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Scope of the collections and collecting policy 
The French collection at the London Library is one of the larger foreign 
collections with something in excess of 50,000 volumes on the history and 
culture of  France, the French and all other French-speaking areas including 
Belgium, Switzerland, Canada and former colonies in Africa, Asia, the West 
Indies and the Pacific. Whilst its presence is mainly seen in Literature, History 
and Topography, there are also large representations in Biography and Art as 
well as a substantial number of works in Philosophy and Religion and across the 
wide range of shelfmarks that comprise the Science & Miscellaneous collection.  
 
There are a number of Periodical titles actively to subscribed as well as many that 
are retained although no longer current. Many French works across the 
collection have been translated into English and these are usually bought to 
increase access to works amongst the readership. Almost every shelfmark in the 
Library’s collections with the exception of specific language collections will have 
a number of works in French as a matter of course although it is not possible to 
continue this practice nowadays. Suggestions are always welcome within the 
constraints of the collecting policy and the budget. 
 
The principle since 1840 has always been to acquire major and many minor 
works by significant authors to a greater degree as primary material in the 
Literature collections, as well as works by a great many major French writers on 
their subjects across the other areas of the collections. The Library has also tried 
to acquire key reference and standard works across the spectrum of French 
output but again, within the constraints of the collecting policy and the budget. 
 
The London Library continues to devote a part of its foreign collections budget 
to the acquisition of French monographs, focusing mainly on contemporary 
literature and fiction, biographies and historical works, art books, reference 
works and other cultural studies, building upon the historic strengths that have 
been developed over several generations. Donated works in French are 
welcomed within the remit of the collection policy. 
 

Literature 
The Literature collections comprise fiction, poetry, plays, essays, literary criticism 
and comment and anthologies as well as a small historical collection of works 
translated into European languages other than English. A survey of key French 
writers in the New Oxford Companion to Literature in French  (1995) reveals all 
but a very small handful of writers listed in its long Chronology are held, with a 
great many earlier works (published before 1700) in the Safe collection. There 
are well over 30,000 works in the French literature shelfmarks.  The emphasis in 
the literature collection is, as elsewhere, on primary texts with critical works and 
commentaries acquired to a lesser degree.   



The earliest works of literature are anonymous, mainly 
romances and epic poetry, with the first named authors 
appearing in the 13th century with the arrival of Jean de 
Meung and Guillaume de Lorris with the Roman de la 
rose. In the 15th century there are the poets Marot and 
Villon, followed by the first well- known writer of 
fiction, Rabelais with his novel Gargantua in the 16th  
century. In the classical period of the 17th century there 
are many famous playwrights, Corneille, Racine for 
tragedy and Molière for comedy. In the Enlightenment 
of the 18th century there are the philosophes, Voltaire, 
Diderot, Rousseau, Montesquieu, all of whom wrote 
novels as well as philosophy and political science. The 

names come thick and fast in the 19th  century with the Romantics, Hugo, 
Balzac, Zola, Stendhal for novels, Rimbaud, Baudelaire, Nerval and Vigny for 
poetry. The first half of the 20th century is represented by Proust, Mauriac, Gide, 
Céline, Colette, followed by Camus, Sagan, Beauvoir, Sartre, Malraux, not 
forgetting the Belgian Georges Simenon, all established novelists, plus the 
surrealists Breton, Aragon, Apollinaire, Eluard. More recent authors include 
Houellebecq, Ben Jelloun, Maalouf and Bouraoui. All these authors are well 
represented in the literature collection, as well as many 
more that are continually added to.  
 
French literature is the largest collection of French 
language works in the Library, comprising some 11-
12,000 volumes. All major authors’ works of essays, 
poetry, drama, journalistic writings are to be found here 
as well as works of criticism and commentary. Multiple 
editions of texts may be found where there is 
commentary and textual amendments or revisions. 
Most Oeuvres complètes are to be found here where 
they will include a writer’s output across a number of 
genres (poetry, drama, journalism etc). The French form 
known as Cahiers are also to be found in the literature 
collection.  
 
Following the works of each individual author you will find literary criticism and 
commentary on them and their works in either French or English, with occasional 
titles in other European languages. Biographical works regarding these authors 
are shelved in the Biography collection. 
 
Individual plays or volumes of poetry are not generally acquired for the foreign 
language collections these days, due to budget considerations concerning 



binding into hardback for the open shelves, but collections or collected works 
such as the Pléiade series will be acquired as appropriate. 
French fiction has its own shelfmark and includes all authors writing in French as 
their primary language. This includes works from French Canada, Belgium, 
Switzerland, North Africa and other French speaking nations as well as 
translations into French from works originally in e.g. Arabic or Vietnamese. There 
may be multiple editions of older titles where collecting policy in the past was to 
acquire a great many editions even if there was no noticeable amendment to the 
text. Works translated into English will be found in the main Fiction collection in 
the Library, where again there may be multiple editions depending on the 
number of translations. 
 
There is also a small number of additional shelfmarks in the Literature collection 
to cover various aspects of the Library’s French literary holdings. These include 
collections for Provençal, which covers works in Provençal, Occitane and Oc and 
has some crossover with the Troubadours collection, and there are separate 
collections for the history of Belgian, Canadian and Swiss literature.  
 

History & Biography 
 
History 
Within the Library’s History collections works are not subdivided by language, so 
relevant books in all languages will be found in the main sequence under the 
appropriate subject shelfmark. The Library has a rich collection of history in the 
French language collected in some depth since the Library began and it forms a 
key part of current French acquisitions.  
 
French history is generally covered in two or three major shelfmarks. It is second 
only to French literature in size and in numbers of books in the French language; 
about half the works are in French with the rest mostly in English although there 
are works in German and Italian also present. There are many older works from 
the 18th and 19th centuries, often with more recent works on the same period 
revealing different views and new developments in historiography. There are in 
addition more than thirty smaller shelfmarks covering a great variety of subjects 
and events in French history. These include individual collections for kings and 
for some royal consorts as well as various members of the Bonaparte family that 
are pertinent to any interest in French history; they contain significant collections 
of biographical material and histories of the country in the period of their reigns.  
 
All the French colonies of the time have a discrete joint collection as well as a 
number of separate collections for Algeria, Morocco, Congo and Indo-China.  
 



Beyond France and its colonies, there are separate shelfmarks for Belgium, 
Switzerland, Luxembourg and Monaco, with some individual shelfmarks for 
Belgian monarchs. The Belgian colonies are covered in the collection for the 
Congo but may also be picked up in more general works about Africa or its 
regions.  There are around 15,000 works held in the specific French, Belgian, 
Swiss etc. history shelfmarks with a great many more in French on the history 
shelves but not pertaining to French history per se. French-Canadian history is 
held as part of the main collection for the history of Canada. 
 
Biography 
The Library’s collections are particularly rich in biographical material; the 
collection comprises both autobiography and biography and includes 
journal/diaries, letters/correspondence and highly illustrated photographic 
works. There are a great many volumes of Correspondance in the Pléiades series 
with many collections and selections in both English and French. There are also a 
number of 18th and 19th century multi-volume works here, many of which have 
not been reprinted since. Subjects include artists, politicians, philosophers, 
literary authors, historical figures, scientists, composers, etc. and any notable – 
and possible notorious - individuals in French, Belgian, Swiss life and in their 
colonies.  
 

Art 
Art is divided into over 40 sub-collections all of which contain some works in 
French. Major and many minor French exhibition catalogues have always been 
acquired. Works about major and many minor painters, sculptors, architects as 
well as other craftsmen have always been sought, as well as works in all the 
other Art shelfmarks that include architecture from the medieval to modern 
period,  sculpture, pottery (porcelain and ceramics), clocks, bronzes, cave-
painting, furniture etc. There is no specific division by country or language in the 
Art collection so works in French are to be found alongside works in a great 
many other languages.  

 
The Library’s large collection of art books includes a 
wide range of material on French art and artists as well 
as Belgian and Swiss artists and the Canadian Group of 
Seven. There are books on the works of individual 
artists such as Poussin, Lorrain, Watteau, Boucher, 
Fragonard, David, Corot, Courbet, Daumier, Manet, 
Monet, Renoir, Degas, Pisarro, Cezanne, Seurat, 
Toulouse Lautrec, Gauguin, Picasso and Braque. 
 
 

 



Topography, Travel & Archaeology  
 
The Library’s extensive topography collection covers a wide range and many 
works are of a large quarto format suitable to books of this nature, containing 
maps and other illustrative material. The collection includes works on the 
geography of France, Belgium, Switzerland and the French colonies in all their 
constituent parts, the history of individual countries, regions, cities and towns 
and occasionally individual buildings. It includes many accounts of travellers to 
these countries as well as broader collections covering the voyages of medieval 
explorers around the known and unknown world. There are particular strengths 
in 18th and 19th century editions, many containing maps and plans of cities. 
Some may now be part of the Special Collections in the Safe but all are available 
to consult in the Library on request. There are, in addition, guide-books to many 
countries, mostly published in the late 19th and early 20th  century, which are 
kept in the separate Guide Books collection in the Issue Hall, and some atlases, 
statistical surveys and other official publications. 
 
The archaeology of France from the prehistoric period through to the Roman 
Empire and onwards forms part of the Topography collection; there are also 
numerous works in French about the archaeology of many other regions, 
especially Egypt. 
 

Periodicals 
The Library subscribes to a number of current titles both in French and English 
that are of interest for French studies. There are also many older titles that are 
either no longer subscribed or are defunct but that the Library retains in its 
collection as part of its non-disposal policy.  
 
The following titles are currently subscribed, some including online access: 
Commentaire 
Dix-huitième Siècle 
Franco-British Studies 
French History 
French Studies 
French Studies Bulletin 
Gallia 
Modern and Contemporary France 
Nouvelle Revue du XVIe Siècle 
Revue des Deux Mondes 
Yale French Studies 
 



In addition there are a number of other titles in French that pertain to a greater 
or lesser degree French studies as well as many more that are no longer 
subscribed to but still held. A full list is available on request. 
 

Reference works, dictionaries & Philology 
There is an extensive range of French dictionaries held in the Reading Room or 
Philology collections, including a number covering regional dialects and cognates 
such as English-Jersey, Français-Occitan, Anglo-Norman, 17th and 18th century 
French with titles ranging from Glossaire du patois des matelots boulonnais  by 
Ernest Deseille, (1884) to Tot en un: lexic: occitan/francès, français/Occitan  by 
Joan-Claudi Sèrras (2007).  
The oldest French language work on open access is in the Philology  collection,  
Les oeuvres de Mr. l'abbe Girard ... contenant les vrais principes de la langue 
françoise published in 1762; later dictionaries for current usage remain part of 
the reference-only collection in the Reading Room. Other reference-only works 
include the Grand Larousse encyclopédique en dix volumes (1960-64), 
Encyclopédie thématique in 10 volumes (2004), Dictionnaire historique & 
biographique de la Suisse in 7 volumes (1921-1933) and Grand dictionnaire 
universel du XIXe siècle: français, historique, géographique, mythologique, 
bibliographique, littéraire, artistique, scientifique, etc., par Pierre Larousse in 18 
volumes published between 1866 and 1890.  
 
The reference collection includes biographical dictionaries across all subjects, in 
both French and English with works such as the 14 volume Dictionary of artists 
by Bénézit and the ongoing Dictionnaire de biographie française. 
 
The Philology collection contains a range of books about various aspects of the 
French language and its dialects and cognates including grammars, usage and 
history as well as broader works on Romance philology and Indo-European 
languages, but the Library does not acquire audio-visual material as teaching 
aids. Key writers here include Roland Barthes and Ferdinand de Saussure. 
 

Cultural Aspects – ‘Science & Miscellaneous’ 
Cultural aspects of the countries covered by the core languages collected are 
often to be found in the Library’s Science & Miscellaneous collection. Subjects 
here include Capital & Labour, Education, Medicine, Music, Photography, 
Political Science, Political Economy and Women,  in all languages, as well as 
smaller collections ranging from Advertising to Life-boats and  Logic to Zoology. 
Social Science, Political Science and Political Economy have many works by 
French intellectuals and there are many more in Philosophy itself. Writers in the 
sections noted above include Durkheim, Fourier, Jaurès, Rousseau, Saint-Simon 
and Thorez in Social Science, Jouvenel, Constant, de Molinari, Guizot, Janet and 



LeRoy-Beaulieu in Political Science and Bastiat, Baudrillart, de Pisan, Say and 
Naude in Political Economy.   
 
Particular subjects of interest to the French collections are Dancing, Dress, 
Etiquette; Cinematograph, Music and Opera cover French films, directors, 
composers, musicians and classical singing. 
 

Religion & Philosophy 
 
Religion 
Works on the religion and theology of France, Belgium and Switzerland can be 
found in the Ecclesiastical History collections of these three cultures as well as 
throughout other shelfmarks in Religion depending on the aspect of the work.  
Various editions of the Bible in French are held  with some older Bibles now 
lodged in the Safe. There are additional shelfmarks for specific events in French 
religious history such as ‘Action française’, Albigenses, Huguenots, Jansenists 
and Port Royal. Other shelfmarks that cover works in French include Miracles 
(for Lourdes), Pilgrimage (for Saint Jacques/Santiago de Compostela), Religion & 
Philosophy of Religion (picking up commentaries on Bèze, Derrida, Fenelon, 
Foucault etc.), Religious & Theological Lit.,(for writers such as Jean Gerson, 
Teilhard de Chardin as well as earlier works in Latin by Abelard, Alcuin, 
Grosseteste etc.). There is also a separate collection for Jean Calvin which covers 
his works as well as biographies, commentaries and criticism. 
 
Philosophy 
The emphasis of the Library’s Philosophy collection is on primary texts. There is 
no section on French philosophy per se nor on different aspects of philosophy, 
rather, all philosophy works are in one collection arranged by author with 
commentaries and critical works following sequentially. A quick scan of the 
Philosophy section reveals French language items on almost every shelf, but 
French philosophy is not restricted to works in French. The works of French 
philosophers are also in English translation, and English-speaking authors write 
about French philosophy and French philosophers in English. Works by the major 
writers have been collected from the start and there are many 19th century and 
earlier editions possessed as well as a selection of later works in French and 
English. 
 
The most important French philosopher in the collection is Descartes, with more 
than a hundred volumes of his works and works about him in French and 
English. There are also numerous works by Montaigne, Pascal, La 
Rochefoucauld, Voltaire, Diderot, D’Alembert, Montesquieu and Rousseau as 
well as Sartre, Camus, Simone de Beauvoir, Derrida and Badiou.  
 



Online Resources away from the Library 
The Library subscribes to a number of online resources some of which will be of 
use for readers and researchers in French studies. They are all available within 
the Library and members can also get access to them from home via the Library 
website using their membership number and PIN. JSTOR is the most popular 
resource with access to hundreds of journal titles. The Library subscribes to the 
Arts packages which do have a number of foreign titles archived. JSTOR  
provides access to journals’ archives generally 5 years behind the current year. 
Other resources are more subject oriented but there is no specific French studies 
resource currently subscribed. 
 
The Library also lists a number of gateways to French studies resources that 
members may find useful and is always glad to be advised of any useful new 
sites such as wessweb.info/index.php/French_Studies_Web  


