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We take our libraries for 
granted, we assume our right 
to information and the access 
to literature, so it’s easy to 
forget that, not so long ago, 
few people had books.  

It was only wealthy individuals 
or universities that had the 
money and space to house 
great collections.  There were 
a few small collections held 
in a variety of places such as 
inns, workplaces, or by trades 
unions and other societies, 
but it wasn’t until the Public 
Libraries Act of 1850 that cities 
with populations exceeding 
10,000 were allowed to levy 
taxes for the support of public 
libraries.

Not everyone approved of this 
idea, and in Newcastle the 
scheme was opposed by Dr 
Thomas Gregson, who said:

‘that there was a Majority 
for the Act but what was it 
composed of?
A lot of hobbledehoys and 
people who would never be 
called on to pay a 6d.’ 
Newcastle upon Tyne: 
A Modern History (Page 82),
Robert Colls and Bill Lancaster, 
2001, Phillimore & Co Ltd

Plans were finally approved in 
1878 to create a lending library, 
two reading rooms, a reference 
library and librarian’s office.  

The library opened in 1882.
There was a huge demand for 
books, with almost one third of 
the readers aged between 14 
and 20 in the early years. 

Over 120 years later, a Library 
User Survey carried out in 
October 2006 showed how 
libraries had changed:  only 
38% of those aged 16 - 24 
years using the library intended 
to borrow books.  However,  
libraries have developed 
a wide range of additional 
services that acknowledge this 
demographic change.



So there has been a library on 
or near this site since the late 
19th century.  This is the third 
since the middle of the 20th 
century.  

The first one:

‘was Victorian... the main 
building had an imposing 
facade of stone carvings...
the entrance hall had a very 
good Italian mosaic floor, laid 
by Italian workmen brought in 
especially.’ 
Arthur Wallace, 
former City Librarian
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‘... the main building had an im-
posing facade of stone carvings.. 
the entrance hall had a very good 
Italian mosaic floor, laid by Italian 
workmen brought in 
especially.’ 
Arthur Wallace, 
former City Librarian

Some of these carvings from the 
facade can still be seen, set into 
the walls of Eldon Square.  

The library was built on New 
Bridge Street. The library also 
had Victorian systems - the 
book shelves went right up to 
the ceilings and staff had to use 
10 foot ladders on brass rods 
to reach them, giving rise to the 
comment:

‘There’s no such thing as light 
literature when it’s carried in 
bulk.’
Mr William Tynemouth, 
former City Librarian 

‘If you went for your break, it 
took five minutes to get there, 
up winding stairs.  We waited 
till lunchtime to go to the loo 
it was so horrible.  We’d go to 
Fenwicks!’
Gillian Brown,
Librarian

Slowly, attitudes were changing 
as to the function and purpose of 
a library. Pre 1960s, the shelves 
were closed to the public and 
the Chief Librarian thought light 
fiction ‘a waste of money’.

The daily newspapers were 
on laces so no-one could take 
them away and it was one 
librarian’s job to black out the 
betting news.  Senior staff were 
unapproachable, even for the 
librarians.

‘I wasn’t allowed to join until I was 
five. I remember my mum taking 
me to the library, asking if I could 
join and being told that I couldn’t 
and I was going But Mum, I can 
read.  Tell them I can read!’ 
Councillor Pauline Allen

But this Victorian library, with 
its antiquated procedures and 
inaccessible levels, was too small 
and inefficient for the growing 
needs of the city.  
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When the council decided to 
redesign the road system to 
relieve traffic, the old library stood 
right in the way of the proposed 
John Dobson Street, so it had to 
come down.  

As another member of staff 
remembered, the process of 
planning and building the next 
one mirrored the current process 
in many ways:

‘The hopes and plans for the 
future, trying to future-proof the 
building, all were evident in the 
‘60s’.’
Barbara Heathcote,
Librarian 

Clockwise from right 
Basil Spence library 
model, 1964; Basil 
Spence library sketch 
1964; Ann Key and 
Barbara Taylor sending 
books over the bridge to 
the new library, 1968 



Much thought and preplanning 
had gone into the requirements.  
The city wanted a building with 
plenty of space, plus room 
for expansion, that needed a 
minimum of staff to run.  The 
architect Sir Basil Spence was 
chosen to design it, and many 
were delighted once it was built.  

As promised, lots of space, the 
even floors could take trolleys 
to transport books, there were 
lifts and a tube system to order 
books from the stacks. It felt very 
modern. 

The old library never closed, so 
as books were being returned 
they were moved via a conveyor 
belt from one building to the 
other.   Staff would put a hod of 
books onto a roller, push it down 
a ramp and other staff caught 
it and delivered it into the new 
library.

1



In the newly opened city library 
there was a children’s area, a 
reference section, a Newcastle 
information point, and accessible 
shelves of fiction for the public to 
browse.  

‘I used Boots public library 
by the bridge over the river Esk 
in Whitby, that’s my first library.  I 
remember as a child coming to 
Newcastle and still remember 
pushing open the doors of the old 
library with my uncle and aunt, 
but I never borrowed books from 
it.’
Councillor John Shipley,
Leader, Newcastle City Council

Over the years the staff 
developed a book bus and added 
video, cds and dvds of films and 
music to the service as well, and 
of course computers with internet 
access to keep up with the 
changing needs of the users. 



Clockwise from left 
The Stacks, 1968; 
Reading Rooms, 1968; 
The Inquiry Hall, 1968; 
Construction, 1967
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This spread The lending 
library, 1968



‘We used to buy 100 copies of 
the latest Catherine Cookson 
and some readers still had to 
wait a year before they could 
read it.’
Arthur Wallace
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The old library 
and why it 
had to go

This spread The 
reference library, 
overlooking the lending 
library, 2006
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Despite the efforts to build 
a modern library equipped 
to service the 20th century, 
technology moved quickly 
and in unexpected ways. 

In the beginning the issue 
systems were still old 
fashioned:

‘I had just started at the library in 
1968, it was very exciting but ...
we had these transaction cards, 
the reader had to write the book 
number and their ticket number 
on each card.  They had eight 
cards each and if they didn’t 
take eight books out, say if they 
took out four books, then they 
got four tokens for the next time 
they came in, to exchange for 
a book card.  Well! People got 
themselves in a right knot - they 
were coming out with 32 tokens!’
Gillian Brown,
Librarian

At night, these cards had to 
be sorted by hand before the 
overdue books were accounted 
for. It all took a long time.  
Ordering books from the stacks 
involved a member of staff going 
through the catalogue, filling in a 
form, putting it in a little lamson 
tube, a pneumatic system that 
sucked up the tube to the floor 
above, where two members of 
staff were waiting. They would 
run off for the books, put them 
in the hoist and send them back 
down.  



Clockwise from top Issue 
and returns desk, 2005; 
Reference library, 2005; 
Third floor reception 
with a 1960’s ‘banquette’
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This spread External 
view showing Dobson’s 
Bar below, 2006



In the 1960s concrete was a 
fashionable building material, 
but even in those days, not 
everyone was convinced that 
Sir Basil Spence’s design was 
beautiful: 

‘the old library was almost 
unloved from the time it went 
up.  It was a product of that 
concrete building spree. Dan 
Smith and the Brazilia of the 
North.’
David Faulkner, 
Deputy Leader, 
Newcastle City Council
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The library was designed around 
a grand scheme for Newcastle 
city centre, with first floor access 
from raised walkways in the air 
and cars beneath.  Many of these 
bridges and walkways are still in 
evidence round the city, but the 
total scheme never materialised:

‘So you were left with these 
idiosyncratic entrances floating in 
mid-air, almost inaccessible.’ 
Ian Kennedy,
Ryder Architecture
 

Above John Dobson 
Street aspect, 2006 
Below Detail shots of 
concrete fins, 2006



‘as the concrete frame 
starts to crumble, the 
reinforcement behind 
starts to expand and 
rust, then the concrete 
blows off even more.’
Ian Kennedy, 
Ryder Architecture

Another result of the failure of this 
grand vision was to leave John 
Dobson Street more like a back 
street than a main way into town, 
and the links with the Laing Art 
Gallery never really worked.  

Thus it became:
‘a run down, shabby end of town, 
even though it was a stone’s 
throw from Northumberland 
Street.’
Barbara Heathcote,
Librarian

Plus eventually, the fabric of the 
building began to decay:
‘as the concrete frame starts 
to crumble, the reinforcement 
behind starts to expand and rust, 
then the concrete blows off even 
more.’
Ian Kennedy

Despite efforts to future proof the 
building, it wasn’t flexible enough 
for modern developments, 
and the crumbling nature of 
the concrete didn’t allow for 
refurbishment.  

Even so, staff grew to like the 
building:
‘what I didn’t appreciate when I 
was a teenager was the quality of 
the fixture and fittings.  I’ve grown 
to love some of the furniture, 
the stylish chairs and tables.  I 
realised how good they were 
when they’ve survived 30 years 
heavy work.’
Barbara Heathcote

And of course, fashions and 
tastes go in cycles.  Some of 
the original material, such as 
the slate flooring, has been put 
on the walls that run round the 
Newcastle collection in the new 
library, and display cases have 
been reused.  
 
Other criticisms of the library 
included that it was inward 
looking, as often libraries were.  It 
didn’t engage with the city around 
it, and the entrance foyer with a 
black ceiling, grey floor, no books 
and no friendly faces meant that 
a visitor coming in had difficulty 
seeing that it was a library until 
they turned a corner and saw the 
shelves. 2



Despite the criticisms, the 
Friday the old library closed, a 
lot of former staff were present 
said David Faulkner, and he 
noted how a new sentimentality 
arose as soon as it began to be 
knocked down.  

The hardest decision for Tony 
Durcan, Head of Culture, Libraries 
and Lifelong Learning, was 
whether to close the city library 
while the new one was being 
built.  He weighed up the options:

‘We were quoted £4 million to 
create a temporary city library 
because of the work to any 
existing building, the rent and 
then to undo all that work when 
we left.  It would have kept 
services stable for the three years 
but you would have had a floor 
less on the new city library for 60 
plus years.’
Tony Durcan,
Head of Culture, Libraries 
and Lifelong Learning

To librarian Andrew Scrogham’s 
surprise, (part of whose job 
is to oversee the library web 
development), a series of stills 
taken from the web cam focused 
on the library demolition, edited 
together to make a three minute 
high speed video, was a real 
success. He says the e-libraries 
officer responsible made a 
really good job of it, and word 
got round. It had hundreds of 
hits online and many people 
commented, thus helping to 
bring a new generation of internet 
users to the library. 

This also gave the library staff 
an opportunity to respond, and 
advise people about the new 
developments. 

‘When I first came to 
Newcastle, I didn’t think the old 
library was really fit for a place as 
big as Newcastle - it was grotty 
and run down.  We’re getting the 
library we deserve.’ 
Andrew Scrogham,
Librarian
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Getting the 
idea - what 
was wanted 
and what do 
people think? 

This spread Ramp from 
Princess Square to 
Upper Princess Square, 
2006
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Clockwise from left Ideas 
Store, Whitechapel; 
Black Diamond, 
Copenhagen, Denmark; 
Malmo Library, Malmo, 
Sweden



‘Start with what was wrong 
with the old library’ was the 
advice given to Tony Durcan 
by the city architects.  It was 
the first question the appointed 
architects, Ryder, asked.  But the 
process also involved trying to 
imagine what could be.

Tony Durcan asked a colleague 
with some experience of public 
library buildings: ‘If you had to 
choose one as an inspiration, 
where would you go?  Malmo, 
she said.’

So he took her advice and a small 
group did a quick hop across 
to Malmo, in Sweden, taking in 
Copenhagen’s Black Diamond 
library in Denmark at the same 
time.

‘Malmo is a great building - at 
8.30 on a freezing Saturday 
morning there were 200 people 
queuing to get in! It was about 
the space: when you’re in you 
can see out, when you’re out, you 
can see in.’
Lee Taylor, 
Ryder Architecture

A team of staff also went to 
London, visiting all the new 
libraries there, including the 
British Library, to get a feel for 
what was possible.

‘The Ideas Store in Whitechapel 
is accessible to the market place 
with an external escalator that 
wraps the building. It put the 
library where the people are, 
inviting the community in.’
Lee Taylor

The British Library has the King’s 
Library Collection which gave 
ideas for housing the Newcastle 
Collection, containing Thomas 
Bewick’s work, his toolbox and 
first editions, priceless artefacts 
that had previously been hidden 
away.   

Inspired by these visits, and after 
many meetings and hard thinking, 
a plan for the new building 
began to emerge. As well as the 
traditional functions, the need for 
flexibility and adaptability was 
identified, because the pace of 
technology is so great, no-one 
knows what schools, libraries or 
buildings will need in 5, 10 or 20 
years time.  It was also about 
a lot more than books.
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Paul Rubinstein, Assistant 
Chief Executive, Newcastle 
City Council, pointed out that 
Newcastle library has to serve 
the region as the biggest public 
library between Leeds and 
Edinburgh; he also noted that 
society is increasingly 
fragmented and libraries 
counter that.  

David Faulkner said they are: 

‘One of the few truly 
intergenerational and multicultural 
meeting places’.  

In many regards it is the friendly 
public face of the Council.

The new city library, alongside 
High Heaton community library, 
had been procured through the 
Private Finance Initiative (PFI) 
process.  The Council Leader, 
John Shipley remembered 
a ‘sticky moment’ when the 
tenders came in far higher than 
anticipated.  Tony Durcan had to 
go to London to the Department 
of Communities and Local 
Government to secure extra 
borrowing power through PFI.

‘Public libraries are one of the 
few public resources that can be 
used by anybody, it’s important if 
you want an inclusive city and it 
is incredibly important at a time 
when there are fewer and fewer 
quality (and safe) public buildings 
that people are able to enjoy’ 
Councillor John Shipley,
Leader, Newcastle City Council

Once the £40.2 million was 
secured, the library staff made 
sure it was spent wisely and well.   

‘We engaged a consultant, 
Geoffrey Marsh.  He helped us 
articulate what was needed.  
Communicating our vision for the 
library was crucial to helping the 
design team create a building of 
this quality.’

‘Working closely together we 
were specific about what we 
needed, then the designers came 
back with practical and often 
beautiful ways to achieve it.’ 
Tony Durcan
Head of Culture, Libraries 
and Lifelong Learning

The library staff also had 
assistance with writing briefs from 
the Commission for Architecture 
and the Built Environment.  This 
enabled them to end up with the 
tag ‘a building that will delight 
and inspire’, so it was clear that 
what was wanted wasn’t just a 
set number of rooms filled with 
books, but much more than that. 

‘a building 
that will delight 
and inspire’



Pat Fisher
The new library has got to 
be more accessible than 
this one in terms of toilets 
and lifts, to have space to 
come and read, sit and chat, 
get local news because 
information is power. 

Quincy Raymond 
I come down here to work 
if I’m stuck, I like to get 
information for homework, 
I don’t really like reading 
novels. In the new library the 
children’s area needs to be a 
bit bigger. 

Stephen Corbett 
A coffee bar just for 
teenagers would be good. 
There are too many adult 
and student computers and 
we can’t use them, we want 
more children’s computers. 
I’d do my homework and 
play games. 

Richard Hay 
Hopefully there’ll be lots of 
new books. I’d like lots more 
novels in paperback. If there 
were more graphic novels 
that would be wicked. You’ve 
got to access books free, I 
can’t read from a screen. 

J.A. Bedggood 
I’ve seen the proposals 
for the Kajima project, it’s 
good they’ve got toilets on 
every floor! I borrow books 
and check my emails. 
I’d like more reference 
books, perhaps more on 
photography. The point of a 
library is to access books.

Richard Hodges 
I’ve worked here for about 
four years. I like being in the 
city centre, I like working 
with a vast amount of staff. 
We need more promotion 
to get youngsters to read 
books. More stock. 
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Part of the plan was to be visible 
from Earl Grey’s Monument, when 
people came out of the Metro:

‘The street kinks ever so slightly 
where the library sits, so we 
used the grid which forms the 
John Dobson elevation and 
projects into New Bridge Street 
to articulate that slight change in 
alignment.  It was the beacon - 
Hi, it’s the library.’ 
Peter Buchan, 
Chief Executive, 
Ryder Architecture

In the 21st century, people’s 
needs have changed, ‘even since 
we wrote the first data sheets. 
In trying to future proof the 
building, the architects had to ask 
themselves ‘what will cities be 
like in 100 years time?’
Barbara Heathcote

Ian Kennedy suggested 
city centres will be about 
entertainment and social 
gatherings, as shopping and 
information can all be gathered 
on-line.  So it was important that 
the library was a great place to 
be, where people wanted to meet 
friends, and relax.  

To acknowledge that, there is a 
café and performance space, 
longer opening hours, an out of 
hours service, self issue, a returns 
facility and a book vending 
machine accessed from the 
street, so if you feel like reading 
a book in the middle of the night 
you can. 

But some things don’t change: 
the library had to run with 
the same staffing level. With 
streamlined self service and 
ease of access to information, 
alongside staff training on the 
new systems and the building 
itself, staff now have time to 
spend interacting with customers 
and helping them get more out of 
their visit to the library.

‘When I’m waxing lyrical I say a 
good library is one of the best 
quality public squares with a roof 
on top where you can sit and be 
warm,  you can work, or you can 
look at newspapers or you can 
just feel secure.’

‘At the core is the Word - that can 
be a book, or a computer screen, 
it can be a recording. It’s about 
people’s equal access to that.’
Tony Durcan 

There was a great deal of public 
consultation over the new library. 
It was important to get popular 
support and approval, as the old 
library had been so ‘politically 
unpopular’ said  Deputy Leader 
of Newcastle City Council, David 
Faulkner. 

A wide range of stakeholders 
were given the opportunity to 
feed their comments into the 
evaluation process including 
the general public, residents 
and traders in close proximity, 
library users, elected members, 
disability groups and all age 
ranges.  

All were carefully considered 
and consulted at different stages 
of the process. In March 2006 
people were offered their first 
chance to view the proposals. 
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The librarian’s 
story 
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Arthur Wallace became a junior 
library assistant at Walker 
branch library in 1935.  He was 
interviewed about his memories 
in 2006, and he remembers 
clearly all the city libraries of 
Newcastle.  He worked in the 
original Victorian one, that was 
too small and on too many levels 
to move books about easily, and 
remembers the City Librarian at 
the time, Mr Tynemouth, had the 
vision and foresight to imagine 
the needs of a new library even 
before it had been proposed:

‘He used to have a joke; he’d 
bring out the plans and say ‘We’ll 
have a look at the Tynemouth 
Memorial Library’ because we all 
thought it would never be built, 
that it was just an academic 
exercise.’

As it turned out, by the time the 
new John Dobson street was 
proposed, and the need for a 
new library building accepted,  
Mr Tynemouth’s plans were well 
advanced and the architects were 
astounded, saying it was one of 
the best library briefs they’d ever 
had.  

‘When the old library was new, it 
was really exciting, very busy.’ 
Barbara Heathcote,
Librarian

It is obvious that librarians 
should be involved in helping 
to plan a library, as they know 
best what their needs are, and 
how one works.  So it is no 
surprise that long before a brick 
of the Basil Spence library was 
removed, a team of librarians had 
been meeting, discussing the 
drawbacks of the old and drawing 
up plans for the new one.

‘I find it hard to manage without 
daylight.  This library is quite light 
in some places, but I don’t like 
electric lights on all day.  I like to 
be able to see outside; the new 
library should be better. I like to 
see what the weather’s doing.
Here, you wouldn’t know whether 
it’s raining or snowing outside.’  
Bernie Ramanandi, 
Librarian

Barbara Heathcote was one of 
four librarians who had been 
involved from the beginning, as 
part of a small team who helped 
to write the original requirements 
years before:

‘In the first instance you ask for 
the impossible, everything we 
could think of - what we wanted a 
space to look like and how many 
desks and how it would work.  
So even though we didn’t have a 
building, we were describing what 
we wanted.’ 

Once again the planning had to 
happen before the new building 
was a certainty.  Tony Durcan 
said that when he came to work  
for Newcastle he knew that 
the library was an aspiration, a 
possibility, but:

‘If you’d pushed me, I’d have 
said it probably won’t happen, 
because many people have 
ambitions but they’re not always 
realised.’



This spread Unpacking 
and arranging the 
stock in the atrium, 
March 2009
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The bidding team had to work a 
short timescale.  The Department 
of Culture, Media and Sport had 
some Private Finance Initiative 
funding, so the opportunity 
existed, and the team was writing 
briefs right up to the last minute.  
Along with the new building, there 
were implications for librarians’ 
working practices: 

‘Once upon a time you were in 
a job for 20 years and you never 
moved, but now you move round 
and round.  You adapt, it’s quite 
good. What Tony’s trying to do 
is to make sure everyone can 
multitask so that if there are any 
gaps we can move people.’ 
Gillian Brown,
Librarian

Computers have changed how 
everybody accesses information.  
IT is a big part of a librarian’s 
training. ‘It’s amazing the speed 
of change.  It’s transformed what 
we do.’ Barbara Heathcote

All the library staff were an 
important part of the consultation 
process, their views were fed 
back to influence the design 
team and they all agreed that 
the architects did a good job 
reflecting what they wanted.  
The flexibility that has been built 
in means changing needs can 
be accommodated.  One of the 
major changes is the way staff 
and library users interact.  There’s 
no main reception desk but a 
number of information points: 

‘We tried it at High Heaton, 
and the staff feel it works.  I 
think there’s a lot of trepidation 
amongst the staff in general 
about how things will work.  They 
have this idea they’ll never be 
able to sit down.  They may be 
worn out because we’re very 
busy, but they won’t be ‘floor 
walking’.’ 
Barbara Heathcote

The staff have presided over the 
opening of three branch libraries 
since the planned proposal 
and building of the city library: 
Gosforth, High Heaton and 
Benwell.  

Barbara Heathcote said there’s 
a feeling of chaos in the first few 
days after opening, and added:
 
‘Multiply that by how many? 
That’s how it will be for the city 
library.  It is quite terrifying, the 
technology we’re introducing, 
just fingers crossed it’s going to 
work.’  This spread High 

Heaton Community 
Library, September 
2009
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Much of the technology in 
the new library had been tried 
at Gosforth library.   This has 
allowed the staff to become 
familiar with such systems as 
self service.  Radio frequency 
identification (RFID) technology 
is used for self service book 
issue and returns. Wifi is 
available throughout, and 
there was a chance between 
March 2009 when the library 
service took over the building 
and June 2009 when the 
City Library opened to the 
public, for staff to iron out any 
problems.  

Other concerns were, as 
Bernie Ramanandi admitted, 
that too much emphasis would 
be on the new technology:

‘Libraries should be about 
books you can’t get, you can’t 
buy at bookshops.’

She said she will probably 
have retired by the time the 
new library opens, but she 
will be back to borrow books.   
All the staff admitted the 
new library looked fantastic 
and, despite their inevitable 
anxieties, were excited about 
starting to work there.  Sam 
Fairless, a 21 year old student 
on a summer contract at the 
old library, said she couldn’t 
ever imagine a future without 
books, she likes to get comfy 
with a book, saying  ‘You can’t 
read a laptop in the bath’.

‘I’ve had so much to do with 
the look of the new library, I 
feel quite proprietary.’ 
Barbara Heathcote



This spread Preparing 
stock for loan on level 
1, March 2009



The architect’s 
story 
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The library is a key civic building 
in the city. 

‘It was a huge responsibility to 
take it on as a project, and a huge 
privilege.   For Ryder it was a 
fabulous opportunity to create a 
building of the highest quality in 
the north east, and to continue 
the practice’s tradition, which 
began in the 1950s, of designing 
significant buildings in the region. 
‘With the inhospitable John 
Dobson Street on one side, that 
awful square on the other, wells 
through into the car park – it was 
a hostile environment.’  
Peter Buchan, 
Chief Executive, 
Ryder Architecture

It was also an important and 
exciting project because it was 
opening up the possibility of 
regeneration on the east side of 
the city.

The brief was to create a building 
to delight and inspire as well as a 
model for C21 library facilities.  

‘It was crucial to get under the 
skin of the brief and understand 
what the library service wanted.‘

‘We had to design a building 
within budget that would last 
60 years, that was flexible and 
adaptable and would invite 
people in.’ 
Ian Kennedy, 
Design and team director. 
Ryder Architecture

‘I can remember going to the old 
library when I was a kid.  As you 
walked around you could never 
see in.  Having a clear view of the 
inside from the outside was a key 
requirement for the new library.’
Nigel Scorer,
Interior designer,
Ryder Architecture

Now there is more space for 
customers, books are easier to 
find and there are more of them, 
there is bigger and better space 
for children and young people.

The initial concept was quite 
different to the final building.  
Through a process of design 
development which involved all 
day sessions working through a 
whole series of options, the team 
developed the idea of the ‘big 
bookcase’.  
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Clockwise from left 
Early landmark 
concept sketch; Design 
development meeting; 
Initial concept sketch



A library has a long established 
presence in the precinct of the 
site.  The new library sits over the 
footprint of the previous library 
however the site has developed 
in the shadow of the old Town 
Wall and the towers of Ficket, 
Pilgrim Gate and Carliol.  Grey’s 
Monument, Laing Art Gallery and 
Blue Carpet represent the current 
alignment.

The vision was to create a 
new city library for the C21, a 
landmark building which the 
people of the north east can be 
proud of.  The building was to act 
as a cultural destination and as a 
catalyst for new placemaking and 
urban renewal.  It was to animate 
and embellish its immediate 
urban context providing a civic 
presence to New Bridge Street, a 
transparent animated façade to 
John Dobson Street and renewed 
life to Princess Square.

The new library, unlike any other 
building in Newcastle will become 
many things to many people:  
research facility, gathering place, 
sanctuary, communications 
centre, architectural statement, 
cultural centre, but it is also an 
entity in its own right, an edifice 
whose presence exemplifies 
the passion, enthusiasm and 
aspirations of the people of the 
north east.

‘The vision was to create a 
new city library for the C21, 
a landmark building which the 
people of the north east can be 
proud of.’ 
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Above Site plan showing 
key view from Earl 
Grey Monument to the 
library site Left Diagram 
showing key site 
linkages

1 Newcastle City Library
2 Princess Square
3 Earl Grey Monument
4 Laing Art Gallery
5 Northumberland Street
6 John Dobson Street
7 Blue carpet
8 Central motorway

      Key view axis



The new library is built on the 
footprint of the old library and 
reuses the same foundations. 

Making the break from the old 
internal organisation was a 
turning point. 

‘The glazed grid structure for the 
east elevation – the ‘bookcase’- 
which could enclose the main 
staircase, was the breakthrough 
idea.’

‘Relocating the staircase to 
this side of the building brings 
the focus from the old library 
arrangement with its only 
entrance from Princess Square, 
right through to John Dobson 
Street.’  

‘With the staircase against the 
big glass wall it worked to show 
people, before they’d even 
arrived in the building, how they 
would get about in it.  The rest of 
the design followed from that.’  
Peter Buchan

A key requirement was for the 
library to be fully accessible 
and inclusive. The project team 
produced an access statement 
for the building, developing 
it throughout the design and 
construction period. Both Kajima 
and Newcastle City employed 
access consultants to inform and 
challenge the building design and 
construction.  

The City also engaged with 
individual disability experts and 
people with disabilities and 
learning needs when developing 
and evaluating the building 
design and on furnishings and 
stock arrangement. 
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Below Urban site 
analysis Opposite Public 
realm and key linkage 
analysis
 



 

Info !!!!
Sketches to update in style of 
opposite elevations

Ian Kennedy
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This spread Sketch 
elevations of ‘the big 
bookcase’ concept
 



 

Info !!!!
Earlier model photographs 
to add showing evolution of 
model

Ian Kennedy

The three dimensional design 
was explored and developed 
initially using simple plate 
models.  These became 
more detailed as the design 
progressed but were fundamental 
to illustrating how the design 
worked step by step through the 
building.
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This spread Model 
photographs illustrating 
the evolution of the 
favoured design 
 



The floorplates are flexible to 
allow for change in use. Raised 
flooring provides an efficient way 
of realigning access to power, 
data and other essential services.  

Storage and racking is designed 
to be flexible, accommodating 
future requirements.

The design brief included 
the requirement to be able to 
change the service uses of many 
individual areas relatively easily. 
This was achieved through a 
deliberate limit on the number of 
inner walls and built in features.  
For example, while a general 
stack is currently needed, it is in 
a space, and so designed, that it 
can be transferred into an area for 
public use, if necessary.
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This spread Diagrams 
illustrating design 
process behind 
floorplates

Level 6

Level 5

Level 4

Level 3

Level 2

Level 1

Key
Digital
Café
Performance
Stack
Local Studies
Back of House
Children
Newcastle Collection
Leisure
Information
Plant
Store
Kitchen
Reference Browsing
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This spread Computer 
generated image of 
the view from the blue 
carpet



Building materials were chosen to 
represent both the civic stature of 
the building and its contemporary 
nature. The plinth and stair cores 
are constructed from polished 
masonry block solidly grounding 
the building.  

The New Bridge Street facade 
is fully glazed curtain walling 
protected by aluminium louvres 
at high level.  Lisle Street and 
Princess Square elevations are 
a combination of curtain walling 
and metal rainscreen cladding.
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Bewick Collection
The Bewick Hall
Book Gallery
Business Information
Cafe
Children’s & Young People’s Library
Community Information
Computers
Computers - Computer Suite
Computers - Internet Express
Computers - IT Training Rooms
Council Information
Creche
Directories
Download Points
Electoral Register - Newcastle Current
Electoral Register - Newcastle Historic
Exits - New Bridge Street
Exits - Princess Square
Family History
Fax
Fiction
Government Information
Large Print Books
Local Studies
Magazines
Magazines - Children’s
Magazines - Community Languages
Magazines - Literary
Magazines - Local & Family History
Magazines - Music & Film
Maps - Historic Local
Maps - Current Ordnance Survey
Maps - Atlases
Meeting Rooms
Membership Enquiries
Music & Movies
Music & Movies - Books
Music & Movies - CD’s
Music & Movies - DVD’s
Music & Movies - Printed Music
Music & Movies - Magazines
Newcastle Collection
Newspapers - Daily & Historic
Newspapers - Regional Archive
Non-fiction
Patents Advice
Payphone
Photocopiers
Photograph Collections
Reference Books
Self-service Loan & Return Points
Statistics
Study Space
Talking Books
Toilets
Toilets - Accessible
Toilets - Adult Change
Toilets - Baby Change
Tynebridge Publications For Sale
Viewing Gallery
Voter’s List
World Languages
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2
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3

Each of  the 
d i f f e r e n t 
environments,
zones and 
activities are 
represented by 
a different colour.  
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The interior design team worked 
with library staff to decide how 
everything would fit in – walls, 
doors, glazed partitions, ceiling 
features, lighting fixtures.  They 
discussed paints, colours, 
materials and furniture. 

The colour scheme ties directly 
to the wayfinding through the 
building.  Each of  the different 
environments, zones and 
activities are represented by a 
different colour.  

Art is an integral part of the 
building.  The main piece – 
Four Questions – by Kathryn 
Hodgkinson, was commissioned 
by Tolent and is screen printed 
across the entire area of the glass 
of the grid.  

‘It’s not about creating designs 
in a vacuum, it’s about the 
relationship with the client. 
Great architecture comes from 
great clients as well as great 
architects.’ 
Peter Buchan

This page Samples and 
swatches used in the 
design consultation 
process Opposite 
page Wayfinding study 
sketches
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Future proofing for ICT use is 
challenging. When the design 
was being developed in 2003 
Newcastle City was clear that 
it needed both a cabled and a 
wireless building. The design brief 
also set challenges in terms of 
sourcing the latest ICT facilities, 
and delivering not just best 
practice but also ‘next practice’. 

For example:

an advanced telephone system 
which enables staff to work 
across the building and easily 
respond to customers’ needs

sound and music download 
points, and the 24 hour book and 
multimedia vending service.
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This spread Interior 
sketches and colour 
scheme studies
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New layout and images from 
interiors



Inside, the atrium makes a big 
impression whether entering from 
John Dobson Street through the 
‘blue box’ – a lobby constructed 
from deep blue glass – or from 
Princess Square.  The vast, 
airy, light-filled space is both 
inspirational and welcoming.  

‘A sitting room for the city’
Peter Buchan
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This spread Computer 
generated image of the 
atrium





In Princess Square, new hard 
landscaping has transformed 
previously drab and quiet public 
area into attractive terraces 
where people can enjoy the 
sunshine. The cafe can extend 
onto the top terrace.  In New 
Bridge Street and John Dobson 
Street further landscaping work 
has created wide pavements and 
seating areas on the approach to 
the main entrance. 

Landscaping text to add



The builder’s 
story 

This spread Steel 
frame erection, 
December 2007
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John Luke,
Project Manager,
Tolent (the contractor)

This is the first library I’ve built.   

In a library mechanical and 
electrical works probably account 
for about 25% of the actual 
contract value - anything that has 
a pipe that water goes through, 
a duct that air goes through, 
or a cable that electricity goes 
through, they all interface with 
each other. 

Especially with a site like this, 
with an existing building - we had 
to disconnect all the services, 
demolish, rebuild and then 
reconnect them all.

All those services had to remain 
live around the building because 
they serviced all the other 
properties in town so it was a 
logistical nightmare to say the 
least.

That was the biggest challenge 
- doing this in the middle of a 
vibrant busy city.  We’ve had 
to interface with the council 
on various fronts - statutory 
authorities, highways, scaffold 
permits, hoardings, oversailing 
of tower cranes on adjacent 
properties, surveys of existing 
properties to ensure we weren’t 
damaging anything. 

We held monthly meetings for 
local businesses and residents:
Bewick Court consists of 90 
flats 15 metres away from the 
building site and they had major 
concerns - noise, disruption, dirt, 
but we worked with them. Part 
of the planning conditions meant 
we had quite restricted working 
hours: 8 - 6  five days a week and 
8 - 1 on a Saturday.  That was to 
protect people’s lifestyles.

We’re neighbours, their problems 
were our problems - so we tried 
to resolve those.  We had graffiti 
on the hoardings and people 
hanging about in the undercroft.
 



Clockwise from 
opposite Putting 
in the foundations, 
August 2007; Design 
and Construction 
Meeting, Ryder office 
at Generator Studios; 
One of the first steel 
deliveries, October 
2007

6



“The library demolition has 
made my custom better - the 
library had a cafe, now people 
come to spectate, to watch the 
building coming down, that’s 
better business for me. When it’s 
finished and the entrance moves 
to a different area, it’ll make 
things worse for me.
Brian, 
Owner La Boca art cafe, 
Princess Square

Right The tower crane, 
November 2007
Opposite Installing 
the glazed wall, John 
Dobson Street, June 
2008

“If we can hold out ‘til the new 
library’s built, we’ll survive. Our 
regulars come no matter what, 
but it stops new customers, it’s 
an out of the way place, and if 
they can’t find their way, if they’ve 
never been before, they’ll just turn 
away.”
Penny Mawson, 
Manager Almonds and Raisins
Princess Square



Under this PFI contract we also 
provided all the furniture, all the 
shelving, all the chairs, right down 
to toilet brushes and holders.

We took the library service to 
London to look at showrooms 
by specific manufacturers of 
furniture, so they could see the 
full range the manufacturers 
could provide: they could sit on 
them, feel them, touch them. 

Then we organised a public 
consultation, brought a load 
of furniture from different 
manufacturers, put it in the civic 
centre; the public came in and 
passed comment on it.  Then 
we took on board the comments 
and from that we had a company 
put onto paper visualisations, 
specifications, costs, and these 
were submitted to council for 
approval.

6

The hardware, the computers 
were provided by the City; they 
had a library filled with IT.  They 
didn’t throw it away, they reused 
it.  

I’m getting to the age where 
they’re knocking the buildings 
down that I built.  Westgate 
House, it was my favourite.



Craig Davison,
Construction Manager,
Tolent

I was responsible for the planning 
programmes - I had beneath 
me all the staff I needed to build 
it, down to the tradesmen, and 
decided how many workers we 
needed.

We had one gas pipe that we 
weren’t aware of and one of the 
excavators just glanced the side 
of it and it fractured - we had to 
get the fire brigade out to cordon 
off the streets around - nothing 
disastrous happened.  We had 
maps of every service but that 
pipe in that location wasn’t on it.

To make sure we built it to 
programme within the time frame, 
instead of coming up floor by 
floor, we built the first half full 
height, then the second half - it 
was a different take on the normal 
way to build. 

This spread XXXXX
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This spread Installing 
the glazed wall and 
public art, John 
Dobson Street, June 
2008

6



Clockwise from right 
Local studies stack, 
January 2009; Atrium 
views, January 2009
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Billy
There’s more to bricklaying 
these days, it’s more 
technical, more fiddly, 
wall ties all over the shop, 
to fix brick work to steel 
stanchions, cavity wall 
ties, cavity insulation, 
all modern. It’s all about 
expansion, you’ve got to 
let it expand and contract 
- so you don’t get cracks, 
like you do in old buildings. 

What’s most tricky bit of 
job ? Getting out of bed. 
No no, it’s the fiddliness of 
the wall ties, every course, 
getting the nail gun to 
fire the wall ties into the 
stanchions, sometimes 
they play up and you 
have to borrow one from 
elsewhere.

It fires nails into steel.  You 
have to wear goggles and 
ear defenders.

Ron
I’m a working foreman, but 
a joiner by trade. There are 
less all-round joiners that 
can do from foundations, 
shuttering, floor joists up 
to putting the roof on.  
They’re all specialising - 
I’m a shop fitter, I’m a door 
fitter, a ceiling fitter; it’s 
going more that way, with 
less multi-skilled joinery.   
I look after the men, 
keeping them going.

Billy
What I like best about this 
job is the handiness, the 
location, I live in Birtley, 
only 10, 15 minutes 
away.  Parking’s a bit of 
a problem, but we share 
the driving, the squad: 
two bricklayers and one 
labourer.  We park over 
New Bridge Street and 
walk to the job. It’s all right, 
as long as you get there 
early enough. 

Ron
Congestion is a problem 
- wagons coming in, 
material coming in, it’s a 
nightmare.  It’s logistics 
isn’t it.  There’s a board 
outside, the wagons are 
allocated a slot to come 
in; they’ve been known 
to turn up the day before! 
And you have to chase 
them away because 
there’s no room to fit them 
in. They’ve got to go back 
to the depot, or find a lay-
by, park up for the night 
and come back the next 
day.

The foundations are huge, 
but rather than back fill 
it, they were filled with 
polystyrene blocks about 
the size of the office 
cabins -  and the floor slab 
went on top. In slabs three 
foot thick, three foot by six 
foot or twelve foot long; 
they were packed in.
The polystyrene blocks 
had a bit of weight about 
them, it took two of us 
to carry them, get them 
down, weight them down, 
then pour the concrete till 
the suction of the concrete 
up the sides held them.  
Hardcore jams coming off 
the lorries, it would have 
taken forever to get hard 
core in to back fill it.
The worst is the wind. 
It gets awfully windy; 
sometimes the crane’ll be 
off because of the high 
winds, that means we 
can’t get supplied with 
materials ...  



Billy
It’s a half ton block and 
it blows in the wind, and 
then whatever you’re 
lifting, if that starts to go, 
when it starts moving, you 
can’t stop it.

Ron
My first library was at 
school, Amble, secondary 
modern. I read mostly 
magazines - gardening, 
fishing.  The wife reads 
quite a bit.   I might come 
in here for a coffee, the 
restaurant will be a sun 
trap, it’ll be gorgeous in 
the summer. 
 

Billy
My first library was in 
Sunderland, just off 
Chester Rd.  I liked books 
on soldiers and battles, 
first world war, history.  I 
don’t use the library now,  
my wife does.  But I do 
read books occasionally 
-  arctic exploration, the 
north west passage.  
When this library is 
finished I might pop in for 
a cuppa with a friend ‘Hey, 
I worked there’ type of 
thing. I’ll look forward to 
bringing people through 
here, to show them where 
I worked.

Artist
Kathryn Hodgkinson
Can I ask the builders one 
question?  Do the public 
comment on the art?  

Ron
I cannot tell, the public 
aren’t allowed in.  One or 
two older blokes often 
stand and gaze up. When 
the steel was going up, 
they were quite impressed 
with that.

Billy
The art work’s a bit 
depressing, the bit I read.  

Kathryn
If you’ve only seen the 
depressing bits you’ve not 
gone up high enough.

Billy
So as it gets higher it gets 
happier? I’ve found that.
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This spread Installing 
the glazed wall and 
public art, view from 
inside, June 2008
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The artist’s 
story

Image Location,
Image Description

Image Location,
Image Description
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Kathryn Hodgkinson
Artist

*The four questions: 
What Do You Fear
What Makes You Happy
What Would You Change
What Gives You Hope

*How did you come up with those 
four ?
I thought about it being a civic 
building, and it marks a moment 
in time in Newcastle’s history, I 
wanted to commemorate that. 
Originally, I wanted to ask people 
what reading means to them, but 
that excluded people who don’t 
read and this should include 
everybody, and it should be 
accessible.  I’m quite a fan of 
abstract questions and seeing 
how people respond.  When I 
trialed them with a few people, 
the answers were so varied and 
so interesting, I thought I would 
stick with them.

How did you gather the 
answers ? 
I had researchers out doing oral 
interviews, and the answers 
tended to be a lot more florid 
because people say a lot more. I 
also did questionnaires, I wanted 
to make sure I had a wide cross-
section of community.  So they 
went to community groups and 
schools across the region.  

Citylife ran a news item, and I 
sent e-mails to people working 
for the council about a website I’d 
set up for anonymous answers, 
and that was the best because it 
was completely anonymous. I got 
a very different quality of answer. 

*Were there any answers you 
couldn’t use ?
Yes, because people were 
mentioned by name, often 
in a good sense.  I’m not a 
football fan so I won’t be able 
to remember names, but 
somebody from Newcastle 
United gave them hope. Some 
politicians were mentioned 
by name - they’re publicly 
accountable so why shouldn’t 
they be named? The library had 
the final say on the editing and 
there were contentious answers, 
homophobic, racist, not a lot but 
some, but it’s a public piece, it 
could cause offence. Somebody 
made a decision to take all the 
names out.

*Most surprising answer ?
Oh, I can’t remember.  People do 
say the funniest, oddest, most 
beautiful poignant things and 
that’s what I like about it.  You 
ask an abstract question and 
they respond in a huge variety of 
ways.



What Do You 
Fear ? What 
Makes You 
Happy ? What 
Would You 
Change ? 
What Gives 
You Hope?
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7*How did you go about the 
design ?
First I divided the four questions, 
then I looked for patterns - for 
instance ‘fear’ - an unbelievable 
amount of people are frightened 
of spiders, more than of climate 
change, which I was quite 
shocked by.  So I analysed it for 
leads for the imagery, as I had no 
idea what the imagery would be 
until I collected the answers.  

That was hard to explain to the 
commissioners, Tolent.  I kept 
saying ‘It’s coming’, but I needed 
that inspiration from the answers. 
I found out I was pregnant just 
after I got the job, so there was 
this other massive deadline: the 
time scale and my belly getting 
bigger was quite stressful! 

So I looked for patterns and they 
gave rise to images.  Then I had 
to go out and photograph them; 
for a period of time I was like 
an open book. I had my camera 
with me so every time I saw 
something, for example a dead 
bird on the road, I’d  photograph 
it, then it was woven into one 
of the butterflies in the ‘change’ 
piece.  

The images start off quite dark 
but as they go up they become 
more joyous and beautiful.





*How were the images 
created ?
The actual images were made 
in a number of ways - there 
were drawings by hand, there 
were photos I had taken and 
one or two from the archives, 
because we wanted specific 
things I couldn’t photograph, 
like an iceberg.  Then they 
were digitally manipulated, so 
there were layers of images.  

They had to be put on 
computer files which were 
absolutely enormous, because 
of the size they were going to 
be created at.  The resolution 
and the quality of the computer 
image had to be really high. 

I worked with a graphic 
designer Colin Hagan who runs 
Northern Design, who helped 
with the technical know-how to 
pull it all together. 

There are four drawings, and 
each drawing’s got around a 
thousand answers in them.  
The text had to be imported 
then manipulated because it’s 
woven into the drawings, it’s 
not a straight line, it’s bent or 
curved around the drawing 
and each one had to be done 
individually.  The drawings 
themselves are like tapestries 
of text and imagery.
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*How was the glass sheet 
created ?
There’s only one company in the 
country, Proto Studios Limited, 
who can screen print on glass to 
that quality and that scale.  David 
works specifically with artists 
and can create what artists need.  
When I looked in Europe there 
wasn’t anyone comparable to 
what he could do.  We supplied 
the files and he translated them 
into film positive, put them on a 
screen and screen printed onto 
the glass.  

If an image had a number of 
colours, then he had a number of 
different screens.  So each piece 
of glass had between two or four 
screens across it.  The enamel 
dried, then another screen was 
pulled across it.  The size of the 
glass panels is the limit that can 
be printed on, they took three 
or four men to lift them, and the 
fact that they had to be printed, 
dried, printed, dried - it’s a lot of 
handling.  Then they went off to 
a toughening furnace, so that 
the glass toughened but also 
the enamel was fired on, and 
it actually changed colour and 
became vitreous, it becomes an 
integrated part of the glass, then 
they went somewhere else to be 
made into double glazed units 
and finally sent back to the library.

*What was your first library ?
Cheltenham library with my mum 
- I remember it being boring, it 
was a ticking clock place.
I read to my kids, that’s what I 
read at the moment - children’s 
books. We have all sorts of 
favourites: ‘Where the Wild 
Things Are’, ‘Peep-O’ is a classic, 
I think it’s the holes, the little boys 
can stick their fingers through.  
‘My Dad’ my three year old knows 
off by heart.  Reading to them’s a 
lovely time of day.
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Info !!!!
More shots of artwork 
production

Kathryn Hogkinson



What Do You Fear? I dare not say it, I dare not say it. Failure. 
Resits. Capitalism. Globalisation. Spiders and Feet. Not 
being able to dance at night. Wor Lass. Clowns. Snakes. I am 
frightened of drowning. Not waking up to the woman I love. 
Global warming. Dying alone. Spiders, I hate spiders, I keep 
having dreams about them. What Makes You Happy? Small 
unexpected moments. Children. Sex. Life itself. Spending time 
reading the Bible. Being with other people. My family.  My wife. 
The sun. Football. Tomato plants. Singing in a choir when all 
the harmonies come together to create one piece. Pie.  Vodka. 
Chocolate. Waking up next to a dragon fly. What Would You 
Change? Everything. All the politicians. The government. Stuff.  
Make evil people good. I would like to change myself for the 
better. What Gives You Hope? The Lottery. When you see the 
younger generation, making something of their lives rather 
than just taking everything for granted. One day more women 
might be in charge. My job. The strength of the human spirit.



What Do You Fear? I dare not say it, I dare not say it. Failure. 
Resits. Capitalism. Globalisation. Spiders and Feet. Not 
being able to dance at night. Wor Lass. Clowns. Snakes. I am 
frightened of drowning. Not waking up to the woman I love. 
Global warming. Dying alone. Spiders, I hate spiders, I keep 
having dreams about them. What Makes You Happy? Small 
unexpected moments. Children. Sex. Life itself. Spending time 
reading the Bible. Being with other people. My family.  My wife. 
The sun. Football. Tomato plants. Singing in a choir when all 
the harmonies come together to create one piece. Pie.  Vodka. 
Chocolate. Waking up next to a dragon fly. What Would You 
Change? Everything. All the politicians. The government. Stuff.  
Make evil people good. I would like to change myself for the 
better. What Gives You Hope? The Lottery. When you see the 
younger generation, making something of their lives rather 
than just taking everything for granted. One day more women 
might be in charge. My job. The strength of the human spirit.
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Info !!!!
More shots of artwork 
production

Kathryn Hogkinson
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Ali Rhind and Rachel Phillimore 
were invited to submit an artistic 
proposal for a fabric artwork to 
the Community Foundation for 
their celebration of 20 years in the 
North East.  Ryder Architecture 
decided they’d like to be the 
sponsors and gift it to the library.  

Ali and Rachel chose the
wall in the atrium as a good 
spot to be seen from all different 
levels: a splash of colour, far 
enough away from sticky hands 
but accessible as well. 

Their design reflected the 
aims of both the Community 
Foundation and the library: 
sprouting seedlings coiled up 
tight, but opening out, with shafts 
of sunlight coming through and 
showered as if from a watering 
can.  It suggests that with the 
right conditions and access to 
the vital nurturing elements, we 
flourish and blossom.

They began by preparing the 
hessian and marking it up with 
the design. Once the design 
was mapped out, the cutting 
and making could begin.   The 
process is called proggy: short 
pieces of fabric worked from 
the back and each one put in 
individually.  Finding enough 
suitable recycled woollens and 
then dying them was a major part 
of the work; they dyed all the way 
through the process. 

Taking the frame to different 
venues and enabling as many 
people as possible to make 
small contributions was part of 
the conception of the piece: the 
background, the soft greys and 
the scripts were done with the 
public, but the little seedlings that 
needed to be very accurate and 
the majority of the work was done 
by Ali and Rachel themselves. 

Rachel remembers the biggest 
difficulty was the size of the 
frames and the weight that the 
piece became as the clippings 
increased. 

‘Our first venue was at Alnwick 
Castle and the journey up the A1 
with the huge frames tied to the 
roof of Ali’s car was alarming and 
rather like having an enormous 
mast threatening to swing 
awkwardly!’

Ali said overall about 400 people 
worked on it, mostly they just 
put in a few little bits, but in total 
it amounted to about 97,000 
progged pieces.  She said it’s 
also known as:

‘proddy, clippy, clootie, cleekie, 
stobbie, tab, rag, poked or 
pegged and hooky.  Hooky is the 
other technique worked with a 
hook with long strips, but people 
call them all proggy or hooky 
depending on what it was called 
in their families or where they 
came from.’ 

A lot of people are amused that 
hooky and proggy are works of 
art now, but also feel very warm 
towards them. They symbolise 
the best of community life, 
working together co-operatively 
with friends and family.  It also 
reminds us that recycling is not a 
new idea.   

The wall hanging in the new 
library celebrates the old 
community way of life in the north 
east, but also traditional skills 
working in a new way, creating 
a rich textural foil to the glass 
and straight lines of the modern 
building
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This page The proggy 
mat



Step by step 
through the 
building

XXXXXX XXXX
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Colour wall
One of the main drivers of the 
design was that there would be 
a simplicity and clarity to the 
layout and circulation of the 
library.  The colour wall is the 
main wayfinding and signage 
indicating floor levels and 
layout by colour.





This page John 
Dobson Street façade 
Opposite Princess 
Square façade
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External
The glass box of the grid 
extends beyond the main 
façade line of New Bridge 
Street to create the beacon 
alongside Laing Art Gallery 
dome.

The John Dobson Street 
elevation showing the glazed 
grid is the library window for 
Newcastle.  People can see 
into the library on approaching 
and identify the main staircase 
- the journey through the 
building showing the special 
areas of the Newcastle 
collection, book gallery, media 
area and viewing gallery whilst 
highlighting the artwork.
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Atrium
The atrium space is the main 
orientation area in the library. 

Four storeys high it allows 
visitors to see much of the 
library from one space.  Level 1 
entry is a meeting and greeting 
space, providing information 
with enquiry points if required.  
It sets the tone for the rest of 
the library, an exciting space 
to be enjoyed providing 
appropriate accommodation 
for visitors needs from quiet 
study to relaxed meeting 
space.

XXXXXX XXXX



Enquiry Points
Newcastle Library has been 
designed to be a self issue / self 
return library.  Staff walk the floor 
to assist as required, however, 
there are enquiry point desks 
situated throughout should 
visitors need help.  The enquiry 
points are of a bespoke design 
to be friendly, accessible and 
informal.
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Café / outside space
The café area, situated on level 
2 adjacent to the performance 
space and exhibition area is a 
bright and pleasant space serving 
food and drink throughout the 
day.  

It can also be used out of hours 
when the performance space is 
operational.  Tables and chairs 
in Princess Square can also take 
advantage of good weather.
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Kids area
The library tries to provide a 
space for everyone, whatever 
they want from a library.  The 
childrens area is no exception.  

The story telling mound 
provides an intimate and 
fascinating area for the 
younger ones.  The teenage 
area sits in the link space, 
again providing appropriate 
facilities for the age group.



Historic Book Gallery
The book gallery is one of the 
special spaces in the grid.  
Here is the opportunity to 
sample and enjoy some of the 
rarer and intriguing books of 
Newcastle Library which have 
been hidden away.  The layout 
consists of a series of spaces 
running along the grid with 
walnut shelving appropriate 
to the books on display.  One 
can find formal study desks or 
relaxed sofas to delve deeper 
into the books on display.
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Local Studies
Local studies on level 6 
provides the opportunity for 
research and investigation of 
the area and family history 
whilst providing stunning views 
across the city’s skyline.

Various types of desking and 
seating give visitors choice 
including access to the viewing 
gallery.
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Viewing Gallery
The viewing gallery on level 6 is 
the end of the journey flowing 
through the grid from the main 
entrance.  

It is a bright open space providing 
new views across the city and 
back to Grey’s Monument.

Ryder Architecture has 
sponsored the viewing deck on 
the sixth floor, and furnished it 
with pink leather Arne Jacobson 
Swan and Egg chairs:

‘It’s a really great space to sit and 
look out.’ 
Ian Kennedy



NOT COVERED ?
12.0 Newcastle Collection

 The Newcastle Collection is situated on level 6.  One of the special areas in the grid.  It 
houses the Bewick Collection amongst other rare and valuable items held in the library.  All the 
exhibits are held behind glass in controlled conditions to BS 5454 to protect them.  Access to items is 
available on request and arrangement.

13.0 Computer Suite

 Today, libraries are not just about books but all sorts of information and types of media.  The 
computer suite on level 4 provides access to 120 [check] PCs which can be booked for use.  There 
are also training rooms for teaching.

14.0 Fiction

 Level 3 houses fiction on the main library floor at the head of main staircase.  Again, various 
types of seating and sofas are spread across the floor allowing borrowers to browse and sample the 
books.

 
15.0 Non Fiction

 Non fiction is situated on level 1 adjacent to the main atrium space.  The single storey space 
is a contrast to atrium and progressively provides more intimate and quiet areas the deeper one 
ventures into the space until individual study ???? are found on the rear wall.

16.0 Bewick Hall

 The Bewick Hall is the main performance space in the library.  It can accommodate 180 
seats in performance mode and be divided into three separate spaces for smaller group sizes when 
needed.  The hall also opens out into the exhibition space providing a full interconnecting space from 
other spaces in the library through to the café.
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TO SPREAD THROUGHOUT 
STEP BY STEP

Environmentally conscious 
solutions embrace 
sustainability whilst working 
within the budget and site 
constraints. The building 
achieves the Building Research 
Establishment Environmental 
Assessment Method rating of 
very good.  

The orientation and design 
of the glazing is optimised 
to benefit the building and 
achieve transparency. For the 
John Dobson Street (east) 
elevation the glazing (1,050 
square metres) is unprotected 
so morning sun preheats the 
space. 

For the New Bridge Street 
(south) elevation glazing (550 
square metres) is protected 
by horizontal aluminium 
louvres (brise soleils) allowing 
sunlight to penetrate without 
overheating. For the west 
elevation facing Princess 
Square Ryder specified a 
combination of curtain walling 
and metal rain-screen cladding 
providing a contemporary 
appearance. On this façade, 
smaller windows are protected 
by vertical blades to prevent 
overheating. 

Further measures to maximise 
efficiency include:

• high performance 
construction materials and 
methods 

• high efficiency chilled beam 
technology, free cooling using 
dry air coolers and indirect 
evaporative cooling of fresh 
air supplies 

• variable speed motor drives 
which respond to demand 

• heat recovery systems 
• high efficiency plant including 

condensing boilers 
• rainwater recovery for 

flushing toilets 
• solar panels to preheat hot 

water 
• low energy lighting 
• presence and daylight 

detection

Technical innovations at the 
library include:

• 24 hour book and   
audio-visual vending  
machine – a UK first

• bespoke ‘download stations’ 
– a UK first in libraries

• Vocera libraries staff WIFI 
communications system – a 
UK first in libraries



The opening - 
what do people 
think now?
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This spread Opening 
day, 7 June 2009



The countdown to the new library 
began on Friday 1st September 
2006 with the closure of the old 
library.   

The City Library had a completion 
and handover ceremony attended 
by the Museums, Libraries and 
Archives Council in early March 
2009.  

‘It’s a wonderful building, 
combining wonderful 
opportunities for pleasure, 
learning and discovery. A beacon, 
in fact, and a magnificent 
reminder of everything 
that libraries can offer their 
communities.  It is a place to 
delve into the self, and a place to 
extend the self: exemplary, heart-
warming and inspirational.’
Andrew Motion, 
MLA chairman and guest 
of honour

‘Culture plays a vital role in any 
thriving centre and this new 
library is a testament to the vision 
of Newcastle City Council.’
Barbara Follett, 
Minister for Culture, Creative 
Industries and Tourism 

‘Kajima Partnerships is proud to 
contribute such an outstanding 
civic building that will prove to 
be a great asset for the City of 
Newcastle...  We hope this will 
prove to be a benchmark model 
for 21st century library facilities.’
Morton Corbitt, 
Head of Development, 
Kajima Partnerships Limited
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On a sunny June 7th 
2009, with the official 
opening set at 11.00, 
queues stretched from 
the front door of the 
library all the way round 
to Northumberland 
Street. 

This spread Queuing 
to enter, 11.00, 7 June 
2009



The then acting Chief Executive 
Newcastle City Council, Barry 
Rowland and Councillor John 
Shipley, Leader of the Council 
were there when the Lord Mayor 
formally opened the new library 
and three 60 foot linen scrolls 
were unfurled the height of the 
atrium:

‘The Lord Mayor got the crowd to 
count down from five to zero, so 
effectively, the people opened the 
library. It was a great moment.’
Barry Rowland
Acting Chief Executive,
Newcastle City Council 
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Clockwise from this 
page Street theatre in 
the atrium; Borrowing 
the first books, level 
2; The Lord Mayor 
opening the library



From the word go, the library was 
buzzing with visitors, ‘hoards of 
people’ said librarian Cheryl, ‘we 
were all tired by the end of the 
day, but I wouldn’t have missed it 
for the world.’  

She now admits that she loves 
working in the new building, and 
enjoys walking about as it is a 
great way to meet the customers, 
and get feedback too.  Within 
the first week, many people had 
come back for second and third 
visits.

Laura from Durham, with her 20 
month old daughter was sitting in 
the children’s section: 

‘This is my second visit, it’s 
amazing, the children’s area is 
very nice.  My daughter has got 
her ticket!’

James Gartland in the computer 
suite said: 

‘I was in on Monday and this is 
my second visit. I used the old 
library about once every three 
months.  I will use this more, it’s 
more user friendly.’

Christine Dryden explained 
she used the old library for 
work purposes, she liaised 
with the Patent Office, and did 
research for clients.  ‘I’ve come 
in now because I’m between 
appointments.  It’s fantastic 
to come in and just sit.  It’s 
interesting that anyone can 
join, we live in Gateshead, my 
daughter joined online yesterday. 
I’ll probably use the café for 
meetings.’
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Clockwise from above 
The Lord Mayor buying 
a book; Watching the 
opening; The staff 
team



Sophia from Consett said: ‘I think 
it’s fantastic.’  But she had one 
quibble: ‘I think they should have 
a section for dvds where you can 
take it out and pay for it with a 
card instead of having to go the 
separate enquiry section and pay 
with cash.’  

Brigid O’Connor, from the 
Summerhill area of the city, was 
very impressed with the power 
points for computers set into 
the desks, she said they would 
be ‘very useful, I will come and 
use that for the proof reading 
work I do.’  This was her second 
visit; she’d come to the opening 
with a friend from Manchester 
who was very envious of the 
building.  Brigid did have one 
little complaint: ‘I’m disappointed 
the Tourist Information has gone 
elsewhere.’

Peter Robb, from Wallsend, a 
retired librarian, was enthusiastic 
from the moment he arrived: 
‘I’ve only been here two minutes! 
It’s brilliant.  I used to work 
in the old library, it started 
to get a bit cramped at the 
end, claustrophobic. I’m in a 
wheelchair and the access is a lot 
better, more open, more space.’

During the opening week Sunday 
7th June to Sunday 15,  33,597 
people visited, and 16,495 items 
were issued.  Word quickly 
spread about the delights of 
the building and its fresh stock, 
bringing new users to the 
library, like Rebecca from South 
Gosforth, who said:

‘I didn’t use the old library, but 
I heard this was so nice, and I 
needed some reference books on 
garden design for my work, so I 
thought I’d borrow a book rather 
than buy one.’

‘There seems to be a lot of 
choice, as much as you’d get in a 
bookshop.’  

Another visitor, Helen and her 
family, made their first stop the 
café: 

‘The old café was very basic, I 
think this is fantastic, it’s buzzing, 
it seems vibrant, light and airy. 
The library’s very modern with 
all it’s electronic information 
sources.’  

‘I’m going to use it after this 
bacon sandwich.  I’ve been told 
about the ease of getting books 
out and dropping them off;  
we’re dying to use the children’s 
facility.’

On the viewing platform, a couple 
from Cramlington were admiring 
the view:

‘At first glance the view is 
really nice, but some of these 
gable ends should be cleaned 
up.  Because we’re looking at 
this, (indicates library) which is 
immaculate and this which is a 
bit rubbishy, it’s grot! When you 
stand up you can see across to 
the hills.’

‘Excellent display of Bewick’s 
work.  And we like playing on the 
computers!’

Brian, the owner of La Boca café 
round the corner, hadn’t noticed 
any immediate difference to his 
trade since the library opened.  
He admitted overall he thought 
it was ‘Brilliant’ inside although 
disappointed with his view of 
the outside, and he felt that the 
signage around the area needed 
updating: 

‘Little things like new signage 
make a big difference to small 
traders like myself.’  

He acknowledged that the people 
who built the library had been 
very supportive over the difficult 
construction period, and he was 
positive about the future.  
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This spread Members 
of the public using 
the new Library on 
opening day

KMC review image



Jill Barnett , a teacher of
English as a second language, 
enthused: 

‘I usually go into a library with 
rows and rows of books and 
I think Where do I start? So I 
really liked the way the books 
were displayed on the ground 
floor, in small groups of Quick 
Reads.’  

‘I want to bring my ESOL group 
so I was checking if there 
were any books in Arabic and 
Tigrinya, the language they 
speak in Eritrea. Oh, and I love 
the Gallery.’

Richard from Gateshead, had 
been a regular user of the old 
library:

‘Mainly for the internet, yeah, 
I’ll use the internet in this one, 
and the music as well.’ 

‘I find the technology is okay, 
very straightforward to use.  
I like it. At the moment I’m 
here every day, for a couple of 
hours.  I’ve taken a DVD out.’

In fact, all the concerns 
about losing customers and 
the facilities for three years 
evaporated when Barbara 
Heathcote realised with relief: 
‘All our old regulars came back 
through the door, as if we’d 
only closed for a weekend, not 
three years.’

Barry Rowland, Chief 
Executive, acknowledged the 
pleasure of seeing a project 
turn into a real building, 
admitting it was a brave 
decision for Newcastle Council 
to make but the right one as 
the library was now an asset 
for the whole of the north of 
England.  He said it had iconic 
status, and summed it up in 
one word: Pride.  

All could share in that feeling, 
and it would continue to 
strengthen:

‘Decisions on this scale have 
been made in the past and 
that’s why we have some 
marvellous architecture in the 
city today.’
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