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FOREWORD

Soane’s intention in assembling his varied collections was
to show ‘the union and close connexion between Painting,
Sculpture and Architecture — Music and Poetry’. His
library, shelved in an ingenious array of bookcases on the
ground floor of his house, played its part in this union,
albeit unseen, as did the volumes of drawings which were
often filed with the books. In his Study, for example,
Soane described his books of value — his ‘Macklin’s Bible,
Villalpandus, Le Musée Francois, and the Vitruvius
Britannicus’ side by side with a volume of original designs
by Sir Christopher Wren. A litany of names conjured up
all kinds of associations.

In spite of this the books in Soane’s Library have never
received the attention they really deserve: his paintings
and antiquities are displayed in the Museum for all to see
and since 1995 the drawings from his collections have
been exhibited in the Soane Gallery. An exhibition of
books, however, has always proved to be far more difficult
in the confined spaces of the Museum. We are, therefore,
particularly grateful to the Designation Challenge Fund
for funding this exhibition — the first on Soane’s books —
and its tour, in conjunction with a project to re-catalogue
the Library, as well as to Dr Dorothy Johnston and her
team in the Department of Manuscripts and Special

Collections at the University of Nottingham for their
helpful collaboration in hosting the exhibition at the
University’s Weston Gallery.

Many thanks go to Dr Robin Middleton, Professor
David Watkin and Paul Grinke for their advice and to Gillian
Darley, Dr Alison Shell, Christopher Woodward, Simon
Jervis, Helen Dorey and Stephen Massil for contributing to
the introductory sections and catalogue entries. Margaret
Schuelein, Jane Bush, Mick Mason and Stephanie Pickford
worked on the conservation of the books and drawings, the
book cradles and condition reports.

Finally, we are especially grateful to Susan Palmer
who meticulously organised the exhibition, its tour to
Nottingham and the production of the catalogue and to
our two guest Curators, Dr Eileen Harris and Nick Savage
who conceived the idea of the exhibition, selected the
books and compiled the catalogue. We owe them so much
for their years of dedication to the detailed catalogue of
Soane’s books which is underway and to their ceaseless
promotion of a great architect’s library.

Margaret Richardson
Curator, April 2004

CONTRIBUTORS TO THE CATALOGUE

The introductions to each section were written by : Gillian Darley (GD); Helen Dorey (HD); Eileen Harris (EH); Simon Jervis (SJ);
Margaret Richardson (MR); Nicholas Savage (NS); Alison Shell (AS) and Christopher Woodward (CW).

Catalogue entries were compiled by : Eileen Harris; Stephen Massil; Susan Palmer and Nicholas Savage.



HOOKED ON BOOKS:
INTERPRETING SIR JOHN SOANE'S LIBRARY

W e tend to think of the books we own as either useful

or entertaining and of a ‘library’ as a place that is
more or less conveniently arranged for us to find such
books and to read them. Some people, it is true, are more
interested in books as physical objects that seduce the
eye or as means to decorate a room — designers of books
and interiors have more in common than they realise. For
nearly all of usan unloved and unread book earnsareprieve
from the charity box on account of its being inscribed by a
friend (‘From Dolly for Xmas 1929’). For a few afflicted souls
however, such as the Regency architect Sir John Soane
(1753-1837), to part with even a tatty or unreadable book
isto commit an obscure kind of sacrilege. For such unfortu-
nates, every book is a potential vehicle for their memories
and a possible touchstone for the renewal of themselves
and others in the future.

The library that Soane assembled over the course of
his long working life is most remarkable for three things:
firstly, like his career, it was entirely of his own making;
secondly, he appears (with very few exceptions) to have
kept every book, pamphlet and scrap of printed paper even
that came into his possession; and thirdly, most amaz-
ingly of all, this whole assemblage has survived intact — an
extremely rare occurrence for any private library and quite
unique in the case of an architect. Surely no better scenario
could be imagined for interpreting someone’s life and
character through the books they owned. And yet, even in
this optimum case, as we match the selection of books on
display here with Soane’s known interests and pursuits
in life, art and literature — and, equally, puzzle over what
seems unlikely and out of character — we would do well
to remember that for him even the most practical book
contained not merely what its author wrote (and could
be found therefore in any other copy) but, much more
importantly, what his imagination had added in reading it,
using it and, most of all, possessing it.

Possession was for Soane always an act of the imagi-
nation. Books, through their permanency and defiance
of time and capacity as vessels of memory, were potent
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triggers of feeling and association in his mind. Like many
collectors before and since, Soane was particularly attracted
by copies of books previously owned by famous people. His
interest in what are known in the book trade as ‘association’
copies went deeper however than the harvesting of auto-
graphs and book plates that this type of collecting usually
feeds on. What Soane prized above all was the way his
possession of a book that had belonged to someone in the
past whom he admired, could affirm his present judgement
of both the book in question and its former owner. This
is why, for instance, he bought Joshua Reynolds's copy
of the 1791 edition William Chambers’s Treatise on civil
architecture even though he already possessed a copy that
had been personally presented to him by the author.
Such duplication somehow doubled the reflection of the
importance of this seminal work in Soane's mind. Some
of the multiple editions and duplicates in Soane’s library
are no doubt accidental acquisitions, due to imperfect
cataloguing (he put his sons to this Sisyphean task with
very limited success) and the exigencies of buying books
in auctioneer’s lots. Many however are by authors like Le
Sage, Abbé Laugier or Fréart de Chambray whom we know
he either loved to re-read or thought important to put
into the hands of pupils in his office and students at the
Royal Academy. Whether he really needed ten editions of
Le Sage’s Gil Blas to soothe his spirits or quite so many
copies of Laugier’s Essay on architecture to proffer to the
young are questions that Mrs Soane may not have thought it
her place to ask. It is more likely however that she knew her
husband well enough to understand that, for him, to own
ten copies of a book was to underline its value ten times.

For what we have in the great library that Soane left for
all of us to profit by in his house in Lincoln’s Inn Fields, is
not a rational ordering of books as a source of knowledge
but an incomparable demonstration of their power to
stir the imagination. Provided it is given a reasonably
sympathetic setting almost any library beyond a certain
size can give a sense of the ceaseless industry and creativity
of the human mind. The quite extraordinary setting of
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fig i ‘Mephistopheles’. Lithograph by Eugéne Delacroix. See cat.6.5



Soane’s library however, in the finest and largest room of
his house, is far from being merely sympathetic. For it was
here that Soane entertained his guests at dinner, amidst a
myriad of mirrors multiplying row upon row of gilt spines
glinting in candle-light — another kind of duplication and
emphatic underlining, but this time of the library itself
rather than of a particular book within it. And it was
here also, on 20 June 1835, that a special delegation of the
‘Architects of England’ marked the apotheosis of Soane as
the founding father of the modern profession by presenting
a gold medal to the octogenarian architect, who was so
moved that he couldn’t speak. Soane’s placing of his library
at the social centre of his house had nothing whatever to
do with any practical use (dining rooms are far from ideal
places to handle books) and everything to do with the fact
that it was, | believe, the matrix from which he derived the
entire arrangement of his home as a museum.

The taxonomic disorder that arises from the intricate
display of disparate objects on every surface of every room
and corridor in Soane's museum is precisely the same
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that occurs when books are placed randomly on a shelf.
Accommodating such a constantly expanding library must
have been an almost daily problem for Soane and even as
an architect highly skilled in the manipulation of space, he
needed all the ingenuity he could muster to make room for
books in every possible nook and cranny he could find.
When space is so tight the only way to arrange a library is by
size, which of course militates against attempts to group
books linearly by subject. So instead they began to flow
like invisible lava, depositing fragments of his library in
underground pockets throughout the house. Sometimes
these deposits erupted in outcrops of glazed shelving, but
more often they remained hidden behind cupboard doors.
The reason for this is that, despite the showmanship of
the Dining Room and the presence of many beautifully
produced éditions de luxe in his collection, perhaps the least
important aspect of a book for Soane was its physical
appearance. And in a way that is strange to our modern
eye, the same can be said about almost everything that he
collected, since what mattered above all was the idea behind
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fig.2 Thecelebrated ‘First Folio’—a legendary rarity and Soane’s greatest literary treasure. See cat.8.1
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an object, the story that it told, and the connections and
associations that it set off in the mind.

Soane was the younger son of a bricklayer and rose
through immense hard work, good luck and a spark of
ineluctable genius to become one of the greatest and
most original architects England has ever produced. His
life's work in the study, practice and teaching of archi-
tecture carried him on a dizzying journey that traversed
every social strata in early 19th-century Britain, from the
humblest hod-carrier, building labourer and artisan,
through tradesmen and craftsmen, city merchants and
bankers, politicians and bureaucrats, artists and writers,
lawyers and doctors, and on up through all degrees of
gentry, peers, diplomats, ministers of state and finally to
the monarch himself. The collecting of books and making
of a library repeatedly steadied Soane’s private image of
himself in this extraordinarily diverse world, in which his
place and worth as a public figure were constantly open
to scrutiny. As his friend Barbara Hofland observed, ‘the
aggregate wealth of the mighty minds that have preceded
him'’ gave Soane the broad and safe ‘foundation’ he needed
‘to raise the superstructure that may prove the temple of
his fame'.

And yet. .. insofar as the ‘temple of his fame’is not to be
found in his rather dull lectures to the Academy students,
and still less in the hopeless muddle he made of publishing
his work in printed form, but rather in the daring original-
ity of his achievement as an architect, then one quality
above all others characterises his imagination, namely an
impetuous, almost Byronic desire to risk transgression.
Very unlike Byron however, there was also something
distinctly Judaic in his character that drove him to seek
atonement for his architectural ‘transgressions’ through
the creation of a sanctuary for all those things — and in
particular books — that had enabled him to reach the
Promised Land of professional success and social status.
When both his sons themselves transgressed, by spurning
everything that he had gathered in this Ark, his fury and
bitterness knew no bounds. Had either of them followed
their father’s wishes and applied themselves to architecture
as he had done, there is little doubt that Soane’s legacy
would not have passed to the nation and his Museum as
we know it today would not exist.

Soane’s intense emotional investment in his house,
library and museum in Lincoln’s Inn Fields has left the

fig.3 Engraved title-page designed by William Blake. See cat.7.3

imprint of his absence on everything that they contain. It
is a kind of immortality, but not the living dynastic kind
that he craved. For what he has left us is a mirror, in which
we can never truly find him or his times, but only, much
more strangely, ourselves and our own dreams.

This exhibition represents a tiny fraction of the 6,857
volumes contained in Sir John Soane’s library. It is organ-
ised around ten themes or topics that were of great interest
both to Soane and, in some cases, many of his friends and
contemporaries. Subject to the considerable constraints
of available space, the exhibition has been selected in the
hope that it might encourage a much more detailed and
considered exploration of these and other topics relating
to Soane’s library than has been possible on this occa-
sion. A number of related prints, drawings and objects
from Soane’s collection have also been included in order
to suggest the way in which his library and museum are
interdependent.

nicholas savage
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fig.4 Theamphitheatre in the Ecole de Chirugie in Paris. See cat.1.2




