
Bloomsbury, Knowledge Quarter 

I encountered Bloomsbury by chance; as a teacher, I stayed in the neighbourhood several times 

while visiting London to explore its grand historic buildings and gardens, or to see new urban 

developments and their iconic derivative designs in other parts of the city. Yet, the 

neighbourhood gradually captivated my interest, eventually becoming a highlight of my most 

recent visit. 

The toponym "Bloomsbury" is derived from the fortified manor or ¨bury¨ owned by the 

landowning Blemund family on this site during the 13th century. 

By the end of the Middle Ages, these lands had passed to the Catholic Church and were used for 

agriculture and livestock farming to fund the St. Giles leper hospital. The site lay in the fields 

between the Roman-founded commercial and financial hub—now known as the City—and the 

political and religious center to the west in the borough of Westminster; these two poles would 

eventually merge into a unified, consolidated urban structure following the city's reconstruction 

after the Great Fire of 1666. 

In 1657, the fourth Earl of Southampton began building his imposing mansion around 

Bloomsbury Square—London's first public square—thereby inaugurating a new model of spatial 

order centered on landscaped squares framed by aristocratic residences. 

Following the marriage of the Earl's daughter to 

William Russell, Duke of Bedford, the couple 

extended this rational, rectilinear urban planning 

concept across the entire area. This created the 

green squares we see today—Bedford Square, 

Russell Square, Tavistock Square, and others—

which structure and beautify the neighborhood 

while offering places of respite from the 

ceaseless activity of urban life. 

These are park-like squares—square or 

rectangular, with simple designs featuring 

perimeter paths and, often, a substantial central 

tree or feature. They are enclosed spaces acting 

as "green hospitals" for the frayed nerves of 

inhabitants, whose lives are otherwise taut with 

the tension of crisscrossing paths and the frenetic 

pace of London mobility.                                                   
Duke of Bedford’s state development plan. 
With the urban layout established in the 17th century and its boundaries defined—Euston Road 

to the north, New Oxford Street to the south, Gray’s Inn Road to the east, and Tottenham Court 

Road to the west—the area developed using the Georgian terraced house typology. These 

featured dark brick neoclassical facades, English courtyards, a piano nobile, and three upper 

stories that decreased in height as the building rose. 

In the 19th century, the neighborhood’s social makeup shifted away from being exclusively 

aristocratic with the emergence of "boarding houses." These establishments attracted a 

transient population of professionals and students, housing them in converted Georgian 



residences that had been subdivided into small rooms; this created new relationships among 

tenants, characterized by social tensions and a new landscape of connections. 

The British Museum—a beacon and driving force of London culture—settled in Bloomsbury in 

1782 within the Montagu family mansion. That structure was demolished in 1842 to make way 

for the current building designed by Robert Smirke, which houses many of the world's artistic 

treasures behind its elegant colonnades and within its central courtyard. Today, that courtyard 

is covered by a glazed toroid structure supported by a metal space frame resting on the 

rectangular perimeter of the Queen Elizabeth II Great Court and the circle housing the British 

Library (whose main headquarters are now located very close to the major stations on Euston 

Road). 

The northern edge of Bloomsbury is home to three massive, vitally important railway hubs 

accessible from Euston Road: St. Pancras International (serving the Eurostar line), the 

unforgettable King’s Cross Station (famous for Platform 9¾), and the national Euston Station, 

located to the west of this major transport interchange. 

The house-museum of Charles Dickens—a central figure of the Victorian era—paves the way for 

the writers, scientists, and intellectuals of the subsequent generation who gathered in the 

neighborhood during the early 20th century. These included Virginia Woolf and her husband 

Leonard (who was also a publisher), the economist Keynes, and many others—figures admired 

today for their work who, during those years of youth and unconventional living, were 

transforming social norms. They were champions of pacifism, feminism, economic liberalism, 

social rights, and individual liberties. One can discover their homes by following the blue plaques 

beside their doorways: Keynes at 46 Gordon Square, Virginia and Leonard at 52 Tavistock 

Square, or the shared apartment where they used to meet at 38 Brunswick Square. 

The Bloomsbury Group also gave rise to several publishing houses; some, like Hogarth Press, 

remain in the neighborhood, while others—such as Bloomsbury Publishing in Bedford Square, 

which famously backed the ¨Harry Potter¨ series—have continued the legacy. Visitors can also 

enjoy legendary bookshops like the London Review Bookshop or the historic Waterstones 

branch—complete with a lively café—at 82 Gower Street. 

Activism and socio-political movements have given way to a vibrant international university life 

that fosters open dialogue and broad intellectual exchange. 

The arrival of the University of London in Bloomsbury in 1826—integrating faculties, student 

residences, and auxiliary services into the urban fabric surrounding the area's historic squares—

proved providential. It set the stage for the addition of new cultural facilities, innovation hubs, 

laboratories, and more, gradually shaping the district into a major global center for research and 

the dissemination of knowledge. 

University College London (UCL) is part of the University of London federation—alongside 16 

other independent universities—and stands as a leader in both size and prestige, alongside 

institutions such as King’s College, the London School of Economics (LSE), the School of Oriental 

and African Studies (SOAS), and Queen Mary University, among others. 

Since its founding, distinctive buildings have been erected, such as the foundation's 

headquarters in the Art Deco Senate House—which adds a touch of architectural quality to the 

area—and the neoclassical, massive Wilkins Building and Quadrangle, serving as the academic, 

cultural, and social hub of UCL. 



Also noteworthy are the Students’ Centre in Gordon Square, open 24/7 with over 1,000 study 

spaces; the former university hospital—known as the Cruciform Building—featuring Gothic 

towers at its four corners; and other excellently designed Modernist-era structures, such as the 

internationally renowned, Brutalist-style Institute of Education (with its monumental scale) and 

the equally Brutalist UCL Chemistry Laboratory. 

Other private university institutions reinforce this area's status as a global center of knowledge. 

These include two of the world's most prestigious architecture schools: The Architectural 

Association (AA) in Bedford Square—housed in interconnected Georgian townhouses and 

famous as the place where Rem Koolhaas (who explored space as an object of consumption) 

and Zaha Hadid (who introduced a new, fluid complexity of form) crossed paths—and the 

Bartlett School of Architecture (UCL), located in an eight-story building with an entrance on 

Gordon Street and highly flexible usage. 
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The area also hosts other top-tier academic faculties across various disciplines, as well as 

numerous student residences—housed in either historic or contemporary buildings—that 

feature modern community programs, such as jam session rooms and wild, permaculture-

inspired garden courtyards that instil new values in the students. 

The neighborhood is home to several premier healthcare institutions, such as the UCL-affiliated 

University College Hospital, the renowned Great Ormond Street Hospital (GOSH)—a leader in 

pediatrics—and the National Hospital for Neurology and Neurosurgery, a leader in its field. 

Bloomsbury also hosts one of the world's largest concentrations of research centers—many 

linked to UCL and others to the private sector, often housed in refurbished historic buildings. 

Examples include the MRC Laboratory for Molecular Cell Biology on Gower Street; the UCL-

affiliated Great Ormond Street Institute of Child Health on Guilford Street; the Bloomsbury 

Research Institute on Tavistock Place, which focuses on vaccine and infectious disease treatment 

research; the Sainsbury Wellcome Centre on Howland Street, a leader in neuroscience research 

aimed at understanding how the brain drives human behavior; the Warburg Institute on Woburn 

Square, a leader in the study of culture and art; and various private research centers and 

incubators—some in partnership with public institutions—such as Victoria House on 

Bloomsbury Square and the Pioneer Group-sponsored life sciences laboratory. 

It is also home to corporations, research subsidiaries, and private consultancies operating locally 

and globally in cutting-edge sectors like AI, biotechnology, and engineering—such as ARUP at 80 

Charlotte Street and Google London, located near the Euston Road stations. 



An ecosystem of interconnected start-ups and hotels of varying styles and characters—mostly 

lining the area between Woburn Place and Southampton Row near Russell Square—is anchored 

by the glamorous Kimpton Fitzroy London Hotel. Designed by Charles Fitzroy Doll, the hotel 

defies easy stylistic classification, blending Neo-Gothic and French Renaissance elements in a 

terracotta-clad structure that exudes dandyish flair. 

Several churches occupy the plots laid out by the Russell family; perhaps the most imposing is 

St. George’s—one of twelve churches commissioned by Parliament from the prominent English 

Baroque architect Nicholas Hawksmoor—or St. Pancras, near Euston Road, which hosts concerts 

across various genres. Architecturally, however, the most significant is arguably the Church of 

Christ the King. Situated at the corner of Gordon Square and Byng Place, it features a style that 

is at once restrained and lively Gothic; it belongs to the Catholic Apostolic Church—a 

denomination now in decline and marked by internal schisms—offering a glimpse into the 

evolution of religion in the country since the 1534 break with Rome. 

The Curzon cinema is located within the Brutalist complex next to Brunswick Square—a 

development featuring a pedestrian shopping street and two facing residential blocks with 

terracing reminiscent of ocean liners—and offers a curated film program alongside a restaurant 

terrace with a delightful cultural atmosphere. 

The neighborhood is also home to the Bloomsbury Theatre, with its unusual façade featuring 

concrete flowering stalks; the country’s premier drama school, RADA; and The Place, a 

contemporary dance school that presents performances open to the public. 

Mobility in the area has been transformed in recent years, giving greater space and prominence 

to modes of transport such as bicycles, electric scooters, and pedestrians over the automobile; 

while car presence has been reduced on some roads and eliminated on others, the frenetic 

urban pace remains on thoroughfares like Euston Road and Southampton Road. On iconic 

streets linked to the university, such as Gordon Street and Gordon Square, cafés spill out to 

celebrate the summer. 

Finally, mention must be made of the 177-meter-tall BT Tower in neighboring Fitzrovia—a 

modern-day Trajan’s Column for the age of communications—transmitting radio, television, 

telephony, data, and defense network signals that broadcast messages and keep us connected; 

for our purposes here, it also serves as the great landmark of the Knowledge Quarter. 
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Some hasty conclusions 
Bloomsbury proves to be a university ecosystem where over 100,000 students from around the 

globe pursue their education on an urban campus that coexists with other human activities; 

furthermore, the area has successfully preserved its cultural history while attracting other 

institutions dedicated to knowledge and innovation. 

I wonder: why has the university in London managed to sustain and expand its presence in 

a central area, whereas our own campuses often isolate students from the synergies generated 

by the established urban fabric? 

 
Aerial view of the neighborhood. Below lie the British Museum and Bedford Square; the parks that shape the urban layout are clearly visible. 

Clusters, hubs, quarters... financial, government, or knowledge districts all seek to 

concentrate energy around a strategic vector to boost efficiency and compete in a globalized 

world. 

https://www.knowledgequarter.london/ it offers further information on activities and 

objectives. 

Georgian, Victorian, Neoclassical, Gothic, and Neo-Gothic architecture—alongside French 

Renaissance-inspired buildings, extensive Brutalism, and other Modernist and contemporary 

designs of varying scales and qualities—coexist in this neighborhood with astonishing ease. 

In a city that is dazzling and at times overwhelming, Bloomsbury feels a bit like home, yet 

it also draws us in with all that remains to be discovered. 

 

Luis Javier Martinez Lucio 
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