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FACTSHEET:  The History of Lending at the Bodleian Libraries  
Updated 13th July 2012 
 

The history of lending in the Bodleian is a fascinating one.  Readers will have noticed over the past 
several years that there has been an evolution in the terminology referring to the libraries at 
Oxford as the organisation has grown to include many Faculty and Departmental libraries.  In 2000, 
this group of libraries was designated Oxford University Library Services or OULS to reflect the 
integrated administrative relationship of previously separate units, of which the Bodleian Library is 
one.  In 2010, OULS was retired as a name for the organisation, which then became known as the 
Bodleian Libraries.  This change reflected the desire to honour the long tradition of the Bodleian 
name.  Applied as an adjective to “Libraries”, it reflects the larger organisation.  When used in the 
singular form “Bodleian Library” refers to the historic building constructed through the impetus of 
Sir Thomas Bodley.  The paper below describes the history of the Bodleian and clarifies some of the 
points that have been raised about lending policy practice in the Bodleian. 
 
The ‘Bodleian Library’ 
A lot revolves around the question ‘what is the Bodleian Library?’ 
 

To 1927 this had a simple answer: it was the unitary library on the central Bodleian site, including 
(from 1860) the Radcliffe Camera. 
  

In 1927 the Radcliffe Science library and the Indian Institute Library became dependent libraries of 
the Bodleian. This meant that they became the subject departments of the Bodleian in their 
respective subjects, taking inter alia the legal deposit stock. The structure was replicated for further 
subject areas: 1929 Rhodes House Library, 1964 Bodleian Law Library (opening as a new building, 
not taken over from an existing library), 1993 Bodleian Japanese Library (new building). 
 

In 1975 a separate lending library for the sciences, the Hooke Library, was established under the 
administration of the Radcliffe Science Library. 
 

In 1993 the Oriental Institute Library (pre-existing library) became a Bodleian dependent library, 
and in 1994 the Chinese Studies Library separated out from it. In 1994 also the Philosophy Library 
(pre-existing) became a dependent library. All of these were and remained lending libraries. 
 

At this stage the four last libraries did not become the respective subject departments of the 
Bodleian Library: the central Bodleian retained its stock in these subjects. 
 

There was an implicit understanding that ‘the Bodleian’ comprised those libraries which held the 
Bodleian’s subject stock in the relevant area and which took the relevant legal deposit material. 
However, in reports of library activity (annual reports, statistics) all the libraries were included. 
After the inauguration of Oxford University Library Services in 2000 there were further 
developments: 
 

In 2001 the Vere Harmsworth Library split out of Rhodes House Library and became a dependent 
library of the Bodleian in the traditional sense. 
 

The first moves to make better use of the legal deposit stock by placing it where it would be most 
useful were made in the same year with the opening of the Social Science Library, which does hold 
relevant legal deposit material. However, it does not take all of the stock in the subject area, only 
that material deemed most relevant for current use. This mixed model has since been extended to 
a number of other libraries.   
 

The introduction of the name ‘Bodleian Libraries’ in 2010 resolved the issue of ‘what is the 
Bodleian?’ which had been muddied by the developments from 1993 onwards. 
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Lending 
Lending was originally prohibited by the Library’s founder Thomas Bodley, but there were a 
number of moves to introduce lending during the nineteenth century. The statutory prohibition on 
lending was dropped in 1856. 
 
In 1873 Convocation ruled that lending was permitted, but this was overturned in 1887 when it was 
noticed that the Latin had mistakenly given the Curators the power not to lend, but to borrow. The 
motion to amend this led Convocation to withdraw the provision entirely, except by that body’s 
specific permission.  
 
The 1938 library statute allowed the Curators where unanimous to authorise loans without 
reference to Convocation, and allowed that Bodley’s Librarian may, at discretion, grant loans of 
books to University institutions and departments. 
 
By the time of the final issue of the Statutes and Regulations in their traditional form in 2000 (when 
they were replaced wholesale by new  ones) the Regulations stated (III.xiii.6.1) ‘The access of 
readers to books in the [Bodleian] Library and the conditions under which books are issued to 
readers … shall be governed by the regulations and rules of the Library in force for the time being’. 
 
The current statutes and regulations relating to the Libraries themselves are silent on the matter 
beyond indicating (statutes VIII.3) that the Curators are responsible ‘for the safe keeping, 
preservation, orderly administration, finance, and general policy of the libraries within, and the 
services provided by, the Bodleian Libraries’, and the indication in the regulations for readers 
(Regulations Relating to the use of the Facilities of the Bodleian Libraries, 14)  that ‘Readers may 
take material from the shelves, call it up from bookstacks, or borrow it only in accordance with 
library procedures.’ 
 
The Declaration 
The Library Regulations refer to the Declaration, stating “These regulations embody the Bodleian 
Library declaration, to which all readers admitted to the Bodleian Libraries' libraries and facilities 
are deemed to have subscribed, and to which they must adhere. The declaration reads:  "I hereby 
undertake not to remove from the Library, or to mark, deface, or injure in any way, any volume, 
document, or other object belonging to it or in its custody; not to bring into the Library or kindle 
therein any fire or flame, and not to smoke in the Library; and I promise to obey all rules of the 
Library." 
 
The phrase about not removing volumes had been introduced to the declaration (it ceased being 
an oath in 1857) in 1925, only 2 years before the Radcliffe Science Library became part of the 
system.  The prohibition on removal was in fact almost immediately compromised by the 
provisions relating to the Radcliffe Science Library, from which lending to staff in the offices of the 
Science Area was allowed. Moreover, in the following years, before the institution of Oxford 
University Library Services both the Bodleian Japanese Library and Indian Institute Library each 
operated lending collections. 
 
In 1933 reference to the Radcliffe Science Library provision was added to the declaration, so as to 
conform with the actual situation.  
 
In 1945 reference to the Radcliffe Science Library provision was deleted and ‘remove’ was replaced 
by ‘abstract’ to convey the intended sense of ‘to remove dishonestly or unlawfully’. ‘Remove’ was 
restored in 1971 partly because of confusion among readers. It is clear from the history, however, 
and from the form of the amended text in 1945, that the prohibition on removal is to be 
understood on a prohibition on unauthorised removal. 
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When the Oxford Student System went live, students no longer had to subscribe to the Bodleian 
declaration. Other University members do still subscribe to it on their application form for a 
University card, and external readers still recite it upon admission. To ensure that it remained 
visible to students the declaration was incorporated into the Library Regulations in 2006 as a piece 
of introductory text which assert that the Regulations ‘embody the Bodleian Library declaration, to 
which all readers admitted to the Bodleian Libraries' libraries and facilities are deemed to have 
subscribed’. That embodiment includes Regulation 14 ‘Readers may take material from the shelves, 
call it up from bookstacks, or borrow it only in accordance with library procedures.’ 
 
This formulation allows the Bodleian Library declaration to stand, but for its substantive meaning 
and effect to be laid out in the Regulations. 
 
See  Edmund Craster, History of the Bodleian Library, 1845-1945 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1952), 
80-82; William Clennell, ‘The Bodleian declaration; a history’, Bodleian Library Record 20 (2007), 47-
60. 
 
 
Identity and distinction within libraries 
A variety of models is already in use. 
 

1. Full incorporation: The Hooke Lending Library was incorporated into the Radcliffe Science 
Library in 2007. This operates successfully as a library that is a member of the ‘traditional’ 
Bodleian group, contains legal deposit material for reference, other reference material and 
lending stock. 

2. Loss of premises but retention of identity: the Classics Lending Library joined the 
Ashmolean Library in the new Sackler Library in 2001 but retains its identity as a separate 
collection in its own area within the Library.  

3. Separate premises and identity but combined administration: The Taylor Institution Library 
now incorporates the former Modern Languages Faculty Library. The latter retains its own 
premises and is described as a ‘teaching collection’ but the staff and procedures are shared 
with the main Taylor Institution Library. In its reconfiguration the issue desk for both 
collections will be shared. 
 

4. Separate libraries but shared staff: The Music Faculty Library and the Music collections in 
the central Bodleian share staff but retain their separate identities and collections. 

 
 
Summary 

1. The prohibition on removal clearly refers to unauthorised removal; 
2. The Regulations have always been interpreted to allow for a variety of practices within the 

various libraries under the umbrella of ‘the Bodleian’ or ‘OULS’; 
3. The central site has never been seen as a part of ‘the Bodleian’ in which separate 

regulations apply; 
4. It is demonstrably possible for a collection of books to have a distinct identity within a 

larger library building (Classics Lending Library); 
5. It is demonstrably possible to have a lending collection in a building housing legal deposit 

material (Radcliffe Science Library); 
6. The Library Regulations already cater for all these scenarios, and have been approved by 

Congregation.  


