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The National Library of Latvia 
 

• The National Library of Latvia (NLL) –  a universal scientific 
research library; the national cultural institution of importance under 
the supervision of the Ministry of Culture of the Republic of Latvia; 
 

• Mission – to promote a free and inventive usage of the national 
cultural and scientific heritage so as to foster education, research, the 
development of knowledge and the quality of life; 
 

• The NLL cooperates with many libraries, organizations and 
institutions (IFLA, CENL, CDNL, CERL, EBLIDA, LIBER, 
Bibliotheca Baltica, UNESCO, etc.; ) in Latvia and in the world with 
the aim of sharing professional experience and knowledge; 
 

• Collection – 4,5 million units. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
 The National Library of Latvia (NLL) is a universal scientific research library –  the national cultural institution of importance under the supervision of the Ministry of Culture. It is the largest library in the country, which serves as the legal deposit, maintains the national bibliography and forms the central hub of library development in the State level.The library is acting in accordance with the law “On the Latvian National Library”, and other laws and regulation is approved by the Cabinet of Ministers of the Republic of Latvia. The library’s mission is to promote a free and inventive usage of the national cultural and scientific heritage so as to foster education, research, the development of knowledge and the quality of life;The NLL cooperates with many libraries, organizations and institutions (IFLA, CENL, CDNL, CERL, EBLIDA, LIBER, Bibliotheca Baltica, UNESCO, etc.; ) in Latvia and in the world with the aim of sharing professional experience and knowledge. The total amount of different materials in the library’s collection is 4,5 million units.



The main roles of the NLL 

• Providing access to all analogue and digital publications in Latvia, 
Latvian and about Latvia; 

• Collecting and promoting national documentary heritage; 

• Ensuring data organization and quality control on a national 
level; 

• Making a marketing policy for better access and usability of 
information resources; 

• Ensuring preservation of analogue and digital resources; 

• Cooperating with different memory institutions on a national and 
international level. 
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Presentation Notes
The NLL has many functions that have to evolve parallel to the requirements and necessities of a modern citizen. The Library’s main roles, according to the “NLL Strategy 2013-2015” are:  Providing access to all analogue and digital publications in Latvia, Latvian and about Latvia, its people and Latvians around the world; Collecting and promoting national documentary heritage – sheet music, sound recordings, audiovisual materials, maps, pictures, photos, manuscripts; Providing access to the foreign information resources that are essential for the Latvian culture, education, science, economy and other needs;  Ensuring data organization and quality control on a national level, the maintenance of the “Electronic Union Catalog of Latvian libraries of national significance” and its statistics; Via organizing exhibitions, trainings, seminars and other events (cultural, literary, educational, scientific, etc.) it creates a marketing policy for better access and usability of information resources;  Ensuring preservation (long-term availability) of analogue and digital resources;  Cooperating with libraries, museums, archives and other institutions on a national and international level – to ensure professional continuing education, the coordination of international programmes and projects, and serving as the national centre of digitalization. 



History and context 

• The NLL was founded in 29 August, 1919; 
 
• Since 1919, the NLL has been located in about 30 buildings. Currently 

the library is located in 6 buildings including 1 repository; 
 
• The first discussions on a new NLL building began back in 1926-

1928. They continued before and after the Second World War, and came 
close to realization in the 1960s-70s when the present site was selected 
and the first sketches materialised; 

 
• The library of Schola Carolina/Lyceum Rigensis, 1675 – one of the 

cornerstones of the State or National Library. 
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Presentation Notes
 The NLL was formed in 1919 after the independent Republic of Latvia was proclaimed in 1918. Its collections are based on private and institutional libraries that left without owners – liquidated educational institutions, organizations and private persons (for example, the Baltic German nobility).  The premises of the library were located in residential buildings, banks, warehouses, schools and factories. Some former library premises were built even in the 13th century and many of these buildings nowadays has a landmark status; But actually the history of the library dates back to 1675, when after the order of Swedish King – Karl XI (11th) – one of the first secular city schools of Riga – Karl’s School, also known as “Schola Carolina” and “Lyceum Rigensis” was founded. In the lyceum a library was made, which in 1919 became one of the cornerstones of the State or National Library.



Schola Carolina/Lyceum Rigensis 

• Moulding or relief on the facade in  
Riga, Mazā Smilšu Street.  
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The Imperial Lyceum Rigensis 
Vidzeme Provincial Gymnasium 
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 In 1787 the lyceum’s students began courses in a newly built building in Pils laukums.



The Latvian State or National Library  
in Riga, 2 Pils laukums (1919 – 1959) 
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  In 1919, in the same building, the Latvian State library was founded.
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Presentation Notes
 Currently the  National Library is located in 5 separate buildings in Riga, but the 6th - the main repository, filled with low required literature, is located 30 km outside the city.When designing (projecting) of the new library began in 1989, we had even more locations – overall 12.  On the upper left side in the picture you can see the main building of the library. The administration, the main books’ repository, Library information centre, exhibition halls,  readers' service station, sectoral reading rooms and electronic resources reading rooms and collections are located there; On the upper right side – the building of the library’s Arts and music centre; On the lower left side – Children’s literature centre, Small prints reading room, Baltic Central Library, Institue of library development, Restoration and digitization department, Legal deposit archive, graphic collections; In the middle - Institute of Bibliography, Collection development department; On the lower right side – Periodicals, Maps and geospatial information, Letonica, Rare Books and Manuscripts Section.



On a way to the new library 
• In 1977 architect Modris Ģelzis (1929-2009) was chosen for the development 

of the State Library building project; 
 
• In 1988 the Council of Ministers of the Latvian SSR adopted a decision on 

constructing a new State Library building; 
 
• In 1989 Latvian born American architect Gunnar Birkerts (1925) was chosen 

to be the main architect for the development of the new State Library building 
design; 

 
• In 1991 the Cabinet of Ministers of the Republic of Latvia adopts a decision 

on constructing a new State Library building; 
 
• 1998 the Support Foundation of the NLL established (at present – the 

Society); 
 
• In 1999 the 30th General Assembly of the UNESCO passed a resolution which 

asked the UNESCO members and the global community to support the Latvian 
National Library project. An international group of experts advises and 
oversees the project on behalf of the UNESCO since then; 

 
• In 2002 the Parliament of the Republic of Latvia passed the “Law regarding the 

Implementation of the Latvian National Library Project”. Contracting authority 
 Ministry of Culture  
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Presentation Notes
 At first, in 1977 architect Modris Ģelzis (1929-2009) was chosen for the development of the State Library building project. But the situation turned out the way that his project was not used. In the end of 80s – to choose the new library’s project and architect again, a national scale competition was organized. It is important to mention that in that time Latvia was still part of the USSR and international competitions were no practiced. As all 5 submitted projects were deemed as unsuitable, the contest ended without results. Then the Riga City Architect and the president of Latvian Union of Architects Gunārs Asaris addressed the Latvian-born architect Gunnar Birkerts, who was an internationally recognized architect with extensive experience in design of large libraries. When Latvian born American architect Gunnar Birkerts was chosen to be the main architect for the development of the new State Library building design, and it happened in 1989, he demonstrated great integrity by asking Modris Ģelzis to be his partner and to work in collaboration with the new project.



Technical process 

• The audit of the project’s program and size reduction in 1995; 
 
• Construction directorate “The New Three Brothers”; 

 
• Program of requirements (Por) and “COWI”. 
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 In 1995 the audit of the project’s program and size reduction began. The reasons were following: during the Soviet times, the project was made with a point that everything will be bigger,- mainly the collection and staff. But as it was decided to maintain the Repository in Silakrogs and to use mobile shelfes, the necessity of a big building decreased.In 2002  the functions of the project’s contractor were taken over by the Ministry of Culture. There was established a separate division and construction directorate “The New Three Brothers". It was an institution subordinated to the Ministry of Culture, which was able to avoid the bureaucracy and could make decisions about the building’s project.Following the recommendations by „The New Three Brothers” it was decided to attach a Danish consultant „COWI” which clasically developed this kind of program’s requirement documents. According to PoR, the sketches’ project was revitalized and then the technical project was made.



Modris Ģelzis and Gunnar Birkerts 

11 



Gunnar Birkerts 
• Gunnar Birkerts (1925) is the all-time most productive and most 

notable Latvian born architect; 
 
• Dozens of public buildings in U.S. And Europe were built by his 

designs: universities, libraries, museums, etc.; 
 
• Birkerts highlights northern interest for organic, environmental 

shape, light and fine attention to architectural creation process. 
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 Corning Museum of Glass (1976-1980) and building of the University of Michigan Legal Research Building (1974-1981), designed by Birkerts, in 2007 were included in the 150 all-time best U.S. building list by American Institute of Architects. Latvian community got to know Gunnar Birkerts in the second half of his life. By initiative of Latvian architects, exile Latvian – Birkerts was invited to develop the project of the National Library of Latvia. The “Castle of Light” was the first mainstream contemporary architecture project in Latvia, and Birkerts – a world-class architect who was able to apply his Latvian origins.
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The new National Library of Latvia project 

 
  

The new building  
of the NLL 

(Castle of Light) 

Repository in 
Silakrogs 

State Unified Library 
Information Network 

(Lightnet)  

Digital Library 
(Lighthouse)  

Project 
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The new NLL project (see Diagram) simultaneously involves a new building in the city centre, a repository 25 km away from Riga, and the National Digital Library and State Unified Library Information Network – “Lightnet”, which electronically links all libraries in Latvia. 



The new NLL building 
• Most complex object to be constructed in independent Latvia; 

• A modern and innovative, world-class information and cultural 
centre; 

• Architects – Gunnar Birkerts, Modris Ģelzis and partners; 

• Construction works: 2008 – 2013; 

• The construction was carried out by “The National Association of 
Construction Companies”; 

• Design and construction management supervisor:  
“Hill International”; 

• The new NLL will open its doors on the 29th of August, 2014. 
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Presentation Notes
 The new NLL building is one of the most complex objects to be constructed in independent Latvia, it presented a challenge both to the builders as well as the library professionals in attaining the requirements of a model 21st century library.The new NLL building or the Castle of Light transforms the library into a modern and innovative, world-class information and cultural centre. It will offer access to the library’s collections and services, and an environment for education, research, self-development and recreation. If we look back in the history, that it must be said that when the first version of the architecture’s project (the project begin in 1989) was developed, by following the best practices it was decided to invite a building design and construction management supervision company. In 1995 an international competition was held, which was won by  Hill International.So the construction works began in 2008 and was completed on 20 December, 2013. The construction was carried out by “The National Association of Construction Companies”.



Conception 

• The main storage is the core of the building; 

• The arrangement of reading rooms – beginning with the general 
collections (from Mezzanine) and following with special collections 
(for example, Maps, 6th floor); 

• Services for children – Children’s Literature Centre, providing a 
platform for discussing digital materials, animations, illustrator 
workshops, alphabet games, a “Storytellers chair”, a picture book 
theatre, interactive exhibitions, and more; 
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 A typical to national libraries, the NLL will develop its services for kids. The NLL Children’s Literature Centre trains librarians who specialize in children’s and youth services. It implements reading encouragement programmes addressing urgent issues regarding reading competency, providing a platform for discussing read digital materials, animations, illustrator workshops, alphabet games, a “Storytellers chair”, a picture book theatre, interactive exhibitions, and more.



• Competence centre, Institute of Library Development; 

• Public space – auditorium, exhibition halls, concert hall/conference 
centre, book museum; 

• The readers’ zone is faced to Old Town of Riga, providing 
marvellous view and lots of natural daylight;  

• Infrastructure will be able to generate financial income – public 
occasions halls, restaurant, library store and parking space (in the 
future). 
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Main facts 

• Space for more than 1,000 readers; 

• Serving over 3,000 visitors a day; 

• Free access to 350,000 publications; 

• Concert hall with seats for 462 people; 

• Conference centre – 400 seats; 

• Mezzanine level open 24/7 (in the nearest future); 

• Space for 6 million books, journals and other materials; 

• 10 group study rooms (for 6-16 people); 

• Individual study cabins. 
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• Museum of Latvian Book History; 

• Exhibitions of rare books and manuscripts; 

• Music room, Story room, language courses; 

• Exhibition halls; 

• Opportunity to watch 35 mm motion picture films; 

• 360° panorama observation deck; 

• Staff: 400; 
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• 13 Levels (including the basement); 
• Construction: monolithic reinforced concrete building, covered with 

glass panels and stainless steel sheets; 
• All wooden furniture are made in Latvia; 
• Floors are made from Canadian maple tree; 
• Overall area: 40,455 m2;    

• Built up area: 8,590 m2; 

• Height: 68 m; 
• Cubic area: 263,000 m3; 

• Air change rate: twice an hour; 
• Library accessibility: all services available for people with limited 

mobility, with specially equipped work stations for the visually 
impaired. 
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Atrium
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Concert hall/conference centre



Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Nation’s bookshelf – the central element of the building, 5 storeys in height. Total capacity for about 20,000 books.



Presenter
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Stairs
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Exhibition hall
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Reading room
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Reading room.
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Reading room and public access shelves.
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Staff zone.
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Children’s literature centre
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Storage.
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Floors.
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Observation deck. Here is planned to create a permanent exhibition in honour of Gunnar Birkerts.



Information on the different levels 
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Location of the Library in the context of 
the historical centre of Riga 
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Presentation Notes
City architects have a vision of the development of central Riga for the next 10-20 years (see Image). Currently Riga is divided into six administrative regions, its Central District (total area 3 km2), includes the historical centre of Riga or “Old Riga”, which is a UNESCO World Heritage Site. The new building of the NLL is located on the left bank of the Daugava River with a view of the historical centre of Riga across the water. This part of Riga is still in its process of development, with the City Architects envisioning to move the City Hall, University campus, the International Bus Terminal and other institutions to this side of the city.



Problems 

• Facade cleaning; 
 
• Parking space; 

 
• Bicycle parking options; 
 
• Electricity consumption. 
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 The shape of the building is very complicated, and the library practically does not have a roof in traditional understanding. That is why the facade cleaning needs a special, adapted solution. It is impossible to attach an automatic cleaning equipment there. Furthermore, the cleaning will be done twice a year. Due to fact that the building is mainly made of glass and all stains are very noticable,  we also will have to consider how to scare away birds... Due to global economical crises two things which were designed in the project were not accomplished – multi-storey parking space and underground parking space.  Currently the bicycle parking space is outdoors, but at the beginning it was planned for them to be in the underground garage. Also the electricity consumption will be significantly higher than in old building because of the modern technologies, elevators, air conditioning systems and other technical devices.



The Castle of Light 

• Metaphors and references to Latvian folklore 
– the glass mountain, the symbolic Castle of 
Light: 
– Height of achievement – difficult to attain,  

yet full of rewards for those who make the 
commitment to reach its peak; 

– Wisdom that has been lost in darkness  
of war and invasion, but then regained by 
Latvian people; 

• Flexibility, light, place. 

39 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The intention for the building is expressiveness. Its appearance includes metaphors and references to the most important images of Latvian folk legends and folk songs – the glass mountain, the symbolic Castle of Light. It symbolizes the height of achievement – difficult to attain, yet full of rewards for those who make the commitment to reach its peak. The Castle of Light is also a metaphor for wisdom that has been lost, but will someday rise again from the depths of the River Daugava, after the Latvian people have overcome the intellectual darkness of war, invasion and occupation. Gunnar Birkerts intentionally incorporated these evocative Latvian symbols in his design. Located on the left bank of the legendary River Daugava, its glassy slopes will mirror the spires that shape the distinctive silhouette of Old Riga.The key characteristics of the new NLL building are flexibility, light and place. National libraries initially were closed repositories, intended for eternal preservation of tangible materials. 



Conclusion 
• The new library building – attractive tourist destination. 

 
• The opening of the Castle of Light in 2014 enhances the appeal of 

Riga and Latvia. 
 

• The Castle of Light is a national symbol. 
 

• The multi-functional structure that meets the needs of a modern 
knowledge based society.  
 

© F64 
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The NLL believes that the new library building will be an attractive tourist destination, similarly to other national libraries, such as the National Library of Denmark (Copenhagen), the British Library (London), the National Library of France (Paris), the National Library of Estonia (Tallinn), the National Library of Belarus (Minsk), and others. The NLL will provide guided tours to all interested parties, corporate clients and daily visitors alike. The opening of the Castle of Light in 2014 will enhance the appeal of not just Riga, but Latvia as well, as many visitors see Riga as a gateway to the country. Every resident of Latvia knows about the new NLL project, and already the Castle of Light is a national symbol. The multi-functional structure that meets the needs of a modern knowledge based society.
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