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Learning from Asplund: 
Stockholm Exhibition 1930
James Flaus, Jan Yke van Bogert, 
Carlotta Luciano, Natalia Simonarson
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[1] Aerial render.

https://theswedishrugblog.
wordpress.com/2016/09/13/
thestockholm-
exhibition-of-1930/

[2] Area plan.

Seelow, A.M. (2016). Reconstruc-
ting the Stockholm Exhibition
1930. (1st edition). ARKITEKTUR 
FÖRLAG.



15 Intro

Context

In setting out his plans for The Stockholm Exhibi-
tion of 1930, Asplund came hot on the heels of 
the great modernists and their exhibitions in the 
late 19th and early 20th centuries. Although he 
faced into an environment without the pomp and 
pageantry of his Central European counterparts. 
With Sweden left reeling by the great depression 
of 1929 and its declining export economy, there 
came a rapid dissolution of rural life, an associa-
ted crisis of urban housing, and equally, of ways 
of living. The Swede’s struggle with modernity 
had been addressed by an earlier exhibition that 
had championed technology and change, but 
had not grasped its place in Scandinavian life. 
With the rising Social Democratic party’s increa-
se in public investment, and their championing 
of a leaner more functionalist ideology, Asplund 
arrived in 1930 with motivated public support 
and 10 years experience in refining the built ele-
ments of Swedish culture. In his role as curator 
and lead designer, Asplund is bringing neither 
a period of neo-classicism, nor of strict moder-
nism. He is proposing a manifesto of acceptan-
ce. Taking in hand the new reality and evolving 
the elements he believes best serve his public. 
This is his attempt at a language squeezed in-
between a prevailing national romanticism and a 
very international style.

In all of his attempts at this Asplund is looking for 
a purity of form. He understands that classical 

architecture had given a rigour of elements to 
the canon, but proposed that the geometrical 
arrangement he had built a career on was made 
accessible by modern construction.

So there becomes a focus on not just the wel-
coming of this new aesthetic, but on its connec-
tion to a spirit of production and material new-
ness that is distinctly modern. This is where the 
entrance pavilion and transport hall become so 
representative.

“Today’s and tomorrow’s willpower in our 
developing architecture“ - Asplund 

in Acceptera, 1931
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Figure 1

Figure 1

Entrance pavilion

In the approach from the terminus of a newly 
built tram line Asplund parks a machine like faca-
de. Drawing visitors through a forest of columns, 
past freely dimensioned windows, and under a 
massive ceiling. Facing the lake around which 
the exhibition is organised he draws his typical 
plan of stepping axes, and carves out a series of 
simple moves into a geometrically rigorous, but 
well executed entry sequence.

This entrance pavilion is resplendently wrapped 
in the flags of the world, and dramatically lit at 
night. In an exhibition of four million attendees, of 
which three million were Swedes, the drama of 
the elements which at the time would have been 
almost entirely new should not be understated.
The tectonic arrangement of the buildings at the 
Stockholm Exhibition was employed as a means 
to illustrates modern potential. Many spaces, 
objects, and materials moved from foreign luxury 
to be part of the widely available lifestyle.

[3] Entrance pavilion day render.

https://theswedishrugblog.word-
press.com/2016/09/13/
the-stockholm-exhibition-of-1930/

[4] Entrance pavilion night render.

https://theswedishrugblog.word-
press.com/2016/09/13/
the-stockholm-exhibition-of-1930/
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Worm’s eye axonometry of the entrance pavilion 
showing the different functions of rooms:

Yellow, offices and functional spaces
Blue, circulation with stairs to first level

Red, exhibition space
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[5] Entrance archival photographs.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/
wiki/File:Stockholmsutst%
C3%A4llningen_1930_Huvu-
dentr%C3%A9_och_kommisariat.
jpg
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Research Plan | Stockholm Exhibition 1930
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Recreated drawings of the entrance pavilion. 

Research Plan | Stockholm Exhibition 1930
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Recreated drawings of the entrance pavilion. 

[6] Entrance pavilion floor plan.

[7] Entrance pavilion elevation.
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Research Plan | Stockholm Exhibition 1930
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Research Plan | Stockholm Exhibition 1930
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Recreated drawings of the entrance pavilion. 

[8] Entrance pavilion floor plan.

[9] Entrance pavilion cross section.
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‘Forms which do not threaten, but invite.’
- Asplund, 1930

[10] Midsummer & traditional mast.

https://www.cambridge.org/core/
journals/theatre-survey/article/
performing-midsommar-swe-
den-nationalism-folkloric-page-
antry-and-the-political-power-of-
symbolic-divergence/5B93A0D-
90C05BA42E1AC9A7839B-
FED87

[11] Exhibition advertisment mast.

https://theswedishrugblog.
wordpress.com/2016/09/13/the-
stockholm-exhibition-of-1930/
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[12] Transport pavilion axonometry.

[13] Transport pavilion structure.
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Transport Pavilion

This invitation to a new modern way of life was in a sense an act of accli-
matising the public. Through the display of new building types alongside 
comparable and attractive objects an argument could be made that Asplund 
relaxed the tendency of modernism towards revolution, and instead adapted 
it into an enhanced expression of the Swedish culture.

In his transport pavilion, cars, trains, boats, and planes: all already accepted 
advances of modernism were displayed with a direct equivalence to the built 
fabric they occupied. Again within a very simple axial hall made possible by 
newfound steel spans Asplund exhibits an aeroplane under a roof that takes 
it figuratively under its wing. He shows boats under canopies tension hung 
from the material of their sails, and parks rows of cars within a factory like 
frame.

[14] Photograph colorised.

https://www.smashingmagazine.
com/2011/06/the-story-of-scan-
dinavian-design-combining-functi-
on-and-aesthetics/
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[15] Colorised photograph.

Cronquist, Gustav. Ark-
Des. https://digitaltmuseum.
se/011014982113/stockholm-
sutstallningen-1930-paviljongen-
for-samfardsel.
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Research Plan | Stockholm Exhibition 1930
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Recreated drawings of the transport pavilion. 

[16] Transport pavilion floor plan.
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[17] Top: Asplund‘s light sketch.

Woollen, Malcolm. Erik Gun-
nar Asplund: Landscapes and 
Buildings. New York: Routledge, 
2018.

[18] Bottom: archival photograph.

Woollen, Malcolm. Erik Gun-
nar Asplund: Landscapes and 
Buildings. New York: Routledge, 
2018.
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Conclusion

Asplund’s offering and his invitation to a new way of life was in a sense an ef-
fort to acclimatise the public. Through the display of attractive and equivalent 
objects and building types an argument is made to relax the tendency of mo-
dernism towards revolution. He seeks not to reinvent, but to accept and adapt 
modern forms into a progression of his game of elements. The geometric rigour, 
the curated movement, and the taste for ornament are all still present, but have 
been brought into an enhanced and optimistic expression of Swedish culture.

[19] Landscape rendering.

https://theswedishrugblog.word-
press.com/2016/09/13/
the-stockholm-exhibition-of-1930/





The Modern Public Library: 
Alvar Aalto’s Viipuri Library 1935
James Flaus, Jan Yke van Bogert, 
Carlotta Luciano, Natalia Simonarson



30 Intro

Research Plan | Viipuri Library 1935
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Plan showing the seperate entrances (fig. 30): Gold public entrances, green em-
ployee entrances.

[20] Figure ground plan.

[21] Floor plan.
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[22] Summer photograph.

[23] Winter photograph.

http://architecture-history.org/
architects/architects/aalto/ob
jects/1927%E2%80%931935,
%20Viipuri%20LibraryMunicipal
%20library,.html

http://architecture-history.org/
architects/architects/aalto/ob
jects/1927%E2%80%931935,
%20Viipuri%20LibraryMunicipal
%20library,.html
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Context

The library as an institution has a rich history and significance in Finland that 
might be challenging for those in mainland Europe to fully grasp. The remote 
geography and oral nature of its language and traditions meant that not much of 
Finnish history had been written down. In fact, it wasn’t until 1835 that the first 
book of oral histories was transcribed. At the time of the Viipuri Library’s design, 
Finland’s written history was only as old to Aalto as the project is to us today.

Viipuri in 1927 was Finland’s second city, and held immense importance in its 
development as a nation state. Its library was one of the first modern buildings in 
the growth away from the Russian empire, and holds within it a deeply relevant 
nationalism. Both in its formal features and its intent.

Despite this energetic spirit of opportunity, Aalto’s original design is notable for its 
prominent neoclassicism. Much like earlier Nordic works by Asplund it featured 
a decorated frieze wrapping a series of monumental civic volumes. This was of 
course not the eminent style in a young and relatively liberal Finnish government, 
and after two years the scheme was shelved in favour of a more modern and 
exciting interpretation.

[24] Initial classicist proposal.
Spens, M. (1994). Viipuri Library, 
Alvar Aalto.
(1st edition). ACADEMY EDITI-
ONS.
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[25] Elevation photograph.
http://architecture-history.org/
architects/architects/aalto/ob
jects/1927%E2%80%931935,
%20Viipuri%20LibraryMunicipal
%20library,.html

[26] Sketch of a library, reminiscent 
of a rock.

https://www.archdaily.
com/630420/ad-classics-viipuri-
library-alvar-aalto
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[27] Archival photograph.

https://www.archdaily.
com/630420/ad-classics-viipuri-
library-alvar-aalto

[28] Photograph of library with now 
destroyed church in the back.

https://www.archdaily.
com/630420/ad-classics-viipuri-
library-alvar-aalto
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The Building

The result, built from 1931-35, is a series of white rendered volumes that stand 
proudly in Viipuri’s central park. Each volume is well lit, enjoying generous steel 
spans that emphasise the library’s relationship to national ideas of growth and 
prosperity. Despite the harsh Finnish winters, much of the building is widely 
glazed and visually connected to green space. A commitment to the provision 
of accessible public rooms becomes clear through a plan that offers multiple 
entrances, including a separated children’s section, all carefully arranged around 
a central pinwheel.

In section there is a real complexity involved in the way Aalto organises his toolkit 
of civic rooms. As each slides past the other there is a controlled sequence of 
shared view and connection through a domesticated environment. Inhabiting 
elements of Finnish culture on an intimate scale, despite its seemingly austere 
white exterior.

[29] Diagrams showing central 
entrance zones, twisting around 
the circular element into the main 
library room. Ground floor, first floor, 
second floor (left to right).

INTERIORS BUILDINGS CITIES 2023/2024

25

Diagrams (fig. 29) showing central entrance zones, twisting around the circulair 
element into the main library room. 

Ground floor First floor Second floor
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Research Plan | Viipuri Library 1935
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INTERIORS BUILDINGS CITIES 2023/2024
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(fig. 33)



37 Intro

Research Plan | Viipuri Library 1935
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INTERIORS BUILDINGS CITIES 2023/2024
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INTERIORS BUILDINGS CITIES 2023/2024
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(fig. 37)

Research Plan | Viipuri Library 1935
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(fig. 38)
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[30] Study of handrails.

Derived from a book.

[31] Drawing for the acoustics of 
the auditorium.

https://www.archdaily.
com/630420/ad-classics-viipuri-
library-alvar-aalto
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[32] Photograph of a handrail.

[33] Photograph of the auditorium.

http://architecture-history.org/
architects/architects/aalto/ob-
jects/1927%E2%80%931935,
%20Viipuri%20LibraryMunicipal
%20library,.html

http://architecture-history.org/
architects/architects/aalto/ob-
jects/1927%E2%80%931935,
%20Viipuri%20LibraryMunicipal
%20library,.html
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[34] Photograph of reading room.

[35] Photograph of reading room.

http://architecture-history.org/
architects/architects/aalto/ob-
jects/1927%E2%80%931935,
%20Viipuri%20LibraryMunicipal
%20library,.html

http://architecture-history.org/
architects/architects/aalto/ob-
jects/1927%E2%80%931935,
%20Viipuri%20LibraryMunicipal
%20library,.html
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Conclusion

The Viipuri Library reflects a pivotal moment in Finnish history, where it played a 
vital role in the perception of a developing national culture. The scheme appears 
to understand its responsibility to portray and expand on Finnish culture, careful-
ly crafting places to learn, speak, and develop in a quickly changing state. While 
taking a long stride in to the opportunities presented by modern construction, 
Aalto manages to keep both feet firmly in Finland.

[36] Viipuri Library at night.

http://architecture-history.org/
architects/architects/aalto/ob-
jects/1927%E2%80%931935,
%20Viipuri%20LibraryMunicipal
%20library,.html





Individual Reflection
Natalia Simonarson
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RESEARCH - INDIVIDUAL REFLECTION

The comprehensive exploration of Gunnar Asplund‘s architectural 
oeuvre, encompassing iconic structures such as the Public Library 
Stockholm, the Stockholm Exhibition 1930, Villa Snellman, the Wood-
land Chapel and the Woodland Crematorium at the Woodland Ceme-
tery, Lister Court House, and the Skandia Cinema, reveals a nuanced 
engagement with Swedish socio-economic and cultural dynamics, 
avant-garde modernism, functionalism, storytelling, symbolism, hu-
mor, sequencing, poché, and inspiration drawn from Italian classical 
architecture. Asplund‘s deliberate and thoughtful responses to the 
challenges and aspirations of his time underscore the multifaceted 
nature of his architectural legacy.

In parallel, the examination of architecturally significant libraries throug-
hout history – ranging from the Beinecke Library in New Haven by 
Skidmore, Owings & Merrill (SOM) to the Viipuri Library by Aalto – pro-
vides insights into the diverse philosophies shaping library design. The 
synthesis of modernist principles, unorthodox spatial configurations, 
classical aesthetics, adept manipulation of form and light, harmonious 
fusion of tradition and innovation, and a departure from conventional 
paradigms exemplifies the dynamic evolution of library architecture. 
The central observation derived from the examination of diverse li-
braries is how the architectures become vessels of their respective 
designer’s distinctive architectural philosophies, ideologies, or fasci-
nations. The libraries transcend their utilitarian roles and, eventually, 
contribute significantly to the annals of architectural history. 

Reflecting on these studies, several overarching lessons emerge. 
Firstly, in contrast to the modernist architecture, the meticulous consi-
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deration of all scales of a building—from the interior to the environment, the building is situated 
in—does not necessitate a designated purpose for each and every element but should, in my 
opinion, rather result in interpretative and ambiguous spaces, enabling them to withstand the 
vicissitudes of societal, stylistic, and environmental changes. 

Furthermore, the concept of poché and thresholds emerges as a pivotal aspect in shaping 
spatial character, intricacy, and intimacy. Beyond the delineation of functional spaces, the 
deliberate incorporation of poché and thresholds can enhance the overall architectural expe-
rience, allowing for a rich interplay of rational and irrational space. The question arises, how 
intimate spaces can become and how little an architect needs to provide to have that quality 
while maintaining permeability to the public and how big these elements must be or can be.

Humor, subtly interwoven into architectural compositions, introduces an element of playfulness 
and ambiguity. As observed in many of Asplund’s designs, where humor becomes an integral 
part of architectural language, it contributes to the vitality and versatility of built environments. 

Sequencing, akin to musical composition, emerges as a powerful tool in architectural design. 
The juxtaposition of contrasting elements—be it in scale, function, or ambiance—creates a 
dynamic spatial experience. The careful orchestration of transitions from low to high, small to 
generous rooms fosters a narrative quality that heightens the overall architectural impact.

In essence, the comparative analysis of the investigated projects poses a question about the 
transformative potential of architecture in general and libraries in particular. It should extend 
beyond utilitarian functions to encapsulate philosophical underpinnings, ideological nuances, 
and a commitment to enduring architectural contributions. The synthesis of these learnings 
invites a re-evaluation of the relationship between form and function, inspiring me to embrace 
ambiguity, humor, and sequencing as integral elements in the creation of meaningful and resi-
lient architectural expressions.





Stockholm City Library
Brief 01
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PREPARATION

Brief 1: Thinking and doing

This year, the Graduation Studio will undertake a design project for 
a public library in relation to the existing Stockholm City Library by 
Erik Gunnar Asplund. The opening weeks of the Graduation Studio 
engage in a collective period of design research as preparation for 
the main project, establishing the contexts in which it will develop 
through a process of thinking and doing across the Design Studio 
and Research Seminar. As students, themes, questions and your 
developing positions oscillate between these two spaces, each 
informing the other. These weeks are critical in establishing the 
terms through which we engage with one another and from which 
your individual projects will emerge. This is emphasised through 
collective teaching and group work. The conclusion will be a set 
of drawn and modelled outcomes. These are situated in a body 
of thinking and articulated through collective research documents 
and individual research plans that will, together, begin to establish 
the concerns and ambitions of your graduation project. Previous 
examples of each will be available for consultation and discussion. 
The weeks up to the P1 will be arranged as two periods in the 
Research Seminar and Design Studio. The first, Looking Carefully, 
will be followed by the second, First Thoughts.

LOOKING CAREFULLY: Weeks 1-4

Asplund 

The first weeks of the Research Seminar will explore the world from 
which Stockholm City Library emerged by examining the work and 
thinking of its architect, Erik Gunnar Asplund. Working in groups  
of four, you will carefully study and describe eight buildings from 
different periods of his practice to begin to understand the ideas, 
methods and aesthetic, compositional and material concerns 
that characterised his developing architectural concerns. These 
will also provide the lens through which you will gain a collective 
understanding of the wider social, political, cultural, physical and 
architectural contexts in which Asplund worked. Considering the 
individual position that will begin to emerge from your early design 
work and study of the City Library itself, the questions raised 
through these studies will help inform your individual research 
plans.

Villa Snellman, 1917–1918 
Woodland Chapel, 1918–1920 
Lister County Courthouse, 1917–1921 
Skandia Cinema, 1922–1923 
Stockholm Exhibition Main Entrance & Exhibition Hall for Transport, 
1930 
Bredenberg Department Store, 1933–1935
Göteburg Law Courts Annex 1934–1937 
Woodland Crematorium 1935–1940

Archival photograph of the exterior.
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conceived and, speculatively, how it might feel once restored. 
When you visit the library on the field trip you will carefully record 
adjustments and changes that have happened to the spaces you 
studied since. The models should be made to be displayed as 
physical artefacts as well as through photography. Alongside the 
models, you will present your studied rooms in plan and section 
through developed surface drawings. Both will be exhibited in 
the Department.

FIRST THOUGHTS: Weeks 5-9

The Modern Public Library

In the second period, the research seminars will look more broadly 
at the development and possibilities of the modern public library. 
Working again in groups you will investigate eight precedents in 
detail. Through research and careful recording, you will explore 
the thinking that informed the design of each of these libraries, 
considering their situation and how their architecture addresses 
its public and represents its function. This will be recorded through 
a series of black and white two-dimensional drawings, in plan 
and section, across a series of scales. From this, the studio will 
develop methods of explaining systems and relationships, creating 
a body of analytical material and diagrams for each building, which 
can subsequently be adapted, co-opted and applied to individual 
projects. 

Salle de Lecture, Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Henri 
Labrouste, 1875 
Viipuri Library, Alvar Aalto, 1935 
National and University Library, Joze Plecnik, 1943
Beinecke Library New Haven, SOM, 1959 
Berlin Statsbibliothek, Hans Scharoun, 1967 
British Library, Colin St John Wilson, 1962–1997 
Exeter Library, Louis Kahn, 1972 
Seattle Public Library, OMA, 2004

A Room in a Library

Following on from your careful and detailed study of Asplund’s 
library, and in parallel with your investigations into other public 
libraries, you will make your first design project. At the same 
scale as the models made of the Stockholm Library interiors, you 
will each individually make, in model form a proposal for a room 
in a library or, potentially, a significant fragment of it: What will 
happen in your room? Who will use it and what can they use it 
for? How will it engage their senses? What scale is it? How fixed 
or modelled is its form? Do you conceive it in relation to Asplund’s 
room or contrast to it? Do you imagine it within an existing space 
or a new piece of architecture? The scale, purpose, character 
and furnishing of this room, or its potential relationship with a 
notional exterior, will allow you to begin to develop your attitude 
and position in relation to the larger design project to come.

While working on your designs, the Research seminar will give you 
a grounding in the project’s historical, architectural, and theoretical 
context. The seminar will be focused on close reading and 
discussing projects and texts related to the assignment in small 
groups. Finally, a series of lectures will address parts of the wider 
context of the particular assignment. Through this combination of 
lectures and group research into Asplund’s oeuvre and precedent 
studies of libraries, we ask you to formulate your position with 
regard to the design assignment and its various contexts.

Project Journal

The research seminar will introduce the Project Journal, a 
document made by each of you individually. The purpose of 
this is to record your process of researching, thinking, making, 
development and reflection throughout the graduation studio and, 
finally, to form a key body of evidence against which research 
and process can be marked at the end of the year, in the P5 
examination. The Journal should be developed continuously, 
within a form and structure chosen individually. It should record 
and communicate the process of the project, including outcomes 
and reflections on tutorials and reviews, while offering a space 
for reflection and critique of the work being made and the issues 
that define it.

Research Plan 

The Research Plan course (AR3A010) is integrated within the 
Research Seminar. However, the outcome differs from what is 
written in the Study Guide and Syllabus for this Department-wide 
course. Within the Interiors Buildings Cities Graduation Studio, 
the majority of the Research Plan is made collectively and consist 
of the edited outcomes of the investigations into Asplund’s 
architecture and the precedent studies of libraries. Only a concise, 
individual reflective statement, which you will also present at the 
P1, is added to this collective work. This will be discussed in more 
detail with your tutors.

Stockholm City Library

Palace 

2023-24 MSc3 AR3AI100 

Each group will prepare a succinct presentation in which you will 
introduce the project. This will be accompanied by collating a 
complete set of drawings and a selection of images to describe 
its key characteristics. Alongside an investigation of the building 
itself, you will situate the project within wider architectural and 
societal developments in Sweden and Scandinavia, considering its 
relation to other projects from beyond Scandinavia and, perhaps, 
from different times.
Finally, you will make a set of drawings in which you investigate 
the project with regard to the following themes:

Spatiality
Ornament
Composition (plan and/or elevations)
Landscape or urban setting

These are drawings you make yourself; they could be sketches or 
digital drawings. From them, you will produce one presentation 
drawing representing what you consider to be the essence of the 
project. Defining what kind of drawing would best describe your 
critique of the building is part of the exercise.

Scenes from a Public Library

In parallel, the first weeks of the Design Studio will focus on the 
Stockholm City Library itself. 

You will collectively draw the building and construct a three-
dimensional digital model. Alongside this, working in the same 
groups of four at the Research Seminar, you will research, study 
and make models of key spatial moments in the library. These will 
relate to four key spatial themes:

The Rotunda
The poche which surrounds it, including the stairs
The children’s library
The perimeter halls

Each of these will be represented by one or two models, which 
might encompass the following key spaces to be agreed upon:

The central rotunda reading room 
The lobby and staircases
The erotica library
The Head librarian’s office
The Children’s entrance, reading room and storytelling room
The North and South Halls

The models will be made at a consistently large scale, to be agreed 
upon, and will depict the rooms as they were first designed and 
opened. They will include the furnishings and colour schemes 
of the original interiors as well representations of any decorative 
artworks. They will therefore record both the library as it was 

Archival photograph of the stairs.Archival photograph of the Rotunda.
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Prior to an excursion to the site in Stockholm with 
all students and teachers partaking in the gradua-
tion studio, a model of the Asplund Library at a 
scale of 1:25 was collaboratively crafted by the 
studio. This involved thorough research, analysis, 
and modeling of significant spatial elements within 
the library. These efforts were concentrated on four 
main spatial moments: the rotunda, the surroun-
ding areas including stairs and the entrance, the 
children‘s library, and the perimeter halls. It was the 
intention to reconstruct the library’s original layout 
and appearance of the rooms. Details such as ori-
ginal furniture, color schemes, and decorative art-
works provide a visual record of the library‘s original 
design and offer insights into its potential restored 
state. A book was created to navigate through 
these spaces, featuring photographs that vividly 
captured the library‘s ambiance, both current and 
archival, seamlessly integrating with images of the 
model. The culmination of this project was the ex-
hibition held at the Faculty of Architecture in De-
cember 2023, where the model was displayed.
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The entrance hall is a space intended to lead visi-
tors through a series of experiences. Upon enter-
ing through a grand doorway adorned with ancient 
Greek engravings, a sleek glass front, comple-
mented by sculpted door handles, invites visitors 
further into the building. This glass front floods the 
expansive entrance hall with natural light, creating a 
luminous atmosphere. The hall‘s surfaces, finished 
in semi-glossy black, amplify the infllux of light as 
well as draw an extension to the exterior‘s horizont. 

[37] Archival photograph of the 
interior of the main entrance.

Provided by the chair.
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01 Entrance 1312 03 1:25 model

Fig. 4. Model picture

Going down the stairs and moving away 
from the rotonda, you glimpse the outside 
world through the glass in front of the en-
trance hall. On either side, you notice the 
Egyptian engravings on the door frames 
and the black walls that reflect abundant 
daylight deep into the hall.
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[38] Photograph of current state. [39] Model photograph.
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Asplund strategically incorporates reflective ele-
ments, particularly in the poché room, to alter the 
perception of space. Progressing beyond the to-
wering entrance hall, a second doorway guides 
visitors into a smaller, more enclosed area, leading 
ultimately to the larger rotonda. This deliberate 
progression of varying heights captivates the visi-
tor‘s attention, prompting them to look upward or 
downward and facilitating a transition into a serene 
space removed from the external world.

[40] Archival photograph of the 
interior of the main entrance.

Provided by the chair.
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01 Entrance 1716 03 1:25 model

Fig. 7. Model picture

Through a staircase located behind the 
large door portal in the entrance hall, 
visitors can access the Rotonda. People 
ascend and descend this staircase, ente-
ring and exiting the Rotonda. Furthermo-
re, one can observe two additional sta-
ircases originating from the same point 
providing access to the upper floors and 
the rings of the Rotonda. 
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[41] Photograph of current state. [42] Model photograph.
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[43] Archival photograp, entering 
the central rotunda.

Provided by the chair.
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02 Rotunda 2726 03 1:25 model

Fig. 13. Model picture

When ascending the stairs to the rotunda 
you will be greeted by the librarians be-
hind the large square desk in the middle 
of the space. At the top of the stairs you 
will be guided by the balustrade to walk 
around the desk before you can go in dif-
ferent directions.

Two major differences are noticeable be-
tween the old and the new. The furniture, 
only the lamps are still the same, and the 
stairs leading to the first gallery, which 
was added in 1974.
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[44] Photograph of current state. [45] Model photograph.
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01 Entrance 2120 03 1:25 model

Fig. 10. Model picture

One identical staircase spirals in the oppo-
site direction to this narrow one, which 
follows the Rotonda’s curve. The dim, tight 
area is made brighter by beautiful detailed 
lamps.In this space, squeezed between 
two curved walls, it gives the sensation 
of being within the framework of the Ro-
tonda, almost like being inside the poché.

[46] Archival photograph of the 
spiral stairs.

Provided by the chair.
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follows the Rotonda’s curve. The dim, tight 
area is made brighter by beautiful detailed 
lamps.In this space, squeezed between 
two curved walls, it gives the sensation 
of being within the framework of the Ro-
tonda, almost like being inside the poché.
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area is made brighter by beautiful detailed 
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[47] Photograph of current state. [48] Model photograph.
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First Thoughts: Unpacking the Library

“I am unpacking my library. Yes, I am. The books are not yet on 
the shelves, not yet touched by the mild boredom of order. I 
cannot march up and down their ranks to pass them in review 
before a friendly audience. You need not fear any of that. 
Instead, I must ask you to join me in the disorder of crates that 
have been wrenched open, the air saturated with the dust of 
wood, the floor covered with torn paper, to join me among 
piles of volumes that are seeing daylight again after two years 
of darkness, so that you may be ready to share with me a bit of 
the mood. It is certainly not an elegiac mood but, rather, one of 
anticipation, which these books arouse…”

Walter Benjamin, Introduction to Unpacking my Library, in 
Illuminations, 1969

Through this brief, we will begin to unpack the library, not 
the library, as in Erik Gunnar Asplund’s Stadsbibliotek in 
Stockholm, which we have just visited together, but the idea of 
a library, in its modern, public form. For almost two decades, 
the library has struggled with the idea of what a library needs 
to be, in order to serve the needs of a diverse contemporary 
society in an increasingly digital age (in Sweden). At the 
moment, like Benjamin’s disarrayed books, your own thoughts 
might also be unfocused, muddled yet filing you with a sense 
of anticipation, or perhaps confusion.

The Modern Public Library

In the next four weeks you will start to define your first 
thoughts about the project, through two parallel pieces of 
work. In the research seminar you will be studying eight  
modern public libraries that are also considered significant 
in terms of their architecture. These encompass different 
contexts, both in place and time. You will not only consider 
what the motivations of those who made them might have 
been, but also investigate the ways in which these are 
expressed and elaborated upon in terms of their architecture 
and translated into spatial, organisational and functional 
strategies. The outcome of this part of the seminar will be a 
set of newly made architectural drawings, undertaken in the 
same way and at the same scale as drawings of Asplund’s 
library, to allow them each to be compared with the other. 
Alongside these you will develop methods of making analytical 
diagrams which will again all for each precedent to be 
understood and compared in terms of its strategic order.

A Room for a Library.

In parallel, in the design studio, you will begin to think 
about how your attitudes to the question of the library can 
be expressed through design. Working in the abstract, we 
ask you to develop a room for a library. This room is not 
necessarily the library at this stage, nor is it necessarily in 
Stockholm. However, it should be understood as a real, 

Der Himmel über Berlin, 1987, Werner Herzog, video still.
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Der Himmel über Berlin, 1987, Werner Herzog, video still.

functional, tangible place, with architectural qualities, where 
people can do things. To consider what those qualities 
and uses might be, you will need to reflect upon your own 
developing attitude to what a public library is now, also 
drawing perhaps on your own experience as a user of libraries: 
What happens in your room? Is it for one, a few or many? 
What scale is it? Does one read there and, if so, how or what? 
Can one eat, talk, drink coffee? Is it ok to fall asleep? What 
are the qualities and atmosphere that it presents? What does 
it offer? How formal is it? How is it lit? Can one see outside, 
or be seen by passers by? Is anybody watching you? Does it 
matter who you are? 

Asplund’s reflections on such questions, more than 100 years 
ago, led to particular forms, spaces and relations: between 
people, between people and books, between books and the 
city. How might you respond in the present? It is an open 
question whether your proposal for a room, is a room in 
relation to Asplund’s library. For some or perhaps all of you, it 
might be liberating not to be too concerned with this now. 

However directly you choose to respond to, or counterpoint, 
Asplund’s spaces, this initial project will be developed and 
presented in the form of a model, at 1:25. This will allow your 
thoughts to be comparable, not only with each other but also 
with the spaces in the Stockholm library that you have already 
focused so intently upon. It would be interesting to consider 

whether or how, the strategies he employs might be reiterated 
in your own thinking. Your model should be presented as 
a physical artefact and through photography. It should be 
thought about in terms of inhabitation and furnishing and you 
should also consider about how it might perform technically, 
both structurally and environmentally,  in terms of light and 
air. Accompanying the model should be a set of drawings, 
describing it in section, plan and reflected ceiling plan.

You should be able to discuss this initial design project in 
terms of both Asplund’s work and wider thinking about 
the contemporary public library, encompassing the given 
precedents and your own thoughts and interests. These 
individual proposals will form the core of your P1 presentation 
alongside the collective work. 
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In the deliberate act of directing one‘s attention to a 
text, a conscious choice unfolds—a commitment 
to immersion. The words of the author, organi-
zed and contemplative become the reader’s own 
thoughts and shush your unruly and often disjoin-
ted thoughts. This endeavor, reminiscent of a me-
ditative state, heightens the reader‘s awareness of 
their surroundings, elevating them to the role of an 
observer in the theater of their own reading expe-
rience.

At home.

As you turn on a warm light, whether nestled in the 
corner of a couch beneath a cozy blanket or prop-
ped against a mound of pillows in the sanctum of 
one‘s bed, the reader engages with the comforts 
of home. The turning of pages becomes a waltz, 
guided by a heart attuned to the gentle serenade 
of solitude.

In the café.

Amidst the aromatic tapestry of a café, the reader 
becomes a participant in the bustling sonnet of life, 
orchestrating an unconventional yet vibrant reading 
experience. The modern café with caffeinated air 
and seating, ranging from cushioned lounge chairs 
to a wooden Thonet is known for having a laid-
back, leisurely, friendly and comfortable atmosphe-
re, making it a soothing place to read in. Yet, with 
sporadic noises - emerging through the grinding of 
the coffee beans or a a child who, screaming with 

[49] The Bookworm (Man with 
Nose in Book).

Painting by Norman Rockwell 
(1926).
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ses or sitting on a bench next to a canal, the de-
licate manifestations of nature weave themselves 
intricately into the narrative of the written world. 
Sunlight is filtered through the leafy canopy of a 
tree, casting intricate patterns of light and shade 
on the book‘s surface. This luminous interplay in-
fuses the reading experience with a touch of en-
chantment, turning each page into a canvas pain-
ted with the subtle hues of the surrounding foliage. 
In the background, the stream‘s steady murmur 
functions as a white noise, an auditory backdrop 
that enhances the reader‘s focus—a melodic un-
dercurrent guiding the journey through words. As 
she immerses herself in the harrowing twists of her 
book, a chill breeze emerges, tracing goosebumps 
upon her skin—a corporeal dance echoing the ta-
le‘s unsettling narrative. Or - the warm caress of 
sunlight soothes her agitated inner world, a harmo-
nious union of the fictional and the tangible. The 
nuanced flora and fauna become characters in this 
vibrant reading experience, fusing the worlds of li-
terature and nature into a symbiosis of thought and 
sensation.

In public transport.

In the dynamic realm of public transport, the act 
of reading becomes an integral part of a narrative 
infused with motion. Sometimes she has to read 
standing, depending on the time of day, requiring 
a tactile dialogue with balance amidst the kinetic 
energy of travel. Muscles, tensed with the effort 
to maintain equilibrium while standing and rea-

joy, managed to escape the bonds of the mother - 
it also weaves in moments of tension, introducing 
a subtle discomfort within the overall tranquility. In 
this complex exchange, the reader not only ab-
sorbs the book‘s narrative but also learns through 
the recurrent interruptions, becoming an observer 
of the world around her just as much as within her 
book. The dynamic backdrop forges a curious al-
liance between the tangible surroundings and the 
world encapsulated within the book. 

At the library.

Libraries embody the essence of serene temples 
dedicated to knowledge. The hushed ambiance, 
coupled with endless numbers of books, cultivates 
an atmosphere of deep focus and almost sacred 
reverence. The solemnity of the setting, marked by 
the intense concentration of fellow readers, imparts 
a ceremonial quality to the act of reading, making it 
the perfect place of focus. Seated with an upright 
posture at a table, each page is turned with a gent-
le touch in respect of the library‘s book, as not to 
damage it. The seeker of wisdom communes with 
the collective consciousness of written knowled-
ge. The backdrop of shelves, filled with meticu-
lously arranged volumes stand as witnesses to the 
collective wisdom of human thought, and the quie-
tude becomes a canvas for introspection.

In nature.

Whether laying on a blanket amidst the wild gras-
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ding, mirror the intricacies of navigating not just 
the book‘s pages but the dynamic space of the 
transport vessel—a vessel that transcends mere 
functionality to become a microcosm where the 
stories of diverse lives intersect briefly. Seated, she 
carves out a personal enclave amid the collecti-
ve flux, a momentary sanctuary within the transit 
journey. Each page turned is a voyage, both literal 
and metaphorical, aligning with the rhythm of the 
moving vehicle, as she looks up every now and 
then to check on the station display. Stop after 
stop she lifts her gaze from the book, noticing a 
kaleidoscopic play of faces on the inside and a 
metamorphosis of the land- and cityscape on the 
outside. The evolving environments, glimpsed in 
fleeting moments, become mnemonic markers to 
memorizing the book’s contents - a subtle applica-
tion of the method of loci. Ironically, this method is 
also known as the memory journey or the memory 
palace. 

In a bookstore.

The reading experience in a bookstores is exciting, 
adding to it the thrill of a shopping high. The smell 
of new books and the chance to discover somet-
hing new make it an adventurous setting. You en-
ter the bookstore and judge by the books on its 
shelves whether or not to engage with it. Akin to a 
curated library, the bookstore’s selection on display 
becomes a manifestation of its identity, and, by ex-
tension, the people you meet inside. Contrary to 
a library, the hobbies of being passionate about 
reading books and merely owning your personally 
curated selection of books can coexist within the 
compounds of a bookstore. With minimal seating, 
the bookstore subtly communicates a message—
a tacit invitation not to linger indefinitely within the 
confines of a single book but rather to wander, 
scout, and carefully choose a literary companion. 
As you skim the pages of a book, the act of rea-
ding in a bookstore comes with a reflection of what 
you want to discover and / or who you want to be, 
ensuring that every visit is not just a transaction but 
an unfolding chapter in the ongoing story of the 
reader‘s becoming.
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FIRST STEPS.

In the effort of designing a space to read in, I 
sought the optimal atmosphere for immersive rea-
ding. As a first step I explored how diverse surroun-
dings shape our reading experiences, coming to 
the crossroad of two very different situations - the 
enchantment of nature and the rhythmic narrative 
within the tram‘s dynamic tapestry.

Drawing inspiration from the Stockholm Public Li-
brary‘s urban-nature interplay, my design merges 
city and nature at its threshold. Influenced by the 
recreation of tranquil nature and disruptive tram 
readings, I aim to create an outdoor architecture 
harmonizing tranquility and disruption.

Translating these thoughts into action, I worked out 
some first trials, culminating in some sketches and 
a 1:50 study model.

This sketch illustrate my idea of a diverse reading 
experiences, sliding along each other without over-
toning one another - each distinct yet converging 
to create a design mediating various states.

[50] Study sketch and model.
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The design for a room for a library explores the 
idea of mediating two urban conditions that form 
the entrance to a public library – man-made nature 
in the form of a park and the built environment. This 
threshold as a subtly designed exterior space tries 
to invite everybody to use the space as a place to 
read, yes, but also to just sit, wait, meet, contem-
plate, and do everything that you can do in a room 
for a library. It does so by subverting the monu-
mental plinth of a 19th century institutional building 
into something that actually (tries) to engage the 
public.
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[51] Model photograph.
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 Natalia SimonarsonA Room for a Library 139138
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[52] Cross section.
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[53] Floor plan.
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Developing a Library
This brief introduces the project you will each focus on for 
the remainder of the academic year. It asks you to individually 
consider how you can develop and transform the Stockholm 
City Library, by Erik Gunnar Asplund, into a contemporary 
public library, serving the needs of a diverse, Twenty-First 
Century society, almost 100 years after its inauguration. As you 
already know, this question is a complex and disputed one, an 
elaboration of an ongoing critique that began almost as the 
building opened and has evolved significantly in the last 20 
years. Already in 1931, while it was still new, the building was 
considered too small. It was extended by Asplund himself, in 
a manner which counterpointed the architectural concerns of 
both the original interior and exterior, reflecting his reinvention of 
himself as a modernist architect in the short, intervening period. 
Significant areas of the library have changed their function since 
then. Smaller physical adjustments undertaken by his son have 
densified the existing structure and changed how both the public 
and staff used it, while further adjustments in the 1970s sought 
to make it more accessible. 

Competitions
In 2006, a major international competition was announced, with 
the intention of reinventing the library through a significant new 
addition which, alongside the existing building, would have 
delivered a net usable floor area of 24.000m2. This project, which 

attracted enormous interest from the architectural profession, 
was abandoned in 2009 due to public and political disquiet. 
In 2012, a brief focused on care for the existing building was 
produced, detailing its heritage concerns. This was followed in 
2014 by another brief, which sought to both re-establish the 
questions of the failed 2006 contest, while critiquing some of 
its assumptions and, simultaneously, acknowledging the much-
reduced circumstances in which the project would now take 
place. In seeking to deliver a version of the original aspiration 
within a total floor area of approximately 15.000m2, which the 
combination of the existing library and bazaar offers, this brief 
asked a more open question than its predecessor. Instead of 
listing prescribed areas, as required in 2006, it challenged the 
architect to consider how they might make best use of the original 
building, in order to accommodate as much of those original 
intentions as possible, but in a more flexible manner, while also 
proposing that various elements could be reduced or removed. 
In doing so, it emphasised issues of diversity, questioned the 
necessity to accommodate large areas for new media, proposed 
a shift in the provision of study spaces to smaller group and 
individual work environments, and opened up the possibility for 
overlapping uses, in time as well as space. 

2010s Aerial View
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Der Himmel über Berlin, 1987, Wim Wenders, video still. 

Timetable
These abovementioned outcomes ideally are developed on 
parallel tracks as they inform one another. You will see on the 
Notion site that you have 8 weeks to prepare yourself for the P2 
presentation. However, you will only be able to have feedback on 
the process during the coming 4 weeks, before the start of the 
end-of-year break (we do not teach on 20 December).

Annexes
2006 Competition Brief  (to study)
2012 Conservation Brief   (for reference)
2014 Revised Brief    (to study)

Stockholm City Library

Palace 

Caruso St John, the British practice that was awarded the project, 
reinforces this negotiative position in their response to the task: 
“In a completely new building it is possible to devise a functional 
programme that, in the abstract, prescribes sizes and adjacencies 
and to ask the design team to meet these requirements. In an 
existing building the development of the brief goes hand-in-hand 
with the spatial opportunities and connections that are possible. 
And in the case of a listed building this process is even more 
intimate, where the aspirations for improvement and change must 
be reconciled with the quality of the existing architecture.”

In 2019, Caruso St John’s project was halted. Now, close to 
20 years after the original competition, it is your turn to devise 
an appropriate response to the Stockholm City Library and to 
consider how it might best serve the needs of today, and into 
the future.

Requirements
Working up to the P2 examination and following careful 
interrogation of both the 2006 and 2014 briefs, you will each 
develop an individual attitude to the library, which you will test 
through the development of both an architectural strategy and 
an accompanying programmatic brief. In communicating your 
intentions, you will need to engage not only your knowledge of 
this library but also the wider research you have been conducting 
as individuals and a group in relation to the public library as a 
type, in order to address the larger questions facing it. Amongst 
many, the following issues are of particular concern:

- What are the responsibilities and expectations of a 
contemporary public library now? How are these situated in 
relation to the particular concerns of Swedish society, within its 
capital city, and how might the redeveloped library acknowledge 
and engage the already established network and infrastructure 
of libraries in Stockholm?

- Who is the library for? How does it serve the needs and 
aspirations of a complex and highly diverse contemporary society, 
which includes a shifting demographic and many for whom 
Sweden has become their home, but is not their place of birth 
and for whom Swedish is not a native language? 

- What is an appropriate response to the existing building? 
Should one create a more or less autonomous building, as the 
2006 competition suggested, allowing the monumental status 
of Asplund’s library to be reinforced; should one work within 
that monumental building, densifying and optimising it, as 
was suggested in 2014; or is there a possibility somewhere in 
between, where the existing library might be extended or added 
to in a more limited way?

Taking the intellectual premise of the 2014 brief as our collective 
starting point, you will each, individually, establish your response 

to these questions and those that ensue from them. You will 
then go through a process of testing and critiquing the original 
terms and scale of the 2006 brief in order to consolidate your 
attitude and conclusions in response to your premise for what 
the resulting library might be. The outcome, as a functional brief, 
will depend on your concerns and how you conceive these being 
translated into built form and space.

We should also remember that the questions asked of the original 
brief by its successor in 2014, are now themselves a decade old. 
Since then the world has changed fundamentally in many ways: it 
has become far more cognisant of the planet-wide environmental 
crisis that we collectively face, and the need for both wider society, 
and for architects and architecture in particular, to respond to it 
proactively and effectively; mass migration, often as a direct result 
of environmental change, has become a major social and political 
question and a driver for change; we have been through a global 
pandemic, one of the effects of which has been to transform 
the way many people approach their working environment and 
their public lives; both the outcomes and aftermath of colonialism 
and the priorities that underpin traditional social hierarchies have 
been fundamentally called into question; there is an ever wider 
understand that learning and education is a life-long activity; 
there is far more scepticism about the concerns of neoliberalism 
in response to these and other questions. How can your own 
reflections on the role of this library, in this city, and in relation to 
the contemporary culture it fosters, incorporate such questions? 

Outcomes
By P2, you will be able to evidence and represent your concerns 
and conclusion through the following:

- A statement of your attitude to the role of the library, its 
situation in society and the city, the qualities and character of the 
existing monumental building and the ways in which you propose 
to transform it, in order to address the questions and issues you 
have raised.  
- An architectural proposition in relation to the existing 
library, defining whether you intend to densify it, extend it, or 
see it as part of an ensemble, with a new building or buildings. 
This needs to be presented within either or both the site model 
(1:500), physical building model (1:100) or the digital model, each 
of which you are already preparing as a studio.
- A series of clear diagrams, expressed in plan, section and 
three dimensions, which describe how this proposition works, in 
response to the brief, the site and the existing building. Ideally 
the graphical language of these diagrams should correlate with 
those used in the analysis of existing library precedents to allow 
for comparison.
- A consolidated room or area programme, as a spreadsheet 
but also graphically represented and compared with the 2006 
brief, translated through the aforementioned diagrams into the 
architectural proposal, in strategic terms.
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[54] Bird‘s eye view competition site.

Google Earth.
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[56] Norrmalm in Stockholm.

Google Earth.
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[57] Nomenclature for the site.

Odenplan
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[58] The Public Library Stockholm.

Photograph by David Grandorge.
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[59] The educational establish-
ments around Observatory hill.
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Borders

The designated site for the competition in 2006 
and 2014  is situated in Norrmalm, a northern neig-
hborhood of Stockholm. The competition revolves 
around the expansion of the Public Library Stock-
holm, comprising the iconic Asplund Library and its 
Annexes, also referred to as the Spelbomskan buil-
dings. The Asplund Library is perched atop a plinth 
(which houses the Bazaar buildings), flanked by a 
classicist park to its south, bordered by Sveavägen 
and Odengatan to its east and north, adjacent to a 
market square on the west, nestled against Obser-
vatorielunden‘s incline to the south-west. It stands 
as the primary library, and a monument, being the 
„fourth most visited cultural institution in the city.”

The site constitutes two distinct sections. The in-
itial section encompasses the Asplund Library, its 
Bazaars, and the accompanying park to the south. 
Pertinently, any proposed interventions in this area 

must uphold a symbiotic relationship between the 
existing structures and the park. The guidelines 
emphasize, „the only measures that may be propo-
sed for this part of the site are measures that main-
tain a relationship between the existing buildings 
and the park in this area.“ Proposals concerning 
the enhancement of the external environment are 
acceptable, provided they align with these values.

Conversely, the second section incorporates Spel-
bomskan, the adjacent square, the airspace ab-
ove Glydengatan (a component of the Folksam 
property), and the northern expanse of Observa-
torielunden. It is within this domain that participants 
are tasked with envisioning an extension, potenti-
ally linked to the Asplund main library. The directive 
specifies, „It is here that the extension with a pos-
sible connection with the Asplund main library shall 
be proposed.“ 

[60] Borders of the Site.

Stockholm. (2006). Photography: 
Lennart Johansson and Göran 
Sehlstedt [Photograph]. In The 
Stockholm City Library Com-
petition Brief (p. 24). Retrieved 
from https://duch.mimuw.edu.
pl/~sjack/space/asplund_brief.pdf.
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History of the Asplund Library

In the late 19th century the northern precincts of 
Stockholm, encircling Observatorielunden began 
transforming into a nexus for academic and edu-
cational institutions. This evolution heralded the 
area‘s enduring reputation as a district of knowled-
ge and education (Figure ).

Among these academic establishments, the 
Asplund Library is both a beacon of innovation and 
a testament to the architectural legacy of Erik Gun-
nar Asplund, showcasing his transformation from 
classicism into modernism. Since its inauguration 
in 1928, the library has played a pivotal role in pro-
pelling Sweden to the forefront of libraries by the 
mid-20th century. The Asplund Library broke new 
ground by offering unrestricted access to its books 
and establishing Sweden‘s inaugural children‘s li-
brary. 

From its first drafts, the library grappled with spatial 
constraints and financial limitations. These challen-
ges delayed and simplified the construction of its 
fourth wing (Figure ), which faces the Annex buil-
dings to the west. A probable consequence of 
these financial hurdles was the realization of only 
three out of four envisioned Annex buildings on 
the adjacent Spelbomskan property (Figure ). The 
Public Library continues to struggle with meeting 
growing spatial demands and accommodating the 
dynamic needs of contemporary society, resulting 
in an extension competition in 2006 and 2014.

Top left: Asplund Library without 
west wing.

Top right: The west wing under 
construction.

Bottom left: Original sketch by 
Asplund, showing four Annexes 
and a new university building.

Bottom right: The completed 
Public Library.
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Fruktstund 2018, Hans IsakssonKentaur, Ivar JohnsonThe Dancing YoungThe Young

Exterior Design

Erik Gunnar Asplund‘s architectural philosophy 
often blurred the distinctions between buildings, 
objects, and the surrounding landscape, imbuing 
his works with a holistic aesthetic. This approach 
is vividly exemplified in the Asplund Library, often 
celebrated as a „Gesamtkunstwerk“. However, it 
becomes clear throughout the research, that even 
Asplund’s library is full of compromises. He envi-
sioned an ambitious sculpture program to enhan-
ce the library‘s environs, aligning with his inclusion 
of notable artists like Ivar Johnson, Nils von Dardel, 
Alf Munthe, and Hilding Linngvist in the library‘s in-
terior design. Yet, financial constraints once again 
curtailed these plans, resulting in only three sculp-
tures being realized: The Young and The Dancing 
Young in the southern park, and the Centaur atop 
Observatorielunden, overseeing the Annex buil-
dings (Figure ).

Observatorielunden itself is of significant historical 
and geographical importance, representing one of 
the few vantage points from which the original con-
tours of the Stockholmsåsen (Stockholm Ridge) 
can be observed—a feature that has profoundly 
influenced the urban development of Stockholm. 
The hill‘s apex and its Sveavägen-facing slope 
retain the area‘s primal character and vegetation. 
However, the hill‘s northern facade underwent mo-
difications for the construction of Sveavägen and 
subsequently for the library and its annexes, er-
asing some of its historical structures (Figure ).
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Spelbomskan Annexes

The initial two annex buildings, designed by Erik 
Lallerstedt with a nod to classicist plaster archi-
tecture—Annex 2, intended for the University‘s 
Social Science Department, and Annex 3, for the 
Biochemistry Department—envisioned the hill‘s 
northern slope adorned with terraces leading up to 
a university edifice at its crest (an idea which was 
never realized, see Figure). The completion of the 
final annex, Annex 1, designed by Paul Hedqvist in 
1952 as the Humanities Library, marked the end of 
this architectural ensemble of three lamellas, lea-
ving the Spelbomskans Square to the West Wing 
of the Asplund Library (Figure ). A retaining wall 
segregates the Annexes from the steeply rising 
Observatorielunden, delineating the public space 
from the adjacent natural terrain, despite the hill‘s 
upper regions being noted for their remarkable but 
underutilized beauty due to its steep inclination 
and consequent accessibility issues.

Today, these structures continue to evolve: Annex 
3 has been repurposed as the Observatorielunden 
Skola, Annex 2 hosts the Svenska Barnboksinsti-
tutet—a research institute focusing on children‘s 
literature accessible only to registered scholars—
and Annex 1 now accommodates the International 
Library. (see Figure)

Observatorielunden‘s after excavation for Sveavägen (1902).

Observatorielunden after excavation for Sveavägen (1924).

Observatorielunden after excavation for Annex 3 (1930).
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[61] Asplund Library without west 
wing.
Stadsmuseet i Stockholm. (1928) 
The Asplund Library at its initiation 
[Photograph: graark_10070967]. 
GRÅARK, Kvarteret Spel-
bomskan, sid. 041. https://di-
gitalastadsmuseet.stockholm.se/
fotoweb/archives/5013-S%C3%A4rs-
kilda-samlingar-(Gr%C3%A5ark-mm)/
Gr%C3%A5ark/61/10070967.jpg.info

[62] The west wing under cons-
truction.
Stadsmuseet i Stockholm. 
(1931) The Asplund Library’s 
west wing under construction 
[Photograph: graark_10070935]. 
GRÅARK, Kvarteret Spel-
bomskan, sid. 009. https://di-
gitalastadsmuseet.stockholm.se/
fotoweb/archives/5013-S%C3%A4rs-
kilda-samlingar-(Gr%C3%A5ark-mm)/
Gr%C3%A5ark/61/10070935.jpg.info

[63] Original sketch by Asplund, 
showing four Annexes and a new 
university building (1928).
Stockholm. (2006). Erik Gunnar 
Asplund [Hand sketch from 1928]. 
In The Stockholm City Library 
Competition Brief (p. 5). Retrie-
ved from https://duch.mimuw.edu.
pl/~sjack/space/asplund_brief.pdf.

[64] The completed Public Library.

Stadsmuseet i Stockholm. (1956, 
August) Annex 3, 2 and 1 and the 
Asplund Library [Photograph by 
Jerneman: graark_10070962]. 
GRÅARK, Kvarteret Spel-
bomskan, sid. 036. https://di-
gitalastadsmuseet.stockholm.se/
fotoweb/archives/5013-S%C3%A4rs-
kilda-samlingar-(Gr%C3%A5ark-mm)/
Gr%C3%A5ark/61/10070962.jpg.info

[65] The Young.

Stadsmuseet i Stockholm. (1938) 
The Young [Photograph by G. 
Löwendahl: graark_10070946]. 
GRÅARK, Kvarteret Spel-
bomskan, sid. 020. https://di-
gitalastadsmuseet.stockholm.se/
fotoweb/archives/5013-S%C3%A4rs-
kilda-samlingar-(Gr%C3%A5ark-mm)/
Gr%C3%A5ark/61/10070946.jpg.info

[66] The Dancing Young.

Stadsmuseet i Stockholm. 
(1934) The Dancing Young 
[Photograph: graark_10070968]. 
GRÅARK, Kvarteret Spel-
bomskan, sid. 042. https://di-
gitalastadsmuseet.stockholm.se/
fotoweb/archives/5013-S%C3%A4rs-
kilda-samlingar-(Gr%C3%A5ark-mm)/
Gr%C3%A5ark/61/10070968.jpg.info

[67] Kentaur, Ivar Johnson.

Stadsmuseet i Stockholm. 
(1989, August 16). Inaugural 
speech at the Centaur sculptu-
re at Observatorielunden [Pho-
tograph: graark_10009914]. 
GRÅARK, Observatorielunden 
A, nya serien, sid. 059. https://
digitalastadsmuseet.stockholm.se/
fotoweb/archives/5013-S%C3%A4rs-
kilda-samlingar-(Gr%C3%A5ark-mm)/
Gr%C3%A5ark/10/10009914.jpg.info

[68] Fruktstund 2018, Hans Isaksson

Google. (2021, April). Street view. 
[Screenshot]. Google Maps. https://
www.google.com/maps/place/Fruktstund
/@59.3432678,18.0527469,3a,75y,90t/
data=!3m8!1e2!3m6!1sAF1QipOvpUxLk-
23Nhv6JOlqLpwB2vnYYafg_-yPo-0Zs!
2e10!3e12!6shttps:%2F%2Flh5.goog-
leusercontent.com%2Fp%2FAF1QipOv-
pUxLk23Nhv6JOlqLpwB2vnYYafg_-yPo-
0Zs%3Dw203-h270-k-no!7i2736!8i3648!4
m7!3m6!1s0x465f9d4bd7aa4fb7:0x7064
0daeb94dab5a!8m2!3d59.3431!4d18.0529
063!10e5!16s%2Fg%2F11qs4rrjhk?entry=ttu

[69] Observatorielunden after 
excavation for Sveavägen (1902).

Stadsmuseet i Stockholm. (1924) 
Observatorielunden from Oden-
gatan [Photograph by John Wen-
nermark: graark_10070929]. 
GRÅARK, Kvarteret Spel-
bomskan, sid. 003. https://di-
gitalastadsmuseet.stockholm.se/
fotoweb/archives/5013-S%C3%A4rs-
kilda-samlingar-(Gr%C3%A5ark-mm)/
Gr%C3%A5ark/61/10070929.jpg.info

[70] Observatorielunden after 
excavation for Sveavägen (1924).

Stadsmuseet i Stockholm. (1902, 
May) Observatorielunden from In-
tersection Odengatan Sveavägen 
[Photograph by Atelié Larsson: 
graark_10062578]. GRÅARK, Ob-
servatorielunden A, sid. 031. https://
digitalastadsmuseet.stockholm.se/
fotoweb/archives/5013-S%C3%A4rs-
kilda-samlingar-(Gr%C3%A5ark-mm)/
Gr%C3%A5ark/53/10062578.jpg.info

[71] Observatorielunden after 
excavation for Annex 3 (1930).

Stadsmuseet i Stockholm. 
Observatorielunden around 
1930 [Photograph by B. Nor-
berg: graark_10070933]. 
GRÅARK, Kvarteret Spel-
bomskan, sid. 007. https://di-
gitalastadsmuseet.stockholm.se/
fotoweb/archives/5013-S%C3%A4rs-
kilda-samlingar-(Gr%C3%A5ark-mm)/
Gr%C3%A5ark/61/10070933.jpg.info
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[72] After completion of Annex 3.

Stadsmuseet i Stockholm. An-
nex 3 and the Asplund Library 
[Photograph by A. Malmström: 
graark_10070962]. GRÅARK, 
Kvarteret Spelbomskan, sid. 
036. https://digitalastadsmuseet.
stockholm.se/fotoweb/archi-
ves/5013-S%C3%A4rsk i lda-
samlingar-(Gr%C3%A5ark-mm)/
Gr%C3%A5ark/61/10070962.
jpg.info

[73] After completiton of Annex  
three and two.

Stadsmuseet i Stockholm. 
(1948) Annex 3 and 2 and the 
Asplund Library [Photograph by 
Petersens: graark_10070962]. 
GRÅARK, Kvarteret Spelbomskan, 
sid. 036. https://digitalastads-
museet.stockholm.se/fotoweb/
archives/5013-S%C3%A4rskilda-
samlingar-(Gr%C3%A5ark-mm)/
Gr%C3%A5ark/61/10070962.
jpg.info
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[74] After completion of the last 
Annex, Annex one.
Stadsmuseet i Stockholm. (1956, 
August) Annex 3, 2 and 1 and the 
Asplund Library [Photograph by 
Jerneman: graark_10070962]. 
GRÅARK, Kvarteret Spelbomskan, 
sid. 036. https://digitalastads-
museet.stockholm.se/fotoweb/
archives/5013-S%C3%A4rskilda-
samlingar-(Gr%C3%A5ark-mm)/
Gr%C3%A5ark/61/10070962.
jpg.info

[75] Annexes & Asplund Library 
ensemble today.
Stockholm. (2006). Photography: 
Lennart Johansson and Göran 
Sehlstedt [Photograph]. In The 
Stockholm City Library Com-
petition Brief (p. 22). Retrieved 
from https://duch.mimuw.edu.
pl/~sjack/space/asplund_brief.pdf.
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Annex 3
Completed in 1930

[76] Archival drawings and photo-
graphs of current state.
Lundberg, Lena, and Ingrid Johns-
son. Spelbomskan 13, 3, del 
av 16: Lamellbyggnaderna vid 
Stadsbiblioteket, Vasastaden, 
Stockholm: Kulturhistorisk karak-
terisering. Stockholm: Stockholm 
stadsmuseum rapporterar, 2013.
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This study offers a comprehensive examination of 
the lamella buildings adjacent to the Stockholm 
City Library in Stockholm, incorporating information 
from the document „Spelbomskan 13, 3, del av 16. 
Lamellbyggnaderna vid stadsbiblioteket. Vasasta-
den, Stockholm. Kulturhistorisk karakterisering“ by 
Lena Lundberg (text) and Ingrid Johansson (photo-
graphs). The architectural landscape surrounding 
the Stockholm City Library in Stockholm, encom-
passes Annexes 3 (1930) and 2 (1932), both de-
signed by Erik Lallerstedt, and Annex 1 (1952), 
designed by Paul Hedqvist. This study examines 
these structures‘ architectural evolution and socie-
tal impact, focusing on their intrinsic value within 
the urban fabric.

Annex 3, completed in 1930, is characterized by 
classical influences, featuring a facade with sym-
metrical rustication in plaster, ending upwards with 
a plastered meander border - both references to 
the Asplund Library. The central entrance, deeply 
recessed into the facade, is accentuated by a dou-
ble free stair and two herms sculpted by Ivar John-
son. These herms pay homage to Justus von Lie-
big and Louis Pasteur, significant chemists whose 
work profoundly influenced biochemistry research, 
notably that of the house’s later director and Nobel 
laureate von Euler-Chelpin. Johnson‘s craftsmans-
hip, evident in the herms, parallels his work on the 
Asplund Library‘s interior reliefs, adding a cohesive 
narrative dimension to the entrance.
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Annex 2
Completed in 1932

[77] Archival drawings and photo-
graphs of current state.
Lundberg, Lena, and Ingrid Johns-
son. Spelbomskan 13, 3, del 
av 16: Lamellbyggnaderna vid 
Stadsbiblioteket, Vasastaden, 
Stockholm: Kulturhistorisk karak-
terisering. Stockholm: Stockholm 
stadsmuseum rapporterar, 2013.
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Adjacent to Annex 3, Annex 2 originally housed the 
Institute of Social Sciences. It was founded in 1921 
and supported by a substantial research grant in 
1925, the largest of its time in Europe, signifying its 
new headquarter’s prominence. The simplicity of 
the layout facilitated multiple functions across the 
levels for interdisciplinary research, underscoring 
its pivotal role in advancing social sciences. The in-
clusion of carved stone reliefs, again by Ivar Johns-
son, further enriches the architectural narrative, 
adding layers of historical and artistic significance. 
Preservation efforts prioritize key architectural ele-
ments, including the exterior design such as the 
smoothly plastered facade and double stairs, the 
building’s main entrance, original window arrange-
ment, and main features of the original interior lay-
out. Minor changes have been implemented over 
the years, with accessibility adaptations in 2003 
and a complex process of foundation reinforce-
ment due to tunnel railway extensions.
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Annex 1
Completed in 1952

Annex 1, matching the height of Annexes 2 and 
3, uniquely accommodates an extra storey due to 
the slope of the ground and processing of the sto-
rey heights. Its facade boasts smooth rendering 
with elegant granite elements, including corner 
chains and window surrounds. The main entran-
ce, facing Odengatan, is surprisingly not centrally 
decorated with a symmetrical double stair as its 
counterparts Annex 2 and 3. The entrance of An-
nex 1 is almost at ground level and positioned to 
the facade’s east. The door is accentuated by a 
prominent granite frame, adding grandeur to the 
building‘s design.
Originally serving as a Humanities Library, Annex 
1 included reading rooms, research areas, and 
a caretaker‘s residence on the ground floor, with 
book storage in the basement. Despite a signifi-
cant renovation in 1995-1996, key architectural 
features such as most of its functions, the faca-

de, expansive reading room, staircases, and ori-
ginal windows were preserved.

The cultural-historical classification by the Stock-
holm City Museum in blue underscores the signi-
ficance of these buildings, denoting their import-
ance from historical, environmental, and artistic 
perspectives. “Of particular interest is that they 
illustrate the evolution of architecture through 
its development under the influence of different 
stylistic ideals. The architecture is characterised 
by simple floor plans, an emphasis on entran-
ces, halls and stairwells, the need for both large 
halls and smaller rooms around corridor systems, 
and abundant light.” (p. 33) They serve as tan-
gible embodiments of architectural evolution and 
academic progress, housing activities led by two 
Nobel laureates and contributing to research with 
international resonance.

[78] Archival drawings and photo-
graphs of current state.
Lundberg, Lena, and Ingrid Johns-
son. Spelbomskan 13, 3, del 
av 16: Lamellbyggnaderna vid 
Stadsbiblioteket, Vasastaden, 
Stockholm: Kulturhistorisk karak-
terisering. Stockholm: Stockholm 
stadsmuseum rapporterar, 2013.
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[79] Site plan with CSTJ‘s Asplund Library and Annexes‘ current state.
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[80] Section C-C
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The Annexes & the Hill
Section Studies & Analysis

The Spelbomskan property is characterised by a 
topography marked by varying elevations in both 
its landscape terrain and building heights.

[81] Section B-B

[82] Section A-A[83] Section D-D
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Standing on the observation platform south of the 
annex buildings at an elevation of 34 meters, one 
is confronted with a street level, situated at 14.7 
meters just 90 meters north. To the east, the im-
posing Asplund Library commands attention, while 
to the west, the highrises of Diligentia and Folksam 
soar above the four-story annex structures.

A complex but rather crude network of retaining 
walls, ramps, stairs, and platforms in the sout-
hern exterior of Spelbomskan tries to negotiate the 
clash of the steep hill onto the three annexes. Whi-
le it is currently realized rather pragmatically, it holds 
potential of being transformed into an architectu-
rally and socially meaningful threshold. This space 
could not only redefine access to the presently 
literally fenced-off hill but it could also serve as a 
harmonious transition between an untamed nature 
and the bustling city.

Simultaneously, the slope of the street from west 
to east leads to a distinct elevation for each an-
nex. This results in each building having its floors 
positioned autonomously (e.g. the ground floor of 
Annex 3 aligns with the first floor of Annex 1). Con-
sequently, a shift towards a connected typology 
could introduce circulation inefficiencies. Therefo-
re, maintaining each redeveloped Annex building 
as its own entity programmatically is sensible. 
Shared functions can then be accommodated in 
extensions positioned between the Annexes, crea-
ting a campus-like organization.

[84] Section G-G

[85] Section F-F

[86] Section E-E
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[87] Section H-H [88] Section I-I
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[89] Section J-J

[90] Cross section with CSTJ‘s Asplund Library and Annexes‘ current state.
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Asplund and Landscape
Landscape-Architecture-Relation

[91] Left: Rendering of north end 
of 1930 Stockholm Exhibition

The Swedish Rug Blog. (2016, 
September 13). The Stock-
holm Exhibition of 1930. https://
theswedishrugblog.wordpress.
com/2016/09/13/the-stockholm-
exhibition-of-1930/.

[92] Right: Sequences of 
Asplund‘s Woodland Chapel at 
Woodland Cemetary
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Gunnar Asplund, a proponent of integrating architec-
ture with nature, demonstrated this ethos in projects-
like the 1930 Stockholm Exhibition and the Wood-
land Chapel in Stockholm‘s Woodland Cemetery. 

The 1930 Stockholm Exhibition

The exhibition, which he co-directed together with 
Sigurd Lewerentz, showcased modern Swedish ar-
chitecture with pavilions situated in the Djurgården 
Island‘s landscape. Asplund went so far as to take 
into consideration the period for the blossoming of 
planted flowers, to make sure that the landscape 
was colorful throughout the time of the exhibition. 
Open spaces and large windows were prioritized, 
emphasizing interaction with the environment. They, 
furthermore, made sure to let landscape, architec-
ture and exhibited objects complementarily blend 
into one another. In Asplund’s Transport Pavilion, for 
example, he exhibited a boat on an exterior gallery, 
with an over-arching canopy in the shape of a wave. 

The Woodland Chapel

The Woodland Chapel, completed in 1920, is nest-
led among pine trees. The chapel incorporates natu-
ral materials like wood and stone in a building shape 
inspired by Swedish vernacularity, reflecting a deep 
connection to the surrounding woodland. Asplund 
believed architecture should respect and enhance 
its natural context, creating functional spaces that 
can also evoke a connection to nature.

In summary, Asplund‘s architectural philosophy, seen 
in the 1930 Stockholm Exhibition and the Woodland 
Chapel, revolves around integrating landscape into 
designs, fostering harmony, and enriching the hu-
man experience with nature.
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Landscape Design at the Library
Landscape-Architecture-Relation

[93] Left: Ascending the hill in the 
Asplund Library park.

Stadsmuseet i Stockholm. 
Asplund Library from the park‘s 
hillside [Photograph by V. Lund-
gren: graark_10070943]. 
GRÅARK, Kvarteret Spel-
bomskan, sid. 017. https://di-
gitalastadsmuseet.stockholm.se/
fotoweb/archives/5013-S%C3%A4rs-
kilda-samlingar-(Gr%C3%A5ark-mm)/
Gr%C3%A5ark/61/10070943.jpg.info

[94] Right: Park with pond in front 
of the Asplund Library (1928).

Stadsmuseet i Stockholm. (1934) 
Asplund Library across the 
park‘s pond [Photograph by Sv. 
Dagbladet: graark_10070968]. 
GRÅARK, Kvarteret Spel-
bomskan, sid. 042. https://di-
gitalastadsmuseet.stockholm.se/
fotoweb/archives/5013-S%C3%A4rs-
kilda-samlingar-(Gr%C3%A5ark-mm)/
Gr%C3%A5ark/61/10070968.jpg.info
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When browsing through Asplund’s stacks of sket-
ches his approach to integrating the library into its 
surroundings becomes evident. 

The library is situated in a verdant park, and its orien-
tation maximizes the connection between the buil-
ding volume and the landscape. Whereas the library 
itself is rotated at an angle that follows the Observa-
tory hill, its plinth aligns with the axes of the intersec-
ting roads of Odengatan and Sveavägen.

Approaching the park from the east via Sveavägen, 
visitors are welcomed into a classicist setting ador-
ned with a central pond and graceful colonnades of 
Weeping Willows. 

Gazing northward, the cylindrical core of the Asplund 
library subtly emerges through a veil of elm trees, 
imbuing the monument with a sense of modesty de-
spite its elevated plinth. 

Gastronomy seamlessly integrated into the plinth ex-
tends toward the pond, creating a transitional expe-
rience that blends urban and landscape elements.

Ascending further up into the hill to the west of the 
park, the landscape design evolves into more or-
ganic pathways accompanied by an array of plants 
in diverse shapes and sizes. As one ascends, the 
landscape takes on a wilder character, culminating in 
a breathtaking view looking down onto the Asplund 
Library against the backdrop of Norrmalm‘s skyline, 
framed by a lush canopy of trees.

This thoughtful integration extends beyond the ex-
terior, as the considerations for the surrounding en-
vironment translate into interior experiences within 
the library. The design holds spatial moments of 
experiencing abyss and sky; juxtapositions of dark 
and bright spaces; sequences of narrow and grand 
spaces and much more.

[95] Drawing by Gunnar Asplund
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Spaces of Disjunction
Spelbomskan and Observatorielunden Photograph by Sandra Schillinger. 

[96] Right: Behind Annex 1. View 
towards Folksam building.
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[97] Left: Behind Annex 1 & 2.

Photographs by Sandra Schillinger. 

[98] Right: Behind Annex 2 
towards Asplund library.
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[99] Left: View from the northern 
Observatorielunden.

Photographs by David Grandorge. 

[100] Right: From west towards 
children‘s library entrance.
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Moments with Potential
Spelbomskan and Observatorielunden

[101] Left: From Odengatan, 
between Annex 2 & 3.
[102] Right: At the back of Annex 
1 & 2.

Photographs by Sandra Schillinger. 
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Photograph by Sandra Schillinger. 

[103] Behind Annex 3. View 
towards Asplund Library.

[104] Left: Vision sketch.
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The subsequent examination endeavors to un-
derstand the requirements for the extension of the 
Asplund Library and how a contemporary version 
is envisioned, as outlined in the 2006 and 2014 
competition briefs. Further, it aims to grasp the es-
sence of Caruso St. John‘s winning design pro-
posal by juxtaposing its accomplishments against 
the competitions‘ parameters. Additionally, an 
interview with the project architect, Nina Lundvall, 
offers valuable insights into the project‘s triumphs 
and obstacles encountered in its pursuit of reali-
zation. This investigation facilitates informed deci-
sion-making for the subsequent development of a 
design concept, considering the unique context, 
scope, functions, and programmatic requirements 
of the intervention.
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The Asplund competition of 2006 and the 2014 
initiative for the extension of Stockholm City Library 
constitute two distinct yet complementary phases 
in documenting the library‘s state and require-
ments. 
The former solicited proposals for expanding the 
Public Library‘s main usable area (MUA) from 
14,000 to 24,000 square meters. This brief aimed 
to restore Gunnar Asplund‘s original 1928 library 
while accommodating contemporary needs in an 
extension, transforming the overall Public Libra-
ry into a cultural hub and upholding the Asplund 
Library’s status as a „temple of books.“ The 
2006 competition acknowledged the evolving role 
of libraries, transcending their traditional function 
as repositories of knowledge to become sources 
of inspiration. It highlighted the integration of 
new technologies, flexible spaces, and public 
areas, emphasizing the importance of the relati-
onship between buildings and topography. Addi-
tionally, considerations were to be made towards 
Odengatan for facilitating access to the northern 
parts of Observatorielunden and accommoda-
ting increased foot traffic resulting from the City Ex-
press Railway.

The 2014 initiative complements the 2006 com-
petition by shifting its focus towards inclusivity, 

multilingualism, and user-friendliness, aligning 
with the diverse demographics of Stockholm. 
It aspired to transform the library into a dynamic 
center for learning, creativity, and community en-
gagement, incorporating digital literacy. This invol-
ved the creation of teaching and group rooms, 
varied reading and study areas, event spaces, 
debating areas, digital resources, multi-func-
tional spaces, flexible workplaces, and shared 
functions. Activities for young adults are propo-
sed to be developed at a different location. Howe-
ver, given the imperative consideration of children 
within the proposal for the new library, the brief 
extensively delineates the requisite accommoda-
tion of various age groups, elaborately describing 
their distinct needs and schedules across different 
times of the day, week, and year. While acknow-
ledging the dual role of the Asplund Library as 
a monument and local library, the 2014 initiati-
ve urged participants to address both aspects in 
the design. Furthermore, it introduced technical 
ambitions, including operational and service en-
hancements, environmental sustainability, and 
efficient resource utilization.

Both briefs underscore the historical and enduring 
significance of the library as a cultural and educa-
tional landmark. However, the 2006 competition is 
primarily concerned with physical expansion and 
integration, while the 2014 initiative emphasized 
the library‘s social role, adapting its services to the 
digital age and a multicultural society. Neverthe-
less, the briefs are complementary to each other.

Competition Briefs 2006 & 2014
Analysis
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[105] Rendering of Winning proposal by Caruso St. John

Caruso St. John’s
Winning Proposal
Analysis
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[106] Right: Winning proposal rendering by Caruso St. John

https://carusostjohn.com/projects/stockholm-city-library-se/
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Design Concept

The winning proposal by Caruso St. John [CSTJ] 
centered on extending the Bazaars on the east 
side, which serve as a plinth for Asplund’s libra-
ry. This involved reconstructing the Bazaars and 
excavating deeper to create a street-level floor 
connecting with the existing building. The envisio-
ned single-story space would offer an expansive, 
horizontally oriented reading area with uninterrup-
ted windows along the sidewalks, contrasting with 
Asplund’s vertically enclosed rotunda. It would fea-
ture a new library entrance on street level, a cen-
tral event space, and a park-facing café. A spiral 

staircase and elevators would provide access to 
the Asplund building.

On the southern side, the children’s library would 
expand into a new circular room beneath the rotun-
da, repurposing former plant room space. Additio-
nally, the project encompassed interior renovations 
within the main building, including restoration work 
and the introduction of new furniture, lighting, and 
amenities.

The project as a collaborative effort with Stock-
holm-based Scheiwiller Svensson Arkitektkontor 
AB, is currently on hold.

[107] Winning proposal interior rendering by Caruso St. John [108] Photograph of the current state by David Grandorge
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Numbers

Caruso St. John‘s proposal increased the total main 
usable area (MUA) from 7,330 to 9,731 square 
meters, marking a 130 percent growth. The shift 
in the public-to-non-public ratio, now 1.5:1, was 
a key factor. Public space expanded significantly 
by 230 percent, reaching 5,712 square meters, 
with adult and children‘s libraries growing by 210 
percent (4,645 square meters) and 350 percent 
(1,067 square meters), respectively. Notably, the 
children‘s library constituted almost 20 percent of 
the new space, introducing new categories.
Conversely, non-public space reduced by almost 

20 percent to 4,019 square meters, accompanied 
by a decline in workstations from 786 to 553, con-
trary to competition requirements.

While falling short of the competition‘s square me-
ter targets, Caruso St. John‘s proposal achieved a 
significant expansion in reading room spaces, res-
toring the Asplund Library‘s monumental character 
and acknowledging its local library role by exten-
ding reading rooms to the Bazaar level. However, 
the question arises, why the Spelbomskan proper-
ty has not been taken into consideration, to open 
up the current office levels in the Asplund library. 
This would restore it‘s full potential as the original 

[109] Area schedule pivot table.
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„temple of books“. It would further open up possi-
bilities of accomodating media other than books 
to serve a more diverse public, transforming the 
library of the 19th century in a contemporary one.

Which ambitions of the competition does the 
CSTJ proposal achieve, and which does it not?

+ “Temple of books”, although compromised
+ Accessibility by connecting Bazaar level to 
Asplund Library
+ Dual role: Asplund Library as monument, Bazaar 
level as local library
+ Efficiency for logicstics and space constraints

- Children across different ages
- Community engagement
- Varied reading and study areas / private nooks
- Flexibility
- Consideration of adjacent new Odenplan station
- Accessibility to northern Observatorielunden
- Sources of inspiration other than books
- Integration of digital media
- Square metres
- Annex buildings left out of consideration
- Open “round-the-clock, seven days a week” 
- Production space + exhibition space
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26

[113] Section through Bazaar & 
Asplund Library.

26

Caruso St John Architects LLP. 
(2016). Section BB [Section dra-
wing]. In Stockholm City Library 
Feasibility Study (26.09.2016).

Interview with Nina Lundvall
Project Architect on the Design
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8

In the interview with Nina Lundvall, several key 
aspects of the Asplund Library extension propo-
sal were discussed, shedding light on the design 
considerations and decision-making processes 
involved.

When questioned about the focus on improving 
access to the northern areas of Observatorielun-
den, Nina confirmed that they had indeed explo-
red different sites for interventions to better integ-

rate the library with its environment. However, as 
the competition progressed, the city mandated to 
work within the existing framework. Consequently, 
they directed their efforts towards enhancing the 
internal layout and functionality of the Asplund Li-
brary while maintaining a strong connection to its 
surroundings.

In discussing the exploration of potential uses for 
the Annexes, Nina clarified that while they initially 

[114] Floor plan: Bazaar level.

Caruso St John Architects LLP. 
(2016). Plan 01 at 1:200 [Floor 
plan drawing]. In Stockholm 
City Library Feasibility Study 
(26.09.2016).
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10

considered extending these buildings, this aspect 
was examined later in the design phase. The di-
scussion emerged when contemplating alternati-
ves in case expanding the Bazaars proved unfea-
sible, and when the client emphasized the need for 
additional square footage. During this deliberation, 
they determined that pursuing Annex extension 
would demand significant resources and deviate 
from their core objectives. Consequently, they op-
ted to prioritize the unified development of the main 

library space and its integration with the Bazaars 
rather than pursuing alterations to the Annex buil-
dings.

Regarding the decision to reinforce the existing 
main entrance towards Sveavägen, Nina highl-
ighted several factors that influenced this choice. 
While the idea of a new entrance to accommodate 
new streams from Odengatan and the new pub-
lic transport station at Odenplan was considered, 

[115] Floor plan: Entrance level.

Caruso St John Architects LLP. 
(2016). Plan 02 at 1:200 [Floor 
plan drawing]. In Stockholm 
City Library Feasibility Study 
(26.09.2016).
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12

they ultimately prioritized enhancing the functiona-
lity and accessibility of the existing entrance, es-
sentially by making the Asplund Library’s plinth a 
part of the public structure and, therefore, forming 
a new entrance on street level. This way, there 
should also be a seamless transition between old 
and new parts of the library.

In discussing the library‘s dual role as both a ci-
ty-wide resource and a local hub, Nina explained 

how their design aimed to accommodate a diverse 
range of visitors by providing a variety of spaces. 
These spaces included dedicated reading and 
study areas, interactive learning spaces, and com-
munal gathering places. Offering a more relaxed 
atmosphere, the Bazaars could arguably primarily 
serve the neighborhood. In contrast, the restored 
ambiance of the Asplund Library, often regarded 
as a „temple of books,“ can accommodate visi-
tors from far and wide. The City Foyer forms the 

[116] Floor plan: Main rotunda level.

Caruso St John Architects LLP. 
(2016). Plan 03 at 1:200 [Floor 
plan drawing]. In Stockholm 
City Library Feasibility Study 
(26.09.2016).
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[117] Floor plan: Office level.

18

access route between the expanded Bazaars and 
the Asplund Library and, further, mediates the two 
spaces.

Regarding the choice to restrict access to the stairs 
around the rotunda and upper floors, Nina elabo-
rated that they did explore the option of opening 
them to the public. Employees suggested that of-
fices could operate with flexible, unallocated desk 
arrangements. However, due to the overarching 

spatial demands for office use, this possibility was 
limited. Consequently, maintaining the upper floors 
for office functionality was deemed necessary, de-
spite acknowledging the opportunity missed in all-
owing public access to this architectural feature.

Finally, Nina addressed the project‘s current sta-
tus, explaining that challenges arose from aligning 
the needs and visions of the library and city autho-
rities, ultimately leading to the decision to put the 

Caruso St John Architects LLP. 
(2016). Plan 06 at 1:200 [Floor 
plan drawing]. In Stockholm 
City Library Feasibility Study 
(26.09.2016).
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project on hold.

In conclusion, Nina‘s insights provided an unders-
tanding of the complexities in balancing architec-
tural visions, functional requirements, and heritage 
in such a significant project. Despite the challen-
ges faced, the dedication to not only expand the 
Asplund Library but transform it into a contempo-
rary public library within the constraints of being a 
listed monument remains commendable.





The Contemporary Library
Developing a Project
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11.2021 ∂Dokumentation Documentation44

Five layers of glass in composite shells
The library facades were required to perform many 
functions all at once: Key insulation parameters and 
air-tightness in passive house quality, sun protection 
and lighting the interiors as homogeneously and glare 
free as possible. The library was intended to offer a 
protected and introverted environment, while providing 
views of the city and across the Fjord in select areas. 
The greatest degree of interaction with the exterior 
takes place on the ground floor where the architects 
selected a steel post beam facade with transparent 
triple glazing.

On the upper floors, a new type of triple element 
facade was used, supported by fire code classified 
GFRP (glass fibre reinforced polymer) profiles. The 
plastic  elements are composed of two extruded half 
shells, insulated on the inside and 456 mm wide in 
most locations. Where views to the exterior are desir
able, they are merely 241 mm wide. This facade 
material was selected because it displays a signifi
cantly lower thermal conductivity than steel or alumin
ium. There are two reasons for the unusual profile 
thickness: On the one hand, energy calculations indi
cated that the passive house standard could only be 

geschützte und introvertierte Umgebung bilden, an 
geeigneten Stellen jedoch Ausblicke in die Stadt 
und über den Fjord ermöglichen. Am größten ist der 
Außenbezug im Erdgeschoss, wo die Architekten 
eine Pfosten-Riegel-Fassade aus Stahl mit transpa-
renter Dreifachverglasung einbauen ließen. 

In den oberen Etagen kam eine neuartige, 
 dreischalige Elementfassade auf Basis brandschutz-
klassifizierter GFK-Profile zum Einsatz. Die Kunst-
stoffelemente sind aus je zwei extrudierten Halb-
schalen zusammengesetzt, innen gedämmt und an 
den meisten Stellen 456 mm breit. Dort, wo der Blick 
ins Freie fällt, beträgt ihre Breite nur 241 mm. Das 
Fassadenmaterial wurde gewählt, weil es eine deut-
lich geringere Wärmeleitfähigkeit aufweist als Stahl 
und Aluminium. Für die ungewöhnliche Dicke der 
Pfosten gibt es zwei Gründe: Zum einen hatten 
die Energieberechnungen ergeben, dass sich der 
Passivhausstandard nur mit einer zu rund 50 % 
geschlossenen und gedämmten Fassade einhalten 
ließe. Zum anderen sind die Pfosten im auskragen-
den Lesesaal im Obergeschoss bis zu 11 m hoch 
und müssen daher hohe Biegebeanspruchungen 
aus Windlasten aufnehmen. An dieser Stelle wurden 
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[118] Interior photograph.

Schoof, J. (2021). Interior [Photo-
graph]. Detail. Digital Processes, 
11/2021, 41.

Deichman Bjørvika Oslo
Case Study
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[119] Cut axonometry.
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Rings um die Atrien sind die einzelnen Bibliotheks-
abteilungen als offene Leselandschaften gruppiert, 
in denen sich Regale und Sitzgruppen abwechseln. 
Als Pendant dazu enthalten die drei als Büchertürme 
gestalteten, polygonalen Gebäudekerne jene Nut-
zungen, die weniger Offenheit vertragen: Aufzüge 
und Fluchttreppenhäuser, WCs und Technikräume, 
aber zum Beispiel auch Seminar- und Gruppenar-
beitsräume, ein Ton- und Filmstudio sowie die 

that, the architects intended to avoid that the library 
exceeds its neighbouring buildings in height, even 
though the programme actually required a seven to 
eight storeys tall structure. The building volume not 
only becomes broader from bottom to top, but also 
cantilevers extensively in two distinct areas: Along 
the side street in the east by roughly 5 m on the 
first floor and by approximately 18 m towards the 
 harbour on the two topmost floors.

Drei als Büchertürme 
gestaltete Kerne tra-
gen die Geschoss-
decken. Zentral im 
 Untergeschoss liegt 
ein großes Auditorium.

The cores, designed 
to resemble stacks of 
books, support the floor 
slabs. A central large 
auditorium is located 
on the basement level. 

Buchsortieranlagen. Für Abwechs-
lung sorgt auch die variierende 
Geschosshöhe: Erdgeschoss, zwei-
tes und viertes Obergeschoss sind 
jeweils höher mit eingefügter Mezza-
ninebene rund um die Gebäude-
kerne, die erste und dritte Etage sind 
niedriger. Ein Filmvorführraum, ein 
Auditorium und der größte Teil der 
Bücher sind im Untergeschoss unter-
gebracht. Insgesamt beherbergt die 
neue Bibliothek 450 000 gedruckte 
Bände und damit nur noch etwa halb 
so viel wie ihr historischer Vorgänger-
bau in der Innenstadt – ein Zeichen 
des Paradigmenwechsels im Biblio-
thekswesen weg vom Papierlager 
und hin zum gesellschaftlichen Treff-
punkt und Veranstaltungsort. 

Als großen, verglasten Aus-
sichtsbalkon Richtung Oslofjord 
gestalteten die Architekten den weit 
auskragenden Lesesaal, der die bei-
den obersten Geschosse zu einer 
Promenade architecturale verbindet. 

Anforderungen gestalterisch gelöst
Weil das Haus über eine Bauteil-
kühlung in den Betondecken verfügt, 
verboten sich großflächige Decken-
verkleidungen mit Ausnahme der 
Gebäudekerne und des Faltwerk-
dachs, das auf der Unterseite etwa 
zur Hälfte mit mikroperforierten Akus-
tik-Spanndecken verkleidet wurde. In 
den Etagen darunter dämpfen dage-
gen wabenartige Akustikpaneele aus 
feuerbeständigem Schaumstoff den 
Schall, die direkt an die Betondecken 
geklebt wurden. Der Schaumstoff 
bedeckt nur rund ein Viertel der 
Deckenoberfläche, die restlichen drei 
Viertel bleiben frei. Für die Leitungs-
führung nutzte das Planungsteam in 
den Obergeschossen einen 45 cm hohen, luftdich-
ten Doppelboden. 

Fünf Lagen Glas zwischen Kunststoffschalen
Die Fassaden der Bibliothek mussten viele Funktio-
nen auf einmal erfüllen: Dämmwerte und Luftdicht-
heit in Passivhausqualität, Sonnenschutz und eine 
möglichst gleichmäßige, blendfreie Ausleuchtung 
der Innenräume. Die Bibliothek sollte eine 

 
Open space across five floors
Three entrances of equal importance 
lead visitors into the ground floor 
area, where a very special spatial 
experience begins: Three diagonally 
intersecting voids connect the floors 
and permit views throughout the 
 interior. Three large, glazed skylights 
let daylight enter the triangular atrium 
spaces. Escalators pass through 
them, forming a grand access spiral 
ascending upward.

Different library departments 
encircle the atrium spaces, resem
bling open reading landscapes 
where shelving and seating alternate. 
Their counterpoint are three polygon- 
shaped building cores. Resembling 
towers of stacked books, they feature 
functions that require lower degrees 
of openness: Elevators and emer
gency staircases, bathrooms and 
mechanical services, yet also seminar 
and group work rooms, an audio and 
video studio as well as book sorting 
equipment are located here. The dif
ferent ceiling heights  provide varia
tions: the ground floor as well as 
 second and fourth floor are taller and 
comprise integrated mezzanine levels 
surrounding the building cores. The 
first and third floors are less tall. A 
screening room, an audi torium and 
the major share of books are situated 
on the basement level. 

The architects designed the 
 cantilevering reading room as a 
grand, glazed balcony that offers 
views to Oslofjord, connecting the 
two topmost floors within a prome
nade architecturale.

Requirements met by design
The building features component cooling systems 
integrated in the concrete ceilings. As a result, large 
scale ceiling paneling wasn’t permissible. The excep
tion are the building cores and the folded roof. 
Roughly half of its underside is covered with micro-
perforated acoustic stretch ceiling panels. The other 
slab undersides feature fireproof foam panels with 
honeycomb structure that serve as soundproofing 
and are adhesively bonded to the concrete ceilings. 

Schoof, J. (2021). Axonometry 
[Illustration]. Detail. Digital Proces-
ses, 11/2021, 43.
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Erdgeschoss
Ground floor

2. Obergeschoss
Second floor

3. Obergeschoss
Third floor

4. Obergeschoss
Fourth floor

Grundrisse
Maßstab 1:750 
1  Eingangshalle
2  Helpdesk / Information
3  Café / Restaurant
4	 	Mietfläche
5  Buchabholung
6  Buchsortieranlage

Floor plans
scale 1:750
1 Entrance hall
2  Help desk / 

information
3  Café / restaurant
4 Rentable area
5 Circulation desk

 7   Verwaltung
 8  Loungebereich
 9   Maker Space /

Werkstatt
10   Musikabteilung
11   Filmabteilung
12   Studio
13   Spielbereich

14   Filmvorführraum
15			 	Ausstellungsfläche
16   Besprechungs-

raum
17   Kunst und 

 Architektur
18   Wissenschaft
19   Sprachlabor

 6   Book sorting 
 equipment

 7  Administration
 8  Lounge area
 9   Maker space / 

workshop
10  Audio department
11  Video department

12  Studio
13  Play area
14  Screening room
15  Exhibition area
16  Meeting room
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18  Sciences
19  Language lab
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[120] Floor plans.

Schoof, J. (2021). Floor plans 
[Drawings]. Detail. Digital Proces-
ses, 11/2021, 41.
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The New Deichman Library in Oslo stands as a no-
table example of contemporary library architecture, 
demonstrating a synthesis of functionality and 
aesthetic innovation. The genesis of the archi-
tectural competition for the library can be traced 
against the backdrop of Oslo‘s commitment to 
cultivating a dynamic cultural and intellectual 
milieu. Recognizing the library‘s role as a cultural 
cornerstone, the international competition under-
scored the necessity for it to adapt to the evolving 
needs of the community.

Designed collaboratively by Lund Hagem and Ate-
lier Oslo, the New Deichman Library is a key com-
ponent of the cultural trio in Bjørvika, alongside the 
Opera House by Snøhetta and the Munch Museum 
by Estudio Herreros. Positioned as a contempo-
rary nexus for knowledge dissemination, cul-
tural exchange, and community engagement, 
its architectural evolution reflects a departure from 
conventional paradigms toward a responsive spa-
tial framework aligned with modern dynamics.

The library spans five floors, each strategically de-
signed to unfold a cohesive spatial narrative. 
Three entrances of equal importance guide visitors 
to the ground floor, where three diagonally inter-
secting voids create a visual and spatial connec-
tion between floors. Natural light permeates the 
triangular atrium spaces through large glazed sky-
lights, establishing an open and interconnected 
atmosphere. The atrium serves as a focal point for 
vertical circulation, with escalators forming a grand 

spiral that ascends through the voids.

The library‘s departments encircle the atrium 
spaces, resembling open reading landscapes 
where shelving and seating are thoughtfully integ-
rated. Complementing this arrangement are three 
polygon-shaped building cores, housing func-
tions with varying degrees of openness, such 
as elevators, emergency staircases, bathrooms, 
mechanical services, seminar rooms, group 
workspaces, an audio and video studio, and 
book sorting facilities. The deliberate variation in 
ceiling heights enhances the dynamic nature of 
the space, with the ground floor and the second 
and fourth floors featuring taller dimensions, inclu-
ding integrated mezzanine levels. In contrast, the 
first and third floors maintain a more modest height. 
The basement level accommodates a screening 
room, an auditorium, and a substantial book col-
lection.

The New Deichman Library in Oslo stands as an 
insightful example of contemporary library archi-
tecture, surpassing traditional roles. This project 
reflects a nuanced understanding of a contempo-
rary society’s needs.
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19Central Library Oodi in Helsinki
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Der Name der neuen Zentralbibliothek in Helsinki ist 
„Oodi“, was „Ode“ bedeutet, wie die „Ode an die Frei-
heit“. Wie kommt es zu dieser Bezeichnung? 
Samuli Woolston: Es gab eine öffentliche Ausschrei-
bung für den Namen, insgesamt wurden über 2600 
Vorschläge eingereicht.
Antti Nousjoki: Dann haben die Bibliothek und die 
Stadtverwaltung den Gewinner ausgewählt. Das war 
so ziemlich der einzige Prozess, bei dem wir nicht 
involviert waren. Generell dauert es immer ein biss-
chen, sich an einen neuen Namen zu gewöhnen. Aber 
in unserem Fall ist es ein recht guter Name. Er lässt 
sich einfach in andere Sprachen übersetzen und hat 
eine Bedeutung. In Finnisch sprechen wir ihn mit 
einem typischen langen „o“ aus. 

Das Gebäude im Zentrum von Helsinki steht in 
unmittelbarer Nachbarschaft zum Parlament und ist 
als ikonischer Solitär konzipiert. Welche Entwurfs-
idee steckt hinter dieser kraftvollen visuellen 
Erscheinung? 
SW: Wir haben die Gebäude der Umgebung unter die 
Lupe genommen – sie sind alle nicht wirklich einla-

dend. Deshalb war es für uns wichtig, dass die Biblio-
thek leicht zugänglich ist und die Menschen willkom-
men heißt. 
Juho Grönholm: Traditionelle Bibliotheksgebäude sind 
entweder große Behälter für Bücher oder Tempel mit 
Säulen und Treppen. In unserem Fall gab es bereits 
einen Tempel der Macht als Nachbarn, das Parla-
mentsgebäude mit seiner Kolonnade. Anstatt den Sta-
tus der Bibliothek also in ähnlicher Form zu manifes-
tieren, wollten wir das Gebäude öffnen und die 
Menschen hineinziehen. Gleichzeitig bedingt das pro-
minente Grundstück auch einen Dialog mit dem Parla-
mentsgebäude. Deshalb haben wir die Außenkanten 
des Balkons im Dachgeschoss nach vorne gezogen, 

The name of the new central library is Oodi, which 
means “ode”, as in the musical composition “Ode 
to Joy”. Who decided on the name?
Samuli Woolston: There was a public process to sug-
gest names for the library, and people submitted more 
than 2,600 proposals.
Antti Nousjoki: Then the library and the city adminis-
tration selected the winner. This was pretty much 
the only process where we were not involved. In gen-
eral, it takes a little time to get used to a new name, 
but in our case, it is quite a good one. It translates 
easily in foreign languages and it also means 
 something. In Finnish we pronounce it with a typical 
long “o”. 

The building is located in the city centre of 
Helsinki, next to the parliament building, and it is 
conceived as an iconic solitaire. What is the design 
idea behind its powerful appearance? 
SW: When we assessed the surrounding buildings, we 
realized that none of them are truly inviting. So it was 
important for us to create a structure that is approach-
able and welcoming. 

Juho Grönholm: Traditional library buildings are either 
containers for books or temples with columns and stairs. 
In our case, we already had a temple of power nearby – 
the parliament with its colonnade. So there was no need 
to manifest the status of the library in that form, but 
instead to open it up and draw people into the building. 
At the same time, the library’s prominent location sets 
up a dialogue with the parliament building. We decided 
to take this into account by stretching out the library’s 
balcony edge and pushing in the glass walls of the 
ground floor. As a consequence, the volume is aligned 
with the facade of the parliament. Last but not least, the 
site of the library is so prominent that it was clear that 
the building should also be a statement in itself.

Das Dachgeschoss 
nimmt einen fließen-
den Gemeinschafts-
raum zum Lesen und 
Streamen auf. Durch-
gängige Glasfassaden 
geben den Panorama-
blick über die Stadt 
frei. 

The top floor accom-
modates a flowing, 
open-plan common 
area for reading and 
watching print and on-
line media. Continuous 
glass facades provide 
a panoramic view of 
the city.

[121] Interior photograph.

Hofmeister, S. (2021). Interior 
[Photograph]. Detail. Roof Structu-
res, 1-2/2021, 19.

Central Library Oodi Helsinki
Case Study
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[122] Axonometric floor plans.
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und die individuellen Zellen der Isolation aufzubre-
chen, die der Alltag heute mit sich bringt. Offensicht-
lich hat die Pandemie eine starke Verlagerung und 
einen Rückzug ins Private versursacht, in ein Leben 
ohne physische Kontakte. Insofern ist die Bibliothek 
ein Angebot für die Öffentlichkeit. Und auch wenn 
einige ihrer Bereiche heute geschlossen sind, so hat 
das Gebäude dennoch etwa 5000 Besucher täglich. 
Es erinnert die Menschen daran, dass wir ein gemein-
sames öffentliches Leben haben können. Ich glaube, 
viele sehnen sich sehr danach, dass die Oodi-Biblio-
thek diese Qualitäten wieder zurückgewinnt. 

Welche Qualitäten hat das Dachgeschoss,  
der eigentliche Bibliotheksraum?
SW: Die Ebene ist als offener Raum konzipiert, sie 
liegt über der Stadt und ihrem Verkehrslärm. Ausbli-
cke in alle Himmelsrichtungen sind möglich, der 
Raum ist wie eine ruhige Landschaft mit Hügeln an 
seinen Außenkanten. Die Besucher nutzen diese 
Gemeinschaftszonen intuitiv, sie setzen sich dort 
beispielsweise, um zu lesen. Die gesamte Decke ist 

with the time of the day and the season. A lot of 
 people have told us it feels like a profound aesthetic 
experience to them.

The Oodi Library is a place for 
everyone. Do you think the pan-
demic has changed the signifi-
cance of the public community?
AN: Even before the current pan-
demic, there were critical voices 
questioning whether public buildings 
like the Oodi Library were necessary 
at all, when people can get books 
and magazines, music, or films 
online and watch or read them in 
their own private spaces. But, at the 
same time, that was also one of the 
strongest arguments for the building: 
we have to work on bringing people 
together and break down the individ-
ual cells of isolation that modern life 
is driving us into. Obviously, the pan-
demic has caused a huge shift 
towards retreating back into the pri-
vate and social life without physical 
contact. The library is an offer to the 
public. Some of its functions are 
closed right now, but still the building 
has about 5,000 visitors a day. Last 
but not least, the building is also a 
reminder that we can have a public 
life together. And I think many people 
are very much looking forward to 
Oodi regaining these qualities. 

akustisch ertüchtigt. 
AN: Sie schafft eine spezifische 
Atmosphäre. Denn obwohl das 
Dachgeschoss ein recht einfacher 
offener Raum auf rechteckigem 
Grundriss ist, können die Raum-
ecken nicht von jedem Punkt aus 
eingesehen werden. Mit jeder 
Bewegung im Raum ändert sich 
die Wahrnehmung und ein neuer 
Blick auf die Landschaft ergibt 
sich. Die Wirkung ist die eines 
Raums ohne Horizont, ähnlich wie 
bei einem Spaziergang in der 
Natur. Dank der durchgehenden 
gläsernen Außenhülle verändert 
sich zudem das Licht je nach 
Tages- und nach Jahreszeit. Viele 
Besucher haben uns das Feed-
back gegeben, dass die Raumwir-
kung eine fundamentale ästheti-
sche Erfahrung für sie ist.

Die Oodi-Bibliothek ist ein Haus 
für alle. Glauben Sie, dass sich 
die Bedeutung der öffentlichen 
Gemeinschaft in Zeiten der Pande-
mie verändert hat? 
AN: Auch vor der Pandemie gab es 
kritische Stimmen, die daran 
gezweifelt haben, dass Gebäude 
wie die Oodi-Bibliothek überhaupt 
notwendig sind. Schließlich kön-
nen wir heute über digitale Kanäle 
überall Bücher und Zeitschriften 
lesen oder Musik und Filme strea-
men, auch zu Hause in unserem 
Wohnzimmer. Aber genau das war 
gleichzeitig auch eines der stärks-
ten Argumente für die Bibliothek: 
Wir müssen daran arbeiten, die 
Menschen zusammenzubringen 

Axonometrie 
1 Kino
2 Familienbibliothek
3  Café, Restaurant
4 Multifunktionshalle
5  Galerie 
6  Meeting-Zone

Axonometric view
1 Cinema
2  Family library
3 Cafe, restaurant
4 Multipurpose hall
5 Gallery
6 Meeting zone

 7  Ausstellung
 8   Studio
 9   Gruppenarbeit
10   Büro
11    Meeting-Zone
12  Maker Space
13  Arbeitsbereich

 7  Pop-up exhibitions
 8  Studios
 9  Group working
10  Offices
11  Meeting area 
12  Makerspace 
13  Working area

14  Medien Lab 
15  Kinderbücher
16    Kinderbereich
17     Café
18  Freihandbibliothek
19    Balkon
20  Bücherstufen

14  Media lab 
15  Kids collection
16  Kids area
17  Cafeteria
18  Media collections
19  Balcony
20 Book steps 

Das englische Inter-
view mit den Partnern 
von ALA Architects 
können Sie auch als 
Podcast anhören. 

Listen to the interview 
with the partners of 
ALA Architects on our 
podcast:

detail.de/1-2-2021-
interview-ala
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13
14
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16
17
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19
20

Cinema
Family library
Café, restaurant
Multipurpose hall
Gallery
Meeting zone
Pop-up exhibitions
Studios
Group working
Offices
Meeting area
Makerspace
Working area
Media lab
Kids collection
Kids area
Cafeteria
Media collections
Balcony
Book steps

Hofmeister, S. (2021). Axonome-
tric view [Illustration]. Detail. Roof 
Structures, 1-2/2021, 22.
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to the columnfree foyer, the whole of the 
 storey above is defined by the building’s struc
tural elements. The size of the rather small, 
 enclosed rooms determines their type of use. 
A curving, stepped sitting area has the timber
clad profiles of the loadbearing structure 
 informally superimposed upon it and forms 
the internal face of the curved facade.
The reading room, another space glazed on 
both sides under an organically curved, white, 
cloudlike ceiling is found on the more orthog
onally laid out roof storey. Circular skylights 
transition gently into the ceiling surface and 
contribute to the calm, bright atmosphere 
of this space, a welcome place of withdrawal 
from the commercial bustle of the city. A bal
cony terrace, cantilevering far beyond the 
western side of the reading room, offers views 
onto the busy city and creates an inviting, 
weatherprotected forecourt at the edge of 
the square. BF

Helsinki’s new central library lies in the heart 
of the city, between the parliament building, 
Lake Töölönlahti and the main railway sta
tion. The straight rear elevation of the building 
follows the railway line, which passes quite 
closely behind it. The sculptural frontage 
opens  onto Kansalaistori Square. A glazed 
roof storey with an attractive, undulating 
 window wall forms the top of the building.
The facade facing the square is clad in spruce 
boards and twists along its length to create a 
curved entrance area, seemingly drawn down 
into the interior of the library. The timber sur
face, tilted almost to the horizontal, becomes 
the ceiling of the foyer behind the curving line 
of the glass facade. A restaurant, cinema and 
multipurpose hall are intended to entice more 
of the passing public to enter. Visitors ascend 
a double spiral staircase set into the glass 
 facade or an escalator in the rear part of the 
building to reach the upper floors. In contrast 
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[123] Floor plans.

De Neumann, S. (2019). Floor 
plans [Drawings]. Detail. Structu-
re, 2/2019, 22.

Second floor

First floor

Ground floor
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The Central Library of Helsinki, Oodi, positioned at 
the heart of Helsinki, Finland, represents a para-
digm of contemporary architectural innovation and 
cultural significance.

In 2017, an architectural design competition was 
initiated with the aim of redefining the urban library 
concept and promoting civic engagement. Ar-
chitects worldwide were invited to participate, and 
the winning proposal emerged from ALA Archi-
tects, led by Samuli Woolston (SW), Juho Grön-
holm (JG), and Antti Nousjoki (AN).

Inaugurated on December 5, 2018, Oodi goes be-
yond the traditional library’s role to house books, 
becoming a dynamic civic space that fosters 
knowledge exchange, community engage-
ment, and cultural exploration on approxima-
tely 10,000m2. Its design seamlessly integrates 
functionality with a commitment to democratic 
ideals of inclusivity.

Oodi‘s significance extends to the design of an ex-
tension to the Public Library in Stockholm, offering 
a contemporary interpretation that surpasses 
the 19th-century library, evolving into a dynamic 
space with a multitude of public functions. The 
program‘s success among the Finnish population 
serve as a source of inspiration for the Stockholm 
project.

When queried about the design‘s rationale, Juho 
Grönholm of Ala Architects notes, „Traditional lib-

rary buildings are either containers for books or 
temples with columns and stairs. In our case, we 
already had a temple of power nearby – the par-
liament with its colonnade. So there was no need 
to manifest the status of the library in that form“ 
(Detail, p. 19).

Oodi‘s innovative approach involves a three-lay-
er structure, strategically organizing diverse public 
functions (see Figure). The traditional library com-
ponent, featuring books and media, constitutes 
the top floor, while the second layer accommo-
dates enclosed workshop and studio spaces, 
game rooms, and a public kitchen. The ground 
floor is dedicated to open spaces conducive to 
public interaction (JG, Detail, p. 20).

Antti Nousjoki underscores Oodi‘s adaptation to 
the evolving nature of libraries, shifting from phy-
sical to online media access. This transition ena-
bles flexible spaces, carefully defined for varied 
activities. Samuli Woolston explains the multi-
functional approach, aligning with distinct spatial 
configurations across the three floors, where the 
top floor encourages learning and understan-
ding, the middle floor fosters creativity and self-
expression, and the bottom floor is designed for 
sharing and exchange.

The Oodi Library stands as a forward-thinking mo-
del, combining innovative functions and spaces, 
encouraging public engagement and serving as an 
inspiration for the contemporary library.





The New City Library of Stockholm
Developing a Project
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Caruso St. John‘s architectural design effective-
ly realized several objectives outlined in the com-
petition brief, notably restoring the library‘s stature 
as a sanctuary for literature, expanding its reading 
space and improving accessibility by linking the 
Bazaar level with the Asplund Library. CSTJ‘s pro-
posal successfully utilizes the Asplund Library‘s 
design language for new furniture, creating distinct 
characters that evoke a sense of continuity while 
embracing a new logic. Moreover, the ambiance 
of the original Asplund Library is beautifully resto-
red, while modernizing its logistics and making the 
layouts clearer and more efficient. By extending the 
Bazaars into the Asplund Library, CSTJ transforms 
them from being a mere plinth into becoming ad-
ditional, publicly accessible library space with a 
distinct character. Adding the new space City Fo-
yer within the Asplund Library creates a mediating 
threshold to the Bazaars, which at the same time 
provides access to the two different parts of the 
new library.

However, due to several constraints, shortcomings 
emerged in certain areas, when compared to the 
competition briefs. In the proposal, the underground 
rotunda level, which formerly housed the sorting 
plant, was intelligently transformed into a children‘s 
rotunda, offering a flexible space within the broader 
children‘s library. While accommodating parents 
with toddlers, kindergarteners, and preteens, the 
proposal still seems to fail adequately catering to 
the needs of teenagers and adolescents, who oc-
cupy a transitional phase between childhood and 
adulthood and necessitate environments that ba-
lance elements of playfulness and maturity. 

During the interview with Nina Lundvall it became 
clear that the decision to maintain the Asplund Li-
brary’s upper floor as a non-public office area was 
necessary to accommodate the requested ad-
ministrative space. However, the upper floor with 
its diverging ambience from the rest of the library 
would have potential to house the adolescent vi-
sitors.

Program Concept
A Conclusion
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Moreover, the proposal, prioritizing the library‘s tra-
ditional function as a repository of books and diver-
se reading experiences, overlooked the imperative 
of fostering community engagement through more 
sources of inspiration. Modernizing the library into 
a contemporary one requires spaces conducive to 
collective interaction and diverse forms of inspira-
tion. Although the addition of assembly halls and 
group rooms was commendable, the absence of 
areas supporting varied creative endeavors, as 
advocated by Jan David Hanrath, is conspicuous. 
According to him, nowadays, a diverse set of archi-
tectural interventions such as workshops, exhibition 
spaces, and recording studios are indispensable in 
accommodating groups of individuals with diverse 
talents and promoting active participation.

While the incorporation of digital media was stipu-
lated in the competition briefs, Caruso St. John‘s 
proposal, while enhancing the library‘s technologi-
cal infrastructure and incorporating PC desks, failed 
to integrate digital storytelling spaces emblematic of 

contemporary society‘s evolving cultural landsca-
pe. These could, for example, be screening and 
gaming rooms. 

Furthermore, the decision to retain the existing main 
entrance instead of establishing a new one to ca-
ter to the streams from the new Odenplan public 
transport station hinders the library‘s integration with 
the adjacent Annexes, impeding the realization of a 
cohesive spatial configuration.

Notwithstanding these compromises, Caruso St. 
John‘s proposal significantly expanded reading 
spaces and adeptly integrated old and new archi-
tectural elements, offering viable solutions to many 
of the Asplund Library‘s contemporary challenges. 
Consequently, the thesis project posits itself as a 
complementary second-phase design to Caruso 
St. John‘s extension proposal, aiming to address 
residual deficiencies and further enhance the libra-
ry‘s functionality in response to evolving societal 
needs.
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Drawing inspiration from successful newly-built li-
braries such as the New Deichman Library and the 
Central Library Oodi, as well as insights gleaned 
from Jan David Hanrath‘s lecture on contemporary 
library design, this project proposes an extension 
to the Asplund Library, introducing new functions 
to transform it into a contemporary civic institution
—a Public Palace. This intervention will occur at 
Observatorielunden, Spelbomskan 16, 13, and 3, 
with the Asplund Library and its Annex buildings 
forming a cohesive campus for the New City Lib-
rary of Stockholm.
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Program Proposal
A Conclusion

Existing   4500
      
Annex 1   2500    
Annex 2   2000         
        
New Annex Complex 4580    
        
Main lobby and central 
public service spaces  1080   
- Lobby functions   160 draught lobby/ies   
     pram/pushchair parking facility, approx. 40qm   
     lockers (50-100pcs)   
     space reservation for a cloakroom (approx. 550 persons)  
 
- Public toilets   250 distributed throughout the building   
     disabled WC (1 pcs per floor), babycare room 20qm  
 
- Public services  100 reception and information point + control room, total 40qm 
     client service point + separate work space, total 40qm 
     client photocopying, print-out and scanning point, 20qm 
- Meeting and lounge area 440    
- Stage    30    
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- Reservable info spots  100    
        
Events space   1220    
- Screening rooms  290 incl. machine room, 40qm. Silent air-conditioning  
- Multi-purpose hall  260    
- Furniture/stage prop storage 150    
- Foyer    175 shared by screening facilities & multi-purpose hall  
- Back stage   40 storage, separate kitchenette, 2WCs, 2 showers 
- Living lab   200 good AV + IT equipment   
- Library exhibition space 120    
- Rentable exhibition space 180    
- Exhibition spaces  40 approx. 20+20qm   
        
Learning and doing  1510    
- Workrooms (for customers) 150 à 8-10qm, workpoints for 2 persons   
- Private office (for customers) 400 work points, total approx. 350qm   
     fixed client-service point à 30qm + laptop lending point   
     photocopying, print-out and scanning point, 20qm  
- Recording & video studio 100 AV equipment, computers   
- TV and radio studio  60 TV studio lighting, sound-system   
- Digital-physical workshop 200    
- Games room   200    
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- Teaching & group rooms 400 10-14 pcs à 16-60qm   
     larger spaces are combinable   
     one 60qm project space, one communal kitchen   
      
External service providers 450    
- Café    200 incl. kitchen 30qm    
     staff social spaces, approx. 15qm    
- Restaurant   150 incl. cloakroom (unsupervised) + WC, total approx. 15qm 
     kitchen approx. 80qm   
     catering manager workspace plus staff spaces approx 20qm  
 
- Commercial premises  100 (eg. bookstore)   
        
Staff facilities   430    
- Office facilities   300 staff personal storage approx. 35qm   
     meeting rooms, 3 x 12-20qm + 1pc à 45qm   
     4 workrooms à approx. 10qm   
     open workpoints for 15 persons + „team area“, in total 120qm 
     quiet space, 2 x approx. 7qm   
- Staff lounge   50 easily accessible to all staff   
- Changing and washrooms 50 seperately for men and women, ratio approx. 1:1  
- WCs    50 approx. 1 WC à 3qm / per floor    
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Stockholm City Library

Palace 

2023-24 MSc3 AR3AI100
Brief 04

A Difficult Whole

“An architecture…able to admit the paradox of the whole fragment: 
the building which is a whole at one level and a fragment of a greater 
whole at another level…It is the difficult unity through inclusion 
rather than the easy unity through exclusion.”
 
– Robert Venturi, The Obligation Toward the Difficult Whole, in Complexity and 
Contradiction in Architecture
 
Confronted with the messy realities of the contemporary city, 
engaged in fragments of the past and addressing the uncertainties 
and challenges of the future, the thoughts of the American architect 
Robert Venturi on the possibilities of the difficult whole, written half 
a century ago, continue to have resonance. Beyond the, sometimes 
failing, formalities manifested in the work of Venturi and Denise 
Scott-Brown, it might represent the possibility of a negotiative 
architecture: one that looks outwards with a welcoming gesture, 
which enjoys what it finds; which searches for wholeness, rather 
than unity; which is open and political and has agency.  
 
The Stockholm City Library might, on first glance, be considered 
a kind of unity – the circle in the square – but in reality it might 
be considered the embodiment of the difficult whole of which 
Venturi speaks, expressed in its geometrical offset to the city 
grid; through the frictions evident in its forth side; in the radically 
different architectural expression of its plinth; in the transformed 
whiteness of its interior; in the clutter of its voids. Stepping beyond 
it, the similarities and differences of the three lamellae, or the 
constructed picturesqueness of the surrounding landscape can 
all be understood as fragments, whose disjunctions and tensions 

elaborate on this complex whole, as well as offering both qualities 
and challenges to the ways in which it is experienced. Your project 
will add yet another new fragment or fragments to the ensemble. 
Through this brief we would like you to begin to explore the creative 
tensions in the moments where things meet through volume, 
ground, façade, colour, material or composition for example. Many 
of you are struggling to escape the tyranny of the plan diagram. 

This brief asks you to think at the scale of the fragment in a more 
traditional sense, elaborating in detail upon a moment where your 
project must negotiate its relationships with other things - whether 
existing buildings or landscape or both, while also exploring its 
own scale, proportion, structure, order and materialisation in more 
detail.  The outcome will take the form of a physical model of a 
fragment of your building and the existing element or elements 
that it engages, made with an equivalent level of detail and care. 
The model might include spatial or structural components and 
more than one surface – for example roof and wall. The model 
may be made in any material or technique you wish but should 
be precise in its form and relationships. It should be supported by 
drawings of varying scales and projections which establish in the 
context of your wider project, through a description of the whole, 
while also exploring the constructional relationships you seek to 
resolve, through detailed elaboration of the external face in plan and 
section. The elaboration of the building section will be particularly 
important in developing the way in which the interiors of new and 
existing relate to one another.  The moment you are looking at 
should be agreed upon by next week’s tutorial with a sketch version 
of the model completed the week after. The final, photographed 
version, and its accompanying drawings, should form part of your 
P3 presentation.

Gothenburg Law Court Annex by E.G. Asplund.
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Presently, the three Annex lamellas stand as inde-
pendent structures against the backdrop of Obser-
vatory Hill. Originally envisioned as integral compo-
nents of the „district of knowledge and education“ 
alongside the Asplund Library, they have since 
weathered with time and undergone significant 
transformations while the library has largely retai-
ned its original function and spatial configurations. 
Over time, the Annexes have experienced multip-
le changes in function, layout, and even structural 
integrity. Many past competition proposals have 
even suggested their complete demolition. Howe-
ver, a comprehensive analysis reveals that such 
proposals overlooked the social significance of the 
Annexes, a point reinforced by Kieran Long, former 
Director of the Swedish Centre for Architecture and 
Design [ArkDes].

Upon closer examination, it becomes evident that 
the Annexes have struggled to adapt efficiently to 
evolving accessibility requirements throughout their 
existence. In attempts to meet these demands, va-
rious interventions, such as outdoor ramps, stairs, 
and other modifications, have been implemented 
somewhat crudely over the years. Recognizing this 
gradual and arguably vernacular transformation, 
the proposed solution aims to address the Anne-
xes‘ impairments while introducing new qualities. 

This step is crucial for repurposing the Annexes 
into functional spaces suitable for the envisioned 
program, as detailed earlier in this work.
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[124] Development of a connection at the Annexes‘ back with lounge function.
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[125] Elevation drawing between Annex 1 & 2 and Annex 2 & 3 (left to right)



175 A Difficult Whole

GSPublisherVersion 239.19687026759561954.0.100
GSEducationalVersion

[126] Elevation drawing. POV: The entrance to the Asplund Children‘s Library.
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[127] Longitudinal section A-A.
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[128] Cross section B-B (hill to the left).
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[129] First structural idea.
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[130] Spatial study model 1:50.
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This project, „Inviting the Public,“ explores the ex-
pansion and modernization of the Stockholm Pu-
blic Library, focusing on integrating the historic 
Asplund Library and its Annex buildings into a co-
hesive, multifunctional campus. Situated in Norr-
malm, Stockholm, the project aims to enhance 
the library‘s accessibility and public engagement, 
addressing previous unsuccessful competition at-
tempts from 2006 and 2014.

The Asplund Library, an iconic monument and a 
beacon of educational innovation since 1928, fa-
ces the challenge of modernizing while preserving 
its architectural heritage. Caruso St. John‘s 2014 
proposal, though intelligent, was halted due to 
conflicting interests, leading to this new design in-
tervention. This project builds upon their proposal, 
aiming to transform the library into a Public Palace 
by incorporating contemporary functions inspired 
by successful examples like the New Deichman 
Library in Oslo.

The design intervention focuses on the Annex 
buildings, repurposing them to create additional 
public spaces and improving connectivity with the 
Asplund Library. This includes the integration of a 
lightweight timber structure, enhancing accessibili-
ty with new ramps and terraces, and optimizing the 
library’s landscape to blend with the surrounding 
nature, embracing Asplund‘s principles of blending 
architecture with nature, as seen in his work for 
the 1930 Stockholm Exhibition and the Woodland 

Chapel.

The interior spaces of the extension are designed 
to be multifunctional, allowing for various uses such 
as reading, lounging, and community activities - a 
place to be, just like my P1 design. Architecturally, 
the idea is that the concrete retaining wall slopes 
towards the user of the building, allowing for a view 
into the hill. Each successive wall then gradually 
steps down in height, until the opposite facade fully 
opens up into the spaces between the Annexes. 
This attempt can be further developed and refined. 
A lightweight timber structure on top, sliding along 
the Annexes’ back, gives the idea of a conserva-
tory. The ceiling’s grid of the cross-beam structure 
varies, loosening up towards each ends of the buil-
ding. Integrated into the hill, with a dreamy incident 
of light, an ambient spatial character is created. 

By preserving while introducing modern amenities, 
this project envisions a library that meets contem-
porary needs for community engagement, digital 
media, and creative activities, ensuring its role as a 
vital educational hub.

A further subject of study should be the surroun-
ding landscape and the means in which it creates 
a connection between the new extension to the 
Annexes and the Asplund Library. The currently 
harsh edges should be softened, integrating green 
spaces and pathways that encourage interaction, 
variation and accessibility. 
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Figure ground plan
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Bas relief model of the redesigned ground (1:100)
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Building volume in context
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Floor plan (detailed 1:200)
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North elevation with entrance to the right (from Odengatan)
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East entrance elevation (from Asplund Children‘s Library)
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First structure sketch
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Structure explosion diagram
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1

Stockholm City Library Feasibility Study

Stockholms stadsbibliotek, Programhandling (26.09.2016)

Appendix/ Bilagor
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1

Stockholm City Library Feasibility Study

Stockholms stadsbibliotek, Programhandling (26.09.2016)

Appendix/ Bilagor

Caruso St. John section axonometry of Asplund Library + second phase design „Inviting the Public“
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Ground floor

First floor

Second floor

Third floor

Basement 1

Basement 2

Ground floor

First floor

Second floor

Third floor

Basement 1

Program diagram Annex 1 & Annex 2
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Climate diagram
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A walk through the building
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