
Royal Liver Building 
 
 
Background 
 
In 1850 a group of nine Liverpool men formed a Burial Society, the main purpose of which 
was to allow participants to save over long periods in order to have sufficient funds to avoid 
family members from being interred in a pauper’s grave. Their early meetings were held in 
the Lyver Inn in St Anne Street and the society became known as the Liverpool Lyver Burial 
Society. The Society grew very rapidly in its early years and had opened branches in 25 other 
cities and large towns by 1855. At the General Meeting in 1856 it was renamed as the Royal 
Liver Friendly Society and by 1863 had prospered to such an extent that it was able to afford 
to have a new headquarters building (with a clock tower) erected at 16 Prescot Street. This 
building had to be extended three times over the next 30 years as the Society continued to 
prosper. 
 
There are probably as many theories about the origins of the Liver Bird as there are about the 
origins of the name Liverpool. What is known for certain is that the city seal in medieval 
times incorporated an eagle, thought to have been the Eagle of St John the Evangelist, whom 
King John, granter of the original Royal Charter to Liverpool, took as his patron saint. The 
Eagle of St John carries a baby in its beak.  
 
At the time the city was besieged by Cavalier forces in 1644 this seal was lost or stolen. Some 
years later a local artist was asked to reproduce the seal but, since he had probably never seen 
an eagle, his representation more resembled a cormorant, a common bird on the banks of the 
river even today. The earliest surviving physical representations of the Liver Bird are 
probably those on the facade of the Bluecoat Chambers. The 19th Century stone Liver Bird 
which topped the original St John’s Market can still be seen in the Museum of Liverpool Life. 
 
There are also numerous theories about what exactly Liver Birds carry in their mouths. Some 
say it is laver, a form of seaweed, which would concur with the idea that the bird is based on a 
cormorant, others that it is broom, the latin name for which is Plantae Genisteae. (The first 
recorded instance of the city seal was in the 14th Century when the House of Plantagenet ruled 
and the origin of this surname is Plantae Genisteae.)  
 
The three Liver Birds on the City Coat of Arms are definitely cormorants because of their 
colour, the long legs and the webbed feet. The two figures are Triton and Neptune and the 
only other representation is a sailing vessel so there can be little doubt here. However, the 
Liver Bird in stained glass in the Municipal Buildings Annex (built as the Conservative Club 
in 1880) in Dale Street, has much shorter legs and proportions more similar to the birds on the 
Royal Liver Building. The City Coat of Arms seems to have been first used in 1797 by the 
First Earl of Liverpool and the heraldic description describes the bird as “a Cormorant, the 
wings elevated, in the beak a branch of the Laver proper”. 
 
The representation of the Liver Bird has been stylised to serve many different purposes, for 
example by Liverpool FC and Liverpool John Moores University but the fact that the one on 
the Liverpool Echo Building is carrying a rolled up newspaper in its mouth perhaps says a 
great deal about the sense of humour for which the city is renowned. 
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The Royal Liver Building in its World Heritage setting 

 
The Building 
 
At the beginning of the 20th Century, the Royal Liver Friendly Society had become so big that 
a decision was taken to build a new Headquarters Building and in 1907 the local architect W. 
Aubrey Thomas* was commissioned. The site was to be the old George’s Dock, which up to 
about 1900 extended over most of the area where the Three Graces now stand. Thomas had 
already started on site with Tower Buildings which faces the rear of Royal Liver. Tower 
Buildings replaced an earlier building of the same name which had stood on the former site of 
Liverpool Tower, a fortified house owned by the Stanley Family (Earl of Derby) and used by 
them as a staging post on their way to their summer residence in the Isle of Man. Liverpool 
Tower had latterly been used as a debtors and general prison and was notorious for the 
number of French prisoners of war who had died there after the Napoleonic Wars. 
 
While the Royal Liver building is well known as being one of the first multi-storey buildings 
with a reinforced-concrete frame, it is often forgotten that Tower Buildings was one of the 
first steel-framed multi-storey buildings. Thomas was certainly very innovative and 
experimental for his time although the two buildings themselves have each been criticised by 
experts for their mixture of architectural styles. At its completion in 1910, the Royal Liver 
Building was the highest commercial building in Europe and was exceeded in height only by 
the likes of the Eiffel and Blackpool Towers and a number of Cathedrals.  
 
(*Walter Aubrey Thomas is not to be confused with his contemporary, Walter W. Thomas, who designed the Philharmonic Dining Rooms – 
‘The Phil’ and The Vines – ‘The Big House’. It was possibly to avoid confusion that he always styled himself as W. Aubrey Thomas.) 
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The Liver Birds on top of the two cupolas were designed by a German sculptor, Carl Bernard 
Bartels, who had settled in England and was actually a naturalised resident. They are 18 feet 
high (5.4m) and 25 feet wide (7.5m) and made of copper (originally gilded). Because of their 
sheer size their construction possibly owes more to ship-building techniques than to sculpting. 
They were designed to be viewed from a great distance and do not really bear close 
inspection. Their proportions, especially in terms of the length of their legs, suggest that 
perhaps Bartels was thinking more of an eagle than a cormorant and what they hold in their 
beaks does not really resemble seaweed but could certainly be broom. (The Liver Bird on top 
of the riverside tower has what is probably Liverpool’s highest graffiti under its left wing. 
When it was last cleaned the steeplejack appears to have painted initials there. Are they his or 
did he highlight those of Bartels?) 
 
At the outbreak of World War I in 1914, Bartels, like all Germans resident in Liverpool, 
which, at that time, included most butchers, was interned. This was despite the fact that he 
was naturalised British. He was sent to a prison camp in the Isle of Man and, because of the 
height of Anti-German feeling, all reference to his association with the building was erased. 
This was really quite shameful in view of the iconic status that his Liver Birds have achieved 
and it has taken until this year 
(2008) for his work to be recognised again. The Royal Liver Group has commissioned 
plaques to be installed in the ground floor atrium, the public area of the building, which will 
acknowledge both Bartels and Thomas. Thomas is already commemorated on a plaque in the 
riverside entrance lobby but this area is normally only used by employees of the Royal Liver 
Group.  
 
The clock faces on the Royal Liver Building, of which there are three on the riverside tower 
and only one on the landside tower, are the largest in the United Kingdom being 25 feet 
(7.5m) in diameter, which is the same as the wingspan of the Liver Birds. The original 
intention was that the clock would have chiming bells and there are recesses in the four 
corners of the clock tower to house these. However, there was concern about the additional 
weight at such a height with such a new form of construction and these were not installed. 
The clocks are electrically driven and were started at the exact time of the Coronation of King 
George V in 1911. Chimes were added in 1953 and these are dedicated to those employees of 
Royal Liver who were killed in the two World Wars. The chimes are generated by piano 
hammers striking wires. These sounds are then amplified and played through a gigantic 
loudspeaker situated under the riverside cupola. 
 
Heating and Ventilation 
 
Not only was the Royal Liver Building the highest office building ever built in Europe, when 
it opened in 1911, but it was erected in one of the most exposed positions for any city 
building. Any building erected in such a location in the latter half of the 20th Century would 
have had sealed windows and mechanically controlled input and extract ventilation. 
 
The solution employed here, designed and installed by Richard Crittal & Co., was to allow 
fresh air to enter the building around the perimeter of each office by means of controllable 
ventilation slots behind each radiator and to have powered extract via ducts running vertically 
right up through the building. The ventilation inlets were opened and closed by means of a 
simple lever on the window cill. The extract ducts terminated at roof level with large 
electrically driven centrifugal fans. There were also centrifugal fans at the top of the vertical 
ducts connecting the toilets. 
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Radiant panels at perimeter showing vent operating handles 

 
The ‘radiators’ around the perimeter of each floor were not conventional metal column ones 
but were, in fact, radiant panels formed by a metal tray in which were laid hot water pipes, the 
whole being filled with the same compound (Durato) which was used as the floor finish. This 
‘Durato’ was a specially developed screed which had good thermal conducting properties and 
the hot water pipes were also incorporated into the floor round the external perimeter of each 
office. The dimensions of the original heated floor area are not known but the plan of the 
building is a rectangular figure eight with two large light-wells and so the perimeter of the 
floor adjacent to the light-wells was also heated. Offices facing the light-wells also had 
radiant panels covering fresh air inlets. The light-wells were faced with white glazed tiles to 
maximise the quantity of daylight reaching the lower floors since electric lighting was still 
quite new and not very efficient. 
 

 
Original drawing of second floor plan showing corridor layout 
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The space in the centre of the building between the two light wells acts as the main service 
core with toilets, lifts and stairs concentrated in that area. Two separate lifts at the riverside 
entrance are dedicated to Royal Liver and do not stop below the eighth floor. A ‘racetrack’ 
corridor ran round the centre of the main front, rear and side blocks of the building and the 
false ceiling of this corridor acted as the main extract duct on each floor. This meant that each 
office was subjected to cross-flow ventilation which, to some extent, was controlled by the 
occupants since they were able to moderate the rate of incoming air by means of the damper 
behind each radiant panel. The rate of extract would have originally been controlled by the 
centrifugal fans on the roof but when the building was refurbished in the late 1970s it was 
apparent that these had not been operational for some years and the building had relied 
(successfully) on stack ventilation. 
 

 
Vent openings exposed adjacent to light-well during refurbishment – radiant panel is on floor 

 
 

 
Extract duct over corridor ceiling showing main reinforced concrete frame of building 
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Update 
 
The major refurbishment in the late 1970s included a completely new heating system with 
modern high output radiators and full mechanical ventilation. Where new service runs had to 
pass through the reinforced concrete it was necessary to make openings using thermal lances. 
A false floor and a false ceiling were installed in each office with the false ceiling sloping 
upwards at the perimeter to allow for the height of the windows. The main ducts for the new 
ventilation system were installed in the light-wells and both light-wells were, somewhat 
bizarrely, clad in dark solar-control glass, virtually eliminating any contribution from natural 
light. 
 
 

 
False floor and new heating being installed 
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