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Birkenhead Library and Civic
Centre

The new Birkenhead Library and Civic Centre is a purpose-built new-generation
library situated on a reserve site in Birkenhead, Auckland, New Zealand. The
architectural concept for the library is based around a simple narrative of
looking through ancient trees that existed on the site to the view — thus notions
of solid and void, transparency, light quality, pattern and form were considered
and modelled to inform various design demands. The intention was to have
a pleasant and verdant quality of light available within the building that subtly
changes during the day, leading to the building becoming transparent at night.

There are a number of innovative uses of materials that were selected to
both strengthen and complement the design concept. The use of brick both
internally and externally historically acknowledges the old Plunket buildings
that previously occupied the site and provides a strong organisational element
to the building’s floor plan. Laminated Purple Heart and Alaskan Yellow Cedar
vertical “fins” undulate and screen the west facade. These are aesthetically
sculptural while also practically acting as sun control. Timber “fins” are also
used as balustrades on the mezzanine and exterior decks and create attractive
detail when viewed from ground and street level. Patterned laser-cut sheets
form a striking internal perforated screen to the south facade. Glazed vertical
slots (with glass alternating green and blue) behind the screens create further
depth and dapple the incoming morning light. Precast patterned lightweight
panels form the exterior south facade, installed in a manner to continue the
sense of lightness and transparency. The use of lightweight concrete reduceds
the level of additional insulation required. Laser-cut perforated ceiling panels
also provide dappled light through roof lights above and also functionally act
as smoke extracts and air extract for the smoke extract fans located within the
ceiling space.

The building houses the Birkenhead Library, Council Cashiers, Information
Services, Plunket and Citizens Advise Bureau. It combines Wi-Fi, RFID, Internet
and BMS technologies within contemporary architecture, space planning
and design. On-site public parking for 31 cars within the building and a drive-
through book return have been provided as a New Zealand first initiative. It was
designed with each tenant in mind and caters to the individual organisation
with both specific and shared spaces, thereby creating a cost-effective use of
specialised space. Although designed for specific tenants and purposes, the
building allows a great degree of flexibility, as technology is expected to change
the provision of future library services and it is foreseeable that the library will
eventually occupy the entire building. The public library space incorporates
comfortable seating, generous study space and six meeting rooms that can be
booked by the public and accessed after hours independently of the library. In
addition, a successful model for traditional children’s and young adult areas,
fiction and non-fiction shelving has been followed. A learning centre on the
ground floor and a smaller version in the children’s area provide the opportunity
for single or group learning and training classes.
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Bishan Public Library

The metaphor of a tree house was invoked from the onset of design
conceptualisation to create an environment for learning via a journey of
discovery and play. The use of skylights, trellises and coloured glass transforms
incoming daylight into a myriad of shades and colours, creating an intriguing
dappled light quality within the library that simulates light filtered through
the foliage of trees. “Pods” cantilevered off the main building facade exude
a distinctive charisma on the exterior and create suspended alcoves at
an intimate scale from the building interior. The library is raised above the
anonymity of its mixed-use neighbourhood and sets out to stir the curiosity of
the community.

Conflicting requirements — view orientation, solar control and regulation of
unprotected openings mandated by the statutory fire safety code - were
satisfied by a highly rationalised spatial strategy. An internal atrium was
incorporated to introduce natural daylight deep into the main circulation zone,
as well as most of the library floors, and the back-of-house was concentrated
as a solid core on the western elevation that also serves to shield the building
from the harsh evening sun. A gently sloping ramp leads people from the street
level up to the collection zone through the atrium and also acts as an efficient
discharge route for large crowds.

Responding to a highly constricted urban site amidst a mature satellite
town, the design answers demands for an efficient construction method that
minimises impact on its surroundings. In-situ concrete structure comprising four
typical floor slabs over a basement are linked by a common lift and staircase
core, and internal columns are kept to a minimum through the use of post-
tensioned floor slabs, effectively maximising floor area and increasing flexibility
of collection storage. Exploiting its potential of noise segregation, the basement
was designed to house the children's section, defining a subterranean cavern-
like realm where imagination can run free.

Departing from the traditional concept of libraries as stoic repositories of
knowledge, the architectural approach for this project emphasises on the
experiential quality of spaces. This is critical in an age where human senses
have been seemingly numbed by the virtual world. Bishan Public Library
proves that a library as a physical place can still very much offer a unique and
irreplaceable experience.
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