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This feature focuses on the recent development in the design of media libraries as an
evolution of the traditional library. The paper retraces the connections between the
spatial traits of the libraries and the underlying idea of access to information through
the description of “transitional” projects from the beginning of the 1990s, namely the
transition from strong geometric organization of information in the space as in the
loci method and in the theatre of memory to flowing and freeform geometries related
to the combinatoriality of information retrieval systems or the World Wide Web. For
this purpose it focuses on three specific features of such buildings: the connection
to the public and their approach to the wider context of the city through the use of
adjacent public spaces and facades; the internal geometry of shelves, desks and paths
and the usage of electronic devices as means of display, research and organization.
Subsequently three contemporary projects are analyzed to highlight the different
strategies of the designers in relation to their context and their attitude towards In-
formation Technologies. As a conclusion, the scenarios they evoke for the future de-
velopments of such facilities are described and analyzed in their social dimension as
civic buildings.
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If we were to design a library, let’s say in the 1950s, would there be evident differences in its purposes with a
contemporary library project? Apparently, users have to step in, find a book and a comfortable place to sit. Yet
some differences are clear: notably, libraries began, some 30 years ago, to collect many other materials other than
books, initially cassette tapes and VHS and later DVDs and immaterial contents such as films or ebooks. Those
slight changes shouldn't at first glance entail a different formal approach to their design than Etienne-Louis Boul-
lée’s Royal Library in Paris. Despite this seemingly irreproachable reasoning, the library design underwent a variety
of more or less evident and structured adjustments. At least initially, the most important changes happened in the
name: suddenly, at the beginning of the 1990s the traditional “library” seemed inadequate to host other media,
and a number of institutions felt the urge to change their names to what was deemed more proper, “‘medi-
atheque’, in at least one case without having any other media than books, dragged by new technologies’ hype.'
The case for Boullée library’s spatial scheme is a rather ancient one, based on the idea of space as a device that
can generate order and comprehension. This idea, in turn, derives from the method of loci or palace of memory.
It consists in the virtual placement of slivers of information in a series of organized mental spaces, building piece
by piece a proper palace in one’s mind, a palace of memory, to recall at one’s will. It was during the renaissance,
when Plato’s philosophic ideals thrived back among intellectuals that the palace of memory served as a philo-

sophic support for Giulio Camillo and his conception of the Theatre of Memory. This device was unfortunately
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impression of the Royal Library in Paris by Etienne- Stockholm Public Library by Gunnar Asplund, 1928
Louis Boullée, 1785
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never realized, and his author never completed the book in which it should have been descripted. What we know
is that it should have been a theater formed by seven steps and seven gangways, representing the seven planets.
In Giulio Camillo’s theater there’s no crowd, and the only audience is represented by the scholar, who stands in the
stage and accesses at will the wisdom contained in the various sectors. This perfect order is itself the secret for the
memorization of information. In it lies the idea that all the knowledge can be organised in a finite categorisation,
related to platonic conception that somewhere still exists the idea of a certain category of knowledge that we
have to discover and use?

Boullée’s library is informed of this ordered spatial scheme, and is clearly inspired to Raphael’s painting The School
of Athens, revealing his debt to renaissance’s neo-platonic ideals. In his design, books are organized on steps in
the shelves and an empty central space allows for users to embrace all the knowledge contained in it in just one
sight. It is the same scheme of a variety of library buildings, such as Gunnar Asplund’s Stockholm Public Library, or
Louis I. Kahn's Exeter Library:.

Of course there are exceptions, but the significance of this model remains intact until the emergence of an-

other pattern, embodied in two temporally close projects that, for their importance in regards to the continuous
changes in media technologies and for their pivotal role in redefining what a library should be, constitute an
actual paradigm shift.

Toyo Ito's Sendai Mediatheque designed in 1995 and the unbuilt Jussieu Campus Library by OMA whose project
dates back to 1992, adopt three approaches that, even with different outcomes, radically criticize the aforemen-
tioned model.

The first approach is represented by a strong openness toward the public space, obtained in Sendai through the
use of transparent facades and a ground floor open to the city and in Jussieu through the cut and bending of the

slabs, creating a continuous space that replicates the urban environment. The second strategy consists of the per-
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Jussieu — Two Libraries by OMA, Paris, 1992 Sendai Mediatheque by Toyo Ito, Miyagi, 2001
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turbation of the interior, secular order that until that point informed the library space: while in Sendai furnitures
and partitions are scattered and rounded, interrupted just at the straight borders of the box. Jussieu is a composi-
tion of fragmented spaces: both libraries are dealing with the idea of isolation and insertion of portions of con-
tinuous surfaces: users are able to jump from one space to another as if they were hypertexts. The third approach
resides in the integration of digital technologies within architectural space: in Sendai every floor is dedicated to

a specific use and connected through wormhole-like shafts, while Jussieu separates the different uses along its
fragments.

To understand the importance of these changes for libraries design, it is paramount to stress the wide range of
possibilities they leave open, and the various strategies that descend from them. The following projects illustrate
how those features can be adopted with different approaches and even hybridised with Boullée's model.

The Vitrolles Media Library, designed by Jean-Pierre Lott (p.10), features a relatively reqular plan at the ground floor,
opened to the city that shows the publicity of the space encouraging its access. This is also where the cafeteria,
exhibition space and auditorium are located, establishing a flowing continuum between the outer space and the
most public services of the library.

The overall form consists in an L-shaped volume, and at the intersection of the two solids of which the building is
composed, are located the entrances and the floor-to-ceiling space that clearly displays the upper floor undulated
slab connected to the monumental staircase by a catwalk, encouraging the users to wander around to discover
the various areas.

By contrast with the transparent regularity of the ground floor, the upper floor is composed by unstable geom-
etries, characterised by an undulating profile protruding from the lower level, cased in solid concrete panels that
follow the curved profiles of the plan. The presence of sharp, undulated and controlled curve geometries gener-

ates a wide variety of spaces, and the internal arrangement follows the principle of fragmentation that allows for



W, TRTAZ AR, RFNRERE, AR T RENEBRMHATEFNZE, JEANEEENRTENFIEFIES.

ARLEFAT NFEHZERAZEEEXH. IRk TFIITLEANEREE, SR EHEH XERFHTILREN
# LRk T ERPRMER, B XMt BRYBESENEREALEENE,

OMAZEFRSRITHENRER - & - FERE/REBE (220) NHEXRT ARG E. ZEBELFAT L, BEELENE
—PAERXE, §—ERESER— I EZMNEH R, EENE LAEEXMEERk, Rk TEPHaCERNERYEERESE
A#, RETAHTROZSEMRBEFIGEREE, X E T O MER, EREMEREIBTARMALRE. XERHEIIRES
ZANETREREE, —EHN LENEER LIRS A E TERTRES, M EEENR R BERIIBERAMMBGEFREIRIENR.
L ARBIOEMBHDUR. FESEANUEARNMER ATFEHNBMERSCATERE THBaT. XREBENZOER
2 B DARE, ENAHMETRETNAACHEPIYEESIHEIN, MEBIMREEANAR. RRERFERELESE
R ORI, TR EET B2 PRTREENL S, ERBRMBELRIMNENTRRZRB—FLZINIBHE
RN E, \BRTZERESN. BREETHSERBEFEER, MBEAMEEESMEATNET BAHLAEB 2 5IZHE
Vg

EA— IR TENEGIFZMVRDVIRITHIX R IRSEBIE (3201) . EH—TESROREILENATAEN, XENEFEXE
BHEER, MBBFRFHHIERENBRLE. RER XERABE LELNEREMNOTRR, Bit AFHR, PRIKEH

a number of radically different lights, sights and noise atmospheres, granting adequate space for the usage of
electronic devices, the staging of different kinds of exhibitions or guided activities.

In some cases such fragments are well defined by a three-dimensional form, such as an egg-shaped room sus-
pénded above the foyer, or the conical elevator shaft that contributes to enhance the sculptural attitude embod-
ied in the concrete panels at the upper-floor by which the building communicates its particular nature to the
surroundings.

OMA's Alexis de Tocqueville Library in Caen (p.22) bears a different approach to the context. Situated in the city
center, it features an overall X shape with every wing pointing towards a significant city landmark without visu-
ally aiming at it. A continuous facade with transparent and white panels encases the building, highlighting the
visual strategies adopted for the various spaces. The X shape creates four courts, two of them being devoted to
entrances and public use. The distinctive feature of the library resides in the middle floor: while the ground and
upper floor have respectively a top and a lower opaque ribbons on the glazing, the middle features floor to ceiling
transparent glass panels, allowing a 360° view of the city with a different score than the rest of the facade and a
slight warp that produces a suggestive fishbowl effect. This is the core of the library, operating like a mirador on
the city, enforcing its publicness not through physical continuity as in Jussieu, but through visual communication,
as in Toyo Ito’s Sendai. The shape allows for a programmatic division in four sections, but the shelves and tables are
organized around an undifferentiated scattering principle making the space continuous despite the shape. On the
shelves are both ebooks and printed books side by side, deposing the digital/physical dichotomy in the informa-
tion continuum.

A quite different one is MVRDV's Tianjin Binhai Library (p.32). It consists of a big hall organized around a central
spherical auditorium with light descending from a circular skylight and the books organised around in sinu-

ous bookshelves. Apparently profoundly in debt with Boullée’s model, curiously, the central sphere and the oval

shaped facade resemble another notable architecture parlante project, namely Ledoux’s eye drawing of the
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Theater of Besancon, suggesting a deep connection with Delminio’s theater and the idea of universal knowledge.
A serie of elements, though, show a hybrid position with the first digital age library model.

The sinuous shelves of the hall abruptly interrupt their flow at the contact with the straight geometries of the
facade, suggesting that, similarly to the plans of Sendai or to the fragments of Jussieu, the space can be just a
portion of a Wider figure that extends its continuum in the outer space of the city and somehow coagulates in the
central, geometrically dominant, spot of the auditorium. In addition, even if the central space grants an overlook
of the book collections, the undulating, continuous shelves don't allow for a spontaneously readable order of the
knowledge contained in it. |

Having been realized in a really short time, it carries some deficiencies, the greater of them being the impossibility
to access to the upper shelves books, which are to date just printed on an aluminium foil. Though it may suggest
a futuristic drone-led library, in which human accessibility is not a requirement, it was initially thought of as acces-
sible from the other sides, in which rooms and cubicles are located.

These projects reflect a new role for libraries as aggregations of phenomena yet visible in everyday reality. Ac-
cess to information is granted by a wide variety of devices, both fixed and handheld making every portion of the
public space a potential space for the access to the web, mankind’s in fieri library of Babel. This dematerialisation
entails an apparent loss of role for libraries which, in exchange, sought to attract an increasingly vibrant public
space becoming on the one hand, portions of a bigger everything and on the other hand, the more connected to
the outer world as possible. In making this, they somehow rejected the notion of centrality, of protective shell for
an unreproducible knowledge to become open glass boxes, connected to the city's life, and to embrace their role
as community representative buildings.

1. ViBoisdon, Le printemps des Médiatheques in Urbanisme, april 1993 n® 262, pp.53-56
2. FYates, The art of memory, 1966, Routledge, London. A full account of Delminio’s ideas are declinated in an architectural context by M. Dade-Robertson, The architecture of information,
2011, Routledge, London
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Vitrolies Media Library

The new media library of Vitrolles, designed by the architect
Jean-Pierre Lott, symbolizes the renewal of the town center.
Vitrolles, like many cities on the periphery of great metropo-

lises, grew too quickly. Once a victim of the urbanization of

the 1960s, it went from the status of little Provencal village

with about a thousand inhabitants to a bedroom commu-

nity comprised of soulless apartment buildings.
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The media library has a dual facade: a ground floor aligned
with the street - exterior wall all in glass - an open invi-
tation to enter, and a floor above comprised of a great
undulating veil of white concrete with openings resembling
latticework, the whole expressing movement and lightness
in @ metaphor for reading. The project draws its strength
from the contrast of these two faces.

The transparent base opening onto the square offers pedes-
trians a clear view of the entrance, the exhibition spaces, the
café, and the auditorium, causing the building to emerge
from its framework. The upper floor, overhanging the side-

walk and the areas of open access to books and materials

ensures the direct sunlight. Here, where the reading rooms

13
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