
A History of Durham University Library: 
Recent History 
 
Recent Developments 
 

Increasingly, since the late 1980s, developments at Durham University Library have 

seen more and more major and far-reaching consequences for its users. 

 

In 1983, the University Library introduced its first online circulation system.  In 1988, 

the Main Library won a SCONUL Library Design Award.  Online cataloguing 

commenced in 1990, with the closure of manual catalogues, and the current Library 

system, from Innovative Interfaces with its INNOPAC Library Catalogue, was 

introduced in 1996, the year in which Durham University Library also joined CURL, the 

Consortium of Research Libraries in the British Isles – now RLUK (Research Libraries 

UK). 

 

The following year, 1997, EDI (electronic data interchange) was introduced for the 

transmission of the Library's acquisition orders, the same year in which the Main 

Library was further extended.  In 1998, with the implementation of a CJK module 

(Chinese, Japanese, Korean) for its library management system, Durham University 

Library became the first UK institution to integrate in this way non-Roman script 

catalogue records for its East Asian language materials. 

 

A self-issue system was introduced at the Queen’s Campus Library in 2001, and the 

following year at the Main Library as well.  Also in 2002, the Library adopted MARC21 

for its catalogue records, and saw a card-entry access control system installed at both 

the Main Library and the Queen’s Campus Library.  2004 saw Durham Cathedral 

Library join the University Library's management system for circulation and lending, the 

introduction of a self-return system at the Main Library, and the integration of the 

Library's e-journal holdings information to the Library Catalogue.  The same year, a 

weeding and relegation programme for the Modern and General Collections was also 

established. 

 

In 2005, the Library began a major reclassification project to implement simplifications 

and modernisations to the existing, complex classified arrangements for its collections 

by moving from four, non-parallel classification schemes to one, the most up-to-date 

version of the Dewey Decimal Classification scheme (DDC22).  By the beginning of 

2007, the Education Library had been reclassified in its entirety from the Bliss scheme 

to DDC22.  The same year saw a considerable expansion to automated borrowing 

services for users across the University Library with the provision of more borrowing 

machines across all sites. 

 

A major extension to the Main Library was completed in 2012 with the addition of a new 

East Wing, and the Main Library is renamed the Bill Bryson Library.  In 2013, with 

iconic exhibition loans from the British Library and other key institutions, a Lindisfarne 

Gospels Durham exhibition is held at Palace Green Library, attracting ticket sales of 

97,000.  

http://www.sconul.ac.uk/
http://www.iii.com/
http://www.rluk.ac.uk/
https://www.durhamcathedral.co.uk/heritage/library
https://www.durhamcathedral.co.uk/heritage/library
http://www.dur.ac.uk/library/resources/online/ejournals/
http://library.dur.ac.uk/


Recent Major Bequests, Donations, and Acquisitions 
 

Thankfully, major discrete collections have continued in recent times to augment and 

enhance the collections of Durham University Library, some as significant in their way 

as those early ones of the 1850s, and the acquisition of a few of these is outlined here. 

 

The Sudan Archive was set up in 1957 by Richard Hill, a lecturer in Near Eastern 

history at the University of Durham, previously attached to the Sudan Government 

Railways and to the University College of Khartoum. 

 

The archive contains principally private papers of British subjects who lived and worked 

in the Sudan during the period of the Anglo-Egyptian Condominium (1898-1955).  In 

October 2005, the Sudan Archive was ‘designated’ by the Museums, Libraries and 

Archives Council as having outstanding national and international significance. 

 

Other major additions to the University Library during the latter half of the twentieth 

century have included the Bamburgh Library, deposited in 1958, and consisting of 

some 8,500 manuscript and print titles (including 16 incunabula) across a wide range of 

subject areas.  Accumulated largely between the mid-seventeenth and mid-eighteenth 

centuries by the Archbishop of York, John Sharp (1644-1714) and his sons and 

grandsons, the Sharp family collection was given to Lord Crewe’s Charity and housed 

at Bamburgh Castle in Northumberland from the end of the eighteenth century, and 

additions were made to it until the mid-nineteenth century.  In the early 1970s, the 

University Library acquired an important collection of materials relating to Quakerism 

when in 1972 the bulk of the surviving collection of the Sunderland Preparative Meeting 

of the Society of Friends Library (ca. 880 printed volumes) was deposited, followed by 

a small number of related manuscripts in 1974. 

 

Another major acquisition by the University Library during its most recent history is the 

Basil Bunting Poetry Archive, acquired from 1987 onwards by purchase and gift from 

various sources, with assistance from the National Heritage Memorial Fund, the 

Purchase Grant Fund, English Estates North, and others.  It constitutes the most 

extensive collection in the UK of the work of the north east poet, Basil Bunting (1900-

1985) and of material relating to him, and it supports the work of the University’s Basil 

Bunting Poetry Centre. 

 

Likewise, the Pratt Green Collection of hymns and hymnology was also founded in 

1987.  This was with a gift, via the Pratt Green Trustees, of the collection of hymn 

books and related print and manuscript works formed by the distinguished hymn writer, 

The Reverend Dr Fred Pratt Green, MBE (1903-2000), and the collection continues to 

be developed to this day. 

 

In 1990 a merger took place between the collections of the University of Durham’s 

former Department of Palaeography and Diplomatic (established in 1948) with those of 

the University Library into which they were amalgamated.  Since 1991, thanks to the 

generous bequest of a former Keeper of Oriental Collections in the Library, Ian John 

Charles Foster (1908-1978), the Foster Book Fund has been available for the purchase 

of books and periodicals relating to Christian art, architecture, archaeology, liturgy, and 

church organisation. 

http://www.dur.ac.uk/library/asc/sudan/
http://www.dur.ac.uk/news/newsitem/?itemno=4029
http://www.dur.ac.uk/news/newsitem/?itemno=4029
http://www.dur.ac.uk/library/asc/collection_information/cldload/?collno=10
http://www.dur.ac.uk/library/asc/collection_information/cldload/?collno=137
http://www.dur.ac.uk/library/asc/collection_information/cldload/?collno=137
http://www.dur.ac.uk/library/asc/collection_information/cldload/?collno=136
http://www.dur.ac.uk/library/asc/collection_information/cldload/?collno=12
http://www.dur.ac.uk/basil_bunting_poetry.centre/
http://www.dur.ac.uk/basil_bunting_poetry.centre/
http://www.dur.ac.uk/library/asc/collection_information/cldload/?collno=118
http://www.stainer.co.uk/green.html
http://www.dur.ac.uk/library/academic/purchase/foster/


Undispersed holdings from the library of Lord William Howard (1563-1640) surviving at 

Naworth Castle in Cumbria were purchased by Durham University Library in 1992, with 

assistance from the National Heritage Memorial Fund, the V & A Purchase Grant Fund, 

and the Friends of the National Libraries. 

 

The Middle East Documentation Unit (MEDU) was founded in 1971 by the University of 

Durham’s Centre for Middle Eastern and Islamic Studies (now the Institute for Middle 

Eastern and Islamic Studies) and initially it was located close by the then Oriental 

Section of the University Library.  The nucleus of the collection had been formed by the 

transfer of statistical and official publications of the Middle East from the Oriental 

Library as well as from the Geography Department’s Seminar Library.  The Unit then 

transferred to the University Library and its Main Library site in July 1993 and today it 

constitutes one of the Library’s flagship collections. 

 

As well as MEDU, another of the Library’s documentation units, the European 

Documentation Centre in the Bill Bryson Library, which has grown as a collection of 

publications of the European Union, strong in terms of comparable holdings elsewhere 

within the north east region, was granted ‘comprehensive’ status, in 1995. 

 

That same year saw the bequest from the library of Professor Dudley Wilson (1923-

1995), enriching in particular the University Library's collections of 16th- and 17th-

century printed books. 

 

The following year, 1996, the University’s Social Sciences departmental collections 

were transferred to the Main Library.  1997 saw the closure of another separately-

staffed departmental library, when most of the collections of the Elvet Riverside Library 

(English, Linguistics, and Modern Languages) were relocated and integrated with the 

Arts collections of the Main Library.  During 1999 and 2000, materials were transferred 

from the Geography Department’s Seminar Library to become part of the Modern and 

General Collections in the Main Library (nowadays named the Bill Bryson Library) as 

well. 

 

In 2012, the Meissen Library, previously part of Durham Cathedral Library, was 

transferred to the University’s Bill Bryson Library.  The Meissen Library Collection has 

its origin in the gift of the Evangelische Kirche Deutschland, and it constitutes the 

largest gathered, German-language collection of theology in Britain, focusing primarily 

on German Protestantism and the theology, history, and practical life of the Protestant 

Church in Germany. 

 

The early years of the 21st century have seen major growth in the acquisition and 

usage of electronic collections in the Library.  Electronic journals’ usage topped one 

million downloads for the first time in 2006, and by 2018, the Library’s collection of      

e-journals amounted to around 19,500 titles and the Library had purchased or was 

subscribing to approaching 415,000 e-books. 

 
  

http://www.dur.ac.uk/library/asc/collection_information/cldload/?collno=82
http://www.dur.ac.uk/library/resources/official_publications/medu/
http://www.dur.ac.uk/sgia/imeis/
http://www.dur.ac.uk/sgia/imeis/
http://www.dur.ac.uk/library/resources/european/edc/
http://www.dur.ac.uk/library/resources/european/edc/
http://www.dur.ac.uk/library/asc/collection_information/cldload/?collno=159
https://www.dur.ac.uk/library/meissen/
http://www.dur.ac.uk/library/resources/online/ejournals/
http://www.dur.ac.uk/library/resources/online/ebooks/


Further Information 
 

Please contact the Head of Policy & Planning for further information: 

 

Dr Christopher Skelton-Foord 

Bill Bryson Library 

Durham University Library and Heritage Collections 

Stockton Road 

DURHAM  DH1 3LY 

United Kingdom 

 

Tel:  + 44 191 334 2934 

Fax:  + 44 191 334 2971 

E-mail:  christopher.skelton-foord@durham.ac.uk 

mailto:christopher.skelton-foord@durham.ac.uk

