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Libraries have a key role in public life. They encourage 
lifelong learning and offer people much-needed support 
in an era of information overload.

While contemporary society is saturated with profit-
driven media, the public library is instead tasked with 
enhancing communication for the public good. As a 
place, the library embodies the inclusive, diverse society 
that the vast majority of people want to live in.

But what, exactly, does this look like? What sort of design 
best serves the ethos of the institution? What does the 
built library communicate to its users, and how does that 
communication work?

Unlike most public buildings, libraries have very flexible 
spatial requirements. At minimum they contain areas to 
store books and other media, areas to read, and areas 
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to socialize with other patrons; however, the size and 
configuration of these areas is highly variable. Library 
architecture often lacks a critical perspective—a spatial 
philosophy for libraries, if you will—and the resulting 
designs amount to little more than grand rooms with 
these areas sprinkled about.

At its finest, a public building embodies the values of the 
institution it contains, enhancing its place within public 
life by giving it a concrete manifestation. My research 
sought to identify how the public library’s design can 
better serve it, and how its spaces can adjust to—and 
thrive in—a digitally augmented age.

Fundamentally, I hope to give librarians some tools to 
critique their buildings beyond mere functionality.

   –  August 2016
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.     .  .. ... libraries gather a community around a collection ... ..   .     .          .



National libraries gather a community
around a shared identity.

Academic libraries gather a community
around a search for knowledge.

to empower it!

The Public Library gathers a community



Libraries evolved the cultures that built them. Speaking 
of their origins in the ancient world, Yun Lee Too notes 
how libraries “reconfigure social and political relations,” 
because a large collection of texts by various authors 
conveys information very differently than “the single, 
orally presented text, which by-and-large reinforces 
the structure of the pre-existing community.” The 
most remarkable thing about the legendary Library of 
Alexandria, Too notes, was that it gathered a group of 
people around a collection of texts, not a single set of 
stories or teachings.1 This was a radical new technology.

“In the library the community has a force potent enough 
to render more good to the populace than any single 
force or body I know. Unlike the church, it serves 
people of all creeds; unlike the school, its doors are 
open to people of all ages; its shelves are open to one 
and all regardless of race or worldly possessions. It 
can do more to educate the people, young and old, to 
help keep a democratic, representative government 
alive and destroy hates and narrow thoughts more 
than any other means known.” – C.B. Joekel 2

      In an era of rapid
     cultural and
    technological change,
   the Public Library
  remains a vital
 democratic
institution. 

    By providing citizens  
  with equal access to 
information, libraries ensure 
that economic inequality 
  does not translate into 
    knowledge inequality.



The Library Medium
Libraries are a unique communications medium that 
gather and organize a collection of works. The library 
implicitly communicates the context and value of each 
item in its collection through categorization and curation. 
The form of the medium enhances diversity: the library 
houses works from a plethora of creators, giving space to 
a range of voices. As a result, the library is exceptionally 
well suited to strengthen plurality in public life.

The power of this medium comes from the accidental 
adjacencies it creates between books, films, or games 
placed on the same shelf. The media theorist Marshall 
McLuhan noted this principle at work in the newspaper:

When two seemingly disparate elements are im-
aginatively poised, put in apposition in new and 
unique ways, startling discoveries often result.3

a street is a shelf of buildings...

the city, a library...
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A library acts as a microcosm for the larger media landscape: within 
its walls, a visitor is not presented with a single set of teachings 
but with a cornucopia of works containing divergent perspectives. 
The visitor explores this microcosm, freely developing their own 
perspective through a self-directed process.
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Items in a library are remarkably similar to articles in 
a newspaper: each article has a different author, and 
explores a different topic. A shelf in a library is more 
diverse than a page of a newspaper, because the authors 
in a library do not share a uniform tone.

Try scanning for a certain book... or a certain article...

... same experience, right?

The electric telegraph, when crossed with typography, cre-
ated the strange new form of the modern newspaper. Any 
page of the telegraphic press is a surrealistic mosaic of bits 
of ‘human interest’ in vivid interaction. – McLuhan4

Single Voice

Single Topic
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The headlines, typography, scale, and arrangement of 
the stories all frame how the reader understands the 
‘objective’ news. Larger articles frame the smaller ones, 
and photographs overwhelm text.

The library is no different. Parts of the collection may be 
placed near the entrance as highlights, some items may 
be displayed in more elaborate cases, and the design of 
the building will create a certain tone to the experience 
of browsing. All of this subtly shifts how the visitor 
understands the collection. Appendix A further explores 
a theory of information frameworks drawn on here.

A newspaper page and a bookshelf are mosaic surfaces. 
The browsing experience is very active, and each viewer 
will be attracted to different details within the whole.

A mosaic surface is created when many unique objects, 
all derived from the same prototype, are aggregated 
together. The unique-yet-related parts become a lively 
whole that invites exploration.

Adding hierarchy to a mosaic, such as in the design of 
contemporary newspaper pages, changes how readers 
comprehend the information presented within.
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The public library strives for universal accessibility. A 
great deal of communication now takes place in ‘third 
places’ that are neither home nor work, and the library 
must remain a boldly inviting one.

Offering a robust network of branch libraries to a city’s 
residents is the strongest approach. While large central 
libraries can monumentalize the institution and serve 
as points of civic pride, it is at the neighborhood scale 
where staff build relationships with patrons, offering 
vital support in an era of information overload.

Public Library Network  
Edmonton, Canada 

10,000 sqft of library space
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“THE MEDIUM IS THE MESSAGE”
  – Marshall McLuhan

“If you say the medium is the message you’re talking 
about a medium meaning a milieu... Every innovation, 
every new gadget like a pocket calculator or coffee 
cup or TV camera, brings with it a whole environment 
or milieu of not just assumptions but ways of thinking, 
ways of feeling, ways of organizing your life – a whole 
range of services and disservices without which the 
item would not function.” 5

And the message of the library is:

equality of access

freedom to explore

and room for every voice!



Viewing the library as a communications medium—one 
with particular social goals—clarifies the purpose of its 
design. Yet this approach does not address the variety of 
ways that the built library communicates to its patrons.

When an act of communication is successful, the person 
addressed understands the messages being conveyed. 
The concept of framing plays a fundamental role in 
human perception and how messages are understood.

Frames are mental schemata that allow individuals to 
quickly interpret a situation, and how they are expected to 
behave within it. In a medical exam, the doctor examines 
the patient, not the other way around. The differences 
between an interview and chatting with a friend can be 
summarized in the difference between the two frames.6

Further, frames are meta-communicative, meaning that

“[a]ny message, which either explicitly or implicitly 
defines a frame, ipso facto gives the receiver instructions 
or aids in his attempt to understand the messages 
included within the frame.”7 The medium frames the 
message, subtly shifting the interpretation of it.

The key consideration here is how a library’s architecture 
frames a number of important relationships: 

 - How the library relates to its community 
 - How the spaces of the library relate to each other 
 - How the spaces frame the activities they contain 
 - How patrons relate to the library’s collection

This project draws on a deeper reading of how framing 
works, using the theory of cognitive metaphor developed 
by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson. Appendix B briefly 
reviews their theory.

Building a Frame

19



     A library may appear monumental,
       declaring the importance of the institution.

It may seem alien compared to neighbouring 
buildings, signifying a cutting-edge space.

Every library exists within a particular community. The 
library’s relationship to its community is framed through 
how the building responds to its surroundings.



It may blend seamlessly into the neighborhood fabric,
conveying deep        integration into community life.

Or it may revel in spatial ambiguity, 
inviting many different readings.

Countless aesthetic treatments are possible, but the 
design of the library should clearly communicate the 
institution’s desired relationship to its community.

Or it may revel in spatial ambiguity 
inviting many different readings.
Or it may revel in spatial ambiguity 
inviting many different readings.



Library areas are often tied to a particular media (or 
form of communication), and these are celebrated or 
downplayed when the design emphasizes some areas 
over others. Many libraries emphasize a grand reading 
room in the center, surrounded by ‘less important’ areas.

The varied spaces of the library can be treated as equally 
important, though a non-hierarchical plan is required. 
This design approach is rare for public buildings, and 
more challenging to develop, though it is arguably a 
better embodiment of the library’s values.

The areas within a library can be neutral spaces that 
simply contain their activities, or they can be carefully 
designed as potent frames that enhance the experience 
of using and inhabiting the building. The best libraries 
are comfortable places to read, browse, and socialize.

Architecture, as it is experienced, results from the interplay 
of place and occasion in the minds of users. Place and 
occasion exist in a figure/ground interplay: focus on one, 
and the other recedes from conscious awareness, while 
still making a subconscious impact.8
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Library architecture can frame the collection as a special, 
almost sacred entity. Alternatively, the design can be 
guided by commercial principles, giving the feel of a 
bookstore where the items are products to be consumed. 
Any desired framing can seed a rich design process.

The qualities of the built library can be in harmony with 
the library medium: it can be an inclusive space that 
invites exploration and does not favour particular voices, 
groups, or types of media. The remaining chapters of this 
book explore design strategies to these ends.

Equally, the building can work against the medium: it can 
favour aesthetics that cater to wealthier patrons while 
alienating others, discourage exploration, and champion 
particular voices. Once clearly identified, these are easy 
pitfalls to avoid in the design of a public library.
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Understanding how the architecture of public libraries 
has developed thus far is vital for proposing a future 
trajectory. The public library came into being during the 
societal upheaval of the nineteenth century. As Black, 
Pepper, and Bagshaw note in their extensive history of 
British public libraries, it was a staunchly progressive 
institution within early democratic society:

Whether material or cultural in their purpose, public 
libraries emerged at a time of great social tension and 
flux, created as institutions that could stabilize society 
and heal the wounds that early industrialization 
had inflicted. ...[it] was symbolic of the desire to 
create a new society, industrialized yet civilized, 
morally disciplined yet democratic and replete with 
opportunities for education and social advance.9

A Brief History
The new public libraries had a rich history of architecture 
to draw from, primarily two traditions that had defined 
library architecture thus far. The first was a grand room 
lined with books (in the ancient world, shelving for 
papyrus scrolls), and the second was the carrel form that 
arose in the monasteries of northern Europe (reflecting 
the monks’ need for a place to study for long periods 
of time, and the rarity of books in their era). The first 
tradition emphasized the grandeur of standing in a room 
lined with texts, while the second emphasized the needs 
of individual readers.10

As the printing press reshaped European society and 
libraries were flooded with books, an influential form 
of organization was developed that featured a tripartite 
division between a grand reading room, book stacks, 
and offices for the staff.11
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Many of the first public libraries were housed in buildings 
repurposed from other uses.13 The 1880s saw the start of 
a decades-long boom in new public library construction, 
fueled by the philanthropy of Andrew Carnegie and other 
industrialists wanting to invest their wealth back into the 
community. The significance of Carnegie’s contribution 
to the public library movement cannot be overstated: 
nearly 3000 public libraries received funding.14

This new library type, best illustrated by the Bibliothèque 
Sainte-Geneviève (1850) and the British Library Reading 
Room (1857), used cast iron to allow for expansive 
book stacks and even more expansive reading halls.12 
This tripartite scheme was developed shortly before the 
establishment of the first public libraries, and proved 
very influential in early designs alongside the older form 
of the book-lined room.

The most significant evolution in library design was the 
shift from ‘closed-stack’ libraries to ‘safeguarded open 
access’ designs beginning in the 1890s. For their first 50 
years, public libraries forbade patrons from browsing the 
book stacks, instead having them request books which 
staff would fetch. Allowing visitors to freely browse the 
collection solved many inefficiencies, and it became an 
impetus to simplify typical library schemes.15

Over the 20th century libraries have incorporated areas 
for new media as they have emerged, informal reading 
areas mixed among the book stacks have replaced the 
formal reading room, and silent study has given way to 
lively amenities like coffee shops. Perhaps most notably, 
rapid production technologies such as paperback book 
printers have found a place within libraries, and more 
novel technologies will surely join them in the future.16

Fears of chaos ensuing if patrons were allowed to freely browse.The first open-access library in the UK.The gradual addition of areas to the public library over its 160 years. The areas that disappeared then subtly returned are explored later.
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While contemporary public libraries house a wide variety 
of items, the design of the building has historically been 
shaped to serve print media above all others. Audio/
Visual spaces have been added to libraries, but these 
have been incorporated piecemeal. The contemporary 
mixed-media landscape warrants a thorough evaluation 
and evolution of the building’s spaces.

If our new media constitute so complete a range of expres-
siveness as both to enhance and almost supplant speech 
itself, then we have moved into the period of post-literacy. 

… Not that we are to be deprived of books any more than of 
ancient manuscripts. But it is plain that our new culture is 
not going to lean very heavily on any one means of encoding 
experience or of representing reality. – McLuhan17



The emergence of new media, along with the piecemeal 
addition of many new spaces, necessitates a new scheme 
for libraries. A clear distinction can be made between 
areas for communication, where people interact with 
media (and each other), areas for storing and browsing 
the collection, and support spaces that serve these 
two other types.  The communication | collection | support 
scheme can remain intact as areas are added or removed 
from libraries over time, just as theatre design has kept 
a lobby | frontstage | backstage scheme. Having a stable 
framework would bring the public library inline with other 
public institutions that have clear spatial requirements.

In the rush to stay relevant in a digital age, libraries face 
the danger of over-extending their offerings and losing 
sight of their mandate to strengthen communication and 
self-directed learning within public life. For libraries to 
withstand criticism (and budget cuts), they must have a 
clear purpose to be judged against. If a space does not 
serve the library’s social goals, it has no place there.18

The following spaces currently exist in public libraries, 
and should remain in them for the foreseeable future. 
Architecture can strengthen or weaken the function and 
user experience of these spaces.

Evolving the Library
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Reading, listening, and watching take a person out of 
their present location and into the world of the text. A 
room that enhances this offers many places to read, with 
varying degrees of light and enclosure to match each 
person’s conception of a safe space to dive into a work.

Reading Room

The private niche is an intimate space for an individual 
to engage in solitary study. These spaces benefit from a 
strong sense of enclosure, and a reasonable degree of 
acoustic and visual privacy. Curling up to watch a film on 
one’s tablet might require a dark niche, while listening to 
music may be better paired with a view out to a garden.

Private Niche
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The media stacks contain the bulk of the library’s physical 
collection. While they can be part of the reading room, 
they may also be located elsewhere, in a configuration 
reminiscent of academic libraries, offering the experience 
of exploring a dense bibliographic maze.

Media Stacks

Books are usually read alone, but lectures, films, music, 
and video games can all be experienced in a group. The 
library can offer a space for communal engagement with 
these media. A hall also serves as a secular assembly 
space for its neighborhood, and can hold community 
events like craft sales or political debates.

Event Hall
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Meeting rooms give groups a private area to work, 
beyond the prying eyes and ears of entirely public areas. 
These rooms can be shared between library visitors and 
staff, organized through advance booking.

Meeting Rooms
The service desk helps visitors quickly orient themselves 
in the space, never leaving them wondering where to get 
help. The original panoptic purpose of the desk is muted 
in a world saturated with CCTV cameras.

Service Desk
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A cafe adds additional life to the building, helping make 
the library a definitive hangout spot. An accompanying 
gallery space allows the library to display the work of 
emerging artists in the community, providing them with 
much-needed exposure.

Cafe & Gallery Area

The children’s area is a vital provision: libraries contain 
a culture’s collective memory, and children, as new 
members of a culture, have much to learn. This zone 
empowers them to contextualize their world.

Children’s Area
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Staff areas include a space for sorting returned materials 
(likely with automated equipment),  shipping /receiving, 
offices, a lounge area, and an area for meetings.

Staff Areas

The beating heart of the library, this area is hidden from 
public view. The importance of the digital database, and 
the aesthetic appeal of neon-lit server towers, now offers 
this area a potential face to library visitors.

Mechanical & Server Room



The development of digital data storage has shaken the 
library to its core. Much of the basic spatial logic that 
has underpinned the library does not apply to digital 
collections, and this opens up radical new possibilities 
for the institution. The physical library remains a vital 
foundation; however, and so a design approach that 
augments the physical with the digital is prudent.

Augmenting Spaces
In a physical library the book stacks function as both 
a storage device and as an interface for exploring the 
collection. The earlier chapters analyzed how the library 
medium, as it has historically been known, is that pairing 
of information storage and browsing. These two functions 
are separate in digital databases, and one collection may 
be browsed through a number of different interfaces.
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An extremely notable difference with the digital library is 
the ability for an item to exist in two categories at once. 
In a physical library a category functions as a container 
that an item is placed in, while in the digital library, it 
functions as an attribute ascribed to the item. Novel 
curatorial and browsing methods are now possible.

The flood of books unleashed by the printing press 
exploded libraries, leaving collections larger than ever 
before. Digital storage implodes it, with millions of 
books now able to exist on a single thumb drive. This 
implosion applies to the size of the physical collection, 
though not necessarily to the building itself.

H
isto

ry

? ?P
h

ilo
so

p
hy

#Philosophy

#History

Browsing the stacks engages a user’s entire body as they 
explore the collection, but current methods of browsing 
only engage their eyes. The digital browsing experience 
is much weaker for lacking this multi-sensory quality, 
and new interfaces for browsing the digital collection 
should seek to remedy this.
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The network access area plugs library patrons into the 
global network. This is the core function of the banks 
of internet-equipped computers in libraries now, and 
it was also the core function of the nineteenth century 
News[paper] Room. Job hunting was a primary use of 
the News Room, and for lower income library users this 
remains an important service.19

Network Access
The design for this area retrieves the ‘reading slope’ 
configuration of the historic space through large digital 
touchscreens placed around the perimeter, allowing 
multiple users to gather around a single news article or 
video clip. While this browsing is entirely public, private 
internet access can still be offered through tablets 
tethered to reading tables.
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The makerspace empowers visitors to create prints of 
their favorite works in a variety of media. Creating a 
physical print of a text, photo, song, or film allows a user 
to experience it differently, while greatly increasing the 
work’s chance of long-term survival. Just as a printed 
book is one ‘print’ of a digital text, a vinyl record is one 
print of a digital audio file. Visitors can also have physical 
texts scanned, creating digital copies for the database 
(assuming the item is in the public domain).

Makerspace

Before libraries allowed patrons to browse the collection, 
the lending library was the area dedicated to lending 
books. Patrons would browse a catalogue, find a book 
title, and staff would fetch it for them. The contemporary 
‘hold pick-up’ shelf has quietly brought this area back 
into the library. A significant amount of borrowing now 
takes place this way, where users request an item online 
and pick it up at their nearest branch. These patrons 
rarely visit the library to read, but instead walk in, pick 
up their hold, and leave. Experientially, this parallels the 
Victorian lending library.20

Book retrieval vending machines allow for a ‘lending 
library in a box’ where users can swipe their library card 
and have the machine retrieve their hold. These machines 
could be located inside entry vestibules, allowing visitors 
to pick up their holds 24/7.21

Lending Library
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In their article “The Learning Jungle,” Rients Dijkstra and 
Jason Hilgefort show how the use of RFID tags (Radio 
Frequency IDentification) in library items can allow for 
a radical organizational model for the collection, where 
users freely re-arrange items within the space of the 
library.22 They argue that vibrant, self-organized patterns 
would likely emerge from this seemingly chaotic system.

If a user was looking for a particular item, she could track 
it using her smartphone (or a device provided by the 
library). Looking for an item becomes a game-like task 
of navigating the building, and the likelihood of chance 
encounters with other items—or people—increases. 
They note that the character of this new reading room:

…could take many forms, ranging from a series of 
random piles of books to a more traditional layout. But 
the desired quality is that of a park environment with 
assorted media lying about. Users may chat, lounge, 
read, listen, and amble freely amongst knowledge 
and each other.23

Whether this concept would actually benefit the library is 
debatable; however, it is now possible, and worth noting.

RFID Reading Room

Images of this concept are reproduced from Dijkstra and Hilgefort.
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The database navigation area is a room-scale interface for 
browsing the digital collection. As libraries assemble vast 
digital collections, a simple computer terminal becomes 
an insufficient means of navigating and engaging with 
the database. Library browsing has historically taken 
place through walking as much as through looking, and 
this experience of full-body browsing should not be lost.

Database Navigation
All digital interfaces are built around spatial metaphors: 
a concept from the physical world, like desktop or scroll 
is used to shape the domain of the computer.24 The more 
widely understood the physical concepts that underlie 
an interface, the more ‘intuitive’ that interface will be. 
Even a primitive interface like Command Line is built 
around the metaphor of navigating the index of a book.

Augmented Reality (AR) is the layering of metadata over 
the visible world. AR can be done non-digitally, such as 
the lines printed on acrylic above, though this requires 
the user to stand in a particular spot. The widespread 
adoption of smartphones capable of AR, and the fact that 
many users can browse simultaneously, makes this an 
ideal technology for browsing the digital database.25

AR works through ‘registration’: the software registers 
the exact position of the smartphone (in relation to the 
object to be augmented), by looking at an image on the 
object. The smartphone’s camera views the image, then 
calculates where the camera would have to be for the 
image to distort into the shape it sees. The software can 
then easily layer graphics over the camera’s view.

Adding Layers
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AR situations are made up of a space to be augmented 
and a mobile application that provides the augmented 
view. The following designs share a simple software 
framework: users view items augmented onto the space, 
and tap on one that interests them, taking them to a 
summary page. In the case of audiovisual items, users 
can view or listen to a short clip, comparable to skimming 
a book on the shelf. A more indepth software design 
could explore using items’ metadata to shape how they 
are presented to the person browsing.

Mobile Application Interface

Relating the augmented space back to traditional library 
browsing ensures that the system remains intuitive. This 
simple design is for an eye-level strip along a wall in the 
library. The items on the ‘shelf’ are generated when the 
user enters a search term. Users could also view shelves 
of items curated by library staff or other users. This strip 
interface was suggested by Cynthia Dovell.

Interface 1: Eyeline

Past is Prologue 
---------------------------------------- 
Tycho (band) — 2006 
[AUDIO RECORDING] 
---------------------------------------- 
Languages: English 
---------------------------------------- 
Availability: 
---------------------------------------- 
Preview: 
---------------------------------------- 
Rating: 4.8 (based on 256 reviews)

[SOME LOCATIONS]

[LISTEN TO PREVIEW]
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This interface allows for radially organized browsing. 
When a user searches for something, the most relevant 
results are augmented onto the larger central columns, 
while less relevant items are placed on the smaller 
peripheral columns at higher density. Users could curate 
particular collections for their friends to explore, and any 
number of configurations could be saved and loaded.

Interface 2: Glade

A more advanced interface design can take advantage 
of the digital-to-physical mapping process itself. Unlike 
physical space, digital spaces can be discontinuous, 
allowing ‘warping’ and other strange spatial effects.26 
This interface takes the user’s two dimensional walking 
path around a fake ‘bookshelf’ object, and translates it 
into movement up a spiral tower in the digital realm.

Every time the user walks around one end of the 
bookshelf, they are teleported up or down another half-
storey of the tower. Walking clockwise takes them up, and 
counterclockwise, down. Users could explore curated 
towers, or type in a search term and have the software 
generate a tower of results. This interface allows for 
lengthy digital exploration in a small physical space.

Interface 3: Infinite Tower

PHYSICAL into DIGITAL

RELEVANCE
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Now that the library’s spaces have been defined, the 
design question becomes how to organize them into a 
meaningful ensemble.  The arrangement will shape the 
patron’s experience of visiting the building, and implicitly 
communicate the relative importance of each space.  

As argued earlier, the best libraries invite exploration; 
however, most users would rather not get lost in the 

Assembly Required
process. The tension in the design is between creating 
complex, evocative spaces, and ensuring that users can 
stay oriented while exploring them.

A further consideration is the public library’s dynamic 
character. It will continue to evolve, and its spatial needs 
will keep changing over time. Allowing for flexibility 
without resorting to a bland design is another challenge. 

INFORMAL READERS

ENTRY

CHILDREN

( ( ( NOISY ) ) )

( QUIET )

PARKING

CATALOG

REFERENCE

STACKS

DESK

WASHROOMS
STAFF
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Inventory of Library Spaces

Reading Room

Media Stacks

Staff Areas

Event Hall Children’s Area Network Access Meeting Rooms Private Niche

Service Desk Lending Library Makerspace AR Browsing

Cafe & Gallery Mech. / Servers Washrooms

COMMUNICATION

COLLECTION

SUPPORT

Potential Arrangements

Recall the earlier comparison made between libraries and 
newspapers: they are both frameworks for containing 
and organizing bounded ‘information objects’ (books 
or articles) created by different authors. Frameworks 
powerfully contextualize the objects that they contain, 
enriching (or tainting) a user’s view of the object.

In the same way, a library’s layout contextualizes each 
space and its relation to the whole. Plans with a clear 
framework can allow for a high degree of spatial diversity 
while preventing visitors from getting lost. The ‘hub and 
spoke’ model, where peripheral spaces are organized 
around a central hub, is especially good at achieving this.27
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A non-hierarchical layout can help a library communicate 
that its different areas are equally important. Spatial 
metaphor is an effective design tool when developing 
plans of this sort; potential metaphors include ‘library 
as village,’ ‘library as garden,’ ‘library as mosaic,’ ‘library 

as newspaper,’ and ‘library as bookshelf.’ Each of these 
spatial entities are wholes made up of autonomous 
(but similar) parts: the houses in a village, the areas in 
a garden, and the articles in a newspaper. Aggregated 
together, the individual parts become a dynamic whole.
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The public library is a dynamic institution, changing with 
the media landscape that it serves. Ensuring that future 
changes are easy to implement is a key concern. 

In contrast to historic monumental buildings which were 
often constructed of a single material (typically stone, 
brick, or large timbers), contemporary buildings are 
composed of a number of systems and behave more 
like organisms than static objects. Buildings now have 
a structure (bones), an ‘envelope’ (skin), forced air and 
water (respiratory/circulatory systems), and electricity 

Built for Change

structure        80 - 300 years
skin          50 - 70 years
services          15 - 20 years
space plan       5 - 20 years
stuff          daily/monthly

Seinäjoki Library, Finland
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and data (a nervous system). Each of these systems age 
at a different rate, and require repair and renovation at 
varying times. If the systems are too tightly integrated, 
it will be impossible to fix one without costly disruptions 
to the others.28

Carefully separated systems make it far cheaper and 
easier to integrate new equipment, renovate sections of 
the library, or even add new ones. While this approach 
often shapes the aesthetic, buildings can have adaptable 
designs that do not highlight their malleability.

Keshen Goodman Library, Halifax, Canada



Ensuring that rooms can be easily repurposed is another 
aspect of designing adaptable buildings. The scale of 
the human body is a primary consideration: while the 
function of a building may change, the approximate sizes 
of the bodies inhabiting it will not. Room dimensions 
that accommodate a range of activities allow for change 
to occur uninhibited.

This project included case studies of three exceptional 
branch libraries (available in Appendix C), and all of 
them made use of a standard ‘ideal’ room size that 
recurred throughout the building. Alvar Aalto and John 
and Patricia Patkau both used room widths near 4m 
and allowed for variable room lengths, while Rudolf 
Schindler used a 6.1m x 6.1m square, which risks being 
too large for some activities and too small for others.

When a building has a well-defined geometric language, 
as these three all do, it eases the process of renovating 
the building in a considerate manner. Any change or 
addition that is intended to be in harmony with the 
existing structure has to ‘speak its language.’ By reverse 
engineering the building, it becomes possible to see how 
a different form could have emerged that still adhered to 
the same methods of articulation.

Most areas within a library can have very different sizes: 
add more bookshelves, tables, or armchairs and the area 
can get bigger and hold more items or patrons. Laying 
out the building using a set of unit rooms helps to give 
areas a constraint. Information for library space planning 
is included in Appendix D. Top to bottom: Schindler (Bergen), Aalto (Seinäjoki), Patkaus (Newton) Concept plan for an addition to Seinäjoki Library, Finland
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120 people 
100 sqm

10-25 people 
30 sqm

10-25 ppl 
30 sqm

3-8 ppl 
15 sqm

1-3 people 
9 sqm3-8 people 

15 sqm

1 per. 
3.2sqm



Designing a library based on the principles above is the 
clearest way of demonstrating how they work together 
to create a dynamic space for the community. The library 
presented here, “Spruce Heights,” was designed to serve 
a fictional mature suburb in Edmonton, Canada, and was 
intended to harmonize with that environment.

Libraries designed to have vastly different appearances 
can still adhere to the schematic principles laid out in 
the preceding chapters. Good buildings speak to the 
environments they are situated in, and a mid-century 
prairie suburb should be served by a different (looking) 
public library than a Mediterranean town.

Prototypical Design – Spruce Heights
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main floor plan 
scale 1:400 0m 20m

1. Reading Room
2. Event Hall
3. Cafe & Gallery
4. Children’s Area
5. Makerspace
6. Network Access
7. Reading Niche

8. Meeting Room
9. Mech. & Servers
10. Media Stacks
11. Private Study
12. Staff Spaces
13. Lending Machine
14. Washrooms

The concept for the library’s layout is a group of buildings 
surrounding a central space; the ‘village square’ sketch 
shown in the previous chapter. Each ‘building’ is a 
room in the library, and the different areas can be easily 
swapped between these cells. The branch has three 
entrances instead of a single one, emphasizing a greater 
sense of connectedness to the neighbourhood.
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scale 1:750
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Edmonton inhabits the northwestern tip of the prairies, 
where they transition into boreal forest; the form and 
materiality of the building were shaped to reflect this. 

The rear part of the building emerges from a berm rising 
out of a park, and the roof of the central light monitor 
echoes this form. The tan brick and stucco are intended to 
evoke the mud cliffs found in local ravines and along the 

North Saskatchewan River valley. Taken together, the built 
library is a small set of bluffs rising out of a park.

While the library has many windows to the street, there 
are no large areas of floor-to-ceiling glass. The building’s 
strong sense of enclosure emphasizes the library as a 
special place set aside from the world, and helps it to 
feel cozy during the long winter.
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west elevation north elevation

south elevation east elevation



transverse section

longitudinal section

The library features a large event hall that can double as 
a primary community space. This hall was designed to 
look different from the rest of the building, featuring a 
sloped roof that speaks more to Canadian houses than to 
public and commercial buildings (which often feature flat 
roofs, as many were built during the height of Modernism 

in the 1950s and 60s). The hall features a window seat 
and sliding doors, allowing the space to be opened in 
the summer (when locked to the library so that material 
cannot be stolen). The adjacent field is an ideal place for 
children to play, and their parents can easily supervise 
them while attending meetings inside.
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This library’s core space is a ‘reading garden’ featuring 
low, dynamic bookshelves and a variety of places to sit 
and study, including some on carpeted patches of the 
floor. The most borrowed items are held on the shelves 
in this area, along with works that the library chooses to 
feature, such as ones by local authors and musicians.

Edmonton’s latitude means that for much of the year the 
city enjoys a low winter sun, and the ceiling of this area 
is lifted up into a light monitor to flood the space with 
diffuse, warm light, ideal for reading. The design draws 
on similar ones developed by Alvar Aalto to capture the 
same quality of light in Finland.

The service desk is located at the northeastern corner of 
this space, and it has clear sightlines to each of the three 
entrances. This allows staff to easily supervise the space, 
but it also helps patrons quickly see where to get help.
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The children’s area features lower height bookshelves, 
a circular ‘storytelling carpet,’ and a raised platform that 
can act as seating. The screen on the outside differentiates 
this area, giving it rich filtered light.

The most secluded corner of the building is reserved 
for quiet study. Located behind the dense area of book 
stacks, anyone that chooses to study here can be sure 
that they will not be interrupted.

The cafe area is positioned near one entrance and close 
to the washrooms, and has a mix of small tables and a 
larger group niche. Art can be placed on any of the walls, 
or be hung to create new dividers in the space.

The augmented reality interface is based on the ‘infinite 
tower’ interface presented above. It was designed to 
harmonize with the aesthetic approach of the central 
reading garden.
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This project began by asking how the architecture of 
public libraries could embody the pluralist values of the 
institution; how could the library be accessible to all, free 
to explore, and make room for every voice?

McLuhan’s media theory situated the public library as a 
communications medium. Dade-Robertson’s schemata 
for analyzing information systems (Appendix A) helped 
reveal the parallel between bookshelves and newspaper 
pages, and their experiential quality as mosaic surfaces. 
Johnson and Lakoff’s theory of conceptual metaphor 
(Appendix B), was a strong argument explaining how 
buildings communicate spatially. And finally, surveying 
the history of public library architecture helped ground 
this proposal for its future, ensuring that it is true to how 
the institution has evolved thus far. 

Conclusion

89

With this foundation, it was possible to argue for an 
approach to library design that features many distinct 
areas that capture the breadth of the current media 
landscape. These areas are categorized as primarily for 
communication, collection, or support purposes, and 
related through a mosaic framework to emphasize their 
equal importance. Digital technology is used to enhance 
physical spaces and create new ways of engaging with 
the collection, and adaptable buildings allow the library 
to easily modify or replace its areas.

In the simplest terms, this project came to the conclusion 
that library architecture should be based on the spatial 
and information-handling logic of the humble bookshelf. 
This was an unexpected conclusion; however, it is very 
true to the character of the library.

M.Arch Thesis Defense Presentation, Dalhousie School of Architecture



Appendix A: Information Topologies

DATA INFO OBJECT COLLECTION

This project drew on a useful approach that looked at 
information frameworks as topological webs. In his book 
The Architecture of Information, Martyn Dade-Robertson 
defines a topological space as a “space concerned with 
places or objects and their association with one another, 
independent of metric distance or geometry.”29 For 
example, a chart depicting how roles in an organization 
relate to each other depicts topological space (in contrast 
to measurable, ‘3D’ topographic space).

Dade-Robertson proposes three related scales: individual 
pieces of data are organized into information objects, 
and groups of information objects can be gathered into 
collections.30 This way of viewing information systems 
can be applied at any scale.
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Data with Grammar and Left-to-Right Printing Topologies

Sentence Data (Words) Data with Grammar Topology

DATA

DATA

DATA

INFO OBJECT

INFO OBJECT

INFO OBJECT

COLLECTION

COLLECTION

COLLECTION

A paragraph within a book. Ullorrum 
quatat eaquam, tem ut latatur? Qui 
dollabor maiorepra acerro veles asperit, 
ut quae none pos quo blaborum rem 
nulpa dolupicium sumquas etur as eum 
aut quassit et fugia quam et venihilis 
molum doluptatur, sequodi blatum, 
consequamus blabo.

A paragraph within a book. Ullorrum 
quatat eaquam, tem ut latatur? Qui 
dollabor maiorepra acerro veles asperit, 
ut quae none pos quo blaborum rem 
nulpa dolupicium sumquas etur as eum 
aut quassit et fugia quam et venihilis 
molum doluptatur, sequodi blatum, 
consequamus blabo.

A single sentence within the book.

Above diagrams reproduced from Dade-Robertson The schema can be applied at different scales of a system



Appendix B: How Buildings Speak

A particular theory of understanding (and by extension, 
communication), underlies the approach taken to library 
design, and it is prudent to briefly explain it here.

The cognitive linguist George Lakoff and the philosopher 
Mark Johnson have developed a theory of knowledge 
arguing that most thinking is metaphorical, where “the 
essence of metaphor is understanding and experiencing 
one kind of thing in terms of another.”31 The frames of 
a familiar situation are used to frame an unfamiliar or 
confusing one, making it intelligible in the process.

To give an example, saying that someone is “buttressing 
their theory,” or that someone’s theory has a “flimsy 
foundation,” both implicitly use the metaphor theories 
are buildings. When a person is using this metaphor, 
she is experiencing theories as things which can be 
buttressed and have firm foundations.32 To say “I got lost 
in the labyrinthine hallways of his theory” may sound 
strange and poetic, but most hearers would understand 
the meaning; the English language commonly frames 
theories with the logic of buildings.

A person that understands an idea 
has gained control of it, and thinks 

of it as being inside their mind.

Lakoff and Johnson have also observed an important 
pattern: abstract and emotional experience (such as 
politics or relationships) is framed by concrete physical 
experience.33 This results in common metaphors such as 
ideas are food (“that idea is rotten”) and an argument is a 
journey (“he walked me through his argument”). Higher-
level concepts like Love or Justice are understood using 
many different metaphors, some contradictory.34

Non-metaphorical concepts are learned from bodily 
experience: every human understands the concept of 
containment (inside/outside), simply from existing in a 
body.35 These concepts are prelinguistic: even extremely 
young children require containment to function normally. 
Johnson calls these concepts Image Schemas, and has 
identified many foundational ones such as path, cycle, 
link, center-periphery, blockage, surface, and attraction.36

While concepts such as Verticality, balance, and direction 
are human universals, cultural diversity emerges as 
groups use schemata to frame abstract concepts in a 
way that accords with their community’s experience.

PHYSICAL SITUATION A 
GRASPING AN OBJECT 

ABSTRACT SITUATION B 

UNDERSTANDING AN IDEA
The physical experience of grasping 
an object is one of containing and 
having control over something.

A   > > >   FRAMES   > > >   B

”I grasp that idea.”

REQUIRED METAPHORS: 
the mind is a container 

ideas are objects

Analyzing Metaphorical Language

Complex metaphors can be broken down into the simple 
primary metaphors they are composed of. 

9392 93



Considering this theory while analyzing library design, 
it quickly became clear that the concept of mosaic was 
an image schema, and that it was present on the surface 
of every bookshelf (the schema was defined on page 12, 
above). If plurality is a primary value of the public library, 
then the spatial experience of the building should evoke 
the mosaic schema to frame the patron’s experience, 
celebrating diversity in the process.

Another aspect of plurality is plurality of interpretation, 
and so designing an ambiguous building that invites a 
variety of readings also became a goal. Speaking of this, 
the Dutch architect Herman Hertzberger notes that:

The more associations [spatial metaphors] that can be 
evoked the more individuals will be able to respond 
to them – that is, the more chance there is that the 
associations evoked will be of specific relevance to 
the user in a given situation.37

Do those windows look like eyes? Do these columns 
evoke a forest? Does this space feel like the interior of 
a cave? Bland, ‘neutral’ spaces cannot begin to evoke 
these readings, and neither can buildings designed as 
visual punch-lines.

The implications of this theory are quite productive for 
architecture: as experiential spaces, buildings can evoke 
image schemata, and by extension evoke the concepts 
tied to them. For example, a tall tower in the middle 
of a town will evoke the Verticality and center-periphery 
schemata; both of these concepts are widely associated 
with religious and government structures.

If a culture believes in a strong central government, the 
tower may be seen as a symbol of stability; however, 
one that instead believes in decentralizing power will 
likely view it as oppressive and wasteful. Either way, the 
spatial experience of the town is strongly framed by the 
presence of the tower, and inhabitants will invariably 
define where they are in relation to it.

Hokkaido Centennial Memorial Tower – Sapporo, Japan

Ceiling evoking an ice cave in Seinäjoki Library, Finland
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Appendix C: Case Studies

Bergen is a dynamic early Modernist conception of a 
community library. It features a very diverse program 
that includes an area for exhibitions, a classroom, and a 
games room. This branch responds to its corner lot with 
diagonal symmetry, and maintains  a connection to the 
dimly lit studies of the 19th century through a double-
height space deep in the center of the radial plan.38

Three small libraries were chosen as case studies for this 
project: Rudolf Schindler’s unbuilt Bergen Library (1920), 
Alvar Aalto’s Seinäjoki Library (1965), and John and 
Patricia Patkaus’ Newton Library (1990). These libraries 
were chosen for their sophisticated formal strategies, 
sensitivity to the human scale, and clear public presence. 

I have visited many libraries before and after completing 
my M.Arch, and two are worth highlighting. The Mount 
Angel monastic library in Oregon is one of Alvar Aalto’s 
only buildings in the US, and it shares many features 
with Seinäjoki. The study hall at the Hokkaido University 
Library is a peaceful, meticulously designed space; it 
suggests new forms that reading rooms could take.

Bergen Library, US – Rudolf Schindler
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Mount Angel Library – Oregon, US Study Hall, Hokkaido University – Sapporo, Japan



Seinäjoki is the first of three ‘fan-and-bar’ libraries 
designed by Alvar Aalto in the 1960s. Ideas from his 
seminal Viipuri Library such as the sunken ‘book pit’ and 
use of diffuse top lighting define the scheme. Seinäjoki 
completely lacks typical areas of book stacks, a rare 

configuration for a mid-century library. Ever the subtle 
classicist, Aalto has returned to the ancient idea of a large 
room lined with book alcoves. The building’s articulation 
implies the metaphor of an iceberg sitting in a field, with 
the main room as a cave within.39
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Newton is elegantly composed: its simple structure of 
concrete and heavy timbers creates large spans and 
allows for the main space to be easily reconfigured. The 
mechanical systems are housed between the envelope 
and an ‘interior envelope’ of gypsum on the underside 

Newton Library, Canada – John & Patricia Patkau

of the structure. The plan is a built-up periphery with 
an open centre for reading and browsing, echoing the 
larger forest clearing that the building sits within. The 
Patkaus’ design for the Capilano Library in Edmonton is 
an interesting iteration on Newton’s design.40



Appendix D: Space Planning Information
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Reading Room 
Living Room / Learning Factory / Garden 
±500 sqm, or 3 sqm / reader

Network Access 
Kitchen Table / Computer Room / Borges’ Aleph 

25 sqm minimum

Service Desk 
Forest Clearing / Command Post / Panoptic Eye 

15 to 25 sqm

Cafe & Gallery Area 
Kitchen / Village Well / Meeting Hall 

10 sqm minimum

Lending Library 
Mailbox / Vending Machine / ATM 

20 to 40 sqm

Staff Areas 
Backstage / Sorting Machine / Office 

Varies

Makerspace 
Garage / Workshop / Lab 

30 sqm minimum

Mechanical & Servers 
Heart / Mind / Core 

Varies

AR Database Navigation 
Gallery / Grove / Book Stacks 

20 to 40 sqm / interface

Washrooms 
n/a 

5 sqm / enclosed washroom

Meeting Rooms 
Kitchen Table / Campfire / War Room 

10 to 30 sqm

Private Study 
Monk’s Cell / Home Office / Cave 

3 sqm / study carrel

Media Stacks 
Maze / Shopping Arcade / Basement 

100-150 books / sqm

Event Hall 
Cave / TV Room / Amphitheatre 
±100 sqm, or ~0.9 sqm / seat

Children’s Area 
Living Room / Landscape / Storytelling Circle 
±60 sqm, or ~0.9 sqm / reader

This section’s data was developed from a number of 
sources; Khan’s text is the most recent.41 The inherent 
flexibility of library spaces makes it challenging to define 
rule-of-thumb sizes, so use these values with caution.

Possible spatial metaphors are also included for each 
space, and they could be used as starting points for an 
area’s design. Some are already common, for instance 
the ‘living room’ metaphor for reading rooms.
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libraries. From Black, Pepper, and Bagshaw, Books, 
Buildings and Social Engineering.

32. Sectional view of the New York Public Library. 
Scientific American Cover, May 1911. Public Domain.

33. Katamari Damacy (video game). Photographer: Greg 
Whistance-Smith.

54. Collage of RFID navigation. From Dijkstra and 
Hilgefort, “The Learning Jungle.”

55. Diagrams of an RFID Reading Room. From Dijkstra 
and Hilgefort, “The Learning Jungle.”

57. Augmented reality viewing device, Carnuntum ruins, 
Austria. Source: https://imgur.com/gallery/3819KYG.

69. Keshen Goodman Library, Halifax, Canada. 
Photographer: Greg Whistance-Smith.

78. Cliffs along the North Saskatchewan River, 
Edmonton. Photographer: Greg Whistance-Smith.

88. Greg Whistance-Smith’s M.Arch thesis defense. 
Photographer: Greg Whistance-Smith.

90. Topology Diagram. From Dade-Robertson, The 
Architecture of Information.

94. Hokkaido Centennial Memorial Tower. Photographer: 
Greg Whistance-Smith.

96. Mount Angel Library. Photographer: Greg 
Whistance-Smith.

96. Hokkaido University Library. Photographer: Greg 
Whistance-Smith.

97. Plan of Bergen Library. From Schindler, Smith, and 
Darling, The Architecture of R.M. Schindler.

97. Axonometric of Bergen Library. From Park, 
“Schindler, Symmetry and the Free Public Library, 1920.”
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98. Exterior view of Seinäjoki Library. Photographer: 
Larry Speck. Source: http://larryspeck.com/2011/02/02/
seinajoki-library/.

99. Plan and Section of Seinäjoki Library. From Brawne, 
Libraries.

99. Interior view of Seinäjoki Library. Photographer: 
Hirayama Susumu. Source: http://hokuouzemi.exblog.
jp/2762417/.

100. Plan of Newton Library. From Carter, Patkau 
Architects.

101. Section of Newton Library. From Carter, Patkau 
Architects.

102. Exterior views of Newton Library. Photographer: 
Greg Whistance-Smith.
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