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Liverpool Central Library and Archive Store – The Facts 

 
 

Background 
 

• This is one of only two major library developments opening in 2013. 
 

• It is the largest library development taking place in Europe. 
 

• One million visitors are expected in the first year, with an estimated 800,000 visitors 
each following year. 

 

• Cost of the project is £50m. 
 

• It is a PFI contract. 
 
 
 

History  
 

• Liverpool Central Library originally opened in 1860. 
 

• The library is located on William Brown Street in the heart of a UNESCO World 
Heritage site. 

 

• Bombing during World War II resulted in most of the library, except for the façade, 
being destroyed. It was rebuilt and extended in the 1950s and 1970s. 

 

• Liverpool is home to one of the largest archives outside of London. 
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Work carried out 

 

• Building work began Monday 8 November 2010 and was completed Monday 14 
January 2013. 

 

• At its peak, nearly 200 people were working on the library and 43% of them were 
from Merseyside.  

 

• The new construction covers 8,000m2 and the retained refurbished areas cover 
4500m2. 

 

• The 1950s Brown Library has been demolished, rebuilt and extended.  The 1978 
eight-storey extension between the Walker Art Gallery and the World Museum was 
also demolished. 

 

• A new five-storey library has been constructed behind the Grade II* listed historic 
façade. 

 

• A new entrance has been created on William Brown Street. 
 

• Stunning new central atrium built with domed roof to mirror the Picton Roof. 
 

           
 

• A new five-storey archive and a specialist climate controlled repository which will 
store the city’s archives and rare treasures. 

 

• Restoration of the historic Picton Library, Hornby Library and the Oak Room. 
 

• A conservation studio. 
 

Fast Facts 
 

• 3,497m3 of concrete was poured, including all floor slabs and columns - enough to 
fill around 31 double decker buses. 
 

• 253 concrete columns were constructed during the project. 
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• The flag pole erected on the Picton Reading Room roof is 9 metres high and 
supports a 4 yard flag. 
 

• The Picton Reading Room roof is covered by 850m2 of zinc. 
 

• There are 17kms of archives in the new repository – equivalent to 2.5 circuits of the 
Grand National course. 

 

• Inside the library, 15,393 metres of shelving has been installed which will hold 
approximately 355,000 books.    

 

• Inspire Partnership delivered the scheme and the main contractor were Shepherd 
Construction. Other key parties include Austin-Smith Lord (architect), Buro Happold 
(building services engineers), SES (mechanical and electrical), RoC Consulting (civil 
and structural engineers), Buro Happold and FEDRA (access and fire consultants), 
SRL (acoustic engineers), Tweeds (construction, design and management), Cofely 
(facilities management), AA Projects (independent certifier) and Turner & Townsend 
(employers agent). 

 
 

Inside and outside the library 
 

• It took four months to move all four million items to their new home.  This includes 
books, music, DVDs, archives and records. 

 

• Inside the library is a poetry circle which features a poem by Levi Tefari called The 
Daughter of Merseyside.  The back wall of the building is covered in famous 
quotations and near the entrance is a panel outlining Liverpool Firsts, dating right 
back to the charter in 1207. 

 

• A new café located near the entrance has been introduced. 
 

• A roof terrace has been created with beautiful views across the city. 
 

• The number of public computers has doubled and a 24 hour external drop-off book 
service has been introduced. 

 

• There’s attractive new furniture throughout the building.  
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• The literary panel on the back of the building consists of the names of 53 writers who 
were influenced by, or were born, lived or worked in Liverpool. 

 

• A literary pavement, leading to the entrance of the library, proudly display the names 
of writers and titles from world books, cinema and music. There are 91 granite 
paving flags which make up the literary carpet. 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 



 

 5 

 
Picton Reading Room 

 
 

       
 
          

 
Designed by Cornelous Sherlock to mirror the rotunda of the British Museum in London. It 
opened in 1875. 
 
The work undertaken in this room is a masterclass in restoration. Painstaking detail can be 
seen in the many bottle-shaped stone balusters. The top of the exterior stone colonnade 
which surrounds the room features many exquisite details, including a repeated pattern 
featuring 15 liver birds in the design. 
 
Samples of paint were matched to recreate the original blue, red and white colours from 
1879, replicating exactly what the Victorians would have seen. 
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Hornby Library and Oak Room 
 

 

 
 
In 1906, the Hornby Library was added to the north end of the building. The adjoining Oak 
Room was built in 1914. 
 
Before May 2013, both these rooms were accessible by appointment only, but will now be 
open to the public.  
 
 

         

         
 
The Oak Room is now the dedicated home of John James Audubon’s Birds of America 
volumes – a collection of extremely rare books.  
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International Room – renamed Discover 
 

 
 
This room, which was previously closed to the public, has now been transformed into a 
bright, welcoming children’s library, fitted out with comfortable reading areas.  A stage 
takes pride of place in the centre of the room.  Windows, which had been bricked up since 
the room was used as a cinema, have now been opened up and original girders and 
balustrades have also been uncovered. 
 
 

Picton Dome 
 

 
 
Repairs to the domed roof of the Picton Library over the years had created a patchwork of 
zinc, bits of lead, Georgian wiring and pieces of Perspex covering holes in the glazed 
oculus.  The dome has now been re-clad in 850m2 of zinc and a new glazed oculus light 
has been installed at the apex. To match the original materials, new lath and lime plaster 
have been used on external colonnades and the corbel detailing featuring 15 liver birds has 
been restored. 
 
To restore the roof and ceiling in its entirety, a huge 36m-wide trussed tent structure was 
installed, spanning the Picton library and allowing the roof to be dismantled and repaired 
without work being affected by the elements. The bespoke tent structure was one of the 
largest in Europe when it was erected. 
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New build areas 
 

 
 
New sections include a roof terrace which features a 174.7m2  dome. 
 

 
 
The repository is home to the city’s records and archives and is climate controlled to ensure 
the internal environment is strictly controlled to protect the precious items. 
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Design/Architectural vision 
 
One of the architectural challenges was to create a grand entrance to the library, yet at all 
times working within the guidelines of listed building consent. 
 
The vision was that even before a visitor walked into the library, they would be met by a 
‘red carpet’ effect provided by the literary pavement. The dark grey granite walkway not 
only gives a wow-factor, but also offers a snapshot in time of current public taste and 
popularity, as members of the public were asked to select and then vote for their favourite 
book, film or song.  
 
The restoration includes retaining and re-using historic features where possible, with the 
new design elements complementing the historic fabric of the building, yet remaining bold 
and contemporary in design. 
 

 
 
 
PFI 
 
A Private Finance Initiative (PFI) is a way of creating public-private partnerships where 
public projects are funded using private capital. Plans to restore the library date back to the 
early 2000s, but many builders were unwilling to undertake the complicated remodelling. As 
a result, a 27 year PFI project was undertaken. 
 
This means for the next 25 years, Central Library and archive, although still owned by 
Liverpool City Council, will be leased to the Inspire Partnership. They will be responsible for 
the upkeep of the building so it will be as in equally pristine condition in 25 years, as it is 
when it opens.   
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Quotes  
 
“Central Library is without doubt one of the most significant and celebrated buildings in 
Liverpool and its restoration is more than just bringing a venue back into use – it’s investing 
in the heritage of the city. 
 
“The redevelopment has taken a number of years – from the idea and conception through 
to the detailed planning, the intricate restoration and finally returning around four million 
items from books to treasured archives to their home. 
 
“In the first year of opening we’re expecting around one million visitors and they will 
undoubtedly be impressed with the developments.   
 
“It is a breathtaking development, from new areas, such as the impressive Atrium and the 
roof terrace, to the restoration of historic sections such as the Picton Reading Room and 
the Hornby Library.  It is now suited for the modern day library user, perfectly blending the 
latest technology with traditional features. 
 
“Central Library is set to become a leading UK landmark once again, sustaining its status 
as one of the gems in the city’s cultural quarter.” 
Mayor of Liverpool, Joe Anderson 
 
 
“To see the building transform from a tired, dark venue into a stunning, welcoming library 
has been wonderful and people can now while away many an hour in one of the best 
libraries in the UK 
 
“The intricate work which has been undertaken has had magnificent results and there is 
already a buzz across the city about the re-opening in May, with many people keen to see 
the new-look Central Library. 
 
“It’s a real credit to all those involved that Liverpool now has one of the most modern, 
attractive and user-friendly libraries and records office in the UK.” 
Councillor Wendy Simon Liverpool City Council’s cabinet member for culture and 
tourism 
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“To work on the scheme has been a privilege.  
 
“People will see it as a very different library experience which is exactly what we wanted. 
 
“We are still providing traditional library services, but at the same time we have new areas 
for children, to spark their love of reading, writing, poetry, literature, performance and 
creativity. 
 
“The gaming area will bring in an age group who traditionally do not use libraries, and we 
have retained the Liverpool Record Office archive which complements the library service. 
 
“I am sure Liverpudlians and visitors alike will love the new library, which for me, means 
the restoration has been a huge success.” 
Joyce Little, Head of Libraries 
 
 
“It is great to see the culmination of our team’s work resulting in such a magnificent building 
being restored and developed. We’re proud to have worked on such a challenging project 
that has necessitated extremely close collaboration with the project team and our supply 
chain to overcome numerous hurdles.  
 
“We look forward to seeing the library become a real landmark within Liverpool once again, 
as well as providing a fantastic 21st century facility for the public.” 
Peter Millett, director of major projects for Shepherd Construction  
 
 
“Coming to Liverpool Central Library is like going to meet your Gran, and finding 
she’s turned into Beyonce.” 
Frank Cottrell Boyce 
 
 
“Liverpool Library has overnight become one of my favourite buildings in the world. What 
an inspiring place; the way it mixes the old with the new.  
 
“I'm joining now. An uplifting bright building that intelligently offers sanctuary for serious 
study and a true sense of fun. And lots of wee nooks and crannies to hide out on your own 
with a good book. The whole place filled me with a sense of awe and wonder. Just what 
truly brilliant libraries should do.” 
Jackie Kay, author 
 
 
“This is an alchemical library. Past, present and future are here, transformed into a 
beautiful and energetic space that celebrates the life of the mind and the community spirit 
of books.” 
Jeanette Winterson, author 
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The names on the Literary Liverpool panel at the rear of the building are: 
Lyn Andrews, Beryl Bainbridge, Anne Baker, Clive Barker, Alan Bleasdale, Frank 
Cottrell Boyce, John Brophy, Hall Caine, Ramsey Campbell, Gladys Mary Coles, 
Walter Crane, Charles Dickens, Berlie Doherty, Alice Thomas Ellis, Paul Farley, J.G. 
Farrell, Katie Flynn, Helen Forrester, George Garrett, Alan Gibbons, Linda Grant, 
James Hanley, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Felicia Hemans, Adrian Henri, Silas K Hocking, 
Gerard Manley Hopkins, Shirley Hughes, Brian Jacques, Joan Jonker, Carla Lane 
Edward Lear, Maureen Lee, John Lennon, Malcolm Lowry, Paul McCartney, Roger 
McGough, Jimmy McGovern, John Masefield, Nicholas Monsarrat, Alun Owen, Brian 
Patten, Lynda La Plante, Deryn Rees-Jones,  William Roscoe, Edward Rushton, 
Willy Russell, Diane Samuels, Alexei Sayle, Fritz Spiegl, Olaf Stapledon, Levi Tafari, 
Robert Tressell. 
 
 
 
 
The full Literary Pavement list leading to the front entrance is: 

Pride and Prejudice, Schindler’s List, The Birds of America, The very hungry caterpillar. Die 
Zauberflote, It’s a Wonderful Life, Anne Frank’s Diary, Robinson Crusoe, Harry Potter and 
the Philosopher’s Stone, The Story of Tracy Beaker, Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club 
Band, The Shawshank Redemption, Das Kapital, Lord of the Rings, The Female Eunuch, 
Spring in a Small Town, Beloved, Small Island, Battleship Potemkin, Charlotte’s Web, The 
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon, Millions, Bear Called 
Paddington, Canterbury Tales, Le Grand Meaulnes, Les Miserables, Singin’ in the Rain, 
Der Ring Des Nibelungen, Thriller, Memorials of Liverpool, Star Wars, The Cruel Sea, 
Mabinogion, Crime and Punishment, Northern Lights, Divine Comedy, Don Quixote, West 
Side Story, Gulliver’s Travels, Chronicles of Narnia, Winnie the Pooh, Charlie and the 
Chocolate Factory, The Color Purple, Apocalypse Now, The Mikado, Swallows and 
Amazons, To Kill a Mockingbird, Her Benny, Gone with the Wind, Tale of Two Cities, La 
Grande Illusion, Citizen Kane, Night at the Opera, Physical Graffiti, Godfather, Dr. Zhivago, 
Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, All Quiet on the Western Front, Cien Anos de Soledad, 
Tom’s Midnight Garden, Liaisons Dangereuses, Maltese Falcon, Il Principe, Reservoir 
Dogs, Seven Pillars of Wisdom, Brief Encounter, Oklahoma!, Rashomon, African Queen, 
Wizard of Oz, Wind in the Willows, Heaven Up Here, Regle du Jeu, Love Supreme, 
Educating Rita, Carmen, Romeo and Juliet, Sleeping Beauty, Ulysses, An Awfully Big 
Adventure, Wuthering Heights, Nostromo, Middlemarch, Tess of the D’urbervilles, En 
Attendant Godot, Volpone, Faust, The Snowman, Chariots of Fire, Peter Pan 
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The full Famous Quotations list which will be visible from each floor inside the 
building: 
 
A room without books is like a body without a soul 
The life that I have is all that I have and the life that I have is yours 
Reading maketh a full man, conference a ready man, and writing an exact man 
The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing 
Life is what happens to you while you're busy making other plans 
Always forgive your enemies; nothing annoys them so much 
Music has charms to soothe the savage breast 
Si monumentum requiris, circumspice (English translation: if you seek a monument, look 
about you) 
A little learning is a dangerous thing 
Deus nobis haec otia fecit (English translation: God has given us these blessings) 
Exegi monumentum aere perennius (English translation: the body of literary work will 
endure beyond the physical expression of a monument) 
Liverpool’s story is the world’s glory 
I have a dream today 
Ask not what your country can do for you – ask what you can do for your country 

 
 
Levi Tafari’s poem engraved on the poetry circle: 

 
THE DAUGHTER OF MERSEYSIDE 

 
 
If you come with me I’ll be your guide 
to the city where I reside 
let’s take a walk so we can talk 
about Liverpool the daughter of Merseyside 
We can take a trip around the Albert Docks 
then see the LIVERBIRDS and the LIVERCLOCKS 
sail the ferry across the river Mersey 
spot the African presence the true source of her history 
Visit the two cathedrals that adorn Hope Street 
hear the comedians, the poets, the accent  
and the sounds of MERSEYBEAT 
visit Central Library a literary Scouse treasure 
we’ve got writers galore more than you can measure 
there’s the Liverpool Tate, Saint Georges’ Hall, museums  
a feast of theatrical treats 
when it come to football the city stood tall achieving amazing feats 
So it should be no surprise she is known worldwide 
Liverpool the daughter of MERSEYPRIDE. 
 

© Levi Tafari 
 

October 2011 
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Media contacts for Liverpool Central Library: 
 
 
Sarah Langworthy 
Communications Officer and PR lead for re-opening of Liverpool Central Library 
Liverpool City Council  
0151 225 5582 / 07793660570 – sarah.langworthy@liverpool.gov.uk  
 
 
Paul Johnston 
Communications Manager 
Liverpool City Council 
0151 225 2611 / 07740918615 – paul.johnston@liverpool.gov.uk  
 


