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Christ Church is one of Oxfordds coll ege
Oxford college library of the 18th century will be a rather low key and parochial

affair. And why Christ Church rather than any other college? Because Christ

Church is a special case - at least, it certainly thought itself to be special (and,

it might be added, still doesé. ).



Tom Quad with Christopher Wren’s Tom Tower

The college was founded on a grand scale by Cardinal Wolsey in the early
16th century and refounded by Henry VIII 20 years later.



The 12th-century cathedral was originally the church of
St Frideswide’s priory

It has the distinction of bieHenrgVIlt he home
made the College Chapel double as the base for the Bishop of Oxford.

From the later 17th century onwards the college was particularly successful in
drawing aristocratic students. Its alumni include innumerable Prime Ministers,
Viceroys and other figures of the British establishment and empire. To create
appropriately grand accommodation for these socially elevated students, the
college was one of the pioneers of classical style in Oxford architecture.



Peckwater Quad, constructed 1707-14

The three sides of Peckwater were begun in 1707 under the administrative
and architectur al | eadership of the coll

intention was to complete the quadrangle with an architecturally distinctive
free-standing block of student rooms.
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Peckwater Quad, with Henry Aldrich’s design for a
free-standing southern side

Aldrich died in 1710 before the plan could be put into effect.



“In our new building, we shall observe
Dr Aldrich’s model as to the case, but
we design to turn the inside into a
library, and to make it the finest library
that belongs to any society in Europe.”

Dr Stratford to Edward Harley, 1716

When the project was taken up a few years later the purpose of the building

was transformed. Now it was to become a new library i and not just any

' i brary. It was intended from the outset
designed to rival, and indeed surpass, other great academic libraries of the

age such as those of Trinity College, Dublin, Trinity College, Cambridge, and

Al Souls College in Oxfordo (Cook and M



Christ Church Library

Al drichds design was revised somewhat to
today. The building project was an extended one, beginning in 1717 and

continuing as funds allowed. The roof was completed 1738-42 and the interior

decoration carried out in the 1750s, while outfitting was still going on in the

1760s.

So here was a self-consciously grand attempt to create a major architectural
space for learning. How do instruments inform this space?
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The new building finally provided a permanent location for the library of the
Earl of Orrery (of orrery fame) which had been bequeathed to the college on
his death in 1731. Or r e ogké are still in Christ Church and his name is
centrally placed on the bookcase in the gallery in the reading room.
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Destination for the Orrery instruments?

But he also bequeathed his collection of instruments. The Earl's will had
actually stipulated that his books and i
separate room for the use of students'. In 1763 the instruments, which had

been temporarily housed in the college since 1732, were at last transferred to

special library rooms.



What was to be found there?

Orrery collection:
Armillary sphere by
John Rowley
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Orrery collection: Sutton quadrant
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Orrery collection? Sector by John Rowley

So instruments were embedded as part of the learned apparatus of the library,
though seemingly in a separate room. These instruments are now in the
Museum of the History of Science, but others are still in Christ Church and with
a much more visible presence in the main library space.
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Celestial globe by George Adams sr, 1760s

Flanking the entrance into the huge space of the library are a pair of globes by
George Adams senior.
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These are the new pattern that Adams described in 1766 and which was to be

Vi gorously
afterwards.
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