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Former Reading Room Temporary Exhibition Space

LOCATION OF THE FORMER READING 
ROOM IN THE BRITISH MUSEUM
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The former Reading Room before the insertion of the temporary works

The First Emperor Exhibition shown in place in the former Reading Room. The exhibition is on the temporary floor approximately two metres above the normal 
floor level. The surrounding fabric walls can be seen in the background.
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Photograph taken during the recent detailed survey work from the access platform used to inspect the ceiling dome. The 
photograph shows the relationship between the temporary fabric walls and the permanent bookcases on the galleries around 
the Reading Room.
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•	 Access generally is a problem in some of the external upper 
spaces in the former Reading Room. There is inadequate safe 
access for maintenance purposes at the gutter level and such 
poor access to the upper areas of the dome, with its glazed 
oculus, that at present only specialised access personnel can work 
in the space. The oculus is blacked out at present as part of the 
temporary work for the use of the space for exhibitions. However, 
this blackout is to be removed when the interior of the room 
is reinstated and it will then be desirable to have safe access for 
routine maintenance for cleaning the laylights and replacing lamps. 
Some of this work is also likely to require Listed Building Consent.

•	 The decorative dome is made of papier-mâché and was last 
repaired and redecorated during the work to form the Great 
Court. Several apparent cracks have opened up in the surface of 
the dome. However, a close inspection from an access platform 
suggests that these are not an immediate concern. The ‘cracking’ 
relates to the repair carried out in the 1990s which taped over 
the joints between the different panels of papier-mâché. It is not 
now thought (as a result of the inspection by a specialist) that 
there are any fundamental structural problems with the underside 
surface of the dome.

The timetable for the reinstatement of the former Reading 
Room

It is the Museum’s intention to have all the temporary works 
removed from the former Reading Room by Spring 2016. There are 
further specialist investigation works to be completed in the first 
few months of 2015, these include assessment of the level of access 
required for full maintenance of the spaces, further scoping of fire 
safety related works and scoping of the access requirements to deep 
clean areas around the Great Court parapets. The work will be fully 
defined by Summer 2015 and it is anticipated that a contract will be 
let for the removal of all the temporary works before the end of May 
2015 for a start on the work in June 2015.
 
The removal of the temporary work in the former Reading Room 
will be a relatively lengthy process and much of it will need to 
be completed outside normal working hours. The platform is set 
approximately 2 metres above the main floor level which leaves 
room for the Smirke Reading Desks and their protective boxings. 
The temporary floor consists of a plywood deck supported on a 
steel framework. It is surrounded by fabric walls supported by steel 
columns. The platform has four staircases approaching it, two main 
stairs to the north and south and two secondary escape stairs to the 
west and east. There are platform lifts to the north and south stairs 
and the approach to the bottom of the stairs and the lifts is ramped 
up from the original floor level. The desks are protected with a heavy 
plywood boxing on a timber frame and there are eight air handling 
units together with associated pipework, ducting and electrics. All in 
all there is a good deal of material to remove. There is no way into 
the room other than through the doors out of the Great Court. Of 
these only the south door is freely available as the others open into 
accommodation occupied by the shops. The south door is a normal 
domestic sized double door that opens directly into the public area 
of the Great Court. The Great Court is available to the public from 
09.00 until 18.00 every day and remains open until 20.30 on Fridays 
and later for the many, pre-booked special evening events. This means 
that all the material stripped out of the temporary floor, ramp, walls 

The Present Position 

A temporary Listed Building Consent was granted to the British 
Museum on 27th October 2006 Reference 2006/3731/L. This 
permission allowed the British Museum to insert a temporary floor 
into the space and to install temporary air handling plant. The design 
of the installation allowed all the original Smirke furnishings to be 
left in place. These are protected by plywood boxes and the new 
structure is fitted around the furniture.

The purpose of the temporary work was to allow the former 
Reading Room to be used as a space for temporary exhibitions. 
The consent and subsequent extension gave permission for the 
temporary floor and associated plant to remain in position until 
the new Exhibition Space was open. The floor and the associated 
temporary works was to be removed and the interior of the room 
to be reinstated in its original condition by the end of October 2014. 
This has not happened for the reasons set out below. This application 
seeks to regularise the position by seeking consent to retain the 
temporary floor and associated temporary works for a period of 15 
months from the date of consent for this new application.
 

Why is the additional time needed? 

It is the intention of the Museum’s Trustees and Management to 
remove the temporary floor and associated equipment and to 
restore the space to its former 2006 condition as required by the 
original Temporary Listed Building Consent.

Since the last exhibition closed in the former Reading Room the 
Museum has carried out a series of surveys into the condition of 
the fabric and to establish what repair work is desirable as the work 
progresses to return the room to its original condition. The survey 
report can be made available if this is thought relevant – but to 
summarise its findings there are a variety of elements of work that 
need attending to with more or less urgency and it will make a good 
deal of sense to deal with these as the work is in hand to remove 
the temporary works.  Much of the work is necessary maintenance 
and repair work and some of this work will require Listed Building 
Consent in its own right. A separate application will be made for 
consent for these works when they are defined and it is anticipated 
that an application will be made for these works before Easter 2015.

To summarise the main findings of the investigations and survey work:
 
•	 The Museum is currently reviewing the existing Fire Strategy and 

the outcome may necessitate the treating of the former Reading 
Room as a separate zone from the remainder of the Great 
Court. If necessary this will be achieved by recommissioning the 
fire shutters in each of the windows around the former Reading 
Room and by ensuring all the fire doors in the small openings 
in the room at the principal floor level reach current standards. 
The mechanisms of the fire shutters are located in such a way 
that they are very difficult to access. Work is needed to overhaul 
the mechanisms and to ensure that access is available for routine 
servicing and testing in the future. If required, it is anticipated that 
this work will require Listed Building Consent as it may require 
the removal of some masonry on the outer surface of the new 
stone drum which is part of the Foster + Partners scheme 
opened in December 2000.



8 Design and Access Statement for a Further Temporary Listed Building Consent for the Staging in the Former Reading Room at The British Museum

Public Access 

Before Spring 2016 it is intended to remove all the temporary work 
and the protection to the desks. The room will put back into the state 
it was in before the temporary works, as far as its physical condition 
is concerned. 

and staircases has to go out of the door into the public space ‘out of 
hours’. The same applies to the disabled lifts, the air handling plant and 
associated ductwork, pipework and electrics.
 
The only sensible way out for the material is across the Great Court 
and the South Entrance Hall and out of the main Museum entrance, 
down the steps to be loaded onto a lorry waiting to remove the 
material. Given the highly significant nature of the fabric of the 
Museum building a good deal of time will need to be spent each 
evening providing temporary protection to the floor, doorways, 
columns and steps. This protection will need to be removed before 
the Museum reopens for business at 09.00 the following morning. The 
Museum is so busy that it will be thoroughly undesirable to have a 
lorry with waste material left standing in the courtyard during the day. 
The intention will be to load a lorry trailer each evening with waste 
material and for this to be removed well before 09.00 each morning. 
Given these constraints and the highly significant nature of the fabric 
of the room and of the desks it is anticipated that the removal will be 
a slow business. Initial programming of the work, with the advice of 
the Museum’s term contractor, suggests that there will be no difficulty 
in having the removal of all the temporary work completed before 
the end of 2015. It is possible, however, that some of the other work 
to improve access and the environmental controls may continue 
beyond this period.
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Appendix A: Listed Building Consent 2006/3731/L dated 27 October 2006
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Appendix A: Listed Building Consent 2006/3731/L dated 27 October 2006



15 January 2015 / 02.230838 11
11

Appendix A: Listed Building Consent 2006/3731/L dated 27 October 2006



12 Design and Access Statement for a Further Temporary Listed Building Consent for the Staging in the Former Reading Room at The British Museum12

Appendix A: Listed Building Consent 2006/3731/L dated 27 October 2006
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