
the
library of
Birmingham
The library of Birmingham was built in order to replace the Central 
Library, built in the 1970s, that looked like “a place where books would be 
incinerated rather than read” – described Prince Charles.

The new Library of Birmingham project was not less than 189m GBP and 
became the biggest library in the UK and one of the largest once in Europe. The 
Library of Birmingham became a new house for more than a million books 
and an impressive collection of Boulton and Watts archives, the 
specialist Shakespeare Memorial Room (designed in 1882), theaters 
(including ampitheater), music rooms, more than 200 public access 
computers, quite and study areas, meeting rooms and an exibition gallery.
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Where do I go now?!
When user enters the librirary for the first time, he would not know where to go, 
due to the lack of easy to enterpritate signes and open spaces. From the first few 
minutes standing in the lobby, customer could find a big sign with a plan of the 
building on it, however the design of it is not particulary eye catching. The text 
is too small, so to read it user needs to come really close to the sign. When many 
people are coming towards the only sign placed in the lobby, this creates a human 
traffic jam.

The user has a choice to go either to the right/left, or to go up the esculator, 
howether there is another “hidden” path to go to the quite area, located behind a 
book or a suveneurs shop.

On the “roof ” of the small shop customer can find very interesting and 
eyecatching signboards with book genres (different colour represents different 
genre). 

The structure of the buiding inside looks similar to  St. Peters Basilica, due to the 
structure of the dome, where the elevators are located. This shape gives the user 
unforgetable memories, and makes user to
visit this place again and again.

Lobby:
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Attention Catchers
Blue colour is used as an attention catcher, because neon blue 
is an eye catching and attractive colour, it encourages people to 
come closer and use the product or ask the person who is 
wearing a blue shirt.  After a few hours spent in the library 
customer is getting used to the colours and clearly understands 
where are the emergency exits, lifts, help desks, esculators, rest 
rooms and buttons to open doors automatically.

From a designer point of view, blue coloured LCDs, LEDs or 
neon tubes, was a great idea to manage Psycological 
Human Direction. 

Usually  by underlining important locations like esculators,
 elevators, help desks, computer desks, rest rooms, security and 
offices, the designers partially solved the problem with human 
traffic jams. 

By making visual signes (lights) the  library got not only its own 
character, but also it became a place where you can ussually find 
a help desk or get some help. It also shows a high level of 
research done on human phsycology and colours enterpritation.
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The Main Issues
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The library of Birmingham was an expensive project, however there 
were a few issues that designers did not consider.

One of them is how human dynamics is orginised. There are too many 
esculators, when elevators and stairs could be used as well. Secondly, at 
the end of the conveur the security speaker announces: “Caution you are 
approuching to the end of the conveur”, and the system does it for every 
single user. This creates an extreamly irritating noise pollution, to 
understand this issue, a student was seating on the tables near by the end 
of an esculator. With this noise pollution it was impossible to 
concentrate, the only way not to get distructed was to play loud music 
in headphones. Sometimes when people come out of the esculator they 
stop moving forward, and because the desk , shleves or lift to the top 
floor are located too close to the entrances to the floors, that creates 
disorganisation in people dynamics and people traffic jam.
To go further, old people had problems with using e-drop boxes, to check 
out/in books, because they were not introduced how to use the 
technology.
There were many other issues like handycaped people could not reach 
the top shelves, no rubbishbins, un-orginised signes and “untiprivate” 
relaxing area downstairs, because users could be seen from all the floors 
of the library, this room is easily noticable. 



sadasd
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Architecture
The library is not a view pollution, however it is 
located near by the city centre, and could be seen from 
different parts of Birmingham. It is a really unussual 
shape, that looks like a few blocks put on each other and 
a cylinder on the top.

The interresting point is that user can look on the street 
from inside, but a pedestrian will find it impossible to 
see from outside what is happening in the library, due to 
the main eye focus on the frame.

The building is designed so that lower ground floor 
could be seen from the top floor. This brings a feeling 
that the library building is breathable and green design  
however some people are afraid to come closer to thin 
see-through bariers on the 7th floor, because they look 
very un-safe. The same is with the huge cracks on the lift 
walls. 

In some parts library looks like a prison for books. 
Heavy, dark steel cages and no clearly seen entarnces to 
the book shelves made this place look uncomfortable.
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Youth Area
Different areas for different age groups could be found in the library. The colours, sheves, 
seating, tables, everything here tells that this room is designed for youth.

The interesting point is that books are placed with a profile view on the shelves and they 
are all different bright colours, to grab the attention of the kids/youth. The books have a 
lot of pictures inside and very easy to read.

There is a lot of noise pollution in this room. Many people are beeing very loud in this 
room, it is nearly impossible to concentrate.

This area is attracting a lot of people, because the first objects that customer sees, are the 
soft pillows, on which people can relax and enjoy their free time.

All the shelves were made out of plywood, and many were easy to reach, so the size for 
kids to be able to reach a book even from the top shelf.

Main colours of this area were orange, yellow, blue and red. Also warm lighting.
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Business Area
When customer firstly enters this floor, he gets a feeling that it is a quite and 
professional area, where people are coming to work only. 

Book shelves are made out of steel and facing edgeways. There are a lot more books 
on this floor if to compare it with the Youth Area. 

The seating on this floor - mainly office chairs, however there are a few bar style 
chairs near by the windows.

There is minimalism in floor styling, shelfes and coridors are designed so that the 
user will not be distructed by different colours/shapes. The materials used on this 
floor mainly are aluminium, floor tiles, white plastic, paper, concrete, marble, steel, 
glass, when the ussual colours here are White, Black, Grey and Blue.

The interesting part is how designers managed to use natural light. On this floor 
there is manly natural light, and the “stars” look lights are soft, perfect for working 
environment.
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Intelligent Thinking
From the designer point of view the Shakespeare’s room, was an amasing pice of art 
work. The room is made so, that at one point user forgets that the library was builed 
only a few months ago, and has a feeling that the building is really old. This effect 
was done by making a squicky wooden floor, using a soft, thick carpet and an antique 
furniture.

To go further in other parts of the library, for example in the “Adventures and 
Traveling” Books Area the books were placed in an old looking, possible to move 
around bookshelf, that ussually customers could see in  movies about adventures.

At the end, there was a really beautifully made papier-mâché tree in the Drawing and 
books about life sector. This could inspire some designers and perfectly fitting into 
the style of the area.
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Private Spaces
Music room downstairs is a really nice place to spend some time with friends, very nice 
atmosphere there, with bright and simple ideas in room planing. The music room is linked with 
the amphitheatre, however it is usually not used and people are not aloud there. Many are sitting 
on the stairs near by it, or downstairs. On the roof top people can have some privacy aswell with 
a beautiful view.

A variation of seating could be found in different types of areas. There are some examples shown 
below. The most interesting once from a design point of view are the rounded white one in the 
really loud “Youth Area”, they made so that not a lot of noise is going through them, so user can 
still sit in silence if he wants to. Another interesting chair could be found in the Drawing books 
Area, the chair is designes so that the user is not getting distructed, because there are side 
enclosure covering the users face from the sides.

The only issue that was found, is that not a single camera was seen in some parts of the library, so 
security needs some improvements.
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Website
The website is made in the same inspirational style as the genre colours at the entrance of the library.

The interface is easy to read and different pages have their own colour choice. For example “Young 
Libraries” page is really colourful, containing different bright colours, similar to the style of the 
Youth Area, when the style of the welcome page is white and blue, as prooven to be the attention 
grabbing colour in the library of Birmingham.

The same could be said about the background images, representing different genres, as seen
adventures, kids, bmx cycling on the “Youth Libraries” page or different famous poem scenes and 
nymphs on the “Collection” page.
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Personal Thoughts
The Library of Birmingham is a really inspirational and well planned 
project. The work that has been done by many designers and engineers is 
just unbeliaveable.

Some parts of the library are worf visiting more than one time, for example 
the roof top and the music room near by the amphitheatre. It is really nice 
and relaxing area to spend a few hours reading books.

There were a few issues underlined in the report earlier, however they could 
be altered.

Some parts of the library looks like prison and, in the opinion of a design 
student, should be changed, to give an opportunity for an easy access to the 
books.

The Shakespeare room was amazingly done by making an old museum 
environment with old furniture, soft and thick carpet and squicking 
wooden floor. This was definitly one of the most interesting areas in the  
library of Birmingham.

Overall - a must visit place.
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