Library of the future

It is fantastic to be able to design different types of libraries. We designed a faculty library for the University of Wageningen, and a public library for the city of Almelo. Our third library is to be the central library of Delft Technical University, the technical library of the Netherlands, linked by the latest electronic devices to libraries all over the world.

Books

Of course we discuss the modern electronic media and the question of whether books and libraries still have a future. After all, eventually all information will be available at all times and in all places, from the tiniest student room to the biggest lab. A university library, however, also offers space for knowledge and research, calm and reflection. It is a meeting place where ideas are exchanged. The programme covers a thousand study places. That means that warmth and light will be given to more than three thousand students a day.

I dream of a building with books, books and more books, and with beautiful round reading rooms. A building where you can see, feel and smell books. The gap between dream and reality is large. According to the programme of requirements, all the books will be kept in store. You only receive a book in your hands after requesting it by computer. The bookless library seems close at hand.

Romanticism

I am from Delft. I studied there, and our firm is based there. I came to Delft more than twenty years ago. I cycled through the wind and the rain to the very last building in the Mekelweg, the Architecture building. Students complained a lot about the Technical University campus. It is too windy, it has a cold atmosphere, the buildings are too modern and there are only a few female students. The buildings aren’t all that bad, I think. ‘Just wait’, the lecturers say. ‘Wait until the trees have grown. Then it will be something.’

Twenty years later we have been invited to submit a design for the library. I often go to the location and have come to see it differently by now. Yes, the trees have grown. In fact, the elms have grown so fast that the Mekelweg itself looks like a huge building. But nothing has fundamentally changed in the neighbourhood in those twenty years. The contrast between the tall trees and the bare, concrete area around the aula is enormous. I want to introduce Romanticism into the Technical University area. I dream of rolling lawns, solitary trees, blossom, diagonal paths. I want a campus with old and new buildings, a place where you can stop studying for a while and enjoy sitting outside. The aula and the new library must form the heart, they must come to be situated in a park-like landscape.

Frog

The faculty buildings in the Mekelweg stand to attention, they do not converse with one another. They stare ahead and just stand there. The aula by Van den Broek and Bakema breaks up the strict axis of the Mekelweg. This interruption emphasises the prominent position of the building. The aula is different. The aula has something fascinating. Is it beautiful or ugly? In the end I come to love the building, but the sense of unassailability remains: the aula does not tolerate any other building beside it. It looks like a spaceship that has descended on an unearthly Mars. It is a rude concrete building on a concrete surface. The shape of the building resembles a frog. And the frog needs grass.

Terminal

The programme of requirements for the new library building places a lot of emphasis on the regulation of flows of information by means of the electronic media. Librarian Leo Waaijers imagines the efficiency of an airport terminal. With the Dutch example of Schiphol airport in mind, you can imagine something positive as far as the handling of passages and flows of goods is concerned. Schiphol is beautiful, but in terms of image and mood it is not suitable as a library. If I think of an attractive passenger terminal that could have some connection with the atmosphere of a library, it is the Saarinen TWA terminal in New York, with a wonderful organic roof and a spacious hall beneath.

Grass and glass

The library is a building that does not really want to be a building, but a landscape. We place the frog on a big lawn and then we raise the lawn on one side like a sheet of paper, place columns beneath it, and fill the walls with glass: a building of grass and glass. It has to remain a landscape, with gently curving shapes; only the ends may be sharp. You must be able to walk literally over the library.

Cone

A large volume is called for to contrast with the landscape. For a long time we think about the precise form. It should be round, but we have our doubts about how the volume should end. In the end the logic of construction determines the shape: a cone, like a tepee on the landscape. The nice thing about the cone is its pure, constructive form as a symbol of the Technical University. The cone gives shape to the round, introverted reading rooms. They hang from the apex of the cone, giving the hall a large space free of columns. The cone as a symbol of technology, but also of calm and contemplation. Like a drawing pin, it pins down the ‘endless form of the landscape’.

Treasure chamber

Before you go in, you can take a look in the depot. You enter by walking over the books. The glass book lift connects with the enormous depot, that is surrounded by offices, work stations and study areas, with a glass wall sunk into the grass. Behind this glass wall and the room with the study areas a red wall marks the presence of the treasure chamber with the rare books: the crown jewels. The climate of the treasure chamber satisfies the most stringent demands.

Light and warmth

Space, light and relaxing acoustics are lasting values for the design of a library. You must automatically fall silent when you enter it, like a cathedral. The library is open in the daytime and at night. The building literally radiates light and warmth. At night the interior becomes exterior: the blue and red wall can be seen from outside. The car park suddenly turns out to be gaily illuminated.

You can also feel the landscape inside. The metal ceiling runs through all the rooms without interruption and is gently lit from the columns. The columns support, illuminate and heat the hall. The enormous, extended floor has been given the colour of the Sahara. The blue wall with the hanging bookcase is almost a décor: you cannot mistake the fact that it is a library. The blue is the electric blue of the theatre. It makes the bookcase float even more than it actually does.

Order of battle

The work station room is filled with three hundred computers. Computers often dominate the view in a chaotic fashion. The examples we know are not very encouraging. As in the old Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris, the study places are at long tables. We add partitions for privacy, to shade the light from the computer monitor, and as a way of ordering the space. Like a Mondrian composition, we make a pattern of red place-mats on the tables, an allusion to the leather inlay in the tables of old libraries. The books, periodicals and computers are drawn up in a good order of battle. The large desk is the hub of the library. This is where you can obtain information, where searching is done, and where books are lent and returned. The glass lift sends the books up from the enormous depot. The desk has an organic shape, like a fragment of bark from Caucasian Zelkova.

Eco, grass and trees

The building has a carefully thought out eco-technology: the grass roof, the climate wall, the cold and heat storage, and the depot sunk into the ground, where the books are kept like a good wine. As an architect you are used to choosing materials - often you select from hundreds of types of bricks - but it is an experience to be able to select the right type of grass some day. There turn out to be hundreds of types of grass. When the concrete paving stones around the Van den Broek and Bakema aula are removed, the turf is unrolled. Never before have so many strips of turf been unrolled at the same time in the Netherlands. The aula seems to float! We have got two new buildings: the library supports the landscape, and the aula has descended on the landscape.

For the solitary trees that are given a place in this landscape we choose two bog oaks, three beeches and a false honey-locust.  The car park, designed like a painting, is decorated with flowering black cherry trees. They fit marvellously into the composition of the new black stones separated by white lines and the recycled stones from the old car park.

Symbiosis

The university expects the arrival of the library to create a demand for extra capacity in the university restaurant to the rear of the aula, so during the building of the library TU Vastgoed asks us to expand the aula. I cannot change this young monument, for me a sacrosanct concrete sculpture, in this way. I go back to the client with the proposal to give me the budget for the expansion and to let me use it to alter the interior of the restaurant in order to solve the problem of capacity. They agree. Slowly we creep into the skin of the frog and renew its organs one by one without killing it. We renew the restaurant, make a bar, and place a few counters and a new lift in the hall. All with respect for Van den Broek and Bakema.

In the end the view from the university restaurant is one of my favourite spots from which to look at the landscape of the library. Frog and library, complete symbiosis.

