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This issue introduces public buildings for the community. There are four types of public buildings
here: museums, libraries, and health and education buildings. C3 has previously looked at cases in
which the community itself became functionally subsumed into the building’s raison d'etre, like
a community center in the theme of “Community and the City” (#41). This time, however, public
buildings that have more accurate functions are examined. They are relatively small in scale, being
for local areas or residents. *

This issue deals with two categories of small-scale public buildings for such local communities.
The first chapter “The Public and Institutional Buildings” introduces museums and libraries. The
expansion of information sharing via the Internet and the emergence of more and more large-scale
museums are threatening the very survival of small libraries or museums. This part shows how small
community buildings are responding to such challenges. That is, rather than presenting themselves
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as landmarks as might large-scale buildings, they get involved in residents’ life at a deeper level to
develop friendly relationships with the community.

The second chapter “The Individual and the Institution” ranges over health and education buildings.
These two types of buildings have a few, quite significant things in common. They function as facil-
ity operating institutions to provide essential services to the local community. Being such they also
share any such facility’s institutionally arranged organization of space, with its implications for lack
of personalisation and monotonous style.

The arrangement of space in such rationally organized institutional systems reflects the centrality
of the need to focus on efficiency. And yet, withal, the element of the personal is somewhere to be
found within. This chapter introduces some cases in which buildings that used to lack opportuni-
ties for personalisation gradually transformed themselves, forming new relationships with residents.
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What role do small community buildings play in today's world? In the 20th century developments in transpor-
tation led to a great centralisation of functions in typologies such as the shopping mall, but in recent years the
transition to a digital society is beginning to enact another centralisation of activity, with Internet retail and
social media all promising to change the way that people interact with their city. While housing, workspace
and entertainment all continue to have great demands, all manner of alternative services and functions are in
decline. Here we will examine a number of different new small-medium sized buildings, each one of which
points to different ways in which architecture addresses this problem.

Perhaps the most threatened funqion is the small public library. As printed information becomes digitised
and more easily available online, the functions traditionally offered by these buildings become less and less
vital. While there is great public affection for the concept of the library, as typologies they are having to rein-
vent themselves as more social spaces, often bringing in leisure and care facilities into their structures. We will
look at a series of varied library buildings which range from continuation of the tradition to new ideas of how
a local library should function.

Small museums are also vulnerable to a decline in popularity, partly due to an expansion of the market for
blockbuster museums and collections. If large, globally branded museum buildings have provided some of
the most dramatic and celebrated architecture of the last generation, how does this effect the design of
smaller, more intimate museum buildings? Here we will consider a number of new small museum buildings
which have more complex and subtle relationships to their community than their more glamourous cousins,
and which offer an interesting contrast to the attitudes put forward by the libraries themselves.
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The Chan;ing Face of Community-Scale Architecture

In today's digitally connected world, it can sometimes feel as
though there is a constant decline in the variety of different types
of buildings. For example, high streets suffered in the 20th century
due to the development of the indoor mall, whose blank serviced
space into which any shop could insert itself, all accessible by car,
led to efficiencies that small local enterprises couldn't compete
with. But now, the technological advances of the 21st century are
even threatening to remove even the physical environments of
shopping, leaving nothing but warehouses for storage and the
distribution networks which bring the products to out doors. It
can sometimes feel as though the only buildings people encoun-
ter now are their homes and their work places, as more and more
activities take place online.

Perhaps the most obviously declining typology is that of the
public library. While libraries have existed for as long as there has
been writing, in the mid-late 19th century, originating in the UK
and the USA, the public library became a symbol of philanthropy
and the power of education. Industrialists such as Andrew Carn-
egie or Passmore Edwards spent sizable amounts of their fortunes

endowing thousands of public libraries for the “improvement” of
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ordinary people, in the belief that this was their civic and moral
duty as wealthy members of society. Later, during the post-war
era of the 20th century, the library was one of the architectural ty-
pologies most associated with the beneficent powers of the state,
who carried on the philanthropic ideal, building many important
buildings, both large and small.

But since around the millenium a cloud of obsolescence has been
hovering over the public library, whose usefulness has been un-
dercut primarily by ongoing transfer of much archive information
into digital forms. If they haven't already been forced to close by
now, they have been forced into the difficult situation of trying to
reinvent their purpose as civic buildings in a changing social and
technological landscape. David Adjaye's celebrated “Idea Store”
of 2005 in London was a significant attempt to reinvigorate the
typology by introducing all kinds of educational and social activi-
ties. Tellingly, the name “Library” was omitted from the institution,
as an attempt to broaden its civic scope, but also perhaps to dis-
tance itself from the associations with a different historical need
of the people to public information.

Of course, libraries are still regularly built across the world, but in

the building as it exists now we can see many different ways of
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trying to keep the typology relevant to today’s lifestyles. A typical
example of this would be the Stapleton Library extension by An-
drew Berman Architects, on Staten Island in the USA. This project
works with an existing Carnegie Library of 1907, with an interior
refurbishment connecting to an extension over double the size of
the original building.

The architects state that “the library is designed to be an open,
accessible, and intimate building.” Firstly, this reflects the ongo-
ing problem of access for whatever reasons, libraries had come
to be facilities whose users were unreflective of the population
as a whole, and a large part of much library work over the last
ten years has been the attempt to widen the appeal of the insti-
tutions. Despite the size of the building, a sense of intimacy has
been achieved through the use of timber for the structure and
certain exposed finishes, the new construction echoing the exist-
ing building’s decorative work, and also having an organic warm
quality. The scheme is fully glazed to the street, and is organised in
a somewhat formal manner, hinting at the civic qualities inherent
to a project of this kind.

Another recent library which attempts to add a modern twist to
the traditional type can be found in the small town of Vennesla in

Norway. Here, architects Helen and Hard have built a striking new
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library building along the town'’s main street, The library faces the
square, asserting the traditional civic importance of the build-
ing, while its large glazed facade is there to allow the building to
be seen as an extension of this public space, an effect which is
heightened by the provision of extensive benching on the facade,
facing the square. Inside, though, the building is more innova-
tive. The bookshelves, lighting, ventilation and other services are
all contained in the spaces created by gaps between two timber
portals which stretch right across the building. One portal is struc-
tural, whereas the other creates the void spaces, but together they
read as a series of curved banded structures with an agreeable
retro-futuristic appeal, with rounded corners and milky-diffused
light, each one unique as they pass across the irregular site, With
its timber construction it can claim to be .\:\)i\thin the Scandinavian
building tradition, but Helen & Hard’s work is stylistically innova-
tive, a strong addition to the local environment.

Within the context of small communities, the architectural bold-
ness of these new libraries is a common strategy. Without relying
on monumentality, the attempt to create an institution capable of
providing something for all members of the community results in
similar architectural approaches. The Bendigo Library by MGS Ar-

chitects in Victoria, Australia, incorporates a previous 1980s library
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building, which has been reworked into a shallow two-storey
building with a very deep plan lit by rooflights. The programme
is typically expanded beyond a conventional library, and now fea-
tures cafes, galleries, volunteering services, research and internet
facilities.

The architects’ stated aim is for a “flexible and inclusive library’,
a space for meeting and exchange, and its design sets out to
achieve this not only with its loose and freely formed plan, but
with its brightly coloured material choices and angular design lan-
guage. The carefree juxtaposition of so many materials and forms
is typical of what we might call the “Melbourne School” (architects
such as Lyons, Hassell, or NH), whose public work sometimes bor-
ders on the psychedelic, but here the approach works towards
creating a space which is relaxed and informal.

Elsewhere in Australia, in Cooroy, Queensland, Brewster Hjorth Ar-
chitects use a similar design strategy to tie a new library into its
local environment. Consisting of two curved wings which bridge
a change in level between the main street of the town and an art
gallery (which occupies a site previously occupied by industrial
uses), the new library is again conceived as a social hub, where all
parts of the community come together. Again, cafes and digital

suites, lounges and social spaces are dressed in colourful, friendly
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materials, as the library attempts to attract the youth and elderly
of the town into its civic spaces.

A common strand in these library buildings is an attempt to de-
monumentalise the institution. Within the context of smaller com-
munity groups, they attempt to remove what might be seen as an
archaic function of libraries - the borrowing of books for a finite
period of time — and to become something more akin to a town
hall or a community centre, frequently incorporating social and
entertainment functions into their programmes. But if we con-
sider another typology — the museum — which also has a strong
historical relationship to monumentality, we can see how different

small community oriented buildings approach similar problems.

Like libraries, museums are a typology which experienced a mas-
sive growth in the imperial age of the 19th century, when reform-
ers attempted to provide education and information to the newly
self-conscious masses. Unlike library, however, the museum today
is still a powerful and popular experience, and in many cases it is
the ultimate commission for an architect. But often the museum
is at its most popular when it is a dominant, globally significant
building, a large scale tourist attraction whose architecture is as

important as its contents. Can this approach be scaled down?
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Remaining in Australia, the Australian Age of Dinosaurs Museum
by Cox Rayner Architects represents a completely different ap-
proach. Containing an exhibition of paleontology, and commis-
sioned by a family of ranchers who have given over their land to
explore its fossilised relics, this small building is built out over a
chasm and appears almost to have grown directly from the rocks,
an effect heightened by the fact it has been built from rammed-
earth walls excavated from the surrounding soil. Unlike the friend-
ly and colourful library buildings, which set themselves apart from
their surroundings to act as focal points for their locale, this mu-
seum could hardly be more of its location.

The Dinosaur Museum was built entirely by consultants and con-
tractors who donated their time for free, coming together to work
on what they considered to be a worthwhile project. A similar
form of collaborative design went into the Museum of Handcraft
Paper, in Yunnan Province, China, designed by Trace Architecture
Office. This building too, attempts to become completely of its
context, in this case by utilising nothing but local materials and
techniques, including some of the paper technologies on show in
its exhibitions. Like much of the more accomplished architecture
coming out of China in recent years, it takes contemporary de-

sign tropes (irregular clusters of box-like rooms, frameless glazing,
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unadorned materials) and juxtaposes them directly with the ver-
nacular, creating a building which wears its crudeness as a virtue.
Here, the architects had to create a complex set of physical mod-
els in order for the craftsmen, who could not read architectural
drawings, to be able to build the scheme at all.

Mimesis can work in other ways as well, however. One of the de-
fining characteristics of the blockbuster museum, especially those
built since the Guggenheim Bilbao of 1997, has been the blankness
of their sites. Frequently built on empty or derelict land, their ar-
chitectural purpose is usually to be radically new. But smaller mu-
seums on more complicated sites have more work to do, and an
intelligent response to their surrounding§ is often more important
than simple boldness. The Fine Arts Mﬁseum in Badajoz, Spain,
by Estudio Arquitectura Hago, not only has to act as an extension
of an existing museum building in a neoclassical style, but has
to contend with a L-shaped site hemmed in by historic buildings.
The architectural response is an interconnected complex of two
buildings opening up to a courtyard, with the design careful and
muted - the existing heights and facades of the neighbouring
buildings are respected, with a perforated white panel as the pri-
mary material choice inside and out, a modern but not exuberant

choice. Overall the design is turned to the interior, with a range of
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different qualities of space and light created within the envelope,
with the architects’ intention for “the building to be integrated
into the city without resorting to a compositional exercise.”

More compositional, but dealing with a similar context, is the Me-
dieval Museum in Waterford, Ireland, designed by a team from the
Waterford City Council whose are now practicing as ROJO-Studio.
The site, again, is an awkward inside corner, facing a variety of
buildings including a neoclassical cathedral directly opposite, a
situation complicated by the presence of medieval remains un-
derneath which were to become part of the building and its ex-
hibits. The architects state that their intention was to “strengthen
the characteristic of the historic tissue while, at the same time, cre-
ating something new", and much of the energy has gone into the
facade, which is a remarkable curved structure, faced in a warm
local limestone (hinting at the ruins embedded within), with a se-
ries of irregular bands adding interest and contrast. The building
has a hint of the weight of 1960s modernism, with a single storey
glazed entrance level undermining the facade and its cantilevers,
while the interior revels in the juxtaposition of new construction
and decayed historical structures.

On the one hand, the approaches of these libraries and museums

are completely different. The strategy for the libraries, a typology
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which is incredibly unsure of its civic function at this time, fre-
quently attempts to make the buildings bold, standing out from
the residential or commercial communities in which they are situ-
ated, and becoming something like a 21st century meeting hall or
civic centre. The museums, on the other hand, develop their archi-
tectural approach from a strong sense of identification, whether
it be with the character and materiality of the artefacts, or the
local architectural context from which the buildings develop. The
museums are in their way equally bold, but in a more intensely
contextual fashion, and this difference might be at least partially
explained by the less precarious situation for the museum typol-
ogy at this point. But considered together, all of the buildings
demonstrate ways that contemporary design methodologies can
be brought down to a smaller community scale, and still retain

their power. Douglas Murphy.

RA1RE:

g
—

©Estudio Arquitectura Hago(Fernando Alda)



12

A X EHE

MGS Architects

BRI AE S EHIE (BAT
HREBERS, FEREHKXIE
RBEREF O, —FE)LERBIEL
X, )ﬁrfﬁﬁﬁzm 5 R4t ?EN
RHOEEER ﬁf&m« /T\
flii?im\"i{*l HMM EA I

THAR Iﬁmﬂ%‘lz’lﬂu Om?, &%
*’PS&}JDE&%H@%D‘\]]
E4H, B8, HItES)

EANTERERMNI84FEEIEMER S TAE X AR OHA

HNENRIAEEEXR, £ WA — TSR NABAE R

2 SON M T‘%"ﬁ‘é@”

4k
o &

i ;‘L;IJATQM»;\;;' i
TREE BN,
RS ﬂu i

TH ZZ 42 ZAL/J’ [

RELBED

FTNEE A BN EE

TEAAMBEXRF="10EE, ENES
Tﬁﬁﬁﬁ\m’\?? ERONESR, BATNERNE
PAR & HER . B mBRAERIE.

12 NEI BN Dmﬁ\d”}ﬂifﬁﬂ B A—ANE R
ARBEEBIENASZ BN EE —FARGFERE
\*largravesjf\m#[]l,m\etorw Terracef{EHD, TIXLEIEANATI&E T
AR,
Bl B ANESIEN R ERIAR, AR ASUEREE L]
M WlE, RITERBIERTE 52 BN EENEKL X
UT]WFF‘%D)L%?EZJ K-SRI Z EERE R, KEREHRK %*.
SREE PERBIES AR ZE~4ETERM, e, @ |
ﬂuféﬁ\b\;%‘mﬁ B,
ZRAXNSEENBL, WITIMEER BRI TR HFEARE
N E=ZEEE—ITE X548, DERITATEHENX

7
/
/'
/// 2 \
- y /
<
N /
b 4
p
=
.
2\
s
p
A
> A
N NS
2 /
SWVAL B
NGk

30m
|




