
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working drawings. In the meantime, a committee was established to raise money 

through public subscriptions.155  

The working drawings for the north wing seem to have been delegated to 

Perry & Reed, ‘Architects to the College’. This partnership between John Tavenor 

Perry and Frederick Henry Reed was based at Lewis’s former office in the Adelphi. 

Lewis had appointed Perry as an apprentice in 1859. Reed was a first cousin to 

Lewis through his maternal side, the son of his uncle Hayter Thornton Reed, a 

Bermondsey merchant. He entered Lewis’s office as a pupil in 1866 and continued 

as an assistant while studying at UCL and the Royal Academy. In the meantime, 

Lewis suffered from declining health and offered to resign his professorship in 

1873. He was persuaded to continue lecturing until 1876, when he retired from 

practice and introduced Thomas Roger Smith as his substitute at UCL. He 

eventually relinquished the professorship in 1881. Perry and Reed continued to 

work in partnership from the Adelphi, taking on commissions such as structural 

alterations to the Alhambra Theatre (1881) and the construction of Hotel Cecil on 

the Strand (1890–6).156 

Lewis’s plans for the completion of the north wing were approved in 

November 1878, but progress was obstructed by the projected cost of £30,000. 

Alterations to the existing portion of the north wing were estimated to cost a 

further £10,000. The Council determined to raise £20,000 before committing to a 

building contract, adopting a similar approach to the rebuilding committee at 

UCH (p.134). In April, the Council resolved to seek building tenders while 

continuing to raise funds. In the following month, a tender was accepted from 

William Brass of Shoreditch. Construction started in June 1879 and the north wing 

 
155 UCL/SC, UCL Calendar, 1872–3, p.58; 1873–4, pp.66–67; 1874-5, p.175; 1875–6, pp.181–2; 1877–
8, p.82; UCLCA/3/1/6, 11/11/1872, 01/11/1873; UCLCA/3/1/7, 27/07/1878, 05/11/1881: Statement of 
Present Requirements (1878), pp.7, 9, 12: Timothy Wilcox, ‘Legros, Alphonse (1837–1911)’, ODNB 
(2008, online edn). 
156 Perry’s Bankrupt Gazette, 31/07/1858: St James’s Gazette, 13/12/1898: Middlesex County Times, 
06/10/1915: Antonia Brodie, Alison Felstead and Jonathan Franklin (eds), Directory of British 
Architects, 1834–1914, Vol. 2 (London, 2001), pp.445–6, 762–3: UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/6, 
05/04/1873, 05/04/1876; UCLCA/3/1/7, 11/06/1881: Western Times, 04/05/1909: Daily Telegraph 
and Courier, 10/12/1908: London Daily News, 27/11/1908. 
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was formally opened in February 1881. The Council had managed to raise £20,000, 

but continued fundraising for some years to reduce a shortfall of £15,000.157  

The extension of the north wing led to the reconfiguration of the Slade 

School, providing a mixture of spaces devoted to practical classes, lectures and 

independent study. For the first time, spaces were designed for women students. 

The doorway at the centre of the north wing opened to an entrance hall with a 

grandiose double-flight staircase (Ills 94–96). On the north side of the wing, a 

library provided space for students to sketch from drawings, prints and 

photographs, and for lectures on anatomy and perspective. The existing double-

height life studio was altered by the creation of a balcony communicating with the 

professor’s office. This studio was used for classes for male students and accessed 

via a staircase at the east end of the main corridor. A separate staircase descended 

to a refreshment room and cloakroom for women students. The first floor 

contained a life studio for women students and mixed classes, a professor’s studio 

and an antique room (Ill. 97). A corridor with a semicircular lobby extended along 

the south side of the wing. This unusual arrangement reflected the need for even, 

natural light in the studios, which were north-facing. At the west end of the 

landing, a small room was allotted to etching classes.158  

A significant portion of the ground floor and basement of the north wing 

was devoted to chemistry. This department continued to occupy rooms in the 

north range of the central block, along with the Birkbeck Laboratory. The 

provision of additional facilities for the chemistry department followed the 

establishment of a chair of chemical technology in 1878. By this initiative, UCL 

aimed to offer courses for students who wished to pursue careers in metallurgy, 

manufacturing, printing, distilling, agriculture and other fields. Practical work 

continued to be performed in the Birkbeck Laboratory, which was assigned to 

chemical technology. The chemistry department occupied the west end of the 

north wing. The ground floor contained a lecture theatre and rooms for 

preparatory work. A new laboratory for analytical chemistry was positioned 

 
157 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/7, 02/11/1878, 05/04/1879, passim; UCL Calendars, 1879–80, p.li; 1880–1, 
p.li; 1881–2, p.li; 1883–4, p.l; 1888–9, p.xlviii: St James’s Gazette, 27/12/1888. 
158 Wodehouse, pp.3–5. 
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behind the north wing, running along the northern boundary of the site (Map 4, 

Plan 5, Ills 98–99). This large rectangular hall was open to a pseudo-hammerbeam 

roof with iron tie-rods and struts. The lofty height of the hall was designed to 

improve ventilation, enabling vapours to disperse, while the inclusion of skylights 

and clerestory windows suppled natural light to a confined site. The hall was 

furnished with desks and appliances such as water baths. An adjoining furnace 

room contained equipment for evaporation, distillation, calcination and other 

processes requiring extreme heat. The laboratory was linked by a corridor to the 

basement of the north wing, which contained a museum of chemical technology 

and laboratories for assaying, water analysis and spectroscope work.159  

The departments of zoology and comparative anatomy were allotted rooms 

vacated by the Slade School on the first floor of the north wing, along with 

adjoining spaces in the central block. The former anatomy museum was converted 

into a lecture theatre, communicating with anatomy and zoology museums in the 

north wing. This large, galleried room had a central well furnished with benches 

and movable screens for exhibits, with shelving and display cases stowed under 

the galleries (Ill. 100). The north gallery was converted into laboratories for 

advanced students and assistants. The south gallery remained open as a space for 

the professor’s attendant, with a trap-door providing access to the flat roof over 

the theatre, where water tanks contained frogs, mussels, crayfish and other 

marine species. An adjoining top-lit classroom provided space for students to 

perform dissection work (Ill. 101). Further stores were kept in an assistant’s 

laboratory at the north-east of the gallery, which also served as a workshop for 

anatomical models and specimens. The former antique studio in the north wing 

was converted into zoology museums. The largest room was the north museum, 

fitted with display cabinets and tables (Ill. 102). The south museum was equipped 

with a Wardian Case (an early type of terrarium named after the botanist 

Nathaniel Bagshaw Ward), a freshwater aquarium and a marine aquarium. The 
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museums were bordered by a professor’s laboratory, occupied initially by Edwin 

Ray Lankester.160  

The second floor of the north wing was devoted to the physiology 

department. At the east end, a lecture theatre contained seating for 170 students. 

In the central portion, a practical workshop was fitted with student desks 

equipped with gas, water and instrument lockers (Ill. 103). The desks were 

arranged on a raised platform to ensure supervision and natural light. The west 

end contained a laboratory named for T. J. Phillips Jodrell, who had endowed the 

chair of physiology in 1873 and advised on the configuration of the department. 

There was also a professors’ workshop and research laboratories.161    

 

 

South-west wing 

 

Lewis’s overall scheme for completing the south and north wings of the 

quadrangle was not realized, and eventually cast out by the decision to build two 

substantial wings along the west front to address the demand for space. The 

construction of the south-west wing was prompted by the growth of the 

engineering department. A chair of civil engineering and surveying was 

established in 1882, followed by a chair of electrical technology in 1885 handed to 

John Ambrose Fleming. Thomas Hudson Beare assumed the chair of engineering 

and mechanical technology in 1889. Beare and Fleming quickly stressed the need 

for a new building for the engineering department. The Council launched a public 

appeal for funds (approximately £50,000) to build two wings along Gower Street. 

In addition to engineering laboratories, the Council aspired to raise money for a 

physics laboratory and the department of architecture. In 1892, the Council was 

ready to proceed with engineering laboratories at the end of the south wing, along 

with a new physics laboratory behind the central block.162 

 
160 Peter J. Bowler, ‘Lankester, Sir (Edwin) Ray (1847–1929)’, ODNB (2004, online edn): D. E. 
Allen, ‘Ward, Nathaniel Bagshaw (1791–1869)’, ODNB (2020, online edn): Wodehouse, pp.5–9. 
161 Bellot, p.315: Wodehouse, pp.9–10. 
162 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/7, 13/05/1882, 03/06/1882; UCLCA/3/1/8, 17/07/1889; passim: London 
Daily News, 30/01/1891: Bellot, p.391, Chart 5. 
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Plans for the south-west wing were drawn up by Thomas Roger Smith, who 

had succeeded Lewis in 1881. Smith was born in 1830 in Sheffield, where his father 

worked as a Congregational minister. After a private education, Smith was articled 

to Samuel Beazley and Philip Hardwick, and travelled on the Continent for 

eighteen months. He also worked as an assistant to James Pennethorne. Smith 

established himself in practice in 1855, embarking on a career that spanned work 

on schools, hospitals and sanatoria, commercial and domestic buildings, and 

commissions in India. He already had experience of engineering laboratories, 

having designed David Kirkaldy’s Testing and Experimenting Works in Southwark 

(1873), and had a particular interest in acoustics. Smith’s busy professional life 

included roles as a district surveyor, assessor in architectural competitions and 

arbitrator. Smith also delivered lectures at the Architectural Association 

(president in 1860–1 and 1863–4) and the Carpenters’ Company (master in 1901), 

and prepared papers and publications on a wide range of subjects. Smith had 

conducted the architectural lectures at UCL since 1876, acting as Lewis’s 

substitute.163 

Smith’s plans for the first phase of the south-west wing were approved in 

April 1892. The building contractors were A. Bush & Sons, and structural steel and 

iron were supplied by Richard Moreland & Son. The building was opened formally 

in May 1893.164 The exterior of the first phase of the south-west wing was striking 

in its discordance with the rest of the quadrangle, a consequence of financial 

limitations (Ills 2, 57). Only the southern portion was carried to its full intended 

height, comprising three main storeys and a basement faced with Portland stone. 

The rest of the wing was built to ground-floor level. The completed part of the 

façade overlooking the quadrangle adhered strictly to the mode set by Wilkins. A 

rusticated base with a frieze of carved wreaths rose to a first floor with pilasters 

and a high entablature, which concealed an additional storey. On the west front, 

 
163 Paul Waterhouse and John Elliott, ‘Smith, Thomas Roger (1830–1903)’, ODNB (2004, online 
edn 2006): Builder, 14/03/1903, p.289: UCL/SC, MS ADD 367, Thomas Roger Smith papers: 
Architects’ Magazine, 04/1903, p.135: Graeme Gooday, ‘Architectural acoustics: Thomas Roger 
Smith and the science of hearing buildings in nineteenth-century Britain’, Experiencing 
Architecture in the Nineteenth Century: Buildings and Society in the Modern Age, ed. Edward 
Gillin and H. Horatio Joyce (London, 2019), pp.106–14. 
164 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/8, 02/04/1892, 15/07/1892. 
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Smith terminated the south end of the wing with four pilasters and a pediment. A 

late adjustment was the inclusion of an extra tier of windows to serve rooms on 

the second floor.165 The first phase of the wing avoided the expense of the grand 

centrepiece proposed by Smith for the Gower Street front (Ill. 104). Smith 

intended for the south-west and north-west wings to terminate with semicircular 

porches, flanking a central roadway.166 The first portion of the south-west wing 

stopped short of the north end, leaving a Fletton-brick return wall as a temporary 

measure.  

The southern portion of the south wing was devoted to the electrical 

division of the engineering department. The ground floor contained a lecture 

theatre, a laboratory with a photometric gallery and a dynamo room (Plan 5, Ill. 

105). An open-well staircase was fitted with a girder at ceiling level to facilitate 

experiments involving long wires and cords. The first floor contained a lecture 

theatre and a museum, and a drawing office was provided on the second floor 

(Plan 6, Ill. 106). The basement contained an accumulator room, heating 

apparatus and workshops, while a forge was sunk into the south-west corner of 

the quadrangle. The northern section of the south-west wing comprised a large 

single-storey workshop with an open steel-framed roof with skylights (Plan 4). 

Solid foundations were required to support heavy machinery, preventing the 

inclusion of a basement. The concrete floor was covered with wooden blocks, 

while insulation (silicate cotton and slag-wool) reduced noise and vibration. A 

general laboratory occupied the width of the block, fitted with desks, benches and 

machinery (Ill. 107). Glazed wooden partitions screened an engine room, 

workshops and offices (Ill. 108).167  

Despite the significant increase in space, the engineering department rapidly 

filled the south-west wing. Within a few months of its completion, the drawing 

office was overcrowded and there was demand for a students’ common room. 

Smith advised that the department could expand further into the south wing, a 

 
165 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/9, 25/03/1893.  
166 Building News, 04/01/1895. 
167 Builder, 03/03/1894, pp.172–4: UCL/SC, Coll. Coll. BD3, An Account of the New Engineering 
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solution that was immediately rejected by the headmaster of the school.168 

Another complication was the severe criticism of Smith’s design for the 

quadrangle mounted by Henry Heathcote Statham, editor of The Builder.169 In 

May 1893, Statham published a piece about the south-west wing:  

To get the laboratories, buildings entirely without any 
pretence to architecture have been built half across the 
opening of the quadrangle, a portion of them in two or 
three stories, the other portion a one-story building, 
solid, but with no more pretence to architecture than a 
shed, half obliterating Wilkins’s façade and utterly 
destroying the effect of his building as a whole.170 

In the following week, another article appeared in The Builder under the title, ‘The 

Architectural Disfigurement of University College’.171 Statham’s principal concern 

was the decision to abandon Wilkins’s scheme for a three-sided quadrangle. 

Statham pointed out that the construction of two wings across the Gower Street 

front would veer from Wilkins’s vision for an open quadrangle, while depriving 

the neighbourhood of a view of the portico, ‘its only fine piece of architectural 

effect’.172 Statham elaborated that Smith’s design lacked the drama and vigour of 

Wilkins’s scheme, with the ends of the south and north wings ‘very tame and flat 

in comparison, and entirely different from what Wilkins intended’. Presumably, 

Statham was thinking of the design of 1828 (Ill. 76).173 Statham also claimed that 

the enclosure of the quadrangle would restrict the free circulation of air, breaking 

with accepted sanitary principles.  

This last remark was directed at Douglas Galton (p.131), who took a lead with 

canvassing donations towards the building fund. Statham was incensed by 

Galton’s claims, circulated in The Times, that the quadrangle was being completed 

in line with Wilkins’s intentions. Galton also asserted that the new wings would 

be separated by an opening of 100ft, implying that there would be no restriction to 

air circulation or the view of the portico. Statham railed against what he perceived 

 
168 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/10, 02/12/1893. 
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as a distortion of the facts.174 Statham’s second article received another rebuttal in 

The Times. Galton expressed his surprise that ‘the Builder, which poses as a judge 

of architecture, should have made such a singular statement’. He added that 

‘Wilkins’s plans always contemplated additions, which are now being partly 

carried into effect’. He also defended the appearance of the south-west wing, 

claiming that Smith had been as faithful ‘as circumstances permitted’ to Wilkins’s 

design, despite a lack of funds.175 Statham’s reply was blunt, but offered an 

accurate prognosis for the future of the quadrangle:  

Either Douglas Galton is writing on incorrect 
information, or his letter is an attempt to throw dust in 
the eyes of the public… The matter is in this position; 
the college quadrangle is now left with a thing like a 
railway station shed projecting half across the front, 
with an ugly mass of slated roof and a row of skylights 
along the top. It will probably remain so for many years, 
completely ruining the appearance of the building; and 
(from the state in which the south wing is left), I 
presume that the only change from this deformation 
will be the building up of a complete return block the 
same height as the wings, shutting out the central 
feature of the buildings from view, depriving a crowded 
and ugly neighbourhood of the view at least of an open 
space and a fine piece of architecture, and injuring the 
sanitary condition of the college by shutting up the 
quadrangle and checking the circulation of air. I am 
surprised that Sir Douglas Galton, who (if I may imitate 
his own not very polite phraseology) “poses as” a 
sanitary reformer, should overlook this point.176 

Galton still defended Smith’s design for the quadrangle, pointing out that Wilkins 

had produced more than one scheme. He reiterated the earlier plea for donations, 

ascribing the unfinished state of the south-west wing to a lack of funds. In return, 

Statham remarked that Galton’s allusion to an alternative design by Wilkins was ‘a 

mere shot in the dark, with no evidence to back it’. He concluded that ‘it would 

surely be more creditable to the University College authorities to have answered 
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my criticisms by saying frankly, “We want the new rooms, and we do not care a 

button about the architectural effect”, which is the plain truth, instead of making 

a pretence that they are carrying out Wilkins’s design’.177 

The debate was reignited at the RIBA in February 1894, when a series of 

papers on the new laboratories was delivered by Professors Smith, Beare, Fleming 

and George Carey Foster. During the ensuing discussion, Statham reiterated his 

concern about the discrepancy between Wilkins’s design for an open quadrangle 

and Smith’s enclosed design. By now, Statham had calculated that the completion 

of the new wings (without the proposed porches) would leave a central opening of 

48ft, less than half the distance promised by Galton. This point was contested by 

Smith’s son and business partner Ravenscroft Elsey Smith, who suggested that 

Statham had been misguided in his measurements by assuming that the central 

axis of the entrance lodges lined up with the central axis of the portico, when in 

fact there was a discrepancy of 10ft. The conversation sparked another argument 

over the precise length of the gap between the two intended wings, and the 

asymmetry of the lodges, which was recorded fastidiously in The Builder.178 

After the debate, Elsey Smith reduced his calculation of the discrepancy 

between the central axes of the lodges and the portico to 5ft. In the meantime, 

Statham tasked the engineer Henry Adams with conducting a theodolite survey. 

Statham calculated that the south-west and north-west wings would each be 213ft 

in length and the porches would project towards the gateway by another 21ft on 

both sides, leaving an opening of 6ft. The ‘testimony of the theodolite’ was that 

the central axis of the portico was just 7 inches to the north of the central axis of 

the lodges, which contradicted Elsey Smith.179 Adams calculated that the opening 

between the porches would therefore span 8ft. Statham concluded that Henry 

William Brewer’s illustration of the entrance, showing two lanes of carriages, was 

fantasy (Ill. 104). He added that UCH was 3ft 3in out of line with the central axis of 

the portico, stating that ‘Professor Roger Smith will perhaps now perceive that he 

had better have known more about the alignment of his own building before 
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professing to correct my mistakes’.180 A letter from Smith appeared in The Builder 

in March, confirming that Adams’s measurements were correct. By this time, 

Statham had tested the measurements again and determined that there would be 

an opening of 10ft between the porches, and 52ft between the wings.181  

Despite these complicated meanderings over survey measurements, the 

discussion at the RIBA elicited an explanation for this controversial design for the 

quadrangle directly from its architect. Smith acknowledged ‘the responsibility of 

dealing with the architectural claims of University College’, but explained that the 

building committee had pushed towards enclosing the quadrangle. Furthermore, 

he believed that:  

A building which was entirely a quadrangle had a dignity that 
a three-sided building did not possess… At the same time, he 
had fought rather hard for the retention of the central 
opening, and what had been arranged was the result of a 
compromise… But he entirely disclaimed that they had spoilt 
the building by shutting it in. No doubt, as viewed from Gower 
Street, the splendid portico and steps were better seen than 
they would be when the building was completed; but the 
demands for accommodation were imperious.182 

 

 

Alterations and additions, 1869–1906 

 

During this period, alterations to the central block were precipitated by building 

projects and the growth of academic departments. The construction of the south 

wing enabled UCS to vacate the south range of the central block, which it had 

occupied since 1837 (p.182). From 1869, the space was gradually restored to the use 

of the library and other departments. The school initially vacated only the first 

floor, which was divided into classrooms (Plan 3). The room at the south end of 

the first floor (originally the ‘small’ or ‘south’ library) was used to store the Morris 

collection of literary and scientific works, and the Graves collection of 

 
180 Ibid. 
181 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/10, 02/06/1894: Builder, 03/03/1894, p.174. 
182 Builder, 03/03/1894, p.174. 
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mathematical works. In the following year, an adjacent room was allotted to the 

Morrison Chinese collection. By 1874 a workroom had been fitted up for 

mathematics, physics, engineering and mechanical drawing. The adjoining 

classrooms were used for a wide range of departments, including Latin, English, 

Arabic, Persian, mathematics, physiology and experimental physics.183  

By the 1870s significant alterations had been effected in the north range, 

despite its continued use for medicine and the sciences (Plan 3). The layout of the 

first floor was relatively unchanged, but the ground floor had been reconfigured. 

In 1833 the professors’ common room and the Materia Medica museum exchanged 

rooms. The north lecture room adjacent to the cloisters was converted into a 

medical library in 1838. The professors’ common room was displaced in 1851 for an 

assaying laboratory established by Professor Graham to support his work for the 

Royal Mint. Later alterations were spurred by the growth of the physiology 

department, which expanded from a laboratory next to the first-floor lecture 

theatre. The other lecture room next to the north cloisters was converted into a 

physiology laboratory in 1870. Within a few years, the department was equipped 

with a histology laboratory and an instrument store, fitted up in the north 

cloisters. In 1874 the Jodrell Laboratory was established at the north end of the 

ground floor, replacing the Materia Medica museum. In turn, the first-floor 

laboratory was converted into a library named for Professor William Sharpey, the 

chair of anatomy and physiology from 1836 to 1874. By this time, the north 

cloisters contained a beadle’s box and a cloakroom for medical students. The 

chemistry department continued to occupy the ground-floor lecture theatre and 

adjoining laboratory.184 

From 1877 to 1882, the Parkes Museum of Hygiene was temporarily installed 

at UCL, probably on one of the upper floors of the south range. The museum was 

 
183 Bellot, pp.105, 119, 127–8, 172–3, 358: UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/4, 07/06/1851; UCLCA/3/1/6, 
07/08/1869, 04/12/1869, 22/04/1873; UCLCA/3/1/7, 02/03/1878; UCL Calendars, 1869–70, p.164; 
1870–71, pp.170, 172; 1871–2, pp.168–9; 1872–3, p.175; 1874–5, p.172; 1875–6, pp.50–1, 59; 1876–7, 
pp.131–2, 215; 1879–80, p.267; 1880–1, p.83: Adrian Rice, ‘Graves, John Thomas (1806–1870)’, 
ODNB (2004, online edn): R. K. Douglas and Robert Bickers, ‘Morrison, Robert (1782–1834)’, 
ODNB (2007, online edn). 
184 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/6, 13/04/1872, 06/07/1872, 13/07/1872; UCL Calendar, 1872–3, p.176: A. 
H. Sykes, ‘Sharpey, William (1802–1880)’, ODNB (2004, online edn): Bellot, pp.171–4.  
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founded in memory of the physician and sanitary expert Edmund Alexander 

Parkes, who held the chair of clinical medicine from 1849 to 1860. After his death 

in 1876, a committee raised funds for a memorial in honour of Parkes’s work. The 

project took the shape of a museum and library of hygiene to improve teaching 

and knowledge in a range of disciplines, including architecture, engineering, 

medicine and surgery, as well as attracting public and professional visitors. 

Professor W. H. Corfield, the chair of hygiene and public health, had established a 

hygiene laboratory on the ground floor of the south range, occupying half of the 

north lecture room adjacent to the south cloisters. The Parkes Museum was fitted 

up at UCL in 1877, but a formal opening to the public took place in June 1879. By 

1881 the rooms occupied by the museum were coveted by the engineering 

department, which required more space for drawing classes.185 The Council 

requested the Parkes committee to vacate its rooms during the summer of 1882. 

Corfield pressed for the retention of the museum, pointing to its value for 

practical teaching. The Council briefly considered the feasibility of 

accommodating the museum in an extension to the north wing, on condition that 

the building was funded by the Parkes committee. The committee decided to bow 

out and seek new premises for the expansion of its work, transferring to No. 74a 

Margaret Street.186  

For some time, there had been complaints about a lack of community spirit 

at UCL. The room beneath the portico was divided into two common rooms in 

1829, after complaints of noise in the rooms below the Greek and Latin 

classrooms. In 1844 one of the common rooms was fitted up as a refreshment 

 
185 The precise location of the Parkes Museum is unknown. Builder recorded that its ‘galleries’ 
occupied a ‘somewhat inaccessible position’ on ‘the top floor’, while Nature reported that it 
was ‘temporarily located in the largest room of the south wing’ with ‘a second room for the 
library’. Builder, 31/07/1880, p.150; 02/06/1883, p.736: Nature, 16/10/1879, pp.588–9: Good Words 
(1879), pp.553–8. 
186 Mark Harrison, ‘Parkes, Edmund Alexander (1819–1876)’, ODNB (2004, online edn): 
Information kindly supplied by Barbara Penner: B. P. Bergman and S. A. J. Miller, ‘The Parkes 
Museum of Hygiene and the Sanitary Institute’, Journal of the Royal Society for the Promotion 
of Health, Vol. 123, No. 1 (2003), pp.55–8: Hilary Buxton, ‘Health by design: teaching cleanliness 
and assembling hygiene at the nineteenth-century sanitation museum’, British Journal for the 
History of Science, Vol. 51, No. 3 (2018), pp.457–85: UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/7, 02/02/1878, 
06/04/1878, passim: Bellot, p.358: W. H. Corfield and G. V. Poore (eds), Descriptive Catalogue 
of the Parkes Museum of Hygiene (London, 1879), pp.5–6. 
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room managed by a steward, who sold meals and snacks on his own account. 

From the 1860s, there were successive attempts to nurture social life and 

community. A racket court and two fives courts were built at the eastern end of 

the playground in 1864 (Map 3). The north and south cloisters had originally been 

envisaged as spaces for recreation, an ideal that appears to have been hampered 

by bad weather. The south cloisters were partially glazed in 1865 to encourage 

viewings of the Marmor Homericum in all seasons (p.197), but were not fully 

enclosed until 1878.187 Writing in the following year, Professor Henry Morley, the 

chair of English, anticipated further improvements: 

The cloisters now enclosed can be made into a pleasant 
place for students to sit and talk together, and the 
square behind – that is Hayter Lewis’s idea – with a little 
ivy to cover the brick walls, and some trees planted, can 
be made into a garden. Everybody seems ready to 
support active movement in this direction, and there is 
no reason why, as to its inner life, University College 
should not in the course of five or ten years become 
thoroughly humanized, and at all points humanizing to 
the student.188 

The transferral of the physiology and chemistry departments to the north wing in 

1881 provided space for more common rooms. In the previous year, the Senate had 

recommended measures for ‘increasing opportunities of fellowship’, including the 

establishment of a new common room and provision for smoking.189 This idea was 

eagerly received by the medical students, who submitted a petition with 188 

signatures for a ‘coffee and smoking room’.190 The physiology laboratory was 

divided into a common room and a smoking room, while the Jodrell Laboratory 

was converted into a reading room supplied with newspapers (Plan 4). The 

Medical Society was allotted a smaller room formerly used as a chemistry 

laboratory, along with the former library at the east end of the Slade School. In 

1893 the common rooms were transferred to the newly formed Union Society (Ill. 

109). The refreshment room beneath the portico was enlarged in 1895, offering 

 
187 Bellot, pp.172–3, 361–3: UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/7, 13/04/1878. 
188 Morley, cited by H. S. Solly, The Life of Henry Morley (London, 1898), pp.316–17. 
189 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/7, 07/02/1880. 
190 Ibid., 06/03/1880. 
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(according to Margaret Murray, an assistant in the Egyptology department) ‘steak 

and chops cooked on a silver grill by a man-cook in a tall white cap’ along with 

‘beer, wine or spirits’. Students were deterred by high prices and the room was 

mostly used by staff.191  

In 1883 a room on the first floor of the south range was converted into an 

office for the Lady Superintendent, a new role that introduced supervision over 

women students and representation of their interests. As part of her duties, the 

Lady Superintendent was required to interview prospective women students to 

secure ‘satisfactory evidence of respectability’.192 The first incumbent was Rosa 

Morison, who had tutored at Queen’s College in Harley Street before assuming 

the honorary role of vice-principal of College Hall from its opening in 1882 (p.38). 

A women’s common room was set up beneath the portico in 1869, adjacent to the 

refreshment room (Plan 4). Segregation between men and women extended into 

teaching spaces. For example, the admittance of women to laboratory work in the 

physics department was permitted in 1874, on condition of the provision of an 

‘entirely separate room’.193 Another common room for women attending the Slade 

School was placed in the basement of the north wing in 1881 (p.210). In 1883 a 

women’s reading room was provided on the first floor of the south range, near to 

Morison’s office.194   

After the completion of the south wing in 1876, UCS finally vacated the 

second floor of the south range.195 The geological museum was transferred to this 

space in 1886 from the south lecture room next to the south cloisters.196 In 1893 

the north end of the second floor (vacated by engineering) was converted into an 

Egyptology department with a library and museum (Plan 6). The department was 

 
191 Margaret Murray, My First Hundred Years (London, 1963), p.162: UCL/SC, UCL Calendars, 
1860–1, p.4; 1880–1, p.39; 1893–4, p.35; UCLCA/3/1/5, 09/04/1864, 05/11/1864; UCLCA/3/1/6, 
06/11/1865; UCLCA/3/1/7, 13/04/1878, 17/04/1880: Harte, North and Brewis, p.130: Bellot, 
pp.302, 378. 
192 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/7, 10/02/1883. 
193 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/6, 28/03/1874. 
194 The women’s common room was also described by Murray, p.158: UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/6, 
07/08/1869; UCL Calendar, 1883–4: Harte, North and Brewis, p.90: Elaine Kaye, ‘Morison, Rosa 
(1841–1912)’, ODNB (2004, online edn): Carol Dyhouse, No Distinction of Sex? Women in British 
Universities, 1870–1939 (London, 1995), pp.60–4: Penman. 
195 The dates suggest that the second floor might have been used to house the Parkes Museum. 
196 Bellot, p.378: UCL/SC, UCL Calendar, 1885–6; 1886–7. 
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founded under a bequest by Amelia Blanford Edwards, whose will provided for a 

chair of Egyptology and the transferral of her library and collection to UCL. At 

Edwards’s request, W. M. Flinders Petrie was appointed to the professorship.197 

The Yates Library of Archaeology was fitted up in the Egyptology department in 

1896, after the appointment of Ernest Arthur Gardner to the chair of archaeology. 

The library was named in honour of James Yates, who had bequeathed funds to 

endow a chair of archaeology.198  

 

Laboratories 

In 1881, the basement of the Brundrett Wing was converted into an engineering 

laboratory (Ill. 110). This facility was equipped with a 51-ton testing machine 

designed by Professor Alexander Kennedy, along with machine tools, a small 

steam engine and other apparatus for experimental work.199 The histology 

laboratory in the north cloisters was converted into a botanical laboratory and 

museum.200 In 1888, an appeal was launched by Professor George Carey Foster for 

a purpose-built laboratory for experimental physics. This was incorporated into a 

larger public appeal launched in 1891 with the aim of raising £50,000 towards 

several objects, including a physics laboratory, an electrical laboratory, additional 

space for engineering, and accommodation for the architecture department 

(p.241).201  

A physics laboratory was temporarily fitted up at the east end of the second 

floor of the south wing in 1890. A new laboratory was completed in 1892 in the 

south court behind the central block, backing on to All Saints’ Church in Gordon 

Street (p.267). The laboratory was designed by Smith and his son in cooperation 

with Foster, and built by Brown, Son & Blomfield.202 The facility was a two-storey 

block, with a central lobby flanked by two laboratories (Ill. 111). The first floor 

initially comprised one room over the lobby, but was extended to provide two 

 
197 Deborah Manley, ‘Edwards, Amelia Ann Blanford (1831–1892)’, ODNB (2015, online edn): 
Bellot, pp.383–4. 
198 Bellot, pp.266, 355, 382–3. 
199 Engineer, 25/02/1881, pp.139, 142: Bellot, p.310. 
200 Wodehouse, pp.13–15. 
201 London Daily News, 30/01/1891. 
202 UCL/SC, Coll. Coll. BD3, p.18. 
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laboratories in 1905. The building was named for Foster in 1899, following his 

retirement from the chair of experimental physics.203 After the completion of the 

new physics laboratory, the old laboratory and an adjoining room on the second 

floor of the south wing were converted into a hygiene laboratory and 

demonstration room. Within a few years, the hygiene department was equipped 

with a bacteriological laboratory and a lecture room (Plan 6).204 By 1896 a single-

storey laboratory had been built along the north-west front of the quadrangle and 

was partially screened by trees (Map 4, Plan 7, Ill. 112). This plain, functional 

structure was occupied in 1902 by pathological chemistry, and cleared in 1912 to 

make way for the north-west wing.205 

 

Observatories, 1904–5 

Another encroachment on the quadrangle was the construction of two 

astronomical observatories, small octagonal-plan buildings with copper domes 

(Ills 1, 113). In 1903 Professor Karl Pearson, the chair of applied mechanics and 

mathematics, requested permission to build an observatory on the north lawn of 

the quadrangle to support practical work in astronomy. The north observatory 

was built in 1904 to house an equatorial mounted telescope. The cost of building 

and equipping the observatory was defrayed by Professor Osbert Chadwick, the 

chair of municipal engineering, and the trustees of his father Sir Edwin Chadwick. 

The south observatory was built in 1905 to accommodate a transit telescope, with 

funds allotted from a grant by the Drapers’ Company.206 

 

 

 
203 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/8, 09/06/1888; UCLCA/3/1/10, 04/11/1893; UCLCA/3/1/15, 04/02/1899: 
Graeme J. N. Gooday and Colin A. Hempstead, ‘Foster, George Carey (1835–1919)’, ODNB 
(2004, online edn): J. W. Fox, ‘A History of the UCL Physics and Astronomy Department, 1826–
1975’ (online: https://www.ucl.ac.uk/physics-astronomy/about/history/departmental-
history/history-ucl-physics-and-astronomy-department-1826-1975, accessed 15/03/2021): 
London Evening Standard, 30/05/1893: Builder, 03/03/1894, p.174: Bellot, pp.379, 408. 
204 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/8, 21/07/1890; UCLCA/3/1/9, 06/05/1893; UCL Calendar, 1900–1.  
205 UCL/SC, UCL Calendar, 1902–3; J. Norman Collie, A Century of Chemistry at University 
College (London, 1927), p.26: Bellot, pp.395, 408: BMJ, 02/06/1923, p.956. 
206 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/20, 02/11/1903, 07/12/1903, 11/01/1904; UCLCA/3/1/21, 01/05/1905: Bellot, 
p.391. 
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Conclusion 

 

From 1829 to 1906, UCL expanded from a single, unfinished building to cover 

most of its original site in Bloomsbury. The development of UCL’s site and 

buildings was guided by a wide range of factors, including finances, practical 

requirements and collaboration, along with broader ideas about institutional 

identity and architectural aspirations. Wilkins envisaged a spacious quadrangle 

with buildings on three sides, featuring a colonnaded screen on the west front 

along Gower Street. He was determined to press forward with the quadrangle, 

even at the sacrifice of funds to build a teaching hospital, preparing plans for a 

junior school in the south wing. The quadrangle was deferred for the long term in 

favour of more practical objects. Building projects focused on alterations to the 

central block, such as forfeiting the great hall and the great library to provide 

space for the school. Dissecting rooms and laboratories were accommodated in 

functional blocks at the back of the central block, where it was determined the 

‘architecture’ was ‘not so pure and elaborate’.207 Crucially, these additions were 

less demanding in terms of expense, with the use of brick instead of Portland 

stone. 

A significant exception to the focus on practical objectives was the creation 

of the Flaxman Gallery, which combined magnificence with displaying important 

works of sculpture. The gallery owed its existence to a gift from Denman, the 

tenacity of Robinson and the oversight of Donaldson in collaboration with a group 

of Royal Academicians. Other artworks and sculptures arrived at UCL in a 

similarly unpredictable way through gifts and bequests, which were not usually 

turned away. For example, Bentham’s ‘auto-icon’ was initially received with 

hesitation, relegated to ‘some back room’ for decades.208 The decision to exhibit 

the ‘auto-icon’ in the anatomy museum reflects a shift in attitudes towards 

display, hinting at a new perception of its educational value. There was no 

deliberate or organized campaign to beautify the college, but art was gradually 

accrued and exhibited. Many artworks, such as the Marmor Homericum and the 

 
207 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/3, 09/06/1838. 
208 Smith, cited by Marmoy, p.81. 
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statue of Locke, served a didactic function and related to UCL’s founding values. 

These coincidences probably reflected the interests and values of benefactors, 

rather than programmatic symbolism. 

Wilkins and his designs loomed over successive plans for the quadrangle 

that developed from the 1860s. The first phase of the south wing represented a 

faithful continuation of the style, materials and motifs of the central block, yet 

Lewis brought originality to his overall scheme for the quadrangle. He rejected the 

small domes or lanterns proposed by Wilkins for the centre of the south and 

north wings, pointing out their lack of success at the National Gallery, and 

presented a plan that met ‘the actual requirements of the case’.209 There is 

evidence that, despite Lewis’s claims to pragmatism, a grander scheme for the side 

wings was pared back due to financial limitations. Interest in Wilkins’s vision for 

the quadrangle intensified over time, reaching a peak with debate over Smith’s 

controversial plans to build wings across the Gower Street front. The editor of The 

Builder was particularly incensed over the construction of the south-west wing, 

which departed drastically from Wilkins’s plans by obstructing the open view of 

the portico.210  

There were occasional moments of uncertainty about the overall scheme for 

a quadrangle. Lewis’s design for the south and north wings was questioned in 

1872, with debate about whether the ‘unity’ of the central block would be better 

served by rear extensions or adding wings to form a quadrangle.211 This surprising 

episode seems almost implausible. By then, the central block was hemmed in at 

the east by purpose-built laboratories and terraced housing on Gordon Street, 

hindering expansion in that direction. Furthermore, the unfinished ends of the 

central block pointed to Wilkins’s intention to build side wings, which had 

already taken shape with the first phase of the south wing. Lewis’s scheme 

conformed broadly with Wilkins’s concept, but Smith’s plan put paid to the idea 

of an open quadrangle. While Smith claimed that ‘a quadrangle had a dignity that 

a three-sided building did not possess’, his design was evidently an outcome of the 

 
209 UCLCA/CORR/1631, 01/03/1872. 
210 Builder, 17/06/1893, p.466. 
211 UCLCA/CORR/1631, 01/03/1872. 
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‘imperious’ demand for space, and all the more unfortunate for its unfinished 

condition.212  

Smith’s hint that practical requirements took precedence over design 

considerations reflects a common theme in UCL’s development. Building projects 

were often instigated by academic staff, who followed advances in education and 

technology. The functional appearance of the south-west wing reflected the need 

for space to accommodate the rapid growth of the engineering department, which 

was the primary motivation for building across the west front. Interior spaces 

departed from the neoclassical style of the central block for practical reasons. For 

example, the open roofs in the chemistry laboratories reflected the importance of 

light and ventilation. The astronomical observatories in the quadrangle were built 

at Pearson’s request to support practical work. In contrast, the construction of the 

south and north wings was precipitated by major benefactions from Heywood, 

Sharpe and Slade. Other building projects were catalysed by social changes, such 

as ideas about nurturing social life and community. The admittance of women 

students led to the provision of separate facilities such as common rooms, a 

planning concern that was gradually eroded in the twentieth century. 

Despite the various catalysts for building projects, the practical execution of 

works of all kinds and scales was guided by committees that represented a 

mixture of skills and interests. UCL’s development was shaped collectively by 

architects, committee members, experts and benefactors. The establishment of a 

chair of architecture in 1842 precipitated an important shift in the approach to 

obtaining architectural advice, since Donaldson was increasingly involved in 

building projects. External advisors such as Wilkins and Ainger were replaced by 

Donaldson and his successors, Lewis and Smith. Some individuals in these 

networks stand out – such as Greenough, who took the lead with the dissecting 

rooms, and Robinson, the guiding force behind the Flaxman Gallery – yet the 

process was collaborative and reflected voices from around the institution.

 

  

 
212 Builder, 03/03/1894, p.174. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Development and Expansion, 1907–1939 

 

 

By the early years of the twentieth century, UCL had expanded to cover most of its 

original site in Bloomsbury. The college’s buildings were centred around the 

quadrangle, which was partially completed. Laboratories occupied the courts 

behind the central block, while a playground extended across the south end of the 

site (Map 4). The starting point for this chapter is 1907, when UCL was formally 

incorporated as a college in the University of London. The formal separation of 

UCH and UCS from the college precipitated changes to the original site, 

reconfiguration of existing buildings and plans for future expansion. This chapter 

focuses initially on the construction of new buildings on the original site, before 

examining the piecemeal expansion of UCL towards the aspiration of forming a 

‘college quadrilateral’ bounded by Gower Street, Gordon Street, Gower Place and 

Torrington Place (Maps 1, 5–7). Architectural projects ranged from clearing newly 

acquired sites for purpose-built blocks to the adaptation of a variety of existing 

buildings, such as terraced houses, warehouses and a redundant church. The final 

part of the chapter returns to the central block and the quadrangle, providing an 

overview of alterations that were mostly catalysed by these projects.  

Despite the administrative shifts, UCL continued to manage the 

development and expansion of its estate. The college also persisted in seeking 

advice from Frederick Moore Simpson, the chair of architecture, following the 

tradition that had started in the 1840s. Yet a striking difference was the 

continuance of Simpson’s involvement after his retirement in 1919. Simpson was 

gradually replaced as unofficial architect to the college by Albert Richardson, his 

successor in the chair of architecture. This murky handover has caused a few 

misattributions and is confused further by the involvement of Simpson’s son. 

Richardson continued to supervise architectural work at UCL until after the 

Second World War. In consequence, this chapter covers a wide range of 

architectural projects overseen mostly by two architects. Alterations and additions 
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were guided by funding and the practical requirements of academic departments, 

often in response to advances in education and technology. Despite the continuity 

of client and the integration of advice from committees, Simpson and 

Richardson’s buildings display individual and distinctive characteristics. Simpson 

was an adept and pragmatic planner, who integrated a mixture of double-height 

spaces, mezzanines, laboratories and offices into purpose-built blocks. In terms of 

external design, Simpson continued in the neoclassical mode of the existing 

buildings but seemed to oscillate between functionalism and fussiness. 

Richardson also demonstrated creative and effective planning skills, but 

introduced a sense of emotion, decorative richness and an impish spirit. A 

longstanding collaboration with the sculptor Percy Bentham produced decorative 

works, including designs for sculptural friezes, radiator grilles and unusual door 

handles.  

UCL’s history was beginning to be felt in architectural decisions. Earlier 

projects, such as the general library and the Flaxman Gallery, convey an ambition 

for creating grand spaces to elevate the character of the college. This interest did 

not erode, finding new opportunities in the creation of the Great Hall and the 

Mocatta library, but was supplemented by a growing sense of tradition and pride. 

As ever, lofty ideals were moderated by practical demands for space and facilities. 

This chapter continues to explore the themes of the preceding chapters by 

examining architectural projects as collaborative works, guided by networks of 

committee members, academic staff, administrators and benefactors, as well as 

architects. The issue of architectural style is considered in parallel with identity 

and tradition, but also in relation to practical factors such as the setting of 

buildings. The symbolic value of architecture, including the mutability of such 

value over time, is investigated in parallel with UCL’s voracious demand for 

expansion. In addition to establishing key facts for buildings, such as dates and 

designers, the chapter considers several questions. How were architectural 

projects instigated, funded, managed and developed? Did advances in education 

and technology continue to prompt alterations and additions? What was the 

influence of funding? What was UCL’s approach to acquiring buildings in its 

vicinity, and how did it change over time? What was the influence and legacy of 
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the First World War? To what extent did architects continue in the neoclassical 

tradition established by William Wilkins, and were there opportunities for 

expressing individual personalities?  

 

Administration 

UCL was formally incorporated into the University of London in 1907. This 

constitutional change had been set into motion by the University of London Act 

of 1898, which gave the University of London a federal structure and responsibility 

for teaching standards. UCL became a ‘school’ in the university, along with KCL, 

Bedford College, Royal Holloway and the London School of Economics. 

Essentially, the separate colleges managed their own internal affairs but were 

united as part of an overarching institution. UCL had supported further 

unification in 1898, proposing to place its site, buildings and endowments at the 

disposal of the university. A fundraising appeal was launched in 1902 to support 

the reincorporation of UCL, starting with an offer from the Drapers’ Company to 

defray the college’s debts to the value of £30,000. The University College, London 

(Transfer) Act of 1905 settled the incorporation and was carried into effect in 

January 1907. UCL relinquished its separate legal existence from the University 

and the Council was placed under the governance of its Senate. The incorporation 

was followed by KCL, but the other colleges remained independent.  

In 1907, the Council was replaced by the College Committee and the Senate 

was succeeded by a professorial board. UCL also acquired a new official title, 

‘University of London: University College’. The incorporation led to the formal 

separation of UCH and the creation of a school of advanced medical studies, 

named University College Hospital Medical School (UCHMS). UCL’s medical 

faculty was divided into a faculty of medical sciences and a faculty of advanced 

medical studies. The college retained the faculty of medical sciences, which 

included pre-clinical studies in physics, chemistry, botany, zoology, physiology, 

pharmacology and anatomy, along with two postgraduate departments of hygiene 

and public health, and pathological chemistry. The advanced faculty concentrated 

on clinical work in medicine, surgery, obstetrics and related fields, and was based 

at a new medical school on the west side of Gower Street (Map 5). The 
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reincorporation of UCL also precipitated the breaking away of UCS, which moved 

to Hampstead in July 1907.1 

At this time, there were important shifts in formal leadership at UCL, with 

the creation of a new, salaried role with the title of Principal in 1900. George Carey 

Foster was appointed as Principal in 1900, and succeeded by Thomas Gregory 

Foster in 1904. The title was changed to Provost in 1907. Gregory Foster’s 

leadership was to span twenty-five years, witnessing significant expansion in 

subjects, student numbers and the college site. This trajectory was not welcomed 

universally. The archaeologist Mortimer Wheeler later remarked that Foster 

‘never paused to think that he was nailing down and forcibly feeding a perfectly 

good goose with the sole object of putting more and more fatted liver on the 

market’.2 

 

 

Development of the original site 

 

The playground of the junior school became redundant in 1907, providing a large 

site for a new institute of medical sciences, which was partially built in 1908–12. 

The other vacant site was the west front of the quadrangle, which remained in an 

unfinished state after the partial construction of the south-west wing. The 

prospect of building on this site was more complicated. The necessity to 

assimilate with the style and materials of the quadrangle had significant cost 

implications, and there were concerns about noise disruption from traffic along 

Gower Street. There was also some controversy over designs for completing the 

west front. The north-west wing was finally built in 1912–14, but the entrance to 

the quadrangle was left unfinished due to a lack of funds and indecision.  

 
1 H. Hale Bellot, University College London, 1826–1926 (London, 1929), pp.401–3: Negley Harte, 
John North and Georgina Brewis, The World of UCL (London, 2018), pp.139–42: W. R. 
Merrington, University College Hospital and its Medical School: A History (London, 1976), 
pp.94–6: Negley Harte, The University of London, 1836–1986 (London, 1986), pp.165, 179–80: 
UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/18, 13/01/1902. 
2 Mortimer Wheeler, Still Digging: Interleaves from an Antiquary’s Notebook (London, 1955), 
cited by Harte, North and Brewis, p.141: Elizabeth J. Morse, ‘Foster, Sir (Thomas) Gregory 
(1866–1931)’, ODNB (2009, online edn). 
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The majority of this work was overseen by Frederick Moore Simpson (Ill. 

114), who was appointed to the chair of architecture in 1903.3 Simpson arrived at 

UCL from the Victoria University in Liverpool, where he had served as its first 

professor of architecture from 1894. Simpson’s architectural education had 

followed a traditional route, with an apprenticeship in the office of Bodley & 

Garner (1876–80), followed by work as an assistant for C. J. Ferguson (1881–3) and 

E. R. Robson in the London School Board Office (1884), and travels in England 

and France. Simpson commenced practice in 1885 and had developed a varied 

portfolio by 1902. There were several commissions for private houses, including a 

staircase for Renishaw Hall in Derbyshire that was exhibited at the Royal Academy 

in 1890. At Liverpool, Simpson produced designs for university buildings and the 

Queen Victoria Monument (1902–6, with Willink & Thicknesse).4 Simpson’s friend 

Edward Warren described his personality as ‘reserved, indeed somewhat shy by 

nature’. In a professional capacity, Simpson was ‘devoted to the best traditions 

and interests of his craft… and, though generally restrained in the statement of his 

personal opinions, capable of strong and strongly expressed enthusiasms’.5  

In 1916 Simpson stated his intention to retire at the end of the war, but was 

keen to retain the post of ‘Architect to the College’, pointing out: ‘It is natural that 

I should like, when circumstances permit, to complete the work I have begun’.6 

The steady flow of work at the college was lucrative, earning a 5% commission on 

building contracts and often a further commission on additional contracts. 

Despite longstanding tradition and Simpson’s interpretation of his own position, 

the College Committee had a different perspective of its approach to seeking 

architectural advice. The committee clarified that there was no official role of 

college architect, and that Simpson’s involvement was the result of an ‘ad hoc 

appointment’ for each commission. However, the committee agreed that it was 

 
3 The shortlist for the chair included Charles Reilly, who succeeded Simpson at Liverpool. C. 
H. Reilly, Scaffolding in the Sky: a semi-architectural autobiography (London, 1938), p.64. 
4 Builder, 17/05/1890, p.355: RIBA, Biographical Files, sub Simpson, Frederick Moore: RIBA 
Journal, 23/06/1928, pp.571–2: Joseph Sharples, Liverpool (New Haven and London, 2004), 
p.149. 
5 Warren, cited in RIBA Journal, 23/06/1928, p.572. 
6 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/25, 02/05/1916. 
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‘highly desirable’ for Simpson to oversee contemplated building works into 

fruition and offered to look upon him favourably for new projects.7 

 

Medical Sciences Building, 1908–12 

As plans for the reorganization of buildings developed in advance of UCL’s 

reincorporation, the provision of a larger base for the physiology department was 

identified as a key concern. Physiology had occupied the second floor of the north 

wing since 1881 (p.212). The Council initially considered transferring the 

department to the south wing after the departure of UCS, but was advised by 

Simpson that its adaptation would involve expensive structural alterations and 

obstruct the growth of engineering and hygiene. In 1907, Simpson suggested 

transferring the physiology department to a purpose-built block, sited either in a 

new wing along the west front of the quadrangle or on the playground. The 

second option was preferred, as the site was removed from Gower Street and large 

enough to accommodate a medical sciences institute devoted to physiology, 

pharmacology and anatomy. This trio of subjects occupied the first two years of 

the curriculum for medical students, before the continuance of their studies in a 

clinical setting. The scheme was advanced by Professor Ernest Starling, who had 

occupied the Jodrell chair of physiology since 1899. The new building promised to 

facilitate cooperation and collaboration between the departments, while 

improving supervision over students.8  

 

Physiology building 

UCL determined to proceed with the new institute in phases, commencing with 

the portion allotted to the physiology department. A donation of £3,000 was 

received from the chemist and industrialist Ludwig Mond. The biochemist Robert 

Henry Aders Plimmer, an assistant in the department since 1904, contributed 

 
7 Ibid., 06/06/1916. 
8 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/23, 26/03/1907: Harte, North and Brewis, p.145: J. Barcroft and Anita 
McConnell, ‘Starling, Ernest Henry (1866–1927)’, ODNB (2004, online edn): Builder, 
05/06/1909, p.677: John Henderson, A Life of Ernest Starling (Oxford, 2005), p.73. 
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£2,000.9 Mond and Plimmer were invited to join a newly formed building 

committee which included representatives from physiology (Starling), 

pharmacology (Professor Arthur Robertson Cushny) and anatomy (Professor 

George Dancer Thane). Their donations were topped up by college funds and a 

legacy from the industrial entrepreneur Thomas Webb towards the cost of 

equipment.10 By November 1907, Simpson had drawn up plans for the building. A 

tender of £13,138 was accepted from the Norwood builders James Smith & Sons in 

February 1908. A further £4,850 was reserved for heating, electric lighting, fittings, 

architect’s commission and a salaried clerk of the works. Wenham & Waters were 

contracted to undertake the electrical works under the supervision of Professor 

John Ambrose Fleming.11 

The site in the former playground was cleared in March 1908, with the 

transferral of a disused rifle range to UCS in Hampstead. The physiology building 

was opened formally in June 1909 to significant interest in the medical, scientific 

and public press, which probably stemmed from public controversy over 

experiments on live animals. A series of demonstrations performed by the 

physiologist William Bayliss in 1903 had been condemned by anti-vivisectionists. 

The scandal, which came to be known as the ‘Brown Dog Affair’, was fuelled by a 

libel case, a published diary, and the installation of a memorial statue of the dog 

in Battersea, which was the target of protests. Bayliss was cleared of allegations of 

cruelty, but the controversy damaged public perception of the department’s 

work.12 

The new building was a four-storey block positioned along the south side of 

the playground to create an enclosed yard, now known as the south quadrangle 

(Maps 5–7). Owing to its inconspicuous location, ‘simplicity of construction, 

 
9 Frank Greenaway, ‘Mond family (per. 1867–1973)’, ODNB (2011, online edn): John Lowndes, 
‘Plimmer, Robert Henry Aders (1877–1955)’, ODNB (2009, online edn): Harte, North and 
Brewis, p.165. 
10 Kent and Sussex Courier, 08/05/1908. 
11 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/23, 17/07/1907, 05/011/1907, 04/02/1908, 30/06/1908, 11/01/1910: Builder, 
26/06/1909, p.766. 
12 E. M. Tansey, ‘Bayliss, Sir William Maddock (1860–1924)’, ODNB (2004, online edn): Harte, 
North and Brewis, pp.145–8: Andrew Saint (ed.), Survey of London, Vol. 49, Battersea, Part 1: 
Public, Commercial and Cultural (New Haven and London, 2013), pp.253–4. 
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stability and light’ were prioritized over architectural effect (Ill. 115).13 The main 

façade was clad with pale-yellow Arlesey bricks and punctured by large windows 

covering the maximum surface area permitted under the Building Act. A 

centrepiece of Portland stone was capped with a segmental pediment. The main 

entrance was reached by a double flight of stairs raised over a barrel-vaulted 

passage leading to a narrow service yard and Upper Gower Mews (later Malet 

Place).14 

Offices and laboratories throughout the building were divided by partition 

walls to facilitate reconfiguration in the future (Ill. 116). The ground floor was 

devoted to physiological chemistry, an expanding branch of research advanced by 

Plimmer. The west side was occupied by a laboratory with workbenches for 100 

students (Ill. 117). Fume cupboards were positioned next to the windows to ensure 

adequate light for experiments and ventilated by extract flues. A covered balcony 

on the south side of the laboratory provided space to conduct experiments in the 

open air. The rest of the ground floor contained research laboratories, a balance 

room, a gas and optical room (for experiments involving mercury, light or fragile 

materials) and a dark room (for polarimetric work). The first floor contained a 

departmental library, a lecture theatre with seating for 200 students, and research 

laboratories for experimental physiology. A mezzanine level tucked between the 

first and second floors contained a committee room. The second floor was 

equipped with more research laboratories and teaching spaces, along with an 

‘aseptic department’ for animal experiments. The west side contained a students’ 

laboratory for histology and experimental physiology, furnished with benches for 

seventy students and desks for experimental work (Ill. 118). A demonstration 

theatre was fitted with a tiered scaffold arranged in a horseshoe plan, with 

standing room for forty students (Ill. 119). Other rooms supported research in 

neurology, including a histology laboratory and a room for keeping monkeys. The 

raised basement was divided by the central passageway. The east side included a 

laboratory for comparative physiology, a tutorial classroom and dark rooms. The 

west side contained a series of utility rooms, including a cold store, a machinery 

 
13 BMJ, 12/06/1909, p.1438. 
14 BMJ, 12/06/1909, pp.1436–44; 26/06/1909, p.1551: Nature, 24/06/1909, pp.503–5. 
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room, a furnace room, an incubator room and a ‘fabrik-raum’ for preparing 

materials on a large scale.15 

Media coverage of the formal opening of the building in June 1909 appears 

to have been the result of a concerted effort from Starling and his colleagues to 

alleviate public concerns about the treatment of animals. Simpson provided a 

descriptive account of the building, which was circulated with photographs.16 The 

Daily Graphic described UCL’s ‘straightforward’ resolve to ‘allow everybody to see 

exactly what is done, why it is done, and under what reservations it is done’, while 

The Lancet remarked on ‘the elaborate provision made for the health and comfort 

of the animals’.17 The ‘aseptic department’ was designed to ensure that operations 

and experiments on animals were performed under hygienic conditions. Animals 

were prepared for operations in a bath room, while a sterilization room was 

equipped with a steam autoclave for cleansing instruments. The operating room 

was a bright space with a double-glazed north window and a continuous skylight 

(Ill. 120). The theatre was heated by nickel-placed copper tubes encircling the 

walls, spaced widely to facilitate cleaning. The ‘animal hospital’ was probably used 

for post-operative recovery and observation. The department was finished with 

washable and impermeable materials such as terrazzo flooring and enamel paint 

applied to the walls and ceilings. The choice of furnishings also conformed with 

sanitary ideals, with glass and metal equipment in the operating room and 

kennels lined with glazed bricks. The service yard contained a shed for keeping 

animals, set back behind an exercise pen.18   

 

Pharmacology building 

The extension of the physiology building to provide space for the pharmacology 

department was set into motion in 1911, after a donation from the industrialist and 

philanthropist Andrew Carnegie. Simpson was requested to draw up plans in 

cooperation with Arthur Robertson Cushny, who had been appointed to a new 

 
15 Ibid., p.1443. 
16 BMJ, 12/06/1909, p.1438. 
17 Daily Graphic, 18/06/1909: Lancet, 26/06/1909, p.1850. 
18 BMJ, 12/06/1909, pp.1436–44: Lancet, 26/06/1909, pp.1848–51: Nature, 24/06/1909, pp.503–5: 
Graphic, 19/06/1909, p.800. 
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chair of pharmacology in 1905. The professorship was the first of its kind in 

England, with a focus on experimental work. Cushny’s research involved 

investigating new drugs through laboratory analysis and animal testing, before 

undertaking human trials. Experimental research also involved testing the 

properties and efficacy of existing drugs to advance knowledge of therapeutic 

medicine and encourage standardization between doses.19  

A committee was formed in June 1911 to oversee the pharmacology 

extension. Their work was delayed by some uncertainty over the placement of the 

anatomy department, which was also intended to form part of the medical 

sciences institute. The decision to construct a block for anatomy on the east side 

of Gower Street, in preference to the south quadrangle, resolved the siting of the 

pharmacology department, which was allotted a piece of vacant ground at the 

eastern end of the physiology building (Maps 5–7). Simpson’s plans were finalized 

by February 1912, and tenders received in the following month. A tender of £4,780 

was accepted from James Carmichael, who pledged to complete the building 

works within four months. Construction works proceeded swiftly and the building 

was opened formally in December 1912.20 

The pharmacology building was fronted with Arlesey bricks and dressings in 

Portland stone (Ill. 121), like the adjoining physiology building. The extension 

comprised four main storeys, with a rusticated basement and a recessed entrance 

porch flanked by coupled columns. The upper storeys were decorated with 

quoins, rising to a pediment with a modillion cornice and a segmental attic 

window. Simpson seems to have envisaged forming a complete neoclassical front 

with pedimented end pavilions, a practical solution for dealing with a long, 

narrow site. Despite the logic of Simpson’s overarching vision for the south 

quadrangle, the north front of the pharmacology building sacrificed finesse for 

functionality, with the inclusion of large windows, a mezzanine level and ungainly 

garage doors. 

 
19 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/23, 04/05/1909, 25/05/1909, 14/04/1911: J. A. Gunn and M. P. Earles, 
‘Cushny, Arthur Robertson (1866–1926)’, ODNB (2010, online edn): Lancet, 14/012/1912, p.1674: 
Bellot, p.405. 
20 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/23, 07/11/1911, 06/02/1912; UCLCA/3/1/24, 03/06/1913. 
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Simpson’s design aspirations were also balanced against practical demands 

in the interior spaces of the new building (Ill. 122). The entrance porch was 

finished with terrazzo flooring and enclosed with Bostwick gates, with a pair of 

oak doors (surviving) opening into a hallway with a decorative niche. An oak 

staircase, lined with a dado of grey-green terrazzo and white marble (also still in 

place), climbed to the upper storeys. The ground floor contained two bright 

laboratories, lined with white-glazed bricks and illuminated by windows on three 

sides. The north room temporarily stored books until the provision of a medical 

library in the projected anatomy building. The south laboratory was equipped 

with fume cupboards and an open balcony for experiments with noxious gases. A 

similar plan was used on the first floor, which contained laboratories and staff 

offices. Aseptic operations were carried out in the physiology department, but 

animals were kept in a room on the mezzanine between the ground and first 

floors. The second floor was planned inventively to provide a large laboratory for 

students, with a demonstration theatre (Ill. 123). The theatre comprised a central 

well skirted by a tiered scaffold arranged in a half-octagonal plan. The open-plan 

layout reflected the didactic approach, which aimed to facilitate connections 

between demonstrations, lectures and laboratory work. The raised basement 

contained a room for heavy apparatus and stores, along with a garage rented by 

the University Military Education Committee to hold gun carriages and 

equipment for the University Territorial Artillery Company and the Medical Army 

Service Corps.21  

 

North-west wing (1912–14) 

The north-west wing of the quadrangle was built in 1912–14 to accommodate the 

school of architecture and the department of applied statistics. The wing was 

designed by Simpson, who departed from the controversial plans developed by his 

predecessor Thomas Roger Smith for the completion of the quadrangle. Simpson 

presented an alternative scheme that maximized space while ensuring continuity 

and harmony with the existing buildings.  

 
21 BMJ, 30/11/1912, pp.1558–62: Lancet, 14/12/1912, pp.1673–4: UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/23, 05/03/1912, 
24/06/1912: Builder, 06/12/1912, p.670. 
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School of Architecture 

Architectural education at UCL evolved significantly after the appointment of 

Simpson to the chair of architecture. Smith had struggled with failing health for 

some time and announced his retirement in January 1903; he died only a few 

months later. Smith had managed the department of architecture along similar 

lines to his predecessors. The department offered evening lectures to supplement 

vocational training in architectural offices, or as part of a two- or three-year 

course of study between school and starting an apprenticeship. A few innovations 

were introduced during Smith’s tenure: the first women were admitted to lectures 

on Architecture as a Fine Art in 1886, and a programme of classes in architectural 

drawing, building construction, measuring and estimating was instituted with 

support from the Carpenters’ Company in 1891. Ravenscroft Elsey Smith was 

brought in as an assistant in 1897, but took up the chair of architecture at KCL in 

1900.22   

During his time in Liverpool, Simpson had created the first course of day 

training for prospective architects in Britain. This advance was emulated at KCL, 

which offered day classes in addition to the use of a studio, an architectural library 

and collections of casts, materials and models.23 Simpson embarked on his new 

role at UCL with renewal in mind, evidently concerned that the architecture 

department lagged behind its competitors. He later reflected:  

When I was appointed to the Chair of Architecture in 
this College, no day course was in existence here for 
architectural students; there were literally no students 
to form a nucleus for a start, no premises, no drawings, 
models, or equipment whatsoever, except Professor 
Donaldson’s fine set of diagrams. Everything else 
necessary had to be created.24  

 
22 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/8, 09/01/1886; UCLCA/3/1/13, 11/06/1897; UCLCA/3/1/19, 12/01/1903, 
30/03/1903; UCL Calendar, 1900–1, pp.125–9: Builder, 18/08/1900, p.160; 13/10/1900, p.310: 
Builders’ Journal and Architectural Engineer, 21/08/1907, p.xxiii: Sophie Read and Rebecca 
Spaven, ‘Wandering in a Labyrinth of Experiments: Emphasising the Speculative, Imaginative 
and Intellectual Approach’, 175 Years of Architectural Education at UCL, ed. Jeremy Melvin 
(London, 2016), pp.70–2. 
23 Builder, 27/10/1900, p.368. 
24 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/25, 02/05/1916. 
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Simpson reorganized the department, introducing day courses to provide a 

comprehensive study of architecture and construction over a two- or three-year 

period to prepare students for apprenticeships. Simpson also offered a grounding 

in architectural history and the opportunity to join classes in fine art, engineering 

and other departments. The Carpenters’ Company lectures were continued 

alongside the new programme. Simpson immediately highlighted the need for a 

permanent building for the department, enabling it to cope with an expected 

increase in the number of students and establish itself as the ‘chief centre’ for 

architectural study in London over KCL and the Architectural Association.25 The 

department was housed temporarily at Nos 135–137 Gower Street, which were 

earmarked for demolition to make way for UCHMS. Another leasehold terraced 

house, 88 Gower Street, was rented for a seven-year term in 1905. By this time, 

Simpson had managed to secure two studios, a lecture room and a museum, but 

continued to push for a permanent base.26 

Another important development was the amalgamation of the architecture 

department with its counterpart at KCL, which occasioned the return of Elsey 

Smith to UCL. This merger was proposed in 1910 as part of efforts to rationalize 

teaching across the University of London. The scheme was supported by Simpson, 

who suggested that the north-west wing of the quadrangle could be built to 

accommodate a new school of architecture. The merger was approved in 1911, but 

deferred until the completion of a new building. Simpson was requested to 

prepare sketch plans for the wing, including designs for the completion of the 

Gower Street front. He pressed UCL to act quickly, pointing out that the existing 

studios were full and the lack of space prevented the scheme for amalgamation 

from being carried into effect.27 

 

 

 

 
25 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/20, 04/07/1904. 
26 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/19, 27/07/1903; UCLCA/3/1/20, 09/05/1904; UCLCA/3/1/21, 05/12/1904, 
passim; UCL Calendars, 1903–4, pp.97–102; 1904–5, p.98; 1905–6, p.98: Bellot, p.410. 
27 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/23, 07/06/1910, 06/06/1911, 07/11/1911: Bellot, p.408. 
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Department of Applied Statistics 

UCL had simultaneously come under pressure to accommodate developments in 

the study of applied mathematics, statistics and eugenics. Professor Karl Pearson, 

chair of applied mathematics and mechanics since 1884, developed an interest in 

the new science of eugenics led by Francis Galton (a cousin of Douglas Galton).28 

The term ‘eugenics’ was coined by Galton, who described his work as investigating 

‘the conditions under which men of a high type are produced’.29 Galton aspired to 

improve human populations by selective breeding, an objective that was informed 

by statistical analysis of data related to heredity and behavioural traits. Galton’s 

research was accepted and promoted by progressive thinkers such as the 

economist John Maynard Keynes and the birth control activist Marie Stopes, but 

discredited and widely rejected after the Second World War.30 Pearson was 

inspired by Galton to undertake research on eugenics, applying statistical analysis 

to subjects such as fertility and intelligence. Financial support from the Drapers’ 

Company enabled him to establish a biometrics laboratory in 1903. This funding 

was followed in 1907 by a grant from Galton towards a eugenics laboratory. The 

laboratories were based temporarily at 88 Gower Street, but were soon moved to 

rooms vacated by UCS on the first floor of the south wing. At his death in January 

1911, Galton left a bequest for the establishment of a professorship of eugenics at 

UCL. He wished for the post to be offered to Pearson, who agreed to take the title 

and lead a new department of applied statistics.31  

Galton’s will also specified that UCL should provide premises to support 

Pearson’s research without encroaching on the endowment funds that were 

provided by his bequest. This dilemma prompted the college to provide a site and 

launch a building fund. By March 1911, Simpson had drawn up plans for a new 

building with an estimated cost of £15,000. The department was arranged over two 

main storeys, with a lecture theatre, committee room, museum, and offices for 

 
28 Joanne Woiak, ‘Pearson, Karl (1857–1936)’, ODNB (2004, online edn): Ruth Schwartz Cowan, 
‘Galton, Sir Francis (1822–1911)’, ODNB (2005, online edn): R. H. Vetch and David F. Channell, 
‘Galton, Sir Douglas Strutt (1822–1899)’, ODNB (2009, online edn). 
29 Francis Galton, Inquiries into Human Faculty and its Development (New York, 1883), p.44. 
30 Harte, North and Brewis, pp.113–14.  
31 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/19, 04/05/1903, 27/07/1903; UCLCA/3/1/20, 02/11/1903; UCLCA/3/1/23, 
05/02/1907, 05/11/1907; Pearson/4/4/1–14, Reports (1902–30); UCL Calendar, 1911–12, p.58. 
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anthropometry and ‘Galtoniana’ on the ground floor. A library, classroom, 

research offices and laboratories for eugenics, biometry and anthropometry were 

earmarked for the first floor.32 Yet Pearson did not succeed in securing a separate 

block for his department. By October 1911, UCL had decided to combine the 

requirements of the school of architecture and the department of applied 

statistics, along with plans for sculpture studios in the Slade School, into one 

building project, undertaking to construct the north-west wing of the 

quadrangle.33  

 

An anonymous donation 

In November 1911, an anonymous benefactor came forward with an offer of 

£30,000. The donor was later identified as Herbert Henry Bartlett (Ill. 124), 

director of the public works contractors Perry & Co. of Tredegar Works, Bow. 

Bartlett was born in 1842 in the Somerset village of Hardington Mandeville to 

Anne and Robert Bartlett, an innkeeper and builder on a modest scale. According 

to a local newspaper, Bartlett was apprenticed to an ‘architect’ named Perry in 

Crewkerne.34 His master was probably Henry Perry (d. 1864), a carpenter and 

builder who was also involved in surveying and auctioneering. Bartlett migrated 

to London and found work assisting another architect, before an apprenticeship 

to a civil engineer. In 1865 Bartlett joined Perry & Son, a large building firm 

established by John Perry, who originated in Hackney. It is not clear whether 

Bartlett was acquainted with Perry by coincidence or through his former 

employer. Bartlett was promoted to partnership in 1872, around five years before 

Perry’s retirement. He finally took on the directorship of the firm in 1888 after the 

death of Henry Perry, the last of Perry’s three sons. At this time, Perry & Co. 

employed approximately 1,200 men. The success of the firm grew exponentially 

under Bartlett’s management. By 1913 – the year in which Bartlett was made a 

 
32 UCL/SC, Pearson/4/9/4, Designs for Galton Laboratory (1911); Pearson/4/11/1, Papers relating 
to sites for Galton Laboratory (1912–13). 
33 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/23, 07/03/1911, 02/05/1911; Pearson/1/11/3, Speech to mark presentation 
of bust of Bartlett (04/12/1922), p.3. 
34 Western Gazette, 21/11/1884. 
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baronet – the company had 5,000 employees and was organized into two divisions 

for building and engineering projects.35  

The College Committee credited the philanthropist Sir Francis Trippel with 

bringing the appeal to Bartlett’s attention, but his generosity was influenced by 

other affiliations and motivations. Bartlett explained that he was ‘especially struck 

by the scheme for combining the two schools of architecture’ at UCL and KCL. He 

added that, ‘as I am interested in promoting the study of Architecture, I wish to 

help it’.36 Notably, there was a personal connection. Bartlett’s son, Hardington 

Arthur, had studied engineering at KCL and married the daughter of Professor 

Henry Robinson, who held the chair of civil engineering from 1880 to 1902. 

Bartlett also explained that he was ‘anxious… to help in completing one of the 

most beautiful of London buildings’.37 It seems possible that there was a 

connection between Bartlett and John Tavenor Perry, the architect involved with 

the completion of the north wing. Their paths had crossed at the Hotel Cecil on 

the Strand, built by Perry & Co. to J. T. Perry’s design in 1890–6.38 Bartlett had a 

clear vision for the manner in which his gift was to be carried into effect. He 

wished to name a firm to perform the building works at cost price, with an extra 

5% for ‘establishment charges’ and 10% for ‘builders’ profit’.39 Bartlett nominated 

Perry & Co. to undertake the works. Simpson was appointed as architect and 

requested to prepare working drawings and sketch plans for the north-west wing, 

along with an elevation for the completion of the Gower Street front.40  

 
35 Western Chronicle, 08/07/1921: Western Gazette, 26/03/1886: East London Observer, 
31/03/1888: Caroline Collier, Chartered Institute of Building Construction Leaders (Ascot, 2007), 
p.9: Mid Sussex Times, 27/02/1894: J. Pigot, Pigot and Co.’s Royal National and Commercial 
Directory and Topography of the Counties of Derbyshire, Dorsetshire, Gloucestershire etc. 
(London, 1842), p.57: E. Hunt, Hunt & Co.’s Directory of Dorsetshire, with part of Hants and 
Wilts (London, 1851), p.37: Basil Bartlett, ‘Bartlett, Sir Herbert Henry (1842–1921)’, Dictionary of 
Business Biography, 1860–1980, Vol. 1, ed. David J. Jeremy (London, 1984), pp.203–7: TNA, RG9, 
General Register Office: 1861 Census Returns, Piece 1640, Folio 36, p.3; RG10/220, General 
Register Office: 1871 Census Returns, Piece 220, Folio 47, p.3; RG11/484, General Register Office: 
1881 Census Returns, Piece 484, Folio 153, p.33; RG12/310, General Register Office: 1891 Census 
Returns, Piece 310, Folio 107, p.33. 
36 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/23, 20/11/1911. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Basil Bartlett, Jam Tomorrow: Some Early Reminiscences (London, 1978). 
39 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/23, 09/01/1912. 
40 Ibid. 
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Bartlett’s funds prioritized the school of architecture and the sculpture 

studios, casting some doubt over the fate of the department of applied statistics. 

In the meantime, Pearson had serious reservations over the suitability of the site 

of the north-west wing. He complained that the noise and vibration from traffic 

might interrupt his work (‘not only due to his personal susceptibility to noise’ but 

the sensitivity of micrometers and long-exposure cameras), and pushed for a new 

building on the site of the gymnasium on the east side of the south quadrangle 

(Map 6).41 This idea probably correlated to the scheme drawn up by Simpson in 

1911. Simpson attempted to dispel Pearson’s objections by offering to place his 

office, the lecture theatre and laboratories on the east side of the wing, adjacent to 

the relative peace of the quadrangle. Pearson eventually conceded that he would 

be willing to waive his objections if the entire cost of the building was met by 

Bartlett’s donation.42 Fundraising was proving to be difficult and tiresome. 

Pearson later admitted that ‘however a man may be conscious of the goodness of 

his cause – he wants to be doing his own work and not carrying round a hat’.43  

 

Design, construction and planning 

While discussions continued over a site for the department of applied statistics, 

Simpson set to work on planning the school of architecture and producing a 

design for the Gower Street front. For the second task, Simpson produced two 

sketches. The first scheme was based on the design that had been developed by 

Smith during his work on the south-west wing (Ill. 104, p.212). This proposal was 

now rejected for a new scheme with four ‘pavilions’, or projecting bays with first-

floor pilasters and high attics (Ill. 125). The pavilions at the far ends of the west 

front attempted to conceal the height of the south and north wings. At the centre 

of the west front, Simpson intended to build a pair of pavilions with an 

intervening colonnade. The inclusion of a neoclassical screen followed earlier 

designs by Wilkins and Thomas Hayter Lewis, yet an internal corridor raised over 

 
41 Ibid., 07/05/1912.  
42 Ibid., 06/02/1912, 07/05/1912; Pearson/1/11/1–3, Karl Pearson’s Speeches at Dinners and Clubs 
(1920–33); Pearson/4/11/5–8: Building News, 05/04/1912, p.486. 
43 Pearson/1/11/3. 
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the columns was calculated to maximize utility. Simpson later suggested the 

inclusion of a gallery to display works by Slade students.44 

Simpson’s design offered a mixture of continuity and subtle variation. A 

perspective view of the scheme was exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1913 (Ill. 

125). The elevations fronting the quadrangle continued Wilkins’s formula, with a 

rusticated base and first-floor pilasters. Simpson also adopted the frieze of carved 

wreaths, high entablature and dentil cornice. Simpson was more dismissive 

towards Smith’s south-west wing, which had awkward floor levels and an 

unsightly roof that exceeded the height of the south wing in places. Simpson 

resolved some of these difficulties by carrying the attics of the pavilions over the 

junctures of the wings, forming neat and inconspicuous corners. Simpson was less 

deferential to Wilkins in his approach to the west front by inserting a tier of attic 

windows, a solution that had been proposed by Lewis and Smith. The extra storey 

represented a purer classicism, with a clear division between the ground floor, 

piano nobile and attic, while providing useful teaching spaces. The central 

pavilions were adorned with carved wreaths, a Greek key pattern and pilasters 

with composite capitals. Unfortunately, Simpson did not succeed in removing the 

existing pediment over the south end of the south-west wing, merely adding a 

pavilion to form an unusual terminus to the west front (Ills 125, 152).45  

The school of architecture occupied the northern half of the new wing. 

Construction began in 1912 and was completed in the following year, with 

structural steel supplied by Dorman, Long & Co. of Middlesbrough (Ills 126–127). 

The department transferred to its new base in December 1913 and a formal 

inauguration followed in June 1914. The planning of the building over four storeys 

and a basement reflected the pedagogic approach introduced by Simpson (Ill. 

128). The ground floor contained a lecture theatre and offices. A lift and a well 

staircase, built of oak and finished with iron railings by the Birmingham Guild of 

Handicraft, provided access to the upper floors. The first floor was equipped with 

a library, a classroom and a double-height museum. Top-lit studios and 

classrooms were provided on the second floor, and a cast gallery occupied a large, 

 
44 LMA, LMA/4625/D/02/008, Simpson to Royal Fine Art Commission, 11/06/1925. 
45 Building News, 05/12/1913, pp.796–7.  
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bright room on the third floor (Ills 129–130). The department was equipped with 

slides, drawings, casts, and models from KCL, including an eighteenth-century 

doorway and architrave.46  

The construction of the adjoining block for the department of applied 

statistics lagged behind, probably due to the site negotiations and hiccups over 

the finalization of the plans. Despite his earlier assurances, Simpson wished to 

provide a lecture theatre spanning the width of the block, insulated with double-

glazed windows to soften the noise from Gower Street. The size of the theatre was 

curtailed to avoid the street front entirely, undoubtedly at Pearson’s request. 

Construction began in 1913 and was completed by the close of 1914. The 

department was equipped with a double-height lecture theatre, a museum, a 

committee room, publications store and anthropometry laboratory on the ground 

floor. The first floor contained a library, common room and classrooms, while the 

top floor was occupied by laboratories.47 Pearson envisaged transferring his 

department to the new building in March 1915, but had not anticipated the 

demands of the First World War. The newly completed block was requisitioned by 

the War Office for use as a temporary military hospital (an annexe to the Queen 

Alexandra Hospital under the management of UCH), and altered to provide 

accommodation for 100 wounded soldiers.48 Pearson later recalled this unexpected 

episode:  

The building was a reality, and we saw it rapidly arising 
before us, and then came the weary years of war and our 
building seemed to disappear into a dim futurity. Blue 
flannelled soldiers looked out of every window, and our 
sole connection with our home was the presentation of 
cigarettes, novels and note-paper to its inhabitants.49 

 
46 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/23, 02/07/1912; UCLCA/3/1/24, 01/07/1913, 07/10/1913: Building News, 
11/07/1913, p.62; 18/07/1913, p.95; 28/11/1913, pp.757–8; 05/12/1913, pp.796–7, 800: Architectural 
Review, 01/06/1913, p.xxxii; 01/09/1915, pp.58–63: East London Observer, 04/01/1913. 
47 Architectural Review, 01/09/1915, p.62: UCL/SC, Plan chest, X39, X45, X48–9, Elevations, 
plans and section of the Francis Galton laboratory (05/1913). 
48 M. Eileen Magnello, ‘The non-correlation of biometrics and eugenics: rival forms of 
laboratory work in Karl Pearson’s career at UCL, Part 2’, History of Science, Vol. 37, No. 1 
(1999), pp.123–50. 
49 UCL/SC, Pearson/1/11/3, p.4. 
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The building was returned in June 1919, and efforts moved to preparing it for the 

department of applied statistics. The inflated cost of building materials prompted 

Pearson to consider drastic measures, such as fitting out a single floor or 

postponing occupation altogether. The department was opened in a near-finished 

state in June 1920, with the aid of a grant from the College Committee (Ill. 131). 

Pearson was eager to commemorate the work and donations that had helped to 

establish the department, exhibiting a bronze bust of Galton by Sir George 

Frampton. A marble bust of Walter Raphael Weldon by Henry Richard Hope-

Pinker was displayed in Pearson’s office.50 Pearson also approached Bartlett for a 

bust or a portrait, but received only a ‘characteristically modest’ letter in return.51  

Bartlett agreed to relinquish his anonymity in March 1919, and consented to 

the renaming of the school of architecture in his honour. Bartlett agreed to 

increase the funds which he had originally allotted to the Slade sculpture studios 

(£3,000) by £1,000 to facilitate the adaptation of the chemistry department in the 

north wing, which had transferred to a new building in Gower Place (p.258). 

Perhaps feeling piqued by the decision, Simpson raised some concerns about the 

renaming of the department, pointing out that Bartlett was ‘not himself an 

architect’, but to no avail.52 Bartlett died at the age of seventy-nine in 1921. In the 

following year, his widow donated a marble bust by Charles Leonard Hartwell, 

which was displayed in the department of applied statistics.53  

 

Unexecuted schemes for the Gower Street front  

Plans for the extension of the south-west wing in 1921 presented an opportunity to 

address the unfinished state of the Gower Street front, which had not progressed 

since the construction of the north-west wing due to a lack of funds.54 A report 

was prepared for the building committee by Simpson, who explained the rationale 

behind his design of 1913. Simpson proposed adding pavilions to the south-west 

 
50 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/23, 06/05/1912; UCLCA/3/1/25, 01/12/1914, 02/02/1915, 04/05/1915: M. 
Eileen Magnello, ‘Weldon, Walter Frank Raphael (1860–1906)’, ODNB (2004, online edn). 
51 UCL/SC, Pearson/1/11/3, p.5. 
52 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/27, 06/05/1919. 
53 Ibid., 12/03/1919; Pearson/1/11/3: Building News, 02/04/1919, p.210.  
54 LMA, LCC/EO/HFE/05/163, Building grant application (1913–14). 
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and north-west wings to frame the entrance to the quadrangle, with an 

intervening screen of coupled columns (Ill. 125). Simpson emphasized that the 

pavilions would echo those at the centre of each wing, pointing out that: 

The Gower Street front is seen in perspective; by people 
coming up and down the street. If it could be seen 
centrally from a distance its pavilions would not be of 
such importance, and their projection, only 18 inches, 
would be lost. It is because the front is seen sideways 
that the pavilions and their projection, comparatively 
small though it is, are so important. This can be verified 
by the existing architecture pavilion. A very little 
imagination is all that is necessary to visualize the effect 
four pavilions will produce.55 

The Gower Street front was not pursued any further as part of the extension of the 

south-west wing, probably due to financial limitations (p.290). The project was 

next revived in 1924 as part of plans to commemorate the centenary of UCL’s 

foundation in 1926. A committee was formed to manage the upcoming centenary 

programme and a fundraising initiative, which aimed to raise £500,000 towards 

the endowment of UCL and improvements to its site.56 The College Committee 

decided to consider the design of the Gower Street front from scratch, going back 

over all of the former proposals. In March 1924 the committee examined a variety 

of plans, drawings and engravings, evaluating the proposals drawn up by Wilkins 

against designs by Lewis, Smith and Simpson. The committee requested Simpson 

to prepare new designs, with the instruction to ‘provide for either a closed façade 

or for a façade with large gates, or any other plan which commends itself to him’.57 

A series of unsigned and undated drawings corresponds to the recommendation 

for a closed façade or gated screen (Ills 132–140). The drawings present variations 

of a closed façade screening the quadrangle from Gower Street, including a screen 

with an unusual concave centre and coupled first-floor columns (Ill. 132), a large 

central semicircular gateway flanked by giant columns (Ill. 134), a more austere 

composition flanked by pedimented pavilions with heraldic arms (Ill. 138), and a 

 
55 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/28, 29/11/1921. 
56 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/29, 04/03/1924, 03/06/1924.  
57 Ibid., 04/03/1924.  
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screen with a figurative statue at its centre (Ill. 137). The attribution to Simpson is 

uncertain, yet some of the drawings show the pavilions that were an integral part 

of his earlier design, along with notes and annotations bearing similarities to 

markings on signed drawings.58 

Within a few weeks, the development of the Gower Street front had taken 

another route under the direction of the centenary committee. A report in May 

1924 recorded that the committee had devoted three meetings to the subject. In 

the first meeting, the committee examined twelve proposals, including Simpson’s 

scheme of 1913. Simpson was identified as the best initial source of advice due to 

his previous work on the west front. The sub-committee instructed Simpson to 

revise his earlier scheme (Design A) and prepare two alternative proposals; one 

design for a closed façade (Design B), and a third design that preserved open 

space between the south-west and north-west wings (Design C). At their next 

meeting the sub-committee rejected Design B, or ‘the closing-in scheme’.59 Design 

C was discarded in the third meeting, resulting in a preference for a modified 

version of Simpson’s original design. A report by a joint committee of the 

professorial board and the centenary committee envisaged the Gower Street front 

and the creation of a Great Hall as ‘visible and permanent memorials of the 

centenary’, and established a public subscription fund with the aim of raising 

£60,000 towards those objects.60  

Design A was cast into doubt by Professor Albert Richardson (Ill. 141), the 

chair of architecture since 1919. Richardson is well-known for his enthusiasm for 

Georgian architecture, brilliant draughtsmanship and eccentricities. He was 

articled to Victor Page in 1895, before working as an assistant in the offices of 

Evelyn Hellicar, Leonard Stokes and Frank T. Verity. Richardson established his 

own practice in 1906, soon afterwards working in partnership with Charles Lovett 

Gill until 1939. Richardson also lectured at Birkbeck College and the Regent Street 

Polytechnic, and delivered the Carpenters’ Company lectures at UCL in 1913. By 

 
58 UCL/SC, Plan chest, D/3/15–23, Plans and elevation drawings showing designs for the Gower 
Street front. 
59 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/29, 03/06/1924 (Appendix 4).  
60 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/30, 02/12/1924 (Appendix 1).  
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1919 Richardson had obtained several notable commissions, including the façade 

of the Regent Street Polytechnic (1908–9), flats in Berkeley Square (1910–16), the 

New Theatre in Manchester (1911–13, with Horace Farquharson), and Moorgate 

Hall in Finsbury Pavement (1913–17), along with work for the Duchy of Cornwall 

Estate. He was an editor of the Architects’ Journal and the author of two 

monographs.61 Richardson’s interests were said to span ‘everything – for which 

time is found by never relaxing or losing a minute’.62 During his training, 

Richardson developed an interest in traditional craftsmanship and Beaux-Arts 

classicism, along with a reverence for architecture of the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries.63 After the Second World War, Richardson rose to 

prominence as a conservationist with bold opinions; ‘a fierce fighter for the cause 

of beauty’.64 This enthusiasm had long been in evidence. 

In November 1924, Richardson wrote to the Provost to express concerns 

about the suitability of Simpson’s design. The letter is worth quoting at length for 

what it reveals about Richardson’s conservationist approach: 

The question has long occupied my thoughts, and, from 
time to time, I have sketched ideas which aimed not so 
much at the completion of the Gower Street front as at 
the preservation of the amenities of the College 
buildings and particularly of the Quadrangle. After 
various experiments, I have come to the conclusion that 
a screen or colonnade should not form part of the new 
front and that the latter should be completed in such a 
way as to leave the whole portico clearly visible from the 
street. My chief reason for objecting to a screen, 
however well contrived, is that it would be an anti-
climax to the portico designed by William Wilkins, R.A. 
This portico is acknowledged by authorities to be one of 

 
61 A. E. Richardson and C. Lovett Gill, London Houses from 1660 to 1820 (London, 1911); A. E. 
Richardson, Monumental Classic Architecture in Great Britain and Ireland (London, 1914).   
62 Architects’ Journal, 20/01/1955. 
63 Simon Houfe, Alan Powers and John Wilton-Ely, Sir Albert Richardson, 1880–1964 (London, 
1999): Simon Houfe, Sir Albert Richardson: The Professor (Luton, 1980): John Summerson and 
Catherine Gordon, ‘Richardson, Sir Albert Edward (1880–1964)’, ODNB (2004, online edn): 
Globe, 15/10/1913: RIBA, Biographical Files, sub Richardson, Albert Edward: John Wilton-Ely, 
‘“A Vindication of Classical Principles”: Sir Albert Richardson (1880–1964)’, The Persistence of 
the Classical: Essays on Architecture presented to David Watkin, ed. Frank Salmon (London, 
2008), pp.164–82. 
64 Colin Amery, ‘Tribute to Sir Albert’, Financial Times, 23/02/1981. 
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the finest of its type in the whole of England… I am fully 
prepared to stand by my opinion that any sort of 
columnar screen designed to connect the wings of the 
Gower Street façade would mar the effect of the 
portico.65 

Richardson’s objections prompted the joint committee to reconsider Design A and 

Design C. To avoid friction between Simpson and Richardson, the committee 

decided to invite ‘the president of the RIBA’ to select the design that was ‘more 

suitable from the architectural standpoint’.66 In turn, the RIBA president John 

Alfred Gotch advised that the matter should be referred to the newly founded 

Royal Fine Art Commission. In February 1925, a delegation of the Commission 

conducted a site visit. The group – comprising the politician and art authority 

Lord Crawford, the architect Sir Reginald Blomfield, and Harold Chalton 

Bradshaw, architect and secretary of the Commission – concurred with 

Richardson, preferring the idea of finishing the Gower Street front with a modified 

version of Design C, which showed an ‘open railing’ between the south-west and 

north-west wings.67 As these deliberations coincided with Simpson being away on 

a trip to India, the matter was not settled definitely.68  

Simpson eventually attended a meeting with the Commissioners in June. 

According to a letter by Bradshaw, Simpson explained that the screen in Design A 

would ‘enhance and frame the view of the portico and dome’, while uniting the 

south-west and north-west wings.69 A final meeting followed between the 

Commissioners and representatives of the College Committee, namely its vice-

chairman Sir John Rose Bradford and the retired architect Sir Andrew T. Taylor. 

The Commissioners still backed the open view of the portico, concerned that the 

screen would ‘conceal or at any rate dislocate the view of the Wilkins frontage as 

seen from Gower Street’, and thought ‘the effect gained by an unobstructed view 

 
65 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/30, 02/12/1924 (Appendix 1). 
66 Ibid., 06/01/1925.  
67 Ibid., 03/03/1925.  
68 Ibid.: H. D. Rolleston and Christopher Lawrence, ‘Godlee, Sir Rickman John (1849–1925)’, 
ODNB (2004, online edn): Ian MacAlister and John Elliott, ‘Gotch, John Alfred (1852–1942)’, 
ODNB (2004, online edn): Jane Ridley, ‘Lindsay, David Alexander Edward (1871–1940)’, ODNB 
(2008, online edn): Who Was Who, sub Bradshaw, Harold Chalton. 
69 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/30, 30/06/1925: LMA, LMA/4625/D/02/008, Bradshaw to Walter Seton, 
15/06/1925. 
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would be more impressive than the occasional and momentary view obtainable 

through an open colonnade’.70 The centenary committee resolved that it was 

important to follow their advice, and so Simpson was asked to work up a revised 

version of Design C.71 

A fundraising pamphlet circulated by the centenary committee emphasized 

that the design for the Gower Street front had been formulated with the 

Commission’s advice – ‘the best that is available on the subject’.72 The committee 

sought to raise £25,000, noting that the preservation of the open view of the 

portico had the double advantage of economy. Yet the scheme faltered due to a 

lack of funds. By October 1927, UCL had received or been promised only £382. The 

last reference in the College Committee minutes to Simpson’s work on the Gower 

Street front refers to a settlement of £575 for the preparation of sketch plans and 

alternative designs, paid to his executors in 1928.73 Along with the financial 

limitations, it seems likely that Simpson’s lack of enthusiasm had put paid to the 

scheme. In his report to the Commission in 1925, he had concluded: ‘If I am right 

and the result proved bare and unsatisfactory, then I as the architect responsible 

for the work, would be the person blamed in perpetuity and I cannot placard the 

piers to say they were not my choice’.74 

The prospect of completing the Gower Street front was even more distant 

after the centenary appeal was wound up. In 1931 the College Committee conceded 

that there were no plans in hand for the completion of the west front, or any 

funds. The committee considered minor works to patch up the exposed return 

walls of the south-west and north-west wings, but even these were deferred.75 

Despite this sense of apathy, or ineptitude, a watercolour drawing by Richardson 

was exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1933 (Ill. 142). The drawing presented an 

open view of Wilkins’s portico between pavilions at the ends of the south-west 

and north-west wings. The entrance lodges were replaced by a single lodge, 

 
70 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/30, 30/06/1925. 
71 Ibid. 
72 Ibid.  
73 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/31, 29/11/1927 (Appendices 1–2); UCLCA/3/1/32, 06/11/1928, 04/12/1928. 
74 LMA, LMA/4625/D/02/008, 11/06/1925. 
75 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/35, 03/11/1931, 03/05/1932. 
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reminiscent of the octagonal turrets at the National Gallery. Richardson’s scheme 

was broadly similar to the design that had been devised by Lewis (Ill. 91, p.203), 

who also proposed side porticoes and a central lodge. The key difference was the 

substitution of a screen for railings, which preserved the imposing effect of the 

portico.76  

 

 

The college quadrilateral 

 

UCL has always made use of buildings in its vicinity to fulfil demand for space. 

This pragmatic approach contrasted with the grandeur of the quadrangle, but 

increasingly represented a significant proportion of the college’s footprint. UCL 

primarily focused on acquiring leasehold and freehold sites for its own use, rather 

than desiring control over its neighbourhood or financial gain through estate 

development, a common enterprise for other institutions seeking to supplement 

their incomes. The earliest leasehold acquisitions were houses in Gower Street 

and Percy Street, taken in 1827 for the use of the warden and the storage of 

equipment. In the following year, a leasehold house in George Street was 

converted into a dispensary.77 The first major freehold acquisition was the 

purchase of four terraced houses on the east side of Gower Street (Nos 120–122, 

128–130) in 1895. This acquisition appears to have been opportunistic; the houses 

were offered at ‘a good price’ by the Paxton Estate and subsequently leased to 

tenants.78 The first academic department to be accommodated beyond the 

original site was the school of architecture, which had previously endured a 

footloose existence. From 1903 to 1912 the architecture department drifted through 

a series of leasehold terraced houses, including Nos 135–137 Gower Street and 88 

Gower Street, which was also briefly home to the department of applied statistics. 

This scattered and functional approach to property acquisition became 

outdated as UCL expanded rapidly in the early years of the twentieth century. By 

 
76 Builder, 12/05/1933, p.775: Architect and Building News, 12/05/1933, p.168. 
77 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/1, 11/10/1827, passim. 
78 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/11, 02/03/1895. 
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1906, UCL had set its sights on acquiring the remainder of the island site bounded 

by Gower Street at the west, Gower Place at the north, Gordon Street at the east, 

and Torrington Place at the south (Maps 6–7). This site was increasingly referred 

to as the ‘college quadrilateral’ in committee meetings. This ambitious vision for 

expansion was later attributed to the work done under Sir Richard Farrant, 

treasurer from 1901 to 1906. The minute books of the Council indicate that Farrant 

took an active lead in negotiations over sites for UCS and UCHMS. The first likely 

discussion of a coherent scheme for expansion, recorded under the heading, 

‘Possible Extension of College Site’, occurred in a meeting chaired by Farrant in 

1906.79 In the following year, the professorial board highlighted the importance of 

acquiring property on the north and south sides of the college.80   

In February 1909, a committee was formed to investigate the extension of 

UCL’s site. This group included administrators and academic staff, including Sir 

Edward Busk (vice-chancellor and vice-chairman of the College Committee), 

Gregory Foster, James Bourne Benson, William Ramsay and Ernest Starling. 

Thomas Lambert Mears, Charles Hawksley, Lord Reay and Sir Andrew Taylor were 

later added to the group. In the following months, the committee made advances 

to acquire freehold property such as the disused All Saints’ Church in Gordon 

Street and the south side of Gower Place. By 1912 the committee also aimed to 

acquire Nos 124–126 Gower Street, having earmarked those terraced houses as part 

of a large site for the projected medical sciences institute. The extension of the 

college site was a gradual and long-term process, guided by the availability of 

funds and opportunities to obtain freeholds and long leases.81  

UCL started to acquire property in Gordon Street in 1912, with the 

acquisition of All Saints’ Church to convert into a ceremonial hall. The adaptation 

of the church was delayed by the First World War and a lack of funds afterwards, 

but the Great Hall was eventually created in 1926–7 (p.266). The committee 

 
79 UCL/SC, MS ADD 37, Department of Zoology Building (1919–32); UCLCA/3/1/19, 01/12/1902; 
UCLCA/3/1/22, 05/11/1906: The Times, 13/02/1932: Who Was Who, sub Farrant, Sir Richard. 
80 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/23, 26/03/1908 (Appendix 1).  
81 UCL/SC, MS ADD 37; UCLCA/3/1/23, 05/02/1907, 02/02/1909, 04/05/1909, 25/05/1909, 
02/11/1909, 10/01/1911, 07/03/1911, 05/03/1912: Who Was Who, sub Benson, James Bourne; Busk, 
Sir Edward. 
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resolved not to pursue other property in Gordon Street while negotiations 

continued over the church, fearing lengthy and complicated discussions with the 

Bedford Estate and leaseholders. Leases of Nos 24 and 21 Gordon Square were 

obtained in 1921 and 1922 for the departments of geography and phonetics, along 

with a newly established school of librarianship (Maps 6–7). UCL also expanded 

into part of Dr Williams’s Library on the west side of Gordon Square, which was 

built in 1849 as an independent hall of residence (p.38). In 1927, UCL obtained a 

10-year lease of the north wing of the library and a 99-year lease of a building in 

the garden to secure additional space for the faculties of arts and laws. The north 

wing was adapted in 1928 for lecture rooms, staff offices and the law library. The 

building in the garden was extended and remodelled in 1928–9 by Leslie & Co. to 

designs by Richardson & Gill, with Collins & Mason as structural engineers. The 

ground and first floors contained two lecture rooms for the faculty of arts, while 

the second floor was allocated to the school of librarianship.82  

In contrast, science departments required large buildings with open floor-

plans and high ceilings to accommodate laboratories and equipment, along with 

extensive windows and skylights for natural light. The need for ‘big modern 

laboratory buildings’ for science departments was recognized by Simpson and on 

the agenda of the College Committee.83 UCL gradually acquired a site on the east 

side of Gower Street from 1895 to 1920, determining to clear terraced houses for a 

purpose-built block for the anatomy department to complete the longstanding 

scheme for the medical sciences institute (p.234). In a similar way, UCL acquired 

and cleared the south side of Gower Place for a new building for the department 

of chemistry (p.258).  

This pattern of acquiring and clearing sites for science departments was 

neither applied uniformly, nor always brought into effect quickly. UCL’s approach 

was influenced by financial resources and the suitability of existing buildings for 

adaptation. In 1922 UCL acquired a building lease of Nos 21–23 Gordon Street, 

 
82 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/29, 31/10/1922; UCLCA/3/1/31, 05/06/1928 (Appendix 2); UCLCA/3/1/32, 
06/11/1928, 08/01/1929; UCLCA/3/1/33, 05/11/1929, 03/12/1929: Bellot, pp.407–8, 411–12, 422: 
Bridget Cherry and Nikolaus Pevsner, London 4: North (New Haven and London, 2002), p.274: 
BARS, RGH, Bundle 182. 
83 Builder, 23/02/1912, p.204.  
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including the old St Pancras Vestry Rooms at the back of the site, to establish a 

chemical engineering laboratory. Lacking the funds to embark on rebuilding, the 

college opted to set up the laboratory temporarily in the former vestry rooms 

(p.273). The acquisition of a 1½-acre site at the southern boundary of the college 

in 1931 presented an opportunity for retaining and converting buildings on a larger 

scale. The site was occupied by factories, warehouses and stables built for 

Shoolbred & Co. of Tottenham Court Road. These large, functional buildings were 

highly suitable for adaptation, avoiding the expense of large-scale redevelopment 

(p.278).84  

The eventual aspiration of the ‘college quadrilateral’ was confirmed in 1927 

by the acquisition of a 11½-acre site on the Bedford estate for a new headquarters 

for the University of London. This important purchase projected to create a 

‘university quarter’ in Bloomsbury extending from the British Museum to the 

northern boundary of UCL (Ill. 143).85 By 1928, UCL had envisioned the creation of 

a grand public front to Gordon Street along the eastern side of the quadrilateral. 

An imposing neoclassical scheme was produced by Richardson. A watercolour by 

Sidney Hyde, one of Richardson’s assistants in the school of architecture, shows 

the Great Hall in the middle of a neoclassical front comprising stone-fronted 

pavilions interspersed with plainer brick ranges (Ill. 144).86 Only a small portion of 

this ambitious plan was realized with the rebuilding of the chemical engineering 

laboratory at 21–23 Gordon Street in 1930–1, which still incorporated the vestry 

rooms (p.273). The completion of the Gower Street front, along with its extension 

southwards to Torrington Place, was another thwarted ambition (p.248). In 1927, 

Richardson & Gill produced a design for a new school of anthropology, 

archaeology, zoology and psychology at the corner of Gower Street and 

Torrington Place (Ill. 145). The drawing proposed a bulky and severe neoclassical 

block with a rusticated base, giant windows across the first and second floors, and 

small windows squeezed into an attic storey beneath a hipped roof.87 The scheme 

 
84 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/33, 07/01/1930. 
85 BMJ, 28/05/1927, pp.975–8, 977. 
86 Academy Architecture and Architectural Review, Vol. 60 (1928), p.8. 
87 Builder, 06/05/1927, p.727. 
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never progressed to serious consideration by the College Committee, which had 

not yet acquired the site. It seems plausible that the watercolour was produced to 

support negotiations with potential benefactors, such as the Rockefeller 

Foundation (p.263). The next part of the chapter deals chronologically with 

architectural projects on sites that were acquired by UCL. 

 

Chemistry block, Gower Place (1912–15)  

Plans developed in 1907 for the reconfiguration of UCL’s buildings emphasized the 

need for a new base for the chemistry department, which was inconveniently 

dispersed. The department occupied rooms in the north range of the central 

block, along with part of the north wing and a parallel range of laboratories 

(p.210). A new chair of organic chemistry was created in 1902 with the 

appointment of John Norman Collie. William Ramsay, who had occupied the chair 

of chemistry since 1887, was the director of inorganic and physical chemistry. 

There was also a postgraduate division of pathological chemistry, which occupied 

a laboratory in the quadrangle (p.224). Over the next five years the department 

witnessed significant growth, with its student body increasing to an average of 260 

(including 160 undergraduates).88 The College Committee judged that new 

accommodation for chemistry was an urgent priority, observing that the 

department was ‘scattered and extremely difficult to work’, with inadequate and 

‘old-fashioned’ laboratories.89 

Simpson initially suggested constructing the north-west wing of the 

quadrangle for the departments of chemistry and physiology. Another option was 

to devote the wing almost entirely to chemistry, owing to its size, with some 

rooms for zoology. In December 1907, Simpson estimated that the wing would 

cost £70,000, including an allowance of £20,000 for Portland stone. Ramsay 

volunteered to raise £30,000, on condition that the department would be sited on 

the vacant ground in the south quadrangle. This site had already been earmarked 

 
88 Bellot, pp.391, 403–4: K. D. Watson, ‘Ramsay, Sir William (1852–1916)’, ODNB (2004, online 
edn): F. G. Donnan and K. D. Watson, ‘Collie, John Norman (1859–1942)’, ODNB (2004, online 
edn): Evening Mail, 14/02/1910. 
89 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/23, 03/12/1907. 
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for the medical sciences institute (p.234), which Ramsay suggested would be 

accommodated ‘more conveniently’ by the acquisition of property in Gower 

Place.90 This extensive site comprised the south side of Gower Place and Little 

Gower Place, a mews street adjacent to the northern boundary of UCL’s property 

(Map 4, Ill. 146).91 The site in the south quadrangle was probably coveted by 

Ramsay owing to its set-back location, which avoided the noise and inflated 

building costs of the north-west wing. The south quadrangle was also available 

immediately, without the cost and potential delays of land acquisition. 

Ramsay’s proposal backfired. The desirable site in the south quadrangle was 

handed to the medical sciences institute, which, unlike the chemistry department, 

had the capital to start building quickly. In February 1909, Ramsay was appointed 

to a new committee formed to consider the extension of the college site. UCL was 

soon in negotiations with Maple & Co., the freeholder of the Gower Place site, and 

obtained an option to purchase the freehold for £25,000. A committee was formed 

in November 1909 to start raising funds, and another committee was established 

in May 1910 to advance plans.92 The second group initially comprised Ramsay, 

Collie, Vaughan Harley (professor of pathological chemistry), Cyril Baly (assistant 

professor of theoretical and practical chemistry) and Norman Wilsmore (assistant 

professor of inorganic chemistry), along with Gregory Foster. The committee 

turned for architectural advice to Simpson, who presented plans and an elevation 

drawing. In the meantime, a closing order for Little Gower Place was obtained 

from St Pancras Borough Council.93  

Funds for the new building trickled in slowly, with donations from City 

livery companies, businesses and individuals reaching £12,400 by December 1910. 

Public interest appears to have been boosted by the nomination of Prince Arthur 

of Connaught as president of the fundraising committee. By February 1911 

 
90 Ibid.  
91 UCL/SC, Plan chest, II75, Block plan of Gower Place and Little Gower Place. 
92 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/23, 02/02/1909, 02/11/1909: Truth, 02/03/1910. 
93 Bellot, p.405, Chart 4: UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/23, 04/05/1909, 02/11/1909, 07/11/1909, 01/11/1910: 
Nature, 14/09/1940, p.360: B. K. De Garis, ‘Wilsmore, Norman Thomas Mortimer (1868–1940)’, 
Australian Dictionary of Biography, Vol. 12, ed. John Ritchie (Melbourne, 1990, online edn 
2020): F. G. Donnan, ‘Edward Charles Cyril Baly, 1871–1948’, Obituary Notices of Fellows of the 
Royal Society, Vol. 6, No. 17 (1948), pp.6–21. 
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donations had reached £26,300, which represented a significant contribution to 

the cost of the site (now £29,000). £45,000 was still required for construction. In 

July 1911, Ralph C. Forster offered a gift of £30,000, in addition to a previous 

contribution of £4,500 towards the site. Forster was a partner of Bessler, Waechter 

& Co., a business involved in various enterprises such as shipping and chemical 

manufacturing. A donation of £5,000 was given by the financier and 

philanthropist Otto Beit, along with £1,000 by the Goldsmiths’ Company.94  

Buoyed by this influx of capital, the building project began in earnest. A new 

committee was formed to collaborate with Simpson over finalizing plans for a 

four-storey block extending along the south side of Gower Place. In July 1912, a 

tender of £39,922 was accepted from Dove Brothers of Islington.95 The building 

contract was executed in August 1912 and the carcase of the block raised by the 

close of 1913. Steel floor joists supplied by Dorman, Long & Co. were supported by 

external walls constructed of brick and Portland stone.96 The completion of the 

block was delayed by a shortfall of funds for equipment, changes in staff and the 

onset of the First World War. Ramsay retired in 1913 and the chair of physical 

chemistry passed to F. G. Donnan, who was consulted over equipment. In 1914, the 

majority of a £30,000 building grant to UCL from the LCC was applied to the 

completion of the building and the costs of equipment. The chemistry department 

began to use the ground and first floors of the building in October 1915, but the 

basement and the second floor were loaned to the Ministry of Munitions. A formal 

opening took place in May 1916, but spaces were not relinquished by the 

government till 1919.97  

The public front of the chemistry block was a dignified neoclassical 

composition, with understated concessions to modernity (Ills 147–148). While 

 
94 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/23, 06/12/1910, 07/02/1911, 7/11/1911, 05/03/1912: Newcastle Daily 
Chronicle, 02/01/1912: Who Was Who, sub Forster, Sir Ralph (Collingwood): Nature, 02/02/1911, 
p.448: Maryna Fraser, ‘Beit, Sir Otto (1865–1930)’, ODNB (2007, online edn): Lancet, 19/11/1910, 
p.1525: BMJ, 16/03/1912, p.649. 
95 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/23, 04/06/1912, 29/07/1912. 
96 Builder, 09/01/1914, pp.50–2: Architectural Review, 01/09/1915, pp.58–63: UCL/SC, Plan chest, 
X5, Plans of chemistry building (1912); II65, Plans of chemistry building (1914). 
97 Builder, 26/05/1916, p.380: UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/25, 06/06/1916; UCLCA/3/1/26, 03/07/1914, 
05/03/1918; UCLCA/3/1/27, 06/05/1919: F. A. Freeth and K. D. Watson, ‘Donnan, Frederick 
George (1870–1956)’, ODNB (2004, online edn): LMA, LCC/EO/HFE/05/163. 
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Simpson thought that, in university architecture, ‘big modern laboratory buildings 

for scientific research… required an entirely different treatment from the old 

buildings’ (specifically large windows, lofty ceilings and ‘walling reduced to a 

minimum’), he developed a design that subordinated utility with aesthetic 

considerations.98 Simpson opted not to break with the neoclassical mode 

established by Wilkins, despite the freedom of the site from the aesthetic 

constraints of the quadrangle and the bold Gothic precedent that had been set by 

Alfred Waterhouse at UCH. Simpson’s strict adherence to neoclassicism at UCL 

was perhaps a reflection of his shyness and restraint. Simpson approached his 

design for the lengthy frontage – spanning around 316ft – in a similar manner to 

his solution for the south quadrangle, but with greater refinement and panache 

suited to a prominent public site. The building comprised two main storeys over a 

rusticated basement, with an attic set behind a parapet. Simpson devised a 

neoclassical front with a projecting central porch and pavilions at each end. The 

porch is accessed by a double flight of steps with cast-iron lamp stands (Ill. 149). 

The door, carved from oak and studded with bronze nails, is set in an elaborate 

door surround with a Greek key frieze, rosettes, a fanlight, console brackets and a 

pediment capped with a palmette. The door is flanked by two giant columns 

placed distyle in antis, rising to Corinthian capitals based on the order of the 

Tower of the Winds in Athens. This scholarly centrepiece rises to an entablature 

adorned with rosettes and an inscribed frieze, capped with a pediment with 

palmettes.99 The pavilions offer continuity with their counterparts on the Gower 

Street front, only with decoration reduced to pilasters and rosettes. The 

intervening bays between the porch and the pavilions are more austere; an extra 

tier of windows was squeezed into the eastern side to account for a mezzanine 

level. The basement area is screened by iron railings supplied by the Birmingham 

Guild.100  

 
98 Builder, 23/02/1912, p.204. 
99 Builder, 02/01/1914, from UCL/SC, Plan chest, II65. 
100 Builder, 26/05/1916, p.380: UCL/SC, Plan chest, X5; II65: Architectural Review, 01/09/1915, 
pp.58–63. 
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Simpson’s talent for understated and functional design, executed to a high 

standard, extended to the interior of the building. On the ground floor, the 

entrance opened into a lobby with a double-flight staircase flanked by Ionic 

columns (Ills 150–151).101 The ground floor was devoted to inorganic chemistry. The 

west side contained a library, an operation room and a balance room, along with a 

laboratory for second-year students. The east side contained two lecture theatres 

(of differing sizes, with capacity for 110 in the smaller theatre and 240 in the main 

double-height theatre), a double-height museum, and a professor’s laboratory.102 

The first floor was devoted to organic chemistry, with a large students’ laboratory, 

a double-height lecture room, practical rooms and offices. The second floor 

accommodated pathological chemistry, including laboratories, an operation room, 

a post-mortem room and animal rooms. There were also laboratories for organic 

chemistry and inorganic chemistry, along with a caretaker’s flat. The basement 

contained laboratories for physical chemistry and a large electrical and technical 

laboratory, with a dynamo room and a workshop for manufacturing apparatus. 

The basement also contained the heating system, which was installed by Rosser & 

Russell to designs by Arthur Henry Barker, lecturer in heating and ventilating 

engineering. The sub-basement contained coal and coke stores, along with a 

heating chamber with hot-water boilers. The building was fitted with a 

mechanical ventilation system installed by Davidson & Co. of Belfast, probably 

their patented sirocco (centrifugal) fan, which had previously been installed in the 

physiology department.103 

 

Anatomy building, 118–130 Gower Street (1921–3) 

The construction of a new building for the anatomy department represented the 

final stage of the medical sciences institute (p.234). Anatomy was based in the 

north range of the central block, with a separate range of dissecting rooms in the 

adjacent court. Fundraising for a new building was delayed by the First World 

 
101 UCL/SC, Plan chest, II65. 
102 Builder, 02/01/1914, from UCL/SC, Plan chest, II65: UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/24, 07/10/1913. 
103 Builder, 09/01/1914, pp.49–52; 21/04/1916, p.303: BMJ, 12/06/1909, p.1439; 16/05/1914, p.1091: 
Architectural Review, 01/09/1915, pp.58–63: David Johnson, ‘Davidson, Sir Samuel Cleland 
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War, but the scheme was revived in 1919 to coincide with the appointment of 

Grafton Elliot Smith to the chair of anatomy. The project attracted the interest of 

the Rockefeller Foundation in New York, which aimed to support innovation in 

medical education and collaboration between different branches of science. The 

foundation also wished to offer an expression of American goodwill towards 

Britain, while aspiring to involve its medical institutions in future programmes. A 

grant of £146,000 was offered towards the construction of the building, along with 

£30,000 for equipment and £14,000 towards the cost of the site. A further 

endowment of £180,000 supported teaching in the medical sciences institute. A 

significant grant was also made by the Rockefeller towards an obstetrics 

department, nurses’ home and improvements at UCH. In total, the Rockefeller gift 

to UCL and UCH amounted to £1,205,000.104 The design of the anatomy building is 

traditionally credited to Richardson, but it was in fact designed by Simpson.105 

This decision, which broke with the longstanding tradition of consulting the 

professor of architecture over building works, was in line with the feeling that it 

was ‘highly desirable’ for Simpson to complete long-term projects that had been 

contemplated during his tenure.106  

The building project was set into motion in October 1920, with the 

formation of a committee to oversee the development of plans. At this time, 

Simpson was officially appointed as architect and requested to collaborate with 

Elliot Smith, Starling and Bayliss, as well as the college librarian.107 The anatomy 

building was designed with a view to encouraging connections with the 

physiology and pharmacology departments, with the provision of a common 

library and shared access to equipment. UCL also aspired to nurture links with 

UCH, where advanced students obtained clinical experience in medicine, surgery 

and pathology. This extended to a physical connection, with the inclusion of a 

 
104 BMJ, 19/06/1920, pp.834–5; 28/04/1923, p.728: Graham Richards, ‘Smith, Sir Grafton Elliot 
(1871–1937)’, ODNB (2004, online edn): UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/28, 02/11/1920, 30/10/1920, 
04/01/1921; UCLCA/3/1/29, 04/03/1924: Bellot, p.405: Harte, North and Brewis, p.159. 
105 Cherry and Pevsner, p.273: Houfe, Powers and Wilton-Ely, p.76: J. R. Howard Roberts and 
Walter H. Godfrey (eds), Survey of London, Vol. 21, The Parish of St Pancras Part 3: Tottenham 
Court Road and Neighbourhood (London, 1949), p.89: Henderson, pp.132–3. 
106 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/25, 06/06/1916. 
107 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/28, 07/10/1920, 02/11/1920, 28/06/1921. 
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tunnel providing access to UCHMS across Gower Street (Map 7). Beyond these 

obvious and tangible links, the department had a broad network of connections 

across UCL. Anatomy was already linked with the department of zoology and 

comparative anatomy, which was located in close proximity to its rooms in the 

central block. The department also cooperated with the Slade School, offering 

anatomical instruction with the benefit of accessing models created by fine art 

students. The study of neurology was placed under the control of anatomy, 

leading to connections with related subjects such as psychology. Another 

unconventional arrangement was the transferral of histology and embryology 

from the physiology department. The anatomy department also established a 

readership in anthropology, which fostered links with the geography 

department.108 

UCL had gradually acquired a freehold site on the east side of Gower Street, 

occupied by seven terraced houses (Nos 118–130). Four houses (Nos 120–122, 128–

130) were acquired in 1895. Another two houses (Nos 124–126) were purchased in 

1919, while No. 118 was obtained in 1920. The houses were demolished in Spring 

1921 by Nelson Wise & Co., along with a carpenters’ workshop that backed on to 

the gardens of Nos 128–130.109 Plans for the new building were approved in June 

1921. Barker was appointed as heating engineer and Wellesley Curram Clinton 

(assistant professor of electrical technology) as electrical engineer. A tender of 

£103,000 from James Carmichael was accepted in October 1921. The block was 

formally opened in May 1923 by King George and Queen Mary in a celebration 

that included laying the foundation stones for the new nurses’ home and 

obstetrics department in Huntley Street for UCH.110 

The west front of the anatomy building cohered, once again, with the style 

and materials of UCL’s existing buildings along Gower Street, concealing a steel-

framed building behind Portland stone (Ills 152–153). The building comprised 

 
108 UCL/SC, Coll. Coll. BE2 SMI, G. Elliot Smith. University College London: Department of 
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three main storeys, a basement and an attic with a steeply pitched roof. Simpson 

faced the double challenge of providing a capacious, functional building that 

formed a suitable addition to the Gower Street front. The anatomy building also 

served as the public front of the medical sciences institute, leading to the 

physiology and pharmacology departments in the south quadrangle. Simpson 

devised a scholarly neoclassical façade, focusing decoration on a central 

pedimented frontispiece. The tympanum contains the Staff of Aesculapius and the 

pediment is capped with palmettes. The frontispiece is flanked by plainer side 

ranges designed to harmonize with the south-west wing. These ranges follow a 

scholarly neoclassical order, with a rusticated basement and ground floor, a piano 

nobile with pedimented windows, and a second floor rising to an entablature. The 

inclusion of an attic storey, with squat windows interspersed with pilasters, 

provided additional space. At the north end of the building was a stone gateway 

leading to the south quadrangle, capped with a balcony providing a link to the 

south-west wing.111  

The upper floors of the building were arranged in a T-shaped plan, 

comprising a west range fronting Gower Street and an east range linked with the 

physiology block (Ill. 154). The basement contained a large top-lit dissecting room 

(Ill. 155), with an adjoining annexe and prosectorium (a smaller room for 

dissection and autopsy). The basement was equipped with an X-ray department 

and an injection room (with a freezing room in a sub-basement) to support 

dissecting work. A service yard was provided at the south end of the building. The 

basement was also a focus for student amenities, including a dressing room, 

showers and a common room for the Medical Society. Women students were 

supplied with separate facilities, including a locker room, a writing room and a 

sitting room.112 The ground floor contained spaces for formal teaching and study, 

including a lecture theatre and a museum equipped with anatomy, comparative 

anatomy and anthropology collections. The first floor housed the library (Ill. 156), 

a lofty oak-panelled room with an adjoining periodical room, librarian’s office and 

bookstore with a mezzanine level. Another room was devoted to the history of 

 
111 UCL/SC, MS ADD 375, Department of Anatomy, correspondence and plans (1928–39). 
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medicine, doubling as a library and lecture room. The east range contained a 

laboratory for comparative neurology and rooms for experimental work. The 

second floor contained rooms for the study of embryology, including a museum 

(with collections relating to animal species), a lecture room and laboratories. The 

third floor contained a students’ laboratory for microscope work, a bright room 

with benches for 90 students. Adjoining rooms were used for preparatory work, 

modelling and the reception of subjects (including an animal room and 

aquarium). A chronophotography room was provided for the study of animal 

movements, equipped with the novel ‘ultra-cinema’ apparatus designed by Pierre 

Noguès of the Institut Marey in Paris. There were also staff rooms and a 

caretaker’s flat.113  

The construction of the anatomy building precipitated alterations across the 

medical sciences institute and elsewhere in the college. The physiology 

department expanded into the east range of the new block. A carpenters’ 

workshop was built at the east end of the south quadrangle in 1921 by Charles 

Tavener & Son to provide a new base for the works department (Maps 6–7). The 

building works also disrupted the activities of the University Military Education 

Committee, which had a miniature rifle range on the site for the use of the 

Officers’ Training Corps. Drills held in the south quadrangle were temporarily 

suspended and another rifle range was fitted up in the basement of the north 

cloisters, where shooting practice was permitted at restricted times on a daily 

basis. Military drills eventually resumed in the south quadrangle.114  

 

Great Hall, Gordon Street (1926–7) 

The provision of a great hall was a longstanding ambition after Wilkins’s design 

for the central block was pared back in line with financial limitations. Formal 

ceremonies and assemblies were usually held in the botany theatre in the south 

range, one of the largest spaces in the college that was not filled with books or 

collections. The creation of a great hall was finally achieved in 1927 with the 

 
113 BMJ, 26/05/1923, p.910: Richard Abel (ed.), Encyclopedia of Early Cinema (London, 2005), 
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adaptation of All Saints’ Church in Gordon Street to designs by Richardson. The 

hall served as a monument to UCL’s centenary and a memorial to the fallen in the 

First World War. The building was destroyed by bombing in September 1940.115  

 

Early history 

All Saints’ Church was built in 1841–2 to designs by Thomas Leverton Donaldson, 

who was appointed to the chair of architecture around the same time (p.186). In 

December 1841, the Morning Chronicle published a letter by Donaldson setting out 

the origins of the church and the choice of location, which had attracted some 

criticism. The church was established by the Reverend Henry Hughes, who was 

formerly a minister at Bedford Chapel in Charlotte Street (later Bloomsbury 

Street) in the ‘rookery’ slums. After failing to secure a lease renewal on agreeable 

terms, Hughes formed a committee to raise funds for a new church and consider 

alternative sites. The piece of vacant ground on the west side of Gordon Street on 

the Bedford estate was identified as a convenient location owing to the growing 

population in that part of the parish.116  

The Metropolis Churches Fund offered funds towards a new church in 

March 1841, but promised a larger grant if the site was substituted for one in a 

poorer district. Donaldson was engaged as architect and instructed to find 

alternative sites, but without success. The committee settled on Gordon Street, 

despite complaints that Hughes had acted in a backhanded manner by raising 

funds for a new church to serve the poor but transferring to a relatively affluent 

neighbourhood. His opponents argued that the church should have been sited in 

the overcrowded slums to the west of Tottenham Court Road, or near Somers 

Town and Hampstead Road.117  

The foundation stone was laid in November 1841.118 Donaldson produced a 

simple rectangular plan with a nave skirted by a three-sided gallery, accessed by 

staircases adjacent to the entrance porch. The church contained 1,200 sittings and 

 
115 Harte, North and Brewis, p.201. 
116 Morning Chronicle, 07/12/1841. 
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was consecrated in December 1842. At its completion, the church was lauded as 

the ‘only specimen in London of the Italian style of architecture’ named ‘cinque 

cento’.119 A sketch by George Scharf in September 1843 affords a view of the church 

in the middle of a row of terraced houses, showing the south elevation with two 

tiers of semicircular-headed windows (Ill. 157). The east front was adorned with a 

pediment crowned with a bell cupola. The façade was divided into three bays by 

brick pilasters with stone capitals, rising to a lower frieze with stone roundels (Ill. 

158). In 1892, the Carey Foster Laboratory was built at the west end of the church 

for the physics department (p.223).120 

 

Acquisition and adaptation for college use 

The closure of All Saints’ Church in 1909, a symptom of declining congregations, 

coincided with UCL’s attempts to expand its territory. The College Committee 

opened negotiations with the Ecclesiastical Commissioners to purchase the site 

immediately, but failed to make headway. In 1911 UCL offered £5,000 to the 

Bedford Estate to acquire the freehold of the church and the adjoining vicarage, 

on condition that covenants restricting their use to religious purposes were 

removed. This offer was rejected due to the low price and the complication that 

the Commissioners still had possession of the site. Negotiations resumed in 1912 

after the site had been reacquired by the Bedford Estate, which now indicated that 

it would accept an offer of £5,900 for the freehold. The Bedford Estate had agreed 

with the Commissioners to pull down the existing buildings within months of 

reclaiming possession, but UCL wished to retain the former church. Simpson was 

instructed to prepare a report on the condition of the building and proposed 

alterations, including the ‘secularising’ of its appearance to meet conditions 

imposed by the Commissioners.121 UCL acquired the freehold of the church in 

 
119 Saint James’s Chronicle, 25/08/1842. This remark seems mistaken, with the example of 
Charles Barry’s Travellers Club (1830–2). See Frank Salmon, Building on Ruins: The Rediscovery 
of Rome and English Architecture (Aldershot, 2000), p.140: Howard Colvin, A Biographical 
Dictionary of British Architects, 1600–1840 (New Haven and London, 2008), p.100. 
120 Survey of London, Vol. 21, pp.101–2: BM, 1862,0614.761: Camden Local Studies and Archives 
Centre, 087340/103, East front of All Saints’ Church (1907). 
121 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/23, 25/03/1909, 10/01/1911, 07/03/1911, 02/05/1911, 06/02/1912 (Appendix 
2), 23/04/1912. 
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1912.122 In the following year, a report on the college site noted that the building 

had ‘still to be divested of its sacred character and converted’ into a hall (Ill. 

159).123 Simpson estimated that the alterations would cost about £4,000. In the 

event, the First World War intervened. The interior of the building was cleared 

with the dismantling of the galleries and the removal of fittings, and the space was 

used for military purposes.124  

The former church remained in an unfinished state for some years. After the 

war, the proposal to adapt the building into a hall assumed a new significance. A 

great hall was envisaged as a memorial to commemorate the loss of life, which 

numbered 301 individuals associated with the college and medical school. In the 

meantime, the building was used for assemblies, examinations, lectures and a 

polling station. The adaptation of the building was eventually realized as part of 

the programme of celebrations to mark the centenary of UCL’s foundation. By 

December 1924, two designs had been prepared for the war memorial committee 

by members of the Bartlett School of Architecture, working under the supervision 

of Richardson. It is not clear why the project was not handled by Simpson, who 

was involved with the initial scheme and later alterations. It seems likely that he 

was occupied with plans for the completion of the Gower Street front, which were 

under consideration simultaneously. The initial proposals were considered by a 

joint committee of the professorial board and the centenary committee.125 

The apportionment of the design work between Richardson and his staff, 

including the involvement of colleagues in his architectural practice, is difficult to 

measure from surviving records. The details of the initial brief are also murky. An 

undated drawing in the Richardson, Gill & Houfe collection at Bedfordshire 

Archives shows a design for the front of a ‘memorial hall’, signed by Richardson & 

Gill (Ill. 160). The drawing hints that the construction of a new hall was 

considered, though the 80ft frontage suggests a larger site in Gower Street. The 

 
122 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/25, 07/02/1915: Westminster Gazette, 24/02/1914. 
123 UCL/SC, Coll. Coll. A10 UNI, Memorandum upon college site (1913). 
124 The font and pulpit were transferred to St Peter’s Church, Acton Green. Acton Gazette, 
26/07/1912, 09/01/1914, 23/04/1915: UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/10, 04/11/1923; UCLCA/3/1/25, 
12/01/1915; UCLCA/3/1/30, 30/06/1925. 
125 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/29, 04/03/1924, 03/06/1924; UCLCA/3/1/30, 02/12/1924, 03/03/1925: 
Builder, 01/07/1927, p.10: Harte, North and Brewis, p.156. 
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drawing shows a block in the style of a Renaissance palazzo, with a double-height 

semicircular entrance with ornate ironwork. The upper tier of the façade 

contained tall windows divided by pilasters, rising to a hipped roof. Pencil 

markings suggest a lack of satisfaction with the low roofline.126 

After the examination of the preliminary designs, Richardson was requested 

to submit plans and an estimate for the remodelling of the former church – so any 

possibility of a new building had been rejected. Richardson’s plans were examined 

in June 1925, along with an estimate of £23,000, including £4,000 for an organ.127 

Funds were extremely restricted, since the war memorial committee had only 

managed to accrue around £560 in subscriptions.128 Progress was halted until May 

1926, when Richardson was requested to prepare drawings and estimates. At that 

time Richardson was appointed officially as architect, with a 6% commission. In 

the following month, the revised plans were approved and a building committee 

chaired by Sir Andrew Taylor was appointed to oversee the works. The committee 

authorized Richardson to accept a tender below £20,000, despite having only 

£8,000 in hand. The receipt of tenders in July 1926 brought more consternation, as 

the lowest was £26,892 from Leslie & Co. of Kensington Square. A further estimate 

of £5,056 related to proposals to convert the adjoining laboratory into a new 

entrance to the hall, and excavate a larger basement for the physics department. 

The committee decided to pare back the plans to meet a revised tender of £17,850, 

a significant reduction that involved abandoning the basement works and 

alterations to the laboratory. Richardson was instructed to limit external 

alterations to essential repairs and structural works. Plans for the interior also fell 

prey to cost-saving measures, with the removal of the organ and oak panelling at 

gallery level.129 

Following the manner of earlier projects, the building committee sought 

advice from experts among the academic staff. Barker provided plans for the 

heating and ventilation systems, while electrical works and lighting were overseen 

 
126 BARS, RGH, Bundle 157. 
127 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/30, 30/06/1925. 
128 Ibid., 05/05/1925. 
129 Ibid., 04/05/1926, 01/06/1926, 06/07/1926; UCLCA/3/1/31, 02/11/1926. 
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by Clinton. Collins & Mason were engaged as structural engineers, H. J. Collins 

being assistant lecturer of civil and mechanical engineering. Advice was also taken 

from E. G. Richardson of the acoustics department. The financial outlook was 

improved by the centenary appeal, which had raised £22,939 in subscriptions by 

March 1927. This significant boost led to some additions to the building 

programme, and the final cost reached £25,000.130 

The Great Hall was completed for the centenary celebrations in 1927 

(originally planned for 1926, but set back by a year), which included an inaugural 

gathering attended by King George and Queen Mary on 23 June. A dedication 

ceremony was led by Prince Arthur of Connaught on the next day.131 The east front 

of the former church was not drastically altered (Ill. 161). The ‘secularising’ of the 

exterior was fulfilled by the dismantling of the bell cupola and cross, while the 

removal of stone roundels was a less obvious concession. The frieze was to be 

inscribed with gilded letters. The pediment was decorated with a Portland-stone 

relief panel bearing the heraldic arms of the University of London, flanked by 

nymphs supporting a flamed torch (Ill. 162). This 10ft-high ornament was created 

by Percy Bentham to designs by Richardson. A more functional intervention was 

the insertion of triple windows to light the former basement vaults.132  

An undated drawing at Bedfordshire Archives shows the aspirations for the 

interior (Ill. 163). The drawing is marked ‘Richardson & Gill’ with a subsidiary 

signature by Hector Corfiato (né Corfiatopulo), a Greek architect who was 

appointed as a studio instructor in the Bartlett School of Architecture in 1923. The 

drawing presents a view of the hall during a formal event, with a seated audience 

facing a stage at the east end. Side galleries were supported by ornate brackets 

resting on pilasters, while a balustraded gallery contained an organ. Corfiato, a 

noted artist and watercolourist, was probably only involved with producing the 

 
130 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/30, 04/05/1926; UCLCA/3/1/31, 30/11/1926, 01/03/1927, 01/11/1927: BARS, 
RGH, Bundle 157: Who Was Who, sub Collins, Horatio John: Bellot, Chart 5: Nature, 
28/05/1960, p.678. 
131 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/30, 30/06/1925; UCLCA/3/1/31, 03/05/1927; Coll. Coll. A7, Builders of the 
Great Hall (1927); Coll. Coll. A127, Centenary Appeal (c.1925): ILN, 25/06/1927, pp.1173–5. 
132 Builder, 03/02/1928, p.206: Architects’ Journal, 29/06/1927, pp.929–36: UCL/SC, 
UCLCA/3/1/30, 06/07/1926. 
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drawing or applying tints.133 Another charming sketch at UCL/AM shows a 

reduced design signed by Richardson in 1926 (Ill. 164). The pilastered recess at the 

east end contained gilded decoration flanked by ethereal figures. Wooden 

panelling was restricted to the ground floor, while the gallery was supported by 

columns with Tuscan capitals.134  

At its completion, the interior of the Great Hall was closer to the second 

drawing (Ills 165–166). The main body of the hall was lighted by the existing 

semicircular-headed windows, but the plaster ceiling was replaced by a new 

coffered ceiling constructed of plywood and tinted in cedar tones. On the ground 

floor, a raised and extendable stage was positioned in front of the east recess. 

Purple velvet drapes concealed a retiring room flanked by the existing side 

staircases, and enlivened a muted colour scheme of natural timber, stone-

coloured walls and grey cornicing. The ground floor was fitted with oak flooring 

and furnished with chairs supplied by Heal & Co. The oak-panelled side walls 

were inscribed with the names of the fallen in the First World War. A new three-

sided gallery was supported by ornate brackets resting on square piers, which 

differ from earlier sketches (Ill. 167). This alteration was devised by Collins to 

avoid the expense of long cantilevers. Reinforced-concrete and steel construction 

was concealed by oak panelling with fluted and carved decoration. The gallery was 

furnished with wooden benches which contributed to a total seated capacity of 

1,500. Richardson’s fittings and furnishings added character and dignity. The 

doors contained glazed oval panels with metal grilles adorned with a 

representation of Athena’s Owl, while the radiators were concealed by oak 

surrounds with elaborate bronze grilles. The metalwork was designed in 

collaboration with Bentham and produced by Harvey & Co. and the Morris Bronze 

Foundry. At basement level, the vaults were lowered to provide a crush hall and 

cloakrooms, while the west end was used as a chair store. The main entrance to 

 
133 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/29, 04/12/1923; UCLCA/3/1/30, 05/05/1925: Bellot, Chart 2: BARS, RGH, 
Uncatalogued presentation and exhibition drawings. 
134 UCL/SC, Coll. Coll. A127: UCL/AM, Acc. No. 1748, Design for the Great Hall (1926). 
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the hall was from a doorway in the south wall, but there were plans to provide a 

foyer leading from the south cloisters.135   

 

Ramsay Laboratory of Chemical Engineering, 21–23 Gordon Street (1930–1) 

After the First World War, a significant development in the faculty of engineering 

was the foundation of a chair of chemical engineering. The professorship was 

endowed by a memorial fund established to commemorate William Ramsay, who 

had occupied the chair of general chemistry from 1887 to 1913. Ramsay continued 

to work in retirement, but died in 1916. In the following year, a committee was 

established to raise funds for a memorial at UCL, drawing on international 

connections to set up fundraising sub-committees as distant as Chile, New 

Zealand and the USA. In 1919 the committee offered £25,000 towards a laboratory 

for chemical engineering. This specialized and emerging discipline aimed to 

combine knowledge in chemistry and engineering to support innovation in 

science and industry.136  

Initial discussions touched on the feasibility of using part of the site 

occupied by 118–130 Gower Street for the new department, but that was already 

earmarked for the anatomy building (p.262). In 1922, UCL obtained a 99-year lease 

of 21–23 Gordon Street. This site was occupied by a terraced house and the old St 

Pancras Vestry Rooms (Map 6), which were set back from the west side of the 

street, adjacent to the Seamen’s Hospital at 25 Gordon Street.137 UCL agreed to 

rebuild the premises by Autumn 1933, but undertook to convert the vestry rooms 

into a temporary laboratory for the newly appointed professor, E. C. Williams.138 

The laboratory was formally opened in November 1924. The facility received 

nearly £27,000 from the Ramsay Memorial Fund, along with donations from 

industrial firms (such as the Anglo-Persian Oil Company, Boots Ltd, and Brunner, 

 
135 Architectural Review, 01/06/1929, p.319: Builder, 01/07/1927, p.10: Architects’ Journal, 
29/06/1927, pp.929–36: BARS, RGH, Bundle 157. 
136 Watson, ‘Ramsay’: Westminster Gazette, 09/07/1917, 27/02/1918, 07/04/1919: Sheffield Daily 
Telegraph, 18/01/1924: Scotsman, 27/11/1931.  
137 Built as a hotel c.1906. LMA, GLC/AR/BR/22/BA/028104, Building Act case file, Endsleigh 
Gardens Hotel. 
138 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/28, 30/11/1920; UCLCA/3/1/29, 31/10/1922; UCLCA/3/1/33, 03/06/1930: 
Harte, North and Brewis, p.187. 
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Mond & Company) for an ‘experimental period’ of five years.139 By 1928 the 

building and endowment committee chaired by Sir Alfred Mond had raised 

£21,000, with another £28,500 in subscriptions promised over ten years. A building 

committee chaired by Sir Andrew Taylor was appointed to take steps towards the 

construction of a new laboratory. By this time, Williams had resigned the chair of 

chemical engineering to take up a job at the Shell Development Company in 

California. His successor, W. E. Gibbs, was appointed in February 1928.140 

Richardson was requested to prepare plans for a new building, with the 

retention of the existing laboratory to reduce costs and prevent disruption. 

Richardson appears to have envisioned the laboratory as the first phase of a 

grandiose scheme for the west side of Gordon Street (Ill. 144). The building project 

was deferred, so this grand vision for Gordon Street faded into obscurity.141 In 

January 1930, Richardson was asked to prepare plans and specifications for the 

laboratory. He produced a charming watercolour that was exhibited at the Royal 

Academy (Ill. 168). The drawing shows the east front of the proposed building, 

comprising four main storeys and a basement. Richardson produced a stripped 

classical design faced with brick and stone cladding. Above the ground floor is a 

sculptural frieze decorated with figures engaged in laboratory work, perhaps 

another commission intended for Bentham. The project also involved Collins as 

structural engineer and Clinton as electrical engineer.142 

The design was approved in July 1930, but the building committee found the 

tenders prohibitively high and set about making revisions to reduce the projected 

cost. The reductions concentrated on the quality of materials, such as the 

replacement of stone with brickwork on the façade, along with the deferral of 

fittings and partitions on the second and third floors. A tender of £25,932 was 

accepted from Leslie & Co. The Bedford Estate refused to approve the revised 

 
139 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/33, 03/06/1930. 
140 Harte, North and Brewis, pp.187–8: Who Was Who, sub Gibbs, William Edward; Williams, 
E. C: UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/31, 15/02/1928: Science, 02/01/1925, pp.12–13. 
141 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/29, 04/12/1923, 01/07/1924; UCLCA/3/1/31, 02/01/1928; UCLCA/3/1/33, 
03/06/1930; Coll. Coll. BD5 UNI, Opening of the Ramsay Laboratory (1924): Academy 
Architecture and Architectural Review, Vol. 60, p.8: Builder, 18/05/1928, p.848. 
142 Builder, 14/02/1930, pp.344–6: BARS, RGH, Uncatalogued presentation and exhibition 
drawings. 



 

 
 

275 

plans owing to the drastic removal of the stonework. Negotiations resulted in the 

addition of Portland-stone cladding over the basement and the ground floor.143 

The laboratory was formally opened in November 1931. The east front 

represented a severely reduced version of Richardson’s earlier design, with a 

plinth and dressings executed in Portland stone. The result was an unpretentious 

and functional yet still residually classical façade (Ill. 169). The department was 

arranged over two blocks, with a short corridor range connecting the new four-

storey laboratory with the old two-storey building (formerly the vestry rooms). At 

its completion, the department provided space for approximately fifty students 

and researchers.144 The main entrance was at basement level, accessed via 

staircases descending from the pavement (Ill. 170). The door opened into a 

double-height industrial laboratory designed for the installation, testing and study 

of chemical plants to simulate large-scale commercial production (Ill. 171). The 

rest of the basement accommodated a switch room, a double-height machine 

room and smaller laboratories. At first-floor level there was a general laboratory 

and staff offices, including a private laboratory. The former vestry rooms were 

divided into a lecture and reading room, drawing office, laboratory and dark 

room. The second and third floors of the building contained additional 

laboratories.145  

 

H. K. Lewis, 134–136 Gower Street (1930–1) 

The rebuilding of the premises of H. K. Lewis & Co., medical librarians, publishers 

and booksellers, in 1930–1 was undertaken in cooperation with UCL. Lewis & Co. 

was established c.1844 and expanded from its original shop at 136 Gower Street to 

24 Gower Place in 1907 (Ill. 172). The further enlargement of the shop was a long-

term project, but the aspirations of Lewis & Co. conflicted with UCL’s plans for 

expansion. In 1923, Lewis & Co. attempted to obtain the freehold of 134 Gower 

Street, which had been acquired by UCL with stables at 21–22 Little Gower Place 

 
143 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/33, 01/07/1930; UCLCA/3/1/34, 04/11/1930; UCLCA/3/1/35, 05/07/1932: 
Architects’ Journal, 18/05/1932, pp.659–60. 
144 Daily Mirror, 27/11/1931. 
145 Science, 25/12/1931, p.654: Architects’ Journal, 18/05/1932, p.660: BARS, RGH, Bundles 203, 
207. 
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in 1911. The ground-floor shop at 134 Gower Street was rented by the former owner 

and the upper floors were in use for the Johnston-Lavis Volcanological Collection 

by 1925.146 UCL was reluctant to relinquish its freehold property due to the long-

term plan to acquire the ‘college quadrilateral’. As an alternative, UCL offered to 

cooperate with Lewis & Co. to redevelop Nos 134–136 at the corner of Gower Street 

and Gower Place, on condition that the new block was designed in harmony with 

the college. The rebuilding scheme was delayed by unsuccessful negotiations with 

the brewers Hoare & Co. to acquire the Barleycorn public house at 23 Gower 

Place. The project was eventually revived in 1929, but limited to the site occupied 

by 134–136 Gower Street and 21–22 Little Gower Place. A 99-year building lease was 

granted to Lewis & Co., while a further lease enabled UCL to rent spaces in the 

new building.147  

Designs for the new block were prepared by James Rounthwaite Moore 

Simpson, who was appointed by Lewis & Co. Simpson was the only son of 

Professor Simpson, who had died in 1928, leaving preliminary plans for the site. J. 

R. M. Simpson had undertaken work at UCL since around 1925, when he assisted 

with negotiating easements with the Seamen’s Hospital in Gordon Street. It seems 

probable that Simpson had latterly assisted his father with designs for the Gower 

Street front.148 The new building was constructed in two phases in 1930–1 to 

minimize disruption. The southern half of the building was constructed first, 

while Lewis & Co. continued to occupy their existing premises. The northern part 

of the building was completed in July 1931. The general contractors were Ford & 

Walton of Kilburn, and structural steel was supplied by Redpath, Brown & Co.149  

 
146 BMJ, 18/07/1931, pp.111–12; 13/01/1945, p.52: UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/23, 06/06/1911, 04/07/1911, 
19/07/1911, 05/12/1911; UCLCA/3/1/29, 06/03/1923, 04/03/1924: UCLCA/3/1/30, 25/06/1925: 
Middlesex County Times, 25/09/1926: Wendy L. Kirk, ‘Lavis, Henry James Johnston- (1856–
1914)’, ODNB (2009, online edn).  
147 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/29, 04/12/1923; H. K. Lewis, Correspondence Boxes 13–14: Henry Law 
Jackson, Lewis’s 1844–1944: a brief account of a century’s work (London, 1945), pp.73–6. 
148 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/30, 06/01/1925; UCLCA/3/1/31, 03/07/1928; H. K. Lewis, 
Correspondence Boxes 13–14. 
149 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/33, 05/11/1929, 03/12/1929, 07/01/1930; Pearson/4/27, Correspondence 
regarding animal house (1929–30); Pearson/4/11: Builder, 17/07/1931, pp.98, 110: Jackson, pp.73–
4. 
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Simpson’s design for the exterior successfully married UCL’s concern for 

architectural harmony with the practical and commercial interests of Lewis & Co. 

Simpson designed a neoclassical block to the same scale as the adjoining north-

west wing (Ill. 173). The ground-floor rustication, frieze, entablature and dentil 

cornice were continued along the public fronts, which converged at a canted 

corner surmounted by an attic with a clock. Large shop windows and decoration 

highlighted the corporate identity of Lewis & Co. and its longstanding links with 

the medical profession. William Aumonier & Sons were commissioned to produce 

a relief panel of Lewis’s trademark, a wreath containing books and a pestle-and-

mortar. At the centre of the composition lies an open book inscribed with a 

quotation celebrating the art of printing (derived from Depositio Cornuti 

Typographici, a seventeenth-century German morality play): ‘First of Arts, without 

thy light | All the rest would sink in night’.150 A bronze panel commemorates the 

history of Lewis & Co., while a first-floor alcove contains a bust of Hippocrates.151 

The inscription ‘Lewis’s’ above the second-floor window was a final affirmation of 

a separate identity. The back elevations were treated sparingly with plain stock 

bricks.152   

UCL also had a hand in the internal arrangement of the block, with a view to 

renting spaces for the Bartlett School of Architecture and the department of 

applied statistics (Ill. 174). The ground floor was occupied by Lewis’s store, with an 

open-plan trading area with departments for medical books, scientific books and 

stationery. A subscribers’ lending library was tucked away at the back, with a 

staircase to a first-floor reading room. A dog-leg staircase, accessed directly from 

the shop floor and a separate door in Gower Place, led to a bookstore in the 

basement. Lewis & Co. had more trading space and a board room on the first 

floor, along with offices on the third floor. Arranged around this warren of 

 
150 The quotation was found by William Aumonier in William Blades, An Account of the 
German Morality-Play entitled Depositio Cornuti Typographici (London, 1885). Jackson, p.77. 
151 A replica of a bust by Eric Aumonier presented by Lewis to the British Medical Association 
in 1926. The bust was installed after the building was completed and commissioned by Henry 
Law Jackson, the company’s chairman, and his wife Mary Susanna. Jackson, pp.71–2, 77. 
152 BMJ, 24/04/1926, p.137; 01/01/1927, p.1; 18/07/1931, pp.111–12; 13/01/1945, p.52; 21/06/1952, 
p.1360; 11/11/1989, p.1231: Lancet, 24/07/1926, p.194: UCL/SC, H. K. Lewis, Correspondence 
Boxes 13–14. 
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commercial spaces was an assortment of rooms for UCL. At the back of the block, 

a separate annexe was built as an animal house for breeding experiments for the 

eugenics laboratory.153 The Johnston-Lavis Volcanological Collection was 

accommodated on the second floor. The school of architecture was equipped with 

ateliers on the third and fourth floors, accessed via a staircase leading from a 

doorway on Gower Street. These spaces replaced an atelier in Malet Street, which 

had been built for postgraduate students in 1922.154  

 

Foster Court and Malet Place (1932–7) 

The purchase of the Shoolbred site in 1931 represented a significant step towards 

acquiring the ‘college quadrilateral’. This freehold site comprised 1½ acres 

extending from the south quadrangle to Torrington Place, along with Nos 100–102 

Gower Street. The site was occupied by James Shoolbred & Co., a major furnishing 

store based in Tottenham Court Road. UCL had attempted to acquire the site in 

1876, when it was sold by B. Moss & Co., timber merchants. A price was agreed, 

but it transpired that a legally binding agreement had already been reached with 

Shoolbred. UCL negotiated with a view to sharing the land, but without success. 

Shoolbred set about improving the site, which was occupied by a timber yard and 

stables along Upper Gower Mews (Map 4). The old buildings were cleared in the 

1880s and 1890s to make way for a complex of workshops, warehouses and stables 

designed by Henry E. Hovenden (in practice at various times as Hovenden & 

Berridge and Hovenden & Barber). Furniture workshops and warehouses were set 

around the former timber yard, which was covered with an iron and glass roof. 

Factories, warehouses and stables were built on both sides of Upper Gower Mews, 

with basements connected by a tunnel (Ill. 175). A warehouse on the west side of 

the mews housed a mineral water factory, a Shoolbred side-line that benefitted 

from the presence of the head of an artesian well. Shoolbred also acquired the 

freehold of 100–102 Gower Street and a leasehold of 106–118 Gower Street to 

 
153 Tom Quick, ‘The making of a new race in the early twentieth century imperial imaginary’, 
The Historical Journal, Vol. 63, No. 5 (2020), pp.1231–56. 
154 Builder, 17/07/1931, pp.98, 110: UCL/SC, H. K. Lewis, Correspondence Boxes 13–14; 
UCLCA/3/1/29, 31/10/1922, 28/11/1922; UCLCA/3/1/40, 05/01/1937; Pearson/4/26, Appeal for 
funds (c.1925); Pearson/4/27: Architectural Review, 12/1922, p.liia. 
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provide staff dormitories, along with two leasehold blocks at the south end of the 

site.155 

Shoolbred occupied the site until early 1931, when the business went into 

liquidation. UCL had negotiated with Shoolbred over obtaining part of its 

property from 1921 to 1923, but had to withdraw due to a lack of funds. The site 

was ideally located between UCL’s existing property and the extensive site that 

had been acquired from the Bedford Estate in 1927 for the University of London. 

In 1931, the College Committee determined that ‘the “town planning” of 

Bloomsbury as a University City’ would be delayed ‘for several generations’ if the 

site was acquired for speculative development or non-academic purposes.156 This 

urgent outlook was intensified by a feeling that the Bedford Estate was reluctant 

to part with more freehold property, and that leaseholds proved to be excessively 

expensive over time. Another advantage was the suitability of the existing 

buildings for conversion into scientific departments. The opportunity to create a 

grand and cohesive university quarter in Bloomsbury was met with enthusiasm by 

Richardson, who published a sketch of grandiose headquarters for the university, 

set around an open court on an axis with the British Museum, in 1926. Richardson 

is said to have covered his eyes with his hat while walking past the eventual 

Senate House, built in 1934–7 to designs by Charles Holden.157   

The acquisition of the site was complicated by financial negotiations, as 

funds were not available to acquire the entire Shoolbred complex. UCL initially 

offered to purchase the eastern half of the site, along with an option to buy the 

western portion fronting Gower Street. This offer was rejected by Sir William 

McLintock, the liquidator, who already had an offer for the entire site and 

 
155 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/7, 29/07/1876; UCLCA/3/1/8, 07/02/1885, 02/05/1885, passim: 
Marylebone Mercury, 28/04/1866: London Evening Standard, 19/05/1877: Morning Post, 
22/09/1886, 15/12/1886, 03/01/1887: Field, 04/06/1910: BL, Maps 145.b.23.c, Goad Insurance Plan 
of London, North-West District, Vol. C, sheet 34 (London, 1900): LMA, MBW/BA/38914, Upper 
Gower Mews, roof application (1888–1933). 
156 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/35, 06/10/1931 (Appendix 2). 
157 Richardson disapproved of the irregular fenestration on the south elevation along Montague 
Place. UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/28, 03/05/1921; UCLCA/3/1/29, 09/01/1923: Harte, p.209: Nature, 
09/07/1932, p.52: Vincula, Vol. 2, No. 12 (17/06/1926), pp.172–3: Eitan Karol, Charles Holden: 
Architect (Donington, 2007), pp.389–91, 409, 419. 
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favoured an ‘all or nothing’ approach.158 UCL eventually managed to acquire the 

whole site for £64,000 in December 1931 by arranging to sell the freehold of the 

western half (Blocks J, R and W, along with 100–102 Gower Street) in advance to 

the National Central Library and the Library Association, which had funding from 

the Carnegie Trust (Ill. 176). Blocks J and R were converted into new headquarters 

for those institutions. The buildings in Block W were cleared to provide a 

courtyard, while the leasehold buildings (Blocks T and U) were rented to the 

Institute of Medical Psychology and J. S. Lyon & Co.159 

By March 1932, UCL had devised a plan for converting the buildings on the 

eastern half of the site. The scheme was divided into three phases. Richardson was 

formally appointed as architect for the building works, with a commission of 4%. 

At this time, UCL approved Richardson’s sketch plans for each phase: 

 

Table 3. Scheme for adaptation of buildings on the former Shoolbred site, March 1932.160 

 

Phase Building Department 
A Block A Zoology and comparative anatomy, staff 

common room, and elementary 
laboratory for zoology and botany 

B Block G Physiology and zoology animal houses, 
physiology, geography, political economy 

 Block H Office, workshop and stores for the 
superintendent of buildings, library, 
geology 

C Blocks C and D Botany 

 

 

UCL applied to St Pancras Borough Council to change the name of Upper Gower 

Mews. Malet Place was selected owing to its alignment with Malet Street, which 

bisected the new university district. The yard on the eastern portion of the site 

 
158 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/35, 06/10/1931 (Appendix 2). 
159 UCL/SC, MS ADD 37; UCLCA/3/1/35, 01/03/1932 (Appendix 4), 07/06/1932; UCLCA/3/1/36, 
01/11/1932, 29/11/1932: National Central Library, A Description of the New Building in Malet 
Place (London, 1933); A Description of the New Building presented by the Carnegie United 
Kingdom Trust (London, 1933): LMA, GLC/AR/BR/17/070305, Building Act case file. 
160 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/35, 01/03/1932. 
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was renamed in memory of Gregory Foster, who retired as Provost in 1929 and 

died in 1931. A set of iron gates designed by Richardson was erected at the 

southern boundary of UCL’s freehold property in Malet Place in 1933. An earlier 

design for a closed gate was discarded for an open design after consultation with 

the National Central Library and the Library Association. The gateway comprised 

a central set of double gates flanked by pedestrian entrances, with elegant neo-

Georgian lanterns (Ill. 177). A wooden beadle’s box was installed in Malet Place in 

1934, as part of minor improvements to form a ‘south entrance’ to UCL.161 

 

Zoology and Comparative Anatomy (1932–3) 

The first phase of the adaptation of the Shoolbred site focused on Block A, a 

three-storey brick-built block on the east side of Foster Court (Ill. 178). UCL 

earmarked the building for the department of zoology and comparative anatomy, 

which had outgrown its rooms in the central block and the north wing of the 

quadrangle (p.211). The provision of a new building for the department had first 

been considered in 1920, but struggled to gain traction due to a lack of funds. The 

only progress was the acquisition of a different site through the purchase of the 

freehold of Nos 114–116 Gower Street in 1923. The centenary fundraising appeal 

attempted to collect funds towards a new building, but only managed to accrue 

£1,055. In contrast, D. M. S. Watson (the Jodrell chair of zoology and comparative 

anatomy) aspired to raise £240,000, including an endowment fund (Ill. 145, p.258). 

His optimism was briefly rewarded by the offer of a grant of £120,000 from the 

Rockefeller Foundation in 1927, on condition that the other half would be raised 

by UCL without delay, but the offer lapsed.162  

In 1929 the department received a grant of £30,000 from the University of 

London, part of a capital grant of £150,000 from the LCC towards the development 

of the Bloomsbury university district. The Rockefeller Foundation offered £88,000 

 
161 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/35, 01/12/1931 (Appendix 5); UCLCA/3/1/36, 07/02/1933; 02/05/1933; 
UCLCA/3/1/37, 05/06/1934: Morse, ‘Foster, Sir (Thomas) Gregory’: BARS, RGH, Bundle 257A. 
162 BL, Maps 145.b.23.c: BARS, RGH, Bundle 205B: UCL/SC, Coll. Coll. 108 BC13, Department of 
Zoology and Comparative Anatomy (1933); MS ADD 37; UCLCA/3/1/28, 30/11/1920; 
UCLCA/3/1/29, 06/02/1923, 04/03/1924; MS ADD 323, Department of Zoology, correspondence 
(1928–39). 
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towards endowment and equipment, which facilitated posts in genetics, 

physiology and animal behaviour. The acquisition of the Shoolbred site presented 

a pragmatic solution to the requirements of the department. The former 

warehouses and workshops were suitable for adaptation owing to their size, large 

windows and open floor-plans. The practicality of the buildings was matched by 

the advantages of their set-back location, which avoided traffic noise and high 

rebuilding costs.163 Allen Mawer, the new Provost, remarked in 1931 that any part 

of the complex would be preferable to the Gower Street site, with a view to ‘cost of 

land, quietness of situation, excellence of light, [and] relative cost of building’.164  

A plan for the adaptation of Block A by Richardson was approved in March 

1932. A building contract was signed in May 1932 with Dove Brothers, who 

produced an initial tender of £15,706. There were extra costs for heating, electrical 

work, structural work and unanticipated repairs to the roofs. UCL enlisted a 

familiar group of advisors, including Collins as structural engineer and Clinton as 

electrical consultant. The building was completed by June 1933, when a formal 

opening and the unveiling of a memorial tablet in Foster Court was performed by 

the Earl of Athlone, chancellor of the University of London.165 

The block provided extensive accommodation for zoology and comparative 

anatomy. The main doorway on the west front opened into an entrance hall with a 

new ferro-concrete staircase leading to a partial basement and the upper floors. 

The brick walls crossing the width of the block were retained and bisected by a 

north–south corridor. A lecture theatre with seating for 100 students occupied the 

north end of the ground floor, while an aquarium was provided at the south end. 

The intervening spaces were used as classrooms, research offices, workshops and 

laboratories. The first floor was divided by partition walls into research offices, 

including a laboratory for comparative physiology, and a common room for staff 

and research students. The second floor contained a museum and student 

laboratories (Ill. 179), while a loft on the third floor accommodated research 

 
163 E. Ekwall and K. D. Reynolds, ‘Mawer, Sir Allen (1879–1942)’, ODNB (2004, online edn): 
Times, 13/06/1933: Science, 07/07/1933, p.6. 
164 UCL/SC, MS ADD 37. 
165 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/35, 01/03/1932, 03/05/1932, 07/06/1932, 05/07/1932; UCLCA/3/1/36, 
02/05/1933. 
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offices and water supply tanks. A flat roof over the third floor was occupied by a 

greenhouse. The basement was intended to accommodate a cooling plant for the 

supply of brine to the aquarium and laboratories.166  

The plain, functional exterior of the building was not changed drastically, 

though Richardson introduced a few decorative touches. For the main entrance, 

Bentham was commissioned to produce bronze door handles comprising a pair of 

nude figures (Ill. 180). A brick wall behind the block was adorned with a rusticated 

Portland-stone gateway that was transferred from the livery hall of the Pewterers’ 

Company in Lime Street in the City of London. The hall had been damaged by a 

gas explosion in 1883, and subsequently abandoned. The gateway, a former door 

surround with a keystone bearing the Pewterers’ heraldic arms, was salvaged from 

the hall during its demolition in 1932. The circumstances that led to the transferral 

of the door surround to UCL are not clear, aside from that it was obtained by 

Richardson as a gift from the Pewterers’ Company. This was an important 

acquisition for the Bartlett School of Architecture, since the rebuilding of 

Pewterers’ Hall after the Great Fire was traditionally (but incorrectly) attributed to 

Christopher Wren.167 The plinth is carved with the date ‘1668’, while the impost 

band contains ‘1669’ set amid acanthus leaves. The door surround was re-erected 

in November 1932 to provide a picturesque gateway from Foster Court to the 

gardens behind Dr Williams’s Library and 16–18 Gordon Square (Ills 181–182).168  

 

Later alterations to the Shoolbred site 

The building designated Block B on the west side of Malet Place had been used by 

Shoolbred & Co. for stabling and storage (Ill. 183). The block originally comprised 

a three-storey front range and a two-storey back range. A timber shopfront on the 

ground floor screened an open space punctuated by a grid of columns, which had 

been a store for carts and vans. The first floor was divided into two long rooms, 

 
166 UCL/SC, Coll. Coll. 108 BC13: BMJ, 24/06/1933, p.1118. 
167 The design for the rebuilding of Pewterers’ Hall has been attributed to John Wildgoss and a 
Mr Tayler. Henry Russell, ‘The Livery Halls’ in Anya Lucas and Henry Russell, The Livery Halls 
of the City of London (London, 2018), pp.124–5: Charles Welch, History of the Worshipful 
Company of Pewterers, Vol. 2 (London, 1902), pp.137, 161: Builder, 20/04/1917, pp.254–7. 
168 Times Higher Education, 20/05/2005: UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/36, 07/02/1933. 
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each lined with loose-box stables accessed via an internal ramp. The block was 

equipped with a hoist on the east front and a lift to facilitate the transferral of 

goods to the upper floors. In January 1934, the College Committee decided to 

convert part of the first floor into a cast gallery for the archaeology department. 

This decision responded to requests for a cast collection from Professor Bernard 

Ashmole (the Yates chair of archaeology from 1929) and negotiations with Tessa 

Verney Wheeler, who with her husband Mortimer Wheeler was seeking a home 

for a proposed Institute of Archaeology. The northern half of the first floor of 

Block B was earmarked for the institute, which had been gifted the collection 

belonging to Flinders Petrie, making the southern half a desirable location for a 

cast gallery under the direction of UCL.169 

The adaptation of the building was carried out by UCL’s works department 

in 1934–5. The upper floors of the front range were demolished, for unclear 

reasons, producing a two-storey block. The ground floor was set aside for the 

works department. The southern part of the first floor was converted into a cast 

gallery, with a collection of 300 plaster casts that had been acquired from the 

British Museum. Alterations continued into 1936, with the addition of teaching 

facilities that were planned with some ingenuity. A temporary lecture space was 

created with a moveable screen, lanterns and seats that could be wheeled against 

the wall to preserve space for exhibits. The horse ramp was retained, a staircase 

inserted, and the sloping granite setts of the stables decked with a level wooden 

floor.170 According to Ashmole, the ‘only memory of its earlier use’ was ‘a pervasive 

 
169 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/37, 09/01/1934, 05/06/1934; UCLCA/3/1/38, 30/04/1935: John 
Boardman, ‘Ashmole, Bernard (1894–1988)’, ODNB (2004, online edn): Jane McIntosh, 
‘Wheeler, Tessa Verney (1893–1936)’, ODNB (2012, online edn); ‘Wheeler, Sir (Robert Eric) 
Mortimer (1890–1976)’, ODNB (2012, online edn): Lydia C. Carr, Tessa Verney Wheeler: Women 
and Archaeology Before World War Two (Oxford, 2012), pp.148–9: BL, Maps 145.b.23.c: BARS, 
Bundle 257b: LMA, MBW/BA/38914. 
170 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/38, 06/11/1934, 04/06/1935; UCLCA/3/1/39, 03/12/1935, 05/05/1936: 
Cherry and Pevsner, p.274: Martin Robertson, ‘Bernard Ashmole, 1894–1988’, Proceedings of 
the British Academy, Vol. 75 (London, 1989), pp.318–19: Mary Beard, ‘Casts and Cast-Offs: The 
Origins of the Museum of Classical Archaeology’, Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological 
Society, No. 39 (1993), pp.1–29, 21. 
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smell’.171 The adjoining room remained vacant as the Institute of Archaeology took 

up a lease of St John’s Lodge in Regents Park.172 

The extensive L-shaped block running along the east side of Malet Place was 

designated as Blocks G, H, C and D. The adaptation of the building had been 

envisaged as the final stages of the phased scheme for the Shoolbred site (Table 3). 

The block comprised three main storeys and a basement, which had formerly 

been used as warehousing. The ground floor was bisected by a covered cartway 

leading to Foster Court. In 1932 the basement of Blocks C and D was handed to 

the civil engineer Sir Alexander Gibb, who was investigating the long-term accrual 

of a silt bar in the river channel to the port of Rangoon (now Yangon, Myanmar). 

The basement was used to accommodate an experimental hydraulic model for 

three years.173  

Plans for the adaptation of the remainder of the building were developed 

from 1934 and executed gradually. The College Committee applied for a grant of 

£43,000 from the University of London but only succeeded in raising £20,000, 

which curtailed progress significantly. An expenditure of £8,285 was approved for 

various works over the summer of 1934. The basement of Blocks G and H was 

converted for the works department, which transferred from ‘small, inconvenient 

and scattered’ workshops in the central block of the quadrangle and a carpenters’ 

workshop in the south quadrangle.174 The ground floor of Block G was converted 

into animal sheds for the zoology department, while the adjoining space in Block 

H contained a servants’ common room, mess room and offices. The ground floor 

of Blocks C and D was adapted into a junior physics laboratory.175  

 
171 Ashmole, cited by Donna Kurtz (ed.), Bernard Ashmole: 1894–1988: An Autobiography 
(Oxford, 1994), p.64. 
172 Wheeler, pp.89–90. 
173 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/37, 07/11/1933; UCLCA/3/1/39, 05/05/1936: A. J. S. Pippard and I. P. 
Haigh, ‘Gibb, Sir Alexander (1872–1958)’, ODNB (2004, online edn): Roland G. Meinert, 
‘Futures forecasting’, Social Work, Vol. 18, No. 6 (Oxford, 1973), p.50: G. P. Harrison and A. J. S. 
Pippard, ‘Alexander Gibb, 1872–1958’, Biographical Memoirs of Fellows of the Royal Society, Vol. 
5 (1960), p.82: Daily Mirror, 13/12/1932. 
174 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/37, 05/06/1934. 
175 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/37, 09/01/1934; UCLCA/3/1/38, 06/11/1934; UCLCA/3/1/39, 05/05/1936: 
BARS, RGH, Bundle 257B. 
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In 1935, Richardson was instructed to prepare plans and specifications for 

further works. An undated presentation drawing at Bedfordshire Archives shows a 

proposal for the east elevation of Blocks C, D, G and H overlooking Foster Court 

(Ill. 184). This scheme shows the addition of an attic storey lighted by a double tier 

of continuous dormer windows. Other drawings appear to show earlier proposals 

for the building, also with a high ratio of glazing to brickwork.176 In 1936 the 

College Committee approved plans for the adaptation of Blocks G and H, 

accepting a tender of £15,798 from Leslie & Co. An additional grant from the 

University of London facilitated the extension of the building programme to cover 

Blocks C and D. The conversion of the entire building at a total cost of £22,641 was 

completed by December 1937, when a formal opening was performed by Lord 

Macmillan. The east elevation facing Foster Court followed the design in the 

presentation drawing. A large window was inserted over the central cartway, while 

the roof was surmounted by a clock (Ill. 185). The west front along Malet Place 

was similarly plain, aside from the retention of decorative bands of brickwork set 

in the window recesses.177 

The open floor-plans and natural light of the warehouses lent well to 

adaptation into large and bright teaching spaces, while the insertion of partition 

walls created smaller rooms for classes and seminars. The first floor of Block H 

was converted into a library for zoology, geology, botany, geography and law. The 

botany department occupied the first and second floors of Blocks C and D, with 

laboratories, lecture rooms, a museum and a herbarium. The second floor of Block 

G was adapted for the geography department, which was equipped with a lecture 

room, a spacious ‘map laboratory’ and adjoining store for 3,000 maps.178 It was 

located in close proximity to the geology department (including the Johnston-

Lavis Collection) on the second floor of Block H. The faculty of laws occupied 

rooms on the third floor of Block G. This allocation of space was broadly in line 

with the scheme that had been drawn up some years previously (Table 3).179 

 
176 BARS, RGH, Bundles 205B, 257B. 
177 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/39, 03/12/1935, 30/06/1936; UCLCA/3/1/40, 03/11/1936, 05/01/1937, 
02/03/1937; UCLCA/3/1/41, 01/03/1938. 
178 Nature, 04/12/1937, pp.964–5. 
179 BARS, RGH, Bundle 257B. 



 

 
 

287 

Alterations to existing buildings 

 

Reconfiguration, 1907–14 

The reorganization of the medical faculty and the departure of UCS in 1907 

prompted the reconfiguration of the existing buildings under the supervision of 

Simpson. The south wing had been almost entirely occupied by the junior school, 

aside from a few rooms used by the engineering department and the hygiene 

laboratory. Spaces were also due to fall vacant in the central block, with the 

transferral of clinical medicine to UCHMS. The anatomy museum, medical library 

and rooms occupied by the Medical Society were all set to be vacated due to plans 

for the medical sciences institute (Ill. 186).180  

The reorganization of the main library was an important focus of alterations 

in the central block. R. W. Chambers was appointed as librarian in 1901 and 

instigated a programme of improvements. The library had grown in a haphazard 

manner through donations and lacked a centralized catalogue, relying on 

catalogues in printed volumes. Chambers established a card catalogue and 

proposed the creation of departmental reading rooms, an innovation that differed 

from the tradition of a reading room and a separate repository for books. The 

formation of ‘small specialised libraries’ to support teaching at department level 

had commonalities with the idea of ‘German Seminar libraries’.181 However, 

Chambers retained control over the collections at UCL, rather than delegating to 

departments. In 1901 the Morris and Graves collections were transferred to the 

general library. The south library was subsequently converted into a library for 

modern languages. A science library had been created in one of the first-floor 

classrooms in the south range, equipped with books for chemistry, physics, 

anatomy and physiology. In 1907 the first floor of the south range was converted 

into libraries for the faculty of arts and laws. The south library was now allotted to 

the collection of books and antiquities acquired by Frederic David Mocatta, the 

 
180 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/23, 26/03/1907, 14/05/1907, passim. 
181 This idea was controversial. Karl Pearson is said to have remarked that ‘all books should be 
kept in the cases of which the Librarian alone has the key. Then, if a book is missing, we know 
whom to hang’. Cited by John Wilks, The Influence of R. W. Chambers on the Development of 
University Libraries (London, 1953), pp.8–10. 
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historian, writer and philanthropist. Mocatta bequeathed his collection to the 

Jewish Historical Society, and it was presented to UCL in 1906 (Ills 187–188).182  

The anatomy museum was earmarked for adaptation into a great hall due to 

its central location and impressive entrance from the Flaxman Gallery. However, 

this aspiration conflicted with Chambers’s plans for expanding the library. The 

southern half of the museum was fitted with bookshelves to accommodate the 

science library, which transferred from the south range (Ill. 189). The northern 

half of the hall temporarily retained part of the anatomy museum. The Edwards 

library of Egyptology was enlarged to cover the second floor of the south range. 

The Provost was allotted the ground-floor office at the south end of the central 

block (Ill. 190). A general office, secretarial office and accounts office were 

provided in the lecture room adjacent to the south cloisters (Ill. 191).183  

The removal of UCS provided space for a variety of departments in the south 

wing (Plans 7–8). The western end of the wing was allotted to applied statistics, 

eugenics and engineering. Electrical engineering expanded into rooms on the 

ground floor, while the basement provided a workshop for mechanical 

engineering and a common room for the engineering society. The second floor 

contained a demonstration room, an engineering museum and an extension to the 

drawing office. At the eastern end of the second floor, the department of public 

health and hygiene continued to occupy a laboratory, a bacteriology room and 

offices, and there were also rooms for philosophy and psychology. The eastern end 

of the first floor was converted into museums and offices for the geology 

department, which had gained a full-time chair in 1908. The Lady 

Superintendent’s office was transferred to the eastern end of the ground floor, in 

close proximity to a common room and a writing room for the Women’s Union 

Society (Ill. 192). The rest of the ground floor was devoted to lecture rooms. The 

 
182 Wilks, pp.6–10: Bellot, pp.423–4: M. Epstein and Geoffrey Alderman, ‘Mocatta, Frederic 
David (1828–1905)’, ODNB (2004, online edn): R. W. Chambers, ‘The Modern Language Library 
at University College’, Modern Language Quarterly, Vol. 6, No. 1 (1903), pp.13–15: LMA, 
LMA/4711/01/04/001, Copy of agreements regarding Mocatta Library.  
183 Bellot, pp.413–14, 422–3: Harte, North and Brewis, p.139: UCL/SC, Coll. Coll. A108, Visit of 
the Chancellor to open New Libraries and the South Wing (1908). 
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basement provided a cloakroom, a refreshment room and a women’s common 

room.184 

In the north wing, the Slade School of Art expanded into ground-floor 

rooms formerly occupied by the chemistry department to secure practical studios 

for sculpture classes. The Slade had previously leased rooms above Warren Street 

Tube Station for studios from 1911 to 1919. The second floor was adapted for the 

botany department, which gave up its laboratory in the north cloisters to 

geography. On the ground floor, the room occupied by the Medical Society was 

allotted to the Union Society, which vacated its reading and smoking rooms 

adjacent to the north cloisters. The vacant rooms were converted into staff 

common rooms.185 The refreshment room beneath the portico was extended into 

the former women’s common room to secure a larger refectory, which was 

financed and managed by UCL as a ‘social centre’ with reasonably priced food. 

This initiative – an improvement from the ‘silver grill days’ – aimed to encourage 

students to congregate at UCL, instead of tea-shops in the locality.186 

In her memoirs, the archaeologist Margaret Murray remembered the south 

cloisters as ‘exactly like the booking-hall of a large railway terminus’, with dirty 

windows, ‘a row of uncompromising iron pillars’, and walls painted ‘a terrible kind 

of pinkish colour’. The cloisters contained a beadle’s box and a cloakroom. The 

north cloisters were, according to Murray, ‘even worse’; a functional space that 

had contained a laboratory for some years.187 By 1910, there were plans to remove 

the beadle’s box in the south cloisters and provide a larger cloakroom. In the 

following year, Walter and Mary Anne Baily offered a donation of £1,000 towards 

the decoration of the south cloisters to mark their golden wedding anniversary 

and longstanding connection with the college. The beadle’s box and cloakroom 

were transferred to a room adjacent to the botany lecture theatre, providing space 

for moveable wooden seats (Ill. 193).188 

 
184 UCL/SC, UCL Calendar, 1907–8: Bellot, pp.403, 408–9. 
185 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/23, 07/03/1911, 04/07/1911, 07/11/1911; UCLCA/3/1/27, 03/12/1918, 
04/02/1919: Bellot, p.407. 
186 Margaret Murray, My First Hundred Years (London, 1963), pp.162–3. 
187 Ibid., p.158. 
188 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/23, 03/05/1910, 07/01/1911, 23/04/1912. 
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Interwar alterations 

The first major building project after the First World War was the extension of the 

south-west wing, which was partially built in 1892–3 (p.212). Engineering was 

reorganized as a separate faculty in 1908 and expanded to include heating, 

ventilating, hydraulics and municipal engineering. In 1919 the faculty complained 

of a lack of space for existing students and anticipated an increase in numbers 

after demobilization. A fundraising appeal was launched for the extension of the 

south-west wing, headed by the civil engineer Sir Ernest Moir, a director of the 

contracting firm S. Pearson & Son. A donation was received from the family of 

Charles Hawksley towards a hydraulic laboratory. Weetman Pearson (Viscount 

Cowdray, a friend and business partner of Moir) donated £10,000, with the 

promise of a further gift of £10,000 on reaching the fundraising target. By May 

1920 the appeal had raised more than £31,000, and the project was started in 

earnest. The extension of the south-west wing has been attributed to Richardson, 

but the project was in fact handled by Simpson on the basis that he had already 

drawn up plans. The building committee determined to extend the basement and 

complete the first and second floors of the wing, deferring the proposed end 

pavilion. Simpson succeeded in persuading the committee (despite objections 

from Richardson and Professor Stanley Adshead, chair of town planning) to build 

a pavilion at the south end of the Gower Street front to mask the slight 

disjuncture between the existing wing and the new upper floors (Ill. 194). The 

work was executed in three phases in 1920–3 by direct labour to reduce costs, 

organized by Moir and probably carried out by Pearson & Son. In 1934 a bronze 

plaque was placed on the west front to mark the centenary of the death of the 

engineer Richard Trevithick. The plaque was executed by L. S. Merrifield, who 

incorporated Trevithick’s profile and a relief of an early steam locomotive in its 

design (Ill. 195). An inscription refers to Trevithick’s demonstration steam railway, 

which had been set up nearby in 1808.189 

 
189 Bellot, Chart 5: Henrietta Heald, ‘Moir, Sir Ernest (1862–1933)’, ODNB (2018, online edn): 
Geoffrey Jones, ‘Pearson, Weetman Dickinson (1856–1927)’, ODNB (2004, online edn): Philip 
Payton, ‘Trevithick, Richard (1771–1833)’, ODNB (2007, online edn): Cherry and Pevsner, p.273: 
UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/27, 04/03/1919 (Appendix 3), 04/11/1919, passim; UCLCA/3/1/28, 
03/05/1921, 29/11/1921 (Appendix 4); UCLCA/3/1/29, 31/10/1922, 09/01/1923 (Appendix 3), 
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The Trevithick tablet was one of several memorials erected after the First 

World War. A war memorial appeal was established in 1919 to raise funds towards 

remembrance initiatives, including scholarships, monuments and the completion 

of the Great Hall. Memorial tablets were installed at UCHMS and the Slade 

School. The Slade memorial, an inscribed stone tablet carried out under the 

direction of the Slade lecturer of lettering, was erected in 1921. The war memorial 

committee also decided to install a Portland-stone tablet on the podium of the 

portico of the central block, with an inscription carved by Eric Gill: ‘In memory of 

the members of this College and of this Hospital Medical School who died in the 

service of their country during the years 1914–1919’.190 Richardson obtained 

estimates for the stone and the lettering. The tablet was placed during 1925, but 

the cutting of the inscription was delayed by concerns that it ‘might, in future 

years, be misleading’. A longer inscription was accordingly devised and squeezed 

on to the stone: ‘This inscription is placed here to perpetuate the memory of the 

members of the College and of the Medical School who died in the service of their 

country during the years 1914–1919’.191 Memorials also commemorated individuals 

associated with UCL. A memorial tablet to Walter Seton, the former secretary, was 

placed in the lobby of the general library in 1928. A. H. Gerrard, head of sculpture 

at the Slade, was asked to prepare a design, but apparently misunderstood and 

produced the tablet immediately.192  

In 1922 the Flaxman Gallery was redecorated to designs prepared by 

Simpson in collaboration with Henry Tonks, the Slade professor of fine art. The 

redecoration works were carried out by Green & Abbott, with the addition of 

names of notable individuals on the frieze (Ill. 196). A canvas painting by Tonks 

was installed on the west wall of the gallery, depicting an imaginary scene 

 
02/10/1923; UCLCA/3/1/37, 01/05/1934: Anon., ‘Trevithick Centenary Commemoration’, 
Transactions of the Newcomen Society, Vol. 14, No. 1 (1933), pp.205–10: John Liffen, ‘Searching 
for Trevithick’s London Railway of 1808’, Lecture at UCL Trevithick Bicentennial Celebration, 
2008 (online: https://podcast.app/searching-for-trevithicks-london-railway-of-e23805511, 
accessed 18/02/2021). 
190 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/30, 02/06/1925 (Appendix 4).  
191 UCLCA/3/1/30, 02/10/1925. 
192 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/28, 03/05/1921; UCLCA/3/1/30, 30/06/1925; UCLCA/3/1/32, 06/11/1928: 
Bellot, Chart 2.  
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showing a discussion between Wilkins, Henry Brougham, Thomas Campbell, 

Jeremy Bentham and Henry Crabb Robinson, with the portico under construction 

in the background. There were proposals to create two more panels for the gallery 

with assistance from Slade students, an idea that never came into fruition. Electric 

lighting was installed in the gallery under the supervision of Clinton and the 

sculptures were cleaned and repaired by Bellman, Ivey & Carter. The minute 

books of the College Committee suggest that the statue of St Michael Overcoming 

Satan (apparently misidentified as St George and the Dragon) was transferred to 

the science library in 1922, providing a possible date for the creation of a light well 

in the gallery (Ill. 197).193 

By 1925, Chambers’s plan for the expansion of the library over the first floor 

of the central block was reaching completion. The general library contained the 

law collection and desks for first-year students (Ill. 198). In 1928 a fireproof floor 

was fitted by Carmichael under the supervision of J. R. M. Simpson, with advice 

from the engineer Sir Alexander Gibb. The south range of the central block was 

devoted to libraries for the faculty of arts, arranged across separate rooms flanking 

a central corridor. The transferral of the museum to the new anatomy block in 

1923 facilitated an extension of the science library in the north range. The main 

level of the museum was given over to the science library and staff offices, while 

the gallery was extended to provide space for a book store, a classroom for the 

school of librarianship, and zoology laboratories. The transferral of the zoology 

department to Foster Court in 1932 prompted another reorganization of the 

library. The science library was transferred to the old zoology lecture theatre and 

laboratory in the north range. The former science library was reallocated for the 

faculty of arts, with the addition of an oak staircase designed by Richardson to 

improve links between the main level and the gallery (Ill. 199). The statue of St 

Michael, by now considered to be something of an obstruction, was moved to the 

 
193 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/28, 06/06/1922, 04/07/1922; UCLCA/3/1/29, 31/10/1922: UCL/AM, ‘The 
Four Founders of UCL’ (online: https://www.ucl.ac.uk/culture/ucl-art-museum/four-founders-
ucl, accessed 30/03/2021): Times, 17/04/1923: Eckart Marchand, ‘The Flaxman Gallery at 
University College London and its history’, John Flaxman, 1755–1826: Master of the Purest Line, 
ed. David Bindman (London, 2003), p.39. 
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portico in 1933. The removal of books to Foster Court in 1937 provided more space 

for library expansion.194  

Richardson also oversaw the creation of an exhibition room for art, prints 

and drawings in 1929–30, working in collaboration with Tonks. The project was 

sparked by Tonks’s concern over the condition of UCL’s art collection and the lack 

of space for exhibitions. The lecture room adjacent to the south cloisters was 

converted into an exhibition room, with a formal opening in September 1930. 

Structural alterations were undertaken by Dove Brothers, while furniture was 

provided by Bentham and Heal & Son. A. M. Hind of the British Museum 

supervised the cleaning and mounting of prints and drawings, and prepared the 

first catalogue. The art dealer and philanthropist Sir Joseph Duveen donated 

£1,200 towards the cost of the works. The exhibition room was open on a daily 

basis to students and public visitors, but was also used for ceremonial dinners.195  

The most significant alteration to the central block of the 1930s was the 

creation of a new base for the Mocatta library and museum on the upper floors of 

the north range. This space was previously occupied by the anatomy lecture 

theatre and used temporarily for lectures in the faculty of arts. The remodelling of 

the theatre and adjoining rooms for the Mocatta library was suggested by 

Luxmoore Newcombe, assistant librarian, in 1926. The scheme promised to 

accommodate the growing collections of the Mocatta library, while providing 

space for the expansion of the main library.196 The collections of Sir Hermann 

Gollancz and Israel Abrahams had been added to the Mocatta library in 1925 and 

1926. Gustave Tuck, president of the Jewish Historical Society from 1929, launched 

a fundraising appeal towards the building project. The library continued to 

 
194 Bellot, pp.422–3: UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/30, 03/02/1925 (Appendix 2); UCLCA/3/1/31, 
01/05/1928; UCLCA/3/1/32, 06/11/1928; UCLCA/3/1/35, 03/05/1932; UCLCA/3/1/36, 04/10/1932, 
06/06/1933, 04/07/1933; UCLCA/3/1/37, 05/12/1933 (Appendix 14); UCLCA/3/1/41, 02/11/1937 
(Appendix 9): BARS, RGH, Bundle 345: Nina Pearlman, ‘Flaxman Gallery – Historical 
Overview’ (2019), pp.5–6. 
195 Apollo, 11/1930, p.390: Times, 01/10/1930: Daily Mail, 26/09/1930: Edinburgh Evening News, 
11/08/1932: Alec Martin and Helen Davies, ‘Duveen, Joseph Joel (1869–1939)’, ODNB (2004, 
online edn): UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/32, 04/06/1929; UCLCA/3/1/33, 03/06/1930; UCLCA/3/1/34, 
04/11/1930. 
196 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/31, 30/11/1926 (Appendix 1): Who Was Who, sub Newcombe, 
Luxmoore. 
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expand, with a bequest from Lucien Wolf in 1930. The remodelling of the space 

was carried out in 1932 by Dove Brothers to designs by Richardson, who 

inventively condensed a library, a museum and a lecture room into the old 

theatre. The theatre had already been divided into a lecture space with an upper 

tier of rooms, but Richardson introduced coherent planning and high-quality 

finishes. At the centre of the remodelled space was a lecture theatre with seating 

in a tight horseshoe plan, enclosed by a library and a museum on the gallery (Ill. 

200). Drawings indicate that Richardson envisaged inserting a circular lantern 

over the theatre, a plan that was scrapped in favour of retaining the flat ceiling 

and skylights. The theatre, library and museum were finished with oak panelling 

and furniture, while bronze plaques by Bentham contained relief portraits of 

Mocatta and Tuck in profile (Ills 202–203). The theatre was named for Tuck, who 

dedicated the new space to his late wife Esther with an oak panel inscribed by 

Bentham. A beam above the theatre was inscribed in Hebrew with words from 

Moses in Devarim (Deuteronomy), along with an English translation: ‘Remember 

the days of old, consider the years of each generation’. This dignified space was 

destroyed by bombing in the Second World War.197   

Richardson also oversaw repairs to the portico. Repairs to the stonework 

were carried out by Dove Brothers in 1928–9, after iron dowels in the architrave 

were weakened by water ingress, causing lumps of stone to break away. The dome 

was also damaged by water, which soaked the timbers of the outer structure and 

found its way to the internal brick cone. Dove Brothers carried out repairs in 1936 

to rectify the damage, replacing cracked stonework, repairing timbers and 

repointing. Flood-lighting was installed to illuminate the dome and portico for the 

coronation of King George VI in 1937, but soon became a permanent fixture (Ill. 

203).198  

 
197 Ephraim Levine, The Origin and Growth of the Mocatta Library, Museum and the Gustave 
Tuck Theatre, University College London (London, 1933): Architects’ Journal, 31/05/1934, 
pp.792–4: BARS, RGH, Bundle 197: Bellot, pp.378, 424–5: UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/29, 02/10/1923; 
UCLCA/3/1/31, 30/11/1926; UCLCA/3/1/35, 03/05/1932; UCLCA/3/1/36, 02/05/1933: LMA, 
LMA/4711/01/04/001. 
198 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/31, 03/07/1928 (Appendix 3); UCLCA/3/1/32, 06/11/1928, 05/03/1929; 
UCLCA/3/1/39, 03/03/1936, 02/06/1936, 30/06/1936; UCLCA/3/1/40, 03/11/1936, 04/05/1937; 
UCLCA/3/1/41, 02/11/1937. 
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A surprising relic of the past was the continued use of one of the entrance 

lodges in the quadrangle as a residence for the lodgekeeper. This officer was 

stationed in one of the lodges during the daytime, while the other lodge was used 

as a bedroom. This arrangement continued until 1934, when the College 

Committee received a report that the lodges were ‘hardly in keeping with modern 

ideas of the minimum necessary accommodation for a man and his wife’.199 The 

committee resolved to divide the lodgekeeper’s onerous duties into two roles, a 

day lodgekeeper and a night lodgekeeper with support from beadles and 

caretakers. It seems likely that the lodges were taken out of residential use at this 

time. Other alterations reflected the emergence of new research fields. In 1933 an 

extension was added to the roof of the medical sciences institute to provide a 

biophysics laboratory under the direction of Professor A. V. Hill. The structure 

was built by Dove Brothers to designs by Richardson. In 1938, a reinforced-

concrete tunnel was built to provide a covered route from the south cloisters to 

the Great Hall.200 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

From 1907 to 1939, UCL embarked on a series of architectural projects that 

transformed its site in Bloomsbury. The college continued to develop its original 

site, focusing on vacant areas, but also initiated a deliberate programme of 

expansion through the acquisition of sites in its vicinity. The ultimate objective of 

the ‘college quadrilateral’ represented a new sense of urban planning that was 

intensified by the scheme to establish an academic quarter for the University of 

London in Bloomsbury. These two types of development were performed in 

parallel with alterations to existing buildings, from the reconfiguration and 

rationalization of the library to the creative remodelling of a lecture theatre for 

the Mocatta library and museum.   

 
199 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/37, 06/02/1934. 
200 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/36, 06/06/1933, 04/07/1933; UCLCA/3/1/41, 05/07/1938; UCLCA/3/1/42, 
29/11/1938. 
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UCL’s expansion precipitated the adaptation of a variety of building types, 

including terraced houses, warehouses and a redundant church. The approach to 

converting buildings was logical and pragmatic, with the identification of 

planning elements and useful features that lent well to repurposing. All Saints’ 

Church was ideally suited to the purposes of an assembly hall, terraced houses in 

Gordon Square offered space for arts subjects, and former vestry rooms in Gordon 

Street were converted into laboratories. The large windows, lofty ceilings and 

open floor-plans of the warehouses and factories on the Shoolbred site also called 

for adaptation into laboratories. A former stable block was converted successfully 

into a cast museum for archaeology, aside from a ‘pervasive smell’.201 

The primary motive for repurposing buildings was financial, and it seems 

obvious that less restricted funds would have produced a more unified and 

coherent complex of purpose-built buildings. Ambitious designs were drawn up 

for UCL’s west and east fronts, but these were fleeting and unrealistic in the face 

of the cost and complexity of property acquisition. UCL did not have to settle for 

piecemeal and economical interventions at the northern end of the quadrilateral, 

where it was possible to acquire the south side of Gower Place from a single 

freeholder. A new chemistry block was built to neoclassical designs by Simpson, 

with funds from a wealthy benefactor and the LCC. The rebuilding of the premises 

of Lewis & Co. at the north end of Gower Street represented another opportunity 

to impose harmony and unity on the estate, albeit on a small scale. In contrast, 

UCL had to persevere with an iron gate and a beadle’s box to mark the south 

entrance on Torrington Place. 

The unfinished state of the west front of the quadrangle continued to 

provoke debate into the 1920s, with diverging opinions over the importance of 

preserving the open view of Wilkins’s portico. Simpson and Richardson 

represented opposing sides of the argument: the former favoured a columnar 

screen with a first-floor corridor or art gallery, while the latter was firmly against 

any design that would ‘mar the effect of the portico’.202 UCL attempted to settle 

this longstanding issue by inviting external advice, a decision that was probably 

 
201 Ashmole, cited by Kurtz, p.64. 
202 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/30, 02/12/1924 (Appendix 1). 
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calculated to dodge conflict between Richardson and Simpson, or avoid the public 

embarrassment that had ensued over the south-west wing in the 1890s. An 

invitation to the RIBA president led to the involvement of the Royal Fine Art 

Commission, which UCL heralded as ‘the best [authority] that is available on the 

subject’ in a fundraising pamphlet.203 Although the Commission selected the most 

economical option, siding with Richardson, a lack of funds halted plans to 

complete the Gower Street front for UCL’s centenary.  

There is no evidence of a close association between Simpson and Richardson 

before the rift over the Gower Street front. Indeed, Simpson’s wish to retain the 

unofficial post of college architect after his retirement had placed Richardson in 

an awkward situation, since UCL traditionally turned to the chair of architecture 

for advice. Architectural work was apportioned between Simpson and Richardson, 

who were essentially sequestered to opposite ends of the site. Richardson mostly 

took the reins after Simpson’s death, though Simpson’s son was brought in 

occasionally. Like their predecessors, Simpson and Richardson left different marks 

on the college. Simpson applied innovative planning ideas to purpose-built blocks 

for science departments, while adhering to a scholarly neoclassical style. 

Richardson’s architectural work is less uniform, owing to the mixture of purpose-

built and converted buildings that he was tasked with handling. Richardson’s 

longstanding collaboration with Bentham enriched commissions, showing a sense 

of delight in decoration, history and learning. The Great Hall was emblazoned 

with the heraldic arms of the University of London and representations of 

Athena’s Owl, while the department of zoology and comparative anatomy had 

bronze door handles with nude figures. The installation of a door surround from 

Pewterers’ Hall added interest to the adjacent garden, but also an object of 

pedagogic value. In comparison, the redecoration of the Flaxman Gallery overseen 

by Simpson lacked originality and imagination, with the installation of a painting 

showing a fictitious scene of The Four Founders of UCL and the addition of names 

in gilded lettering. Despite these differences, Simpson and Richardson possessed a 

common talent for creating refined interiors such as libraries, theatres and 

 
203 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/30, 30/06/1925. 
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museums, as well as practical spaces. Both architects were highly respectful of the 

architectural character established by Wilkins. 

Building projects were shaped by a large group of collaborators, beyond 

architects and designers. Each project had the oversight of a committee, but 

involved benefactors to lesser or greater degrees. UCL received funding from the 

University of London and an annual grant from the University Grants Committee 

(established in 1919), but major works continued to be financed by gifts. Bartlett 

practically managed the construction of the north-west wing of the quadrangle by 

engaging his own firm, Perry & Co. This unusual arrangement has parallels with 

John Blundell Maple’s involvement at UCH and the extension of the south-west 

wing by Pearson & Son. Building projects were also shaped by academic staff, who 

responded to advances in education and technology. For example, Starling took 

the lead with planning the medical sciences institute and Pearson was 

unflinchingly vocal about the department of applied statistics. Social changes 

prompted alterations, such as the greater provision of communal spaces and 

inclusion of facilities for women students. 

During this period, architectural projects were influenced by a deepening 

sense of institutional history, character and tradition, even in the face of closer 

links with the University of London. Simpson and Richardson were loyal to the 

neoclassical mode that had passed down from Wilkins, and respectful to existing 

buildings in terms of scale, style and materials. Grandiose schemes for a unified 

and coherent estate represented a revival of architectural aspirations of the past, 

which ultimately failed due to financial limitations. The commemoration of UCL’s 

centenary in 1926 was identified as an opportunity to canvass donations for 

significant works, such as the creation of a Great Hall and the completion of the 

Gower Street front. These projects were pared back and deferred owing to a lack 

of financial support, and the centenary celebrations delayed by a year. The 

installation of memorials and artworks, along with the creation of grand interior 

spaces such as the Mocatta library, created atmosphere and a sense of 

institutional history.
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Conclusion 

 

 

Universities are idealized places invested with symbolic resonance, with 

architecture valued for expressing identity, aspiration and ‘academic character’.1 

The mythologization of UCL’s architecture commenced at an early stage in its 

history, with a concentration on the external appearance of the first building of 

1827–9 designed by William Wilkins and measuring its success in representing the 

progressive values of the institution. In 1828, an anonymous writer interpreted the 

domes and cupolas on a projected design for the quadrangle as ‘ecclesiastical 

deformities’ at odds with the secular ideal for learning promoted by UCL’s 

founders.2 In contrast, the conservative writer and Gothic advocate A. W. N. Pugin 

remarked in 1841 that UCL’s ‘Pagan exterior’ was ‘in character with the intentions 

and principles of the institution’.3 While the unknown writer pressed for 

excluding ‘odious bonnets’ from the intended quadrangle, Pugin reflected with 

sarcasm that Wilkins’s design was fitting: ‘anything ecclesiastical or Christian 

would be very inappropriate’.4 Within an interval of thirteen years, the same 

architectural features had provoked markedly different readings, indicating 

mutability in the reception and interpretation of buildings over time. Despite the 

disparity in their perspectives and sympathies, both commentators believed that 

UCL’s architecture represented abstract ideas relating to institutional identity and 

wider contexts such as education, culture and politics. Moreover, both writers 

shared the perception that it was important for a university’s architecture to 

express institutional values, an idea that still has currency today.  

 
1 Brian Edwards, University Architecture (London and New York, 2000), pp.2–3: David J. 
Neuman, ‘Campus Planning’, Building Type Basics for College and University Facilities, ed. 
David J. Neuman and Stephen Kliment (New Jersey, 2003), p.1: This theme is explored by 
William Whyte in Redbrick: A Social and Architectural History of Britain’s Civic Universities 
(Oxford, 2016 edn), pp.1–18. 
2 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 582, Anon. to Auckland, 17/12/1828. 
3 A. W. N. Pugin, The True Principles of Pointed or Christian Architecture (London, 1841), 
pp.53–4. 
4 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 582: Pugin, p.54. 
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The primary aim of this study is to present a comprehensive account of 

UCL’s architectural history from 1825 to 1939, a subject that has previously been 

neglected. In its purpose, scope and detail, this study extends beyond the limits of 

existing gazetteers, brief descriptions and scholarship focusing on Wilkins’s 

design and the quadrangle to address significant gaps in knowledge of the historic 

core of UCL’s Bloomsbury site. The study area comprises the freehold site of 7½ 

acres that was purchased for UCL in 1825, along with properties acquired to 

facilitate expansion to 1939. Through original investigation and detailed analysis 

of buildings in the study area, this thesis argues that the architectural 

development of UCL was a complicated, haphazard and collaborative endeavour 

that reflected fluctuating finances, practical requirements and educational 

advances, as well as institutional aspirations.  

The breadth, scope and approaches of this study follow William Whyte’s 

argument that the university should be analysed ‘as a definite place’, or ‘a location: 

a collection of people and buildings… rejecting the sort of narrow taxonomies that 

have characterized much previous writing in favour of a more fluid, subtle 

approach’.5 This study considers the relationship between architectural style and 

institutional identity in parallel with the tendency for meanings to change and 

evolve, as one of several overarching themes. Architectural projects developed in 

parallel with advances in education, technology and science, along with social, 

cultural and administrative shifts. Finances were a determining factor in the 

design, planning and siting of buildings: some projects were almost liberated from 

economical constraints by major benefactions, while others were delayed, 

curtailed or abandoned. Working practices and the professional identity of the 

architect also shaped the processes behind UCL’s development, such as the 

organization of competitions, the apportionment of responsibility between 

different agents and the increasing tendency towards seeking specialist advice 

from experts within the institution. The process was inherently collaborative, with 

the integration of advice from a broad range of individuals. 

 
5 Whyte, Redbrick, p.16. 
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This portrait of a complicated estate that developed in a chaotic and 

piecemeal manner seems at odds with the idea that university architecture 

represents institutional values.6 This study has emphasized the difficulties of 

identifying tangible links between architecture and institutional identity through 

its exposition of the development of a historic university in an urban setting. The 

neoclassical style of the central block of 1827–9 has evoked varying interpretations 

at different times. As noted previously, the inclusion of an ‘ecclesiastical’ dome 

was criticized in 1828, but Pugin perceived ‘Pagan’ ideals in the same building in 

1841.7 This type of documentary evidence is unusual. It must be noted that both 

examples were volunteered by external commentators, whose views were 

influenced by personal perceptions and agendas. In contrast, institutional records 

focused on the practical organization and management of architectural projects, 

such as the available funds, projected costs and planning requirements, failing to 

reflect on broader issues such as architectural style. A valuable example of the 

pragmatic approach to decision-making within the institution is the ‘Analysis of 

Plans’ chart drawn up to assess the competition designs of 1826.  

The enduring deference to the Greek Revivalist style set down by Wilkins is 

a notable facet of UCL’s architectural history, which speaks to an overarching 

sense of institutional identity, even if vague and elusive. The central block was 

gradually extended in a conservative manner to form a neoclassical quadrangle. 

The setting of new wings was clearly a decisive factor in their design: the inward-

facing elevations studiously replicated elements of Wilkins’s design. The inclusion 

of semicircular centrepieces on the south and north wings demonstrated 

invention and originality on the part of Thomas Hayter Lewis, carried out with 

respect in terms of style and scale. The west front of the quadrangle along Gower 

Street offered greater possibilities for independence, ingenuity and boldness, but 

to no avail. The closing-up of the west front – started in 1894 by Thomas Roger 

Smith, who was constrained by the ‘imperious’ demand for space – was a 

controversial decision, but primarily because it obstructed the open view of 

 
6 Coulson et al., p.17: Edwards, pp.2–3: Neuman, p.1. 
7 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 582: Pugin, p.54. 
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Wilkins’s portico and dome.8 Successive designs for the west front by Lewis and 

Smith, along with their successors Frederick Moore Simpson and Albert 

Richardson, followed the scale, detailing and composition of Wilkins’s work but 

squeezed in an additional storey for reasons of practicality. In the event, the 

Gower Street front remained unfinished until the 1980s due to a lack of funds. 

This conservative approach to architectural style persisted beyond the 

quadrangle, with the important exception of Alfred Waterhouse’s striking design 

for the rebuilding of UCH as a cruciform tower faced with red bricks and 

terracotta. There was some anxiety in 1894 about the style of UCH, whose formal 

separation from UCL had not yet been contemplated. Douglas Galton warned that 

the Council possessed ‘strong views as to the style of architecture desirable in the 

building’, favouring ‘architectural harmony’ on both sides of Gower Street.9 The 

official line – that the style was ‘a free treatment of Renaissance’ – might have 

been a diplomatic attempt to play down the obvious discordance.10 In contrast, 

one commentator perceived ‘a last flicker of the dying embers of the Gothic 

Revival’ in Waterhouse’s design.11 Just as the reception of Wilkins’s neoclassical 

design for the central block was tarnished by the rise of the Gothic Revival, this 

interpretation of the rebuilt UCH was influenced by changing tastes. Later 

opportunities to break from the neoclassical tradition at UCL were rejected in the 

development of ambitious schemes for the ‘college quadrilateral’. Simpson 

designed a scholarly Greek Revivalist façade for the north front along Gower 

Place, while Richardson envisioned a grand neoclassical front marking the 

college’s eastern boundary along Gordon Street. The redevelopment of the 

premises of H. K. Lewis & Co. at the corner of Gower Street and Gower Place was 

also perceived as an opportunity to impose harmony on the estate. 

The idealistic vision of a unified, visually coherent site ultimately failed due 

to financial limitations, practical considerations and the complicated nature of 

property acquisition. Such restrictions took precedence over aesthetic concerns 

 
8 Builder, 03/03/1894, p.174. 
9 UCL/SC, UCH/MIN/27/1, 27/11/1894. 
10 UCL/SC, UCH/MIN/4/8, 25/05/1898. 
11 Builder, 18/03/1905, p.290. 
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and led to the piecemeal development of an extensive complex of assorted 

buildings, comprising purpose-built blocks and adapted premises such as terraced 

houses, warehouses and a redundant church. Laurence Brockliss’s argument that 

the modern urban university is a ‘complex of addresses and postal codes’ conveys 

the reality of sprawling estates in a constant state of flux, lacking coherence and 

definite boundaries.12 This research has demonstrated that Brockliss’s observation 

could be applied to UCL’s estate from its beginnings, with the obvious exception 

of postal codes. UCL has always utilized buildings in its neighbourhood to fulfil 

practical needs, even on a temporary basis. There are many glimpses of buildings 

beyond the Bloomsbury site, such as the terraced house acquired for a dispensary 

in 1828, sculpture studios above Warren Street Tube Station in 1911–19, and the 

architectural atelier in Malet Street in 1922–31. From the early years of the 

twentieth century, the policy to acquire property within the ‘college quadrilateral’ 

added to the complexity and diversity of UCL’s estate, with unconventional and 

surprising results. A redundant church was converted into a ceremonial hall, 

while former vestry rooms were adapted for a chemical engineering laboratory. 

The acquisition of the Shoolbred site led to the adaptation of a large complex of 

warehouses, stables and factories. Away from the conforming pressures of the 

quadrangle, there is evidence of a greater degree of creativity. Richardson oversaw 

the salvage and installation of a seventeenth-century door surround from 

Pewterers’ Hall and commissioned decorative elements that display wit and a 

touch of irreverence, such as representations of Athena’s Owl in the Great Hall 

and bronze figures on the door handles of the department of zoology and 

comparative anatomy. Even the appearance of the quadrangle was sidelined by 

practical objects and financial concerns. The unfinished south-west wing elicited 

scathing comments in 1893 from Henry Heathcote Statham, who thought it would 

be more creditable for UCL to admit: “We want the new rooms, and we do not 

care a button about the architectural effect”, which is the plain truth, instead of 

making a pretence that they are carrying out Wilkins’s design’.13 

 
12 Laurence Brockliss, ‘Gown and Town: The University and the City in Europe, 1200–2000’, 
Minerva, Vol. 38, No. 2 (2000), pp.147–70, 164. 
13 Builder, 17/06/1893, p.466. 
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UCL’s architectural projects reflected institutional aspirations to create an 

important and progressive centre for education and research, following advances 

in education, technology, science and healthcare. A pattern that is prevalent 

throughout the study is the concentration on planning functional spaces. For 

example, the Birkbeck Laboratory of 1846–7 sought to provide practical laboratory 

space for teaching chemistry on the Giessen model. The adoption of teaching 

methods from the Continent was also reflected in the configuration of the Slade 

School of Art, where life drawing was combined with studying from the antique 

from its foundation in 1871. From 1881, the Slade incorporated purpose-built 

spaces for women students, who were permitted to study towards degrees. The 

link between planning and institutional aspirations is manifest at UCH, where 

clinical teaching was balanced with healthcare. Plans for rebuilding the hospital 

on the existing urban site prompted objections about the prospect of abandoning 

principles of ‘healthy construction’ to ‘make a convenient workshop for the 

medical man’.14 As a result, Waterhouse returned to the drawing board to develop 

alternative ideas. The successful cruciform plan of 1894 adapted the tenets of 

pavilion planning to the site constraints. The alteration and adaptation of spaces 

in the central block of the quadrangle also reflected educational principles, such 

as the reorganization of the library into specialist subjects to support teaching at 

department level. 

Funding was a decisive factor in instigating and shaping architectural 

projects. Financial considerations were at the fore from UCL’s beginnings, with 

the selection of the competition design with the lowest estimate. The unexpected 

and excessive costs of Wilkins’s scheme for a magnificent quadrangle hindered 

development for decades. Wilkins’s quadrangle was pared back to the central 

block, which opened in an unfinished state in 1828. Additions to the quadrangle 

were subsequently deferred in favour of practical objects, such as the construction 

of a teaching hospital and plain, functional laboratories behind the central block. 

This pragmatic approach reflected a perception that the rear courts were ‘not so 

pure and elaborate’ as the Gower Street front, and could be developed more 

 
14 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/11, 15/12/1894. 
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economically.15 The piecemeal construction of the south and north wings of the 

quadrangle was eventually catalysed by significant donations. The construction of 

large purpose-built blocks for chemistry, medical sciences, architecture, eugenics 

and chemical engineering was precipitated by gifts from subscription funds, 

institutions such as the Rockefeller Foundation and the LCC, and wealthy 

benefactors such as Herbert Henry Bartlett. In contrast, the economical 

adaptation of the Shoolbred site was executed with college funds, a university 

grant and the sale of a portion of the site.   

In this parsimonious environment, the decoration and adornment of 

buildings was often an afterthought. Artworks and sculpture arrived at UCL in a 

haphazard and unpredictable manner through gifts from benefactors, who often 

played a decisive role in creating dignified spaces for exhibit and display. For 

example, the creation of the Flaxman Gallery was the result of a protracted search 

for a permanent home for the sculptor’s casts. The Marmor Homericum is a 

celebration of ancient Greek literature that coheres with the neoclassical style of 

the central block, but was the result of a private commission by the historian 

George Grote rather than a deliberate institutional statement. Similarly, the 

arrival of the ‘auto-icon’ of Jeremy Bentham, heralded as the spiritual father of 

UCL, was the result of chance. Bentham was initially placed in a ‘back room’, 

prompting criticism that the college was ‘afraid or ashamed to own their 

possession’, but is now displayed prominently in the public atrium of a new 

student centre in Gordon Street.16 This episode points to the fluctuation of 

symbolic meanings over time, and suggests the need for cautious analyses of 

interior spaces as much as external designs.  

A wealth of evidence points to the influence of large networks of individuals 

throughout the period of study. Collaboration problematizes the tradition of 

attribution in the study of architectural history, which has traditionally 

foregrounded the creative powers of individual architects and designers. 

Architectural projects were collaborative endeavours, shaped in different ways 

 
15 UCL/SC, UCLCA/3/1/3, 09/06/1838. 
16 Thomas Southwood Smith, cited by C. F. A. Marmoy, ‘The “Auto-Icon” of Jeremy Bentham at 
University College, London’, Medical History, Vol. 2, No. 2 (1958), pp.77–86, 81. 
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and to varying extents by committee members, academic staff, external 

consultants and benefactors, along with architects. The collaborative nature of 

architectural projects has previously been noted by historians, but this research 

analyses cooperation and the nature of the design process at a single institution 

over an extended length of time.17 This study also emphasizes similarities with 

decision-making at other institutions such as hospitals, where cooperation 

between administrators, benefactors, medical staff and other specialists has long 

been recognized.18 There were unexpected and surprising crossovers in expertise 

and interests, particularly at UCH. For example, the lawyer Francis Goldsmid 

suggested trialling a different type of wall finish in the surgical wards to reduce 

infection in 1870, while the businessman and philanthropist John Blundell Maple 

offered pragmatic opinions about the planning and decoration of the rebuilt 

hospital in the 1890s. This research has also demonstrated that the involvement of 

architects was often instigated by personal connections, which have previously 

been overlooked. Decimus Burton was brought in to advise over alterations to the 

central block and dissecting rooms on the invitation of his friend, client and 

business partner George Greenough, while Waterhouse enjoyed close ties with 

committee members at UCH. Contemporary attitudes towards these nepotistic 

practices are difficult to evaluate from institutional records. The personal 

connections that brought Waterhouse to UCH in 1877 were seemingly 

unproblematic. On the other hand, Smith considered it prudent to offer his 

resignation from the building committee in 1893 to avoid foregoing ‘the chance of 

an important and most interesting professional work’ in the event of a 

competition for reconstructing UCH.19 

The coalescence of individuals, ideas and expertise foregrounded in this 

study conflicts with the traditional view of a succession of architects in control of 

 
17 For example, see ‘University patronage: the role of the individual’ in William Whyte, ‘Neo-
Georgian: the other style in Britain’s 20th-century university architecture’, Neo-Georgian 
Architecture 1880–1970: a reappraisal, ed. Julian Holder and Elizabeth McKellar (Swindon, 
2016), pp.143–4: Carla Yanni, Nature’s Museums (London, 1999), pp.3, 12. 
18 For example, see Jeremy Taylor, Hospital and Asylum Architecture in England, 1840–1914: 
Building for Healthcare (London, 1991), p.4; The Architect and the Pavilion Hospital: Dialogue 
and Design Creativity in England, 1850–1914 (London, 1997), pp.105–6. 
19 UCL/SC, UCH/MIN/27/1, 19/05/1893. 
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architectural works at UCL. The establishment of a chair of architecture in 1842 

precipitated significant changes in the approach to obtaining architectural advice, 

as external architects were replaced by a source of expertise within the institution. 

The organization of architectural competitions – a system that had not been 

without its complications at UCL – was consigned to the past, with the exception 

of fleeting plans for a competition for the rebuilding of UCH. Donaldson and his 

successors – Lewis, Smith, Simpson and Richardson – each assumed the unofficial 

role of architect to the college. Yet it is important not to oversimplify this lineage. 

Simpson’s success in retaining architectural commissions after resigning the 

professorship has led to inaccuracies in the attribution of buildings. The pattern 

also does not apply to UCH, where advice was received from Arthur W. Blomfield, 

Henry Dunkin Shepherd and Waterhouse. Architects also cooperated with 

partners and junior colleagues. Smith, Simpson and Waterhouse each worked 

closely with their sons, while Richardson involved colleagues such as Hector 

Corfiato and Sidney Hyde in the Bartlett School of Architecture. The 

contributions of experts in different fields – such as medical staff, hygiene experts, 

structural engineers, sculptors and artists – have also been overshadowed by the 

traditional focus on individual architects. 

Close analysis of the dynamics of architectural projects has revealed 

fragments showing the practical application of ideas about professional status and 

the apportionment of responsibility, along with colourful glimpses of personality. 

The competition of 1825–6 prompted concerns that elite architects would only 

compete with ‘men of their own standing’.20 The decision to limit the size of the 

competition provoked criticism from the young architect John Davies, who 

connected the opportunity for ‘fair and honourable competition’ with the ‘liberal 

and enlightened principles’ represented by the university.21 The mishandling of 

the early stages of the competition seems to reflect the emerging nature of this 

mode of obtaining designs, along with ideas relating to status and rivalry in the 

architectural profession. Issues of professional aptitude, status, reputation and 

responsibility resurfaced during the construction of the central block. Wilkins 

 
20 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 2, Davies to Auckland, 16/11/1825. 
21 Ibid. 
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refused to supply accounts and felt his authority diminished by Leonard Horner, 

while there were failings in the sizing of iron and concerns about competency 

thrown in various directions. A competition at UCH in 1832 also produced 

anxieties about professionalism and reputation. This time, respected architects 

such as William Tite and John Peter Deering were deterred from entering by the 

low budget, fearing that escalating costs would bring reputational risks. Their 

reluctance to undertake the ‘impossible’, to borrow Deering’s expression, offers an 

explanation for the selection of Alfred Ainger, a little-known and unproductive 

architect who was willing to economize.22 Ainger’s own ideas about professional 

integrity were later demonstrated through his criticism of Donaldson’s alterations 

to the junior school, a drama which caused him to sever ties with UCL in 1849. 

The primary outcome of this research is a comprehensive account of UCL’s 

architectural history from 1825 to 1939, a subject that has previously been 

overlooked. By addressing gaps in knowledge and correcting inaccuracies, this 

research adds significantly to existing scholarship about UCL’s history and the 

development of its Bloomsbury site. Significance also lies in the presentation of a 

case study of the architecture and development of an urban university over an 

extended timeframe, which will enrich scholarship on university architecture. The 

thematic issues and methodological concerns explored here may equally be 

considered in research on other types of institutions in urban locations, such as 

hospitals, schools and colleges. The study also makes a contribution to urban 

history through its examination of the piecemeal expansion of a metropolitan 

university and its approaches to property acquisition, along with the utilization of 

buildings and spaces beyond its main site. Reflections on issues of attribution, 

architectural style, institutional identity and changes in working practices are 

pertinent to broader considerations of methodology in architectural history. 

There are several avenues for further research that could be developed from 

this thesis. It would be valuable to extend the research to investigate the 

development of UCL from 1939 to the present day, examining bomb damage 

inflicted during the Second World War, subsequent restoration work, the 

 
22 UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 2509, Deering to London University, 16/04/1832. 
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eventual completion of the Gower Street front and the continued, voracious 

expansion of the college in Bloomsbury. Important shifts in the design process 

during this period also merit further research. Richardson and Corfiato continued 

the long tradition of acting as college architect into the 1940s and 1950s, but the 

close involvement of academics in architectural projects later declined. Another 

topic of interest is the development of student accommodation, which accelerated 

after 1945. Research on the planning, design and use of this building type would 

offer valuable insights into the social life of UCL’s students over time, beyond the 

academic spaces and amenities provided on the Bloomsbury site. Experiences of 

UCL’s buildings is a related theme that has been explored only marginally in this 

study, and could be developed to enrich existing perspectives on community 

spirit, the utilization of spaces and the consequences of social changes such as the 

admission of women students. The experiences of staff, students and visitors 

would offer valuable enrichment to an architectural history that foregrounds 

many voices.
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166. Interior from the gallery, looking east, 1927 
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167. South entrance and gallery, 1927 
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168. Design for the east front of the chemical engineering laboratory 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Image redacted due to copyright restrictions 



 

 
 

472 

 
169. East front of the chemical engineering laboratory, 1932 
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170. Plans and section of the chemical engineering laboratory, 1932 
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171. Main laboratory, 1932 
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172. Lewis & Co., 136 Gower Street and 24 Gower Place, 1907 

 

 
173. Lewis & Co., 1931 
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174. Plans of the ground, first and third floors of 134–136 Gower Street, 1931 
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175. Upper Gower Mews, looking north from Torrington Place, c.1904 

 

 
176. Block plan of the Shoolbred site, 1931 
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177. Gates at the south end of Malet Place, c.1930s 

 

 
178. West front of the department of zoology and comparative anatomy, 1933 
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179. Zoology museum, 1933 

 

 
180. Bronze door handles by Bentham, 2006 
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181. Pewterers’ Gate, watercolour painting, 1939 

 

 
182. Pewterers’ Gate, 2016 
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183. Malet Place, with the east elevation of Block B in the foreground, 2019 

 

 
184. Design for the east elevation of Blocks C, D, G and H 
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185. East elevation of Blocks D, G and H, c.1937 
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186. Anatomy museum, c.1880s 

 

 
187. Mocatta library, c.1907 
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188. Mocatta library, c.1920s 

 

 
189. Science library, c.1907 
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190. Principal’s office, 1899 

 

 
191. General office, c.1907 
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192. Women’s Union Room 

 

 
193. South cloisters, c.1920s 
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194. West front of the south-west wing, 1980 

 

 
195. Trevithick tablet in Merrifield’s studio, 1934 
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196. Redecoration scheme for the Flaxman Gallery, 1922 
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197. Flaxman Gallery 

 

 
198. General library, 1925 
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199. Oak staircase in the arts library, 1934 
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200. Design by Richardson & Gill for the Mocatta library and the 

Gustave Tuck lecture theatre 
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201. Gustave Tuck lecture theatre, 1934 

 

 
202. Mocatta library, 1934 
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203. Portico with flood-lighting, 1937 
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APPENDIX ONE 

Gazetteer of Architectural Projects at UCL, 1825–1939 

 

 

The following gazetteer provides a selected list of architectural projects at UCL 
from 1825 to 1939, organized in chronological order. Administrative changes are 
noted in italics.  

 

 
Date Description 
1825–6 Architectural competition for designs for the university. Plans 

submitted by William Atkinson, John Davies, John Peter Gandy 
(later Deering), C. R. Cockerell, William Wilkins and Jeffry 
Wyatville (with Lewis Wyatt). 
 

1827–9 Construction of the central block of the quadrangle, designed by 
William Wilkins. Built by Henry Lee & Sons. Entrance lodges 
built on the Gower Street front. 

  
1828 Alternative design for the quadrangle published. 

 
 Opening of the London University, with subjects organized 

between a medical department and a general department. 
 

1830 Establishment of a junior school (later known as UCS), which 
opened at 16 Upper Gower Street. 
 

1832 Creation of three faculties: arts, law and medicine.  
 

 Central block. Junior school brought onto the university’s site, 
occupying the unfinished great library in the south range. 
 

 Central block. Structural defects identified and investigated by 
William Wilkins and Henry Lee. 
 

1833 Central block. Junior school transferred to the east range, 
occupying the unfinished great hall and rooms beneath. 
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 Central block. Room beneath the portico divided into two 
common rooms. 
 

1833–4 Faculty of laws absorbed by the faculty of arts, known as the faulty 
of arts and laws. 
 

1834–5 Central block. Repairs to the roof over the great library carried 
out by Henry Lee & Sons. 
 

1836 Foundation of the University of London. 
 

 Central block. Fire destroyed the east range, which was occupied 
by the junior school. 
 

1837 Central block. Adaptation of the unfinished great library for the 
junior school, carried out to designs by Alfred Ainger with advice 
on structural iron from Robert Smirke. 
 

1838 Central block. Lecture room adjacent to the north cloisters 
converted into a medical library. 
 
Report on alterations to the central block and plans for dissecting 
rooms prepared by Decimus Burton.  
 

1838–9 Dissecting rooms built in the north court by Grissell & Peto to 
designs by Alfred Ainger. Former dissecting rooms converted 
into a practical chemistry laboratory. 
 

1841–2 All Saints’ Church, Gordon Street, built to designs by Thomas 
Leverton Donaldson. 
 

1842 Appointment of Thomas Leverton Donaldson to the first chair of 
architecture. 
 

1844 Central block. Refreshment room fitted up in one of the common 
rooms beneath the portico. 
 

1845  Birkbeck Laboratory of Chemistry constructed by Nicholas 
Winsland to designs by Thomas Leverton Donaldson. 
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1848 Central block. Additional columns placed in the junior school, 
overseen by Thomas Leverton Donaldson.  
 

1849 Central block, dome. Bull’s-eye glass replaced with plates of 
thick, rough glass.  
 

1848–51 Central block. Rebuilding of the east range, including the general 
library to designs by Thomas Leverton Donaldson. Formation of 
the Flaxman Gallery, overseen by Thomas Leverton Donaldson 
and a group of Royal Academicians: Charles Lock Eastlake, C. R. 
Cockerell, Richard Cook, William Wyon and John Heywood 
Hawkins. Building works carried out by Samuel Grimsdell. East 
range of the central block also known as the Brundrett Wing.  
 

1851 Central block. Professors’ common room in the north range 
converted into an assaying laboratory. 
 

1854 Stone monument to George Richardson Porter placed in the 
quadrangle. Sculpted by Edward William Wyon in 1852–4. 
 

1857 Central block, portico. Cast-iron tiles replaced with slate.  
 

1864 Racket court and two fives courts built at the eastern end of the 
playground. 
 

1865 Retirement of Thomas Leverton Donaldson from the chair of 
architecture. Appointment of Thomas Hayter Lewis to the chair of 
architecture. 
 
Central block. Installation of the Marmor Homericum in the 
south cloisters. Created by Baron Henri de Triqueti and 
commissioned by George Grote. South cloisters partially glazed.  
 

1868 Central block. Gas lamps and iron railings installed on the 
portico.  
 

1868–9 South wing, construction of the first phase for UCS. Designed by 
Thomas Hayter Lewis, built by George Trollope & Sons.  
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1869 Reincorporation of UCL by Act of Parliament. The original 
proprietors or shareholders were replaced with a corporate 
structure formed of governors (the founders and former 
proprietors), fellows (elected from alumni) and life governors 
(chosen for their service to the college). The Council continued as 
the main governing body, supported by the Senate. 

  
Central block. South library in the south range reallocated for the 
Morris collection and the Graves collection. Provision of a 
women’s common room beneath the portico. 
 

1870 Creation of a separate faculty of science. 
  

Central block. Lecture room adjacent to the north cloisters 
converted into a physiology laboratory.  
 

1870–1 North wing, construction of the first phase for the Slade School 
of Art. Designed by Thomas Hayter Lewis, built by Trollope & 
Sons.  
 

1872 Central block. Statues of The Fighting Gladiator and Discobolus 
added to the portico. Donated by Dr Robert Fellowes. 
 

1872–3 South wing, construction of the second phase. Designed by 
Thomas Hayter Lewis, executed by Browne & Robinson.  
 

1874 Central block. Materia Medica museum in the north range 
converted into the Jodrell Laboratory, part of the physiology 
department. First-floor laboratory converted into the Sharpey 
Library. 
 

1875–6 South wing completed. Designed by Thomas Hayter Lewis, built 
by Clarke & Bracey.  
 

1876 Thomas Hayter Lewis retired from lecturing. Thomas Roger Smith 
introduced as Lewis’s substitute.  

  
1877–82 Central block. Parkes Museum of Hygiene temporarily occupied 

rooms in the central block. 
 

1878 Central block. North and south cloisters glazed.  
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1878–81 North wing completed. Provision of laboratory for analytical 
chemistry on the north side of the north wing. Designed by 
Thomas Hayter Lewis, built by William Brass. Working drawings 
overseen by John Tavenor Perry and Frederick Henry Reed.   
 

1881 Central block. Physiology laboratory divided into a common 
room and a smoking room. Jodrell Laboratory converted into a 
reading room. Medical Society allotted the former private 
chemistry laboratory. Engineering laboratory fitted up in the 
basement of the Brundrett Wing, or east range of the central 
block. 
 
Thomas Hayter Lewis officially retired from the chair of 
architecture.  
Thomas Roger Smith appointed to the chair of architecture. 
 

1883 Rosa Morison, appointment to the new post of Lady 
Superintendent.  
 
Central block. Provision of a women’s reading room on the first 
floor of the south range, close to Rosa Morison’s office. 
 

1886 Central block. Geological museum transferred to the second floor 
of the south range. 
 

1890 Monument to George Richardson Porter removed from the 
quadrangle due to poor condition. 
 

1892 Physics laboratory constructed in the south court at the rear of 
the central block. Built by Brown, Son & Blomfield to designs by 
Thomas Roger Smith and Ravenscroft Elsey Smith. Later named 
the Carey Foster Laboratory. 
 

1892–3 South-west wing, construction of first phase. Designed by 
Thomas Roger Smith, built by A. Bush & Sons. Structural steel 
and iron supplied by Richard Moreland & Son. 
 

1893 Central block. North end of the second floor of the south range 
converted into an Egyptology department, equipped with a 
library and a museum. 
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1895 Central block. Refreshment room beneath the portico extended.  
 

 Nos 120–122 and 128–130 Gower Street, freehold acquired.  
 

1900  George Carey Foster, appointment as Principal. 
 

1901 Central block, libraries. Morris and Graves collections transferred 
from the south library to the general library. South library 
converted into a library for modern languages. 
 

1903 Thomas Roger Smith retired from the chair of architecture.  
Frederick Moore Simpson appointed to the chair of architecture.  
 
School of architecture temporarily housed at 135–137 Gower 
Street.  
 

1904 North observatory built in the quadrangle. 
  

Thomas Gregory Foster, appointment as Principal. 
 

1905 South observatory built in the quadrangle. 
 
School of architecture transferred to 88 Gower Street.   
 

1906 Ambition of the ‘college quadrilateral’ considered.  
 

1907 Reincorporation of UCL, and incorporation of UCH and UCS as 
separate institutions.  
Transferral of UCS to Hampstead.  
Council replaced by the College Committee, Senate succeeded by a 
professorial board.  
Title of Principal shifted to Provost.  

  
Central block, library. First floor of the south range converted 
into libraries for the faculty of arts and laws. South library 
allotted to the Mocatta collection.  
 

1908 Creation of a separate faculty of engineering. 
Faculty of arts and laws separated into two faculties. 
 



 

 
 

501 

1908–9 Physiology building in the south quadrangle, constructed by 
James Smith & Sons to designs by Frederick Moore Simpson. 
John Ambrose Fleming acted as consulting electrical engineer.   
 

1909 Committee formed to investigate the extension of UCL’s site.  
 

1911 Department of applied statistics and eugenics, design by 
Frederick Moore Simpson for a purpose-built block.  
 
North-west wing, anonymous donation of £30,000 towards 
construction. Benefactor later identified as Herbert Henry 
Bartlett, managing director of Perry & Co. 
 
Slade School of Art, rooms leased above Warren Street Tube 
Station to provide studios. 
 

1911–12 Central block, south cloisters redecorated.  
 

1912 Pharmacology block in the south quadrangle, built by James 
Carmichael to designs by Frederick Moore Simpson.  
 

 Quadrangle, design for its completion prepared by Frederick 
Moore Simpson. 
 

 All Saints’ Church, Gordon Street, acquired for Great Hall. 
1912–14 North-west wing, built by Perry & Co. to designs by Frederick 

Moore Simpson.  
 

1912–15 Chemistry block, Gower Place, built by Dove Brothers to designs 
by Frederick Moore Simpson. 
 

1914 North-west wing requisitioned as a temporary military hospital, 
an annexe to the Queen Alexandra Hospital under the 
management of UCH. 
 

1919 Frederick Moore Simpson, retirement from the chair of 
architecture.  
Albert Richardson appointed to the chair of architecture.  
School of architecture renamed in honour of Herbert Henry 
Bartlett.  
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 North-west wing, returned by UCH and adapted for the 
department of applied statistics and eugenics.  
 

1920–3 South-west wing, extended to designs by Frederick Moore 
Simpson. Works probably carried out by S. Pearson & Son.  
 

1921 24 Gordon Square leased for the department of geography. 
 

 Carpenters’ workshop built at the east end of the south 
quadrangle by Charles Tavener & Son. 
 

 Central block. Rifle range set up in the basement of the north 
cloisters. 
 

 Slade School, war memorial installed under the supervision of G. 
Dixon, lecturer of lettering. 
 

1921–3 Anatomy building, 118–130 Gower Street. Built by James 
Carmichael to designs by Frederick Moore Simpson. 
 

1922 21 Gordon Square leased for the department of phonetics and the 
school of librarianship. 
 

 21–23 Gordon Street, including former St Pancras Vestry Rooms, 
leased to provide a chemical engineering laboratory.  
 

 Atelier built in Malet Place for the Bartlett School of 
Architecture. 
 

 Central block. Redecoration of the Flaxman Gallery by Green & 
Abbott to designs by Simpson with Henry Tonks. Installation of 
electric lighting under the supervision of W. C. Clinton. 
Sculptures cleaned and repaired by Bellman, Ivey & Carter. 
 

 Central block. Statue of St Michael Overcoming Satan transferred 
to the science library. 
 

1924–5 Gower Street front, revival of plans for completion. Albert 
Richardson objected to Frederick Moore Simpson’s scheme for a 
closed gateway. The Royal Fine Art Commission consulted over 
designs.   
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1925 Central block. Installation of memorial tablet on the base of the 
portico under the supervision of Albert Richardson.  
 

1926 Albert Richardson prepared for new headquarters for the 
University of London in Bloomsbury. 
 

1926–7 Great Hall, adaptation of former church completed to designs by 
Richardson. Building works performed by Leslie & Co. A. H. 
Barker, heating and ventilation consultant; W. C. Clinton, 
electrical and lighting consultant; Collins & Mason, structural 
engineers; Acoustic advice from E. G. Richardson.    
 

1927 Dr Williams’s Library, 10-year lease of the north wing acquired.  
Henry Morley Building (located in the garden behind Dr 
Williams’s Library), 99-year lease obtained.   
 

 Design produced by Albert Richardson for a school of 
anthropology, archaeology, zoology and psychology at the corner 
of Gower Street and Torrington Place.  
 

1928 Dr Williams’s Library, north wing adapted for lecture rooms, staff 
offices and the law library. Renamed Crabb Robinson Hall. 
 

 Central block. Memorial to Walter Seton, college secretary, by A. 
H. Gerrard placed in the lobby of the general library. Fireproof 
floor in the general library fitted by James Carmichael under the 
supervision of James Rounthwaite Moore Simpson, with advice 
from Sir Alexander Gibb. 
 

1928–9 Henry Morley Building, extended and remodelled for the faculty 
of arts. Building works carried out by Leslie & Co. to designs by 
Richardson & Gill. 
 

 Central block. Repairs to the portico carried out by Dove 
Brothers under the supervision of Albert Richardson. 
 

1929 Allen Mawer, appointment as Provost. 
 

1929–30 Central block, creation of an exhibition room by Albert 
Richardson in collaboration with Henry Tonks. Works 
undertaken by Dove Brothers.  
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1930–1 Ramsay Memorial Laboratory of Chemical Engineering, 21–23 
Gordon Street. New building and remodelling of existing vestry 
hall, carried out by Leslie & Co. to designs by Albert Richardson. 
Collins & Mason, structural engineers; W. C. Clinton, electrical 
consultant. 
 

 H. K. Lewis, 134–136 Gower Street. Rebuilding of the site carried 
out by Ford & Walton to designs by J. R. M. Simpson. Structural 
steel supplied by Redpath, Brown & Co. Sculptural decoration by 
William Aumonier & Sons. The new building incorporated an 
animal house for the eugenics department, the Johnston-Lavis 
Volcanological Collection and ateliers for the Bartlett School of 
Architecture. 
 

1931 James Shoolbred & Co. site, freehold acquired. Freehold of the 
western half sold to the National Central Library and the Library 
Association. 
 

1932 Door surround from Pewterers’ Hall salvaged and re-erected on 
the east side of Block A, Foster Court. 
 

 Blocks C and D, Foster Court. Basement handed over to Sir 
Alexander Gibb for an experimental hydraulic model. 
 

 Central block. Remodelling of the first-floor theatre in the north 
range for the Mocatta library and museum. Works undertaken by 
Dove Brothers to designs by Albert Richardson.  
 

1932–3 Block A, Foster Court. Adapted for zoology and comparative 
anatomy to designs by Albert Richardson. Works performed by 
Dove Brothers. Collins & Mason, structural engineers; W. C. 
Clinton, electrical consultant.  
 

1933 Gower Street front, proposed scheme by Albert Richardson 
exhibited at the Royal Academy.  
 

 Iron gates designed by Albert Richardson installed in Malet 
Place.  
 

 Foster Court, formal opening and unveiling of memorial tablet in 
June. 



 

 
 

505 

 Central block. Statue of St Michael Overcoming Satan moved 
from the science library to the portico. 
 

 Medical sciences institute. Biophysics laboratory built on the roof 
by Dove Brothers to designs by Albert Richardson.   
 

1934 Beadle’s box installed in Malet Place.  
 

 South-west wing, bronze plaque by L. S. Merrifield placed on the 
west front to mark the centenary of the death of Richard 
Trevithick. 
  

1934–5 Block B, Malet Place, adapted to designs by Albert Richardson to 
provide a cast gallery for the archaeology department and the use 
of the works department.   
 

1934–7 Blocks C, D, G and H, Foster Court. Adapted by Leslie & Co. to 
designs by Albert Richardson to provide a junior physics 
laboratory, space for the works department, a science library, and 
base for botany, geography, geology and law.  
 

1936 Central block. Repairs to the dome of the portico carried out by 
Dove Brothers under the supervision of Albert Richardson.  
 

1937 Central block. Flood-lighting installed to illuminate the dome 
and portico for the coronation of King George VI.  
 

1938 Central block. Reinforced-concrete tunnel constructed from the 
south cloisters to the Great Hall. 
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APPENDIX TWO 

Gazetteer of Architectural Projects at UCH, 1828–1906 

 
 
 

The following gazetteer provides a selected list of architectural projects at UCH 
from 1828 to 1906, organized in chronological order.  
 

 
Date Description 
1828 Dispensary established in George Street, Euston Square.  

 
1832 Architectural competition for designs for a teaching hospital. 

Plans submitted by Alfred Ainger, and probably Leonard Wild 
Lloyd and William Hosking. Declined by William Tite and John 
Peter Deering (formerly Gandy). 
 

1833–4 
 

Central block, designed by Alfred Ainger. Built by Grissell & Peto. 

1838–9 
 
 

South wing, designed by Alfred Ainger and built by George Adam 
Young. New outpatients’ department and dispensary. 

1846–7 
 
 
 

North wing, designed by Alfred Ainger. Included outpatients’ 
ophthalmic department. Extension to the outpatients’ 
department and dispensary in the south wing executed by Locke 
& Nesham. 
 

1862 
 
 

Sanitary improvements, including removal of sculleries from the 
wards and increased provision of baths and water closets. 

1867–8 
 
 

Additional storey, overseen by Arthur W. Blomfield and 
constructed by Browne & Robinson.  

1870–1 
 

Bath department in the basement of the north wing, designed by 
Michael Prendergast Manning and executed by Jeakes & Co. 
  

 Application of Keene’s cement to the walls of two surgical wards 
by J. S. Parsons, and relaying of floorboards with close joints. 
Laying of linoleum over the floor of the entrance passage. 
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Installation of the Yates Memorial by Baron Henri de Triqueti. 

1878 
 
 
 
 

Operating theatre equipped with anaesthetic room and rotary 
ventilators.  
 
Purchase of Nos 9, 24–25 University Street for nurses’ 
accommodation. 
 

1879 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sanitary improvements, overseen by Henry Dunkin Shepard and 
carried out by William Alfred Scurrah. Wards enlarged by the 
dismantling of partition walls and narrowing of corridors. 
Original brick drains replaced with stoneware pipes with traps. 
Sinks removed from wards and placed in closets in the corridors. 
Interior walls redecorated with Griffith’s silicate paint. Isolation 
wards for erysipelas and contagious diseases provided in the 
north wing.  
 

1898–1905 
 
 

Rebuilding to designs by Alfred Waterhouse, works carried out 
by Thomas Holloway under the auspices of Maple & Co. 

1906 Formal opening of the rebuilt hospital. 
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APPENDIX FOUR 

Extract from a letter from Florence Nightingale to  

Douglas Galton on UCH, 7 July 1877 

 

 

University College Hospital. I have done my very best, though at the last moment 
of business, with these plans, which I return to you with seven pages of notes 
upon them.  
 
The most ample or even excessive cubic space can be of no avail where post-
mortem room is in one ward and out-patients in another. I most earnestly hope 
that you will warn them in time. Do you know, among all the plans, both 
Continental and British that have been sent to me to criticize for twenty years, 
this is the first I have ever seen with the post-mortem room in a ward. Surely we 
have terrible experience enough of post-mortem rooms in much better positions 
than this revenging themselves upon their hospitals to make this impossible. (I 
began work before 6 this morning to put on paper my strong conviction about this 
to you – without delay.) They will disgrace themselves forever if they do it. If you 
could prevent it…!! 
 
University: to persons about to – Don’t. Pavilion principle of course an 
improvement, but this [is] as bad as it can be. If it is a necessity to build a hospital 
and out-patients department on this site, then it is a necessity to have increased 
death rate, increased average time in hospital and fewer recoveries – very much 
increased percentage of hospital disease. Out-patients departments and W.C.s 
under wards, in fact, in place of a lower ward, absolutely inadmissible. (Are male 
and female out-patients to be in same waiting room – and out-patients’ W.C. to be 
under patients’ larder?) The out-patients’ department, and more especially the 
W.C.s, though nowhere under the wards, a perpetual nuisance and source of 
hospital disease at St T[homas’s]. This is denied by none.  
 
Post-mortem room and mortuary inconceivable over a ward. This is far worse 
than at King’s – yet what a destruction that made. Kitchen over wards, servants’ 
hall and lecture theatre!!! over ward. Should never be in same block. What a noise 
overhead, much more objectionable to patients than under their feet.  
How are the patients to be got down from operating theatre and through that 
narrow corridor? Operating theatre should be on same level as principal surgical 
wards, with a broad corridor between and staircase.  
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Does he [?Alfred Waterhouse] call that ‘larder’ an ‘adequate provision for storing 
provisions in connection with the wards’? I wish the ‘occupants of the mews’ 
would ‘raise an objection’ to having the hospital there altogether, as the hospital 
won’t raise an objection to having the mews there altogether.  
 
Private wards looking into mews. Preserve the patient – they had much better be 
in public wards. W.C.s not sufficiently outside, and access from centre wards 
inconvenient. At least put door of adjacent private room in corner farthest from 
W.C. Is there to be no slop sink, bath or scullery for all those private wards? Are 
those in public wards to be made use of? I don’t see where erysipelas wards are.  
 
No nurses’ room all over the building. Where is a nurse to retire? What 
supervision over night nurses? 
 
Scullery must have a fireplace for heating things for patients. Nothing could be 
kept in that larder. Bad plan to raise up W.C. and lavatory. Are male patients to 
pass through bath to get to W.C.? Bath should be on one side, W.C. on other, 
scullery and nurse’s room on each side doorway.  
 
The dead, the outside people and the live patients mixed up, intolerable.  
Are there any dust and dirty linen chutes? 
Basement beyond criticism. Coals in an objectionable place and patients’ lift 
adjoining.  
 
No possibility that out-patients’ effluvia will be drawn off by furnace.  
Dead lift, inquest room, coals, chaplain, baths and splints all mixed up together 
indescribably. And that horrid mews behind, all with ‘tenements’ of the most 
inferior description. You cannot criticize a building where out-patients are in one 
ward and no nurse’s room, post-mortems in another anywhere, and kitchen and 
servants’ hall in another. End of blocks ought to be free – as you say – not with 
that bank of private wards before them.1 

 
1 BL, Add MS 45820 ff. 5–9, also cited by Lynn McDonald (ed.), Florence Nightingale and 
Hospital Reform, Vol. 16, The Collected Works of Florence Nightingale (Ontario, 2012), pp.824–
5. 



APPENDIX THREE 

‘Analysis of plans’ chart, March 18261 

 
 

 
 

Extent of 
roof, 
including 
arcades 

Area 
occupied 
in courts 
and 
pleasure 
ground  

Total area 
enclosed for 
academical 
buildings 

Area 
available 
for 
garden or 
houses 

Hall Library Museum Lecturing 
rooms 

Examining 
rooms 

Residences Laboratory Dissecting 
room 

Lecture 
room 

Museum Access and 
arcades 

Estimates  

Mr 
Atkinson 

10138 sq 
yards 

5555sq 
yards 
1835 front 
area 
7380 

17518 13185 
of which a 
frontages 
of 280 x 
70ft are 
available 
for 
building 

100 + 50 = 
5000sq 
yards 
approached 
through an 
entrance 
hall. 32 + 18 

120 + 22 
2640sq feet 
Of these 
rooms only 
half need to 
be finished 
at the 
outset 

120 + 22 
2640 sq feet 

2 – 54 + 54 = 
5832 
5 – 54 + 45 = 
12150 
1 – 54 + 40 = 
2160 
4 – 54 + 36 = 
7776 
 
12 - 27918 

12 – 27918 
16 – 30 + 21 = 
10080 
4 – 30 + 18 = 
2160 
4 – 23 + 16 = 
1472 
 
36 – 41630 
 
All these 
rooms are 
approached 
either from 
the 
quadrangle 
or the 
exterior 

Librarians 
consist of 6 
rooms and a 
basement all 
looking into the 
court 
 
The Secretary’s 
of 7 rooms over 
the library and 
museum  
 
Council room 30 
+ 20, ante room 
20 + 16, and 
clerks 20 + 20 

40 + 30 = 
1200 
Workshops 
may be also 
constructed 
on the 
basement 

40 + 57 = 
2280 
 

54 + 54 = 
2910 

40 + 30 = 
1200 
To which 
may be 
added a 
room 50 + 57 
= 2280 
 
3480 

Entrance under 
an Ionic Portico 
of six columns 
from which 
opens the 
entrance hall, 
whence branch 
the grand hall, 
museum and 
library 

£104,360 

Mr 
Cockerell 

9032 
555 
 
9587 

6875 
divided 
into three 
courts 

486 + 295 
 
15907 
555 – hall 
 
16462 – total 
area 

14249 of 
which a 
frontage is 
given of 
280 x 40 

100 + 50 
40ft in 
height 

188 + 43 
25ft in 
height 
8084 
superficial 
feet 
 
Librarians 
room 
30+18 

188 + 43 
25ft in 
height 
8084 
superficial 
feet 

6 – 44 + 40= 
10560 
8 – 44 + 50 = 
17600 
 
14 - 28160 

14 – 28160 
4 – 44 + 39 = 
6864 
2 – 44 + 21 = 
1848 
8 – 26 + 21 = 
4368 
 
28 - 41240 

Librarian and 
Secretary’s are at 
the north and 
south-east 
extremities of 
the wings. Two 
rooms for 
housekeeper 
Council room 
30+18 
2 Waiting do 44 
+ 22 
2 ante do 14 + 12 

No particular portion of the building is appropriated to this 
department – but probably the northwest corner would be 
selected as it admits of a basement.  

A Doric 
propylaeum 
opens into the 
court 260 + 170. 
Divided into 
three by an 
arcade which 
also skirts the 
court 

None 

Mr Davies 10183 5863 380 + 380 
16046 

14667 
yards 
If the 
building 
were 
squared 
the 
available 
area 
would be 
about 
9600 yards 

100 + 50 
50ft in 
height 

75 + 50 = 
3750 
There are 
two spare 
rooms 
Libraries 20 
+ 8 are 
attached to 
the Greek 
and Latin 
classes 

75 + 50 = 
3750 
98 + 70 & 
85 + 48 
Museum of 
natural 
history 30 + 
15 = 450 

2 – 50 + 26 = 
2600 
1 – 50 + 30= 
1500 
1 – 50 + 25 = 
1250 
1 – 48 + 48 = 
2304 
2 – 40 + 38 = 
3040 
4 – 40 + 30 = 
4800 
2 – 32 + 30 = 
1920 
 
13 – 17414 

13 – 17414 
2 – 30 + 30 = 
1800 
4 – 30 + 25= 
3000 
2 – 30 + 20 = 
1200 
 
21 classes – 
23414 
 
17 (12 + 12) = 
2348 
 
38 = 25862 

Secretary’s and 
Librarians at 
north and south 
ends of façade, 8 
rooms each. A 
Porters room one 
each side of hall 
Council room 
36+22 
Clerks do 
2 ante do 
?Waiting do two 
rooms 12+12 

2 – 30 + 15 
2 – 32 + 12 
4 apparatus 
rooms 
12 + 12 

45+20=900 Anatomical 
45 + 45 = 
2025 
 
Chemical 
50 + 40 = 
2000 
 
Materia 
Medica 
45 + 30 = 
1350 

45+20=900 An arcade skirts 
3 sides of a 
court 250 + 250 
– the east end of 
which is 
bounded by an 
arcade. The 
approach is 
under an Ionic 
portico of 6 
columns.  

Front 
£49445 
North 
Wing 
£15,000 
And 
Corridor, 
£16920 
South 
ditto, 
£18420 
East colon. 
£3873 
 
£103,658 

 
1 Transcription from UCL/SC, UCLCA/CORR, No. 1167/15, ‘Analysis of plans’. 



 
 

Extent of 
roof, 
including 
arcades 

Area 
occupied 
in courts 
and 
pleasure 
ground  

Total area 
enclosed for 
academical 
buildings 

Area 
available 
for 
garden or 
houses 

Hall Library Museum Lecturing 
rooms 

Examining 
rooms 

Residences Laboratory Dissecting 
room 

Lecture 
room 

Museum Access and 
arcades 

Estimates  

Mr Gandy 8493 4097’7 
One court 

12590’6 17123 
One 
frontage  
270 + 135 
And 200 + 
85 

75 + 50 = 
3750 
35ft in 
height 

Main 
library – 
4250 
85 + 50 
 
Sub library 
85+50 
Divided 
into library, 
reading 
room and 
curators 
room 

187 + 38 = 
7112 
Depository 
– 42 + 37 
Stuffing 
room 14 + 12 
Curators do 
14 + 12 

4 – 52 + 40 = 
8320 
2 – 52 + 38 = 
2852 
3 – 40 + 32 = 
3840 
6 – 32 + 22 = 
4224 
5 – 22 + 20 = 
2200 
3 – 27 + 18 = 
1428 
2 – 22 + 19 = 
836 
 
25 – 24700 

25 – 24700 
2 – 19 + 17 = 
646 
20 – 18 + 12 = 
4320 
4 – 14 + 10 = 
564 
 
61 – 30230 

Secretary and 
librarians right 
and left of 
entrance – the 
former contains 
5 the latter 7 
rooms – each has 
frontage 60 + 17 
Council room 37 
+ 22 
Ante do 22 + 15 
Clerks do – 22 + 
12 
Retiring do – 10 + 
10 

These rooms have been included in the 
enumeration of the classes – It is proposed to 
have a stable building detached for the 
reception of subjects 

Museum 52 + 
40 = 2080 
Ante do 
32 + 22 = 704 
Inner do 
18 + 13 = 234 
 
3018 

Access through 
a screen into a 
court 318 + 60 
skirted by an 
Ionic colonnade 
12 feet wide. 
There are two 
courts outside 
the walls, the 
one for privies 
the other 
unappropriated.  

£75,000  
 
& in stone 
£85,000 

Mr 
Wilkins 

7525 Front 354 
+ 250 
Deduct for 
hall 85 + 
85 
8975 
 
Two 
recesses 
behind 
250 + 90 = 
2500 
8975 
Total 11475 

19000 
Inclusive of 
recess in the 
rear of 
building 

11713 
Frontage 
of 230 + 
100 
Do of 

Sub hall 62 
+ 42 = 2604 
Grand do: 
90 + 75 = 
6750 

Sub lib 54 + 
46 = 2484 
Main do = 
118 + 56 = 
6608 
Librarians 
room 24 + 
22 
 
Librarians 
room 24 + 
16 
Reading do 
16 + 16 

118 + 56 =  
6608 

4 – 72 + 58 = 
4 – 68 + 54 
8 – 44 + 36 
1 – 48 + 24 
4 – 30 + 27 
2 – 36 + 24 
3 – 36 + 20 
 
26 

26 –  
2 – 27 + 14 
2 – 26 + 20 
2 – 20 + 17 
2 – 24 + 16 
1 – 24 + 14 
8 – 22 + 15 
4 – 18 + 17 
2 – 15 + 14 
 
49 

Librarian and 
Secretary’s at the 
west extremities 
of wings each 48 
+ 25 
Two lodges and a 
basement under 
the whole range 
Council room 46 
+ 34 
Ante do 28 + 24 
2 clerks do 24 + 
16 

Chemical 30 
+ 27 
Apparatus 27 
+ 22 
 
This 
department 
is at the 
north east 
corner of the 
quadrangle 
and may be 
totally 
disconnected 
with it 

30 + 27= 810 
Preparation 
room 27 + 22 
 
 

Chemistry 68 
+ 54 
Anatomy 68 
+ 54 
Each 3672 sq 
ft 

56 + 48 = 
2688 
Continuation 
of principal 
museum 

Access through 
a Doric 
propylaeum in 
the centre of an 
ambulatory 354 
+ 20 
In the rear 
under the 
museum are 2 
cloisters 108 + 
26 and do 
assembling 
rooms 46 + 26 

£70,000 

Mr 
Wyatville 

10983 13442 24425 6288 100 + 50 = 
5000 

2 libraries 
80 + 40 = 
6400 
Ante lib 50 
+ 50 = 2500 
 
8900 

2 – 80 + 40 
= 6400 
 
Ante do 50 
+ 50 = 2500 
 
8900 

2 – 44 + 44 = 
3872 
2 – 42 + 40 = 
3360 
4 – 40 + 36 = 
5760 
2 – 44 + 21 = 
1848 
2 – 40 + 20 = 
1600 
4 – 30 + 20 = 
2400 
4 – 21 + 21 = 
1764 
4 – 20 + 20 = 
1600 
8 – 20 + 19 = 
3040 
 
32 - 25244 

 Librarians and 
Secretary’s on 
north and south 
sides of entrance 
court. Five 
lodges 
Council room 40 
+ 28 
Clerks do 40 + 28 
Secretary do 28 + 
26 
2 students halls 
22 + 22 

On the 
basement 

2 rooms 40 + 
28 
Each 1120 

50 + 50 = 
2500 

2 – 50 + 40 = 
4000 

Entrance court 
250 + 100 
On one side of 
which are 2 
ambulatories 70 
+ 17 
2 rear courts 158 
+ 86 
Surrounded by 
an arcade 10ft 
wide 
Access by 
Portico of 6 
Corinthian 
columns 

£250,000 
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