John Rylands Library, Deansgate, Manchester

When walking through modern Manchester city centre it is all too easy to see the new glass and metal edifices and to think of them as the only worthwhile part of the city. While there can be no doubt that they have their importance – and that in some cases they replace urban decay and thus represent revitalisation – one should never miss out on some of the more elegant and historic buildings from past eras.

One such is Manchester Town Hall, built at a time when the city wished to show its prosperity in its civic buildings…and another is the John Rylands Library on Deansgate, now part of the University of Manchester.
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Opened for the first
time on January 15t
1900, and
commissioned by Mrs
Enriqueta Rylands as
a memorial to her
husband John, who
died in 1888, the
magnificent Neo-
Gothic building
stands proud.

The recent modern
extension has been built
as an entrance wing and
blends in well with the
original structure, offering
ease of access and up to
date technology in a
sympathetic addition to a
building of real character
and history.




John Rylands was a Manchester textile merchant who accumulated considerable wealth and when he died in 1888 he left the largest estate ever left by a non-aristocrat in this country, the then staggering amount of £2.5millions. His second wife Enriqueta had the Library built as a memorial to him, at the cost of approximately £500,000 providing for the public one of the best reading rooms anywhere in the world – now part of Manchester University and a place for study and research.
The Library has one of the world’s finest collections of rare books and manuscripts, set in neo-gothic splendour and occupying a site in the heart of Manchester. Indeed, the main reading room is some 30ft above street level where maximum daylight could be obtained and the noises of the street minimized in those days.

The Library is still open to the public, save for the rarest and most fragile books, which require special permission to view and are available for scholars and researchers with University permission, and it is certainly a place well worth visiting.

Just this year a modern entrance and extension has been added, which without detracting from the grandeur of the original building gives easier access and the addition of a shop and a café along with other modern facilities.
One visit to such a place would certainly not be enough, but everyone should see this mixture of ancient and modern which has been so splendidly preserved and updated without loss of character.

Enriqueta need not worry, her monument to John Rylands is in safe hands and stands yet as one of the truly special buildings of Manchester.

