
Above Beautiful brass insert 
to oak handrail.
Below A new entrance to 
the library runs along the 
rediscovered ‘Otranto 
Passage’.

The RIBA Journal May 2016

Buildings
University

09

Key

Phase 1

Phase 2

Phase 3

PHASINGACCESS

The library interiors had been much altered in 
the 19th and 20th centuries – Colvin himself, 
as librarian, had inserted a new staircase in 
the daylight-drenched 90º ‘knuckle’ space 
in one corner of the 17th century Canter-
bury Quad between the Old Library and lat-
er Laudian Library. The new plan reinstates 
the spirit of the original geometric sequence, 
finding a new way into the Laudian library 
via an existing door into a half-forgotten slice 
of left-over ground-floor space known as the 
‘Otranto Passage’. This now slopes gently up to 
a new staircase at the (previously altered) end, 
which Wright & Wright expresses as a piece of 
freestanding furniture in oak, brass, steel and 
Clipsham stone. 

From this high space, which aside from 
the rich materials has something of a scullery 
feel, a connection will be made at first-floor 
level to a new study centre tucked into a con-
venient curved set-back to the high 17th cen-
tury garden wall outside. That, now on site, 
will also make a link between the original 
college buildings and the 20th and 21st cen-
tury additions to the north, and contain a lift 
accessing old and new buildings alike. Then 
Wright & Wright will turn its attention to a 
judicious restoration of the original libraries. 

St John’s thinks for the long term. The 
first phase may not be lavish, but is made 
to last, with excellent durable materials. 
Wright & Wright – which is now also more 
radically reworking and extending the li-
brary at Magdalen – here gives a masterclass 
in the art of invisible mending. •
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� Phase 1 - refurbishment
�  Phase 2 - new build
� Phase 3 - library  
 refurbishment

1 Canterbury Quad 
2  President’s garden
3  17th century garden wall
4  ‘Otranto Passage’
5 New entrance to library
6 Old Library
7 Laudian Library
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