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three galleries, a planetarium, six
specialist libraries, offices, a
cafeteria and much more.

The tilted disc, which is so
authoritatively yet gently inserted
into the frenetic corniche
architecture of the eastern
harbour, is now an internationally
recognized symbol and, according
to some, is a symbol of the ancient
Egyptian sun god Ra. But its form
comes from basic functional and
structural requirements. The
urban planning height limit ensured
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that much of the bulk of the
building had to be underground. To
dig several stories down so near to
the sea meant that a huge
waterproof container had to be
created. A circular form was the
simplest way of making a structure
that could resist underground
pressures. Hence the circular plan
of the great reading space and the
toroidal form. The substructure is
extraordinary, with tension piles
under the shallow north side and
compression ones under the heavy

south side to prevent the
imbalanced loading causing the
whole thing to turn over
backwards. The concrete
diaphragm wall is the largest yet
built, and has no expansion joints,
but many measures for preventing
water penetration.

In the reading room, eight
terraces give human scale to the
big volume. Slender, mosque-like
concrete columns further modify
the scale and support the glass
roof, which is carefully designed
to maximize north light while
keeping the sun’s rays out. Small
elements of green and blue glass
allow patches of these Islamic
colours to move round the
interior, following the sun.
Detailing is generally immaculate,
both here and elsewhere. The jury
welcomed the way in which the
library ‘provides a model for
bringing together the international
community and encouraging
cooperation and commitment
from society as a whole'. Not only
the international community
benefits; new life attracted to
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Alexandria by the completion of
the library has caused
improvements in urban
infrastructure and
accommodation. The only
problems seem to be the rather
arid entrance piazza (which can
presumably be improved by
landscaping) and the building’s '
popularity. Initially, when the

library opened free, 18 000

visitors a day were cramming

themselves in and interfering with
the work of real users. A charging
system for visitors has reluctantly
had to be introduced, but entry is
cheap, even at foreigners’ rates.
The place now worlks well as a
scholarly instrument, even though
it remains a bit crowded.

A more extensive description of
the library is in AR September
2001,
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entrance level (scale approx 1:1700)
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Library has been known to receive

18 000 visitors a day.
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