
JOHN RYLANDS LIBRARY,  
MANCHESTER

The new building provides improved physical 
and ‘intellectual’ access through a fully glazed 
welcoming ground level concourse and a 
range of new support facilities including parent 
and child facilities and a new café. 

Three floors of highly conditioned archive 
storage are provided at basement, first and 
second floor. The top floor provides space for 
a new conservation studio and a reading room 
with stunning views of the historic building and 
Manchester beyond.

The design of the extension responded to the 
power and passion of the original building 
by abstracting some of the elements in its 
massing and proportion. 

The University of Manchester’s John Rylands Library houses one of the 
world’s finest collections of books and manuscripts in one of the most 
impressive neo-Gothic buildings in Europe. For many years, however, the 
building was difficult to negotiate and maintain with many inaccessible areas 
and a lack of visitor facilities. Working with conservation architect Lloyd Evans 
Prichard, Austin-Smith:Lord’s brief was to ‘unlock’ the Rylands by preserving 
the existing buildings and collections whilst enhancing the Library’s 
accessibility and public profile. 

Austin-Smith:Lord designed a striking new  five-storey extension to the Grade 
I listed building aimed at raising the Library’s public profile. The design added 
a new public entrance with café and shop,10,000 linear metres of archive 
storage, a conservation workshop and a reading room. 

The extension contrasts with the existing 
building as a clean-lined contemporary design, 
achieving a simple elegance, emphasising the 
composition and materials. 

Appraisals, undertaken with English Heritage, 
led to an agreed circulation strategy 
incorporating new lifts and providing full 
disabled access to all public floors in the 
original historic library.

The client and design team were committed 
from the start of the project to reduce carbon 
emissions and running costs whilst providing 
high levels of environmental control. 

The approach adopted was two-fold: to 
minimise the impact of environmental control 
systems by incorporating a large quantity of 
thermal mass in the form of a heavyweight 
concrete construction (reducing energy 
demand) and to upgrade the existing services 
(increasing efficiency).

The project won an RIBA award in 2008 as 
well as Best Iconic Building at the MCR Awards 
2007 and Building of the Year 2007 from the 
Manchester Chamber of Commerce.
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