
students, patients, paupers

The St Philips building on the LSE campus 
is slowly being emptied of its contents. 
Knobs are disappearing from the doors, 
bookshelves lie exposed and a new light 
pours in from the bare windows. It would 
seem the life of this hundred-year-old 
building is at its end.
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St Philips Building Timeline

1902   
LSE (founded in 1895) moves to Clare Market.

1904-05 
Sheffield St Receiving Workhouse for the Strand 
Poor Law Union built. It replaces the Union’s 
Bear Yard Workhouse c.1870, which had been 
demolished along with many other buildings 
in the area as part of the Strand and Kingsway 
Improvement Scheme.

1913  
Workhouse is acquired by the Metropolitan 
Asylums Board, which was mainly responsible 
for housing the sick poor in workhouse 
infirmaries. 

1914-19 
During World War I the building is used as an 
observation hospital for refugees.

1919  
Workhouse is converted into a hospital treating 
women with sexually-transmitted diseases and 
becomes known as the Institution for Venereal 
Diseases, or Sheffield St Hospital. 

1929  
London County Council takes over the hospital, 
which specialises in urology (focusing on 
the urinary tracts of males and females, and 
on the reproductive system of males) and, 
later, nephrology (dealing with the study 
of the function and diseases of the kidney). 
Improvements are undertaken to increase 
patient space by opening wards in the South 
Block and connecting the blocks both at 
basement level, and a bridge at second/third 
floor level. The building becomes known only as 
Sheffield St Hospital.

1952  
The hospital is transferred to the National Health 
Service, and is renamed St Philips.

1992  
The medical facilities move to the Middlesex 
Hospital after the site is acquired by the LSE 
(1991) and the buildings become used as 
university offices, teaching and study rooms. 
An NHS clinic is maintained in the south block 
serving some 8,000 patients from LSE and the 
local area.

2011  
Building scheduled to be demolished to make 
way for new LSE student centre designed by 
O’Donnell and Tuomey Architects. Clinic is re-
housed in Tower 3, Clement’s Inn.

Overview 

The construction of the former St Philips 
Hospital as a workhouse coincided with a big 
shift in public attitude to the efficacy and 
morality of the ‘Poor Law’, which since the 
17th century had empowered local parishes 
to take measures to relieve local poverty. 
By the turn of the 20th century, municipal 
reform was reconfiguring the social and 
political landscape, with a number of new 
social welfare agencies providing shelter for 
homeless people, including the newly formed 
London County Council and the Salvation 
Army, and with wider national social welfare 
reforms introduced by the British Liberal 
Party such as the introduction of old age 
pensions (1908), labour exchanges (1909) 
and unemployment insurance (1911). The 
workhouse was, therefore, one of the last to 
be built. The date of construction also marks 
a time of significant change to the physical 
appearance of the local area - the last, and 
largest, of the 19th century new road schemes 
in central London was undertaken in 1900 
with the creation of broad streets now known 
as Kingsway and Aldwych, requiring the 
demolition of many buildings in the area.

Replacing the demolished Bear Yard 
workhouse, which had been situated just to 
the west, the new buildings were intended to 
meet a continuing pressing need to provide 
shelter to the homeless poor. Problems of 
homelessness and unemployment were 
chronic in London, where many people 
increasingly came in search of work but could 
not find a job or shelter. Known as ‘casuals’, 
these people could be given temporary 
accommodation in return for some form 
of, usually menial, work in the workhouse. 
Historically, the conditions in workhouses 
were deliberately harsh and intimidating, in 
order, it was thought, to deter people from 
seeking assistance, and the accommodation 
layout in casual units was not much 
different from that of prisons. One architect 
of workhouses is recorded as insisting that 
accomodation for casuals “should be made as 
cheerless and uninviting as possible”. 

The architect of the St Philips Buildings, A.A. 
Kekwich, appears to have adopted a less 
hardline approach however and effort was 
spent on making the buildings seem not only 



attractive and unintimidating, architecturally, 
but also functional,by allowing for lots of 

which was thought to help prevent the 
spread of infectious diseases. The public-

a distinctinctive local architectural style 
(described as a type of late 17 th century English 
baroque), which was a feature of the Kingsway 
Scheme but contrasts the grand and classical 
style that was favoured for public buildings at 
the time.

It seems likely that the two buildings of the 
workhouse were designed to enable the 
separation of males and females, with women 
being received in the larger north block 
and men in the smaller south block – which 

than men entering the buildings at that time.

The change of function of the buildings from 
workhouse/casual wards, to a quarantine 
station for World War I war refugees 
happened quickly, although they were already 
equipped to deal with the change - new 
admissions to workhouses had been, by law, 
required to be held in quarantine for two 
weeks to make sure that they would not carry 
infectious diseases (at the time epidemics of 
small pox were recurrent in London and other 
diseases such as cholera, typhoid fever and 
scarlet fever had been epidemic before then). 
The refugees were probably quarantined in 
much the same way.

Conditions related to World War I had 
greatly increased the incidence of sexually-
transmitted diseases in London, creating a 
public health problem that local authorities 
had to deal with. The adaptation of the 
buildings to a hospital for women and girls 

major political and social changes that were 
happening in Britain at the time including, 
in this case, the greater role of the public 
authority in daily life and the new way in 
which public resources were being directed 
towards women.  On this latter point it is 
interesting to note that the Women’s Social 
and Political Union, established by Emmeline 
Pankhurst and her daughters in 1903, had 
based its Headquarters on Clement’s Inn, just a 
stone’s throw from St Philips.

Although the Poor Law system was not 
formally abolished until 1948, the law had 
been completely supplanted by 1929, when the 
hospital came under the control of the London 
County Council (LCC). The LCC carried out 
a survey of its new property and, as a result, 
carried out a number of improvements, 
including additional accommodation for 
patients in the South Block. When the 
NHS came into being in 1948, at least two 
other central London hospitals had similar 
specialisms (St Peter’s Hospital for Stone and 
St Paul’s Hospital for Urological Diseases). 
Having combined these to create a single 
specialist medical unit (and postgraduate 
teaching hospital), known as the St Peter’s 
Group, St Philips was then added to the group 
when it was taken over by the NHS in 1952 
(joined also later by the Shaftesbury Hospital 
in 1969). The hospital continued in what was 
the longest incarnation for the building – forty 
years.

On taking over the building in 1992, the LSE 
adapted the hospital buildings for academic 
purposes, although no substantial alterations 
were made. An NHS doctor’s surgery and 
dentist practice were maintained in the South 
Building, providing a service not only to LSE 

buildings as they stand today show exactly 
how they have been used for teaching and 

year plus history.

Reference: Museum of London Archaeology 
Standing Building Survey 2008

Curated by: Christien Garcia, Miranda Iossifidis,
Adam Kaasa, Katherine Wallis


