
Journal of Architecture Urbanism and Heritage

Volume 1/2018

Libraries in conforming and nonconforming places

Alicia Dariana Mathiu1, Andrei-Gheorghe Racolța2 
Faculty of Architecture and Urbanism, Politehnica University of Timisoara, Romania1,2

amathiudariana@gmail.com1; racoltaandrei@yahoo.co.uk2

ABSTRACT 
Libraries remained preeminently public spaces.  The internet’s proliferaƟ on and the interference of the 
virtual space into the real public one led to the Mediatheques’ birth, as an alternaƟ ve to tradiƟ onal 
libraries.  A counteracƟ on consists of library arrangements in nonconforming places, aƩ racƟ ve by the 
uniqueness of their ambient, but these sƟ ll address to a niche sector.  A dual library, equipped both 
with printed book stands and mulƟ media support, aƩ racƟ ve and interacƟ ve, arranged in a noncon-
forming place, having a well-established theme can become an aƩ ractor in the public space through its 
enlarged addressability. 
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I. INTRODUCTION - THE EMERGENCE AND DE-
VELOPMENT OF THE LIBRARIES
“Libraries appeared to saƟ sfy a fundamental 
need of the society: to maintain and share to 
the future generaƟ ons the knowledge acquired 
along the Ɵ me, recorded on a sustainable me-
dia” [1]. The fi rst wriƩ en records date back in 
3000 before Christ. These contained commercial 
archives, hence the fi rst libraries were aimed at 
accounƟ ng wriƩ en records, but there were also 
collecƟ ons of anthems, poetry, mathemaƟ c texts 
and others aside these. Such libraries were locat-
ed in the Mesopotamia temples. The EgypƟ an li-
braries appeared around 2400 before Christ, also 
found in temples, having the funcƟ on of religious 
and cultural centre. In Egypt, important crowned 
individuals were holding collecƟ ons of important 
books.
The term of [2] library appears for the fi rst Ɵ me 
in the civilisaƟ on history at the beginning of 2000 
BC. The fi rst inscripƟ ons were made on [3] pa-
pyrus and the wriƟ ng tool was a brush made of 
cane with a sharp top. Aside papyrus, inscripƟ ons 
were also made on clay plates or on [4] parch-
ment. InscripƟ ons on clay plates daƟ ng back in 
2600 BC were discovered in the Sumer temple.
The fi rst library in the true meaning of the word 
appears in the 17th century in Ninive BC and it 
aims at educaƟ ng future generaƟ ons. It made 
available a series of books about culture and var-
ious informaƟ on about Mesopotamia.
In the Roman Empire, everything changes, the 
library is no longer a tool of educaƟ ng the pop-
ulaƟ on, but it becomes a private one, a sort of 
pride of the social standing. The importance of 
educaƟ on is once again put on the fi rst place in 
ByzanƟ um and Islam. In 353, am imperial and a 
university library are built in ConstanƟ nople.
 “In Europe, aŌ er the fall of the Western Roman 
Empire, the poliƟ cal and social chaos and the 
economic decline also impact the libraries. The 
western insƟ tuƟ on, which succeeds to further 
ensure the necessary condiƟ ons for their exis-
tence, is the ChrisƟ an monastery, which sets out 
its foundaƟ on between 500 and 550. The mon-
astery libraries were having three roles: to make 
available a place for spiritual refl ecƟ on, to ar-
chive religious texts and to copy religious texts or 
someƟ mes even secular texts” [5]

II. THE HISTORY OF LIBRARIES
A. The classical period
The Alexandria library is considered one of the 
greatest libraries of the ancient world. It was de-
veloped and it operated during the dynasty of 
Ptolomeu in the 3rd century BC. Another large 
library was built in the honour of Tiberiu Julius 
Celsus Palamaenus with the purpose of storing 
over 1200 scrolls. Following an earthquake, the 
library was destroyed and currently we can only 
see the remains of the construcƟ on.
B. The late AnƟ quity
In AnƟ quity and then in the Middle Ages, as op-
posed to the classical period, several types of 
libraries were emerging:
· imperial libraries
· patriarchal libraries
· monarchical libraries
· private libraries 
Once with the emergence of the monarchical 
libraries, part of the classic Greek works was de-
stroyed and only the ones with a religious look 
were maintained. The monks were the ones 
wriƟ ng the books meant for monk educaƟ on. 
A high number of books were wriƩ en, fi lling all 
the libraries from churches and monasteries.
The imperial libraries hosted many books, they 
also included volumes wriƩ en by famous classic 
authors such as Plato, Aristotle and several oth-
ers. These libraries developed and introduced 
a sort of school for educaƟ on of the locals, or-
ganised around the library. In the 5th century, 
the ConstanƟ nople Library was becoming the 
largest library from Europe, with storage of over 
120,000 volumes, but it did not last long be-
cause it burnt following a fi re.
 The patriarchal library was serving more as a 
warehouse for ecumenical councils. The private 
library is usually managed by church represen-
taƟ ves or by aristocracy. 
C. The Islamic countries
In the 8th century, the Muslims have begun im-
porƟ ng the paper manufacturing method from 
China and open a factory in Bagdad. Once with 
the emergence of paper, the Muslims started 
to write more and more and to open libraries 
even in the smallest Islamic towns. [6] “Islam is 
also a monotheisƟ c religion, it is also the belief 
in a single God, and aside the Koran, which is 
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the fundamental book, it also acknowledges 
the Psalms, Torah and the Gospel. The golden 
age of Islam, also referred to as the Islamic Re-
naissance, took place between the 7th and the 
8th and in the 13th century AD unƟ l the 16th 
century and it overlaps precisely upon the Euro-
pean Middle Ages. StarƟ ng with the importance 
given to knowledge in the Islamic religion, an 
idea inspired by the prophet Mohamed him-
self, the representaƟ ves of this culture, aside 
the fact that they generated a lot of scienƟ fi c, 
technological and arƟ sƟ c innovaƟ ons, have 
“fi led away” a great part of the ancient knowl-
edge in all the fi elds, playing an essenƟ al role 
in their perpetuaƟ on in Ɵ me, feeding in their 
thirst for knowledge from the streams of the 
Persian, Mesopotamian, EgypƟ an, Indian, Chi-
nese, Greek, Roman or ByzanƟ ne civilizaƟ ons. 
The reconsidering of the cultural ancient val-
ues took place in the Western European culture 
hardly in the 15th - 16th centuries, in the Islamic 
world the phenomenon was already at its peak; 
a great part of these values was kept precisely 
due to Islam and the enlightened personaliƟ es 
of the European Renaissance reached them par-
Ɵ ally in this way. By wriƟ ng the knowledge and 
by the cultural mix, the achievements of Islam 
infl uenced the evoluƟ on of the civilizaƟ on on all 
the conƟ nents.”
D. The Renaissance
In the 15th century, a sort of “academy of scien-
Ɵ sts” is formed in the MalesƟ an library, found-
ed by Malatesta Novelo. ScienƟ sts and church 
people had various collecƟ ons of books they 
wanted to share to the public avid for knowl-
edge. (Fig.1,2.) The LaurenƟ an library from Flor-
ence holds over 11,000 manuscripts and 4,500 
printed books. It was built inside the Medicean 
Basilica di San Lorenzo di Firenze monastery 
under the patronage of Clement the 7th. The 
LaurenƟ an library (based on the name of Loren-
zo de Medici) was famous for its architecture 
planned and built by Michelangelo. The corridor 
was built over the former monachal chambers, 
having an entry from the upper level of the 
monastery. There is a stair that leads to the lec-
ture room and it occupies half of the corridor 
fl oor. Because the lecture room was arranged 
in an already exisƟ ng room, Michelangelo had 

to lower the weight of the walls, the system of 
frames columns it used, lowering the volume 
and weight of the arcades in between.

Fig. 1 The layout of the LaurenƟ an library stair 
Source:http://www.vitruvius.com.br/revistas/
read/arquitextos/12.133/3916 

Fig. 2 The LaurenƟ an Library lecture room

E. The Enlightenment Age
The 17th and 18th centuries were the gold-
en age of libraries. The Chetham Library from 
Manchester is the world’s oldest public library 
opened in 1653 with books in English. Another 
library of fairly large sizes and known for the im-
pressive number of volumes, over 5,000, is the 
BriƟ sh Museum library founded in 1751. In the 
18th century, the books become public and they 
are changed from parochial to borrow libraries.
F. NaƟ onal libraries
The fi rst naƟ onal library was founded in 1753, 



Interior design

www.jauh.ro

meant for the public with the aim of having ac-
cess to more knowledge. This library within the 
BriƟ sh Museum had a room dedicated to read-
ing, which was opened in 1957. Subsequently, a 
library regulaƟ on to aid the future libraries was 
wriƩ en.
G. The libraries of the 20th century
The libraries started to give a very high inter-
est on the outer look, as there were built a lot 
of libraries in various architectural styles with 
modernist infl uences. Accent was put on the in-
ternal surface of the premises, on the way that 
the shelves were divided, the reading areas etc. 
The lighƟ ng was among the most important ele-
ments in such a space meant for reading. (Fig.3.) 
An example of library where a focus is put on 
the most appropriate use of space is the Munic-
ipal Library from Wolfsburg, built by the archi-
tect Alvar Alto in 1958-1962.

Fig.3 Arh Alvar Alto, Wolfsburg Municipal Library,  
Germany 1958-1962 Source:hƩ ps://www.pin-
terest.com/pin/565131453211550725/

III. TYPES OF LIBRARIES
Depending on the acƟ vity fi eld, libraries are di-
vided in:
· classical libraries, focused on collecƟ ons of text 
and graphics
· mediatheques: mulƟ media libraries, electronic 
libraries
A. Classical libraries, focused on collecƟ ons of 
text and graphics
These libraries are usually the tradiƟ onal state 
ones, university libraries, school libraries etc. 
Generally, university or school libraries are con-
nected to an educaƟ onal unit with the aim of 

helping the student in fi nding the school curric-
ulum and to “push” them towards a research, 
closer-knowledge stage on several interesƟ ng 
things. Harvard is among the greatest universi-
ty libraries in the world. In 1990, the Congress 
Library became the world’s largest library, con-
taining universal collecƟ ons in over 450 languag-
es. The NaƟ onal Library of Romania was opened 
in 2012 and it is included in the top best libraries 
in the world, surpassing the public library from 
New York.
B. Mediatheques - mulƟ media libraries/ elec-
tronic libraries
The emergence and proliferaƟ on of Internet 
led to the appearance of mediatheques, as an 
alternaƟ ve to the tradiƟ onal, physical-media li-
brary. The mediatheques contained originally a 
rich background of albums, musical parts, books 
and art magazines, audio and video tapes and 
subsequently CDs and DVDs. In some of these 
places, art exhibiƟ ons or seminars could be or-
ganised.
The electronic libraries provide books, newspa-
pers, magazines, video content (movies, docu-
mentaries), audio records (music, audio books) 
- all in electronic form, mediated in digital in-
terfaces addressing the two involved senses: 
seeing and hearing. These are of two types: the 
library of a computer program or collecƟ ons 
of electronic data interconnected by means of 
computer networks (Internet). 
The contemporary libraries can be exclusively 
electronic or can be developed in “electronic 
sectors” of some tradiƟ onal libraries that also 
contain printed book secƟ ons. Some of them 
are insƟ tuƟ ons, other are consƟ tuted in inte-
grant parts of some university insƟ tuƟ ons, mu-
seums etc.
(Fig.4,5,6.) The “Ars Electronica” Center from 
Linz, Austria, is not a mediatheque in itself, but a 
visual arts centre with a mulƟ disciplinary, inter-
acƟ ve and educaƟ onal character. Although the 
new arƟ sƟ c environments assume the clearance 
of the museum criterion - idea taken since the 
historical avant-garde - the suppression of the 
material media by digital technique leading to 
a full opening, the removal of the museums is 
nevertheless an illusion provided that the Inter-
net already develops its own museum, its own 
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galleries (websites, plaƞ orms or networks). The 
contact of the receiver with the work of art re-
mains a remote one, intermediated by the PC 
display.

Fig. 4. Ars Eelectronica Center, Linz Photo: A. 
Racolța

The “Ars Electronica” Center plays somehow 
paradoxically precisely the role of museum of 
electronic art, or beƩ er said of exhibiƟ on space 
or manifestaƟ on media provided that it facil-
itates the direct contact with an ephemeral 
product, be it real or virtual, resulted following 
an act of creaƟ on sustained by computer use. 
Moreover, “Ars Electronica” is at the same Ɵ me 
the place where a number of specifi c projects 
are released, provided that it has an interdis-
ciplinarity with a mulƟ tude of scienƟ fi c areas. 
The public is at its turn encouraged to interact 
with the “Exhibits” from the museum in a ludic 
process meant for all ages. The collaboraƟ on 
between arƟ sts and scienƟ sts in approaching 
some complex themes (climate change, popu-
laƟ on increase, environmental polluƟ on etc.) 
is completed by the direct intervenƟ on of the 
visitors.

Fig. 5. Ars Eelectronica Center, Linz Photo: A. 
Racolța

Fig. 6. Ars Eelectronica Center, Linz Photo: A. 
Racolța

IV. REUSING DECOMMISSIONED PLACES AS LI-
BRARIES 
A “resistance” counter-reacƟ on in successfully 
increasing the virtual media is the development 
of libraries in noncoforming spaces, aƩ racƟ ve 
due to ambience, but these address to a niche 
sector, many of us preferring today a digital li-
brary, online or individual study at home, on the 
Internet.
The spaƟ al features and the old funcƟ onality of 
such buildings oŌ en refrain powerfully on the 
new uƟ lity, parƟ cularly when the new library 
becomes a themaƟ c one, either by the provid-
ed study material or by the internal or external 
“scenography” that oŌ en defi nes its Ɵ tle. Spe-
cifi c examples are various and plenty:
A. Bookstore Dominican church Maastricht
Architects: Merkx and Girod
Surface: 1200 sqm
Year: 2007
(Fig.7,8.) This example is completely diff erent 
from the form in which we usually see a library 
or a book store. The desacralisaƟ on of a church 
is a dubitable process in terms of morality, 
which can bring the odium of the religious com-
munity, but in this case the new designaƟ on is 
not a frivolous one (such as a record library, as 
for example, in other cases). It is about a devel-
opment that somewhat reminds about the past 
image because at the beginning, some of the 
libraries were also found inside monasteries, 
churches, temples. The architects Merkx and 
Girod received a project assuming the develop-
ment of a library in a nonconforming space - a 
Dominical church/ This is a religious edifi ce built 
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in the 13th century, in a Gothic style. The same 
architects designed two other libraries for the 
same client, but this Ɵ me something special was 
intended. 

Fig. 7. Bookstore în Dominican Church Sursa: 
http://www.dezeen.com/2007/12/04/a-shop-
in-a-church-by-merkx-girod-architecten/ 

Fig .8. Bookstore în Dominican Church Source: 
http://www.dezeen.com/2007/12/04/a-shop-
in-a-church-by-merkx-girod-architecten/  

Although originally the customer’s intent was 
to divide the chosen area on two levels, this in-
tenƟ on was not appreciated by the architects 
because they wanted to maintain and value the 
beauty of the church. To saƟ sfy both sides, the 
area was divided in two, one part compartment-
ed on two levels and the other leŌ  free. The al-

tar was transferred in a coff ee shop with a cross-
shaped central table. The compartmenƟ ng of 
the library itself was made by means of a black 
steel structure that did not aff ect the building 
strength structure. In 2008, this development 
received the Ɵ tle of the most beauƟ ful library 
in the world, given by The Guardian. To highlight 
the beauty of the church, restoraƟ on works 
were executed and a minimalisƟ c furniture was 
proposed to clear the premises. The indoor 
lighƟ ng is one of the most important aspects 
of the development because it was intended to 
have a lighƟ ng to remind of the light given by 
candles that once used to burn in the church.
B. Lyuan library
Architects: Li Xiaodong
LocaƟ on: Beijing, China
Year: March 2011 - October 2011
Surface: 175 sqm
It was intended to create a space were the lo-
cals would feel comfortable and as close to the 
nature. [7] The construcƟ on is executed in a 
proporƟ on of 90% from local materials found 
around the site. The outer walls are made of 
glass panels covered with wooden “canes” 
found at the locals, with the aim of prevenƟ ng 
the light from penetraƟ ng directly inside, posi-
Ɵ oned on a steel frame. (Fig.9.) 

Fig 9. Arh Li Xiaodong, Liyuan Library, 2011   
Source: hƩ p://www.archdaily.com/256525/li-
yuan-library-li-xiaodong-atelier/ 

Aside this aspect, the “construcƟ on case” falls 
good in the landscape. The interior is divided 
on several levels and each space is used to store 
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books, such as the surface from between the lev-
els. Each level has several funcƟ ons, the stairs are 
used as a seaƟ ng area and for book storage, the 
windows are divided in several beams, forming 
selves for books. A large part of the books from 
this library is donated by people or organisaƟ ons. 
The materials, the colour range, as also the con-
strucƟ on techniques, all of them are designed to 
fall within this small construcƟ on in nature. The 
simplicity of the parallelepiped structure some-
how replicates the rural construcƟ ons from Chi-
na, made from materials provided by nature, 
waiving the appearance of architectural design. 
The Liyuan Library represents a major discrepan-
cy as against what currently happens in China.
C. Book mountain library
Architects: MVRDV
LocaƟ on: Spijkenisse, The Netherlands
It is a library similar on the outside with the clas-
sic Dutch farms. (Fig.10,11.) The construcƟ on 
has the shape of a pyramid with brick walls and 
the roof is made of glass on wood structure. The 
name of the library comes from the spiral made 
of book selves, routes and terraces that come 
around the central space on a length of 480 m 
on a height developed on the 5 shelf levels going 
upwards to the central coff ee shop posiƟ oned  
towards the pyramid top. 

Fig 10. Arh MVRDV, Book mountain Spijkenisse, 
The Netherlands Source.:hƩ p://www.dezeen.
com/2012/10/04/book-mountain-library-pyra-
mid-by-mvrdv/ 

Because the natural light penetrates directly into 
the room, there is the risk for the books to de-
grade in Ɵ me. The library also contains an audito-
rium, an educaƟ on centre, rooms, offi  ces, stores 
and a chess club. The shelves are made from re-
cycled fi reproof fl ower pots.

Fig 11. Arh MVRDV, Book mountain  Spijkenisse, 
The Netherlands Source.:hƩ p://www.dezeen.
com/2012/10/04/book-mountain-library-pyramid-
by-mvrdv/ 

D. Library bus
Architect: Peter Thuvander, MarƟ n Hedensrom
LocaƟ on: Kiruna, Sweden
(Fig.12,13.) A new innovaƟ ng locaƟ on for a library 
was designed and built by some architects in a bus. 
This library fulfi ls several funcƟ ons such as library 
and a small cinema. The bus shape is designed to 
include a maximum of services. The front part of 
the bus is organised as a tradiƟ onal library with 
several shelves and a chair. 

Fig 12. Library Bus, Kiruna, Sweden, Source: hƩ p://
www.shearyadi.com/myworld/library-bus-of-the-
year-by-the-swedish-librarian-society/ 

The back part is more for a young public and it in-
cludes other media, such as music, movie and com-
puter games. Aside this, there is a couch to listen 
to music. The back part of the bus can be used for 
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classes and movie projecƟ ons. The bus funcƟ on is 
not only a book transportaƟ on means, but also a 
culture recipient and a meeƟ ng place. During the 
night, the bus becomes a lamp to aƩ ract the peo-
ple around. The shelf frames are made of alumin-
ium and are covered with white paint. The chairs 
are made of MDF. The fl oor is made of circular grey 
rubber.

Fig 13. Library Bus, Kiruna, Sweden, Source: hƩ p://
www.shearyadi.com/myworld/library-bus-of-the-
year-by-the-swedish-librarian-society

V. CONCLUSIONS - ARGUMENT FOR THE POTEN-
TIAL OF CONTEMPORARY LIBRARY DEVELOPMENT 
IN NONCONFORMING SPACES TO RECOVER THE 
PUBLIC SPACE
A dual library, equipped both with printed book 
secƟ ons and with mulƟ media informaƟ on based 
on most recent technology, aƩ racƟ ve and interac-
Ɵ ve, developed in a nonconforming place and with 
a well-established theme operaƟ ng as a “hook”, 
as an aƩ ractor, could be a successful soluƟ on, ad-
dressing simultaneously several typologies of cul-
ture consumers and several categories of age. Such 
a library would be successful if the material provid-
ed here free of charge can only be found on inter-
net if purchased. A potenƟ al mulƟ funcƟ onal char-
acter, permanent or temporary (the literary coff ee 
shop, small theatre, small concerts or events, book 
releases, lectures, projecƟ ons etc.) can be an addi-
Ɵ onal point for the operaƟ on of such a library. Such 
places can also help the parents with premises 
developed for children (kids area) to provide a di-
versity of specifi c acƟ viƟ es yet “masked”, focusing 
towards the educaƟ onal side based on the ludic, 

aƩ racƟ ve and interacƟ ve character of the learning 
“interface”.
The opƟ cs based on community acknowledgment 
of a value of a decommissioned edifi ce (historical, 
aestheƟ cal, economic or just senƟ mental value) 
can transform a building that from various reasons 
became non cost-eff ecƟ ve for a certain funcƟ on-
ality, in an aƩ ractor, by recovering and re-operat-
ing it as a public endowment (mulƟ media library), 
yet maintaining the themaƟ c of the old funcƟ on 
to facilitate acceptance from the local community 
that it involved. By its new funcƟ on, a plus of val-
ue can be given into the local community public 
space. The overall local community can even be 
reinforced by the accession of several categories 
of age to the same cultural objecƟ ve based on the 
exisƟ ng themaƟ c of the edifi ce, also outsourced 
in the circumstanƟ al space. The mix between the 
various sub-cultures can be achieved by arranging 
such a cultural pole with extended targeƟ ng, be-
cause the infl ow of culture consumers from out-
side the respecƟ ve adjacency can be important; by 
a reverse process, the themaƟ c value of the place 
can increase on urban level by inserƟ ng it into the 
awareness of the new “customers” coming from 
other areas of the town or even from other cultural 
environments.
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