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Summary 
 

Durham University Library was established in 1833 soon after the founding of the university and 

comprised a small collection of books given by Bishop William Van Mildert, housed in the newly-built 

gallery of Bishop Cosin’s 17th-century library building. The library soon expanded with significant 

bequests of early printed books from Martin Routh (1855), Bishop Edward Maltby (1856) and 

Thomas Winterbottom (1859). Bishop Van Mildert allowed the university to use the contents of 

Bishop Cosin’s Library (a public, endowed library founded in 1669) as well as the building and in 1937 

the University became its sole trustee. Other collections were added in the 20th century including the 

library from Bamburgh Castle (1958).  

There are an estimated 65,000 pre-1900 printed titles held within Special Collections, with some 

additional 19th century material still in the main library. There are 215 incunabula; c.4,000 16th 

century (c.2,000 English); c.17,000 17th century (c.10,000 English); c.16,000 18th century; c.23,000 

19th century There are c.500 private press books in the collection from the late 19th and early 20th 

century. Recent additions to this collection have been donated by Keith Gilroy and David Hall. There 

are also many printed items within the 5,000 metres of archive collections which are catalogued on 

the online printed book catalogue. 

The combined subject strengths of our collections are general and local history, theology, church 

history, classical and English literature, natural science, philosophy, common and canon law, early 

medicine and travel. The majority of the early printed books are catalogued online. 

 

Collections Summaries 
 

 Bamburgh Library, 3 medieval manuscripts, 8,541 printed titles 15th – 19th century including 16 

incunabula. Collected from the libraries of members of the Sharp family:  John (1644-1714), 

Archbishop of York and his sons John (1677-1727) MP and Thomas (1693-1758) Archdeacon of 

Northumberland, and Thomas’s sons, Thomas and John. Given to Crewe Trust in 1779 and 1792 

to be a public library in Bamburgh Castle. Deposited in Durham in 1958. Strong in 17th century 

controversy, natural sciences, theology, common law, English, French and Italian literature. With 

extensive runs of early periodicals both English and foreign. 



 Bishop Cosin’s Library, 230 manuscripts, c.5,000 printed titles, the library established by Bishop 

John Cosin (1595-1672) as a public library in 1669 in a specially constructed building. Durham 

University made sole trustee in 1937. Contains theology, liturgy and canon law, but also some 

literature, travel and science, including a Shakespeare First Folio in the collection since at least 

1644 and probably before 1632. Strong in foreign imprints, notably c.600 French pamphlets and 

books acquired during Cosin’s exile in France 1644-60. Later additions include donations from 

subsequent Bishops of Durham. 

 Basil Bunting Poetry Archive, as well as manuscript material includes c. 400 printed items by or 

about Basil Bunting (1900-85). 

 Dix Akenside Collection, 60 printed titles by and about the Newcastle poet and physician Mark 

Akenside (1721-1770). There are also a few editions of poetry by friends and contemporaries. 

 Elliott collection, c.80 items 16th – 20th century on cryptography together with a small number of 

seminal scientific works. 

 Grey Pamphlets, c.2,100 pamphlets 1754-1925 on a wide span of political, economic and social 

issues of the 19th and early 20th century. Parliamentary reform, colonial and imperial policy are 

strongly represented, a number with colonial imprints. Digitised in the JISC 19th Century 

Pamphlets project. 

 Howard Library, 282 titles, mainly foreign imprints from 16th – 17th centuries. Predominantly the 

library of Lord William Howard (1563-1640), from Naworth Castle reflecting Howard’s antiquarian 

and Roman Catholic interests. Purchased in 1992 by the University. 

 Kellett collection, c.250 titles 16th – 19th centuries on European medicine and its study in 16th and 

17th centuries, focusing particularly on the teaching of anatomy. Over 500 later titles comprise 

secondary works on the subject and facsimile and other editions of primary works. 

 Maltby Library, c.800 titles given by Edward Maltby (1770-1859), Bishop of Durham, on his 

retirement. Classical literature, philology and theology.  

 Plomer Collection, 408 titles, the residual library of William Plomer (1903-71), containing his own 

works, some with manuscript corrections, and those of his contemporaries in first or early 

editions. 

 Poor Clares Darlington, 519 printed titles and 74 manuscripts, 16th - 20th centuries from the 

convent libraries at Aire-sur-la-Lys and Rouen with a few from the communities at Gravelines and 

Dunkirk. Contains Bibles, liturgy, scriptural commentaries and devotional literature. There are 

some liturgical works acquired after the Poor Clares arrival in Darlington in 1857. 

 Poor Clares Woodchester, 485 titles 16th – 19th centuries from the library of the Poor Clares 

convent at Princenhof in Bruges with 19th century additions from their residence in a number of 

places in England. Mainly devotional works. A number of the books are from the English press in 

Douai. 

http://www.britishpamphlets.org.uk/
http://www.britishpamphlets.org.uk/


 Pratt Green collection, a growing collection on hymn-books and hymnology, not restricted by 

date or denomination. By 2014 over 2,000 printed items and 5 metres of manuscripts 18th -20th 

centuries. Based on the collection of the hymn-writer Fred Pratt Green (1903-2000). 

 Routh collection, c.22,000 titles 15th – 19th centuries including 146 incunabula. The library of 

Martin Joseph Routh (1755-1854), President of Magdalen College, Oxford. Strong in scripture, 

patristics, church history, religious controversy, liturgy, classical literature, general history and 

archaeology. 

 St Chad’s College, 4 manuscripts, 10 incunabula and c.200 16th – 19th century printed books from 

St Chad’s College library. Latin and Greek classics, theological and liturgical works. 

 Sudan Archive Pamphlet collection, expanding collection (over 1,500 items) of grey literature 

relating to the Sudan during the Anglo-Egyptian Condominium, 1899-1955. 

 Sunderland Society of Friends, 538 titles 17th – 19th centuries. Early printed books from the 

Friends Library by and about Quakers. 

 Whitehead Collection, a collection on deer and hunting formed by G. Kenneth Whitehead (1913-

2004). 4 titles are 17th century, 20 are 18th century, 657 titles are 19th century from a total of 

c.4,700 titles in the collection.   

 Wilson Collection, 286 titles, a bequest from the library of Professor Dudley Wilson (1923-95). It 

reflects the collector's interests in Renaissance and 17th century literature and thought, 

particularly in France, but also includes modern private press book and literary first editions. 

 Winterbottom collection, 1,344 titles including 7 incunabula but mainly 18th and 19th century. 

Part of the collection of Thomas Winterbottom (1766-1859), physician of South Shields. The 

medical books from his collection were left to Newcastle University. This collection contains 

African and Asian travel books and natural science with a small collection of French, German and 

Italian literature.  

 St Chad’s College, North Bailey, Durham: all early printed books and manuscripts (apart from 

some 19th century books) now deposited in Durham University Special Collections, Palace Green. 

 

History of Durham University Library and its collections 
 

Durham, site of the third oldest university in England (after Oxford and Cambridge), has been a seat 

of learning for much longer than it has been a university city. The ecclesiastical foundation which 

developed on the peninsula, following the migration of a group of monks from Lindisfarne, led to 

Durham becoming both a cultural centre and a political stronghold for the Prince Bishops. The monk 

Symeon who wrote a history of the church of Durham was one of many associated with the 

Benedictine priory in Durham whose life embraced learning and scholarship. If the discussions about 

founding a university in the city that arose in the  commonwealth period came to nothing, the 

essential part of such an institution – a library – was established shortly afterwards by John Cosin. A 



book-collector throughout his life, Cosin went into exile to Paris in 1644, acting as chaplain to the 

court of Queen Henrietta Maria; having left his library behind in Cambridge, he began to assemble a 

new collection, which, when he returned to England at the Restoration, he brought with him. As 

Bishop of Durham (1660-72), Cosin conceived the idea of building for local clergy and scholars an 

endowed public library, which was founded in 1669. 

Cosin’s library, which is still housed in its original building, has been at the heart of the University 

since its foundation in 1832. Essentially the bishop’s own books, including manuscripts by himself, 

his associates and contemporaries, the collection also includes gifts from other benefactors, notably 

medieval manuscripts from George Davenport, and the antiquarian manuscripts of the Mickleton 

and Spearman families given in 1817 by Shute Barrington, bishop of Durham. The medieval 

manuscript books include theological, liturgical, legal, historical, medical, scientific and culinary 

texts. Amongst more than 5,000 printed items, the strongest areas are theology, liturgy and canon 

law, with a good representation of such other subjects as literature, travel and science. There is a 

large group of French publications, many extremely rare, collected during Cosin’s exile in Paris. A 

notable treasure is the 1619 Book of Common Prayer, annotated with Cosin’s proposals for the 1662 

revision.  

Vested in the University as trustee in 1937, this library – building and contents – was awarded 

‘designated status’ in 2005. Durham University was founded in 1832 through the efforts of William 

Van Mildert, bishop of Durham, and Charles Thorp, rector of Ryton and one of the prebendaries of 

Durham Cathedral, who well understood the political expediency of a wealthy church takingthe lead 

in establishing a northern university. In many ways the development of the University Library 

parallels that of the University itself, the growth of the collections mirroring its expansion. The 

foundation collection, presented by Van Mildert on 1 January 1833, was lodged in Cosin’s library, in 

a gallery erected at the bishop’s expense. Clearly Van Mildert wanted the fledgling university to 

flourish, and he may have encouraged a number of the early donations to its library from members 

of the Durham chapter and other local churchmen. 

The most significant donation to date arrived in Durham in 1855. Martin Joseph Routh (1755-1854), 

patristics scholar and president of Magdalen College, Oxford, had made a deed of gift in March 1852, 

‘being desirous that the library I have collected may serve the purpose of promoting the glory of God 

through advancement of good learning, and feeling a deep interest in the recently established 

University of Durham, as likely to further the same important purpose’. His collection of almost 

22,000 items was shelved on the top floor of the fifteenth-century Exchequer building, where it 

remains today, presided over by a portrait and bust of the donor. 

Routh had inherited books from his father and was an assiduous collector throughout a very long 

life. A working library to support his scholarship and writing, its particular strengths are in patristics 

and scripture, church history, religious controversy, and English political controversy of the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; but Routh was also a keen collector of pamphlet literature on 

all periods and aspects of English history, including such subjects as Catholic emancipation, the 

Oxford movement, and university reform.  

In the same decade came two further great gifts – from Edward Maltby (1770-1859), bishop of 

Durham 1836-56, and Thomas Masterman Winterbottom (1766-1859), physician, of South Shields. 

In the former, Classical literature, philology, and theology are prominent, with some science and 



English literature, including Sir Thomas Browne’s Hydriotaphia (1658) with an inscription and 

corrections by the author. There are also books that might not be expected in a library of this kind, 

such as Captain John Smith’s General history of Virginia. In the latter, travel literature (especially on 

Africa and Asia) and natural science are particular strengths. The Maltby and Winterbottom 

collections occupied the Chancery and Cursitor’s rooms in the Exchequer building, on the floor 

below Routh’s library. 

A landmark in the twentieth century was the deposit of the Sharp library from Bamburgh Castle, 

Northumberland, now referred to as the Bamburgh Library. Based on the acquisitions of three 

generations of the Sharp family, the bulk of the books passed in the late eighteenth century to the 

Trustees of Lord Crewe’s Charity, who maintained the collection as a public library at Bamburgh 

Castle until 1958, when it was transferred to Durham University Library and placed in the Chancery 

Room of the Exchequer Building. Comprising some 8,500 miscellaneous titles, the collection has 

been likened to a college library of the eighteenth century, with good holdings of theology and 

classics along with English literature, as well as an emphasis on mathematics and natural science. 

This final class includes first editions of Newton, Boyle, Ray and other members of the Royal Society, 

along with later works such as Selby’s Birds. The earliest items include medieval manuscripts, a rare 

Caxton, and choice examples of the printing of Wynkyn de Worde. 

Throughout the history of the University Library, shortage of space has been a continual problem. As 

the holdings grew, the facility gradually expanded into adjacent buildings on the west side of Palace 

Green, adapting and linking existing structures. Then, during the second half of the twentieth-

century there were considerable expansions to the system and space as a whole. In 1950, following 

the foundation of Oriental Studies in Durham, the oriental section of the Library was established, 

first in Old Elvet, then South End House before the move to Elvet Hill House, where it remained until 

its amalgamation into the main library in 1987. 

A new science library, designed by Sir William Whitfield, opened in 1965; while a major extension to 

the Palace Green library designed by George Pace (who had previously worked on a restoration of 

Bishop Cosin’s building) was occupied in 1966. 

The inexorable growth of both University and Library led to further major changes less than twenty 

years later. As the constrained site at Palace Green could offer no prospect of further expansion, the 

Science library was extended and the locus of operations shifted from Palace Green to Stockton 

Road. The new central library opened in 1983, leaving at Palace Green the holdings for law and 

music, together with the special collections.  

Concomitantly, the Department of Palaeography and Diplomatic, which had shared the Stockton 

Road building since its opening, moved to 5 The College, within the Cathedral precincts. The 

Department had been established in the immediate aftermath of the Second World War to care for 

the Cathedral muniments (then in the Prior’s Kitchen) but, as its creation predated the local county 

record offices, it also provided a home to important regional archives, including those from the 

Baker Baker, Backhouse and Shafto families. 

The Cathedral muniments were moved to 5 The College in 1992, shortly after the Department of 

Palaeography merged with the Library’s special collections. The main library was extended in 1996, 



as part of a national building programme for university libraries, and proposals for further much-

needed expansion are currently being developed. 

Of the riches of the collections today only a summary overview, focusing on certain key areas, may 

be given here. One of the largest of the extensive archival holdings is the Durham Diocesan Archive, 

whose items extend in date from 1494 up to the present. These records of diocesan administration 

are supplemented by many associated collections, such as the Auckland Castle Episcopal Records, 

Church Commission deposits relating to the Bishopric Estates, the Durham Halmote Court Records 

about copyhold land and tenants on the estates of the bishopric, the Durham Probate Records, and 

numerous architectural drawings relating to church property. If collectively, these form a major 

resource for ecclesiastical and Anglican history at local and national level, there is also much to 

support local history more generally, along with genealogy, legal studies, economic, social, 

educational and demographic history, dialect and place-name studies, and archaeological, 

architectural and geographical research. 

Another major archival group is the Sudan Archive, a collection of the papers of former officials, 

soldiers, missionaries, business men and individuals who served or lived in the Sudan during the 

Anglo- Egyptian Condominium period (1898-1955). The archive, awarded ‘designated status’ in 2005, 

was begun in 1957 by Richard Hill, former official of the Sudan Government Railways, and a lecturer 

in the School of Oriental Studies at Durham. Knowing of numerous collections of private papers for 

which there was no suitable repository, Hill appealed to former officials of the Sudan Political Service 

and others to donate their material to Durham. The records range from official reports, memoranda 

and tribal histories to trek notes, personal letters, diaries and memoirs, along with extensive 

photographic holdings, cine-films, maps, ephemera and artefacts. All levels of colonial society are 

represented, as are the technical and medical services, the army and the church.  

The largest of the more than 300 individual deposits within this archive is that of General Sir 

Reginald Wingate, successor to Kitchener as Governor-General of the Sudan. Supplemented by a 

comprehensive holding of printed materials, the archive continues to receive new material on a 

regular basis.  

The Grey Papers, from the Earls Grey of Howick (including material from wives, daughters, younger 

sons and other relatives), constitute one of England’s great political archives. Notable amongst this 

collection are the papers of Charles, 1st Earl Grey (1729-1807), which deal largely with military 

matters, especially the 1793-4 expedition to the West Indies; those of Charles, 2nd Earl Grey (1764-

1845), reflecting his interest in parliamentary reform, Catholic emancipation and foreign affairs; and 

those of Henry George, 3rd Earl Grey (1802-94), significant for colonial history. Mention should also 

be made of the papers of Malcolm MacDonald (1901-81), cabinet minister, colonial governor and 

diplomat, also Chancellor of Durham University, which span his life; and those of Sir Donald Hawley, 

which cover his diplomatic career in Africa, the Middle East and the Far East. 

Literary interests are well represented. The collection of literary manuscripts and correspondence 

formed by Claude Colleer Abbott (1889-1971), professor of English at the University 1932-54, being 

closely related to Abbott’s research interests,  focuses on George Darley, the Rossetti family and the 

Pre-Raphaelites, and the poet Edward Thomas (1878-1917). In 1974 the manuscripts, papers, 

correspondence, photographs and library of William Plomer (1903-73), novelist, poet and librettist 

for Benjamin Britten, were presented by his literary executor, Sir Rupert Hart-Davis. Amidst 



extensive correspondence with prominent figures in the English literary world, this also includes one 

of the three surviving volumes of the diary of Francis Kilvert. Such earlier gifts were considerably 

strengthened in 1987 by the establishment of the Basil Bunting Poetry Archive – a mixture of 

manuscripts, papers, printed material, recordings, videos and photographs, based on the collection 

of Bunting’s bibliographer, Roger Guedalla – which continues to grow and is the most extensive in 

the country. The Basil Bunting Poetry Centre works alongside the archive, fostering academic 

projects. 

A number of interesting collections of printed books have been acquired in recent years. In 1980 the 

Library received that of Dr C. E. Kellett (1908-78), a Newcastle historian of medicine from a north-

eastern family. This illustrates the development of medical teaching and practice during the 

Renaissance, especially in France: the writings of the sixteenth-century French physician Jean Fernel 

and his circle, the classical and medieval sources on which they drew, and the later writers they 

influenced are well represented. In 1992 the remnants of the library of Lord William Howard (1563-

1640), previously housed in his book-tower at Naworth Castle, Cumberland, were acquired at 

auction. Reflecting the owner’s historical interests and Catholic faith, this includes an important 

group of historical and geographical works, a large number of religious texts and five commonplace 

books compiled by Henry Howard, Earl of Northampton (1540-1614). The Wilson Collection, 

bequeathed by Dudley Wilson (1923-95), professor of French at Durham, likewise reflects its 

collector’s interests – in this case, literature and thought in the Renaissance and seventeenth 

century (particularly in France), along with typography and book illustration. 

One of the most recent acquisitions is the Whitehead Collection on deer, which supports the 

research in this area carried out in the School of Biological and Biomedical Sciences. Extensive in its 

coverage of deer (both in Britain and worldwide, particularly North America), it ranges much further 

to include the study of hunting, its broader implications, and its influence on weaponry and art. 

Many other collections deserve mention – the manuscripts and books associated with the local 

polymath Thomas Wright, other scientific holdings including the library of the Durham Observatory, 

material from the library of the mathematician and Chairman of the Durham University Council, Sir 

Edward Collingwood (1900-70), and books on the history of science given by Professor David Knight; 

the Pratt-Green hymnody collection, the Sunderland Friends library, the archive of the Cremation 

Society of Great Britain – but space prevents this. Yet paradoxically, such enforced omissions 

advertise the wealth of the holdings as a whole. Durham University is fortunate to have special 

collections of a breadth and depth that stand good comparison with other major university libraries, 

and are certainly the most important in the north east. The current volume, which picks highlights 

from a number of them, gives a sense of its riches: it is hoped that these ‘snapshots’ will stimulate 

further enquiry into Durham University Library’s resources. 

J. T. D. Hall 

(This short history was published in Treasures of Durham University Library, published by Third 

Millennium in 2007.) 
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