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In 2006 Coutts & Co, one of the oldest, most prestigious banking firms in London, 

commissioned Veronica Bailey to explore its remarkable archive, the physical residue of 

the bank’s continuous activity in the financial markets since its inception in 1692, with 

the purpose of inspiring a new body of work which both “creates a Coutts narrative, as 

well as visual intrigue”. Unlike Bailey’s previous work, which tended to focus on the 

intimacies within a relationship as revealed by visual analysis of documentation left 

behind, the series Hours of Devotion  offers an altogether broader panorama, 

specifically that of London - and its inhabitants - in the latter half of the nineteenth 

century, the zenith of its wealth and imperial power. On one of her earliest visits to the 

Coutts headquarters at 440 Strand, Bailey first encountered  a display of over                        

a thousand largely leather-bound books locked in glass cabinets on the  4th floor. 

Known as the Old Staff Library, the collection was initiated in the 1850s by Angela 

Burdett-Coutts (1814-1906). By any measure, she was, as the future Edward VII observed, 

“after  my mother, the most remarkable woman in England”. In 1837, aged just 23, she 

inherited her grandfather Thomas Coutts’ fortune in the Bank and then devoted much 

of the rest of  her life to philanthropic causes. Although her involvement with the 

Bank was strictly non- executive, she was undoubtedly seen as its figurehead and was 

keenly aware of the welfare  of its employees. To this end, not only did she pay close 

attention to the salary structures and working hours, but introduced (and paid for) 

free lunches and even set up a library and reading room on site especially for the staff. 

The Library consists largely of nineteenth century works covering a plethora of 

subject matter as befitted the natural curiosity of an age devoted to Progress, many in 

fine  tooled leather bindings with luscious marbled or gilded page edges. Although 

there is no  surviving inventory, there are book labels bearing catalogue numbers 

indicating a system of classification at some point. The labels themselves vary according 

to the address of the Library at the time, giving only a vague indication as to when           

a particular book entered the  collection. It is clear that Angela herself donated              

a significant number of her own books,  perhaps at its inception, as every now and     

again, the bookplate is that of Angela’s own personal collection. Indeed the series title, 

Hours of Devotion, is derived from one such volume  published in 1838, a very loose 

translation by the Rev E.I. Burrow of the enormously popular works of the Hamburg 

pastor, Christopher Christian Sturm, offering the gentle reader  “a guide in devotional 

exercises of the heart”. 

What emerges from this series is a unique portrait of the concerns and aspirations – 

literary, political, social and religious – of a metropolitan middle class at the apogee of 

its power and self-assurance, unconsciously revealed through an apparently random 

selection of books. But unlike the modernist, more abstract crop she adopted in her 

approach to the library of Ernö Goldfinger in 2 Willow Road (2003), Bailey presents the 

Coutts books as opulent neo-gothic monuments. She herself states that: “Once books 

have been handled, read and made part of a library, they assume an aura. I wanted these 

photographs to retain something of that  aura, of the time, as well as of the people    

that read through the pages of these beautifully crafted books. These images were not 

to be cropped. They are objects without abstraction.”  Hours of Devotion stands as            

a bold visual testament to the enduring power of the book as a resource of learning,   

as a cultural mirror and as an aesthetic entity in its own right. 
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were not to be cropped. They are objects without abstraction.” Hours of Devotion stands as a bold 

visual testament to the enduring power of the book as a resource of learning, as a cultural mirror 

and as an aesthetic entity in its own right. 
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of work that both “creates a Coutt’s narrative, as well as visual intrigue”. Unlike Bailey’s previous 

work, which tended to focus on the intimacies within a relationship as revealed by visual analysis 

of documentation left behind, the series Hours of Devotion offers an altogether broader panorama, 

specifically that of London - and its inhabitants - in the latter half of the nineteenth century, the 

zenith of its wealth and imperial power. On one of her earliest visits to the Coutts headquarters     

at 440 Strand, Bailey first encountered a display of over a thousand largely leather-bound books 

locked in glass cabinets on the 4th floor. Known as the Old Staff Library, the collection was 

initiated in the 1850s by Angela Burdett-Coutts (1814-1906). By any measure, she was, as the future 

Edward VII observed, “after my mother, the most remarkable woman in England”. In 1837, aged just 23, 

she inherited her grandfather Thomas Coutts’ fortune in the Bank and then devoted much of the 

rest of her life to philanthropic causes. Although her involvement with the Bank was strictly    

non- executive, she was undoubtedly seen as its figurehead and was keenly aware of the welfare of its 
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befitted the natural curiosity of an age devoted to Progress, many in fine tooled leather bindings 

with luscious marbled or gilded page edges. Although there is no surviving inventory, there are 

book labels bearing catalogue numbers indicating a system of classification at some point. The labels 

themselves vary according to the address of the Library at the time, giving only a vague indication 

as to when a particular book entered the collection. It is clear that Angela herself donated                 

a significant number of her own books, perhaps at its inception, as every now and again, the label      

is that of Angela’s own personal collection. Indeed the series title, Hours of Devotion, is derived 

from one such volume published in 1838, a very loose translation by the Rev E.I. Burrow of the 

enormously popular works of the Hamburg pastor, Christopher Christian Sturm, offering the 

gentle reader  “a guide in devotional exercises of the heart”. 

What emerges from this series is a unique portrait of the concerns and aspirations – literary, 

political, social and religious – of a metropolitan middle class at the apogee of its power and 

self-assurance, unconsciously revealed through an apparently random selection of books.               

But unlike the modernist, more abstract crop she adopted in her approach to the library of           

Ernö Goldfinger in 2 Willow Road (2003), Bailey presents the Coutt’s books as opulent neo-gothic 

monuments. She herself states that: “Once books have been handled, read and made part of a library, 

they assume an aura. I wanted these photographs to retain something of that aura, of the time,           

as well as of the people that read through the pages of these beautifully crafted books. These images 

were not to be cropped. They are objects without abstraction.” Hours of Devotion stands as a bold 

visual testament to the enduring power of the book as a resource of learning, as a cultural mirror 

and as an aesthetic entity in its own right. 
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In 2006 Coutts & Co, one of the oldest, most prestigious banking firms in London, 

commissioned Veronica Bailey to explore its remarkable archive, the physical residue of 

the bank’s continuous activity in the financial markets since its inception in 1692, with 

the purpose of inspiring a new body of work which both “creates a Coutts narrative, as 

well as visual intrigue”. Unlike Bailey’s previous work, which tended to focus on the 

intimacies within a relationship as revealed by visual analysis of documentation left 

behind, the series Hours of Devotion  offers an altogether broader panorama, 

specifically that of London - and its inhabitants - in the latter half of the nineteenth 

century, the zenith of its wealth and imperial power. On one of her earliest visits to the 

Coutts headquarters at 440 Strand, Bailey first encountered  a display of over                        

a thousand largely leather-bound books locked in glass cabinets on the  4th floor. 

Known as the Old Staff Library, the collection was initiated in the 1850s by Angela 

Burdett-Coutts (1814-1906). By any measure, she was, as the future Edward VII observed, 

“after  my mother, the most remarkable woman in England”. In 1837, aged just 23, she 

inherited her grandfather Thomas Coutts’ fortune in the Bank and then devoted much 

of the rest of  her life to philanthropic causes. Although her involvement with the 

Bank was strictly non- executive, she was undoubtedly seen as its figurehead and was 

keenly aware of the welfare  of its employees. To this end, not only did she pay close 

attention to the salary structures and working hours, but introduced (and paid for) 

free lunches and even set up a library and reading room on site especially for the staff. 

The Library consists largely of nineteenth century works covering a plethora of 

subject matter as befitted the natural curiosity of an age devoted to Progress, many in 

fine  tooled leather bindings with luscious marbled or gilded page edges. Although 

there is no  surviving inventory, there are book labels bearing catalogue numbers 

indicating a system of classification at some point. The labels themselves vary according 

to the address of the Library at the time, giving only a vague indication as to when           

a particular book entered the  collection. It is clear that Angela herself donated              

a significant number of her own books,  perhaps at its inception, as every now and     

again, the bookplate is that of Angela’s own personal collection. Indeed the series title, 

Hours of Devotion, is derived from one such volume  published in 1838, a very loose 

translation by the Rev E.I. Burrow of the enormously popular works of the Hamburg 

pastor, Christopher Christian Sturm, offering the gentle reader  “a guide in devotional 

exercises of the heart”. 

What emerges from this series is a unique portrait of the concerns and aspirations – 

literary, political, social and religious – of a metropolitan middle class at the apogee of 

its power and self-assurance, unconsciously revealed through an apparently random 

selection of books. But unlike the modernist, more abstract crop she adopted in her 

approach to the library of Ernö Goldfinger in 2 Willow Road (2003), Bailey presents the 

Coutts books as opulent neo-gothic monuments. She herself states that: “Once books 

have been handled, read and made part of a library, they assume an aura. I wanted these 

photographs to retain something of that  aura, of the time, as well as of the people    

that read through the pages of these beautifully crafted books. These images were not 

to be cropped. They are objects without abstraction.”  Hours of Devotion stands as            

a bold visual testament to the enduring power of the book as a resource of learning,   

as a cultural mirror and as an aesthetic entity in its own right. 




